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GENDER, IDEOLOGY AND MODES OF PRODUCTION
ON THE COAST OF EAST AFRICA

PAT CAPLAN

Most writers about the east coast of Africa agree that it is an area of heterogeneity, yet
characterised by many common cultural elements, which may range from language to settle-
ment patterns. Yet the answer to the question of ‘who the Swahili are’ remains extremely
problematic (see Arens 1975; Eastman 1971), and any attempt to describe Swahili culture in
toto rapidly becomes a catalogue of diversity (see e.g. Prins 1961). Some commentators
have sought to bring order into chaos by positing a distinction between Arab/Islamic and
African/local customary elements. Trimingham for instance states that “When Islam spread
in Africa its forms were inflexible and therefore African religious beliefs and institutions
continued alongside the new religious features. The result is a fusion in life but not a true
synthesis, the unyielding nature of the Islamic institutions precluding this” (1964: 68).

This kind of statement parallels the kind of debate which has gone on in anthropology
between “Great” and “Little” traditions in areas where universal religions, such as Hinduism
or Christianity, meet with local beliefs and customs. As some writers have recently warned,
we must beware of ‘fragmenting’ culture when we attempt to describe and analyse such an
area (see Sharma 1970). Furthermore we must beware of positing a hierarchical relationship
between formal theology and folk practices, even if we find it heuristically useful to dis-
tinguish between the two. El Zein, in an article subtitled “the search for an Anthropology of
Islam” comments that: “In the end, there are no inherent differences in the content of
either folk or formal theology to suggest that one is more objective, reflective, or systematic
than the other” (1977: 249). Lienhardt too points out that “When a distinction between
strict doctrine and local practice is constantly drawn, doctrine, with its conscious and
ready-made logic, tends almost unavoidably to become the dominant issue, and the rest of
belief and practice takes on the appearance of a jumble of accretions” (1968: 38). How then
do we analyse the syncretic culture of the East African coast? In many areas of the coast, as
I show in this article, people themselves make a distinction between religious beliefs and
practices which they classify as ‘Islamic’ and label sheria (Islamic requirements) or sunna
(good Islamic practice), and others which are seen differently as non-Islamic (even some-
times anti-Islamic) and labelled mila (custom). These are then emic categories which deserve
consideration in terms of their content, and also in terms of their relationship to other
aspects of society.

Since the pioneering work in the 1960’s of writers like Prins and Trimingham, a number
of studies of coastal society have been published or written up as dissertations, so that we
now have sociological information for many parts of the Kenyan and Tanzanian coast.
Several studies of Lamu have been made (El Zein 1974; Ghaidan 1975 and Prins 1971),
while Bujra has worked in nearby “Atu” (1968, 1977). More than one scholar has worked in
Mombasa, with Strobel’s study of women between 1890 and 1975 being the fullest yet to
appear (1979). A lot of research has been carried out in rural areas of the central coast
(Tanner 1958, 1959, 1960, 1962; Nimtz 1974; Landberg 1977 and Wijeyewardene 1961).
For Zanzibar we are dependent primarily upon Middleton’s study of land tenure (1961) and
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for Kilwa on the introduction by Lienhardt to his translation of a Swahili epic (1968). In
addition, there is my own work on Mafia (1975, 1976, 1977, 1978).

Apart from the foregoing works, which may be broadly classified as primarily sociolog-
ical, we have a good deal of recent historical material such as Iliffe (1979), Nicholls (1971)
and Salim (1973), as well as Cooper’s study of slavery on the Kenya coast and Zanzibar
(1977).

In short then, it is now possible to look at the coast comparatively and try to make some
generalisations. This is one purpose of this article. The second is to try and bring together
the rather disparate bits of information which we have about the role of women in Swahili
culture, for with the exception of the work of Bujra, Strobel and Landberg, they tend to be
conspicuous by their absence in both historical and sociological material, or at least, their
presence is not examined in any depth.

This paper has grown out of an apparent problem in interpreting my own material
gathered on Mafia Island, Tanzania. There the ideology concerning women appeared to me
to be common to that of other parts of the coast, that is, women’s behaviour is fairly clearly
prescribed in Islamic texts which on the whole allot them a subordinate role to men. Yet in
many respects, this set of norms did not square with the reality of women’s lives as I
observed them during field-work in 1965-7 and again in 1976, particularly in northern
Mafia. From a brief period of field-work in southern Mafia, and from visits to Zanzibar,
Mombasa and Lamu, it appeared that women’s behaviour in those places was more likely to
conform in many respects to Islamic ideals, yet it was not clear to me why there should be a
difference from one place to another.

