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1 0BIntroduction 
This survey was conducted in order to obtain information concerning the Sichela speech 
community and their language variety. The Sichela people live in southwestern Tanzania, south 
of Lake Rukwa (see Map 1 below for the location of the Sichela speaking area in Tanzania).  
 
During a survey trip to the Wanda speaking area conducted by SIL in 1997 (see Daggett et al 
1999), it became known that there is an ethnic group neighbouring the Wanda known as the 
Sichela. This group is largely undocumented in the existing literature. Therefore, it was decided 
that the SIL Tanzania Language Assessment Team undertake an investigation to clarify the 
status of the Sichela as an ethnic group as well as their language variety. 
 
This research was carried out by the authors during two days in September 2004. 
 
The authors wish to thank the many people who made the research possible: Mbeya Region 
offices, Mbozi District offices, government officials on local levels, church leaders and the many 
individuals who spoke with members of the research team. The authors wish to express their 
appreciation for the co-operation and assistance provided, without which it would have been 
impossible to conduct the research.  
 

 
Map 1. Location of the Sichela speaking area in Tanzania 
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2 1BBackground information 
In this section, some background information on the Sichela speech community is given. The 
classification of neighbouring languages according to various sources in the literature is also 
presented here.  

2.1 Previous research 
The only known information about the Sichela speech community is Daggett et al (1999), who 
mention them in their report on the Wanda people. According to their research, the Sichela live 
mixed with the Nyamwanga in the Chilulumo and Ivuna Wards of Kamsamba Division, Mbozi 
District of Mbeya Region. They are reported to be descendants of the Nyakyusa people who 
came from Kyela to the Wanda area. They defeated the Wanda in battle, settled in the Wanda 
area and intermarried with them. The Wanda now say that the modern Sichela speak Wanda with 
a different accent. 

2.2 Language classification 
The Sichela language variety is not mentioned in any of the classifications of the neighbouring 
languages. As a background to this report, the classification of the closely related languages 
Wanda and Nyamwanga are given. 
 
According to the Ethnologue (Gordon 2005), the Wanda and Nyamwanga languages are 
classified as Niger-Congo, Atlantic-Congo, Volta-Congo, Benue-Congo, Bantoid, Southern, 
Narrow Bantu, Central, M, Nyika-Safwa (M.20). Guthrie (1970:14) classifies Wanda as M.21 and 
Nyamwanga as M.22. The other M.20 languages as listed by Guthrie include Nyiha, Malila, 
Safwa, Iwa, and Tambo. 
 
Nurse (1988:20–23, 59) classifies some of his Corridor Languages into a superordinate “Mwika-
Nyika” grouping. His “Nyika” subgroup consists of Nyiha, Malila, Safwa, Lambya and Tambo. The 
members of the “Mwika” subgroup are Pimbwe, Rungwa, Fipa, Rungu, Mambwe, Wanda, Iwa 
and Namwanga.  
 
The above sources give no information on possible dialectal varieties of Wanda or Nyamwanga.  
 
Daggett et al (1999) report that according to the Wanda themselves, Nyamwanga is one of the 
languages most closely related to their own, and that they can understand when a Nyamwanga 
person speaks. However, when the Wanda were asked whether they think they could understand 
a Bible translated into Nyamwanga, several people said that they would not understand all of it. 
 

3 2BPurpose and approach 
The purpose of this research was to determine if there is a need for a language development 
project in the Sichela language variety, or if the Sichela could use literature in a related language 
variety. 
 
The approach and methodology of the research are dealt with in this section. Section X3.1 X 
presents the research locations. Sections X3.2 X and X3.3 X contain a description of how interviews and 
observation were conducted. Finally, the wordlist methodology is accounted for in section X3.4 X. 

3.1 Research locations 
For the purpose of this survey, research was conducted in four villages in Ivuna Ward, 
Kamsamba Division, Mbozi District of Mbeya Region. Government offices were first visited in 
order to obtain general information about the languages in the area. The research locations were 
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then chosen on the basis of this information as well as information obtained from other 
knowledgeable people. Below is a list of the research locations. These are also marked on  
Map 2. 
 

