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The Ibadi nabda in East Africa must be considered in
part in connection with the nahda in Oman, since the
Ibadis of East Africa all came from Omani families and
remained in close contact with events in Oman. A sec-
ond factor important to an understanding of the specific
characteristics of the Ibadi nahda in East Africa is the
close interaction Ibadis had with the Sunni majority in
that region and the threat posed by Ibadi conversions
to Sunni Islam on the Swahili coast. Finally, by the last
decade of the 19™ century, Ibadi scholars in Zanzibar
were more directly impacted by European colonialism
and were also in closer contact with events and tenden-
cies in other parts of the Muslim world than were Ibadi
scholars in Oman, leading the nabda in Zanzibar at the
dawn of the 20® century to blend sectarian polemic with
pan-Islamic, anti-colonial political revivalism.

The Omani presence on the East African coast goes
back centuries. The Harithi tribe, claims to have found-
ed colonies at Mogadishu and Brava in Somalia as early
as the 10™ century,” and the Arabic version of the Kilwa
chronicle notes a rebellion against the Shirazi governor in
the early i century AD that installed one Muhammad
b. Hasan al-Mundhiri in his place* We have no idea

who this al-Mundhiri was, or whether his assumption of .

~ such an important post indicates a continual presence of
Mundhiris on the Swahili coast from that early date, but
there is no doubt that Harithis and Mundhiris—not to
mention MazraTs, Nabhanis, and other prominent Om-
ani families—were already residents of the Swahili coast
well before the advent of the Busa‘idi dynasty. However,
we do not know anything about any Ibadi scholarship on
the Swahili coast until the time of Sayyid Sa‘id b. Sultan.

Sayyid Sa‘id first visited Zanzibar in 1828 and quickly
realized its economic potential. He gradually spent more
and more time on the island, where he built a palace for
himself at Mtoni, a few miles north of Zanzibar town,
and eventually transferred his diwan to Zanzibar, trans-
forming it from a town of a few huts into a thriving me-
tropolis and making it a center for Islamic scholarship.
Sayyid Sa‘id invited both Sunni and Ibadi scholars to
make their home in Zanzibar. A survey of the writings of
Ibadi scholars in Zanzibar during the time of Sayyid Sa‘id

contradicts Richard Burton’s comment that the Ibadis of

Zanzibar had ‘little education and no learning), though
his observation that they read Sunni works is accurate’
Among those who accompanied Sayyid Sa‘id to Zanzi-
bar was Nasir b. Jaid b. Khamis al-Khartsi, more com-
monly known as Nasir b. Abi Nabhan (1778-1847). Son of
the famous Aba Nabhin Ja'id b. Khamis (1734/5—1822),
a scholar of towering eminence whom Wilkinson de-

scribed as ‘the father of this modern nabda’,® Nasir was

also a scholar of great importance. His students included
Sa‘id b. Khalfan al-Khalili (1816—1871), a great scholar,
poet, and leader of the 1868 uprising that installed ‘Azzan
b. Qays of the Al Bu Sa‘id as imam; Jumayyil al-Sa'di,
compiler of the ninety-volume Qamiis al-shari‘a, in which
Nasir is frequently cited, sometimes at length; and Yahya
b. Khalfan b. Ja%id al-Kharsi, a scholar who, like Nasir,
migrated to Zanzibar. In his Tubfat al-a‘yan bi~sirar abl
Uman, Nar al-Din al-Salimi tells us that Sayyid Sa‘id
and his uncle Talib, governor of Rustiq, hated Abu
Nabhan and his sons, but that Sayyid Said feared Nasir’s
manipulation of talismans and embraced the wisdom of
keeping one’s friends close but one’s enemies closer, and
so never let Nasir out of his sight” While other scholars
had homes in Zanzibar’s Stone Town, Shaykh Nasir lived
at the Mtoni Palace.?

Nasir was the leading Ibadi scholar of his generation
in the east and had a prodigious literary output. Much

of this was undoubtedly done in Oman, but it is likely

that his magnum opus, a six-volume encyclopedia of the-
ology and figh titled al-Tlm al-mubin wa l-baqq al-yaqin

(Clear Knowledge and Certain Truth)? was written in.

Zanzibar. This is indicated by, first, the fact that it was
composed in an effort to save an Ibadi from the seduc-
tions of Sunni Islam; second, by his specification that a
coin mentioned in a story in that book was from India
and was not as heavy as the identically named coin on the
Swahili coast;* and, finally, by an anecdote that describes
an incident at an assembly of Sunni, Shi‘f and Ibadi Mus-
lims, and which notes that a Shi‘ scholar in attendance
was very influential with the government.”

Another work that Nasir clearly wrote after his move
to Zanzibar is al-Sirr al-ali fi kbawass al-nabat al-sawabili
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(The Exalted Secret in the Properties of the Plants of the
Swabhili Coast). He collected his information from writ-
ings in Arabic and Swahili, including some in non-Zan-
zibari Swahili dialects, and from various Swahili oral tra-
ditions. In this book he discusses the history and sources
of the science of Swahili plants and the linguistic origins
of the names of the plants. The medical and magical uses
of the plants are very diverse: protection from snakes and
magic, particularly magic that penetrates bodies; relief of
pain in the teeth, eyes, nose and head; relief for urinary
retention; facilitating childbirth; casting out jinn; mak-
ing people invisible in hostile circumstances; strength-
ening or severing the relationship between husband and
wife (though the author notes that the latter is religiously
prohibited); making a man sexually potent or impotent
(also prohibited); inducing ants or people to fight one’s
enemies; or bringing trouble to an enemy. Despite the
large inventory of uses for these plants or other natu-

ral substances recorded in the book, the author explicitly

condemns some of these practices and notes that it is re-
ally God who grants illness or health. He also describes
works of black magic or ‘Satanic’ prescriptions, which
explains why a scholar in Zanzibar urged me to buy a
photocopy of a manuscript of this book in order to take
it out of circulation and prevent, as he said, some Omani
from using it to turn a man into a goat. The book also
includes various Islamic ad%yya (prayers of petition), a
poem on the virtues of each of the siiras of the Qur’an,
magical squares (awqgaf), elements of astrology, and in-
structions on the manipulation of letters, numbers, and
the four elements.

The scholarship of Nasir b. Abi Nabhan reflects the
sustained efforts of a very prolific scholar with an ex-
tremely broad range of expertise and interests. His writ-

‘ings deal with theology, law, philosophy, Sufism, logic,
- thetoric, poetry, medicine, astrology, the manipulation

of letters and sand divination, and the making of talis-
mans. His scholarship reflects enormous erudition, great
originality, and a deep engagement with Sunnf religious
classics, making him one of the most interesting scholars
of modern Ibadism.