Later, when I began to write up material which I had collected specifically on women
during a re-visit to Mafia in 1976, it became apparent that the question was not simply one
of a gap between norms and practice, but that in effect there are two sets of ideologies and
two sets of practices — sheria/sunna and mila — in use on Mafia, each of which presents a
rather different picture of gender relations.

The authority of the sheria rests to a large extent on written sources, and is taught and
interpreted by religious leaders such as Sheikhs and Walimu. References to ‘custom’ (mila is
the most common term used, but sometimes ada, desturi or kawaida occur), are encountered
much less in written sources, but are made particularly explicit in ritual.

. Upon examining comparative material from other parts of the coast, it became apparent
that the distinction exists in most other areas for which we have information, and that
indeed, it is precisely the blend of sheria and mila which constitutes Swahili culture. How-
ever, the ‘mix’ is not always the same — in some areas, the sheria is paramount both at the
level of ideology and at that of practice. In other areas, mila is equally important. These
differences can be correlated with differences in gender relations, for where mila is unimpor-
tant, women tend to have a very subordinate status, whereas gender relations are much more
egalitarian in areas where it is important. In this article, I suggest that the explanation for the
differences lies primarily in an analysis of modes of production, which are of course the
result of different historical experiences of various parts of the coast. I begin then by

1 Field-work was financed between 1965 and 1967 by a University of London Scholarship, and a
Goldsmith’s Company Scholarship. A re-visit in 1976 was made possible by the BBC in order to make
a film.
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examining sheria and mila at the level of ideology and of practice, and then turn to an
examination of kinship and descent, land tenure and modes of production. The focus
throughout the paper will be upon my own data from Mafia Island, for which a brief
background is first given, but comparisons are made with other parts of the coast which
indicate that in some areas, the situation parallels northern Mafia, while in other areas it is
different.

Mafia Island

Mafia Island (sometimes referred to as Chole) lies some eighty miles to the south of Dar
es Salaam, and is about half the size of Zanzibar Island. It has never been an independent
polity, but in earlier times it came under the suzerainty of Kilwa; later it was part of the
domain of the Sultan of Zanzibar, and early in this century it became a part of Tanganyika
when it was still a German possession.

Partly because of historical factors, and partly because of ecology, the island may be
conveniently divided into two halves. The south, in which lies the capital Kilindoni, depends
primarily upon the growing of coconut and cashewnut trees. When Seyyid Said first made
his capital in Zanzibar and was in dispute with some of the Arabs already settled there, many
of them left for Mafia, where they established large plantations (Nicholls 1971: 36—7).
Many of these subsequently were broken up into small-holdings, but during the latter part of
the nineteenth century at least, the southern part of Mafia was a slave-owning plantation
economy. :

Plantations were not established to any great extent in the north, where the land is much
more rocky, and here live the original inhabitants, who call themselves Wambwera, together
with a group of Wapokomo said to be more recent arrivals, and who are largely dependent
upon subsistence cultivation of rice and millet, although they do also grow coconuts as a
cash crop. The settlement pattern in northern Mafia consists of nucleated villages, which are
similar to those described elsewhere on the coast (e.g. Wijeyewardene 1961 and Middleton
1961), each with a belt of bush land surrounding it, and which is cultivated on a shifting
system. This is in contrast to the south, where settlements are extremely spread out, and
land which is used for annual crops is cultivated on a permanent basis.

There are six northern villages, in each of which there are named cognatic descent groups
which hold rights to the land surrounding the village. The residential and coconut land is
associated with descent groups also, but is held by named individuals, and rights are regis-
tered with the government office in Kilindoni.

The villagers here grow enough food to feed themselves for the greater part of the year,
although they may have to buy food for a few months. In addition, they need cash for
paying taxes, and buying clothes, kerosene, soap, tea, sugar and other goods. Apart from
cash which is obtained from the sale of copra, women plait grass mats and sell them, while
men fish and act as traders between the island and Dar es Salaam.

Most of my field-work was carried out in a northern village which I have named Minazini,
which had around one thousand inhabitants in 1966, but frequent visits were made to two
other northern villages of around the same size.
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Ideology: a) Sheria

The law and teaching of Islam cover most aspects of social life. As far as religious
practices are concerned, women are assigned a relatively minor role. In Mafia, they do not
attend mosque regularly, nor are they encouraged to do so, and this seems to be true of most
areas of the coast as well. They cannot hold any office in the mosque, such as that of Imam
(leader of prayers) or Muedhin (caller to prayer). However, women, like men, are expected
to uphold the five pillars of Islam — belief in the oneness of God and Mohammed as his
messenger, fasting during Ramadhan, alms-giving, prayer five times a day, and pilgrimage to
Mecca. In fact, no-one from the villages of northern Mafia had been to Mecca, and only a
small number of people, mostly males, actually pray the required number of times on a daily
basis. Girls attend Koran schools along with boys, and thus learn to recite the Koran, but on
ritual occasions when it is read publicly by Koran school pupils, they do not participate
directly. No adult women attend the special theology classes (madrasa) conducted by the
village Sheikh in one of the mosques.

