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BENEATH THE SURFACE
A Critical History of Colonialism, Religion, Politics, and Education in Tanzania
Reclaiming the Silences of the Colonial Record
A critical, source-based history — distinguishing documented exploitation from unverified speculation.
Author's Note: On Method
This book asks a difficult question: what version of Tanzania's past has survived into the present, and whose interests did that survival serve? Colonial administrations, the missions that often worked alongside them, and the international institutions that later shaped Tanzania's postcolonial economy did not simply govern the country — they also wrote, and rewrote, its history. Indigenous record-keeping was dismissed as folklore; African political and economic initiative was minimized in official archives; and the line between conquest and “civilizing mission” was blurred until, in much of the colonial record, it nearly disappears.
This book tries to recover what that process obscured — not by replacing one set of unexamined certainties with another, but by reading the documentary record (missionary correspondence, colonial administrative files, the writings of Tanzania's own leaders, and two generations of professional historical scholarship) against the grain. Where the evidence is strong, this book states its conclusions plainly. Where it is contested, thin, or simply absent — as it is, for instance, around popular rumors of secret-society control of African leaders, or around unresolved questions surrounding the deaths of public figures — this book says so explicitly, rather than dressing speculation in the language of certainty.
A history that erases inconvenient truths is dishonest. A history that invents convenient ones is no better, however emotionally satisfying it may feel. The aim of this book is neither colonial apologetics nor conspiracy theory, but evidence — and an honest accounting of where the evidence runs out.
CHAPTER 1
Introduction: Writing Against the Silences
Every colonial archive is, by design, an incomplete record. It was assembled by administrators who needed to justify their own presence, by missionaries who needed to report progress to funding bodies abroad, and by officials who had little interest in recording the political sophistication of the societies they were dismantling. For much of the twentieth century, the professional study of African history was conducted largely through these same colonial sources, which meant that African initiative, African political organization, and African intellectual life were systematically minimized or rendered invisible (Iliffe 1979; Davidson 1992).
A counter-tradition of scholarship emerged to challenge this record — historians, political economists, and Tanzanian leaders themselves who insisted that the silences in the archive were not accidental, but structural. Walter Rodney's How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (1972), written in part while Rodney taught at the University of Dar es Salaam, remains the most forceful statement of this argument: that European powers did not simply fail to develop Africa, but actively organized African economies, education systems, and political structures around the needs of the colonizing power. John Iliffe's A Modern History of Tanganyika (1979), still the standard scholarly history of mainland Tanzania, made a parallel methodological choice — to write colonial history from the standpoint of “economic, social and intellectual change among Africans as the core of their colonial experience,” rather than as a backdrop to European decision-making (Iliffe 1979, 1).
This book follows that tradition into four areas where the gap between the official record and the lived experience of Tanzanians has been widest: the role of Christianity and Islam in colonial conquest and African resistance; the persistence of foreign political pressure on supposedly sovereign Tanzanian leadership; the design of an education system inherited largely intact from the colonial period; and the climate of secrecy and suspicion — including persistent rumors about secret societies and unexplained deaths — that this history of opacity has produced.
On that last subject, a methodological commitment needs to be stated up front. Distrust of hidden power in Tanzania is not irrational; it is the entirely reasonable inheritance of a history in which real decisions affecting Tanzanians' lives really were made in secret, by people who did not answer to them. But reasonable distrust is not the same thing as documented fact, and this book treats the two differently throughout. Where a claim can be supported by archival evidence, named sources, or established scholarship, it is presented as historical argument. Where it cannot — however widely believed, however emotionally resonant — it is presented as what it is: a belief that deserves to be understood, not a fact to be asserted.
CHAPTER 2
Precolonial Tanzania: Societies, Trade, and Knowledge Before Conquest
Colonial administrators routinely described the territory that became Tanganyika as a patchwork of static, timeless “tribes” awaiting the order that European rule would bring. This was not a neutral description; it was a political argument, constructed to justify conquest. Iliffe's chapter “The Creation of Tribes” documents how many of the rigid ethnic categories used by German and British administrations to organize colonial rule — categories still used today — were themselves substantially colonial inventions, imposed on more fluid, overlapping, and politically dynamic societies (Iliffe 1979, ch. 10).
