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OPENING NOTES  
 

A Pretty Good Crowd for a Friday 

BREAK POINT BAR ON A Friday night. The harmonious sounds of a choir of crickets have 

been replaced by those of another orchestra. DDC Mlimani Park is in full swing: star 

singer Hassan Bitchuka, four guitarists, a drummer and a substantial horn section are 

treating their audience to some classic Muziki wa Dansi. Their evergreen “Neema” [1], 

twice voted Tanzania’s ‘Song of the Year’ in the early 1980s, never fails to get people up 

and moving. Bitchuka, well in his seventies, is an éminence grise of Dar es Salaam’s dansi 

scene, a veteran who has been captivating audiences throughout the city for decades. He 

is still the man of the hour, his voice seeming to have lost little of its enchanting timbre 

over the years. 

 The band has been playing for a steady two hours now. As the night heats up, the 

songs get longer and the chemko—the fast final part of each song, featuring the tight 

interplay of the four guitars interlaced with forceful riffs by the horn section—more 

intense. Around midnight, Bitchuka signals break time: after a short interruption, the 

musicians will play for a good three hours more. During the break, a DJ makes for the 

turntables and fills the air with the catchy beats of “Haba Haba” [2], a song which has 

been topping Dar es Salaam’s charts for weeks now. Immediately, the dance floor is 

crammed with young enthusiasts lining up to dance to kwaito, a type of percussive 

house music originating from Johannesburg which has gained massive popularity all 

over East and Southern Africa since its emergence in the 1990s. It is a fascinating sight, 

as the young men and women are performing exactly the same dance steps and move as 

one carefully choreographed block, completely in sync with the beat. 

 When the song is finished, the DJ announces a final special act before Mlimani 

Park resumes their show, and a young boy takes centre-stage. As far as his outfit goes, he 

is every bit a Michael Jackson look-a-like, dressed in tight black jeans with a glitter jacket 

and wearing a hat plus the unmistakable white glove. Cheers of admiration go up from 

the crowd as the Tanzanian MJ performs an energetic rendition of “Beat It”, exposing his 

impressive dancing skills. 

After what has been an entertaining intermezzo, Mlimani Park Orchestra take up 

their instruments again. Starting off with a cover version of Cuban immortal 
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“Guantanamera”, they go on playing their well-known Swahili repertoire for some three 

hours more. The audience dances the night away. 

 

A City of Windows and Mirrors 

The central topic of this thesis is Muziki wa Dansi (literally ‘dance music’, usually 

abbreviated to dansi), a type of Swahili dance music that rose to prominence in the 

1930s, eventually to become the most dominant musical force in the urban centres of 

Tanzania. Since its inception, dansi has been particularly popular in Dar es Salaam, the 

city that served as the country’s capital between 1891 and 1974. Three months of 

fieldwork conducted in Dar es Salaam form the empirical basis of my study. 

 Since its founding in the 1860s, Dar es Salaam (literally “harbour of peace”) has 

evolved from a minor mainland haven of Sultan Majid of Zanzibar to become a 

metropolis of major regional importance. Over the course of a good century and a half, 

the city has rapidly blossomed as a picture of social and cultural diversity. As Brennan 

and Burton have emphasised, twentieth-century Dar es Salaam was “relentlessly 

cosmopolitan” (2007; 3): reflective of its geographical status of being a port city located 

on the Eastern Indian Ocean coast of Africa, the town had “a historically unprecedented 

socio-cultural heterogeneity, located at the forefront of international cultural trends 

affecting African societies” (2007; 3).  

Yet, it is exactly this palette of demographic, social and religious variety that 

reflects the true nature of the Tanzanian nation. In his A Modern History of Tanganyika, 

John Iliffe observed that “as the rings of a tree reveal ecological change, so each phase of 

Tanganyika’s modern history was embodied in the human geography of its capital” 

(1979, 384). Crucial to the dynamics of this geography are the schemes of urban 

planning applied during the period of British colonial rule, beginning in 1919 and dating 

until 1961. The British organised the allocation of space in Dar es Salaam along “classic 

colonial” lines (Lewinson, 2006; 471), with a central administrative and business 

quarter flanked by an elite (low density) residential area near the shore and medium- 

and high density residential zones inland for people who were less well-to-do (2006; 

471). The British organised the various areas along ethnic lines, designating the 

spacious, ‘quiet’ areas for Europeans, the medium density zones for Asians and more 

well-off Africans, and the highly populated areas for poor Africans (Lugalla, 1995; 14). 
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Today, the various quarters of Dar es Salaam still offer a mélange of colours, scents and 

sounds likely to overwhelm any first-time visitor. They also still bear the racial labels 

imposed by the British. Although since independence the city has undergone significant 

physical expansion and the town’s population has grown exponentially1, the area once 

known as Uzunguni is still inhabited by a disproportionate percentage of Dar es Salaam’s 

expatriate community, while the zones which were labelled Uhindini and Uswahilini are 

still inhabited predominantly by, respectively, the city’s South Asian and African 

populations (Smiley, 2009; 180). 

However, it was this coastal hub, defined by its Swahili-Arabic-European socio-

cultural composition and its urban planning based upon racial segregation, which has 

formed the background of Tanzania’s political ideologies and practices, which— 

particularly in the first two decades since independence in 1961—revolved around the 

creation, articulation and enactment of a distinctly ‘national’ culture and identity. It was 

Dar es Salaam where the Tanganyika National Union (TANU) was established, the party 

that ruled the country after the dissolution of the colonial administration and, led by 

Julius K. Nyerere, placed great emphasis on the ‘Swahilisation’ of society, which it saw as 

a cornerstone to its envisioned model of African socialism (Askew, 2002). 

With this thesis, I aim to provide some insights into how, particularly during the 

period when independent Tanzania was under TANU’s rule (1967-1985), ‘national’ 

culture and identity were negotiated in its cosmopolitan capital (Ivaska, 2003), as well 

as to what extent the character attributed to its popular music still resonates in today’s 

Dar es Salaam. In line with Iliffe’s bright remark about Tanganyika, and assenting to the 

notion that the country’s biggest city is and has indeed been most vital in shaping the 

image of the nation that has emerged over the past fifty years, I have chosen Dar es 

Salaam as the place to base my research. Over the course of my fieldwork, it occurred to 

me that the ‘harbour of peace’ can be deemed both a city of windows, unique as a fertile 

ground for political and socio-cultural seeds from ‘outside’; and a city of mirrors, 

consistently serving its authorities and civilians with their undeniable self-image and 

reflection. 

 

 

                                                
1 Dar es Salaam is Tanzania’s largest city with a population of 3.2 million people. It has become the third 
fastest growing urban centre in Africa – behind Bamako and Lagos – and the 9th fastest in the world. 
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Popular Music and Instrumental Details 

Central to my study of past and present phenomena in Dar es Salaam is thus the notion 

that the Tanzanian metropolis is above all “a site of juxtaposition between the local, the 

national and the cosmopolitan” (Brennan et al, 2007; 13). By focusing on its past and 

present musical trends, I aim to show how these three concepts interweave, singling out 

dansi for particular scrutiny. 

 In the literature existing on the topic, Muziki wa Dansi is often referred to as 

“urban jazz” (Askew & Kitime, 2006; 146) or “urban popular dance music” (Kubik, 1981; 

86). While it seems undeniable that dansi is an urban music genre—as it is in large part 

invented and played in cities—and has to be considered dance music—given that dance 

is essential to its experience—the question how to define the notion “popular” is often 

subject to debate. 

 Dansi as a music genre can be considered popular in the sense that it is a 

recreational style of music, enjoyed by broad sections of the urban public who, both as 

practitioners and consumers, understand and claim it to be “theirs” (Martin, 1991; 40). 

However, the question what key qualities or lack thereof distinguish popular music from 

other types of music is far more multi-facetted than can be answered merely in terms of 

popularity with the public. 

Theodor Adorno placed popular music vis-à-vis what he understood as ‘serious’ 

music, the former being characterised by what he called “standardisation” (1941; 1). 

According to Adorno, pieces of popular music (as a matter of convenience, whether they 

have lyrics or not, here referred to as ‘songs’) are standardised both in terms of their 

basic structure and their details. They follow a pre-set scheme of verse, bridge and 

chorus and possess similar characters in terms of the themes their (lyrical) content 

revolves around, e.g. love, home, or misery. Central to Adorno’s explanation of popular 

music as being standardised is the idea that what he called the “harmonic cornerstones” 

of each song (1941; 3)—the beginning and the end of each part of it—adhere to this 

basic scheme. What fundamentally distinguishes popular music from ‘serious’ music, is 

that within popular songs not only the framework, but also the details are standardised. 

According to Adorno, in a piece of classical music any detail is crucial to the listening 

experience as a whole, the “concrete totality of the piece” (1941; 5), whereas with 

popular music, the beginning of a chorus is replaceable by the beginning of innumerable 

other choruses. Since the listener knows that he can fall back on the pre-set basic 
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structure of the song, an alteration of any detail will not significantly change his listening 

experience. Instead, the listener is likely not to perceive a popular song as a concrete 

totality, but rather as a set of details. In Adorno’s words, “details which occupy musically 

strategic positions in the framework – the beginning of the chorus or its re-entrance 

after the bridge – have a better chance for recognition and favourable reception than 

details not so situated, for instance, middle bars or the bridge” (1941; 5). 

 

The typical dansi song follows a tripartite structure, verbally as well as musically. After 

an instrumental intro, the first part is usually sung by a solo singer, who is occasionally 

backed by a small verbal interlude sung by a chorus. After a musical break, part two 

consists of an exchange between voices (the soloist plays a ‘call and answer’ with the 

chorus), after which it is time for the final part of the song – the chemko, an instrumental 

climax which generally does not feature text and is accompanied by the audience 

dancing (Graebner, 2000; 298). 

 DDC Mlimani Park Orchestra’s “Neema” does follow this basic structure. On the 

particular Friday night—my first live experience of Muziki wa Dansi—it occurred to me 

that during Bitchuka singing the first two parts of the song, the audience’s listening was 

of a rather passive kind. People continued to concentrate on their conversations or 

drinks and seemed to enjoy “Neema” as mere background music. However, once the 

band arrived at the chemko, numerous men and women stopped what they were doing, 

immediately made for the dance floor—which initially had remained practically 

empty—and started to engage in passionate dancing. A newcomer instantly infected 

with Tanzanian night fever, I listened to and experienced every detail of the song, which I 

heard for the first time. To me, each note could not have been any other. To the local 

audience, however, familiar through and through with what they knew as a classic hit, 

only the chemko seemed to turn on a ‘switch’ – they embraced it with contagious 

intensity. 

 

‘Feeling’ the Music: Thoughts on Peircean Semiotics 

My initial motivation to take up an academic interest in Muziki wa Dansi, was that it 

immediately moved me in the most literal sense of the word. The various elements of the 

first dansi song I heard (Mlimani Park’s “Mtoto Aikililia Wembe” 3) had a profound 

effect on me, the smooth singing in Swahili—my understanding of the language at the 



 16 

time not even having reached its nascent stage—sounding strangely poetic in its 

indeterminacy, and the unexpected instrumental outburst towards the end putting me 

on to a peculiar kind of dancing which was about just as hard to define. Once arrived ‘on 

the scene’ and experiencing the music live, I felt an even stronger urge to move. Awed by 

the naturalness with which the people around me moved, and not particularly blessed 

with spectacular innate dancing skills, I confined to a hesitant shaking of the shoulders. 

“Hey, mabega2,” a friend jokingly exclaimed, “you have to feel the music. There’s a 

difference between hearing and feeling. You have to let the music go inside you.” 

 The American philosopher and scientist Charles Sanders Peirce recognised as the 

key (and most basic) quality of music its capability of stirring the ‘emotions’ of the 

listener, “our inadequate gloss for that mammoth realm of human experience that falls 

outside language-based thinking and communication” (Turino, 1999; 221). To 

understand how people are connected to, and experience, the world around them, Peirce 

developed a theory of signs, in which he defined the concept of sign in the broadest 

possible sense as “something that stands for something else to someone in some way” 

(Peirce, 1955; 99). He distinguished three basic elements around which processes of 

semiosis revolve. Apart from the sign, there are the object (which would be the 

“something else” stood for by the sign, be it an abstract concept or a concrete object); 

and the interpretant, which embodies the effect created by bringing the sign and object 

together in the mind of a perceiver (1955, 99; 1999, 222). In Peircean semiotics, three 

basic kinds of interpretants—three types of effects brought about by sign-object 

relations—are distinguished, the first of which being an emotional interpretant: a direct, 

instinctive feeling caused by a sign. Second, there is an energetic interpretant, an—often 

spontaneous—physical reaction caused by a sign, for example unnoticed foot-tapping to 

music (Turino, 1999; 224). The third type of effects is a sign-interpretant which is a 

concept based on a linguistic reaction to any particular sign (for example, a heartfelt 

ouch! upon stubbing a toe). All three interpretant types involve signs and perception of 

these signs and are thus, apart from a physical reaction like foot-tapping or shoulder-

shaking, also characterised by mental activity. A pivotal point to Peirce’s thinking is the 

notion that a sign has to evoke an interpretant—a reaction—within a living being 

(Peirce, 1955; 30-36).  

                                                
2 “Shoulders” in Swahili. 
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A Peircean line of thinking, defined by the premise that the key quality of music is to 

cause a direct feeling, physical reaction or language-based concept, provides us with 

tools to define the meaning of the set of sonic events that constitutes a song with its 

structure and details. Within Peirce’s theoretical framework revolving around the sign-

interpretant semiosis, a seemingly incomprehensible and long-debated problem such as 

“the meaning of music” is simplified. Musical signs are sonic events that create an effect 

in a perceiver. In line with Adorno’s notion that in popular music, within the 

standardised framework, some details are more likely to grasp the listener’s attention 

than others, Turino emphasises that within the Peircean line of thinking, not every note 

hit in a song necessarily functions as a sign; not every component of a musical 

composition causes a mental or physical reaction in a perceiver (1999; 225).  

With regard to our initial focus on Muziki wa Dansi and its role within Tanzanian 

society, and acknowledging the fact that any issue within this nexus will involve the 

question what this type of music ‘means’ to the many people whose ear it has caught 

throughout several decades, the question which elements of the music’s basic structure 

and which details particularly play to audiences’ emotions and which do not, is of 

significant importance. 

                                      

Altered Perspectives & Chapter Synopsis 

This thesis is at its core an investigation of how global, national and local identities are 

negotiated through music. It wasn’t always destined to be. Initially, I had envisioned a 

strictly historic-political narrative, aiming to relate dansi song lyrics to the socio-political 

ideology of Ujamaa (literally ‘familyhood’) as designed by Tanzania’s first President, 

Julius Nyerere. My story would revolve around the problematic relationship between an 

autocratic government on the one hand, and the thoroughly suppressed artist on the 

other hand. The key question would be how during the period of socialist rule, 

Tanzanian authorities limited their subjects’ ‘freedom of expression’ in what I— 

subjectively scanning literature for clues pointing in that direction—perceived as a 

rather dark age in a suffocating artistic climate. 

 This speculative and over-simplified way of thinking did all but provide me with a 

steady framework to base my fieldwork upon; it scattered about as soon as I set foot in 

Dar es Salaam. During the first month of my stay in the city, I lived in a small apartment 

in the north eastern part of town. When the porter guarding the gate inquired about my 
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research, I eagerly elaborated on my plans. The porter, an elderly man, listened 

intensely, his facial expression going from ‘high-brow’ to ‘low-brow’ and back. Finally, he 

started to laugh and said: “Why all this Ujamaa nonsense again? We’re talking about the 

golden years of zilipendwa, boy!” 

 It was the first time I heard the term zilipendwa. Literally meaning ‘the ones that 

were loved’, it is the generic term the songs I came to research have come to be 

affectionately known by in today’s Tanzania – a direct reference to the ‘golden oldies’ of 

its musical history. Over the course of my fieldwork, I met several people who at first did 

not understand what I was talking about when I referred to Muziki wa Dansi, but let out 

a comprehending “Ahhh… zilipendwa!” as I then opted for its second name.  

The picture that emerged during my three months in Dar es Salaam turned out to 

be far more multicoloured, and the story surrounding it a whole lot more multi-layered 

than a mere expresser-suppressor narrative would do justice to. It is a truism that any 

valuable discussion of a present (socio-cultural) phenomenon necessitates an inquiry 

into its historical roots; so too it is the other way around. An investigation of Muziki wa 

Dansi’s past cannot do, would indeed not even make sense without, a substantial section 

on Tanzania’s present-day musical soundscape. My study of a music genre which, as I 

had understood from the literature (Graebner, 2000; Askew, 2002; Edmondson 2007), 

experienced its heyday in the 1970s and 1980s, led me towards musicians and 

audiences of all ages, engaged not only in dansi but also in more contemporary music 

styles, the most notable of which is Bongo Flava—an American-inspired, Tanzanian kind 

of hip hop music hugely popular in today’s Dar es Salaam.  

