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2  
Historical transformations:  
AIDS, land and family  
relations in Buhaya  

Introduction 
No-one became an old person without first having been young. But if we had not put in 
effort so that we could have a nice future life, then our old age would not exist. When we 
were born and our parents gave us part of the land as is the culture, we put in our effort and 
worked hard and in that way we obtained more land. And the one who did not do so is the 
one who you now see is suffering from lack of food (Ta Laurent, 78 years, southern area of 
Ihangiro). 

In this statement, Ta Laurent connects generations to land. Land, according to 
older people is their pension; without land old age cannot be good. In Kagera 
Region or Buhaya1 land represents more than the means to grow food or a place 
to live. The central argument that runs through this chapter is that experiences of 
old age in Buhaya are inextricably connected to broader processes of social 
transformation in the ekibanja (kh)2 system – the system of landholding which till 
this day and especially for older people forms the core of existence and reference. 
In the present, processes of commoditisation, mobility and illness have influen-
ced the possibility of the ekibanja to connect social relations, which is reflected 
in older people’s concerns about care relations.  

                                                            
1  The area known as Buhaya, the area of Buhaya, comprises three of Kagera’s six districts: Bukoba 

Rural and Bukoba Urban and Muleba District, an area which covers several former chiefdoms. In the 
remainder of the thesis I use the term Buhaya as this term refers to social institutions specific to the 
Haya. I also refer to Ihangiro chiefdom rather than Muleba District when I discuss the area in which 
the main research village was situated 

2  I refer to kh when I use a Kihaya term and ks when I use a Kiswahili term. 
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The ekibanja system informs relations of care and connection between 
generations as well as gender relations. Haya society is in principle patri- and 
virilocal: Sons inherit land from their fathers and daughters move to their 
husband’s family upon marriage (Manji 2000: 483-484).3 A major element of the 
ekibanja system is the endowment of land to sons, so that they are able to start 
families. When older people refer to land as wealth, they not only refer to its 
economic value. Wealth lies in the capacity of the ekibanja to ‘endow’ and 
‘provide’. Fathers can endow their sons with plots, husbands can provide for 
their wives and land connects the future, present and past of a clan. In short the 
‘wealth’ that is embedded in the ekibanja, consolidates and generates social 
relations and is therefore solid and durable (Weiss 1996: 194). Moreover, the 
dead are buried in the ekibanja and in that way the land has a symbolic value in 
connecting generations through common ancestors buried on the land where 
other generations live (Weiss 1996: 194; Setel 1999: 30-34).  

Mobility is an integral part of the ekibanja system as well; villages are built on 
plateaus and after several generations of inherited land, the plot sizes are not 
large enough to live off. The ekibanja as a focal place ensures the connection of 
those who migrate to cities from their homeland; many city dwellers own a piece 
of land in their natal homes. There is another side to mobility however; migration 
to cities has led to a type of wealth that differs from that associated with land 
wealth – money and consumer goods such as video sets, televisions and mobile 
phones. Whereas the wealth embedded in the ekibanja represents social stability, 
older people equate this type of wealth, wealth resulting from mobility, with 
danger and transformations in family care relations.  

In this chapter I explore the broader societal transformations that inform cur-
rent practices of care amongst the men and women who have aged in this his-
torical period. I provide ample attention to gender, as the position of older men 
and women is vastly different. In the debate on gender, I do not treat the patri-
archal system as a structural system determining the limits and possibilities of 
women and men, but as a dynamic one, informing underlying principles but with 
ample room for women and men to position themselves in creative ways in 
different situations. In particular, I pay attention to a central narrative about gen-
der relations amongst older women: Kuvumilia (ks), ‘putting up with things’, 
which represents their experience of gender relations over their lifetimes as well 
as their current experiences of generational authority or the lack thereof. 

                                                            
3  Manji (2000: 484-488) argues that a focus on jural matters – the structural ideology present in descent 

systems – obscures the matrifocality of Haya society and that Haya society contains elements of 
matrifocality in practices such as female-headed households, buying land and providing for one’s 
family. An interactionist approach instead focuses on how women negotiate power and position with-
in the ideology of the patrilineal descent system. 
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The historical transformation of family care took place over three political 
eras: 1) the colonial period starting around 1905 first under German and then 
under British rule, 2) the socialist period from independence in 1961 and 3) 
liberalism from 1985 onwards. In each of these periods there were certain his-
torical transformations which influenced the experienced stability of the ekibanja 
system, according to older people. I employ these timeframes because they are 
the frames used by older people when they try to make sense of the messy 
chaotic present. I therefore intertwine the way they speak about these transform-
ations with my analysis of how family care relations have transformed in these 
three time periods. Moreover, these periods of time roughly correspond to the life 
spans of the older men and women of today. As a historical generation, older 
people of today have certain values regarding social relations, and frame current 
events as well as the relations with their children, grandchildren and great-
grandchildren in the light of the socio-political transformations which occurred 
during their lives. The older people whose stories feature in this chapter are both 
from the main research village in the southern chiefdom of Ihangiro and from the 
northernmost chiefdom of Kiziba. In representing their stories I take into account 
the different history and epidemiology of the two areas.  

One of the aims of this chapter is to argue that AIDS should not be singled out 
as a cause which transformed family care relations, but to show how AIDS 
contributed to such transformations which have taken place in a wider socio-
economic context. In addition I argue that because AIDS is experienced by those 
who live daily with its consequences, it is part of a particular history of a certain 
locality. In this sense, I follow the literature which argues against seeing AIDS as 
an emergency, and plea for historicising the epidemic and analysing how it feeds 
on continuities (Fee & Fox 1992: 2-3; Iliffe 2006; Becker & Geissler 2007: 17),4 
in this case continuities that have characterised Haya family care relations during 
the lives of older men and women.  

Family care in the colonial period 
Commercialisation of the ekibanja 
To understand the connections between money, mobility and the value of land, 
we have to go back to the beginning of the twentieth century and examine how 

                                                            
4  Fee & Fox (1992) write about the Western epidemic and initial responses in the first decade. Their 

argument is relevant to the first and second decade of the epidemic in Africa. AIDS has often been 
portrayed as a public health problem, an emergency and disaster. This lack of historicising has ob-
structed a solid understanding of the many ways in which AIDS feeds on continuities and reproduces 
continuities. Only since the introduction of Anti-Retroviral Therapy has a sense of AIDS as chronic 
disease emerged. 
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the joint influences of Christianity5 and colonisation changed the obligations that 
are attributed to the ekibanja system. Whereas the ekibanja system and in parti-
cular the prescriptions of rights and obligations through the patriliny are often 
portrayed as given, a historical analysis of the colonial period in Buhaya reveals 
the influence of colonial times on these rules. Before German settlers moved into 
Buhaya in 1890, Haya society had an elaborate system of clans (oluganda, kh) 
and lineage groups (enda, kh), some of which could trace their ancestry back to 
Uganda and Egypt (Stevens 1991: 16). Three types of clans were distinguished: 
The royal Hinda clan, the commoners with royal blood and commoners without 
royal blood. Haya society was hierarchical: Every clan had specific duties at the 
court, milkers, herdsmen, hide-makers, furniture makers, etc. (Cory & Hartnoll 
1971(1945)). The Hinda had a monopoly over cattle, and formed the basis of the 
current ekibanja system; the cattle dung made fertilisation of the soil, required 
for long-term tending of banana gardens, possible. Clans were not so much po-
litical units or ritual entities but economic units with land tenure at their base 
(Stevens 1991: 16). 

At the beginning of colonisation there were eight Haya kingdoms. Buhaya 
comprised roughly the current districts of Bukoba Rural, Bukoba Urban and 
Ihangiro. The southern-most chiefdom, where the village was situated was 
Ihangiro, ruled until 1936 by Chief Ruhinda, a member of a long dynasty of 
royals. He is still used as a reference point by older women:  

I was growing breasts when Chief Ruhinda died, in the time that we were still growing 
chillies. (Mae Maria, aged ca. 80, southern area of Ihangiro) 

Haya kings claimed property rights over a part of the land in their kingdom 
through a system of tribute and tenancy, the nyarubanja system (Hyden 1980: 
82). Kings were also able to distribute land and several older men in their late 
70s.had parents who had migrated from the northern kingdoms and were granted 
land by Chief Ruhinda.  

