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THE “SHIRAZI” PROBLEM IN EAST AFRICAN COASTAL HISTORY

J.DE V. ALLEN

One of James Kirkman’s many contributions to the historiography of the eastern coast of
Africa was to cast serious doubt upon earlier notions of a Persian (“Shirazi’) period or
civilisation, conceived of as preceding an “Arab” one and being a major component of coastal
society and culture up to the present day. Writers like Pearce, Ingrams and Hollingsworth
had accepted the idea of such a civilisation, which was not African but the achievement of
an immigrant ruling class, and developed and enlarged on it in various ways. Pearce
(1920: 399 and passim) believed he could discern a distinctive “Shirazi” style of architecture
in the earlier ruins, superseded by an “Arab” style in the later ones. Ingrams, accepting the
idea of a “Shirazi hey-day” (which he associated with the mythical “Zinj Empire”), believed
that, as Persians, the Shirazis would have been Shias — although he admitted that Zanzibaris
seemed to have been Sunnis since earliest times (1931: 133, 153). Hollingsworth, in the
1974 edition of a work originally published in 1929, regarded it as “almost certain” that the
Shirazis introduced to East Africa stone buildings, “‘the manufacture of lime and cement”,
and the arts of wood-carving and weaving cotton (1974: 39—40). And so the idea of a
Persian connection developed, with other writers contributing other hypotheses under the
guise of near-certainties, until Kirkman’s time. As the first professional archaeologist to work
on the coast, he saw quite correctly that the distinction between an earlier “Shirazi” archi-
tecture and a later “Arab” one could not be sustained, since the latter clearly evolved
naturally out of the former. Noting the theory’s other defects, he observed, with character-
istic force and briskness, that

“the distinction between Arabs and Persians is deprecated. It is far better to avoid the use of the term
Persian until there is some evidence of the use of Persian speech and Persian customs which have not
been adopted by the Arabs. No doubt the strongest influence in East Africa in the Middle Ages came
from the Persian Gulf, but the Persian Gulf is no more Persian than the German Ocean (an old name
for the North Sea) is German. Today the dhows of Persian nationality are normally owned and
manned by Arabs who talk Arabic in preference to Persian. No Persian inscriptions have been found in
East Africa” (Kirkman in Strandes 1961: 309-310).

We must be clear about the limits of Kirkman’s strictures. He does not say that there were
no early Persian settlers, only that we have no epigraphic evidence of them, while words and
customs of Persian origin cited by Krumm (1940) and others might well have come through
the medium of the Arabs. Nor, in this passage, does he mention “Shirazis™ at all, and his
observations apply to them only in so far as his predecessors had identified them as of Persian
origin. Nevertheless, his comments mark a significant break with the earlier trend, which had
been to build up a considerable mythology upon what were, as he showed, very dubious
foundations. It is the object of this study to revisit Kirkman’s ideas about the Persians in the
light of what has been discovered since he wrote, and to consider some alternative ideas
about who the East African “Shirazis” may have been.

We may reasonably summarise the findings of scholars working on this subject in the
twenty years since Kirkman first “deprecated” talk of a distinctive Persian migration in a few
paragraphs. First, it is true that some epigraphic evidence for Persian settlement does now
exist, in the form of two inscriptions mentioning Persian names from Mogadishu dating from
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the beginning and middle of the thirteenth century respectively (Cerulli 1957, 1: 2,9; Free-
man-Grenville and Martin 1973: 102, 103). It is recognised, however, that the sum total of
such evidence does not add up to much, since there are some thirteen Mogadishu inscriptions
upon which pre-1600 dates can be read and none of the others mention people who are
demonstrably Persians while in several names are mentioned, such as al-Qahtani or al-
Hadrami, which are specifically Arab (Cerulli 1957, 1: 2—10). Further south there are still
no inscriptions which mention Persians, let alone any in the Persian language, the only one
ever recorded being a tile removed by Burton from Tongoni in northern Tanzania and,
according to him, bearing an inscription in Persian (1872, 2: 132—134); but even if this tile
could now be located and its inscription verified, it would hardly prove Persian settlement.

Documentary evidence for early Persian settlement is likewise completely lacking. Martin
(1975: 368, fn.4; 1976: 232, fn. 2) has listed a number of documentary references which
seem to support the thesis of Persian immigration, but none of these is very convincing as it
stands, and certainly none of them proves Persian settlement before ¢.1800 A. D. or, at the
earliest, c. 1750. We know that some Persians settled in Zanzibar in the nineteenth
century, and some of them may have come as early as the eighteenth, for there is evidence of
Persian influence in the material culture from that time (Allen 1972: 9, 17; 1973 passim;
1974a: 116). But these late-comers cannot be connected with the *“Shirazis” who were
important figures on the socio-political scene from a much earlier date. Martin also adduces
the evidence of a location (in Swahili mtaa, plural mitaa) in Zanzibar known as al-Haramiza
which, he believes, must have been occupied by settlers from Hormuz, but this argument is
inadmissible. Many Swahili settlements contain locations named after non-Swahili towns;
and while it is true that Inati, a location in Pate, bears the name of the Hadrami town which
was the home of the 16th century figure, Sharif Abubakar bin Salim (who is remembered
as having ‘saved’ Pate), and still houses his descendants among others, there are many cases
where there is no such link. Modern Lamu, for instance, has no fewer than four locations
named, respectively, Bandar Abbas, Maskate (Muscat), Riyadh(a), and Nairobi — this last
very small, squalid and new — and in none of them is there any record that they were ever
settled from the places after which they are named (Allen 1974b: 14—16; for Inati, see
Stigand 1913: 50, 62 and Allen 1977: 15—16).

In most cases where locations are named after foreign (as opposed to Swahili) settle-
ments, it can be attributed to a certain breezy cosmopolitanism in Swahili culture which
finds expression in asserting familiarity, often semi-jocular, with important towns in other
parts of the world. Martin records, though without evidence, that there was a settlement
“simply called Hormuz” on Wasini Island off the southern Kenya coast about 1450. Nobody
on Wasini Island today knows anything of such a settlement, but it may have existed, for
potsherds of a thirteenth — sixteenth century date have been recorded (McKay 1975: 239).
And there is a very good reason why a settlement on Wasini might have been called Hormuz
or something like it, since the island, like Hormuz itself, had no water, which all had to be
brought from the mainland by boat (Hollis 1900: 285): it would be typically Swahili to call
the Wasini settlement Hormuz so as to show familiarity with the Gulf town and at the same
time, in some sense, reduce it to a manageable size by naming a small local settlement after
it. There is today an abandoned Segeju settlement on the nearby mainland called Hurumizi,
but McKay has recorded a tradition that it was so named when first founded in the 1820s at
the suggestion of Diwan Pinda, ruler of Vumba, to whom the Segeju had turned for a name
in accordance with their custom (1975: 145). Unless this is by any chance the settlement to
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which Martin is referring, it may have been so named by Pinda to commemorate the earlier,
island one. Alternatively, or as well, it too may have lacked a water-supply. In any case, it
housed no Persian settlers, and we cannot assume that the al-Haramiza location of Zanzibar
housed any either.