Sayyid Sa‘id seems to have kept Shaykh Nasir as a per-

sonal counselor; he never appointed him as a gadi. Nar

~ al-Din al-Salimi says that the Sayyid and others treat-

ed Nasir gingerly, while Nasir showed no compunction
about treating them rudely.® On the other hand, there
are also anecdotes relating that Sayyid Said sent Nasir
on personal errands and that Nasir showed concern when
Sayyid Sa‘id was depressed,” indicating that a level of
trust had developed between them, and perhaps even af-
fection, as al-Salimi tells us that when Nasir died in 1847,
Sayyid Sa‘id was cradling his head.™
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Nasir b. Abi Nabhan was not the only member of his
family to migrate to Zanzibar and attain prominence there
as a scholar and judge. His nephew, Yahya b. Khalfin b.
Abi Nabhan, served as a judge in Zanzibar during the
reign of Sayyid Barghash. Abdallah Farsy mentions him
in his work on the Shafi scholars of the Swahili coast as
a teacher of a well-known Sunnf scholar, Sayyid Hasan
b. Muhammad b. Hasan Jamal al-Layl,s and the cor-
respondence of the great Sunni scholar, Shaykh ‘Abd
al-‘Aziz al-Amawi, indicates that al-Amawi considered
Shaykh Yahya a close friend.*

The chief Ibadi gadi in Zanzibar during the reign of
Sayyid Sa‘id and most of that of his successor, Majid, was
Shaykh Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-Mundhiri,
who more than once was referred to as al-ustadb al-aryapt
(the generous teacher).” al-Mundhiri was also well known
for his powerful prayers and his knowledge of talismans.
Nasir's book on the Swahili plants includes poems by
Shaykh al-Mundhiri on practical uses of the signs of the
Zodiac and the four seasons, noting how the seasons dif-
fer between Oman, Sudan, and the Swahili coast. Many of
the Arabic manuscripts in the Zanzibar National Archives
are part of a wagf (charitable endowment) established by
Shaykh Muhammad al-Mundhiri on behalf of his chil-
dren,® and a number of these were written by Shaykh
Muhammad himself, including responses to legal ques-
tions, prayers, and a poem on grammar. Abdallah Farsy
tells us that, during the reign of Sayyid Majid (1856-1870),
al-Mundhiri wrote a work on theology called al-Khulasa
l-damigha (The Irrefutable Quintessence), which was
still being read at the time of Farsy’s writing in the mid-
1940s.° ‘Ali b. ‘Abd Allah b. Nafi® al-Mazra, an Ibadi
convert to Sunni Islam, wrote a rebuttal to al-Mundhir’s
book, titled al-Dura® al-sabigha fi masalat ru’yat al-Bari
tazla (Full Armor on the Question of the Vision of the
Exalted Creator).*® The title of al-Mazra‘T’s book reveals
that it concerns the Sunni teaching that believers will see
God in the afterlife, a doctrine rejected by Ibadis. In 1997,
Oman’s Ma‘had 1'dad al-qudat wa I-kbuttab (Institute for
the Training of Judges and Preachers) published an edited
version of al-Mundhirf’s lengthy response to a provocative
question on this subject posed to him by Alr I-Mazrq.>
It seems that al-Mazra'T had also written the same ques-
tion to Shaykh Said b. Khalfan al-Khalili, whose much
shorter response is appended to al-Mundhirf’s and is also
published in Tambid qawa%d al-iman.** This question
is one of the most prominent in Ibadi-Sunni polemics
and I have discussed it in detail elsewhere.>* Here I will
simply make a few observations concerning al-Mundhirf’s
scholarship and theological premises, in order to situate
his position on several points that are subjects of debate
across and even within the different Islamic schools:
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First, al-Mundhiri blames Sunnis for what he sees as
their excessive loyalty to the teachings of Abu I-Hasan al-
Ashari (d. 324/936), regardless of their obvious intellec-
tual flaws. He says that those who are able must struggle
in the pursuit of knowledge, rather than unquestioningly
accepting received doctrines.** He therefore begins by
laying down the rules for arguing from evidence in order
to conclusively demonstrate truth and rebut falsehood.”

Second, he addresses Quran IIl:7, which says that
some verses of the Qur’an are ambiguous or allegorical
(mutashabibar) and others are categorical or foundational
(mubkamat), and that the perverse seek the interpreta-
tion (ta’wil) of the mutashabibat. Much space is devoted in
Qur’anic exegeses to diverse definitions of the mubkamat
and the mutashabibat. Thanks to the lack of punctuation
in Arabic and the subsumption of subject pronouns in
the verb, the final sentence of the verse can be under-
stood in two very different ways:

No one knows their meaning but God. Those who are well-
grounded in knowledge say, “We believe in it....”

No one knows their meaning but God and those who are
well-grounded in knowledge. They say, “We believe in 1t....”

The majority of Sunni exegetes have understood this
verse in the first manner, but the Mu‘tazila and most
Ibadi exegetes include “those who are well-grounded in
knowledge” among those who can understand the mean-
ing of the mutashabibat. Although the 10™-century Ibadi
exegete, Had al-Hawwiri, does not discuss the topic in a
theoretical fashion, he consistently rejects a literal inter-
pretation of anthropomorphic descriptions of God in the
Quran* Abt Muhammad b. Baraka (4%/10" century),

Muhammad b. Yasuf Atfayyish (d. 1914) and Ahmad b.

Hamad al-Khalili, the Mufti of the Sultanate of Oman, all
state that the existence of mutashabibat encourages peo-
ple to exercise their intellects in studying the Quran.”
Interestingly, in his earlier commentary, Hamayan al-zad
ia dar al-ma‘ad (Abundant Provision for the Aftetlife),*
Atfayyish seemed to favor the exclusion of human beings
from knowledge of the meaning of ambiguous verses,* but
in 7aysir al-tafstr he unequivocally states that those who
are well-grounded in knowledge may know their mean-
ing* This question has been widely debated in Islam;* al-
Mundhiri clearly states that those who are well-grounded
in knowledge know the meaning of the murashabibat>
The basis of al-Mazrt‘Ts argument (in the form of a
question) is that, as a prophet, Moses must have known
whether or not God can be seen, so he would not have
asked God to show Himself to him if it were not possible.
This is a common Sunni argument, to which there are
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standard Ibadi responses, such as to argue that Moses
asked the question for the benefit of his people, who had
demanded that God show Himself to them.” al-Mundhiri
replies by asking a question of his own: “What sort of
knowledge do you think God’s messengers have: innate
(dbari), necessary (darmri), or acquired (kashi)?” He then
cites the Qur’anic accounts of Noah’s erroneous assertion
that his son was one of his people (XI:46—47), Moses’ re-
pentance after requesting to see God (VII:143), and God’s
words to Muhammad, “He found you going astray and
guided you” (LXXXXIII:7), “He taught you what you
did not know” (IV:u3), and “Say: Lord, increase me in
knowledge” (XX:114), to prove that prophets do not have
complete knowledge even after their call to prophethood.
Rather, says al-Mundhiri, guidance continues to come
to them “from an overflowing of the kindness of their
Lord.”* This goes against the more common belief that
God prevents prophets from erring even before their call
to prophethood. :

al-Mazra‘l had argued that the Day of Judgment will
be a time when ordinary habits are broken, so God’s lack
of visibility in this world does not constitute proof that
He will not be seen in the next. al-MundhirT replies that
it is true that ordinary habits will be broken at the time
of Resurrection, but that cannot include a transforma-
tion in God’s essential attributes, because any transfor-
mation would imply deficiency.

al-Mundhiri then deconstructs the syllogism that
forms the basis of al-Ash‘ari’s argument that God can be
seen. The syllogism goes: “God exists. All existents can
be seen. Hence, God can be seen”. al-Mundhiri points out
that the conclusion of syllogistic reasoning is only as true
as its major and minor premises. In this case, the mi-
nor premise, “All existents can be seen”, is false, because
wind and spirits exist but cannot be seen. Therefore, the
conclusion is also false, as Fakhr al-Din al-Razi recog-
nized.* He describes the mechanism of vision as under-
stood by Euclid and Ptolemy (though he doesn’t name
them), including a drawing showing how rays shoot out
from the eye and come into contact with the object of
vision, whereas nothing can come into physical contact -
with God, who is incorporeal s’

