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In this book, Dr. Mhajida presents a highly detailed his-
torical account of the Datoga people over the last two
centuries, coupled with his personal recollections of
growing up as a member of a Datoga household. As a
Datoga himself, Dr. Mhajida offers insights into life as a
pastoralist, the interactions that he and his family had
with other ethnic groups, and the challenges his family
faced during the colonial period and into the modern
post-colonial world. Although I have been studying East
African pastoral people for more than 40 years, I as-
sumed that Datoga and Barabaig were different names
for the same people. However, Dr. Mhajida describes the
complexity of the Datoga people and that the Barabaig
are the most well-known, but only one of many sub-
groups of the Datoga. The book is based on Dr. Mhaji-
da’s doctoral dissertation and is primarily a highly de-
tailed historical account and written primarily for a
specialist audience. There are many place names and
geographical descriptions that would be unfamiliar to
those without a deep understanding of Tanzania’s his-
tory and, in particular, the geography of central
Tanzania. Nevertheless, the book offers insights into the
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mobility of people, ethnic tensions and alliances that
existed prior to the colonial era, and how these articu-
lated with the German and British colonial governments,
as well as with the independent governments of the
modern Tanzanian state.

According to Dr. Mhajida, “this research unravels the
economic collapse of the Datoga pastoralists of central
and northern Tanzania from the 1830s to the beginning
of the 20th century. The research builds on the broader
literature on continental pastoralism during the past two
centuries. Overall, the literature suggests that African
pastoralism is collapsing due to changing political and
environmental factors”. I am not sure that I would agree
that pastoralism is collapsing but is certainly changing
and adapting. Dr. Mhajadi goes on to say that two main
questions have guided this research: (1) “How is ethnic
space defined by the Datoga and their neighbours across
different historical times?” and (2) “What are the origins
of the conflicts and violence, and how have they been
narrated by the state throughout history?”

The book begins with an overview of the literature on
African pastoralism and of the Datoga in particular. Dr.
Mhajida stresses how the Datoge were viewed as back-
ward and violent and challenges this description made
by both colonial governments and other ethnic groups.
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He points out that there are nine sub-groups of the
Datoga, and in this book, his focus is on the Barabaig,
Bianjid/Taturu, Brediga, and Gisamjeng. One of the
main points in the introductory chapter is how the Brit-
ish favoured the Iragw, how the Datoga lost significant
amounts of land to the Iraqw during the period between
1918 and 1927, and how the view of the Datoga as vio-
lent and undeveloped continued in the post-
independence period. He also discusses the challenges of
archival research and that of collecting oral histories of
the Datoga.

The second chapter examines Datoga’s history from
the 1830s to the 1910s. The work here is detailed and
well documented. The one critique I would have is that
Dr. Mhajida sets up the chapter by saying that he shows
how “a romanticized understanding of pastoralists as
simple, non-territorialist, and non-expansionist is ahis-
torical”. I doubt that many scholars of East African pas-
toralists would agree with this view. The focus of this
chapter is how the Datoga viewed their geographical
homeland, their nichi, and how their perceptions of the
homeland were formed through the interaction with
other ethnic groups, particularly the Massai and the
Datoga’s loss of the Serengeti plains and Ngorongoro
highlands. Dr. Mhajida also discusses the development
of the ritual mastery of rainmaking and healing. Dr.
Mhajida documents the movements of the different
Datoga sub-groups as a result of conflict with other eth-
nic groups and concludes with a discussion of Dataoga’s
relationships with the German colonial government and
how this set in motion the challenging relationship be-
tween the Datoga and the state.

In chapter 3, Dr. Mhajida considers the period be-
tween 1918 and the 1950s largely concentrating on the
relationship of the British colonial state and the Datoga.
Much of the chapter attempts to reconsider what Dr.
Mhajida feels have been misinterpretations of both oral
history and the written record. The chapter details how
the perception of violence and in particular “murders”
were falsely attributed to the Datoga and how these in-
terpretations led to the alienation of resources and the
loss of land to adjacent communities. This includes the
imposition of indirect rule, the replacement of Datoga
chiefs with government chiefs, and the loss of land for
the commercial development of large-scale wheat farm-
ing. The chapter also discusses the effect that disease, in
particular, rinderpest and trypanosomiasis, had on the
pastoral economy and the shrinking of grazing areas
available to the Datoga.

Chapters 4 and 5 demonstrate how the perception of the
Datoga as violent and backward continued in post-colonial
independent Tanzania. The villagization programme, which
was implemented throughout Tanzania, had devastating im-
pacts on the pastoral economy of the Datoga. During this
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period, the Datoga were considered “enemies” and settled
into agricultural communities. Dr. Mhajida again argues that
the events that lead to the state’s perception of the Datoga as
Mang'ati (the Maasai word for enemy) were based on a mis-
interpretation of historical events and led to the severe im-
poverishment of the Datoga. In chapter 5 Dr. Mhajida
considers the impact of the transition from the socialist pol-
icies of the state in the Nyerere years to the more neo-liberal
economic policies of the post-1984 government. During this
period, the Datoga engaged in large-scale migrations, while
ethnic conflict continued and escalated. The Datoga diversi-
fied their pastoral economy and eventually came to a more
cooperative relationship with adjacent communities.

In chapter 6, Dr. Mhajida reflects on his own life
growing up in a Datoga community and household. The
focus here is on two households and their historical de-
velopment from the early 1900s to their current situ-
ation. Much of the research here was based on both oral
history and individual interviews. It brings to life many
of the accounts mentioned previously in the book. It is
also a personal reflection on urbanization, a decline of
pastoral livelihoods, and his own journey from a herd
boy to now a professor at the University of Dar es
Salaam.

Although I said at the beginning of this review that
the audience for this book will primarily be for the com-
munity of pastoral scholars, it is a moving account for
anyone interested in Tanzania’s history. It is also a dem-
onstration of how recorded events can be misinterpreted
and how they can be corrected through meticulous arch-
ival research, collection of oral histories, and individual
interviews. This is an impressive book and a valuable
contribution to the pastoral literature and the history of
northern and central Tanzania.
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