Under Islamic law, women are considered in many respects to be ‘half of a man’. In court,
the testimony of a male witness is worth that of two females, and this also applies to
witnesses at weddings. Furthermore, women only receive half a man’s portion on inherit-
ance. The Koran states explicitly that women are inferior and that men are dominant: “Men
have authority over women because Allah made the one superior to the other, and because
they spend their wealth to maintain them. Good women are obedient. They guard their
unseen parts because Allah has guarded them. As for those from whom you fear disobedien-
ce, admonish them and send them to their beds apart and beat them. Then if they obey you,
take no further action against them” (Koran, verse “Women”).

On Islamic religious occasions, it is this sort of ideology which is promulgated, and it is
well exemplified by the following story related by the village Sheikh in Minazini during his
exposition of the Miraj?: “A man had to go on a journey and he bade his wife not to leave
their house during his absence. When he had gone, a messenger came to the house and told
the woman her father was sick. The woman replied that she could not leave the house. The
messenger came several more times, with more and more serious news of her father’s health.
The women sent a message to the Prophet Mohammed, asking what she should do. He
replied that her first duty was to obey her husband. Finally, she received news that he father
had died, but still remained in the house and did not go to the funeral. However, God
forgave her the sin of filial disobedience, because it would have been a greater sin to disobey
her husband.”

Another important source of the official Islamic ideology concerning women comes from
Swahili literature. Here, by and large, we have a picture of women as essentially fickle and
weak, needing to be protected from their own sexual desires, and prevented from causing the
downfall of men. Knappert, in a discussion of social and moral concepts in Swahili Islamic
literature sums up as follows:

“(1) Men are considered to have more intelligence (akili) than women. . .
(2) Women have stronger desires (tamani) or even passion (shauku) for earthly pleasures, so they
must be protected against themselves.

2 The Miraj — ascent of Mohammed to heaven. On the night in the Muslim calendar which commem-
orates this, people gather to hear a religious leader read either the relevant section of the Koran, or
else the Swahili poem Utendi wa Mirgji.
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(3) Women are weak, physically as well as mentally, so they will not be able to resist temptation and
succumb easily to tricksters and impostors.

(4) Although women are encouraged to study the Koran, the holy traditions and the law, ... it is
accepted that men have a better grasp of these things, so men have the last word.

(5) Women must obey men, but men would never consent to obey women.

(6) Women are keener to marry than men, and so they are expected to sacrifice more for it; only
having children will give them status in society. A woman with many children is treated with respect.
(7) Although one wife is the ideal, polygamy is quite respectable. . .

(8) It is easy for a man to divorce his wife. . .

(9) Men have complete freedom of movement, women have not”” (Knappert 1970: 131).

One of the most famous of the utendi style of poetry is that of Mwana Kupona, a woman
who lived on the northern part of the coast in the 19th century. It is a homiletic which
exhorts her daughter (and implicitly other women) to be good wives: “If he wish that you
go to Paradise, you will fortwith be brought there, if he says that you go to the fire, without
escape you will be put there. Live with him befittingly, do not provoke him to anger, if he
rebukes you, do not answer back, try to control your tongue. .. Whenever you need to go
out, be sure to ask leave, when you see that he is vexed, return and sit yourself at home. . .”
(Harries 1962: 77-9).

The poem also contains instructions to a wife on how to shave and massage her husband,
to fan him while he sleeps, and so on.

Practice

To a certain extent, women in northern Mafia do conform to the Islamic prescriptions on
behaviour. This is most clearly seen in the way in which domestic space is occupied. Houses
for example are divided into three sections — the front verandah, which is used almost
exclusively by men, the inside of the house which is used by both sexes for sleeping, and the
courtyard at the back where women prepare food and receive guests. This is a common
pattern for rural houses throughout the coast. In the traditional towns, such as Lamu and
Zanzibar Town, more elaborate houses give even greater seclusion to women from wealthy
families (Allen 1974; Ghaidan 1975).

In northern Mafia, when women move around the village, they very rarely use the main
path which runs through the centre, and passes the three shops, the mosque and the com-
munity building, all of which are places where men congregate to chat and play cards.
Instead women use a network of back paths. Again this would seem to be a common pattern
throughout much of the coast. Women rarely wear the veil (buibui) in their own village, but
if they are travelling, they usually do so, although in northern Mafia, as in other parts of the
coast, they wear it thrown back and frequently hitched up as well, so that it actually covers
very little, and its purpose is primarily symbolic. However, in some parts of the coast —
Zanzibar, Mombasa and Lamu for instance — much greater use is made of veiling.