• Ivuna  
• Itumbula  
• Lwatwe  
• Mkomba 

 
Map 2. Research locations 

3.2 Interviews 

3.2.1 7BGovernment officials 
Government offices at each administrative level were visited during the course of the research in 
order to gain permission for the work. In many cases, the officials were also interviewedF

1
F to give 

their opinions on various issues concerning the Sichela speech community. In each research 
location, either the Village Executive Officer or the Village Chairman was interviewed. 

                                            
1 For a complete government official interview schedule, see Appendix A (available upon request). 
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3.2.2 8BChurch leaders 
When conducting research in a research location, an effort was made to speak to at least one 
leader of every Christian denomination present in that village. However, only in the village of 
Itumbula were religious leaders available for an interview. In that village five religious leaders 
from five different denominations were interviewed. They were asked questionsF

2
F about a variety 

of issues, including language use within their church.  

3.2.3 9BSchool officials 
For the purpose of this survey, one school official was interviewedF

3
F concerning the Sichela 

speech community, and in particular regarding the language with respect to schools and 
education.  

3.2.4 10BGroup interviews 
For the purpose of the group interviews, village leaders were asked to assemble a group of at 
least 20 people, preferably more, of all ages from the particular research location. On one 
occasion, in the village of Mkomba, a reduced interview was carried out spontaneously with a 
group of villagers who was already gathered. However, in the other research locations the full 
interview schedule was used. In the villages of Ivuna, Itumbula and Lwatwe, the groups consisted 
of more than 20 people, both men and women of different ages. 
 
Each group was asked a variety of questionsF

4
F concerning the language(s) spoken in that 

particular research location, and neighbouring areas as well as other questions related to 
language use. All the answers given were written down. General observations, such as the 
reaction of the group to certain questions or answers, were also noted. Other factors, such as 
group dynamics, which may have influenced the answers given by the group, were also taken 
into account. 

3.2.5 11BInformal interviews 
During the course of the research, several people were interviewed informally to find out their 
opinions about language use in the area. These people included government officials and church 
leaders, as well as knowledgeable elders in the community. 

3.3 Observation 
As the above procedures were conducted, further insight into the various language issues was 
gained by means of observation. This was particularly pertinent during the group interviews 
where the reactions of others to the answers of one person were often a good indicator as to 
whether the majority of those gathered agreed with what was being said.  

3.4 Wordlist 

3.4.1 12BElicitation procedures and data sources 
For the purpose of comparing Sichela with other language varieties, one wordlist was taken in the 
village of Ivuna.  
 
The Village Executive Officer was asked for help in selecting five or six participants between the 
ages of 30 and 50, both men and women. It was requested that only those people who were born 
in the village and were good speakers of the local language variety should be chosen as 
participants. In addition, they should not have lived away from the village for any significant period 
of time. These criteria were fully met. 
                                            
2 For a complete local religious leader interview schedule, see Appendix B (available upon request). 
3 For a complete teacher interview schedule, see Appendix C (available upon request). 
4 For a complete group interview schedule, see Appendix D (available upon request). 
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The elicitation list used consisted of 236 lexical itemsF

5
F and contained a mixture of grammatical 

categories, including nouns, verbs, adjectives and question wordsF

6
F. Elicitation was carried out 

using the corresponding Swahili word.  
 
The forms were first elicited from the wordlist participants and written down in broad phonetic 
transcription using the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). Tone was not noted. The verbs 
were elicited in both the progressive present and the imperative. For some verbs (i.e. anajua “he 
knows”) it was more natural to elicit the perfect form (i.e. amejua) of the word.  
 
Where there was disagreement within the group, consensus was sought. Synonyms were noted 
but not intentionally sought. Sometimes multiple forms were elicited spontaneously, either when 
writing down the forms or later when recording them. If the participants agreed that the meaning 
was the same for the two forms, they were counted as synonyms. Finally, all the forms were 
recorded on a minidisk to facilitate further analysis.  
 

