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Omani Religious Networks in Contemporary Tanzania and Beyond 

 

Abstract 

 

This dissertation is an ethnographic and historical study of the ethnically Omani Ibadi 

Muslim minority community in contemporary Tanzania and Zanzibar. The focus of the 

dissertation is on an Ibadi Muslim charitable society called Istiqaama and its role in the spread of 

Islamic education and social welfare in eastern Africa beginning in the era of economic 

liberalization and democratization in the 1980s. The case of Istiqaama differs from other Muslim 

minority associations in Tanzania in that the Ibadi community once enjoyed a privileged social 

and political status when Zanzibar and the mainland coast fell under the rule of ethnically Omani 

sultans (1830s-1964). In 1964, however, a political revolution overthrew the Omani ruling elite 

and large numbers of Zanzibar’s Arab population suffered persecution in the violence that 

ensued. The period of Omani rule and the brutal enslavement and trade of African peoples that 

the sultanate supported in the nineteenth century has led to a conflation of Ibadi identity with 

Omani imperialism.  The survival and evolution of Zanzibar’s Ibadi community into the 

contemporary period thus presents an intriguing example of how religious minorities come to 

reestablish social and religious influence after losing their ties to political power. I argue that the 

Ibadis affiliated with Istiqaama in Tanzania have come to occupy new spheres of influence 

following their patrons’ fall from grace. This influence appears in the form of intra-Muslim 

cooperation, the provision of social services, and the conservation of historical institutions of the 

Omani diaspora in cities, towns, and villages across Tanzania and Zanzibar. 
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I. Introduction 

 

1. Subject and Argument 

 

In the mid-1980s, a Muslim delegation from the Office of the Mufti in the Sultanate of 

Oman, a primarily Arabic-speaking country located in the Persian Gulf, set out to visit old sites of 

Arab settlement in Tanzania in hopes of addressing the declined socio-economic situation and 

lapsed religious practice of the Omani diaspora in Eastern Africa. Traveling with the delegation 

was the Grand Mufti himself, Oman’s supreme interpreter of Islamic law, Shaykh Ahmad bin 

Hamad Al-Khalili. Born on Tanzania’s semi-autonomous island region of Zanzibar in 1942, Al-

Khalili is part of the Swahili-speaking diaspora in Oman, often referred to as the zinjibaris. Large 

numbers of the zinjibari community migrated to their ancestral homeland in Oman following the 

violent Zanzibar Revolution (in Swahili, Mapinduzi) of 1964 that overthrew the last sultan of 

Omani descent.1 The Ibadi Muslim school of thought (madhhab) to which Al-Khalili adheres is 

neither Sunni nor Shiʻi, and most Ibadis in Tanzania today are descendants of Omani immigrants 

who migrated by sea to the Swahili-speaking coast of East Africa in the nineteenth and first half 

of the twentieth century. Facilitating this unprecedented mass migration of Omanis to the region 

was the transfer of the capital of the Omani sultanate from the port city of Muscat in Oman to the 

                                                           
1 Zinjibari derives from the Arabic word for Zanzibar, Zinjibār, or “the land of the blacks.” For more on 

Zinjibari identity and the role of this Afro-Arab diaspora community in the development of the modern 

state of Oman under the leadership of Sultan Qaboos see: Nafla Kharusi, “Identity and Belonging among 

Ethnic Return Migrants of Oman,” Nationalism and Ethnic Politics 19, no. 4 (2013): 424–46.; Marc Valeri. 

Oman: Politics and Society in the Qaboos State. London: Paris, 2009; Wippel, S. (2013). Regionalizing 

Oman: Political, economic and social dynamics (United Nations University series on regionalism; 6). 

Dordrecht: Springer; Nathaniel Mathews. “The Zinjibari Diaspora, 1698-2014: Citizenship, Migration and 

Revolution in Zanzibar, Oman and the Post-War Indian Ocean,” PhD Diss., (Northwestern University, 

2016). 
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Western Indian Ocean island of Unguja, Zanzibar. The transfer occurred in the 1830s during the 

reign of the Ibadi Muslim Omani sultan, Sayyid Said bin Sultan (d. 1856), and was due, in part, to 

internecine fighting in Oman and the encroachment of British colonial influence.2  

The Zanzibar isles are located about forty nautical miles from the port city of Dar es 

Salaam. Unguja is the seat of power on Zanzibar, and the island state has its own president, vice 

president, and House of Representatives. The population of Unguja is about 897,000 and Pemba 

Island is the second largest in the archipelago with a population of approximately 362,000. The 

Pew Templeton Religious Futures Project (2010) estimates Tanzania’s population to be 35.2% 

Muslims and 61.4% Christians, but other estimates vary widely. About 98% of the inhabitants on 

Zanzibar are Muslim and Sunni. Based on casual observation and my interviews with Ibadi leaders 

in Tanzania, I estimate that Ibadis account for less than 5% of Tanzania’s population, with higher 

percentages on Zanzibar than on the mainland. In a 2006 article on religion and society in Oman, 

Valerie Hoffman writes that Ibadis make up 75% of Oman’s population that is approximately 2.5 

million. The study’s estimate for the number of Ibadi followers globally is 1,873,000.3 The 

Religious Freedom Report, conducted by the United States government on Oman in 2016, suggests 

that the estimate of 75% derives from Omani government estimates, while other non-governmental 

sources place the number of Ibadis in Oman at 45%.4 

                                                           
2 Amal Ghazal explains that the British pressured Sayyid Said to reduce the traffic in slaves in the Persian 

Gulf region, leading to both popular discontent and major hit to the regional economy. See: Amal N. Ghazal, 

Islamic Reform and Arab Nationalism: Expanding the Crescent from the Mediterranean to the Indian 

Ocean (1880s-1930s), Culture and Civilization in the Middle East (New York, NY: Routledge, 2010), 22. 

 
3 See: Valerie Hoffman. “Oman.” In Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices, 3:172–78, 2006. 

 
4 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, “Oman 2016 International Religious Freedom Report” 

(United States Department of State, January 1, 2013), 

https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/269152.pdf. 
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The sultans of Zanzibar, who were the scions of the Busaidi ruling family of Oman, 

governed the predominantly African Zanzibar archipelago and much of the East African coast for 

over 130 years.5 Though they were themselves Ibadi, the sultans appeared to demonstrate little 

interest in imposing their religious beliefs on the larger Muslim population, and so the Shafiʻi 

Sunni madhhab remains the dominant Islamic community in Tanzania today. The Mapinduzi that 

overthrew the Ibadi sultans took place only one year after the islands gained independence from 

British colonial rule. During much of their reign, the sultans held only symbolical power and 

operated under the purview of the British Protectorate in Zanzibar (ca. 1890-1963). The proponents 

of the Mapinduzi were of predominantly African ethnicities; moreover, many were descendants of 

slaves who arrived on the islands by force during the height of plantation agriculture on the Swahili 

coast in the early decades of sultanate rule on Zanzibar. The Mapinduzi, which primarily targeted 

the landowning and merchant classes of Arabs and Indians on the islands, was partially fueled by 

frustrations over the stark class inequalities that the institutions of slavery and colonialism had 

produced between African and non-African populations.  

The religious delegation that came to Tanzania from the Mufti’s office in Oman in the 

1980s met with local leaders of the Omani-Ibadi diaspora on the islands and mainland with the 

shared objective of reviving Ibadi religious identity and practice. The collaborative relationship 

that formed between these two parties resulted in a proposal to form an umbrella association and 

international network under which to unite the scattered Ibadi population of Tanzania and to 

disseminate knowledge of the Ibadi madhhab. The proposal came to fruition in 1993 with the 

                                                           
5 By the mid-nineteenth century under the rule of Zanzibar’s first Omani sultan, Sayyid Said bin Sultan, the 

Omani Empire in East Africa extended from Mogadishu in Somalia to Sofala in Mozambique. This region 

comprises the diverse littoral society typically referred to as the Swahili Coast.  
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formation of The Istiqaama Muslim Community of Tanzania (IMCOT)6 and acquired the legal 

status of “society” or “association” (sw: jumuiya)7 after registering with the state in 1995.8 There 

are now 20 branches of Istiqaama across mainland Tanzania and the Zanzibar Isles, in addition to 

branches in other East African countries.9 At these branches, the association supports the building 

of new, and the restoration of old, Omani and Ibadi mosques, as well as the construction of schools, 

healthcare centers, orphanages, and even a radio station.  

 

 

Figure 1Branches of Istiqaama on Mainland Tanzania and Zanzibar. Created by the author with 

the assistance of The Center for Geographic Analysis at Harvard University. 

                                                           
6 In Oman the organization is also referred to as The Istiqaama International Muslim Charitable Society or 

Al-Jamʻiyya al-Istiqāma al-Khayriyya al-Islāmiyya al-ʻālamiyya. 

 
7 In this dissertation, the terms “association,” “society,” and “community,” will be used interchangeably in 

translation of the Swahili term “jumuiya” and the Arabic term “jamʻiyya.” The terms indicate the 

institutional structure of Istiqaama and the various actors that shape its extensive transregional (between 

coast and interior) and transnational (between East Africa and the Persian Gulf) networks.  

 
8 Al-Siyābī, Aḥmad. “Al-wujūd al-‘umānī fī sharq ifriqiyya wa athāruhu” in Hiwār, Al-majālat ‘umān 

(Sunday 22, March 2009 Issue 10155), pg. 27. 

 
9 Burundi, Rwanda, Congo and Uganda, among others. 
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The international headquarters of the Istiqaama Charitable Society are located in Muscat 

and the community derives its name from the Ibadi self-appellation, ahl al-ḥaqq wa al-istiqāma or 

“the people of truth and uprightness.”10 In its Tanzanian constitution, Istiqaama claims to draw 

inspiration from the Quran and the Prophetic Sunna in its propagation of Islamic ethics and values 

in Tanzania.11 The document states that a “member of the Association shall be any Moslem who 

belongs to the Ibadi sect” and who participates in all association meetings and activities and pays 

membership fees.12 Istiqaama further claims to be a resource for local Muslim activism and a 

network that connects local and international Muslim groups, as well as Ibadis and non-Ibadi 

Muslims.13 Ibadi leaders in Zanzibar are especially keen on making distinctions between Istiqaama 

and “other” reformist groups, such as the so-called Wahhabi groups who receive funding and moral 

support from some of the other Gulf States, such as Saudi Arabia. In its constitution, Istiqaama 

also stresses a policy of non-discrimination and calls itself a non-political organization.  

The apparent ethnic diversity one encounters in Istiqaama’s schools appears to confirm this 

policy of non-discrimination and religious tolerance. However, the Ibadi-Omani heritage of 

Istiqaama’s members sets them apart socially and culturally from many of those who attend their 

educational institutions and mosques. Omanis today continue to stoke controversy in Tanzania due 

to both their imperial past and to the way that they indicate their adherence to the religious identity 

                                                           
10 Ibadis also referred to themselves as al-jamaʻa al-muʻmina al-muslima or “the believing Muslim 

community” suggesting that “they were simply adherents of the correct faith (Rabi 2008; 169). 

 
11 “Istiqaama Muslim Community of Tanzania. ‘Constitution.’” (IMCOT), 2, Last accessed November 14, 

2016, http://istiqaamatz.org/tz/images/documents/katibaenglish.pdf. 

 
12 Leaders of Istiqaama on mainland Tanzania informed me that the current constitution is under review; 

however, it is unclear when the new one will emerge and whether the island and mainland branches will 

develop separate policies.  

 
13 Presumably political or religious institutions that challenge the government’s authority. “Istiqaama 

Constitution.” 
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of Oman by following Ibadi religious authorities, dressing in distinctively Omani dress, and 

placing a high premium on the Arabic language in a predominantly Swahili speaking and non-

Arab Muslim society. Using ethnographic and historical methods and sources, I reconstruct the 

strategies that the minority Omani-Ibadi diaspora in Tanzania developed to ensure the longevity 

of their religious practice and institutions after losing their hold on economic and political power 

following the Mapinduzi of 1964.14 I argue that Ibadis today work to overcome suspicion of a 

renewed Omani imperial influence in Tanzania through the deployment of two interconnected 

strategies. The first strategy aims at promoting intra-Muslim cooperation and downplaying 

sectarian affiliation. The second strategy involves the provision of much need social services and 

religious education to the Muslim community at large.  

By tracing the social and economic networks of the geographically dispersed and ethnically 

Omani Ibadi Muslims of East Africa, my dissertation further documents how this diaspora 

community came to occupy new spheres of influence in Tanzania and the semi-autonomous 

Zanzibar Isles after the overthrow of the Omani sultanate of Zanzibar in 1964.  What makes 

                                                           
14 Four short months after the Mapinduzi in Zanzibar, a tenuous union formed between Zanzibar and 

mainland Tanganyika. The union was the initiative of the then president and head of Zanzibar’s ruling Afro-

Shirazi Party (ASP), Abeid Karume (assassinated in 1972), and his counterpart in Tanganyika, the famed 

African socialist Julius Nyerere (d. 1999) who was the leader of the Tanganyika African National Union 

(TANU). In 1977, TANU and the ASP merged to form the current Party of the Revolution or Chama cha 

Mapinduzi (CCM) that holds that seats of power in both the islands and mainland governments. Despite 

the introduction of multi-party elections in Tanzania in the early 1990s, every election since this period has 

been highly contested and subject to rigging. The primary opposition party to CCM on Zanzibar is the Civic 

United Front (CUF), which is the party supported by many members of the Omani diaspora on the islands 

and the zinjibari diaspora in Oman.  The ruling party frequently slanders CUF on the dubious grounds that 

they have links to radical islamist movements in the Gulf and that they which to reinstate Arab hegemony 

on the islands. This suspicious attitude toward political opposition is partially a by-product of Tanzania’s 

extensive period of one-party rule under a long-standing socialist regime. See: Andrea Brown, “Political 

Tensions in Zanzibar: Echoes from the Revolution?,” Canadian Journal of Development Studies 30, no. 3–

4 (2011): 615–33. For more on the history of race and class in Zanzibar’s politics see: Abdul Sheriff, “Race 

and Class in the Politics of Zanzibar.,” Africa Spectrum 36, no. 3 (2001): 301–18.; Bernadetta Killian, “The 

State and Identity Politics in Zanzibar: Challenges to Democratic Consolidation in Tanzania,” African 

Identities 6, no. 2 (2008): 99–125. 
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Istiqaama unique among other Muslim minority institutions established through global diaspora 

networks is the Omani-Ibadi community’s dual role as both a former Arab ruling elite and colonial 

subjects under the British Protectorate in Zanzibar. The multi-cultural and cosmopolitan Istiqaama 

community is thus actively engaged in what Kai Kresse and Edward Simpson call “a struggle with 

history”15 in which they must overcome the conflation of Ibadi Muslims with Omani imperialism 

in Tanzania, while also working to present themselves as a non-sectarian, non-political, and non-

discriminatory Muslim community.  

2. Background to the Politics of Zanzibar and Tanzania 

 

The Istiqaama Muslim community in Tanzania is exemplary of a global trend in Muslim 

minority activism that dates back at least to the 1980s and the end of socialist governance under 

the leadership of the country’s first president, Julius Nyerere, who rose to power following 

Tanganyika’s independence from British rule in 1961. Following the Arusha Declaration of 1967 

that brought forth President Nyerere’s particular brand of African socialism, called ujamaa in 

Swahili, the country underwent an intensive post-colonial development scheme.16 The socialist 

dream of ujamaa required the nationalization of the means of production across the country, a 

move that proved disastrous for the Indian business community and Arab landowning elites on the 

                                                           
15 Edward Simpson and Kai Kresse, “Introduction,” in Struggling with History: Islam and Cosmopolitanism 

in the Western Indian Ocean (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 1–41. 

 
16 In theory, ujamaa socialism also aimed at the elimination of tribal distinctions (ukabila) and religious 

intolerance (udini) that might divide Tanzania along ethnic, linguistic, and religious lines. In practice, the 

attempt at establishing a national kinship identity meant the privileging Swahili language in schools and 

government and the internal displacement of large segments of the population into arbitrary and ethnically 

mixed planned farming communities (villigization). See: Bruce E. Heilman and Paul J. Kaiser, “Religion, 

Identity and Politics in Tanzania,” Third World Quarterly 23, no. 4 (2002): 701.; Priya Lal, “MILITANTS, 

MOTHERS, AND THE NATIONAL FAMILY: ‘UJAMAA’, GENDER, AND RURAL DEVELOPMENT 

IN POSTCOLONIAL TANZANIA,” Journal of African History 51 (2010): 49. 
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mainland and especially on Zanzibar.17 Moreover, the Christian dominated leadership of the 

country’s main party, the Tanzanian African National Union (TANU) reneged on their promises 

to address colonial-era inequities in Muslim and Christian access to education. TANU added salt 

to this wound by banning the country’s first major pan-Islamic East African Muslim Welfare 

Society (EAMWS), established by the global Ismaili Muslim leader, the Aga Khan, in 1945.18 In 

place of the EAMWS, TANU government founded the state-sponsored Baraza Kuu la Waisilamu 

of Tanzania (BAKWATA) in 1968.19 BAKWATA and its counterpart on the islands, the Zanzibar 

Mufti’s Office, serve as the premier Muslim religious authority in Tanzania. However, both 

organizations are highly unpopular among Tanzania’s more radical reformist movements, such as 

the influential so-called Ansar Sunna (est. 1979).20  

The rapid decline of the economically stagnant Tanzanian socialist state in the 1970s and 

the rise of economic liberalization and democratization under Nyerere’s successor, President 

Hassan Mwinyi (1985-1995), greatly impacted religiour organizations across the country. 

President Mwinyi’s government adopted new regulations regarding civil society organizations that 

enabled religious groups to register with the government as non-governmental organizations or 

                                                           
17 BAKWATA is also known as a.k.a the National Muslim Council of Tanzania. For more about the effects of 

nationalization policies on Indian and Arab communities in urban Tanzania between 1958 and 1975, see: 

James R. Brennan, “Blood Enemies: Exploitation and Urban Citizenship in the Nationalist Political 

Thought of Tanzania, 1958-75,” The Journal of African History 47, no. 3 (2006): 389–413.  

 
18 Bruce E. Heilman and Kaiser, “Religion, Identity and Politics in Tanzania,” 701. 

 
19 Bruce E. Heilman and Kaiser, 701. 

 
20 Focusing on the Ansar in Southwest Tanzania, Felicitas Becker explains “multiple influences went into 

making” the movement which focuses its reforms on the “the refutation of ‘innovations’ (bida’) and the 

return to the practices of the Prophet’s companions, as well as its connections to Saudi Arabia (242). Becker 

argues that “the reintroduction of a multi-party system and the loosening of state controls on commerce 

fostered new forms of social competition and networking, in which religion has become a factor” (242). 

See: Felicitas Becker, Becoming Muslim in Mainland Tanzania, 1890-2000 (Oxford; New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2008). 
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“societies,” provided that they met the requirements of state-sponsored religious authorities such 

as the BAKWATA and the Zanzibar Mufti’s Office. Each branch of Istiqaama in Tanzania falls 

under the jurisdiction and registration of the state Muslim authority.  For many African countries, 

this period marked a transition from post-independence socialist projects, which were skeptical of 

independent religious organizations, to more democratic institution building and private economic 

enterprise that enabled the rise of transnational and transregional religious charities and 

associational groups. The charities, schools, mosques, and community centers established by 

different Muslim groups globally in the 1980s enabled the formation of self-sustainable Muslim 

associations that would emphasize socio-economic development and Muslim unity. 

While mainland Tanzania (formerly Tanganyika) and Zanzibar underwent the transition to 

socialist governance in the 1960s and 1970s, major economic and political changes were also 

taking place in Oman. This was a period marked by the dissolution of the Ibadi imamate in Oman’s 

interior (late 1950s) and the discovery of oil (ca. 1963). Shortly thereafter, Oman experienced a 

Civil War, the Dhofar Rebellion (1965-1975), which was a British-backed movement to overthrow 

Sultan Said bin Taimur by his son, the current Sultan Qaboos bin Said. The rise of Sultan Qaboos 

to power in 1970 saw the beginning of an intensive period of state-building in Oman called the 

nahda or renaissance period.21 Despite the economic success of many of the zinjibari who returned 

to Oman at this time, the violent scars of the Mapinduzi left many Arabs and Indian elites dead or 

imprisoned, and many had lost family-owned properties and businesses. The Mapinduzi forced 

many Arabs elites, several of whom had been well-educated under the colonial school system, to 

                                                           
21 As will be discussed, this period of “revival,” “awakening,” or “renaissance” in Oman was preceded by 

others in early decades and in the nineteenth century (see: Limbert 2010; Ghazal 2010; Hoffman 2004; 

Wilkinson 1987). 
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flee Zanzibar for the Tanzanian mainland or other parts of East Africa, the Middle East, and Europe 

in the aftermath of the revolution.22  

Sultan Qaboos, recognizing the necessity of a highly skilled and educated civil service for 

the building of a modern nation-state, welcomed the Zanzibari refugees “back” to their ancestral 

homeland in order to participate in this new nahda23. The nahda was the start of a reversal of the 

economic fortunes of Zanzibar and Oman. Whereas Oman had once been the poor and dependent 

on the substantial revenues of the sultanate on Zanzibar, now the newly oil rich Oman became the 

locus of wealth and economic development for the translocal Omani community. As Mandana 

Limbert puts it: “A strange twist of fate suddenly made Oman wealthy and Africa poor.”24 The 

policy of inviting the dispersed Omani diaspora to return to Oman was in contrast to that of 

Qaboos’ father, who had been reluctant to accept the political and economic refugees. Sultan 

Taimur “was not eager to welcome people who themselves were not ‘really’ Omanis, who had not 

supported the state and who could pose a threat to his rule.”25 Despite the high number of the 

Swahili-speaking zinjibaris in Oman’s government bureaucracy and the integral role they played 

                                                           
22 For a collection of oral histories about the experience of the Mapinduzi and exile conducted in Swahili 

and German with members of this diaspora in Europe, see: S. Barwani, Unser Leben Vor Der Revolution 

Und Danach : Autobiographische Dokumentartexte Sansibarischer Zeitzeugen = Maisha Yetu Kabla Ya 

Mapinduzi Na Baadaye (Köln: Köppe, 2003). For a number of live-recorded video interviews about the 

situation and institutions of the Omani diaspora that remained in Zanzibar following the Mapinduzi see the 

Arabic television series broadcast in Oman called Min as-Sawāhil trans. “From the Coast.” Available on 

Youtube. 

 
23 Mandana Limbert explains that what distinguishes this nahda period from others in the Arab world at 

earlier periods is that those “tended to be associated with literary and intellectual revival.” The Qaboos-led 

nahda, on the other hand, “tends to be linked to industriousness, cosmopolitanism, piety, and seriousness 

of purpose, an association that overlaps nicely with development discourses that emphasize private 

enterprise and hard work.” See: Mandana Limbert, In the Time of Oil: Piety, Memory, and Social Life in 

an Omani Town (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010), 6.  

24 Limbert, In the Time of Oil, 163. 

 
25 Limbert, In the Time of Oil, 142. 
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in building the modern nation-state, this Swahili-speaking diaspora has not achieved complete 

integration into Omani culture, language, and society. Though they are citizens of Oman and bear 

Omani patrilineage, this “elite creole community”26 struggles to find full acceptance as Arabs and 

Omanis in a state increasingly concerned with asserting its Arab national and cultural identity and 

affiliation in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).  

In Tanzania and Oman, the mixed-race and multi-lingual Afro-Arab Ibadi diaspora thus 

struggles to articulate its belonging and to overcome popular and government suspicions of its 

formerly privileged status under the Zanzibar Sultanate and British Protectorate. The large-scale 

departure of Omanis from Zanzibar and Tanzania in the 1960s and 1970s resulted in a lasting sense 

of exile and injustice within the global zinjibari diaspora. This feeling is still palpable in the 

diaspora’s attempts to reclaim properties expropriated by the government in Zanzibar during the 

Mapinduzi, and in demands for dual citizenship and rights to Zanzibar and Oman’s shared cultural 

heritage. 

3. Diaspora and Identity Politics in East Africa   

 

Although the nineteenth century saw the consolidation of Omani political power in East 

Africa, the arrival and settlement of Asian and Arab traders long predates the establishment of the 

Omani Arab sultanate on Zanzibar. Sea-faring Arab Muslim communities from southern Arabia, 

namely Oman and the Hadramaut, have existed on coastal East Africa since at least as early as the 

eighth century. Merchants and traders from all over the Indian Ocean would sail south towards 

East Africa between the months of February and November and then return home between April 

and September. Many Arab travelers, however, never made the return trip and instead opted to 

settle and integrate with the Swahili-speaking African communities of the coast, contributing to 

                                                           
26 Limbert, 146. 
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the current multi-racial African Indian Ocean society. The early Muslim merchant communities 

were largely “dependent on the hospitality of Zanj rulers.”27 By the twelfth century, a community 

of traders from the Persian Gulf known as the Shirazis settled on port cities along the East African 

coast and isles as far north as Mogadishu (coastal Somalia) and all the way down to the Comoro 

Islands and Madagascar. Shirazis mixed with black Africans (the Zanj) to give birth to the mixed-

race population called the Afro-Shirazi, the namesake of the political party that rose to power in 

Zanzibar following the Mapinduzi.28  

The dark complexion of many of those claiming to be “Shirazi,” along with the lack of 

clear genealogical evidence linking them to acclaimed ancestors in Persia, has long made this 

identity a contested one. This is similarly the case with those indigenous coastal and island 

populations famously called the “Swahili,” whose male Arab ancestors produced a mixed-race 

offspring with African women in the areas they settled. The cross-cultural miscegenation between 

Muslim male arrivals on the coast from Arabia and Persia and black African women is often cited 

as evidence for the ease with which foreigners integrated into African coastal society and formed 

cooperative relationships with the local leadership. However, as Mervyn Hiskett points out, the 

term “intermarriage” or cross-cultural marriage, may gloss over what were in fact servile 

relationships between female African slaves and concubines with their Arab Muslim masters.29 

                                                           
27 Mervyn Hiskett, The Course of Islam in Africa (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1994), 153. 

 
28 For a more full account of the origins of Shirazi, identity on the Swahili coast see: Randall Pouwels, Horn 

and Crescent: Cultural Change and Traditional Islam on the East African Coast, 800-1900, African Studies 

Series 53 (Cambridge [Cambridgeshire]; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 

 
29 See Hiskett’s discussion on “The Origins of Swahili Culture” in The Course of Islam in Africa, p. 160. 

Eve Trout-Pouwel makes the same argument in her study of the “paternalistic and political framework” 

slave trade and the marriage of Sudanese slave women by Bedouin traders and their Egyptian Arab clientele 

in 19th-century Egypt. She writes: “But the slaves were incorporated into the households neither as equals 

nor as children but as blank beings, in whom proper conduct and behavior would be instilled” (4). 
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Indeed, the history of slavery in East Africa and the paternalistic nature of master/slave 

relations greatly inform identity politics and social relations in the region today. This is especially 

the case in the urban centers of the coast. The nature of these relationships differed greatly 

depending on the modes of (re)production and the type of labor or expertise extracted from slaves. 

That is, experiences of slavery depended on whether an enslaved person worked on plantations or 

as a domestic or married into the slave-owning elites as a concubine. In all cases, however, these 

were unequal relationships and usually involved peoples of African descent serving masters of 

Arab descent.30 The institution of slavery came to have a major impact on class structures in the 

urban centers of the Swahili-speaking worlds of coastal East Africa, and the effects of this 

inequality became a preoccupation with local intellectuals during the colonial period. 

In a study of the evolution of racial and ethnic thought in Zanzibar’s colonial-era 

newspapers,31 for example, Jonathan Glassman observes that a distinctive Arabo-centrism tended 

to color the way the local island community and the colonial administration articulated Shirazi 

identity. To be Shirazi involved “a desire to distance oneself from mainland Africans, to whom 

clung the taint of slave ancestry, this was in spite of the fact that many who identified themselves 

as mainlanders were recent arrivals, having come to the islands to work as ‘squatters’ or labor 

tenants on the clove estates.”32 The island/mainland distinction became increasingly important 

among Zanzibar’s various black African populations, as the large-scale importation of slaves to 

                                                           
30 Frederick Cooper, Plantation Slavery on the East Coast of Africa (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1977), 4. 

 
31 Glassman draws primarily from the Swahili language Mwongozi and Afrika Kwetu newspapers available 

in the Zanzibar National Archives.  

 
32 Jonathon Glassman, “Sorting out the Tribes: The Creation of Racial Identities in Colonial Zanzibar’s 

Newspaper Wars,” Journal of African History 41, no. 3 (2000), 405. 
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the island from the mainland under Busaidi Omani rule in the 19th century threatened the class 

identity of non-enslaved Africans. The importance of being among the waungwana (the free 

African urban elite),33 as opposed to the derogatory term used for African slaves or descendants of 

slaves (washenzi), predated the transfer of the Busaidi capital to Zanzibar in the 1830s. A person 

who was mwaungwana was also generally someone from the coast who emulated the cultural and 

ritual practices associated with the Arab Muslim ruling class.  

The term ustaarabu, the process of becoming Arab or “civilized,” came to indicate this 

practice of emulating what many perceived as “Arab” culture and mores.34 Elisabeth McMahon 

argues that a similar though lesser studied term, heshima, meaning “honor” or “respectability,” 

was just as important for maintaining one’s social status and integrity on Pemba island at the end 

of the nineteenth century. Embodying heshima was particularly important for the African servile 

classes who underwent “the shift from slave to a free society because it allowed former slaves to 

earn respect form within the local context.”35 McMahon is careful to note, however, that “heshima 

                                                           
33 The term waungwana (s. mwaungwana), which was at times synonymous with that of Shirazi, stood in 

contradistinction to enslaved African populations who were disparaging referred to as washenzi (the 

uncivilized), (Glassman 2000; 401). 

 
34 For other examples of how these terms were intellectualized in newspapers and popular culture during 

the colonial period in Zanzibar and Tanganyika, see: Katrin Bromber, “Ustaarabu: A Conceptual Change 

in Tanganyikan Newspaper: Discourse in the 1920s,” in The Global Worlds of the Swahili: Interfaces of 

Islam, Identity and Space in 19th and 20th-Century East Africa, Roman Loimeier, Rüdiger Seesemann 

(eds.). (Berlin: Beiträge zur Afrikaforschung, 2006). See also: N. Mathews, “Imagining Arab Communities: 

Colonialism, Islamic Reform, and Arab Identity in Mombasa, Kenya, 1897–1933,” Islamic Africa 4, no. 2 

(2013): 135–63. Bromber also cites other scholarship that explores the impact of ideas about ustaarabu on 

“the adoption of consumer goods or integration in urban institutions of public life (Fair 2001: 45-55)” and 

Randall Pouwels’ (1987) study on the use of this concept in shaping religious education of Swahili-speaking 

community on the coast (Bromber 2006; 68). 

 
34 Glassman, “Sorting out the Tribes,” 403. 

 
35 Elisabeth McMahon. ""A Solitary Tree Builds Not": Heshima, Community, and Shifting Identity in 

Postemancipation Pemba Island." The International Journal of African Historical Studies 39, no. 2 (2006): 

197-219, p. 200. 
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itself did not connote freedom,” but rather that it was a path to acculturation, acceptance, and 

belonging for the islands’ servile classes and non-Arab communities.36 

By the 1920s, even British Colonial officials in Zanzibar noticed a rise in claims to Shirazi 

identity among islanders, which “culminated in 1940 with the founding of the Shirazi Association 

in Pemba.”37 By the 1940s, Glassman explains, Shirazi identity became increasingly less a marker 

of Middle Eastern (Persian or Arab) identity, more a marker of being indigenous to the islands as 

opposed to the mainland. A phenomenon that calls into question the idea that European colonial 

powers singlehandedly transformed traditional African social structures by dividing so-called 

native populations into rigid racial hierarchies.38 The ability of the colonial administration to 

influence the formation of racial and ethnic identities in Zanzibar is questionable given the small 

number of colonial officers on the ground and their small degree of influence among the masses, 

Glassman argues. The written contributions of a broad range of Arab and African nationalist 

intellectuals to local newspapers between the 1920s and 1940s, on the other hand, reveals the 

                                                           
36 McMahon, 201. 

 
37Glassman, “Sorting out the Tribes,” 403.  

 
38 For a more thorough engagement with the role of European colonial powers and the western media in 

creating and exaggerating divisions along class, ethnic and linguistic lines in multicultural East African 

societies see: Alamin M. Mazrui and Ibrahim Noor Shariff, The Swahili: Idiom and Identity of an African 

People (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 1994). See also: Mahmood Mamdani, When Victims Become 

Killers: Colonialism, Nativism, and the Genocide in Rwanda (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001). 

Mahmood Mamdani, Saviours and Survivors: Darfur, Politics, and the War on Terror (Lagos: Malthouse 

Press Limited, 2010). In this latter study Mamdani examines both the local and the national factors that 

stimulated racialized violence in Darfur, Sudan, beginning in the late 1980s. Key factors leading to ethnic 

violence in Darfur, he argues, are traceable back to unequal land distribution under colonial rule and a 

national civil war that began in the late 1980s. This violence was often portrayed by the international media 

and human rights campaigns such as Save Darfur, as being “perpetrated by ‘light-skinned Arabs’ on ‘black 

Africans’ (3). This rhetoric resonates, to some extent, to the international medias reduction of the Mapinduzi 

as an instance of African xenophobia and massacre of a former Arab and Indian elites. Mamdani argues 

that proponents of international movements such as Save Darfur, for example, operate under the assumption 

that Arabs are “foreigners” or settlers in the Sudan. This assumes that “that there is a single history of Arabs 

and ‘Arabization’ in Sudan” and echoes “the colonial tradition of racializing the peoples of the Sudan” (3). 
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importance of these non-European figures in “the formulation and propagation of ethnic thought” 

in Zanzibar.39  

In this dissertation, I strive to represent well the different layers of colonial subjugation and 

privilege and the ways in which they have come to influence identity categories in Tanzania as a 

way of demonstrating the complex history of privilege, conversion, oppression, and violence with 

which the Ibadi-Omani diaspora in Tanzania must struggle. It is important for the reader to keep 

in mind that those persons whom I refer to variously as members of the Omani, African (Shirazi, 

Sukuma, Nyamezi, etc.), Indian, and Yemeni or Ibadi, Sunni, Ismaili, and Sh’ia diasporas of 

Tanzania, for example, often trace their ancestry to at least two or more ethnic groups and religious 

affiliations. I follow A.I. Salim’s statement that: “If, in the course of this book, we talk of ‘Arabs’ 

and ‘Swahili’, we do so with the realization that it is difficult to define a ‘Mswahili’ as it is to 

define an ‘Arab’ in the context of the East African coast.”40 In place of the term “Arab-Swahili” 

that Salim sometimes uses to encapsulate the complexity of mixed Arab and African identities on 

                                                           
39 Glassman, “Sorting out the Tribes,” 398. In another context, Eve Trout Pouwel (2003) also questions the 

extent of British influence on racist representations of the Sudan in the publications and representations 

produced by Egyptian nationalists in the 19th century. While itself under British colonial rule, the Egyptian 

powers occupied the Sudan, viewing the region as source of slave labor and resource extraction. The 

Egyptian occupation of the Sudan was a multi-layered colonial experience in which “important ideologies 

of race, empire, and nation were formed” (5). Just as Zanzibar nationalists played a role in the solidification 

of racial categories in Zanzibar, so Egyptian nationalists justified their “mastery of the Sudan” (4) by 

depicting the latter as an “empire of domestics”39 that depended on the civilizing guidance of the Egyptian 

elite. Trout-Pouwel also shows that while British colonial and Egyptian nationalist narratives used the 

language of a “civilizing mission” about their rule over Sudan, their interpretations of how to carry out this 

mission differed dramatically (60). These “different shades of colonialism”, enable a deeper understanding 

of the stakes of the stakes of colonized persons in the articulation of ethnic identity vis-à-vis other colonized 

populations. See: Eve Trout-Pouwell, A Different Shade of Colonialism: Egypt, Great Britain, and the 

Mastery of the Sudan, Colonialisms 2 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003). 

 
40 A.I. Salim, The Swahili-Speaking Peoples of Kenya’s Coast, 1895-1965, Peoples of East Africa 4 

(Nairobi: East African Pub. House, 1973), 9. 
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the coast of Kenya, I have also opted for use of the term “Afro-Arab”41 as some ethnically Arab 

youth in Tanzania today find this a useful way of describing their own dual ethnic identities. The 

term Afro-Arab, along with zinjibari, also allows for an examination of Omani diasporic identities 

beyond the Swahili-speaking communities of the East African coast. The strong emotional 

attachment of zinjibaris to Tanzania and the enduring strength of transnational Omani kinship 

networks is among the factors inspiring the revival of Omani-Tanzanian economic relations and 

transnational Ibadi religious activism under the leadership of Istiqaama. 

4. Ibadi Islam  

 

Ibadi Muslims in Oman and Tanzania tend to downplay differences between Ibadi Islam 

and the Sunni schools. Still, as Valerie Hoffman explains, they place a greater emphasis “the old 

controversies about God’s essence and attributes” than do other Muslims groups, as these issues 

distinguish true believers from unbelievers.42 Elsewhere Hoffman also notes, “Ibadis are not 

particularly known for their missionary zeal, although they are please when non-Muslims embrace 

Islam. Most Ibadis today do not ascribe much importance to the differences between Ibadism and 

Sunni Islam. Ibadis and Sunnis pray together, intermarry, and share burial grounds. However, a 

strong distinction is maintained between them and the Shiites, with whom they do not pray or 

intermarry.”43 Unlike the Shi’i Muslim imamate, which quickly became a hereditary institution, 

                                                           
41 Mamdani uses a similar term, “African Arabs”, in reference to the political vocabulary used to refer to 

the rise of the Sultanate of Funj in the 14th and 15th century and the subsequent emergence of a middle class 

of “merchants and holymen” who identified as Arab. He argues that the context of Arabization in Darfur, 

on the other hand, was markedly different. There, Arab identity was one of power, but that this power was 

distributed unequally among different Arab groups, some of whom were native to Darfur, others who were 

recent immigrants to the region.  

 
42 Hoffman, 201. 

 
43 Valerie Hoffman, “Oman,” Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices 3 (2006): 176. 
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the Ibadi imamate was, in theory, a democratic one.44 Leaders of the major tribes elected the imam 

and religious elders in Oman based on his piety and leadership potential. The egalitarian ideal of 

the Ibadi imamate did not, however, prevent the eventual lapse into dynastic rule in Oman.   

Historically, Ibadis resided in enclaves within the regions of the Persian Gulf, North Africa 

(Tunisia, Libya and Algeria), and East Africa. Ibadis played an important role in the expansion of 

transregional trade networks in these places, and, at various periods in history, Ibadis held political 

power in the form of the Omani and North African imamates and sultanates in the coastal regions 

of East Africa and Oman. Ibadis are an offshoot of the first secessionist movement in Islam, the 

khawarij. The movement occurred following the first Muslim civil war in the seventh century, 

fought between the successor to (caliph) and son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad and his 

Umayyad challenger, Muaʻwiya.45 Rejecting Ali’s acceptance of the Umayyad leadership’s call 

for arbitration during the Battle of Siffin (657 C.E.), the khawarij carried out a campaign to 

eliminate those who they believed diverged from their strict interpretation of the duties and 

obligations of Islamic practice and leadership. Disagreement quickly arose within the movement, 

as some khawarij began to reject the extremist principle of uncompromising warfare (isti’radh) 

against, and persecution of, fellow Muslims who did not agree with their religious policies.46 Ibadis 

today tend to distance themselves from the khawarij whom they view to be an intolerant form of 

                                                           
44 For an extensive though somewhat apologetic account of this theory on the democratic nature of Ibadi, 

and, by extension, Omani Islam, see:  Ghabbash, Ḥusayn. Oman: The Islamic Democratic Tradition. 

London, 2006. 

 
45 Sunni Muslims generally recognize the authority of the first four caliphs of the Muslim community: Abu 

Bakr, Umar, Uthman and Ali. Most Shi’a recognize only the authority of Ali, whereas the Ibadi consider 

only the first two caliphs to be legitimate sucessors to the Prophet Muhammad. 

 
46Uzi Rabi. "The Ibadhi Imamate of Muhammad Bin ‘Abdallah Al-Khalili (1920–54): The Last Chapter of 

a Lost and Forgotten Legacy." Middle Eastern Studies 44, no. 2 (2008): 169-88, p. 169.  
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Islam and emphasize Ibadi moderation and accommodation to other Muslim groups as a major 

distinguishing factor.47  

The first Ibadi nahda, or renaissance, in Oman, Amal Ghazal explains, was sparked by the 

economic and political disturbances caused by European colonial advancements in the Middle East 

during the second half of the nineteenth century.48 Ibadi Muslims in Oman, Zanzibar, and across 

North Africa joined a pan-Islamic revival, inspired by the Salafi call for Islamic unity. This modern 

movement would bring the poorly understood and largely isolated Ibadi global communities closer 

to their mainstream Sunni brethren. Ghazal suggests: “The broad setting stimulating this Ibadi-

Sunni rapprochement was the common colonial experience.”49 A second nahda occurred during 

the institutionalization of British colonial rule in Oman and Zanzibar towards the end of the 19th 

century and the beginning of the twentieth century. A British-inspired treaty parceled out the two 

bases of the Omani empire, with Muscat going to Said bin Sultan’s son, Thuwaini, and Zanzibar 

going to his other son, Majid. The sultans’ failures to fend off British interference in domestic and 

foreign affairs inspired protest within Ibadi scholarly circles in both places, leading to calls for the 

re-establishment of an Ibadi imamate in Oman. The global character of this movement drew 

support from the Mzab region of Algeria, as well as Zanzibar and other areas of Ibadi influence 

around the world. In Zanzibar, some of the sultans even played a role in the spread of Ibadi 

reformist thought; they naturally did not support the imamate cause. One sultan known as the 

charismatic and pious reformer, Sultan Barghash (d. 1888), established an Ibadi printing press and 

                                                           
47 Valerie Hoffman, “The Articulation of Ibadi Identity in Modern Oman and Zanzibar,” The Muslim World 

94, no. 2 (2004): 209. 

 
48 Ghazal, Islamic Reform and Arab Nationalism, 22. 

 
49 Ghazal, 20. 
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introduced steamships in Zanzibar and Oman that would annual carry pilgrims to Mecca and 

Medina.50  

In Zanzibar, Ibadi identity found room for public expression in the form of a dual Ibadi-

Shafiʻi court system and study circles supported by the sultans. Sultan Barghash being the 

exception,51 Ibadi leaders in Zanzibar appeared to downplay their religious identity in favor of 

projecting an image of religious tolerance that would enable the development of a multi-cultural 

trading network and administration of Sunni and Shi’a Muslims, Hindus, Parsis, and Christians.52 

This non-sectarian approach and discourse on tolerance is a major feature of Istiqaama’s 

institutional identity in Oman and Tanzania today (see chapter 2) and resonates with the second 

nahda described by Ghazal that drew on global trends in Salafi thought to promote Islamic unity. 

What is striking about the current Ibadi revival under Istiqaama, in comparison to the earlier nahda 

in Zanzibar, is this contemporary Ibadi Muslim community’s a-political rhetoric and willingness 

to work with a Sunni majority government. Through the group’s constitution and my interviews 

with members of the community, I learned that Ibadis affiliated with Istiqaama today are 

particularly weary of association with Muslim groups that oppose the government, such as those 

inspired by the “radical” Wahhabi or Salafi teachings. 

5. Research Questions  

 

                                                           
50 Ghazal, 27. 

 
51 Sultan Barghash famously ordered the imprisonment of Ibadi scholars who publicly converted to the 

Shafi’I school. 

 
52 Other factors, especially the rise of indigenous African Sufi orders such as the globally influential 

Qadiriyya and Shadhiliyya orders, had an arguably bigger influence on the conversion of ethnically African 

majority on the coast to Islam on the coast and on the spread of Islam to the East African interior. See for 

example: J. Spencer Trimingham, Islam in East Africa (Oxford: Calrendon Press, 1964); August Nimtz, 

Islam and Politics in East Africa (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1980). 
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This dissertation poses three major questions that correspond to two interconnected bodies 

of scholarship: Ibadi Studies and Indian Ocean Studies, and cosmopolitan and transnationalism in 

the Study of Religion. The first question is: what does the example of the Istiqaama Charitable 

Society of Tanzania reveal about contestations over religious authority, ethnic identity, and 

religious patronage in a post-revolutionary and post-independence Zanzibar and mainland 

Tanzania? The second question is: how did this once politically powerful double minority (Arab 

and Ibadi) come to re-establish their influence after losing their hold on political power in coastal 

Tanzania? Finally, in what ways has the flipped economic relationship between Tanzania and 

Oman enabled new forms of transnational knowledge transmission and economic development 

across the western Indian Ocean? As I show throughout the dissertation, by adopting what Amy 

Singer has called a “mixed economy of charity” centered on social welfare provision, the Istiqaama 

institutions have played a critical role in transforming Tanzanian-Omani relations in the post-

sultanate and post-socialist period.  

6. Sources, Methods and Limitations  

 

I began the research for this transregional and transnational project in the summer of 2014 

during a preliminary archival research trip to Zanizbar. At that time, I had hoped to explore the 

Arabic manuscripts section (the ZA files) of the Zanzibar National Archives (ZNA) and write a 

dissertation on religious pedagogy in Muslim study circles during the late nineteenth and first half 

of the twentieth century. My somewhat naïve hope was that I would discover volumes of 

unexamined texts and commentaries that would enable me to write a historically informed 

ethnography on Islamic pedagogy in coastal East Africa. Unfortunately, that summer the ZA files 

were kept under lock and key, and inaccessible to most visitors to the archives. While waiting for 

the permission that would come only months later, I instead explored the fascinating collection of 
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files compiled by the British Foreign Office in Zanzibar. I was especially interested in those 

pertaining to Islamic education and Arabic language pedagogy on which much has been written 

by scholars such as Anne Bang and Roman Loimeier. It was on this trip that I also first learned 

about the Istiqaama Charitable Society in Tanzania and its connection to the Oman diaspora in 

Tanzania. I would return to the archives in the spring of 2016 for a shorter research period.  

I also consulted other written sources, such as local and international newspapers, volumes 

of Ibadi legal opinions (fatwas) and manuals of jurisprudence (fiqh), Istiqaama textbooks, as well 

as the writings of contemporary Omani and Zanzibari religious scholars and activists. The Omani 

government and private publishers in Oman, including Istiqaama’s own now-closed publishing 

house (Maktabat Istiqaama) in Muscat, are actively involved in the preservation and 

documentation of the historical relationship between Oman and East Africa. I reference several of 

these texts throughout this dissertation, primarily those that provide insights on the recent history 

of Istiqaama, but recognize that an Omani nationalist point of view underscores many of these 

accounts, as does economic privilege tinged with what a paternalistic nostalgia for Omani 

civilization and empire in East Africa. These texts are important for understanding how the 

zinjibari diaspora in Oman grapples with being a “double diaspora”53 or the feeling of inhabiting 

two different homelands, yet never fully belonging to one or the other. The same works are also 

useful in capturing the ongoing contestations over Zanzibar and Oman’s shared archives and 

tangible and intangible heritages. What is often starkly absent from the Arabic texts, however, is 

a recognition of the role of slavery and the slave trade and the role of Omani elites in the 

colonization and oppression of non-Arab Africans throughout various episodes of Oman and East 

                                                           
53 Shibao Guo uses this term in reference to “Chinese Canadians in Beijing who had previously immigrated 

to Canada from China and later returned.” See: Shibao Guo, “From International Migration to Transnational 

Diaspora: Theorizing ’Double Diaspora from the Experience of Chinese Canadians in Beijing,” Int. 

Migration & Integration 17 (2016): 153–71. 
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Africa’s shared history. As this dissertation centers on the Omani diaspora and its religious 

activism in the contemporary period, the voices and religious agency of non-Arab descended 

peoples, unfortunately, receives less attention. I hope that these voices will feature more 

prominently in the book manuscript that emerges from this dissertation.  

The 2014 research trip to Zanzibar was also the first time that I learned of the Istiqaama 

Charitable Society and its relationship to the Omani diaspora in Tanzania. That summer I met with 

members of the Istiqaama leadership in Zanzibar, as well as teachers and administrators at the 

Istiqaama Institute located in the district of Tungu and the Istiqaama madrasa in Mwera district. 

When I returned to Tanzania for eleven months of research between 2015 and 2016, I depended 

greatly on my initial contacts at Istiqaama to arrange more formal interviews and informal 

meetings with members of the community. I conducted my interviews in Swahili, Arabic, and 

English, depending on the linguistic preferences of my research subjects. I worked without a 

translator, and only occasionally did my interviewees permit me to use a tape recorder to record 

our conversations; I observed that female interlocutors were particularly uncomfortable with 

recorded interviews. I have also selected pseudonyms to protect the identities of my research 

subjects.  

My contacts in Zanzibar directed me to other contacts at branches of Istiqaama across 

Tanzania. On the mainland, I visited several Istiqaama communities and branches in Dar es 

Salaam, Tanga, Mwanza, Tabora, and Shinyanga. Not coincidentally, the locations of all these 

sites correspond closely with major historical sites of Omani settlement in the region. My primary 

research method was thus to follow the older kinship and economic networks of the Omani 

diaspora from the coast to the islands. The relatively centralized character of Istiqaama, with its 

original headquarters in Dar es Salaam and organized branches across the country, presented me 
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with an unusual opportunity to identify fragments of authority within an otherwise unified 

community of Omani-descended Muslims. The Istiqaama network also enabled me to assess how 

regional, cultural, and even linguistic differences influenced the ways in which urban and rural, 

coastal, and mainland Ibadis of Omani descent have responded to Istiqaama’s growing influence 

as a representative and, as one Ibadi interlocutor in Zanzibar put it, “watch dog” of Ibadi Islam in 

the region.  

My study of the transregional religious networks of the Omani diaspora in Tanzania 

inevitably lead me to Muscat, the capital of the Sultanate of Oman, the home base of Istiqaama 

International. In Muscat, I met with and interviewed friends and family of my research contacts in 

Tanzania (especially those in Zanzibar), who included several individuals and families affected by 

the Mapinduzi of 1964. My conversation with these “returnees” or members of the Zinjibari 

diaspora of Oman was a reminder of the enduring, if sometimes overstated, significance of the 

Mapinduzi to Afro-Arab relations in Zanzibar today. It was also an indication of the value and 

precariousness of using oral histories mired with the memory of violence, loss, and displacement 

in understanding the identity politics of the present.  Also in Oman, I met with government officials 

at the Ministry of Awqaf and Religious Affairs, as well as members of Istiqaama affiliated with 

the Islamic Center at the Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque. Research trips to the Busaidi Manuscripts 

Library in Seeb, the Nur ad-Din Al-Salimi family library in the desert town of Bidiyah, and the 

Archives and Records Office in Muscat all enriched my understanding of Omani-Zanzibar 

religious history. 

The brief research time and limited financial resources available for me to cover the wide 

geographic scope of this project presented several challenges. In many cases, I could only spend a 

few weeks or days at individual branches of Istiqaama, which made full immersion and participant 
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observation in the life and work of my research subjects impossible. Moreover, being a non-

Muslim, a foreigner, and an unmarried woman meant that my access to certain religious and male-

dominated spaces (such as most mosques and male study circles), was highly limited. On the other 

hand, being a foreigner sometimes afforded me greater opportunity to interview Istiqaama’s all-

male leadership and government officials in Zanzibar, mainland Tanzania, and Oman. Being a 

woman also gave me access to the voices of women’s activists left out of the study of Islamic 

institutions across the Indian Ocean and East Africa.  

My research coincided with the last election period in 2015, when the Government of the 

Revolution in Zanzibar (SMZ) adopted stringent policies regarding research permits, further 

complicating the already confounding union bureaucracy. However, through the process of 

acquiring research and resident permits and more informal permissions in mainland Tanzania 

(bara) and Zanzibar (visiwani), I came to understand more intimately the intricacies of union 

politics and the competing visions of sovereignty and national identity among these three regions 

of the same country. In my experience, Zanzibaris on Unguja rarely refer to themselves as 

Tanzanians, as a point of distinguishing themselves from mainlanders (watu wa bara). Similarly, 

though Pemba is considered a part of Zanzibar, the Pembans I met do not typically self-identify as 

Zanzibari. This suggests that while diasporic religious networks such as Istiqaama can transcend 

national boundaries and enable more fluid and extra-territorial identities among their members, the 

character of these institutions and networks remains affected by national and international politics, 

as well as intra-community tensions.  

Finally, one of the biggest challenges of this dissertation was how to document, 

quantitatively, the impact of the Istiqaama institutions on economic and social development in 

Tanzania, or the impact of funding coming from Oman, whether through the state or non-state 
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actors. At the time of my research, Istiqaama had not begun publishing annual reports available 

for public review. The Istiqaama leadership was generally unwilling to share information regarding 

sources of funding and the amounts and currency of its annual cash donations. Nor could I gather 

accurate information about other resources, such as the annual supply of dried dates, and the costs 

of publishing and disseminating textbooks and religious literature.  I therefore tried to assess the 

impact of Istiqaama on religious education and social welfare at its various branches across 

Tanzania through the qualitative research methods described earlier, in addition to the sparse 

institutional data I found online.  This is similarly the case regarding information about the ethnic 

and religious breakdown of Tanzania’s and Zanzibar’s populations.  

Since the late 1960s, the still ideologically socialist government of Tanzania has prohibited 

the collection of potentially divisive information on race, religion, and ethnic affiliation in the 

national census, a reflection of the enduring impact of ujamaa policies. I tend to agree with 

Mahmood Mamdani’s assertion that Arab identity in African societies is often more tribal, 

political, and class-based than it is racial. Determining the truth about a person’s claims to Arab 

genealogy is thus a futile endeavor, as it is “less a historical claim about migration and more a 

contemporary acknowledgement of political association.”54 Genealogy is also often less related to 

“ancestors” and the past, Mamdani explains, than it is to “the present generation” and the various 

nationalist projects they encounter. Ethnic identity in Tanzania, as in the Sudan of Mamdani’s 

study, is also not just a process of claiming African or Arab descent. Rather, it is about being 

recognized by those inside and outside one’s community as inhabiting an ethnic category.55 This 

                                                           
54 Mahmood Mamdani, Saviours and Survivors: Darfur, Politics, and the War on Terror (Lagos: Malthouse 

Press Limited, 2010), 89. 