On public occasions in northern Mafia, such as weddings, funerals, circumcisions, maulidi
(celebrations of the birth of the Prophet), and hitima (Koranic readings), women and men
occupy separate spaces, with the women generally secluded behind a fence. This does not
necessarily imply exclusion from the proceedings — indeed the women may be conducting
their own rituals in their own space (see below) and this is certainly true for other areas too
(see Strobel 1975 and Swartz and Swartz 1979 for a discussion of Mombasa).
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Women rarely attend public meetings either; in northern Mafia this only happened when a
visiting official from the Tanzanian Women’s Association (Umoja wa Wanawake wa Tan-
zania) convened an all-female gathering. However, there had recently been an important
change between my two field-work periods. In 1967, very few girls indeed attended the local
primary school, and they were invariably removed by their parents when they began to
menstruate. By the time of my re-visit in 1976, all the girls were in school, and it was very
unusual for a girl to be removed until she had completed Standard Six, whether or not she
had reached puberty. To this extent then, the Tanzanian government has been successful in
changing practice, if not norms.

In short, then, in northern Mafia, and on other parts of the coast as well, on occasions
which are defined as ‘public’ and even more so if they are categorised as ‘Islamic’, women
and men are segregated, with men playing the major roles. However, the picture is not quite
so simple as one of widespread compliance with Islamic prescriptions on female behaviour.

First of all, we must beware of assuming that sexual segregation on public occasions
necessarily implies female subordination (although of course it may well do so). There is
now a large literature examining the power and autonomy of women in sexually segregated
societies (Friedl 1967; Nelson 1974; Rogers 1975) which makes the point that anthropo-
logists have been led astray by their own narrow definitions of power and politics as being
confined to the public sphere. Segregation may actually give women a ‘space of their own’ in
which to develop their own rituals, as Strobel makes clear in her study of women in
Mombasa (1979). In northern Mafia, women secluded behind their screens on public occas-
ions nevertheless make their presence strongly felt by the singing of extempore songs (kalewa)
which can be heard by both men and women, and which frequently have a political content?.

Secondly, while Islam by and large allots women a subordinate role, it does give them
certain clearly defined rights. Women do inherit property (albeit at a less favourable rate
than men) and this remains theirs to dispose of as they please, while men have an obligation
to maintain their wives, and are not supposed to use the latter’s property, except under a
loan arrangement (see El Busaidy 1962).

Ideology b) Mila

Under the term mila are subsumed a whole variety of beliefs and ritual practices which
convey a rather different ideology concerning women and men. Although much of the
coastal literature deals with Islamic themes, there is a certain amount which dwells more
upon themes which might be described as mila. For example, the Utenzi wa Mkunumbi
describes the potlach-like competitive dance societies which flourished on the coast and its
hinterland during the colonial period (Harries 1967) and it is apparent that women played an
important role in these. Similarly, the poem Swifa ya Nguvumali translated by Lienhardt,
which concerns the bringing to justice of a group of murderous witches, gives women three
of the four main villainous roles. Nonetheless, mila has in many ways a more ‘muted’
ideology than the sheria, and it is found mainly through an examination of ritual (cf.

3 This is not uncommon in other sexually segregated societies — Riffian Berber women do the same (cf.
Joseph 1980).
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Ardener 1972) and other areas. Wijeyewardene states that these are “law, kinship behaviour,
rites de passage, and the communal rituals of the village” (1961: 148), and this seems to be
the case elsewhere too; certainly it is true of northern Mafia.

Mila rituals, or mila aspects of ritual, are primarily the sphere of women, both in northern
Mafia and throughout the coast. Most rites of passage (birth rituals, circumcision of boys,
ear-piercing of girls, marriage and death) have both sunna and mila aspects.

As I have described elsewhere (Caplan 1976), the circumcision of boys in northern Mafia
involves a short operation, which is performed and witnessed only by men. The mila aspect
is the elaboration — singing, dancing and feasting — and here women predominate. Marriage
too as laid down by Islamic law consists only of a brief ceremony in which both parties agree
to marry each other in the presence of witnesses; no women are present, not even the bride,
whose consent is taken by her guardian or representative (usually father or brother). But on
Mafia the wedding ‘proper’ lasts for at least two days, consisting of a vigil with songs and
dances the night before, feasting and games after the ceremony, and various rituals involving
the consummation and the removal of the bride to her new home. All of this elaboration is
in the hands of the women (cf. Caplan 1977). Landberg too found a similar situation in the
village she studied (1977: 163—4, 306, 324—5), and so did Strobel in Mombasa (1975).

