African Philosophy: A Link between Traditional and Modern Praise Poetry
Abstract
This article argues that traditional and modern praise poetry do relate. This relationship is from the fact that the two are similar in several aspects ranging from content to form. Only one similarity among them, similarity in philosophy, is discussed here. The article, therefore, presents how different kinds of African poetry of different generations can never diverge totally from African philosophy. That is to say, both traditional and modern praise poetry carry similar beliefs; how Africans see things is viewed in similar way in the two kinds of poetry. Traditional praise poetry used here is Bahaya’s praise poetry, ebyebugo, and the praises seen in Basukuma songs while modern poetry used here is Bongo Flavor praise poetry. Bahaya and Basukuma are people who live in North – Western and Lake Zone in Tanzania. Bongo Flavor  is  Tanzanian youth music which is characterized by self praises. Therefore, we can simply say this article picks Tanzanian traditional and modern praise poetry as samples of African traditional and modern poetry respectively.
1. Introduction

Praise poetry is a general term used to refer to two types of poetry namely; hierarchical recitation or self praises and panegyrics. Hierarchical recitation (henceforth recitation) is an artistic style of self praise. The poet praises his own actions, heroic deeds, abilities as well as lineage. Panegyrics are similar to recitations and only differ in that panegyrics praise other peoples’ actions and heroic deeds. That is to say while recitations praise the actions and heroic deeds of the poet/narrator, panegyrics praise those of other people especially the head of the family, clan, chief or even a king (Mulokozi, 1996:80-83; Samwel, 2012a). Panegyrics can also praise things like gods and goddesses, animals, towns, clan and the like (Mulokozi, 1996; Peek and Kwesi, 2004:718; Samwel, 2012a).
Praise poetry, both recitations and panegyrics, have been part and parcel of African literature since time immemorial.
 This kind of poetry has existed with the existence of African oral literature. Oral literature is said to be older than the written one (Finnegan, 1970; Lichtheim, 1975; Peek and Kwesi, 2004). Borrowing Lichtheim’s (1975) data, Kabuta (1997:37) gives vivid examples of recitations stemming from times of Ancient Egypt, one of the world’s oldest societies as follows:
I was a worthy citizen who acted with his arm. I was a great pillar in the Theban Nome, a man standing in the Southland. I nourished Imyotru in years of misery. Though four hundred men were in straits through it, I did not seize a man's daughter, nor did I seize his field...

This ancient empire, from which this recitation is taken from, has existed since 3150 A.D (Lichtheim, 1975). That means recitations have existed since that time and probably even before. The performance of praise poetry in front of traditional leaders such as chiefs and kings, have also been found in Tanzanian traditional societies. This kind of poetry is what we refer to in this article as traditional praise poetry. We consider it traditional because it has been performed for ages among African traditional societies.

In reference to modern poetry, this article will focus on Bongo Flavor poetry.  Bongo Flavor (spelling varieties include Bongo Flava and Bongo Fleva) is considered the music of the new generation as it is written, produced, performed and widely received by the youth (Suriano 2006:1; 2007:207 and Omari 2009:5). The word Bongo Flavor is a compounding of two words Bongo and Flavor. Bongo is a Swahili slang which is used to mean Tanzania or its capital Dar es Salaam and an English word Flavor. Therefore, Bongo Flavor is a kind of music which has Tanzanian or Dar es Salaam flavor. The word Bongo is also used to refer to ubungo (brain or intelligence) and therefore Bongo Flavor can be considered to have been referring to the music of people who use their intelligence to earn living. This kind of music was initiated by youths and it has been a tool for liberating unemployed youths in Tanzania. They use their brains to compose songs and sell the CDs to earn life (Omari, 2009; Mwanjoka, 2011). Bongo Flavor music started in 1980s and has become dominant in recent years. The poetry carried in this kind of music is what we refer to as Bongo Flevor poetry. One of the predominant features of this kind of poetry is self praises or boastful language (Omari, 2009 and 2012; Mwanjoka, 2011). Supporting this Mwanjoka (2011:14) says:
Message in today’s Bongo Flavor songs is basically about love, politics, beef
 filled with threats between artists, boasts of every type, leisure and society’s problems although others sing about their lives by self praises. Others sing only for leisure so that they can be famous... (Translation mine)

Bongo Flavor poetry is what we call in this article, modern praise poetry. We call it modern praise poetry because the kind of music which carries it is modern. Modernity here simply refers to the question of timing, Bongo Flavor poetry has emerged in recent years (1980s). This idea is also supported by Nyagawa (2010). Nyagawa (2010:13) mentions modern Tanzanian music to include mipasho taarab, Bongo Flavor, gospel and dance music.
 