 
55Mamdani, 84. 
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means that while a Swahili-speaking mixed race youth from Zanzibar who bears an Omani 

patrilineage may claim to be both Arab and African, he or she cannot always avoid being regarded 

as “Arab” in Tanzania, and more “African” in Oman, for example. Similarly, those who claim to 

be Ibadi Muslims in Tanzania are generally considered Omani, just as Ismaili Shi’a Muslims in 

Tanzania are South Asian. I find the growing bodies of scholarship on cosmopolitan and 

transnational Muslim communities in the Indian Ocean to be most useful for capturing the 

complexities of these identity categories.  

7. Contributions to Scholarship 

 

My principle findings about Ibadi activism will contribute to three areas of scholarship: 

Islam in East Africa and the western Indian Ocean,56 Ibadi studies, and studies on Islamic 

organizations and associational groups. The existing scholarship on Islam in the Western Indian 

Ocean, pays little attention to contemporary sites of Muslim minority activism, and it tends rather 

to concentrate primarily on more prominent Islamic groups and movements of earlier periods. For 

example, historians such as Anne Bang and Enseng Ho have written extensively on the Sunni 

‘Alawi Sufi order whose members traveled from their ancestral home in Hadramaut to various 

mercantile centers across the Indian Ocean during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.57 

                                                           
56 Following the suggestion of Zanzibar historian Abdul Sheriff, who himself draws from K.N. Chaudhuri’s 

interpretation of Fernand Braudel56 the broad region of the Indian Ocean, is here considered as having “its 

own unity, a distinct sphere of influence.”56  Chaudhuri and Sheriff are careful to point out, however, that 

unlike, the Mediterranean which “is a more compact body of land and sea”, the societies of the Indian 

Ocean “did not share a common destiny” during the first centuries of Islam when global Muslim empires 

were on the rise. See: K.N. Chaudhuri, Trade and Civilisation in the Indian Ocean: An Economic History 

from the Rise of Islam to 1750 (Cambridge [Cambridgeshire]; New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1985); Abdul Sheriff, “Between Two Worlds: The Littoral Peoples of the Indian Ocean,” in The Global 

Worlds of the Swahili, Roman Loimeier and Rudiger Seesemann (Eds.) (Berlin: Beiträge zur 

Afrikaforschung, 2006), 18. 

 
57 See: Anne K. Bang, Sufis and Scholars of the Sea: Family Networks in East Africa, 1860-1925 (London: 

RoutledgeCurzon, 2003); Enseng Ho, The Graves of Tarim: Genealogy and Mobility across the Indian 

Ocean (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2006). 
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Complementing their work are the important ethnographical studies by Abdul Hamid El Zein, 

Michael Lambek, and Kai Kresse which examine the interplay between indigenous African and 

Islamic epistemologies on the Swahili-speaking coast of East Africa.58 While this scholarship, with 

its emphasis on dominant groups and movements, barely touches on non-Shafiʻi Muslim or Sufi 

religious minorities, there is a small but growing field of Ibadi Studies that tends to focus largely 

on the political history of the community.59 The history of Ibadi Islam in East Africa is inextricable 

from the history of Omani political and economic history. It is a history of religion that is 

complicated by imperialism and anti-colonialism, pan-Islamism and Ibadi exceptionalism, cross-

cultural exchange and enduring notions of Omani cultural superiority, as well as kinship ties that 

cut across ethnic and racial lines. Ibadi identity in Tanzania then, is not only a religious identity; 

but also, a marker of race, class, and even political affiliation.  

Only in the context of Omani imperial interests during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries do the East African Ibadi communities receive mention. This trend further perpetuates 

the conflation of Ibadi Islam with Omani imperialism in the western Indian Ocean. Work that is 

more recent delves deeper into Ibadi religious history, theology, and the transoceanic economic 

and social networks of Ibadi and Shafiʻi scholars and their interactions with various South Asian 

                                                           
58 Abdul Hamid El Zein, The Sacred Meadows: A Structural Analysis of Religious Symbolism in an East 

African Town (Evanston, Ill: Northwestern University Press, 1974).; Earlier anthropological studies such 

as El Zein’s take a more structuralist approach to ritual practice and kinship structures in Indian Ocan 

coastal communities during the 1960s and 1970s. Later works are more attentive to indigenous philosophy 

and discourse in littoral societies of the western Indian Ocean, see: Michael Lambek, Knowledge and 

Practice in Mayotte: Local Discourses of Islam, Sorcery, and Spirit Possession (Toronto; Buffalo: 

University of Toronto Press, 1993); Kai Kresse, Philosophising in Mombasa: Knowledge, Islam and 

Intellectual Practice on the Swahili Coast (Edinburgh: London: Edinburgh University Press, 2007). 

 
59 See for example: John C. Wilkinson, The Imamate Tradition of Oman, Cambridge Middle East Library 

(Cambridge [Cambridgeshire]; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987).; Ḥusayn Ghabbash, Oman: 

The Islamic Democratic Tradition (London, 2006); Adam Gaiser, Muslims, Scholars, Soldiers: The Origin 

and Elaboration of the Ibāḍī Imāmate Traditions (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
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merchant communities under Omani rule in Zanzibar.60 These works focus especially on the 

circulation of reformist newspapers, theological texts, and credit networks, from the time of 

Barghash’s rule through the interwar period (1920s to 1940s) when pan-Islamic fervor and the 

Ibadi revival or nahda had reached its apex. Rarely, however, do they address non-elite Omani 

and Ibadi discourses and practices (e.g., the role of Ibadi women’s groups in religious activism). 

Their focus, rather, is on the contributions of Ibadi Islam to Zanzibar’s intellectual history in the 

pre-Mapinduzi period in which the community enjoyed the patronage of the ruling elite.61 The lack 

of documentation for Ibadi activities in Zanzibar during more recent periods misses the 

increasingly influential role that Ibadi institutions continue to play within religious and social 

networks in coastal East Africa and the broader Indian Ocean, as well as changing gender dynamics 

within the Omani and Ibadi diaspora. They also do not tend to trace these networks into the present 

through a study of how these institutions of scholarship, law and finance, developed after the loss 

of Omani political power in the Indian Ocean. 

Others, such as Fahad Bishara, push back on the underlining assumption made in earlier 

studies about Indian Ocean economic networks, especially, the idea that an underlining a self-

regulated morality governed the activities of these far-reaching networks. “The emphasis on trust 

                                                           
60 See, for example: Allyson Purpura, “Knowledge and Agency: The Social Relations of Islamic Expertise 

in Zanzibar Town.” (City University of New York, 1997); Scott Reese, “Zanzibar: Some Nineteenth-

Century Arabic Writings on Healing,” in The Transmission of Learning in Islamic Africa (Leiden; Boston: 

Brill, 2004). Valerie Hoffman, “The Articulation of Ibadi Identity in Modern Oman and Zanzibar,” The 

Muslim World 94, no. 2 (2004): 201–16. Amal N. Ghazal, Islamic Reform and Arab Nationalism: 

Expanding the Crescent from the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean (1880s-1930s), Culture and 

Civilization in the Middle East (New York, NY: Routledge, 2010).; Anne Bang, “Authority, Piety, Writing 

and Print: A Preliminary Study of the Circulation of Islamic Texts in Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth-

Century Zanzibar,” Journal of the International African Institute 81, no. 1 (2011): 89–107.; Roman 

Loimeier, Between Social Skills and Marketable Skills : The Politics of Islamic Education in 20th Century 

Zanzibar (Leiden, 2009). 

 
61 A notable exception is Limbert’s illuminating ethnographic work in In the Time of Oil on the religious 

activism and social lives of Ibadi women in the town of Bahla in Oman’s interior.  
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within the network has also tended to obscure as much as they have revealed.”62 Bishara suggests 

that this emphasis on trust “risk flattening complex institutional experiences to highlight an internal 

equilibrium. After all, the world of the Indian Ocean trade was not simply one of trust; it was one 

of law.”63 I agree that it is important to consider the various technologies of power and institutional 

structures that underpinned these earlier networks, especially if we are to look beyond the 

simplistic characterizations of transregional Islamic networks as somehow evading the strictures 

of time and place, history, cultural and religious differences, and territorial politics. However, it is 

also important to move beyond the insights offered by the historical archive of legal documents 

and deeds of sale to consider how the network and the actors who comprise it develop in real-time 

and across distinctive national spheres. For this task, I draw from recent works on cosmopolitanism 

and transnationalism that combine both ethnographic and historical methods in hopes of better 

representing what is means to be part of a network in post-colonial and post-revolutionary African 

contexts.  

The past decade has seen a rise in literature theorizing concepts of cosmopolitanism and 

transnationalism and their relationship to histories of migration and diaspora globally. 

“Cosmopolitan” is a term used often when describing the littoral societies of regions such as 

Gujarat, Muscat, the Swahili-speaking coast, and Zanzibar, and it implies a harmonious 

coexistence among their diverse populations. Moreover, this harmony is a product of centuries of 

migration back and forth between Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, intermarriage, and a shared 

religious framework (Islam). Anthropologists of the Indian Ocean, Edward Simpson and Kai 

                                                           
62 Fahad Bishara, A Sea of Debt: Law and Economic Life in the Western Indian Ocean, 1780-1950. (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 9. 

 
63 Bishara, Fahad, 9. 
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Kresse, problematize this romantic view of cosmopolitanism explaining that “movement and 

migration” often has the potential to solidify difference in the diaspora and to “create new or 

modified divisions in the population both at home and away rather than creating a unified oceanic 

society.”64 They argue that the tendency to look for unity in difference in Indian Ocean Studies is 

a product of privileging studies on “social practices such as endogamy, community taxation and 

community-specific leadership structures, and in some cases community-specific religious 

practices and languages.”65 The overemphasis on unity within, and mutual dependency between, 

Muslim elites and upper caste Hindus, they write for example, also hides from view the social 

hierarchies and inequality that exist within and across class and ethnicity.   

The assumption that mobility and cross-cultural exchange produces unity, leads to another 

assumption that all people and places in the region are afforded equal value by the migrants and 

inhabitants of the region. A closer examination of the politics of citizenship, ethnicity and class 

today suggests that who you are (African, Indian, Arab or a mixture of all 3) affects a person’s 

ability to move within and beyond borders.66 To overcome the methodological trappings of the 

“unity in diversity” framework often associated with cosmopolitanism, Simpson and Kresse stress 

the need for more collaboration between historical and anthropological methods in the study of 

both Islam and cosmopolitanism in the region. Cosmopolitan, they suggest, “refers to the idea of 

being part of a broad social project that exists outside the confines of kinship, ethnicity or 

nationality.”67 Scholars too often take the term ‘cosmopolitan’ for granted as a unified admixture 

                                                           
64 Simpson and Kresse, “Introduction,” 13. 

 
65Simpson and Kresse, 13. 

 
66Simpson and Kresse, 13–14.  

 
67Simpson and Kresse, 2–3. 
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of cultures through migration and the exchange of ideas, without engaging in rigorous analysis of 

the ethnic and religious tensions and contestations that constantly threaten the stability of this 

conception of unity in diversity. Invoking their own “struggle with history” as anthropologists of 

Indian Ocean societies, Simpson and Kresse note the difficulty in capturing the different ways in 

which the people they study interpret the past and that this changes from context to context.68  

Responding to Simpson and Kresse’s call to “struggle with history,” anthropologist Mara 

Leitchman points out that religion is often left out of discussions on globalization, 

transnationalism, and cosmopolitanism.69 This exclusion is strange given the critical role that 

transnational religious institutions of education and charity play in the lives of Muslim migrants 

and new converts to Islam around the world. Leitchman explains that Shi’i symbols and rituals in 

Senegal hold different meaning for the Lebanese diaspora70 than they do for Senegalese converts 

to Shi’i Islam. This “vernacularization of Shi’i Islam” is visible through the lens of cosmopolitan 

discourse. “Lebanese migrants and Senegalese converts strategically mold cosmopolitan ethics in 

ways that enable each minority community to assert political autochthony.”71  

                                                           
68 This approach is in keeping with that of Roman Loimeier and Rüdiger Seesemann’s observation that 

there is not just one singular “world of the Swahili” as John Middleton by suggested. See: John Middleton. 

The World of the Swahili: An African Mercantile Civilization. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992. 

Rather, the Swahili-speaking Indian Ocean region comprises many epistemological and physical centers, 

or worlds. These worlds rise and fall in importance according to the ebbs and flows of history, migration, 

local and international politics, among other factors. See: Roman Loimeier and Rüdiger Seesemann, 

“Introduction: Interfaces of Islam, Identity and Space in 19th- and 20th- Century East Africa,” in The Global 

Worlds of the Swahili: Interfaces of Islam, Identity and Space in 19th- and 20th-Century East Africa (Berlin: 

Beiträge zur Afrikaforschung, 2006), 1–14. 

 
69 Mara Leichtman, Shiʻi Cosmopolitanisms in Africa: Lebanese Migration and Religious Conversion in 

Senegal, Public Cultures of the Middle East and North Africa (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

2015), 2, http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:hul.ebookbatch.PMUSE_batch:muse4893320151126. 

 
70 For the Lebanese diaspora community, being Shiʻa relates more directly to events such as the Iranian 

Revolution and Shi’i resistance in Lebanon (Leitchman 4). 

 
71 Leitchman, Shiʻi Cosmopolitanisms in Africa, 5 
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Religion, for the Lebanese diaspora Leitchman further explains, became secularized in an 

inclusive ethno-national identity that, despite increasing sectarian tensions, unites Muslims and 

Christians as ‘Afro-Lebanese.’72 The diverse community of Senegalese converts to Shiʻism, on 

the other hand, are united by a religious reform that addresses the socio-economic failures of the 

state, while drawing on spiritual and material resources deriving from Lebanon and Iran. 

Leitchman’s study on transnational or cosmopolitan Shiʻi communities in Senegal is pioneering 

in its particular concern with interplay between religion, ethnicity and migration in the 

construction of national identities in contemporary Muslim societies in Africa. The meaning of 

the global Shi’i revival and connected events such as nationalist religious movements as the 

Iranian Revolution of 1979 has markedly different meanings for African Muslims than it does 

from those who trace their descent to the Middle East. Becoming a Shi’i Muslim in Senegal does 

not necessarily involve an embrace of Iranian or Lebanese nationalism. Similarly, the Ibadi 

revival led by the Omani Mufti Al-Khalili and his supporters at Istiqaama in Oman and Tanzania, 

takes on different meanings when exported abroad to the non-Arabic speaking contexts of 

mainland Tanzania and Zanzibar.   

Several scholars have pointed out the limitations of the “transnationalism” framework for 

explaining the religious practice of African, Asian, and Arab religious diasporas who historically, 

or only very recently, found themselves caught between two or more homelands and two or more 

ethnic or national identities. A particularly good example of such a diaspora community is the 

ethnically “state-less”73 South Asian Khoja Ismaili Shiʻi Muslim community. The Khoja Ismailis 

                                                           
72 Leichtman, Shiʻi Cosmopolitanisms in Africa, 5. 

 
73 Though Ismailis trace their descent to the Indian subcontinent, they adopt the national identity of their 

countries of citizenship. Ismailis in Tanzania, unlike other Asian groups, opted for Tanzanian citizenship 

when offered it at independence at the encouragement of the Aga Khan who bid them to demonstrate 



34 

 

adhere to the highly-centralized authority and leadership of the community’s imam His Highness 

Prince Karim Aga Khan IV who, along with his predecessors, has played a major role in the 

economic and social life of the Indian Ocean. Yet the Aga Khan is not himself a head of state. 

Rose M. Kadende-Kaiser and Paul J. Kaiser also posit that the Ismaili diaspora poses a major 

conceptual challenge to “traditional Western liberal conceptions of citizenship that are neatly 

bounded within the spatial confines of the Westphalian State.”74 The centralization of Ismaili 

religious and communal authority around the figure of the Aga Khan is further defined in an 

interconnected body of institutions75 as “transnational, communal, and noncommunal institutions 

that served to regulate almost every facet of their religious and secular lives.”76  

The Ismaili communal institutions serve the religious and social needs of the Ismaili jamat, 

and the Aga Khan himself appoints their leadership, uniting Ismailis in Tanzania (for example) 

                                                           
political loyalty and community service to their country of residence (Kaiser-Kadende and Kaiser 1998; 

468).   

 
74 Rose M. Kadende-Kaiser and Paul J. Kaiser, “Identity, Citizenship, and Transnationalism: Ismailis in 

Tanzania and Burundians in the Diaspora,” Africa Today 45, no. 3–4 (December 1998): 461. Here they 

push back against the argument made by scholars who “accommodate the modern national-state as an 

empirical given” even while focusing on diverse identities within and across national boundaries. For 

example, see: N. Schiller, L. Basch, & C. Blanc-Szanton. (1992). Towards a Definition of 

Transnationalism.: Introductory Remarks and Research Questions. Annals of the New York Academy of 

Sciences, 645(1 Towards a Tra), Ix-Xiv. For a similar critique of transnational studies in the context of 

global Pentecostalism see: Ruth Marshall-Fratani. “Mediating the Global and Local in Nigerian 

Pentecostalism.” In Mediating the Global and Local, 3rd ed. Vol. XXVIII. Leiden: Journal of Religion in 

Africa, 1998. For a more on Pentecostalism and transnationalism see: Birgit Meyer. 2004. Christianity in 

Africa: From African Independent to Pentecostal-Charismatic churches. Annual Review of Anthropology 

33:447-74. 

75 Each of these institutions have councils at the “national, regional and local” levels that deal with issues 

of “social governance”, education, and “grants and review boards” that handle issues of financial discipline 

and accountability, as well as boards for dispute resolution (Kadende-Kaiser and Kaiser 1998; 467). 

 
76 Rose M. Kadende-Kaiser and Paul J. Kaiser, “Identity, Citizenship, and Transnationalism,” 466.  See 

also: F. Daftary (2007). The Ismāʻı̄lı̄s: Their history and doctrines (2nd ed.). Cambridge, UK; New York: 

Cambridge University Press. 

 



35 

 

with other members of the jamat around the globe. The noncommunal institutions, all of which 

fall under the umbrella of the Aga Khan Development Network, are outreach initiatives that target 

non-Ismailis, both Muslim and non-Muslim. They also serve to link the jamat “to other Asian, 

white, and black African communities in Tanzania (and in East Africa). This link has been 

particularly useful given the tenuous history of relations between black and Asians in the region.”77 

The authors also observe that in times of crisis the jamat might emphasize their noncommunal 

activism over the more exclusive communal institutions and identity, as a way of demonstrating 

greater affinity with other Muslim groups and ethnic communities in their country of citizenship. 

Perhaps as another strategy for dealing with the dual ethnic and religious minority status of Ismaili 

Muslims in Tanzania, the community leadership emphasizes the need “to obey their national laws 

and to integrate themselves into the large community of Muslims, Asians, and black Africans in 

Tanzania.”78 

In a separate study of a different, non-Ismaili, branch of the Khoja Muslim community in 

Tanzania – the 12-er Shi’a Khoja – scholar of religion Iqbal Akhtar notes the peculiar form of 

religious citizenship that has come to define this “Afro-Asian” community.79 Like Leitchman’s 

analysis of Senegalese converts to Shi’i Islam, Akhtar argues for the importance of the global 12-

                                                           
77Kadende-Kaiser and Kaiser, 468. 

 
78 Kadende-Kaiser and Kaiser, 474. 

 
79 Akhtar recognizes the important “role played by the Aga Khan in bridging the gap between various 

Islamic communities and the West through his welfare and cultural development projects” but suggests that 

the disproportionate focus on Ismailis in Khoja Studies has long eclipsed other non-Ismaili Khojas (Akhtar 

2014; xi-xii). The division of the Khoja community into Isma’ili, 12-er Shi’a and Sunni Muslims dates back 

to “the 1866 the Aga Khan Case (Daya Mahomed et al. v. Mahomed Hoosein Hoosanee et al.), also known 

as the Khojas Case.” The dispute was over “access to the caste’s extensive trading networks and control 

over its considerable financial resources. In essence, the plaintiffs argued that Hoosanee’s claim to be the 

exiled imam of the Khoja cast was spurious” (Akhtar 2014; 3). 
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er Shi’i revival in enabling new affinities between Khoja Muslims and the broader Muslim umma. 

Whether Ismaili or 12-er Shi’a – the Khoja, as a community originating in Pakistan but with 

centuries long presence and citizenship in many other parts of the globe - are an example of what 

Akhtar calls (borrowing from Olivier Roy [2006]), a deterritorialized nation.80 Akhtar explains 

that the Khoja jamat is an example of both a “transnational movement and a supranational identity 

in which loyalty to the saheba jhamana (‘imam of the age’) precedes and outweighs loyalty to the 

state.”81 This seemingly unbounded character of the Khoja jamat globally, and in Tanzania in 

particular, raises important questions about the meaning of “religious citizenship” and belonging 

in an increasingly interconnected world. 

Moreover, in an ethnographic study on Senegalese Muslims in the United States Ousmane 

Kane also calls for a redefinition of terms like globalization and transnationalism to allow for a 

less spatially rigid and “territorial framework” conceptualization of the modern nation-state and 

the place of African diasporas within the state.82 For the Senegalese Murid and Tijani Sufi 

communities in New York City, maintaining one’s integrity and status in the Senegalese homeland 

is just as integral (if not more so) than integrating into the mainstream society of the receiving 

country. In this framework of transnationalism, “the arena in which to exhibit social status is the 

homeland [Senegal].”83 This work demonstrates the critical role of religion and Islam in providing 

frameworks in which African Muslims in the diaspora can organize socially and economically, 

                                                           
80 Iqbal Akhtar, xiii. 

 
81 Iqbal Akhtar, 5. 

 
82 Ousmane Oumar Kane. The Homeland Is the Arena: Religion, Transnationalism, and the Integration of 

Senegalese Immigrants in America. Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2011, 6. 

83 Kane, 8. 
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while also contributing to the development of their sending country and in changing the social and 

religious landscape of the receiving country.84  

The case of the Ibadi Muslim community and Istiqaama in Tanzania resonates with and 

differs from these other Muslim Diasporas and their institutions in several important respects. First, 

while the economic histories of Lebanese and Khoja Shi’as in Senegal and Tanzania are traceable 

back to French, British, and Omani imperial networks in the nineteenth century, none of these 

groups themselves ever held the reigns of political power – though their merchant capital may have 

been key to the survival of empire. Therefore, while indigenous African groups may view these 

diaspora communities with suspicion and as having a hand in the subjugation of ethnically African 

populations under colonialism, they do not appear as a potential threat to African sovereignty in a 

way Oman might be. This is especially true for the Khoja of Tanzania, who have less of a 

paternalistic relationship with the Indian subcontinent than the Omani diaspora has with Oman.  

Second, the legacy of Omani empire and landownership in East Africa raises complicated 

questions about current rights to land, citizenship, and a shared Afro-Arab material culture of texts, 

monuments, and ritual practices. The Zanzibar and Omani governments, for example, have both 

developed state archives and museums dedicated to their own interpretations of Zanzibar’s past 

under Omani rule. In some cases, this has led to conflicts over stolen archival documents and 

clashes over who has the rights to patronage of new and old mosques in Zanzibar town (see chapter 

1 and conclusion).  

Third, unlike the case of the Ismaili Aga Khan institutions Tanzania, Istiqaama does not 

currently make a clear distinction between the religious and the secular, Ibadi and non-Ibadi 

institutions in its community outreach. While the Ismaili community reserves its explicitly 

                                                           
84 Kane, 10. 
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religious institutions for an exclusively Ismaili audience, its more secular and inclusive 

institutions, such as the Aga Khan Hospital, the Aga Khan University and School in Dar es Saalam, 

are geared towards non-Ismailis and non-Muslims. Though even in the latter institutions, Islamic 

ethics undergird the institutional mission and practices. In the case of Istiqaama, while non-Ibadis 

and non-Muslims are welcome to use the services of Istiqaama’s Al-Rahma Hospital in Zanzibar, 

for example, they are met by an administrative and teaching staff dressed in distinctively Islamic 

garb (long white shirts and black robes for women). This suggests that though Ismailis and Ibadis 

share an unusual history of being privileged diaspora communities and religious minorities, they 

adopt different strategies in the contemporary period for ensuring the sustainability of their 

religious practice and community identities in relation to the broader Muslim and African 

population in Tanzania. 

Finally, Oman’s continued interest and current investments in East Africa, like that of these 

other diaspora communities, is deeply emotional and even nostalgic. Capitalistic reasoning that 

views Gulf investment in East Africa as an attempt at Arabo-Islamic nationalism and economic 

exploitation thus does little to explain the enduring presence of Oman in the region and fails to 

represent the motivations of non-governmental organizations such as Istiqaama. Each chapter of 

this dissertation serves as a window into how religion, identity, economy, and politics operate 

within the global Ibadi revival under Istiqaama.  

8. Outline of Chapters 

 

Chapter 1 documents the history of Ibadi Muslim institutions of religious patronage in the 

Zanzibar archipelago under dual sultanate rule (1830s-1964) and British colonial rule (1890-1963). 

The focal point of the chapter is an Ibadi family mosque founded by a wealthy female merchant 

and member of Zanzibar’s Omani diaspora. Aisha bint Juma Al-Mugheiry built her mosque in the 
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Kajificheni quarter of Zanzibar’s historic Stone Town in 1883. This period marks the height of 

urban development in Stone Town under the patronage of primarily Omani and Indian elites who 

profited from the sultanate’s dual economy based on a transit trade in ivory, gum copal, and slaves 

from the East African interior, and the production of the clove spice. Since its erection towards the 

end of the nineteenth century, the Binti Juma mosque has fallen under the supervision of several 

patrons. These patrons include the British colonial government’s Wakf Commission (est. 1905), 

the current Government of the Revolution in Zanzibar (1964-present) and, currently, the 

transnational Ibadi Istiqaama Charitable Society (est. 1995). 

 Focusing on the will document (wasiya) turned pious endowment (waqf) of the Binti Juma 

mosque, I trace changes in Ibadi practices of patronage since the nineteenth century. I argue that 

Ibadi Muslim practices of charity in Zanzibar have gradually shifted from individually funded and 

kinship-centered forms of patronage under dual Omani and British colonial rule, towards an 

increasingly more organizational and inclusive (at least on the surface) form of patronage under 

Istiqaama in the contemporary period. It is important to note, however, that this shift was not 

merely a linear progression of patronage practices from family-centered under the sultanate to a 

more inclusive and corporatized model of patronage under Istiqaama. Rather, the complex political 

and social history of Ibadi institutions of charity and their adaptability and resilience under new 

patrons and governing structures is an example the “mixed economy of charity”85 pointed out by 

Singer and characteristic of charitable practices across Islamic societies. 

In Chapter 2, I discuss the relationship between Islam, charity, and the state in the Sultanate 

of Oman through the lens of the Istiqaama International Muslim Charitable Society based in 

Muscat. The emergence of Istiqaama in Oman in 1995 coincided with the establishment of its first 

                                                           
85 Amy Singer, Charity in Islamic Societies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 6. 



40 

 

international sub-branches in Dar es Salaam and Zanzibar, Tanzania. I argue that Omani state 

policies on religious tolerance, political neutrality, and social welfare inform Istiqaama’s 

institutional identity and activism both within Oman and overseas, especially through the 

charitable branches of the organization in Tanzania and other parts of the African continent. My 

research reveals that while the Omani government actively promotes the ideals of religious 

tolerance, political neutrality, and social welfare, it also relies heavily on a highly bureaucratic 

structuring of space, movement, knowledge, and religious discourse to do so. The state’s attempt 

to influence the religious discourse disseminated in Oman and through Omani religious networks 

abroad is detectable in the country’s tourism industry and in the international institutions supported 

by Istiqaama, which draw on the religious expertise and literature provided by state actors in 

Oman. The largely Swahili and Arabic-speaking women and men of Istiqaama in Muscat thus play 

an important role in transmitting Omani state religious discourse globally through its domestic and 

international religious outreach (daʻwah) and charitable initiatives.  

Chapter 3 of this dissertation focuses on the Istiqaama school system in Zanzibar Town 

and its role in the transmission of knowledge about Islam using texts printed in Oman, 

complemented by the teaching strategies of a bilingual and multicultural Swahili and Arabic-

speaking teaching staff. The Istiqaama textbook printed in Oman for a Tanzanian audience 

contains the same “wish-images” Mandana Limbert observed in the religious curriculum of Omani 

school literature. Yet, this imagery does different work when transported abroad to non-Omani 

nationalist or Arabic-speaking context. The Istiqaama school system is part of national, regional, 

and international educational pipeline centered on the Istiqaama Institute (maahad) in Zanzibar 

that recruit students from across East Africa for higher Arabic and religious study at the secondary 

level. Successful graduates of the institute often receive scholarships to pursue advanced study in 
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the religious sciences in Oman and Algeria where the traditions of Ibadi scholarship continue to 

thrive. Upon returning to their home country many East African graduates of foreign universities 

assume teaching and administrative positions in the Istiqaama school system. Through this pipeline 

and the literature and prayer practices introduced in the classroom, Ibadi and Sunni students 

encounter a strong familiarity with Omani religious and culture norms. The transnational Istiqaama 

association thus plays an important role in the subject formation of Muslim students under its 

influence in Tanzania. Yet, this process is heavily mediated by the religious, linguistic, and 

nationalist experiences of the predominantly Swahili-speaking Tanzanian students who attend the 

Istiqaama schools.   

In Chapter 4, I examine the impact of the Istiqaama Charitable Society on the revival of 

Ibadi identity and religious practice within the Omani diaspora in northwestern Tanzania, which 

has a majority Sukuma African population. At the center of the study are the Istiqaama branches 

based in the cities of Mwanza and Shinyanga and affiliated rural mosque communities. Existing 

scholarship on Omani diaspora beyond the coast in the interior of Tanganyika tends to focus 

primarily on German (1880s to 1919) and the height of British colonial rule (1919 to 1940s) in 

Tanganyika, the period in which Omani sultans still occupied the seats of power at Zanzibar. 

Works in this area reveal much about the role of Omani traders in intensifying the caravan trade 

between the coast and the interior. However, the overemphasis on Omani commercial activity has 

led scholars to dismiss the importance of religious networks and institutions in sustaining an 

Omani and Ibadi sense of identity on the interior. I argue that the success of Istiqaama in these 

regions today, depends largely on its ability to blur the lines between religious and economic life 

in Tanzania, its role in the revival of kinship networks with the coast and Oman, and the greater 

participation of non-Ibadis and women in the religious life of the community.  
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 Together these chapters contain a description of the different aspects of the current Ibadi 

revival in East Africa and its relevance to historical processes of Ibadi identity formation since 

the early sultanate period. The chapters also serve as examples of the different educational and 

charitable efforts deployed by the Istiqaama community to elevate the socio-economic situation 

of the Omani diaspora in Tanzania and to improve intra-Muslim, and Afro-Arab relations in a 

post-Mapinduzi and a post-socialist Tanzania. 
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II. Ibadi Religious Patronage under Sultanate Rule 

 
1. Introduction 

 

The Binti Juma mosque, located near the Persian baths in the Kajificheni quarter of the 

Zanzibar archipelago’s historic old Stone Town (mji mkongwe), is one of the oldest Ibadi mosques 

in “the learned heart”1 of Unguja Island. A wealthy female clove plantation owner and merchant 

named Aisha bint Juma bin Said al-Mugheiry (d. 1881) built this mosque in 1883, when Zanzibar 

was still under the sovereign rule of sultans descended from the Busaidi ruling family of Oman.2 

In 1890, when the Zanzibar sultanate became a British Protectorate, the Binti Juma mosque and 

other religious institutions founded by Stone Town’s wealthy Arab Muslim patrons fell under the 

purview of the colonial government’s Wakf Commission (est. 1905). Following independence 

from colonial rule in 1963 and the revolution that occurred one year later, the mosque fell under 

the patronage of the post-colonial Government of the Revolution (r. 1964-present). The Binti Juma 

mosque, like most other endowed religious properties of that period, became subject to the 

nationalization policies of the post-colonial African socialist state, and it lost its status as a 

charitable institution. Only very recently, in 2016, did the mosque officially return to the hands of 

Ibadi Muslim patrons, when it registered with the transnational Istiqaama Charitable Society in 

Zanzibar. 

In this chapter, I trace the history of the Binti Juma Mosque’s patronage networks since the 

late nineteenth century. Using this mosque as one example of many, I argue that Ibadi mosque 

patronage in Zanzibar has gradually shifted from individually funded and kinship-centered forms 

 

1 Roman Loimeier, Between Social Skills and Marketable Skills: The Politics of Islamic Education in 20th 

Century Zanzibar (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2009), xxiii. 
 

2 Incidentally, the same Aisha binti Juma is an ancestor of the current Omani ambassador to the United 

States, her Excellency Hunaina al-Mugheiry. 
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of patronage in the late nineteenth century towards a more bureaucratic and increasingly 

institutionalized form of patronage under the leadership structure of Istiqaama in the contemporary 

period. This more institutionalized form of religious patronage offered by Istiqaama reflects a 

broader trend in the professionalization of Gulf-based charities since at least the 1980s. In the case 

of Istiqaama, this professionalization aims towards a standardization of religious knowledge across 

the community’s institutions of learning and worship, as well as the revival of Ibadi religious 

practice and the conservation of historic mosques. However, this standardization process is only 

marginally effective, as it must confront local variants in practices of patronage and conservation 

in Zanzibar and Tanzania, more broadly. 

The history of Ibadi religious patronage in Zanzibar and mainland Tanzania is akin to what 

Amy Singer refers to as a “mixed economy of charity,” “in which multiple agents [local and 

international] supplied social welfare, public works, and cultural services.”3 Thus, while there has 

been a shift towards greater bureaucratization of charity in the contemporary period under the 

influence of “non-governmental voluntary associations” such as Istiqaama, this shift did not occur 

without tension and protest. It is, therefore, not my intention in this chapter to narrate simply “a 

linear transition from family-centered care and individual beneficence to the creation of the 

modern welfare state.”4 Rather, I hope to show, through a study of the Binti Juma mosque, how 

different patrons of the mosque, i.e., the foundress, the colonial government, the post-colonial 

government and Istiqaama, interpreted the role of pious endowments (s. waqf or wakf, pl. awqaf) 

in the moral and political economy of Zanzibar Town. 

 

 

 

3 Amy Singer, Charity in Islamic Societies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 177. 

 
4 Amy Singer, 176. 
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Ibadi women such as Aisha Binti Juma were frequently mosque patrons5 and producers of 

knowledge in Oman and Zanzibar. However, as Olga Andriyanova notes in her preliminary study 

on wills or final testaments (wasiyas) written by Omani women, there are few studies “on the 

political, social, and cultural role of women in the history of Oman.”6 My research suggests that 

the limited source material available for these women’s histories is true for both Oman and the 

Omani diaspora in East Africa. To access the history of women’s economic agency in either region, 

one must follow Andriyanova in looking beyond the male-dominated annals of history to other 

sources, such as waqfs and wasiyas bequeathed by women actors, even if these were often 

composed and witnessed by more literate male members of their community. Fortunately, a copy 

of Aisha bint Juma’s original wasiya is available, and the current Al-Mugheiry family in Zanzibar 

permitted me access to their copy of the document. In the wasiya, Aisha bint Juma describes her 

vision for the use and long-term sustainability of the mosque founded in her name. The wasiya, 

which reads like a waqf endowment but which includes no mention of this term, also raises 

important questions about the significance of each type of legal document for the transfer and 

sustainability of different types of property for religious and charitable purposes well beyond the 

original owner’s death. 

The work in this chapter contributes to an emerging body of scholarship that examines the 

role of patronage and charity in in the creation of moral and political economies in urban Islamic 

societies such as Mamluk Cairo and Ottoman-controlled Jerusalem. These works, which focus 

mainly on medieval and early modern Islamic contexts, draw important comparative insights with 

 

5 Sheriff identifies these following Ibadi women patrons of Sunni mosques in Stone Town: Mwana Fatuma, 

Fatima bint Sayf of the Barwani family (who also built an Ibadi mosque), and one Jokha bint Said of the 

Ruwahi family (Sheriff 1992;16). 
 

6 Olga Andriyanova, “Some Observations on Women in Omani Sources,” Proceedings of the Seminar for 

Arabian Studies 41 (July 22, 2010): 1. 
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studies on charity in related religious traditions, such as the earlier Jewish notion of sedaka,7 a 

cognate of the Arabic sadaqa, and the Christian notion of caritas.8 Historian Adam Sabra explains 

that while no equivalent of the Christian term for “charity” exists in the Islamic tradition, Muslim 

societies have long had extensive networks and institutions for poor relief and almsgiving or 

charity.9 Muslim scholars held complex views on the question of poverty, and who or what 

constituted the concept of a “holy poor” or poverty as linked to moral uprightness. Divergent views 

of poverty, Sabra explains, further led to divergent conceptions of what constituted the appropriate 

conditions for engaging in almsgiving, as well as determining who was deserving of alms and who 

was not.10 In the context of Mamluk Cairo, charitable giving was largely a private enterprise of the 

urban elite, with the state11 rarely playing a role of distribution or collection of alms or in ensuring 

the social welfare of the urban poor. However, religious scholars developed elaborate theories 

about the sultans’ responsibilities towards the poor, recognizing that the ruling classes often had 

disproportionate access to land and food that “could be dedicated to foundations which provided 

charitable services.”12 The motivations for which Muslim elites founded waqfs, moreover, were 

 

 

7 Amy Singer explains that the Semitic root for this term, ṣdḳ, carries the “meaning ‘right,’ ‘privelege,’ 

‘grant’ ot ‘gift,’ and to the idea of giving a stipulated gift as an appropriate course of action.” It also bears 

the meaning “giving charity or alms” and “in Hebrew had primarily a moral sense, meaning ‘justice’ or 

‘righteousness.’” See: Amy Singer, Charity in Islamic Societies, 4. 
 

8 Singer explains that this Latin term referring to the “love of humankind” typically bears the translation 

“charity” in English literature (Singer 6). 
 

9 Adam Sabra, Poverty and Charity in Medieval Islam: Mamluk Egypt, 1250-1517, Cambridge Studies in 

Islamic Civilization (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 3. 
 

10 Sabra, 4. 

 
11 By “state” Sabra means a governing body that includes institutions of taxation, military, and the judicial 

system. The state did not typically include diplomatic corps or ministries of social welfare (4). 
 

12 Sabra, Poverty and Charity in Medieval Islam, 5. 
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many and are not reducible, as Sabra cautions, to the political and economic interests of the elite. 

In some cases, founders did use their endowments as a means of securing wealth and property 

ownership for their offspring. Endowments were also a way of avoiding the division of one’s 

wealth and property among numerous heirs. In other cases, however, performing a pious deed such 

as almsgiving or the creation of public institutions of social welfare was a simply a means of 

guaranteeing the patron’s salvation in the afterlife. 

In the case of more large-scale and monumental endowments, such as mausoleums or 

public hospitals (bimaristans) built by a sultan or sultana with revenues generated from state- 

owned lands, the interests of the individual and the state were more intertwined.13 As historian 

Ahmad Ragab notes in a study on the medieval Islamic hospital in Cairo, these “bimaristans were 

integral parts of a new sovereign’s plan. Their charitable mission symbolized his generosity, piety, 

and care for his flock and gained him immortality as well as Divine reward.”14 The monuments 

rulers built for themselves, such as the mausoleum of Al-Mansur Qalawun or the mosque and 

public kitchen (imaret) built by the Ottoman Sultan Suleyman I and his wife, Hurrem Sultan (d. 

1558),15 were furthermore part of a larger complex of charitable institutions that included schools, 

hospitals, and libraries. Rulers thus created an architectural palimpsest with their new monuments 

that wrote over the authority of their predecessors, thus making way for a new face of power. The 

charitable complexes built by Muslim elites were also “social institutions”16 that formed what 

 

 
 

13 Sabra, 5. 
 

14 Ahmad Ragab, The Medieval Islamic Hospital: Medicine, Religion, Charity (New York, NY: Cambridge 

University Press, 2015), 3. 
 

15 See: Amy Singer, Charity in Islamic Societies, 17. 
 

16 Ragab, The Medieval Islamic Hospital, 8. 
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Ragab describes as a “network of support for the poor, travelers, the sick, and the disabled.”17 

Rulers typically declared their intentions for building a monument or a charitable institution in a 

waqf document drawn up by a recognized legal authority with witnesses. The waqf would have 

included the names of beneficiaries, sources of funding, and a trustee for the endowment. Though 

waqfs were founded in perpetuity, they were also legal documents that could be (and were) 

frequently contested in court. Ragab notes: “It is important to remember that the waqf document 

does not represent a statement of actuality but rather a statement of legality; it outlined how the 

bimaristan was supposed to function rather than describing how it actually did so.”18 In the case 

of Zanzibar, this discrepancy between the real and imagined uses of the waqf became increasingly 

more apparent under British colonial rule. 

Norbert Oberauer observes that the colonial administration of the Zanzibar Protectorate 

“disrupted traditional patterns of waqf practice” by dividing the endowed properties of wealthy 

patrons into family waqfs and mosque waqfs. The latter fell under the jurisdiction of the 

government that operated mosque waqfs as businesses rather than as charitable institutions, using 

the revenues generated from mosque endowments primarily for the upkeep of public mosques. 

This practice transformed patron-client relations among benefactors and beneficiaries of the 

mosque, making beneficiaries or clients “into a modern working class entirely dependent on wage 

labor.”19
 

 

 

 
 

17 Ragab, 5. 

 
18 Ragab, 10. 

 
19 Norbert Oberauer. ""Fantastic Charities": The Transformation of "Waqf" Practice in Colonial 

Zanzibar." Islamic Law and Society 15, no. 3 (2008): 315-70, p. 315. 
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These studies provide invaluable insights into the role of religious endowments and 

charitable practices in shaping popular and scholarly perceptions of poverty and wealth in Islam, 

and draw attention to the differences in the theory of charity and its practice in Muslim-majority 

societies. However, the focus of works like Singer, Sabra, and Ragab is that they tend to focus 

primarily on large-scale and imperial monuments founded by male political elites and reveal little 

about the pious and charitable acts of less public persons or persons of more modest means. There 

is also little discussion in studies of charity in Islam on the changing hands of patronage from pre- 

colonial to the post-colonial period. Moreover, the existing literature on charity in Islam has yet to 

explore the basis by which a property bequeathed by a patron in a wasiya can become a waqf for 

private or public use. As this chapter will show, a study of the wasiya as a legal document used to 

endow property after the founder’s death reveals important insights into the practices of economic 

agency and patronage practices of persons who do not usually appear in the economic histories of 

Muslim societies, such as women and former slaves.20
 

This chapter includes, first, discussion of the different types of sultanate-era Ibadi legal 

institutions, which oversaw the founding and distribution of wealth generated from charitable 

endowments in sultanate-era and colonial Zanzibar. In the second section of the chapter, I describe 

the founding of the Binti Juma mosque in Stone Town and the various institutions designated for 

 
 

20 The most in-depth study of Muslim wills on the Swahili-speaking coast of East Africa to-date is Elizabeth 

McMahon’s analysis of the emancipated slave wills found in the colonial governments probate records 

stored in the branch of the Zanzibar National Archives on Pemba Island – which remains the primary source 

of regional clove production. The wills in which ex-slaves would bequeath their sometimes-substantial 

properties to other ex-slaves, provide a unique lens through which to consider the ways in which the transfer 

of wealth and property during the post-abolition period allowed for the formation of new support systems 

and bonds of kinship or friendship. McMahon argues that emancipated persons would often explicitly make 

other former slaves their heirs, as a means of denying their former masters control over their property upon 

their death. This complicates the existing historiography on colonial era master-slave relationships in the 

region that rather supports the idea that bonds of affinity continued to exist between these two social classes 

for many years following emancipation (McMahon 916). 
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the upkeep of the mosque in the wasiya of the mosque’s foundress. Here I also discuss the 

relationship between the wasiya and the waqf and consider the conditions under which a wasiya 

may serve as the basis for a waqf. I provide examples of Omani legal opinions (fatwas) regarding 

the conditions of inheritance as pertains to a wasiya and Omani women’s practices of endowing 

property through the medium of the wasiya. The third section of the chapter focuses on historical 

challenges to Muslim women’s economic and legal agency on Zanzibar and on how participation 

in colonial schools enabled greater social mobility for women of different socio-economic 

backgrounds. The fourth section of the chapter focuses on the role of the colonial government and 

the post-colonial state in the centralization and rationalization of waqf properties, and the process 

by which the distinction between a wasiya and waqf was undermined to subsume all endowed 

properties under the centralized Wakf Commission it established in 1905. The final sections of the 

chapter focus on changes made to the status of Ibadi family mosques and charitable endowments 

in the post-colonial period under the auspices of the socialist Government of the Revolution, and 

most recently under the leadership of the contemporary transnational Ibadi organization called 

Istiqaama. The shift to Ibadi mosque patronage under Istiqaama has important implications for the 

restoration and conservation of mosques historically affiliated with the Omani diaspora on 

Zanzibar. 

2. Patrons and Scholars of Ibadi Institutions in Zanzibar 

 

The Al-Mugheiry family, like other Omani landowning elites during the nineteenth 

century, became wealthy during Zanzibar’s clove production boom, and they relied heavily on 

African slave labor to produce their crops. During this era, mass urban development projects took 

place in Stone Town, fueled by what historian of Zanzibar, Abdul Sheriff, famously refers to as 
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the “two pillars” of economic life in Zanzibar: the Indian Ocean transit trade and plantation 

agriculture based on clove production. 

The town undoubtedly served the needs of the plantation economy that developed 

in Zanzibar, especially from the 1830s, and it became the home of the landowner 
class. However, by the 1860s, four-fifths of the trade passing through the port was 

derived from the transit trade from a vast African hinterland and an equally 
enormous foreland, which included the United States, Europe, India and Arabia. The 

entrepot trade enabled the ruling dynasty to construct a vast commercial empire, and 

it provided the Zanzibar state with a substantial and growing revenue, and enormous 

profit to the merchant class which also made Zanzibar its home.21
 

 

Ibadi mosques during this period tended to correspond to areas of Omani settlement on the island, 

although changes in Stone Town’s urban development and its socio-economic demographics have 

over time contributed to “modifications” of the mosques that give indications of those changes.22 

Sheriff explains that in the dense urban center of Stone Town, Omani “clans and tribes were 

interspersed in the older sections of the town already settled by the old Arabs and Shirazis. The 

Al-Mugheiry, the Al-Riyami and the Al-Shaksi families tended to settle in the ancient Kajificheni 

quarters, and there are five Ibadi mosques in those areas.”23 The segregation of Arab and Asian 

diaspora communities into enclaves within Stone Town was also a way of further accentuating 

sectarian identities. In Zanzibar and Oman, John Wilkinson explains, “To say you are Ibadi is to 

say that you are Omani.”24 It was, therefore, virtually impossible for persons of non-Omani Arab 

ancestry to become Ibadi or participate fully in Ibadi community life if he or she did not bear “an 

 

 
 

21 Bishara, Fahad, A Sea of Debt, 19. 

 
22 Abdul Sheriff, “Mosques, Merchants and Landowners in Zanzibar Stone Town,” in The History and 

Conservation of Zanzibar Stone Town (London: James Currey Ltd., 1995), 59. 

 
23 Sheriff, 60. 

 
24 John C. Wilkinson, The Arabs and the Scramble for Africa (Sheffield: Equinox Publishing Ltd., 2015), 

73. 
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Omani tribal affiliation.”25 However, Sunni and Ibadi Muslims in Zanzibar would occasion each 

other’s houses of worship and learning circles and build their mosques on top of, or in close 

proximity to, one another. For example, a local tradition attributed to the region’s most famous 

Shafiʻi Sunni scholar of the twentieth century, Shaykh Abdullah Saleh Al-Farsy, claims that the 

mosque built by Aisha lies on the foundation of the no longer extant Sunni mosque that once stood 

in its place.26 The practice of recycling spaces of worship or building or expanding on old sites of 

worship is practically inevitable in an area as small and densely populated as Zanzibar Town, 

which has 200,000 inhabitants per square kilometer. 

Indeed, members of the Sunni and Ibadi religious leadership and scholarly communities in 

Zanzibar were in constant contact. Anne Bang and Knut Vikør have demonstrated, for example, 

the regularity with which Shafiʻi and Ibadi judges (qadis) made “joint verdicts” in disputes related 

to conflicts over inheritance.27 The Islamic legal system in Zanzibar’s cosmopolitan and multi- 

religious society, they argue, “was designed to accommodate the majority Shāfiʻī population, the 

Ibāḍī Omanis and Shi’i Indians as well as the community of non-Muslim European and Asian 

expatriates.”28 At the same time that diversity in legal representation existed, the Muslim qadis 

operated largely under the purview of a British colonial regime that created an increasingly more 

formalized legal system that sought to secure state-control over local Islamic institutions and 

 

 

 

 
 

25 Wilkinson, 73. 
 

26 Sheriff, “Mosques, Merchants and Landowners in Zanzibar Stone Town,” 60. 
 

27 Anne K. Bang and Knut S. Vikør, “A Tale of Three Shambas Shāfi’ī-Ibāḍī Legal Cooperation in the 

Zanzibar Protectorate: Part I,” Sudanic Africa 10 (1999): 1. 
 

28 Bang and Vikør, 1. 
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practices.29 Two court systems prevailed during this period: the Sultanic courts, that in theory 

were the jurisdiction of the qadis, and the British court system (est. 1897).30 Below the sultan in 

the hierarchy of the former system was one Shafiʻi judge and one Ibadi judge, and they were 

responsible for issuing verdicts in the lower courts. Over time, the Ibadi judges saw the gradual 

erosion of their authority and autonomy as the British colonial officers began to influence verdicts 

made in the sultan’s court, disallowing qadis from hearing criminal cases.31 Moreover, in an ideal 

situation, qadis would “administer law according to his own school,” but the shortage of judges 

relative to the cases brought before them meant that heterogeneous rulings based on multiple legal 

schools occurred frequently.32
 

The Shafiʻi and Ibadi scholars in Zanzibar in this period drew on the authoritative texts of 

their respective schools such as the Syrian Shafiʻi hadith scholar, Abu Zakaria an-Nawawi’s 

(d.1277) Minhaj al-Talibin with its attendant commentaries. Among the texts referenced by Ibadi 

scholars was Al-Nil wa al-Shifa’a by the Algerian Ibadi scholar, ‘Abd al’Aziz al-Tamini (d. 1808), 

which was often accompanied by the commentary of another Algerian Ibadi named Muḥammad 

ibn Yusuf Attfayyish, who was in close contact with his contemporaries in Zanzibar.33 While local 

Ibadi scholars in Zanzibar were highly productive in their own right, they continued to maintain 

these ties with religious authorities in North Africa and Oman following the British-supported 

 

 
 

29 Previously qadis received appointment by the sultan and the system of appeals was very informal, 

operating largely on a local level (Bang and Vikør, 2). 
 

30 Bang and Vikør, “A Tale of Three Shambas Part I,” 1–2. 
 

31  Bang and Vikør, 3. 
 

32  Bang and Vikør, 5. 

 
33 Bang and Vikør, 6. Footnote #9. 
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mandate that led to the separation of the empires of Muscat and Zanzibar following the death of 

Sayyid Said bin Sultan in 1857. These ties endured, in part, through the transoceanic study circles 

established by Ibadi scholars in Zanzibar, who would host itinerant Omani and Algerian scholars 

in local mosques – like the Binti Juma mosque. Various newspapers and correspondence of the 

period also reveal that Zanzibari scholars would consult Ibadi authorities living in the Imamate 

region of Oman for legal opinions concerning the great social and intellectual problems of their 

time, such as whether to allow their children a colonial education or the permissibility of adopting 

western dress. 

Enabling these exchanges was the Ibadi printing press established and patronized by Sultan 

Barghash.34 However, it was not only scholars and their texts that contributed to the transmission 

of religious knowledge between Oman and Zanzibar. Religious endowments, established by Ibadi 

merchants and landowners in Zanzibar, often supported the building of mosques and schools for 

community worship and study, as well as drinking fountains and canals in both Zanzibar and 

Oman. These practices of local and translocal patronage in the form of waqfs continued through 

the colonial and postcolonial period and are, even today, under the leadership of Istiqaama. 

According to the periodization by Khalfan Amour Khalfan and Nobuyuki Ogura, this first 

period of waqf practice on Zanzibar ended at the third quarter of the nineteenth century. This was 

the period before the islands succumbed fully to British colonial rule and includes the transfer of 

the Omani capital from Muscat to Zanzibar in 1832. The current Zanzibar Waqf and Trust 

Commission (est. 2007) - a successor to the colonial-era Wakf Commission established by the 

British in 1905 - claims that, during the first few decades of sultanate rule, a wazīr al-waqf 

 

 

34 See: Anne Bang, “Authority, Piety, Writing and Print: A Preliminary Study of the Circulation of Islamic 

Texts in Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth-Century Zanzibar,” Journal of the International African 

Institute 81, no. 1 (2011): 89. 
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(minister of the endowments) appointed by the sultan would administer all endowments. The 

purpose of the waqf at this time was to serve the religious and practical needs of the local Muslim 

community. “The general objective was to protect the wealth and assets of the Muslim 

Community, to enhance the religious, cultural, social and educational institutions in Zanzibar and 

to alleviate poverty among Muslims.”35 The Commission pinpoints the succession of the Prince 

Ali bin Hamoud (r. 1902-11) to the throne at the tender age of 14 and imposed regency of the 

British Resident at the time as critical moments leading to the absolute dissolution of the sultans’ 

authority over the waqf administration.36
 

The second period of waqf practice under colonial rule, Khalfan and Ogura explain, saw 

the transformation of the waqf from a strictly localized charitable institution to a business-like 

enterprise that would generate capital to support the various development schemes of the colonial 

state. The structural reforms made by the colonial government had a direct impact on the Binti 

Juma mosque community, for example, which become subsumed into the state bureaucracy as a 

property of the Zanzibar Wakf Commission. The third and final period of waqf development 

identified by Khalfan and Ogura is that following the revolution of 1964 until the present day. The 

current Waqf and Trust Commission (WTC) in Zanzibar now oversees both the endowments and 

the probate records. The merging of the waqf and probate administration indicates a continuation 

and formalization of the colonial era practice by which the wasiya would establish an endowment 

that the local government would later classify as a waqf. 

3. Trans-oceanic Practices of Ibadi Patronage 
 

 

35 WAQF AND TRUST COMMISSION, “WAQF PRACTICES AND ADMINISTRATION IN 

ZANZIBAR,” accessed June 11, 2018, http://awqaaf-znz.go.tz/waqfpractice.php. 