Some rituals are entirely mila with no sunna aspects at all, and it is significant that only
women participate in these. The most striking example is the girls’ puberty ritual, an elabo-
rate affair in which a girl who has recently begun to menstruate is taught her role as an adult
womans by the other women of the community (Caplan 1976). In northern Mafia the
message given to girls during this ritual is very clear — that they are being prepared for
adulthood and particularly for sexual experience both inside and outside marriage. Much of
the ritual I observed in northern Mafia is paralleled by Strobel’s account of Mombasa
practices (Strobel 1979). In funerals, the Islamic requirements are fairly elaborate and clear-
ly laid down but are nonetheless augmented by many other customs, again mainly per-
formed by women both on Mafia and elsewhere. Landberg for instance states that “Other
traditional (i.e. mila) activities are not required under Islamic law, but their performance is
held to be proper by the Swahili in that they denote respect for the dead. The inclusion of
these rituals symbolises the moral authority of the kin group in its show of honour and
respect for a deceased member of the group” (1977: 364). One such show of respect is the
intense period of mourning (matanga) which lasts for three days after a death on the coast.
A male informant of Landberg’s stated that this was not at all Koranic practice but “the
women hold matanga anyway” (1977: 375).

Not all rituals with a mila aspect are rites of passage. One important ritual performed
throughout the coast is the celebration of the Swahili New Year, known in Mafia as Siku ya
Mwaka but elsewhere as Nairuzi. It is the new year of the Persian solar calendar (cf. Baker
1952) which coastal people use for agricultural purposes, alongside a lunar calendar which
determines the time of Islamic rituals. On that day, in northern Mafia, the women and
children go down to the beach (the only day women are ever seen there) and bathe in the sea
‘to take away the bad things of the previous year’. They then partake of a meal of a special
kind of bread together. After returning to the village, they participate in a dance. Gray notes
that it is mainly women in Zanzibar who go down to the sea to bathe and that *“once upon a
time, in the town of Zanzibar after they had bathed, clothed and garlanded themselves, the
women used to parade the streets in large bands singing” (1955: 11). Similarly Landberg’s
study of a coastal village shows that it was mainly women and children who performed the
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bathing ritual (1977: 414). Strobel, who records that women also observe the ritual in
Mombasa, suggests that it might be interpreted as a ritual of licence, in which women, who
are normally subordinate and expected to display a modest demeanour, reverse their be-
haviour. This does not seem however to be the case either in northern Mafia or in Land-
berg’s village, where women are rather seen as performing a ritual on behalf of the communi-
ty.

Apart from rites of passage, and the communal ritual of Siku ya Mwaka, there is another
important group of rituals which are classed as mila: the rituals of spirit possession which are
practised throughout the coast. In northern Mafia, two types of ritual exist. The first is
concerned with land spirits and is the province of a particular ethnic group, the Wapokomo.
Both men and women, provided that they can trace descent to this group, can be adherents.
The second type of cult open to both Wambwera and Wapokomo, is primarily for women,
and has close affinities with the zar cult found throughout northeast Africa (see Constan-
tinides 1977 and 1978 for the Sudan, Lewis 1971 for Somalia, and Messing 1958 for
Ethiopia). The spirits which afflict women in northern Mafia are thought to be sea spirits
which prevent them from bearing children.

In conclusion, then, throughout most of the coast, there is a distinction between sheria/
sunna ideology and that evinced in mila rituals. Women are active in the latter, and are
accorded great importance by them. The themes of mila rituals often celebrate female
sexuality (cf. Caplan 1976, and Strobel 1979), and, in northern Mafia at least, another
frequent theme is cognation. It is to an examination of kinship and descent that I now turn.

Kinship and Descent

On the coast of East Africa, there appear to exist two concepts of descent. The first is one
which is biased to patriliny, and which is especially important in terms of ethnic affiliation.
Thus for instance the child of a freeborn man (mwungwana) and a woman of slave descent
(mtumwa) is classed in most parts as freeborn. By and large, the status of the mother is less
important, although it can be significant in certain contexts (see El Zein 1974: 33).

Ethnic identity, particularly during the period of Omani/Zanzibari rule, and later during
the periods of German and British rule in East Africa, was extremely important in terms of
status and legal rights. Furthermore, the hierarchy based on ethnicity closely paralleled the
class structure, with plantation-owning ‘Arabs’ at the top, other ‘freeborn” (who used va-
rious appellations) in the middle, and slaves or people of slave descent at the bottom. In
many respects, ethnicity was manipulated to provide a justification for a society with great
differences in power and resources held by different classes. Both during the colonial era
and after independence ethnicity played an important part in politics (see Lofchie 1965 for
an account of Zanzibar).

Patriliny appears to be important in areas like Mombasa and Lamu (cf. Strobel 1979; El
Zein 1974). But in other parts of the coast, descent is reckoned cognatically — for example
in northern Mafia, in Kilwa, and in many parts of the central area of the coast (cf. Caplan
1975; Lienhardt 1968; Landberg 1977).