3.4.2 13BAnalysis 
The comparison presented in section X4 X is a synchronic lexical comparison between the wordlist 
taken in IvunaF

7
F and the SIL Wanda wordlistF

8
F, the CBOLD Nyamwanga wordlistF

9
F, the CBOLD 

Bungu wordlistF

10
F the SIL Nyiha of Mbozi wordlistF

11
F. 

 
Since this is a synchronic comparison where the present day situation is considered, loan words 
remain in the data. 
 
The five italic items in the elicitation list are semantically close to the preceding items and have 
not been counted in the analysis if the elicited form is consistently the same as the previous form 
in all languages compared (e.g. child/son and moon/month). These items helped, however, to 
narrow down the correct meaning for the other items in roman type.  
 
One of the authors of this paper elicited two of the wordlists, namely the Sichela wordlist and the 
Nyiha of Mbozi wordlist, during the same research trip. The other wordlists, however, were taken 
by other researchers at other times with different elicitation lists, so the number of comparable 
items varies according to the wordlists being compared. 
 
The Nyamwanga-Sichela and Bungu-Sichela comparisons consist of 196 comparable items each 
and the Wanda-Sichela comparison consists of 188 items. One should also bear in mind that the 
reliability of these three comparisons is somewhat diminished due to possible differences in 
methodology between researchers. 
 
3.4.2.1 27BProbable cognates 
The main purpose of the wordlist comparison was to investigate the intelligibility between Sichela 
and neighbouring language varieties. Since it is the phonetic similarity that to a high degree 
determines whether a word will be understood, the “inspection method” (see Sanders 1977) was 
employed for computing the wordlist cognates. Therefore, in this synchronic comparison, words 
with the same meaning are called “probable cognates” if they are phonetically similar.  
                                            
5 In this report, the term ‘gloss' means the meaning in English/Swahili whereas a ‘form’ denotes a word as 

elicited in the research locations. The gloss and all the forms associated with it are an ‘item’ 
6 See Appendix E for a complete elicitation list for the wordlist (available upon request). 
7 See Appendix F for the complete Sichela wordlist (available upon request). 
8 See Daggett et al (1999). 
9 See Nurse & Philippson (1975). 
10 See Nurse & Philippson (1975). 
11 See Lindfors, Woodward and Nagler (2005a). 
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As “inspection method” is a rather vague term, the criteria for determining phonetic similarity are 
accounted for in this section. All examples are taken from the wordlist data. 
 
 
Adjectives 
It is generally assumed that there are few true adjectives in Bantu languages. Adjectival concepts 
can be expressed in several other ways. Therefore, the adjectives in the wordlist display more 
variety than other word classes. For instance, adjectival concepts are often expressed with verbs. 
Similarly, true adjectives can be verbalized, “to be x” by using the affix -p- (Schadeberg 2003:84). 
There is also an –e ending, which refers to a resultant state (Schadeberg 2003:80). See 
examples in Table 1. These forms have been counted as probable cognates. 
 
Table 1: Adjectival expressions 
jatalimpa to be long 
citalimpe long (state) 
intali long 
 
There is a regular Bantu suffix, –u, which adjectivizes verbs (Labroussi 1999:338), as illustrated 
by the examples in Table 2. Forms that follow this pattern have been counted as probable 
cognates. 
 
Table 2: adjectivized verbs 
cakula to be big 
kulu big 

 
 
Spirantization 
Spirantization is a phonological process that accounts for the fact that consonants are frequently 
realised differently before high and non-high vowels (Hyman 2003:53). This process is evident for 
example when the adjectival suffix [-u] is used. Most commonly, stops, but also [l], are changed 
into fricatives as illustrated below. Whenever two forms reflect this process they are counted as 
probable cognates, as illustrated in Table 3. 
 
Table 3: Spirantization 
caola to be rotten 
iozu rotten 

 
 
Metathesis 
Metathesis is a process whereby two syllables change place. If the difference between two forms 
can be attributed to metathesis, they have been counted as probable cognates. See examples in 
Table 4. 
 