 
36 The report suggests that some of the local waqf administrators appointed by the British via the symbolic 

authority of the sultan during this period resisted colonial waqf practices by resigning from their posts. 

http://awqaaf-znz.go.tz/waqfpractice.php
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The WTC in Zanzibar highlights the important historical role of the waqf in maintaining 

“trans-oceanic connections of Waqf between Zanzibar and other Islamic countries and cities 

especially Oman, Mecca, Madina and Turkey.”37 Omani writer and archive enthusiast, Muhammad 

bin ‘Abd Allah bin Said al-Sayfi, similarly comments on the significance of the wasiya for 

maintaining ties between the Omani diaspora in East Africa and their ancestral homeland. He 

writes that the wasiyas of the diaspora in East Africa, in general, and on the islands demonstrate 

“a remarkable care in this good country [Zanzibar] among the Omanis for their motherland Oman, 

and their brothers.”38 Al-Sayfi appears to use the terms wasiya and waqf interchangeably, 

suggesting that the former may serve as a basis for the latter. For example, here: 

 دجاسملاب اهضعب و ،ءارقفلب قلعتي ام اهنمف ،نامع لهلأ ايقيرفإ قرش يلاهأ اهب يصوي ينلا فاقولأا  عونتتو
 ...ملعلا ةبلط و ميركلا نآرقلا سرادمب قلعتت ىرخأ و ،رباقملا و

 

The charitable endowments [here he uses the term awqaf that are bequeathed by the 
diaspora to their kins-people in Oman vary. Among them are those that concern the 
poor, some concern the [upkeep of] mosques and graves, and others concern the 

schools of the Noble Qu’ran and the search for knowledge.39
 

 

Al-Sayfi’s discussion of these trans-local expressions of charity and fraternity stops here. 

However, he does provide several examples of hand-written Arabic manuscripts and his 

transcriptions in print of a variety of wills he has collected in Oman and East Africa. The wasiya 

of Zuwayna bint Humayd bin Muhamad al-Sawafi, for example, dedicates one qirsh of silver to 

 

37 The quote taken from the historical section of the WTC website relates to Anne K. Bang’s newly 

published study Islamic Sufi Networks in the Western Indian Ocean (c. 1880-1940) which includes a chapter 

on “Waqf Distribution and New Organizations in Zanzibar, c.1900-1930). Here Bang examines the transfer 

of Waqf lands to Mecca and Medina during this period, focusing particularly on how waqfs were used to 

support students and teachers in these places. Bang focuses primarily on Sufi networks and the study 

includes little information on trans-oceanic practices of charity through Ibadi networks and between the 

different regions of the former Omani empire in the Indian Ocean. 

 
38 Muhammad ibn ‘abd allah ibn sa’īd Al-Sayfī, Al-Namīr: Al-Ibāḍiyyah Fī Zinjibār Wa Mā Jawarha Min 

Duwwal Sharq Ifriqiyya, 1st ed., vol. v (Masqat: unknown, 2015), 111. 
 

39 Al-Sayfī, v:7 110. 
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the Al-Mughara mosque in the village of Sinaw in Oman, one for the Bumnayn Canal, and one 
 

qirsh for the Mashaq Canal in the village of Sinaw.40
 

 

Another fascinating example is the wasiya a man named Nasir al-Kharusi commissioned 

bequeathing a large sum of money to the Ibadi imam of Oman. The wasiya reads: 

 هتوم دعب هلام نم ةيبر ةئامسمخب يصورخلا ديعس نب دمحم نب رصان خيشلا صوأ" :ىرخأ ةيصو يف و

 و ةناملأا يذ ىلإف اهيف مامإ نكي مل نإ و مامإ اهيف ناك نإ نيملسملا مامإ اهايإ ضبقي نامع ىلإ ردصت

 ىلع هتلغ ذفنت و ،لاملا كلذ فقوي و  ،هرظن ىلع لاام اهب ىرتشي و ؛ةيضابلإا نم نامع لهأ نم حلاصلا

 لطبة العمل النافع من المسلميا نإلباضيين وقفاً  مؤبادً  إلى نأ يرث األضر راوثها."

 

 .ةيرجه 1350 ةنس رفص رهش نم عبارلا يف ةبوتكم  يثيغلا ديعس نب رصان نب ديعس خيشلا طخب ةيصولا

 

The Shaykh Nāṣir bin Muḥammad ibn Sa’īd al-Kharūṣī bequeathed 500 rupees of 

his wealth after his death to be sent to Oman to be received by the imam of the 

Muslims. If there is an imam [in Oman] and if there is no imam [in Oman], then to 

he who is trustworthy and pious among the people of Oman [and] among the Ibadis; 

and he will buy with it property according to his discretion, and endow that property, 

and endow it, as an everlasting waqf, in the search for useful knowledge among the 

Ibadi Muslims until he inherits the earth and its inheritance. 

 
The waṣīya was written by Shaykh Sa’īd bin Nāṣir bin Sa’īd al-Ghaythī, written in the 

month of Safar in the year 1350 hijrī [June 1931].41
 

 
The Kharusi family in Zanzibar is known both for their prominence as Ibadi scholars and for their 

historical fealty to the imamate cause. Ghazal explains that the Ibadi nahda of the nineteenth 

century was “spearheaded by Abi Nabhaan bin Ja’id bin Khamis al-Kharusi (d.1822) and later by 

his son, Nasir bin Ja’id al-Kharusi (1778-1847).”42 The wasiya reveals that this support had both 

moral and material. In the wasiya Nasir does not take for granted the precarious position of the 

 

40  Al-Sayfī, v:7 111. 
 

41  Al-Sayfī, v:7 110. 
 

42 Ghazal, Amal N. Islamic Reform and Arab Nationalism, 21. 
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imamate at Nizwa in Oman vis-à-vis the British supported and coast-based sultans. If the position 

is left vacant, another pious Ibadi trustee was to handle the endowment and use it to continue the 

transmission of Ibadi knowledge in the absence of an elected imam. Though the Kharusi family 

started out as sharp critics of the Busaidi sultans, Nasir bin Ja’id eventually had a change of heart, 

becoming the “closest confidant” of Sayyid Said with whom he moved to Zanzibar and where his 

intellectual prowess became renowned.43 It appears from the wasiya of the later Nasir bin 

Muhammad, however, that working for the sultan’s administration in Zanzibar did not necessarily 

preclude the support for the imamate cause overseas in Oman. It is unclear how the colonial 

government dealt with the properties such as those of Zuwayna bint Humayd and Nasir Al-Kharusi 

that were endowed in Oman by wealthy patrons based on Zanzibar. However, on the islands, the 

colonial government systematically enumerated and registered mosque properties in Stone Town, 

including the Binti Juma mosque complex, as part of the state-run Wakf Commission. 

4. Case Study: The Binti Juma Mosque 

 

The Binti Juma mosque, like most of Stone Town’s other historic mosques, was built in 

the late nineteenth century at the height of Omani rule over Zanzibar. Another popular name for 

the Binti Juma mosque is Msikiti Binti Juma Mpemba, “the mosque of the Pemban lady Binti 

Juma,” for the foundress’ family connections to that island. The mosque’s foundress, Aisha, was 

a member of one of Zanzibar’s most prominent Omani descent groups (qabilas). The Al-Mugheiry 

family first began to migrate to the Swahili-speaking coast of East Africa when the region was 

under the suzerainty of Omani rulers of the Mazrui clan based in Mombasa (Kenya). The only 

biographical entry I have found on the mosque’s foundress is in Sultan Al-Shaybani’s pithy, yet 

complimentary, entry on Aisha in his Muʻjam an-Nisā’ al-ʻUmāniyyāt (2004). The Muʻjam is a 

 
 

43 Ghazal, 21. 
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dictionary of notable Omani and Ibadi women published in Muscat. The author praises Aisha as 

“a virtuous lady among the women of Zanzibar” but does not provide additional information on 

the foundress herself, rather giving more details about the male members of her family. Shaybani 

claims that Aisha’s brother, Sheikh Muhammad bin Juma (1907), was “one of the progressive 

persons (muqaddimīn)” working in the service of Zanzibar’s so-called reformer, Sultan Barghash 

(d.1888). The entry also mentions that Aisha’s father, Juma bin Ali, served in the army of Sayyid 

Said bin Sultan, Barghash’s father and the first Omani ruler of Zanzibar, during a war with other 

Omani clans based on the Lamu archipelago off the coast of Kenya.44 It appears, then, that the Al- 

Mugheiry clan maintained close ties to the Busaidi ruling family of Zanzibar. 

Shaybani’s main source for the Al-Mugheiry family history is the Arabic history of 

Zanzibar (tarikh), entitled Juhaynat al-Akhbār. The Juhaynat was the principal work of Aisha’s 

historian cousin and statesman, Said ibn Ali al-Mugheiry (d. 1905). In his insightful, if at times 

disparaging, remarks in “Notes on Islam in East Africa,” the celebrated Anglo-German orientalist 

scholar of Islamic law, Joseph Schacht (1902-1969), describes the Juhaynat in this way: 

It is a rambling work on the geography and history of the Islamic coastal region of 

East Africa, valuable in those sections in which the author does not reproduce Arabic 
sources but writes from his own experience and observation. There was an 

understandable interest and local pride in this work in Zanzibar, but the efforts to 
have it copied or photographed so as to safeguard its contents against destruction 

had been only partly successful when revolution broke out in January, 1964.45
 

 

Despite its limitations, Schacht recognizes the importance of this source Zanzibari history, 

especially as it relates to the Omani community, while also pointing to the already palpable decline 

 
 

44 Sulṭān ibn Mubārak ibn ḥamad al-Shaybānī, “'Ā’isha Al-Mughīrīyya,” in Muʻjam an-Nisā’ Al- 

“umāniyyāt: Dalīl Tārīkhī Ilā Tarājim Ashhar Al-Nisā” Fī Tārīkh ʻumān Al-Mājida (Masqat: Maktabat al- 

Jīl al-Wā‘id, 2004), 102. 

45 Joseph Schacht. “Notes on Islam in East Africa.” Studia Islamica 23 (1965): 91–136, p. 121 
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of Ibadi scholarship and sources for Ibadi intellectual and social history in Zanzibar that intensified 

following the Mapinduzi in 1964. 

 
 

Figure 2 Binti Juma Mosque before the most recent renovations. Photo courtesy of Juma 

al-Mugheiry, Kajificheni, Stone Town. 

From the outside, the structure of the Binti Juma mosque is unassuming. It lacks the usual 

features identifying a mosque as a religious structure, such as a protruding prayer niche, mihrab, 

or minaret. The mosque, with its relatively flat corrugated iron roof, surrounded by several 

identical houses, looks more like a typical family residence in Stone Town than a house of worship. 

Even the elaborately engraved wooden door (painted over in white) that contains the inscription 

“there is no God but God and Muhammad is the messenger of God,, a ubiquitous feature of 

Zanzibar’s buildings, does little to distinguish the structure from any other dwelling in Stone 

Town. The wasiya supporting the mosque reads: 

‘Ā’isha bint Jum‘a ‘Alī al-Mugheiriyya declared that the corresponding houses (al- 

buyūt al-mutābiqa) are part of the mosque that she built in the location of 

Kajificheni in the country of Zanzibar (min baldati zinjibār). This mosque and the 

house built about these houses, is also [intended] for the above mosque. This 

income that is generated [from the mosque] will be used for its upkeep and for the 

salary of the current teacher (maʻalim al-qā’im) in the mosque’s school (madrasa). 

And [it will be used] for the fast-breaking meal (al-fuṭūr) of this mosque community 

and for their last meal before daybreak (suḥurihim), as well as for those who come 
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[to the mosque] with them during the month of Ramadan. And a house from among 
these houses is to provide for the imam of the mosque. Imam after imam will live 

in it [the house]. She [the foundress] made a clear declaration, that drew her closer 

to God, on the 27th of the month of Jumādā al-Awal in the year 1300. And it was 
recorded and witnessed by the humble servant (al-faqīr) ‘Ali bin ‘āmir bin Sayf al- 

Maskari. 

 

Issa bin Rashid witnessed [the document] by his own hand. 

Salih bin Muhammad bin Salih al-Maskari witnessed [the document] by his own 

hand.46
 

 

Figure 3 Copy of the original hand-written wasiya of Aisha binti Juma al- 

Mugheiria in Stone Town. Date of wasiya 1882. Kajificheni, Stone Town. Copy 

from Zanzibar National Archive File No. 398. Accessed: Al-Mugheiry family files. 

Aisha’s wasiya illustrates the multi-purpose functionality of Zanzibar’s various neighborhood 

mosques. The mosques were at once important sites of community building, charity, and Islamic learning. 

Aisha intended that the houses she owned in proximity to the mosque were to serve as a source of income 

for the sustainability of the physical mosque structure and, by extension, the school it housed. The income 

generated from the rent of the houses was also to cover the salary of the mosque’s leadership for 

generations to come. Aisha’s brief final testament illustrates the multi-purpose functionality of Zanzibar’s 

 

46 Aisha binti Juma bin ’Ali Al-Mugheiry, “Waṣīya for Binti Juma Mosque” (Zanzibar Wakf Commission, 

1882). 
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various neighborhood mosques. The mosques were at once important sites of community-building, 

charity, and Islamic learning. 

The writer and first witness of Aisha’s wasiya appears to have been a descendant 

(grandson?) of Shaykh Seif bin Khalfan al-Maskari, whom Shaykh Abdalla Saleh Al-Farsi (d. 

1982) refers to as “the leader of the Ghafiri tribe of Zanzibar” during the time of the first sultan on 

the islands.47 The Al-Ghafiri were supportive of Busaidi sultanate rule in Zanzibar, and the 

communal group or tribe included the Al-Riyami and Al-Mugheiry clans.48 The appearance of the 

two Al-Maskari clansmen as witnesses on the wasiya indicates the importance of Omani extended 

family networks in the documentation and transfer of landed property and wealth, as well as a 

patriarchal system of legal verification under sultanate rule.49 Judges and scholars appointed by 

the sultan to serve the regime in Zanzibar appear to have been exclusively male. 

According to Schacht, in pre-Islamic times such a final testament had little to do with 

inheritance and the distribution of property. Rather, the wasiya served as “the spiritual testament 

of the dying man sanctified by religion which is to hand on obligations and secure the continuity 

of tradition.”50 While “a definite form is not prescribed for drawing up a will”51 in Islamic law, 

rules of evidence require that at least two witnesses be present in the writing of the wasiya for it to 

 
 

47 Abdallah Salih El Farsy, Seyyid Said Bin Sultan: Joint-Ruler of Oman and Zanzibar (1804-1856) (New 

Delhi: Lancers Books, 1986), 49. 

 
48 The Omani community in Zanzibar was historically dominated by two main tribes often at odds with one 

another - the Ghafiris and the Hinawis. The most prominent clan among the Hinawis were the Harithis (El 

Farsi 1986, 49). 
 

49 John O. Hunwick and R.S. O’Fahey, “Some Waqf Documents from Lamu,” Sudanic Africa 2, no. 13 

(2002): 10. 
 

50 Schacht, J. (2012). WASIYA. Encyclopaedia of Islam, First Edition (1913-1936), Encyclopaedia of 

Islam, First Edition (1913-1936). 

 
51 Schacht, 2012. 
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be considered valid. Moreover, Schacht explains, a wasiya can take many forms and could be used 

in the interest of the public as a wakf, if it is recognized as such by law. Sunni Muslim legal 

traditions further make a distinction between a bequest or final testament and an inheritance. 

Contemporary scholar of Islamic law, Wael Hallaq, explains that Sunni Muslim traditions, in 

contrast to those of mainstream Shia groups, prohibits the writing of a wasiya to an heir. The heirs 

of the deceased receive their inheritance according to the “proportional sharing-out of the 

inheritance” among members of the deceased family and next of kin, as stipulated in the Qur’an.52
 

5. Ibadi legal opinions concerning the wasiya 

 

Another useful source of information concerning Ibadi Muslims’ anxieties and popular 

practices for the writing wasiyas and the distribution of property in the nineteenth and first half of 

the twentieth century in Zanzibar and Oman are the legal opinions or responsa (fatwas) 53 written 

by Ibadi scholars of the period. Alan J. Veskin explains that historically, the fatwa was issued by 

one legal scholar in response to inquiry (istifta) made by another, but that, by the nineteenth 

century, the audiences requesting fatwas became increasingly more popular across Muslim 

societies.54 Moreover, the fatwa came to play “pedagogical role,” allowing jurists the opportunity 

to educate and influence public perceptions on both clear and ambiguous points of law.55 Ibadi 

 
 

52 Joseph Schacht, “Waṣīya,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, First Edition (1913-1936), n.d., accessed June 11, 

2018. 

 
53 Alan J. Verskin describes the fatwa as: “…an answer to a question about how the law applied to a given 

situation. Unlike the laws of a legal manual, a fatwa is not an abstract formulation of the law but rather a 

statement about how the heavenly ideal of the law should apply in practice” (Verskin 2012; 4). In theory, a 

fatwa is non-binding but still carries great authority. 

 
54 Alan J. Verskin, Oppressed in the Land?: Fatwās on Muslims Living under Non-Muslim Rule from the 

Middle Ages to the Present, Princeton Series of Middle Eastern Sources in Translation (Princeton, N.J.: 

Markus Wiener Publishers, 2013), 5. 
 

55 Veskin, 5. 
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fatwas from the sultanate period related to the wasiya seem to agree with the Sunni schools 

regarding the question of the heir. For example, the writings of the Ibadi legal scholar, Shaykh 

Said ibn Khalfan ibn Aḥmad al-Khalili (d. 1871),56 entitled Ajwibat al-Muḥaqqiq al-Khalīlī, 

include a fatwa given in response to a request elaboration on the prophetic hadith, “there is no 

wasiya for an heir” (alā lā waṣīyata li-wārithin).57
 

In his role as mufti (someone who issues fatwas), Al-Khalili explains that the hadith and 

another that states, “Verily, God gave to every deserving person his right, so there is no will for an 

heir,”58 confirm that it is impermissible to name an heir in one’s will. The reason for the 

impermissibility of the practice is that God the creator has already made provisions for the rightful 

heir in the Qur’an.59 Al-Khalili goes on to explain that if the wasiya mentions an heir, then the 

document becomes invalid (batil), and he proceeds with examples of Omani customary practices 

of inheritance that would technically invalidate in a wasiya. 

Such as that, which people consider customary concerning the waṣīya in the case 

of the spouse (zawja) in terms of expenses (bi-nafaqati) and clothing (kiswat), in 

what remained among the many things of the dead. And this is invalid (bāṭil). 

 

That which a woman bequeaths to her husband from [her] dowry (min al- ṣidāqi), 

if she has received a dowry from him is, likewise, invalid. 
 

 
 

56 Contemporary scholarship attributes Al-Khalili with starting the nahda in Oman and for establishing the 

Imamate of ‘Azzan ibn Qays (d. 1871). Reverberations of this movement were felt especially in the 

imamate-supporting circles of the Omani diaspora in Zanzibar (Hoffman 2004; Ghazal 2015). 
 

57 Saʻīd ibn Khalfān ibn Aḥmad Khalīlī -1871, “Bāb ‘usul Al-Fiqh,” in Ajwibat Al-Muḥaqqiq Al-Khalīlī, 

2nd ed. (Masqat: ?, 2011), 428. 

 
58Khalīlī -1871, 428. 

59 The editors of the volume suggest that Al-Khalili narrates this ḥadīth “lā waṣīyata lil-wāritḥ” from the 

Ibadhi authority Imam al-Rabi’ in his chapter on the heirs (bāb fī al-mawārīth) and the narration is 

supported by other notable ḥadīth scholars considered authoritative among Sunnis such as Ibn ‘Abbās, Al- 

Nisā’ī, Al-Tirmidhī and Ibn Majih (see note #1 on page 428). 



65  

Likewise, he who bequeaths his weapons (bi-silāḥihi), his clothes, and so on, for 

his male sons, that is also invalid. 

 
Or in the context of the [Omani] woman and whatever remains of her perfume and 
clothing to her daughters after her death. And all that is invalid and disregarded. 
And let it serve [as a basis for another case] (wa ‘alayhi fa-layaqish). And God 

knows best.60
 

 

The mufti’s response to the inquiry about the validity of mentioning an heir in one’s final testament 

gives the reader a glimpse into existing tensions between Islamic law, as grounded in the Qur’an 

and hadith, and apparently familiar local practices that are at odds with the textual tradition.61 The 

response suggests that, upon a person’s death, his or her property is no longer theirs to give - rather 

it belongs to God - and that its distribution must follow the laws of inheritance as they appear in 

the tradition. The fatwa also gives the reader a sense of the types of property that an Omani man 

or woman living in Al-Khalili’s time valued beyond land. Items of sentimental value, such as 

weaponry or one’s finest clothing and perfume that might serve more as a child’s remembrance of 

a deceased parent or a wife’s remembrance of a deceased husband, are in theory to be amassed, 

along with other forms of property, for equal distribution among heirs without one being named 

over another. 

Included in later writings by the former Grand Mufti of the modern Omani state, Shaykh 

Ibrahim ibn Said al’Abri (1896-1975), is the scholar’s response to a question regarding the 

permissibility of bequeathing one’s property to a spouse or to the deceased’s maternal relatives 

and to the public (al-jamīʻ) in the absence of a legitimate heir. The mufti responds by invoking the 

 

 

60 Khalīlī -1871, “Bāb ‘usul Al-Fiqh,” 428. 

 
61 The collection of women’s wills studied by Olga Andriyanova in the interior of Oman suggests that this 

practice of bequeathing personal items and mentioning family members in one’s will did occur frequently. 

One example of a will from al-Hamra is particularly indicative: “one case presents the purchase of a house, 

and one in which a sum of money as bequeathed by a woman to her grandson. In one of these cases, sheep 

and personal belongings were bequeathed together with personal rights” (Andriyanova 7; 2011). 
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phrase lā waṣīyata lil-wārith (there is no wasiya for the heir) as a justification for why a wife 

cannot benefit from mention as an heir in the will of the deceased. In theory, one cannot use a 

wasiya as an opportunity to increase the inheritance of a qur’anic heir. A wife received without 

condition one-fourth of her husband’s estate – any attempt to increase or decrease this rightful 

inheritance through use of a final testament or will, is invalid. He then states: 

As for when he [the deceased] does have a maternal heir, it is not valid to bequeath 

his property to the public, because of the [existence of a] known heir. But the waṣīya 
may be bequeathed as valid for the public [in the case of] one who does not have an 

heir, [i.e.] one who possesses a share, whether [they be a] maternal or paternal 

[relative].62
 

 

Al-‘Abri’s response to the more specific question regarding practices of will-writing in the absence 

of a known heir gives a clearer picture of the legal reasoning behind the impermissibility of 

mentioning possible heirs in one’s will. He explains that the Qur’anic injunction for a wife to 

receive only a quarter of the deceased’s estate – regardless of her personal qualities – makes any 

attempt to increase or decrease this amount by naming her as an inheritor of the remaining three- 

quarters of the property wasiya – invalid. The question of whether the property can be bequeathed 

for use by the public is of relevance to the current study. According to Al-‘Abri, if the author of 

the wasiya, indeed, does not have an heir, he or she may bequeath their property for use by the 

public. In this way, the wasiya begins to look more like the waqf in which one designates a portion 

of one’s property as a charitable endowment – like the suggestion made by Schacht. 

6. The role of Omani women in transregional patronage networks 
 

 

 

 

 

62 Ibrāhīm ibn Saʻīd ʻAbrī, “Al-Kitāb Al-Rābi‘ wa Al-‘Asharūna: Al-Farā’iḍ Al-Waṣīya Bi-Jamī‘ Al-Māl,” 

in Al-Āthār Al-ʻilmīyah, 1st ed., vol. 2 (Salṭanat ̒ Umān: Markaz al-Dirāsāt al-ʻUmānīyah, Jāmiʻat al-Sulṭān 

Qābūs, 2015), 181. 
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Until recently, little scholarship has looked closely at the role of Ibadi women in Omani 

history generally or in the history of the diaspora more specifically. This is partially due to an 

assumption that in the patriarchal societies of Oman and Zanzibar, for example, women were too 

secluded from public life to have had much of an impact in local and regional economic activity. 

As the scrappy biographical information on Aisha bint Juma demonstrates, and as Olga 

Andriyanova notes in a series of observations on historical women figures in classical and 

contemporary scholarship on Oman, little source material exists for the study of women’s history 

in the region. Andriyanova explains the piecemeal process of drawing from brief appearances of 

women as regents, scholars, and victims of war in Omani chronicles and biographical entries as 

both an illuminating and frustrating experience. However, the wills and waqfs of women patrons 

are clearer indications of women’s economic agency in the As-Sharqiyyah region of imamate- 

ruled Oman, especially in the 19th century. Andriyanova writes, “Women’s wills show their 

preoccupation with fulfilling religious duties, with charity, and with their concerns about the well- 

being of their town or village.”63 The collection of wills included in the study are from the Al- 

Hamra region of Oman and they show that women would bequeath parts of their wealth to hire 

someone to pray or fast on their behalf after death, for the care of orphans, and for the salaries of 

religious teachers. Women would also dedicate their share of the town’s water supply from the 

local canal (falaj) or a piece of fertile land or date palm as a waqf intended for communal use.64
 

In her preliminary observations, Andriyanova comments on how mundane will-writing 

was for women of even moderate means in Omani history and that it was not only the prerogative 

of the wealthiest female members of society. 

 

63 Andriyanova, “Some Observations on Women in Omani Sources,” 4. 

 
64 Andriyanova, 6. 
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Ordinary, more or less well-to-do women reappear in legal documents from private 
collections such as wills, acts of purchase, and/or sale or acts of transfer or property. 

Here the names of women appear in their complete form as the strict rules for 

notaries demand that those involved must be clearly identified. It is however, 
admitted that if a document is generated by a man it is sufficient to identify his 

female relatives mentioned therein by their personal name and the degree of 

relationship to him (Ibn ‘Ubaydan 1985-1986, ii. 226-227).65
 

 

Also important is the source critique that accompanies this discussion that suggests that external 

pressures, often imposed by male family members, dictated how a woman could spend or invest 

her money during her lifetime or thereafter. For example, Andriyanova notes, a woman might be 

compelled to sell her water rights to a male relative upon marriage outside of the community.66
 

The wasiya of Aisha binti Juma seems to meet the requirements described above, and the 

three signatures that appear at the bottom of the will are a confirmation of its legality. The main 

witness and writer of Aisha’s wasiya appears to have been a descendant (grandson?) of Shaykh 

Seif bin Khalfan al-Maskari, whom Shaykh Abdalla Saleh Al-Farsi (d. 1982) refers to as “the 

leader of the Ghafiri tribe of Zanzibar” during the time of the first sultan on the islands.67 The 

Ghafiri tribe, Al-Farsi maintains, were among the clans supportive of Busaidi sultanate rule in 

Zanzibar and, included in the Ghafiri tribe, were the Riyami and Mugheiry clans.68 The role of the 

two Maskari clansmen as witnesses to the wasiya indicates the importance of Omani extended 

family networks in the documentation and transfer of landed property and wealth, as well as a 

 

 

 
 

65  Andriyanova, 4. 

 
66  Andriyanova, 9. 

 
67 El Farsy, Seyyid Said Bin Sultan, 49. 

 
68 The Omani community in Zanzibar was historically dominated by two main tribes often at odds with one 

another - the Ghafiris and the Hinawis. The most prominent clan among the Hinawis were the Harithis (El 

Farsi 1986, 49). 
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patriarchal system of legal verification under sultanate rule.69 To serve as a judge or scholar of the 

sultan, one had to be male, suggesting that even the wealthiest female members of society often 

required the verification, approval, or mediation of men in the managing of their wealth. 

The majority’s Shafiʻi and the minority Ibadi Islamic legal traditions in Zanzibar made 

provisions for women’s property ownership and inheritance rights. This was at least in the case of 

women who were freeborn and sometimes even concubines or former slaves. Still, this did not 

always guarantee a woman’s access to inherited property, nor did it always protect her rights to 

redistribute that property as she desired. Scholarship on women and gender studies notes the 

limitations of the law as the sole “regulatory force” in society and as an effective instrument 

operating in the interests of women, and promotes a consideration of the other sources of 

subordination and control that women are subject to in the writing and implementation of legal 

documents.70 Among these social forces were the changing gender relations that African women, 

both Muslim and non-Muslim alike, face under colonial rule. Drawing on the theory developed by 

Daisy Dwyer, Hay explains that gender imbalance concerning property “ownership” as opposed 

to occupancy or management “was the sphere in which the differential rights of men and women 

to property were most tightly and minutely regulated.”71 However, as Elke Stockreiter finds in her 

study of property disputes in colonial Zanzibar, local qadis did not question a Muslim woman’s 

 

 
 

69 Aisha binti Juma ibn ’Ali Al-Mugheiry, “Final Testament (waṣīya): Binti Juma Mosque,” 1882, Zanzibar 

Wakf Commission. 

 
70 Daisy Hilse Dwyer, “Outside the Courts: Extra-Legal Strategies for the Subordination of Women,” in 

African Women & the Law : Historical Perspectives, Marcia Wright and Margaret Jean Hay (eds.), Boston 

University Papers on Africa 7 (Boston: Boston University, African Studies Center, 1982), 90. 
 

71 Margaret Jean Hay, “Women as Owners, Occupants, and Managers of Property in Colonial Western 

Kenya,” in African Women & the Law : Historical Perspectives (Boston: Boston University, African 

Studies Center, 1982), 110. 
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rights to property ownership. Property disputes, Strockreiter argues, reveal more nuanced, even if 

incomplete, “gendered economic roles” during this period that challenge a prevailing assumption 

held among colonial officers that Muslim women’s seclusion (purdah) and “misogynous Islamic 

ideologies” precluded women’s economic agency in Zanzibar.72 Stockreiter explains that Muslim 

men of all classes during this period increasingly failed in their capacity to serve as providers and 

maintainers of the needs of the female members of their households. The inability to depend on 

the alimony afforded to them by law lead enterprising Muslim women in Zanzibar to accumulate 

personal wealth, and security through engagement in petty trade, the sale of their property, or 

marrying into wealth – sometimes below their own social status.73 Non-Arab Africans indigenous 

to Zanzibar, such as the free Hadimu and Tumbatu people, had fewer options to accumulate wealth, 

but many would work as farmers to ensure their families’ food security. Others would work as 

porters, and women across the classes would engage in serial marriages, allowing them greater 

access to alimony and the rights of inheritance and dowager status. Aisha Binti Juma herself 

apparently married several times after the death of her husband, Sayyid Hamud,74 likely acquiring 

gifts and inheritances from each marriage. 

The situation of women began to change dramatically in the interwar period when a 

collaborative effort between colonial officials and Muslim elites led to the formation of girls’ 

schools for women of elite backgrounds. The rationale for building the schools was that they would 

teach girls heshima or respectability that sought to maintain the elite image of these girls by 

 

72 Elke E. Stockreiter, Islamic Law, Gender, and Social Change in Post-Abolition Zanzibar (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2015), 139. 
 

73 Stockreiter, 142. 
 

74 Christopher Buyers, “The Al-Busaid Dynasty Geneaology,” n.d., 

https://www.royalark.net/Oman/oman2.htm. 
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stressing their domestic role and the importance of women’s confinement to the home. However, 

as Corrie Decker explains, Muslim women who attended the schools to become teachers “redrew 

the borders of female respectability and proved that both elite and non-elite women’s economic 

life outside of the home was pivotal to Zanzibar’s nationalist progress.”75 Colonial education and 

the professionalization that it instilled in young women, moreover, enabled greater social mobility 

for women of different social backgrounds and afforded them greater opportunity to participate in 

“ongoing debates about the place of women in Zanzibar’s public sphere.”76 The term Zanzibaris 

use to describe women’s upward mobility in the late colonial period, Decker explains, is 

maendeleo ya wanawake or “women’s development.” The colonial government during this period 

further began to promote girls’ education as essential for the social and economic progress and 

development of island society.77 The emphasis on education during the colonial period also 

enabled women to assume greater agency in the legal sphere and insurance in cases of divorce or 

widowhood when her dowry (mahari) or inheritance was at stake. “Educated women were in a 

better position to ask and pay for a divorce, maintain their status in between marriages or in times 

of general economic hardship, and rely on themselves to provide for their families if widowed or 

abandoned by their spouses.”78
 

7. The Binti Juma Mosque under Colonial Rule 

 

The registration record of the Binti Juma mosque from the Wakf Commission identifies it 

as “Mosque No. 25,” “Ibathi” and an “unregistered wakf deed.” The same file includes a list of the 

 

 

75 Corrie Decker. Mobilizing Zanzibari Women: The Struggle for Respectability and Self-Reliance in 

Colonial East Africa. (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2014), 2. 
76  Decker, 8. 

 
77  Decker, 3. 
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properties associated with the mosque with their accompanying numbers. The process of 

numbering everything from public lanes to mosques - and the houses and schools that are part of 

their endowments - renders in high relief the colonial government’s attempts (often unsuccessful) 

to manipulate Zanzibar’s urban environment in a way that would make it fit European logics of 

town-planning (Bissell 2011). The following letter, dated 17th of June 1920, and written by the 

then-Secretary of the colonial Wakf Commission, for example, states the following: 

Whereas the properties set out and described in the Schedule hereto were dedicated 

as Wakf by Ayesha binti Juma bin Ali Al-Mugheiria for the upkeep of the mosque 

names after her and stated at Kajificheni, and whereas there is no properly 

constituted trustee of the said Wakf. 

 

Take notice that the Wakf Commissioners, under and by virtue of the powers vested 
in them by the Wakf Property Decree 1916, Section 18, do hereby vest the said 

properties together with the mosque in the said Commissioners, and any person 
aggrieved by this order may appeal to the British Resident to have the matter 

reconsidered by him.79
 

 

The letter justifies the inclusion of the Binti Juma mosque and its surrounding properties in the 

Commission on the basis that the foundress endowed the properties as waqf; however, this term 

does not appear in the original wasiya or in the copy made to accompany the report. It is thus 

unclear if Aisha had ever intended her endowment to prescribe to the legal technicalities inherent 

in a waqf document. By insisting that the document was a waqf, the Commission was also able to 

make a case for asserting its own authority and jurisdiction over the properties in the absence of a 

formally designated trustee; as in a traditional waqf, the state became the trustee. 

It is difficult to determine from the Commission’s registration of the Binti Juma whether 

Aisha had designated a trustee from among her family members or trusted advisors. Also unclear 

is whether there was ever any challenge made to the government that claimed authority over the 

 
 

79 Secretary of the Wakf Commission, “Report on Mosque No. 25, Wakf of Binti Juma Bin Ali Al- 

Mugheiry,” June 17, 1920, ZNA File no. 398, Zanzibar National Archives. 
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properties. In any case, it does not appear that the court proceedings that would have been available 

to Muslim claimants at the time of the mosque’s founding, and prior to formation of the 

Protectorate, were available in the 1920s. By this time, the qadis came to assume secondary or 

tertiary roles in the colonial legal structure, suggesting that any possibility of informal appeal for 

rights over the property, based on kinship or other ties formally available to the family of the 

deceased, were likely to have little success under the more bureaucratically arranged colonial 

system. However, such dubious European interpretations of Islamic law and local practices of 

patronage were at times challenged, and these claims were arguably strongest the further away 

they were from the centers of political power. 

In a recent study of Muslims’ struggles to maintain their waqf trusteeship under British 

colonial rule in the small urban centers of mainland Tanzania (Tanganyika), Chau Johnson Kelly 

asks: how “did some form of waqf manage to endure and others to fade away? And what role (if 

any) did women play as benefactors, trustees and heirs?”80 Focusing on the struggle of Asha 

(Aisha) Bint Awadh’s struggle to maintain her rights as a mosque waqf trustee under colonial rule 

in Mkindani,81 Kelly argues that, unlike major port cities like Mombasa or Zanzibar, Mkindani 

was an administratively “liminal” space, in which colonial institutions were poorly managed and 

thus more easily contestable.82 The dispute between Asha Bint Awadh and the government 10 

 

80Chau Johnson Kelly, “Asha Binti Awadh’s Awqaf: Muslim Endurance Despite Colonial Law in 

Mkindani, Tanganyika,” International Journal of African Historical Studies 47, no. 1 (2014): 3. 
 

81 According to Kelly, Asha Bint Awadh, a.k.a Bibi Asha, was made guardian of 6 properties in Mkindani’s 

urban center. 3 of these mosques and one rest house, were under waqf. Kelly explains that Asha was a 

resident in good standing with her community and that she, unlike other property owners in the region, was 

not indebted to the colonial government allowing her greater independence to dispute the government’s 

attempts to “broaden and regularize the streets for motorcars,” around the properties under her care. The 

expansion would involve demolishing one of the mosques and exhuming a grave site which, Bibi Asha 

claimed, she did not have the right to allow as she was neither the owner or the legalized trustee (mutawalli) 

of the waqf property (Kelly 2014). 
 

82 Kelly, “Asha Binti Awadh’s Awqaf,” 1. 
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years after the decline of the waqf of the Hamoud sisters, Bi Khole and Jokha of Zanzibar, 

complicates Oberauer’s argument that those two were the last female mutawallis, waqf trustees, in 

East Africa.83 As Tanganyika did not have a Wakf Commission like the one in Zanzibar, it was 

harder for the government to justify the sale of public waqf. Moreover, attempts to sell waqfs 

dedicated for the general welfare often faced collective backlash.84 Kelly suggests, in her 

comparison between the Bibi Asha’s case and that of the Hamoud sisters, that because the 

mainland case in Mkindani concerned a public waqf, this may have saved it from control by the 

state. 

Despite the Commission’s attempt to rationalize the waqf in the interest of increasing state 

revenues, the actual profits generated by this institution were marginal in comparison to those that 

came from clove production, for example. 

In round figures, the income from waqfs administered by the Commissioners in the 

islands of Zanzibar and Pemba together was, in 1957, £45,000; in 1956, £29,000; 

and, in 1955, £36,000. These figures may be compared with the estimated value to 
producers of the Protectorate’s clove crop, its main source of income, which has 

varied since 1950 between a little over £2 million and almost £6 million per annum.85
 

 

Despite the negligible contributions that waqf revenues made to the colonial state’s economy, their 

impact as an institution of social welfare and a resource for some family members and the poor in 

Zanzibar was far from insignificant.86 The income generated from a share of waqf revenues could 
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make all the difference to even members of a landowning family who were having a poor crop one 

year, a frequent occurrence in Zanzibar’s fickle clove-growing economy. 

The current Wakf Commission in Zanzibar draws a clear distinction between waqf and 

wasiya but explains, at length, the close relationship between the two types of document. A waqf 

derived from a wasiya, in theory, can only be implemented after the death of the person who wishes 

to establish the waqf. Moreover, the waqf may only consist of one-third of the deceased person’s 

wealth (of any type) after payment of debts and must comply with the other conditions of 

inheritance (in Islamic law). Different from an ideal regular waqf, the wasiya cannot be challenged, 

and it “has no immunity against [external] claims.”87 Despite these reforms, however, Zanzibar 

managed to maintain a trans-local tradition of endowments, as evidenced through the above 

discussion on the wasiyas used by patrons to bequeath and endow properties in Oman. 

This useful, though not unproblematic, periodization of waqf practice allows scholars to 

consider transformations in practices of religious patronage and charity in Zanzibar in the context 

of the major social, economic, and political events that took place on the islands over the course 

of the last two centuries. As the documentation for waqf, pious endowments typically for charitable 

purposes, properties prior to the colonial period and the formation of the Wakf Commission (ca. 

1905) remains scant, most works on this topic focus on transformations in the practice during the 

first half of the twentieth century. Studies of the development of waqf practices since the revolution 

and the formation of the Wakf and Trust Commission by the current Revolutionary Government 

of Zanzibar are largely non-existent, except for a Khalfan and Ogura’s study advocating for the 

waqf to serve as a model for contemporary practices of heritage conservation in Stone Town 

 

87 “Wakfu Unaotokana Na Wasia,” Muongozo Na Kuweka Na Kusimamia Mali Za Wakfu Zanzibar 

(Zanzibar: Zanzibar Waqf and Trust Commission), 24, accessed June 11, 2018, http://awqaaf- 

znz.go.tz/documents/MUONGOZO%20WA%20WAKFU.pdf. 
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(Khalfan and Ogura 2012). The centrally located Binti Juma mosque has until now received little 

attention in scholarship on religious institutions and Ibadi Islam in Stone Town. This is striking, 

considering how illustrative the mosque is of these three distinct phases in the practice of charitable 

endowment in Stone Town. Moreover, the registration of the Binti Juma mosque with Istiqaama 

in 2016 introduces a fourth stage of Ibadi patronage in Zanzibar. This stage marks the absorption 

of properties historically classified as waqf into the more organizational structure of contemporary 

non-governmental religious organizations such as Istiqaama. 

8. The Binti Juma Mosque Today 

 

After the Zanzibar revolution in 1964, the Binti Juma mosque, like most other Omani 

endowments and land, became subject to the state’s nationalization campaigns, and the mosque 

lost its status as a charitable institution. Issa Ziddy, scholar of Islam in Zanzibar, describes the 

impact of the post-revolutionary reforms as follows: 

The Revolutionary Government of Zanzibar that came to power on 12th January 

1964, took control of all Waqf properties in the early days of the revolution and put 

them under the Administrator General’s Office. This period witnessed the 
subsequent mismanagement and collapse of a number of Waqf assets and records. 
The government issued decrees that nationalized several fertile waqf plantations 
and some buildings. All Waqifs were forced to accept the guardianship of the Waqf 

Commission which centralized the income of the Waqf properties.88
 

 

The Waqf Commission established in the 1960s was an appropriation of the colonial-era 

institution, now repurposed to serve the needs of a new socialist regime. When Zanzibar and 

Tanzania began the shift towards trade liberalization and democratization in the 1980s, the current 

Waqf and Trust Commission (WTC) was established in 1980. An act introduced in 2007 (Act no. 

2) by the commission re-established its Governing Board, and it now functions as a “corporate 

body with power to conduct, coordinate or regulate by using its name any of its functions in 

 

88 Issa Haji Ziddy, “Review of the Waqf and Trust Commission (WTC) in Zanzibar,” Inquiry 1 (2015): 32. 
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accordance with the provisions of the Act, Islamic laws, rules and good deeds. It is also capable 

of acquiring, purchasing and alienating or disposing of any property, movable or immovable and 

of entering into contracts for any of the purposes for which is capable (Mohmammed H. Khalfan, 

2009).”89
 

After falling under the jurisdiction of the post-colonial government, the Binti Juma mosque 

lost its status a charitable organization but continued to function, informally, as a school and to 

provide community services but with limited, if any, material support from the state. 

 

 
Figure 4 Istiqaama registration certificate for the Binti Juma Mosque. Source: Salim Al- 

Mugheiry, Kajificheni, Stone Town. 
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Figure 5 Binti Juma mosque after renovations. Photo taken by author in July 2017. 

Since registering with the non-governmental Ibadi Istiqaama Charitable Society in 2016, however, 

the Binti Juma mosque has managed to regain its status as a charity, and it now enjoys the benefits 

of affiliation with a well-funded and transnational non-governmental organization. The Binti Juma 

mosque now receives part of the charitable donations collected annually by representatives of 

Istiqaama in Zanzibar and Oman. Moreover, the Binti Juma mosque has already undergone 

substantial structural changes under Istiqaama’s patronage, including the vertical expansion of the 

mosque building to include a second floor and the addition of new mats and carpets to decorate 

the floors of the freshly painted interior. The process of renovating or leveling and then rebuilding 

older Ibadi mosques to accommodate more worshippers is part of a larger Istiqaama reform 

movement focused on streamlining the transmission of Islamic knowledge across its institutions 

in Oman and eastern Africa. In areas of Omani settlement where historically there was no Ibadi 

mosque, or where Ibadis had long neglected regular prayers or opted to pray in Sunni mosques, 

Istiqaama has begun building larger and more inclusive new Friday congregational mosques (see 

chapter 4 on the Ibadi Friday prayer movement in Tanzania). 
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Figure 6 First floor and mihrab of the Binti Juma mosque (left). The second-floor addition of the 

Binti Jume mosque (right). 

The Binti Juma mosque community is now obliged to adhere to the educational and 

religious reforms introduced under the leadership of Istiqaama, which include the obligation for 

Ibadis to perform the Friday prayers and building more spaces of worship and learning for women. 

Istiqaama is also developing a religious studies curriculum across all its schools that relies heavily 

on textbooks printed, and teachers trained, in Oman. Another area in which Istiqaama has influence 

is in the selection and training of prayer leaders (imams) for the Ibadi mosques under their 

influence. The caretaker of Istiqaama, Said, explained that historically, imams of the mosques were 

selected for their standing as elders within the community and less for the depth of their religious 

knowledge. “The issue is respectability, not knowledge. Many in the past did not have knowledge, 

they just knew how to recite the Qur’an, but to translate or comment on it, they could not. Now 

these unmarried youths know all these things. A youth cannot lead an older person.”90 Said 

explains that the fiercest opposition to the reforms came from the elders within the community, 

but eventually they succumbed to the practice and recognized the authority of Oman as the 

 

 
 

90 Bw. Said, Interview with caretaker of the Binti Juma Mosque, July 2017. 
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“headquarters” of the Ibadis. He refers to Istiqaama as the “watchdog” of Ibadis in Zanzibar as 

they distinguish right practice from wrong practice.91
 

9. Implications for Conservation Efforts in Zanzibar 

 

Since the original designation of Zanzibar’s Stone Town as a UNESCO World Heritage 

Site, there has been much discussion about best practices for preserving both Zanzibar’s tangible 

and intangible heritage.92 Khalfan and Ogura encourage conservation agencies like UNESCO, the 

local government, and scholars, to take seriously the philosophy of conservation and preservation 

inherent in the practice of establishing a waqf. According to their study, estimates from the Wakf 

and Trust Commission in Zanzibar today place the number of historic buildings under waqf in 

Stone Town at around 20%.93 The government and private individuals own the buildings that are 

not under waqf. However, they note, though the percentage of waqf buildings is relatively small, 

these are significant for the accommodation they continue to provide to the town’s lower-income 

inhabitants. Moreover, waqf properties that emerged during the nineteenth century managed to 

maintain their original character and maintenance over time because their status as religious and 

charitable institutions protected them from demolition and extension or modification to serve the 

needs of a growing tourist industry and government bureaucracy in Stone Town. 

 

91 Bw. Said, interview. 

 
92 Rosabelle Boswell explains this distinction as between tangible heritage which includes “monuments and 

archaeological sites” and intangible heritage which “covers a wide range of non-physical elements of 

culture. These may be music, tales, rituals, systems of folk knowledge, and epics.” While these two spheres 

are not considered to be mutually exclusive, the existing literature on Zanzibar tends to privilege the former 

(2008; 15). I would argue, however, that the study of some monuments is privileged over others such as 

those that support the Friday congregational prayers, or have distinguishing features such as minarets or 

elaborately decorated mihrabs. None of these features are characteristic of many smaller Ibadhi mosques 

in Zanzibar such as the neighborhood Binti Juma mosque which remains largely under-represented in work 

on religious heritage in Zanzibar. 
 

93 Of the 1,700 heritage buildings in Stone Town, 350 are classified as wakf (Khalfan and Ogura 2012, 589- 

592). 
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Among the factors complicating conservation, efforts in Zanzibar are class, race, and 

sectarian-based politics that tend to associate types of heritage with violent episodes in Zanzibar’s 

history. For example, mosques with a historically Ibadi identity also project a strongly Omani or 

Arab identity, and it was not uncommon during my extended field work in 2015 and 2016 to hear 

these mosques called msikiti wa waarabu (the Arab mosque) or, in more recent developments, the 

Msikiti wa Istiqaama (the Istiqaama mosque, i.e., Ibadi/Omani mosque). Rosabelle Boswell 

suggests that the cosmopolitan and hybridized nature of these Indian Ocean island societies is what 

at once enriches their cultural heritage and leaves them open to contestation in this current age of 

nationalism. 

The persistent divisions (not readily articulated in the presence of strangers), 

between Africans and the descendants of Arabs is complicating the process of 

heritage identification. It may well have negative implications for the [UNESCO] 
nomination and inscription process. Readings of religious life in Zanzibar (Parkin 

2001) indicate that the islands have hybrid intangible heritages that are not easily 

articulated in a modernizing nation-state.94
 

 
Like other tangible and intangible monuments in Zanzibar, also implicated in the political of 

patronage in Zanzibar are the small neighborhood mosques of Stone Town, such as that of Binti 

Juma. Ibadi institutions in Zanzibar and mainland Tanzania under the patronage of Istiqaama today 

benefit from the large-scale development schemes supported by Oman’s oil-enriched economy. 

However, they are also subject to a particularly Omani nationalist idea about religious reform (see 

chapter 2) and the never-quite-absent suspicion of new forms of Omani colonialism in the jewel 

of the sultans’ former empire. 

 

 

 

 

94 Rosabelle Boswell, Challenges to Identifying and Managing Intangible Cultural Heritage in Mauritius, 

Zanzibar and Seychelles (Dakar: Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa 

(CODESRIA), 2008), 81. 
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In this chapter, I traced a genealogy of the patronage networks of the Binti Juma mosque 

as a case study for understanding historical developments in Ibadi religious patronage from the 

height of sultanate rule in the latter half of the nineteenth century. The shift of Busaidi power to 

East Africa beginning in the 18th century, reaching its height in the nineteenth, encouraged ever- 

greater numbers of Omanis to emigrate to the region. In many cases, migrants would sell 

everything they had and took on large debts in anticipation of a better life abroad.95 The trail of 

debt comprised of “hypothecated houses, shares of family estates, slaves, boats, and more,” Fahad 

Bishara explains, generated a “sea of debt” traceable in a paper trail of legal documents of different 

varieties.96 His study shows that certain legal documents (iqrar) undergirded relationships of trust, 

by supporting transoceanic and transregional credit networks and keeping track of debts. 

Another legal document that Bishara does not discuss, but that also played an important 

role in shaping the political and moral economy of the Indian Ocean, is the will of deceased persons 

or patrons called a wasiya. The wasiya was used by Muslim men and women in Oman and 

Zanzibar, as a means of bequeathing homes, canals, and mosques, for use by individuals and the 

community. As this chapter has shown, the wasiya also supported political projects, such as the 

re-establishment of the Ibadi imamate in Oman, or as a means of ensuring that one’s wealth 

remained intact (and not splintered among numerous heirs) in the afterlife. The wasiya also opens 

the door to better understanding of how the British colonial governments interpreted and classified 

different types of legal documents as waqf, calling into question the original intentions of the 

founder. The wasiya as a legal document is distinct from the classical Islamic charitable 

endowment of a waqf in that the wishes of the patron are carried out after his or her death. A 

 

95 Bishara, Fahad, A Sea of Debt, 19. 

 
96 Bishara, Fahad, 19. 
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traditional waqf, unlike those based on a wasiya, also appoints a trustee who is responsible for 

ensuring the function of the waqf according to the original wishes of the patrons. It appears, in the 

case of the Binti Juma mosque, that the death (date unknown) of its patroness and the absence of 

an appointed trustee in the wasiya facilitated the colonial government’s claim to patronage and 

management of the mosque and its related properties. The colonial Wakf Commission attempted 

to transform Islamic institutions, such as neighborhood mosques, into revenue-generating cogs in 

the increasingly rationalized machine that was the colonial state. Then the post-colonial 

Government of the Revolution initially nationalized all privately owned properties, including those 

classified as waqf, and the Binti Juma mosque lost its status as a charitable organization. 

Finally, the Binti Juma mosque presents a unique opportunity to trace the changing patrons’ 

hands and bureaucratization of Ibadi institutions from the sultanate period to the colonial and post- 

colonial periods, and finally, under the leadership of Istiqaama. Since the 1990s, the transregional 

Ibadi Istiqaama Charitable Society has worked to reclaim the Omani and Ibadi diaspora’s 

patronage of their old mosques, all the while building new ones and creating an educational system 

that aims to streamline Ibadi studies across the region. This shift from individual and locally based 

mosque patronage in the 19th and early 20th century to a gradually more organizational and 

international form of mosque patronage in the contemporary period reveals a new form of 

dependency between Oman and Zanzibar, as well as new sites of contestation over a shared 

religious and cultural heritage. 
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III. Istiqaama, International Outreach (daʻwah), and Charity in Oman 

 

1. Introduction 

 
In 1995, influential members of the Sultanate of Oman’s Muscat-based Ibadi Muslim community 

established the international headquarters of the the Istiqaama International Muslim Charitable Society. The 

formation of the organization coincided with the establishment of its largest international sub-branch in Dar 

es Salaam, Tanzania, and led to a proliferation of other branches across East Africa.1 This organization 

plays an important role in shaping and transmitting Omani national discourses about Islam and social 

welfare both within the Sultanate and abroad. Istiqaama does this through a number of charitable and 

Islamic outreach (daʻwah) initiatives, such as the building of mosques and schools and hosting informal 

study groups and lectures. From its base in Muscat, Istiqaama sets much of its international policy on 

religious matters and draws heavily from nationally influenced discourses on the relationship between 

religious tolerance and Ibadi Islam in Oman, as well as the Islamic obligation towards charitable giving. 

This chapter describes Istiqaama’s religious and philanthropic profile and self-identification in 

Oman in order to provide a framework for assessing this organization’s impact on religious education and 

development in East Africa. The international headquarters of Istiqaama is in Muscat, and all of Istiqaama’s 

African branches have a strong Omani leadership base, which is due, in part, to Oman’s extended history 

of economic and political influence in the western Indian Ocean. Given the translocal nature of Istiqaama 

and the Omani sultanate’s past history of rule over the semi-autonomous Swahili-speaking island region of 

Zanzibar (now part of Tanzania), it is important to understand how Omani religious and economic policies 

continue to shape Afro-Arab relations in East Africa today. 

 

 

1 Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda and Kenya, among other eastern and central African countries. 
 

2 I use this term because while Istiqaama claims to be a non-state institution, it receives state subsidies and 

stresses its alignment with state policy. This raises the important question as to whether it is possible for a 

self-proclaimed politically neutral non-state actor to exist under an authoritarian regime. 
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I argue that Omani state policies on religious tolerance, political neutrality, and social development 

inform Istiqaama’s institutional identity and activism both within Oman and overseas, especially through 

its branches in mainland Tanzania and the semi-autonomous Zanzibar isles. At the same time, Istiqaama’s 

mosques, schools, and charitable organizations in that region serve a largely non-Ibadi and non-Omani 

African population, who, in turn, undoubtedly influence the linguistic, economic, and religious character 

of these translocal Omani institutions, suggesting that Omani-African relations remain a two-way street. I 

suggest that it is through working with religious and charitable societies to formulate and disseminate its 

religious policy, i.e., incorporating them into its bureaucratic framework, that the Omani government is 

able to ensure self-motivated and largely self-financed emissaries of its religious policy locally and abroad. 