This article, therefore, compares and contrasts the African philosophies carried by the two kinds of poetry, traditional and modern, in order to establish that the two kinds of poetry do relate and that modern praise poetry has originated from the traditional one. Since it is not possible, in this paper, to use examples from all kinds of modern poetry, we will use Bongo Flavor praise poetry as a case study. Again, since we cannot discuss all kinds of traditional praise poetry existed in all African societies; we have chosen Bahaya recitations and Basukuma songs case studies.
2. The Concept “African Philosophy” 

In order to understand what African philosophy entails its better first of all to understand the concept philosophy. It is a general belief that the word “philosophy” has no universally accepted definition; philosophers are not in agreement about what the enterprise of philosophy should be – its nature, scope, method, limitations and so on (Okolo, 2007:5). This suggests that philosophy, and so African philosophy, can be conceptualized according to discipline in which it is used and the aim of its usage. For instance, Mbiti (2011:2) using the concept  African philosophy in religion says, “African philosophy here [in religion] refers to the understanding, attitude of mind, logic and perception behind the manner in which African peoples think, act or speak in different situation of life.” By using the phrase, “African philosophy here refers” Mbiti implicates that the term can refer to something else somewhere else.

In literature, the term philosophy is very important. It is considered to be one device of analyzing content of a literary work (see Msokile, 1993; Wamitila, 2010:346; Samwel, 2012b). Msokile (1993:79) presents that philosophy as used in literature, refers to the idea which a person believes to have certain truth about his life and that truth controls his life. Samwel (2012b:53) bolds the word “believes” from Msokile’s definition and thus maintains that the term philosophy, in literature, is used to refer to beliefs of a person or a particular group of people on various issues of life including their world view.  He presents further that philosophy is sometimes called literary artist worldview. We think this definition should be maintained as it is supported by many literary analysts (see also Wamitila, 2008; Kanuri et al, 2012; Mvati et al, 2012). African philosophy, as used in this article therefore, means African beliefs on various issues related to their day-to-day life.

African philosophy is witnessed in various aspects and practices. Mbiti (1991 and 2011), gives examples of aspects to which African philosophy can be seen. In (2011:2) he says:
Philosophical systems of different African peoples have not yet been formulated, but some of the areas where they may be found are in the religion, proverbs, oral traditions, ethics and morals of some societies concerned. But proverbs in particular deserve a separate treatment since their philosophical content is mainly situational. 

In this quotation, Mbiti points out that African philosophy can be seen in proverbs and oral traditions apart from other things. Proverbs and oral traditions are genres of literature (Mulokozi, 1996; Ngure, 2004). Therefore, Mbiti here presents the possibility of African philosophy to be carried in literary works. Apart from proverbs and oral traditions, African philosophy can be seen in sayings, poetry, novels and other genres of literature. We can point some examples from a Swahili proverb asiyesikia la mguu huvunjika guu and a Swahili saying mkubwa dawa. The proverb warns, “He who does not listen to what elders say, will face the consequences” and the saying perpetuates that “being an elder is a cure.” These two literary works carry African philosophy of respecting the elders. In African philosophy, elders are treated as special people who have lived long and experienced a lot of things. Therefore, in African philosophy elders are viewed as experienced people on issues related to life and that what they believe of life is always true (Van Pelt, 1971). Therefore, the above proverb and saying urge youths to respect their elders since disrespecting may cause ones sufferings. In Swahili there is a proverb kuishi kwingi kuona mengi (to live long makes one to have a lot of experience about life) which seems to support this philosophy.
In the last line of Mbiti’s quotation above, he warns that African philosophy in proverbs deserve a separate treatment. Since proverbs are literary works, what Mbiti implies here is that African philosophy in literary works deserves a separate treatment. This study, therefore, does a separate treatment of African philosophy in literary works, in poetry though, so as to establish that poets of different times can never diverge completely from African philosophy.  It is African philosophy, therefore, which links them.

3. Some African Philosophies

There are many philosophies which are seen to be shared between traditional and modern African poetry. Such philosophies include philosophy of war and the importance of a hero, philosophy of the importance of work in the society, philosophy of respecting one’s domicile and philosophy of gods and their powers. Other philosophies are: philosophy of alcoholism and polygene, philosophy of masculinity and philosophy of intense reproduction. Not only that but we also have  philosophy of witchcraft/magic, philosophy of life after death/eternity, philosophy of the powers of the dead, philosophy of misfortune and their causes and philosophy of women as sources of problems. The next part discusses these philosophies citing examples from traditional and modern poetry.
3.1 Philosophy of war and the importance of a hero
Pre-colonial African societies were characterized by wars of survival whereby strong societies invaded the weaker ones for consolidation. It is from this tendency most of the pre-colonial African states emerged due to strong army (Coupland, 1938; Omari and Mvungi, 1981). There were also wars of revenge and later wars with the Arab slave traders and the colonialists. In Omari and Mvungi (1981:31) it is said:
In a traditional society our forefathers fought with different types of enemies, namely, dangerous animals, their neighbors who intended to conquer them and those who wanted to take revenge, and later with foreigners who came to do slave trade, and also the colonialists who came to confiscate our property, land and independence. There was a strong need of military training to all male youths. There was also a need for training them in the use of the then weapons. Military training to male youths was emphasized (Translation is Mine).