In northern Mafia, each village is made up of a number of cognatic descent groups, each
of which holds a certain amount of land. Both men and women are members of the groups,
and both can obtain cultivable and residential land through them; many are members of
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more than one group. Tracing ancestors through both males and females is equally impor-
tant, and this is clearly seen at the annual grave-clearing rituals, when the names of all
ancestors, both male and female, and on maternal and paternal sides are remembered.

For women, descent group membership in Mafia is symbolised in another important way
— by membership of a cooking group. At all major rituals the food is cooked by women
grouped into units based on descent groups. As a young girl, a woman will have been
allocated to a cooking group as soon as she is married, and she generally remains with it for
the rest of her life. Where parents pass multiple descent group membership to their children,
they send girl in turn to join a different group as she becomes an adult.

Although descent is unequivocally cognatic in areas like northern Mafia, people are acu-
tely aware of the bias towards patriliny elsewhere, and because in certain contexts, discussed
below, they too subscribe to and manipulate ethnic affiliation, patriliny can also be signifi-
cant. For one thing, the Islamic laws of inheritance which are part of the sheria help to bias
the cognatic system somewhat towards patriliny because people inherit more from their
father than their mother, and males inherit more than females. Because of this, it is more
likely that men will end up living near their fathers’ coconut trees than near those of their
mothers. And because men own more trees than women, and acquire them at an earlier age
(because they plant as well as inherit), it is likely that a married couple will live near to the
husband’s kin rather than the wife’s. However, even Islamic law can be circumvented to
enable a more equal distribution of inheritance. I came across many instances where a parent
had asked for an estate to be made shirika — a joint estate in which all the children share the
usufruct equally, regardless of sex. Another device is to declare the estate wakf (a perpetual
endowment recognised by Islamic law, cf. Anderson 1959), which means that its product
either can be made over to women who are sole heirs (such people cannot normally inherit
alone), or can be shared equally by male and female heirs.

Although, in spite of such devices as shirika and wakf, women own fewer trees than men,
and are thus poorer in cash terms, as far as land-holding is concerned, they have equal rights
in those areas where bush land is held by cognatic descent groups. In northern Mafia, there is
a further category of land which lies within villages and is known as dawe (meadow); this
land is regularly flooded, and produces a good rice crop, as well as allowing for a second crop
in the form of sweet potatoes. Much of this land, which can be cultivated on a permanent
basis, is held by women, and passed on to their daughters. It is particularly useful to
divorced women, because they can cultivate it without the help of a man. Women who
marry into villages where there is no dawe land are often willing to walk long distances
back to their natal villages if it means that they can thereby retain their rights, as well as
growing an extra crop.

It is thus possible to distinguish in northern Mafia, and other areas like it, two aspects of
the economy — subsistence and cash. The subsistence sector is based upon annual cultivation
of land held by cognatic descent groups; here women and men have equal rights to land,
both are productive workers, and a married couple may either pool the harvest or divide it
up between them. The system by which land is held is part of mila, it is not part of the
sheria, and rituals which are carried out to ensure crop fertility in some areas are mila rituals.

Women are much less involved in the cash sector than are men. They own fewer coconut
trees, and have only one other source of earning cash, which is by plaiting mats. The chief
resource in the cash sector is coconut trees, and the inheritance patterns followed, based on
the sheria, favour men. In some respects, however, the sheria can work to women’s advan-
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tage. As already stated, men are responsible for maintaining their wives and children, and
one noted Islamic authority states that “All the wife’s expenses should be borne by the
husband; even if a wife is rich, nothing should come from her property. A Muslim wife has
total jurisdiction over her own property and her husband has no right at all to use it or take
it if she does not agree” (El Busaidy 1962: 19, my translation). In northern Mafia, this is
taken to mean that men should privide cash for clothes and also for any food which has to
be bought. Cash which women earn, usually from plaiting mats or sale of copra, is entirely
theirs to dispose of as they please, and if married, women generally spend such money on
themselves or their children. Food harvested from the field, which is produced by the joint
efforts of husband and wife, is owned by both. This is clearly seen at times of divorce, when
it must be shared out equally, but even in normal circumstances, the harvest is often divided
up immediately between husband and wife, and in this way, each can contribute to the
rituals of his or her own kin, which is always done on an individual and never a household
basis. Conflicts over land rights in terms of mila and sheria rules have been frequent on the
coast. Middleton’s study of Zanzibar shows that in effect, at the time of his field-work, there
were two systems of law — the Islamic, which was also the civil law of the Zanzibar
Protectorate, and the ‘customary Shirazi law’. “The Muslim concepts imply ownership by an
individual, so that he can dispose of the land in whatever way he pleases, under the ultimate
authority of the ruler ... (but) for a Muslim to open a piece of land and then claim
ownership over it would be a breach of Shirazi customary law. .. Any legal decision as to
inheritance based on the sheria, if it entailed the heirs holding individual and full possession
of pieces of land ... would certainly be contrary to traditional Shirazi custom”
(1961: 75-6).

