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Afro-Arab Cultural Interaction
Dr. Yusuf Al-Yas

The roots of Afro-Arab relations go back to pre-Islamic times. It is well known
that Arabs from the South of Arabia dominated the Eastern Coast of Africa
during the first and second centuries A.D. The racial and cultural intermarriage
of Africans and Arabs continued during the Umayyad and Abbasid periods. The
Arabs settted on the East Coast of Africa where they became active in
propagating the Islamic faith and Arab culture. They were assisted in this task by
some local Muslims educated in Egypt and the Hijaz.

During the 14th century A.D. Islamic culture flourished in East Africa.
Swahili and East African literature borrowed much from Arabic and was
influenced by Arabic literature.

In West Africa, traders, pilgrims and scholars from the north undertook to
sow the seeds of Arab and Islamic culture in Northern Nigeria, which later took
root in the Hausa region during the 8th century A.D. The Hausa poets imitated
Arabic literature in form and content. A hybrid culiure was born, as one fifth of
the vocabulary of both Hausa and Fulani can be traced to Arabic origins.

When evaluating modern African writing, some European writers conclude
that many African countries South of the Sahara were exposed to written
literature only after the advent of European colonial rule and through European
languages and education in missionary schools. However, historical studies
confirm that there were many older African literary works written either in
Arabic or the local languages long before colonial rule. Even after colonial
domination, novels written by Africans in European languages reflect the strong
influences of Islamic and Arab culture. This is evident in the descriptions of social
behaviour, traditions, and Arabic nomenclature. Of course there are ranging
degrees of Arabicisation in Africa. Complete Arabicisation has taken place
where large groups of Arabs settled and intermarried with the local population.
In some countries Arabic was dominant even though not all the population was
converted to Isiam. In other countries a small number of the population was
arabised, and elsewhere people adopted Islam but retained their old languages.
All these models can be seen in Africa. After colonial rule, the European
tanguages of the colonial powers became the languages of administration and
ruling elites. The position of Arabic, particularly in African countries South of
the Sahara, deteriorated as European languages attracted young people by the
promise of careers and progress in administrative posts and education, and thus
Arabic lost ground.
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INTERACTION CULTURELLE AFRO-ARABE

Dr. Yussif Ilias

Les racines des relations afro-arabes remontent aux temps pré-islamiques.
C’est un fait bien connu que les Arabes du Sud de de I’Arabie ont dominé Ia
Cote orientale de PAfrique pendant le premier et le deuxieme siccle de I'ére
chrétienne.

Le metissage racial et culturel entre Africains et Arabes continuait
pendant les périodes Ummayade et Abbaside. Les Arabes se sont installes
sur la cote orientale de I’Afrique ou ils sont devenus actifs dans la propagat-
lion de la foi et de la cutture musulmanes. Ils furent aidcs dans I"accomplisse-
ment de cette tache par des musulmans indigenes qui ont regu leur instruct-
ion en Egypte et au Hijaz.

Pendant le 14¢me siécle de notre ere la culture islamique s’est épanouie
considérablement en Afrique orientale.

La culture swahili et la culture de I’Afrique de 1'Est ont fait beaucoup
d’emprunts a la langue arabe et ont tté considérablement influencées par
elle.

En Afrique de I'ouest, des commergants, des pelerins et des savants
provenant du Nord s¢ sont empréssés de semer les semences de la culture
arabe et islamique au nord du Nigéria. Ces semences ont pris racire plus tard
dans la région Hausa au 8eme siécle de I'ére chrétienne. Les poetes hausa
imitaient la litt€rature arabe au point de vue de la forme et du contenu. Une
culture hybride vit le jour et un cinquié’me du vocabulaire des langues hausa
et fulani peut ¢tre attribué & une origine arabe.

Certains auteurs européens, en evaluant les écrits africains modernes,
concluent gue de nombreux pays africains au sud du Sahara n’ont connu la
littérature é&crite qu’aprés 'avencment du regne colonial et par le biais des
langues européennes et 'instruction dans les &coles des missionnaires Cepen-
dant, les études historiques ont demontré qu’il y a des oeuvres africaines
plus anciennes, écrites soit en arabe soit en langue locale, pendant les temps
précédents I’avenement colonial, des romans Ecrits par ces auteurs africains
en langue europgenne refletent la forte influence de la culture arabe et islam-
ique. Cela se manifeste dans la description du comportement social, des
traditions et dans la nomenclature arabe. Certes, il y a différents degrés groupes
d’arabisation en Afrique. Une arabisation totale a eu lieu ou de larges
d’arabes se sont installés et se sont mari€s avec la population locale.
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Dans certains pays la langue arabe predomine en depit du fait que toute
la population n’a pas ete convertie a I'Islam.