Victory in wars was a very important thing in traditional society. Since recitations were about things considered important by the society concerned (Bowra, 1952; Rubanza, 1994) victory in wars was one of the themes in traditional poetry. A good example of such poem among the Haya is Eibanga Ntemba Kasiko (I Climb Kasiko Mountain). See these lines:

 …Naimuka ndi musinjaigulu amuzio rugeju, ndi wanjoki Nyakajenje
 I rise like a hero of heroes, a bee Nyakajenje

Eluma, eta junjura, olume ndwesiga nka amajuta…

I bite without signal, I smear dew like oil

Baija banyeta eibala  lya Kabambanjogera
Is when I was given the name Kabambanjogera

Nkatabara ebita bya Kisi…

I fought Kisi battle… 

Source: Rubanza (1994) (Translation and emphasis are mine)

In this traditional poem we see a poet boasting his heroism. He is a hero because he fought in the Kisi war. By saying “I smear dew like oil” he means that he wakes up very early in the morning to fight. He also claims that because of his heroic traits in war, he was named Kabambanjogera.
 Here we see that traditional society believed that wars were very important to the society. The same belief is seen in modern poetry, Bongo Flavor poetry in our case. For instance, in the song Mchakamchaka (Jogging) found in Mr. 2 (2009) this is seen very obviously as quoted below:
Anha alfa na omega…kwenye maisha mimi Kamanda, Sina uoga  

Oh! I am alpha and Omega
…in life I am a commander, I don’t fear

Zangu mimi ni vita mbele…maisha ni kama soka kusongana … 

To me battle is a priority… life is like soccer struggling each other 

Haitakiwi kuchoka kupambana…nakataa kurudi  nyuma
We are not supposed to get tired of struggling…I refuse going back

In this song we see that the singer also praises himself to be a commander in war (a Kabambanjogera). The poet also boasts that to him battle is the priority and the most important thing in his life. However, one thing seen here is that war/battle which is referred to here, is competition in life. Life is viewed to have been filled with competitions, everybody trying to win. Therefore, what Mr. 2 argues here is that he is victorious in the competition for survival. What is important to us, however, is that poets, traditional and modern ones, view war and battle as the most important things in life.

Apart from wars being the most important thing and portrayed by both kinds poetry, we also see that the two, traditional and modern praise poetry, regard a hero as a most important person in the society. This has made everybody in the society to struggle so as to become a hero. Also, both kinds of poetry, portray similar qualities of an African hero. The qualities include the following: a hero does not fear anything. He fears shame more than death. This is also seen in Swahili proverb Heri lawama kuliko fedheha which can be translated literary as “it is better to be blamed than to get shame at last.” Because of fearing shame, a hero can do anything even risking his own life to avoid it.  Another quality of a hero is that he is rich. Richness portrayed here is not only in terms of physical wealth (i.e. cattle, farms and money) but also children and wives. Additionally, a hero successfully conquers women sexually, very powerful (i.e. his ability to fight is extra ordinary) and is a hard worker. These qualities of a hero are shared in the two kinds of poetry. 

Since some other qualities are covered in this chapter as separate philosophies, let us see examples of the hero as a person who can sex with women than the way an ordinary man can do. By this we mean a hero is a person who can either make sex with a woman for a longer period than usual or can make sex with many women than what ordinary men can do. That is to say, in African philosophy to have many women is something one can be proud of. This quality is depicted in Rukiza Epic as the example of a traditional poetry. Refer it says: 
Imuka bwangu olwane izoba eli! Rukiza yashubaho yabyama! 

Arise now and fight tonight’s battle! And Rukiza went back to sleep…

Ai “Tofumbata oligongoza! 

He said [to his wife] “How well you hug!

Onfumbasile nintaha, mukazi wange wabinyijukya bwakeile!

My wife, you hugged me from the time I came to bed, [its morning now] yet remind me of the things…

Source: Mulokozi (2002) (Emphasis added)
The poem tells a story of Rukiza, the hero, who is asked by his men to fight the battle tonight when they were invaded by the intruders. Since a hero does not fear death, Rukiza did not fight. He went to sleep with his wife instead. When he woke up during the morning he praised his wife to have made sex with him all the night long. Here we see two qualities of a hero: a hero as a person who does not fear death and that he can make sex for the whole night. The philosophy of a hero being a person who does not fear and can make sex extraordinarily is also seen in modern poetry, in Bongo Flavor poetry to be more precise. This is seen in the song by Mr. 2 named “Moto Chini” (High Speed) as evident in these lines:

Sugu ni chama kubwa kama Arsenal

I am a big club [I am a hero] like Arsenal… 

Maana inaonekana nitachelewa kushuka chini...

It seems I will not come down 

“Check maplayer” wenu jinsi ninavyowapiga denda, kwani hatari kitu gani… Check how I deep kiss
 your ladies, I never fear danger 

Hamuwezi kunitisha katika kuthibitisha

You cannot frighten me in proving my strength (Translation is mine)
In these lines we see the poet boasts himself that he is a hero because he does not fear danger and that he can make sex to many women including other people’s women/wives. Van Pelt (1971) proves that getting married to someone meant a man has won the competition of other men over that lady. Therefore, taking other men’s women signified heroic traits.