As regards Persian influence in Swahili customs, recent researches have tended if anything
to diminish the areas where such influence used to be detected. Ingrams, for example, cited
the Nairuzi or ‘Persian New Year’ as proof positive of a Persian substratum in Swabhili culture
(1931: 185—186), but this is no longer generally accepted. First of all, where Swahilis use
the term at all (and they often prefer the unequivocally Bantu Siku ya Mwaka, “Day of the
Year”), they generally use it in this form which is clearly derived from its Arabic version
(Chittick 1975: 41), although Nauruz or Nowroz is recorded from Zanzibar. Then again, it is
now recognised that Swahilis are by no means alone among African societies in having a solar
year beginning, as does the Persian one, at the Spring equinox, as well as the (lunar) Islamic
year. Indeed, it is almost inevitable that any society depending heavily upon trade winds or
upon agriculture should recognise the solar year; and many of the rituals with which Swahilis
celebrate the beginning of theirs are characteristically African and have no known precedent
in Middle Eastern societies, so the occasional use of the Persian name is best regarded as little
more than co-incidental, merely another cosmopolitan affectation and no proof of direct
Persian influence at all (Gray 1955 passim; Trimingham 1964 ; 89, 1120.; Ylvisaker 1979:
44-46;Pouwels 1979: 168, 203).

Over all, then, we can say that insufficient new evidence has been discovered since
Kirkman’s time to resurrect any theory of extensive Persian immigration. The idea of a
““Shirazi period” has, however, made a come-back in substantially modified form, and some
though not all scholars continue to think in terms of a considerable number of settlers from
the northern shore of the Persian Gulf reaching East Africa in early centuries. Perhaps the
foremost exponent of the latter idea is Chittick, who admits (1975: 43) that most of the
inhabitants of the ninth-tenth century province of Fars (which included Shiraz: though its
main port outlet, Siraf, is strictly speaking in the neighbouring province of Khuzistan) would
have been Arabs rather than Persians, but insists that immigrants from this area must have
been the original progenitors of the East African Shirazis — although intermarriage would, in
time, have made them racially indistinguishable from other Swahilis. The main piece of
evidence for Fars origins, apart from the Shirazi name itself, is the celebrated legend, first
recorded in the early sixteenth century and still to be heard from uncontaminated sources as
far afield as Pate Island and the Comoros, of seven princes (or, in other versions, a sultan and
his six sons) setting sail from Shiraz and “founding” seven towns on the East African coast
and the Comoros some time in the tenth century. Chittick and those who think like him
believe that this myth embodies a folk memory, not, perhaps, of a single massive migration
(which would surely have been mentioned in some Middle Eastern sources), but of a “steady
seepage” from Fars (known, he suggests, after the name of its capital town, Shiraz) to the
Swahili coast. These migrants, according to this theory, were able to dominate their new
homelands from an early date, presumably simply by virtue of their trade links and through
the occasional expedient of marrying a chief’s daughter, and emerged as the rulers of most if
not all Swahili settlements in the pre-Portuguese period.

In this context, Chittick’s findings in his excavations at Manda must be regarded as a
significant contribution to the debate, and one which is wholly new since Kirkman’s time.
Chittick interprets Manda as in origin a ninth-century colony from Siraf, the port of Shiraz,
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making it the only early East African site so far excavated which did not begin as an African
settlement, although he suggests by implication that the places mentioned by tenth century
Arab geographers, Qanbalu and perhaps also M.t.n.b.y (neither yet located but both of
which he tentatively places on Pemba) may well be found comparable (Chittick
1977: 191—196). These sites, if his views are accepted, would have been settled by groups
from Fars forming the spearhead of the “steady seepage” of later centuries. Chittick’s full
account of his Manda excavations has not yet, at the time of writing, been published, and so
cannot be discussed; but it is fair to guess that many of his conclusions will be highly
controversial. The present writer, for one, finds his preliminary discussion of his evidence
that Manda was a Sirafi colony unpersuasive (Chittick 19792 & b), and is far from convinced
that it is even a ‘colony’ at all, in the sense of a settlement founded by immigrants from
overseas where no significant population previously existed. Excavations at the nearby and
almost equally early site of Shanga during 1980 revealed traces of round and square mud-
built houses of a characteristically African type at the earliest levels (The Times, London,
3.2.1981: 8 and Mark Horton, personal communication), and it seems very likely that more
representatively spaced trenches at Manda would disclose the same. There is in any case a
conceptual problem in accepting Chittick’s interpretation for, as McKay has observed,
“People do not usually immigrate and found towns, although this is invariably the way it is
remembered in oral traditions” (1975: 42).

For the time being, however, we can only observe that, even if settlers from Fars did
colonise Manda and perhaps some other East African sites, it remains to be explained how
they contrived, within a few centuries, to move out from these centres and become the
dominant group through most of the Swahili world, presumably ousting earlier leaders. The
solution of this aspect of the “Shirazi problem> which is offered below is certainly not
incompatible with the existence of such ‘colonies’ but is independent of any sizeable settle-
ment from overseas at all. If it is accepted, most of the non-archaeological arguments for
accepting Chittick’s account disappear and that account can be weighed on the basis of its
archaeological plausibility alone.

Shirazi Identity

It will be useful, at this point, to analyse the use of the term ‘Shirazi’. In common
parlance it is found in three contexts:
(1) During the colonial period it was widely used throughout the Swahili world (though
arguably more in official contexts than in everyday speech — Prins 1967: 14) as an alter-
native to ‘Swahili’, which had, in British eyes, some of the same derogatory implications as
‘half-caste’. ‘Shirazi’ did not acquire the same popularity as an alternative appellation as did
‘Arab’; but people who, for some reason, either could not or did not wish to be dubbed
‘Arabs’ often styled themselves ‘Shirazis’ instead, and usually appear in official reports as
‘Swahili Shirazis’. This usage did not outlast the colonial era, except in two regions, and so
can be dismissed as a temporary distortion.
(2) In Zanzibar and Pemba, perhaps due to anti-Omani feeling, the term ‘Shirazi’ was
especially popular during the colonial era, and for party-political reasons its use did outlast
independence (Lofchie 1965: 82), although more recently it has been officially discouraged.
The political pressures which promoted it are discussed by, among others, Middleton and
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Campbell (1965: 16—19). But at the beginning of the present century the number of
people who called themselves Shirazis in Pemba was much smaller, in Zanzibar probably
negligible (Ingrams 1931: 129).

(3) In one area, however, people still call themselves wa-Shirazi and appear to have done so
since long before 1900. This is in the group of mainland settlements between Fundi Island,
southern Kenya, and Tanga, and to a lesser extent as far south as Bagamoyo. These wa-
Shirazi are to all intents and purposes what the colonialists would have recognised as a
distinct ‘tribe’, had they not been obsessed by the racial implications of the name. They have
their own dialect of Swahili (Lambert 1958), live mainly by fishing and mangrove cutting
which- is not true of their neighbours, and historically distinguish themselves (and can be
fairly easily distinguished) from the Digo and Segeju who live around and among them
(McKay 1975: 9—10). There is even a settlement called Shirazi, alternatively Kifundi, at the
northern end of their territory. They do not see themselves as extending significantly onto
Zanzibar Island, but admit to some kin in Pemba. As a Swahili sub-group they are every bit
as distinguishable as the Hadimu and Tumbatu of Zanzibar and the Bajuni in the Lamu
region.

