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The Sangu of Tanzania

ISO Language Code: sbp

The Sangu people are the original pastoral inhabitants of a vast area of flatlands 
near the Ruaha River. In the 1870s and 80s, Baluch people from Pakistan 
emigrated into the area, starting farms, intermarrying, and bringing Islam.  Many 
Tanzanian groups have also moved into the area in search of good grazing land 
for their cattle. The Maasai, Datooga, Sukuma, and Nyakusa are a few of those 
Tanzanian groups. 
     Despite all the neighbors, some Sangu live in isolated settings. Those who herd 
animals as their primary economic activity require a lot of space. Agricultural 
Sangu tend to live in villages and towns along the roads. Some in the larger towns 
also have small businesses. 
     Life can be difficult in the more remote areas. In the dry season, some people 
travel up to twelve kilometers to get water.  During the rainy season, many places 
are completely inaccessible by land due to flooding; however, several airstrips 
provide access to the area.
     Islam and Christianity have a long history with the Sangu. Islam came via the 
early Pakistani immigrants, but its practice is mainly limited to the larger villages 
possessing mosques. The Lutheran church arrived in 1898, the first among many 
Christian denominations to start work in the Sangu area.  For the most part, these 
churches are in close proximity to the main road. Generally they serve a broad 
mixture of people, and the Sangu comprise only a minority of the church 
members. In more remote areas, the Sangu people follow neither of these 
"outside" religions. They prefer their traditional religion. It is strong among the 
Sangu, and even the majority of Muslims and Christians continue to practice it 
alongside their chosen religion. It was said by one church leader that the Sangu 
will never leave their traditional religion because it works for them. When they 
pray for rain, for example, it comes.

Disciples (Matt 28.19):

Scripture Status (Matt 28.20):
None in their language

Primary Religion:
Tribal Religion

34
Churches:

Population (date):
75,000 (1997)



Item Name Item Note

The Sangu of Tanzania

Have They Heard The Gospel? Profile Summary
Number Of Pastors 20

Number Of Missionaries Working 2

Number Of Churches 34

Is The Word Of God Translated? Not Yet

Forms Of Gospel Presentation Available (Summary) The Scriptures are available in Kiswahili, the national language. (Lack of funds or 
education may hinder its being used).

What Kind Of Missionaries Are Needed? Yes--for translating the Scriptures and perhaps for some development work.

Population All Countries Group Description
World Population For This People 75,000

World Population (Date) 1987

Countries Where People Group Lives Group Description
Country Name Tanzania

Geography & Environment Group Description
Location Usangu Plains, a vast area towards the Southern end of the Great Ruaha River System.

Country Tanzania

Ecosystem Type Scrub Forest

Geological Type Plains

Climate Flooding during the rains (December through May), hot and arid during the dry season.

   Comments (Geography & Environment) The Usangu area can be easily reached by car from Mbeya by heading east on A104 
and then north at either Igurusi or Igawa.  The interior is inaccessible by vehicle 
during the rains.

Language & Linguistics Group Description
   Comment (Language) The percentage of monolinguals is unknown; however, some near-monolinguals live 

in the more remote north, for example, in Ukwaheri.
Alternate Language Names Shisangu (name in Kisangu)

Sango, Eshisango, Rori (alternate names in Ethnologue)
Attitude Towards Mother Tongue Somewhat receptive

Other Mother Tongues Of This Group SWAHILI

Other Mother Tongues Of This Group SWAHILI

   Comment (On Other Mother Tongues) Bilingualism in Kiswahili is common among the larger, mixed villages close to the 
main road (A104) e.g. Rujewa.

Linguistically Related Languages PANGWA

Linguistically Related Languages WANJI

Linguistically Related Languages SAFWA

Linguistically Related Languages PANGWA

Linguistically Related Languages BENA

Linguistically Related Languages HEHE

Linguistically Related Languages WANJI

Linguistically Related Languages BENA

Linguistically Related Languages SAFWA

Linguistically Related Languages KISI

Linguistically Related Languages KINGA

Linguistically Related Languages KISI

Linguistically Related Languages KINGA
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Linguistically Related Languages HEHE

   Comments (Related Languages) 58% lexically similar to Sangu according to Nurse and Philippson (1980).

   Comments (Related Languages) 53.75% lexically similar to Sangu according to Nurse and Philippson (1980).

   Comments (Related Languages) Nurse and Philippson (1980) found Wanji to be the closest language to Sangu lexically 
as they are 59% lexically similar. The Sangu also perceive it as similar, but not the 
closest to their own.

   Comments (Related Languages) This language is also said by the Sangu to resemble their own language.  It is not 
mentioned by Nurse and Philippson.