3.2 Philosophy of the importance of work in the society

Another philosophy is a philosophy of the importance of work in the society. In both poetry, work is valued and seen as a measure of dignity. Someone who does not work is regarded as not only weak and lazy but also incomplete human being. We can see this in the traditional praise poetry from the Basukuma Songs as quoted by Songoyi (2005). He quotes:

Bise basimba ngobi 

We are the diggers of tough grasses 

Balimi ba busiga, Balimiji ba ngese 

Farmers of millet, the weeders... 

Kuleka amasambo aya, A mamilija 

Not these thieves, the big exploiters 

Ukulima gajimiliwe…Tukalyaga ja mpini 

Who have forgotten digging…We eat fruits of our hoes 

(Translation is mine)

In this poem we see the poets boasting themselves that they value work and they are ready to dig even tough grasses. They say that they are hard workers thus eat the fruits of their works. In this poem, it is also presented that those who do not work are incomplete humans, are people without dignity, they are thieves. Omari and Mvungi (1981) present that in African traditional societies children were taught good values of the society and that theft was regarded as unacceptable behavior. This philosophy that work is very important in making a person acceptable in the society, is also seen in Bongo Flavor poetry. This is seen very obviously in the album Veto by Mr. 2 released in 2009. Investigate the following verses:

Babu asikwambie mtu kitu; jasho la mtu haliendi bure 

You shouldn’t be cheated; one’s sweat does not go in vain
Na kwenye maiki bado naikamata bongo… 

In mic I control Bongo
Maisha ni kama soka kusongana, haitakiwi kuchoka kupambana… 

Life is like soccer struggling one another, we are not supposed to get tired of struggling
 Na maisha ni kujituma anha

 

And life is all about being a hard worker

In these lines, Mr. 2 warns people not to be cheated as “ones sweat does not go in vain.” This means people will eat what they produce. If a person does not work hard he/she should not “expect paradise.” He maintains that life is all about being a hard worker. This philosophy of work and its importance is also seen in Swahili sayings like kazi ni kipimo cha utu (work is a measure of dignity) and mvivu rafiki yake shetani (a friend of a lazy person is devil).

Due to the philosophy of work and its importance to the society poets associated themselves with several work equipments (Songoyi, 2005:183-184). Since traditional society was basically a farming society, farming and its equipments were the ones valued. Farming was assumed as the only important economic activity. This is also seen in language use among various Tanzanian societies. For example, in Oruhaya the word for work is Omulimo (singular) and Emilimo (plural). In Ikisukuma the word for work is Milimo. If the words Umulimo/Emilimo and milimo are translated they simply mean kilimo (in Kiswahili), farming (in English). Therefore, people associated themselves with farming equipments to show how important they are in the society. A good example of this is seen in Bahaya recitation by Marko Petro who calls himself a hoe which digs tough grasses as he boasts:

Natonya ninye Maliko, Maliko azarwa Petero                                

I come Mark son of Peter
Petero azarwa Bwoki, Bwoki azarwa Ishengoma 

Peter son of Bwoki who was born by Ishengoma

Natonya ndi kafuka mutema nkeke 

I come a HOE that digs weeds 

Lusingasinga lukinga ebibanja      kukanda (likande)

I am weak but not ready to see weeds growing on my farm

Source: Rubanza (1994) (Translation is mine)
In modern societies, which have many important activities apart from farming, a hoe is still considered important. In daily language usage among the Swahili of Tanzania, a person who has done something important is considered as Jembe (A Hoe). Therefore, a person who knows mathematics than others may be called Jembe la Hesabu (A Hoe of Mathematics), a person who plays football very well than others may be called Jembe la Mpira (A Hoe of Football). Thus, in Bongo Flavor poetry artists bear names related to a hoe as well. We have examples from Khalid Mohamed (nicknamed TID) who is also called Jembe (A Hoe); Joseph Motika (nicknamed Mr. Ebbo and A Masai) was also called Jembe la Rap Asili (A Hoe of Traditional Rap) and Inspector Haroun (nicknamed Babu) is also called Jembe la Rap Katuni (A Hoe of Cartoon Rap).