‘Muhammad al-Mundhiri’s intellectual horizons in-
cluded Swahili literature, and he interacted with Bishop
Edward Steere of the Universities’ Mission to Central
Africa, who, in his Handbook of the Swahili Language,
thanks “Sheikh Mohammed bin Ali, a man of the great-
est research” for a copy, in his own hand, of some famous
Swahili poetry, with an interlinear Arabic version and a
paraphrase in modern language.”*

What we can discern from the foregoing is that Nasir
b. Abi Nabhin and Muhammad al-Mundhiri are excel-
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lent examples of classical-style Ibadt scholarship in the
mid-19® century. Both men were highly intelligent and
well equipped in the methods of reasoning used in clas-
sical theology and jurisprudence. They were also both
conversant in Sunni literature and exerted efforts to re-
but Sunni theology. But their intellectual worlds were
largely "informed by premodern Muslim debates and
practices, and included an interest in religio-magical oc-
cult sciences. :

The nabda phenomenon is not limited to scholarship
and literary output, but is also closely related to the po-
litical assertion of Ibadism. Leading Ibadi scholars par-
ticipated in political uprisings in the name of Islam and
justice from the late 18" century, when Sayyid Sultan,
brother of the Imam Sa‘td b. Ahmad, wrote to the ‘Mus-
lims’ (conservative Ibadis) in Nizwi, urging them to

. rebel against Sa‘id. Nur al-Din al-Salim1 writes, “They

agreed, provided that the Muslims took control of af-

fairs afterward, so they could appoint whomever they

saw fit over the nation, whoever is best able to repel cor-
ruption and strongest in commanding religious obser-
vance”. Sayyid Sultan’s ambitions were thwarted by Imam
Said’s son Hamad, who led his own ‘blessed rebellion’
(thawra mubaraka)?® al-Salimi records the intervention
of the scholars Sa‘id b. Ahmad al-Kindi, ‘Abd Allah b.
Muhammad al-Kindi, and Aba Nabhan in events both
moral and political in 178485, during the reign of Imam
Sa‘id, and attributes Imam Sa‘id’s weakened state to Abu
Nabhan’s spiritual powers:

Then the ambition of the Sultan failed and hbis strength
weakened and bis kingdom left bim. His brother Sultan,
son of Sultan Abmad b. Sad, rebelled against bim and
took every place in bis kingdom except Rustaq. He [Sa‘d b.

Abmad] lost the respect of the people to the poins that a fish
- would be taken from a dish in bis hand as be carried it from

the market, and he could not drive [the thieves] away. He
became a warning to onlookers and a sign to passersby. All
the people knew this came from the shaykh’s work against
him, and they all bumbled themselves before the shaykh,
and be became the most highly respected person.+

As we have already seen, although there were hostilities

" between Sayyid Said and Aba Nabhan and his family

into the 1820s, eventually Nasir b. Abi Nabhan became
the Sayyid’s close companion.

After the death of Sayyid Said b. Sultan, his sons
struggled with each other for power. Barghash, on the
ship with Sa‘7d when he died, concealed his death, took
the body ashore in the middle of the night and buried it
secretly, in the hope of seizing the throne with the aid
of members of the Harithi clan, an effort thwarted by
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the intervention of the British Political Agent, Atkins
Hamerton, who proclaimed Majid ruler of Zanzibar.#
Thuwayni, ruler of Oman, also threatened Majid’s rule
in late 1858 after Majid failed to send the promised annual
subsidy to Oman; he announced his intention to lead a
military campaign against Majid, an effort thwarted only
by the intervention of the Government of Bombay.** Even
more of a threat to Majid’s hold on power was Haritht
support of a rebellion in October 1859 in favor of placing
Barghash on the throne, a threat that was again defused
through British intervention, this time through bom-
bardment of Barghash’s country home, which he had
named Marseille. al-Mughayri writes:

As a result, French influence suffered a setback, and Brit-
ish influence increased, not only in Zanzibar, but in all
East Africa and the Arab lands. Sayyid Majid banished

his brother Barghash to Bombay, India. He had ro promise
never again to resist Sayyid Majid’s rule. He swore this on
the Qur'an. He also swore not to associate with the Harithis
or the French consul anymore.®

According to al-Mughayri, the Harithi leaders of this
movement were Salih b. ‘Ali I-Haritht and ‘Abd Allah b.
Salim al-Barwiani. Majid forgave most of the rebels and
Barghash was allowed to return after 18 months.*

Barghash’s rebellion against Majid has been variously
interpreted as inspired by personal ambition, anti-colo-
nialist nationalism and zeal for Ibadism.# It is likely that
all these factors played a part. Majid relied on British
power to maintain his throne and gladly acquiesced in
the division of his father’s empire. The separation of the
rule of Oman from Zanzibar under British auspices led to
the emergence of rebellions marked by a convergence of
religious zeal and anti-imperialist sentiment.

The interest and involvement in Omani affairs of
Ibadis in Zanzibar is evident again in the revolution that
brought the Imam ‘Azzin b. Qays to power in 1868. Sayy-
id Majid deemed this movement, led by Said b. Khalfin
al-Khalili and Salih b. ‘Al I-Harithi—the same Salih
who had fled Zanzibar after Barghash’s failed coup in
1859—a potential threat to his own power. Knowing that
the British preferred a more secular approach to govern-
ment, in June 1869 Majid asked the Bombay government
whether he would be permitted to send an expedition
against ‘Azzan in order to reunite the empire under his
own rule. However, the British understood that a more
likely outcome would bé Muscat’s domination of Zan-
zibar, rather than the other way around. But somehow
word of Majid’s request reached the Imam, who threat-
ened a military expedition against Zanzibar, a threat that
the British hastened to suppress. Majid proceeded to
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send a large sum of money to his brother Turki, who had
been living in exile in Bombay but returned to Oman in
March 1870. Majid promised further payments if Turks
conquered Sur and forged an alliance with the Wahhabi
amir, ‘Abd Allah b. Faysal. By distributing wealth to
tribal leaders who resented the centralization of govern-
ment under the Imamate,* Turki was able to induce
the defection of many tribes to his side: The Imam was
killed in battle in late January 18714 On February 3t
Sa‘id al-Khalili surrendered to the British Resident for
the Persian Gulf, Col. Lewis Pelly, on a promise of safe
passage. Pelly, however, turned him over to Turki, and
within a few days both al-Khalili and his teenaged son
were dead.®® By then, Majid had died, but his successor,
Sayyid Barghash, fired o1 celebratory cannon shots when
he heard the news of ‘Azzan’s death. When a hurricane
hit Zanzibar in 1872, causing devastating destruction of
houses, ships, trees and clove crops, Barghash and oth-
er residents of Zanzibar took refuge in a mosque. Bar-
ghash’s closest advisor, Hamuad b. Sayf al-Fari, turned
to him and said, “This is [for] the ror* shot”. al-Salimi
considers this one of Imam ‘Azzan’s miracles,* and wrote
that Barghash’s joy over the death of the Imam was due
to his fear for his own throne.