My work in this chapter draws inspiration from past works on Muslim institutions of higher 

education and the politics of educational reform that consider how the state and various Muslim intellectuals 

and scholars construct and convey religious authority through the various institutions at their disposal.3 

However, I note that few of these studies deal critically with the role of Muslim Diasporas and minority 

religious communities such as the Ibadis in spearheading institutional reforms geared at educational and 

spiritual development. This is despite the peculiar cosmopolitanism of groups such as the Ismaili and Ibadi 

Muslims, who are uniquely situated to draw on both local and international religious authorities and 

material resources in shaping their visions for reform. Moreover, to my knowledge, there is no study of the 

area to date that looks at the ways in which Muslim-majority state and non-state actors use the tourism 

industry to spread knowledge of Islam globally as a way of disseminating knowledge about Islam and 

 

 
 

3 See, for example: Talal Asad, “The Limits of Religious Criticism in the Middle East: Notes on Islamic 

Public Argument,” in Geneaologies of Religion: Disciplines and Reasons of Power in Christianity and 

Islam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 200–236.; Dale F. Eickelman and James 

Piscatori, Muslim Politics, Princeton Studies in Muslim Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1996).; Malika Zeghal, Gardiens de l’Islam: Les Oulémas d’Al Azhar Dans l’Egypte Contemporaine. 

(Paris: Presses de la Fondation nationale des sciences politiques, 1996).; Muhammad Qasim Zaman, 

Modern Islamic Thought in a Radical Age : Religious Authority and Internal Criticism (Cambridge; New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2012).; Noah Solomon, For Love of the Prophet: An Ethnography of 

Sudan’s Islamic State (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016). 
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positioning themselves as international religious authorities on all things “Islamic.” The study on of the 

Islamic Information Center (IIC) run by Istiqaama volunteers at the national Sultan Qaboos Grand Moque 

discussed in this chapter, demonstrates how the Sultanate of Oman has come to position itself as an example 

of religious tolerance and a source of legitimate knowledge about Islam. Key to the dissemination of the 

IIC’s message is a largely women-led grassroots daʻwah movement of Istiqaama volunteers, many of whom 

are Swahili-speakers and are members of Oman’s Afro-Arab zinjibari diaspora. 

This chapter contains four main objectives. The first objective is to place the rise of Istiqaama in 
 

Oman and its sister branches in eastern Africa in the context of the history of international Gulf-based 

charities more broadly. Here I draw especially on the work of Juul Marie Peterson who developed schematic 

study of global Gulf-based charities in the 20th century.4 The second objective is to describe the relationship 

between religion and the state in Oman, and the important role that Ibadi Islam plays in the formation of 

state policies on religion. The third objective is to describe the institutional character of the Istiqaama Ibadi 

organization in Muscat, and its role in spreading awareness about Islam to non-Muslims in Oman and in 

generating support from the Omani public for development projects in Oman and various African countries. 

The goal of this section is to explain how Istiqaama volunteers, especially women, associate daʻwah, 

combine the call to Islam with community based charity work and the interfaith educational initiatives at 

the IIC that aim at informing non-Muslims and foreigners on Islam. 

My fourth objective is to discuss Istiqaama within the broader context of charitable giving in Oman. 

The portion of the study that focuses on Istiqaama’s daʻwah initiatives is the product of interviews and 

observations made at the Islamic Center at the Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque in Muscat in December 2016 

and on a study of the group’s multi-lingual online TV Channel (IstiqaamaTV). Supplementing my 

interviews are general statistics on international and domestic charitable initiatives in Oman, drawn 

 
 

4 The work focuses, particularly on the first of these international organizations, the Saudi Arabian charity 

called International Islamic Relief Organization (IIRO) that emerged 1978, and the Kuwaiti NGO called 

the International Islamic Charitable Organization (IICO). 
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primarily from the country’s centralized charity donation portal (onlinedonations.org.om), as well as 

information drawn from Istiqaama’s website and various media outlets. A study of these sites suggests that 

the majority of the donations collected and distributed by Istiqaama go towards their various educational 

and development projects in African countries, and that other major charities in Oman such as the Oman 

Charitable Organization (OCO) and the Dar al-Atta’a fund are primarily focused on internal and regional 

development and relief projects. My interviews also suggest that male members of Istiqaama are more 

likely to be involved in charitable outreach involving travel to African countries than women, who appear 

to engage more closely with foreigners visiting Oman, as well as their own communities. The fourth 

objective of this chapter is to discuss the diplomatic role Istiqaama plays in Oman’s efforts to transform 

negative perceptions about Islam, and the avenues through which they transmit Omani and Ibadi ideas about 

religious tolerance and moderation abroad. 

2. A Brief History of Gulf-Based International Charities 

 
In her study, Peterson proposes three major factors “facilitating this new movement of international 

aid” through Islamic networks of social welfare.5 The first is the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt 

in 1928 under the leadership of the social justice oriented reformer Hassan al-Banna. The Brotherhood’s 

activism helped stimulate a global Islamic resurgence that gained momentum in Egypt and beyond during 

the presidency of the pan-Islamic visionary Gamal Abdel Nasser. Peterson and others tie the rise of Islamic 

economics and religious charities across the continent to two global trends identified by Elizabeth Hodgkin 

as the Islamic resurgence and Islamism that gained momentum in throughout the 20th century.6 The former 

 

 
 

5 Marie Juul Petersen, “Sacralized or Secularized Aid? Positioning Gulf-Based Muslim Charities,” in Gulf 

Charities and Islamic Philanthropy: In the “Age of Terror” and Beyond (Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2014), 27. 

 
6 See: Elizabeth Hodgkin, “Islamism and Islamic Research in Africa,” Islam et Sociétés Au Sud Du Sahara 

4 (1990): 73–130. Cited in: Holger Weiss, “Zakat and the Question of Social Welfare: An Introductory 

Essay on Islamic Economics and Its Implications for Social Welfare,” in Social Welfare in Muslim Societies 

in Africa (Stockholm: NORDISKA AFRIKAINSTITUTE, 2002), 14. 
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trend represents an “increase in observance and fervor” of Islamic practice, while also maintaining a high 

degree of tolerance for diversity amongst Muslims. Islamism, on the other hand, is more directly connected 

to older traditions of Islamic reform and revival that reject innovation and call for a return to a more “pure” 

and unified conception of Islam. In this conceptualization of Islamism, the religious and the secular are 

intimately intertwined and dependent greatly on the establishment of Islamic institutions of governance – 

though these may take multiple forms.7 

The second factor Peterson notes was the discovery of oil and the “emergence of Islamic 

economics,” especially in the Arabian Peninsula and Persian Gulf region, in the 1950s and 1960s. This 

newfound wealth enabled intensive modernization projects across a region in which water and food scarcity, 

isolationist ruling policies, internecine tribal and sectarian fighting, and the constant threat of colonial rule 

had long stunted local economies. Peterson writes: 

The explosion of oil prices in the 1970s meant that huge funds were suddenly 

available to governments, businesses, and individuals in the Gulf countries, 
boosting efforts to create distinctively Islamic financial institutions (Tripp 2006: 

104). As a way of purifying interest (riba), many would channel large amounts to 
aid activities, thus contributing to the strengthening of Gulf-based aid organizations 

(Ghandour 2004: 329; Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan 2003: 72) such as the IIRO, 
established by a group of wealthy Saudis in 1979, and the IICO, established in 

Kuwait in 1984.8 

 
A third factor enabling the global expansion of Islamic organizations was the increased migration of Middle 

Eastern and Asian Muslims to Europe and the United States beginning in the 1960s. Initially, these diaspora 

communities depended on more traditional networks, such as the local mosque, as a venue through which 

to pay alms and send remittances: “…but with the emergence of a well-education Muslim middle class 

came demands for more professional aid organizations, ensuring the effective collection and distribution of 

zakat and other donations.”9
 

 

7 Weiss, “Zakat and the Question of Social Welfare,” 14. 
 

8 Petersen 27 
 

9 Petersen, “Sacralized or Secularized Aid?,” 28. 
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To address these issues, these immigrant communities developed Islamic associations abroad, such 

as Britain’s Islamic Relief organization (1984) created by members of the Egyptian diaspora and the 

Muslim Aid organization (1985) of the Bangladeshi diaspora that maintained close ties to the Muslim 

Brothers.10 The new transregional, Gulf-based organizations and Islamic charities eventually evolved to be 

similar in structure and reach to the more mainstream Euro-American and Christian organizations, such as 

OXFAM, the Red Cross, and Catholic Relief Services.11 In the introduction to the edited volume, Gulf 

Charities and Islamic Philanthropy (2014), Jonathan Benthall and Robert Lacey bring to light the leading 

role that transregional Islamic charities have played in global philanthropy. 

In the last forty years the Gulf states of Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United 

Arab Emirates have dispensed charitable donations and aid flows that now earn them 

rankings, per capita, among the most generous nations on earth – a modern expansion of 

philanthropy made possible by the petrochemical price explosion of the late twentieth 

century.12
 

 
Islamic charities often play the role of first-responders in disaster situations, and invest substantial resources 

in building sustainable institutions of education and social welfare in the Gulf and elsewhere.13 Peterson 

suggests that Muslim aid organizations serve as an alternative form of economic dependency in regions still 

enmeshed economically and politically with former colonial powers, whose guilt-driven agendas to reform 

through aid are often motivated more directly by ensuring their own economic and political interests abroad. 

Muslim aid organizations tend to combine the value of solidarity within the umma with both material and 

 

 

10 Petersen, 28. 
 

11 As Holger Weiss has pointed out, Islamic charities differ from these others in that they are more directly 

tied to a religious injunction (i.e. zakat) to give a certain percentage of one’s earnings or income towards 

charity. Moreover, these charities are not as closely tied to their home countries as those independent but 

state-approved organizations emanating from the Gulf (2002; 24). 

 
12 Robert Lacey and Jonathan Benthall, Gulf Charities and Islamic Philanthropy: In the “Age of Terror” 

and Beyond (Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2014), 1. 

 
13 The Horn of Africa famine of the 1980s was among the first instances of collective action among the 

various international Muslim organizations who worked to relieve their Muslim brethren affected by the 

crisis (Peterson 2014; 29). 
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spiritual poverty relief through building projects and religiously-based education. They might also serve as 

an important alternative to historically influential Christian missionary schools and welfare programs.14
 

Since the terror attacks on the twin towers and the Pentagon on September 11th, 2001, and the 

ensuing U.S.-led war on terror, Gulf-based charities have come under scrutiny. In the years following the 

attacks, western governments and the media portrayed the charity generated by these organizations as 

potential sources of funding for terror networks, and the schools they established as training centers for 

radical Islamic groups, such as the Taliban in Afghanistan and AQIM in the Muslim-majority states of 

North and West Africa. Benthall and Lacey explain that the accusations implicate both private and 

government-supervised Islamic charities founded in the Gulf in the support of what came to be termed as 

“the funding of holy war.”15 Taking a somewhat apologetic stance on the issue, they do raise the important 

point that it is unlikely that the leadership of the GCC states would have supported charities supporting the 

same terror organizations that were calling for the demise of their governments.16 The relative lack of 

transparency in Gulf-based charities, in comparison to the long paper trails of public reports produced by 

their western counterparts, also made them easy targets for accusations of malfeasance and associations 

with terror networks. 

According to Petersen, Islamic aid is, in many ways, evolving closer to mainstream organizations 

economically and structurally, as the most established of these organizations maintain corporate offices 

around the globe with an ethnically and religiously mixed staff and constituency, as well as increasingly 

more bureaucratic and transparent structures of authority.17 “It is about the services, they provide, not the 

values or convictions they possess (Smith and Sosin 2001: 655). From this new position, Muslim charities, 

 

14 Marie Juul Petersen, “Sacralized or Secularized Aid? Positioning Gulf-Based Muslim Charities,” in Gulf 

Charities and Islamic Philanthropy: In the “Age of Terror” and Beyond (Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2014), 29. 
 

15 Lacey and Benthall, Gulf Charities and Islamic Philanthropy, 2. 
 

16 Lacey and Benthall, 2. 
 

17 Petersen, “Sacralized or Secularized Aid? Positioning Gulf-Based Muslim Charities,” 35. 
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such as Islamic Relief and Muslim Aid, present a new kind of Muslim aid, acceptable and adjusted to the 

norms and values of the mainstream aid culture.”18
 

Istiqaama is, in many ways, part of this global trend in Gulf-based charity that strives to establish 

Islamic unity while also engaging in development projects and religious education across its various spheres 

of influence globally. The Ibadi Muslim charity is also bureaucratically arranged, with its international 

headquarters and leadership based in Oman and branches in East Africa, each of which adopts similar 

leadership and hierarchies, including a president or chairman, vice president, secretary, treasurer, etc. 

However, there was no corporate office for Istiqaama in Muscat at the time of my research and, unlike in 

Tanzania - where Istiqaama buildings often bear the community name - the group’s presence in Oman 

seemed to be much more understated. I would suggest that the relative invisibility of the organization in 

Oman relates to the role of religion in public life in Oman, and the government’s policies regarding religious 

pluralism and tolerance that strictly regulate the activities of religious organizations. The pervasive 

discourse on religious tolerance generated by the state in Oman differs from that of other Muslim majority 

countries in that it depends largely on the underlying perception that Ibadism, the religious heritage of 

Oman, is an inherently moderate and tolerant expression of Islam. 

When the institution of the imamate dissolved in Oman on the late 1950s, and Sultan Qaboos rose 

to power in Oman in 1970, the young sultan inherited a virtually state-less territory inhabited by a 

population divided along ethno-linguistic lines and frustrated by the lack of basic infrastructure and 

inadequate economic opportunity.19 Sultan Qaboos had to work quickly to legitimize himself as the sole 

ruler capable of creating a sense of shared identity or an “imagined community.”20 As Marc Valeri explains, 

 

 
 

18 Petersen, 35. 
 

19 Michael Crawford, “Religion in the Gulf, 1700-1971,” in The Emergence of the Gulf States: Studies in 

Modern History, J.E. Peterson (eds) (London; New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), 61. 
 

20 Benedict Andersen, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 

(London: Verso, 1983). 
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the new leader’s legitimacy-building project relied largely on the promotion of shared national myths about 

Omaniness and “on [establishing] standardized collective references.”21 Chief among these references is 

the idea of a distinctively Omani nationalist articulation of Islam, which draws heavily from the Ibadi ideals 

of justice and equity, and a history of religious dissimulation.22
 

This history reveals that strong linkages existed and continue to exist between the history of Ibadi 

Islam and state power in Oman. Yet Sultan Qaboos is reticent about his own Ibadi heritage, and State 

representatives in Oman, in general, tend to downplay the political significance of Ibadi Islam as part of its 

policy to promote religious unity. They elevate the ideal of religious unity by promoting what Valeri calls 

“a consensual and ‘generic’ Islam that is peculiar to Oman and that neglects both controversial past 

influences and foreign ones, such as the Saudi Wahhabi influence.”23 This idea of a generic and unified 

Islam necessarily undermines sectarian identities and debate in the interest of maintaining political 

neutrality and regional stability. The irony of Oman’s philosophy of Muslim unity is that its justification 

derives in large part from a sectarian identity, i.e., Ibadi Islam. 

A recent volume edited by a team of Omani researchers titled The Role of Oman in the Unity of the 

Ummah comprises several articles describing the ways in which Ibadi principles, scholars, and institutions 

have influenced current Omani ideas about Muslim unity. The authors include members of the Office of 

the Mufti, academics, and activists, including Shaykh Zahur bin Khalifa al-‘Alawi, the Secretary General 

of Istiqaama International, who writes that charity organizations have an obligation to cultivate 

 
 

21 Marc Valeri, “Ibadism and Omani Nation-Building Since 1970,” in On Ibadism, Abdulrahman al Salimi 

and Heinz Gaube, Studies on Ibadism and Oman (Hildesheim, Zurich, New York: S, 2014), 166. 

 

 
22 Ibadis have a notion of dissimulation or kitmān, which is like the Shi’i notion of taqiyya. According to 

the Encyclopedia of Islam, Second Edition 2012, each of these concepts “denotes dispensing with the 

ordinances of religion in cases of constraint and when there is a possibility of harm.” The doctrine is 

particularly important for religious minorities, such as the Ibadiyya and the Shi’a, who undergo periodic 

persecution and alienation in relation to more mainstream Islamic movements. 

 
23 Valeri, “Ibadism and Omani Nation-Building,” 167. 
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relationships among different groups of people. Among other topics, the authors highlight the history of co- 

existence and cooperation among Ibadi merchants, scholars, and rulers and the non-Ibadi milieus in which 

they resided. 

The Ibadi principles of belief are distinguished by moderation (al-‘itidāl) and mediation 

(al-wasita), and you will not see anything else in their belief but that they deal with their 

opponents with justice (al-‘adl) and equity (inṣāf), for they hold to the principle that he 

who enters Islam stays [in Islam]…24
 

 
The idea that Ibadis have a propensity towards moderation and mediation is consistent with Omani domestic 

and foreign policy that presents the current government under Qaboos as Oman’s and the Persian Gulf’s 

only hope for stability. Mindful of its critical geographic position as a buffer zone between Saudi Arabia 

and Iran, Oman emphasizes its non-interference policy and neutrality in regional politics. Oman adopts a 

similar rhetoric of moderation and accommodation when dealing with religious pluralism within its borders. 

While state actors emphasize the need for tolerance (tasāmuḥ) in public pronouncements on religion, the 

Omani government also works hard to undermine any religious voices that threaten to challenge the existing 

political order or that highlight sectarian differences. Dale Eickelman has shown that the Omani state’s 

preoccupation with religious tolerance and accommodation is, in many ways, a response to consciousness 

about religion and sectarianism that emerged in post-1970 Oman. Driving this consciousness is a better- 

educated younger generation that has come into greater contact with alternative interpretations of Islam and 

the role of religion in the modern world.25 Ibadis in Oman are now beginning to take advantage of the 

increased literacy, new community and institutional arrangements, and new media at their disposal to 

project a controlled image of Ibadi Islam. 26 What defines this new Ibadi consciousness is its unique 

 

 

24 Ṣāliḥ bin Aḥmad Al-Būsaīdī, “Al-Qawʾā’id Al-ʾAqīda ʾind Al-Ibāḍīyya Wa Athruha Fī Waḥdat Al- 

Ummat Al-Islāmiyya,” in The Role of Oman in the Unity of the Ummah, Salih Al-Zuhaymi, Waleed Faris, 

Osman Osman, Sultan Al-Shaibani (eds.), n.d., 28. 
 

25 Dale Eickelman, “The Modern Face of Ibadism in Oman,” in Studies on Ibadism in Oman, Angeliki 

Ziaka (ed.) (Hildesheim, Zurich, New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 2014), 154–55. 

 
26 Dale Eickelman, 153–54. 
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relationship to the state in Oman. This relationship relies on Ibadi religious and political ideals, such as 

moderation and mediation, as a basis from which to disseminate a hyper-controlled discourse on tolerance. 

The population of the Sultanate of Oman is pre-dominantly Muslim, with an estimated 50-55 

percent identifying as Sunni, 40-45 percent identifying as Ibadi, and 3% as Shia.27 The Sultanate is home 

to the largest concentration of Ibadi Muslims in the world. According to the International Religious 

Freedom Report on Oman published by the United States Department of State in 2015, “Basic Law declares 

Islam to be the state religion but prohibits discrimination based on religion and protects the right of 

individuals to practice religious rites as long as doing so does not ‘disrupt public order or contradict morals.’ 

According to the law, it is a criminal offense to ‘defame’ any faith. Other features of Omani religious policy 

include imprisonment for “inciting religious or sectarian strife,” and steep fines for blasphemy.28 

Proselytizing in public places is illegal.”29 Aside from a diverse Muslim population, 5 percent of the 

population is of Hindu and Christian origin; the members of this group are naturalized citizens and of South 

Asian ancestry and make up a portion of the foreign labor force.30
 

The state also closely monitors religious organizations and congregations through the Ministry of 

Endowment and Religious Affairs (MARA). “All religious organizations must register with the 

government. Groups seeking registration must request meeting and worship space from one of the sponsor 

organizations recognized by MARA. Muslim groups must register, but the government – as benefactor of 

the country’s mosques – serves as their sponsor.”31 The sultanate also recognizes several Christian churches 

 

 
 

27 Dale Eickelman, 155. 

 
28 “Oman 2016 International Religious Freedom Report,” Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, 

(United States Department of State, January 1, 2013), 

https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/269152.pdf. 

 
29   Oman 2016 International Religious Freedom Report, 1. 

 
30   Oman 2016 International Religious Freedom Report, 1. 

 
31   Oman 2016 International Religious Freedom Report, 2. 

http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/269152.pdf


95  

and Hindu and Sikh temples, each with its own official sponsor. “The sponsors are responsible for recording 

the group’s doctrinal adherence, the names of its leaders, and the number of active members, and for 

submitting this information to the ministry.”32 MARA’s detailed organizational chart shows that the 

ministry has branches in all the major governorates in the country, and is the umbrella organization housing 

both the Mufti’s Office, the Institute of Shariah Sciences, and all other religiously related institutions 

including the Zakat department, the Waqf department, the department of Hajj affairs and the Preaching 

Department.33 The Sultanate’s highly structured religious bureaucracy is particularly identifiable in the 

construction of schools and houses of worship, which follow very clear curricular and building guidelines. 

The structural embeddedness of religious organizations and charities in the government gives rise to the 

question: to what degree are Istiqaama, and other such organizations that claim to be a-political, 

independent of the state? And what degree of autonomy do religious institutions have in electing their 

leadership, setting group policies, and participating in public life independent of the state? 

The building of Friday mosques in all the major towns across the sultanate is one of the more visible 

manifestations of the state’s “generic Islam,” and a good example of the inextricable link between religious 

and state authority in Oman. The construction of mosques in Oman is well-monitored and cannot be carried 

out without the approval of the local and national governments, which have strict guidelines for the location 

and function of religious institutions.34 The proliferation of Friday mosques in major towns across the 

sultanate, especially in areas of the interior previously under imamate-rule, is a clear indication of the state’s 

efforts to standardize religious discourse across the nation as well as the avenues for its transmission. The 

 

 

 
 

32   Oman 2016 International Religious Freedom Report, 2. 
 

33 “Organization Chart” (Ministry of Endowment and Religious Affairs, Sultanate of Oman), accessed 

March 16, 2017, www.mara.om/mara/organization-chart/. 

 
34 According to the Oman 2016 International Religious Freedom Report: “The law states the government 

must approve construction and/or leasing of buildings by religious groups. In addition, mosques must be 

built at least one kilometer (0.6 miles) apart from each other” (3). 

http://www.mara.om/mara/organization-chart/
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government appoints all imams in the sultanate, and the state issues a uniform Friday sermon delivered 

weekly in every mosque in the sultanate. The International Religious Freedom Report states: 

All individuals who deliver sermons in recognized religious groups must register with the 

MARA. The licensing process for imams prohibits unlicensed lay members from preaching 

sermons in mosques, and licensed imams must follow government-approved sermons. Lay 

members of non-Muslim groups may lead prayers if they are specified as leaders in their 

group’s registration application.35
 

 
Concerning mosque sermons, the government accepts proposals for each week’s sermon, and the MARA 

check these for stylistic errors, accuracy of information, and the quality of their content before the 

selection.36 The government then publicizes the name of the author for each week’s selected sermon, adding 

a degree of competition and prestige to the practice of sermon-writing. 

The state’s appointment of mosque religious leadership and its monopoly over the Friday sermon 

is part of a comprehensive strategy under MARA to incorporate Islam and the country’s religious leadership 

into the state, thus enabling a more effective transmission of the national message on Muslim unity. Valeri 

suggests that this “bureaucratization of men of religion” is the reason “why relations with Ibadi 

communities of Tanzania, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya remain weak after 1970. By confining religious 

personalities within the national framework, the regime has not only controlled their voice and influence 

more easily but also involved them personally in the promotion of a national identity.”37 I would argue, 

however, that by providing government subsidies for transregional religious charities such as Istiqaama, 

and by working with these groups to shape national discourses on Islam and Ibadi Islam, the Omani state 

is beginning to revive its ties to Ibadi networks in East and North Africa. Moreover, the proliferation of 

Istiqaama-run daʻwah centers in national mosques and communities across Oman provides an 

 
 

35 “Oman 2016 International Religious Freedom Report,” Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor 

3. 
 

36 Drawn from notes recorded in a conversation with a long-time American resident of the Gulf and active 

participant in interfaith initiatives between Muslims and Christians in Oman (December 2016). 
 

37 Valeri, “Ibadism and Omani Nation-Building,” 167. 
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unprecedented opportunity for the state to transform negative perceptions about Islam and promote intra- 

Muslim tolerance on an international scale. An examination of Istiqaama’s activities in Oman and its 

international outreach in Africa reveals the ways in which non-state Ibadi actors, such as charities and 

daʻwah centers, work with the state to unify official and unofficial discourses about Islam and religious 

tolerance. The unique historical ties between Ibadi Islam and the state in Oman, and later in sultanate-era 

Zanzibar, are the basis upon which the government in Oman articulates its discourse on tolerance. 

Yet pinning down the exact nature of the relationship between Ibadi Islam and the state – and, by 

extension, Istiqaama and the state – is tricky. According to Valeri, the Sultanate is “an Arab and Islamic 

State” with a legislation based on the sharia, and Arabic is the sole official language of the state; however, 

“no explicit mention is made of the Ibadi legacy in the 1996 Basic Law.”38
 

The regime never could and never wanted to make Islam a trump card in this process of 

legitimacy building. The authorities do not believe that they are immune from the emergence 

of an opposition movement invoking the Ibāḍī Imamate legacy – or, more generally, any 

ideology invoking political Islam – to challenge the regime.39
 

 
The state, however, is actively involved in reviving Ibadi Islam in subtle ways, through its various 

publications and departments at MARA and with the assistance of state and non-state charities and religious 

organizations committed to elucidating state policies. 

On MARA’S official website, for example, there is a section titled “What is Ibāḍī Islam?”40 This 

section contains an excerpt from scholar of Ibadi Islam Angeliki Ziaka’s On Ibāḍī Islam, which details the 

history of the madhhab’s development as a moderate branch of the kharijite secessionist movement that 

emerged after the fourth Caliph Ali’s arbitration to the Ummayad leadership at the Battle of Siffin (AD 

656). The passage also describes the Ibadi dispersal from Southern Arabia to various parts of North Africa, 

 

38  Valeri, 167. 

 
39  Valeri, 167. 

 
40 Ziaka, Angeliki. “What Is Ibadism,” Retrieved from the Volume On Ibadism, Ed. by Angeliki Ziaka, 

p.11-12 (Ministry of Endowments and Religious Affairs, https://www.mara.om/religion-in- 

oman/ibadism/? Islam). 

http://www.mara.om/religion-in-
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and, later, to coastal East Africa.41 It is important to note that no other Islamic school of thought (madhhab) 

receives such special attention at MARA. Moreover, MARA, together with the Mufti’s Office - which is 

headed by the Zanzibar-born Grand Mufti of Oman, Ahmad bin Hamad Al-Khalili - has become something 

of a patron of Islamic and Ibadi Studies. MARA, for example, publishes several texts on Ibadi Islam, hosts 

annual international conferences on the subject, and publishes a multi-lingual and “quarterly Islamic 

intellectual magazine” called Tafahum (previously Tasamuh).42 Contributors to Tafahom come from all 

over the world, and their work highlights the following objectives of the magazine: 

1 Strengthening an Islam that is based on understanding, [and the] right to difference 

and diversity of views. 

2 Rehabilitating diligence as a vital issue in Islamic thought to renew in order to 

adapt to changing times. 
3 Addressing faults and deficiencies in Islamic thought and opening the way for 

Islamic perceptions that are [based on the] impeccable oneness and [that] seek to 

embody a well-informed vision away from intolerance.43
 

 
As an international scholarly publication committed to the elaboration of the ideals of pluralism and 

religious accommodation in Islamic thought, Tafahom gives scientific weight to the project of Muslim unity 

and interfaith cooperation. Moreover, the journal carries with it a reformist mission aimed at reinstating 

intellectual rigor in Islamic thought and practice, as well as making Islamic ideals compatible with the 

exigencies of the modern world. Characteristic of other calls for reform in Islamic thought, this process 

involves an intensive “weeding-out” process that identifies areas of degeneration or neglect within the 

tradition, and calls for a revival or re-interpretation of texts and practices in such a way that will serve to 

substantiate the national vision of Islamic unity. 

The underlying paradox of reformist discourses that aim to create a uniform narrative of religious 

tolerance is that they sometimes require, at least initially, a high degree of intolerance of differences of 

 

41 Ziaka. 
 

42 Tafahum can be translated as “mutual understanding”. Tasamuh is translated in MARA publications as 

“tolerance.” 
 

43 From: “Tafahom Publication” (Ministry of Endowments and Religious Affairs, Sultanate of Oman, n.d.), 

accessed March 12, 2017. 
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opinion. In curtailing religious freedoms in the interests of religious tolerance, the Omani government 

leaves little room for unfettered religious practice and internal debate on religious issues. Yet, as the case 

of Istiqaama’s community-based activism and religious education initiatives shows, an active daʻwah 

movement does exist in Oman, albeit within spaces carefully defined by the state and expressed as 

extensions of state religious policy. 

3. Istiqaama, Tourism and dawah at the Sultan’s Mosque in Muscat 

 
Istiqaama International describes its mission as calling Muslims to the faith (daʻwah) and spreading 

the faith (tabligh) to all people, at the same time advocating for people to treat each other with compassion. 

The society first developed in Oman through informal meetings organized by a body of leaders and 

committees dedicated to Istiqaama’s various humanitarian and religious projects. The group further stresses 

a commitment to overcoming sectarian divisions and disharmony, selecting its volunteers and members 

based on their reputations for being virtuous and upright members of society. Istiqaama claims to play an 

important role in the provision of social services and moral support within marginalized or peripheral 

communities at home and abroad. 

The construction of the Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque began following an international design 

competition initiated by the sultan. The mosque opened in 2001 and has since become one of the most 

important tourist destinations and sites of worship in Muscat for both men and women.44 Oman’s Ministry 

of Tourism’s website describes the Grand Mosque as follows: 

Close to the road leading to the heart of the capital Muscat stands the Sultan Qaboos Grand 

Mosque in Wilayat (district) Bawshar, like a radiant lighthouse attracting its visitors to 

interact with the spirit of Islam as a religion, science and civilisation. This mosque 

highlights its role as a scientific and intellectual source of knowledge across the Islamic 

world.45
 

 

44 The “ladies prayer hall” has a total area of 558m2. See: “Information on the Grand Mosque Facilities 

Area.,” 2017, http://sultanqaboosgrandmosque.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/englishfactsheet.pdf. 
 

45 Oman Ministry of Tourism, “Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque,” Government website of the Sultanate of 

Oman, accessed June 15, 2018, 

https://omantourism.gov.om/wps/portal/mot/tourism/oman/details/!ut/p/a0/04_Sj9CPykssy0xPLMnMz0v 

MAfGjzOItvc1dg40MzAz8Tc0NDTyDAwINvF19DN0DzPULsh0VAek2Ufo!/?WCM_GLOBAL_CON 

TEXT=/wps/wcm/connect/mot_english_lib/mot/experience/culture/mosques/grand+mousque. 

http://sultanqaboosgrandmosque.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/englishfactsheet.pdf
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Indeed, the sultan’s mosque is an important landmark as it is centrally located along the major Sultan 

Qaboos Highway, about 10km from Muscat International Airport heading east. “The mosque’s total 

capacity is 20,000 worshipers, and it covers an estimated area of 416,000 square metres. The main square- 

shaped prayer room can accommodate 6,500 worshipers and has a central dome which rises 50 metres 

above the floor.”46 The shady gardens, cool marble floors, awesome arches, niche corridors, fountains and 

prayer rooms that characterize the complex are an ideal location for prayer and contemplation. The complex 

is also a welcome refuge from the misery of Muscat’s rush-hour traffic and, in the summer, the oppressive 

desert sun and ocean-generated humidity of this corner of the Indian Ocean world. The “lighthouse” 

metaphor is an apt description of one of the mosque’s most striking physical features, its 300-ft central 

minaret (base 10.9). The metaphot suggests that the mosque is a beacon of light guiding the lost traveler 

and the seeker of knowledge. The description also suggests that knowledge about Islam emanates from 

Oman outwards, imagining Oman as a center of learning and enlightenment. Moreover, the emphasis on 

celebrating islamicate cultures across the world finds itself manifest materially in the ecumenical 

architecture of the building. 

The corridors seem like a secure wall surrounding the mosque’s building and meet through 

the five minarets that delineate the borders of the mosque’s location and symbolise the five 

pillars of Islam. The length of the north and south corridors is 240 metres each. These have 

been divided into halls, each containing a decoration from a specific Islamic culture.47
 

 
The dual emphasis on Islamic unity and cultural pluralism in the architecture of the sultan’s mosque is, in 

a sense, the most effective form of advertising Sultan Qaboos’ religious policy of intra-Muslim tolerance. 

In commissioning the construction of a mosque in his own image, so to speak, Sultan Qaboos is following 

a long tradition of architectural patronage by Muslim rulers and male and female members of the ruling 

elite or merchant classes in Islamic societies. In The Mosque and the Modern World (1997), Renata Holod 

 

 

46  Oman Ministry of Tourism. 
 

47  Oman Ministry of Tourism. 
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explains that these patrons would “give” the mosques “to their own communities and, in some cases, to 

communities other than their own, as manifestations of their piety and social status.”48 A major 

congregational or Friday mosque (jāmiʻ), as opposed to a prayer space (masjid), was historically also an 

important space for the weekly renewal of state authority in the khutba or Friday sermon delivered by a 

state-sponsored imam who would typically include an invocation of the ruler’s name or incorporate an oath 

of allegiance.49 Moreover, patrons often expressed their motivations for constructing the mosques in 

philanthropic terms as a religious endowment (waqf), intended to serve the community in perpetuity, 

making the mosque the most prominent symbol of state welfare and charity.50
 

In Tanzania, for example, Istiqaama has become an important patron for congregational mosques, 

which are now visible in almost all the country’s major cities and on both Zanzibar and Pemba Island (e.g., 

the Al-Khalili Mosque in Chake Chake, Pemba). The construction of Friday mosques (both Ibadi and non- 

Ibadi) in Eastern Africa is an indication of the ways in which the modern Omani state broadcasts its 

philanthropic message well beyond its borders. The Grand Mosque Complex in Muscat also contains an 

extensive library of Islamic scholarship from all over the world (20,000 books total), including an extensive 

collection on Ibadi and Omani history. The high walls and doors of the prayer rooms are lined with their 

own Qur’anic library of verses from the Holy Book engraved in the Thuluth script.51 Two other important 

educational sites include the Islamic Institute, which is located some distance from the central mosques 

complex, and the Islamic Information Center (IIC), located inside the mosque complex, which focuses on 

da‘wah and Islamic outreach to tourists. 

 

48 Renata Holod, The Mosque and the Modern World: Architects, Patrons and Designs since the 1950s 

(London: Thames and Hudson, 1997), 23. 

 
49  Holod, 18. 

 
50  Holod, 18. 

 
51 “Information on the Grand Mosque Facilities Areas”: http://sultanqaboosgrandmosque.com/wp- 

content/uploads/2013/03/englishfactsheet.pdf 

http://sultanqaboosgrandmosque.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/englishfactsheet.pdf
http://sultanqaboosgrandmosque.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/englishfactsheet.pdf
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The Islamic Information Center (IIC) at the Grand Mosque was founded in 2002 and includes 

separate meeting rooms for women (opened 2002) and men (opened 2004), although families and tourist 

groups can be found in both. The volunteers working at the center all speak Arabic and English and, in 

many cases, several other languages. As one of the women volunteers, Sana, explained during my last visit 

to the Grand Mosque, the timing of the Center’s establishment just after 9/11 was not coincidental. Nor was 

the decision to incorporate the space into the Grand Mosque complex, which was the only mosque open to 

tourists.52 Following the media onslaught against Muslims and Islam in the early 2000s, in addition to the 

apparent curiosity of foreigners visiting the Grand Mosque, the Istiqaama leadership felt the need to develop 

a mitigating presence in the Gulf that would help to educate and improve the image of Islam held by non- 

Muslims and non-Arab visitors to the region. They appealed to the government to allow them to run a 

daʻwah center at the mosque in cooperation with the MARA and in line with the Sultanate’s guidelines on 

religious institutions and religious discourse in Oman.53
 

Tourists at the Grand Mosque in Muscat arrive in all levels of sartorial preparedness and gather 

daily at the marble front entrance of the magnificent complex, where they are greeted by numerous 

volunteers selling mosque souvenirs, answering visitor questions, arranging guided tours, and assisting 

visiting women in securing the required head coverings. Several members of the staff supervising the gift- 

shop and information corner at the entrance are mosque volunteers (several of whom are Istiqaama 

members), all dressed in traditional Omani clothing. The men wear “a long, ankle length, usually white, 

cotton shirt” (dishdashahs) and “stiff cotton cap (kummah)” often covered by an embroidered silk turban 

(msarr).54 Women volunteers are also uniformly dressed in the classic all black robes (abayahs) and a black 

 

52 Sana, Grand Mosque, Interview with Istiqaama Volunteer at IIC, December 20, 2016. 

 
53 Sana, Grand Mosque. 

 
54 Clive Holes explains that while some form of the long white shirt is common to the wardrobes of men 

across the Gulf, the kummah, and especially, the msar, are distinctly Omani. An Arabic teacher in Oman 

once told me that men are required to wear the disdashah, kummah and msar when working in government 

officers, while the women are required to done the abayah and head scarf. Holes argues that dress, like 

speech is an important marker of identity, whether “tribal,” “national” or “ethnic’ in the Gulf and, as 
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head covering. To the outside observer at the Grand Mosque, however, the most obvious distinction is that 

between Omanis and non-Omanis, or tourists and local visitors and worshippers. Based on appearance and 

language, most non-Muslim visitors to the mosque are European-American and include many international 

tour groups and students participating in international study abroad and Arabic programs in the Sultanate.55 

Most of these tours include a visit to the Islamic Information Center towards the end of their tour, where an 

Istiqaama volunteer is ready to welcome them in the main majlis or seating area. 

The visitor to the IIC removes his or her shoes before entering an intimate and plush carpeted space. 

To the left of the main majlis is the cozy Omani-style seating area consisting of a rectangular room lined 

with long couches. In the center of the room are large coffee tables supporting trays of delicious dates and 

traditional Omani coffee pots (dhellas) and porcelain cups. Tourists visiting the Center come from all over 

the world and meet linguistically skillful volunteers ready to provide translations or more focused 

discussions in the required languages. Visitors are free to ask questions regarding anything from terrorism 

to why Muslim women wear veils; apparently, these are among the most popular questions. When asked 

about the types of questions posed to the volunteers by visitors, Sana responded, “They usually ask things 

like: ‘why do you cover? Why do men wear white and women black? Why are there special places for men 

and women? [And, from a Hindu couple] why don’t you pray to statues’?”56 The volunteers respond to 

these questions by explaining the Islamic position on the issue, often quoting verses from the Qur’an and 

famous hadith, as well as making comparisons to cultures more familiar to the primarily non-Arab and non- 

 

elsewhere, clothing is also a sign of “social class and wealth.” See: See: Clive Holes, “Language, Culture 

and Identity,” The Emergence of the Gulf States: Studies in Modern History. John Peterson (ed.) London; 

New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016, pp. 279-280. 

 

 
55 For example, my first visit to the mosque and Islamic Center was in 2013 as part of a two-month Arabic 

course for a group of 31 American students hosted by the Sultan Qaboos Cultural Center in Manah located 

in the interior region of Oman. 

 

 
56 Sana, Grand Mosque, Interview with Istiqaama Volunteer at IIC. 
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Muslim visitors in the interest of generating dialogue. A visitor named J Somerset from Bath, England, 

describes the experience at the IIC as follows: 

We particularly enjoyed the visit to the information centre at the end, where we were 

offered coffee, water and dates and were able to ask the lady volunteers any questions we 

had about religion, culture, history, architecture etc. They were charming and the message 

they give about Islam most informative. We were given a free copy of the Quran and other 

literature. In all, a wonderful visit.”57
 

 
The literature and pamphlets are also on display and available for perusal on a shelf to the right of the 

entryway. The Center began to publish and provide translations of these materials after noticing a 

deficiency in basic literature on aqidat, salat, tafsir of the Qur’an, in non-Arabic languages. 

The production of Islamic knowledge in multiple languages, covering the wide range of geographic 

and cultural affiliations among Oman’s diverse tourist base, gives a completely new meaning to the 

democratization of knowledge that Dale Eickelman has described as an outgrowth of a better-educated 

Qaboos-era generation of Arabic-speaking citizenship in the Persian Gulf.58 The practice of popular 

knowledge transmission in Oman is no longer solely the domain of a new generation of well-educated 

Arabic speaking youth. Rather, the practice of condensing Islamic knowledge into basic principles and 

language for wide dissemination and easy access has become part of the state’s strategy for popular 

religious education. This strategy is further unique in that it is not targeted only at the country’s Arabic-

speaking citizenship, but also at a multi-cultural expatriate and tourist population. 

Online reviews of the Grand Mosque and IIC from tourists all over the world suggest that the 

visitor’s interaction with the volunteers and Islam at the center are favorable and productive. Another 

mosque visitor, Abdul Razak (nationality unknown), explained his experience at the IIC in this way: 

Here you are encouraged to ask any questions, even sensitive ones about Islam to the many 

volunteers there. They speak English, German, Italian, Swahili and several other 

 

 
 

57JSomerset, “Definitely a ‘Must See’ - Stunning,” Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque Muscat Governorat, Trip 

Advisor, January 19, 2017, https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g1940497-d321349- 

r453524929-Sultan_Qaboos_Grand_Mosque-Muscat_Muscat_Governorate.html. 

 
58 Eickelman 1989 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g1940497-d321349-
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languages. Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque is definitely a compulsory place to visit when in 

Oman.59
 

 
Several things stand out from the tourists’ reviews of their experience at the IIC. First, that visiting the IIC 

afforded a unique opportunity to ask provocative questions about Islam discourse and to receive 

clarification on these issues from volunteers trained to respond to such questions. The authority of the 

volunteers to transmit knowledge of Islam to non-Muslims is due, in part, to their being housed under the 

predominant symbol of state religious authority – the Sultan’s Grand Mosque – as well as their Islamic and 

national “uniform” that suggests an embodiment of Islamic ideals and practices. Second, a visit to the IIC 

is an opportunity to learn not just about Islam but also to experience “authentic” Omani hospitality and 

culture by sitting in a family-style majlis and partaking of the ceremonious coffee and dates that are 

emblematic of that hospitality. In a sense, the volunteers perform the national vision of Islam by offering 

tourists a view into the ideal Omani domestic life while they learn about the Islamic ideals that undergird 

the Omani public and private spheres. Finally, the tourists cited above and many other reviewers online 

suggest that their visits to the mosque and center were educational and, in some cases, transformative, 

leading to a changing perception about Islam or even conversion to the faith. 

While only a fraction of visitors to the IIC will convert to Islam – and only a fraction of these 

persons will convert solely because of their experience at the center – more subtle transformations occur in 

the encounter with the volunteers at the IIC. Tourists claim to leave the center having earned greater 

appreciation or more nuanced understanding of Islamic beliefs and practices beyond just a cache of volatile 

symbolic issues such as the jihad, gender segregation and the veil. The IIC also offers bi-weekly classes for 

the study of Qur’an and fiqh for new Muslims and those considering conversion to Islam. Sana explains: 

From time to time after reading, they come to us and say they have decided to become 

Muslim.” In the beginning there were about 20-40 visitors per year who would convert, 

and later the numbers would increase. Many are from the Philippines, Sri Lanka and a 

fewer number come from the US. Some of the tourists have been reading and then decide 

 
 

59 Abdul Razak M, “Magnificent Mosque,” Trip Advisor: Review of Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque, January 

5, 2017, https://www.tripadvisor.com/ShowUserReviews-g1940497-d321349-r449746993- 

Sultan_Qaboos_Grand_Mosque-Muscat_Muscat_Governorate.html. 
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to take the shahada. Some have been searching within themselves and then come to us 

needing more help.60
 

 
The large number of Southeast Asian converts at the Center raises questions about the relationship between 

domestic labor in Oman and religious practice. As is the case elsewhere in the Gulf, the majority of the 

domestic and extra-governmental labor force in Oman is foreign and largely Southeast Asian. Domestic 

workers tend to arrive primarily from the Phillipines, Sri Lanka, Thailand and elsewhere in Southeast Asia, 

and many start their careers as nannies or housekeepers from an early age. Many, though not all of these 

domestic workers are non-Muslim women who find little space or opportunity to practice their own beliefs 

or to engage socially in an Arabo-Islamic context in which one’s dress, daily schedule, and movements are 

largely influenced by Islamic principles of propriety and practice. Moreover, a lack of sufficient finances 

and the kafala system that limits the freedoms of migrant laborers across the Gulf States, complicate a 

foreign worker’s ability to maintain community connections with family members back home and others 

of similar backgrounds in Oman.61 For those non-Muslims destined to live and work in the Gulf for most 

of their lives, conversion to Islam is one means of better integrating into societies reluctant to integrate its 

foreign workforce into its larger social structure.62
 

In an ethnographic study on South Asian domestic workers and converts to Islam affiliated with 

the Al-Huda women’s movement and dars (class) in Kuwait, Attiya Ahmad writes that: “Over the past 

twenty years, tens of thousands of domestic workers – migrant women of diverse ethnonational, linguistic, 

educational and religious backgrounds – have converted to Islam. Among the region’s vast population of 

 

60 Sana, Grand Mosque, Interview with Istiqaama Volunteer at IIC. 
61The Kafala is system of sponsorship meant to regulate foreign labor by requiring all expatriate workers 

to sign a contract with an in employer in the Gulf who then reports to the Ministry of Social Affairs and 

Labor that the worker is under his/her employ. This is the only means by which an expatriate worker can 

obtain a residence permit in the Gulf States. 

 
62 For example, Michaela Pelican explains that while the number of Muslim Cameroonian migrants to Dubai 

is far lower than the Christian population, the former’s participation in community prayers and mosque-life 

enables increased interaction with UAE citizens leading to greater business opportunities. See: Michaela 

Pelican, “Neoliberal Challenges and Transnational Lives,” in Africa and the Gulf Region: Blurred 

Boundaries and Shifting Ties (Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2015), 92–110. 
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noncitizens, groups often referred to as migrant workers, expatriates, and foreign residents, domestic 

workers are by far the largest group of converts.”63 Ahmad calls the domestic workers’ conversion to Islam 

an “everyday conversion,”64 that cannot be explained merely by the “feminization of transnational labor 

migration”65 or by conversion as understood as a distinct moment in time in which one chooses to become 

a Muslim.66 Conversion to Islam, Ahmad explains, does not require a complete rejection of one’s past 

religious or cultural identity in order to embrace the new religious identity of one’s host country, employers 

and fellow students. However, unlike the IIC classes and dialogue groups led by the Istiqaama volunteers 

in Muscat, native Kuwaitis remain largely absent from the movement described by Ahmad. 

4. The Istiqaama Women’s Group in Muscat 

 
The women’s group began as an informal community of Ibadi women who would meet periodically 

to discuss issues of importance to women and the Omani Muslim community-at-large. One of the founders 

of the Istiqaama women’s group is Farah (pseudonym), a petite and vivacious Omani woman. Farah 

explains that the Istiqaama women’s group in Oman began as a periodic and informal community gathering 

that included roughly ten women. The women then began to meet with the leadership of the older and more 

organized men’s group to discuss the possibility of a more formal role in the community and its 

organization. Among the women’s interlocutors was Secretary General of Istiqaama, Shaykh Zahur, who 

clarified the goals of the group as a non-governmental charitable organization dedicated to supporting the 

poor and the destitute and to activating the role of daʻwah (taf‘īl al-dawr al-daʻwī). The Istiqaama shaykhs 

also emphasized  that  while  Istiqaama  is a  non-governmental  organization,  it operates according to the 
 

 

 

 
 

63 Attiya Ahmed, Everyday Conversions: Islam, Domestic Work, and South Asian Migrant Women in 

Kuwait (Durham; London: Duke University Press, 2017), 5. 
 

64 Ahmed, 6. 

 
65  Ahmed, 25. 

 
66  Ahmed, 25. 
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Sultan’s diwan, or cabinet, and the laws of the country.67 Farah says that with the blessing of Shaykh Zahur, 

the women began to meet in her house. The house became a friendly space (bayt al-wadd) for educating 

women on Islam and their role in the daʻwah movement. She explains that she initially played the role of 

teacher (mudarrisa) and missionary (muḥammil), with the goal of stimulating a kind of re-entry (dukhūl 

jadīd) of the Ibadi women’s community into Islam. 

The formation of the Istiqaama women’s study group in Muscat is part of a larger trend of 

knowledge transmission within contemporary Ibadi Muslim women’s groups across the sultanate. Focusing 

on the interior Omani oasis town of Bahla, for example, Mandana Limbert examined how the newfound oil 

wealth, prosperity, and modernization projects, carried out in Oman under the leadership of Sultan Qaboos 

beginning in the 1970s, enabled both mass education and “the availability of leisure time and women’s 

practices of sociality” in the region.68 In Bahla, the increased opportunity for sociality among women took 

two notable forms. The first form was neighborly visitation which included the “exchange of coffee, dates, 

and words” among the town’s older generation of women and the second form was summer study circles 

for young Ibadi women in Bahla where they would “study and teach Qur’an, hadith, and Ibadi history.”69 

The women’s visitations described by Limbert served as an important and informal means of transmitting 

knowledge of people, places and events of the past to future generations, while also building new forms of 

community in the present. Similarly, the neighborhood study groups established by a group of women 

college students from Bahla serve to transmit knowledge about “proper piety and religious knowledge”70 

which sometimes came into conflict with the older generation’s practice of casual visitation and door-to- 

door sociality. 

 

 
67 Farah, Grand Mosque, Interview with Istiqaama Volunteer at IIC, December 20, 2016. 

 
68 Limbert, In the Time of Oil, 3. 

 
69  Limbert, 82. 

 
70  Limbert, 81. 
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Farah’s description of the informal classes at the homes of fellow Muslim women in Muscat, 

suggests a bridging of the gap between the two types of women’s groups that Limbert observed in Bahla. 

According to Farah, holding small study groups among friends and neighbors in the context of the home, 

and with occasional visits from the more publicly active Ibadi male leadership, afforded the Istiqaama 

women in Muscat a safe space in which to contemplate their social and religious obligations to the broader 

Muslim community. The meetings also appear to have raised the women’s group consciousness as Ibadis 

and missionaries of the faith, suggesting both an impulse towards reform within the Ibadi community in 

Muscat and its role in daʻwah beyond the community. 

While the women of Istiqaama are the most active of the volunteers at the IIC, their role in 

coordinating public daʻwah activities is a recent development. Farah explains that women formerly 

refrained from daʻwah activities beyond the home, as addressing the broader community (al-jaaliyāt)71 was 

the men’s prerogative and the women operated “under the umbrella of the men.”72 As such, the women 

volunteers initially focused their energies on local community outreach initiatives such as building houses 

for the poor, providing iftar meals during the Holy Month of Ramadan and clothing for the Eid holidays, 

as well as supporting students and orphans. The women became increasingly more active in Istiqaama’s 

seasonal works (ʻamāl mawsimiyya) and the number of its members as well as volunteers and donors for its 

events grew. In time, the women began delivering lectures around the country “from the perspective of 

daʻwah” and they became increasingly more involved in religious outreach to foreigners (li-ajānib), all in 

cooperation with the Ministry of Awqaf and Religious Affairs (MARA), which oversees all daʻwah 

activities in the sultanate. The multi-lingual and multi-cultural background of many members of Istiqaama 

complements the message disseminated by the Ministry.73
 

 

71 This term also carries the meaning of “diaspora,” although here the conversation centered on the 

community’s outreach to foreigners in Oman. 

 
72 Farah, Grand Mosque, Interview with Istiqaama Volunteer at IIC. 

 
73 Farah, Grand Mosque. 
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As one of the other women volunteers, Sana (pseudonym), explained during my last visit to the 

Grand Mosque, the timing of the IIC’s establishment just after 9/11 was not coincidental. Nor was the 

decision to incorporate the space into the Grand Mosque complex, which was the only mosque open to 

tourists.74 Following the media onslaught on Muslims and Islam in the early 2000s, in addition to the 

apparent curiosity of foreigners visiting the Grand Mosque, the Istiqaama leadership felt the need to develop 

a mitigating presence in the Gulf that would help to educate and improve the image of Islam held by non- 

Muslims and non-Arab visitors to the region. They appealed to the government to allow them to run a 

daʻwah center at the mosque in cooperation with the MARA and in line with the Sultanate’s guidelines on 

religious institutions and religious discourse in Oman.75 The Istiqaama volunteers at the IIC - several of 

whom are of East African descent - all speak Arabic and English in addition to number of other African, 

Asian, and European languages. The multi-cultural background and linguistic versatility of the volunteers 

creates a unique opportunity for cross-cultural dialogue and Islamic outreach. 

When asked about Istiqaama International’s relationship to its branches in eastern Africa, Farah 

was reluctant to comment and referred me to the male leadership. She also tended to divert questions 

regarding the place of the racial, ethnic, and linguistic identities of the organization’s membership. “In 

Oman we are divided into different groups, those of us whose forefathers were born in Oman and those 

who are from here but went to Africa, these are our roots. A person does not choose his roots, everything 

is acceptable.” Farah explained that the Istiqaama membership is a “cocktail” of different ethnicities and 

that all are welcome in the organization as they are in Oman, more generally. She was also reluctant to 

discuss the Ibadi roots of the Istiqaama Daʻwah movement and organization, but did indicate that many of 

its most prominent members come from Ibadi backgrounds (Mufti Al-Khalili’s daughter, for example, is 

the current president of the women’s group). Consistent with state narratives about the role of Oman and 

 

 
74 Sana, Grand Mosque, Interview with Istiqaama Volunteer at IIC. 

 
75 Sana, Grand Mosque. 
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Omani institutions in the unity of the umma, Farah stressed that the organization does not accept members 

based on madhhab and does not confine its services within the Ibadi community.76 Moreover, she 

emphasized the organization’s compliance with state policies on religion and religious organizations in 

Oman, and the close relationship between the two. “We go along with what the nation does, we don’t 

engage in anything against [the government]” (swahili: tunakwenda na dawla, hatufanyi kitu dhidi).77
 

According to Sana, the Istiqaama women volunteers play a leading role in grassroots activism, 

especially in the areas of women’s education, daʻwah, and poverty relief in Oman and have a great capacity 

for community building and organizing. 

Women are really working hard, especially in fund-raising. Ladies are more into charitable 

work than men. Men do charitable work but women do more. I think it has to do with the 

social life of women and their role in organizing lectures. In Islam women are not 

responsible for anything [financially], that is, they don’t have to spend their money. Men, 

on the other hand, have lots of expenditures. Women can help financially, for example in 

building a home and some of them do have a lot of family expenses. But the majority does 

not. So you [as a woman] can spend your money on an expensive car or give it to charity. 