Their stories form a testimony to the key qualities often ascribed to music. Dansi, 

Bongo Flava and other musical forces that have come to fill the air and airwaves of 

Tanzania’s largest city, throughout time have proved both a connecting and a 

disconnecting force within Tanzanian urban society (Stasik, 2010). The way in which 

Muziki wa Dansi was—and is—consumed, interpreted, politicised, reinvented and 

remembered attests to the window-cum-mirror function of its epicentre Dar es Salaam. 

Central to our understanding of music as a force to negotiate identities is the premise 

that music is at its core something that is felt. According to Turino, “identity is comprised 

of what we know best about our relations to self, others, and the world, and yet is often 

constituted of the things we are least able to talk about” (1999; 221). Similarly, the 
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French novelist Victor Hugo once famously remarked that “music expresses that which 

cannot be said and on which it is impossible to remain silent.”  

 

I have organised this thesis in five main chapters, which consist of altogether 23 

paragraphs. With the end of these Opening Notes, I continue with Chapter One, in which 

I elaborate on the theoretical concepts which have helped me understand the complex 

dynamics of music and identity negotiation in Dar es Salaam. Chapter Two revolves 

around the historical tale of dansi’s genealogy, unveiling a truly transatlantic history, and 

the music style’s reception in Tanzanian urban society before independence. Then 

follows an analysis of the social and political role of the genre during the period of 

socialist rule in Tanzania, in which the interplay between the country’s authorities, 

musicians and audiences is examined (Chapter Three). Chapter Four signals the start of 

the account of my fieldwork, which forms the empirical cornerstone of my study. 

Throughout this chapter, dansi’s place in Dar es Salaam’s present-day soundscape is 

analysed, with regard to the contemporary styles which currently dominate the city’s 

airwaves and hit-charts.  Finally, Chapter Five revolves around the Tanzania Heritage 

Project, an initiative aimed at the preservation of Tanzania’s national archives 

containing over 100,000 hours of recorded audio-material from the ‘golden years’ of 

Muziki wa Dansi. My involvement in this project has significantly helped me to shed light 

upon how dansi is perceived by audiences of all ages, remembered by those who 

experienced its ‘golden years’ and finally came to be known as the ones that were loved. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 20 

CH 1  |  MUSIC ,  POLITICS AND MODERNITY  
 

Cosmopolitanism and Glocalisation 

The first time I made my way to Kariakoo, a bustling market area near the town centre 

of Dar es Salaam, I was wearing a T-shirt showing an image of Augustine ‘Jay-Jay’ Okocha, 

a former football player who played in the English league and represented the national 

team of Nigeria throughout the 1990s and 2000s. Today, Okocha still enjoys great 

popularity throughout Africa. As soon as I entered a big, canvas-covered section of the 

market, three men selling fish pointed at my shirt in recognition. “Black Maradona!” 

yelled one, followed by his colleague who shouted “Nigeria!” Finally, the third one 

exclaimed, “Africa!” and fervently tapped on his chest, pointing to himself.  

 In this one instant, the men expressed their recognition of the image, and gave 

meaning to it, in a global, a national and a regional context. “Black Maradona” served as 

an allusion to Diego Maradona, a legendary Argentinean football player whose frivolous 

style of play is by many perceived to resemble Okocha’s; “Nigeria” referred to the 

footballer’s nationality and the national team he served; and “Africa” to the continent he 

was born on. By pointing to himself, the fish-seller demonstrated his perception of 

Okocha as someone with the same roots, a fellow-African with whom he could personally 

identify. 

 Although the reference to Maradona may have alluded first and foremost to his 

footballing qualities, the comment placed the image in a continent-bridging, in fact 

worldwide perspective. Considering ‘Africa’ as a concept geographically, culturally and 

racially rhyming with the present surroundings, the notion black Maradona to an extent 

identifies Okocha as being a local equivalent of the Argentinean. 

 According to Gustavo Lins Ribeiro, the notion of cosmopolitanism “presupposes a 

positive attitude towards difference, a desire to construct broad allegiances and equal 

and peaceful communities of citizens who should be able to communicate across cultural 

and social boundaries forming a universalist solidarity” (2001, 19). It is associated with 

a mindset transcending physical and mental boundaries, in sum ‘thinking beyond’ 

certain socio-political constructs such as a nation.  

A substantial body of literature has recently emerged on the concept of 

cosmopolitanism, a large section of which is focusing on the tension between the Greek 

expressions cosmos (a natural universal order) and polis, society’s variable order (Cheah 
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& Robbins, 1998; Brennan, 1997; Miller, 1991; Mato, 2003). A key question within this 

nexus is whether global forces affecting a society from ‘outside’ can coexist with 

prevailing local ones.  

Our present investigation of historical and contemporary musical soundscapes 

and their place within Tanzanian society necessitates a careful consideration of the 

complex dynamics of local and global forces of both a musical and a socio-political kind. 

In this, the perception of global and local as dichotomist concepts separated in space and 

time is rejected. Instead, the concept of glocalisation is employed to shed light upon how 

the two concepts interact and are moulded together in musical and social (re)production 

(Spearman, 2011; Robertson, 1994). The term implicates the redesign, -imagination and 

-enactment of a phenomenon which has its roots outside a particular local sphere by the 

application of local sensibilities.     

Cosmopolitanism can be deemed a historical continuum; rooted in Ancient 

Greece, it has been subject of western philosophical and political thoughts and 

discussions. However, while cosmopolitanism may be a western notion, it is all but a 

solely western reality. Because of its insistence on history, it is now possible to speak of 

‘cosmopolitanisms’ in the plural and of cosmopolitan processes and practices which 

occur in certain places (White, 2002; 663). Muziki wa Dansi, the musical phenomenon 

under our scrutiny, and the scene surrounding it, are presented as cosmopolitanisms 

characterised by distinctly local (Tanzanian) elements, applied by political authorities as 

well as musicians and audiences. 

In his essay “Cosmopolitan Patriots”, Kwame Anthony Appiah pitted 

“cosmopolitans”—people who are citizens of the world in that they are attached solely 

to “a home of their own, with its own cultural particularities, but taking pleasure from 

the presence of other, different places that are home to other, different people”— 

against the “narrow nationalists”, whose thinking is confined within the construct of the 

nation and who perceive of cosmopolitans as being “rootless”. Opposing this line of 

thinking, Appiah stated that the midway between (national) homogeneity and diversity 

is embodied by the “rooted cosmopolitan”, someone who, while striving to construct 

broad geographical and socio-cultural alliances, simultaneously acknowledges and 

embraces being part of a particular home-country (1997; 618-619). 
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Points of Departure 

The political ideologies and practices envisioned and carried out in post-colonial 

Tanzania were driven by the idea that, in order to grow as a modern, independent 

nation, the country’s authorities and their subjects should strive to establish a distinctly 

‘national’ culture, characterised by norms and values attesting to their being African. To 

Julius Nyerere, breaking free from the chains of British colonial administration also 

meant an escape from the western socio-cultural constructs enforced upon them. Upon 

independence Nyerere, on December 10, 1962, established a Ministry of Youth and 

Culture as a means to design and articulate this national culture. In a public speech 

accompanying this step he stated that “of all the crimes of colonialism there is none 

worse than the attempt to make us believe that we had no indigenous culture of our own; 

or that what we did have was worthless—something of which we should be ashamed, 

rather than a source of pride.” He went on to say that “a country which lacks its own 

culture is no more than a collection of people without the spirit which makes them a 

nation” (Ministry of National Culture and Youth, n.d., 3). The primary function of the new 

ministry would be to collect the traditions and customs of all of Tanzania’s tribes and 

anchor them as part of a national culture (Askew, 2002; 171). However, to Nyerere, this 

emphasis on tradition did not implicate a complete ‘turning inward’. He insisted that “a 

nation which refuses to learn from foreign cultures is nothing but a nation of idiots and 

lunatics. But to learn from other cultures does not mean we should abandon our own” 

(n.d., 3). 

 Although the ministry served as a means to regulate the newly-independent 

republic’s going back to its cultural roots, the ‘looking back’ was envisioned to serve as a 

step forward in political context. A common national culture and a subsequent sense of 

shared national identity would serve as the cement between the stones of the Tanzanian 

state.  

According to Timothy Mitchell, “a construct such as the state occurs not merely as 

a subjective belief, but as a representation reproduced in visible everyday forms, such as 

the language of legal practice, the architecture of public buildings, the wearing of 

military uniforms, or the marking and policing of frontiers” (Mitchell, 1999; 81). In his 

view, a state has to be seen. In order for it to be recognised, visible signs must be 

established to remind its subjects of its existence. Recognising the state as a decidedly 

political entity, I follow Verdery’s definition of a ‘nation’ as a symbolic and ideological 
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construct referencing the relation between a state and its subjects (1993; 38). Through 

this symbol, citizens can distinguish themselves from the subjects of other states 

(‘Tanzanians’, ‘Czechs’), and are legitimated to organise themselves along those national 

lines in social, cultural or political movements, using it to mobilise audiences who 

adhere the same meaning to it. ‘Nation’ as a symbol thereby comes to influence subjects’ 

thinking and emotions. 

Contemplations regarding the nature of the modern nation-state have since long 

occupied the minds of theorists alike. In his influential study Nations and Nationalism 

(1983), Ernest Gellner interprets the nation-state as a concept binding political, national 

and cultural elements. However, such models do not apply to most modern states, in 

particular a post-colony like Tanzania, itself the outcome of a forced marriage between 

two previously independent national entities. On 26 April 1964, three years after 

becoming officially independent, Tanganyika merged with the neighbouring island of 

Zanzibar to form the United Republic of Tanzania. From the outset a picture of diversity, 

with more than 120 ethnic groups and harbouring a large number of predominantly 

European and Indian immigrants, Tanzania seemed bound to prove an infertile ground 

for policies aiming at the establishment of political/national congruence and cultural 

homogeneity. The notion of the nation as something symbolic, something which should 

above all be felt and imagined, was apparent in the ideologies and practices adopted by 

the republic’s first power-holders (Askew, 2002; 8-9).            

The usage of this symbol by political authorities, making the nation visible or 

audible, is often deemed a quintessential characteristic of nationalism, “the political 

utilisation of the symbol nation through discourse and political activity, as well as the 

sentiment that draws people into responding to this symbol’s use” (Verdery, 1993; 38). 

Benedict Anderson explored the meaning of this concept by taking ‘the nation’ to be an 

“imagined community” which existence presupposes the ability of its subjects to think 

outside their immediate community (their village, their neighbourhood, their tribe). This 

implicates that they should imagine and acknowledge the existence of people they will 

never physically see or personally know, while perceiving of them as their countrymen – 

fellow-Tanzanians (Anderson, 1991; 224). Earlier, Gellner already recognised something 

he called “will” as the social glue holding the people of a nation together (Gellner, 1983; 

54-55; Askew, 2002; 9). 
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Tanzanian authorities considered the arts to be this social glue capable of acting as a 

unifying force in a multi-ethnic, multi-racial and multi-religious society. The policies and 

practices carried out during the reign of Julius Nyerere attest to the constructed nature 

of Tanzanian nationalism. Music, as a force playing directly to people’s emotions and 

capable of expressing things that are hard to put into words, served as a tool to transmit 

the government’s nationalist policies to large audiences. In the three decades that 

marked its rule, the TANU party relied on it as its principle audible sign of existence. 

Nyerere, in his speech announcing the establishment of the Ministry of Culture and 

Youth, highlighted music and dance as cultural practices through which Tanzanians 

could get back in touch with their traditions: 

 
When we were at school we were taught to sing the songs of the 
European. How many of us were taught the songs of the Wanya-    

  mwezi or of the Wahehe? Many of us have learnt to dance the 
  “rumba” or the “chachacha” to rock-and-roll and to “twist” and 
  even to dance the “waltz” and the “foxtrot”. But how many of us 
  can dance, have even heard of, the Gombe Sugu, the Mangala, the  

Konge, Nyang’umumi, Kiduo or Lele Mama? Most of us can play 
  the guitar, the piano, or other European musical instruments. How 
  many Africans in Tanganyika, particularly among the educated, can 
  play the African drums? (Ministry of National Culture and Youth, 
  n.d., 3) 

 

Nyerere stressed the need for Tanzanians to reclaim their cultural heritage originating 

from the pre-colonial time, from the days before the region’s legacy of foreign 

subjugation began with Otto Von Bismarck’s decision to create a German colony in East 

Africa, on 23 February 1885 (Iliffe, 1979, 88). Yet it was Muziki wa Dansi, a genre 

derivative of rumba and associated with dancing styles perceived as being European, 

which became a cornerstone to Tanzania’s subsequent nationalist cultural policy. I 

intend to show that the principle reason for this was the fact that dansi carried within it 

an intrinsic sign of modernity: its cosmopolitan character. A transatlantic blend of 

‘traditional’ African as well as Cuban, American and Congolese elements, the genre 

allured to audiences as a ‘modern’ cosmopolitanism which they could relate to, but 

which was essentially rooted in Africa itself.  

Lins Ribeiro typifies modernity as a “civilisatory cosmopolitan notion and force” 

and sees the “enhancement of the consciousness of diversity and the construction of 

larger imagined communities” as a typical cosmopolitan endeavour (2001; 21). This 
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construction of imagined communities by state authorities, and its subjects’ (perceived) 

desire to ‘belong’ to a nation, are understood by Anne Lewinson as part of a set of 

practices attesting to modernity. She points to Max Weber’s notion that formal 

institutions such as those centred in a nation-state have become increasingly prevalent 

in the modern world and in peoples’ everyday lives. These institutions are capable of 

substantially constraining the actions and thoughts of all peoples, pushing them towards 

greater homogeneity (“Westernisation”) in daily life. Lewinson uses examples from 

architecture and home décor to demonstrate how a state uses its power to influence 

patterns of consumption, her case in point being Tanzanian urban households in Dar es 

Salaam (Lewinson, 465-466). 

Western notions and subsequent policies of modernity often fall flat in non-

western environments. Sometimes, they spark local resistance or evoke the 

establishment of counter-movements (Comaroff, 1993). In other cases, they lead to the 

development of localised forms that merge elements from ‘outside’ with indigenous 

practices, embedded into a local historical and social context. These localised forms 

come to be classified as “alternative” modernities (Lewinson 2006; Miller 1995; Tobin 

1992). In the case of Muziki wa Dansi, not only the music itself, but also the scene 

surrounding it breathed an alternatively modern spirit. Its heyday ran parallel with 

TANU’s policy of Ujamaa, the political ideology of ‘African socialism’, itself a localised 

alternative to an ‘external’ socio-political concept. Not ‘Westernisation’, but 

Africanisation was highlighted as the way forward.  

In his exploration of modernity as imagined and experienced in local contexts, 

Daniel Miller positions the creative producer (the creator of artefacts such as songs) 

against a cultural product’s consumer by characterising the latter as “living through 

objects and images not of its own creation”. He points out that consumption lies at the 

heart of modernity (1995; 1). Political regimes, regardless of their ideological 

preferences, see consumption as essential to hold their subjects together.  

 

Natural and National 

Central to my study of Muziki wa Dansi’s role in TANU’s nationalist policies is the notion 

that the songs served as audible signs of the nation; by consuming them, urban 

audiences also consumed the symbol ‘Tanzania’. The Tanzanian case calls for a different 

interpretation from Miller’s regarding the creator-consumer relation. Reflective of 
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TANU’s central aim to make audiences identify themselves with the music, a key 

characteristic of dansi is its emphasis on interaction between the performer and the 

audience. The listeners’ reaction to the music, be it instinctive, physical or language-

based, must be deemed of such a ‘natural’ kind that it becomes part of the actual product, 

in this case a song. Hence, to an extent, the consumers come to be living through objects 

and images of their perceived co-creation. 

Drawing further upon his theory of popular music as being ‘standardised’, 

Theodor Adorno states that “popular music must simultaneously meet two demands. 

One is for stimuli that provoke the listener’s attention. The other is for the material to 

fall within the category of what the musically untrained listener would call ‘natural’ 

music: the sum total of all the conventions and material formulas in music to which he is 

accustomed and which he regards as the inherent, simple language of music itself, no 

matter how late the development might be which produced this natural language” 

(Adorno, 1941; [19]). Throughout the two decades encompassing its rule, TANU asserted 

its authority over the nation’s musical soundscape in various ways, controlling the 

structure and content of the songs to make sure that they echoed the party’s ideology. 

While orchestrating the standardisation of Muziki wa Dansi, the songs’ details served to 

uphold the idea of each popular song as an individual artistic achievement by its creator. 

Adorno characterises this as stylisation of the framework: by altering certain lyrical or 

musical details of the song (such as the chorus or chemko), authorities keep alive a 

certain illusion of variety. Hence, the songs come to be perceived as sets of details rather 

than as a concrete totality. Adorno terms this process pseudo-individualisation, deeming 

it a necessary correlate of musical standardisation. In his view, “standardisation of song 

hits keeps the customers in line by doing their listening for them, as it were. Pseudo-

individualisation, for its part, keeps them in line by making them forget that what they 

listen to is already listened to for them, or ‘pre-digested’” (1941; [23]). 