The colonial period, which started with the establishment of Bukoba Port, 
following the Anglo-German agreement in 1890 coincided with a gradual de-
crease in influence of the Haya kings. Rinderpest epidemics killed most of the 
cattle, weakening their power base and the German colonial administration fur-

                                                            
5  In this chapter I mainly discuss Christianity when I refer to religion as Christianity plays a large role 

in the region’s history. There is, historically, a minority of Muslims in the area and in many families 
there are both Muslim and Christian branches. Conversion is also common, often upon the marriage of 
a Christian woman to a Muslim man. This is generally seen in pragmatic terms. Though I did observe 
some level of religious tension, which is often voiced around national and global events (national 
election campaigns, the capture of Saddam Hussain, Al-Qaeda), and played out during important 
events, such as funerals, in general these tensions do not play a large role in everyday village life. In 
the thesis I have indicated, whenever I noticed these tensions or whenever people specifically men-
tioned their religion, whether the person in question was Muslim or Christian. 
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ther diminished their power by ruling through a system of favouritism (Hyden 
1980; Larsson 1991: 19). The White Fathers, who resided in the region in 1892, 
brought Christianity and some argue that the Haya kings used religious con-
version as a political strategy to reclaim power (Larsson 1991: 26). By 1914 most 
of the Haya kings had become Christians.  

One of the most important influences of colonialism was its influence on the 
commercialisation of agriculture and in particular, coffee. Before the settlement 
of the White Fathers who introduced the Arabica variant of coffee in 1904 
(Hyden 1980: 49; Weiss 1996: 17), Haya grew the indigenous robusta coffee 
which was used for trading and in its cooked form, akamwani (kh), for ritual 
purposes (Weiss 2003). Through the German stipulation of 1911, that coffee 
needed to be grown commercially, coffee changed from a symbolic to an 
economic substance. As a result of the ‘hut tax’, imposed in 1904, money had 
already increased in importance (Swantz 1985: 48). The new commercial coffee 
growth in combination with the need to fulfil tax duties changed the social 
relations in the villages. As elsewhere in East-Africa, labour migration, especial-
ly male labour migration developed as a result of colonial politics (White 1992: 
29; Dilger 2002: 49-53; Spronk 2006: 42-43).  

In Buhaya men moved away to Uganda to work on the railways or to Rwanda 
and Burundi to work on the cotton plantations. The position of women changed 
in this period as their situation had slightly improved under the influence of 
Christianity. Larsson (1991) argues that Christianity and conversion increased 
freedom (Ibid). But at the same time, the commercialisation and intensification of 
coffee growth deteriorated the situation of women as, in addition to their normal 
duties and strenuous physical work, they were forced to take over work from 
men who were looking for money or fulfilling duties at court. Women now had 
to divert time from growing food crops to growing cash crops (Larsson 1991: 
92). The commercialisation of social life spurred a debate on morality amongst 
the White Fathers, who referred to the youth as immoral, lazy, smoking hash and 
drinking alcohol (Weiss 2003), indicating the felt changes in social relations that 
resulted from the availability of money.  

In the 1920s, under British colonial rule, following the First World War, 
commercial coffee growth took off, again changing social relations in the village. 
Coffee was produced on family farms, intercropped with the perennial cultivation 
of plantains for consumption. The rapid growth of commercial coffee growth in 
the 1920s meant that by 1929 family households had become dependent on the 
revenue of the coffee harvest. Land on which coffee was grown, which was 
mainly in the hands of the ruling elite increased in value, deepening the in-
equality between different classes (Swantz 1985: 49). At the same time the 
pressure on women as a result of the growing workload increased, as men had to 
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increasingly find employment to meet the financial requirements of the hut tax 
system and, for the nyarubanya (kh) tenants, the additional tribute to the chiefs. 
While men received the income from the coffee harvest, women mainly did the 
work while continuing to grow food crops (Swantz 1985: 49). 

According to Curtis (1992), unique to the history of coffee in Buhaya was the 
free market system, which functioned relatively independently of colonial state 
control. The basis of this system lay in the family farm production of coffee, 
which made it difficult for export traders, then mainly Asian merchants, to buy 
directly from producers. They cooperated with African traders, wachunguzi, 
mainly Muslims in an otherwise predominantly Christian area. Through these 
traders an intricate system of credit and loans with high interest rates evolved. A 
specific form of loans was the obutura (kh), which still exists today – a loan 
based on next season’s harvests (Curtis 1992: 511).  

Another subtle change was that as result of the availability of money, many 
farmers were now able to hire labour from impoverished areas around them as 
the story of an 80-year-old migrant from the border with Burundi shows:  

Ta Petro:  I came from Ngara with my friend and my friend bought a shamba here. 
So I came here and I started to cultivate and eat and drink. I came for 
casual labour. I was working for that friend. And then the friend advised 
me to go and get my family and to stay here. He told me he would give 
me a shamba (land, ks) and a mattress. So I went to take my wife and 
children and came back. 

Josien:  But why did you decide to do casual labour here? Was the condition bad 
in Ngara? 

Ta Petro:  At that time there was no food, no bananas, so I left.  
Josien:  Are there many people from Ngara here? 
Ta Petro: Yes, there are many here. 

In the same period the world economic recession also hit Buhaya, where rapid 
upscaling of commercial coffee growth without proper attention to quality 
control had led to a low quality crop. When traders reclaimed their loans from 
village farmers as a result of the recession a deep societal crisis followed (Curtis 
1992: 512). One of the responses to that collapse was to move around in search 
of new opportunities, which became an integral part of family care.  

 
The moral economy of prostitution and family care 
The particular history of coffee in Buhaya is essential in understanding how 
gender and generational relations relate to developments in the ekibanja system. 
In the 1920s and 1930s the new cash economy had increased bride wealth and 
consequently delayed marriages for young men, who needed to first establish a 
base for living. It also led to more marriages between young women and older 
men, and more polygamous marriages and consequently more divorces (Larsson 
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1991: 95). Others argue that the need for cash caused men to divorce in order to 
reclaim part of the bride wealth (Swantz 1985: 50-51). But this is only part of the 
story. 

At the same time, labour migration6 and prostitution had also led to an 
epidemic of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) in Buhaya, mainly gonorrhoea 
and syphilis, illnesses which can lead to infertility and infant mortality or still-
birth respectively. Local and governmental concerns around this epidemic are 
intriguing because they foreshadow the concerns of the 1980s when the region 
was the first to report deaths on a large scale as a result of HIV. The epidemic of 
STDs spurred a series of studies between 1930 and 1960, trying to answer the 
question whether the Haya were a dying people. In 1928 the native authority sent 
a series of alarming reports to the colonial administration expressing the concern 
over declining birth rates, which led to several studies, one of which was 
conducted by a colonial epidemiologist, A.T. Culwick, in the 1930s. The results 
of this study were inconclusive. Though he confirmed a low birth rate of 19 per 
1,000, and a serious epidemic of STDs (Larsson 1991: 101) it was not clear 
whether this birth rate would actually lead to a decline in the population.  

The question about the Haya as a dying population remained urgent through-
out the 1930s and 1940s. A second study by MacGregor from 1940-1941 showed 
that of 1,392 women, 26.3% tested positive for syphilis, often leading to stillbirth 
and infant mortality. Of 2,200 women 20% tested positive for gonorrhoea, which 
often leads to miscarriages and infertility (Larsson 1991: 102). A conclusive 
study in the 1950s as part of the East African Medical Survey showed that 
fertility rates were indeed low, equalling Western European countries, but this 
was mainly related to a combination of early cessation of child birth (before 30 
years of age) and high infant mortality (Larsson 1991: 103). A comparison of the 
census of 1948 and 1957 shows an increase in population from 456,396 to 
514,431 but this was mainly attributed to immigrants (Larsson 1991: 104).7 

It is argued by some that the STD epidemic and consequent low birth rates led 
to higher divorce rates, as women who did not produce children were sent back 
to their natal homes. Larsson contends that the cause and effect occurred the 
other way around: Birth rates were low because divorce rates were so high as a 
consequence of the mistreatment within marriages. A study from the 1950s 

                                                            
6  The origins of the epidemic of sexually transmitted diseases were probably linked to labour migration. 

In the 1890s there was already mention of STDs at the court of the Baganda King in Uganda, alle-
gedly traders from through Karagwe to the Zanzibari coast. Many Haya worked in the cotton fields 
and mining industry and on the railway from Kampala to Mombasa 

7  Kagera Socio-Economic Profile 1998 A joint publication of the Planning Commission Dar es Salaam 
and the Regional Commissioner’s Office, Kagera. Though the national population census quotes 
456,395 people in 1948 other scientists quote different figures of 300,000 in 1948 and 370,000 in 
1957 based on colonial records (Reining 1967: 81; Larsson 1991: 104). 
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among 2,355 women showed that only 50% of women from 20-29 and 40% of 
women from 30-39 were still married to their first husband (Larsson 1991: 104).  

The combination of low birth rates, divorce and the economic crisis of the first 
part of the twentieth century led to a specific mobility from the 1920s onwards – 
the move of divorced women to the major developing East African towns of 
Kampala, Nairobi and Dar es Salaam to engage in a form of prostitution called 
umalaya.8 Specific to this type of prostitution was the connection with home. 
Women would move to the city and earn money for several years and then return 
and invest the money in land, a house and provisions for the family. Haya 
prostitution was highly organised; often family relations extended into the cities 
and women followed the footsteps of mother’s sisters, sisters or village women. 