To these three popular usages of the term ‘Shirazi’ we may add two historians’ uses:

(4) Historians, both pre- and post-Kirkman, have referred to a ‘Shirazi period’, but they
differ so widely about when it was that it may be questioned whether the phrase has any
utility. Trimingham, for instance (1964: 1, 4) believes that it begins in the thirteenth cen-
tury and ends with the departure of the Portuguese. Robinson, by contrast (1937: 40), dates
it from the ninth to the thirteenth century, while Pouwels (1978: 205—206) proposes that it
begins in the tenth century and ends in the sixteenth, the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries being the Shirazi period par excellence (1978: 408). Swahilis themselves do not
traditionally use the term in this way.

(5) Historians also refer to Shirazi ‘dynasties’, and sometimes also to Shirazi ‘noble families’,
and this usage is apparently shared by Swahilis in a way that can be partly but not entirely
attributed to feed-back from western history-books.

Clearly only two of these usages — the third and fifth — unambiguously antedate the
colonial era and so are relevant to our discussion. Let us now examine the latest ideas about
the Shirazis in greater detail. Some historians continue to write as if immigrants from the
Gulf sailed direct to all parts of the East African coast to settle, so that the presence of a
concentration of them south of Mombasa requires no special explanation. Freeman-Gren-
ville, for instance, while noting that many of those in that region who call themselves
wa-Shirazi today may be of “pure Bantu stock”, believes that some of them must be
descended from immigrant sailors and traders (1962: 78—79). Most scholars, however, have
followed Trimingham’s proposal that the Banadir coast of southern Somalia was the main
dispersal-point for East African Shirazis. Trimingham himself rejects the immigration idea.
While admitting that there may well have been Persian as well as Arab settlers in the Banadir
at an early date, and noting what he calls “a few disparate traces [of] Islamic-Asian elements
from various sources” in Shirazi culture, he nevertheless insists that the Shirazis themselves
were “Swahilised Nyika' from the Banadir”, whose tradition of Persian origin was no
doubt sociologically important but “suspect in its quasi-historical details” (1964: 4, 6,

1 It should be noted that Trimingham seems to use the term ‘Nyika’, usually regarded as synonymous
with Mijikenda, more widely to refer to almost any North-eastern Bantu speakers.
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10—11, 112"). Berg (1968: 36) was attracted by the suggestion of northern origin, and
Chittick and Pouwels have definitely endorsed it, although it may be that Chittick’s earlier
acceptance (1965: 292) will be modified in the light of his ideas about Manda. Pouwels
follows Trimingham in seeing the Shirazis as primarily an African phenomenon, among
whom some Arab families but no known Persian ones were prominent (1978: 207-211),
but Chittick, as we have seen, adheres to the earlier idea of an ultimate origin in Fars
Province. In another significant respect, Pouwels differs from Trimingham, for while the
latter saw no reason to believe that the Shirazis were ever Shia Muslims (1964: 10), Pouwels
tends to group them loosely with the ‘Emozaidy’ (sc. Zaidites) and others as a cluster with
Shia (or anyway non-Sunni) associations (1974; 1978: 205-211, 215-217, 220-225). Cu-
riously, while Trimingham and Chittick both seem to be aware of a concentration of Shirazis
south of Mombasa (although Chittick speaks as if they are largely limited to Zanzibar —
1975: 43), neither offers any explanation of how they could have got there from a Banadir
dispersal-point. Pouwels does not mention the wu-Shirazi of the Kenya-Tanzania border at
all.

We may next note some evidence suggesting that Swahilis themselves may not always
have been as determined to link the Shirazis with the Persian Gulf as some non-Swahili
scholars. First, while it is true that Swahilis often refer to the people of a whole region by
the name of its principle town (Chittick 1975: 41), there would be no precedent for using
the name of an inland town to describe people the majority of whom would have come from
ports. If there really were Arabo-Persian settlers from the Siraf region in East Africa, one
would except them to be called wa-Sirafi — and indeed Prins reports the presence of a Sirafi
clan in Merca (1967: 42, 82). Next, it may be observed that, while most Swahilis are pretty
well-informed as to the exact whereabouts of Aden, Mukalla, Muscat, Bahrein, Bombay and
so on, very few have a clear idea of where Shiraz is, and there are many records of people
claiming Shirazi origins who, when asked where it is, have answered that it is Arabuni (“in
Arabia”) or even “near Mecca”. Burton, the earliest westerner to mention the East African
Shirazis, did not himself connect them with Persia, but described them as a noble class
originating in Shungwaya, “about South latitude 2°”, and extending all the way south from
there to Tungi, “four days sail south of the Rovuma River” (quoted in Ingrams 1931: 129).
All this might be interpreted as indicating that, among pre1900 Swahilis themselves, the
term Shirazi had connotations less of race or geography than of status. If this was so, the
vehement claims of modern wa-Shirazi to specifically Middle Eastern origins may be no more
than a legacy of the colonial era, when it was important to prove ‘non-African’ origins in order
to avoid official discrimination (McKay 1975: 9—10; Wijeyewardene 1959: 18—19;22—23).

Bearing all this in mind, let us look again at the Shirazi legend. As McKay has remarked,
“Surely no-one is prepared to accept the story of seven princes of Shiraz, each founding a
town? But is there a germ of truth in such traditions simply because they are so widespread
and have persisted for such a considerable period? This has been the traditional view. . .”
(1975: 30). Such a view is surely no longer acceptable to serious African historians. Even
when the legend was first written down in the Kilwa Chronicle, it was referring to events
which had occurred five or (if Chittick is correct about Manda) six or seven centuries earlier;
while those who repeat it today are remembering it four centuries later again. Faced with a
tradition of such extraordinary antiquity, we cannot simply pare the story down to its bare
essentials and assume that they, at least, are true, and there was some sort of a migration
from Persia. We have to ask ourselves rather why such a story should have survived for so
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long, and whether there is not some method of decoding it which shows it to have some
meaning which is still significant for at least a few modern Swabhilis.