Men go to the big organizations to request funding, whereas women work more on a local, 

grassroots level.78
 

 
An English-language article on the Islamic Center’s website, “The Status of women in Islam,” supports this 

idea of the financial independence of Muslim women. Drawing evidence from the Qur’an and hadith, the 

article outlines women’s economic rights in Islam, especially in relation to property ownership and 

inheritance.79 These rights include “a suitable dowry” and “complete provision and total maintenance by 

her husband.” Accordingly, a woman “does not have to work or share with her husband family expenses.”80
 

 
 

76 Farah, Grand Mosque, Interview with Istiqaama Volunteer at IIC. 
 

77 Farah Interview, Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque, December 20th, 2016 

 
78 Sana, Grand Mosque, Interview with Istiqaama Volunteer at IIC. 

 
79 Islamic Information Center, Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque, Oman, “The Status of Women in Islam,” 

Downloadable document, accessed June 15, 2018, 

http://www.iicoman.om/Downloads/WomenInIslam_SQGM.pdf. 
 

80 Islamic Information Center, Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque, Oman. 

http://www.iicoman.om/Downloads/WomenInIslam_SQGM.pdf
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The financial provisions made for women in Islamic law do not prevent them from participating in the work 

force or contributing to their families’ financial well-being. In a context of diminishing oil reserves, a rising 

cost of living, and the state’s limited capacity to ensure the welfare of all its citizens, Omani women are 

increasingly more likely to contribute to the maintenance of the family. 

Since the early 2000s, women’s participation in politics and other segments of Omani society has 

greatly increased, indicating a better-educated and more empowered generation of women aspiring to play 

a prominent role in the nation-building process. This changing political culture in Oman and in the Gulf, 

more generally, saw an increase of women in ministerial positions as well as the field of public 

prosecution.81 Sana, who is a product of this first generation of women workers, only recently retired from 

her position as a librarian at a prominent national university library. Following her retirement, she became 

more involved in Istiqaama’s charitable initiatives. Women in positions of retirement like Sana are both 

financially independent and more likely to possess the disposable income and time needed to invest in pious 

pursuits such fundraising for charity, community development, and daʻwah. Moreover, through their many 

years working within government institutions, Omani women like Sana are more likely to have established 

a greater public presence and more extensive collegial networks from which they can draw moral and 

monetary support on behalf of Istiqaama. 

The charitable practices of the women of Istiqaama have striking similarities with other traditions 

of women’s public philanthropic activities, which became particularly visible starting at least in the early 

20th century. In a discussion on the rise of Islamic charitable associations and NGOs in Egypt in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Amy Singer explains that elite women would often use personal 

gifts and their inheritance to found philanthropic associations particularly devoted to addressing the socio- 

economic needs of women and girls.82 In Oman, as in the Egyptian case described by Singer, public 

 
81 Uzi Rabi, “A Political Culture and Foreign Policy Shaped by a Moderate Religious View: The Case of 

the Sultante of Oman,” in Studies on Ibadhi Islam and Oman, vol. 2 (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 

2013), 493–99. 

 
82 Amy Singer, Charity in Islamic Societies, 207. 
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philanthropic among women of more modest backgrounds increased with the emergence of the modern 

state in which women came to occupy greater roles in “politics and professions.” The practice of large- 

scale Islamic charitable giving in Oman is no longer just the prerogative of men and “sultanas and 

princesses.”83
 

While the Istiqaama women are undoubtedly an important force driving in the daʻwah movement 

in Oman, their current role in shaping the ideological discourses of the institution is less clear. While 

claiming to be independent from the states, the institutional structure of Istiqaama reflects many features of 

what Carol J. Riphenburg refers to as the “neopatriarchal” or “pronatalist” Omani state.84 The gendered 

division of labor within Istiqaama, when considered within this socio-political framework, suggests that 

certain ideas about gender roles and social propriety lead to a systemic exclusion of women from positions 

of power within the organization. Speaking on the status of women in Omani state law, Riphenburg 

explains, “The Islamic legal code sustains the illusion of unchangeable gender differences, using women’s 

reproductive function to justify their segregation in public, their restriction to the home, and their lack of 

civil and legal rights.”85 Participation in religious and charitable organizations like Istiqaama becomes an 

important avenue for public activism for women across the Gulf, where there are few women-run NGOs 

and civil society groups.86 As Riphenburg also points out, the influential role of women in the “informal 

arena” of Omani society should not be underestimated. Women tend to have better insights into the more 
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84 Carol J. Riphenburg, “Changing Gender Relations and the Development Process in Oman,” in Islam, 

Gender and Social Change (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 144-168, p. 146. 
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socio-economic and religious concerns of other women and the community at-large, through their 

acceptance in intimate family settings and through the practice of neighborly visitation.87
 

Still, it is difficult to assess the nature of this behind the scenes influence, as well as the number of 

women participating in charitable organizations. While the growing prevalence of women in public sector 

jobs in Oman and the other Muslim majority Gulf States has undoubtedly enabled greater women’s presence 

in the public sphere, social relations tend to be very gender-segregated outside of the immediate family. As 

such, Istiqaama depends largely on its educated female volunteers to spread awareness of Islam and the 

importance of charity work within women’s circles. 

In recent years, several illuminating studies have emerged on the role of Muslim women in public 

piety and charity in various Middle Eastern contexts. In a pioneering study on women’s gatherings and 

study groups (nadawat) associated with the Islah Charitable Society in neighboring Yemen, Janine Clark 

observes that the gatherings serve as rare meeting-points for women in different “educated middle-class 

social networks” 88 in the country’s now war-ridden capital, Sana‘a (2004). According to Clark, the nadwa 

became an important site for generating donations to support charitable initiatives for women and children 

in Sana‘a, as well as an opportunity for women of means to participate more actively in society and life 

outside of the home.89 Anthropologist Saba Mahmood shows how Muslim women’s study groups and 

networks in Cairo transcend the middle class to include women from all socio-economic backgrounds who 

are committed to “teaching and studying of Islamic scriptures, social practices and forms of bodily 

comportment considered germane to the cultivation of the ideal virtuous self.”90 In the context of post-war 

Lebanon, Lara Deeb documents a women’s piety movement in post-war Lebanon and how it came to play 

 

87 Riphenburg, 147. 
 

88 Janine A. Clark, Islam, Charity, and Activism: Middle-Class Networks and Social Welfare in Egypt, 

Jordan, and Yemen (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004), 116. 
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a leading role in addressing state-based religious discrimination through a Muslim women’s volunteer 

charity network that targets the spiritual and practical needs of the Shi‘i community (2006). My preliminary 

observations on Ibadi women’s activism at the Istiqaama Charitable Society in Muscat contributes to this 

literature by examining the ways in which Muslim charitable societies and women in Oman work with state 

institutions to develop new strategies of incorporating daʻwah into the country’s industry. 

What is unusual about the Istiqaama women volunteers’ activism at the Grand Mosque’s Islamic 

Information Center, in contrast to other women-led daʻwah movements in the region, is their emphasis on 

outreach to primarily non-Muslim visitors and new Muslims as well as the multi-lingual medium through 

which they disseminate their message of Islam. More than just reviving the faith through daʻwah, the 

mosque’s women volunteers work to transform negative perceptions about Islam in a post-9/11 world 

through – a perhaps self-selecting – stream of tourists curious to learn more about Oman, the Middle East 

and Islam. In some cases, a visitor’s conversation with the volunteers might lead to conversion to Islam 

from one of any number of faiths. In other cases, the visitor leaves having received a curated national 

message about Islam as a religion that promotes tolerance, understanding, and coexistence. 

5. Charity in Islamic Terms: Zakat and Sadaqa 

 
In a recent article on Istiqaama’s role in charitable work in Oman, the Society’s Secretary General 

in Muscat, Zahur bin Khalifa Al-‘Alawi, emphasizes the group’s proximity to local communities and 

commitment to both the implementation and sustainability of its projects, made possible by the volunteers’ 

person-to-person approach in the distribution of aid and the dissemination of religious education.91 In a 

2015 article in the Times of Oman newspaper on the activities of the center during Ramadan, writer Elham 

Pourmohammadi learned that donations to charity during the holy month and at other times during the year 

 

 
 

 

 
91 Zahūr bin Khalīfa al-ʻAlawī, “Dawr Al-Jam’iyyat Al-Khayriyya Fī Taʻzīz Mafhūm Al-Wada (Jam’iyya 
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come from both families and organizations and that these are packaged by the intergenerational cadre of 

volunteers at the center.92 Donations are collected at the Al-Tawbah mosque in the Ghubra district of 

Muscat, and donation boxes bearing the name “Fareeq Al Istiqama Al-Khairi” are available at various shops 

and malls throughout the city. The IIC also hosts interfaith iftars at the Centre during Ramadan and runs 

the mosque gift shop and cafe, which generate funds for the printing of books and center activities.93 In this 

way, the Istiqaama daʻwah movement at the Grand Mosque manages to maintain a degree of economic 

autonomy from the state, while at the same time receiving symbolic Omani state patronage by conducting 

its educational and charitable initiatives through government mosques. The women’s branch of Istiqaama, 

in many ways, drives Istiqaama’s grassroots daʻwah movement in Oman and much of the organization’s 

in-country fund-raising, charity work and educational initiatives – such as those at the Grand Mosque. 

From Sana’s perspective, there is an obligation for women of means to donate a portion of their 

wealth to charity, and those who do so will be benefit religiously and socially. The idea that donating to 

charity generates rewards in this life and the hereafter is highly pronounced in Istiqaama’s online funding 

campaigns which target a largely Omani and multi-lingual audience, although most of the actual ads/posters 

are in Arabic. The following statement, posted on the Istiqaama International Facebook page on August 17, 

2014, invites potential donors to “participate and distribute” and reminds potential donors that “your 

contribution to its noble projects, which are all as ‘Sadaqatun Jaariya’ where its rewards continue after your 

death.94 Sadaqat or “voluntary charity” is arguably the most informal classification of charity in Islam and 

it is distinct from, although sometimes combined with, the obligatory almsgiving (zakat) practice, which is 

 

 

 
 

92 Elham Pourmohammadi, “Even a Small Contribution Counts for Ramadan Charity in Oman,” Times of 

Oman, July 5, 2015, http://timesofoman.com/article/62754/Lifestyle/Photography/You-can-make-a- 

difference-says-Omani-volunteer. 

 
93 Pourmohammadi, 2015. 

 
94 “International Istiqama Organisation Facebook Page,” August 17, 2014, 

https://www.facebook.com/istiqamaoman/posts/788325287856677. 

http://timesofoman.com/article/62754/Lifestyle/Photography/You-can-make-a-
http://www.facebook.com/istiqamaoman/posts/788325287856677


117  

incumbent on all Muslim and makes up one of the five pillars of Islam.95 Knut S. Vikør describes zakāt as 

follows: 

It is a property tax that is paid on 'productive property', that is such commodities or 

possessions that may generate income: capital in the form of gold and silver (the monetary 

metals), trade goods, some agricultural products and domestic animals, but not fixed 

property. The poor, who are to receive charity from the zakāt do of course not have to pay 

this tax. While the Sunni schools have slightly differing rules in how the zakat should be 

calculated, the Shi'is say that one should by one fifth of all income from trade (khums).96
 

 
While the Omani government today does not impose any form of religious or personal income tax on its 

citizenry, MARA’s Zakat Division, in addition to the numerous other Omani charities discussed below, do 

provide a portal through which people can make their donations. These zakat donations are typically in the 

form of bank deposits, although some charities do offer pick-up and drop-off locations for more traditional 

items of value. 

The Istiqaama website reveals that the organization “suffers from a lack of internal funds as it is a 

charitable society by nature and Omanis, in general, do not care a lot about this [charitable giving].”97 In 

the absence of a steady source of donations for its various projects, Istiqaama relies on a hodgepodge of 

funding sources, which include “the people of righteousness and good (birr wa al-khayr) and...Zakat, and 

Sadaqat, and government subsidies.”98 Similar to many NGOS and religious organizations, Istiqaama 

depends largely on fundraising campaigns, the commitment of a pious donor-base, volunteer activism, and 

government support in order to sustain its various domestic and international projects. My ethnographic 

experience and interviews with Istiqaama members in both Zanzibar and Oman reveals a real reluctance 

amongst those who contribute to the organization’s causes or collect donations to reveal the identities of 

 

95 Proclamation of Faith (shahāda), ṣalāṭ (5 daily prayers), obligatory almsgiving (zakāh), Fasting during 

Ramadan (ṣawm), Pilgrimmage to Mecca (Hajj). 
 

96 Knut S. Vikør, “Sufism and Social Welfare in the Sahara,” in Social Welfare in Muslim Societies in Africa 
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donors and beneficiaries. The associational structure of Istiqaama and its connections with various banks 

and online resources, allows the concealment of these identities, thus maintaining the dignity of both parties 

but complicating the researcher’s job of documenting the overall impact of the group’s work in Oman and 

abroad. 

6. Charity in Oman and Beyond 

 
In a 2003 study titled “NGOS in the Contemporary Muslim World,” anthropologist Jonathan 

Benthall calls the Sultanate of Oman the only “non-Communist” government in the world “that has until 

recently outlawed all independent charitable bodies.”99 There Benthall explains that while individual-to- 

individual charity is very prevalent in Oman, respected Muslim charities such as the international Red 

Crescent National Society do not operate in the Sultanate.100 It was not until 1996 that the government 

allowed for an influential businessperson to found the Omani Organization of Charitable Works, the 

country’s first charity (Benthall 2008). The charity served under the Minister for Legal Affairs and was 

subject to close government management and supervision, focusing its activities mainly on “relief of 

poverty in rural Oman but also for disaster relief.101
 

The current charitable landscape of Oman suggests that there have been significant developments 

in the practice since the creation of the first charity. The ubiquity of charity drop-off boxes in Muscat, in 

addition to the creation of the online “Donations Portal for Charitable Organizations” in the Sultanate, 

suggests substantial state support for religious charities, as well as diverse methods by which Omanis can 

participate in charitable giving. The Al-Khuwair-based Oman Charitable Organization (OCO)102 and 

 

99 Lacey and Benthall, Gulf Charities and Islamic Philanthropy, 85. 

 
100 Lacey and Benthall, 85. 

 
101 Lacey and Benthall, 85–86. 

 
102 The OCO is the same organization as the one Benthall mentions. A section of the Donations Portal titled 

“About Omani Charitable Organization” includes Sultanic Decree (marsūm ṣulṭanī) dated from 1996, 

granting permission for the establishment of al-hai’a al-‘umāniyya lil-‘ummāl al-khayriyya. Concerning 

the charity’s organizational identity, the Decree states: “it enjoys a juridicial personality and financial and 

administrative independence and its main headquarters are in the Muscat governorate” (Royal Decree, # 
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several other charities in the Sultanate use the Donation Portal to solicit funds for a broad range of charitable 

activities. “Food Assets Help,” “Orphan’s Care,” “Education Help,” “Medical Help,” and many other 

charities have initiatives inside and outside of Oman. The OCO, for example, collects donations for general 

as well as medical assistance within Oman, and for regional charitable initiatives in Muslim-majority 

countries such as Yemen, the Palestinian territories, Lebanon, Tajikistan, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Syria, and 

Somalia.103 As of March 2017, twenty-five Omani charities had participated in the online donation portal, 

and the total value of collective funds raised by all charities on the site was 2,155,202.46 Omani riyals or 

$5,599,674.16.104 The total number of donors was 83,769 (www.donate.om). The charities receiving the 

most donations through the Portal between January 2017 and March 2017 were the OCO, Dar al Atta’a, the 

Al-Rahma Association for Motherhood and Childhood, and the Omani Bahjah Orphan Society (see figure 

2).105 

   

Oman Charitable Organization $2,403,374.10 34,562 

Al Rahma Association for Motherhood and 

Childhood 

 
$1,253,305.71 

 
24,031 

Dar Al Atta'a Charity - Oman $1,079,026.97 14,554 

MARA - Zakat Division $278,410.69 644 

Omani Bahjah Orphan Society $ 208,299.91 2,425 

Ghiras Charity Team $79,723 1,098 

Al-Istiqaama Al-Khayyriyah $69,675.40 1,892 

 

Figure 7 The top 7 out of 25 Omani charities in terms of donations received on the Donations 

Portal (www.donate.om) between the years 2009 and 2017. All amounts were converted from 

Omani Riyals using the rate 1OMR =2.59741USD. 
 
 

96/6). Accessed March 16, 2017 @ 

http://www.onlinedonations.org.om/DonationsPortal/Docs/Documents/oco.pdf. 
 

103 “Donations Portal For Charitable Organizations Sultanate of Oman,” n.d., 

http://www.donate.om/DonationsPortal/Home/CharitySelection.aspx?d=1. 
 

104 This figure posted on the website is slightly less than my calculations of the sum total of the donations 

made to each charity which came to 2,155,739.06OMR or $5,599,328.28. 

 
105 All amounts converted from Omani Riyals. 

http://www.onlinedonations.org.om/DonationsPortal/Docs/Documents/oco.pdf
http://www.donate.om/DonationsPortal/Home/CharitySelection.aspx?d=1
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The top three recipients of funds through the Portal (OCO, Al-Rahma, and Dar al-Atta’a) are the 

only charities to post reports detailing the distribution of funds for selected years. The Portal does not 

provide specific information about donors or beneficiaries of the listed charities, which makes it difficult 

to provide a more tangible representation of the impact these charities have on Omani society, as well as 

the relative influence of individual charities. There are several possible reasons for this lack of detail, 

consistency, and transparency in reporting statistics about the organizations. For one thing, the website 

might not have the administrative capacity to collect such data from each charity, and the style of record- 

keeping and transparency of different charities is likely to vary significantly based on proximity to 

government and the particular profiles of its members. Another possible reason relates to the privacy of the 

donors and the charities themselves, as these parties may not want to reveal their preference for particular 

charities or their commitments to certain local or international causes (especially those carrying political 

undertones). The issues of modesty and dignity are also important, as observed by Ibadi scholar Ali Yahya 

Mu’ammar, in past Ibadi associational groups in Jabal Nafusa, Libya. The association model of fundraising 

and distribution enables a degree of parity to exist among the pious donors and their deserving beneficiaries, 

as all donations are subsumed into a larger funding pool that benefits the community-at-large. It is also 

important to note that the line between donors and beneficiaries may not always be so distinct, and those 

who contribute a percentage of their income towards a large cause may themselves stand to benefit from 

the construction of a new school or mosque, for example. 

Despite the obvious limitations of the Portal’s data, the available statistics do indicate a certain 

commitment on the part of the Omani public and government to supplement state welfare schemes with 

more grassroots initiatives to address issues of poverty, education, disability, and international outreach 

(among other issues) within the Sultanate. The site also reveals Oman’s interest in showing solidarity and 

providing relief for Muslims living in conflict-ridden areas, and who are susceptible to abject poverty and 

natural disasters elsewhere in the world. However, the government’s attempts to centralize the flow of 

charitable funds through the Portal, as well as the exclusive use of local banking systems, reveals the heavy 



121  

hand of the state in the practice of charitable giving in Oman. Compared to the top three charities on the 

Portal, donations to Istiqaama were relatively few, amounting to only $69605.19 and from a total donor 

base of 1887. It is difficult to discern, however, how much of the funding generated on the Portal goes to 

internal vs. external projects. Istiqaama International’s website does provide a rough sketch of its domestic 

and international projects and a few (rough) statistics that include fundraising goals for particular projects 

and the amount of funds raised, but it is unclear when this data was collected and to what exactly it refers. 

  

Clothes 16 (tons) 

Dates 7 (tons) 

Copies of the Qur'an 3500 (kg) 

Rice and beans 1880 (kg) 

Sugar and salt 2334 (kg) 

 

Figure 8 This chart reflects the type and number of items donated to Zanzibar (no date 

provided). Accessed on March 17, 2017 at: alistiqama.org. 

 
The scale and international reach of Istiqama’s various projects, suggest a donor base and support 

system that is much greater than what appears online. Moreover, the distribution of thousands of copies of 

the Qur’an alongside non-perishable food and clothes (see figure 3), suggests that Istiqaama’s distribution 

of aid connects closely to a religious mission to spread awareness about Islam. The symbolism of offering 

copies of the Qur’an with a base level of nutrition in the form of rice and beans further suggests a clear 

statement about a perceived necessity for both material and spiritual nourishment among the beneficiaries 

of this aid. The Istiqaama website provides very little information about Istiqaama’s charitable or daʻwah 

initiatives in Oman, but lists several African countries as recipients of its aid, which suggests that the 

organization invests most its resources in religious education and socio-economic development outside of 

Oman. These projects range from: establishing regular programmatic schools (madāris nidhāmiyya), 

building schools for Islamic and Arabic education, digging wells, establishing public libraries, computer 

labs, sewing centers, large and small mosques, buying land to generate income for local branches of 
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Istiqaama, and purchasing 4-wheel-drive vehicles “in order to carry out daʻwah in remote areas.”106 The 

“daʻwah vehicles” are an indication of Istiqaama’s self-identification as a harbinger of moral and religious 

reform to communities both near and far. African students who are taught to memorize the Qur’an in 

Istiqaama-funded institutions and given scholarships for advanced study abroad, are the ideal duʻāt or 

missionaries for spreading Istiqama’s vision of religious uprightness and “each sincere philanthropist who 

participated in their [moral] preparation accrues [rewards] with the permission of God.”107
 

The Donations Portal and Istiqama.org does not provide adequate statistics to make a quantitative 

assessment of the amount of charity collected by Istiqaama volunteers and of the identities of individual 

benefactors and beneficiaries. However, we can surmise from the group’s online self-representation that 

they earmark a good portion of their funding for development and religious initiatives outside of Oman. 

Characterizing the landscape of charitable giving in Oman is important for understanding the broader 

context in which Istiqaama’s institutional policies emerge and the ways in which this organization 

legitimizes and supports its economic and developmental initiatives both in Oman and abroad. The 

relationship between daʻwah and charity as mutually reinforcing practices in Islam and Istiqaama 

emphasizes these two concepts indicates an institutional epistemology that links material and spiritual 

development. Supplementing the work of the transregional madrasas, mosques, and the daʻwah centers run 

by Istiqaama, are several online programs offered through the recently developed Istiqaama Channel. The 

channel similarly emphasizes the need for a holistic reform of Muslims in Oman and other areas of Omani 

influence. 

7. The Istiqaama Channel and TV Program 

 
In response to the mounting regional and global fragmentation amongst Muslims in the Gulf region, 

the leadership of Istiqaama launched the online Istiqaama TV Channel as a counter-narrative to other more 

 

 

106 Istiqaama Arabic Webpage, “Alistiqaama.org.” 
 

107 Istiqaama Arabic Webpage. 
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“sectarian and nationalist charged” religious channels in the region.108 In a recent interview, the executive 

director of the Istiqaama Channel and member of the board of the administration, Khalid bin Said al- 

‘Aysari, described the Channel as “showing non-Muslims the true picture that the Islamic approach is as 

far as can be from what is being done by terrorist groups.”109 He explains the motivation for starting the 

channel, in Islamic terms, as “Commanding the Good and Forbidding the Evil,” with the goal of 

communicating the true message of Islam. He emphasizes the importance of spreading awareness among 

Muslims and “restoring the cohesion between followers and showing non-Muslims the ‘true picture' that 

the Islamic approach is far from the deeds enacted by terrorists. The Channel’s mission statement further 

states that it is not a forum for refuting criticism lodged against the community and that it “does not permit 

any speech that contains nationalistic and sectarian or racism or tribalism.”110 In the same way that new 

media is being used by Oman’s new religious actors to widen the parameters for religious discourse beyond 

the generic Islam produced by the state, this same media is being co-opted by the state and its religious 

representatives to ensure that any emerging public religious voice is carefully monitored.111 The Istiqaama 

Channel, like the organization’s daʻwah center at the Grand Mosque, is a good example of how the state 

puts non-governmental Islamic institutions “to work” (Starett 1998) in mitigating new Muslim voices in 

Oman, thus securing a generic Islamic commitment to the ideal of Muslim unity. 

In  addition  to  challenging  negative  perceptions  of  Islam,  Istiqaama  TV  also  aims  to spread 
 

awareness among the younger generation and the world of Oman’s heritage, its civilization, and its history, 

of which Ibadi Islam is an important part. Al-Aysari laments that the historical, scientific, and intellectual 

memory of Oman continues to be “stashed in the wombs of the books or locked in the breasts of the people, 

 
108 Khalid bin Said Al-‘Aysari (Istiqaama T.V.), “Al-Akhbar: Conversation with the Executive Director of 

the Istiqaama Channel,” Istiqaama TV Channel, n.d., http://istiqama.tv/articles. 
 

109 Al-‘Aysari (Istiqaama T.V.). 

110 Al-‘Aysari (Istiqaama T.V.). 

111 Eickleman 2014 

http://istiqama.tv/articles
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waiting to be published.”112 Through the broad reach of the Istiqaama Channel and its multi-linguistic 

programming, the group aspires to transregional broadcasting. The Channel is currently broadcast in the 

Arabic, Comorian, and Swahili languages, an indication of commitment to the local Swahili and Comorian- 

speaking local communities and the sizeable Omani diaspora in eastern Africa. The Channel plans to begin 

programs in English and French, suggesting greater outreach to a non-Muslim and non-Arab audience.113 

The Istiqaama Channel broadcasts from Jordan’s Media City, partially for cost-saving measures and 

partially because channels emanating from within the Sultanate of Oman are limited to the use of Arabic 

and English. However, the Channel claims to have received positive responses from the government, and 

the channel presents itself as current and willing to adapt to modern realities and alternative means of 

conveying its message. In this way, the Channel distinguishes itself from more traditional media practices 

of many other flailing regional Arabic channels. For the moment, the channel appears to be mainly male- 

run; however, some programs feature women speakers and contributors such as Dr. Sana al-Baruni, director 

of one of the Channel’s cultural programs. 

Topics covered by the Istiqaama Channel range from programs on Islamic banking, what is 

permissible in the buying and selling of goods, Omani stories and poetry, personal health during Ramadan, 

and self-help programs such as “the keys to happiness.” During my archival research at the Al-Busaidi 

Manuscripts Library in the Seeb district of Muscat in late May of 2016, a delegation from Istiqaama TV 

began the recording of their Ramadan series, which featured a cultural segment on the country’s libraries 

and intellectual heritage. The Channel actively recruits and features scholars, business people and 

government representatives in its programs. Among these recruits is Munir (pseudonym), a former 

government-appointed imam and employee of MARA-turned-banker at the first Islamic bank in Oman, the 

Bank of Nizwa. Munir is a prolific writer in Arabic and English on issues pertaining to religion in Oman, 

 

 
 

112 Al-‘Aysari (Istiqaama T.V.), “Istiqaama T.V. Channel.” 
 

113 Al-‘Aysari (Istiqaama T.V.). 
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especially on Islamic banking and insurance, in local newspapers, such Al-Watan, and featured in an 

Istiqaama TV related to these topics. As Islamic banking is still in the experimental stages in Oman, Munir 

says that there has been an increased emphasis on educating the public on the topic, in hopes of generating 

an increased interest in this alternative mode of finance.114 Munir also expressed an interest in comparative 

Islamic banking and was keen to learn more about recent efforts for banking reform along Islamic lines in 

Zanzibar after learning of the local People’s Bank of Zanzibar, perhaps the most popular banking choice 

among local residents on the island.115 The growth of transregional Islamic banking networks is an 

important next step in establishing more efficient networks of economic exchange between Oman and East 

Africa. Economic activists and Muslim charities such as Istiqaama have the potential to play an important 

mediating role between Omani economic institutions and their East African counterparts. 

In a modern context of diminishing oils reserves and increased unemployment, as well as 

growing regional instability, the Omani state can no longer rely on mass welfare schemes and its 

control over print media and public discourse to maintain its legitimacy as the solution to all social 

strife and as the only stabilizing force in the region. Oman’s foreign policy reflects a 

hyperawareness of the diverse religious and ethnic make-up of its population, and of the sectarian 

conflicts that plague neighboring countries, even if these differences are never directly addressed. 

Despite being a member of the six-state Gulf Cooperative Council (GCC), Oman has resisted the 

council’s efforts to integrate more fully economically into the council. The Omani political 

leadership fears that such structural entanglements with the other GCC member states would 

compromise the country’s claim to fame as the only politically neutral, economically prudent and 

 
 

114 In a case study on Oman, the Journal of Islamic Banking and Finance (Jan-March 2014) states: “Oman 

did not allow distinction between conventional and Islamic banking till May 2011, when Sultan Qaboos 

bin Said Al Said permitted Islamic finance in the Sultanate with a royal decree. Consequently, the national 

law was amended for supervision and regulations for Islamic banking” (105). 
 

115 Munir, Interview at Al-Bariq Shopping Center, Masqat, December 15, 2015. 
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religiously tolerant exception among the Gulf States. A 2015 country profile published by the 

Dublin-based Research and Markets praises Oman as “the only Gulf country untouched by 

terrorism and war despite sharing borders with key Arab players Yemen and Saudi Arabia.” The 

report further states that the “typical clashes between the Shias and Sunnis” do not occur in 

Oman.116 Obscuring the picture of a quiescent Omani public and ideal economic partner is a 

growing undercurrent of popular discontent over rising unemployment, lack of transparency, and 

increased inequality.117 Given these shifting realities, the state is increasingly more dependent on 

non-state actors, such as religious charities, to support internal welfare schemes and to spread its 

message of religious tolerance and political neutrality at home and abroad. The Istiqaama 

community in Muscat is a particularly effective ambassador of these ideals as it focuses its daʻwah 

initiatives on foreign visitors to Oman and exerts much energy and resources towards social and 

economic development initiatives abroad. Moreover, as a non-state religious actor, operating under 

the strict purview of the state, Istiqaama is able to highlight its own political neutrality within its 

spheres of influence, while at the same time enjoying a close cooperative relationship with the 

Omani state in the realm of religious education and the distribution of charity. 

Finally, it is important to note that Oman is not the only Gulf state to forge economic and 

diplomatic ties with African countries within the last three decades. Recent studies show that 

African migration to states like Dubai increased starting in the 1980s when the adoption of 

 

 

116 “Research and Markets: Oman Country Profile 2015.,” Business Wire, September 3, 2015. 
 

117 Rarely do these dissenting voices lead to significant protest. When the opposition does go public, as in 

the peaceful Omani version of the Arab Spring of 2011 and 2012, the state is quick to offer Band-Aid 

concessions which leaves behind little trace of unrest. Political scientist Marc Valeri explains that the 

prohibition of political parties and the indelible link between political legitimacy and the personality of 

Sultan Qaboos prevents the formation of a vibrant civil society in Oman. See: Simmering Unrest and 

Succession Challenges in Oman. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. January 28, 2015, p. 1. 



120 Stoll, 140. 

127 

 

“neoliberal policies” in the Gulf opened up new markets and industries demanding greater foreign 

labor. Citizens of Cameroon, for example, moved to Dubai in great numbers to take advantage of 

these new economic opportunities and the relatively easy access to visas and work permits, 

restrictions on which continue to restrict African migrations to the U.S., Great Britain and the 

EU.118 The push towards economic liberalization and democratization that occurred across many 

African states in the 1980s, combined with later developments, such as the Middle East food crisis 

in 2007 and 2008, led to greater Gulf investment in African industries. Qatar for example, invested 

heavily wheat and alfalfa production and livestock in the Sudan, as part of its food security 

program.119 Given the internal political instability in many resource-rich African states, as well as 

concerns over government transparency and corruption, international investment is a risky 

business. To mitigate such risks, many Gulf states including Qatar and Oman develop economic 

“entities which have the dual mandate of running a profitable business while also supporting 

projects designed to strengthen the country’s food security [among other interests].”120 For a 

country like Qatar, which is currently facing economic sanctions and political isolation from the 

other GCC states – namely Kuwait and Saudi Arabia – for their perceive role in promoting Islamic 

extremism, such extra-regional ties are becoming increasingly more necessary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
118 See: Michaela Pelican, "Neoliberal Challenges and Transnational Lives of Cameroonian Migrants in 

Dubai." In Africa and the Gulf Region: Blurred Boundaries and Shifting Ties, 92. Berlin, Germany: Gerlach 

Press, 2015. 

119 Daniel C. Stoll, “Qatar’s Food and Water Security: An Evolving Strategy,” in Africa and the Gulf 

Region: Blurred Boundaries and Shifting Ties, Rogaia Mustafa Abusharaf and Dale Eickelman (eds.) 

(Berlin: Gerlach Press, 2015), 131. 
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IV. Istiqaama and Educational Reform 

 

1. Introduction  

 

Islamic charitable societies such as Istiqaama Muslim Community of Tanzania (IMCOT) 

are more than just convenient networks for the informal or extra-governmental exchange and 

transfer of material capital globally. Religious charities such as Istiqaama, for example, are 

important sites of Muslim subject-formation and knowledge transmission and thus are excellent 

examples of moral or spiritual economies at work.1 Works by several notable anthropologists 

show the importance of embodied Islamic experiences that include public and private ritual 

practices, listening to religious sermons, and engaging in grassroots activism in shaping ethical 

Muslim subjects. These experiences are part of what Benjamin Soares and René Otayek and their 

collaborators refer to as islam mondain, or Islam as practiced in the everyday lives of Muslims 

around the world.2 Largely left out of this discussion on everyday Islam, however, are the ways 

                                                           
1 On the moral economy generated around the charismatic authority of Sufi shaykhs in Mali see, for 

example: Benjamin Soares, Islam and the Prayer Economy : History and Authority in a Malian Town, 

International African Library 32 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press for the International African 

Institute, London, 2005). Many of those writers that examine questions of subject formation and education 

in the context of transnational Muslim organizations and charities are contributors to Soares and Otayek’s 

edited volume Islam and Muslim Politics in Africa. They include:  Mayke Kaag, “Aid, Umma, and Politics: 

Transnational Islamic NGOs in Chad,” in Islam and Muslim Politics in Africa (New York: Palgrave 

MacMillan, 2007), 85–102.; Zekeria Ould Ahmed Salem, “Islam in Mauritania between Political Exclusion 

and Globalization: Elites, Institutions, Knowledge, and Networks,” in Islam and Muslim Politics in Africa 

(New York, NY: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), 27–46.; Marleen Renders, “Global Concerns, Local Realities: 

Islam and Islamism in a Somali State under Construction,” in Islam and Muslim Politics in Africa (New 

York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), 47–63. For a more recent and important work in this area, see: Marie 

Juul Petersen, For Humanity or For the Umma?: Aid and Islam in Transnational Muslim NGOs (London: 

Hurst & Company, 2015). 

 
2 Soares and Otayek’s (2007: 17-19) adopt this term in a discussion on the influential works of 

anthropologists such as Saba Mahmood and Charles Hirschkind who draw on Michel Foucault’s work on 

the cultivation of pious subjects and Talal Asad’s work (1993) on discipline and power in their examination 

on) and public piety movements in Cairo. For a discussion on gendered expressions of public piety see 

especially: Saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety : The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2012).; Lara Deeb, An Enchanted Modern : Gender and Public Piety in Shi’i 

Lebanon, Princeton Studies in Muslim Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006).; Charles 
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in which religious minorities and diaspora communities work to preserve and revive their 

religious practice while navigating the needs and expectations of the dominant culture as 

represented in the religious and ethnic make-up of the local student body or as represented in 

foreign-imported literature and practices. Ibadi and non-Ibadi students in Zanzibar, who grow up 

with both a secular and religious, and mixed Sunni and Ibadi, Swahili and Arabic education, must 

learn to navigate the various sectarian and nationalist messages that they encounter in their 

everyday learning and religious practice. I argue that the Istiqaama school and classroom, 

designed and supported as they are by local and international actors, are an excellent microcosm 

through which to examine these tensions in the context of contemporary Tanzania.  

The modern institutional or maahad model of education continues to be to be followed by 

some of the most prestigious Muslim private schools in Zanzibar today, including the Cutchi Sunni 

School and the Ibadi Istiqaama institute at Tunguu that will be a primary focus of this chapter.  I 

begin this chapter with a brief description of the political context in which Istiqaama emerged in 

Tanzania and the Zanzibar isles in the 1980s, before explaining the relationship between religious 

groups and the state on the mainland and the isles. In this latter section, I will focus primarily on 

the group’s status under the National Muslim Council of Tanzania (BAKWATA) and its 

equivalent institution in Zanzibar, The Office of the Mufti, drawing primarily from government 

sources. I then describe the institutional structure of Istiqaama and its various funding sources in 

Tanzania and Oman, which are sensitive issues about which little information is publicly 

accessible. This requires me to piece together this information from interviews and observations, 

and from the notes of those with greater access to such details (see Al-Sayfi 2015). Having painted 

                                                           
Hirschkind, The Ethical Soundscape: Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counterpublics (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2006). 
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a picture of Istiqaama’s institutional character and commitments I discuss the background to the 

current educational reform movement in Zanzibar, which many Omanis view as essential to lifting 

the veil of ignorance and intellectual decline that befell the Ibadi community after 1964. I then 

assess the activities and content of the contemporary Istiqaama School in Zanzibar, and its role in 

spreading ideas about Ibadi Islam and Omani culture and society in the region. 

For this study, I rely on a broad source base, which includes studies by Omani and Zanzibar 

writers on Ibadi identity, religious education and Arabic-language pedagogy in Zanzibar, in 

addition to [limited] copies of two textbook series printed for Istiqaama by the Ministry of 

Education in Oman. The first series entitled, Islamic Education (or al-Tarbiyya al-Islamiyya) is a 

primary school-level guide to Islamic ritual practice and norms and is strikingly similar in content 

to a series by the same title used in the national religious studies curriculum in Oman (see Limbert 

2007). The second textbook series entitled, Read! or Iqrā’, focuses on Arabic-language pedagogy 

and includes reading passages and comprehension questions. Students study the Iqra alongside a 

third 3-volume grammar and syntax textbook written by Egyptian authors ‘Ali Al-Jarim and 

Mustafa Amin and entitled Naḥw al-Wādi’i (The Unambiguous Grammar).3 The Nahw is not of 

central concern to this chapter, but is noteworthy for its popularity in the region and a long history 

of Egyptian Arabic-language pedagogy in Zanzibar.4   

2. Islamic Education in Zanzibar (1920-1970s) 

 

                                                           
3 Indeed, the Iqra assumes a great degree of prior knowledge of the Arabic grammar and vocabulary, which 

few students in Zanzibar have before beginning their classes at Istiqaama beyond what they learned in 

Qur’an recitation classes and, in more rare cases, from Arabic speaking parents. 

 
4 I first purchased part I of this grammar in pamphlet form at the reputable Adam’s Trader’s Bookstore in 

Mombasa in 2012 and the copy used at Istiqaama in Zanzibar bears the business address of a local bookstore 

there.   
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The most extensive study to date on the colonial system of education in Zanzibar is Roman 

Loimeier’s patient collection of all archival materials pertaining to the topic from the Zanzibar 

National Archives (ZNA). In this work, Loimeier argues that Islamic education shifted from a 

focus on instilling social skills in the pre-colonial period, towards a focus on more marketable 

skills under the British colonial administration. He describes education in Zanzibar during British 

protectorate rule as: 

…essentially based on four institutional pillars of education and corresponding 

types of school: government schools, mission schools, ‘Indian’ schools and 

Qur’anic schools. While government schools were largely thought of as caring for 

the children of the ‘Arab elite, and Indian schools were regarded as part of the 

colonial education system, and figured in annual reports, the vast majority of 

schools, namely the Qur’an schools, were recorded in colonial statistics only from 

the early 1940s. Until this period of time, official statistics convey the image of an 

educational system that was based on government, mission and Indian schools only, 

while Qur’anic school education was ignored and not regarded as proper 

education.5  

 

Despite their support from the government, the mission schools “never managed to attract more 

than a tiny minority of Zanzibar’s population and were characterized by a history of stagnation.”6 

In contrast, the ethnically Indian schools became the “torch bearers of education” in Zanzibar and 

stood at the forefront of “modern education.”7 These schools, were not representative a singular 

“Indian” or South Asian identity as the colonial administration would have preferred. Rather, each 

school adhered to a different Asian identity that included Hindus, Khoja and Bohora Ismailis, 

Catholic Goans and Ithanashari Khojas, among others, thus undermining the colonial 

administrations attempts to categorize highly diverse groups into singular identities based on 

                                                           
5 Roman Loimeier, Between Social Skills and Marketable Skills: The Politics of Islamic Education in 20th 

Century Zanzibar (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2009), 215. 

 
6 Loimeier, 220. 

 
7 Loimeier, 222. 
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geographic or ethnic origins. Yet, despite the government’s discomfort with this outward 

expression of group identity within the diverse Indian community, as a rule, these groups enjoyed 

privileged positions “as clerks and employees of the British colonial administration” and their 

private community schools received acceptance by the colonial government.8  

 In the government schools, the colonial administration worked to instill in the Arab elite 

“marketable skills” that would work in service of the colonial state. This approach was met with 

some resistance from Arab parents on Pemba and Unguja who felt that the government curriculum 

was not adequate for the transmission of “religious instruction” and its corresponding social skills. 

In response to these complaints, the government formed a commission in 1924 under the leadership 

of the Director of Education, W.H. Ingrams that included “the local intellectual elite”, including 

for qadis, among them the renowned Hadrami ‘Alawi scholar Ahmad b. Sumayt.9 The colonial 

administration and religious scholars worked to reform the religious studies curriculum in the 

government schools, including translations of elementary Arabic works into Swahili for the lower 

classes among the urban elite and for use in rural district schools that were predominantly 

ethnically African.10  The increased use of Swahili at the expense of Arabic brought further push 

back from the Arab community who in 1927 formed the Arab Association who made it their 

mission to further reform the educational curriculum to include more rigorous Arabic study, using 

                                                           
8 Loimeier, 223. However, Indian children were prohibited from attending the government schools of the 

Arab elite and some privileged members of the Shirazi community.  

 
9 Loimeier, 301. 

 
10 Loimeier (2009; 303) citing Anne Bang (2003;184) suggests that these new translation practices from 

Arabic into Swahili also reflected a shared distain among the administration and scholars alike for what 

they saw as the “parrot talk” or rote learning of the Qur’an schools through which most Muslim islanders 

received their education.  
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the island’s best-known Arabic newspaper al-falaq as a soundboard for these concerns.11 As a 

response to the call for reform, Loimeier writes: 

the British administration agreed to integrate Qur’anic education in the curriculum 

of the government schools in 1939/1940, the government schools also recovered 

from years of boycott. From the 1940s, student numbers rose rapidly. As a 

consequence, 35% pf the boys and 22% of the girls were studying in government 

primarily schools by 1959, while secondary school enrolment grew from 442 to 

984 boys between 1955 and 1961, and 185 to 526 girls in the same period time 

(Burgess 2002a: 12). Among the school children, Africans were still under-

represented.12 

 

More students also studied abroad during this period, the Qur’an schools became part of the 

government system of education and a locally approved “new syllabus for religious education” 

was born.13 

In 1952, the creation of the Zanzibar Muslim Academy marked a new type of educational 

reform, that Loimeier explains, “represented a different approach to Islamic education that was no 

longer marked by teacher-master oriented forms of learning as in the Qur’anic schools, but by 

institution-oriented forms of learning in a new type of school, the ma’had (institute).”14 The 

Muslim Academy was further a reflection of an empire-wide British colonial movement to reform 

Muslim higher education and it followed attempts at “the development of modern Islamic 

                                                           
11 Loimeier cites several examples of the Association’s petitions and proposal to reform the school 

curriculum in favor of greater Arabic study in the section 6.3 (pp. 300-301) of his dense study on the 

Department of Education’s files available in the ZNA.  

 
12 Loimeier, Between Social Skills and Marketable Skills, 223. 

 
13 Loimeier, 223. 

 
14 Loimeier, 71. 
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education in India, Sudan and Nigeria.”15 Mombasa also had a similar Institute of Muslim 

Education during the colonial period.  

Both western and Islamic modes of learning were incorporated into the Islamic maahad. 

The first syllabus of the Muslim Academy included studies on the Qur’an, fiqh (jurisprudence), 

Arabic, sira or the life of the Prophet Muhammad, tasawwuf (Sufism), and tawhid.16  Following 

the Mapinduzi of 1964, the Muslim Academy closed and then reopened and renamed Chuo Cha 

Kiislamu (CCK) or the Islamic School IN 1972 at the behest of the first president of the 

revolutionary government’s first president, Abeid Karume.17 Commenting on the change, 

Loimeier writes: 

Still, the CCK represented a conscious break with the pre-revolutionary past and 

was never intended to recreate old traditions of Islamic learning. Rather, the CCK 

was supposed to train a new generation of ‘government scholars’ who would be 

able to provide some notions of Islamic legitimacy to the post-revolutionary 

education system of Zanzibar.18 

 

The CCK was in many ways itself a transregional institution and, in addition to the Zanzibar 

Government, originally received funding and teaching support and scholarships from the Sudanese 

                                                           
15 Loimeier, 411. Ousmane Kane also notes one specific example of the British colonial governments 

attempts at educational reform through the School for ArabIc Studies of Kano (SAS) that catered to Muslim 

elites in northern Nigeria towards the end of colonial rule in the 30s and 40s. Kane writes: “With the postwar 

expansion of the colonial economy, the school was placed under the control of the colonial administration, 

which diversified its offerings by opening new areas of study, such as a teacher training program and a 

higher Islamic studies program to train teachers of Arabic.” See: Ousmane Kane, Muslim Modernity in 

Postcolonial Nigeria : A Study of the Society for the Removal of Innovation and Reinstatement of Tradition, 

vol. 1, Islam in Africa (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 63. 

 
16 Loimeier, Between Social Skills and Marketable Skills, 424. 

 
17 Loimeier, 440. 

 
18 Loimeier, 440. 
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Islamic Development Fund and the Government of Sudan.19 This transregional collaboration is 

indicative of a growth of Islamic activism in Tanzania in the 1970s and 1980s. During this period, 

large numbers of foreign educated East African Muslim students returned to their home countries 

after extended periods of study abroad in Muslim majority states such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt and 

the Sudan.  This trend of moving abroad in search of knowledge was, in some ways, an expression 

of the enduring grievance among Muslims in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania that the countries’ 

education systems favor Christian students and teachers.  This phenomenon dates to colonial rule 

(1880s-1961) when most modern schools fell under the jurisdiction of Christian missions.20  

Despite Tanzania’s sizeable, if minority, Muslim population, Christians tend to outnumber 

Muslims in positions of government, educational institutions and professional positions, a reality 

that fosters a sense of marginalization within the Tanzanian Muslim association.21 Many perceive 

the foreign-influenced Muslim youth activism to be a sign of the increased radicalization of 

Tanzanian Muslims, and certain reformist groups such as the Ansar Sunna and the Uamsho 

(Awakening) often face criticism for propagating Wahhabi ideas and for challenging the authority 

of state-sanctioned Islamic institutions like BAKWATA. This marginalization, whether real or 

perceived, leads many Muslims to question the secularity of the Tanzanian state whose 

                                                           
19 Loimeier writes that the CCK later also received funding from the Munazzamat al-daʻwah al-Islamiyya 

based in Sudan and notable Saudi and Kuwaiti charities such as The Africa Muslim Agency and the Islamic 

Development Bank, as well as the embassy of Dubai (457-458). 

 
20 Chande, “Radicalism and Reform in East Africa.” 

 
21 See, for example, Roman Loimeier, “Perceptions of Marginalization: Muslims in Contemporary 

Tanzania,” in Islam and Muslim Politics in Africa (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007), 137–56.; 

Muhammad Bakari, “Religion, Secularism, and Political Discourse in Tanzania: Competing Perspectives 

by Religious Organizations,” Interdisciplinary Journal of Research on Religion 8 (2012).; Hansjörg Dilger, 

“Religion and the Formation of an Urban Educational Market: Transnational Reform Processes and Social 

Inequalities in Christian and Muslim Schooling in Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania,” Journal of Religion in Africa 

43, no. 4 (2013): 451–79. 
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constitutional preamble claims to enshrine the values of “democracy” and “socialism,” and to be 

a “secular state.”22 Article 19 of the Constitution further guarantees the “Right of Religious 

Freedom.”  

There are two main government authorities representing Muslim interests in Tanzania and 

from which all Muslim organizations must seek permission to congregate and to conduct their 

association affairs. On the mainland, BAKWATA oversees all aspects of religious life in the region 

including the construction of mosques and schools, the registration of religious organizations, the 

appointment of the national religious leadership and the regulation of public preaching. On 

Zanzibar, the Office of the Mufti (formed in 2001) with its two branches in Unguja and Pemba 

plays much the same supervisory role.  

Until recently (2016), the different Zanzibar-based branches of Istiqaama fell under the 

national branch based in Dar es Salaam, but a series of disputes over the different branches’ 

property rights and funding allocations (especially between the mainland versus the isles), further 

aggravated by disagreements on leadership appointments and organizational autonomy, led to an 

administrative split in the organization. IMCOT no longer has jurisdiction over the Istiqaama 

branches on the islands, and even the Unguja and Pemba branches have gone their separate ways 

and registered as independent organizations under the Mufti’s office on each island.  The Unguja 

branch of Istiqaama is now called the Zanzibar Charitable Society (ZCS) and neither it nor the 

Pemba branch are subject to the supervision of BAKWATA, although many of the same NGO-

registration requirements and supervisory boards applied on the mainland have their counterparts 

in the Mufti’s Office in Zanzibar. 

                                                           
22 “Preamble: Foundations of the Constitution” (The Constitution of the United Republic of Tanzania, 1977, 

n.d.), 10, Accessed 7/27/2017: http://www.judiciary.go.tz/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/constitution.pdf. 
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The head office of BAKWATA is in the Kinondoni district in Dar es Salaam and other main 

branches exist in the nation’s administrative capital in central Tanzania, Dodoma.  BAKWATA 

has about 24 of its own schools and supervises hundreds of predominantly Sunni mosques across 

the nation, all considered Sunni institutions and all run through a complex hierarchy of district and 

regional shaykhs appointed by BAKWATA in cooperation with the local communities. According 

to a senior official at BAKWATA, religious organizations in Tanzanian must receive the 

endorsement of his office before they can register with the government and the offices bases its 

endorsement on approval of the contents of each group’s constitution.  

The only thing we manage now is whether they go against the principles stated in their 

constitution. When a religious organization wants to register with the government they 

must first present their constitution to BAKWATA. We read [the constitution] 

carefully, and if it is OK, we sign it and write a letter [of endorsement.]23   

 

Upon presenting their group constitution and receiving the council’s endorsement, religious 

organizations like Istiqaama are then eligible to register under the Tanzanian government’s 

Societies Act originally established under the British Colonial regime in 1954 through the Ministry 

of Home Affairs and is still in use today.24 According to the Act, “a ‘society’ includes any club, 

company, partnership or association of ten or more persons whatever its nature or object,” with 

several exemptions including political parties and sports associations (see points g-h of Chapter 

337.2). Once officially recognized by the state, the “society” or organization in question must 

                                                           
23 Interview with senior BAKWATA official, Kinondoni, Dar es Salaam, June 21, 2017. 

 
24 According to a working paper published by a development branch of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs of 

Finland (KEPA), the NGO Act of 2002 under the Ministry of Community Development, Gender and 

Children aimed to streamline the requirements for NGOs by adding the requirement that all NGOs apply 

for a certificate of compliance from the government. However, this did not change the basic guidelines of 

the original Societies’ act through which religious organizations and others register as NGOs in Tanzania. 

See: Evod Mamanda, “NGO Work in Tanzania: Highlights of Relevant Facts, Policies and Laws,” KEPA’s 

Working Papers (Helsinki: Service Center for Development Cooperation (KEPA), 2012), 3, 

https://www.kepa.fi/tiedostot/julkaisut/ngo-work-in-tanzania-2012-update.pdf. 
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proceed to register its trustees under the Trusteeship Act, governed by the Registration Insolvency 

and Trusteeship Act (RITA).25 The registering of trustees, the BAKWATA official explains, 

“makes clear who is responsible for the governance of the organization and who owns it. The 

minimum time to complete the registration process is one year.”26 Istiqaama, he confirmed, 

registered as an organization under the Societies Act in 1995.  

The extensive bureaucratic procedure whereby a self-identified Islamic organization must 

first seek approval with BAKWATA before seeking approval through the Ministry of Home 

Affairs based on the Societies Act, indicates strict government surveillance of the activities of all 

religious NGO on the mainland. For example, the country’s president can declare an organization 

unlawful in the “public interest,” just as the registrar can cancel a group’s registration should they 

prove to have any external political affiliation or demonstrate “any purpose prejudicial or 

incompatible with the maintenance of peace, order and good government."27 Under the Act, the 

government can also perform an audit of any organization at any time (section 22) and power to 

“enter and search meeting places or business places” (section 31) as well as to make arrests 

according to its own discretion (section 32). The Tanzanian government does occasionally 

demonstrate its power of search and seizure, entering Muslim communities and spaces of worship 

to assess the content of public lectures and, in more extreme cases, to arrest Muslim religious 

leaders perceived to have ties to foreign terror networks and fundamentalist groups. Popular 

Islamic newspapers, such as the weekly An-Nuur, contain numerous articles condemning the 

                                                           
25 Senior BAKWATA official. 

 
26 Senior BAKWATA official. 

 
27 The United Republic of Tanzania, “The Societies Act 337” (Registration Insolvency and Trusteeship 

Agency, June 1, 1954), 8.1a, 

http://www.rita.go.tz/eng/laws/History%20Laws/Societies%20Ordinance,1954%20(cap.%20337).pdf. 
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mainland government’s indiscriminate arrest of both ordinary citizens and high-profile preachers 

without due process and calling for the institutionalization of special courts on the mainland that 

could protect the interests of Tanzania Muslims.28 Moreover, many Tanzanian’s feel as though the 

government officials representing Muslim interests on the mainland (BAKWATA) and the islands 

(the Mufti’s Office) function primarily as handmaidens to the state and do not adequately represent 

their aggrieved Muslim constituency. For this and other reasons non-state actors such as Istiqaama, 

are becoming increasingly more attractive sources of education and social services.  

