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Abstract 

The paper is an overview of political and social institutions of the Sayawa in Bauchi 

emirate during the pre-colonial period. The discussion shows how the political and social 

institutions contributed in understanding the pre-colonial history of the Sayawa. The 

paper examines the chieftaincy political system and organization of the Sayawa and traces 

its origin to the first Sayawa chief known as Gwam or Gongolo. Unlike the general belief 

that the Emirate system in the Northern Nigeria was centralized, the Sayawa political 

system was non-centralized using both primary and secondary data, it can be gleaned that 

the Sayawa have several traditional practices ranging from traditions of marriage and 

birth celebrations, circumcision and initiation into adulthood, death, burial and funeral 

rites, belief system and festival ceremony. 
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1.1 Introduction 

Nigeria is the most populous black nation in the world/ Its political economy and cultural 

diversity attracts much attention since its early history.ii Thus, by the beginning of 20th 

century, colonial adventure led to British patrol into Bauchi area and its vicinity. 

Ethnographical materials obtained from colonial records and field work showed enclaves 

of numerous minority social groups.™ Consequently, historians and other scholars have 

been attracted by the large number of ethnic groups and unusual degree of traditional 

practices in the Bauchi area. According to colonial report, the Sayawa founded their 

political and religious homelands at Bogoro, and Dazara, respectively.™ This study is an 

attempt to reconstruct the history of Sayawa community in Bauchi from the earliest time 

to 2009.The name Sayawa and Basaye, respectively, derived its origin from Hausa 

vocabulary, Saya. Although not commonly known, the Sayawa referred to themselves as 

Zaar. Their language, which is divided into dialects, is known Vik Zaar as against 

Sayanci.vThus, the nomenclature associated with the group is, Hausa coinage. In his 

classification of Nigerian languages, Raymond has it that the Sayawabelong to West B 

Group of Chadic language speakers,vi while Abubakar noted cultural assimilation, arising 

from inter-marriage with Sigidawa™ Other accounts also revealed linguistic affinity 

between the Sayawa and both the plain Jarawa and Bioyawa in the Bauchi area. The 

Sayawa live in dispersed indigenous villages in a typical Nigerian savanna of the Bauchi 

area. Their houses are made of mud and hut like any other traditional African setting.viii 

Politically, they recognized Gwom and Seng Wari as heads of administration. Their 

military activities were based upon the use of traditional weapons such as bows and 

arrows, while the economic activities range from agricultural to non-agricultural 

occupation such as mining.iXThe tradition of origin and legend of migration among the 

Sayawa is no different from many African people who trace their ancestry to some parts of 

the world other than being aucthotonous.x Accordingly, the Sayawa claim migration from 

the east around the Lake Chad area of the defunct Kanem Borno Empire which is also the 

present day Chad Republic.XiAccording to Stride and Ifeka, the movementsof many 

Chadic populations in the Lake Chad area was said to have triggered off with the 

deteriorating agricultural economy, occasioned by Saharan desiccation, political instability 

and slave raids.XiiThe legend of this migration, which put the period between 16th and 17th 

centuries suggests south-east movement through several corridors where they sojourned 

until they found solace at Bogoro, around the Bauchi highlands.Prior to the jihad period, 
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the Sayawa have been in Bauchi area in pockets of settlements such as Kurum, Gwaranga, 

Gomlar, Mwari, Bar, Bom, Lere south among others.xiii  

2. The Chieftaincy Political System 

Many African Communities in have evolved with one form of centralize or non-cenralized 

political systems and structures with rich and diverse economies.™ Like many other 

ethnic groups, the Sayawa practiced the chieftaincy system but have no central 

government. The chief among the Sayawa takes the title called Gwom. The title originated 

from one Gwam whom the British colonial report referred to as Gongolo. He is said to be 

the first Sayawa chief and the founder of the Sayawa dynasty in Bogoro.xv The 

chiefperformed political functions such as presiding over the village council which was 

made up of the elderly class in the community. As the custodian of law and order, 

theGwomadjudicated on cases of disputes on farmlands and criminal cases concerning 

murder. He issued punishments ranging from animal sacrifice to exile from the village. 