Pouwels has made an ingenious attempt to do this by noting the recurrence of the number
seven in all versions of the legend and in certain other contexts, and seeking to relate it to
the importance of seven in the Ismaili and, specifically, Qarmatian cosmology (1974 passim).
He is undoubtedly on the right track — it must be significant that all versions of the legend
agree that there were seven towns, although they very seldom agree on which seven. But the
Qarmatians were associated with Bahrein, not Shiraz, and, while it is conceivable (as he
suggests) that they were included among settlers coming to East Africa from the Gulf in the
ninth and tenth centuries, he is surely mistaken in his conclusion that what distinguished
East African Shirazis was that, like the Zaidites and other pre-1300 Muslims, their form of
Islam was somehow deficient in the eyes of their successors (1979: 23—24, 29—-30). This
was certainly true of the Zaidites, and few if any memories survive of their links with the
Bajuni (assuredly the ‘Baduy’ with whom, according to de Barros, the Zaidites intermarried,
and now orthodox Sunni Muslims like all other Swahilis). But the Shirazi legend would not
have survived so long and spread so far if it implied, however indirectly, Islamic heterodoxy.
Some other explanation of the significance of the number seven must be found. Most
probably it will be located in African rather than Asian cosmologies. In the not particularly
Islamic Swahili saga of Fumo Liongo, the eponymous hero rules over seven towns at the
mouth of the Tana, and it may be that, according to some traditional concept of history,
seven Swahili towns were founded first, and so are in some sense ancestral and senior to all
others. Each recurrence of the legend would then be designed to prove that the teller’s own
town or its metropolis was one of the original seven — which would in turn explain the
frequent disagreement over which seven they were. Numbers certainly play an important
role in Swabhili socio-historical thinking (Prins 1967: 83), and facts often have to be distorted
to fit them. If this is such a case, then at least half the significance of the Shirazi legend to
Swabhilis lies in its repetition of the number seven and not in its mention of Shiraz. Some
explanation of the Shiraz component must nevertheless be sought; and the obvious place to
look for it is in the history and traditions of those who still call themselves wa-Shirazi today,
and in the settlement of Shirazi, alternatively Kifundi, itself.

The first point to be established is that the modern wa-Shirazi are indeed historically
linked with those of past centuries. Part of the history of the wa-Shirazi was fortunately
recorded by Hollis some eighty years ago, before it could be seriously distorted by western
Social Darwinist ideas, and recent studies confirm most of what he reported. According to
these, in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the wa-Shirazi centred upon eight (not seven)
settlements in the area between Tanga and Kongo or Tiwi, somewhat north of Fundi Island.
These settlements were known as miji minane, although in characteristic Swahili fashion
there is dispute about exactly which eight settlements were so designated (Hollis 1900: 282;
Labert 1953; Lambert 1957: 11; McKay 1975: 10, 33—34). All were anyway captured one
after the other in a war ending about 1620 A. D. in which the wa-Shirazi fought the
wa-Vumba and their allies, the Digo and Segeju. The wa-Vumba were another Swahili group,
apparently composed largely of clans from Pate and Ozi (McKay 1975: 57—62). They made
their capital at Vumba Kuu, almost precisely on the Kenya-Tanzania border, from which
they took their name. The peace terms they imposed upon the defeated wa-Shirazi appear at
first sight rather trivial, but many wa-Shirazi nevertheless refused to accept them and mi-
grated to an area beyond Vumba’s immediate control. The bulk of them moved south of the
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original eight settlements and established what we may label the second or extended Shirazi
heartland between Tanga and Bagamoyo. Others went to Jomvu, the Comoros, and else-
where.

The clue to the identification of the wa-Shirazi with the historical Shirazis (and ultima-
tely to the problem of Shirazi identity) lies in the seriousness with which the seventeenth
century wa-Shirazi took the peace terms stipulated by the wa-Vumba. These forbade them
ever again to wear sandals or turbans, or to carry umbrellas, while their women might not
wear the veil. They were not permitted to have solid wooden doors to their houses nor to
play any drum save one known as the tutu, “so small that it can only be beaten with one
hand”. Finally, the people of Shirazi/Kifundi itself had to send representatives, upon the
death of a Vumba ruler, to stand at the door of his house in homage (Hollis 1900: 282; see
also Robinson 1939: 104 who suggests that the moumers had to stand bare-headed). It is
evident that, if the wa-Shirazi found such penalties unacceptable, they must have formed a
significant part of their method of dominating those around them, and this is confirmed by
the fact that those wa-Shirazi who moved to the extended heartland continued to reserve
similar prerogatives of dress and conduct for their office-bearers right up to the present
century, while the wa-Vumba, as so often happens with conquerors, later adopted many of
them as the privileges of their own rulers (McKay 1975: 73, citing Krapf 1850). The defeat
of the miji minane, therefore, involved the replacement of one dominant group by another,
at least within the original Shirazi heartland. But by what must be regarded as too great a
co-incidence, it was at this time that Shirazi ‘dynasties’ were crumbling elsewhere too. The
region south of Mombasa must also have been a Shirazi stronghold in the late fourteenth or
fifteenth century, and Shehe Mvita, who, according to tradition, came to Mombasa (which
he was “given” by the ruler of Mtwapa) from the ‘Shirazi towns’, must have come from the
miji minane to the south and not, as Berg tentatively suggested, from the Banadir coast (Berg
1968: 36, 42—44). Additional evidence is the fact that Shehe Mvita ousted a queen, Mwana
Mkisi, for McKay notes (1975: 38) that the wa-Shirazi never seem to have had a female
ruler, though they were not uncommon among other Swahilis. The story of the taking of
Tumbe Town (a settlement well within the Shirazi heartland which is sometimes listed as
one of the miji minane), as related to Lambert (1953), revolves around the attempt of a
woman to become a ruler, which is against local custom. There were a number of other
places north of Mombasa which also had Shirazi rulers (‘dynasties’) in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries and possibly also earlier, including Kilifi and Malindi; but when, at the
beginning of the seventeenth, the wa-Vumba captured the Shirazi heartland, all these ‘dynas-
ties’ also came to an end, although people calling themselves Shirazis survived in Jomvu and
elsewhere (Berg 1968: 45). It has generally been assumed that the fall of the Shirazi dynas-
ties was something to do with the Portuguese, but the Portuguese had already tolerated
them for a century; and it can hardly be doubted that it was, in fact, linked to the wa-
Vumba victory. The identification of the modern wa-Shirazi, whether in the original or
extended homeland, with the historical Shirazis can therefore be regarded as proved, and we
shall henceforth use both terms interchangeably.
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Shirazi Institutions

The concept of the Shirazis, not as a group linked by descent or common overseas origins,
but as Swahilis practising a particular mode of dominance, makes more sense in the context
of what must have the normal pattern of Swahilisation and the spread of Swahili settlements
generally. This pattern is discussed by the writer in more detail in an as yet unpublished
article, but, briefly, it sees long-established Swahilis, whom we may label for convenience
‘patricians’, moving out from older settlements to ‘found’ new ones wherever there was
sufficient population density, or potential for population growth, to justify them. The
‘founders’, probably usually younger men whom their former settlements could no longer
afford to sustain in the style to which they had become accustomed, would normally have
started by constructing a stone-built mosque and, in time, one or more monumental tombs to
celebrate their own lineages. Around this nucleus they would gradually have gathered a
population of non-Swahilis, not by force (for they were seldom sufficiently numerous) but
mostly by the use of what may be loosely and quite non-pejoratively summed up as ‘magic’.
This would have included divining, mediating, curing, perhaps cursing, protecting, witch-
craft-eradication, rain-making and so on. The populations of the settlements thus created
would be steadily Swahilised in cultural terms, but would not be accepted as the social or
cultural partners of the patricians. The latter would use their superiority to secure a lasting
power-base of (mainly) economic advantages. In particular they would have sought the
monopoly of certain trade items, notably all imported goods and those local products such
as ivory which were in much greater demand abroad than in East Africa itself. Imported
goods would either be sold to non-patricians (and an important part of the Swahilisation
process was the creation of a taste for imported goods, without which one was ‘uncivilised’,
mshenzi) or, in some cases, reserved for patricians themselves as part of their ‘magical’
equipment. But an important prerequisite for controlling this type of import-export trade
was the establishment of long-distance trade networks with other patricians over areas far
wider than non-patricians could encompass. Such networks would generally include not only
their metropolitan settlements but many others as well; and they would be constantly
reinforced by marriages between far-flung families and by family or lineage reunions to
celebrate these or similar events. It the network was damaged, the dominance of the group
suffered accordingly.