The historical record that survives — oral tradition, archaeology, and the records of Indian Ocean trading partners — describes something very different from the colonial caricature. The Swahili coast, including the islands of Zanzibar and Mafia and the mainland ports of Kilwa, Bagamoyo, and Pangani, was home to centuries-old urban, literate, mercantile city-states with extensive trade networks reaching across the Indian Ocean to Arabia, Persia, India, and beyond — a civilization that long predates any European presence on the coast. Inland, societies such as the Nyamwezi built and controlled major long-distance caravan trade routes; the Chagga of Kilimanjaro and the Haya kingdoms of the northwest developed sophisticated systems of land use, governance, and craft production; and across the territory, diverse polities engaged in diplomacy, warfare, and exchange on their own terms, long before the German East Africa Company arrived in the 1880s.
Perhaps the clearest evidence against the colonial myth of a passive, fragmented population is the Maji Maji rebellion of 1905–1907, in which dozens of distinct societies across southern and central Tanganyika — groups that German administrators had assumed shared no common political identity — coordinated a sustained, large-scale uprising against German rule, unified in part through a shared ideology centered on the maji (“water”) medicine believed to protect fighters from German bullets (Iliffe 1979, ch. 6). The rebellion was crushed with extraordinary brutality — famine resulting from the German scorched-earth response killed an estimated quarter of a million people — but its scale and coordination is itself the strongest available evidence that precolonial and early colonial Tanganyikan societies possessed the political capacity that the colonial record worked so hard to deny them.
CHAPTER 3
The Cross, the Crescent, and the Flag: Religion and Colonial Control
Tanzania's two major world religions arrived under very different historical circumstances, and collapsing that distinction does real damage to the historical record. Islam reached the Swahili coast through thirteen centuries of Indian Ocean trade and settlement, well before any European colonial presence, and by the nineteenth century was the established religion of an indigenous coastal civilization governed, in its final precolonial form, by the Sultanate of Zanzibar. Christianity, by contrast, arrived overwhelmingly through nineteenth-century missionary societies whose activity was frequently inseparable from — and sometimes directly instrumental to — European conquest.
The documentary record on this second point is extensive and was established by mainstream academic historians, not polemicists. Roland Oliver's foundational study The Missionary Factor in East Africa (1952) traced in detail how missionary societies of multiple denominations frequently operated as the advance agents of European political interest: missions negotiated directly with African rulers for land and protection, supplied colonial administrations with the only literate, European-trained African intermediaries available, and in numerous documented cases lobbied European governments to extend formal political control over the territories in which they worked. Iliffe's chapter “Religious and Cultural Change before 1914” extends this analysis specifically to German East Africa, documenting how mission education functioned as the principal channel through which Africans were drawn into the lowest tiers of the colonial administrative and economic system — as clerks, catechists, and foremen — while real political and economic power remained entirely in European hands (Iliffe 1979, ch. 7).
British colonial administration after 1919 took a parallel approach toward Islam on the coast, governing through “indirect rule” that co-opted existing Muslim coastal elites — sultans, liwalis, and qadis — into the machinery of colonial administration, granting them local authority in exchange for cooperation with British objectives. This was a different mechanism of control than missionary Christianity — the instrumentalization of an existing indigenous religious authority structure, rather than the importation of a new one — but it served a structurally similar function: channeling religious legitimacy toward colonial governance.
None of this evidence, however, supports the claim that Christianity or Islam were themselves “meant for destruction.” The historical record is considerably more complicated, and in important respects runs the other way. The Maji Maji rebellion drew heavily on indigenous religious leadership and prophetic tradition in organizing resistance to German rule. Independent African churches, founded by African Christians who broke from missionary control, became important sites of anti-colonial organization in the early twentieth century. And August Nimtz's study of Sufi religious networks in Tanzania (Nimtz 1980) documents how existing Muslim brotherhood structures on the coast provided organizational infrastructure that the nationalist movement TANU drew on directly in mobilizing support for independence in the 1950s. Religion in Tanzania's colonial history functioned, at different times and in different hands, as both an instrument of foreign control and a vehicle of African political resistance — and a serious history has to hold both of those facts at once, rather than collapsing the historical record into a single moralized narrative about either faith.
CHAPTER 4
Flags of Convenience: Sovereignty, Neocolonialism, and Foreign Political Will
Tanganyika achieved formal independence in 1961 under Julius Nyerere, and union with Zanzibar formed the United Republic of Tanzania in 1964. But formal sovereignty and substantive political autonomy are not the same thing, and the gap between them was the explicit subject of one of the most influential texts in postcolonial African political thought: Kwame Nkrumah's Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism (1965), which argued that newly independent African states remained subject to foreign economic and political control even after the colonial flag came down — control exercised not through direct administration but through debt, trade dependency, and the conditional terms attached to foreign aid and investment.