These punishments which served as a deterrent to other members of the community 

reflected the Sayawa tradition and belief system.™ The eldest person among the family 

was appointed to take the position of leadership by virtue of his agility and good moral 

conduct. It is important to note that while every clan was ruled independently, Bogoro was 

marked as political homeland where the first and indeed the most important Sayawa 

dynasty founded by Gwam (Gongolo), was established. 

The dynasty ruled Bogoro since the period when the Sayawa arrived the Bauchi area 

between the 16thand 17thcenturies from the defunct Kanem Borno Empire (Lake Chad 

area), and indeed several years before the jihad. The Gwam dynasty produced five chiefs 

from that period up to 1815. They were Gwam, Jigawel, Dagawalla, Serki and Beidu. The 

1815 however coincided with the reign ofBeidu and the second phase of the jihad in 

Bauchi Emirate. At this period,Bogoro, the Sayawa political homeland was conquered and 

integrated into the Bauchi Emirate under the Islamic state based on peace treaty known as 

dhimioramana relation. This is a political arrangement under Islamic state in which non-

Muslim community undertakes to pay fine (Jizya) to the Islamic government for its 

protection. It is in this way that until today, the Sayawa community remained under 

Bauchi Emirateinspite of the colonial and postcolonial transformations of the Emirate 

system and the Nigerian communities. This development became defining moment in the 
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future political history of the Sayawa community against the background of agitation for 

the creation of autonomous Sayawa chiefdom from Bauchi Emirate with its attendant 

conflicts between the Sayawa and Hausa or Fulani especially in Bauchi Emirate. 

3. The Priest Chief (Seng Wari) System 

Before the colonial period Sayawa villages practiced the priest chief system known as the 

Seng Wari. The Seng Wari was priest who exercised political power over the Sayawa 

society.3™ Every family or clan appointed its own Seng Wari who acted as its political 

head. The appointment was based upon criteria such as dedication, loyalty, hard work, 

bravery and acceptable moral virtues approved by elderly class. The Seng Wari was 

assisted by the elderly class who served as an advisory body. They therefore ruled over the 

community on the basis of the authority of the Sayawa elders. On the aspect of 

responsibility, the Seng Wari played several roles for the day to day running of the 

Sayawa society. Prominent among their duties were demarcation of boundaries between 

families and settled disputes that arose among aggrieved clans. They were also in charge 

of stranger in the Sayawa communities. They received visitors and offered them necessary 

assistance. It should be noted that although Seng Wari political system has disappeared, 

however, it represent modest form of political administration that kept the virtue of 

Sayawa society.It is in this way that many African Communities put in place a cohesive 

social institutions, and were able to maintain law and order, and social harmony.xviii In 

recent years, however, the phenomenon of cultural domination in northern Nigeria has 

swept several minority groups into the cultural stream of the Hausa. This wave has also 

affected the boundary of Sayawa generation.™ With the adoption of some Hausa political 

titles such as Madaki, Ciroma among others. In the words of Adamu,” although the towns 

of Bauchi are far away from the Hausaland, Hausa culture has become exclusive way of 

life™
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All African groups differ on the basis of their social organizations. The Bauchi area is a 

home for several ethnic groups with different traditional practices ranging from marriage 

celebration, birth, circumcision, funeral rites, belief system and festival. All these 

traditions are common to the Sayawa. Reporting on the Sayawa community, Sir Abubakar 

indicated that: 

In the northern province of Nigeria there are many pagan 

tribes who are still in the primitive stage they seldom leave 

their homes, they have very few wants... But in spite of all 

these they are very happy and quite contented with life as it 

is. They have their owncustom and belief which they 

honour very much. they have adopted hardly anything of the 

more advance people around them. There had never beena 

time when theyseemed to think of anychange in their 

beliefs™ 

Marriage System and Birth Celebration 

Marriage is an integral part of human civilization. One of the significant reasons for 

marriage is to ensure procreation or a continuity of human generation. Among the 

Sayawa, marriage is known as Kapkhintil. It is regarded as significant aspect of the social 

institution. The traditional marriage was based upon cultural value of the Sayawa society. 