The profits from Haya prostitution became integral to the maintenance and 
provision of family care. White (1992) describes prostitution as a form of domes-
tic labour and emphasises the connection with the homeland that Haya prostitutes 
had. Yet other authors on the subject such as Swantz and Larsson argue that it is 
more than that; prostitution is a form of socio-economic exchange and is related 
to increasing numbers of immigrants in the region making women less needed 
(Larsson 1991: 91-94). Swantz shows how much the increase in female mobility 
concerned the native authority as well as the African Association, a political 
organisation, which pleaded with the council of chiefs for equal inheritance 
rights for women as a way of discouraging prostitution in 1933. They also sug-
gested taxes on the income made from prostitution (1985: 52). These negative 
associations with prostitution were fed by the Churches. Prostitution during this 
period should be regarded with some nuance and ambivalence. Though prosti-
tution increased the transmission of STDs, it also empowered women by earning 
them a relatively decent wage.  

Money earned was usually invested in the family at the natal home. Many 
households depended on remittances sent by daughters or sisters who were work-
ing in Dar es Salaam, Nairobi, Kampala and other East African cities. This po-
sition, providing remittances, gave these women power in the family. Money was 
valued over the practical assistance of sons and money was therefore seen as a 
dangerous agent giving women power and thereby challenging gender norms and 
expectations of care between older parents and their children in Haya society. 

                                                            
8  At present, umalaya is used to refer to promiscuity, making the distinction between promiscuity and 

prostitution somewhat blurred. With regard to forms of Haya prostitution, White (1992) describes a 
specific form which was practised in colonial Nairobi, called wazi wazi, after the waziba from the 
Kiziba area in the north of Buhaya. This form of prostitution was different than that of umalaya, 
where a woman has one or more long-term lovers. Wazi wazi included casual connections and open 
practice; Haya women in Nairobi would sit out on the street and call out to potential customers. The 
term wazi wazi was not used however, by my informants. 
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The following comment from Ta Vedasto, 78, from the southern village in 
Ihangiro, points to these ambivalences: 

They [parents] were counting on them [girls]. For example you are with two boys and the 
girl is going there [for prostitution]. The boys are staying at home, maybe helping the parents 
in this and this. But the daughter! When she is coming back wearing nice clothes, soap, 
bringing a little money. You will see that apart from the culture of inheritance, where giving 
land to boys is normal; the father will give the house and everything to the daughter. You 
will find that the daughter is the child, because of the money she came back with. These 
things with money (…) that is why you heard money, money from the beginning [of this 
conversation]. 

The former prostitutes I interviewed all built houses and bought land, but no 
one was exceptionally rich. Most of the personal stories relate to investments in 
family. Mae Nyakato, aged 59, also invested most of what she earned in the 
family at her natal home: 

I reclaimed [nilikomboa, kh] the land of my brother. I got that money from one of my hus-
bands. That man loved me a lot.  

In addition to these economic offerings, Mae Nyakato also cared intensively 
for her older father, making sure that there would be warm water for him to wash 
and inquiring after his health every moment of the day. As a result, she inherited 
her father’s house and some land. This strained Mae Nyakato’s relationships with 
her male siblings. The position of women in relation to land, financial independ-
ence and mobility changed social dynamics, and often spurred tensions in the 
household economy, and family care relations.  

Whereas White (1992) links female mobility to the major East African cities 
to family care, older women themselves mainly associate it with a way out of a 
situation where women were increasingly involved in men’s work and had to 
combine household duties as well as agricultural work to keep up with the de-
mands of increased commercial coffee growth. Moreover women were discour-
aged from earning money or running a business. Stories about this particular 
aspect of history are made into stories of agency, both by the women who went, 
or who engaged in prostitution in the village, as well as by the majority of the 
women who decided not to engage in prostitution. 

In the old days we women, we were suffering with our husbands, more than now. The only 
reason to stay with your husband is for the sake of your children as your children will suffer 
when you are not there. We women, we suffer for our children, especially in the old days 
when we could not have our own businesses or land or property. You would have two pairs 
of kanga (cloth, ks), one for everyday, and one dress and if you had a baby it would change 
colour on the back. So many women did not see the point in staying with their husbands. 
(Mae Elisa, 50 years) 

Mae Elisa links care for children to the concept of ‘suffering’. Often older 
women spoke about their lives and their relations with their husbands in terms of 
kuvumilia, endurance (ks), or ‘putting up with it’ or suffering for the sake of their 
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children. Some women even mentioned the verb kutesa, torture (ks), when they 
spoke about their maltreatment suffered at the hands of their husbands. Women 
who went away often remained away for several years and then came back and 
invested the money in land, as the narrative of Mae Lauriana, an 83-year-old 
woman from Kiziba, the northernmost chiefdom shows: 

Josien:  Did you ever stay outside this region?  
Mae Lauriana:  Yes I stayed in Dar and when I had children I came back. These children I 

did not get from a husband. I only got one from my husbands and it died 
and after my husband divorced me I went to Dar and there I had children 
and I came back. 

Gussy:  You were staying there as a woman stayed there as they did usually when 
they went there? 

Mae Lauriana:  Yes.  
Gussy:  Prostitution? 
Mae Lauriana:  Yes. I stayed for seven years. 
Josien:  Can you tell us why you decided to go to Dar and how you lived there? 
Mae Lauriana:  We went with other women enjoying, eating and drinking. I had children: 

Three and when they grew older I came back and bought a shamba [land, 
ks]. I decided there was no reason to stay there anymore. 

The scale of the phenomenon was substantive if we look from a family level. 
One former malaya prostitute estimated that in one in ten families women were 
going. Half of the older women I interviewed had sisters, daughters, mothers who 
had been involved in prostitution at some point in their lives. Of the ten divorced 
older women in the survey, three had a history of prostitution. At the same time, 
the majority of women choose to remain with their husbands as Mae Sofia from 
the southern chiefdom argues:  

Do you know why the women were going into prostitution a lot? It is because you find 
yourself being busy in the ekibanja with the husband and when he gets money from the 
ekibanja he just puts it in his pocket. (...) It happens you go to visit your home (parents) and 
you meet your sister or mama mdogo [mother’s sister, ks] who is going into prostitution and 
is bringing many things and you tell her your problems, like: I have no body gel, I have no 
soap. (...) That is when the women start asking themselves. ‘Shall I leave with my aunt or 
mama mdogo. Or shall I stay to care for my children?’ And you find that you have no clothes 
for your children. So then you decide to tighten the money and to save it to buy clothes for 
the children and then big fights start in the family between the husband and the wife. So in 
general we were staying with our husbands to care for our children. We endured (kuvumilia, 
ks). But if we had not endured [kuvumilia] we would have gone [to Nairobi, Kampala or 
Dar]. (Mae Sofia, Ta Stephen’s wife from the southern area of Ihangiro) 

This statement reveals a lot about a moral economy of household finances and 
women’s labour, and connects the value of kuvumilia to a love for children, 
which demanded personal sacrifice. These values resonate in current assessments 
of social relations.  

Perhaps due to the ways prostitution empowered women in spite of the struc-
tural disadvantages they faced, explains why the institution was often viewed as 
such a threat. There were several reactions to it from within Haya society such as 
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a movement which did not allow women to board the steamer or buses to leave 
the area and discouragements to sell land to prostitutes (Swantz 1985: 77). This 
conflict in the way of looking at prostitution is still present in the narratives of 
older people. There is ambivalence in the way prostitution is spoken about; pros-
titution is rarely mentioned openly while at the same time stories of prostitution 
are stories of agency. 

Vital in understanding the reasons why women had so little opportunities in 
Buhaya is the way in which the ekibanja system organises access to landholding 
and inheritance. Women, in the patriarchal and virilocal society had, until 1944, 
no formal right to inherit land from their husbands or fathers (Weiss 1996: 21). 
Power in the patriliny is exercised along gender and generational lines (Kaijage 
1997: 341-342): fathers exercise authority over their sons through endowing 
them with land, whereas the position of an older woman is more uncertain in her 
marital home, as she can exercise power mainly through her adult sons and 
daughter-in-law, but has no formal access to land. The clan will in many cases 
decide conflicts around inheritance, or support of widows,9  and orphans, who 
belong to the clan (Kaijage 1997). Only in 1946 did widows obtain the right to 
remarry. Before this time she could be inherited by her husband’s brother 
(levirate) or move back to her natal home where she also often had a marginal 
position, except for when she brought in money (Swantz 1985: 68). For divorced 
women property was a way of gaining respect and a way for women to tie bonds 
with their male agnates, brothers and especially fathers in the natal home (Manji 
2000: 490-491).  

