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ALLIES OR ADVERSARIES? CHEWAS AND TUMBUKAS  
IN ZAMBIA AND MALAWI

In a 2004 article in the American Political Science Review, Daniel Posner examines why cultural 
differences become politicized in some contexts but not others. Specifically, he tries to explain 
why two ethnic groups, Chewas and Tumbukas, are allies in Zambia but adversaries in Malawi. 
Zambia and Malawi are two neighboring countries in sub-Saharan Africa. The border between 
the two countries was arbitrarily drawn by the British South Africa Company in 1891. No 
attention was paid to the distribution of ethnic groups when the border was drawn, so 
roughly two-thirds of all Chewas and Tumbukas found themselves living in Malawi, whereas 
the remaining third found themselves living in Zambia.

In his study of the Chewas and Tumbukas, Posner examined life in four villages along the 
Malawi-Zambia border. Two of the four villages were Chewa villages—one was just inside 
Malawi, and the other was just a few miles away across the border in Zambia. The other two 
villages were Tumbuka villages—again, one was just inside Malawi, and the other was just a 
few miles away in Zambia. Using survey questions, Posner first attempted to see if the Chewas 
and Tumbukas really were distinct cultural and ethnic groups. On numerous important 
dimensions, he found that they were. For example, he found that Chewas speak Chichewa 
and dance the nyau, whereas Tumbukas speak Chitumbuka and dance the vinbuza. In 
addition, he found that although Tumbuka parents must pay seven cows to have their 
daughters married, Chewa parents need pay only one chicken. These cultural and ethnic 
differences between Chewas and Tumbukas were equally strong in Malawi and Zambia. In 
other words, Chewas and Tumbukas represented distinct identity categories in both countries.

To examine whether these identity categories were actually salient and politicized, Posner 
asked other survey questions. One question asked whether the respondent would vote for a 
presidential candidate from the other ethnic group. Sixty-one percent of Chewas and 
Tumbukas in Malawi said that they would not vote for a presidential candidate from the other 
ethnic group; in contrast, just 21 percent of Chewas and Tumbukas in Zambia made a similar 
statement. A second survey question asked whether the respondent would marry a member 
of the other ethnic group. Fifty-five percent of the Chewas and Tumbukas in Malawi said that 
they would not marry a member of the other ethnic group; in contrast, just 24 percent of 
those in Zambia made a similar statement. These (and other) survey results clearly indicate that 
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