Dans d’autres pays, une petite couche de la population a ete arabisee,
et dans d’autres encore, les populations ont adopte I'Islam tout en tenant
‘a leur langue d’origine. Tous les modeles precites existent en Afrique. Dans
la periode post-coloniale, les langues europeennes des puissances coloniales
sont devenues les langues de I'administration et des elites au pouvoir. La
position de la langue arabe, au sud du Sahara, s’est considerablement deterio-
ree car les langues europeennes ont attire les jeunes gens en leur ouvrant la
voie de la carriere et de P'avancement dans les postes administratifs et dans
le domaine de I'enseignement. Ainsi, la langue arabe perdait sa position
privilegiee.
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Swahili Islamic Literature and Western Literary Critics

Muhammad Bakari

A considerable body of Swahili literature has been built over centuries by both
conscious and unconscious effort by the Swahili men of letters. Yet one has to
draw a dichotomy between what one can term religious and secular literature.
As expected, it is almost impossible to trace the historical origins of the secular
literature, whereas the existence of manuscripts that are indisputably religiously
inspired enables us to draw a tentative chronology on the origins, influences and

development of this genre because Partly pre-colonial literature is predominantly
documented and studied, and partly because there was considerable bias for
written literature, oral literature, until very recently, had been neglected and
relegated to an undeservedly inferior position. And not least important for our
purposes, the earlier publicists of Swahili literature were invariably drawn from
societies that could boast of centuries of written literature; their approach to
Swahili literature would inevitably be informed by their own intellectual
orientation.

There is, then, the more important element of theological bias. A cursory
glance at the names of the scholars will reveal not only their Euro-Christian
origins but also their theological persuasions. This particular factor is essential in
understanding the nature of analysis of Swahili literature that has come down to
us from the picneer scholars in this field. The predilection for written literature
by these picnecrs was largely responsible for the orientalization of Swahili
literature and the underplaying of the dominant mode of literary expression by
the majority of the Swahili people. The impression created, then, is one in which
the whole universe of Swabhili literature is assumed to be an appendage of the
vague orientalist literary heritage. Either wittingly or unwittingly, the exposure
of the Islamic component of Swahili literature was meant to verify the ‘sterility’
of Islamic literature. To a certain extent, the carlier scholars were successful in
interpreting this literature to an audience that shared most of the critics biases, It
was as if the analysis and interpretations of these scholars were meant to push
further the boundaries of orientalist scholarship and contribute to the already
oversubscribed arsenal of racial and religious bigotry. For, as products of their
socicties, their intellectual training was tempered by the same prejudices as those
of their intellectual mentors.



In this regard, it may be instructive to note that from the earliest scholars to the
most recent, European scholarship on Swahili literature has drawn from two
proto-types: the mussionary and the colonial administrator. These gradually
transformed themselves from scholars to authorities in their chosen virgin field.
Several names come to mind: Reverend Tayior, who worked among the Swahili
literati in Mombasa and Lamu in Kenya, Reverend Lyndon Harmes who
concentrated on the adjacent Coasts of Kenya and Tanzania, ! Dammann, who
strode more or less the same terrain as Harries, and, of course, Jan Knappert,
presently lecturer in Swahili literature at the School of Oriental and African
Studies. Like Orientalists,these Swahili scholars did not confine themselves to a
single aspect of Swahili society. As the occasion demanded, they became
linguists, literary critics, psychologists, anthropologists, Colonial advisors on
socio-political and cultural matters. Theirs became a wide enougb field on which
to spend the rest of the scholarly life. All along, the subjects of their scholarly
treatises were meant to be passive and, at best, merely informative. In the final
analysis, the kind of scholarship Swahili literature has now been bequethed with,
is more at the plane of fiction than reality. Distorted reality is inevitable in a
sitnation where scholars would set themselves up as interpreters of a multiplicity
of disciplines where individually each discipline can be enough to absorb one’s
intellectual energies for the rest of one’s life.