It is with these notions in mind that a second element of Charles Sanders Peirce’s 

semiotic theory becomes relevant. Exploring how a perceiver (here a listener to music) 

comes to relate musical signs to himself, in fact comes to regard them as signs of 

personal or group identity, Peirce introduces icons and indices as pivotal concepts. An 

icon is a pattern that physically resembles ‘what it stands for’. A picture of Jay-Jay 

Okocha is an icon of him, just like an image of a pack of cigarettes crossed by a diagonal 

bar can be regarded as an icon representing a No smoking message. Icons are signs of 
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identity in that they presuppose some degree of resemblance between sign and object. 

Iconicity, a feeling of familiarity or ‘naturalness’ with a certain image within a 

perceiver’s social and ecological environment, functions to create social identity (Turino 

1999, 234; Feld, 1988).  

The question how these feelings of ‘naturalness’ with certain icons come to 

establish themselves within a perceiver can, according to Peirce, be elucidated by 

relating icons to indices. Indices are the elements which give signs their specific 

character or meaning. In a musical context, song lyrics may serve as such indices, 

capable of playing to our emotions, ‘bringing back memories’ or making our minds 

wander off to places where we are not physically residing. A pair of lovers may come to 

view a particular song as ‘their’ song, as it is an indexical sign for their relationship. 

Would the relationship collapse over time, however, the song—still consisting of the 

same structure and details—might cause them sadness. It has not lost its emotive power 

but rouses emotions opposite to those prevalent in ‘the good times’. At a later stage in 

the (former) lovers’ life, the overtly happy or sad feelings previously attached to the 

song might make way for feelings closer to nostalgia or melancholia—‘mixed feelings’. 

Indexical relations are highly context-dependent, rooted as they are in persons’ 

or social groups’ personal experience. Communication along these shared indices is 

most prominent in intimate groups such as married couples, families, small communities 

or neighbourhoods. Indices are representative of identity in the sense that they are 

anchored in one’s personal and social life. They can relate to an individual’s or a group’s 

past, assenting to commonality between different people (Turino, 1999; 234-235).  

Consequently, the creation and highlighting of indexical signs lies at the root of 

political agendas focusing on the construction of a ‘common’ identity within a society. 

Through advertising, employing the mass media, and orchestrating propaganda 

gatherings, governmental agents can carve out ideologies and articulate their message in 

a way directly playing to their subjects’ emotions. By controlling—and if necessary 

altering—certain indices such as songs’ lyrical content, authorities can guide indexical 

flows and relations. 

As music carries within it a potential to construct, affirm and carry out social and 

national identities, constituting the ‘social glue’ connecting individuals to each other, it 

can also function as a force creating distance between peoples within a society. The 

consumption of music, in Peircean terms the interpretation of musical signs and their 
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related icons and indices, can lead to the emergence of certain “communities of taste” 

(Martin, 1995; 2) which members dress, talk, dance or behave in ways they associate 

with these stimuli, e.g. a perceived ‘punk’ hair style, or ‘baggy pants’ often associated 

with hip hop music. Discourses around ‘our’ or ‘their’ music are not always rooted in 

spatial, economic, political, generational, gender, religious, ethnic or racial divides. Music 

is capable both of transcending these divides and reinforcing them (Stasik, 2010; 1). 

The notion ‘our’ can be interpreted in various ways, for while a song can reach us 

as somehow ‘ours’ in the sense that we can identify with its form and content, it is also a 

product created by individuals or groups. A song capable of stirring our emotions and 

entering us is the result of specific musicians’ ideas, skills and energies, made available 

to the public through an intricate industrial process of production and distribution. It is 

possible to speak of music in terms of property, both in a personal sense with regard to 

its creators (‘artistic’ property) and in a collective sense considering the audiences 

listening to it (Frith, 1996; 1). 

Throughout the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, dansi served as Tanzania’s musical 

flagship, as it was swung into urban living rooms all day long via state-owned Radio 

Tanzania Dar es Salaam (RTD) which programs exclusively featured Swahili music. Dar es 

Salaam’s airwaves reached public spaces and thus caught the public ear; the bands 

performed live on stage and attracted large audiences from all over the city five or six 

nights a week (Graebner, 2000; 395). Records were available for sale in numerous stalls 

and shops all over town. In a scene regulated by the state, the songs—sprouted from 

dansi musicians’ creativity—became the property of the nation, constituting the ‘natural’ 

and ‘national’ sound of the city. Musicians did not legally own any of their music, but 

were the ones relied upon by the government to perform them with as much feeling as 

possible. An integral part of the (socio-political) history of Muziki wa Dansi revolves 

around the government’s complex and often problematic interplay with musicians, 

whose creativity and inventiveness it had to nurture for its nationalist cause, while 

simultaneously creating an incentive for the artists to keep giving the best of their 

creative ability.  

After the collapse of the Ujamaa project and Nyerere’s subsequent resignation in 

1985, dansi lost its status of musical monocracy. Already throughout the decade 

preceding the re-privatisation of the radio industry in 1994, different musical styles 

began to gain a foothold in Tanzania’s (urban) musical soundscape. Younger generations 
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of musicians and audiences sought to articulate themselves through Bongo Flava, an 

American-inspired Tanzanian version of hip hop music, and the genre overtook dansi as 

the most dominant musical force in urban dance halls. The country’s musical spectrum 

broadened and the scene expanded. DJs serving newly-established radio stations 

flooded the airwaves with American and European top-40 songs, thereby significantly 

upsetting the musical order deemed so ‘natural’ by large sections of society.             

In his study of the Irish and Scottish music industry and the articulation of 

regional identities, Simon Frith observed that music can become a focus of fears about 

the threat to local identities from globally organised entertainment industries, noting 

that “if our music no longer carries traces of our immediate histories, then what makes it 

‘ours’ in the first place becomes diffused into a vague sense of nostalgia, and musicians 

have to look for new ways of making a difference” (Frith, 1996; 1). As time goes by old 

records gather dust, music can become a source of conflicts of generation, disconnecting 

social groups with different ideas about what constitutes ‘good’ or ‘real’ music.    
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2  |  GOING ELEC TRIC:  DANSI AS A COSMOPOLITAN MODERNISM  

 
This chapter tells the historical tale of Muziki wa Dansi’s genealogy. Through an 

overview of the various musical and cultural elements that shaped it throughout the 

centuries, as well as the distinctly local characteristics adhered to it, the genre is 

exposed as a cosmopolitanism rooted in Tanzania. Dansi’s establishment as the 

country’s most-favoured and voraciously consumed form of popular music throughout 

the 20th century was the result of a cross-continental historical process marked by 

transatlantic cultural flows between Africa, Cuba, and Western Europe. An investigation 

of how musical elements ‘travel’ the world and are integrated within existing musical 

frameworks, can serve as a source of information on the roots and a testimony to the 

stamina of culture. Furthermore, an explanation of the way in which these elements 

affect art scenes and societies, i.e. how people perceive and use them in socio-political 

contexts, firmly touches upon the core theme of this thesis, the popular music-identity 

nexus in Dar es Salaam. In this chapter, I intend to anatomize dansi by means of 

highlighting Beni ngoma—a music and dance tradition related to colonial military 

brass—and Afro-Cuban rumba as its main sources of musical inspiration. I will look at 

how Afro-Cuban music became commoditised, came to be imported from Cuba to Congo 

and subsequently reached urban areas along the East African coast, as well as to what 

extent it embodied an ‘alternative’ vision of modernity to city-based audiences in Congo 

and Tanzania. Furthermore, the notion of dansi as ‘anti-establishment’ music during 

British colonial rule will be briefly highlighted.  

 

Beni Ngoma Performance and Societies 

Tracing the development of urban popular music in East Africa begins with Beni ngoma. 

The term ngoma literally means ‘drum’ and is used as a generic term for various local 

forms of dancing, drumming and singing across East Africa. Beni refers to the essential 

features of this particular form of ngoma. According to Terence O. Ranger, who has 

extensively researched and written an influential study on the Beni phenomenon, its 

performance and experience were characterised by an attempt to emulate the effect of a 

military brass band. Musically, this emulation manifested itself in the adoption of the 

drum as the basic instrument of use, as well as the employment of bugles and pipes. 

Although the modes of dancing accompanying the drum-based music varied 
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considerably among the various ensembles of the region, all were based on the idea of 

military drill. Often, the dance resembled a military parade, a procession or a platoon 

march. Singing also formed an integral part of Beni performances, the Swahili-sung 

lyrics usually referring to current affairs within a social group. Not only the musical, but 

also the organisational structure of Beni ngoma resembled military and colonial realities. 

Along with the emergence of Beni performance, hierarchical societies were set up within 

performing communities which were characterised by a ‘top-down’ organisation of male 

and female officers, with elaborate ranks, uniforms and titles of honour. These high-

placed members of the Beni societies took part in and were honoured at the 

performance, while also engaging in administrative and welfare activities among the 

membership (Ranger, 1975; 5). 

 Beni spread all over East Africa, from rural areas to coastal towns and industrial 

cities, and its origin and development ran parallel with the era of colonial rule. The 

phenomenon was closely connected to colonialism. Ranger notes that in the Kenyan 

coastal town of Lamu, the first Beni associations arose in the 1890s, soon after the 

British had asserted control over Kenya, and that it came to an end in the early 1960s 

upon the country’s independence (1975; 9). In Tanganyika, where the Germans also had 

established their rule by the end of the 19th century, the emergence of Beni societies 

developed either shortly before or during the First World War. After the battle, in which 

the Germans employed large numbers of Tanganyikan troops, two major dance groups 

emerged: the Arinoti, constituted of young men who had served the colonial ruler as 

porters, and the Marini, made up of askari (soldiers) employed with the German Defence 

Force. Both war-veteran-led societies adopted military ranks, uniforms, and drill steps 

and soon established branches in every Kenyan and Tanganyikan town of importance, 

including Tanga and Dar es Salaam (Iliffe, 248-249). 

 While the Beni ngoma phenomenon was strongly tied to colonial (military) 

structures and practices, it would not be accurate to state that it was exclusively meant 

to emulate ‘Western’ brass music performance. Identifying Beni as a precursor to Muziki 

wa Dansi, Stephen H. Martin highlights a number of factors attesting to Beni’s ability to 

“absorb Western music and to restructure it into an African framework”. He points to 

the aforementioned adaptation to European military brass band tradition, which was 

originally introduced by German and British colonial administrators but ‘Africanised’ in 

the sense that the Beni performances were entirely in Swahili. Another precedent with 
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regard to dansi is, according to Martin, the fact that the primarily urban-based Arinoti 

and Marini societies were multi-ethnic in their setup, whereas prior to its development 

music/dance events had been ethnic specific (Martin, 1991; 46-47).   

 

The Advent of Dansi 

Although these elements at the time contributed to the image of Beni ngoma as a modern 

endeavour, its popularity within the coastal urban areas of Kenya and Tanganyika 

dwindled from the beginning of the 1930s to make way for dansi, which had more in 

common with another European form of music and dance: that of the ballroom. The first 

British-inspired jazz bands made their appearance in the Kenyan coastal area of 

Mombasa in the 1920s and were presumably established by the so-called ‘Bombay 

Africans’, a special elite which had been educated and trained in India and came back to 

serve the Christian community of Freretown, a missionary settlement established for 

freed slaves near Mombasa. The European missionaries attributed to their forms of 

music and dance a great civilisatory potential and welcomed the community members’ 

enthusiasm, introducing them to the accordion, the mouth-organ, the violin and the 

guitar which became early dansi’s key instruments (1975; 15-16; Graebner, 2000; 304). 

This encouragement of their subjects’ endeavours in ‘civilised’ music (as opposed to the 

perceived ‘primitive, native’ drumming) by the institutions of colonial power—e.g. 

schools, armies, or churches—happened in territories all over Central and East Africa. 

European musical instruments were obtained and local bands were put together under 

the auspices of a European “musical expert”, who taught young people educated in these 

institutions how to play and read European musical notations (Kubik, 1981; 87).   

 Relatively little is known about early dansi in Tanganyika. According to John Iliffe, 

it entered the colony in the early 1930s through Tanga, from where it was popularised 

and brought to Dar es Salaam by the Tanga Young Comrades Club and the New 

Generation Club, avant garde movements which established branches in several 

Tanganyikan towns and resembled the Beni societies. The club members organised 

themselves along similar hierarchical structures, with ‘kings’ and ‘queens’, and, along 

with their adoption of foreign musical styles, showed an “insatiable thirst” for tea and 

soft drinks (1979; 392).  It is believed that early dansi adherents were usually Christian 

school-educated male civil servants such as teachers or drivers. They were young 

individuals who considered themselves ‘modern’ and referred to themselves as watu 
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waliostaarabika (civilized/refined people), as opposed to the washenzi, the ‘uncivilized’ 

(Suriano, 2011; 396).  Beni and (early) dansi bear similarities in the sense that they both 

rely on emulation of European forms of music and performance, essentially dance, and 

that the greater section of their adepts consisted of “young men who were more ready 

than their elders to recognise the power of European culture” (1975; 17). However, the 

various aspects and associations of this new kind of ballroom dancing set new standards 

with regard to notions of ‘modernity’. Whereas Beni societies and performances also 

gained a firm foothold within rural societies, the popularity of dansi was decidedly 

apparent in the cities. While the Beni ngoma were performed in groups and to the sound 

of drums, dansi revolved around individual or paired dancing within the confined space 

of a club house or ‘social hall’. Associated as it was with Christianity, urbaneness, 

individualism, formal education and good manners and consumed in ‘clubs’ supposedly 

mirroring those values, it was “less integrated with the life and aspirations of the 

[mostly Muslim] coastal community and more tied to the changing fashions of European 

dance” (1975; 15, 2011; 396). 

 These differences manifested themselves in various ways and touched upon 

sensitive issues prevalent within Tanganyikan urban spheres throughout the 1940s. To 

young men and women in the towns, in their twenties and thirties, engaging in dansi 

implied a moving away from traditional norms, values and practices advocated by their 

parents. The music’s popularity attested to “a distinctly urban consciousness” (Anthony, 

1983; 156) which started to develop significantly after 1945. After the Second World 

War, the British colonial administration – which had taken over control over Tanganyika 

from the Germans through a League of Nations mandate in 1922 – reacted to growing 

urbanisation through an enhanced involvement with cultural and festive activities in the 

cities, building several leisure venues for the young urbanites (Burton, 2005; 59). The 

dansi following expanded; although ballroom dancing had been regarded primarily as a 

leisure activity for Christians, it was gradually also widely embraced by Muslim 

townsmen. 

 One of the sensitive issues brought about by ballroom dancing was that it 

involved dancing in male-female pairs. It implied close contact between a man and a 

woman, with the woman usually wearing relatively short western-inspired dresses 

(magauni). The great majority of the songs concerned mapenzi (love) and were sung 

from a male point of view. The physical contact between the young dancers, the explicit 
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allusions made through the lyrics and the revealing dresses meant a serious upset to 

long-standing moral standards regarding gender relations and notions of romantic love. 

A core characteristic of most dansi songs was that they contained mafunzo (teachings) 

and maonyo (warnings), while matamshi mabaya (offensive statements) were forbidden. 

In spite of these embedded ‘moral’ elements and the young musicians and audiences 

perceiving themselves as refined, their parents condemned the loose lifestyle, labelling 

the musicians as drunkards and womanisers. For the young Christians and Muslims, 

“dancing in couples, while listening to love songs with teachings often formulated by 

bachelor male musicians, informed their new identities and novel ideas about urban life, 

romantic love, autonomy from their parents, cosmopolitanism, respectability, and 

modernity, whereas for older people these were symptoms of things ‘going astray’” 

(Suriano, 2011; 397, 399). 

 

Dansi as Anti-Establishment Music 

Apart from its potential as a mode of challenging and moving away from traditional 

(parental) values and enhancing gender emancipation among Tanganyikan urbanites, 

dansi also carried within it qualities which made it usable as a political tool against 

British colonial power. With its European-inspired dancing and the multi-ethnic 

composition of its bands and audiences all over Tanganyika, dansi proved a unifying 

force within the colony. Furthermore, the young and educated adepts of the genre 

constituted the elites in whose minds “yearnings for independence and self-rule 

germinated” (Askew, 2002; 93).  By engaging in ‘modern’, European-derived music and 

dancing, the young men and women could expose themselves as being ‘cultured’ enough 

to govern themselves along European lines (Fair, 1994; 317). Drawing a parallel with 

the origins of Belizean beauty pageants studied by Richard Wilk, Kelly Askew states that 

dansi constituted a strategy “to fight the political issue of independence and self-

government, within the cultural arena of respectability, education and taste” (2002; 94). 