Table 4: Metathesis 
ulumili tongue 
ululimi tongue 
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Derivational suffixes 
Verbal derivational suffixes were found in some of the forms. These were identified, and only the 
roots were regarded when counting probable cognates. Table 5 shows the regular verb 
extensions [-i-] for causative and [-at-] for tentive (or contactive) (Schadeberg 2003:77). 
 
Table 5: Derivational suffixes 
akuwaza he counts 
akuwazia he counts 
 
akua he barks 
ikuata he barks 

 
 
Extra syllable(s) 
In some cases, two forms differ only by one or two extra syllables of unknown origin, but the root 
is clearly the same. These forms have been counted as probable cognates. See Table 6 for 
examples. 
 
Table 6: Extra syllable(s) 
akopa he fears 
akoopa he fears 
akwoopa he fears 
 
akusohomola he coughs 
aukosomola he coughs 
akukola he coughs 
 
iwe stone 
aliwe stone 
ijalawe stone 
 
 
In addition to the processes dealt with above, the sounds displayed in Table 7 where counted as 
the same for the purpose of this comparison: 
 
Table 7: Sounds counted as the same in the count of probable cognates 
e = i 
o = u 
 = k 
vw, fw, j = h 
dj = lj 
pw = pj 
ns = nz, mp 
N = k, w 
CF

12 = NCF

13 
                                            
12 Consonant 
13 Prenasalised consonant 
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In this section, the decision making process for counting probable cognates has been described. 
This procedure is intended to facilitate the correct identification of forms that could be recognized 
by all speakers from the different language varieties.  

4 3BResults 
In this section, the results of the research are presented. First, a short presentation of the 
demographics, culture and history of the Sichela speech community is given. Second, the Sichela 
language variety is discussed with reference to various factors that are relevant to a potential 
language development project. 

4.1 Demographics, culture and history 
This section provides some basic information about the Sichela ethnic group in terms of location, 
population, livelihood, living conditions and history. 

4.1.1 14BLocation and boundaries 
During the time spent in the Sichela area, it was consistently reported that the Sichela speech 
community live to the south of Lake Rukwa, in and around the small town of Ivuna. 
Administratively, they are located mostly in Ivuna Ward, Kamsamba Division in Mbozi District, 
Mbeya Region. It is possible that there are also a small number of Sichela living in Kamsamba 
and Chilulumo Wards. 
 
To the west, the Sichela are bordered by the Wanda people, to the southwest by the 
Nyamwanga, to the southeast by the Nyiha, and to the east by the Bungu people. The northern 
limit of the Sichela people is the shore of Lake Rukwa, on the other side of which live Bungu 
speakers. The Sichela live quite a distance from major centres. 
 
Map 3 shows the area inhabited by the Sichela speech community and the ethnic groups 
surrounding them. 
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Map 3: The area inhabited by the Sichela speech community and neighbouring groups 

4.1.2 15BPopulation 
The Tanzania Government Census (2002) gives a figure of 21,690 people living in Ivuna Ward. 
From talking to local government officials and other knowledgeable people, it is estimated that 
around 90 to 95% of the people in Ivuna Ward are ethnically Sichela. From these figures, an 
estimate of 20,000 Sichela people is obtained. 

4.1.3 16BLivelihood & living conditions 
The Sichela farm crops such as millet, maize, sweet potatoes, sesame and sunflower seeds. The 
Village Executive Officer in Itumbula reported that in addition to farming, villagers also harvest 
salt. In the past there was a market for this kind of salt, but presently it is very difficult to sell 
unrefined salt. It was also reported that transportation is a general problem that prevents the 
villagers from selling their surplus produce at larger markets. Some Sichela in the villages of 
Samang'ombe and Lwatwe also fish in Lake Rukwa. 
 
It was reported in each research location that there is a lack of clean water in the area. There are 
some wells from a long time ago, but the water is now alkaline and therefore not potable. In order 
to get water, people have to dig in the ground. Furthermore, it was noted that many people, 
especially children, displayed signs of malnutrition.  