In early 1895, Sayyid Hamad b. Thuwayni, then rul-
er of Zanzibar, funded an attack on Muscat by Salih b.
‘Ali 1-Harithi and his son ‘Abd Allah, in the hope of
overthrowing Sayyid Faysal and uniting Zanzibar with
Oman. Faysal won after a battle of twenty-two days. al-
Mughayri wonders what would have happened if the bat-
tle had gone the other way: would Sayyid Hamad have
appointed a representative in Oman, as Sayyid SaTd had
done, or did the presence of Sayyid Sand b. ‘Azzan b.
Qays al-Busa7di with $alih b. ‘Alf during the battle indi-

“cate an intention to make Sayyid Sa‘ad imam?

Although Barghash’s anti-British sentiment was tem-
pered by exile in Bombay, and his joy over the death of
‘Azzan implies more enthusiasm for his own power than
for Tbadt ideals, his continued zeal for Ibadism is dem-
onstrated by the harshness with which he dealt with
prominent Ibadi converts to Sunnism and by the press
he founded, which was dedicated mainly to publishing
works of Ibadi scholarship. Missionaries of the Universi-
ties’ Mission to Central Africa had already been operat-
ing their own press in Zanzibar since about 1865. During
Barghash’s visit to Egypt in August 1875, on his way back
from his state visit to England, he visited the printing
press in Biliq’” Bishop Edward Steere reports that Bar-
ghash inspected the UMCA press on October 15, 1879,
where Steere showed him how to print an Arabic couplet
from the Arabian Nightss* Barghash decided to import

a printing press using Arabic and Latin letters, and re-
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cruited printers from abroad. al-Matba‘a I-sultaniyya, the
first Arabic printing press in East Aftrica, began opera-
tions in 1880. Its first publication was volume 1 of the
Qamus al-sharia by Jumayyil b. Khamis al-Sa'di, who
had studied with both Aba Nabhin and Nasir b. Abi
Nabhin. The press published 17 volumes of the go-vol-
ume work, which was written in Oman between 1844 and
1863. Aba Nabhan’s grandson, Yahya b. Khalfan b. Abi
Nabhan (1812—1905), edited the first ten volumes. In 1884
Barghash bought another Arabic press from the Jesuit
Fathers’ Press in Beirut and recruited Lebanese work-
ers to run it. Although the al-Baraniyya Press in Cairo
began publishing Ibadi works about the same time as a/-
Matba‘a l-sultaniyya, its publications were in lithograph,
whereas Zanzibar’s press typeset its Arabic workss
Other works published by al-Magba‘a I-sultaniyya include
Mukhbtasar al-Bisyawr (1886), Abu Sitta’s Kitab bashiyat al-
tartib, 3 vols. (between 1886—87 and 1890—g1), Muhammad

Atfayyish’s Hamayan al-zad ila dar al-ma‘ad, published in

13 volumes between 1887 and 1897, Nir al-Din al-Salimi’s
Madarij al-kamal fi nazm mukhbtasar al-khisal (1898), and
Kitab Abt Masala, a collection of responses to legal ques-
tions by the Algerian scholar, Abu 1“Abbas Ahmad b.
Muhammad b. Bakr b. Yasuf al-Fursuta’i I-Nafasi (d.
so4/1mr), published in 19oo-155 The fact that Barghash
published Atfayyish’s writing and that he and his suc-
cessors sent him financial support indicates the ties con-
necting Zanzibar to the Mzab, a major intellectual center
of the Ibadi renaissances®

A side note on another member of the royal family in
Zanzibar who promoted Ibadi spirituality: Sayyid Hamad
b. Ahmad b. Sayf al-Busa‘idi (d. 188x), a pious ascetic, en-
dowed ribats in Mecca and Zanzibar for the Ibadis and
a Qur’anic school and mosque in Bububu, with stipends
for students and teachers.’

The reign of Sayyid Barghash marked a turning point
in life in Zanzibar. Barghash was a modernizer, bring-
ing paved streets, an aqueduct and electricity to the
town.’® His first encounter with a steam-driven train
was in Egypt in 1879 In 1879—80, he sent an expedi-

tion to explore the possibility of building a railroad along -

the Rovuma River to Lake Nyasa.® These features of
modernization did not keep Sayyid Barghash from be-
ing interested in the more traditional Islamic sciences,
however; he ordered a copy made for him of a famous
text on astrology and numerology written by an earlier
member of the al-Mundhiri family, ‘Umar b. Mas“d al-
Mundhiri, who lived in Oman and died in 1747.®
Although Barghash’s expedition reported that the ter-
rain was unfavorable for a railroad, whatever plans he may
have had for the mainland were thwarted by the Scram-
ble for Africa, which forced Barghash to cede Kenya to
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Britain and Tanganyika to Germany,* with the exception
of a ten-mile strip along the coast. Even this was lost in
1890, when Zanzibar itself became a British protectorate.
Zanzibar lost its territory between the Rovuma River and
Tunghi Bay to Portugal in 1886 and the Banadir coast to
Italy in 1888. More to the point of this paper is the fact
that Zanzibar was brought into closer contact with events
in the rest of the world.

The 1870s and 1880s were a time of economic depres-
sion and political turmoil in Oman, which led many Om-
anis to migrate to East Africa. Among these migrants
was Shaykh Sayf b. Nasir al-Khartsi, who came to Zan-
zibar in the early 1880s, where he worked as a judge and
wrote a number of books, including Jami arkan al-islam
(Compendium on the Pillars of Islam),® Hilyat al-amjad
fi I-bathth ‘ala I-jibad (The Ornamentation of Glories in
Urging Jihad), and al-Irshad fi sharb mubimmat al-i‘tiqad
(Guidance in Clarifying the Major Doctrines).® This last

- is a two-volume introduction to Ibadi doctrine and early

history that is exemplary in its conciseness and clarity
and demonstrates a broad acquaintance with the litera-
ture of diverse Islamic schools.

When Muhammad al-Mundhiri died in 1869, his
younger brother ‘Abd Allah took his place as chief Ibadi
qadi of Zanzibar during the remaining year of Sayyid
Majid’s reign, until he died late in the reign of Sayyid
Barghash (1870-88). Another member of the al-Mundhiri
family, Shaykh Muhammad b. Sulayman al-Mundhirt
(1813—1914), was also a prominent 4447 during Barghash’s
reign and was one of the leading men who accompanied
him on his voyage to Europe in 1875. After the death of
Sayyid Hamad b. Thuwayni in August 1896, he was one
of those who supported Barghash’s son Khalid in his ef-

~ forts to seize the throne.”” Shaykh Muhammad b. ‘Alf’s
“son ‘Ali, who was born in 1866, only three years before his
- father’s death, later became the chief Ibadi judge during

the reigns of ‘Alr b. Hamad (19o2—11) and Khalifa b. Harib
(1911-60), until he died in 1925. Although ‘Alf -'Mundhiri
continued his father’s interest in the occult sciences,® his
writings provide interesting glimpses of the intellectual
life of Zanzibar in a time of rapid social change.