This process unfolded not only in the cities of ‘mainland’ Tanganyika; also on the island 

of Zanzibar “dancing to fox-trots and wearing fancy gowns provided [independence-

minded] individuals with a cover for political education and organising and a very 

effective means for attracting younger and less politically minded individuals into their 

organisations” (1994; 319). 
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Organised music and dance performances provided a good cover for clandestine 

meetings. Money was collected for the benefit of movements initiated to aid the cause of 

independence (Graebner, 1989; 243). Among these was the Tanganyika National Union 

(TANU), which was officially established on July 7, 1954 but which had been conceived 

some thirty years earlier. It was among the members of a Beni society in Tanga that the 

idea to establish the first African political association in Tanganyika sprang up. On 

March 24, 1922, the TTACSA (Tanganyika Territory African Civil Service Association) was 

erected, and the organisation soon expanded to several towns throughout the territory 

(Iliffe, 1979; 267). Askew notes that TTACSA’s expansion “fed upon pre-existing ngoma 

networks and drew strength from men who had developed leadership skills in the Beni 

associations (2002; 95). Subsequently, in 1929, the Tanganyikan African Association 

(TAA) sprang up, an organisation which eventually incorporated the TTACSA and grew 

into TANU, the party which eventually became the (independent) territory’s political 

flagship (Ranger, 1975; 94-96). 

 Among the founding fathers of TANU were many musicians, dancers and poets 

who were able to voice their desire of independence during ‘nationalist’ meetings 

through their art. Werner Graebner cites a song by The Tanganyika Boys, released in 

1960, which does not leave any room for alternative interpretations: 

 
 We want our freedom! 
 The time is ripe, 
 So we can get our country. 
 We are not content with just anything. 
 We ask God in prayer. 
 All of Africa is ours! 
 All of us have to get their independence, 
 Especially we Tanganyikans.   
 (1992, 223 – translated from Swahili by Graebner) 

 

In sum, dansi assumed a political role in the sense that it created a sense of unity among 

the aspiring elites of urban centres such as Tanga, Dar es Salaam, Morogoro, Arusha and 

Tabora and provided them with opportunities to come together and articulate their 

goals. Further, through dansi, young educated men and women intended to make clear 

to the British colonial establishment that they were ready for self-governance, 

explaining their leisurely endeavours in contexts of ‘upper-class’ respectability. 

However, although the shift from military group performances to paired dancing in the 
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ballroom in various ways signalled a move away from Beni, the organisational structure 

of the dansi-inclined clubs strongly resembled the hierarchical practices adopted in Beni 

societies. The development of TANU – arisen from a Tanga Beni group – serves as 

evidence that Beni ngoma and dansi are not to be regarded as two separated phenomena 

representing the ends of an ‘old-new’ spectrum, but rather as intertwined socio-musical 

forces, each modern and traditional in its own way. 

 

Afro-Cuban Rumba 

Despite these European elements which laid the foundations for the genre’s inception, 

the Muziki wa Dansi which came to appeal hugely to the urban masses of Tanzania is in 

the first place associated with another, non-western musical tradition. The development 

and subsequent spread of Afro-Cuban rumba throughout East Africa led to dansi losing 

its ‘elitist’ label and becoming a massively consumed commodity. Also, the rise of rumba 

brought about instrumental changes to the dansi sound in the literal sense of the word.  

 The term ‘Afro-Cuban’ in itself implies a transatlantic connection: African and 

Cuban. Indeed, the rise of rumba was the result of a succession of demographical and 

cultural waves back and forth across the Atlantic Ocean, beginning with the Atlantic 

slave trade which led to the displacement of millions of Africans and their subsequent 

settlement in the various plantation areas of the Americas. The African slaves which 

were bound to the New World developed a legacy of what was first characterised by 

Fernando Ortiz as afronegrismos, a unique set of African cultural traits involving 

perception of ritual, performative aesthetics and local ways of knowing which came to 

blend in with local forms of music, language and social organisation (Moore, 1997; 

White, 2002; 666).  

 One of the ways in which the presence of the African population influenced the 

musical soundscape of Cuba, is that the slaves brought with them particular rhythmic 

patterns of drumming, as well as a percussion instrument called clave (two hardwood 

sticks stuck together). Another musical trait that ‘migrated’ to Cuba together with the 

Africans was a harmonic mode of singing, in popular discourse generally typified as “call 

and answer”. These two musical elements blended in with existing elements prevalent in 

Cuban song composition, which was characterised by the use of stringed instruments 

such as the tres—a cousin of the guitar—and horns. Afro-Cuban music is a blend of 

African rhythmical patterns and Cuban instrumental elements. Most Afro-Cuban songs 
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follow a two-part song structure, starting with a slow lyrical introduction and 

progressing towards an (improvised) instrumental finale (2002; 665). 

 The development and subsequent rise in popularity of Afro-Cuban music 

paralleled socio-political developments holding Cuba in turmoil in early 20th century. A 

dramatic drop of sugar prices on the world market throughout the 1920s, as well as 

strong accusations of corruption by societies’ elites, severely weakened the position of 

Cuban president Gerardo Machado. Furthermore, United States culture industries were 

rapidly expanding and American cultural traits had begun to manifest themselves in the 

country. Cuban nationalists and radical minds who were eager to see the establishment 

fall clung to Afro-Cuban music, which they saw as an antidote against what they 

perceived as American “cultural imperialism”. In their eyes, afrocubanismo racially and 

culturally reflected the true Cuba (Moore, 1997; 105). One of the advocates of this view 

was Alejandro Carpentier, an exiled intellectual who had moved to Paris in 1928 and 

effectively ‘exported’ Afro-Cuban rumba to his new surroundings. Together with 

musician Moisés Simon, Carpentier introduced the music in avant-garde and modernist 

art circles, who quickly became wildly enthusiastic (Brennan, 1997; 277).  

 

The Development of a Record Industry 

The ‘arty’ Parisians of the 1920s certainly were not the first to recognise the 

entertainment potential of rumba. Already in the 1890s, U.S.-based record company 

Edison and French label Pathé were recording local artists in the Cuban capital Havana, 

and they were followed in the early 20th century by larger American companies such as 

Columbia and Victor. However, their interest was initially limited to classical instead of 

popular music, and their agents mainly assigned with the scouting and recording of 

classical music, ballroom dance orchestras and military ensembles. It was not until the 

1920s that European and American record companies began to expand their horizon to 

Cuban popular music, with Victor and Columbia recording the groups Sexteto Habanero 

and Sexteto Nacional, which would eventually achieve great fame both at home in Cuba 

and abroad.  (Moore, 1997; 101) 

The launch of the so-called G.V. Series by the United Kingdom-based Gramophone 

Company (later EMI) in 1933 had a catalyst-effect on the spread and popularity of Afro-

Cuban music and its subsequent spread to Africa. The Series, which were essentially a 

re-release of the Afro-Cuban compositions already recorded some ten years earlier. The 
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records reached a massive audience both in Europe and the U.S., but had originally been 

intended for export to Africa (Vernon, n.d.). According to Gronow, recording in sub-

Saharan Africa had already started in the early 1940s – particularly of Christian choral 

singing in the British Gold Coast colony, Nigeria and South Africa, and the hugely popular 

Afro-Cuban recordings had already found their way to Africa through sailors who 

brought them home from their travels (Gronow, 1996; 132).   

Already since the 1930s, Congolese sailors returning to the harbour of Matadi had 

carried along records to bring as gifts for family and friends, but it was through the radio 

that the Afro-Cuban hits came to reach and grip large urban audiences throughout the 

Belgian Congo. In 1939, the first commercial radio station was established in the 

territory by the name of Congoliya. Its founding father, the Belgian entrepreneur 

Hourdebise, flooded the airwaves of Leopoldville – now Kinshasa – with records from 

the G.V. Series. The records were a sensation to Congolese audiences in the colony’s 

urban centres and local merchants rose to the occasion, actively endeavouring to import 

more records, along with phonographs and radios (1996; 189-190). Gary Stewart cites 

the Belgian entrepreneur Ferdinand Janssens as an instrumental influence in the 

establishment of what was soon to become a thriving scene of Afro-Cuban-inspired 

Congolese musicians. Janssens arrived in the colony by the end of World War II and set 

up the label Olympia, under whose auspices a significant number of local artists would 

have their music recorded and released (2000; 24).   

The main reason for the Afro-Cuban sound to attain massive popularity 

throughout the Congo, was that the music symbolised a structural ambiguity. The Cuban 

intellectuals and radicals throughout the 1920s and 1930s saw the sounds of 

afrocubanismo as symbolic to their nationalist cause, as in their perception it resembled 

a mirror – something which presented them with their self-reflection. To Congolese 

audiences, on the other hand, consuming the music was regarded as a cosmopolitan 

endeavour. The multi-faceted nature of the Afro-Cuban compositions embodied a 

window to the outside world in the sense that the songs were sung in Spanish, a 

language foreign to them. Furthermore, the most prominent types of instrumentation – 

the tres, a horn section and eventually the (electric) guitar – were new to them. 

Simultaneously, Congolese audiences recognised and could identify with the rhythms 

and harmonies; it was the Afro component of the music style that particularly hit a 

resonant chord with broad sections of society. The ambiguous character of the music – 
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being both foreign and familiar – turned it into a tool to independence-minded sections 

of Congolese society. Like the early dansi enthusiasts in Tanganyika, young and educated 

Congolese used rumba as a means to enact ‘sophistication’ to their Belgian colonial 

masters. According to Ewens, “early highlife, swing and Afro-Cuban music were the 

staples of the first bands to play at formal dances where the few members of the elite 

‘evolués’ could mix with Europeans” (Ewens, 1994; 315). The Afro-Cuban rumba stood 

for a form of musical (and eventually technological) modernity. Like early dansi, it was 

derivative of foreign elements. However, rumba especially qualified as an ‘alternative’ 

modernity in the sense that its foreign elements originated not from Europe but from 

the new world. Further, as a cosmopolitanism it was rooted in the sense that its basic 

rhythmic structure and essentialities were African. In fact, from a Congolese point of 

view, Cuban musicians and audiences owed more to Congo than vice-versa. One of the 

artists to gain particular popularity in Leopoldville was Luambo Makiadi, stage-name 

“Franco”. Looking back on the heyday of his career, he articulated these feelings in an 

interview: 

 
Some people think they hear a ‘Latin’ sound in our music… It only comes from 
the instrumentation, trumpets and so on. Maybe they are thinking of the horns. 
But the horns only play the vocal parts in our natural singing style. The melody 
follows the tonality of Lingala, the guitar parts are African, and so is the rumba 
rhythm. Where is the Latin? Zairean music does not copy Cuban music. Some 
Cubans say it does, but we say their music follows ours. You know, our people 
went from Congo to Cuba long before we ever heard their music (Ewens, 1994; 
74). 

 

Popular groups such as African Jazz (established in 1953) and Franco’s O.K. Jazz (1956) 

carried out the worldly character of their music by releasing songs in Spanish. O.K. Jazz’s 

“Como Quere” (1961) and African Jazz’s cover of the famous Trío Matamoros hit “El Que 

Siembra Su Maíz” [4] quickly became crowd favourites (White, 2002; 673).   

 

Congolese Rumba, Tanzanian Dansi 

In his study of neo-traditional popular music in Africa since 1945, Gerhard Kubik points 

to a record sleeve of one of the G.V. Series recordings, distributed through a label by the 

name of His Masters Voice, carrying an advertising text in Swahili saying Sahani za ‘His 

Master’s Voice’ Blue Label huwaletea kina baba, mama, na hata watoto, nyimbo bora na 

waimbaji bora nyumbani kwao (“Records from His Master’s Voice Blue Label bring into 
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the home of the family, the father, the mother and even the children excellent songs and 

excellent singers”) (Kubik, 1981; 89-90).  

The “excellent songs” referred to were dominated by the electric guitar which, 

through sponsorship by record labels catalysed by the post-World War economic boom, 

marched steadily into Eastern Africa’s musical soundscape. Mwenda Jean Bosco and 

Losta Abelo, two musicians from Belgian Congo, particularly revolutionised the sound of 

Afro-Cuban rumba. Bosco [5] and Abelo wrote and performed their songs in the 

Katanga variant of Kiswahili. Furthermore, they popularised the finger guitar, the slide 

guitar and the plectrum guitar, along with accompanying playing techniques, thereby 

playing an instrumental role in the musical and linguistic “re-Africanisation” of Afro-

Cuban rumba (1981; 93-94). 

Bosco and Abelo certainly were two of the “excellent singers” referred to on the 

record sleeve, along with a great number of other Congolese artists who came to define 

the Congolese rumba sound. A second consequence of the economic boom which swept 

across Western Europe in the two decades after World War II was the colonial powers’ 

increased investment in mass media facilities for their territories (Malm, 1993). The 

erection of radio stations throughout East Africa, in combination with a blossoming 

record industry fuelled by foreign investment, turned rumba into a widely consumed 

commodity. The widespread popularity of their songs provided Congolese artists with a 

significant measure of authority: the commercial success of their music allowed them to 

travel various parts of the continent and perform live to packed audiences in many 

urban centres. In 1970, Ramadhani Athmani phrased the emergent “rumba craze” in the 

East African publication Nyota Afrika: “These days, you cannot listen to radio without 

hearing a Congolese song. If you go to a club, you will hear deejays playing Congolese 

music. In all, Congolese songs are really popular in East Africa” (Athmani, 1970; Perullo, 

2008; 297).  

The ‘craze’ certainly did not pass over the cities of neighbouring Tanzania. To 

numerous dansi groups, particularly those based in Dar es Salaam, the success of the 

electric rumba sound prompted a redefinition of their own ideas about what their music 

should sound like. What really came to influence the dansi sound and experience in a 

direct way, however, was the migration of a large number of Congolese artists to Dar es 

Salaam. Their widespread popularity had enabled the musicians to build up extensive 

social networks in urban centres across the region. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, 
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over two-hundred musicians moved to the Tanzanian capital, hugely contributing to the 

professionalisation of its popular music scene (2008; 296). The influx of such a large 

contingent of musicians, carrying along electric instruments which were at the time 

unobtainable in Tanzania, brought about the heyday of Muziki wa Dansi. Between 1968 

and 1985, groups such as DDC Mlimani Park Orchestra, Morogoro Jazz and Maquis 

Original recorded and released their best-known songs, and their popularity in the city 

sky-rocketed (Perullo, 2008; Edmondson, 2007; Graebner, 2007; Askew, 2002).  

The decision of so many Congolese musicians to move to Dar es Salaam and the 

vibrancy they sparked in the local music scene were the consequence of a chain of socio-

political developments which had brought about major changes in their new home 

country from the early 1960s onwards. On December 9, 1961, about a year and a half 

after Congo had gained independence from Belgium, Tanganyika became an 

autonomous Commonwealth realm, eventually merging with the island of Zanzibar on 

April 26, 1964 to form an independent political entity: the United Republic of Tanzania. 

The leadership of Julius Nyerere prompted a social and cultural policy which enabled 

both ‘rooted’ and ‘foreign’ popular musicians to leave a lasting mark on Muziki wa 

Dansi’s legacy. 
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CH 3  |  ORCHESTRATING TH E NATIONAL:  DANSI AS THE SOUND OF THE STATE  

 
This chapter revolves around the politicisation of Muziki wa Dansi throughout the 

formative years of the Tanzanian republic, up until Julius Nyerere’s voluntary 

resignation as its President in 1985. I will show how dansi came to function as a political 

tool to Tanzanian authorities, as well as how the organisation of the scene surrounding 

it reflected their desire to uphold the genre as the state’s national and natural music. In 

this, the role of state-attached mass-media and controlling institutions is particularly 

highlighted. Finally, through histories of bands and individual musicians, I will provide 

some insights concerning to what extent TANU’s ideologies and subsequent policies came 

to affect the status of music as a profession in Tanzania. 

 

Ujamaa and Umoja 

When Julius Kambarage Nyerere declared in 1962 that Tanzanians should not turn 

inward completely, but instead seek to accumulate knowledge from the outside world 

primarily for ‘national’ purposes, he might have alluded to himself. Having served as a 

school teacher prior to his political endeavours, he was educated in Britain where he got 

acquainted with the socialist Fabian Society and began to develop the vision which 

would eventually lead to his adoption of ‘African socialism’ as the way forward for 

Tanzania. Termed Ujamaa (Kiswahili for ‘familyhood’), Nyerere’s governing philosophy 

revolved around agriculture-based communalism and the nationalisation of the 

republic’s key industries. Central to these ideas was Nyerere’s belief that national 

affiliations within society should prevail over local ones. Consequently, TANU moved 

and shuffled people throughout the country. By bringing about continual movement 

within national borders—particularly of schooled groups such as students, army 

recruits, or teachers—Nyerere sought to create a sentiment shared by all his subjects, a 

sense of patriotism which would cut across barriers of ethnicity or race and would 

prompt people to refer to themselves as ‘Tanzanians’ rather than as members of a 

specific tribe (Meredith, 2006; 49-57). Nyerere, who was generally affectionately 

addressed as Mwalimu (‘Teacher’), placed great emphasis on education, eventually 

resulting in Tanzania having the highest literacy rate in Africa (Legum, 1988). However, 

at the same time, the country’s economy was in dire straits; a sharp decline of 

agricultural production, particularly during the early 1980s, and subsequent food 
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shortages led to mounting foreign debt. Furthermore, Nyerere’s emphasis on 

nationalisation frustrated the emergence of an industrial sector and deterred foreign 

investors. The outright economic failure of Ujamaa prompted Nyerere to step down 

voluntarily in 1985. Five years later, the World Bank labelled Tanzania “the second 

poorest country in the world” (Meredith, 2005; 259). 