3. Istiqaama leadership and funding 

 

Prior to the internal dispute that led to a split between the island and mainland branches of 

Istiqaama, the IMCOT Association oversaw the activities of all 17 branches of the organization 

across the United Republic of Tanzania, including the two separate branches (north and south) on 

Pemba Island (see Figure 1).  There are now dozens of institutions (e.g. schools, mosques, 

orphanages, welfare centers, and radio stations) in the country under some form of Istiqaama 

administration that provide for both the secular and religious needs of the Tanzanian Muslim 

community, in general. During my branch visits to Istiqaama on both the mainland and isles, I 

observed that the leadership structure of IMCOT is hierarchical in all regions with a centralized 

authority at each regional branch. The IMCOT constitution elaborates that election to fill 

leadership positions occur every five years at the Supreme General Meeting in Dar es Salaam. The 

highest positions are (in descending order) the Chairman and Vice Chairman, the Secretary 

General and his Assistant, a Treasury and his assistant, as well as a local sheikh and his assistants. 

                                                           
28 See for example: Mwandishi Wetu (unnamed author), “Tanganyika Si Guantanamo Ya Kutesa Masheikh 

(Tanzania Is Not a Guantanamo Where Shaykhs Can Be Tortured),” An-Nuur, September 11, 2015, sec. 

Headline and pp. 2-3. 
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The structure of authority at Istiqaama’s regional branches closely mirrors the national structure. 

While there is a high degree of autonomy within the national and regional branches of Istiqaama, 

the Association confers with the Istiqaama International Headquarters in Muscat on any major 

decisions concerning funding or curriculum development. Moreover, the appointment of imams 

and the construction of mosques and other spaces of worship requires the ultimate approval of 

BAKWATA and, in the case of Zanzibar, the Mufti’s Office. 

The Istiqaama association also prioritizes the financial and operational independence of its 

community, claiming to rely primarily on its members’ ability to commit the time and monetary 

resources needed to ensure the sustainability of its institutions. My discussions with the leaders of 

the association regarding their funding sources tended to end abruptly or with vague statements, 

such as “we support ourselves through our investments and association donations” and “we receive 

some support from our pious brothers and sisters in Oman.” The reluctance to release the details 

about personal or foreign donations and investments is unsurprising in a political context in which 

foreign aid of any kind, and but especially from Gulf, generates suspicion of ulterior political 

motives and may also put members at risk of increased taxation by the state in Tanzania. 

Additionally, releasing information that might suggest that certain regional branches of IMCOT 

receives a disproportionately higher amount of support than others, threatens to aggravate existing 

internal politics that question certain groups or individuals’ degrees of influence and representation 

within the Association. In Al-Namīr Al-Sayfi lists Istiqaama’s sources of income in the following 

four categories: 

 Donations provided by philanthropists from the Sultanate of Oman. 

 Support provided by official authorities from the Sultanate of Oman. 

 Donations from the local association inside the country. 
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 Affiliated business investments29 

 

The list shows that a significant portion of the funding and much of the fundraising for international 

for projects in Tanzania derive from Omani sources, such as the Ministry of Endowments and 

Religious Affairs. Proposals for the building of mosques, schools, and wells begin at the local level 

and proposals (ideally) come from both non-Ibadi Muslims, as well as Ibadis. Once the association 

identifies areas of need and determines the minimum amount of funding required carrying out 

project(s), they approach the regional Istiqaama board for initial review. After completion of the 

regional assessment, the proposal advances to the national level and from there to the Istiqaama 

Headquarters in Oman for additional consideration. The financial independence and efforts to 

standardize all institutions across the association, especially mosques and schools, point to the 

potential of this body of institutions to carry out Khalili’s vision for a nation-wide Ibadi Muslim 

revival.  This revival focuses primarily on uniting the Tanzanian Omani community under one 

faith-based organization as well as improving the quality of Islamic education and Arabic language 

pedagogy that fell into a decline in the decades following the 1964 revolution.  

In his emotional account of the achievements of Omani civilization in Zanzibar before and 

after 1964, Muhammad al-Sayfi comments on the recent successes of the association in 

educational reform in the region. He presents these reforms as occurring despite the Zanzibari 

government’s many efforts to dismantle the pre-existing formal and informal networks of religious 

education in their efforts to undermine Arabic and Islamic culture in the post-sultanate period 

(1964-present).  

The revolution (thawra) occurred in the month of January accompanied by the 

decrees of [property] annulment and nationalization which terminated and 

                                                           
29 Muhammad ibn ‘abd allah ibn sa’īd Al-Sayfī, Al-Namīr: Al-Ibāḍiyyah Fī Zinjibār Wa Mā Jawarha Min 

Duwwal Sharq Ifriqiyya, 1st ed., vol. v (Masqat: unknown, 2015), 444. 

 



 

142 
 

prevented the teaching of Arabic and Islamic education in the government schools 

and the non-governmental schools. The Government burned books pertaining to 

Arabic language, Islamic, religion and the holy Qur'an, and tortured the 'ulama, the 

shaykhs and the seekers of knowledge. It was a tragedy for the country [Zanzibar] 

and especially in the area of Islamic education. And the Arab and Islamic state in 

Zanzibar ended in crisis and tragedy...[with] the gravity of the tragedy of Muslims 

in Al-Andalus. [Resulting] from the killing [of those who stayed] and the forced 

exit from the country of those who remained alive, [who were] compelled to head 

for [their] first home, Oman, or elsewhere among the neighboring nations. They 

departed a civilization whose features were still vibrant, and the mark [they left] is 

visible, especially, throughout the two islands and East Africa, more generally.30 

 

The analogy Al-Sayfi makes between Muslims in post-revolutionary Zanzibar and of Al-Andalus31 

is a poignant representation of a widely held belief among Arab residents of Zanzibar that the 

revolution that overthrew the Omani sultanate in 1964, was the end of intellectual production and 

knowledge transmission in the region. The author envisions a golden age in which religious 

scholarship flourished under the patronage of enlightened Arab and Islamic state powers. Al-Sayfi 

implies that the unenlightened leadership of the Afro-Shirazi political party that assumed power in 

the aftermath of the revolution sacrificed religious education in favor of political opportunism. 

This is evident, he shows, in the purging of scholars, books and Islamic studies from Zanzibari 

society. The mass killing and exile of a significant portion of the island’s Omani Arab population 

left an already economically differentiated and largely multi-cultural minority association 

scattered and bereft of their religious leadership and social security. In line with the African 

socialist vision of the party, the government also seized the lands and homes of hundreds of local 

Arab and Indian elites, transferring rights of ownership to the government or private actors. In 

                                                           
30 Al-Sayfi. Al-Namir V. 7, 447 

 
31 Amal Ghazal notes the frequency with which comparisons are made between Al-Andalus and Zanzibar 

in Oman in a 2011 interview with Jadaliyya. See: Jadaliyya, New Texts Out Now: Amal Ghazal, “Islamic 

Reform and Arab Nationalism,” September 7, 2011, 

http://www.middleeastdigest.com/pages/index/2549/new-texts-out-now_amal-ghazal-islamic-reform-and-

a. 
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other cases, the state seized control of privately funded mosques and connected properties, in 

addition to annulling ethnic-based associations and schools.  Many of which came to assume the 

names of popular Latin American and African revolutionaries.32 

 An enduring perception within Zanzibar’s Omani community is that the island’s best and the 

brightest drove the modern development of Oman and other nations in their exile following the 

revolution, while Zanzibar itself withered under the exhausting influences of an unenlightened and 

corrupt leadership more interested in political opportunism than development. For members of the 

Ibadi association in Zanzibar today, the government’s failure to meet its citizens spiritual and 

material needs coupled with the longtime absence of an identifiable Ibadi leadership and religious 

authority in the region, made them susceptible to the ideological enticements presented by recent 

religious movements on the coast. Of particular concern to Ibadi leaders in Zanzibar today are the 

influential Saudi-funded student groups and preachers, variously called “Wahhabi” or “Salafi,” 

who offer a clear and compelling message of Islamic unity that rejects the perceived religious 

idiosyncrasies of minority Muslim groups such as the Ibadis and the Shia. The heightened 

awareness of being a religious minority, as well as a historically privileged ethnic minority, 

compels Ibadi leaders and members of Istiqaama to adopt a practice of religious dissimulation that 

publicly downplays the group’s sectarian origins while defining itself in opposition to more 

fundamentalist interpretations of Islam.  

There is a need for such intra-Muslim discourse in an increasingly more sectarian Tanzania, 

and the Istiqaama Association presents itself as indispensable to fulfilling that need. So-called 

                                                           
32 Loimeier provides a list of names of schools established in the colonial era schools and of the new names 

they were assigned after the revolution. Examples include: Sayyida Matuka Girls’ School (became the Ben 

Bella S.), Sayyid Khalifa Technical School (became the Jamal Abdel Nasser S.), Sayyid Abdullah Sec. 

School in Pemba (became the Fidel Castro S.), the Sir Euan Smith Madrasa (became the Haile Selassie S.), 

and the King George VI College (became the Lumumba College) (2009; 471). 
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Wahhabi groups such the Ansar Sunna often target their criticism at minority Muslim groups such 

as the Ibadis and at older generations of Muslims in Tanzania concerning issues of ritual 

importance, such as when to break the fast during Ramadan.33 In addition, they threaten to 

destabilize the existing social order by their grassroots activism that appeals to a large cross-section 

of Muslims from various classes and ethnic backgrounds. As an Ibadi elder and Istiqaama 

representative in the village of Ziwani, Pemba explained in Swahili:  

Here in Pemba we have Sunnis and Ibadis. Recently the Ansar Sunna have been 

arriving here. They are foreigners (wageni)…They are a new madhhab and many 

of their teachings are a bit…action-oriented (kivitendo)…Indeed they are our 

Muslim brothers but their actions are…a bit different than ours [Sunnis and 

Ibadis].34  

 

This tendency to emphasize the likeness among Ibadis and Sunnis (here mainly Shafiʻis and 

Hanafis), in contradistinction to the more divergent practices of the Wahhabi newcomers, is 

something I heard often in Zanzibar. Moreover, the Ziwani elder’s claim to indigeneity as an Ibadi 

in Zanzibar appears in stark contrast to the foreignness of the “newcomers” who completed their 

education in Saudi Arabia that many conflate with Wahhabism.35 As Kai Kresse explains in 

reference to Sunni and Shi’a responses to Wahhabi critiques in the coastal regions of neighboring 

                                                           
33 See Juma Mazrui’s response to Shaykh Nassor Bachu of the Masjid Ansar Sunna in the Jawabu Yetu 

where he argues, in line with Ibadi scholars such as Mufti Al-Khalili, for a pluralistic position on the 

sighting of the moon that determines the start and end of the fast during Ramadan. Juma Mazrui, Jawabu 

Yetu Kwa Kitabu Kiitwacho “Ukweli Juu Ya Kuandama Kwa Mwezi” Cha Kamati Ya Masjid Sunna 

(unpublished, 2009). 

 
34 Ziwani elder, Interview in Ziwani, Pemba Island, February 2, 2016. 

 
35 The outsider/insider paradigm is largely a matter of perception as many of those spreading these new 

ideas in Zanzibar were born and raised on the coast and only embraced Wahhabi principles during their 

time abroad as students in the Middle East. ValerieHoffman argues the articulation of Ibadi identity in 

modern Oman and Zanzibar. Ibadi muslims complain that although they read the literature of all sects, non-

Ibadis hardly ever work at Ibadi literature. Descriptions of Ibadism in the works of medieval Sunni scholars 

are full of inaccuracies." Valerie Hoffman, “The Articulation of Ibadi Identity in Modern Oman and 

Zanzibar,” The Muslim World 94, no. 2 (2004): 202. 
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Kenya, this practice of othering in which the Saudi trained “reformists” are “recast as outsiders” 

is a means of weakening Wahhabi influence locally and ensuring the authority of those in the 

association entrusted with religious guidance.36 He writes: “The reformists appear as outsiders, sly 

and cunning strategists, successful in infiltrating their hosts by veiling their otherness with a 

rhetorical mantle of overarching unity in labelling themselves as ‘people of the sunna’ a 

description that no Muslim could seriously reject (as all claim to follow the path of the Prophet).”37 

The Ziwani elder linked these “newcomers” to Saudi Arabia and suggested that their main appeal 

lay in their financial resources and developmental initiatives in the region. “The movement has 

become strong (ina nguvu!),” he explained, “they aim to further education (wanaendesha elimu) 

and they have money [to do so], they have the schools, they do everything!”38 Ibadi leaders in 

Zanzibar recognize the important development work that other Muslim are doing in the region, but 

express concern that the active proselytizing and clear message of the Wahhabi preachers will lure 

Ibadi youth away from their parents’ madhhab. The loss of a knowledgeable and motivated Ibadi 

youth would threaten the cohesion of a community recovering from an extended period of internal 

division making the need for Ibadi-led religious and secular schools all the more necessary in 

Zanzibar today.  

4. Istiqaama and the Revival of Islamic Education in Zanzibar 

 

                                                           
 
36 Kai Kresse, “The Uses of History: Rhetorics of Muslim Unity and Difference on the Kenyan Swahili 

Coast,” in Struggling with History: Islam and Cosmopolitanism in the Western Indian Ocean (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2008), 250. 

 
37 Kresse, 242–43. 

 
38 Ziwani elder, Interview in Ziwani, Pemba Island. 
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The Istiqaama school system comprises three types of institutions: the Qur’an schools 

(katātīb), the programmatic schools (al-madāris al-niamiyya), and the Istiqaama Institute for 

Islamic Studies.39 Teachers of religious studies and Arabic language courses at the Istiqaama 

schools employ Arabic as the primary language of instruction. However, as most students and 

teaching staff are native Swahili speakers, this language is widely heard and utilized by the 

teaching staff to elaborate grammatical concepts or textual ambiguities. In the programmatic 

schools, which teach both the secular and religious sciences, English is the primary language for 

the teaching of advanced scientific subjects requiring the use of technical terms. The Istiqaama 

association recruits its teachers from among the graduates of local and foreign teaching colleges 

and Islamic institutes of higher education. 

The Istiqaama programmatic schools are much like those in Kane’s study on Northern 

Nigeria where a system of programmatic, or what he calls, “organized schools” was set up by a 

government commission led by Ahmadu Bello in Northern Nigeria in the 1960s. The initiative 

promoted the introduction of secular subjects into the school curriculum alongside Islamic 

learning. “The study of Hausa language in the Latin script, English, and arithmetic was encouraged 

in the new schools named madrasa islamiyya niẓamiyya (organized Islamic schools), as opposed 

to madrasa islamiyya ahliyya (indigenous Islamic schools).”40 Kane further suggests that in the 

context of Northern Nigeria, the establishment of the programmatic or, “organized schools” was 

“to make owners of traditional schools more dependent on the government and to diminish the 

influence of the Sufi orders in the unified Northern Nigeria that Ahmadu Bello wanted to build.”41 

                                                           
39 maʻhad al-Istiqāma li-dirasāt al-islāmiyya 

 
40 Kane, Muslim Modernity in Postcolonial Nigeria : A Study of the Society for the Removal of Innovation 

and Reinstatement of Tradition, 1:64. 
 
41 Kane, 64. 
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A similar argument can be made in Zanzibar where traditional Qur’an schools gradually came to 

be replaced by more modern schools such as the earlier Muslim Academy and the current 

programmatic schools first under colonial rule and then under the national government that began 

to require that all schools and societies register with the state. Moreover, students of these schools 

who wish to progress to national universities and to assume positions in government offices are 

further required to take national exams that test on secular subjects that would not appear in the 

curriculum of a Qur’an school, suggesting the government has a significant degree of sway over 

curriculum design in the private programmatic school.42  

During my first tour of Istiqaama schools in Zanzibar in 2014, for example, I met 

administrators and teachers from Kenya and Algeria, as well as several Zanzibari who received 

their bachelor educations in Oman and Sudan. While many of the teachers and administrators at 

the institutes are Zanzibaris of Omani or Ibadi origin, or graduates of North African and Arabian 

colleges and universities, most students in the Istiqaama schools are non-Arab and non-Ibadi, 

which indicates a commitment to broader association outreach. Students studying within the 

Istiqaama orbit learn basic ritual knowledge especially in the areas of circumcision, prayer and 

                                                           
 
42 In a study on the modernization of the Omani education system following the rise of Sultan Qaboos to 

power in the 1970s, Abdurrahman al-Salimi of the Ministry of Endowments and Religious Affairs, 

explained that the incorporation of traditional qur’an schools into the modern school system was gradual 

and occurred in several stages. The government was keen on brining the level of education in Oman up on 

par with other Arab countries and so it adopted the Lebanese and later the Qatari curriculums as models for 

incorporating Islamic studies together with secular subjects. A Ministry of Education was established in 

1977 to oversee the development of a national curriculum whose aim was to “promote unite and avoid 

sectarianism,” in the countries Ibadi dominant but highly diverse Muslim society (149). The traditional 

school system in mosques and independent study circles was allowed to continue alongside these new 

schools until the 1996 with the oversight of the Ministry but they were discontinued after this time “due to 

either the weakening of the Islamic curriculum or the weakening of the department managing it. The 

Ministry of Education, however, still maintains a specialized department that continues to manage Islamic 

studies, but the teaching of Islam is now part of the gradual, albeit slow, reformation process being led by 

the state” (150). See: Abdulrahman Al-Salimi, “The Transformation of Religious Learning in Oman: 

Tradition and Modernity 1,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 21, no. 2 (2011): 147–57. 
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fasting, and a general awareness of what is permissible (halal) and prohibited (haram) in Islam. 

Since Mufti al-Khalili first called for an Ibadi awakening in Tanzania in the mid-1980s, the 

Istiqaama Schools have served as the primary site of Islamic learning and subject formation within 

the Ibadi-Omani association and beyond, as well as the main avenue for projecting a positive self-

image and transmitting knowledge about Arab culture and civilization in post-revolutionary 

Zanzibar.  

The construction of Istiqaama’s Qur’an schools began in Zanzibar Town and quickly 

spread to various sites across the countryside. The first schools appeared in the old city of Zanzibar 

(Stone Town) in the mid-1990s and centered primarily on religious studies (from an Ibadi point of 

view) and Arabic language pedagogy. According to a former student and Stone Town resident, 

Jalali (pseudonym), the classes commenced at 7pm in the evening and lasted for two hours, and 

originally had a large, and predominantly, Ibadi, enrollment of 40-50 students. Students would 

attend government or programmatic private schools funded by other groups during the day and 

Istiqaama’s religious studies classes in the evening. Three of the oldest Ibadi neighborhood 

mosques in Stone Town became the sites of the first Istiqaama classes and all bear the names of 

prominent Omani-Zanzibar families: Masjid Al-Shakhsi in Mkunazini, Masjid al-Lamki in 

Hurumzi and Masjid al-Istiqaama (formerly Masjid Jetalita) located along the Gizenga craft street 

in the touristic and upscale Shanghani neighborhood in Stone Town (see figure 2).43 The 

Istiqaama night courses at the mosques, which continue (albeit with a lower enrollment) up till the 

present, fall into a tripartite structure beginning with nursery level which consist of 2 years (or 

classes) of nursery education, 1 year of primary education, and 3 years of secondary education.  

                                                           
43 According to Al-Sayfi, the first of these night classes began in the Al-Shaksi Ibadi Mosque in the 

Mkunazini neighborhood of Zanzibar’s Stone Town in 1984. 
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Figure 9. Map showing the Al-Lemki, Al-Shakhsi, and Istiqaama Ibadi mosques that pioneered 

the Istiqaama educational Movement in Zanzibar. This is not a comprehensive representation of 

the Ibadi mosques in Stone Town. 

The educational curriculum of the Qur’an schools (katātīb) focuses primarily on teaching 

the correct recitation of the Qur’an (tilawa) and its memorization (ḥafdh), in addition to Arabic 

and Islamic pedagogy. In his survey, al-Sayfi recorded 17 Qur’an schools in the greater Zanzibar 

Town and countryside, with the number of students (both boys and girls) in the schools totaling 

3751. Plans are underway to construct more Qur’an schools on the islands and to improve the 

quality of teacher education through the construction of a teacher’s training school in Zanzibar, 

which will serve to train professionals for all the Istiqaama schools.44 

                                                           
44 Al-Sayfī, Al-Namīr: Al-Ibāḍiyyah Fī Zinjibār Wa Mā Jawarha Min Duwwal Sharq Ifriqiyya, v:444. 
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  In its early years, the school only accepted male students and the initial enrollment was 20. 

At the time of Al-Sayfi’s study, the Omani association had expanded to include 12 such madrasas 

for both boys and girls with a total student body of 4000, only 1200 of whom were Omani 

Zanzibaris. He praises the Istiqaama School for having “played a basic role in rebuilding trust 

within the [Omani] association, and spreading awareness of their ideas and their origins, and 

knowledge of their real identity By the grace of God, these madrasas [also] graduated the first 

leaders that built the Istiqaama association.”45 The most reputable and best known of the schools 

on the island is the Istiqaama Institute in Tungu that recruits students from all over East Africa for 

advanced study in the Islamic Sciences. Several graduates of the Institute go on to pursue 

bachelor’s degrees in Islamic Studies at collaborative institutions in colleges of Ibadi-influence in 

Oman and North Africa, such as the College for Sharia Sciences established in 1997 in Oman.46 

Upon graduating from these foreign universities, these Tanzanian students often seek employment 

as teachers of Arabic and Islamic Studies at Istiqaama.  

The Istiqaama Institute opened in 1995, and its headquarters lie about 17 kilometers outside 

the urban center of Zanzibar Town in a lush island province called Tunguu.47 The campus spans 

several acres, but its main gate and buildings are not visible from the main road that includes two 

major building sites divided by the busy main road carrying commuters, goods, and tourists back 

                                                           
45 Al-Sayfī, v:444. 

 
46 The college is under the supervision of the Ministry of Endowments along with the Insiste of Sharia 

Sciences established in 1999, formerly the Institute of Jurisprudence and Oratory (est. 1986) which itself 

was formerly called the “Institute of Islamic Judicial Sciences, established in 1976 to produce the Sharia 

judges of Islamic law” (Al-Salimi; 151). 

 
47 Tunguu also the site of the privately funded Zanzibar University which one of the largest higher education 

institutions on the island. According to Roman Loimeier the university receives significant support from 

the Dar al-Iman organization in Saudi Arabia (Loimeier, 2009; 123). This region of the island is also the 

location of the new campus of the Zanzibar State University (SUZA).  
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and forth between the stunning beachfront villages of the South and East coasts and Stone Town. 

The dirt road leading to the campus is about half a mile long and marked only by an unimposing 

sign that reads the Istiqaama Institute off the main highway. Upon reaching the campus, the visitor 

notices two large and guarded gates across from one another. The left gate is the entrance to the 

women’s madrasa and administrative buildings and the right gate leads to the Istiqaama Institute 

for boys. Teachers at the school jokingly refer the two campuses as Al-Safa and Al-Marwah48 

owing to the constant shuffle back and forth between the two sites in the case of dual teaching 

assignments.  

The campus includes a small mosque, numerous long classroom buildings arranged in 

rows, dormitories for boys and girls, two major gender-segregated libraries, complete with shelves 

dedicated to Islamic law and jurisprudence, theology, and belief. The collection includes the major 

works by notable Ibadi scholars such as the poet Abu Muslim al-Bahlani, the Algerian reformer 

Abu Ishaq Atfayyish, and the Omani jurist Nur al-Din As-Salimi.49 The libraries also contain 

volumes of fatāwwa and writings by prominent contemporary Ibadi scholars, especially Mufti 

Ahmad bin Hamad al-Khalili, as well as student research reports on various topics relating to 

religion, including studies of the Omani role in the spread of Islam and the Ibadi madhhab in 

Zanzibar. A main proponent of the student thesis requirement was the Algerian Shaykh Rachid, a 

well-liked and deeply knowledgeable scholar of Ibadi thought in his own right.  Shaykh Rachid 

comes from the Al-Ghardaia region of Algeria, known for its sizeable and ancient Ibadi community 

that dwells primarily in an oasis settlement called Wadi Mzab. He became interested in the Ibadi 

                                                           
48 The two small hills located in the Haram Mosque in Mecca. Muslim pilgrims go between then seven 

times during the hajj and umrah pilgrimages.    

 
49 Hoffman 2004; Ghazal 2010. 
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community in East Africa while taking courses on the development of Islam in Africa at the Emir 

Abdelkader University of Islamic Sciences located in the city of Constantine in northern Algeria 

close to the Tunisian border. There he met teachers affiliated with Istiqaama in Tanzania who 

invited him to Zanzibar to teach Arabic and Islamic studies. Shaykh Rachid explained that while 

the education of Islamic Sciences is quite strong in Zanzibar, the schools lack teachers who have 

a strong grasp of the Arabic language.50 

In comparing Istiqaama to the numerous Ibadi organizations in his home region in Algeria, 

Shaykh Rachid (pseudonym) commented on the newness of Ibadi organizational life in Zanzibar 

and the schools’ lack of curricular and scientific rigor. He explained that in Algeria, Ibadis are a 

very “strict” people, and that this “strictness” is what distinguishes them from their Zanzibari 

brothers and sisters who take a more lax approach to the study of Ibadi practice. He hoped to 

transform through the introduction of academic research methods that form part of the thesis 

requirement. “We started [the thesis requirement] two years ago, last year and the year before... 

Before it was writing by hand but in last year [they began] writing by computer…I want to…[make 

the] students work scientific....they [the theses] are special for the culture for Zanzibar.”51  In the 

early years of the organization, the Istiqaama leadership requested scholarships for Tanzanian 

students to Algeria for the study of the Qur’an and Sharia and for Algerian missionaries to come 

to Tanzania to teach the Arabic language and the Islamic sciences,52 as well as an appeal for 

                                                           
50Shaykh Rachid, Interview at Women’s Library at the Istiqaama Institute, Tunguu, Zanzibar., January 15, 

2016. 

 
51 Shaykh Rachid, Interview. 

 
52 On January 13th, 1996, the Istiqaama leadership in Tanzania wrote a letter thanking the Ibadi Mufti of 

Algeria, Shaykh Nassor bin Muhammad Al-Mammuri and his delegation for their recent visit to the country 

and the newly formed Istiqaama community and requests financial and moral support assistance in 

developing a “comprehensive long-term plan” which will enable the organization to achieve greater self-

sustainability (Al-Sayfi 113). 
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donations of books on Sharia and Arabic language. The presence of Algerian lecturers and Arabic 

language teachers at the Istiqaama Institute in Zanzibar, in addition to the growing number of 

Algerian trained Zanzibari teachers and the presence of Algerian Ibadi publications and magazines 

at the Institute’s library indicate renewal of Zanzibari-Algerian Ibadi networks Ibadi facilitated by 

Istiqaama. The Institute’s commitment to reviving transregional Ibadi intellectual networks is 

nowhere more visible than in its relations to the The College of Sharia Sciences in Oman from 

where the Omani government and Istiqaama recruits imams and preachers. 

5. The College of Sharia Sciences in Muscat 

 

The College of Sharia Sciences in Muscat, which falls under the Sultan of Oman’s diwan 

or, government, sits on a hill overlooking the middle-class neighborhood of Al-Khuwair, near the 

Grand Mosque of Sultan Said bin Taimur (father to the current Sultan) and the Omani Charitable 

Society. The predecessor of this institute opened for the teaching and learning of the Islamic 

Sciences in 1977, it then underwent various structural changes before taking its current form as a 

Sharia college built into the organizational structure of the Ministry of Endowment and Religious 

Affairs.53 The professed aim of the institution is to produce graduates qualified to teach and 

disseminate religious studies and to create harmony between Omani and Islamic ethics and values 

in order to meet the demands of a changing world.  

In addition to its Omani student body, the institute actively recruits and accepts 

international students and maintains exchange agreements with religious secular colleges and 

universities around the world, for example, Al-Azhar University in Cairo and the University of 

Leiden in the Netherlands. The international student body has strong representation from several 

                                                           
 
53 Formerly the Ministry of Justice, Endowment and Islamic Affairs. 
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African countries, especially, Tanzania, Burundi, Kenya, Libya, Tunisia, and Algeria – all 

countries with sizeable Omani and Ibadi populations. Many of these students receive scholarships 

for their years of study, room and board, monthly stipends, free healthcare and plane tickets home 

for the holidays. Students who study at the institute can take advantage of an international faculty 

trained in various aspects of Islamic Studies and modern classrooms and technology that includes 

options for distance learning. The Institute’s library - replete with a multi-denominational 

collection of sharia volumes, theological texts, and books on Omani and Islamic history - is 

reminiscent of the Istiqaama libraries in Tunguu.  

The library houses hundreds of graduate theses (batḥ at-takharūj) and serves as an 

excellent repository and example of contemporary Omani and Ibadi religious scholarship. Much 

of this research (all composed in Arabic) focuses on aspects of Ibadi fiqh, especially in the areas 

of marriage and divorce and prayer. A few theses focus on historical subjects such as the historical 

and contemporary relationship between Oman and East Africa. On one of my research trips to the 

library in the winter of 2016, I met a student from Muyinga Province in northeastern Burundi 

(close to the border with Tanzania) named Said. Said explained that his mother is a native of 

Burundi and a speaker of Kirundi. His father is a former employee of a Belgian company and a 

Swahili-speaking Omani. When Said was in secondary school in Muyinga a group of Omani 

representatives from Istiqaama conducted a talent search in the country, interviewing prospective 

scholarship students for study at the Istiqaama Maahad in Zanzibar. These representatives selected 

Saad along with five other students for the scholarship and facilitated their transport and 

accommodation to Zanzibar (ca. 2006). At Tungu, the young men improved their Arabic language 

skills and covered all aspects of Islamic Studies. Said explained that he tried to take courses on 

non-religious topics for three months but his schedule was too packed and he could not continue. 
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Only half of the Burundian cohort (including Said) completed their studies in Zanzibar. Those who 

did had the option to pursue a fully funded four-year degree in religious studies at the Sharia 

College in Muscat.54  

As a student in his final year at the Sharia College, Saad specializes in Islamic 

jurisprudence or ‘usūl al-fiqḥ but prefers the study of history. In fact, his undergraduate thesis 

focuses on Omani history in Burundi – a country that receives little attention in the grand Arabic 

narratives about Omani civilization in eastern Africa. Said gave a brief history of Omani 

settlements in East Africa, explaining how Omani travelers first arrived in port towns such as 

Zanzibar and Dar es Salaam and then continued onwards to the East African interior. In the interior, 

they established bustling trading centers and Ibadi mosques in major urban hubs like Ujiji in the 

region of Lake Tanganyika. From these places, some of these Omani pioneers arrived in Burundi 

and Rwanda.  He explained that the relationship between the native and Arab residence of Burundi 

is amicable and that the events of 1964 in Zanzibar had little effect on inter-ethnic relations in the 

region.55 According to Saad, the Istiqaama Institute in Zanzibar operates “under” the Sharia 

College in Muscat and “both follow the Ibadi madhhab.”  

However, the relationship to Ibadism is primarily nominal in both places and students and 

teachers draw from the sources of all the Islamic schools of thought, from ‘aqīda to fiqḥ studies.56 

He emphasized the inclusive approach the institute and its actors, stating as an example “if 

someone writes a thesis on a given subject [at the institute], they consider the words of all [the 

                                                           
54 Saad, Interview in Al-Khuwair, Muscat at Kuliyyat li-“ 'Ulūm as-Shar”īya, December 15, 2016. 

 
55 Note, however, that the Rwanda and Burundi genocide of 1994 was a defining moment inter-ethnic 

relations in the region more generally and had a huge impact on the local economy in both places.  

 
56 Unlike my other informants from Istiqaama in Zanzibar, Said appeared uncomfortable with the idea of 

“comparative” studies, which he said implies creating divisions (kufariqisha) between the schools. 
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madhhabs].”57 Given the focus on religious studies and teaching at the College, many graduates 

go into teaching or play some other role in religious guidance within the sultanate or in their home 

countries.  Saad was unsure of his post-graduation plans and is considering going into business. 

“In Burundi, you can only become a shaykh with this degree (shahāda).” In Zanzibar, however, a 

degree from the Sharia College is generally well recognized and opens the door to a wider range 

of employment opportunities. The relatively high premium placed on an Omani education in 

Zanzibar (as opposed to elsewhere in the region), indicates a affinity between Omani and Zanzibari 

society and culture as well as the important place Omani institutions and scholarships hold in 

Zanzibar’s religious imagination. 

The College began accepting female students for diploma degrees in the Sharia Sciences 

in 2000.58 Currently there is only one major in general Islamic Studies for women, whereas men 

can choose from other specializations, especially jurisprudence (fiqḥ) and da‘wah. Historically, 

Omani women in Tanzania (with exceptions, of course) received few options for higher education 

than their male counterparts.59 Istiqaama and the Sharia College it prepares students for, provide a 

socially acceptable and academically reputable opportunity to learn more about their faith and to 

acquire the social and practical skills needed to enter the work force.60 Both male and female 

                                                           
57Saad, Interview. 

 
58 “The Institute of Sharia Sciences,” Bint Al-Ibadh Blog (blog), December 23, 2013, 

http://bintibadh.blogspot.com/2013/12/the-institute-of-sharia-sciences.html. 

 
59 In my conversations with two Omani women in their 20s who did not attend the Istiqaama schools but 

who have studied extensively in the British school system at home and abroad, it was uncommon for women 

in their mothers’ generation to receive any formal religious or secular education, beyond learning to recite 

sections of the Qur’an.  

 
60 In the future, I hope to interview women who completed both school systems about their experience at 

Istiqaama, as I was unable to establish the necessary contacts in my time in the field. A male contact in 

Muscat who has a female cousin from Istiqaama commented that the Istiqaama women receive higher 
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students, in the Istiqaama are subject to years of exposure and acculturation into Islamic culture 

and society viewed largely through the lens of a particularly Omani-inspired teaching corps and 

source base. This is nowhere more evident than in the textbooks used to educate students at the 

primary level in Arabic and Islamic Studies. 

6. The Istiqaama Textbook 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Photo of the Tarbiyya textbook. Note the IMCOT logo on the upper right hand corner 

of both. 

In an article on textbooks and religion in the Middle East, Mandana Limbert explores the 

ways in which the religious studies textbooks used by elementary school students in Oman serve 

“in the production of good citizens” as well as to instill a sense of “personal piety and seriousness 

of purpose” from an early age.61 The study includes references from different levels of the textbook 

                                                           
dowries suggesting an elevated social status. This of course, requires further verification (see Ahmed 

Interview, December 17, 2016).  

 
61 Mandana Limbert, “Oman: Cultivating Good Citizens and Religious Virtue,” in Teaching Islam: 

Textbooks and Religion in the Middle East (London: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2007), 103–4. 
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series entitled Religious Studies and published in Muscat by the Ministry of Education between 

1993-1995. The textbook centers on “harnessing good acts such as compassion, kindness, good 

neighborliness, and charity for the poor, legitimized as piety, in the production of good citizens” 

as well as promoting a “generic Islam whose limit is an equally generic ‘unbeliever’.”62 The Ibadi 

orientation of the textbook writers and audience (primarily Omani and Ibadi), is subtle and 

detectable only in a number of references to prominent Ibadi figures, such as the hadith narrator 

Imam al-Rabi’, or in stories about succession disputes and tribal politics in early Islamic Arabia, 

or in pictorial representations of distinctively Ibadi prayer practices. While mention of the Omani 

nation is never explicit in the series, the other images depicting “typical” Omani landscapes and 

dress as well as features of a stereotypical middle-class lifestyle of modern toilets, homes and 

public buses, are subtle suggestions of what the ideal modern state look like.  Limbert explains 

that these “wish-images” are as much a part of Oman’s particular modernist vision and state-

building narratives as they are of pre-existing notions of behavioral propriety and civil obedience. 

As ideals, however, they are often in tension with the realities of daily life.63 I would add that these 

tensions are even more discernible when considered in a relatively more impoverished socio-

economic context such as Tanzania in which the local Omani and Ibadi association exists as a 

religious and ethnic minority and in which organizations formed along sectarian and ethnic lines 

is much less controlled and monitored.  

What is also striking about these national representations of religion and citizenship, and 

something that Limbert does not mention in her otherwise comprehensive examination of the 

                                                           
62 Limbert points out, drawing on Dale Eickelman (1989), that this strategy both undermines and further 

highlights differences between different Muslim groups. 

 
63 Mandana Limbert, “Oman: Cultivating Good Citizens and Religious Virtue,” 121. 
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content and use of these textbooks, is the work that this same literature does [or does not do] when 

transported abroad. The Istiqaama madrasa system, for example, depends greatly on textbooks 

printed and written in Oman or composed by scholars trained in Oman, for the teaching of Arabic 

and Islamic Studies. A textbook series also entitled Islamic Education (here called the Tarbiyya) 

and printed by the Ministry of Education in Oman bears the printed IMCOT name and logo.64 The 

series (published in 1998), only 3 years after the textbooks examined in Limbert’s study and the 

books adopt a similar structure of six sections (Quran, Prophetic Hadith, Aqida, Acts of Worship, 

Biography of the Prophet, and Ethics and Good Manners). The IMCOT textbook also describes 

the same ritual practices and emphasis on neighborliness and cleanliness described above, 

accompanied by pictures of scenes drawn from an identifiably Omani domestic, public lives, and 

environment (e.g., desert landscape, Omani houses, craggy mountain ranges, and water canals). In 

these textbooks too, there is no explicit reference to Ibadi Islam, although the same Ibadi-centric 

narratives and demonstrations of prayer are discernible. The printing of the text in Oman for a 

Tanzania-based audience and the availability and use of the series in the Istiqaama schools (I 

received this copy on in Mwanza), suggests a high degree of collaboration between the Istiqaama 

schools and government institutions in Oman.65  

                                                           
64 Translation: Al-Tarbiyya al-Islamiyya. Unfortunately, I was only about to access the first book in this 

series from my contacts in Zanzibar but feel that even this small sample is quite representative of the issues 

raised by Limbert. I received this well-worn copy from the current imam of the main Ibadi mosque in the 

northwestern Tanzanian city of Mwanza. 
 

65 Leitchman does mention briefly discuss the projection of Lebanese nationalism in textbooks in the 

language teaching in the Lebanese-run (different than the native Senegalese) Arabic Language Institute in 

Dakar. She explains that “Materials locally produced in Senegal give examples from both Senegal and 

Lebanon…” However, the Lebanese-printed materials reflect more of a Lebanese nationalist context and 

“cater to both Muslims and Christians by imparting a strong nationalist message of the beauty of Lebanon, 

its cedar trees, respect for the Lebanese flag, and praise for Lebanese soldiers who defended their beloved 

country against the Israeli enemy.” (121). Leichtman does not, however, examine how these different 

messages are received or taught and learned by mixed audiences in Senegal. 
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Yet, whether in Tanzania or Oman, the audience of the textbooks remains the same and the 

society depicted and envisioned by the publishers is distinctively “Arab” and “Omani.”66 If one 

were to remove the IMCOT logo from the book cover, nothing would distinguish the series from 

those described by Limbert as the basis of Oman’s religious studies curriculum.67 In the textbooks, 

Islamic ideals and norms pertaining to aspects such as physical appearance, family and social 

relations, as well as gender roles, further appear as inseparable from Omani ideals and social norms 

in the tarbiyya.  However, examples drawn from the Omani context are unlikely to strike children 

from Arab families as out of the ordinary. Omani families from mainland Tanzania and Zanzibar 

visit their family members occasionally in Oman.68 Many Omanis of East African heritage who 

live in Oman also tend to frequent Zanzibar in the East African winter (June-August) to escape the 

unbearable desert heat of the Arabian summer and to reconnect with what many consider their 

second home.69  

Jalali, who will begin college on the mainland this year, is from a multi-cultural and multi-

confessional family. His mother is a Zanzibar of Indian and Sunni heritage and his father is a 

member of a well-known Omani family in Stone Town. Jalali and several other Ibadi students in 

his age group (he attended Istiqaama from about ages 8-15 and is now applying for college) 

                                                           
66 In a passage explaining the diversity of God’s creation, however, the textbook does contain a picture of 

a multi-cultural Muslim community but there is no critical engagement with what it means to be a multi-

national and multi-cultural society. 

 
67 The copy contains handwritten ownership markings of several primary school children from that region. 

The most recent date of ownership in the textbook is 2009, suggesting that the series published in 1998 was 

in use for an extended period. 

 
68 Moreover, certain foods and customs popular in Omani households are readily available in Tanzanian 

Arab homes or feature heavily in the cosmopolitan cuisine of the Swahili Coast, more generally. 

 
69 Many Omanis also own vacation homes in Zanzibar and other parts of Tanzania and on the islands; they 

have earned the name “wajuni na wajulai” or “the people of June and July” for their seasonal visits to the 

region.  
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completed their primary and secondary education at the conspicuous Cutchi Indian Sunni madrasa 

in the Mkunazini neighborhood of Stone Town. The madrasa, which is easily identifiable by its 

large size and distinctive façade of white walls and with leaf green trim, sits in a prominent location 

across from the island’s main branch of the CRDB bank in the Mkunazini neighborhood. The 

madrasa is near two old Ibadi mosques, the Al-Shaqsi mosque, and the historic Binti Juma Ibadi 

mosque founded in the 19th century by an enterprising female member of the Al-Mughayri Omani 

family. The Sunni madrasa is a private school but follows the Tanzanian national curriculum in 

which religion appears as only one subject out of many and English is the primary language of 

instruction. Jalali explained that the religious education offered in the school is from a completely 

“Sunni perspective.” Moreover, non-Sunni Muslim students who adhere must conform to 

mainstream Islamic ritual practices while in school and they learn about Islam from exclusively 

Sunni sources. In the evening, however, Ibadi students enter a new epistemological sphere, which 

privileges Ibadi norms and practices.  

For African Muslims and students at Istiqaama schools who do not live in the coastal 

regions or who have no Omani heritage or previous such cultural reference (in northwestern 

Tanzania, for example), learning to be a good Muslim through the Istiqaama system inevitably 

involves absorbing Ibadi and Omani prayer, eating and sartorial practices and preferences. This 

phenomenon of cross-cultural appropriation and subject formation is strikingly like Jalali’s 

description of life as a school life that compelled him to be “Sunni” by day in the Cutchi School 

and Ibadi by night in the Istiqaama School. Moreover, many of the students who receive 

scholarships to attend the Istiqaama schools are from generally lower-income backgrounds and 

would not be able to afford the private school tuition costs independently of institutional support. 
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The glossy middle-class Omani lifestyle of rich foods, spacious homes and ample land are likely 

to be more of an aspiration than a reality for most Zanzibari enrollees at Istiqaama. 

The Istiqaama school uniform for young boys and teachers at the Islamic Institute in 

Zanzibar consists of a kofia prayer cap and kanzu shirt and for female teachers and secondary 

school girls, the Gulf-style black robe (abaya) locally known as buibui. As in Oman, where 

sartorial distinctions in the workplace between Arabs and Asians, for example, make clear who is 

Omani and who is not, the distinctive dress of the “Istiqaama people” in Zanzibar, especially sets 

them apart from other Muslims.70 Moreover, those Istiqaama students who return to Zanzibar after 

completing their studies abroad in Oman enjoy an elevated status within the association. As Omani 

businessperson and entrepreneur, Ahmed (pseudonym), explained to me over tea on the seafront 

terrace of the Omani-style Bayt al-Luban restaurant by the old Mutrah port in Muscat: 

Istiqaama has brought many positive changes to the villages in Zanzibar. When 

students graduate [from the Istiqaama schools], they come to Oman. If you are in 

Zanzibar or Pemba and you see someone who is nicely dressed, you would say that 

this person studied in Oman. They change in Oman; they even do business in 

Oman.71 

 

As is the case with many first-generation Omani citizens born of Zanzibari-Omani parents who 

returned to Oman in the modernization period of the 1970s, Ahmed is a prominent member of the 

Zanzibar diaspora in Oman and a frequent visitor to the islands where his family continues to 

maintain relationships with his father’s family on Pemba Island. During our conversation, Ahmed 

commented that “in the 1940s and 50s if we saw women dressed well, we would know that they 

                                                           
70 My observations between the mainland and Zanzibar revealed that it was much less common to find 

mainland Omani men, for example, to dress in traditional attire in everyday settings than was the case on 

the islands where the kanzu is part of many men’s everyday attire. It is also important to note in Zanzibar, 

many non-Omani Muslims also opt to wear kanzu of various styles, especially when attending prayers at 

the local mosque.  

 
71 Ahmed Interview at Bayt al-Luban, Mutrah Port, Muscat, December 17, 2016. 
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were from Zanzibar. Now, if we see someone dirty, we would know that they are from Zanzibar.”72 

Despite the over generalization and racial undertones of this statement, Ahmed does point to a 

very real role reversal of Oman and Zanzibar in the post-1970s era. While Zanzibari-Omanis were 

grappling with the loss of what many consider the glory days of the Arab sultanate and demised 

economic and political position, Oman came into its own under the rapid modernization projects 

of the current Sultan Qaboos beginning in the early years of oil discovery in that region. Changing 

economic fortunes in both places led to a change in social status for Omanis in both places, 

especially in relation to their compatriots in either location abroad – Zanzibaris became the poor 

Arabs while Omanis in Oman rose to inhabit a middle-class lifestyle nurtured by Sultan Qaboos’ 

benevolent authoritarian welfare state. Oman had long depended on concessions and revenues 

from the lucrative trading and plantation economies generated by their Afro-Arab brethren, Gulf-

based Omanis now see themselves as the benefactors of their “African” brothers and sisters who 

have an apparently less refined physical appearance is an indication of a diminished social status. 

A Sultanate era Arab man or woman from Zanzibar embodied refinement and Omani-ness, whilst 

a post-revolutionary Arab from Zanzibar lacks the awareness of what it means to be Omani and 

Arab.  

Moreover, the association between “Arab” or “Omani” modes of dress and high social 

status has a long history in Zanzibar. In an illuminating analysis of the interrelationship between 

clothing, class, and gender in the period post the abolition of slavery (1897) in Zanzibar, Laura 

Fair shows how dress served as a marker of social mobility for the islands’ servile classes.  

From 1890 to 1915, tens of thousands of men and women whose parents would 

have identified themselves as members of the mainland ethnic communities from 

which slaves were drawn struggled to establish their own identities as Swahili, or 

                                                           
72 Ahmed Interview. 
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free, Muslim members of coastal society. Adopting Swahili-style clothing was one 

means of giving bodily form to these new identities.73 

 

Former African slaves and descendants of slaves adopted styles of dress previously forbidden to 

them such as the various forms of Islamic headdress for men and women. They would also invent 

new fashions, such as a red Egyptian-style fez (tarboush)74 or, for women, the colorful dyed kanga 

cloth that identified them as free persons. Another factor contributing to the social mobility and 

increased sartorial flexibility during this period were the already changing economic fortunes of 

the Omani land-owning class and elites who, in the period following the abolition of slavery, 

lacked a source of cheap labor in an already declining plantation economy.75 Shifts in economic 

structure during this period saw shifts in social structure on different parts of the islands as freed 

slaves negotiated better working conditions, engaged in peasant framing or moved to town in 

search of alternative sources of income. Within only a few years after abolition, Fair claims, almost 

all the men on the islands wore the kanzu previously associated with the Arab population.76 The 

underlying perception was that by appearing “Arab” and wearing the fine styles and threads 

associated with the socially aloft though increasingly less influential Arab elite, meant being 

‘civilized.’ Ahmed’s comments equating the contemporary “Istiqaama person” with refinement 

shows some continuity in these perceptions and suggests that appearing to have connections to 

Arab culture continues to hold weight in certain social circles in Zanzibar and among the Zinjibari 

diaspora in Oman today.  

                                                           
73 Laura Fair, Pastimes and Politics: Culture, Community, and Identity in Post-Abolition Urban Zanzibar, 

1890-1945 (Athens : Oxford, 2001), 74. 

 
74 Fair, 75. 

 
75 In addition to Fair’s work see: Frederick Cooper, From Slaves to Squatters (1980); Abdul Sheriff, Slaves, 

Spices, & Ivory in Zanzibar (1987). 

 
76 Fair, Pastimes and Politics, 74–75. 
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 Additionally, the IMCOT tarbiyya series presents a conservative interpretation of gender 

roles in Islam and in the Omani household. All images demonstrating ritual practice in the tarbiyya 

are of men and boys, and all those images depicting household chores such as cooking and cleaning 

are of young girls wearing hijab, and colorful housedresses. Few of the Omani women whom I 

met in Zanzibar and Tanzania attended prayers at a mosque, although the practice was more 

common in regions with newer mosques that had a designated women’s prayer hall. The textbook 

ideal that suggests that the duties of the Omani Muslim woman lie primarily in the domestic sphere 

is at odds with Istiqaama’s or, for that matter, Oman’s, many initiatives to promote education for 

its female students, for example, at the Istiqaama Institute in Tunguu.  Moreover, considering the 

shared Arabian and East African audience targeted in the Istiqaama textbooks, there is a striking 

absence of dark skinned Omanis in both series. This absence is particularly significant when one 

considers the primarily African or multi-racial students enrolled in Istiqaama schools. In areas of 

Tanzania with historically large numbers of Arab settlers, it is very difficult to distinguish Omani 

or Yemeni Arabs from other Africans due to an extended history of intermarriage and cross-

cultural exchange. Yet, on the surface, the tarbiyya and Iqrā’ textbook series presents an ideal of 

Omaniness that is unattainable and not necessarily desirable to Afro-Arab youth in Tanzania today 

who are fiercely proud to be Tanzanian or Zanzibari and have little emotional connection to Oman. 

It was not uncommon in the course of my fieldwork to hear, for example, Omani descended youth 

in Zanzibar comment on the racism they encounter when visiting or studying in the Gulf or when 

interacting with Omani sojourners in Zanzibar during the island winter months in June and July. 

A major factor distinguishing Zanzibari Omanis from their brothers and sisters who were born and 

raised in Oman is the latter’s grasp of the Arabic language.  
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Recent scholarship that examines what Mara Leitchman calls “the vernacularization” of 

global Islamic movements, considers how African cosmopolitan religious communities 

renegotiate movements such as the Shi’i revival sparked by Iranian Revolution and the charismatic 

authority of Ayatollah Khomeini, to fit the needs and exigencies of local African communities.77 

Leitchman notes that while the Senegalese Shi’a maintain good relations with the Middle Eastern 

run Shi’a institutions in Senegal, they have carved their own niche and expression of Shi’i Islam. 

“Iranian or Lebanese training does not matter to Senegalese Shi’i leaders. They know one another 

and speak highly of the other’s efforts, but work independently in their native neighborhoods or in 

areas they think are ripe for change.”78 Though the leadership of the Senegalese Shi’i institutions 

are natives of Senegal and cater to a religious constituency that does not speak Arabic as a primary 

language, Leitchman notes that the teaching of Arabic in the Senegalese Shi’i schools and institutes 

is “a primary means to authenticate Shi’i Islam in Senegal.”79 Knowledge of Arabic is integral to 

what Leitchman calls Senegalese Muslims’ “intellectual conversion” to Shi’i Islam, or converting 

to the Shi’i school of thought after close study of the Islamic texts and rituals (mostly in Arabic) 

and consideration of the differences between Shi’i and Sunni Islam with little external pressure to 

                                                           
77 See chapter 5 ‘The Vernacularization of Shi’i Islam: Competition and Conflict” in: Mara Leichtman, 

Shiʻi Cosmopolitanisms in Africa: Lebanese Migration and Religious Conversion in Senegal, Public 

Cultures of the Middle East and North Africa (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015), 145–65, 

http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:hul.ebookbatch.PMUSE_batch:muse4893320151126. 

 
78 Leichtman, 205. 

 
79 Leichtman, 205. Other strategies of authentication observed by Leichtman that Senegalese Shi’I Muslims 

adopt include building Shi’i institutes, developing schools and study circles for the transmission of Shi’i 

knowledge, creating social welfare programs, and delivering T.V. and radio programs (201), and adopting 

distinctly Shi’i ritual practices such as the commemoration of the martyrdom of Imam Hussein (‘Ashura). 

In the community’s early stages of development Senegalese Shi’i converts would also practice religious 

dissimulation (taqiyya) by praying in the Sunni way in public and building their mosques in rural or densely 

populated urban settings to avoid recognition by non-Shi’i Muslims (222-224). 
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convert.80 Though it is probably too early to measure the extent of the “intellectual conversion” to 

Ibadi Islam through Istiqaama among non-Ibadis in Tanzania, there is a similar emphasis placed 

on Arabic language pedagogy in the Ibadi Istiqaama school system in Zanzibar and mainland 

Tanzania. Leichtman’s discussion on vernacularization does not, however, include a robust 

discussion on the reception of Arabic language by non-Arabic speakers, or on the use of local 

African languages such as Polaar, Wolof, or even French, to transmit knowledge about Shi’i Islam 

to Senegal’s non-Arabic speaking milieu. My discussions with former students and teachers in the 

Istiqaama schools shows that Swahili language permeates all aspects of Arabic language pedagogy 

and serves as a mediating force between the ideal of Omani Arab nationalism portrayed in the 

imported Istiqaama textbooks, and the cosmopolitan context of the Istiqaama classroom. 

Like the tarbiyya, the Istiqaama Iqrā’ textbook series designed for Arabic language pedagogy, is 

also replete with reading passages and pictures drawn from an Omani context and projects an 

identifiably more nationalist tone.  When asked about his experience in studying religion and the 

Arabic language from the Istiqaama textbooks printed in Oman, Jalali explained that while he was 

generally comfortable with the Omani examples and pictures in the textbooks, the centrality of the 

Arabic language to the Istiqaama curriculum was an adjustment. 

Well, actually, to me it [the textbook’s depictions of life in Oman] was normal. You 

know, my family, from when I grew up…so many of them were Arab so…going 

into these classes it was easy for me to adapt. Although it was difficult to learn [the 

material] because of the language… because I didn’t know Arabic very well…I 

grew up talking Hindi a lot more than Arabic. So I didn’t understand Arabic. You 

know, I understood a little bit but it wasn’t my language so it was difficult for me 

to adapt for some time. Then days passed and it became normal, so it was kind of 

like an everyday situation…but at first it was difficult but it became normal.81 

 

                                                           
80 Leichtman, 169. 

 
81Jalali, Skype Interview, August 15, 2017. 
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Jalali’s experience of growing up in the cosmopolitan but patriarchal society `of Zanzibar in which 

Arab children typically assume the religion and tribal identity of their fathers was good preparation 

for the digestion of the Omani customs presented in the textbook. However, like most Omani-

Zanzibari children of his generation and his parents’ generation (born in the ‘50s and ‘60s), 

knowledge of Arabic language consisted of a few key religious phrases and greetings while 

Swahili (and in Jalali’s case, Hindi) served as the dominant mode of communication. Like Al-

Sayfi many blame the deterioration of Arabic language pedagogy in the region on the anti-Arab 

policies adopted by the government in the years following the revolution – though in reality, most 

first and second generation Zanzibaris of Arab descent prior to the revolution came from primarily 

Swahili-speaking households.   