In 1880 the Turkish Mission Aid Society published
a polemical treatise written around 830 AD by an Arab

" Nestorian Christian identified as ‘Abd al-Masth b. Ishaq

al-Kindi, a courtier of the ‘Abbasid Caliph al-Ma’miin,
in response to a letter written to him by his friend, ‘Abd
Allah b. Isma‘il al-Hashimi, who had invited him to em-
brace Islam. Sir William Muir published a commentary,
summary and partial translation into English of the text
in 1882, with “the primary object” of placing it “in the
hands of those who will use it in the interests of the
Christian faith”. Although Muir found that al-Kindf’s
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arguments contain “a good deal that is weak in reason-
ing, some things that are even questionable in fact, and
an abundance of censorious epithets against the Moslem,
Jewish, and Magian faiths that might well have been ma-
terially softened”, he nonetheless felt that the text would
be useful &7 _

Muir’s hope that missionaries might use the text to
debate with Muslims was apparently realized when an
unnamed missionary brought it to ‘Ali I-Mundhirt and
used it to debate with him. al-Mundhiri describes the
treatise as ‘important’ (‘wgimat al-sha’n), ‘well-argued’
(qawtyyat al-burban), and of better quality than the po-
lemical works the missionary had previously brought to
him, which he had easily ‘refuted and destroyed’. He felt
obligated to respond to al-Kindf’s risala, though it was
more than a thousand years old, because of its recent
publication, its strong arguments, the lack of any other
Muslim response to it, and because it is a religious obli-
gation to refute all bida“—especially in this case, as the
text could do great harm to Islam. He regretted that his
father, ‘the matchless scholar’, was not alive to write this
response, for then “we would have been spared the bur-
den of its evil, for he blocked similar efforts by Chris-
tians”. However, he resigned himself to the fact that the
treatise had become “the responsibility of the humble,
ignorant, and stupid one, after the passing of this great,
perceptive man from our company”, and asked God to
give him insight into what in the treatise was true and
what was not. He explained that, as al-Kindfs treatise
employed proof texts from ‘the ancient scriptures’, he felt
compelled to do the same, “because an argument that
takes its proof from a text the opponent does not accept
[in this case, the Qur'an] is ineffective”.®®

al-MundhirT responds to'al-Kindr’s arguments point by
point.® In the course of his discussion he demonstrates
an extraordinarily detailed knowledge of the Bible, which
he says he read in four editions, three English versions
of the complete Bible and Steere’s Swahili translation of
the New Testament, published in Zanzibar in 1879.7° So
al-Mundhiri was apparently fluent in English as well as
Swabhili, but he had not read the Bible in Arabic, the lan-
guage of his and al-Kindf’s writings.

al-MundhirT’s arguments are often refreshingly origi-
nal. He usually appears to accept the Bible as authentic,
although he occasionally accuses al-Kindi of altering the

text (tabrif). For example, when al-Kindi uses the word

rabb for ‘lord’ in Psalm 110:1, “T'he Lord said to my lord”,
al-Mundhiri believes this should have been sayyid” Like-
wise, when al-Kindi tells a strange and insulting story
about Muhammad, al-Mundhiri sees this as evidence of
the untrustworthiness of Christians and the need to be
wary of the authenticity of their texts. But when al-Kind1
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attributes words from the Gospels of Matthew and Luke
to Jesus, al-Mundhiri replies that these words belong not
to Jesus but to the Gospel, which is from God; Jesus is
merely the recipient of his Lord’s message, as indeed Je-
sus affiems in John 14:24 (“The word that you hear is not
mine, but is from the Father who sent me”—although
al-Mundhir translates ‘the Father’ as ‘Allah’). He does
indeed follow the standard Muslim interpretation that
the promised ‘Spirit of truth” who would come after Je-
sus (John 16:12-14) was none other than Muhammad,
and he takes Jesus’ words in this passage, “I have many
other things that I do not tell you because you cannot
bear them now, but when the Spirit of truth comes, he
will guide you to the whole truth”, to mean that, whereas
Muhammad brought the whole truth, Jesus did not.

Some of al-Kindi's arguments are strange, and al-
MundhisT has no trouble refuting them. For example, al-
Kindi believed that when Genesis 15:6 said of Abraham’s
willingness to sacrifice his son at God’s command that
“he believed the Lord and it was accounted to him for
righteousness”, this meant that until that time Abraham
had not believed in the one God, and had worshipped an
idol while he lived with his father in Harran. So when
al-Hashimi summons him to be a hanif like Abraham,
al-Kindi seems to interpret this as a summons to idola-
try. al-Mundhiri finds it unthinkable that a prophet
could ever worship an idol, and sees al-Kindi’s statement
as insulting and unmanly. al-Mundhiri comments that
not only does Genesis 15:6 not indicate that Abraham
had been unbelieving beforehand, but that Hebrews 11:8
affirms that “[b]y faith Abraham obeyed when he was
called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an in-
heritance”, indicating that he had faith when he was still
living in Harran’* al-Mundhirf’s ability to jomp from the
story of Abraham in Genesis to this verse in Hebrews,
which might easily be overlooked by many Christians, is
truly remarkable.

Rather than finding it problematic that Jesus be called
‘son’ (tbn) of God, al-Mundhiri heartily agrees with al-
Kindi that iz does not mean walad, because the Qur’an
itself assures us of that; rather, 1bx is used metaphorically.
But others have also been called sons of God, e.g. Adam
in Luke 2:38. “Does this mean that Adam also existed
from eternity and is uncreated?” challenges al-Mundhiri.
“Calling Jesus the son of God does not raise him above the
attributes of creatures; it simply means that, like Adam,
he was created without a father—and Adam also had no
mother, which is.even more amazing! Likewise, in Luke
435, Jesus tells his disciples that if they love their enemies
they will be sons of the Most High...””

These are just some of the many indications that al-
Mundhirf had a full command of the Bible, and was able
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to use it to good and original effect in debating with
Christians. It is clear that al-Mundhiri was in no way
daunted by al-Kindi’s attacks, despite his humble dis-
claimers at the outset. ‘

Another of al-Mundhirt’s works, Nabj al-haga’iq, writ-
ten in December 1896, is a summary of Kitab al-istigama,
the classic Ibadi work by Aba Said al-Kudami (4%/10®
century). In his introduction, al-Mundhiri explains why
he wrote this book:

I bave seen that many of our brothers in religion dislike
reading Kitab al-istiqama because it is very repetitious, and
consequently they bave failed to understand it correctly. This
book [that I am writing] intends to explain the meaning of
Kitab al-istiqama in an easier way, without leaving out any
of its meanings. In fact, I have added some.

al-MundhirT’s attention to education is also evident in his
short work, Ikbtisar al-adyan li-talim al-sibyan (An Ab-~
brieviated Guide to Religious Practices for Boys)/* Nasser-
Al Riyami says, this book was completed on November
28, 1896 and focuses on the five pillars and basic doctri-
nal knowledge.” However, the manuscript version that I
read included other interesting information. For exam-
ple, he says that wives are under no obligation to weave,
spin, sew, bake, cook or do the laundry unless they wish,
though it is recommended that spouses cooperate. He
urges reconciliation with enemies and offers practical ad-
vice on how to fulfill one’s obligations to command the
right and forbid the wrong (al-amr bi-l-ma‘raf wa l-nahy
‘an al-munkar). He also stresses the importance of fight-
ing against the defects of the soul (jthad al-nafs) by re-
fraining from both overt and hidden acts of disobedience
and breaking the passions of the soul through fasting
and occupying oneself with worship and acts of obedi-
ence, reminding oneself of death, the deceptiveness of
this world, and how quickly its pleasures vanish.¢