In a great many respects, the situation of these Western literary critics of
Swahili literature is not unlike that described in Edward W. Said’s controversial
Orientalism. Indeed, they employ the same kind of nomenclature as was
developed by the Orientalists. We are therefore forced to the conclusion that
Scholars of Swahili literature could not discard the perspectives developed for
them by Orientalists from their own academic background. In this we are in
agreement with Edward Said when he notes:

“No scholar or thinker, of course, is a perfect representative of

some ideal type or school in which, by virtue of national origin or

the accident of history, he participates. Yet in so relatively insulated

and specialized a tradition as Orientalism, I think there is in each

scholar some awareness, partly conscious and partly non- consc-

ious, of national tradition, if not national ideology. This is partic-

ularly true in Orientalism, additionally so because of the direct

political involvement of European nations in the affairs of one or

another Oriental country : the case of Snouck Hurgronje, to cite

a non-British and non-French instance where the scholars sense of

national identity is simple and clear, comes to mind immediately™.2

As noted above, the intellectual perspectives of these scholars of Swahili
literature were informed by the Orientalist perspectives. It is no mere accident
that, without a single exception, all these scholars were themselves products of
Schools of African studies and these were invariably attached to the Schools of
Oriental Studies. The attitude that African and Oriental Societies, and by

extension, all the under-develoned societies, could be analysed using the same
I N - B



tools of analysis sharpened by Orientalists has been perpetuated by later
scholars. Significantly, sometimes Orientalist courses went side by side with
African Studies, as if the knowledge of the latter was indispensible for the former.
Ultimately, Islam was studied, not within the Islamic, insider context, but
through the ‘insights’ of the Orientalists and more often, the insights were
indistinguishable from prejudices. Compounding the problem even further was
the inability of these scholars of Swahili to handle the Arabiclanguage to such an
extent that dependence on secondary translated sources became the main
sustaining refuge. The result must be an Islam that is distorted and debased and
viewed outside the totality of Classical and Orthodox Islam. To appreciate what
might be termed a regional variety of Islam, one has to start from the Islamic
Ideal as expounded in the Quran, the Prophetic Traditions, and the consider -
able commentaries of Muslim doctors of law, the seminal influences on the
direction that regional Islam took and indeed, the contributions of the local
Muslim ‘ulama before one perceives the ultimate deviation from the Islamic
norm derived from the African cultural matrix.

Then, there is the added dimension of methodology. Most scholars did not
appreciate the divergence in intellectual approaches to the different disciplines. It
has all along been assumed that the Western paradigms are the epitomes of
scholarship. To take a simple example, the art of biography in Islam differs
fundamentally from that in the West. Certain issues are deemed essential and
these occupy a central posttion, whereas details such as those that belong to the
private realm are assumed to be irrelevant and thus omitted. On the other hand, a
Western biography will put a greater emphasis on the private rather than the
public and where there are scandalous incidents, these will be narrated with
greater relish.

To appreciate protoundly, the pre-colonial Swahili Islamic literature in
general, one has to be well versed in several Islamic disciplines like Qur’anic
Commentary, Islamic medieval philoscphy and so on. Such knowledge is
necessary in order to understand fully the nuances that are alluded to in the
literature. This is a necessary qualification since, without & single exception, the
composers were individuals of profound Islamic learning and thus Muslim
intellectuals in the classical sense. No doubt, from Hichens to Knappert, several
stanzas in the epics are mistranslated and misrepresented precisely because of the
disparity between the knowledge of the languages. Arabic and Swahili, and the
intellectual vacuum engendered by their academic background. It must be noted
that the internationalist nature of Islamic brought with it the same traditions in
scholarship throughout the Muslim world. The same intellectual sources and
texts sustained Muslim ‘ulama throughout Islamic areas, however remote.
Throughout the dogged efforts of professional scribes, manuscripts were
disseminated far and wide and this led to regional homogeneitics in scholarship.
Texts inspired by different schools of Jurisprudence aside, those on Arabic
grammar, commentary, philosophy,medicine, mysticism uniformly formed the
basic texts. East Africa abounds in hand written manuscripts of this nature
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which help to trace its intellectual history. The now almost deserted village of
Siyu on Kenya’s Coast is believed to have been the centre of these scribes. Ounly
recently has interest been aroused on these antique curiositites. The scribes were
unconsciously participating in this great current of exchange of ideas that was
responsible for the homogenization of learning. The Alfiyya of Ibn Malik and
Al-Mahalli and Suyuti’s commentaries were and still are as common in East
Africa as Plato’s Republic is in Western Universities. Thus, by reducing the
Swabhili epics to mere generalities about current mythologies about East African
Islam is to misunderstand the intellectual forces at play, that produced this great
literature.