Traditionally, marriage was contracted when young men and women attained the ages of 

sixteen or seventeen years which marked the maturity stage.One of the earliest systems of 

the marriage provides that the young man wedged a lady and takes her to his house upon 

mutual understanding between them. He subsequently offered her parents gifts such as 

goat, chicken or corn, based upon his ability. The gifts were regarded as token for loss of 

the services of their daughter. This system allowed polygamy under a tradition known as 

the zaga or gatvomgan, meaning marriage by capture or kidnap in which a man could 

marry another wife whether she was already promise to another man not.xxii Another form 

of traditional marriage was the shili which means promise. This marriage was arranged by 

parents of the two families concerned. The arrangement was on the basis of betrothal and 

often without the consent of the boy and girl who may be young enough to understand the 

plan agreed upon by their parents. Between the ages of nine and ten, the girl was taken to 

the male parent’s family during the annual Lhumzar festival.The arrangement was finally 

transformed into marriage when the two young people attained their maturity stage as 

indicated earlier. This marriage attracted a moderate form of merry making where food 
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and local wine made from guinea corn were several to entertain people before the bride 

was taken to the groom. The birth of new born baby among the Sayawa is considered as a 

major success of marriage. The baby was received into the family with merry making, 

both in the earliest and modern periods. Naming ceremony follows some few days after 

the birth. It was performed between seven and eight days after birth. Both parents and 

grandparents decided the name of the new born baby. 

Circumcision and Initiation 

Circumcision and initiation were restricted to male child and occurred at the ages of 

twelve or thirteen. It was intended to usher the young men into adulthood. It also helped in 

building the Sayawa military capacity through discipline and endurance. Circumcision and 

initiation were done after the children have acquired moral education under supervision of 

the elders. The education began at the age of nine years. “The pagans have their own 

schools of their own creation where the future generations of the tribe are taught the 

beliefs, rules and ways of life of their own people”.xXiii The circumcision was carried out 

by a trained person among the elders. It took place in the forest, for a group of children at 

a time. The circumcised children were left in the forest for several days where only chosen 

elders visited them. During this period, they were training to endure hunger and thirst. 

The essence of this was to produce brave and hardworking youths who could excel 

militarily. Having learnt many secrets of life, the young men were considered responsible 

members of their respective families and equal to every member of the Sayawa tribe. In 

recognition of its membership, the families presented a special leather apron to the young 

men which they were on festive occasions. The gift served as the symbol of initiation into 

the mainstream of the Sayawa society. It should be noted that mothers of the initiated 

children professed not to recognize them because their sons have been possessed by the 

spirit. At this period, the young men were allowed to own farm lands. However, they also 

contributed to the sustenance of the extended families through their farm labour. 

Traditionally, this period marked the beginning of preparation for marriage by the youth; 

however, seldom marry until they were around sixteen to seventeen years old. 

Death, Burial and Funeral Rites 

Death was considered due when the spirit of the ancestors called upon a person to rest in 
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the spiritual world where he departs the physical to spiritual world and lives there 

permanently. This means that an individual has responded to the call of the ancestors. 

Consequently, it was accompanied by befitting burial and funeral rites which were based 

upon social or political status and circumstance of the death of the decease. Generally, the 

death of a prominent person such as Chief or priest, was marked by rituals and 

accompanied by elaborate burial arrangement. As part of the preparation for the burial, a 

one-sided drum was made from a tree obtained from the forest. The drum covered with 

skin from which the hair was not removed. The Chief Priest manipulated the drum to 

produce wu-wu-wusound. Thereafter, goat or sheep was slaughtered and the blood poured 

on legs of the decease (Shindalgin) before burial.xxiv The corpse was dressed in a 

traditional fashion using animal skin and buried around a cave. The (decease) was laid 

into the g rave while the face looked east direction. A traditionally prepared wine was 

served and the decrease was mourned for several days. 