4.1.4 17BHistory 
The background information from Daggett et al (1999), regarding the history of the Sichela 
people, was confirmed in various locations during the trip. The Sichela reported that they 
originate from the town of Kyela, an area inhabited by the Nyakyusa people. It was unknown as to 
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when the Sichela people first arrived in the area where they now live, but the people spoken to 
agreed that it was before their grandparents were born.  
 
The name Sichela originates from the meaning ‘from Kyela’. The Sichela people refer to 
themselves as Awasichela. 

4.2 Clustering strategy 
This section deals with three issues that need to be taken into account when considering the 
possibility of including Sichela in a language cluster project:F

14
F language vitality, linguistic 

relationships and social relationships. The language vitality section is intended to answer the 
question as to whether or not the language is still used and passed on to the children. The degree 
of language vitality indicates the likelihood of the language being used in future generations. The 
linguistic and cultural relationships between the Sichela speaking community and the surrounding 
ethnic groups are indicators of how these language groups could work together in a language 
development project. 

4.2.1 18BLanguage vitality 
In order to determine the vitality of the Sichela language variety, the following areas were 
investigated: 
• Domains of language use 

a. Children’s use of Sichela 
b. Domains of use of Sichela and Swahili among adults 

• Attitudes that the Sichela people have towards their own language variety. 
 
4.2.1.1 28BDomains of language use 
This section addresses which languages are being used in the community. During the group 
interviews, questions related to this issue were asked. The teacher interviewed also gave his 
comments on language use in the Sichela area. 
 
Before they enter school, the children in the Sichela area tend to use only the Sichela language 
variety. The majority of participants in each of the four groups agreed on this. However, some 
participants in the village of Lwatwe said that pre-school children also speak some Wanda. This 
general consensus was confirmed by the teacher’s comments. This teacher also commented that 
children do not know Swahili before starting school, but that they have usually learnt it by 
standard three. 
 
Once children have entered school, they use more Swahili. Two groups said that school-aged 
children use both Swahili and their mother tongue when playing; one group said they use only 
Sichela, and one said they use only Swahili. 
 
In all of the group interviews, people agreed that children and young people speak Sichela well, 
the way it should be spoken. 
 
In all the villages visited, Sichela was reported to be the language of work and home. If the 
Sichela meet other Sichela in town, and there are only Sichela present, all groups agreed that 
they would use the Sichela language variety. In the village of Lwatwe, they said they might also 
use Wanda. 
 

                                            
14 The term “language cluster” refers to two or more languages that work together with a shared language 
development strategy, sharing personnel and resources. Languages may be grouped together to form a 
cluster based on linguistic relatedness, social relationships, and/or geographic proximity. 
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Swahili is the language of instruction in primary schools in Tanzania. Teachers use Swahili in 
class and among themselves. However, the teacher who was interviewed reported that school 
children tend to use mainly the Sichela language variety when they are playing during breaks. 
According to the teacher, very little Swahili is used in the villages. The Sichela people mainly use 
their mother tongue. 
 
Swahili is the main language used in churches. However, Sichela is used alongside Swahili in 
order to ensure that all people understand. According to four of five interviewed religious leaders, 
there are some Sichela speakers in church who do not understand Swahili sufficiently to follow 
the service. These are especially older people and those who never went to school. 
 
4.2.1.2 29BAttitudes 
The attitude that people have towards their own language is also an important indicator of 
language vitality. 
 
The Sichela speakers seem to have a positive attitude towards their own language variety. They 
are speaking it to their children and most of them believe outsiders should learn it if they move 
into the Sichela area. They reported that they would even use it in a mixed ethnic environment 
such as in a town. 
 
Speaking the Sichela language variety is also closely associated with the identity of being a 
Sichela. Two groups were asked if there are any Sichela who do not speak the Sichela language 
variety, to which both groups replied that there are not. 
 
During three group interviews, questions were asked about the future of the Sichela language 
variety. All three groups said that the Sichela would continue to speak their own language variety 
in the future. They believe that their grandchildren would still be speaking Sichela when they grow 
up, and that it is very important to keep speaking the language citing “because it is our own”. 
 