It is clear that this was the sort of dominance which the Shirazis practised. Two infor-
mants independently used the term alama, meaning “‘sign” or “trade-mark”, to refer to the
ancient stone mosques and tombs at what they clearly now regard as their three most
important settlements, Kongo (today abandoned), Munge, and Shirazi/Kifundi itself (Inter-
views, Athman Renga, Shirazi, 18.5.1980 and Ali Mgalla, Munge, 28.7.1980). ‘Magical’
practices as defined above were still used by the ruling group in the Bagamoyo-Tanga region
as late as the 1890s (Velten 1905: 222 and passim), and were also utilised by the Vumba
rulers, especially in their dealings with the non-Muslim Digo and Segeju. It is likely that they
adopted at least some such practices from their Shirazi precursors (McKay 1975: 109—-113
and passim). The ivory trade was still a monopoly of the aristocrats in nineteenth century
Bagamoyo and its vicinity (Velten 1905: 227), and the same people reserved certain import-
ed items for their own use, and employed them to enhance their status. These included
turbans made of a special imported cloth, and also such things as imported porcelain upon
which certain Arabic words had to be written before medicine was drunk from it to cure
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diseases (ibid. 5—7, 224—225). Clearly the Vumba peace terms in c.1620 were designed to
undercut the entire basis of the ‘magic’ by which the Shirazis had previously controlled the
region. Clearly, too, when the eight settlements were captured and subjected to Vumba rule,
the whole Shirazi trade network was destroyed, except perhaps over a limited area in the
extended heartland (and possibly also in part of the Comoros), and it was only a matter of
time before Shirazi ‘dynasties’ elsewhere fell as well.

The picture becomes clearer still if we try to contrast the Shirazi mode of dominance (a
concept which we can now summarily define, in the Swahili context, as the use of ‘magic’
plus economic privileges to provide a measure of socio-political control) with that of their
opponents. Probably most Swahili modes of dominance were the same in broad outline, but
differed in detail; and they were also, of course, based on different and competing trade net-
works. The principal opposing mode, which I would label the ‘wa-ungwana mode’, seems to
have spread, at least in the fourteenth and fifteenth century period, from the northern Kenya
coast, notably Pate; and it contrasts with the Shirazi one in the nature of its patrician group
as well as in other ways. The patricians among nineteenth century Shirazis in the extended
Shirazi heartland comprised a number of office-bearers (or perhaps we should rather call
them title-holders, since it is not entirely clear that their titles actually carried specific
bureaucratic duties, although this is what has generally been assumed) and their families.
Such titles included jumbe (altematively diwani or shomwi), amiri, waziri, mwenye mkuu
and possibly also mwenye mkubwa, shaha or sheha®, akida, tajiri and so on (Baker
1941: 1-4; Prins 1967: 96; Nicholls 1971: 38). No doubt not all existed simultaneously,
but it is clear that some at least dated back to the pre-1620 era, and it is no doubt significant -
that the wa-Vumba stamped them out in their territory and, although they later adopted
many Shizrazi institutions themselves, adopted only one title: they called their ruler the
diwani, and even then not until the time of a strong ruler who died in 1742 (Hollis
1900: 284—-287). For the patrician group among the Swahilis of Pate and its neighbours
comprised, not a hierarchy of title-holders who were, in theory at least, ranked, but all of
the leading families, collectively known as wa-ungwana, who tended to regard themselves as
equal and often only accepted a sultan, where they had one, as primus inter pares. No doubt
the two groups were recruited differently in their respective communities, but this is a
matter upon which we do not yet known enough even to surmise.

Another significant difference between the two modes is suggested by archaeology. North
of Mombasa and, less consistently, south of Tanga a typical pre-1600 Swahili site of any size
includes not only stone-built mosques and tombs but also stone-built houses, sometimes
two-storey, and often a town wall of some type. Such settlements were, generally speaking,
compact, so that one can expect to find a quantity of sherds and stones from ruined
buildings in close proximity to the surviving mosques and tombs (which, by tradition, could
not be destroyed except to build other mosques). Sites in the Shirazi heartland, whether
abandoned or not, typically contain stone-built mosques and tombs (indeed, the style and
disposition of these is often quite distinctive — Wilson 1980: 1—48) but, except in Vanga
and Wasini (both wa-Vumba settlements and so not typically Shirazi) there are no traces of

2 One suspects that western writers have often read shaha for sheha in order to support their own
conviction of ‘Persian influence’ (cp. Pearce 1920: 44N.). Sheha is perhaps, in northern dialects of
Swahili, shehe, i.e. ‘sheikh’; though there is a northern Swahili term shaha, used of poetry champions
of either sex.
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stone houses or walls®>. Moreover the typical Shirazi heartland settlement today is not
compact but consists of a number of clusters of mud and thatch houses, grouped according to
kin, spread over a wide area; and the general absence, in older sites, of any concentrated
deposit of sherds and building-stones around the mosques and tombs suggests very strongly
that this has always been the case. This information fits quite neatly with our other findings.
In most Swahili settlements, the dominant group made use of impressive stone houses, often
surrounded with rituals and secrecy (and entered only through a single, heavy wooden door
which might bear an inscription) to bolster their power. This was especially so in the
Lamu-Pate region (Allen 1979a; Donley 1980). But in these settlements there were few or
no regulations governing dress. If the Shirazis had no great stone houses to bolster their
‘magic’, since they lived in mud and thatch ones like everyone else, it is quite plausible that
they should instead have evolved dress privileges for the same purpose. Obviously, in this
case, the establishment in the late sixteenth century Shirazi heartland of Vumba Kuu, a
compact, almost certainly walled settlement (though it is now so ruined that we cannot say
whether it had stone houses) represented the replacement of one mode of dominance by
another: especially when it was accompanied by the ban on Shirazis wearing forms of dress
associated with their former regime (even if the wa-Vumba rulers did later adopt them
themselves. The wa-Vumba, however, never called themselves wa-Shirazi, and indignantly
reject the title even today — Interviews, Masud Abdalla and Ahmed Khalfan, Wasini,
24.10.1979).