As mentioned earlier, one of the great challenges
posed to Ibadi scholars in the second half of the 19™ cen-
tury was the phenomenon of conversion to Sunni Islam.
A number of scholars have discussed this, citing Farsy’s
account of Barghash's harshness with the shaykbs ‘All b.
Khamis b. Salim al-Barwani (1852-1885) and ‘Al b. ‘Abd
Allah b. Nafi al-MazruT (1825-1894)””7 The nature of
Sunni attacks on Ibadism may be surmised from a short
piece by ‘Ali I-Mundhiri that was apparently prompted by
Sunni attacks and Ibadi conversions to Sunnism. Writ-
ten in 1899 and titled Kitab al-sirat al-mustagim, it is ad~
dressed to “the pure (zaki) young man, Shaykh Salim b.
Sultan b. Qasim al-Riyami”, to whom an Ibadi convert to
Sunni Islam had apparently given books written by non-
Ibadi Muslims (al-gawmy), “by which this umma was led
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into deception (futinat) after the death of its Prophet”,
in order to induce him to “fall into their deviation, as he
had done, saying, ‘By God, I plead for brother Salim b.
Sultan! Don't let him go astray without calling him to
account! We counseled him and he was unable to accept
it. Perhaps God will place his guidance in your hand”.
Interestingly, this introduction is omitted from the pub-
lished version; in a foreword, Shaykh Ahmad b. Sa‘ad
al-Siyabi simply says that al-MundhirT wrote al-Sirat al-
mustagim for Shaykh Salim al-Riyami, and that it is a
concise summary of Ibadi theology and jurisprudence’®
A more accurate description of this short work is that it
is a defense of Ibadi doctrine regarding the specific points

" on which Sunnis and Ibadis disagree. As al-Mundhiri

said, “My intention in writing this booklet is to draw

~ your attention to their lies when they allege that what we

teach is deviation””?

Like his father, ‘Ali I-Mundhirt argues that Ash‘aris
have a blind and fanatic allegiance to the founder of their
theological school, although such imitation (taglid) in-
hibits exertion (mwjahada), and God gives the guidance of
His verses only to those who exert themselves to under-
stand them, not to those who unquestioningly follow the
understanding of others. Ibadis are under no obligation to
follow anyone who is not immune from error, and no one
has this immunity but a prophet. Ibadis are free to listen
to anyone and take the truth wherever they find it.*

al-Mundhirt begins with the same issue on which his
tather had written an extensive work: the impossibility
of seeing God. There is no question that this and other
Sunni beliefs implying that God has a body were at the
forefront of Ibadi-Sunni confrontations in Zanzibar. In
1914, one of ‘Ali [-Mundhirf’s students asked him about
this, expressing horror at Sunni claims that God de-
scends to the lowest heaven and that He created Adam

- in His image:

Look at what al-Shafit and bis followers say! They describe
their Creator with the characteristics of creatures, saying that
He sits and descends and has finite dimensions and moves
and is at rest! Whoever believes such things about bis Crea-
tor has abandoned the teaching of the people of truth and
enters perdition, and in the afterlife be will suffer the punish-

“ment of bellfire. What a borrible teaching they have believed!

We dissociate from anyone who belongs to such a school and
believes such things!®

In his response, al-Mundhiri clarifies subtleties in Sunnt
doctrine not appreciated by his student: “They say that
He sits, but not like human beings. Ibn al-FHawari said he
rises but does not sit, and that he descends but does not
come down (nazala wa ma inbadara). In another place he
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said, ‘not like the rising of the commander on his bed”.
Nonetheless, al-MundhirT firmly agrees with his student
that these statements contravene the prohibition against
comparing God to human beings.® al-Mundhir?’s rebut-
tal of the doctrine that God can be seen is similar to that
of his father and need not be reiterated here. Like his
father, he notes that al-Ghazali inclined toward the truth
when he interpreted the vision of God in the afterlife as
knowledge—although, unlike his father, he did not note
that al-Ghazali said this only in al-Igtisad fi I-i'tigad, but
not in the rest of his writings.” Rather ‘Alf I'Mundhir1
claims broad agreement between al-Ghazali’s views and
Ibadi doctrine:

al-Ghazali saw the truth because he abandoned taqglid and
deemed those Shafits who required it to have gone astray...
He also held that punishment in hellfire is eternal and

did not say that one could leave hellfire. He affirmed some
other beliefs of ours in which we differ from the Ash‘arts, in
agreement with the Book and the sunna and the sayings
of the salaf. Some of this is in his book called al-Iqtisad fi
I-i‘tiqad, and some of it is in al-Aqabat, and some is in
Kimiya al-saada...™

Whereas Sunnis take the weighing of deeds on the Day
of Judgment as literally true, Ibadis do not. al-Mundhiri
counsels his student: “If the opponents say this, ask
them, ‘Are the deeds of people accidents or bodies?” If
they say, ‘Accidents’, ask them, ‘How can accidents be
weighed? When someone says, ‘Weigh the words that are
said when you speak’, does this mean that the speaker is
literally to weigh his words?” '
al-Mundhiri also defends Ibadi insistence that only
those who observe their religious obligations should be
called ‘believers’, whereas Sunnis acknowledge as ‘believ-
ers’ those who believe in the teachings of Islam but fail

. to observe them:

We do not say that anyone who says “There is no god but
Allab” is a believer who will enter paradise, even if be bas
committed all the major sins and neglected to do all his ob-
ligations. We have no need to follow them in this doctrine,
because the Book, the sunna, and the sayings of the salaf
contradict 1t. The Exalted One said, “By Time (wa 1=asc)!
Surely human beings are lost, except for those who believe
and do good, and exhort one another to truth, and exhort
one another to patience” (Qur'an CII).

He also quotes padiths that deny the possibility of inter-
cession for those who commit grave sins.® Kufr (infidel-
ity), argues al-Mundhiri, is not limited to shirk (unbelief/
polytheism):
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God said, “Do We punish any but the ingrate (kafur)?”
(XXXIV:rz). They [the Sunnisfknow that God punishes
those monotbeists who die after committing a grave sin
[without repentance], and they know that the Prophet
said, “The killer of Ammar™ and those like bim are sent
to the Fire!” God says, “Its fuel is people and stones; it 1s
prepared for the infidels (al-kafirin)” (II:24). They know
that Ammar was killed by Muawiya’s group, and they
[Mu@wiya’s party] were not polytheists.’