 With regard to his cultural policy Nyerere, along with other TANU intellectuals, 

was inspired by the writings of socialist philosophers such as Ernst Fischer and Bertolt 

Brecht, which propagated that art was only justified as long as it promoted the socialist 

cause (Askew & Kitime, 2006). In 1966, a Tanzanian delegation was invited by Chinese 

leader Mao Tse-Tung to witness the People’s Republic’s march towards a society based 

on communal living. Nyerere and his following consentingly took note of Chinese 

schemes of rural development, but were no less impressed by the performance of 

cultural homogeneity that was displayed to them during a public show. “There were 

traditional dances … plays … acrobatics and songs. The people of China were very happy 

to hear stories of its ruling party; everyone watching expressed their happiness with 

applause … we were amazed to see millions of students and soldiers dancing, passing 

each other and milling around without any disturbance or strife”, it read in the official 

report made up after the visit (Askew, 2002; 158). In Mao’s China, Nyerere saw a state-

of-the art example for his own country. In 1966, a year before he issued the Arusha 

Declaration, he expressed his views on his envisioned role of music and other arts: 

 
 Theatre cannot be purely seen as a means to an end. It should be exploited to reach 
 higher ideals and indeed a means of educating the masses. So we will sing about so- 
 cialism as a means to ending poverty. We will dramatize about a man who is ill and 
 does not go to hospital so that our people should see the importance of going to hos- 
 pital when they are ill. (Ministry of Culture and Youth, n.d., 13) 
 

TANU highlighted umoja (‘unity’) as the magic word which should stick with each and 

every Tanzanian citizen for the decades to come. An important first step towards this 

end was the formal establishment of Kiswahili as the nation’s language of institution, 

instead of English. East Africa’s lingua franca consequently became the national 

language of the arts; plays, ngoma performances and popular songs were to be written 

and performed in Kiswahili instead of any tribal or foreign language.  
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National Music, National Musicians 

During the quest for independence, the various artists making up the higher segments of 

TANU had used their talents to promote the party’s cause and criticise the British colonial 

establishment. After independence, artists retained their function as purveyors of TANU 

thought, but, under the new political reality, thereby came to echo the establishment. 

Nyerere’s ideal of the arts to function as a vehicle to champion socialist values and 

reflect a shared national culture succeeded to turn Tanzania’s performers into “faithful 

ideological instruments of the state” who “propagated and interpreted the Party and 

Government policies and philosophy to the masses” (Songoyi, 1988; 12-13). 

 Having anchored Kiswahili as the nation’s language of use, the Ministry of 

National Culture and Youth promoted drama and theatre arts, as well as music and 

dance deemed appropriate to the new cultural line of thinking. Traditional ngoma was 

the first art form to be rejuvenated; by 1963, the Ministry had erected the National 

Dance Troupe, which featured forty-nine dancers and musicians from all over the 

country and fused elements of various tribal dance aesthetics together. The Troupe sang 

in Kiswahili, which in many cases prompted an alteration of existing rhythmic and 

melodic patterns. Further, they were now required to sing about political and social 

issues and champion the notion of umoja through their lyrics, whereas traditional 

ngoma usually addressed explicitly local matters (Edmondson, 2007; 23).  

 As ‘national’ ngoma presented a rich palette of traditional Tanzanian song and 

dance, dansi seemed less suited for that task. Its ‘foreign’ elements, stemming from a 

period of colonial subjugation, led choral composer Stephen Mbunga to deem the “urban 

jazz” unfit for Tanzania’s new reality: 

 
 Fortunately a number of attempts to readjust the nation musically are taking place 
 these days, but I am afraid that a great many of them proceed in a wrong direction 
 and achieve undesirable results. Many of our young people believe that the problem 
 is solved by the inferior Tanzanian jazz bands, which are mostly sentimental, and im- 
 ported forms of, say, cha cha cha, twist, rock, rumba, shake, and highlife. All this is, in 
 fact, a musical neo-colonialism, a blend of Western and African forms based upon 
 cheap means of getting excitement from rhythms and chords at a superficial level. 
 We should all support the critics who want to see something better than unvaried  
 presentations of jazz. (Mbunga, 1968; 48-49) 
 

To an extent, Mbunga’s criticism echoes that of Nyerere, who in his 1962 speech 

lamented the mounting popularity of European-derived music and dance in contrast to 

the (seemingly) dwindling attention for traditional arts. However, TANU officials 
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realised that a restriction of dansi endeavours would not aid their cause of appealing to 

the masses, for the genre, even among politicians, was by far the most popular in the 

urban areas of Tanzania. In an attempt to utilise this popularity for political means, the 

government and its related branches set up numerous bands which central aim would 

be to advertise party policy. In 1964, NUTA Jazz Band was erected by members of the 

National Union of Tanzanian Workers; the youth wing of the party established Vijana 

Jazz Band; DDC Mlimani Park Orchestra was set up under the auspices of the Dar es 

Salaam Development Corporation; and UDA Jazz Band sprang from the country’s Public 

Transportation Department. The military (JKT) and police force (Police Jazz Band) also 

erected dansi ensembles. By setting up and directing state-attached groups, the 

authorities could ensure that the popular songs reflected their ideals of national unity. 

By taking care of various practical matters (the availability of musical instruments, the 

arrangement of venues to practice and perform, salaries) the band patrons sought to 

ensure that ‘their’ musicians could focus solely on their craft (Graebner, 2007; Perullo, 

2011; Martin, 1980).  

 In return for this significant measure of steadiness, the musicians would dedicate 

themselves to the championing of the ruling party through their lyrics. This meant 

strong emphasis on ‘warnings and teachings’, which had already been prevalent in pre-

independence dansi but became a sine qua non within the nationalist framework. Like 

the National Dance Troupe, dansi musicians were required to educate the public on 

political, social and moral matters. In the mid-1970s, NUTA Jazz recorded a song called 

“Azimio la Arusha” (Arusha Declaration), which referred to Nyerere’s formal adoption of 

socialism as the way forward: “The five year declaration / that was passed in 1974 / for 

liberation / has succeeded” (Perullo, 2011; 60). “Mtoto Aikililia Wembe” (When a Child 

cries for the Razor), a DDC Mlimani Park song which became a huge hit in the early 1980s, 

deals with a familiar social issue. Drawing upon a famous Swahili saying, Mtoto aikililia 

Wembe wacha umpate (‘When a child cries for the razorblade give it to him/her’), the 

song revolves around a young woman who is reprimanded by her family for leaving her 

husband and kids for another man: 

 

Mtoto aikililia Wembe wacha   If a child cries for a razor, give it 
Umpate, atapopata kidonda ndipo  to them, once they hurt themself 
Atapaougopa.     They will be afraid of it. 
Dada yetu ewe ulikwisha olewa,   Our sister, you were already 
Lakini Kwa tamaa yako,    married, but because of your 
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Ulikubali kuwaacha watoto wako,  desire,  
Ukaivuruga Na ndoa yako.   You came to leave your children, 
Kwenda kuishi Na bwana   you fooled around with your 
Mwingine ee.                  marriage. 
      And went to marry another man. 
      (Graebner, 2000; 297) 

 

Alongside the string of state-attached bands which were erected throughout the 1960s 

and 1970s there was still room for groups operating on a private basis. Groups such as 

Dar es Salaam Jazz and Morogoro Jazz, whose establishment already dated back to the 

colonial days, were still able to write and perform songs, as long as they complied with 

the Party’s rules. These private groups relied on sponsorship by local business owners. 

In some cases, bands had to come up with inventive solutions to keep their head above 

water. Orchestra Maquis du Zaire, a group consisting of Congolese musicians who had 

migrated to Dar es Salaam, was reproached by the government in the late 1970s for 

sounding too ‘foreign’. According to Kikumbi Mwanza Mpango, known by his stage name 

“King Kiki” and one of Maquis’ members at that time, the band members were fully 

aware that Dar es Salaam’s dansi environment required them to adapt. Subsequently, 

Maquis du Zaire changed its name to Maquis Original and established a cooperative 

society that had a farm, tractors and workers—not the band members themselves—that 

harvested crops. Maquis sold their harvest in the Kariakoo Market area of Dar es Salaam, 

thereby generating income for the band (King Kiki, 2012). The focus on agriculture 

appealed to the authorities, which had highlighted the importance of agricultural 

production since the beginning of their rule. Through OMACO (Orchestra Maquis 

Company Limited), Maquis could showcase its commitment to the Party’s ideals and 

promote itself as a pro-nationalist organisation. One of their advertisements in the 

government newspaper Uhuru, issued in 1981, read: 

 
 The leaders and workers of Orchestra Maquis Company Limited (OMACO) give 
 blessings of good fortune to the Party, the Government, and all Tanzanians to 
 honor Twenty Years of Independence. Aside from entertaining fellow Country- 
 men with music after National Development, we are fully participating in agri- 
 cultural development, which is the backbone of our young Nation. (Orchestra 
 Maquis, 1981; Perullo, 2008; 310) 
 
Although this fragment may serve as evidence for Songoyi’s (1988) statement that dansi 

bands during the socialist period generally acted as “faithful ideological instruments” of 
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Mbaraka Mwinshehe, who died in 1979 in a tragic car accident, 

was one of East Africa’s most skilled and loved musicians. 
 

the state, it would be inaccurate to say that artists could not and did not manifest 

themselves individually. The most popular musician during the 1970s was Mbaraka 

Mwinshehe, a singer, composer and guitarist counted by many among the greatest East 

African artists. Because of his extraordinary virtue, his bands, Morogoro Jazz [1964-

1973] and Orchestra Super Volcano [1973-1979], were able to tour around East Africa 



 48 

and were even selected to represent Tanzania at the Osaka 1970 Exposition in Japan, an 

experience which prompted Mbaraka to write the song “Expo 70” [6]. It dominated the 

hit charts in Tanzania for weeks (Martin, 1991; 50-51). Their extreme talent and 

widespread popularity gained musicians like Mbaraka a certain measure of 

independence within the tightly governed scene. As the stars of independent bands 

sponsored by wealthy individuals, they were able to transcend the state-agency system 

and simply join the patron who could make them the most tempting offer. In 1985 

another star of the scene, Mlimani Park’s lead singer Hassan Bitchuka, made a 

controversial switch to International Orchestra Safari Sound, giving in to pleas of the 

private businessman owning the band. Bitchuka’s move was extensively debated by 

other musicians alike in subsequent months (Graebner, 2000; 301). 

 Interaction between the various bands and their fans was omnipresent 

throughout the two decades and a half encompassing Nyerere’s rule. To a great extent, 

as with other elements of the dansi scene at the time, it was a regulated endeavour. 

Referring to the (pre-colonial) heyday of ngoma, when dance troupes from different 

tribes regularly challenged each other for an intertribal dancing duel, the authorities 

sought to emphasise competitive elements of the Muziki wa Dansi experience. 

Government branches owning a band regularly organised song-dance competitions 

where groups were invited to participate and write a new song for the occasion. An 

important characteristic of live dansi performance was the dancing by the audience. 

Each band had its own mtindo, its particular style of dancing and musical rhythm, which 

generally acted as its second name. DDC Mlimani Park is often addressed by its mtindo 

‘Sikinde’, which refers to a historical ngoma of the Zaramo people who live in and 

around Dar es Salaam. Each band adopted its own singing and dancing style and had its 

own fan base; during competitive song-dance events, the crowds of the various bands 

would try to ‘out-dance’ each other on the dance floor, while the musicians gave their 

best composing songs which combined danceable rhythms with appropriate lyrical 

content. Within the standardized framework of each song (a tripartite structure 

completed by the chemko—the fast instrumental solo—and ‘warning and teaching’ 

lyrics), the mtindo served as a method of distinction for musicians and audiences. Bands 

sang about the same themes and under the ‘national’ banner, but were instantly 

recognisable for their performance-specific details (Graebner, 2000, 2007; Perullo, 2010; 

Martin, 1991).  
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Going Out Dancing 

The leisure venues built by the British after the Second World War formed an integral 

part of the state’s dansi policy. The several ‘social halls’ that were erected in Dar es 

Salaam during the 1950s were the principal sites where young urbanites came together 

to see live bands perform, dance, drink and enjoy themselves. For the British, the venues 

had served as a décor of leisure activities to distract their colonial subjects from various 

problems occurring in the country at the time. According to Susan Geiger, “Since African 

men were considered most likely to cause trouble, social development efforts were 

primarily designed to channel their energies into ‘appropriate’ activities (1997; 27). 

 After independence, the new government took over and built social halls to 

promote national interests and a sense of community among townspeople. Venues such 

as DDC Social Hall in Kariakoo, Dar es Salaam and Vijana Social Hall served as meeting 

points and resembled the ‘club house’ structure discussed earlier with regard to the 

1930s’ avant-garde clubs. As the country’s and the government’s epicentre, Dar es 

Salaam harboured the largest number of social halls. Aside from DDC Social Hall (which 

acted as a residence to DDC Mlimani Park Orchestra) and Vijana’s venue, a number of 

hotels also served as gathering and performance venues (Perullo, 2011; 67-68). Through 

the social halls, the importance of dansi, particularly in Dar es Salaam, became clearly 

visible. Each leisure club had a resident band that would perform on pre-arranged days 

during the week, but the bands usually performed on various stages throughout town. 

The establishments, like the bands, were either privately owned or direct property of 

the state. However, given the social significance attributed to the halls, the government 

provided the privately-owned venues with material and financial support. During the 

late 1970s and early 1980s Dar es Salaam’s dansi scene experienced particular vibrancy, 

with some 25 to 30 groups performing throughout town five or six nights a week 

(Graebner, 2007; 177). 

 

Radio Tanzania Dar es Salaam (RTD) and Censorship 

In an attempt to present Muziki wa Dansi as Tanzania’s ‘national’ music and utilise it for 

the promotion of political (socialist) goals, various government institutions established 

their own bands and performing venues. By far the most significant asset to the Party’s 

orchestration of the popular music scene was Radio Tanzania Dar es Salaam (RTD), 
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which served as the only (legal) radio station in the country. Through RTD, the 

authorities sought to transmit the ‘state songs’ to the masses.  

 RTD was the successor of the Tanganyika Broadcasting Corporation, which had 

been set up in 1956 as a branch of the colonial government’s Social Development 

Department and was modelled after the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), and 

came to serve as the Party’s ‘national’ broadcasting service. From 1966 onwards, under 

the auspices of the Ministry of Information, Broadcasting, and Tourism, RTD DJs flooded 

the airwaves with political propaganda programmes, moralistic radio dramas and pro-

socialist educational shows. The slogan of the radio station, Ujamaa ni utu / ubepari ni 

unyama (“socialism is humanity / capitalism is cruel”) was repeated throughout the day 

(Perullo, 2011; 74). Aside from the propaganda broadcast, music formed the 

cornerstone of RTD. Traditional ngoma songs, taarab (sung Swahili poetry) and kwaya 

(Christian choral music) were played regularly, but it was dansi that came to dominate 

the urban radio soundscape. Through Radio Tanzania, the hits by popular groups such 

as DDC Mlimani Park, NUTA Jazz, Morogoro Jazz, Dar es Salaam Jazz and Vijana Jazz were 

swung into urban living rooms and public spaces all day long. 

 Much of the music played on RTD was recorded at the radio station’s studio. Twice 

a year, bands were invited for a recording session at the station’s headquarters. Usually, 

the band had to write a letter to ask for a chance to record. Then, an RTD official would 

attend a live performance by the band incognito, after which followed individual 

interviews with each of the band members. The actual recording session was generally 

preceded by a thirty-minute rehearsal, after which the band musicians would play about 

five of their songs. Before the band would receive a pre-set payment of about 20 

Tanzanian Shillings per song, a contract would be signed which secured that RTD 

obtained exclusive ownership of the recordings and would use them for broadcasting 

purposes only (2011; 76). 

 Since RTD was the only legal broadcasting outlet in Tanzania and the airing of 

their songs would greatly attribute to their exposure, the bands had little choice but to 

comply with the station’s regulations. Their status as employees of the state-attached 

bodies facilitating their musical endeavours meant that their music was required above 

all to champion state ideologies. To ensure that the dansi recordings were fit for 

broadcast, RTD established a special committee to review and if necessary alter the 

lyrical content of the songs. Songs would be screened on their ‘socialist’ qualities, i.e. 
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their mafunzo (teachings), and could be rejected on many accounts. Restrictions with 

regard to popular music certainly were no novelty in Tanzania and neighbouring 

countries (Cloonan & Drewett, 2006). Already before independence, colonial 

governments strictly monitored artistic creations; in Belgian Congo, the popular song 

“Marie-Louise” (1948, 7) was the target of censorship because of its explicit allusions 

to a world outside of Belgian colonialism’s sphere of control and its promiscuous lyrics 

about desirable young women (White, 2002; 674). The British establishment in 

Tanganyika had already sought to “constrain the political potentials and perceived 

moral threats” of ngoma by setting up a censorship office. Similarly, on the island of 

Zanzibar, the British issued the Ngoma Regulation Decree in 1934 which formally 

prohibited a number of five ngoma (Askew & Kitime, 2006; 139-140).  