3.3 Philosophy of domicile

Another philosophy shared between traditional and modern poetry, is a philosophy of domicile. This refers to the philosophy of valuing one’s domicile and associating one’s behavior, weaknesses and strengths to his/her domicile. It has been a tendency among African societies for people to value their areas of origin and associate their successes and failures to their homelands. This is also seen in the way people view others. For example, in Tanzania if a person is from Moshi region (which is mainly dominated by the Chagga people who are mostly businessmen and women) is regarded to be a person who likes money; a person from Sumbawanga region (which is dominated by the Fipa people) is regarded as a person who is a witch since even the name Sumbawanga is said to be coming from two Fipa words: “Sumba” meaning throw away and “Wanga” meaning witchcraft. Therefore, Sumbawanga means a place where if you are going in you should make sure that you throw away your witchcraft as there are plenty of witchcrafts there. That also applies to anybody coming from Iringa region (a Hehe by tribe) is regarded as a person who can commit suicide very easily as even their traditional leader Mkwawa did the same. Therefore, this philosophy of relating ones domicile to his traits is shared in the two kinds of poetry. In traditional poetry, for instance, this may be seen in the poem Eibanga Ntemba Kasiko (I Climb Kasiko Mountain):
Naimuka aansi ndi Franscisko eya Lwihula...

I rise fransisco son of Lwihula 

Naimuka ndi musinjaigulu amuzio rugeju 

I rise like a hero of heroes 

Ndi wa Kayango, Ndi wa Byorugana 

I am of Kayango and Byorugana clan 

Ndi wa Kola Omwinoni Onabe…

I am from Kola Omwinoni Onabe

In this recitation we see that the poet boasts about his traits. He claims that he is a hero of heroes and he has done a lot of things. But he relates his heroic traits to his lineage and clan. He presents that he is a hero and has done all what he has done because he is a son of Lwihula and is of Kayango clan from Kola Omwinoni Onabe. What he presents here in other words, is that had he not been from Lwihula lineage, Kayango clan and Kola Omwinoni Onabe he would not have possessed all those heroic traits. The very same thing is seen in modern poetry, Bongo Flavor poetry to be more specific. Refer to the song by Dogo Janja named Mtoto wa Uswazi (A Suburb Kid):

Nimezaliwa huko kwenye baridi kali

I’ve been born in a cold place
Arusha Tanzania hakuna jua kali

Arusha in Tanzania which is not a sunny place
Hospitali Mount Meru ndipo nilitokea...

Mount Meru hospital is where I was born...

Nimekuja kutake over hawa washachuja
I have to come to take over the depreciated musicians

Dogo Janja boasts about his extraordinary ability to sing. But he says he is such a very good singer because he is from Arusha region in Tanzania which is not a sunny place. Because he is from such a very cold place he has come to take over the depreciated musicians. This means if he was not from Arusha he would not had those singing skills which make him take over the depreciated. This philosophy of associating one’s domicile to his successes and failures is also seen in the album by Professor Jay released in 2001 titled Machozi, Jasho na Damu (Tears, Sweat and Blood) in the song Ndiyo Mzee (Yes Sir). It says:
Ok ok naitwa Joseph Haule mwana Msolopagazi 

Ok, I am Joseph Haule the son of Msolopagazi… 

Mimi ni mteule Kusini mwa jangwa la Sahara

I am the chosen one from South of Sahara 

Ndio maana nimetunukiwa cheti cha juu cha utawala

That is why I have been awarded a high certificate of administration

Though this song by Professor Jay is basically satirical to African leaders and politics, it portrays how one’s domicile is associated to his/her successes and failures. In this song Professor Jay presents that he is the son of Msolopagazi and is chosen one from the country South of the Saharan Desert. It is because of that he has been awarded a high certificate of administration.

Philosophy of domicile is also seen in names of Bongo Flavor artists and groups. For example, we have groups TMK Wanaume Family (A Family of Men from Temeke) and TMK Wanaume Halisi (Real Men from Temeke
). By bearing the name TMK Wanaume Family the group signifies that they are a family of men from Temeke. Had they been from other parts of Dar es Salaam city they would not be a family of men, may be a family of women, kids or other things of the sort. On the side of the name TMK Wanaume Halisi signifies that the group is made up of real men from Temeke. That means had they been from other places they would not have been real me. The names of the same trend are Tiptop Connection (A group of artists from Tiptop in Manzese), Manzese Crew (A crew of artists from Manzese), Monduli Mob (made up by artists from Monduli in Arusha) and Mwanza Crew (made up by artists from Mwanza). We also have names of Bongo Flavor poets like that of John Simon (Joh Makini) who also calls himself Mwamba wa Kaskazini (A Northern Rock). John Simon is a Bongo Flavor artist from Arusha region which is found in the Northern part of Tanzania.

3.4 Philosophy of God and his powers

Another African philosophy shared by traditional and Bongo Flavor poetry is a philosophy of God and his powers. Both poetry give credit to God and his powers and associate him with the society’s successes. Talking about the belief in God and his powers Van Pelt (1981:20-23) says:

The ultimate controller of natural forces and of human destiny is God…God may be called by different names, symbolic of his activities or greatness. The whole of Africa seems to have gods. He has such names like Liwelelo (universe), Limi (sun), Lyuba, Limatunda, Katonda, Ntundi, Matunda from kutunda (to form)…Bantu admit the existence of a personal, invisible being, which is supreme. He is living; all life comes from him.