One other possible difference between the two modes may be noted here. Modern inhab-
itants of Munge and Shirazi retain drums as regalia-items but not side-blown horns, which
are typical of most Swahilis elsewhere. They say they do not even know the term for
sideblown horn, siwa (Interviews, Athman Renga, 18.5.1980 and Ali Mgalla, 28.7.1980). It
will be remembered that the 1620 peace terms forbade the Shirazis to play any large drum,
and the regalia of the wa-Vumba includes two drums said to have been taken from them at
that time. It also includes two siwas, one said to have been a gift from the Sultan of Pate, a
fact which would indicate Vumba’s subservience to that town, for that is one of the ways
Swahili regalias are used (Hollis 1900: 282; Dickson 1921; Allen 1976). In the extended
Shirazi heartland we find side-blown horns used along with drums as regalia-items, although
drums retain the main role and the word for sideblown horns, mbiu, indicates a smaller and
less significant instrument, a point which some western writers have missed (Velten
1905: 222—223; Nicholls 1971: 39). All the same, it may conceivably indicate that the
Shirazis in the extended heartland did eventually come to terms with Pate and accept
side-blown horns as a condition of retaining their supremacy. This was anyway the view of
the writer of the Pate Chronicle, as we shall see below.

3 Hollis, 1900: 282, seems to refer to the ruins of stone houses and town walls at Shirazi: but his
wording is ambiguous, and there is certainly no trace of either today. As at Munge, the northern and
southern mosques are about a kilometer apart.
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Origins of the Shirazi Mode

We now turn to the complex question of where the Shirazi mode originated — complex,
among other reasons, because it may not necessarily have originated among the ancestors of
the modern wa-Shirazi themselves, who might have adopted it from elsewhere much as the
wa-Vumba adopted many institutions from them. Theories of its origin must also explain
how it came by its name, which means we should look mainly at those areas which came
into contact with the Middle East at an early date. There are five such regions. Four
constitute areas where the coastline is broken up by river estuaries, inlets and offshore
islands over quite long stretches (as opposed to isolated estuaries and inlets in an otherwise
inhospitable shoreline): the Lamu Archipelago and adjacent mainland; the Fundi Island-
Tanga-Bagamoyo region with Zanzibar and Pemba; the Rufiji Delta with Mafia Island; and
the Kilwa district. In such places it is most likely that Bantu-speakers would not have been
able to survive by agriculture alone and would have evolved at least partly maritime eco-
nomies, which would in turn have attracted traders from Asia earlier than elsewhere. The
fifth region, the Banadir coast from Mogadishu to Kiamboni, has no natural harbours except
Bur Gao but, for reasons connected with seasonal winds and maritime technology neatly
summarised by Garlake (1978:95-97),had to be the first stopping off place for boats sailing
to East Africa from southern Arabia or the Gulf. The Shirazi mode might have originated in
any of them and spread to some or all of the others, reaching the Shirazi heartland, as we
have called it, only in the fourteenth or early fifteenth century. It may even have evolved
among non-Swahili-speakers, although this is unlikely.

But let us consider the ancestors of the wa-Shirazi first. None of the miji minane can
definitely be shown to have been founded earlier than the fourteenth century (McKay
1975: 278282, also 34; Wilson 1980: 1—48), and modern wa-Shirazi, when not claiming to
come from Persia or Arabuni, say they came to their present homeland from a place in the
north “near Kiwaiyu” (Interview, Athman Renga, Shirazi, 18.5.1980). This statement merits
credence because Kiwaiyu today is an insignificant settlement on an island north of Pate
Island and it is unlikely that my informant would have heard of it except through traditions.
Also, it often features in other Swahili traditions, presumably because, due to its relative
height above sea level, it is something of a landmark. It will be recalled that Burton placed
the Shirazi homeland “about South latitude 2°”*, and this falls much nearer to Kiwaiyu than
to Bur Gao in southern Somalia, which is where Shungwaya is generally placed. There is also
at least one Portuguese reference to Shungwaya in 1686 which makes it sound much nearer
to Kiwaiyu than to Bur Gao (Strandes 1961:204). Finally, Krapf reported a tradition
collected south of Mombasa (1858, 2: 105) that the Segeju originated in a place on the
mainland opposite Pate Island (and hence “near Kiwaiyu”) called “‘die Stadt Schungaya oder
Schiras” (“the town of Shungwaya or Shiraz”)* and von der Decken, following him, marks
“Schungaya oder Schiras” on his 1869 map as a mainland town opposite Pate Island. The
site now known as Dondo, comprising two fourteenth century tomb groups and two mos-
ques but — unlike its nearby near-contemporary Shanga — only one structure that could con-
ceivably be a stone house, is a candidate for this place (Wilson 1980: 100—103, 107—112;
Wilding 1972; Allen 1979a: 26, 29). A difficulty is that according to most traditions the

4 In stipulating that he is referring to the fown of Shungwaya, Krapf may conceivably be distinguishing
it from the ‘state’ or region of Shungwaya further north.



The *Shirazi” Problem 21

Segeju only reached their present home in the Shirazi heartland in the late sixteenth or early
seventeenth century, that is, at the same time as the wa-Vumba whose allies against the
Shirazi they were. But it is possible that ancestral Shirazis living near Pate were replaced, as
patrons of the Segeju, by other Swabhilis of the wa-ungwana type (possibly coming from Pate
or Shanga), and that it was these new patrons whom the Segeju followed southward to
attack their former neighbours. Certainly there is good evidence for a Segeju presence on the
mainland opposite Pate Island at an early date.

If the wa-Shirazi lived in a settlement called Shiraz(i) before they came to the Fundi
Island-Tanga region, they probably brought the Shirazi mode of dominance with them. But
the site may only have been called Shiraz(i) retrospectively; and in any case, it may not have
been there that the Shirazi mode first appeared. The most satisfactory explanation of the
name Shirazi as applied to a mode of dominance is that it was designed to associate the
rulers with the glories of the Arabo-Persian court of Shiraz, which reached such a peak in
the Buyid period, 932—1055 A. D., that its fame might well have spread to the East African
coast, but was much less splendid thereafter. The names of some Shirazi title-holders such as
amiri and waziri must have been derived from an Arabo-Persian model, and it would be
typical that only some of the supposedly Shirazi titles were, in fact, Arabo-Persian, while
others, like mwenye mkuu, were wholly Bantu. (We may compare the court of the Holy
Roman Empire, which sought by its name to link itself with the glories of imperial Rome,
and which included some nobles with Roman titles but others whose titles were purely
Teutonic.) If the existence of people holding such titles can be attributed solely to the
Shirazi mode, then its first historical appearance, so far as we know at present, is in Ibn
Battuta’s 1332 description of Mogadishu. There he saw the ruler, turbanned and carefully
apparelled, processing from the mosque under a state umbrella followed by his “wazirs,
amirs, and military commanders”, and he also noted that only the ruler and his qadi wore
sandals, all the rest going barefoot (Freeman-Grenville 1966: 28—31). The protocol des-
cribed here is certainly too similar to that laid down for the petty Shirazi rulers near
Bagamoyo in the late nineteenth century to be co-incidental (Velten 1905: 222 and seq.)
But whereas the latter might conceivably have originated in a forgotten settlement opposite
Pate Island, it is extremely unlikely that this was also true of fourteenth century Mogadishu.
We must therefore look beyond the putative place of origin of the surviving wa-Shirazi for
the source of the Shirazi mode.