It is inconceivable that one could understand such didactic poems as Inkishafi.
~variously translated asThe soul§ Awakening3and Catechism of the Soul without
ithelslamic intellectual background|Especially in thelatter translation, we are

confronted with the same old problem of marshatling Christian concepts and
categories in explicating an Islamic text. Catechism is an alien concept in Islam
-and to employ it is to miss the spirit of the poem. Further, without being
conversant with the medieval Islamic concept of Heaven and Hell, Islamic
philosephy, and, above, all, Qur'an and Qur’anic tafsir or exegeses. itisnearly
impossible to fathom the impact of this poem on the Swahili audience.
Interestingly enough, there is a remarkably similar poem tn Hausa literature
developing the same escatological theme. The existence of such poetic parallels is
a pointer to the universality of Islamic scholarship, since the authors must have
independently drawn from the same intellectual fountain-heads of Islamic
learning. The context in which they wrote, long before dissemination of books
became commonplace, is vital in evaluating and analysing the literature. The
earliest extant manuscripts, the Hamziyya dated 1652 attests to the in-
ernationalization of Islamic learning and the seminal influences on Swahilt
iterature. The impenetrability of this genre in Swahili literature is thus
c:ompounded by this lack of access to the Islamic background. Knappert
zoncedes that:

‘The reason for ... lack of interest among Western Scholars in Swahili
poetry of the classical Islamic tradition is that it is not easy to penetrate.
One has to be a fully trained philologist as well as an [slamologist, and such
scholars usually prefer the study of the classical Isiamic literatures, Arabic

and Persian
Knappert’s presumption, then, is that the Arabist and Istamist are the only
ones capable of doing justice to Swahili literature of the Islamic genre. But why
an Arabist? The greatest asset for a critic of Swahili literature is competence in
the language, both classical and modern. One of the least observed, truisms
about Swahili literature is that all the significant manuscripts were composed in
Swabhili for the Swahili, because though the Swahili were and are overwhelmingly
Muslim, there was only a circumscribed group of intellectual elite that could be
comfortable with the Arabic fanguage Even mosque seminars were, and continue
to be, carried on via translations. Therefore, it helps enormously to be familiar
with the Islamic tradition as much as familiarity with Swahili is indispensible.
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It is precisely for this reason that even the seemingly secular poetry betrays
traces of Islamic influences. Assuming the above standards, then, native scholars
of Swahili literature fair better than Western scholars trained within the
Orientalist schools. To take an example, Muhamed Hasan Abdulaziz’s critical
study of the 18-19th century Swahili poet, Muyaka Mwinyi Haji, 1776 - 1840 is
probably the best and most exhaustive analysis of Swahili poetry to-date partly
because of his own Swahili background and his training in Arabic language and
Islamic studies.® His own familiarity with the main currents of classical Arabic
literature and Islamic intellectual tradition has enabled him to transcend the
narrow confines of the Orientalist approach, and put Swahili literary traditionin
its proper context. Compared to Abdulaziz, Knappert’s own methodology
suffers from the ipadequacy of a proper grasp of the Islamic tradition and the
Arabic language.’ Knappert was trained neither in Arabic language nor [slam.
What emerges is a perspective distilled through the spectacles of secondary
Orientalist’s Islam. It is instructive that nowhere in his {atest work Four centuries
of Swahili Verse does he acknowledge Abdulaziz’s contribution to the poetry of
Muyaka. Knappert was already a lecturer in Swahili at London University’s
School of Oriental and African studies, when Abdulaziz wrote and completed his
thesis on Muyaka in 1966, and could therefore not be oblivious of Abdulaziz’s
contribution. One is forced to suspect intellectual dishonesty when in 1979,
Knappert avoids to acknowledge his indebtedness to Abdulaziz’s contribution to
Muyaka’s legacy when he wrote:

“For Muyaka’s poems the author used the Taylor papers in the library of
the School of Oriental and African Studies in London, as well as the
expertise and fine understanding of human nature of his old friend and
teacher Muallim Yahya ‘Ali Umar of Mombasa.”S

Indeed, even Knappert's bibliography is silent about Abdulaziz, Elsewhere in the
book, Knappert alleges that:

*There are no good translations of Muyaka’s verse available in print, which
is not surprising since his poetry is extremely obscure, his language being
probably the most ambiguous among Swahili poets ... It is to be hoped that
the following pages will make his verse better known and much more
appreciated than it has been hitherto.?”