This quotation proves that traditional African societies had various gods who have been associated with several tasks. Among the Bahaya there are gods like Ruhanga (also Nyamuhanga) –a superior god of everything, Kazoba- god of sun, Kagoro- cousin to Wamara, Wamara– god of Bachwezi, Kasana– god of land and hunting, Lyangombe– god of cattle, Mugasha- god of rain and lake water (L. Victoria water).  Other gods include Nyakarembe – wife of  Mugasha and the goddess of farming, Rugila– god of reproduction, Kilo– god of night and darkness (Mulokozi, 2002:28-29). Therefore, each of these gods was associated with successes or failure in particular things. For instance, if a person was impotent he/she would associate it with lack of blessings from Rugila, if a person wanted to go to fish in Lake Victoria he had to ask blessings from Mugasha and so on and so forth. These gods were believed to be very powerful and, therefore, were the subject of the traditional poetry. A good example of a poem about gods is the Bahaya recitation called Okwebuga kwa Mugasha (Boasting on Mugasha). It says:

Nayebuga ndi kijuikanila-nda …

I am boasting myself to Kijuikanila-nda 

Ky’omwa Lwamula ilembo 

To the bringer of blessings (God) 

Mba kishuma kyo’ Mugasha yahaile…

I am a thief who have been given a sharp knife by Mugasha

Mba kyegile

I am a fearless man

The poet says he has a reason to boast himself about his God, Mugasha. It is because Mugasha, who is the bringer of blessings, that he has been blessed. The poet says “I am a thief who have been given a sharp knife by Mugasha” meaning that he is a successful man who have been blessed by Mugasha. Mugasha here is taken to be powerful god who has made this man successful.

In modern poetry, God is also seen as a supreme being who have destiny of all human beings. The Gods mentioned in Bongo Flavor poetry however are Allah (the God of Muslims) and Jehova (the God of Christians). What is worth noting, however, is that both kinds of poetry consider God as being responsible for humans’ life. This is evident in the following verses from Bongo Flavor poetry by Sister P. The poem is called Achana Nao (Don’t Mind Them):
...Natoa fikra za utumwa kichwani

I am discarding enslavement thoughts
Kipawa chatoka kwa mola wala sijatumia ubani 

My talent is God given and not from witchcraft... 

Mashairi sibahatishi na nitauza nyingi nakala...

I am a professional singer and I will sell many CDs
Nakupa rap shule mashairi yangu yana vina

I am giving you training in rap my poems have rhymes

In the above cited example, we see that the poet boasts about her singing talent. She says that she sings very professional and her songs are educative. Therefore, her songs make her get a lot of money from the CD sells. She is also presenting that her poems have rhyme. In Swahili poetry there are people who judge the value of poems by the presence of rhymes. These argue that rhyme is a backbone of Swahili poem and that if a poem does not have rhyme, it is a useless one (Abeid, 1951; Mayoka, 1984). Therefore, having poems with rhymes makes Sister P get a reason to boast about. Apart from all this, Sister P says that she is able to do all what she is doing just because she is blessed by God. That means had it not been the blessings from God, she would not have been a famous poet and artist.

The same belief is seen in another Bongo Flavor poem by Professor Jay which is called Ndiyo Mzee (Yes Sir). The following verses of the song show the philosophy of God:

Nadhani nimeletwa kuokoa hiki kizazi 

I think I have been sent by God to save this generation 
Mimi ni mwanasiasa niliyebarikiwa na Mungu 

I am a politician blessed by God 
Nimeletwa kwenu waungwana niwapunguzie machungu… 
I have been sent to give you relief
Nina hekima kuliko mfalme Sulemani msiwe na wasi

I have wisdom than King Solomon, so don’t get worried

Here Professor Jay satirically calls himself a politician blessed by God. By the use of satire Professor Jay presents how politicians conceive the role of God in their carrier. Had it been not the blessings from God the singer would not have been a good politician.

3.5 Philosophy of alcoholism and polygene
Traditional poetry and modern poetry also share the philosophy of Alcoholism and polygene. Both kinds of poetry view alcohol as a very important thing. In traditional African societies alcohol was considered a sacred thing. Among the Bahaya, every beer (orubisi)
 brewed had to be sent to the chief (Omukama) in Ekikale to be tested. Orubisi was also used in some rituals which were basically intended to give respect to traditional gods. In hierarchical recitations after the person has praised himself and boasted on his heroic traits, the society had to decide the validity of the traits. If the traits were found valid, a poet was given orubisi, a farm or a wife regardless of how many wives that person had. Here, apart from seeing the importance of alcohol in traditional societies, we see that traditional societies were polygenous. Having many wives was seen as something very important (Van Pelt, 1981). 