When the groups were asked which language they prefer to speak in general, the young people 
in two locations said they prefer to use both Swahili and Sichela, depending on who is present. 
They sometimes prefer Swahili because it can be used between language groups. In Lwatwe, 
however, the young people said they prefer to use Sichela or Wanda only. 
 
The adult men and women in the two groups, where this question was asked, said that generally 
they prefer to speak Sichela. Only if there were outsiders present would they speak Swahili. For 
instance, when they go to the market outside the Sichela area, they speak Swahili in order to be 
able to communicate with people from other language groups. 
 
4.2.1.3 30BConclusions for language vitality 
Within the Sichela speaking area, Sichela is the first language of the children. Among adults, 
Sichela is the main language used in everyday life, with Swahili used to facilitate communication 
with people of other language groups. There was consensus among the Sichela speakers that 
their language will continue to be used by future generations. Therefore, one can conclude that 
the Sichela language variety is at this point in time vital for in-group communication, with few 
indicators of language shift. 

4.2.2 19BLinguistic relationships 
The linguistic relationships between Sichela and the surrounding languages were investigated 
both subjectively, by asking the Sichela themselves about the intelligibility of other languages, 
and more objectively by means of a wordlist comparison. The results are presented in the 
following section. 
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4.2.2.1 31BPerceived similarity and intelligibility between Sichela and neighbouring 
languages 
In order to investigate the intelligibility between Sichela and the neighbouring language varieties, 
the group interview participants, as well as the village leaders were asked to give their 
perceptions of how similar the Sichela language variety is to Wanda, Nyamwanga, Bungu, and 
the Nyiha of Mbozi District. 
 
UWanda 
Most people in the groups gathered in the villages of Lwatwe and Itumbula said that Wanda and 
Sichela are “the same language” with a few different words and different pronunciation. They 
reported that speakers of these two languages have no problems understanding each other, and 
that even a 6-year old Sichela can understand a Wanda speaker. 
 
When the Sichela were asked if they could use books written in Wanda, most people said yes. In 
Lwatwe, they said that they would understand most of it, but not all. 
 
UNyamwanga 
The group in Itumbula said that the Nyamwanga and Sichela varieties are somewhat similar. The 
group in Ivuna reported that Nyamwanga is similar to Sichela, but that there is a difference in 
pronunciation. They claimed that a 6-year-old Sichela child could understand Nyamwanga. 
 
The people were then asked if they think they could use books written in Nyamwanga. Many, 
especially those who had tried to read the Nyamwanga Bible,F

15
F said that it would be difficult. They 

reported that they would understand some of it, but not all. 
 
UBungu and the Nyiha of Mbozi District  
The groups in all the Sichela research locations agreed that the neighbouring languages Bungu 
and Nyiha of Mbozi District are different languages from theirs. The Sichela reported that the only 
contact they have with the speakers of these languages is through business. 
 
4.2.2.2 32BActual lexical similarity between Sichela and neighbouring languages 
In this section, the result of the analysis of the wordlist taken in the research location is 
presented.  
 
The Sichela wordlist taken in IvunaF

16
F was compared with four wordlists of neighbouring 

languages: Wanda, Nyamwanga, Bungu, and the Nyiha of Mbozi District. Table 8 shows the 
percentages of probable cognates between Sichela and Wanda, Nyamwanga, Bungu, and the 
Nyiha of Mbozi District, according to the methodology outlined in section X3.4 X. 
 
Table 8: Percentages of probable cognates between the Sichela wordlist and those of 
neigbouring languages. 

 Sichela
Sichela  100%
Wanda  86%
Nyamwanga 78%
Bungu 63%
Nyiha of Mbozi District 47%
 

                                            
15 The Nyamwanga Bible was published by the Bible Society of Zambia in 1982 (Mojola 1999:104). 
16 For the complete wordlist see Appendix F. 



 16

4.2.2.3 33BConclusions to linguistic relationships 
The wordlist comparison suggests that Wanda and Nyamwanga are the languages lexically 
closest to Sichela. This concurs with the people’s own perceptions of which languages are most 
similar to their own. Furthermore, it became clear during the interviews that most people believed 
Wanda was easier to understand than Nyamwanga.  
 