What about Kilwa? Yaqut’s description of Mogadishu ¢.1220 A. D. describes it as ruled
by elders and gives no hint of a Shirazi mode, so we must assume that the mode reached that
town some time in the thirteenth or early fourteenth century (Trimingham 1964: 5—6n-).
This is after the date generally accepted for the beginning of Shirazi rule in Kilwa, the late
twelfth century (Chittick 1965: 292; Garlake 1978: 106), which would seem to rule out any
chance of it coming to the south from the Banadir, or anyway Mogadishu. But it is curious
that Ibn Battuta, who carefully noted so many Shirazi features at Mogadishu, records none
at Kilwa. And ideed, as Freman-Grenville has noted (1962: 70, 152, 154; 1965: 34), neither
waziris nor amiris play any significant role in Kilwa history before 1412 A. D., although by
the third quarter of the fifteenth century they are regularly occupying the throne. The most
plausible interpretation of Kilwa’s history is surely that the Shirazi mode did not reach the
town until ¢.1400 A. D., at which time it was probably imported from the Kenya coast by
the “Malindi clan” mentioned in the Traditional History of Kilwa Kisiwani, a late nine-
teenth century compilation, as being “‘given” the posts of amiri and gadi at some early date
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(Freeman-Grenville 1966: 222). It would have been they, coming from Malindi which was
presumably already a Shirazi stronghold, who built the fifteenth century Malindi Mosque;
and by the eighteenth century, if not before, they held the post of waziri as well, while by
the nineteenth and early twentieth they were generally bracketed with the royal “Shirazi
clan” (Freeman-Grenville 1965: 42; 1966: 225; Chittick 1974, 1: 11). Freeman-Grenville’s
view that this all-important group of fifteenth century immigrants must have made an
important impact upon Kilwa’s institutions has been rejected on the grounds of insufficient
evidence by Chittick (Freeman-Grenville 1965: 42—47; Chittick 1974, 1: 171). Yet the only
evidence for the existence of Shirazis in Kilwa before 1412 is the Kilwa Chronicle, composed
in or after 1512. It is conceded that this is an impressively early document of which two
mutually corroborative versions survive, but it must be remembered that it was probably
written on the instructions of a ruler who was the great grandson of the first amiri to seize
the throne from the royal house (Freeman-Grenville 1962: 73). As long ago as 1937 Robin-
son suggested that it was written “to settle the question of the succession” (1937: 41). 1
would go further and say that it was, in part at least, a charter designed to legitimise the
Shirazi takeover about a hundred years earlier by insisting, quite unhistorically, that Ali bin
Hasan/Husain, the celebrated founder of the Kilwa dynasty himself (as well as, in the Arabic
version, the first wazirs and amirs), actually came from Shiraz — and in the tenth century,
that is, at the peak of the Buyid period. Chittick has ably demonstrated (1965) that the
dynasty must have begun two centuries later; but he, along with most modern scholars, has
rashly accepted the Chronicle’s claim that it was a “Shirazi dynasty” from the beginning.

It will be necessary to take a new look at the history of Kilwa in the light of these ideas
before the details of the advent of its Shirazi mode can be satisfactorily established. Mean-
while it behoves us to seek elsewhere the origin of the Shirazi mode. With Kilwa no longer a
candidate, thirteenth century Mogadishu and the Banadir are once again possibilities, but the
present writer inclines to the view that it will be found in the Fundi Island-Tanga-Bagamoyo
region or in Zanzibar or Pemba. This is because it seems very likely that the initial distinc-
tion between the Shirazi and wa-ungwana modes would have coincided with the distinction
between northern and southern Swahili dialects. Nurse (1980, 1981) has suggested that
speakers of northern and southern dialects would have separated at a relatively early date,
with what are generally known as central dialects arising later as a subdivision of one or the
other. Modern wa-Shirazi speak a southern dialect, and while this does not conclusively
prove southern origins, since the wa-Vumba now also speak one, and obviously Shirazis
coming from the north might have acquired it from those they found in the region, it at least
shows that Swahili-speakers existed there very early (Lambert 1957, 1958). There is also
evidence that Zanzibar and Pemba were influenced from the Gulf region earlier than the
Banadir. Assuming that Qanbalu is in Pemba, it was important enough to earn several
mentions from the tenth century Arab geographer al-Masudi and his near-contemporaries
(Trimingham 1975: 129—136), and the Kufic inscription in the mosque at Kizimkazi, sou-
thern Zanzibar, dated A. H. 500/1106—1107 A. D., is strong evidence of Muslim populations
in this area long before they are mentioned anywhere to the north or south of it, including
Mogadishu®. In Masudi’s time, and only shortly before the Kizimkazi inscription was carved,

S Since this was written, it has been pointed out to me that an inscription dating from a few years earlier
than the Kizimkazi one has in fact been recorded from Barawa (Cerulli 1957 1: 37). This arguably
strengthens the case for disassociating the early history of Barawa from that of Mogadishu and Merca
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the Buyids were ruling in Shiraz; and the extensive deposit of imported Sassanian ware and
practically no other at Unguja Ukuu, near Kizimkazi (Chittick 1966 and personal observa-
tion) suggests that the region’s overseas contacts may have been exclusively with the nor-
thern shores of the Persian Gulf, whereas the earliest imported wares from further north
have a much more varied provenance. We know little of the institutions of early Zanzibar
and Pemba, much less of the adjacent mainland, save that Yaqut, who found only elders
ruling in Mogadishu, mentioned a ‘Zanj king’ residing in one of the islands (Chittick
1975: 32). But let us suppose that the Shirazi mode did first evolve in or near Qanbalu in the
tenth or eleventh century. Trimingham reports that Mogadishu supplanted Qanbalu as the
intermediary centre for trade with Sofala, but “‘its prominence did not begin until after 1159
A. D.” (1975: 124). Probably, then, the Shirazi mode would have spread to Mogadishu,
and no doubt also Merca, after Yaqut’s visit in the 1220s. It may also have spread to some
intermediate places such as a town on the mainland opposite Pate Island, but it seems
unlikely that it flourished for long in many places north of Malindi, and its efflorescence in
the Fundi Island-Tanga region was more probably inspired locally than at second hand from
some northern base. Some time between the tenth and the fourteenth centuries the principal
rival mode, based on a competing trade network, emerged, almost certainly in the north. It
may have started in Barawa or in Shungwaya, a place closely associated with Barawa in
traditions and bearing a name which was to become quite as redolent of past glory as Shiraz
itself, and just as much an ingredient of the ‘magic’ of later dominance-groups, Muslim and
non-Muslim alike. Or it may have started on or near Pate Island. Conceivably the overseas
inspiration for adherents of the rival mode was Sohar in Oman, Siraf’s chief competitor in
the tenth century, for the Ibadhi Muslims of early Oman would have had little time for
hierarchical titles. At any rate it appears that the two groups of Swahilis, northern and
southern dialect-speakers, continued to have different overseas trading partners for some
time. The wa-Debuli and wa-Diba, for example, who play such a large part in southern
traditions (Gray 1954), figure only very seldom in northern ones. It is also significant that,
while traditions collected in the Lamu region today sometimes mention the wa-Shirazi,
usually as just one of many groups stemming from Shungwaya, hardly anyone north of
Malindi ever claims to be one, which is in marked contrast to the situation further south.