Among al-Mundhirt’s other proofs: 1) a Qur’anic verse
(II1:97) that refers to those who abandon performance of
the pajj as infidels (kafara); 2) a badith that affirms that
anyone who has sexual intercourse with a menstruating
woman is an infidel; and 3) ‘Ali b. Abi Talib’s statement
in Nabj al-balagha that, according to God’s Book, if he
abandoned the fight against Mu‘awiya, he would be an
infidel—and so passed judgment on himself as an infidel
when he abandoned the fight, although he was not an
unbeliever (mushrik). “Therefore, we do not agree with
the statement that all infidelity (kufy) is unbelief (shirk),
but rather we say that there is a type of infidelity that is
not unbelief, and that is the infidelity of committing a
grave sin that does not reach the severity of unbelief”.**
Recognition of the category of kufr ni‘ma (the infidel-
ity of hypocrisy or ingratitude for God’s blessings) leads
directly to discussion of the concepts of association/afhli-
ation (walaya) and dissociation (bara'). The Qur’an says,
“The believers do not take infidels as friends” (III:23)
and “Do not befriend a people with whom God is an-
gry” (LX:13). In theory, this means that Ibadis should
not associate with Sunni Muslims. In Zanzibar, how-
ever, Ibadis were surrounded by Sunni neighbors, Sunni
students studied with Ibadi teachers, Ibadis and Sunnis

‘became friends, and Ibadi judges sometimes held joint

court sessions with Sunni judges. So perhaps it is not
surprising that Nagir b. Salim b. ‘Udayyim al-Ruwazhi,
better known in Oman as Ab@ Muslim al-Bahiani, wrote
in his theological textbook, al-Agida l-wabbiyya, that the
obligation of dissociation does not mean one cannot have
cordial relations with infidels, or even real affection for
them, but that one should be careful not to do certain
things that would imply affiliation:

There is no barm in high morals, gentleness, polite speech,
coexistence in kindness, cooperation, rescuing [a non-affili-
ate] from injustice, or belping bim in a pious deed, as long
as this does not strengthen him in rebellion against God or
barm someone else. ... If be is a monotheist, greet bim and
shake bis band if your beart is safe from religious love, and
console bim in bis afflictions. If be is a polytheist, do not give
him the greeting of peace or console him, except to counsel
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patience and contentment and to admonish him kindly.
If be greets you with the greeting of peace, reply, And on

you' ¥

As European imperialism impinged more and more di-
rectly on Ibadis, especially in North Africa and Zanzi-
bar, Ibadi-Sunni differences sometimes receded into the
background in light of the overwhelming imperative to
join forces to combat the common threat that Muslims
faced all over the world. Muhammad Atfayyish’s Izalat
al-i‘tirad ‘an mubigqi Al Ibad (Eliminating Opposition to
Ibadis) was published in Zanzibar during the reign of
Hamud b. Muhammad b. Sa‘id (:896-1902). Atfayyish
wrote this brief work both to explain Ibadism to non-
Ibadis and to find common ground with Sunnis; as Amal
Ghazal points out, only two of the 56 pages of this short
work deal with areas of disagreement between Sunnism

and Ibadism#° The imperative to defend Ibadism against

its detractors never disappeared, but Ibadi sponsorship
of Muslim scholarship was not limited to Ibadi works;
according to Sadgrove, the Sultans of Zanzibar funded
the publication even of non-Ibadi books in Cairo, and
they subscribed to newspapers published in Cairo,.Bei-
rut, Tripoli, Alexandria, Istanbul, London, Paris and
Marseille.” Indeed, one of the books published in 1895
by al-Matba‘a I-sultaniyya was al-Manyal al-warrad, by
the great Sunni scholar of Zanzibar, Ahmad b. Abt Bakr
b. Sumayt. Abu Muslim al-Bahlani wrote a celebratory
poem for that book that is included in the published
version.”” Abt Muslim was also the author of the only
contemporary Zanzibari work published by al-Matba‘a
I-sultaniyya, his account of Sayyid Hamud’s trip to East
Africa, al-Lawami al-bargiyya fi riblar mawlana l-sultan
al-mu‘azzam Hamad b. Mubammad b. Sa%d b. Sultan fi
l-agtar al-Ifrigiyya I-sharqiyya sanat 1316 bijriyya, pub-
lished in 1899.% '

Abt Muslim is perhaps the most interesting figure
of the modern Ibadi renaissance in Zanzibar: a scholar,
teacher and judge, author of an ambitious legal works*
and a theological primer, and a uniquely gifted poet who

expressed both a deeply mystical vision and ardent en- -

thusiasm for the Ibadi nabda. He was strongly influenced
by the life and poetry of Said b. Khalfan al-Khalili, the
great scholar, mystic and poet who led the movement
that brought Imam ‘Azzan b Qays to power in 1868. Aba
Muslim felt a deep affinity with al-Khalili, on a number
of whose poems he wrote a takbmis—that is, an expan-
sion by which three verses are added to each two verses
from the original poem, to make a group of five lines.”
He explains why he wrote a takhmis on one of al-Khalilf’s
poems, Sumiit al-thana’ (Strings [as in a. necklace] of
Praise):
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God granted me the privilege of writing a takhmis upon it,
to expose myself to the blessings of that spiritual axis (quth)?°
and to seck some measure of mystical unveiling from his
words—not to compete with them, for bis words are a divine
gift, the summit of which can no more be reached than a
sturdy man can leap over a smooth mountain or a bird with
a broken wing can mount to the highest sphere of heaven.
But I am a man who bas entered into the service of divine
remembrance (al-adhkar), and bave been given to drink of
the love of acceptance from the oceans of divine secrets, and
1 know that this supplication bas a luminous effect and is a
decisive proof, more brilliant than the sun in the middle of
the sky, with blessing more effusive than the oceans.”

Abt Muslim’s poetry is commonly perceived as gushing
. from the wellsprings of divine illumination,” but this in
no way implies that he was withdrawn and uninterested
in politics; mystical devotion and political activism are
intertwined in his poetry, just as they are in the poetry
of al-Khalili. The transformative power of the mysti-
cal knowledge of God is linked to the power to reform
and uplift the entire nation®”* Aba Muslim considered
himself the ‘Hassan b. Thabit"* of the uprising led by
Nir al-Din al-Salimi, which established the Imamate of
Salim b. Rashid al-Kharusi (1913-1920), to whom Aba
Muslim addressed what may be his most popular poem,
the nantyya titled al-Fath wa F-ridwan fi l-sayf wa -iman
(Conguest and Contentment in the Sword and Faith).
Despite Abti Muslim’s undeniable commitment to the
promotion of Ibadism, he also promoted pan-Islamic
unity, as is evident in some of his poems and prose writ-
ings, especially the articles he wrote for the newspaper
he cofounded in Zanzibar with Nasir b. Sulayman al-
Lamki in 1911, al-Najah (Success), the mouthpiece of the
political party called al-Isiab (Reform). The paper, which
‘ ~published three times a month from 1911 to 1914, bore a
motto borrowed from the Quran: “I only desire to re-
form as much as I can” (X1:88).°* He corresponded with
non-Ibadi leaders, as in a gasida that he sent to Mustafa
Riyad Pasha of Egypt in 191, thanking him for his ef-
forts in reconciling Muslims and Copts. In a letter to
Imam Salim in 1915, he urged the Imam to pay attention
to politics as much as to religion, to foreign affairs as
“well as domestic matters, to make common cause with
the Muslim rulers of the Arabian peninsula and reach
out to Muslims elsewhere as well, so that Muslims could
present a united front against the Europeans. He also
advocated implementing compulsory education for the
welfare of the nation.** Amal Ghazal has pointed that
this insistence on the linkage of religion to politics and
of education to reform and the focus on pan-Islamism all
indicate a linkage between Abt Muslim’s thought and
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Muhammad ‘Abdub’s program of Salafi reformism.™s
Indeed, in al-Najah Abu Muslim wrote about ‘Abduh’s
ideas and he quotes ‘Abduh in the chapter on knowledge
in Nithar al-jawbar:*® She argues that Abt Muslim saw
the Ibadi nabda as a model for Muslims everywhere who
were trying to overthrow the colonialist yoke.