The rules and regulations pertaining to landholding and inheritance were writ-
ten down by two colonial anthropologists, Cory & Hartnoll in 1945, following a 
series of consultations with Haya chiefs. The book ‘Haya Customary Law’ con-
tains detailed descriptions about inheritance. Interestingly this book is currently 
the frame of reference in court cases around inheritance claims of orphans, as the 
true account of ‘traditional law’.10 Their account reads that inheritance is ar-
ranged along the male line. There are three categories of heirs. The first one is 
the Musika, the primary heir (kh), the second one is the Mainuku, the secondary 
heir (kh), and the third is the Kyagati, the third heir (kh). The Musika is the eldest 
son who inherits three parts of the whole of the shamba and the house of the 
father. The Mainuku is the youngest son who receives two parts of the whole and 

                                                            
9  Women in Kagera often marry older men (sometimes the difference in marital age can be 20 years). 

This means that whereas most older men have a wife, most older women are widowed at a relatively 
young age. 

10  I obtained a hardcopy of the book from the legal office of Wamata, the AIDS counselling organisation 
advising widows and orphans on inheritance issues, and assisting in the preparation of official court 
cases. 
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the Kyagati are the remaining sons who receive each one part of the whole, that 
is, if the father’s land is big enough. 

Land is only inherited upon the death of a father, but can be allocated to the 
sons before his death. When a son dies, however, before his father, the son 
cannot inherit and the father decides who will inherit the land, which may leave 
widows and children in a problematic position (Muchunguzi 2002). A widow 
would officially be allowed to live on the land for the rest of her life, but she was 
not allowed to pass it on to anyone but the sons of her husband. A divorced 
woman would move back to her father’s home but was not allowed to pass the 
land to her children.11 Weiss argues that there is in fact little evidence that clans 
were localised in certain places; claims to land are more political claims. Haya 
clanship is therefore diverse and fluid (1996: 20). In reality the rules and regula-
tions were used in a much more flexible way and issues of favouritism often 
played a role. When there were no sons a father would divide the house amongst 
his daughters and when a daughter had provided substantial care for the house-
hold, she could also inherit. Moreover fathers assisted their daughters who had 
not had children as a result of the epidemic of STDs which was still rampant. 
This became possible when, in 1950, a colonial decree was passed allowing 
women to inherit. In order to keep land in the patriliny, women could inherit but 
they could not give it to their children.12 Women were also allowed to do casual 
labour and were allowed to take out loans, making them more independent in 
relation to their husbands as it allowed them access to land.13 

In the personal histories of women older than 60 these changing regulations 
become visible. Table 2.1 shows first that there is a tendency for younger women 
to own land, which fits with the changing regulations in landholding. Whereas 
this fits the notion of inheritance the table also shows that of 31 women, 22 
women owned land. The women who had the least access to land were widowed 
women.  

 

                                                            
11  Though these inheritance ‘rules’ are generally recognised, Reining’s (1967) account of the Haya 

towards the end of the 1950s states that land was not divided upon death, and remaining sons moved 
out of the village. 

12  Many women are not aware of the changes to the inheritance laws and some organisations give legal 
advice such as Wamata Rubya branch (and some other legal organisations). 

13  All old men in the sub-village, but two, had land. One of these men was from an impoverished area on 
the border with Burundi and had come to the village to find casual labour; the other man had been 
accused of witchcraft in his home village and his possessions had been burned to the ground and he 
had fled. These two men were not among the most respected in the village. Among the women there 
were clear differences. One woman I followed intensively had cared for her father and was given the 
house as a gesture of appreciation upon his death, other women had become prostitutes after divorce 
and had built their houses themselves, other women had borrowed money from relatives and another 
woman built her house from pension money. Most of the divorced women owned land, but only 2/3 of 
the widowed women 
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Table 2.1 Female ownership of land by marital status and age (n=31) 
Marital status > 60 > 70  >80  Unknown  Total 
    age  
Married (n=1) - 1 of 1 - - 1 of 1 
Divorced (n=10) 3 of 3 1 of 1 1 of 2 2 of 4* 7 of 10 
Widowed (n=20) 6 of 7 3 of 3 4 of 8 1 of 2 14 of 20 
* One of these women sold her land. 
 
 

Several older women, mainly those who had been widowed, had inherited land 
from their husband or father; a minority of the divorced women had inherited 
(Table 2.2). Four of the ten divorced women had bought land, two through 
money earned from businesses such as brewing local beer and bought land and 
built a house with the assistance of male family members from their natal home. 
And indeed two out of the ten had invested the money made from prostitution in 
land.   

 
 

Table 2.2 Source of land for women 
Source of land* Married (1) Widowed (20) Divorced (10)* 
Inheritance of husband - 9 - 
Inheritance of father - 5 2 of 10 
Bought 1 (brewing gin) 2 (1 through  4 of 10 (two through  
  small business) prostitution) 
* Most women had obtained land through a combination of the above. 

 
 
After the 1950s the issue of clan land, which often contained the graves of 

deceased family members of the patriliny, and married women entered the dis-
cussion. Weiss argues that ‘clan’ land is a political construct which only emerged 
in the 1950s and did not exist before. In the account of Reining from 1967 on the 
Haya agricultural system the term ‘clan land’ does not feature (Reining 1967; 
Weiss 1996).  

When the colonial period drew to a close, the social basis of family care as 
informed by the ekibanja system had drastically changed. The increasing impor-
tance of money, labour migration, and the political economy of prostitution in-
fluenced gender relations and changed access to land.  
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Family care in the socialist period 
Population growth and the availability of land 
The last years of colonialism and the first years of Tanzania as an independent 
nation were defining years for the current generation of older people – years in 
which they built their lives. Julius Nyerere shepherded the nation from independ-
ence in 1961 through a period of socialism and into the liberal period of the 
1980s. Older people recall with nostalgia the hope and pride of this early era, and 
register disappointment and pessimism as time wore on. It is therefore important 
to understand how the political and social developments which evolved from the 
early 1960s onwards influenced the ekibanja system. One of the issues in this 
period was an increase in population growth. As giving birth in the area had been 
so difficult for a long time, children were highly valued and, when in the 1950s 
medicines for STDs became available, birth rates increased rapidly. In the census 
of 1967, five years after independence, the population measured 658,712. The 
genocide of the 1960s in Burundi led to refugees contributing to the population 
growth in the census of 1978.14 

With the high infant mortality rates of the earlier part of the century, in order 
to ensure survival, women had many children. But when medicine improved the 
infant mortality rate, the pregnancy rate did not drop. As a result, the population 
continued to grow rapidly. Due to this, in combination with inheritance laws, plot 
sizes gradually decreased. This was also related to the specific nature of Haya 
villages, being built on plateaus with farms taking years to turn into a functioning 
plantation. Therefore people tended to stay in a fertile place and to not move to 
other lands until plots became too small as Mae Tibaigana relates.  

In the time of my father we had many diseases, so women did not have many children. If you 
had two or three children they would think you were a witch [for having many children]. So 
due to this, people valued children very much. And when the diseases were treated, people 
gave birth [around the end of the 1950s/60s]. So from then there were many children. And 
now these children have grown up and have children and the land has become small and not 
enough to provide families with food. 

Parents struggled to school their kids, as education was made difficult by the 
large number of children in combination with the dominance of a cash economy 
and a weak national infrastructure (in spite of attempts to modernise). Education 
had, under the influence of the mission, become very important, and Kagera 
Region was known for its highly educated people. This had already had its 
effects on family care relations as children who used to be herders were now in 

                                                            
14  The Haya population increased to 1,009,379 in 1978 and 1,313,643 in 1988. 
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school. Education was considered very important, especially in the northern areas 
of Kagera, the area which also delivered the first African Bishop.15  

Education was also highly valued in response to declining land plots. Many 
farmers realised that the shortage of land would not enable them to sustain their 
children and they consequently needed to find a different way of earning a living 
(Hyden 1980: 91). Yet education also increased the commercialisation of farm-
ing, as children contributed financially to the family and in this way facilitated 
cash crop production and the acceleration of trade (Swantz 1985: 67). Education 
also changed the basis of clan authority. While the hierarchical social system re-
mained intact, and class remained important, it was no longer necessarily clan 
affiliation which defined class and social position. It was a combination of 
wealth, education and clan affiliation. A class of small socially conservative 
entrepreneurs had developed which were often put forward as village represent-
atives by peasants as they were considered to be able to best manage government 
development plans to the benefit of the small farmers (Hyden 1980).  

The many young people who were not educated and remained in the village, 
engaged in business at a time when the plantations were affected by a series of 
pests, leading to decreasing yields, causing food shortages and increasing the 
necessity for money to buy food (Kaijage 1992: 82). Ironically, under socialism 
the economy became even more monetised, cash dependant and integrated in the 
global system. A series of government policies that increased scarcity only accel-
erated these processes.  