In modern poetry, Bongo Flavor poetry in this sense, we see that the same philosophy is depicted. We see that many Bongo Flavor poets value beers, wines, and some poems even praise beer and alcoholism. Some of these are: Tilalila (I am very Drunk) sang by Mr. Blue, Nataka Kulewa (I want to be drunk) sang by Diamond and Mikasi (Scissors) sang by Ngwear. These songs praise alcohol and alcoholism and presents that alcohol can reduce stress. Also, some Bongo Flavor artists bear names related to alcoholism. A good example is a Bongo Flavor icon in Tanzania, Joseph Haule (Professor Jay), who is also called Mzee wa Mitulinga (A Man of Alcohol). Something worth mentioning here is that traditional wines and beers were nutritious and not very harmful as the modern ones. Even the level of alcoholism in such beers and wines was very low (Van Pelt, 1971; Samwel, 2012). 

Picture 1: Alcohol Prepared for Performance of Traditional Poetry
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Source: My Field Research Done in July 2011 in Vigaga Village in Muleba District

Picture 2: Alcohol being distributed after performance
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Source: My Field Research Done in Muleba Town, July, 2011

3.6 Philosophy of leadership

Moreover, there is philosophy of leadership. It is African philosophy that everyone in a society is a leader to others and being a leader is something to be proud of (see Van Pelt, 1971; Ayisi, 1972). In traditional African societies if a person found somebody’s child misbehaving he/she found that it was his/her responsibility to punish the misbehaving child. The person was performing his/her role as a leader in a society. Despite all the changes the modern society has passed through, this philosophy still exists in the minds of Africans. In both kinds of poetry investigated by this article, the artists associate themselves to leadership skills and that they lead other people/artists. An example of how this philosophy manifests itself in traditional poetry is the names of Basukuma poets and singers. For instance, we had a poet Gumha Mang’ondi calling himself Kilomanyangaki which means a chief and Gumha Misinzo also called himself Bataale ba Mbina which means a leader in drumming (Songoyi, 2005; Samwel, 2012a). By Gumha Mang’ondi calling himself a chief he meant that he is a leader other Wigashe
 dance singers. The same thing is seen in the name  Bataale ba Mbina. 

Bongo Flavor Artists also bear names which demonstrate their leadership skills. For example, Anselm Ngaiza  is also nicknamed Chief Rumanyika, Abubakar Katwila is also nicknamed (Q. Chief) and Ramadhan Mponjika is also called Chief Rhymson. Others are Frederick Mariki who is also called Mkoloni (A Colonialist) and Diamond and Bob Juniour who are also called Rais wa Masharobaro (President of Sharobaros). By Anselm Ngaiza, Abubakar Katwila and Ramadhan Mponjika bearing names with the title chief they regard Bongo Flavor music as an empire and each of them claiming to be a leader. But by Frederick Mariki calling himself Mkoloni (A Colonialist) he is maintaining that he uses the chiefs to work on his behalf. During colonialism, especially with the British indirect rule system, local chiefs were used as the instruments of the colonizers (Coupland, 1938; Omari, 2012; Samwel, 2012). 

On the other side, Diamond and Bob Juniour who bear the names with the title president, present to us that they are above Mkoloni (A Colonialist) and the chiefs. This is due to the fact that the presidents were the ones who ended colonial rule. People who led nationalist struggles came to be presidents after independence of their countries. Again after independence, most of the presidents in independent Africa abolished the sovereign chiefdoms and thus chiefs became powerless. They remained only symbolic. In Tanzania, for example, sovereign chiefdoms were abolished in 1962 by the then president, the late Mwalimu Julius Kambarage Nyerere so as to bring about national unity. Therefore, the name president shows that the two artists claim to be high ranked leaders in Bongo Flavor music.
3.7 Other African philosophies in poetry

Other philosophies that are shared between the two kinds of poetry are; philosophy of masculinity, philosophy of intense reproduction, philosophy of witchcraft/magic, philosophy of life after death/eternity, philosophy of the powers of the dead, philosophy of misfortune and their causes and philosophy of women as sources of problems. What we are saying here is that the two kinds of poetry, and so the societies that performed them, have the same belief that manhood is something very important in the society than womanhood, having many children is something very important in the society and they believe that if a person dies he still lives and becomes very powerful to help other people on earth (Dickson and Ellingworth, 1969; Van Pelt, 1971; Hodza and Fortune, 1979:35; and Koponen, 1988; McCall, 1995:115). Such beliefs are seen in some examples of traditional poetry as in a Bahaya recitation called Nkachumita Limoi (I Aimed Once). It says:

Natonya nk’orulabyo, ninye Niyegira eya Ngaiza 

I come like a THUNDER, I Niyegira son of Ngaiza 

Ngaiza eya Ruyango 

Ngaiza son of Ruyango

Ruyango eya Karashani 

Ruyango son of Karashani 

Karashani eya Keitirimba 

Karashani son of Keitirimba

Here we see the poet mentions his forefathers and relates them to his successes. Mulokozi (2002:28) presents that the arrangement of the names of the ancestors was guided with the belief that the current ancestor is more powerful than the old one and that father’s ancestor was very powerful than mother’s. The same idea is supported by Hodza and Fortune (1979:14). That very thing is seen in Bongo Flavor poetry. The philosophy of death, life after death and the powers of the ancestors go hand in hand with the philosophy of misfortune and their causes. Failure to pay tributes to ancestors or violating some taboos is taken as the source of problems in the society. Its solution is seen in the hands of the same ancestors and gods. 