The experience of several formative years spent in a dual lingual, dual confessional, multi-

cultural, Zanzibari educational milieu is likely to produce occasional moments of cognitive 

dissonance. The “Arab” student in this situation must navigate between the expectation [and 

perhaps even desire], to speak Arabic and adopt Ibadi and Omani norms, while being surrounded 

daily by non-Arab and non-Omani friends, classmates, and teachers for whom the pressure to adopt 

a comprehensive understanding of spoken and written Arabic (beyond Qur’anic recitation) is likely 

far less. Like any subject, learning the Arabic language is something that takes time, sustained 

exposure and discipline, until it becomes “an everyday situation,” a habit, or something “normal.” 

Inculcating a sense of normalcy in the Arabic language is among the distinguishing factors of the 

Istiqaama school curriculum in relation to that of other similarly faith-based educational 

institutions in Tanzania’s a primarily Swahili or English-speaking educational context. The 

cultivation of Arabic language skills within the Ibadi association also bestows the minority Muslim 

group with a degree of religious authority in a religious playing field in which knowledge of Arabic 
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often means greater access to higher truths. In his analysis of Shi’i sheikh Abdilahi Nassir’s 

lectures on religious reform in Mombasa, Kresse shows how local religious leaders work to 

transform the problematic colonial assumption that knowledge of Arabic connotes sheikhly 

authority and superior education in religious matters.  

Given the apparent competition that Istiqaama faces from a Saudi-funded institutions and 

actors, it is no wonder that Arabic is at the core of the group’s current educational initiatives. 

Despite the high premier placed on knowledge of Arabic in the region, Zanzibari teachers (many 

of whom attended college in Oman) at Istiqaama frequently employ Swahili in their classrooms in 

order to facilitate the process of foreign language acquisition.82  For Jalali, the Istiqaama’s 

teachers’ practice of reading Arabic passage from the textbooks with the students and then 

providing a direct translation into Swahili, facilitated the comprehension of Arabic vocabulary and 

syntax. “It wasn’t like they [the teachers] were talking Arab, Arab, Arab, no no no. He would read 

a passage or a story and then translate it into Swahili and that helped me a lot to understand the 

words, and how Arab is used.”83 This dual-language pedagogical approach of the Istiqaama 

teaching staff demonstrate a sensitivity and awareness of the various learning needs of their 

primarily Swahili-speaking student body. 

The fifth lesson in the 4th part of the Iqra textbook focuses on the “Omani armed forces” 

and their role in the Omani renaissance (nahda) that began in the 1970s under Sultan Qaboos.  The 

lesson includes patriotic pictures of the armed forces; including a plane from the Omani air force 

and a military march in front of building bearing the Omani crest, (two crossed ceremonial swords 

                                                           
82 Jalali expressed his admiration at the intelligence and skill of his teachers at Istiqaama who, he explains, 

attended college in Oman. It also appears that they were non-Arabs as he referred to them as “Swahilis” 

and then clarified that they were “Africans.” 

 
83 Jalali, Skype Interview. 
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and a ceremonial dagger (khanjar).  The passage praises his majesty the Sultan for fathering the 

renaissance in order to protect the achievements of the nahda and to complete the steps towards 

development in Oman.84 The passage reads: “[the naḥḍa] realized major successes in the way of 

building powers aimed at the spread of peace and tranquility in the souls of the citizens in [every] 

corner of the Sultanate, and the protection of the dear homeland (al-watan al-‘azīz).”85  The 

passage also discusses the various different branches of the Omani military (the army, the air force, 

the navy and the sultans guard) and their phases of development along with the various academies 

established by the sultan for the training of those aspiring to join the forces.  The appearance of 

military propaganda in a primary school textbook apparently intended for students in Omani 

government schools and madrasa system at home and abroad, is an indication of the vast reach of 

the country’s vision for modernization as well as the intersection of different sites of development 

military, education, language and religion.  Moreover, the textbook links Oman’s achievements in 

modern development (al-tanmiyya al-ḥadītha) to the intellectual acumen and military might of the 

Sultan in Oman.  

It is not surprising or uncommon for a textbook published by a government for use in its public 

schools to contain nationalist rhetoric and several recent studies show such nationalism at work in 

various Middle Eastern contexts.86 Nor is it uncommon for students studying abroad in these places 

                                                           
84 “Al-Dars Al-Khāmis: Quwwāt Al-Sulṭān Al-Musallaḥa,” in Iqrā’: Lil Saff Al-Rabi’ Al-Ibtidā’ī, al-taba’a 

al-‘ashira, Istiqaama Muslim Community of Tanzania (Ministry of Education in Oman, 1997), 44. 

 
84 Formerly the Ministry of Justice, Endowment and Islamic Affairs. 

 
85“Al-Dars Al-Khāmis: Quwwat Al-Sulṭān Al-Musāliha,” 44. 

 
86 See the following edited volumes:  Eleanor Abdella Doumato, Gregory Starrett, and et. al, Teaching 

Islam: Textbooks and Religion in the Middle East (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2007). And: Samira 

Alayan, Achim Rohde, and Sarhan Dhouib, The Politics of Education Reform in the Middle East (Berghahn 

Books, 2012). 
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to return home influenced by the rhetoric and the images espoused in their host country’s 

curriculum and public discourses, such as occurred with many of the leaders of modern Saudi-

inspired Wahhabi or Egyptian and Sudanese-inspired Salafi movements across coastal East Africa. 

What is less clear is how the content of such textbooks influences student perceptions of their own 

national history and culture vis-à-vis that imported from abroad and how local students process, 

filter and interpret the content of these books. To what degree do students and teachers actively 

engage the textual and pictorial narratives displayed in the textbooks and to what degree is the 

foreign textbook just a means to a very practical end – acquiring the ritual and linguistic knowledge 

required for being a “good” Muslim? Jalali describes his own experience with the tarbiyya and 

Iqrā’ textbooks as one of passive engagement with the “foreign” nationalist message imbuing the 

textbooks.  

We didn’t go beyond what we were reading or we were discussing. It is kinda like, 

you read the passage and then you answer the questions, you understand what was 

taught – that’s it. Because if you go beyond, it is different from our traditions, you 

know? They are Omanis and we are Zanzibar. And we are taught things very 

differently, you know. Our traditions, our customs, it is very different, so it is 

something like that. But the main thing, the main thing was to understand Arabic. 

It doesn’t matter what we were talking about... [or] whether they were talking about 

the [Omani] airforce, or the port, or something like that. The main thing is just to 

understand Arabic. That is it. How to pronounce the words, how to do the tadrībāt, 

you know, how to answer the questions. How to do the ‘irāb. That’s it, nothing 

more.87 

 

From this perspective, the Omani textbooks were, in a very practical sense, tools or drill (tadrībāt) 

for improving one’s knowledge base and not a replacement or competitor for Zanzibari students’ 

hearts and minds. Jalali makes clear that the two cultural contexts are distinct – despite the 

familiarity of Zanzibari Arabs with Omani customs and traditions. It also appears that the 

                                                           
87 Jalali, Skype Interview. 
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Istiqaama teachers, though they had lived and studied in Oman, were very conscious of not 

engaging in any dialogue with students that might touch on issues of political sensitivity in 

Zanzibar – such as the virtues of the Sultan and his armed forces. Still, it was striking the degree 

to which even years later, a student from Istiqaama could remember very acutely the themes of the 

passages and the images, suggesting a degree of passive learning that transcended the acquisition 

of merely technical knowledge.  

As Starett and Doumato et al. (2007) show in their case studies on textbooks in the Middle 

East, there is often a huge discrepancy between the intended effect of the textbooks by the state 

and their actual effect on a culturally and ideological diverse citizenship. In Egypt, for example, 

where the national curriculum includes religious studies but does not weight the subject heavily 

on national exams, students have little incentive to prioritize the course content.88 For students in 

Zanzibar who study Arabic and religious studies from Omani curriculum in night school, and who 

will not take a national exam on the content, there is perhaps even less motivation to internalize 

the content. It is also very possible in the case of Zanzibar that since the IMCOT textbook differs 

little from those used by students in Oman, the Omani government and writers of the textbook put 

little thought into the intended audience of the textbooks when transporting them to its 

collaborators abroad. As the authors also point out, the religious knowledge students receive in 

government schools is only one small component of the religious “socialization” they encounter 

elsewhere in Egypt through the various print and electronic media, Friday sermons, and daily 

conversations with friends, families and teachers outside the official classroom.89  Indeed the 

                                                           
88 James A. Toronto and Muhammad S. Eissa, “Egypt: Promoting Tolerance, Defending Against Islamism,” 

in Teaching Islam: Textbooks and Religion in the Middle East, Eleanor Abdella Doumato and Gregory 

Starrett (eds.) (Boulder; London: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2007), 47. 
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effects of a plurality of social circles, new media and alternative sites of religious discourse and 

authority is not unique to the Egyptian context. Jalali explained that during his time in the dual-

learning environment (the Cutchi Madrasa and Istiqaama classes) he and his fellow Ibadi students 

would often engage in debates with their Sunni classmates over the merits of the different schools 

of thought in Islam – finding himself in the position of defending his family’s madhhab in the face 

of criticism.90 

7. Teaching Ibadi Islam Today: Negotiating past ideals and present realities 

 

The transregional relationships that serve as the foundation of Istiqaama’s educational 

reform in East Africa are, in many ways, a continuation of pre-existing intellectual and social 

networks between different spheres of Ibadi influence globally. In numerous published articles on 

the topic, experts on Ibadi Islam such as Valerie Hoffman and Amal Ghazal, trace the scholarly 

networks between Oman, Zanzibar and North Africa in the 19th and early 20th centuries, relying 

primarily on religious tracts, correspondence between Zanzibari and Omani scholars, transregional 

religious opinions (fatwas), reformist newspapers Arabic histories and biographies of prominent 

Ibadi actors. Valerie Hoffman for example, explores modern articulations of Omani and Ibadi 

identity through a study of the “mystical dimensions of Ibāḍism and the collections of poetry 

written by Omani scholars.”91 These sources, which focus on the theological issues such as “God’s 

essence and attributes” long rendered irrelevant by Sunni and Shii groups, serve to correct long-

held misperceptions about Ibadi Islam held by other Muslim groups and non-Muslim scholars.92 

One such misperception is the uncritical conflation of Ibadism as a distinctive and coherent school 
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91 Hoffman, “The Articulation of Ibadi Identity in Modern Oman and Zanzibar,” 202. 
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of thought with so-called “fringe” or fundamentalist groups such as the khawarij of the early 

Islamic centuries and the more recent Wahhabi Islam.93 Hoffman adds that a common frustration 

among Ibadis in both Zanzibar and Oman is that they feel compelled to learn about the theological 

perspectives of other Muslims, while mainstream Muslim and Shia groups concern themselves 

little with Ibadi thought.94 Students and teachers learning and working in the Istiqaama school 

system are also conscious of the lack of awareness about Ibadi Islam in Zanzibar. They also 

consider it their responsibility to educate both their communities and outsiders on the basic tenets 

of Ibadi Islam, which include issues such as the various categories of unbelief, the proprieties of 

ritual practice and rules governing association (wilaya) and dissociation (bara’a) with non-Ibadi 

Muslims.95  

While useful from a scholarly standpoint, the nuances of these theological positions are 

unlikely to hold much weight in the everyday preoccupations of contemporary Ibadi Muslims in 

non-Arabic speaking and multi-cultural Zanzibar. For this reason, the Istiqaama leadership, like 

the strategy adopted by state religious actors in Oman, translate Ibadi values into a more accessible 

and universally inclusive vocabulary of religious tolerance, moderation and mutual understanding, 

with few direct references to “Ibadism” in their publications and official discourse. Indeed, 

Istiqaama’s leadership continues to look to Oman and Omani textbooks and fatwas for guidance 

on how to restore the Ibadi Islamic identity in Zanzibar, a practice dating back to at least the end 

of the 19th century.   
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In a study of 19th century Ibadi fatwa literature that includes questions from Zanzibari 

Muslims to the eminent and pro-Ibadi imamate legal scholar Al-Salimi, for example, Amal Ghazal 

brings to light earlier anxieties on the islands regarding European colonial influences on Arab 

language and culture. Ghazal demonstrates Al-Salimi’s unwavering perception that all foreign 

innovations from the growing of beards to attending English-medium mission schools, was 

unacceptable to the believing Muslim. “But the crux of the matter for al-Salimi was not so much 

the functionality of the language but its cultural and political signifies.”96 A select few could learn 

foreign languages to handle the affairs of state, but for the ordinary person, this practice would be 

an unnecessary distraction from the study of Arabic – a primary tool for Muslims’ understanding 

of the foundational texts in Islam. For Al-Salimi, the need to focus on Arabic language acquisition 

in Zanzibar was particularly urgent, given the identity politics and multi-cultural character of the 

region. Learning Arabic was an issue of fundamental and non-negotiable religious importance.97 

While contemporary Omani scholars and leaders of Istiqaama still uphold Arabic as central to 

Islamic Studies (as do Muslim authorities everywhere) in Zanzibar, the incorporation of secular 

subjects, English language, and modern teaching methods have become increasingly more 

acceptable in traditional Ibadi, and Islamic, school systems more generally. 

I do not mean to suggest, of course, that Ibadis in Zanzibar today are not aware of current 

debates in Islam of concern to Ibadi Muslims. The Istiqaama leadership, for example, follow 

closely the rulings of Ibadi scholars in Oman, in particular, Mufti Al-Khalili, his deputy, Dr. 

Khalan Nabhan al-Kharusi, and Shaykh Said ibn Mabruk ibn Hammud al- Qanubi, and use these 
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as references in guiding their community in the absence, of what they believe, is a trained body of 

local scholars (‘ulama). The ‘ulama of Zanzibar, they imagine, are a lost feature of the pre-

revolutionary past and until a new vanguard of scholars arises, the Mufti’s Office in Oman (and to 

a lesser extent, Algeria) remains the primary authority guiding the educational vision of Ibadi Islam 

in Zanzibar today. Istiqaama and its increasingly better-educated leadership, students and teaching 

staff is at the forefront of shaping this vanguard. 

In conclusion, the focus of this chapter was to describe and examine the features of the 

contemporary Ibadi educational reform movement in Zanzibar, and the role of Istiqaama in 

instituting these reforms through the establishment of programmatic and Qur’an schools, as well 

as the Istiqaama Institute dedicated to the advanced study of the Islamic Sciences at the secondary 

school level. The work of Istiqaama in religious education and Arabic language pedagogy in 

Zanzibar depends largely on the maintenance and revival of pre-existing social and economic 

relationships with persons and institutions in Oman dedicated to bolstering Ibadi communities 

abroad. The schools established by Istiqaama with local and external support (esp. Oman) aim to 

improve the socio-economic and spiritual state of Ibadi and non-Ibadi Muslims in Zanzibar. The 

schools also serve to counteract, through an emphasis on Islamic values and unity, negative 

perceptions about Omanis that relate to the role of the Omani empire in the East African slave 

trade and the privileged status Arabs held over non-Arabs during the European colonial period.  

The Istiqaama Association, which represents much of the Omani and Ibadi community of 

Zanzibar, is constantly aware of its contentious place in Zanzibar’s history, and more than other 

ethnic and religious minorities, must constantly confront and navigate their role in the less savory 

aspects of Omani civilizational history in Zanzibar. Complicating Istiqaama’s apolitical and non-

sectarian stance is its members’ outwardly Omani appearance, its distinctively Omani learning 
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materials and its tendency to look to Oman for guidance in matters of ritual or spiritual guidance. 

At school, the Istiqaama student or teacher adopt Omani and Ibadi norms and practices, much like 

Ibadi student must do when attending the Cutchi Sunni School. The practice whereby Muslim 

students in Zanzibar engage with a multiplicity of interpretive traditions is not new; however, in 

the contemporary period intensive sectarian discourse in Tanzania, religious minorities are 

increasingly more visible, even as they attempt to emphasize their similarity or tolerance in relation 

to more mainstream groups. 
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V. Old and New Economies of Ibadi Islam in Northwestern Tanzania 

 

1. Introduction 

 

 
Figure 11 The Istiqaama Congregational Mosque in Mwanza town, completed 1995. 

 

The centrally located double story Ibadi Friday mosque in Mwanza town is identifiable by 

its two towering minarets, a blue marble-tiled façade, large archways, and engraved wooden 

“Zanzibar doors.” A plaque on the front wall of the mosque informs visitors that Oman’s Grand 

Mufti Shaykh Ahmad bin Hamed Al-Khalili laid the foundation stone of the mosque on June 1, 

1995.1 This is the same year as the official founding and registration of the Istiqaama Charitable 

Society in Dar es Salaam and its local chapter in Mwanza. Within walking distance of the Ibadi 

mosque is a Sunni congregational mosque under the jurisdiction of BAKWATA, a Khoja Ismaili 

Jamaat Khana, an Ithnashari Shia Mosque, and a Memon Mosque. This diverse religious landscape 

is indicative of a long history of cross-cultural exchange in Mwanza, as well as the importance of 

religious institutions in marking sectarian and ethnic identities in the urban areas of the Lake 

Region of Tanzania.  

                                                           
1 In Swahili: “Jiwe la msingi la Masjid Ibaadh Mwanza limewekwa na Mufti wa Sultanate of Oman Sheikh 

Ahmed bin Hamed Al-Khalili, Tarehe 6-1-1995. 4-Shaaban-1415 hijriya.” 
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The Ibadi congregational mosque is popularly known as mskiti wa waarabu, or “the Arab 

mosque,” and it is just one of the many Friday mosques affiliated with Istiqaama in the 

organization’s more than 20 branches across mainland Tanzania and the Zanzibar isles. The 

building of new Ibadi Friday mosques and the introduction of Friday prayers in local Ibadi 

communities under the leadership of Istiqaama has resulted in the increased visibility of the 

Omani diaspora in mainland Tanzania (formerly Tanganyika). This visibility contrasts with a 

tendency in scholarship on northcentral and northwestern Tanzania to overlook Omani religious 

agency. This is due to the observation, made primarily by missionaries and other European 

visitors to the region, that Arab traders from Oman emphasized commercial endeavors over 

religious proselytization and did not make an active effort to spread Islamic teachings beyond 

their immediate kin. Scholars of Islam in East Africa tend to agree that conversions to Islam in 

areas of Omani settlement in the interior tended to occur “through osmosis” rather than from an 

active effort of Arab traders to spread Ibadi Islam beyond their own immediate families.2  

                                                           
2 John C. Wilkinson explains that, in theory, the Omani-Ibadi disinterest in converting polytheists to Islam 

is attributable to a doctrine that suggests that warfare against unbelievers could only be carried out within 

the territory ruled by an Ibadi imam. In the case of East Africa, however, Wilkinson suggests that it is more 

likely that Omanis did not want to compromise their economic position or ‘”in drying up a source of slaves 

by encouraging conversion”, as it was not permissible to enslave a person who was already Muslim. He 

argues that Uganda was an exception because there the rulers at various times welcomed Omani traders to 

teach and preach at court. See: John C. Wilkinson, The Arab and the Scramble for Africa, 75. For the 

Uganda case see also: A.B. K Kasozi, The Spread of Islam in Uganda. Nairobi: Oxford University Press in 

Association with the Islamic African Centre, Khartoum, 1986. August Nimtz also suggests that Omanis did 

not encourage or discourage conversion to Islam, as they were preoccupied with trade and “content to let 

orthodox, or Sunni, Muslims proseyltize on behalf of Islam. See: However, Frederick Cooper argues that 

Muslims who enslaved Africans were faced with the “imperative to convert the slave to Islam.” See: 

Frederick Cooper. Plantation Slavery on the East Coast of Africa, 215. If Cooper is correct, then one could 

argue that Omanis played a much larger role in conversions to Islam than is often assumed. Jonathan 

Glassman suggests, however, that Omani Arabs preferred not to teach slaves Ibadi rites as this was part of 

what made Omani distinctive from the broader African Sunni population. See: Jonathan Glassman. Feasts 

and Riot, 93. 
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Without wholly refuting the claim that Omani settlers made little investment in the spread 

of Islam, I argue that the dichotomous relationship between religion and commerce aids little in 

explaining how more recent Ibadi activism under the leadership of Istiqaama combines economic 

development with religious reform. Focusing on the Ibadi Friday prayer movement that began in 

the 1980s under the leadership of Istiqaama, I will consider how new prayer and mosque-building 

practices within Ibadi communities in northwestern Tanzania today depend on old, and enable 

the development of new, types of economic networks. As is the case in contemporary Zanzibar, 

the success of Istiqaama’s religious reform on the mainland depends greatly on the revivification 

of pre-existing Omani economic and kinship networks. Moreover, there is a striking 

correspondence between the location of Istiqaama’s branches on the mainland and the historic 

areas of Omani trade and settlement in the East African interior. This study of Istiqaama’s 

religious and economic activism in Tanzania is particularly important for understanding how 

regional diversity within the same religious network of institutions allows for new ways of 

understanding urban and rural, as well as mainland and coastal, relations within the Afro-Arab 

diaspora in Tanzania. 

In this chapter, I focus primarily on Istiqaama and the Omani diaspora in the lakeside city 

of Mwanza that bears the nickname “rock city” for the massive boulders that grace the hills 

around this southern shore of Lake Victoria. I also draw examples of Istiqaama’s activism in the 

neighboring town of Kayenze (historically, Kagei) and in the other northwestern Tanzanian 

region of Shinyanga. Both Mwanza and Shinyanga are included in the area called Usukuma, 

referring to the Bantu-speaking, agriculturalist,and cattle-owning African ethnic group who 

resides there. The Mwanza region is often overshadowed in commercial histories of East Africa 
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that tend to favor “Arab” trade centers like Tabora. For example, the 1921 report on the East 

Africa Protectorate states: 

The most important town is Tabora which has a population of 25,000, and is 

situated at the junction of the main caravan routes from the coast to Tanganyika, 

and from Victoria Nyanza to Nyasa…On the great lakes the chief towns are 

Mwanza, Bukoba on Victoria Nyanza; Kigoma, the terminus of the Central 

Railway, Ujiji and Kasanga (formerly Bismarckburg) on Tanganyika...3 

 

This overlooking of other regions besides Tabora is despite the importance of Mwanza and its 

neighbor, Kayenze, located along the southern shores of Lake Victoria, in serving as a nexus of 

trade between Tanganyika and the powerful Baganda kingdom (Uganda). Writing at the turn of 

the twentieth century, a British administrator in the East Africa Protectorate, Sir Charles Eliot, 

noted: 

Mwanza comprises the rich cattle country of the Usukuma, but also a large extent 

of barren plains. Gold has been discovered in this district, near the British frontier, 

but is probably not to be found in paying quantities. The trade of Mwanza is of 

considerable interest to us as it is not mostly carried by the Uganda Railway, and 

the lake steamers that run in conjunction with it and call at Shirati and other ports 

on the lake.4  

 

Moreover, the Mwanza-Shinyanga area was important for cotton production and required an 

effective regional transport system which “was provided by a service of motor lorries,” many of 

which were, and are still, run by industrious local Arab families.5  

Today Mwanza is also home to important regional fisheries and construction companies. As 

Sabrina, a young Ibadi woman from Mwanza but who now lives in Dar es Salaam, puts it: 

Ibadis historically and to this day are heavily involved in the transport and mobility 

industries. Today it is construction but in the past and still today they are very active 

                                                           
3 Great Britain. Report on Tanganyika Territory, 1921, 1921-1922, p. 8. 

4 Sir Charles 1862-1931 Eliot, “The East Africa Protectorate by Sir Charles Eliot” (London: E. Arnold, 

1905), 255. 

 
5 “Tanganyika Territory” (London, Great Britain: Colonial Office, 1921), 54. 
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in the bus and transportation business. Some of them are retailers or small shop 

owners but I would say the higher income Ibadis own links to transport and 

construction. Lower income are usually employed by higher incomes or they own 

retail stores for spares, electronics, etc.6 

 

The involvement of the Omani diaspora in the development of these various regional industries 

is significant for understanding the relative economic independence and social influence current 

members of Istiqaama have vis-à-vis Oman. Indeed, this independence is a point of pride for the 

local Istiqaama leadership, who stated that they began building the Friday mosque with locally 

generated funds even before the official founding of the Istiqaama organization. Outside funding 

for the mosque amounted to less than 10% of the overall cost “Most of it is from here [in Mwanza] 

because the community is strong and doing well in business, we have diverse transportation, 

contracting and other industries.”7 Despite the relative prosperity of the Omani diaspora in the 

northwest, Sabrina’s statement does indicate that, even within this small community, there is 

significant class and occupational diversity that likely affects internal hierarchies and leadership 

structures.  

Arab and Asian diaspora communities in the interior were further distinguished by their 

religious affiliation, which often mapped onto ethnic identities, such as the South Asian Ismaili 

Khojas and Ibadi Omanis. Reda Bhacker notes how this long history of cultural exchange 

continues to confound those who write on precolonial East Africa who struggle to make sense of 

this “mélange of ethnic, national and religious make-up of the ‘Swahili’ or for that matter the 

‘Omani’.”8 Youth members of mixed Omani and the African Sukuma or Nyamwezi ethnic groups 

                                                           
6 Sabrina Najib, Email correspondence., August 21, 2017. 

7 Istiqaama Mwanza, Group Interview in Mwanza Town, April 25, 2016.. 

8 Bhacker, Trade and Empire in Muscat and Zanzibar, 123. 
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in Tanzania will sometimes refer to themselves as Afro-Arab, a term also used by J. Spencer 

Trimingham in his foundational study of Islam in East Africa conducted in 1961. Writing on the 

Sukuma, who he claims are “the largest tribe in Tanganyika (1,093,760),” Trimginham writes: 

There is a comparatively large Afro-Arab population (2,500) of petty traders in the 

Lake Province. Islam is strong in the towns, Mwanza being one of the original Arab 

settlements, and has affected some village communities in their vicinity. Modern 

conditions of change seem to be aiding its spread together with Christianity, and in 

some villages Muslims and Christians are mixed, but Islam is still very weak.9 

 

Despite his passing reference to the presence of Muslim communities in urban areas and villages, 

Trimingham does not provide details on the types of institutions or social organization these 

communities developed. He concludes in various places, however, that Islam across the interior 

is lacking in depth.10 

1. History and Approaches to the Study of Islam in Northwestern Tanzania 

 

The central trade route11 that ran from the coast across central Tanganyika through Tabora 

and then further west to Lake Tanganyika, or north to the Victoria Nyanza region, is the focal 

point of this chapter. The historical portion of this chapter focuses on the period in which the 

caravan and slave trade intensified during the reign of the Omani sultans at Zanzibar (ca. 1830s-

                                                           
9 J. Spencer Trimingham, Islam in East Africa (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), 23. 

10 See “Neo-Muslims” in Trimingham, 34–35. 

11 Scholars have identified three major trading networks developed in what is now the modern state of 

Tanzania. The southernmost network developed in the once bustling Indian Ocean port city of Kilwa 

Kisiwani (later surpassed by Kilwa Kivunje) which provided passage to Cape Delgado (Mozambique). The 

ports served as important gateways into an overland trade route that stretched, historian of East Africa Reda 

Bhacker explains, “inland to areas surrounding Late Malawi and Central Africa beyond” (Bhacker 1992; 

122). The northernmost trade route, “had as its ports places like Pangani and Mombasa and stretched inland 

as far as Mount Kilimanjaro, across Kenya to Lake Victoria and through the Somali ports up to the frontiers 

of Ethiopia in the north.” The the central route began at strategic ports such as Bagamoyo and Sadani on 

the Mrima coast opposite Zanzibar and extended as far as Lake Tangnayika, late Victoria, Uganda and 

Zaire and Zambia (in the southwest) (Bhacker 1992; 122- 123). 
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1960s), however, it is important to note that small numbers of Omanis and other Arab and Asian 

had long been present even in the interior. It is therefore somewhat problematic, as Bhacker 

cautions, to imagine that the rise of sultanate rule and the influx of Arab migrants to the region 

during this period led to a sudden burgeoning of ‘Arab settlements’. “‘Arabs’ had been in these 

localities for a long time before, and, as in former times, they lived and cooperated with other 

inhabitants, each community functioning within the confines of its own sphere of influence but 

all striving to gain from this expansion in commercial activity despite intermittent quarrels among 

local rulers.”12 The dependency of Arab traders on indigenous African communities in the 

northwest, and the long history of miscegenation, gave shape to the multi-cultural and multi-

linguistic Omani diaspora that resides in Tanzania today.  

The history of Islam in Tanganyika differs greatly from Zanzibar in that there was never 

a Muslim-majority population on the mainland, nor did the power of the Omani sultans in 

Zanzibar extend very far inland from the coast. Northwestern Tanzania, for example, fell largely 

under the authority of African chiefs from the closely related and Bantu-speaking Nyamwezi and 

Sukuma, among other ethnic groups, reaching well into Uganda and other neighboring 

countries.13 Moreover, unlike Zanzibar that experienced mainly Arab and British forms of rule 

in the 19th and 20th centuries, most of mainland beyond the coast of Tanganyika never formally 

fell under sultanate rule, but became a German colony in the 1880s. The early years of German 

government in Tanganyika include some of the most overt examples of Muslims’ active 

                                                           
12 Bhacker, Trade and Empire in Muscat and Zanzibar, 123. 

13 According to Trimingham, the Nyamwezi “are the second largest tribe in Tanganyika and probably half 

of them would claim to be Muslim,” given their long history of contact with coast-based traders. He claims, 

however, that the influence of Islam and Swahili culture was only skin-deep as the Nyamwezi institutions 

were strong and Islamic law had little sway over the functioning of society (1962; 22-23). 
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resistance to colonial rule, the classic examples being the Bushiri revolt that took place at Pangani 

in 188814 and the Meccan Letter Affair that began in 1908.15 Following the revolt at Pangani, 

which precipitated following the storming of a local mosque by boot-clad German officers and 

their dogs,16 the colonial government found it expedient to incorporate local Muslim authorities 

of Arab descent into their administration. According to historian John Iliffe: 

It was vital to Tanganyika’s later history that after defeating Abushiri the Germans 

made allies of the coastal Muslims rather than establishing a new power centre 

inland, as did the British in Kenya. It was equally important that coastal society 

contained men willing to learn western skills, serve western masters, and create a 

space for Muslims in colonial Tanganyika.17 

 

Following its defeat in World War I, the German Empire lost its East African territories, and 

Tanganyika fell under British mandate in 1919. The former German East Africa remained a 

protectorate of the British crown until independence in 1961.  

Unlike the predominantly Swahili-speaking coast, the Tanzanian mainland always had a 

high degree of ethno-linguistic diversity. It was not until the post-independence period of 

socialist reform in the 1960s under Julius Nyerere that Swahili emerged as the national 

language.18 While the Omani diaspora and other Africans on the mainland experienced the effects 

                                                           
14 See: Jonathon Glassman, Feasts and Riot: Revelry, Rebellion, and Popular Consciousness on the Swahili 

Coast, 1856-1888 (Portsmouth, NH : London : Nairobi: Heinemann ; James Currey ; E.A.E.P., 1995), 1–8. 

 
15 See: John Iliffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika (African Studies Series ; 25). (Cambridge; New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1979), 211. 

 
16 Jonathon Glassman, Feasts and Riot, 5. 

 
17 Iliffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika (African Studies Series ; 25), 208. 

18 The German colonial administration partially succeeded in its attempts to institutionalize Swahili in 

German East Africa by incorporating the language into the administration and colonial school system. 

However, these policies had little effect beyond the coast. German protestant missionaries, on the other 

hand, privileged the use of local vernaculars over Swahili. Tanganyika’s many different ethnic groups 

responded in various ways with the Pare “opting to send their kids to learn it in the trading villages below 

the mountains,” and the Iraqw actively preventing their youth from learning Swahili (Iliffe 1979; 210). 
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of nationalization and government expropriation of their extensive landholdings and business, 

the community was largely spared the effects inter-ethnic conflict that broke out with the 

Zanzibar Mapinduzi (revolution) of 1964. Mainland Omanis relate that they were not directly 

affected by the outbreak of racialized violence in Zanzibar, but that they did receive many Arab 

refugees and family members fleeing persecution and economic hardship on the isles. “We had 

no problem accepting them because they were from the same qabila [clan],” explained Nassor 

Al-Farai (a.k.a. Ami Nassor),19 the current president of the Istiqaama branch in Mwanza.20 This 

statement reflects the enduring relevance of transregional kinship networks between the coast 

and the interior at a period hundreds of years later than the first migrations.  

Yet, as will be discussed, the radically different social and political histories of Omanis 

who settled far from the coast and those who inhabited the Swahili-speaking and multi-cultural 

cosmopolitan centers of the coast, continue to influence intra-Omani group politics. From the 

perspective of Zanzibari Arabs at home and abroad, mainland Omanis cannot fully relate to the 

sense of loss they experienced during the Mapinduzi in Zanzibar or when exiled abroad. 

Mainland Omanis, on the other hand, feel that the strength of the Zanzibari diaspora networks 

across the Indian Ocean puts islanders’ in a more privileged position to receive remittances from 

Oman in the contemporary period. The politics of diasporic funding networks are detectable 

within the Istiqaama organization’s branches on the mainland whose leadership feel that Zanzibar 

receives a disproportionate amount of the funds earmarked for the organization. The variant 

economic and social histories of the Omani diaspora communities on the coast and on the 

mainland are important for understanding how proximity to power and networks of patronage 

                                                           
19 The Al-Farai trace their descent to Al-Musannah in the northern Al-Batinah region of Oman. 

 
20 Ami Nassor is also a member of Istiqama’s national leadership and has served the organization for 25 

years, essentially, since its founding in the mid-1990s. 
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affect local religious practices and institution building. This study takes seriously how Omani 

religious and economic institutions of the past influence the convergence of these two aspects of 

Omani identity in the current age of the transregional Istiqaama organization. 

Scholarship on Omani migrations and settlements in northwestern Tanzania during the 

nineteenth century tend to center on the various roles played by enterprising Omani traders in 

reviving old, or establishing new, trade networks on the interior.21 Arab traders departing from 

the coast for the interior would operate their commercial activity under the flag of the sultan at 

Zanzibar, who would have granted them authorization to enter the interior territories for trade. 

Trade was driven by the global demand for ivory and slaves, especially from the central African 

region of Zaire (Democratic Republic of the Congo) which is separated from Tanzania by Lake 

Tanganyika. The traffic for this trade in material and human resources went through northwestern 

trading communities such as Ujiji (on Lake Tanganyika), Tabora (a major interior satellite town 

for the sultanate’s economy), and Mwanza, which is the focus of this chapter.  

Certain groups of Africans played a particularly important role in porterage on the 

caravan routes. The traders leading the caravans typically employed Nyamwezi and Sukuma 

porters, but Manyema of Ujiji became porters through enslavement. August Nimtz claims that 

the Manyema were the first group of Africans to become Muslim in the city of Ujiji on Lake 

Tanganyika and that this was largely a result of their proximity to Arab Muslim traders, such as 

                                                           
21 For more on the early development of these networks see: Edward A. Alpers, Ivory and Slaves: Changing 

Pattern of International Trade in East Central Africa to the Later Nineteenth Century. Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 1975; M. Reda Bhacker. Trade and Empire in Muscat and Zanzibar, 1992; Wilkinson, 

John, The Arabs and the Scramble for Africa, 2015. 
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Tippu Tip22 and Rumaliza23 who dominated the central caravan route in their day. African female 

porters and the wives, concubines, and daughters of traders and porters were also frequently 

present on trading caravans and played important roles in lightening both the physical and 

psychological burdens of their male counterparts (Rockel 1997; 2000). Rarely, however, do these 

female actors appear in regional histories and we know little about the role that gender played in 

becoming Muslim within the caravan communities. Historian Thomas McDow notes, however, 

that African and Arab kinship networks and marriage alliances between Arab newcomers and the 

daughters of Nyamwezi African chiefs were indispensable for establishing one’s social and 

economic security in a foreign land.24  

The classic example of these kinship networks emerges from the autobiography of Tippu 

Tip, who was born of an Omani immigrant father and the daughter of the Nyamwezi African 

chief in Tabora. Tippu Tip managed to carve out his own commercial empire in the interior 

through the financial support and social connections of his Barwani Omani wife who lived in 

Zanzibar. Moreover, his maternal and paternal kinship networks in both Nyamwezi territories 

and Zanzibar enabled this Afro-Arab trader to effectively negotiate with local authorities for trade 

and safe passage on the caravan route. 25 One kinship network that does not feature prominently 

in McDow’s study and other histories of regional trade, however, is religion.  There are several 

                                                           
22 The Tabora-based trader Hamad bin Muhamamd bin Juma bin Rajab al-Marjebi (d. 1905). 

23 Muhammad b. Khalfan bin Khamis al-Barwani, born in 1855 in the coastal town of Lindi, Tanzania.  

24 Thomas Franklin McDow, “Arabs and Africans: Commerce and Kinship from Oman to the East African 

Interior, C. 1820-1900” (Doctor of Philosophy, Yale University, 2008). 

 
25 McDow, 78–82. 
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possible explanations for the apparent lack of scholarly interest in documenting Omani religious 

institutions in the interior.  

First, scholarship on Swahili Islamic culture in eastern Africa has long focused 

disproportionately on the urban centers along the coast. In the first full English-language survey 

on Islam in the region.26 Trimingham concentrated his research on the coasts of Kenya, 

Tanganyika and the Zanzibar Isles. His work thus includes only cursory references to Islam in 

the interior regions of the territories where he deemed the Islam practiced to be “superficial” and 

its study “more suited to pagan communities.”27 This comment alludes to the enduring strength 

of African indigenous traditions within interior Muslim communities that was viewed as a 

dilution influence of the pure Islam imagined by colonial era scholars. He writes: “Only where 

the Swahili [coastal] culture flourishes is the true village organization found. Consequently, one 

finds a lack of any focal point of community life, which can be disconcerting to the visitor. Such 

a local community may have a mosque but one never finds anyone in it except perhaps on 

Friday.”28 For Trimingham, the ideal African Muslim community was the ideal constructed from 

the urban-based, mosque-going, trading community of West Africa such as the Hausa and the 

Mande Dyula.29 

                                                           
26 Trimingham spent four months conducting research in the Uganda, Kenya, Tanganyika and Kenya with 

the support of the Church Missionary Society Awards the Leverhulme Reasearch Awards (Triminginham 

1964; 7). 

 
27 Trimingham, Islam in East Africa, 7. 

28 Trimingham, 8. 

29 This analysis of Islam in East Africa was further influenced by Trimginham’s previous research on 

Muslim communities in North and West Africa that he argued were more centralized around towns and 

villages, and allowed for more vibrant ritual practices and economic activity. 
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Later scholarship, such as Randall Pouwels’ study of the ritual practices and social 

organization of Swahili-speaking communities, similarly privileges the coastal town as the ideal 

microcosm of the umma or the global Muslim community. This influential “town as umma” 

paradigm is heavily dependent on the presence of rigid structures of authority as manifest in 

Islam’s “clerical” class of the ‘ulama.30 Like Trimingham, Pouwels’ thesis risks overstating the 

division of African Islamic knowledge systems into the colonial categories of “high” and “low” 

or “popular” forms of Islam, even whilst recognizing that ritual and charismatic authority as 

generating from both the classical Islamic textual corpus and from local practice. The extensive 

patronage networks of the coast, as well as the proximity to political power and broader Indian 

Ocean intellectual circles, enabled the formation of a coherent body of scholars and educational 

institutions in a way that was impractical on the interior. Moreover, as John Iliffe explains, 

indigenous African religious traditions among the Sukuma and Nyamwezi communities endured, 

despite frequent contact with Arab traders and European colonial officials. This suggests that, 

for these groups, becoming Muslim did not necessarily offer better tools for comprehending or 

coping with a fast-changing socio-political environment in which the inhabitants of the interior 

found themselves.31  

Second, the limited scholarship on Omani religious life on the interior is due to the 

unavailability of source material describing the religious practices and religious and ethnic 

associations of diaspora groups. Scholarship detailing Islamic life on the eve of colonial rule, and 

then later under the colonies of German East Africa and British Tanganyika, relies heavily on 

                                                           
30 See chapter four entitled “Town Islam and the Umma Ideal” in Pouwells’ Horn and Crescent, pp. 63-74. 

 
31 Iliffe explains that Nyamwezi chiefs who converted to Islam whilst traveling often abandoned these 

practices upon their return to their home regions. Sukuma converts to Islam, moreover, faced expulsion 

from their community (Iliffe 1979; 214).  
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colonial state and protestant missionary records for descriptions of religious life in interior 

trading centers. Other sources include travel journals kept by major regional explorers such as 

John Hanning Speke (d. 1864),32 John Livingston (d. 1873) and Henry Morton Stanley (d. 1904). 

The primary “indigenous” source referenced in these accounts is the Tippu Tip’s own relatively 

late autobiography.33 This source is fascinating in its detail of the people and places the trader 

encounters on the various routes he frequents in the interior, however it only includes occasional 

glimpses of the local Muslim trading communities’ religious practices in the areas in which they 

settled.34  

Third, the division of labor between the more scholarly Shafiʻi Yemeni merchant classes 

from southern Hadramaut and the religiously passive and Omani of the Ibadi persuasion is 

recurrent in much of the literature on Islam and in regional oral history. For example, the 

caretaker of a rural Ibadi mosque discussed in this chapter explained that the Sunnis would 

elaborate on Islam more (walielezea uislamu zaidi) and so people would follow them when they 

prayed. The existing literature’s conflation of Ibadi Islam with capitalistic aspirations further 

risks consideration of the possible practical reasons for which the diaspora might refrain from 

outward expressions of religiosity. For example, unlike on the coast, most Omanis who migrated 

to and settled in the interior had little expendable income to reinvest in religious patronage. This 

                                                           
32 The first European to reach Lake Victoria. 

 
33See: Tippu Tip. (1966). Maisha ya Hamed bin Muhammed el Murjebi, yaani Tippu Tip, kwa maneno yake 

mwenyewe (Johari za Kiswahili; 8). Nairobi: East African Literature Bureau. 

34 We do learn from Tippu Tip the importance of locating a viable water source both for the caravan 

community’s physical sustenance but also for the ritual cleansing required before performing prayer. What 

is less clear, however, is how Islamic knowledge was transmitted in areas of Omani settlement and what 

types of Muslim religious spaces new immigrants established, and if such visual markers of Islam were 

permissible under the local African authorities.  
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is in contrast with the landowning and merchant classes of Arabs on the coast who made publicly 

pronouncements of their piety through the founding of mosques and schools for the transmission 

of Islamic knowledge (see chapter 2).   

Fourth, there is a tendency in the scholarship on the spread of Islam in mainland Tanzania 

to privilege mass movements and reformist discourses and to frame these in the context of 

cleavages arising between Muslim authorities and the state or between “African” and “Arab” 

Muslim communities (Nimtz 1980; Glassman 1994). These works are important for understanding 

racialized discourses and contestations over religious authority under colonial rule and during the 

immediate post-colonial era.  Trimingham and Nimtz, for example, tend to privilege the 

transregional Sufi brotherhoods (tariqas) as a primary expression of African Muslim religious 

agency and mass conversion in the interior at the end of the 19th and first half of the 20th century.35 

This search for examples of mass conversion obfuscates our understanding of the various strategies 

that smaller Arab and Asian diaspora communities in the interior used to maintain their religious 

identity and kinship networks. The resilience of these networks is important for understanding the 

growth and reception of Istiqaama in Northwestern Tanzania today.  

                                                           
35 Trimingham argues that the mobility of the Arab caravan trade at the end of the 19th century, combined 

with the stability provided by European colonial rule, enabled the widespread conversion of Africans to 

Islam. While he does not speak at length about the Sufi tariqas, he does note that they were much more 

popular in predominantly African townships like Dodoma, Tabora and Ujiji than they were on the coast 

(38). Nimtz argues the opposite, that it was precisely the political instability and crisis in authority caused 

by colonial imposition on African lands that inspired conversion. Islam, he suggests, offered new forms of 

social mobility and resistance for otherwise disenfranchised groups of Africans. What is unclear in both 

approaches, the first, which takes a too apologetic view of colonialism, and the second that takes too 

functionalist view of religion, is what precisely the authors mean by “conversion.” See Nimtz, August, 

Islam and Politics in East Africa, 1981. Felicitas Becker begins to address this in her study on ways of 

becoming Muslim in southwestern Tanzania. Becker suggests that becoming Muslim did not mean a 

definitive break with one’s previous spiritual commitments and that many Africans who “converted” to 

Islam continued to practice aspects of indigenous African religions and saw Islam as a means of improving 

their existing cosmology rather than rejecting it for something entirely new. See: Becker, Felicitas, 

Becoming Muslim, 8. 
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2. Narratives of Migration to the East African Interior 

 

Omanis living in northwestern Tanzania often trace their descent to a single enterprising 

male ancestor who arrived in the region from the coast (mainly the Zanzibar port) in the mid- to 

late-nineteenth century. Narrating his own family history, Ami Nassor described the journey of his 

own grandfather, Zahur Seif Khamis al-Farai, who left his hometown of Adam36 in Oman in 1898. 

Zahur likely departed Oman from the port at Sur or Muscat, from where he traveled on a dhow 

boat (jahazi) to Zanzibar in search of his livelihood (kutafuta maisha). Upon arriving in Zanzibar, 

Zahur was greeted by members of his extended family (alipokewa na kabila yake) who had already 

established themselves on the island. He remained on the islands for approximately 12 years before 

disembarking in 1910 for the coastal town of Tanga.37 There Zahur began to sell the Omani sweet 

halwa.38 The Sukuma chief of Lalago,39 was on an official visit to Tanga at the time as a 

representative of the British colonial government. After tasting Zahur’s halwa, the chief asked who 

had prepared the sweet. When he learned that it was Zahur, the chief immediately asked the new 

Omani arrival to move with him to the center of his administration. Zahur agreed to make the move 

based on some conditions (kwa masharti), Zahur replied: “Am I going to a safe and peaceful 

place?” The chief assured Zahur that he would enjoy the protection of the Sukuma leadership in 

the region.40 Ami Nassor’s idealized account of Zahur’s migration is exemplary of other Omani 

                                                           
36 Adam is a town located in the al-Dakhaliyah region of Oman, within the former dominion of the Ibadi 

imamate.  

 
37 Bw. Nassor Al-Farai. Interview in Mwanza Town, April 26, 2016. 

38 This is a sugary gelatin-based Omani delight prepared in a large pot and, on the coast it is often wrapped 

in braided palm leaves for sale at the local market.  

 
39 Located in the Maswa District, Simiyu, in Tanzania, southeast of Mwanza town and northeast of 

Shinyanga town. 

 
40 Bw. Nassor Al-Farai.  
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oral histories that describe the arrival of their pioneering Omani ancestors’ first encounters with 

the local African population, and their early endeavors into business and trade. The story of the 

penniless halwa cooking migrant from Oman is a particularly familiar trope.  

In every village the Omanis settled, they would build a mosque. There was also a 

community house (bayt jam‘iyya) that included lodgings and a cook where new arrivals and 

Omanis living in the village could rest upon arrival into town.41 Travelers and newcomers could 

find respite and pray in the shared space, enabling a sense of communal solidarity (wanapenda 

kushika mikono pamoja). Indian merchants based in town supported the local economy by 

providing credit to new and established settlers and developing a local banking system. The 

Omani community also developed a local shura council to decide on its affairs and each Omani 

qabila in the region had its own leadership. Upon paying off their debts, new immigrants would 

disperse to remote locations outside of the major towns, and marry into the local African families. 

They would also set up shop in these places, offering goods and food and textile production42 

techniques theretofore unfamiliar in the region. 

Ibadi Omanis who came to the region modified their religious practice to meet the 

demands of travel and would often revert to the travel prayer (ṣalāt al-safar). In the ritual primer, 

Talqīn as- Ṣibyān, the Oman-based scholar Nur Al-Din al-Salimi details the prescriptions of the 

travel prayer:  

If you happen to be traveling, you are obligated to shorten [the prayer] (idha kunta 

musāfiran wajaba ‘alayka ʾan taqsura). [You should perform] two prayer cycles 

(rakaʿs) for each of the afternoon prayers (az-zuhr), and the evening prayers (al-

’asr) and the final night prayer (al-isha al-akhīra). So you would pray two cycles 

                                                           
41 Bw. Nassor Al-Farai.  

42 For example, I learned that in the Shinyanga region, Omanis ran the local cotton mill.  
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for the zuhr prayer, and two cycles for the ʾasr prayer and two cycles for the ‘isha 

prayer.43 

 

Al-Salimi explains that the person performing the travel prayer could perform each of the three 

required prayers for travel at their prescribed time during the day. Or, if it is more convenient, 

the traveler can combine the second and third prayers of the day, and the two afternoon prayers 

and the final night prayer with the one that would usually precede it at sunset (al-Maghrib).44 

Given the long mercantile and commercial history of Oman in the Indian Ocean region, it is 

unsurprising that most Ibadi fiqh manuals contain a section that details the obligations for prayer 

when traveling.  

Ibadis in Mwanza are generally in agreement with the scholarly consensus that Omanis 

historically spent little time proselytizing, focusing instead on ensuring their social and economic 

survival outside of Oman. I was told that attempts to convert people to Islam came later 

(walisilimisha watu baadaye) and that, even then, those who became Muslim tended to be family 

members, slaves, or other closely related persons. The dominant narrative is that conversion was 

not forced (hakuna lazima) and that the Arabs did not teach Islam because theirs was a madhhab 

exclusive to Arabs (madhheb ya waarabu tu). “In Ramadan people would fast and others [non-

Muslim Africans] admired the practice so they emulated [them].”45 Converts to Islam received 

Muslim names from their Arab masters. Islamic education had focused on the recitation of the 

Qur’an with little elaboration on content or meaning. Moreover, Islamic learning generally 

                                                           
43 ʻAbd Allāh ibn Ḥumayyid Al-Sālimī, Talqīn Al-Ṣibyān Mā Yalzamu Al-Insān (Masqat: Maktabat al-Jīl 

al-Wā‘d, 2015), 36. 

 
44 Al-Sālimī, 36–37. 

 
45 Istiqaama Mwanza. Group Interview in Mwanza Town, April 25, 2016. 
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occurred within the family and Omanis focused on teaching their kin rather than spreading the 

faith beyond the community.46   

3. The Ibadi Mosque at Kayenze (Kagei) 

 

Local tradition further holds that among the first known Muslims to develop a settlement 

in the lakeside village of Kagei/Kayenze was a man named Songoro. Drawing primarily from the 

records of the Church Missionary Society (C.M.S.), Gerald W. Hartwig describes Songoro as 

“an ex-slave, [who] had assumed the name and role of his master upon the latter’s death and in 

1877 was an important trader on the Victoria Nyanza.”47 Songoro Tarib (a.k.a Msahaba) who 

was probably originally from the island of Ukerewe (Bukerebe) in Lake Victoria, played a 

particularly important role in developing a trade network that connected the southern lake region 

to the Kingdom of Buganda (Uganda) in the north. In Mwanza, Songoro also informed new 

Omani immigrants where the relatives who preceded them had settled. 

The name Songoro became notorious in local European accounts for its association with 

two missionaries named O’Neil and Smith. These C.M.S. missionaries, frustrated by their failure 

to establish a viable mission station in the southern lake region, decided to make the journey 

north across the lake to Buganda where they had been invited by the Kabaka Mutesa of Uganda 

to introduce their teachings. The missionaries apparently hoped to convince the king to accept 

Christianity, thus enabling a top-down and mass process of conversion that had been largely 

unsuccessful in Tanganyika.48 Lacking a suitable watercraft for the journey, the O’Neil and 

Smith, bought a dhow that Songoro was constructing out of timber provided by the local chief 

                                                           
46 Istiqaama Mwanza. Group Interview in Mwanza Town. 

47 Gerald W. Hartwig, “Bukerebe, The Church Missionary Society, and East African Politics, 1877-1878,” 

African Historical Studies 1, no. 2 (1968): 211. 
48 Iliffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika (African Studies Series; 25)., 218. 
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Rukonge. However, Songoro failed to inform the chief of the sale of the boat to the missionaries; 

moreover, he had not made adequate compensation for the timber used in the construction of the 

boat.49 The missionaries found themselves at the center of the dispute that ensued between the 

trader and the local ruler and both were shot dead along with Songoro.50 The incident was 

disastrous for King Mutesa as it undermined his influence in the lucrative long-distance trade 

between the coast and the interior. “Not only had he lost two Europeans destined for his court, 

but, more significantly, he temporarily lost an ally in Rukonge and his access to Tabora by way 

of Kageyi was jeopardized by Songoro’s death.”51 The economic crisis caused by Songoro’s 

death is indicative of the importance of interpersonal relationships between Muslim traders, local 

African authorities, and Europeans in maintaining the stability of regional trade.52  

The Muslim community and trading post that Songoro had established at Kayenze 

gradually attracted more travelers and settlers from the coast. One such arrival at the end of the 

19th century was an Omani man named Said bin Silayum al-Hadid, a native of Nizwa in Oman. 

Al-Hadid arrived in Kayenze via Zanzibar and then Tabora and Mwanza in 1888, the year of the 

Bushiri Arab revolt against German rule in Pangani. He died in 1948 at the end of World War I. 

From Mwanza, Al-Hadid settled in Kayenze village where he specialized in the sale of grain 

(biashara ya nafaka), halwa (kupika sukari), and sugarcane farming for which he used cattle-

                                                           
49Hartwig, “Bukerebe, The Church Missionary Society, and East African Politics, 1877-1878,” 215. 

 
50 Hartwig, 217. 

 
51 Hartwig, 221. 

 
52 Songoro was eventually replaced by a man from the coast named Sungura who assumed his establishment 

at Kagei and constructed a dhow for more efficient travel between the southern lake region and Buganda 

(Hartwig 1968; 222). 
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drawn plows (machini za n’gombe).53 The commercial and agricultural activities in which Al-

Hadid engaged suggest that Omani settlers in the region brought with them a diverse range of 

technical skills important for the development of rural agricultural economies. Moreover, for 

those Omani settlers like the Zahur and Al-Hadid who settled in the region and did not participate 

in the expensive and unsettled life of the caravan trade, suggesting a diversified rural economy.  

Al-Hadid is also credited with building the first Ibadi mosque in Kayenze sometime at 

the end of the 19th century.54 The original structure of the Ibadi mosque in Kayenze village no 

longer exists. In its place arose a more recent one-story, dusty white mosque, built by Istiqaama 

in 1999. This mosque sits along a dirt road opposite upon entering a small market area in Kayenze 

village. In line with the classical simplicity of Ibadi mosques found in Zanzibar town, for 

example, the Kayenze mosque has no minaret. The mosque also does not exhibit any exterior 

decoration beyond a protruding mihrab and the painted blue lettering (undoubtedly a later 

addition) that reads “Masjid Ibaadh.” The entrance of the mosque facing away from the road has 

a modest concrete patio under which lies the mosque’s original well, the building’s primary water 

source. The unattended and crumbling gravestones in the small cemetery at opposite the mosque 

marks the burial place of the mosque’s patron and his family.  