 
State interventions and the stability of ‘clan’ land 
President Nyerere’s Arusha Declaration of 1967 called for a transformation of 
Tanzania’s economic system, to create a form of African socialism which em-
phasised self-reliance and the importance of local village economies. He called 
this project ‘Ujamaa’ (ks), a term that implies the kinship bonds and loyalties of 
an extended family, but here applied to the entire country, suggesting the nation 
be re-imagined as a form of family. The programme of Ujamaa was also based 
on principles that were part of African village life, principles such as reciprocity, 
respect and communality. Hyden argues that these principles were part of family 
life, not of communities in a wider sense and the application of these principles 
to everyone in a community did not work (Hyden 1980). Especially in Buhaya, 
where land symbolised the continuity of generations (Weiss 1996), people did 
not comply easily with new regulations such as communal land, as was part of 
the ideology of the Ujamaa village, based on a collective self-sufficient model 
                                                            
15   Some have argued that Kagera Region, which was, as a result of early missionisation, education and 

the economic power of coffee, already a wealthy area was purposely neglected during Ujamaa as 
Nyerere focused on other more impoverished areas (Moyer, personal communication). 
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including communal stores, collective agriculture, and amenities such as water 
taps and health centres.16 Moreover, Ujamaa went against the principles of an 
economy of affecttion based on patron and client relations, based on land and 
kinships (Hyden 1980; Stevens 1991), which was very much part of the hierar-
chical Haya society. Haya generally were critical of Ujamaa, as the following 
statements from the southern area of Ihangiro attest to. 

Ta Stephen:  Ujamaa was not bad, but it did not work because people do not like to do 
things equally.  

Ta Cypilianus:  On my side, under the first president life [Julius Nyerere, nicknamed ‘the 
teacher’] was difficult. We started and it was difficult. That was the month 
of mwalimu [the teacher, ks]. Under the second president [Ali Hassan 
Mwinyi, nicknamed Mr Permission] people were crazy. We got everything. 
Everything was available. Soap. In the 1980s [during Ujamaa] you went to 
get sugar and you could only get half a kilo. You waited in the shops. And 
you would buy everything you could get that was obligatory: Batteries, 
everything. When you could you would get it! Under Ruksa (Mr 
Permission), people could get everything. Uchumi wa nchi nzuri wananchi 
[For the people in the country the economy was great, ks]. Mkapa, they 
were pissed off at him [The third president, Benjamin Mkapa introduced 
the politics of kubana: ‘to tighten the belt’, in an attempt to straighten out 
the economic crisis in which Tanzania found itself (cf Moyer 2003)]. 

Ta Laurens:  The big change that happened and changed our development, which caused 
a downfall in development was the changes to the Society [Kagera Coffee 
Union] since 1950. So the changes [that occurred] in the [Coffee] corpora-
tion. We were selling our crops and received money and some time after 
selling the coffee, they gave you a supplement. But when the government 
interfered everything was spoiled. 

In spite of the programme’s ambitions, Ujamaa is mainly remembered as a 
period of increased state control and scarcity. For farmers who had by then be-
come dependent on coffee as their major cash crop, the way coffee was sold, 
through the Kagera Coffee Union, the Society, as Ta Laurens calls it, changed. 
Under Ujamaa the colonial way of managing coffee through a trading house with 
small merchants, was abolished, impoverishing the smaller farmers (Curtis 
1992). Still, Stevens (1991: 16) argues that no economic change has altered the 
mode of production in villages substantially – the lineage system as the basis of 
family care still prevails.  

However, Ujamaa also led to the development of new social institutions, 
which have today become important in the way family care works. These social 
institutions have also strengthened the position of women. These included the 
development of Women’s Unions, the Umoja wa Wanawake (ks), Unity of Wo-
men. These groups provided an addition to clan-based and religious groups, and 

                                                            
16  A central part of the Ujamaa ideology was the restructuring of rural areas with the intention of 

moving the Tanzanian population into planned villages, with communal cultivation and cooperative 
activities. In Kagera region few villages reached the full Ujamaa stage (Swantz 1985: 62-63). 
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were an important influence in relation to the development of security mecha-
nisms in sub-villages (de Weerdt 2001). Under Ujamaa the possibilities for wo-
men to earn an income became larger when women received more chances to 
obtain an education. Some older women had leadership roles in their lives,17 as 
the story of Florida shows.  

Mae Florida’s husband died in 1960 when she was 33; they had been married 
for 12 years. To avoid being inherited by her husband’s brother, Mae Florida 
moved to her natal home. ‘So before independence I was already back home’. In 
her natal village Mae Florida joined three self-support groups, and became a 
leader of a group of older people who were advising on how to settle quarrels, 
‘but the group was broken because the young ones took over leadership and said 
old people could not guide them’. Through that group she became a ten-cell 
leader, leader of ten households under the old Ujamaa/socialist system and en-
gaged in small businesses like selling fish, buying and selling beans, and 
akamwani (cooked coffee, kh), and growing and selling groundnuts. 

In the Ujamaa villages women had access to land as land was communal 
thereby improving their position slightly (Swantz 1985). At the same time in 
traditional villages, which dominated in number, women remained in a subordi-
nate position in families, being still dependent on their own income to secure 
access to land. Within Ujamaa villages collective work mainly placed an extra 
demand on the strength of women as it did not replace traditional farming 
(Swantz 1985: 64). Women in the Ujamaa ideology were viewed as mothers and 
nation builders, through the focus on the bounded social unit of the individual 
household, a vision that largely ignored the often unstable marriage arrange-
ments, high mobility of women and the moving within larger kinship networks 
(Lal 2010).18 

Survival became more difficult after the socialist government enforced politics 
of decentralisation from 1967 onwards, resulting in a decline of the transport 
infrastructure. These measures resulted in a downfall in economic development 
and the educational standard in one of the highest educated regions of Tanzania 
(Mutembei 2001). The enforcement of Ujamaa ideology included the forced 
formation of communal villages in 1972. Yet this politics cut across local boun-
daries, particularly land, and though there are remnants of Ujamaa in Kagera 
such as former Ujamaa villages, Union buildings and Union stores, the enforced 
villigisation never took off. Many villages remained traditional villages; newly 
established villages were mainly occupied by the landless and those without 
                                                            
17  As ten-cell leaders: the representatives of ten households in the village. Communal agriculture was to 

operate through the division of villages into ten-cell units, each composed of ten Kaya, whose repre-
sentatives were to labour alongside one another on the village’s communal farm (Lal 2010: 3). 

18  Lal (2010: 19) argues that both men and women during Ujamaa used flexibility and diversification as 
ways to increase personal security. 
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work in the traditional villages as a way to enhance their own development 
(Hyden 1980; Swantz 1985: 62). 

When the Ujamaa ideology in Kagera region was enforced, it had dramatic 
consequences. Part of the strategy was the opening of communal stores. In an 
attempt to get rid of the petty bourgeois – the Indian and Arab traders who 
controlled business in Kagera since the colonialist period – shops were closed 
overnight19 before collective stores were opened. In the context of the declining 
yields that the ekibanja produced, this led to another societal crisis. Mobility was 
once more a strategy to respond to the difficulties involved in making a life for 
oneself, thereby repeating the same pattern of male and female mobility as a 
central part of family care.  

 
Money and the ‘value’ of land  
In the early 1970s a series of political changes led to the isolation of Kagera 
Region. One of the major changes was the abolition of the East African Union in 
1971 following the coup of Idi Amin in Uganda. Suddenly it was more difficult 
for traders in Kagera to connect to trading partners in Kenya and Uganda. More-
over Kagera was now spatially isolated in Tanzania, 48 hours from the commer-
cial capital Dar es Salaam. Border posts became centres of trafficking in goods, 
alcohol and commercial sex (Kaijage 1992: 84). Empty shops, isolation and the 
need for money again led to labour migration. Both women and men went into 
business. Divorce rates were 10% in 1967 and 8% in 1978. Reasons cited for 
divorce were often lack of support from the husband, cruelty and better oppor-
tunities in town (Swantz 1985: 72). 

In the middle of this economic crisis and a quickly developing business 
mentality, Idi Amin invaded Tanzania in 1978 to reclaim the Missenyi area north 
of the Kagera River, an area which was given to Tanzania in the Anglo-German 
agreement of 1890. Nyerere’s response was harsh and immediate: The Tanzanian 
army invaded Uganda from Kagera and the year of war that was partly fought in 
Kagera region wreaked havoc, particularly in the northern part of Kagera Region. 
Many of the current older men joined the army and the villagers in the north were 
suddenly involved in war. Mae Tibaigana, living in Kanyigo, part of Kiziba re-
members stories of soldiers raping women: 

During the war of Amin, wasn’t it true that the soldiers were spreading everywhere? When 
they saw a woman going to fetch grass, they would follow her. (…) I will never forget 
Kashenye20 (…) here was one woman and they followed her home and she ran away but they 
saw the house she entered and entered as well and when her husband asked what the problem 
was they tied him up. One man had a gun and told the husband: ‘you look to be jealous, wait 

                                                            
19  Business went underground (Mutembei 2001).  
20  The northernmost village of Tanzania, where AIDS allegedly spread into the country but which was at 

that time called Little Europe due to the enormous wealth from contraband trade. 
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and look at the work we are doing’ and they grabbed her and one went with her and then the 
other and then the other. Around here another bad thing happened and they forbade the 
soldiers to walk in the village. At that time they were staying in nice houses; they would rent 
them. Now they stay in camps.   

