African History - Lecture 2 Notes - 16/10/03

Subject - Swahili Coast, East Africa - from Mogadishu to Sofala

- Swahili - the term today refers to a language, widely spread and disseminated, mainly spoken as a first language on the coast, little spread as a first language inland

Zanzibar is the home of orthodox Swahili, and the language is an official language of Kenya and Tanzania

The word Swahili derives from the Arabic for 'coast' or 'shore'

- All Swahili settlements in East Africa owe heritage to the Arabs

The first settlements were in the 9th Century - Lamu and Kilwa

The settlers were occupationally diverse; some were farmers, others iron workers, many fisherman, but all spread through the international trade of the Indian Ocean

- Where were the settlers from?

the official view is that the came from Shiraz, a port in what is now Iran; they came as traders/settlers and married local women

however, in fact not all were from Shiraz. The town of Shiraz is significant as it has prestige in Islam. Many who claimed to be Shirazi, or descended from Shirazi were from the Gulf of Arabia, or the Arab presence already established in what is now Somalia

- cities created by Indian Ocean trade became international trading ports

the kinship, politics etc of people in these ports are linked not to Africa, but to the peoples of the trade network

ports were mixed culturally - Arabic/Islamic mixed with local (and increasingly Bantu migrant) Africans

we know a lot about these cities, because of the writings of Ibn Battuta, who visited Kilwa in 1331 - he was very impressed by the society he saw, and the cultural identities of the trading elite 

- they lived in houses of stone, not huts made of grass/wood (the material is significant as stone was a rare commodity in these areas) 

- they prized luxury imports highly, with items from far across the world

- literacy in Arabic and Swahili

however, these features were confined to the elite, and local Africans found it almost impossibly to rise in these societies; the only way to do so would be to become Muslim. Adopting Islam involved inventing a Shirazi genealogy, fictional ancestors

- The trade across the Indian Ocean depends on the monsoons - the wind blows from east to west in December to March, and west to east in April to August. The alternation and reliability of these winds allowed trade and associated settlements to flourish

- Bulk goods were traded into Indian, Chinese and Japanese lands, such as ivory and salt

other materials included tortoise shells and rhino horns and also SLAVES

Dhows: ships designed for the circumstances, i.e. prevailing winds, large good, flat bottomed, single sails

in the 14th Century Kilwa was ahead of other cities because it had access to GOLD, in the region of the Zambezi River

These societies were held together by the clans, brotherhoods and kinships of ISLAM

they also produced literature in Arabic by the 17th century there were many poets, including, unusually for the period, many female authors, often mourning the absence of their husbands.

The Indian Ocean between the 9th and 15th century was generally very peaceful, mainly due to concentration of trade, but the entrance of the Portuguese in 1498 changed this

note: many of the 'Portuguese' were not actually from Portugal, but were based in Goa and followed Catholicism - main interests were converting people, and trade

they traded, co-existing peacefully for a while, but became more aggressive when the discovered the Kilwa had access to Gold, they made strenuous efforts to reach the Zambezi goldfields, losing several expeditions inland in the attempt

they introduced warfare, sacked Pemba twice, built the large 'Fort Jesus' in Mombassa

By the 16th Century Kilwa had been infiltrated by the Portuguese and split into pro and anti Portuguese factions, the divisions embedded in the culture

Having failed to reach the gold themselves, they tried to persuade locals to get it for them, establish trading routes - created the 'Kilwa Road'

Many European groups arrived, bringing their own conflicts (English & French)

The final addition to the mix were a wave of people from Oman, specifically the city of Muscat

Oman is a small state on the South East coast of Arabia, predominantly sea-traders. They abandoned Dhows, and introduced Western style ships for warfare

The Change of Dynasty in 1741 saw the Salidi's come to power (they've stayed in power ever since) - with ship technology they became major aggressive players, when they came to the ports, the emphasised their Arabness and Islam, but the Swahili still saw them as aggressors

but by the late 18th Century they had established themselves through threat, persuasion and force etc

In the 18th Century the main demand in trade was for slaves, the islands of Reunion and Mauritius were seized by the French to grow sugar (a major European commodity) - but very labour intensive, so from a standing start in 1730, the slave population grew to 160,000, with more still needed. These slaves came from the East African coast.

But the slave trade was suddenly abolished in 1810, so Indian Ocean received demand for slaves for work in the New World (Caribbean, Brazil, American South)

The Omanis dominated this trade, and by 1836 they had made so much money that they moved state to Zanzibar - the Zanzibar court included a mix of people, including European renegades

It couldn't last, and from the middle of the 19th century the British Occupied Zanzibar to stop the slave trade, made Zanzibar into a British client

a prelude to formal empire/occupation, and the Swahili coast losing its political autonomy