If Nar al-Din al-Salimi was the undisputed leader of
the nabda in Oman, Abt Muslim al-Bahlani was its un-
disputed advocate in Zanzibar. He suffered for this, be-
ing removed from his position as judge and prevented
from going to Oman to fulfill his preferred calling as
scholar and counselor to Imam Salim, as Sa‘id al-Khalilt
had been for Imam ‘Azzan. But his forced retirement
from the judgeship and his removal from the concerns
of state in Oman gave him the time and energy to devote
to writing, for which we can be grateful, as his liter-
ary contributions to the Ibadi nabda are of great value
and his poetry remains unparalleled in its ability to move
and inspire. But whereas the struggle of the nabda, as

Muhammad al-Salimi presents it in his book, Nabdat al--

a‘yan bi-purriyyat ‘Uman (The Rise of the Notables for
the Freedom of Oman), is primarily a struggle between
the Imamate, depicted as just and godly rule, and the
Sultanate, depicted as unjust and worldly rule, the strug-
gle of the nabda as presented in Abu Muslim’s writings
includes freedom from the arrogance and ungodliness of
European imperialism, against which all the members of
the umma must struggle together.

Conclusion

This survey of Ibadi rulers and scholars in Zanzibar in
the 19% and early 20™ century demonstrates how closely
the scholarly and political life of Zanzibar was linked to
that of Oman: the rulers of Zanzibar meddled in Omani
politics, both to encourage Ibadi uprisings and to bring
down ‘Azzan’s Imamate, and Barghash’s rebellion against
Mijid in 1859 was caused by aspirations for an authentic
Ibadi polity, as well as the desire to reunite the Omani
empire. Ab Muslim al-Bahlani was deeply influenced by
the writings and spirituality of Said b. Khalfin al-Khalilt
and lent his talents to promote the nabda in Oman as a
model for the uplift of Muslim people everywhere as they
strove to shake off the yoke of European imperialism.
Ibadt scholarship in Zanzibar in the 19 and early 20™
century includes efforts to make Ibadi scholarship more
accessible to laymen, paralleling similar efforts in Oman
and North Africa at that time. But Ibadi scholarship in
Zanzibar is unique in the depth of its engagement with
Sunni thought and the need to rebut Sunni criticisms
of Ibadism and to respond to the threat Sunnism’s at-
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traction posed to the Ibadi community. This theme is
prominent in some of the works of Nasir b. Abi Nabhan,
Muhammad al-Mundhiri and ‘Ali -Mundhiri. Finally,
Christian missionaries forced Muslim scholars of Zanzi-
bar to respond to Christian texts and arguments, leading
‘Al I-Mundhiri to study the Bible in considerable detail
and respond to a thousand-year-old Christian polemical
work. The unusually cosmopolitan social milieu in Zan-
zibar forced Ibadi scholars in this period to go beyond
the revivalist concerns of their colleagues elsewhere, and
to struggle in their writings against Sunnis and Chris-
tians, as they sought to establish an Ibadi identity and
polity in the modern world. .
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online search for information on the English-language Bible trans- 99 For a thorough analysis of Aba Muslim’s poetry in light of his

lations to which he refers was unsuccessful, but there is a reference career, see Ghazal 2010 66—g0.

to a “Missionary Register for 1830 containing the principal cransac- 100 Hassan b. Thabit was the Prophet Muhammad’s personal poet.

tions of the various institutions for propagating the gospel”, ror Salimi [n.d.]: 337-355.

issued by the Church Missionary Society and printed by an R. 102 Ghazal 2o10: 68—69.

Watts in London. . 103 Mahrugi 2000: 72; Ghazal 2010: 87-89. |
MundhirT 1891: 2.64. 104 Ghazal analyzes the letter in detail (2010: 82-87). She writes that :
Thid.: 6-8. none of the scholars who have written about Abt Muslim have

Ibid.: 19—23. noted this letter, but it was printed i toto in Nagir 1996: 198-207.

Although this was published by Oman’s Ministry of Heritage and 10§ Ghazal 2010: 86-87. .

Culture in 1986, I have not seen the published version. I read a 106 Mahrugi 2000: 72.

manuscript of this work in the library of Nir al-Din al-Salimi in
Mintirib, where it is called Kitab mukbtasar al-adyan, ms#209.
Riyami 2.012: 339. ) ) Tl
Mundhird 1921: 38—43.

Farsy 1989: 20—22, 30—32. Wilkinson {(2015: 147-150) offers an
analysis of Ibadi conversions to Sunni Islam.

Mundhirf 1980: 3. al-Mundhirt’s reference to the Ibadt convert to
Sunni Islam may be found in MundhirT 1932: 2—3.

Mundhiri 1980: 23.

Ibid.: 5-6.

The student’s question and al-Mundhir’s response are included in
the same bound manuscript as MundhirT 1921 and MundhirT 1932.
al-Mundhirt’s response to student’s question, 4. Although there

is an Ibidi scholar named Muhammad b. al-Hawari, he is usually
called ‘Abt I-HawarT' and the context seems to indicate a Sunni
scholar. It is possible that Ibn al-Hawari is ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr (ca.
643—713 AD), an eminent traditionist and legal scholar whose father,
al-Zubayr b. al“Awamm, was nicknamed al-bawari, ‘the disciple’.
MundhirT 1997: 49.

MundhirT 1980: 10.

Ibid.: 10-13.

Abu I-Yaqzan ‘Ammar b. Yasir b. ‘Amir b. Milik, a mawla and
Companion of the Prophet, who was an early convert to Islam, suf-
fered torture for his faith, and was among those who emigrated to
Abyssinia. After the bgjra he came to Medina, and fought with the
Prophet in all his battles. He became an ardent partisan of ‘Alf and
was killed by Mu‘awiya’s forces at the Battle of Siffin in 657 AD.
Mundhiri 1980: 13-14. ‘

Ibid.

Hoftman 2012: 201-204; Ruwihi 2004: 310-315.

Ghazal 2010 44-45; Sadgrove 2004: 2.01. It was published in 1898—9.
Sadgrove 2005: 156-157.

Tsari zo14.

Sadgrove 2004: 192.

Nithar al-jawbar (Ruwahi 2001), a prose version of Nur al-Din al-
Salimt's Jawhar al-nizam. The author completed only three of the
twenty-one sections he intended to write. It is assumed that he

died before he could complete it.

Mahrigqi 2000: 67.

Qutb, meaning axis or pole, is a Safi term for the person occupy-
ing the highest rank in the saintly hierarchy—such a person is the
channel through whom God’s blessings flow into the world, the axis
around whom the world turns. This usage is not common among
Ibadis, who refer to Muhammad b. Yusuf Atfayyish (d. 1914) as ‘axis
of the imams’ (qutb al-a’imma), or simply as ‘the Qutb’. However,
considering the immersion of both Sa%d al-Khalili and Aba Muslim
al-Bahlani into Sufi thought and practice, it is possible that Aba
Muslim meant that al-Khalili had achieved the ultimate spiritual
rank, as well as the ultimare scholarly rank.

Diwan Abi Muslim al-Bablani, ed. ‘All al-Najdt Nasif (Ministry of
National Heritage and Culrure, Muscat 1980), L:153—4.

The comments on the miraculous events accompanying al-Khalilf’s
recication of the poem are drawn from a commentary on it written |
by Jum®a b. Khusayf. ' : :
For example, Nasir 1996: 6. i
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