In his popular account of AIDS, The River, a journey to the source of HIV and 
AIDS, Edward Hooper suggests that the highest HIV prevalence rates can be 
mapped around the so-called smuggling zone, the kikomela border and around 
the route of the 207th brigade of the Tanzanian People’s Defence Force (TPDF), 
the Tanzanian army. This regiment consisted mainly of volunteers from the peo-
ple’s militia21 who required extra training before marching into Uganda and 
stayed in one area, bordering the free trade zone in Kagera, for a three-month 
period. The highest prevalence rates in the region were later measured along the 
route that the brigade followed into Uganda. The chairman of Kashenye on the 
kikomela border described the beginning of AIDS22 as follows: 

I have to start with the story of Idi Amin. Do not write yet, because I want to explain so that 
you understand. In 1979 Idi Amin entered the country. The Ugandans lacked support, they 
lacked things and they came to Tanzania to buy things. In 1980 they needed many things 
because of that war; they needed coffee and sugar and things like that. So they brought busi-
ness. Many Ugandans came because Idi Amin had ruined all the factories, so they had 
nothing. So people would buy Jembe [hoes, ks], they would buy many other things, and go to 
Uganda to sell these things and to do business. They would go on Wednesday and come back 
on Sunday and Monday and on Tuesday they rested. The business was big: Pombe [beer, ks], 
everything. And Bahati mzuri, mbaya [good or bad luck, ks], I do not know; both women 
and men went into business. Many women left their husbands and went into business. Even 
from Mwanza (...) the women came for the business of Umalaya [prostitution, ks] because 
there was such a big market here [right on the border].  

So this disease came and people saw other people having diarrhea, vomiting, and drying 
up like bones. (...) The sickness came from Zaïre. Ugandans went there to do business. And 
in the beginning of the 1980s, between 1980 and 1985 every young person [here], like this 
one (points to our guide who is about 20) owned a motorcycle. They had so much money. 
And the business went like this: There would be a man who would give me 1,000,000 
shillings23 to go to Arusha and buy tyres. And because I knew Kiswahili he would ask me to 
go. You would go with your brother to Arusha and live there. (…) And then you were in 
Arusha and would buy beers and get a lover. Or you would go on a boat to Kenya, because 
you were someone who was not scared to travel across water and there were no barriers then 
and the life was very good with a very high standard of living. That is history now! But you 
would have a person like this one [points to a 30-year-old man]. In the 1980s he would have 
1,000,000 or he would have 500,000 or 700,000. Ah!! In the beginning we were afraid to 
carry that amount in our pockets! But we got used to it. And the sickness came in big time 
[uliingia sana, ks] and a person started to vomit and have diarrhea and houses were closed.  

                                                            
21  A semi-trained fighting force that provided security at village level in Tanzania (Hooper 1999: 767).  
22  The highest prevalence rates were measured in the smuggling zone and in Bukoba town. Ihangiro 

district, traditionally a business area and an area with many fishing villages was not as highly affected 
as the smuggling zone but was second after the highly affected areas (Kwesigabo 2001).  

23  At the time of the study this amounted to 1,000 USD, a substantial amount of money. I assume here 
the chairman used current amounts to discuss the wealth of those days. 
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The era of AIDS, from the 1980s onwards is characterised in popular narra-
tives by the emergence of these new markets. Older people described this period 
as one in which the desire of wealth overtook (tamaa ya mali, ks) (cf Moyer 
2003; Setel 1999). Tamaa, desire, was an equivalent for everything that was 
dangerous, yet desirable in society. Whereas labour migration in the colonial 
period had increased gender inequality and patriarchal authority and Ujamaa had 
led to more possibilities for women, labour migration as a result of scarcity and 
war led to serious ruptures in family relations.  

Family care in the period of neo-liberalism 
Gender, AIDS and generational authority 
The need to find a life (kutafuta maisha, ks) through business, prostitution or 
other means took flight when in 1985 Ali Hassan Mwinyi was elected president. 
Weiss (1996) describes this time as the time of commoditisation. Everything was 
suddenly available. Businessmen travelling to Dubai imported hoes and panga 
(cutting knives, ks) as well as kerosene lamps, stereos and TVs from Taiwan and 
China. There were second-hand clothes and shoes from Europe. During this time, 
however, many people started to die – the businessmen and women who had 
gone into prostitution. 1985 was a turning point when the particular Haya form of 
prostitution to cities decreased in importance, as a conversation between women 
from the southern area of Ihangiro shows: 

Josien:  How many years is it since they stopped this [prostitution]? 
Monica:  Like in 1985, when Ukimwi [AIDS, ks] became hot. And in 1987 many stopped. 
Fatuma:  Yah, yah, even the children of my sibling from Bilabu all died at that time. And 

in Dar es Salaam they have one place in Manzese, there is a place called 
Ithongo. It is a house from one son from here and all prostitutes from Ihangiro 
were there. So that son has died and all the women have died already. 

Monica:  In 1983, when the disease started, I remember the first woman dying from Dar 
es Salaam. She died in Bukoba and at that time they called it Juliana24 and the 
people did not yet know that it was this disease. So in 1985 and 1986 they knew 
it was Ukimwi and in 1987 many women stopped. 

Women, though laws had increased their chances to obtain money, had also 
experienced the death of many of their sisters and friends. Despite business and 
education opportunities that resulted from the socialist period, the position of 
women in their marriages and husband’s family was still subordinate; many 
women reported abuse and being controlled. Business, in the era of AIDS, was 
the only way to gain some power in the marriage.  

Josien, even our parents cannot tell you that you have to change. Even our mothers had these 
problems with their husbands; this thing is inherited from generation to generation. If the 
woman says she is tired of these problems, she can decide to go back home (to the parent’s 

                                                            
24  After a popular cloth that was a primary trade commodity between Kagera and Uganda at the time. 
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place) but there she has no shamba, she did not inherit, and because of her husband she does 
not have sufficient money. If she could have an income she could build her own house and 
live well. Husbands like their wives to stay in poverty. You tell him there are loans for 
women, but they do not like that; they think that you are going to do business and show off. 
If women have no income, no shamba, where will they go? That is why you see them staying 
with their husband and this disease (AIDS) is hindering them from divorcing. (Lydiah, mid-
30s, southern area of Ihangiro) 

A new phrase developed: ‘when the conditions were still good’, referring to 
the time before ‘that disease entered’ (ugonjwa huu iliingia, ks), a phrase which 
was contrary to the kutafuta maisha, ‘finding a life’ which had been the rationale 
for mobility for so long. When old women speak of the possibilities of having a 
life they refer to the changed position of women as a result of AIDS. All the 
older women I spoke with who had been engaged in prostitution referred to the 
AIDS epidemic as the time when this particular form of prostitution stopped and 
when the opportunities of women to have a life disappeared. In the narratives of 
the older women whom I interviewed about prostitution a distinction was always 
made between ‘when the conditions were still good’, referring to the time before 
AIDS and nowadays, references within which a certain nostalgia was present.  

At least in the past women got nafuu (space, relief, ks). In the past women divorced as well, 
but before this illness came (ugonjwa huu uliingia) a woman had freedom. She went to Dar 
or to Kenya. The conditions were good – better than the conditions now, after we got that 
disease and the condition of going there became difficult. It is tightening here. If it is bad at 
home, where can you go? A woman used to be big inside the house, she used to be big. 
(married woman, end-forties, southern area of Ihangiro) 

AIDS not only changed the opportunity for women to escape their marriages, 
it also changed the opportunity for their parents, who had often benefited from 
the money made through prostitution. Women in this period increasingly became 
dependent on small businesses, which made them more independent within their 
marriages and marital families. This subtle change had also an effect on genera-
tional authority, in particular the power which older women exercised over their 
daughters-in-law through their sons. This power was essential for older women 
because daughters-in-law assisted them in their households in old age. The in-
creasing independence of women was what old women saw as both a negative 
and a positive development. It was positive in the sense that old women realised 
that women had access to an income, yet older women were also frightened of 
the increasing freedom of young women who were their daughters-in-law and 
were the ones they counted on for care in old age. When older women talk about 
issues like suffering and endurance, kuvumilia, they also refer to the increasing 
independence of younger women today making it less necessary to endure in the 
way they did over their lifetimes. And whereas these older women had them-
selves tried to find a way out of their own situation, they now, for their own 
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security, needed to perpetuate the same patterns that they had been caught in 
themselves.  