But it is plain that what happened in much of Zanzibar, and other parts of the coast
where plantation economies were set up, was that sheria law was enforced at the expense of
mila customary law, and that many peoples were dispossessed of lands to which they had
previously had rights (cf. Bailey 1965). Thus it is in these areas — the plantation areas of
Zanzibar, and on much of the central and northern coast in particular — that we find
cognation being supplanted by patriliny.

If, following other anthropologists (e.g. Godelier 1975), we argue that in pre-capitalist
modes of production, kinship is dominant, that it is the relations of production, and that
therefore there must be an internal correspondence between the economy and the kinship
system, then we have already begun to find an answer to the question posed at the beginning
of this section — why do different parts of the coast have different systems of kinship and
descent, some stressing patriliny, others cognation? If we look at the coast comparatively,
we find that areas in which patriliny is stressed tend to have a different mode of production
from those in which cognatic descent is paramount.

Modes of Production

The differing historical experiences of various parts of the coast have led to a situation
today in which there are differing modes of production. Some areas which experienced
heavy Arab penetration from the middle of the nineteenth century or earlier, possessed
plantations based on slavery as well as mercantile economies. Furthermore, it was in these
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areas that towns such as Zanzibar City, Mombasa and Malindi developed (although of course
towns were not a new feature of the East African coast).

In these urban areas and in those rural areas where plantation as opposed to subsistence
economies were dominant, class differences, often rationalised by ethnicity, grew. Here
too, the sheria was much more rigidly applied, particularly after the establishment of kadhis
(Islamic judges) during the reign of Seyyid Barghash (1870—88). Freeborn and ‘Arab’ wo-
men were withdrawn from production and secluded in their homes, while poor women and
slave women worked either on the plantations or in the homes of the wealthy, or in other
ways. For the women of the upper classes then, in these parts of the coast, we find a much
greater adherence to Islamic norms regarding the proper behaviour for women.

Here, as Strobel has shown graphically for Mombasa, women are economically dependent
upon men. Frequently they do not receive their inheritance dues, and even if they do, the
norms of seclusion make it very difficult for them to administer their estates without the
help of a male. Such a situation results in women having to manipulate men if they are to
have any ‘living space’ — for example, by playing upon the idea that they are weak and silly,
they can get their husbands to indulge them (cf. Swartz and Swartz 1979). Or, as Bujra has
shown for women from “Atu”, they can use their sexuality, which is their chief economic
asset, by becoming prostitutes (Bujra 1977). In such areas, women are also fairly powerless
politically, for Arab colonialism, like the European colonialism of a later date, both here and
elsewhere, subordinated the existing culture, and ignored or suppressed many local practices
which favoured women. For instance, in many parts of the coast, prior to the Omani period,
women were rulers (e.g. in Pate, in Zanzibar, in Pemba and in Tumbatu — cf. Gray 1962;
Middleton and Campbell 1965; and Matthew 1956). But when the Hadimu people of Zanzi-
bar Island wanted to appoint a woman ruler in 1877, the Sultan, Seyyid Barghash, refused to
allow such a step. This was of course a politically convenient move to subordinate the
Hadimu completely to the Sultanate, but there is little doubt that he used an Islamic
ideology (and of course the fact that the Zanzibari royal house belonged to the puritanical
Ibadhi sect of Islam must be remembered) to justify his move.

In other areas, however, like northern Mafia, the Arab/Zanzibari influence was less pro-
nounced, and the sheria not applied to all areas of life, particularly land-holding, and women
remained productive. Even here, however, there was a growth of a cash economy, and in this
sector, women were disadvantaged. They could not trade as men did, and they inherited
fewer coconut trees, which were the main source of cash income. In such areas, however, the
fact that women could cultivate land by and for themselves, and also that Islamic law gives a
woman inalienable rights to her own property, ensured a very real autonomy for women.
This is reflected in their importance as members of descent groups, and as transmitters of
rights to their children. It is also reflected in women’s importance in mila rituals.