The contention that Muyaka’s poetry is obscure and thus least known is not a
valid one within the context of Swahili literature. Taylor had collected a
significant amount of this poetry, as indicated by Knappert, in the nineteenth
century; Hichens had made use of part of this collection and made attempts at
providing the context of composition, in 1940. Lyndon Harries translated part of
Muyaka’s poetry for his Swahili Poetry, published in 1962 by Oxford University
Press. Above all, Muyaka is the best known poet among the native speakers. To
zlaim that his was the most significant contribution to Muyaka’s poetry,
Knappert was denying credit where it was due.

Knappert's distorted understanding of the Universe of Islamic learning is
shared by Harries. The two scholars were singular in emphasising the foreignness
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of Swahili literature to East Africa because of its Islamic background. Here, they
do not distinguish between traditional dral nature of Swahili literature and the
Islamic inspired written literature. True, this was responsible for the alienation of
Swahili literature from the mainstream of East African literature, These scholars
emphasised the alienness of Islamic literature in Swahili and denied that it was
part of the East African literary heritage. Part of the explanation for these
attempts at isolating this legacy can be sought from the background of the
scholars. Harries was an Anglican missionary whose job it was to check the
impact of Istam on East Africa, and it was logical that the newly converted
African Christians were kept ignorant of the rich Swahili literary legacy.

It is worth noting that the same strategy was employed in West Africa. The
majority of the African Christians who went through the University system were
ignorant of their rich literary legacy, in Arabic Script. Commenting on the
Islamic literary Tradition in Ghana, in many respects quite similar to Swabhili
literature, Thomas Hodgkin notes that ‘It is a literature which can be properly
called ‘Islamic’ in the sense that its authors were Muslims, trained in the Islamic
Sciences, conscious of their relationship with the Islamic past, and regarding
literature as a vehicle for the expression of Islamic values. 10 He goes on to show
theisolation of this genre from the mainstream of West African literature and the
wide-spread ignorance of its function and form. It is desirable that we quote at
length Thomas Hodgkin on this benign neglect

‘At the outset I should like to insist on the undesirability of using expressions
likediscovering Arabic manuscr pts’'to describe the process by which we began
to acquaint with this material. The factis, as Professor Charles Smith has stressed
in other contexts that we are confronted with a living Islamic literary tradition,
which is as valid and interesting as the various post-Christian European
traditions with which most of us are more closely associated. The works in which
we are interested, primarily because of the light which they throw on the history
of Ghana and West Africa, come in almost all cases from the libraries of local
‘ulamid , who have themselves been brought up in the Islamic literary tradition,
and are in a number of cases themselves authors of standing, These works are in
constant use, for purposes of teaching and individual study, and circulate from
hand to hand - are copied and re-copied - among the ukama and talaba of Ghana
and neighbouring African countries. Hence we have not been involved in any
kind of “*discovery” -in the sense that Dead Sea Scrolls or Linecar B tablets are
‘discovered” - but rather in developing communications between two distinct
literary traditions which have tended hitherto to function in iselation. The extent
of this isolation is evident from the fact that the average Ghanaian university
student will usunally know something of the works of H.G. Wells or Arnold
Bennet, but is unlikely to know anything of the works of their approximate
contemporary, al-Hajj ‘Umar ibnAli Bakr al-Salghawi. Yet al-Hajj ‘Umar’s
writings would seem to be at least as significant for an understanding of the
recent social history of Ghana as are the writings of Wells and Bennet for the
social history of Britain.'1! \o4



Transplanted to the East Africa context, the same sentiments will hold good
here. The ambivalence toward the Swahili literature betrayed by Harries and his
academic associates did contribute toward the perpetuation of the myth of the
foreignness of Swahili literature. They never met any challenge, partly because
they dispensed this judgement from the security and respectability of Western
academic institutions like London University and the University of Wisconsin,
and partly because their audience largely share the Euro-Christian prejudices
against Islam.