 
Conflicts in family care 
In the late 1980s and the early 1990s family care patterns that were implicit in the 
ekibanja system became visible as a result of AIDS, especially the rules and 
obligations pertaining to the situation of widows and orphans but also divorced 
women, as they generally had sought a life in town and returned to their parents 
place when they fell ill. In the northernmost villages, in Kanyigo, on the border 
with Uganda AIDS caused disaster in a short period of time, as the following 
story of an older woman from the northernmost village in Kiziba shows: 

My first son died 12 years ago (1992) at 32 years old; all his children died as well as his 
wife. He stayed in Dar25 and came home sick. I cared for him here for six months. He was a 
businessman. He died first. I do not know where he got the disease, but he was already sick 
when he arrived from Dar. 

My second son died only a few months after my son. He left five children and the wife 
died first.  

He died when he was 38 years old. He stayed in Dar for business and was already sick 
when he came. I cared for him for 8 months.  

My third son died one year later (1993). He was around 40 years old. He left six children. 
His wife died in November last year. The children are in my hands.  

My fourth son died three years later and his wife drowned when the MV Victoria sank, 
together with their baby. He was 28 years old. They used to live in Dar. 

My fifth son died at 22 years of age. He was not yet married. We were staying here 
together and were doing shamba work. 

My daughter was not yet married and was 17 years old. We stayed together. 
All my children died of this disease, even my daughters-in-law and everyone. AHHHHH 

(shouts). I am here, here, just here; the problems are finishing me! Even all my siblings have 
died – I do not even have one!! And one of my siblings used to be a doctor in Muhumbili 
University; he became sick and then he died. I do not know if it was this disease. This I do 
not know. 

In this area, new patterns of family care emerged. The people in this area, who 
had become very wealthy in the business frenzy in the mid-80s and who had 
been highly educated happened to belong to one clan, the Waziba. The many 
orphans were taken in by relatives in the city, mainly in Dar es Salaam, where 
educated relatives had found employment, but also by non-relatives belonging to 
the same clan, strengthening rural-urban connections even further. Dispersal of 
kinship ties therefore does not necessarily lead to less family care. In the village, 
an NGO, Partage, stepped into the broken social institutions and built houses for 
orphans, as well as schools.  

In Inhangiro the area of the research village, there were many clans. Moreover 
the area had always focused on business, more than on education, thriving in the 
                                                            
25  In the villages in the north people were highly educated and many occupied important positions in Dar 

es Salaam. In the stories about death Dar es Salaam therefore features often.  
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business triangle that comprised the major market towns of Kamachumu, Nsham-
ba and Ihangiro. Moreover, AIDS prevalence was not as high as on the border 
where those who died were those engaged in cross-border trade with Uganda. In 
the village AIDS was much patchier: Mobile businessmen and women involved 
in prostitution started to die first and slowly also village people became ill and 
started to die. In the death histories I recorded that many of the deaths took place 
around the end of the 1990s, a timeframe that fits the business frenzy that 
emerged under the rule of the second president from 1985 to 1995. What is 
interesting is that older people in the village lost not only children but also other 
relatives as Table 2.3 shows.  

 
 

Table 2.3  Number of older people who lost the following relatives per relative (n=50) 
Lost whom? Older men Older women Total 
Spouse - (1 ex) 3 3 
Siblings 6 6 12 
Children 10 15 25 
Grandchildren 3 3 6 

 
 
Moreover extreme changes in family care were not that visible in the village 

because prevalence was lower. Table 2.4 shows the number of deaths of children 
per women and men. 

 
 

Table 2.4 Summary of child mortality amongst older men and women aged 58-86 
 (n=49) 

 Total no. Total no. of  Total no. Total no. Total deaths  
  of children children still dead as as dead attributed to

  alive infant adult AIDS 
Women (33) 184 (5.6 births 119 29  36  31 
Average age:  per woman)a 117 21 21 13 
Unknownb   

Men(16) 159 children 
Average age: (9.9 children  

  70.3 per man)c 
Notes: 
a)  Of the 34 women four were infertile and four only had one child. 
b)  The majority of women in the sample did not know their exact age. Only the younger people (above 

60) knew the year that they had been born. 
c)  The higher average number of children per man is due to polygamy: eight of the 17 men had more 

than one wife. 
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What AIDS did evoke was a new discussion of certain family care regulations, 
such as how care for orphans and widows should be organised. Land, already 
scarce as a result of population growth received a new meaning: It served as an 
asset to pay for the cost of looking after ill children. The obutura, kh, the system 
of borrowing against future harvests, also became a resource for obtaining 
needed cash. But land, in particular the notion of ‘home’, in the sense of the natal 
home, also served to reconnect generations; through burial on the clan land, 
parents are connected to orphans, and deceased adults remain near their older 
parents. Politics of belonging are sometimes played out when confronted with the 
death of those who have given birth without being officially married, when 
‘home’ is not established, sometimes leading to conflicts over where deceased 
bodies belong (Whyte 2005). But belonging is also reproduced through a new 
focus on clan land and in particular inheritance of orphaned children.26 Whereas 
‘home’ in Buhaya has always been a focal place, and a core feature of rural-
urban connections, the importance of home claims has increased manifold in 
recent years. For male orphans staying on the father’s land, being fostered with 
the father’s children to have access to land is especially important for male 
children, who are then faced with obligations towards their sisters. But questions 
of inheritance also abound around those who are fostered by maternal relatives 
and later need to reclaim their access to land. Land grabbing by distant relatives 
abounds as do court cases against those who unrightfully claimed or disposed of 
land. More than ever the ekibanja became a focal place for connection and power 
struggles in the family, and more than ever the wealth of land and the volatility 
of money became an issue of debate. 

 
New connections to the land 
The political changes in the 1990s when Benjamin Mkapa took office made it 
increasingly difficult for younger people to make ends meet. ‘Capability’ and 
more to the point, the lack of it, became the key-word in the stories of both 
young and old people. Markets for agricultural input and output were gradually 
liberalised under the influence of Tanzania’s structural adjustment programme27 
                                                            
26   I observed that there are also conflicts in the village office or even in court. Muchunguzi states that 

there are many women, more than men who have conflicts, though the data he presents does not show 
this clearly. Most complaints were related to confiscation of farms (37.5%) and sale of land by 
relatives (32.5%). In total he counted 37 cases in 2000 and 40 in 2002 in Wamata covering 5,000 
households. Problems with land included lack of a will and the hiding of a will – traditions as 
described above. Some of the problems for which advice is asked include selling land to cover costs or 
drinking alcohol. Conflicts are also related to the value of land in contemporary Buhaya. This is 
related to population growth without moving to other areas and the cutting up of land. A producing 
shamba can amount to US$ 1,000-2,000 per acre, which is a lot of money in a poor economy (2002).  

27  Tanzania’s first structural adjustment programme was launched in 1986 with the support of the IMF 
and World Bank and was mainly geared towards import liberalisation, adaptations in monetary policy 
and an active exchange policy (Ferreira 1996: 7).  
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in the late 1980s (de Weerdt 2010). In the last decade the village was able to 
profit from major markets which became more and more important in the ab-
sence of other employment opportunities and fluctuating world markets.  

For those who remained in the village, sometimes working as a seasonal 
migrant on the fishing islands off the coast of Ihangiro, life in the 1990s was dif-
ficult. Means of income were subsistence farming and additional business: Sell-
ing surplus, keeping cows, trading of clothes, making beer, running small grocery 
shops or being a handyman (electricity, carpeting and bicycles). The district has 
major fishing islands where many young people from the villages go to engage in 
seasonal labour, selling to the large fish factory in Kemondo Bay and to the 
markets, or are involved in public transport.  

The new tarmac road which has been built between Ihangiro and Bukoba 
town, has given trade a boost because the travel time has been reduced con-
siderably. Different from the areas to the north, business links in Ihangiro district 
focus more on trans-regional connections with Mwanza, one of the largest transit 
ports in Tanzania. As a 25-year-old man explains: 

You have two types of young people: The ones without schooling who go into business. 
Maybe they work for the ones who are bringing the bananas to Mwanza. They cut them and 
then bring them to the road where you see them lying around. [If they go outside the village] 
(…) many go to Buganguzi or Kamachumu, on business, or to the island to fish. There are 
no industries. But a large percent does not work. Have you reached the road around 10am? 
They are there. Then there are the ones with school [who have had education]. Many will try 
to get a job here, for example with World Vision or an organisation like that because they do 
not ask for many more qualifications than secondary school.  