 The RTD-based censorship board reviewed all song lyrics before they could be 

approved for recording or broadcast, screening them on moralistic elements and loyalty 

expression to the Party. Subsequently, songs which did not meet these requirements (for 

example because of a perceived depiction of immoral behaviour or disloyalty to the 

establishment) could be rejected for recording and banned from broadcast. Artists were 

allowed to sing about many different themes of their liking, as long as the ‘story’ would 

reflect socialist ideals. For example, a love song would only be approved if it spoke of 

marriage as the ultimate goal. Songs about ‘plain’ love were deemed promiscuous (2006; 

146). 

 John Francis Kitime, who has been an active member of various dansi bands since 

the mid-1970s and is still performing regularly, told me of a remarkable encounter he 

had with censorship measures. In 1983, his band Orchestra Mambo Bado was due to 

perform at a new venue named Mabibo, colloquially known as ‘The Iron Gate’. Since it 

was the first time the space hosted a band and Mambo Bado had never before played for 

a large public, the performance was to be an inauguration of two sorts. During a final 

rehearsal the day before the show, a band member noticed a crack in the wall and 

suggested the club owner fix it, to prevent the walls from falling down. The owner 

replied that the walls would come down the next day – ‘Bomoa tutajenga kesho’, which 

inspired the band to write a song by that title: 
 

Bomoa, bomoa, bomoa mama    Demolish, demolish, demolish, Mama 
Tutajenga kesho himaa     We will rebuild tomorrow quickly 
Tutajenga kesho imaa.     We will rebuild tomorrow, let it be. 
       (Kitime, 2012; Askew & Kitime, 2006; 148) 
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Without significant explanation, the song was banned by the youth wing of Chama ya 

Mapinduzi (CCM, ‘Revolutionary Party), the merger of TANU and the Afro-Shirazi Party 

(ASP) of Zanzibar which ruled the Tanzanian Republic since 1977. It is likely that the 

party branch suspected an ambiguous meaning of the lyrics, or feared the ‘demolishing’ 

and ‘rebuilding’ referred to in the song would incite counter-revolutionary sentiments. 

The party’s youth division actively engaged in governing culture, as had become 

apparent earlier through a campaign called ‘Operation Vijana’ (Operation Youth). On 3 

October 1968, the youth wing placed a ban on ‘indecent’ women’s dress, its agents 

arduously patrolling the streets to punish women wearing mini-skirts, wigs, women’s 

bleaches, and tight male trousers. The operation continued well into 1971 (Ivaska, 2003; 

130).  At the same time, in an attempt to reinforce the hegemony of Swahili music on the 

radio, the youth division banned ‘foreign’ soul music from the airwaves (2006; 148). 

 King Kiki also recalled a number of encounters with the RTD committee, mainly 

with regard to some of his lyrics being deemed “too sexy”. The committee came up with 

alternative words and suggested subtle alterations to make the songs more ‘appropriate’. 

“It would have been pointless to go against the masters of censorship, since in the end it 

was they who determined whether we could perform and do recordings”, Kiki explained. 

“But sometimes”, he confided to me, “at smaller venues, we would sing the explicit 

versions live, depending on who was in the audience” (Kiki, 2012).  

 

Restrictions and Incentives 

TANU’s (later CCM’s) appropriation of art as having to serve, reflect and transmit its 

socialist and nationalist policies had a profound effect on the development and character 

of Muziki wa Dansi. The government’s orchestration of Dar es Salaam’s popular music 

scene created an ambiguous reality. On the one hand, the monopolistic position of Radio 

Tanzania Dar es Salaam and the subsequent interference of various bodies with the 

songs’ content limited the artists’ freedom of expression significantly. Further, since the 

musicians weren’t in charge of the bands themselves and RTD owned the recordings 

they made, artist could not lay claim to any revenues flowing from their works and 

performances.  

On the other hand, the state’s active involvement with the music’s production, 

recording and broadcasting and its subsequent status as (urban) Tanzania’s defining 

sound brought about a thriving scene. Dansi’s electric sound got thousands of Dar es 
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Salaam residents all around town on their feet five to six nights a week. Since the 

musicians worked for private patrons or government institutions, they were able to 

perform and record their songs on a regular and professional basis. Particularly gifted 

artists, such as Mbaraka Mwinshehe and Hassan Bitchuka, succeeded in achieving a 

considerable degree of independence within a ‘top-down’ scene. Throughout the 

socialist era, dansi qualified as popular music both in the Adornean sense—its songs all 

following the same structure and being made up of pre-digested lyrics which revolved 

around similar, selected themes—and in a literal sense, being consumed and 

appreciated by broad sections of urban society. 
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CH 4  |  BONGO  
 

On an average week-day around 5 pm, the Mwenge bus platform in Dar es Salaam bears 

resemblance to a circus which has momentarily settled itself there. It is crammed with 

daladala’s—minibuses—which present a vivid tableau, painted as they are in a variety 

of colours and adorned with eye-catching maxims paying homage to deities (“GLORY TO 

GOD”), football stars (“ROBIN VAN PERSIE ARSENAL #10”) or revolutionaries (“CHE GUEVARA, 

HASTA LA VICTORIA SIEMPRE”). The platform, as the minibuses, is strikingly crowded with 

men, women and children, on their way home after work or roaming about at the 

adjacent marketplace. At rush hour, the Mwenge station is also an ear-catching spectacle. 

Music is ubiquitous, blaring from small transistors in market stalls, daladalas’ car radios 

or huge surround boxes turned up to full volume which are typically driven around on 

trucks’ open loading banks. International star singer Rihanna’s newest hit [8], the King 

Kiki evergreen “Kitambaa Cheupe” [9] and the rapping chatter of a radio DJ make for a 

telling cacophony. 

 In many aspects, the hub presents a picture of variety. The market stalls are 

overflowing with just about any kind of produce, while the newspaper stands offer a 

number of papers to choose from. No longer is state-run Uhuru the only daily around; 

Swahili media like Nipashe and Habari Leo, as well as English-written publications like 

The Citizen and The Guardian provide ample alternatives. Anno 2012, Dar es Salaam 

citizens can tune in on radio stations like Clouds FM, East Africa Radio and the apt-

named Choice FM, which broadcast alongside the Tanzania Broadcasting Corporation 

(TBC)—formerly known as Radio Tanzania Dar es Salaam. 

 

The Music of the New Generation  

The musical soundscape has undergone significant changes since the end of the socialist 

era. Ali Hassan Mwinyi, who succeeded Julius Nyerere as President after the latter’s 

voluntary resignation in 1985, opted for a radical shift from the socialist policies of 

(attempted) ‘self-reliance’; one of the pillars of Nyerere’s policy had been the conviction 

that Tanzania could only prosper through its individual citizens’ hard work, a “do-it-

yourself mentality” (Perullo, 2011; 10) reflected by mutual cooperation, intelligence and 

heart for the nation. Through teamwork and the understanding of the necessity to look 

after each other, Tanzanians could help build a nation which would not be dependent on 
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foreign investment and other kinds of interference from ‘outside’. Upon taking up 

presidency, Mwinyi acknowledged that a nation with an economy as weak as Tanzania’s 

could no longer deny foreign aid and subsequently accepted loans from the World Bank, 

as well as the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The loans were part of Mwinyi’s 

Structural Adjustment Policies (SAPs), which revolved around the de-nationalisation of 

businesses and a general loosening of the state’s grip on its subjects’ daily endeavours. 

Mwinyi earned the nickname Mzee Rhuksa (‘Mr. Permissiveness’ or ‘Mr. Everything 

Goes’) for his politics of empowerment of the individual. Nyerere’s understanding of 

self-reliance was indissolubly attached to the good of the community—individual effort 

for empowerment of the collective—whereas Mwinyi highlighted the importance of 

people truly capable of fending for themselves and be independent from others. He 

allowed Tanzanians to pursue their own business activities, to trade and be 

entrepreneurs. This new reality, so radically different from the days of state interference 

and restriction, facilitated an influx of new goods and technologies. New, informal 

economies emerged in which individual citizens, both licensed and unlicensed, could 

employ and do business with each other (Lugalla, 1995; Perullo, 2011; 11). Alongside 

the socio-economic changes which took place from 1985 onwards and throughout the 

1990s, Tanzania’s political spectrum widened; new parties emerged, which were 

allowed to contend in the country’s first multiparty elections in 1995.     

 The new President’s permissiveness resulted in a “celebration of plurality” 

(Edmondson, 2007; 40) in the political, social and cultural life of Dar es Salaam. In 1994, 

Mwinyi completed the privatisation of the radio and TV industry. Winds of change swept 

over the airwaves as numerous privately run radio stations sprung up which did all but 

confine themselves to broadcasting solely dansi tracks and moralistic propaganda. 

Within Tanzania’s shifting, post-socialist reality, the mid-1990s marked the beginning of 

a period in which its citizens’ identity was “considered, debated and contested” (2007; 

40). Popular arts provided a means to articulate (new) notions of the self, society and 

morality. In Dar es Salaam, whereas the politicised dansi during the socialist era had 

been envisioned to mirror TANU’s political and moral ideals and thus provide a mirror to 

its subjects, the ‘opening up’ of the airwaves gave music back its window function. Radio 

DJs serving the various stations, including those at Radio Tanzania, took full advantage 

of the opportunity to play non-Tanzanian music. The genres which particularly came to 

overflow the airwaves of Dar es Salaam after the privatisation were soul, R&B and—
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most notably—hip-hop originating from the United States. Prior to the fall of Ujamaa 

and Nyerere’s subsequent resignation, hip-hop had been a minor force in the country’s 

dansi-dominated soundscape, its records obtainable exclusively for middle-class 

‘cosmopolitans’ with familial ties abroad who were able to travel. Now, in an era marked 

by a higher degree of laissez-faire all round, the music became more accessible, both as a 

private (records) and public (radio) commodity. The genre readily caught the 

imagination and attention of Dar es Salaam youngsters growing up in the post-socialist 

era; rap songs by American stars addressing social and political issues appealed greatly 

to young urbanites whose lives were profoundly marked by the transformations 

occurring in their country (Moyer, 2005; Spearman, 2011).  

Under the influence of American hip-hop, urban Tanzanian adepts developed 

their own, local variant of the genre. The birth of Bongo Flava resulted from a twofold 

process of imitation and localisation. In an interview with Sidney Lemelle, Tanzanian rap 

artist Ramadhan A. Mponjika—known by his stage name ‘Chief Rhymson’—explained 

how in the early days of radio privatisation and the entrance of new sounds, young hip-

hop enthusiasts were “trying to copy the Americans, Run DMC, Public Enemy”, leading 

American groups at the time (Lemelle, 2006; 236). However, ‘post-socialist’ Tanzanian 

artists could not identify with American hip-hop’s aura of Kujigamba, ‘gangster’ culture 

(Spearman, 2011; Perullo, 2005; Reuster-Jahn, 2008) evident in songs romanticising 

violence and bearing sexual connotations. Another hip-hop artist interviewed by 

Lemelle encapsulated the sentiments prevalent among young musicians and audiences 

when stating that “American rappers talk about crazy things – drinking, drugs, violence 

against women, American blacks kill blacks. I hope African rap stays African and doesn’t 

turn crazy” (2006; 238-239). Consequently, Tanzanian rappers adopted a ‘Kiswacentric’ 

attitude and approach to their music, employing Swahili lyrics, sayings and metaphor in 

their songs. Furthermore, they began to focus on themes which made sense to them as 

Tanzanians and dealt with issues relevant within their current (shifting) reality 

(Spearman, 2011).  

Like during the heyday of politicised dansi, artists envisioned their songs to be 

comments on social and political matters occurring in daily life, thereby putting a 

‘foreign’—indeed global—musical force in a local context (Perullo, 2005). The very 
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name of the genre attests to this; bongo literally means “wisdom” or “ingenuity”3 and 

stands for a philosophy integral to Dar es Salaam life which represents the “survival of 

the fittest” mentality prevailing in the city (Perullo, 2011; 8). Originating from the final 

days of the Ujamaa project and the extreme economic hardships resulting from its 

failure, bongo stands for a certain toughness which one needs to make it in Dar es 

Salaam – in popular speech, the town is often referred to as Bongoland or simply Bongo. 

Ever since its inception, the philosophy is tightly connected to urban life in various ways. 

It has come to embody the complex relationship between authority and subject, the vital 

tool for achieving a degree of self-reliance and making ends meet. “Bongo is keeping 

your eyes and ears open all the time,” my roommate Shasha Nyamhanga told me when I 

asked him for his take on the matter. “It’s all about just getting by without too many 

issues.” 

Throughout the turbulent 1980s and early ‘90s, Bongo Flava was the music 

through which young artists and their following could express their views on socio-

political themes, a new flavour in Dar es Salaam’s artistic palette in a period of redesign 

and redefinition. Since its inception, it has developed into the most dominant musical 

force in Tanzania’s urban centres. Within a few weeks after my arrival in Dar es Salaam, 

I became quite familiar with the songs topping the country’s hit charts; a selection of 

about fifteen Bongo Flava songs echoed about everywhere I went—every bar, every 

beach, every market stall and shop with a transistor. The song “Nai Nai” [10] by artists 

Ommy Dimpoz and Ali Kiba—a track which is about the singers’ love for a girl—

particularly stood out in Dar es Salaam as the city’s biggest hit. Scholars of the genre 

insist that today’s Bongo Flava is more than just Swahili-sung hip-hop music, but is to be 

used as an umbrella term for a number of other styles including zouk, R&B and reggae 

(Suriano, 2007; 207). Indeed, the songs which were topping the charts during my 

fieldwork and which were all considered Bongo Flava did differ in sound and ‘feel’ [11, 

12]. 

However “narrow, fluid and permeable” (Sanga, 2011; 190) the lines that 

separate these various music styles may be, Bongo Flava is commonly recognised as the 

genre with which today’s urban youth in Tanzania can identify best. The songs are 

performed and listened to by young people—the generation born in the late 1970s to 

                                                
3 These are only two of many possible translations. Several people I discussed the matter with preferred “brain” 
or “wits”. 
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the 1990s—and deal with political and social issues prevalent within society. The use of 

lughaa ya mitaani (street language or ‘slang’) gives the genre its distinctive touch and is 

an important reason why Bongo Flava is commonly referred to as Muziki wa Kizazi 

Kipya—‘the Music of the New Generation’ (Sanga, 2011; Perullo, 2005; Ntarangwi, 2009; 

Reuster-Jahn, 2008). 

 

A Capitalist Scene 

The recognition of Bongo Flava as the new generation’s sound and its clear hegemony on 

TV and radio broadcasts is the most obvious and telling testimony of the end of Muziki 

wa Dansi’s monopolistic position. Within Tanzania’s present socio-political reality, the 

portrait of Mwalimu Nyerere hangs alongside that of current President Jikaya Kikwete 

on public buildings’ walls, and apart from RTD, over 20 radio stations and recording 

studios operate independently, without having censorship committees attached to them 

(Perullo, 2003; 188; Askew & Kitime, 2006; 152). It is an understatement that the 

country’s music scene is not as tightly regulated as during socialist rule; the spirit of 

individual self-reliance is reflected in Tanzania’s musical practices. A number of Bongo 

Flava artists are socio-politically engaged in a manner profoundly different from the 

state-attached dansi musicians. Whereas the latter, out of obligation, championed state 

policies and nationalist and socialist ideologies, the former use song to voice their 

criticism of current social and political realities. “Ridhiwani” [13], a presently popular 

Bongo Flava song, deals with a range of problematic issues—e.g. perceived corruption 

among government officials, recurring electricity ‘black-outs’, lamentable quality of 

hospitals—and is addressed to President Kikwete’s son Ridhwan. The artist, Izzo 

Business, instead of directly calling upon the President by name, urges Ridhwan to 

confront his father with society’s wrongs. 

 In Dar es Salaam, for musicians to be successful in today’s music scene requires a 

considerable measure of ingenuity. Gone are the days of tight regulation and active 

censorship by the state; however, the laissez-faire mentality brings about many 

hardships for (aspiring) artists. With the music of the new generation dominating the 

urban soundscape, musicians whose work is of a more ‘traditional’ creed struggle to 

reach a large audience. Born in Dar es Salaam in 1981, Leo Mkanyia can be deemed as 

belonging to the new generation growing up in the post-socialist era. However, his ideas 

about music and musicianship are steeped in the dansi days; throughout the late 1970s, 
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his father served as the bass guitarist of DDC Mlimani Park Orchestra, Tanzania’s most-

loved dansi band at the time, and was a well-known face in Dar es Salaam’s then-thriving 

scene. Profoundly influenced by his father, Leo now performs what he calls ‘Swahili 

blues’, his own, modern blend of traditional Tanzanian rhythm and song and dansi fused 

with bluesy guitar riffs. Leo’s experiences as a musician bear considerable difference 

from his father’s: 

 
  You see, nowadays, our music scene here in Dar has become capitalist… 
  In my father’s day, it was socialist.  Zilipendwa was all about musician- 

ship, those artists were craftsmen. Because the bands were owned by 
companies and businessmen, they [the musicians] had to worry less  
about the business-side of being an artist. They had their instruments, 
they could focus on songwriting and performing . . . and created gorge- 
ous music. Me, if I want to have success, I have to arrange everything 
myself. I have to be my own manager and advertiser, or at least find  
people who can help me with all those things (Mkanyia, 2012). 