The process then by which women were disadvantaged both economically and politically
on many parts of the coast can certainly be traced back to the growth of mercantilism, of
slave based plantation economies, and of the rise to power of the Sultanate of Zanzibar plus
growth of class structure masked by ethnicity. It is however one which continued under
European colonial rule, as Iliffe (1979) has cogently demonstrated, and one which appears
to be an on-going process inland from the coast, where the combination of Islamization and
the growth in the cash economy is continued to disadvantage women. It is interesting to
note that studies of areas where this has happened recently report that as men become
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converted to Islam, women continue to perform the non-Islamic rituals (e.g. Gomm 1975 on
the Digo, and Swantz 1970 on the Zaramo).*

Conclusion

In this article, I have sought first of all to establish the existence and importance of two
contrasting ideologies which co-exist on the coast of East Africa. These may be posed as
follows:

sheria/sunna mila

Islamic non-Islamic

male female

patriliny cognation

hierarchy egalitarianism

cash economy subsistence economy
women secluded women productive
women dependent women autonomous

While I have expressed these in terms of polar opposites, I have also tried to explain why
the balance between them varies from one area to another, and how this is related to
differences in modes of production. In those areas where a cash economy has become
dominant, and particularly in areas where historical developments led to the formation of a
class society, Islamic doctrine became a dominant ideology, and mila was accorded ‘periphe-
ral’ status; it did not disappear, but, as Lewis suggests, became the province of the disadvan-
taged, such as women, lower class people and/or slaves (Lewis 1971) who used it to con-
struct a sub-culture of their own, as Strobel shows so clearly for Mombasa (1979). As such it
was despised or attacked by ruling-class males, who were however unable to subordinate it
completely because of the importance accorded by the dominant ideology to sexual segreg-
ation, which of necessity accorded women space of their own. In other areas, such as

4 There are some indications that women leaving some rural areas in East Africa to live in towns like
Mombasa and Nairobi choose to convert to Islam, as a way of freeing themselves from the ties of their
home area, becoming property-owners in their own right, and having a common basis for association in
urban areas (cf. Parkin 1972: 71, Bujra 1975: 226). This does not invalidate the argument already put
forward that by and large the process of Islamization in the coast disadvantaged women. In the latter
area, in the change from a subsistence to a plantation and mercantile economy, women (or at least the
upper classes) were debarred from productive work in the name of orthodox Islam. In the large towns
and cities of East Africa, however, women who had a difficult time in their home areas (e.g. infertile
women) came to town, became petty commodity producers, and adopted a fairly loose form of Islam,
choosing to stress certain aspects, such as a woman’s right to own property. An additional possible
dimension on which I have little information, may be that the southern part of the coastal hinterland
is matrilineal, and women appear there to have enjoyed relatively great autonomy (cf. e.g. Swantz).
The northern coastal hinterland, by contrast, is not only strongly patrilineal, but women have few
rights to land in their own right or to the product of their own labour (cf. Parkin 1972: 72). For
women from this northern area, moving to the coast and becoming a Muslim is an improvement in their
position, while for women from the matrilineal belt, it often means a deterioration. The point is that
Islamization is not the causative factor in a changing situation — what must be looked at first is the
change in the mode of production, and in relations of production, especially as between women and
men. Adoption of Islam, or of a more rigorous form of Islam, can then be seen as a reflection of
economic changes.
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northern Mafia (and also Kilwa, outlying areas of Zanzibar, and many rural coastal mainland
areas), this happened to a much lesser extent. There were fewer economic changes, and,
although people are muslims, Islamic law was not rigidly applied. As as result, mila flourishes,
not just as a ‘peripheral’ set of beliefs and practices, but as one given importance by the
community of both men and women, even though it is largely the women who appropriate
mila. In these latter areas, we may distinguish different levels of communication. At the
village level, while the distinction between sheria and mila may be important in certain
contexts, it does not imply that the two are placed in a hierarchy. The occasions on which
this does happen are when they are manipulated for political ends (cf. Caplan 1975). How-
ever, when villagers communicate with outsiders, particularly people whom they see as
representative of the wider Islamic world®, they are likely to make pejorative remarks about
mila. In such a context for example, spirit possession is more likely to be condemned, and
what women do, to be assigned less importance that what men do.

As far as gender relations are concerned, we may thus posit an apparently logical correl-
ation between firstly, areas of primarily subsistence economy, such as northern Mafia, with
the chief resource — cultivable land — in the hands of kin corporations of which women are
equal members with men, and importance is accorded to mila, an area primarily appropriated
by women. This situation ties in with much recent analysis of women’s position in kin-based
societies (cf. Sacks 1979). Secondly, we have areas with different modes of production,
based upon cash, in which kin corporations no longer exist, land is a commodity, women are
much more economically dependent upon men, and mila is invariably seen as peripheral.

This is not a surprising conclusion in view of the large amount of literature which has
appeared in the last decade which shows clearly that in the changeover from a kin-based
subsistence economy to one in which cash is used, women have lost out economically and
politically (cf. Rogers 1980 for a summary of the arguments). For much of Africa, this was a
process which happened primarily during the period of European colonial rule, but on the
east coast, it began much earlier.
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