On the side of philosophy of women as sources of problems it goes parallel with the philosophy of masculinity. In this philosophy it is believed that women are weak, lazy and the cause of problem. That is why many poets would prefer to associate themselves to the qualities of manhood than to those of womanhood. A good example of this is seen in the Bongo Flavor artists cited above where we have names like TMK Wanaume Family (A Family of Men from Temeke) and TMK Wanaume Halisi (Real men from Temeke). These names give credit to manhood.

4. Conclusion

I present here the argument that despite all the changes African societies are passing through, some philosophies are preserved and reflected in their literature. This presents the argument that the modern poetry have its root in the traditional poetry and that the two are similar in many aspects. This is supported by Jamieson (1975) who claims that even written literature is originated   from oral literature.  It is also argued that even romantic literature is built on the foundation of epic which had been there since then (Devatine, 2009; Adejumo, 2009). As we argued elsewhere, (Samwel, 2012a:67), this therefore proves that genres of literature change where old one may die and give rise to the new one. But the new genres are always built on the philosophies and foundations of the old genre. 
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� Recitations have been named differently among African societies. Such names include majigambo (Kiswahili), ebyebugo (Haya), makùmbù (Ciluba), lukúmbú (Kilega), magómbó (Kikomo), thandumunu (Kiyaka) and pshiphato (Kithonga). Other names are zamu or jamu (Songhay), jammoore (Kifula); oriki (Yoruba), izibongo (Zulu), lithoko (Xhoso),  kirari (Hausa); tige (Dogon); yulaki (Kiguro) (Babalola, 1966; Guma, 1967; Hodza and Fortune, 1979; Rubanza, 1994; Mulokozi, 1996; Kabuta, 1997). This proves that recitations are literary works that are widespread in African societies�.





� Beef is a word used in Bongo Flavor music to mean struggle or enemity between Bongo Flavor artists, studios and producers. These beefs have created competition among artists, studios and music producers and made some artist to quit their groups and join other ones. The beefs are over music, women, business or other issues.


� Traditional taarab which has given rise to the mipasho taarab has existed since long during the reign of Sultan Seyyid Barghash. We are told that taarab music was brought by Barghash who started by bringing in taarab musicians from Egypt to entertain him. Later he sent a person called Muhamed Ibrahim to Egypt to learn taarab for the same purpose. It is Muhamed Ibrahim who is said to be a person who formed the first taarab troupe in Zanzibar. Later taarab spread to other places including Tanganyika (Khatib, 1992:1). Though traditional taarab started long ago, mipasho taarab – which is said to be filled with self praises -  started during the end of 1980s and reached its heyday in 2000s. Mipasho taarab is therefore a modern kind of taarab. We are not saying here that traditional taarab had no self praises, it had but not as many as those seen in mipasho taarab (Philip, 2009; Samwel, 2012a). Moreover as we argued earlier, Bongo Flavor music, which is also filled with self praises just like mipasho taarab, started in the 1980 and reached its heyday in 1990 to the present (Peek and Kwesi, 2004; Omari, 2009). Dance music on the other side, started in 1930s and spread much during the decolonisation struggles. The first dance music band was Dar es Salaam Jazz Band which was formed in 1932 and followed by other regional bands such as Tabora Jazz Band and Morogoro Jazz Band (Graebner, 2000). Since the three kinds of music (mipasho taarab, Bongo Flavor  and dance music) are considered modern due to the time of their emergence, the kind of poetry embodied therein is also considered modern.





� Kabambanjogera is a leader of the war, a commander (Rubanza, 1994)


� Alpha and omega are Greek letters in Greek alphabet system. Alpha is the first letter of the alphabet and omega is the last letter. By saying I am alpha and omega, Mr. 2 meant that he was the first and the last, the beginning and the end. The same thing was said by Jesus in the Holy Bible to claim his superiority over other prophets (Tanzania Bible Society, 1997).


� In Bongo Flavor culture deep kissing goes hand in hand with sex. So by implication the poet here was claiming to have been making sex with other peoples’ women. 


� Temeke is one of the streets in Dar es Salaam city in Tanzania found in Temeke district. The District is believed to be the poorest of all the districts that make up Dar es Salaam City. Therefore most of the people in this district are believed to be living a hard life. This is Why Diamond in his song “Mbagala” says that he loosed a girl because he is from Mbagala which is a place of poor people. Mbagala is also in Temeke district. In Bongo Flavor music living hard life is one of the things a person can boast about (See Omari, 2009; Samwel, 2012a). 


� Orubisi is a Bahaya traditional beer made from bananas.


� Wigashe is a Sukuma dance. The name “Wigashe” comes from a Sukuma word “kwigasha” meaning “sitting down.” Wigashe dances were given the name because they were performed while all other artist except their leader is seated. They were singing while seated (Songoyi, 2005:135).