 

Mkanyia told me about the many difficulties he faces being an independent solo artist in 

Dar es Salaam. He often thinks of himself as a “loner”, performing his own musical style 

which has nothing to do with the Bongo Flava dominating the city’s hit charts: 

 
  A long time ago, music was still an art. Not anymore. Many musicians  

which are popular use sampled tunes, more or less copied from Ame- 
rican hip-hop and R&B stars . . . because that is the stuff that generates 
at least a little money. It seems that artists who think too much about  
their product and message don’t make it. The major problem of our  
situation is that there is no money . . . we have so little resources. 
(2012) 

 

Mkanyia’s frustrations echo those of a number of musicians I talked to during my 

fieldwork. Contrary to the days of socialism, when dansi bands and traditional dancing 

troupes were empowered by the government, today’s artists’ encounters with 

Tanzanian authorities tend to be tense and problematic. Yuster Nyakachara is the 

artistic leader of Sanaa Sana (‘More Art’), a collective consisting of young musicians and 

dancers composing songs and performing an impressive repertoire of traditional ngoma. 

The group operate under the auspices of Art in Tanzania, a Finnish-Tanzanian-run NGO 

empowering local artists. Through contacts in Finland and Ethiopia, Sanaa Sana has 

been able to tour several East African countries and perform at a Finnish music festival. 

An experienced and celebrated dancer, Nyakachara recalled to me how, while dancing 
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with another group before she founded Sanaa Sana, political authorities thwarted a plan 

to perform at the Dutch world music event Festival Mundial: 

 
  Some people who were organising the festival had seen us perform in 
  Dar es Salaam some time before the event. They wanted to have us dan- 
  ce at their festival . . . but the government would not let it happen. They 
  told them that our group had dissolved, that we did not exist anymore.  
  (Nyakachara, 2012) 
 

Although within Tanzania’s present-day music scene artists are not obliged to have their 

work screened by an official censorship board, the government is still capable of 

exercising a considerable degree of control over their endeavours. Kelly Askew and John 

Kitime note that bands in mainland Tanzania and Zanzibar “must still obtain licences 

and permits to perform in public, and this allows for indirect censorship in that 

authorities can deny permit requests from bands whose music they consider 

detrimental to national interests” (2006; 152). Indeed, as I asked him about 

Nyakachara’s story, Kitime personally told me that every artist in Tanzania has to 

complete a registration procedure each year with the National Arts Council (BASATA); 

artists who fail to meet this requirement are ‘scrapped’ from the database (Kitime, 

2012a). Although the conversation with Nyakachara took place during the early days of 

my fieldwork and I could not scrutinise the matter further—was Sanaa Sana not 

registered with the council at the time Festival Mundial made the inquiry?—the story 

shows that not everything ‘goes’ in Tanzania’s present artistic climate. 

 Totoo Zebingwa, who is one of the lead singers of Sanaa Sana but also performs 

solo, recounted how in 2010, he won the Best Song Award in a music contest organised 

by BBC Swahili Africa and thought the prize would mean a massive boost to his career. 

He confidently had a hundred copies made of his first CD—which he had recorded and 

released at Mzukaa Records, the record label attached to Art in Tanzania—with the 

intention to sell them. However, things did not turn out as planned; Zebingwa struggled 

to reach a large public and “a whole pile” of his CDs is gathering dust now. Like Mkanyia, 

Zebingwa—who was born in the Democratic Republic of Congo—regrets the fact that 

today’s music business revolves around ‘survival of the fittest’: 

 
  If you are not into popular music, it is just a struggle… It is so 
  difficult to reach people. You know . . . I believe that in Tanza- 
  nia, only about twenty percent of the people know good music. 
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  Music is supposed to educate people, we should be messengers, 
  like the old generation musicians. The youth of today, listening  

to Bongo Flava and American music . . . they don’t know what  
they are listening to. (Zebingwa, 2012) 

 

Zebingwa’s perception of ‘good’ music is rooted in his knowledge and appreciation of 

the old generation’s songs, as he is highlighting the message conveyed through the songs’ 

lyrics as a defining feature. His comment on many youthful adepts of American music 

reminded me of an encounter I had had with a few young men who were sitting at a 

small shop-cum-bar opposite the housing unit I lived in. I had just moved there from an 

apartment in the north eastern part of town. As I went up to the shop to introduce 

myself to my new neighbours, I noticed they were listening to a classic song by American 

hip-hop legend Dr. Dre. As I rhetorically inquired if they liked Dr. Dre’s music, one of the 

men nodded and let out a pathos-loaded “No pain no gain!” while another folded his 

middle- over his ring-finger to make a W sign and added “West side!” before covering 

the lower part of his face with a scarf. Altogether, it was an impressionistic display of 

Kujigamba; within American hip-hop culture, the W (West side) gesture is meant to 

indicate one’s hailing from Los Angeles. It serves as a powerful icon to hip-hop fans 

worldwide, just as “No pain no gain!” is a well-known maxim signifying ‘tough life’. The 

men were sitting at the bar and were listening to the tape every day, but as became clear 

to me in the following weeks, their actual knowledge of the English language was very 

limited. The beats of the hip-hop songs and their ‘feel’ appealed greatly to them, 

seemingly compensating for their lack of understanding with regard to the lyrical 

content. 

 

Both Totoo Zebingwa and Leo Mkanyia pit their music against what they term 

“mainstream” material—the songs which are topping the hit charts (“One More Night” 

14). As musicians, they seem to fall ‘in-between’ modern Bongo Flava fare and the 

engaged, carefully crafted dansi they admire. Through hard work and with support from 

Dar es Salaam’s French and German cultural institutes, Mkanyia has managed to 

establish himself as an independent artist; the range of his popularity throughout town 

is stretching. In February 2012, he was invited to play at Sauti za Busara (‘Sounds of 

Wisdom’), a yearly music festival on the island of Zanzibar which presents itself as 

bringing “African music under African skies”, and drew a large audience with his 

performance. Every Friday, Mkanyia performs at the Serena Hotel in Dar es Salaam, and 
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he also organises ‘Swahili Blues Nights’ on a regular basis. During live shows, Mkanyia is 

flanked on stage by a band consisting of friends, the most notable of which is the best 

bass player he knows—his father Henry.  

 

The Old Stars 

The fact that the music of the new generation has overtaken Muziki wa Dansi as the most 

dominant musical force in Dar es Salaam, does not mean that the genre has toppled from 

its pedestal. Veterans of the socialist era’s music scene are still bringing their best songs, 

old and newly composed, on various stages throughout town each week. Their 

repertoire is commonly and affectionately known as zilipendwa—‘the ones that were 

loved’. King Kiki, with whom I met three times over the course of my fieldwork, still 

enjoys great popularity within the city and is a tireless performer, sometimes playing as 

many as three shows a night, all at different venues. Once, as I was accompanying him to 

a show of a band led by a friend of Kiki’s, he was cordially greeted by the group—“We 

are honoured to have Mzee Kiki here”—and invited on stage to do a rendition of his 

trademark song “Kitambaa Cheupe”, to which enthusiasts of all age groups sang and 

danced along. John Kitime, who has been a professional dansi artist since 1973, is still 

performing every Saturday night as the lead guitarist of Kilimanjaro Jazz Band, a 

collective of veteran musicians who have all been active during the genre’s heyday. At 

Salander Bridge Club, a spacious social hall in Dar es Salaam, they treat their audience—

ranging in age from about 25 to 60—to a mixed repertoire of classic and newly-written 

dansi songs, as well as renditions of American evergreens such as Elvis’ “Hound Dog”. On 

Friday nights, DDC Mlimani Park is still rocking around the clock, their shows at Break 

Point Bar typically lasting until 4 AM. The setup of the band has undergone major 

changes through the years; most of the core members of the group deceased and Henry 

Mkanyia left the group already in 1979. However, Hassan Bitchuka is still on stage as the 

band’s most-anticipated star. 

 Whereas young artists like Zebingwa and Mkanyia are endeavouring to build a 

reputation for themselves and reach as large an audience as possible, veterans Kiki and 

Kitime enjoy a great measure of popularity with audiences of both older and younger 

generations. They are respected wazee, senior men, both due to their past merits and the 

way they manifest themselves in Dar es Salaam’s cultural life today. 
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Above: King Kiki performing his trademark song ‘Kitambaa Cheupe’, 

waving his typical white handkerchief. Below: Cassette covers throughout the years. 
 

 



 64 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Leo Mkanyia performing at the Sauti za Busara Music Festival 

on the island of Zanzibar. 
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CH 5  |  VYA KALE NI DHAHABU !—“OLD IS GOLD!”  

 

On a Saturday morning in March 2012, John Kitime goes up to Anania Ngoliga’s home for 

a visit. The men are old friends, connected by their love of music and a shared past and 

present as professional performers. Kitime has brought along his laptop, which is 

stacked with classic dansi songs on mp3 format, and his guitar. Ngoliga, who knows his 

way with a number of key and string instruments, always has his malimba4 within reach. 

He is not blessed with eyesight, but his musical senses are supreme. Today’s game is a 

test of ears and memory: each time Kitime puts on a song from his digital collection, 

Ngoliga tries to guess its credentials as quickly as possible. As the room fills with the 

characteristic dansi horns and guitars—old, ragged-sounding recordings—the multi-

instrumentalist demonstrates his knowledge. The men hum along with classic songs, 

meanwhile reminiscing about times past.  

“Moro Jazz,” explains Kitime, “in the days of Mbaraka… that was real quality! We 

used to listen to this when we were schoolboys.” He tells me of the tragic fate of dansi 

legend Mbaraka Mwinshehe, former lead singer of Morogoro Jazz Band and the driving 

force behind the highly successful group Super Volcanoes, who died in a car crash while 

touring East Africa in 1979—still at the height of his fame. Death has taken many of the 

musicians who shined brightest during dansi’s golden years. Kitime and Ngoliga show 

me a black-and-white picture of Orchestra Maquis Original, the band of Congolese 

‘migrants’, on stage and in full swing. “Died – died – died…” the musicians mumble as 

they point out the various band members, the majority of whom they have known 

personally. Apart from the large number of dansi musicians who passed away due to old 

age, the stories of artists who lived fast and died young are numerous. Werner Graebner, 

who is a long-time documenter of bands’ histories, asserted in the late eighties that “in 

Tanzania musicians are commonly considered to be wahuni, i.e. vagabonds, drunkards, 

drugtakers” (1989; 243). Leo Mkanyia, while discussing the present government’s 

somewhat depreciatory stance towards musicianship as a profession, pointed out to me 

that during dansi’s heyday, many young artists attested to that image: “They could not 

handle their popularity, the fame rose to their heads. HIV was everywhere” (Mkanyia, 

2012). 

                                                
4 The malimba, also known as the lamellophone or simply the ‘thumb piano’, is a xylophone-like 
instrument reminiscent of the Zimbabwean mbira. 
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Above: Anania Ngoliga with the ukulele at his home in Sinza. 

Below: John Kitime playing the ukulele. 
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Naturally, having their instruments close at hand, the listening game quickly puts the 

musicians on to playing something themselves. After quickly inspecting—and 

immediately mastering—the ukulele I have brought along, Kitime and Ngoliga engage in 

an impromptu guitar-malimba duet, which they record with Kitime’s mobile phone. 

Later that afternoon, Ngoliga is expected at the luxurious Bahari Beach Hotel, where he 

and his band perform on a weekly basis. Kitime will be on duty with Kilimanjaro Jazz for 

his usual evening show at Salander Bridge Club. As we pass the graveyard on the way to 

his home in Dar es Salaam’s Sinza quarter—a place where many musicians are buried, 

including dansi legend Remmy Ongala—I ask Kitime to what extent he felt restrained by 

the regulations and censorship measures exercised by the socialist authorities. “To be 

quite honest,” he says, “in the end, we didn’t care all too much about which song lyrics 

were approved and which weren’t. We just wanted to make catchy tunes. The people 

danced, isn’t that what matters?” 

 

This final chapter deals with Muziki wa Dansi as a memory, a present-day musical 

standard and a genre with a future. It addresses its present status as zilipendwa—the 

ones that were loved—and related issues concerning the preservation of its heritage, in 

physical (recorded) form as well as through its presence in the hearts and minds of old- 

and new-generation adepts. Central to this examination is the work of the Tanzania 

Heritage Project, an initiative aimed at the digitisation of over 100,000 hours of 

recorded musical material. My personal involvement with the project as a writer and 

researcher played a significant part in shaping my perspective on the issues mentioned. 

 

From Dust to Digital5 

The scene at Ngoliga’s house offers an interesting insight in the nature of dansi ‘home 

experience’ in 2012. On the one hand, the musicians’ listening to classic hits on mp3 

format via Kitime’s laptop seems to befit this day and age, in which digital technology 

plays a central and ever-growing role. On the other hand, the poor quality of many of the 

recordings hampers a modern feel, as indeed, the ‘golden oldies’ do sound old. 

 Amid the drastically altered musical soundscape and the wave of new 

(technological) opportunities offered to the music business, the audio-book of 

                                                
5 Allusion to an American record company by the same name which specialises in documenting the history 
of American popular music, as well as re-issuing classic African recordings. 
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Tanzania’s history lies stored in the archives of the Tanzania Broadcasting Corporation 

(TBC). The archives contain over 100,000 hours of recorded material; apart from the 

many dansi recordings made during the socialist era, there is also a rich collection of 

educational songs addressing health issues such as malaria, political speeches by 

Nyerere and other TANU/CCM figureheads, moralistic radio drama’s—which were also 

broadcast at that time—and ethnographic recordings of ngoma drumming. The oldest 

dansi recording stored at the TBC headquarters dates from 1958. Like all the archived 

material there, it is stored on classic reel-to-reel tapes, via technology donated to the TBC 

by its former patron organisation BBC. The tapes are arranged in orderly fashion; each of 

them is numbered and complemented by typewritten track listings containing band 

names, song titles, playing time and mtindo—the (proposed) corresponding dancing 

style. However, the passage of time and minimal use has not left the material untainted, 

and the tapes are deteriorating slowly but significantly. A group of musically inclined 

dansi enthusiasts hailing from Tanzania, the United States and Holland has established 

the Tanzania Heritage Project in a bid to digitise the recordings from the genre’s golden 

age. 

 The consumption of music in digital form is rapidly gaining ground in Tanzania. A 

significant quantity of material from the old days is circulating around Dar es Salaam’s 

Kariakoo Market area; aside from the many stalls and stores selling cassettes and CDs, 

the market contains many ‘black’ areas where vendors venture in digital files. Often, as I 

was examining a shop’s music collection, the owner would offer to stuff my USB stick 

with Tanzanian and Congolese hits on mp3 format. The recordings made by Radio 

Tanzania Dar es Salaam are the core of dansi’s physical heritage; although it is 

essentially a live genre and has been—is still—widely consumed in social halls and other 

venues, the tapes serve as first-hand testimony of its glory days. With the aid of modern 

digitisation technology, the Tanzania Heritage Project seeks to enhance the audio quality 

of the TBC material and at the same time perpetuate it. Ethnomusicologist Barbara 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett has stated that “a hallmark of heritage is the problematic 

relationship of its objects to its instruments”: 

 
  The heritage industry produces something new. Its instruments are a 
  key to this process. Dance teams, heritage performers, craft cooperati- 
  ves, cultural centers, arts festivals, museums, exhibitions, recordings, 
  archives, indigenous media, and cultural curricula are not only eviden- 
  ce of heritage, its continuity, and its vitality in the present. They are al- 
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  so instruments for adding value to the cultural forms they per- 
  form, teach, exhibit, circulate, and market (1995; 374). 

 
To an extent, the Tanzania Heritage Project proves a case in Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s 

point, in the sense that its main endeavours revolve around the problematic relationship 

between dansi music’s carefully crafted notes and crystal-clear voices, stored on 

deteriorating reel-to-reel tapes. Furthermore, it is aimed at transplanting the content of 

the tapes to digital files which can be compressed to fit on the hard drives of computers, 

mobile phones or other mp3-facilitating devices. 

 Bruno Nanguka is the sole librarian at the TBC archives, having taken up the 

position in 1974 when he was only 18 years old. He has been—and still is—responsible 

for all material and its organisation within the storage rooms. Over the course of 38 

years, he has acquired numerous memories of his encounters with musicians who came 

by the TBC/RTD headquarters for recording sessions, the vast majority of them fond. 