At some point Pate emerged as the main exponent of the wa-ungwana mode. It is hard to
say when this could have been, but the town may have had very early links with Oman (pace
Chittick 1969), for the Nabhan, an Omani dynasty who were already prominent leaders
when Sohar was still Oman’s capital (Miles 1966, 83, 134—135), later became Pate’s Naba-
hani dynasty®. There is also a passage in that much maligned document, the Pate Chronicle,
describing how Pate came to control the whole coast from Mogadishu to Kilwa, allegedly in
the fourteenth century. Allowing for oversimplification, patriotic exaggeration, and the
telescoping of events which may have taken two centuries into a single, glorious reign, this

(which are, after all, appreciably closer to each other and some distance to the north of it); but by
itself it does not substantially advance Barawa’s claim to be the place of origin of the Shirazi mode.

6 Chittick (1969: 391) has proposed a pre-Nabahani dynasty in Pate called the Batawi; but the only
solid evidence for this comes from inscriptions where al-Batawi is much more plausibly interpreted as
a nisha-by-town, translatable “‘the man of Pate”. (There is no P in Arabic, and it is often rendered by a
B.) We may compare al-Siyawi, “the man of Siyu”, Allen 1979b: 20. al-Lamuy and al-Kilwi are also
found. This enable us to dispense with this dynasty, which is anyway unmentioned in the Pare
Chronicle.
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can quite easily be understood as a reference to the victory of the wa-ungwana mode of
dominance over the Shirazi one — and it is significant that it specifies that both Malindi and
Mombasa were eventually won over peacefully. Indeed, it is clearly to rivalry with the
Shirazis that the chronicler refers, for he insists that their title jumbe is derived from the
Pate term for the royal palace (yumbe, its northern dialect equivalent), and that Shirazi
jumbes were in some sense Pate nominees. The few towns whose names he mentions include,
as well as Kilwa and Wasini (a nineteenth century settlement of the wa-Vumba), Saadani and
Tanga, whose main importance ¢.1900, when the Chronicle was being recorded, was as
centres of Shirazi confederacies (Freeman-Grenville 1966: 253—254).

The role of Ozi, like Pate a home of some of the wa-Vumba clans, may be pivotal.
Kirkman has identified it with Hoja, sacked by the Portuguese at the instigation of their ally
the ruler of Malindi in 1506 (Kirkman 1966: 9—13). He believed it to be the site now known
as Ungwana but formerly as Kwa Ungwana wa Mashaha, which is a quotation from the
Liongo saga (strictly, kwa wa-ungwana or wangwana wa mashaha: Harries 1962: 54;cp. Fitz-
Gerald 1898: 360). Liongo, also known as King of Ozi and of Shaka (Knappert
1979: 67.70), is mentioned in the same passage of the Pate Chronicle as having to be
subdued by the Pate forces before they moved south, and it is interesting that some of the
names in the poem have a southern dialect ring. Could Ozi/Hoja at one time have been the
northernmost settlement to be dominated by southerners and, as such, the first Shirazi
settlement to be attacked by Pate’s wa-ungwana? In that case Malindi’s request to the
Portuguese in 1506 would give us a terminus ante quem for the emergence of the wu-
ungwana mode. There is some archaeological evidence that is relevant, for the ruins at
Ungwana tend to resemble those of Pate and Lamu further north, but the mosques and
tombs at Shaka and Mwana, more or less contemporary and immediately to the southeast of
Ungwana, are strikingly similar to those at Munge and Shirazi (Wilson 1980: 36—38).

The idea that pre-1620 Swahili history was largely governed by a conflict between two
prevailing modes of dominance is a new one, and only a few of the possibilities it opens up
can even be mentioned here. But we should note that hostility between Shirazis and wa-ung-
wana was not responsible for all the petty wars. Wa-ungwana no doubt also fought one
another, and Shirazis certainly did, but of course in such squabbles the ultimate survival of
the trading network was not at stake. Arguably the very notion of a ‘mode of dominance’
needs further sophistication. We need to know more about how socio-cultural superiority,
acquired largely by ‘magic’, was converted into political power, and how far such power was
shared, on one hand, with overseas merchants and traders, and on the other with inland
societies such as the Digo and Segeju: the term ‘clients’ hardly does justice to the indepen-
dence and military muscle of the latter. We also need to know how power was distributed
within the dominant groups themselves, and to understand the types of societies which
produced Shirazi and wa-ungwana patricians respectively. In the above it has been assumed
that the two modes were broadly similar except that they were based on different trading
networks, but it is possible that the divisions between them arose from more fundamental
social differences. Trimingham has proposed that Swahili communities were traditionally
governed by a council of elders, with or without some form of monarchy superimposed
(1964: 14—16), and this was certainly true in most northern areas: but the Shirazi mode
might originally have arisen from a kingship system such as Yaqut observed in Zanzibar or
Pemba in the early thirteenth century.

What I hope has been achieved in this essay is to bury for once and for all the idea that
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East African Shirazis must be ultimately descended from immigrants from the Persian Gulf.
It is clear that, even if there were such immigrants and some of them played an important
role in the early days, the Shirazi phenomenon itself is a purely African one which could
have arisen without them. The Shirazi legend is not a folk-memory of an actual migration
but a typical myth of primary origins, which has survived long and spread far because it has
been used to bolster the dominance of an important group. The Shirazis were not the only
people on the East African coast to utilise such a legend as part of their ‘magic’. The present
writer has argued that the founders of the Mijikenda kayas must have used their Shungwaya
origins in a comparable manner, and that where claims to Shungwaya origins survive among
Segeju, Taita and others, they too can be attributed to the self-interest of a dominant group
or groups within those societies. But there is this difference, that there unquestionably was
some historical state or ‘empire’ of Shungwaya from which at least a few of the ancestors of
these dominant groups probably stemmed, whereas ‘Shirazi origins’ were pure myth.

The assumption that the dispersal-point for East African Shirazis was the Banadir coast
should also be treated as, at best, highly suspect. Kirkman showed the danger of constructing
elaborate hypothetical superstructures upon insecure factual foundations, and we should be
doubly careful not to fall again into the same error. At the time of writing there has still
been no archaeological research in Zanzibar and nothing since Kirkman’s time on Pemba
Island, while the adjacent mainland has mostly only been surveyed and a few test-pits dug
(Chittick 1958; Wilson 1980). Until this omission can be repaired, it is unwise to deduce too
much from excavations in Manda, Kilwa and elsewhere. Southern Somalia is another archae-
ological terra incognita although the urgent need to carry out further studies there is more
widely recognised. Until it can be achieved, theories based on the assumption that the
Shirazis dispersed from there are, in Kirkman’s term, deprecated.
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