This generation of young people is more educated than the current generation 
of older men and women, despite the long history of education in the region. 
Education in previous times focused on the northernmost districts.28 Education 
influenced the possibilities for care in old age. Older people of today realise that 
education is a must if children are to care for you. There are however, two sides 
to education. An educated child can take care of you in terms of money, but 
many have left the village and migrated out of the region. Where older men and 
women summarise their current concerns with the state of social relations in 
Buhaya as being caused by the desire of the younger generation, both young 
people relate problems to their lack of capability and the lack of possibilities for 
youths. The growing focus on money has, according to older people shifted 
generational power, so the roles of older people are changing and the presence of 
people to deliver care is not certain. This is reflected in narratives over the loss of 

                                                            
28   Of the 31 older women above 65 I interviewed, 28 had had no formal education. One of the three re-

maining women had married into the village but had been born in the northern districts and had 
worked there with her husband for a large part of her adult life.  
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control over children and grandchildren. Weiss (1996: 179) argues that money is 
blamed for the loss of values of the Haya world. 

The past three decades has seen the possibility of the ekibanja system to regu-
late family care change due to the commoditisation of social life, intensification 
of migration in response to population pressure, fragmented land, increasing need 
for money and the lack of employment opportunities (Weiss 1996). In Ihangiro, 
the majority of older people and their families live off the sale of coffee and 
bananas and small-scale business. Yet the scarcity of land and the increasing 
need for money in combination with adult death has made land a valuable 
commodity and hence inheritance conflicts are prominent in families often to the 
detriment of older widows and orphans (Kaijage 1997: 341-342), as also the 
many cases in the legal offices testify to.  

Economic figures in the village, however, showed fluctuating growth over the 
mid-90s and early years of the 21st century. Between 1994 and 1997 coffee 
prices rose and many villagers, especially young adults, but also businessmen 
from Dar es Salaam invested their money in building houses and setting up small 
businesses (Kessy 2005). Around 2000 the coffee price started to drop drama-
tically again until it reached a low point of no more than 40 shillings per kilo in 
2002.29 A sack of 80 kilos of coffee thus amounted to no more than 24,000 shil-
lings, not enough to pay for all the investment: Pruning, harvesting and drying 
the coffee in the middle of the rainy season.  

Though the village in Ihangiro generally profited economically in the period 
between 1990 and 2004 from the markets30 in Ihangiro and Kamachumu, the 
increasing availability of money also created more societal differences. The over-
all economic growth in the last decade has contributed little to poverty reduction 
(de Weerdt 2010). In the hierarchical Haya society differences are growing, also 
amongst the older men and women. De Weerdt distinguishes three types of 
farmers: The poor who mainly work as subsistence labourers and perform casual 
labour, the traders and small businessmen/women and the wealthy and educated 
class of people, with differing capacities to counter problems (Ibid.). In recent 
years in the village older men and women have noticed that the land is too small 
and does not produce enough food anymore. Processes of migration have started: 

                                                            
29  This amounted to US$ 0.045 in 2002. 
30  The opportunities for economic growth within Kagera Region differ according to the area. In some 

areas like Ihangiro district the major opportunity is market development and trade. In villages along 
the lakeside, fishing activities are major off-farming ways of generating income, though these activi-
ties have been affected by the opening of the fish factories in Mwanza and by government restrictions 
on certain types of fishing nets. Some fishermen have therefore seen their investments go down the 
drain; others have been able to step into the new opportunities. The villages around the Ugandan bor-
der profit from cross-border trade, especially of coffee as the prices in Uganda are much better than 
those of the Kagera Coffee Union. Villages along the main tarred roads profit from the decreased tra-
vel time (Kessy 2005; de Weerdt, personal communication). 
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Now to the less fertile and isolated villages in valleys, to the fishing islands in 
Lake Victoria for seasonal work or to the large East-African cities.  

The limited availability of land, the experiences of the possibilities of business 
under president Ali Hassan Mwinyi and the difficulties under the structural 
adjustments that followed have contributed to the appeal of the major cities, with 
the difference that many people, the children of the current generation of older 
people who migrated to the cities in the 1980s and 1990s, settled there and had 
children. Some of these grandchildren do not speak the local Haya language 
anymore and will never return. Other adults may build a house in the village for 
their old age as a connection to the land of their parents, even though they may 
never return to actually live there.  

Whereas the ekibanja is still able to connect generations, family care has 
become dispersed and more translocal. The new technologies that have reached 
the village play a role in creating new forms of connection, however. The most 
important technology is the introduction of the mobile phone to the village in 
2002. In 2008 wealthier older people who had children in Dar es Salaam had 
mobile phones and regularly communicated with their children. Moreover, recent 
years have shown a growth of regional airlines, improved roads and an increase 
in the mass media such as radio, television, and the internet. Whereas older men 
and women complain about such commodities they also embrace them. Other 
forms of more distant ‘care’ have emerged in this way. The era of AIDS has 
strengthened or even created a new morality of family connections, by fore-
grounding issues of control over reproduction, mobility and land in accounts of 
older people, in response to the spatial dispersal of kinship relations. Older men 
and women of today use the above history as a reference to understand the AIDS 
epidemic. Their concerns with care are about the present but in their explanations 
they refer to the history that they have lived.  

Conclusion 
When older people talk about their concerns about care, they are talking about a 
present which is marked by commoditisation, mobility and illness. Land, the 
ekibanja, and the stability it represents, is a core orientation in the way older 
people experience the present era of AIDS. The ekibanja informs gender rela-
tions as well as the way different generations can connect to each other in the 
current era of AIDS. In this respect the concept of historical generation, ori-
ginally from Mannheim (1952(1927) quoted in Prince 2008: 138), but revived by 
several authors in contemporary kinship debates (Prince 2008; Alber et al. 2008) 
is useful because it illuminates how the values of different generations, the 
habitus of certain age-cohorts, was shaped by the particular social transforma-
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tions that took place over their lifetimes, and hence their frames of reference in 
experiencing the current era of AIDS.  

The older people who form the core of this study are the generations who grew 
up without AIDS as part of their everyday life. They therefore perceive a sharp 
demarcation between the pre-AIDS era and the current era. AIDS is perceived in 
terms of the demise of social relations and values for which mainly the increasing 
importance of money is to blame. Yet if anything, the history of Buhaya shows 
that this macro social narrative of money is not something that belongs to the 
present era only. The inherent tension between mobility and locality in family 
care relations that is embedded in the land system has transformed relations since 
colonialism. Though older men and women firmly live in the present, they refer 
to historical periods which were also marked by rapid social transformations. A 
reference to the dangers of money is a reflection of concerns in the 1930s and 
1940s. It is therefore important, in discussions on morality and the change of 
social institutions such as family care, to understand how AIDS feeds on such 
continuities (Fee & Fox 1992). 

The institution of family care in Buhaya has changed over the past 100 years, 
under the influence of major political-economic processes. The increasing 
centrality of money to care relations (cf van der Geest 1997) and mobility over 
the past century has become a fundamental aspect of family care. This includes 
mobility in terms of the semi-permanent migration to cities, which led to new 
forms of care: Closeness in absence through new technologies such as mobile 
phones but also to distance as caregivers for older people are no longer present 
on the land. Mobility also refers to the mobility of women, who have gained 
more access to employment and to land outside the patriarchal and virilocal 
system of land inheritance. This changed the position of women and generational 
authority in the family care system. What is important for the current generation 
of especially older women is how they, over the course of their lives, are able to 
secure access to land or not. Social status has increasingly become connected to 
economic wealth and clan-based affiliation has decreased in importance, and 
access to land represents possibilities for older women to negotiate relations of 
care. Though older women blame their lack of opportunities in life on a lack of 
social and spatial mobility, the same mobility now compromises the care pro-
vided by a daughter-in-law.  

The link between mobility and the notion of home has also been a constant 
over time. The natal home is where divorced women return and the natal home is 
an essential part of the rural-urban connection; rural-urban migration in Buhaya 
has a tendency to be organised around family lines. Home in recent years has 
taken on a more symbolic function; it is where patients return to be cared for; it is 
also the place where bodies are buried. At the same time home, and the land that 
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represents home, is a source of intense and increasing tension in families as 
inheritance disputes over orphans’ ownership of their father’s land are rife. This 
becomes more complicated as orphans are fostered by maternal relatives or by 
relatives in the city, or are sent from the city to grandparents in the village.  

Illness and the moral questions which have framed illnesses have been part of 
the life experiences of older people over time. The current AIDS epidemic and 
loss of children ties into these concerns for care. The aforementioned influences 
of money on the ekibanja system were the realities that shaped the particular 
historical values of this generation. In discussing contemporary relations of care, 
older men and women refer to a morality of care with values such as compassion 
(huruma), endurance/suffering (kuvumilia), and providing which is based on their 
assessments of changing family relations over their lifetimes, in particular in 
terms of gender and generational authority. Older men and women perceive the 
disruptions in the possibility of the ekibanja to connect generations as deeply 
disturbing which is reflected in the way they practise care and manage contested 
values. 
 