The head of the dead was dug and removed from the grave forty days after the burial. The 

skull was decorated with red clay and cowries, and taken to a ritual ground around the 

hills in Bogoro. Other members of the society, both young and elderly person (mhwr-

dwaatsa) were buried and mourned for three days without elaborate funeral rites. Murder 

among the Sayawa was considered as a sacrilege and punishable by burning the culprit at 

stake. After the death of a man all his properties including the wives were inherited by his 

immediate younger or elder brother. It should however be noted that most of these 

practices have also been replaced by the Christian system while those who have embraced 

Islam recognize the Islamic system.  

Belief System and Festival Ceremony 

Belief system and festival are very significant in African traditions™ Indigenous religious 

have survived for centuries and in the modern world it is regarded as traditional religion 

which goes hand in hand with the customs and practices of the African people™ The 

Sayawa believed in the existence of the Supreme God known as Chong, Chongvon or 

Chonghah. He is regarded as the Creator of man and the earth.Much as the Sayawa 

believed in the existence of the Supreme God they also worship deities (Navalin) inform 

of inanimate objects such as stones and trees, which are represented by the spirit (dodo). 

They believe that the spirit of their ancestors reside in the inanimate objects. Blood 
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sacrifice using small animals such as chicken was common. This was done to seek for 

ancestral protection and appease the gods in times of trouble. Such rituals were performed 

at Bogoro by the chief priest (SarkinTsafi). 

The LhumzarFestival 

The Lhumzar is a compound word from Lhumand Zar which means the Sayawa Month. It 

is an annual festival celebrated by the Sayawa to mark the beginning of the New Year and 

usher in success.3™ The date for the celebration corresponds to the first Saturday of the 

month of November, annually. During this occasion each family prepares a paste of 

guinea corn flour which according to tradition should be smeared on the chest and backs 

of every member of the Sayawa tribe. The essence of this according to the Sayawa 

tradition was to cleanse and prepare them for the challenges of the New Year.During the 

festive period of Sayawa traditional dance known as Mburti Nasr captures public 

attention. Today this dance is popularly called Taka kasha mari in Hausa vocabulary. The 

dancers dress in animal skin decorated with cowries. They also wear facial mask and 

possesses animal horn (jinyar) which they blow to provide music for the dance. Each 

dancer also creates an artificial hunchback using bunch of clothes. The movement of the 

dance is in a circular form. As a period of merry making, several traditional dishes are 

served. During the festive period the major food (na’atd) amongSayawa such as guinea 

corn are serve to welcome gust. The celebration last up to a week. It was used to 

disseminate important information and provide inspiration to members of the Sayawa 

group. In recent years the Lhumzar has become a moment of sober reflection. All Sayawa 

across the country meet at Bogoro and Tafawa Balewa areas to discuss matters of 

common interest such as the socio-economic and political development of their 

community. Highly placed individuals among the Sayawa use the occasion to offer their 

contributions.xxviii 

Conclusion 

The paper has examined the political and social institutions of the sayawa of Bauchi 

Emirate during the pre-colonial period. The major advantage or importance of the paper is 

the fact that it has showcased the pre-colonial civilizations of the sayawa as one member 

of Chadic language groups in the Bauchi Emirate, to the wider world. The paper has 
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exposed the administrative and social traditions of the sayawa to the public especially 

those interested in study or reading literatures on African history. Inspite of the advantages 

of the paper, its major limitations are not dissimilar to many other researches on African 

history. Inadequate literature and poor response of the people including the sayawa to 

provide useful or important information for the research constituted the major limitations 

of the paper. A review of the political and social institutions of the sayawa revealed that 

the groups have their own civilizations. 

The leadership and administrative style, religious and philosophical systems and the 

festival ceremony have guided and shaped the development of the modern sayawa society. 

Although the paper has examined some of the most important pre-colonial political and 

social institutions of the sayawa, it is suggested that further research may be required on 

area such as pre-colonial economy of the sayawa. Such study should explore oral 

traditions in order to reconstruct a comprehensive history of the sayawa in Bauchi 

Emirate. 
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