Nanguka recalls how King Kiki, who used to come by frequently, would pick him up from 

work, take him to his shows, and drop him off at home afterwards (Nanguka, 2012). The 

collective behind the Tanzania Heritage Project are not the first to attempt a large-scale 

digitisation of the archives. John Kitime, who is an outspoken supporter of the project, 

recalled during a meeting how two past bids to carry out the digitisation in which he 

was involved—the first by two German friends of his, the second in collaboration with a 

Norwegian music producer—never materialised due to a lack of co-operation by the TBC 

(Kitime 2012b). Since all the recordings were made under the auspices of Radio 

Tanzania Dar es Salaam, at their studio and with their equipment, they are still 

exclusively owned by the state’s media organ. The host of a newly-launched zilipendwa 

show—broadcast on the TBC radio station—frequently pays Bruno a visit to borrow a 

selection of tapes from the archives. 
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The tapes at the Tanzania Broadcasting Corporation Headquarters are arranged by number. Below: a 

tape with liner notes, complete with suggested dance moves. 

 



 71 

 
Above: a Western Jazz Band track list. Below: Bruno Nanguka, Chief archivist of TBC, listening to old 

recordings on a digital device. Note the classic RTD poster on the wall. 
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Fundisha 

The third attempt to have the wealth of Muziki wa Dansi material digitised coincides 

with the fifty-year anniversary of Tanzanian independence, which was celebrated 

throughout the country in 2011—particularly through artistic tributes in the form of 

performances by dance troupes and celebratory songs by popular musicians of various 

creeds. Within the context of the country’s independence jubilee, performing arts 

returned to their old nature, celebrating the nation and its people and highlighting 

‘Tanzanian’ values. Alongside dansi, Mwalimu Nyerere highlighted ngoma as one of 

Tanzania’s cultural treasures which needed to be preserved carefully. Fifty years later, 

Sanaa Sana is one of the dancing groups performing at the Makumbusho Village Museum 

in Dar es Salaam. The museum hosts a range of cultural activities throughout the year 

and stores a number of traditional homes, each typical to a different part of Tanzania. 

Altogether, the collection of decorations, furnishings and complementing arts and crafts 

represents eighteen tribes. Two nights a week, Makumbusho organises free ngoma 

nights during which a troupe performs dances indigenous to Tanzania’s various tribes. 

Here too, a technological tool is deployed; by sending a text message to one of the 

dancers’ mobile phones, audience members can request the ngoma of their liking. 

During the last two weeks of my fieldwork in the city, I visited two shows at 

Makumbusho and was not presented with an unambiguous picture. While the first 

performance drew an audience of about fifty people, many of them enthusiastically 

joining in with the dancers, the second night only attracted a meagre amount of people 

whose lukewarm response did all but match the troupe’s energetic dancing. Within the 

urban hub Dar es Salaam, the live performances at Makumbusho offer a touch of the 

village; the various ngoma originate from rural areas and have ‘been there’ for centuries. 

To many of the city’s inhabitants, they serve as key tokens of their tribal background. In 

her examination of Maori taonga—“ancestral treasures of the Maori”—as marketed 

heritage Kirshenblatt-Gimblett argues: 

 
  What is at stake is not the vividness of a museum experience, but 
  the vitality, the survival, of those for whom these objects are taon- 
  ga. And that depends on intangible cultural property, which lives 
  in performance. It must be performed to be transmitted; this is 
  the source of its life. This is also the source of its vividness, for no- 
  thing is more multi-sensory than the lifeworld itself, particularly 
  in its most intense, which is to say its most performative modes 
  (1995; 378-379). 
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Through ngoma drumming, dancing and singing, members of the various tribes are able to 

express their belonging to an ethnic group or social community outside the city, which is 

generally less organised along these lines. The energy which is put into a performance by 

dancing troupes, regardless of the number of attendants, is literally of vital importance. 

Though ngoma literally means ‘drum’ and essentially revolves around dancing, singing 

forms an integral part of many performances. Song lyrics deal with local gossip or social 

and moral issues prevalent within a certain community, and generally they do this 

through the use of witty proverbs and humour, often in local languages. Performances 

such as the ones at Makumbusho offer the audience a vibrant reminder of their roots. 

 Previous chapters have addressed the differences and similarities between (Beni) 

ngoma and Muziki wa Dansi. Already from its inception in the early 1930s, but especially 

during Tanzania’s socialist era, dansi showed its potential to transcend ethnic lines and 

serve as the music genre with which all Tanzanians—specifically those living in urban 

areas—could identify. Although the employment of various mitindo can still be considered 

an element of distinction within this highly performative genre, the popular songs of the 

1960s, ‘70s and ‘80s deal with general themes which are not ethnic-specific.  

 

From the outset of my fieldwork in Dar es Salaam, I started to inquire with citizens of all 

age groups—personal friends, neighbours, shop owners, askaris, taxi drivers, live show 

attendants—about their affinity with zilipendwa.  Eventually, as I joined the Tanzania 

Heritage Project, my casual talks acquired a serious undertone. As I told people about the 

plans to digitise the TBC archives and asked them about their thoughts on the importance 

of the songs’ preservation, they were unanimous in their convictions. Apart from the 

musical qualities dansi carries within it, the lyrical content of the songs—the warnings and 

teachings—counts as a defining feature to many. In their accounts, fundisha, which 

translates as ‘teaching’, stood out as a recurring term. Mzee Kasara, my landlord, born in 

the early 1950s, used the Swahili expression Vya kale ni Dhahabu (“Old is Gold”) to clarify 

his thoughts on the matter. “To me, the most important thing about zilipendwa is that it 

addresses timeless topics. Those songs… People of all ages can listen to them any day of 

the year, and they never lose their value” (Kasara 2012). Protas Msauzi, who runs a small-

scale education and day care centre in Dar es Salaam’s Msasani ward, explained how he 

uses the music’s lyrics to educate his kids: 
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  We use zilipendwa songs in music class. The kids and I listen to old  
songs which I have on tape, and afterwards we talk about the mes- 
sages they contain. Through fundisha they learn about diseases, the  
history of our country, or the importance of respect for elders… All  
sorts of things. I encourage them to remember these teachings, so  
they can grow up to be good citizens of Tanzania (Msauzi 2012).                 

 

Although dansi is generally considered to be the sound of the old generation and Bongo 

Flava is the most dominant and popular genre in today’s Dar es Salaam, every one of my 

respondents showed appreciation of the classic hits. During one of our conversations, the 

hip-hop-inclined young men across my residence engaged in a joint and joyful rendition of 

“Georgina” [15], a love song by the band Safari Trippers which was hugely popular in the 

1970s and 1980s. They, too, related dansi primarily to fundisha, its educational character. 

My roommate Shasha Nyamhanga, in his mid-thirties and a fervent listener of various 

‘oldies’ who frequently voiced his contempt of “empty” Bongo Flava songs, told me how he 

identifies with the music: 

 
  Everybody can relate to zilipendwa because it is about us. The  

songs are about daily life, stuff that can happen to you, me, our 
  friends… You see, my favourite is this song by Sikinde [DDC Mli- 
  mani Park], “Nawashukuru Wazazi” [16].  It is about a young  

man who leaves his home to go and live in the city, away from  
his family, and is grateful to his parents for everything they taught  
him, did for him… This song makes me think of the time when I  
moved away from home myself, to go and live in Arusha. I get  
tears in my eyes every time I hear it (Nyamhanga 2012).           

     

Listening to and talking about zilipendwa seemed to fill many of my older respondents 

with nostalgia. Kasara, Msauzi and Nyamhanga, while praising the ‘meaningfulness’ of the 

old hits, expressed their concerns about the music and music experience of the new 

generation. “The music channels on TV… they show Bongo Flava videos all day long in 

which all the men wear big sunglasses and the women dance around fancy cars half-

naked”, Kasara once complained. “I cannot imagine how my father would have reacted to 

those things!” 

 Although out of many conversations a picture emerged of Bongo Flava and Muziki 

wa Dansi as two radically different and incompatible genres, over the course of my 

research I met several musicians who, although being labelled Bongo Flava artists by their 

audiences, highlighted dansi as hugely inspirational to their work. One such artist is 

Benjamin Busungu, commonly known in Dar es Salaam by his stage name “Benjamin wa 
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MamboJambo”, who fuses dansi- and rumba-inspired guitar elements with Bongo Flava 

and hip-hop rhythms [17]. Born in the early 1980s, he recalled to me how as a boy, he 

used to listen to RTD educational and musical broadcasts for hours on end. As a student of 

anthropology, he has researched song-dance traditions of various village communities 

throughout Tanzania. He refers to the various dansi bands as “legendary musicians”: “they 

have set the standard for the younger generation of artists”. 

Mzungu Kichaa (‘crazy white person’), born Espen Sörensen, who is Danish by birth but 

has lived in Zambia and Tanzania since the age of six, is one of Tanzania’s most popular 

Bongo Flava artists. However, he counts the late Congolese star singer Franco Luambo 

among his biggest musical influences, as well as Mbaraka Mwinshehe, Remmy Ongala and 

dansi collective Kilwa Jazz (Sanga, 2011; 198). 

 

Fathers, Brothers, Grandchildren 

Muziki wa Dansi is a Tanzanian music genre with a turbulent past and, although its 

popularity has dwindled with the rise of Bongo Flava and the entrance of non-Tanzanian 

music into the country’s musical soundscape, it still counts as a dominant musical force 

in urban areas. It emerged as a distinct musical genre in the early 1930s and 

experienced its heyday during socialist rule, when the songs were heavily politicised and 

the surrounding scene was carefully orchestrated by the authorities. Now, it is 

commonly known as zilipendwa, ‘the ones that were loved’, a name which seems to 

implicate that it is solely something from the past, the songs treasures from a bygone era. 

Over the course of my fieldwork, however, and especially while working with the 

Tanzania Heritage Project, it occurred to me that the golden oldies are indeed still loved. 

Many of the leading bands from the 1970s and 1980s are still performing throughout the 

city, all with rejuvenated setup. Artists of both the old (Kitime, King Kiki) and the new 

generation (Mkanyia, Zebingwa, Busungu, Kichaa) are either living proof or actively 

working on the regeneration of the genre.  

 

* * * 

 

Mkanyia, son of a highly-rated musician, fuses classic dansi elements with blues and 

blossoms as a guitar teacher: 
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  Of course, my father is a huge influence, my most impor- 
  tant advisor, both in a musical and in a social way. Music- 
  wise, he always reminds me to keep on learning and try 
  out new things, and also to use my talents to teach others. 
  Now that I’m a guitar teacher, it gives me the biggest joy 
  to see my students compose songs themselves (Mkanyia, 
  2012).  
 

As a musician being able to reach a large and ever-growing audience, Mkanyia sees it as 

his duty to “plant seeds”; in one of his songs, called “Mwanangu” (My son) [18], he 

urges young people to be critical of the world around them and take part in decision-

making in the country. “Today’s society has many wrongs, but so many kids just sit back 

and complain. The youth are sleeping. We have to stand up for ourselves and learn from 

older generations, our mothers and fathers. People should keep listening to their songs.” 

“Mwanangu” voices Mkanyia’s concerns and addresses greats from the past: 

 
Mwanangu, we imara   My son, be strong 
Kama Che Guevara.   as Che Guevara. 
… 
Au Nyerere, baba wa taifa letu  Or Nyerere, father of our country 
Angelala, leo tungekuwa wapi?  If he had slept, where would we have  

been today? 
    (Translation in collaboration with Tan- 
    zania Heritage Project).  

      
* * * 

 

In the case of Totoo Zebingwa, music also runs in the family. He cites his older brother 

Katasinga as highly influential on his musical career: “My brother learned how to play 

guitar from my father, and then he taught me all he knew. I remember, when we were 

younger… No matter where we went with our family—we brought along a guitar” 

(Zebingwa, 2012). The brothers Zebingwa perform together on a regular basis.  

 

* * * 

 

In February 2012, Mzungu Kichaa organised a festival for which he invited King Kiki as 

the headline performer.  

John Kitime is working on a TV show dedicated to the golden years of zilipendwa 

and is also actively endeavouring to put together a band of young musicians who will 
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perform the classic dansi repertoire: “My ideal would be a band of young folks, bringing 

the old songs but with a modern touch. Why not add drums? Why not add synthesizers 

here and there? We have to remember the past, but it is also important to move with the 

times”. The name of the modern-classic band paying inventive homage to older 

generations’ masters will be Wajukuu—‘Grandchildren’.  
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RESONATION  

 

In this thesis, I have sought to expose the Tanzanian popular music genre Muziki wa 

Dansi (‘dance music’) as a historical phenomenon which lives on in the present. My 

principal aim has been to offer a chronological overview of its existence as a musical 

force in the soundscape of Dar es Salaam, as well as to show to what extent, through 

processes of glocalisation, politicisation and remembering, dansi has served—and 

serves—as testimony of music’s potential to help construct, articulate and reconsider 

identities. The most significant insight I gained during my three-month fieldwork period, 

is that past perceptions of music in general and dansi in particular still resonate among 

the city’s musicians and audiences today. Throughout the decades, dansi has come to 

epitomise a musical standard, its structure and details hallmarks of ‘good’ music. To the 

old and new generation musicians and audiences I talked with in Dar es Salaam, the 

genre’s key elements—particularly the mafunzo (teachings) and maonyo (warnings)—

have become tokens of ‘natural music’, “the inherent, simple language of music itself”, as 

phrased by Adorno (1941; [19]). Today, the structure and content of dansi music, as well 

as the organisation of its scene throughout the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, inform new-

generation artists’ notions about musicianship. 

I have chosen to adopt an ethnomusicological approach to fathom complexities 

around the ‘meaning’ of music, aided by Theodor Adorno’s thoughts on the nature of 

popular music and Charles Sanders Peirce’s theory around sign-object relations as 

shaped by icons and indices. Throughout the decades of socialist rule, political 

authorities have regulated the basic structure and details of dansi songs in order to let 

the music ‘enter’ its subjects; apart from the basic tripartite scheme which characterises 

each song, great emphasis was placed upon its lyrical content. In line with TANU’s (later 

CCM’s) appropriation of art as having to mirror and transmit the party’s ideologies and 

educate its subjects, a special censorship body sought to ensure that all dansi artists—

and their songs—conformed to that ideal. Under the guidance of state-owned Radio 

Tanzania Dar es Salaam (RTD), dansi became Dar es Salaam’s musical flagship. Its songs 

were everywhere where there was music and became the natural sound of Tanzania’s 

urban centres. The educational character of dansi was and is perceived as a natural, 

necessary and defining feature of the genre and of Tanzanian music in general. 
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By telling the historical tale of dansi’s genealogy and its development towards a massively 

consumed commodity, I have tried to unveil why independent Tanzania’s authorities 

deemed it suited to act as the nation’s musical flagship. Dansi carried within it elements of 

modernity—the mundane character of its sound and live experience, shaped by European, 

Cuban and Congolese instruments and dancing practices, as well as the rapid spread of 

rumba, its most significant influence—while simultaneously sporting undeniable traces of 

traditional ngoma societies, which encompassed Tanzanian (competitive) song-dance 

heritage and an organisational structure along tribal lines. Before independence, the genre 

had proven its potential as a unifying force among like-minded citizens of varied tribal 

descent. Dansi fit within the scheme the TANU party—by means of the Ministry of Culture 

and Youth—sought to execute: to develop Tanzania as a modern nation which citizens 

would acknowledge the worth of traditional arts.  

Throughout the decades encompassing socialist rule, the keynote of the 

government’s cultural policy—the conviction that the arts should above all serve to 

educate the public and transmit the party’s ideologies—resonated throughout Dar es 

Salaam’s dansi scene. While schemes of competitive dancing between the various bands’ 

followings were championed, with the mitindo coming to serve as a second name for each 

group, the lyrics of each song were carefully crafted so that they would convey messages 

of unity. Through the formation of state-attached bands whose members were 

appropriated as government employees, the establishment of a censorship committee, 

and the employment of their own mass-media apparatus, the socialist authorities 

succeeded in creating a thriving popular music scene which reflected their central idea of 

cultural practices. 

With the failure of Ujamaa and the subsequent fall of the socialist regime, the 

musical soundscape and scene underwent dramatic changes. The orchestrated dansi scene 

collapsed to make way for a musical milieu reality reflecting the redefined notion of self-

reliance adopted by Ali Hassan Mwinyi. To new-generation artists whose understanding 

and appreciation of music was rooted in the days of dansi, the tightly regulated scene 

became a frame of reference towards their own situation. Further, and significantly, the 

status of dansi as a socio-musical frame of reference came to the fore in connection with 

Bongo Flava, the genre which has come to dominate the soundscape of Dar es Salaam. 

Through criticism of the genre’s supposed ‘meaninglessness’ and Bongo Flava artists’ 

expressions of appreciation of ‘the ones that were loved’, a picture of dansi emerged as a 
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genre which still counts as a musical flagship, its structure and details a frame of reference 

for musicians and audiences of various creeds. 

 

This thesis adds to the discourse around the popular music-identity nexus in general and 

to the academic study of Muziki wa Dansi in particular. It is particularly useful because of 

its treatment of the genre as a product of both global and local influences, and its focus on 

the transition of dansi—a musical force primarily regarded as a modern style throughout 

its existence—to zilipendwa, a phenomenon which has over time come to be deemed part 

of Tanzania’s musical tradition. Through interviews with both old and new generation 

musicians and audiences, it shows that time has done its work, and dansi is undergoing an 

aging process. Finally, the section on the Tanzania Heritage Project is intended to provide 

an insight into the seeds of its regeneration.  
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