On the basis of lexical comparison as well as perceived intelligibility, it is suggested that Sichela 
be classified as a dialect of Wanda. 

4.2.3 20BSocial relationships 
The following section deals with social issues within the Sichela language group, as well as their 
relationship with the surrounding ethnic groups. 
 
4.2.3.1 34BSocial cohesion and homogeneity  
Social cohesion may be investigated by looking at six different issues: linguistic, cultural, 
geographical, political, economic, and socio-religious dimensions (Watters 1989).  
 
The Sichela speaking area is not very large. The area consists of only about six contiguous 
villages within one administrative ward. All groups interviewed agreed that there is a great deal of 
cooperation between the Sichela villages. They visit each other for weddings, funerals and 
business matters. Therefore, in terms of geographical, cultural and political dimensions the 
Sichela appear to be a cohesive ethnic group. 
 
Historically, the Sichela are reported to have come from Kyela in the Nyakyusa area. All the 
Sichela that were interviewed shared this view of their history. The socio-religious composition 
among the Sichela is quite homogeneous. The Roman Catholic Church is the dominant 
denomination in the area, although it was reported that many people also follow their traditional 
religion.  
 
Due to time constraints on the research team, a wordlist was taken in only one location. 
Therefore it was not possible to compare the varieties of Sichela spoken in the various villages. 
However, during the group interviews, people said that there are only small variations in the 
Sichela spoken in the different villages.  
 
4.2.3.2 35BRelationships with neighbouring languages 
Specific questions were asked to obtain information about the interaction between the Sichela 
speaking community and the neighbouring language groups. Questions about these relationships 
were asked during group interviews as well as village leader interviews. Some information was 
gained during informal interviews as well. 
 
The Sichela seem to have a good relationship with the Wanda as well as the Nyamwanga. 
Intermarriage between these speech communities was reported to be common. During the group 
interview in Lwatwe, the people said they were all Wanda. However, they argued profusely about 
whether they spoke Wanda or Sichela, with some even saying that they are Nyamwanga.  
 
The interviewees further reported that the Sichela also intermarry with Nyakyusa, Nyiha, Fipa, 
Maasai and Sukuma. There is cooperation between the Sichela and other ethnic groups in the 
division. There was no indication of a negative relationship between the Sichela and any other 
neighbouring group. 
 
4.2.3.3 36BConclusions to social relationships 
To conclude, the Sichela are a cohesive ethnic group. They reportedly have a good relationship 
with their neighbours, especially the Wanda and the Nyamwanga. 
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4.2.4 21BCentrality 
Another factor in considering how the Sichela could fit into a language cluster project is that of 
centrality. This factor evaluates the Sichela in relation to the surrounding ethnic groups based on 
the amount of current literature, development, population size, and geographic accessibility. 
 
It was reported that there has never been any literature written in the Sichela language variety. It 
was also reported that no organizations such as churches, missions or development 
organizations have been involved in any developmental projects in the Sichela area, except for a 
Catholic Mission that had given seeds to the people recently. One of the reasons for the lack of 
development in the Sichela area is the geographic inaccessibility. The Sichela people consistently 
reported that the roads leading to the area are of a poor standard and that they are impassable 
for at least half of the year. As mentioned in section X4.1.2 X, the number of Sichela speakers is 
estimated to be about 20,000.  
 
In conclusion, many factors reveal that the Sichela are not the central speech community in the 
area. 

4.2.5 22BConclusions for clustering strategy 
First, it can be concluded that Sichela seems to be a vital language variety. Considering the 
Sichela speaking community and their social and linguistic relationships with their neighbours, the 
data presented indicate that the Sichela language variety should be considered a dialect of the 
Wanda language and that Sichela speakers are likely to be able to use written material in Wanda.  
 
Secondly, the Sichela have positive attitudes towards their neighbours. Being a non-central 
language variety, it is suggested that the Sichela be served by written material in Wanda. 
Furthermore, Wanda and Nyamwanga could benefit from being part of a cluster project sharing 
personnel and resources.  