Knappert was more subtle: he merely vulgarized the literature by belittling the
great heroic deeds of the Muslim warriors graphically described in the Swahili
epic poems, by employing cynical phraseology couched in academic jargon.
Sometimes his own value-judgement is smuggled into the criticism. He concedes
that it is not possible to wholly appreciate Swahili Islamic literature without a
near-absolute immersion in the Islamic religious disciplines:

*‘Another problemis that all the writers of Swahili verse and prose between
1650 and 1850 were Muslims, and did not hide the fact. They wrote
consciousiyas believers in the doctrine of their Holy Prophet, and this fact
has discouraged many Western students of Swahili from making inroads
into this body of literature. It requires serious study and a deep
understanding of the tenets and practices of that faith, as well as of the
myths and world-view that prevail in Islamic Culture. Those poets built, as
Milton, lengthy works out of the religious convictions which are unaccept-
able or even despised in the modern world of the West. Without a fair
understanding of these convictions and a certain amount of, at least
temporary, sympathy towards them, ideological differences will remain a
barrier to any attempt at appreciation. In Swahili Islamic culture, every
poet’s work is soaked in the implicit assumptions of Islamic belief; even the
secular poetry has to be appreciated in terms of its Islamic imagery, among
other things.’1

Such preambles as these are used to lull us into believing that any adverse or
cynical comments that are ultimatelv made in the work are made with due
‘respect’ for the people and tiaeir belief. For how do we account for the use of the
word romances in describing the great epics, when we already know that, among
other meanings we can impute is ‘any fictitious narrative treating of olden times’.
‘A highly-coloured falsehood’, as the dictionaries would have it? Here is the
context:

‘We cannot make a distinction between the doctrinal content and the
literary art, nor concentrate on the purely aestheticside of their poeiry.
They wrote and write about ideas which have litue affinity with the
mentality of the West in the twentieth century. Especially the great epic
tradition is a series of long romances revolving around the revered personality
of the Prophet Muhammad.” (Emphasis added 13
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These epics cannot be ‘romances’ as Knappert believes but have been
conceived within the framework of the Qur'3n and the Hadith. Only ignorance of
these sources would lead to such naive comments. Indeed, it is difficult for one to
accept tenets and dogmas from a faith that one does not consider genuine.Yet to
the poets of old, these documented historical episodes were real.

In comparison (o the foreign scholars, the native scholars have endeavoured to
evaluate their literature, particularly the Islamic inspired genre, through the
effort of the Islamic intellectual background. A good example is that of
Mohamed Adam Mlamali’s critique of Inkishafi. Mlamali draws from his rich
knowledge of Arabic and Islamic literature and ponts at the seminal influences
that inspired the poem. To appreciate a poem sometimes is to steal into the
private world of the poet; Mlamali is original when he speculates that the didactic
poem, almost a memento mori. was inspired by such diverse sources as al-
Ghazali’s philosophy and Sayyid‘Abdalla Al-Haddad’s (c. 1732) Fima rrukun.
Mlamali writes: -

‘I believe among the intellectual springs from which Sayyid ‘Abdall_a, the
author gflnkishﬁfi, drew from when composing, was the famous Qasida by
Sayyid ‘Abdalla bin Alawi al-Haddad of Tarim, South Yeme !

Such hypothesis as this is viable as it does connect with my own beliefthat the-.e
Islamic poets were inspired by the same intellectual sources; a suggestion that is
unlikely to be shared by those of the Western scholars that are narrowly
informed about the parameters of Islamic scholarship. In evaluating the same
poem, Inkishafi, Harries described it as primus inter pares, first among equals,
with the intention of underplaying its aesthetic and literary value. By so
suggesting, he was implying that really there is no great epic or poem in Swahihi,
merely religious hymns, pedestrian and valueless. What are we to make of such
evaluations when the poem was held in great esteem by most of the eminent
Muslim intellectuals at the Coast. Often, the poem was committed to memory by
these scholars. Surely, if it was an ordinary poem, it would not have occupied the
interest of such literati. The preoccupation with Islamic oriented poetry is
continuing passion with the ‘ulama . They continue to appreciate and create
works of his literary quality even as they continue 1o teach and read the basic
Islamic Sciences and thus perpetuating the long historical tradition. Indeed,
poetic productions continue to be seen as supplementing the efforts towards
disseminating religious teaching. And these poems are not treated as mere
fictional works, but as serious literary works based on historical facts that are
authenticated. As an example, Sheikh ‘Ali Muhsin Barwani, a one time Zanzibari
prime minister during the regime of the overthrown Sultan, this year (1981)
published a 1324 stanza poem on the Lifc of the Prophet Muhammad. The
thematic treatment of the poem is not new in the World of Islamic literature. In
his preface Barwani writes:

‘Arab poets, Shawky and Nabhani and many others, were not deterred
from composing their works, simply because a poet like Al-Busiri had
composed his eulogy in praise of the Prophet. And by the same token. I am
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not ashamed that previous Swahili poets had preceeded me in composing
on the same theme.’

In the same work, remarking on the authenticity of the facts narrated in the
poem, the Chief Kadhi of Kenya, Sheikh Abdalia Swaleh Farsy commented
that:

‘The great merit of this epic is in the effort that has gone into ascertaining
the authenticity of the facts, the absolute truth, and without contradiction.
That is not easy for poets for, often, they are carried by their poetic passion
and exceed the respectable bounds of hagiography by over praising or
condemning. Anyone who reads this poem, like anyone who reads my own
work - Maisha ya Nabii Muhammad (The Life of Prophet Muhammad)
must rest-assured that he is reading incidents that are historically authentic
and there is no falsity

Critics hke Knappert, assuming their Dutch or other European backgrounds,
must inevitably have been influenced by their Orientalist mentors like Hurgronje
and Massignon and their perspectives were in turn influenced by the prejudices of
these scholars. Nowhere 15 this more true than in the analysis of the colonial
Swahili Islamic literature. And our contention, finally, is that most of the
critiques of Swahili literature need to be re-examined by the scholars whose
background includes a through grasp of the disciplines of classical Islam, which
previous Westerners conspicuitousy lackéd. The other pressing problem is that of
objectivity. We all know that this is a very elusive term to define, and work-
ing with the term in mind, it can at least act as a safety valve for the highly
subjective among us. As we noted earlier, the methodology of these scholars
is one in which subtlety is in the rule. For example, in attempting to put a
facade of objectivity, a word that seemingly appears innocuous, but loaded
with endless connotations may be used. These connotations are drawn
from a common pull of prejudices. To cite-a last example, Knappert has
never really been enamoured to Islam. But to mask his anti-Istamtc posture,
he will use a favourite euphemism. This is exactly what he does when,
digressing from the subject at hand, poetry, Knappert steers a little towards
architecture and the negative aspects left behind by Arabs and implicitly,

Muslims :
‘“The Swahili people of today, like those of Southern Asia, have built their

town near the ruins of their ancestors” dwellings. There are many
graveyards with tomb stones in Arabic Script. There are the ruins of places
with harems, bathrooms, spacious courtyards with ponds and porticoes;
these mansions had upper storeys with separate lavatories. These are the
relics of the splendour of the Islamic culture that flourished on the East
African Coast in the fourteenth century. And the people of today are the
descendants of the slaves who built those places for their masters, but also
of the concubines of the masters the{g}'lselves Many Swahilis still call
themselves Arabs.’ (Emphasis added). ©
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Such language as is employed by Knappert cannot be considered worthy of an
objective scholar. It will be noted that the Orientalist mythology is, by extension
transferred to East Africa. There are no historically authentic sources that attest
to the existence of the institution of the harem. It existed, at least in East Africa,
merely as a figment of the imagination of our bigoted scholars, like Knappert. It
is, as it were, ‘the orientalization’ of East African and in particular, Swahili
culture. There is a lot to commend in the sentiments expressed by Edward Sdid
about the general attitude of Orientalists, which by extension incorporates our
Orientalizing literary critics:

‘Because Islamic Orientalism also preserved within it the peculiarly
polemical religious attitude it had had from the beginning, it remained fixed
in certain methodological tracks, so to speak.’ 1

Perhaps the heightening of these prejudiced subtleties encountered in literary
analysis will help us to check on the ‘objectivity’ of future scholars working on
Swabhili literature.
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