   Comments (Related Languages) Nurse and Philippson (1980) say that Hehe is 56.25% lexically similar to Sangu.  The 
Sangu also say that the Hehe language is similar to their own.

   Comments (Related Languages) According to the Sangu themselves, the Bena language most closely resembles the 
Sangu language.  [followed by Hehe, Safwa, and Wanji].  Nurse and Philippson found 
Sangu to be 55% lexically similar to Bena.

   Comments (Related Languages) 52.5% lexically similar to Sangu according to Nurse and Philippson (1980).

Neighboring Languages BUNGU

Neighboring Languages KIMBU

Neighboring Languages WANJI

Neighboring Languages SAFWA

Neighboring Languages BENA

Neighboring Languages HEHE

Literacy Group Description
Literacy Attitude Somewhat receptive

Active Literacy Program No

   Comment (Literacy) 75-82% of Sangu questioned, depending on location, said that it would be good if they 
could be literate in Sangu. People are more likely to be able to read and write Swahili 
in the bigger villages such as Rujewa.

Economics Group Description
Subsistence Type Pastoralists

Occupation Animal Husbandry, Rice Farming, and Small Business.

   Comment (Economy) Originally the Sangu were pastoralists. More recently, a large rice project sponsored 
by the Chinese was introduced. Some of the Sangu work there, and many have made 
their own smaller rice paddies. Some also grow other crops, such as maize and millet.

Community Development Group Description
Health Care  (Quality) Fair

   Comment (Health Care) -  A good mission hospital, run by the Church of Christ, is open in Chimala.  It is a 
forty-five minute drive from Utengule, the heart of Usangu. 
-  Lutheran health workers from Chimala are flown into more remote Usangu villages 
by Mission Aviation Fellowship for monthly mother-child clinics. 
-  During the rains, people with serious medical problems must be air-lifted out. 
-  A few dispensaries and many traditional doctors are in the villages.

Diet  (Quality) Fair

   Comment (Diet) Rice, maize, and millet are grown for personal consumption.  The pastoralists keep 
cattle, goats, and sheep.

Water  (Quality) Poor

   Comment (Water) The rainy season brings floods of water, but during the dry season people may have to 
travel up to twelve kilometers to get water if they live in more isolated areas.

Shelter Description Mud-brick houses. Further out, the houses are spaced widely apart due to their space 
needs for herding.

Energy/Fuel (Quality) Poor

   Comment (Energy) Wood is available in the areas of scrub forest.  People with means can get petrol.  It is 
sold along the main road and even in towns like Rujewa.

Clothing Mostly western.  Women also wear the colorful wraps called Kangas.
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Transportation Mostly by foot or bicycle. Also, buses run in some parts of the Usangu area.  Air strips 
are built in more of the remote areas.

Society & Culture Group Description
Neighbor Relations They regard intermarrying with other tribes positively.  They cooperate in some 

agricultural/husbandry activities, projects (i.e. building schools), or celebrations.  
Especially in the outlying areas, however, the people seem to live quite independently 
of one another.

Authority / Rule There are a few sub-chiefs around, but they seem to hold little, if any, real power in 
the community.  The government authority structure follows the same system as the 
rest of Tanzania: villages and sub-villages with chairmen and cell leaders.

Social Habits/Groupings In the outlying villages, the individual house compounds are quite far apart from each 
other. Villages are also quite far and spread over wide areas. This is most likely due to 
the nature of work - both rice farming and cattle herding require a large quantity of 
land.

Cultural Change Pace Slow

Identification With National Culture Integrated

Self Image Neutral

Local Language Broadcasting None

Attitude To Outsiders Somewhat receptive

Attitude To Change Somewhat resistant

   Comment (Culture) Their attitude towards change would depend upon the change involved.  Most prefer 
modern medical clinics to traditional healers as a first option.  Most would also 
appreciate having additional wells constructed; however, although the Christian 
church and the Muslim faith have been among them for several generations, and some 
claim affiliation with one or the other, most are said to hold strongly to their traditional 
religion.

Youth Group Description
Labor and tasks (6-12 year olds) Herding and rice farming for the family.

Youth Problems (Teens) Many do not get to attend school where the national language is taught in the first two 
years.

Education Group Description
Teacher To Pupil Ratio 70

Language Of Instruction Early Years Swahili (specific)

Language Of Textbooks Later Years Swahili (specific)

   Comment (Education) Generally, each village has at least one school.  In towns, many more of the children 
attend school.  In the outlying villages, 30-75% of the children do not attend school.  
The usual reasons for this are so they can help their families with herding or rice 
farming.  Also it can be too expensive.  In one village, it was estimated that the 
children have to travel seven to twelve kilometers to reach the school.  For the towns 
and bigger villages, this is not the case.  In the schools we interviewed, 50-80% of the 
children were Sangu. The average pupil to teacher ratio is 1:70 (enrolled students) or 
1:60 (students that actually attend).  In the five schools we interviewed, there was a 
low of 1:38 and a high of 1:112 (students per teacher).