Nyerere's own government treated this dynamic as a central political problem rather than a theoretical abstraction. The 1967 Arusha Declaration, Tanzania's foundational socialist policy document, explicitly framed economic self-reliance as a precondition for genuine political independence, arguing that a nation dependent on foreign loans and foreign expertise could not set its own priorities. This was not paranoia; it was a direct response to the structural position Tanzania actually occupied as a newly independent, capital-poor state within a global economy still organized largely around its former colonial relationships.
The clearest documented case of this dynamic in Tanzania's own history came in the 1980s, when a balance-of-payments crisis forced the government into prolonged, often adversarial negotiations with the International Monetary Fund and World Bank over structural adjustment lending. Tanzania initially resisted IMF conditionality — which required currency devaluation, the removal of price controls and agricultural subsidies, and cuts to public spending on health and education — precisely because Nyerere's government regarded these conditions as foreign actors substituting their own policy judgment for Tanzania's. By the mid-1980s, facing economic crisis, Tanzania accepted a structural adjustment program substantially along the lines the IMF had proposed (Coulson 2013; Hyden 1980). Whatever judgment one reaches about the wisdom of those specific policies, the documented history is unambiguous on one point: a government's economic and political room to maneuver can be — and in Tanzania's case demonstrably was — narrowed by external creditors and donors in ways that placed real limits on its ability to set its own national priorities.
This is a different claim from an assertion that Tanzanian leaders are simply “installed” to serve hidden foreign masters, and the distinction matters. The documented mechanism is structural — debt, conditionality, the asymmetry of bargaining power between a capital-poor state and international financial institutions — not a secret arrangement orchestrated by any individual leader's personal loyalty. Treating it as structural, rather than personal or conspiratorial, is in fact what makes it possible to evaluate and contest: structural pressure can be named, organized against, and renegotiated, as Tanzania itself repeatedly attempted to do.
CHAPTER 5
The Architecture of Dependence: Colonial Education and the Tanzanian Dream
No Tanzanian leader argued more forcefully against the inherited colonial education system than Julius Nyerere himself, and his critique is among the most valuable primary sources available for understanding what that system was actually designed to do. In his 1967 policy document Education for Self-Reliance, published by the Government Printer in Dar es Salaam and later reprinted in his collected writings (Nyerere 1968), Nyerere argued that the school system Tanzania had inherited at independence was built to select a small academic elite for white-collar administrative employment — “education for subordination” rather than education for development — and was structurally indifferent to the needs of the great majority of Tanzanian children, most of whom would never proceed beyond primary school and would return to rural, agricultural communities the curriculum had not prepared them for.
Rodney's parallel diagnosis situates this critique within a broader colonial pattern across the continent: colonial education systems, he argued, were never designed to develop the colonized society as a whole, but to produce the minimum literate workforce — clerks, interpreters, junior administrators — required to staff the lower levels of the colonial economy at the lowest possible cost, while academic selection and examination hierarchies determined who would be allowed to rise and who would not (Rodney 1972). Nyerere's proposed reforms — integrating productive agricultural and craft work directly into the school curriculum, reorienting schools toward rural community needs, and reducing the emphasis on examination-driven academic selection — were a direct attempt to break this pattern.
The implementation of Education for Self-Reliance was uneven, and many of its structural reforms were scaled back or abandoned during the fiscal retrenchment of the 1980s structural adjustment period, when education budgets were among the public expenditures most heavily cut under IMF-backed austerity programs (Coulson 2013). The result, documented in subsequent decades by Tanzanian and international education researchers, has been a system that in important respects still resembles the one Nyerere criticized in 1967: chronically under-resourced, organized around high-stakes examinations that filter out the large majority of students at each stage, and only partially connected to the economic opportunities actually available to young Tanzanians after they leave it.
This is a serious, well-documented structural problem, and it is fair to describe its effects on young Tanzanians in strong terms — constrained opportunity, talent that the system fails to develop, ambitions narrowed by an inherited design never built with their interests as its first priority. It is a different and considerably less defensible claim to say that the system was built, and continues to operate, with the deliberate intention of destroying young people's dreams. The evidence supports a structural critique of colonial inheritance and chronic under-investment; it does not establish deliberate, ongoing intent to harm, and conflating the two weakens what is otherwise a strong and well-evidenced argument.