The stone cities of the coast and Zanzibar witnessed mass urban development projects in 

the latter half of the 19th century under the patronage of wealthy Arab and Indian merchants, 

traders, and landowners (see chapter 1). Pious persons and those wishing to project an image of 

piety built modest neighborhood mosques dedicated to the religious and practical needs of their 

                                                           
53 The story of al-Hadid was narrated to me by the caretaker of another, more recent, Ibadi mosque located 

few miles outside of Kayenze villageCaretaker of rural Kayenze mosque. The interview took place on April 

28, 2016. 

54 Caretaker of rural Kayenze mosque, April 28, 2016. 
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community. Elite family networks, ethnic associations, a proximity to power, and merchant 

capital enabled a colorful religious landscape in which all local Muslim communities based in 

town had access to places to gather and worship. As Ami Nassor explained in a group interview 

with the other male leadership of Istiqaama: 

Ibadis [in Tanganyika] were not able to build organizations (taasisi) at that early 

period because they had no support. In Tanganyika Ibadis had an internal faith. In 

Zanzibar, the Arabs had the support [of the sultan] to build institutions. Yemeni 

Arabs, the Hadrami Shafiʻis also had support to build institutions.  So, the Ibadi 

kids would grow up learning the parts of the Qur’an (juzu) in the Sunni madhhab 

[rather than the Ibadi madhhab].55 

 

The statement highlights the importance of state patronage in establishing religious institutions. 

Ami Nassor’s reflections also indicate a sense of relative neglect and marginalization felt by 

mainland Omanis vis-à-vis the coast. The passage also indicates the relative exclusivity and self-

sustainability of early migrant communities in the interior, and the mutual dependence of Arab 

Muslims from different regional backgrounds. This dependency is indicative of the importance 

of local circumstances in affecting Ibadi religious experiences transregionally, and of the need 

for Istiqaama to incorporate regional differences within its institutional structures. Moreover, the 

passage highlights the strength of Hadrami religious networks relative to those of their Omani 

counterparts, further indicating the division of labor between the two groups. Though Ibadis 

lacked either the means or motivation to establish their own schools, they still tried to transmit 

at least some knowledge of Islamic traditions and practices to the next generation, even if this 

meant relying on the resources of other Muslim groups.  

A Yemeni mosque had already existed in Kayenze village when Al-Hadid arrived, and 

the Ibadi newcomers would attend prayers there with their Sunni Muslim neighbors. Eventually 

                                                           
55 Istiqaama Mwanza, Group Interview in Mwanza Town, April 25, 2016. 



 
200 

 

the Ibadis decided to build their own space of worship, perhaps following an argument over an 

unknown issue. Each ethnic group differed in its Islamic religious practice (kutofoutiana katika 

ibada), and this was especially true later under the British colonial rule when sectarian 

differences became increasingly associated with ethnic identity. “In the time of the English there 

was a fitna [or crisis], it was not a fitna of fighting, just that people would do their own thing 

within their group.”56   

 While scholarship on Islam in East Africa stresses the internal nature of Omani-Ibadi 

religious experience, studies on the Hadrami diaspora suggest that this Yemeni Arab merchant 

community placed almost an equal emphasis on creating both commercial and religious networks 

that contributed to the regional spread of Sunni Islam. Leif Manger explains that: “The caravans 

not only distributed goods, but the [Hadrami] traders were also major agents in processes of 

Islamization, and the spread of trade languages as lingua francas in East Africa…”57 Other 

scholarship shows the importance of trade and scholarship to the elite diasporic networks of the 

Yemeni ‘Alawi Sufi order in the Indian Ocean.58  

                                                           
56 Istiqaama Mwanza, April 25, 2016. 

 
57 Leif Manger, “Globalization on the African Horn: Yemenis in Southern Somali and Ethiopia,” in The 

Global Worlds of the Swahili, Roman Loimeier and Rudiger Seesemann (Eds.) (Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2006), 

36. 

 
58 See especially: Anne K. Bang, Sufis and Scholars of the Sea: Family Networks in East Africa, 1860-1925 

(London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003).; 
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Figure 12 The old Ibadi mosque first built by Said bin Silayum al-Hadid in Kayenze village. 

Renovations were completed by Istiqaama in 1999. 

The Mwanza Istiqaama community explained that when Mufti Al-Khalili’s delegation 

toured Tanzania in the 1980s he noticed that there was little awareness of Ibadi principles within 

the community. So, Ami Nassor explained, “we were behind (sisi tuko nyuma) in knowledge of 

Ibadism. Therefore, we decided that it was necessary that we establish an organization (taasisi).  

We received some support from the Omani government but it was mainly the Omanis of 

Zanzibari origin who provided the donations. The ties between those who migrated and their 

relatives back home [in East Africa] are still strong. We started building the local mosque in 

1989.”59  On the mainland, where few Ibadi scholars were trained in the principles of the 

madhhab, the sense of intellectual religious ignorance relative to the coast has deeper roots. The 

Mwanza community, like the Omani diaspora on the coast, managed to maintain strong ties with 

family members in Oman and several members of Istiqaama cross the ocean to visit their 

                                                           
59 Bw. Nassor Al-Farai.  
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ancestral homes annually. The statement also suggests a sense of marginalization felt by the 

Ibadis of the interior vis-à-vis their coastal counterparts that is still palpable in discussions on the 

ways in which funds generated by Istiqaama’s pious donors in Oman are distributed locally. The 

perception in Mwanza is that the Zanzibar branches of Istiqaama receive a disproportionately 

large share of the funds earmarked for distribution across Tanzania. The reason for this 

preferential treatment is that most of the Istiqaama leadership and many of the donors in Muscat 

are members of the Zanzibari diaspora that settled in Oman after their flight or exile following 

the Mapinduzi of 1964.  

In the post-independence period of the 1960s and 1970s, many Omani individuals and 

families from the Tanzanian mainland began their “return” to Oman. Some left in search of better 

livelihood (kutafuta maisha), others left because they feared the social and economic effects of a 

new socialist government bent on creating a welfare state that involved the nationalization of 

land and property. These policies would vastly reduce the financial resources and social status of 

many Arab and Indian families. Yet not everyone was ready to move from the familiar Swahili-

speaking and temperate climate context of northwest Tanzania for the unfamiliar and harsh desert 

climate of an Arabic speaking Oman. Even the appeal presented by Oman’s newfound oil wealth 

and emphasis on social welfare and the state’s heavy recruitment of skillful businesspersons, 

agriculturalists, engineers and educators from the diaspora were not adequate draws from some 

to move.  

Like the reaction of other diaspora communities in the region and other parts of the 

continent and Indian Ocean region, any real or imaginary attachment they might have had to the 

modern Omani state was apparently not worth leaving the only home many had ever known. 

Moreover, despite the economic success of the East African diaspora in Oman, many of Omanis 
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of mixed African and Arab descent face racial discrimination in Oman. Enseng Ho (2008) and 

Leif Manger (2010) both show that a mixed-race Yemenis living in the diaspora, or muwalladin, 

face similar forms of discrimination when in Yemen and that this term carries with it negative 

connotations in many Yemeni contexts. In some cases, muwalladin face stimatization as “bad 

Muslims” or as racially inferior. Manger explains, “Rather than experiencing Yemen as their 

homeland, they may feel they do not really belong anywhere, neither in the diaspora now in the 

land of their ancestors.”60  

Mandana Limbert has also written extensively about the ambiguity of Afro-Arab persons 

of Omani patrilineage living in Oman today. She explains that the Zanzibar Mapinduzi of 1964 

and the rise to power of Qaboos in Oman played a major role in the prioritization of Omani Arab 

identity. She writes:  

After the 1964 revolution, those who could claim descent from an ‘originary’ Arab 

male could then also claim Omaniness. From the perspective of post-1964 

revolution and of post-1970 coup d’etat, if a man claimed Arab-Omani descent, his 

offspring could claim Arab-Omani identity and nationality, leaving Zanzibar and 

moving to a soon-to-be-oil-rich state. It was important at this juncture to maintain 

and support Arab-Omaniness and to forget the Zanzibari identity that so many had 

claimed in the 1958 census.61 

 

Yet, as Limbert also explains, even voluntarily shedding one’s East African identity in exchange 

for an Omani Arab one does not lead to immediate acceptance in Oman, where family hierarchies 

and skin color continue to complicate the ability of Afro-Arab “returnees” to integrate into Omani 

society. While social and racial hierarchies do exist within the Omani diaspora in East Africa as 

well, these appear to be less pronounced in a communal context in which almost everyone claiming 

                                                           
60 Leif O. Manger, The Hadrami Diaspora: Community-building on the Indian Ocean Rim. New York: 

Berghahn Books, 2010, 127. 

61 Limbert, In the Time of Oil, 161. 
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to be Omani can also trace their descent to African ancestors. The establishment of Istiqaama in 

Muscat and Tanzania as a largely East African Ibadi initiative has enabled cross-cultural exchange 

and inclusivity within religious spaces.  

4. The New Ibadi Mosque and Friday Prayer Movement  
 

The ritual form and context of prayer is perhaps the most important though still minor 

feature marking the historical distinctions between Ibadi from Sunni Muslims in Oman and 

Tanzania. According to Valerie Hoffman: 

Ibadi ritual practices do not differ significantly from those of Sunni Muslims: five 

daily prayers, with extra prayers during Ramadan, fasting during Ramadan, and 

participation in the pilgrimage to Mecca. Men usually pray in the mosque, while 

women pray at home. Traditionally Ibadi scholars were divided over the 

permissibility of performing the Friday congregational noon prayer under the reign 

of any but a just imam, but it now normative for all Muslim townsmen to attend. 

Unlike Sunnis, Ibadis keep their arms down at their sides during the Koran 

recitation in salat and do not say amin (“amen”) after the recitation of the Fatiha 

(the opening prayer of the Koran)”62 

 

The Friday congregational (jum’a) prayers are incumbent on all adult males who have reached 

the age of puberty unless they are sick or traveling. According to scholar of Islamic Law, Marion 

Katz, “Women, slaves, villages, and nomads are all regarded in Islamic law as responsible 

religious actors, but all of them are (at least according to some schools) permanently exempted 

from Friday prayers."63 For Shafiʻi Sunnis, the Friday prayer could only be held in settlements 

“whose populations afforded a quorum of at least forty resident male worshipers, without which 

the prayer was invalid.”64 The practice requires the presence of a prayer leader (imam) who stands 

                                                           
62 Hoffman, Oman, 176. 

 
63 Marion Katz, Prayer in Islamic Thought and Practice, (Themes in Islamic History; 6.) (Cambridge; New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 131. 

 
64Katz, 130. 
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in front of the rows of congregants, “synchronizes the prayer”, and guides the recitation of the 

Qur’an. The figure of the imam, Katz further explains, plays a fundamental mediatory and 

sacramental role” in the weekly communal ritual.65  

The congregational prayer was less prevalent among Shi’i groups owing to the frequent 

absence of a Shi’i imam who is both a political and a spiritual leader. In Ibadi-dominated 

territories, a similar opinion prevailed. At various periods in Omani history, when there was a 

power vacuum in Nizwa, the historic seat of the imamate, the local community would refrain 

from prayer. Valerie Hoffman explains that the prayers could “be done only in the traditional 

capital cities like Nizwa in the presence of a just imam.”66 In the diaspora, many Omani clans, 

such as the Kharusi of Zanzibar, remained staunchly supportive of the imam and ambivalent 

about the leadership of the sultans at Muscat and Zanzibar. A popular belief circulated within the 

Swahili-speaking Ibadi community in sultanate era Zanzibar that in the absence of a just imam 

(imamu mwadilifu) and leader of the Islamic polity, the performance of the Friday prayers was 

impermissible. This belief held sway in Zanzibar and in Ibadi circles on the mainland until at 

least the 1980s when the Mufti’s delegation from Oman began to tour the region promoting the 

practice of Friday prayers as necessary for the revival and survival of the Ibadi madhhab.  

The Friday prayer movement, like Istiqaama generally, initiated on Zanzibar and that is 

where it faced fierce opposition. Ibadis on Zanzibar, who set the example for the community 

elsewhere in the region, historically did not perform the Friday prayer owing to a belief that 

because the island’s rulers were sultans and not elected imams, it was impermissible to 

congregate in prayer. The juridical origins (if there are any from Tanzania) of this popular belief 

                                                           
65Katz, 139. 

66 Hoffman, Oman, 175. 
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and local Ibadis’ refusal to recognize the sultans as legitimate religious authorities in Zanzibar is 

unclear. However, given that several Omani families in Zanzibar (the Kharusi clan, for example) 

maintained strong ties and an allegiance to the Ibadi imam in Nizwa, it is possible that this is 

where the injunction to refrain from Friday prayers first emerged. According to Al-Sayfi in his 

brief account of the Friday prayer movement in volume 6 of Al-Namīr, 

في و زنجبار كانات فكرة إقامة صالة الجمعة ترود الشباب اإلباضية قال الشيخ أحمد بن سعود السيابي: 

معارضة األشياخ و كبار السن، و كنت من الؤيدين بقوة إلقامة صالة الجمعة،مع  فلما سافرت إلى زنجبار  

هم بقوة، و شجعتهم على كنت ألقي دروساً في معظم المساجد هناك في زنجبار، فاغتنمت الفرصة، و حثثت

لم يقيموها في  إقامة صالة الجمعة، و كانت هناك حوارات ساخنة من المعارضين بحجة أن األسالف

 زمانهم، و كان الحكم في زنجبار إسالمياً عربياً عمانياً...

 

كانت االحتجاجات كثيرة، و كنت أستدل عليهم بالكتاب و السنة، و آثار السلف في إقامتها، و أوضح لهم 

تأثر الحجج العقلية، و أن الجمعة من شأنها أن تحمي المذهب ألنه كان هناك بعض الشباب بدأ يندرج و ي

 مذهبياً، 

 

Shaykh Ahmad bin Su’ud Al-Siyabi said: The idea of a Friday prayer in Zanzibar 

motivated the Ibadi youth to oppose the shaykhs and elders, and I was [also] among 

the strong supporters of performing the Friday prayer. When I traveled to Zanzibar, 

I would give lectures in several of the mosques. I seized the opportunity to persuade 

them, and encourage them to perform the Friday prayers. There were heated 

conversations among the opposition, arguing that the ancestors did not perform [the 

Friday prayers] in their time, and the rule in Zanzibar was an Omani Arab Islamic 

[state]… 

 

There were many protests, and so I quoted the Qur’an and Sunna to them, and [gave 

examples of] the precedent of the pious ancestors in the performance [of the Friday 

prayers]. I made clear to them the intellectual arguments [supporting the idea] that 

the Friday prayers are among the things that will protect the madhhab because there 

were some youths who had been lured into sectarian destruction…67 

 

The opposition that Shaykh Al-Siyabi and the Mufti’s delegation faced in introducing their 

reforms in Tanzania is an indication of the long period of estrangement that had existed between 

the two communities, especially following the Zanzibar Mapinduzi. For certain strong factions 

within the Omani-Ibadi diaspora in Zanzibar, especially, the resistance to congregational prayers 

                                                           
67 Muhammad ibn ‘Abd allah ibn Sa’īd al-Sayfī, Al-Ibāḍiyya Fī Zinjibār Wa Mā Jāwarhā Min Duwwal 

Sharq Ifrīqiyya, First, vol. 6 (Masqat: Unknown, n.d.), 356. 
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is what had long distinguished them from other Muslims and ethnic groups in the highly 

cosmopolitan and religiously plural coastal context of Zanzibar. The abstention from Friday 

prayers is also part of the East African Omani diaspora’s religious heritage that the older 

generation felt compelled to preserve for posterity. Al-Siyabi suggests that the diasporic and 

sectarian exclusivity Ibadis practiced in the past was a detriment to the spiritual and social 

development of the Ibadi community, especially the youth. 

The Ibadi Friday prayer movement is transregional in scope, and though there are bound 

to be local variants in mosque architecture and sermons, actors based in Oman appear to have 

driven the initial rhetoric and vision for the practice. As discussed in chapter two, the proliferation 

of state-funded Friday mosques across Oman and the standardization of the Friday sermon in 

government mosques, is a major feature of the state’s religious reforms since the rise of Sultan 

Qaboos in the 1970s. Al-Sayfi notes that initially, there was an attempt to extend these reforms 

across the ocean, starting with the first Istiqaama Friday mosque in Zanzibar town. Quoting 

Siyabi again: 

أما من حيث الخطبة فإن الجمعية فإن وزارة األوقاف والشؤون الإلسالمية. آنذاك. بعمان تبعث لهم كتباً 

ة، و كانوا يخطبون بها، و كانت خطباً جديدة على الناس بينما خاصة بالخطب المنبرية التي تعدها الوزار

المتعلقة بالمذاهب األخوى قديمة مكررة، و كان المدرسون من المصريين  كانت الخطب في مساجد الجمعة

و السودانيين الموجدين يأتون للصالة في المسجد اإلباضي، و كنا نرسل إليهم الخطب باستمرار، و كثر 

المصلون حتى امتأل الجامع، فقامت وزارة األوقاف بتوسع جامعة المحًرمي، و اآلن يتكون من طابقين، ثم 

لق عليه اآلن جامع االستقامة، فجامع اإلستقامة هو الذي كان جامع المحّرمي، و هو منسوب لوجل أط

 عماني من قبيلة المحارمة بعمان.

   

In terms of the Friday sermon, the Ministry of Endowments and Islamic Affairs in 

Oman sends them podium books especially preaching books that are prepared by 

the Ministry [itself]. They preached from them, and [practice of] the khutba was 

new to the people as the khutbas are in the Friday mosques that are connected to 

the other ancient madhhāhib. And among the teachers were Egyptians and 

Sudanese, coming to pray in the Ibadi mosque, and we send to them [text of] the 

khutbas constantly. There were so many people praying to the point that they fill 

the mosque, and the Ministry of Endowments set out to expand the Muharrami 

mosque so that now it consists of two floors. Then the Istiqaama Mosque broke 
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away from it, so the Istiqaama Mosque used to be the Al-Muharami mosque, and it 

is appropriate for the Omani man from the tribe of al-Muharrami in Oman.68 

 

Abstention from Friday prayers was also a subtle way of maintaining a power balance between 

the Omani religious elite in Zanzibar and those in political power, whose names they did not have 

to invoke from the pulpit during the Friday sermons. The introduction of Friday prayers and the 

building of inclusive, large-scale, and highly visible Friday mosques requires greater 

incorporation of the larger Muslim community into Ibadi ritual spaces as well as state oversight 

from institutions such as the Mufti’s office in Zanzibar and BAKWATA on the mainland. 

Moreover, the dispute over local and extra-local forms of Ibadi authority within the transregional 

Omani community reveals the distinctive ways this madhhab developed in East African 

communities versus Oman, especially since the 1960s. This development is detectable in the 

relatively low religious literacy and public religious presence of Omani women in both Zanzibar 

and Tanzania. 

The all-male leadership of the Ibadi mosque founded by Istiqaama in Mwanza are 

primarily members of the city’s minority Swahili-speaking Omani diaspora. According to the 

mosque leadership’s estimates, 70% or more of the mosque’s attendees are non-Ibadi and non-

Arab Muslims and the imam of the mosque is ethnically African and a graduate of the school for 

Sharia Sciences in Muscat, Oman. Women are largely absent from life in the Ibadi Friday mosque 

owing, in part, to the absence of a separate section for women’s prayer and to a popular belief 

that it is more meritorious for Muslim women to pray in the confines of their own homes than in 

the public space of the mosque. As a partial response to this exclusion from public spaces of 

worship, the women of the Omani diaspora in Mwanza Town formed their own organization in 

                                                           
68 Al-Sayfī, v. 6:357. 
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2011. The women’s organization also carries the name Istiqaama but is not formally a subsidiary 

of the national organization.  

5. Istiqaama Women’s Association in Mwanza 

 

Women are largely excluded from the social and religious affairs of the Ibadi Mosque 

built by Istiqaama in Mwanza Town. The mosque does not include a women’s section and women 

are not appointed to leadership positions. Even the signing of the marriage contract (nikāḥ) which 

typically takes place at the mosque, does not invite women’s participation.69 Rather, the groom 

and male family members of the bride go to the mosque for his signing while the bride herself 

signs at home after consenting to the contract three times. The mosque has a sebleh that is a 

characteristically Omani institution where communities gather for major announcements and 

decision-making. The sebleh is also a male-dominated space that leaves Istiqaama women little 

opportunity to gather publicly and as a collective to voice their concerns and work towards 

resolutions on issues directly affecting their well-being and that of the community. To fill this 

void, a group of Ibadi women formed an organization independent of the main male-run branch 

of Istiqaama in Mwanza Town in 2011. The Istiqaama women’s group, as they refer to 

themselves, has approximately 50 members and it is the only one of its kind in Tanzania (island 

and mainland).  

While the women’s group identifies as Ibadi, and many of them are wives or relatives of 

the men’s organization in Mwanza, their elected leader and chairperson, Mama Sabrina is a Sunni 

Muslim whose family originated in the Hadhramaut region in southern Yemen and who claim 

                                                           
69 This practice appears to be consistent across the Swahili-speaking regions of East Africa. In her study on 

Muslim women in Mombasa, Margaret Strobel notes: “A marriage was established legally with the reading 

of a nikah by a kadhi at a mosque in the presence of the groom, the bride’s guardian, and male friends” 

(Strobel 10).  
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shurafā’ status or descent from Prophet Muhammad. She married a member of Istiqaama’s 

leadership. Her husband is a member of the Al-Farai family in Mwanza; he also has Sukuma 

ancestors and relatives. The couple’s children identify as both Sukuma African and Omani Arab. 

Through marriage, Mama Sabrina became familiar with the religious and social practices of the 

Ibadi community and her demonstrated leadership skills and experience in local business led to 

her election as the group’s leader. Extensive experience as a business owner and manager also 

qualified her well for the position. In their youth, she and her husband owned a local nightclub 

in Mwanza town and played a role in the local housing contracting industry. Today Mama 

Sabrina also operates a café in the Istiqaama building complex located around the corner from 

the Ibadi Friday mosque. As the owner of the café, she is in a unique position to navigate both 

male and female spaces of the local Ibadi, and the broader Muslim, community.    

The Istiqaama women’s group in Mwanza takes a similar organizational structure to that 

of the men’s branches. The group has a president and a vice president as well as a treasurer who 

is responsible for collecting a monthly membership fee of 10,000TSh (~$5) at every meeting 

occurring on the third of each month. The funds are then deposited in a communal bank account. 

The group also collects other charitable donations (sw: sadaka) through local community 

networks and through personal connections and supporters in Oman. The donations, which they 

generate independently of the men’s organization, serve, as a form of both collective security and 

capital for the group’s various philanthropic initiatives. As the women’s membership grew, the 

group opted to apply for a permit from the Ministry of Home Affairs (Wizara ya Mambo ya 

Ndani) which would enable them to purchase property collectively and to enjoy recognition as a 

registered association. The women received a permit from the Ministry and began to formalize 

its activities just prior to my arrival in Mwanza in April 2016. Acquisition of the permit was 



 
211 

 

contingent upon the group having an adequate number of members that could prove that any 

funds or land obtained by the group were for collective rather than individual benefit.  

The Istiqaama women in Mwanza have begun to address the issue of women’s access to 

religious education and space. In 2016, they acquired two plots of land, one owned by the 

women’s organization and one they had purchased from an individual. They are in the process 

of changing the title deed of the latter from individual to collective ownership. One of these two 

plots will support the girls’ school, which aims to “increase women’s influence in the mosque 

and school system.” The other plot is intended for the construction of the mosque open to all 

madhhabs and that will include a women’s section. During Ramadan 2015, the women claimed 

to have raised approximately 4,000,000TSh (~$2000) to install water pipes at the school so that 

students would be relieved of the tiresome task of collecting water from a source one mile 

offsite.70  

Mama Sabrina explained that there was no such organized initiative for women within 

the Ibadi-Omani community prior to the formation of the women’s association. “We had to start 

from scratch. We made food, mats, and other things to sell to sustain the initial costs [of the 

association] which were high.” The women’s activities focused on providing each other support 

during major life events in the community such as funerals and had a store of their own equipment 

including funeral palls. When a death occurred in the community, the women would take turns 

hosting guests at their homes, sharing cooking and serving equipment, and preparing meals for 

visitors. Moreover, each woman began to donate an additional 10,000TSh on the first day of the 

funeral to cover mourning and burial expenses. If the husband of one of the group’s members 

                                                           
70 Mama Sabrina. Interview, April 25, 2016. 
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dies, she was given approximately 400,000TSh (~$200) as a contribution to her living expenses.71  

During Ramadan, a form is distributed to each group member so that she may declare a donation 

to provide for Mwanza Muslims who cannot afford the meal to break the fast (iftari). During the 

last Ramadan in 2015, the women managed to collect 600,000 Tanzanian shillings ($300) for this 

purpose.72 

The mutual support at weddings and funerals cited by the women were not an innovation 

introduced by Istiqaama, this type of grassroots activism is a common feature of community life 

across ethnic groups in Tanzania. However, the creation of a more formalized profit-generating 

organizational structure in which the women pull their practical and material resources to develop 

a collectively owned and reusable source of equipment needed for hosting large-scale community 

events. As the example of the widow’s fund and the establishment of a school for girls 

demonstrates that the women have also begun to identify and address areas of vulnerability within 

the group and have devised independent strategies for overcoming obstacles to education and 

religious participation. Mama Sabrina explains: “Like Istiqaama Mwanza, we [women] want to 

sustain ourselves, we women are not dependent (hatutegemee wanawake).” 

The idea of self-reliance (kujitegemea) has a distinct political and social history in 

Tanzania. In popular and political discourse, kujitegemea often appears alongside another term, 

ujamaa, often translated as “national unity” or “familyhood.” Ujamaa also refers to the socialist 

ideology and policies associated with the independence party and mass movement TANU (the 

Tanganyika African National Union) established in 1954 (Westerlund 1980). In the vision of 

                                                           
71 Mama Sabrina. 

 
72 Istiqaama Women’s Association Mwanza. Group Interview in Mwanza Town, April 26, 2016. 
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Tanzania’s first president and leader of TANU, Julius Nyerere (r. 1963-1985), the 

implementation of these dual concepts of ujamaa and kujitegemea in the process of nation-

building was essential for shaping a socialist state based on African principles of 

communitarianism. The idea of Ujamaa envisioned by Nyerere centered on the notion of “self-

reliance (people should build for themselves their futures) or the full participation of all 

Tanzanian’s in developing the nation (‘nation building,’ and self-help). This took the form of 

communal labor in the rural sector and communal ownership of land and nationalizations of the 

private sector and of public services.”73 Mama Sabrina and the other group members, now in 

their late 50s and early 60s, are part of this ujamaa generation and it is possible that their 

familiarity with the principles of the movement influenced their own vision of work and progress 

as connected to self-reliance.   

 The particular nationalist experience of the Istiqaama women’s group is among the 

factors that differentiates them from the Istiqaama women’s group in Muscat discussed in chapter 

3. The socialist government in Tanzania under Nyerere, had cut off its economic ties with foreign 

actors, aiming to create self-sustainable institutions dependent on its own natural resources and 

local initiative. The rentier state model followed by Oman and the other oil-rich Gulf states on 

the other hand, meant that development required an emergence from isolation and an integration 

into the world economy in which they play a central role in the supply of petroleum. While 

Tanzanian nationalism emphasized development from within, Omani nationalism depended on a 

greater engagement with the outside world and an increasingly international outlook. Similarly, 

while the Istiqaama women in Muscat are involved in local activism, they work more closely 

                                                           
73 Istiqaama Women’s Association Mwanza.  
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with the state in Oman and the broader male organization in their international approach to 

daʻwah and charitable initiatives. The aims of the Istiqaama women’s group in Mwanza are much 

more modest and community-oriented, which is a reflection of their own experience of 

nationalism as well as their relative lack of material resources and institutional support. The 

limited support received by the Mwanza Ibadi women, however, arguably contributes their 

creativity in generating funds, purchasing property and creating their own independent vision of 

the future of Ibadi Islam in the region. In this sense, the Istiqaama women’s group in Mwanza 

offers new insights into the study of women and gender in Islam, in that it shows the importance 

of local social and economic structures in determining the nature of women’s religious agency 

in Muslim societies in the Middle East and Africa. The organizing capacity and strategies used 

by Ibadis in Tanzania and Ibadis in Oman, as the example shows, suggest that national or local 

identities are just as important, if not more so, in bringing together communities of Muslim 

women than is their sectarian religious identity.     

In practice, the close personal relationships and shared faith of the male and female 

versions of the branches of Istiqaama in Mwanza do depend on each other for the implementation 

of their various initiatives. Mama Sabrina emphasized that the women’s association works 

together with and supports (tunashirikiana na tunakaa nao) the initiatives of the men’s 

organizations. However, it is difficult to ascertain to what degree this support flows both ways. 

The women suggest that little of the funds generated by the larger organization trickle down into 

their own treasury and they remain largely dependent on their own initiative and ingenuity in 

fundraising. During my fieldwork in 2016, one of the leaders of the men’s organization in 

Mwanza claimed that Istiqaama was in the process of revising its constitution (katiba) to include 

the women’s group in the association’s leadership structure. As of 2018, however, the women 
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have yet to receive official recognition from the national Istiqaama organization. Recognition by 

the larger organization would undoubtedly expand the women’s sphere of influence as well as 

enable them to apply for funds from the Istiqaama treasury.74 Incorporation into the larger 

organization could potentially, however, have the adverse effect of diminishing the women’s 

power of decision-making in the distribution of funds, and undermining their leadership vis-à-

vis the more established men’s organization.  

The women communicate largely through a whatsapp group, which enables them to 

mobilize quickly in the event of an emergency such as a sudden death in the community. The 

unique capacity of the women’s organization to mobilize other Ibadi women around educational 

and charitable initiatives in Mwanza and in Oman, as well as their facility with smart phones and 

new media, would enable Istiqaama to reach a larger segment of the Omani and Muslim 

population in Mwanza. Formally recognizing the group could also motivate the development of 

other forms of Ibadi women’s organization and empowerment under Istiqaama in Tanzania.    

The various members of the Istiqaama women’s group in Mwanza view the lack of a 

women’s presence in the mosque and at community meetings differently. At a meeting at the 

home of one of the group members, their leader Mama Sabrina explained “Ibadis [in Mwanza] 

don’t a have a place for women to pray like the Sunnis, so they pray at home. In Muscat and 

other places [however] they do build areas for women.” One of the women commented that a 

well-known elderly male figure who I was later told tended to avoid interactions with women 

had once informed the community that if women came to the mosque “they would cause trouble.” 

At this, the other women laughed. Then the treasurer explained to me that the rewards one 

receives in the afterlife are greater when women pray at home (ni thawabu zaidi kuswali 
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nyumbani) which she ascribed to an unidentified Prophetic ḥadīth. The same group member went 

on to explain that women do perform the tarāwīḥ prayers at the Friday Mosque during Ramadan 

and that this is also a meritorious practice.75  

There is no universal prohibition, whether in theory or practice, against women 

performing prayers at mosques in Tanzania. This is different from other African countries such 

as Muslim-majority Senegal, in West Africa.76 In fact, as Mama Sabrina noted, the practice is 

quite common among Sunni women across the country. This is due in part to a longer history of 

congregational prayer within these some of these communities, in addition to an earlier emphasis 

on building mosques and prayer spaces large enough to accommodate these worshippers and the 

gendered division of space. Another possible reason for the greater participation of Sunni women 

in mosque life is that most adherents to Sunni Islam are of African descent with small Arab 

(mostly Yemeni) and Asian minorities.77  

The different perspectives on women’s mosque participation in Mwanza raise important 

questions about the gendered and intergenerational politics of space in the new Ibadi mosque 

                                                           
75 Istiqaama Women’s Association Mwanza.  

76 See: Cleo Catone, Making and Remaking Mosques in Senegal (Boston: Brill Islam in Africa ; v. 13, 2012). 

 
77 In an excellent study of Muslim women in Mombasa, Kenya, Margaret Strobel explains how a self-

perceived sense of social backwardness motivated Omani Arab women in the city’s old town to establish 

their own, largely ethnicity-based, collectives and self-improvement organizations in the 1950s. The first 

Arab women’s association in Mombasa (the Arab Women’s Institute) emerged, in part, as a response to 

criticisms lodged against members of this ethnic group by their more organized Asian counterparts. The 

Institute was at first more concerned with a politics of prestige that depended on re-inscribing social 

hierarchies by maintaining a selective membership (mostly Omani Arabs) with a conservative agenda 

focused on enhancing the social image of the group.77 In protest to the Institute’s exclusionary practices, 

a more ethnically diverse and inclusive Arab Muslims Cultural Association emerged in its place. This 

new association eventually dropping the “Arab” part of its name to itself appear more inclusive. See: 

Margaret Strobel, Muslim Women in Mombasa, 1890-1975. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979, pp. 

184-187. 
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movement. From Mama Sabrina’s perspective, Ibadi women’s exclusion from public community 

prayer spaces is a matter of practicality, the mosque’s designers whether consciously or not 

neglected to include a space for women to pray in seclusion and this explained their absence from 

mosque life. She also suggests that Ibadi women in Tanzania are lagging behind their 

counterparts in Oman, who have for decades benefited from the large-scale modernization 

campaigns introduced under Sultan Qaboos, which include the building of major Friday mosques 

in every major city of the sultanate. An important feature of these mosques is the inclusion of 

sizeable women’s sections, which suggests an increased emphasis and accessibility of Omani 

women’s participation in public piety (see chapter 2). 

Among the collective properties of Mwanza’s branch of Istiqaama is a multi-story 

building complex with a white-tile façade that is just around the corner from the Ibadi Friday 

mosque in the heart of Mwanza town. Building in which Mama Sabrina rents space for the 

“mosque café” this same provides breakfast (8:30-10:30am) and lunch (1-3pm) right after the 

zuhr (sw. dhuhuri) prayers. The café has a mid-range income clientele that includes mosque 

attendees and local businesspersons. Istiqaama built the complex as a source of revenue for the 

mosque and its community. Inscribed on a white board resting against the wall underneath the 

happy letters identifying the little food hub as a “Sabrina Café and Take-away” spot, is the cafe 

menu. The list includes breakfast options such as chapatti flat bread, maandazi donuts and 

samosas and a hearty lunch of rice or ugali78 with a choice of red meat or chicken. The menu list 

includes a variety of local foods including rice and beans, chapatis, cooked bananas and avocado 

juice, is generally packed with local businesspersons (the customer-base is largely male) and 

worshippers following the morning and afternoon prayers held at the mosque. Also in the 

                                                           
78 A dough-like staple made of corn flour, millet or sorghum. 
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building is a home goods store, a shop selling electricity, a driving school, and a computer-

training center.   

The Istiqaama building complex, though not registered as a pious endowment (waqf), is 

integral to the long-term financial stability and self-sustainability of the mosque. The rent 

payments generated by the various businesses housed in the complex funneled back into the 

Istiqaama treasury for the maintenance of the mosque and the development of its community. 

Moreover, the complex is an important center for the social life of the mosque as it represents a 

non-religious space in which any community member, regardless of sectarian affiliation or rank 

in the mosque leadership, can gather for morning and afternoon meals. It is also a space local 

gossip, discussion of national affairs, and business. The Istiqaama congregational mosque and 

café, which bring together Muslims from different sectarian, ethnic and class backgrounds, 

represents an important intersection of religious and commercial life in Mwanza town. However, 

the practice of building Friday mosques and welcoming the masses into Ibadi spaces of worship 

is a recent phenomenon in Tanzania and is among the central features of the current Ibadi revival 

movement. 

This study of the Swahili-speaking Istiqaama women’s association in Mwanza 

contributes to studies on women and gender in Islam in a number of ways. First, by presenting a 

case of Ibadi women’s religious activism in a largely non-Arabic and non-Muslim majority 

African context. Second, by presenting a case of Muslim women’s activism that emerged 

alongside rather than within the overarching structure of an already established men’s 

organization. Third, unlike the major reformist movements such as the Muhammadiyah and 
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Nahdatul Ulama in Indonesia,79 or those reformist movements discussed by Saba Mahmood in 

Egypt,80 Ibadi women in Mwanza are less involved in the practice of religion in the public sphere 

and leadership of the broader Istiqaama organization in Tanzania. There are a number of reasons 

for the relatively low profile adopted by the Istiqaama women’s association. One possible reason 

is that, unlike many places in the Middle East and Southeast Asia, Tanzania is not a Muslim-

majority country, and sectarian political parties are prohibited from registering with the 

government. Second, the elite status of Omani-descended women in East Africa meant that they 

historically experienced greater exclusion than other groups. Third, by developing independently 

of the men’s organization, the Istiqaama women in Mwanza are redefining new ways of being 

an Ibadi Muslim in contemporary Tanzania that include a greater emphasis on the religious 

education and economic self-sustainability of women and girls. 

6. Ibadi Mosque Activism in Shinyanga Town  
 

In Shinyanga, I met with the executive secretary of the Shinyanga Branch of Istiqaama, 

Bw. Rahman (pseudonym) at the Ibadi Friday mosque in the center of town. The office is on the 

top floor of the mosque building and is accessed by walking through another large room that 

appears to serve as storage for hundreds of boxes that appeared to be filled with textbooks for the 

Istiqaama school. The certificate identifying the mosque and office reads: Jumuiya ya Kiislamu 

ya Istiqaama, Tanzania, Cheti cha Tawi, Msikiti na Ofisi (the Islamic Association of Istiqaama 

Tanzania, branch certificate, mosque and office). While all members of Istiqaama Shinyanga are 

Ibadi, the group’s activities include intra-Muslim charitable initiatives, the building of mosques, 

                                                           
79 See: Pieternella van Doorn-Harder, Women Shaping Islam: Indonesian Women Reading the Qur’an 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2006). 

 
8080 See: Saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2012). 
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arranging hajj travel, and providing educational opportunities to the poor and orphans. “In [the 

region of] Shinyanga we have 25 Ibadi mosques and they are all registered under Istiqaama and 

at these mosques we drill wells for public use.”81 The Shinyanga branch of Istiqaama also has 

two schools, one for nursery and primary education and one for secondary education. 

According to Mr. Mata, the goals of the community gradually shifted from bias towards 

the Ibadi sect in the early years towards offering services to the community at-large. The elders 

wanted to reach the community directly. “Ibadis in Tanzania are a minority establishment. They 

are less than 10,000 people, including in Zanzibar. I have not got the census but I base this on 

the families registered.” Bw. Rahman refers to Istiqaama as “a parent association” which serves 

the needs of both the madhhab, and the community at large. Most students who attend the 

Istiqaama schools in Shinyanga are not Ibadi and this is where Istiqaama wants to go. Towards 

not only Ibadi.” The funding for the Shinyanga branch comes primarily from within the 

community and not from Oman, he claims. The community collects zakat which is 2.5% of the 

donor’s income but this does not apply to all families. The wealthy members of the community 

collect and distribute these funds. Funding is mostly generated from within the community whose 

leadership is wealthy and has many businesspersons involved in lucrative industries that include, 

like Mwanza, the transportation and diamond-mining industries for which Shinyanga is known. 

The Shinyanga community holds a “Harambee” event to raise funds for charitable 

purposes after prayers in the mosque and as a community; they collect and address what they 

want to do with these funds. Bw. Rahman, an advocate of Islamic banking in Tanzania, explained 

that the community plans to get loans from Islamic Banks to finance their projects as well as aid 

from Oman, for things like dates, Qur’ans and textbooks. In the Istiqaama School, students are 

                                                           
81 Bw. Rahman , Interview at Istiqaama mosque in Shinyanga Town, May 3rd, 2016. 
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taught according to the government curriculum for Islamic and secular studies. The boxes of 

books in the storage room come from well-wishers in Oman who cover the printing and shipment 

expenses. However, these books are only used as reference materials and do not form part of the 

core curriculum suggesting that the emanation of religious knowledge in Arabic from Oman 

through Istiqaama is only partial and highly mitigated by locally developed curricula in the 

Swahili language.  

Bw. Rahman, who completed his BA in Zanzibar, is now pursuing a MBA degree at 

Zanzibar University in Tunguu (also the location of the Istiqaama Institute). His research project 

focuses on the potential of introducing Islamic Banking and the practice of takāful (a risk 

management form of Islamic insurance) in Tanzania. He explained that there are several legal 

challenges involved in successful takāful operations in the country. For example, there is 

presently no such form of insurance in Tanzania, even on Zanzibar, so introducing such a 

resource would require considerable initial investment of time and resources in developing the 

necessary legal and economic apparatus. Kenya, he explained, does have a legal system 

governing takāful operations. Through the initiative of the Zanzibar Insurance Corporation (ZIC) 

and the Tanzanian Insurance Corporation (TIC), he explained, some insurance entitles in 

Tanzania are beginning to experiment with the practice of takāful. 

In African countries where the state presents itself as secular – such as Kenya, Tanzania, 

and Nigeria – Muslim majority regions or areas with substantial Muslim populations, qadi courts, 

Islamic endowments (awqaf), public treasury (bayt al-mal) and a state-appointed Mufti or chief 

qadi have long existed. In many cases, these institutions long predated colonization in the late 

nineteenth century, though they underwent substantial reforms during the colonial period. Today, 

the modern version of these institutions play a critical role in family law, charitable giving, 
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education and development, all the while blurring the lines between state and non-state actors 

locally and transregionally. Moreover, a series of economic reforms enacted across the continent 

in the 1980s and 1990s enabled experimentation with more modern forms of religious institution 

building such as the rise of the Islamic bank as a corporate institution. However, the existence of 

an Islamic bank in each Muslim society does not necessitate other institutions of Islamic 

economics “such as state or public supervision of the collection and distribution of zakāt.” 

According to Weiss, there is no example of a Muslim-majority state today that is fully governed 

by Islamic principles of economics,82 which is perhaps an indication of the pressures to conform 

to trends in the flows and exchange of capital globally.  

In conclusion, scholarship on the development of Muslim communities in the East 

African interior tends to focus on the role of the Sufi orders in initiating mass conversions to 

Islam during the periods of German and British colonial rule during the first half of the 20th 

century. Scholarship on the role of Muslim Diasporas in the spread of Islam and the development 

of Islamic institutions further tends to focus on the Swahili-speaking coast. The coast has long 

been viewed as the center of a more authentic Arab Muslim civilization, in contrast to supposedly 

more superficial and mixed expressions of Islam on the interior. Studies that do touch on the 

religious practice of Arab and Asian diasporas in the interior tend to dismiss these groups as 

unimportant to the study of Islam because of their tendency to privilege trade over 

proselytization. The religion/economy dichotomy is convincing given the lack of evidence of a 

widespread embrace or familiarity of Ibadi Islam in the interior, for example, and the modest 

capacity of the oldest Omani mosques in the region. However, the dismissal of Ibadi Islam as 
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insignificant in the interior has led scholars to overlook the development of diasporic religious 

networks in the East African interior, leaving little historical context for understanding the current 

Ibadi revival under the leadership of Istiqaama across Tanzania. 

As it has done on the coast, Istiqaama has exerted effort into identifying and restoring old 

mosques associated with Omani settlements in urban and rural areas in the interior, as well as 

building new Friday mosques in major cities across the country which transcend sectarian and 

kinship lines. Moreover, these new and self-sustainable Friday mosques have played a role in 

producing new spiritual economies in Tanzania by creating a network of schools, restaurants and 

businesses that are an important meeting point for local students, teachers, and businesspersons. 

In this sense, Istiqaama as a religious charity emphasizing religious education and economic 

development has begun to blur the lines between economic agency and religious activism that has 

long been associated with the Omani diaspora on mainland Tanzania. 
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VI. Conclusion: Patronage and Politics 

 

In August 2016, the construction of a capacious and elaborate Friday congregational 

mosque, located just outside of Stone Town, came to a much anticipated an end. The building of 

the mosque was an initiative of Sultan Qaboos of Oman and it drew funding from the palace 

government or diwan in Muscat. At least initially, the Revolutionary Government of Zanzibar 

welcomed this gift from its former Omani rulers. The process of building the mosque appeared to 

take place unobstructed, and in the spirit of collaboration, Omani royal architects produced the 

plans for the mosque complex while a multi-country contractor based in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 

carried out its construction. The mosque was to be a space to welcome the masses of Friday 

worshippers on Zanzibar island like never before, having the capacity to accommodate 4,000 

congregants at one time with separate prayer halls for men and women. The mosque also has a 

computer lab, library, and lecture rooms intended for use by students and teachers at the 

neighboring Islamic University.1  

 

Figure 13. The Zanzibar Congregational Mosque. 

Source: Times News Service, “OmanPride: His Majesty's mosque in Zanzibar opens” Times of 

Oman (online), September 24, 2017. 

                                                           
1 See: “Qaboos ajenga msikiti mkubwa Zanzibar,” posted on Zanzibar ni Kwetu blog on November 10, 

2014: http://zanzibarnikwetu.blogspot.com/2014/11/qaboos-ajenga-msikiti-mkubwa-zanzibar.html. And: 

Makame, Tatu. “Ujenzi wa mskiti wa ‘Oman,’ Kiembe Samaki wakamilika,” Zanzibar Leo. February 11, 

2017: 

http://zanzibarnikwetu.blogspot.com/2014/11/qaboos-ajenga-msikiti-mkubwa-zanzibar.html
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Yet, the Zanzibar congregational mosque was not to be merely a place of worship and 

study. The Omani government had described the new religious structure as a symbol of the 

enduring fraternal ties between the two states and as an example of Oman’s continued support of 

education and development in its former dominion. Only very recently, however, on September 

22, 2017 – over one year after its completion – did the mosque open its doors, leaving many to 

speculate about the reasons for the delay. Rumors circulating locally in Zanzibar and online prior 

to the opening attributed the delay to an ongoing dispute over which government – Oman or 

Zanzibar – has jurisdiction over the mosque’s affairs.  

The case of the new Zanzibar congregational mosque provides a sequel to conclusions 

drawn regarding my research questions. The questions were: 

1) What does the example of the Istiqaama Charitable Society of Tanzania reveal about 

contestations over religious authority, ethnic identity, and religious patronage in a post-

revolutionary and post-independence Zanzibar and mainland Tanzania?  

2) How did this once politically powerful double minority (Arab and Ibadi) come to re-establish 

their influence after losing their hold on political power in coastal Tanzania?  

3) In what ways has the flipped economic relationship between Tanzania and Oman enabled new 

forms of transregional knowledge transmission and economic development across the western 

Indian Ocean? 

To return to the first question, Tanzanian religious authorities and governmental officials 

must cope with how to maintain the perception of religious and economic autonomy of their small, 

but fiercely independent island, while still benefiting from the material resources and religious 

patronage offered by oil-rich Oman. The Zanzibar mosque controversy, for example, seems to 

indicate a lingering anxiety in Zanzibari leadership that although the Omani sultanate’s political 
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power came to an official end on the islands following the Zanzibar revolution more than five 

decades ago, does Oman’s imperial legacy persist in some ways in Zanzibar?  

Oman’s investment in various forms of religious patronage across Tanzania serve to both 

alleviate and exacerbate existing tensions between the two states by providing much needed social 

services while also reviving old, and building new, symbols of Omani religious and cultural 

identity across eastern Africa. These symbols are an example of a broader Ibadi revival that 

emerged as part of the Omani nahda or renaissance that marked the development of the modern 

Omani state under the leadership of Sultan Qaboos beginning in the 1970s. In response to the 

second question, these visible examples of Ibadi-Omani influence in Tanzania are also part of the 

local initiative of Ibadi actors in the country and other parts of East Africa to reignite the religious 

practice of the Omani diaspora through building self-sustainable educational and economic 

institutions through the resources and moral support afforded by Istiqaama. The East African Ibadi 

community strives to preserve elements of an Ibadi past through the renovation and expansion of 

institutions of Ibadi heritage. Examples of these efforts include the renovation of the Binti Juma 

mosque in Stone Town, the restoration of the Al-Hadid mosque in Kayenze, and the building of 

the new Friday congregational mosque in Mwanza Town.  

Chapter 3 of the dissertation, showed how Istiqaama operates translocally, supported by an 

international leadership at its headquarters in Oman and by its various sub-branches across East 

Africa, especially Tanzania and Zanzibar. The Omani state and Istiqaama work together to 

combine Islamic outreach (da’wah) with tourism in an effort to educate foreign visitors to Oman 

about Islam and to present Oman as an example of religious tolerance and pluralism in the Persian 

Gulf region. Istiqaama in Muscat is also actively engaged in international charitable initiatives that 

are part of a broader trend in Gulf-based Islamic philanthropy that began in earnest following 
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discovery of oil in the 1960s and 1970s. However, Istiqaama differs from other Saudi and Kuwaiti 

based organizations, for example, in that it depends greatly on the revitalization of pre-existing 

economic ties and diaspora networks between Oman and East Africa. In Tanzania, this diaspora is 

made up of Omani and African descended persons who in, many cases, trace their descent to 

paternal ancestors who migrated to and settled in East Africa from the Persian Gulf during the 

period of Busaidi sultanate rule in the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century.  

Finally, to address my third research question, the once privileged position and proximity 

to political and economic power that the Omani diaspora had in Zanzibar, forces Ibadi leaders in 

Zanzibar today to confront negative stereotypes that conflate Ibadi Islam and Arab cultural 

practices with fears of a renewed Omani imperialism in Tanzania. I have argued that Istiqaama 

works to overcome suspicion through the deployment of two interconnected strategies.  The 

regionally dispersed and largely Swahili and Arabic speaking Ibadi community of Istiqaama is an 

example of a Muslim religious minority that manages to work both within and beyond the 

parameters of the nation state by mobilizing its extensive Afro-Arab diaspora networks between 

and within Tanzania and Oman. Istiqaama also serves to connect Ibadi religious communities 

resigning on the Swahili coast and the East African interior by developing local branches of the 

association in major areas of Omani settlement across the country. Though mutual trade interests 

have long connected the Omani diasporas of the coast and the interior, those living as far inland 

as Tabora, Mwanza, or Ujiji, operated their economic enterprises largely independent of the 

sultanate on Zanzibar, depending more greatly on the goodwill and cooperation of local African 

authorities. This enabled a less rigid structure of religious authority within mainland Ibadi 

communities, who arguably achieved better integrated into the predominantly non-Muslim or 

Sunni African communities they encountered in the northwest. However, this isolation from the 
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coast also meant that Ibadi communities of the interior benefited less from the patronage practices 

of the sultans and Arab ruling elite on the coast.  

The relative lack of large-scale Omani urban development and monumental architecture in 

interior towns is among the facts leading to the scholarly assumption that Ibadi merchants in 

northwestern Tanzania had practiced an internalized Islam and had little interest in spreading 

Islamic teachings and practices beyond their kin circles. Moreover, the absence of major Ibadi 

monuments on the interior leads scholars of the region to dismiss the relevance of Omani mosques 

in the northwest to the history of Islam in the region generally. By reclaiming Omani religious 

spaces, and imbuing them with an explicitly Ibadi identity by registering old mosques under its 

authority, Istiqaama is actively engaged in changing urban and rural religious landscapes across 

Tanzania. My work in this dissertation differs from other studies on transregional and translocal 

religious communities in that it emphasizes regional characteristics of Istiqaama branches on 

mainland Tanzania compared with Zanzibar, in addition to Tanzania’s relationship with Oman. To 

my knowledge, no scholarship to-date adequately addresses how the different histories of 

colonialism, economic enterprise, and integration and/or segregation from non-Arab communities 

experienced by mainland and coastal diaspora communities inform the current shape of Ibadi 

religious activism in these different regions of Tanzania today. 

 This dissertation opens the door to several future areas of research. For example, greater 

future work should pay more attention to nature of the state’s collaborations with Istiqaama in 

Oman and Tanzania and Zanzibar. How, for example, have state actors regarded the growing 

strength of diaspora religious networks and their role in reviving local economies and religious 

institutions through the introduction of new spaces of worship, congregation, and business across 

the country? What challenges do minority religious movements with substantial internal and 
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external funding present to the Muslim authorities such as BAKWATA and the Zanzibar Mufti’s 

office that serve as the state representatives of Islam? Second, Istiqaama offers a rare opportunity 

to examine how the distinct local politics and social history in Oman, mainland Tanzania and 

Zanzibar, impact the role of Muslim women in the public sphere and in grassroots organization in 

each place. More comparative work needs to be done on the connection, if any exists, between 

Ibadi women’s daʻwah and charitable initiatives in Muscat and their counterpart in Mwanza. To 

date, there is no comprehensive study on Ibadi women’s activism and leadership in contemporary 

Tanzania. During my year of fieldwork in 2016, it was further difficult to ascertain to the role of 

female graduates and teachers from the Istiqaama school system in Zanzibar and the College of 

Sharia Sciences in shaping the Ibadi revival at home in Tanzania and abroad.  

Finally, the material and moral impact of Oman and Istiqaama international dissemination 

of Omani religious policy through the country’s tourism industry requires more attention. I hope, 

in the future, to examine more closely the process whereby the Omani Ministries of Tourism and 

Religious Affairs works with religious NGOs such as Istiqaama to market religious tolerance to 

international audiences through state-funded institutions and projects such as mosques, interfaith 

centers, museums, international exhibitions and state publications.  Tourism in Oman has increased 

in recent years due to the political instability, sectarian strife and travel restrictions plaguing many 

neighboring countries and regional trading partners. To further attract and retain this new wave of 

tourism the sultanate engages in an ardent campaign to both highlight the geographic wonders of 

Oman and the indispensability of Oman’s role in ensuring intra-Muslim cooperation in the Arabian 

Peninsula and its areas of influence on the African continent. This future work will focus on the 

role that state-funded religious institutions play in foreign policy in the Gulf and its implications 

for interfaith and intra-Muslim relations globally.  
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My study of Muslim minority activism in Tanzania contributes to the scholarly discussion 

on contemporary Muslim politics that considers how Muslim actors construct and convey religious 

authority through the various institutions at their disposal. Focusing particularly on the relationship 

between religion and institutions of social welfare, I have demonstrated how religious patronage 

– a seemingly apolitical yet highly symbolic and authoritative practice – serves to both alleviate 

and exacerbate existing tensions between post-colonial states and former non-western colonial 

rulers. While this phenomenon has been discussed at length in studies on development and neo-

liberalism in regard to countries emerging from western colonialism, little work examines how 

such external power is broadcast and mediated in countries formerly under non-western rule and, 

especially, through the lens of religious authority and activism. This unprecedented work on the 

religious practice of the contemporary Omani and Ibadi communities of Tanzania is important for 

understanding new modes of translocal knowledge transmission between the Gulf and East Africa, 

and between Zanzibar and mainland Tanzania. 
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