4.3 Community vision 
This section describes how likely the Sichela people are to get involved in a language 
development project. First, the educational level is discussed. Secondly, the community’s 
participation in general development is taken as an indicator of probable participation in other 
development projects. The expressed interest in mother tongue development is also discussed 
here. 

4.3.1 23BEducational level 
In the course of the research, one teacher in the Sichela area was interviewed. The school in 
Lwatwe, where the interviewee worked, had 414 students enrolled. Approximately 80% of these 
were ethnically Sichela. The teacher reported that only about 60% of the students enrolled attend 
school regularly. In 2004 there were 123 students enrolled in Standard One, whereas Standard 
Seven had only 15 students. However, he reported that before the year 2000, when primary 
education became free for all children, there was only a 25% enrolment. Very few students from 
this area continue in education beyond standard seven. This year two students, and last year one 
student, continued to secondary school. Currently, the nearest secondary school is in the town of 
Kamsamba, although the Village Executive Officer in the village of Itumbula said that there are 
plans to build one in the Sichela area. 
 
The village leaders interviewed in other villages reported that between 25 and 80% of the children 
go to school in their respective villages.  
 
According to the teacher interviewed in the village of Lwatwe, many parents in the area do not 
see the importance of educating their children. However, he reported that some parents are 
slowly becoming aware of the benefits of education. 
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4.3.2 24BDevelopment participation 
It was reported in the government offices that there have been no self-initiated development 
projects or government projects in the area. They added that there have not been any NGOs 
working in the Sichela area either. 
 
The Sichela people in each research location repeatedly asked the researchers for help in 
addressing their problems, specifically the issues of healthcare, transportation and clean water. 
They also requested help with refining and finding a market for the salt that they harvest in the 
area. 

4.3.3 25BInterest in Mother Tongue (MT) development 
The group interview participants, the teacher, the village leaders and the church leaders 
interviewed were all in favour of a MT development project. The teacher commented that it would 
be good for the children to learn to read and write both Swahili and Sichela, the latter because he 
believes that tradition is important. All of the groups interviewed indicated that they would like to 
read Sichela books and write Sichela songs and stories. However, many people said that they 
would also read Wanda books. The young people in the groups said that they would prefer to 
read and write in both Swahili and Sichela.  

4.3.4 26BConclusions for community vision 
The low educational level, as well as the fact that there have been no developmental projects in 
the Sichela area so far, does not favour a community driven MT development project. However, 
the Sichela speakers have a positive attitude towards their mother tongue, and also expressed 
interest in a MT development project (including Bible translation), either in their language variety 
or in the related Wanda language variety.  

5 4BSummary and conclusions 
In this report, the Sichela speech community and their language variety have been investigated.  
 
The Sichela people say that they originate from a traditionally Nyakyusa-speaking area. They 
moved to what was then Wanda territory, defeated the Wanda, and settled there. 
 
The Sichela now live mainly in Ivuna Ward, Kamsamba Division, Mbozi District of Mbeya Region. 
They speak Sichela, which can be considered to be a dialect of Wanda, a neighbouring language. 
The Sichela language variety seems to be vital at this point of time with little indication of 
language shift. 
 
It is suggested in this report that the Sichela would be able to use written material produced in the 
neighbouring Wanda language. They could potentially participate in a Wanda language 
development project, which could share resources in a cluster project with Nyamwanga. The 
Sichela should be considered when developing Wanda orthography in order to make the Wanda 
translation as accessible to the Sichela as possible. 
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6 5BAppendices 
Appendices can be obtained upon request. 
 
Language Assessment Department 
Uganda-Tanzania Branch 
SIL International 
PO Box 60368 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania 
 
survey_utb@sil.org 
 
Appendix A Village Leader Interview Schedule 
Appendix B Local Religious Leader Interview Schedule 
Appendix C Teacher Interview Schedule 
Appendix D Group Interview Schedule 
Appendix E 244-Item Elicitation List 
Appendix F Sichela Wordlist 
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