CHAPTER 6
Whispers of Power: Secrecy, Suspicion, and Political Mythology
Across postcolonial Africa, popular political discourse is saturated with theories about hidden, often occult, forces controlling visible political leaders — secret societies, witchcraft, foreign puppeteers operating behind a nominally independent government. This is not a marginal phenomenon confined to the uneducated, as colonial-era commentators liked to assume; it has been the subject of serious academic study by anthropologists and political scientists for decades. Peter Geschiere's The Modernity of Witchcraft (1997) and Stephen Ellis and Gerrie ter Haar's Worlds of Power (2004) both argue, from extensive fieldwork across the continent, that such beliefs are not a holdover from some pre-modern past but a genuinely modern response to genuinely opaque postcolonial power — a way of explaining a political and economic system in which decisions that profoundly affect ordinary people's lives are visibly made somewhere else, by people who are not accountable to them. Harry West and Todd Sanders's edited volume Transparency and Conspiracy (2003) makes the point still more directly in its title: suspicion of hidden control is, among other things, a rational response to a real history of actual hidden control — colonial administrations that genuinely did govern through secrecy, and postcolonial states that have frequently inherited that same opacity.
Freemasonry occupies a specific place within this broader landscape of suspicion in Tanzania, as it does across much of Africa. It is true, as a matter of documented colonial-era social history, that Masonic lodges existed in many African port and administrative cities, including in East Africa, as fraternal and social institutions primarily among European colonial officials and, in some cases, Western-educated local elites — in this sense they were a real, if minor, feature of colonial elite social life. What is not established by any credible historical scholarship is the much larger claim found in popular circulation today: that Freemasonry has functioned, or continues to function, as an organized mechanism for selecting and controlling Tanzania's political leadership. No serious historian of Tanzania has produced documentary evidence for this claim, and this book will not assert it as fact simply because it is widely believed. The honest position is that it remains, at present, an unverified popular theory — one whose persistence is itself explicable through the same dynamics of inherited secrecy and distrust that Geschiere, Ellis, ter Haar, West, and Sanders describe, without that explanation establishing the theory's content as true.
The same standard has to apply to claims about the deaths of Tanzanian leaders and talented young people. It is worth being clear that politically motivated deaths of African leaders are not a hypothetical concern invented by conspiracy theorists: the 1961 assassination of Congo's first prime minister, Patrice Lumumba, is one of the most thoroughly documented political murders in modern African history, established through declassified Belgian and American government records and detailed in Ludo De Witte's The Assassination of Lumumba (2001). African political history genuinely does contain real, documented cases of leaders killed for political reasons by foreign and domestic actors. That fact makes it entirely understandable that Tanzanians who have lost respected leaders or promising young people under circumstances that were never fully explained would suspect foul play rather than accept official silence. But understandable suspicion is not the same thing as established fact, and this book will not attach specific, unverified accusations to specific deaths simply because doing so would be emotionally satisfying or would confirm a widely held belief. Where Tanzania's own historical record contains genuinely disputed or inadequately investigated deaths, the responsible path forward is not speculation dressed as history, but the things that actually produce verified answers: declassified archives, freedom-of-information requests, parliamentary or judicial inquiry, and independent investigative journalism — the same evidentiary tools that eventually established the truth about Lumumba, decades after the fact.
CHAPTER 7
Conclusion: Reclaiming the Narrative
The four threads traced in this book — religion, sovereignty, education, and the politics of secrecy — are connected by a single underlying structure: a colonial period that organized Tanzanian institutions around the needs of an external power, followed by a postcolonial period in which the resulting dependencies, inherited systems, and habits of opacity have proven far harder to dismantle than the colonial flag itself. That argument is well supported by the documentary and scholarly record cited throughout this book, from Rodney and Nkrumah to Iliffe, Nyerere's own writing, Coulson, and the anthropologists of postcolonial political suspicion.
Reclaiming this history requires two commitments that are sometimes treated as being in tension but are not. The first is a willingness to state colonial and neocolonial exploitation plainly, in the strongest terms the evidence supports, rather than softening it for the sake of false balance. The second is an equally serious commitment to evidentiary discipline — refusing to fill the gaps in that history with unverified claims, however satisfying they might feel, because doing so ultimately undermines the credibility of the documented argument it is attached to. Decolonizing Tanzanian history, in the fullest sense, means both recovering what was genuinely erased and resisting the temptation to invent what was never there. Both are acts of respect for the people whose history this actually is.
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