Church Growth Status of Christianity
Reached Status Reported

Christian Clinics/Hospitals 3

   Comment (Church Growth) Of the eight religious leaders (from various denominations) to whom we spoke, it is 
estimated that among their churches approximately 200 Sangu Christians attend.  This 
is to say nothing of whether the Christians are nominal, mature in the faith, etc. It is a 
difficult matter to judge, and the definitions vary. The three Christian clinics 
mentioned are from the Lutheran Church in Chimala.  Medical staff fly once a month 
to several different airstrips in order to serve people in the outlying areas.  An 
estimated twenty Pastors and Evangelists work among the Sangu and neighboring 
people.

Religion & Response Status of Christianity
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Attitude To Christianity Somewhat receptive

Attitude To Religious Change Somewhat resistant

Resistance / Receptivity Life is so difficult in the remote areas that adding a lengthy walk to attend church 
might hinder receptivity.  Also, their strong traditional religion seems to create a 
barrier to Christianity.

Spiritual Climate And Openness The Sangu tend to be nominal adherents of Christianity and Islam.  The traditional 
religion is particularly strong.

   Comment (Religion) Neither Christianity nor Islam has penetrated the more out-lying areas. The Sangu tend 
to adhere to Islam in villages where a Mosque stands. Christianity has a long history in 
the area and among the Sangu; however, the few efforts to establish a work among the 
more isolated areas have been thwarted. Currently, the more remote areas practice the 
traditional religion almost exclusively. In the larger towns and villages where Islam 
and Christianity are well established, the Sangu are very resistant to giving up the 
traditional practices of their religion. They may follow the two religions at the same 
time, but will not give up their traditional religion for the other. The religious leaders 
we talked to said that they cannot, because their traditional religion works. (i.e., They 
pray for rain and it comes.)

Recommended Approaches The people living in the more remote areas might be reached with mother tongue 
Scripture.

Current Needs The more isolated villages could use some wells.  They lack water in the dry season, 
and they have trouble with floods during the rains.

Items For Prayer Ask the Lord God to work with power among the Sangu. May they know that He is 
Lord and stronger than any other power.  Pray that people would not be blinded from 
the truth but that they would see it and have the courage to obey it. May the Holy 
Spirit work among the nominal Christians.  May the Christian denominations be an 
encouragement to each other, and may they catch a vision for working to extend the 
Lord's kingdom.

History Of Christianity In Group Status of Christianity
Year Began 1898

By Whom Lutheran

Significant Events The Roman Catholics first arrived in 1932.  The Evangelistic Assemblies of God 
arrived in the early 1980's.  The Baptists followed in 1992.  Other denominations in 
the area include: Tanzanian Assemblies of God, Moravian, Pentecostal, Anglican, and 
Kanisa la Uinjilisti (Swiss Evangelical Church).  The majority of the churches are in 
the major towns close to the road.  In the remote areas, there are few if any churches. 
(e.g. In Ukwaheri there was one Lutheran Evangelist but no church.)

Scripture Status of Christianity
Translation Status Definite

Available Scripture None

Form Of Scripture Available None

Scripture Use Unknown

   Comment (Scripture) The Scriptures are available in Kiswahili, the national language. (Lack of funds or 
education may hinder its being used.)

Missions and Churches Status of Christianity
Organization Name Roman Catholic Church

Main Ministry Church Planting

Main Ministry Church Planting

Year Started 1932

Organization Name Lutheran

Main Ministry Church Planting

Main Ministry Church Planting

Year Started 1898

Number Of National Workers 9
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Organization Name Baptist

Country Of Origin United States

Main Ministry Church Planting

Main Ministry Church Planting

Year Started 1992

Number Of Adherents 20

Number Of National Workers 1

Organization Name Assemblies of God

Main Ministry Church Planting

Main Ministry Church Planting

Year Started 1980

Number Of National Workers 2

Organization Name Swiss Evangelical Brethren

Christian Literature And Media Status Status of Christianity
Literature Available Nothing in Sangu language.  Kiswahili literature should be available in the larger 

towns.
Audio Recordings Available none in Sangu.

Films Available none in Sangu.

Radio Programs Available none is Sangu.

Videos Available none in Sangu.

Audio Visual Available none in Sangu.


