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Abstract

The Islamic presence in East Africa goes back to the Umayyad
Caliphate, when the Omani al-Julandi family moved from Oman
to East Africa for political and economic reasons. This move-
ment was followed by other migrations from Southern Arabia.
This led to the appearance of Muslim settlements and dynasties
along the East African coastal region, which played a pivotal
role in preaching Islam and introducing Arabian culture to the
local communities. One of the Omani dynasties that established
themselves along the East African coast was the Mazrui Dynasty,
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which ruled East Africa between 1741 and 1837. Though a
number of studies have been conducted on the history of Islam
in East Africa, the Swahili people, the Mazrui Dynasty and its
descendants’ prominent scholars, there is still a further need
to discuss the Mazrui Dynasty in particular and their efforts
on spreading Islam in East Africa. This study demonstrates the
contributions of the Mazrui Dynasty to the spreading of Islam
in East Africa by shedding light on the origins of Mazrui family,
why they immigrated to East Africa, how the Dynasty was
established in Mombasa while also examining some of the most
important aspects of the promotion Islam in East Africa. The
study demonstrates the significant interactions between Islamic
civilization and East African societies throughout the era of the
Mazrui Dynasty, which promoted the expansion of Islam and
Arabian culture across the region.
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Introduction

Islam arrived in East Africa during the reign of the fifth Umayyad Caliph,
‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan (65-86 AH / 685-705 CE). Sulayman and Sa‘id,
the sons of ‘Abbad al-Julandi, emigrated from Oman to the coasts of
East Africa, fleeing the attacks of the Umayyad commander, al-Hajjaj
ibn Yusuf al-Thaqafi.' The Kenyan scholar, Muhammad Saeed al-Beidh,*
adds that Sa‘id resided in Lamu (now in Kenya), while Sulayman was
stationed in Mombasa (now in Kenya), and moved later to Zanzibar
(now in Tanzania).® Beidh supported this narrative by showing that an
Umayyad coin dating back to the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan
had been discovered at Kizimkazi, Zanzibar, and another old Umayyad
coin had been found with Shaykh Bwana Kitini al-Nabhani, one of the
descendants of the Nabhani Dynasty (600-1100 AH / 1203-1688 CE) in
Bate and Lamu Islands in Kenya.* Later, the Muslim migration to East
Africa increased significantly, and many Muslim settlements and cities
emerged along the East African coast. These included Zeila, Mogadishu,
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Merca, Barava, Kismayu, Lamu, Malindi, Mombasa, and Kilwa, among
others. The Moroccan traveler, Ibn Batutah, visited the area in 1331, and
noted that Mogadishu and Mombasa were large cities that were well
established and inhabited by a cultured, religious, and well-organized
Shafi‘i Muslim population.®

In 1498, a Portuguese Christian pioneer, Vasco da Gama (1460-1524),
arrived in Malindi, Kenya with Roman Catholic missionaries in his com-
pany on his way to India.® The aim of Vasco da Gama and the Portuguese
was to conquer East Africa to block the spread of Islam, and manage
Indian Ocean maritime routes. To achieve these goals, the Portuguese
sent more naval fleets, and the area came under Portuguese control from
1542 to 1698. The Portuguese also built Fort Jesus in Mombasa between
1593 and 1596 to be their military’s command center in East Africa.” In
1696, the Swahili Muslim rulers in East Africa sought assistance from
the Imam of the Omani Ya‘rubi Dynasty® at the time, Saif ibn Sultan
al-Ya‘rubi (1692-1711), to help them retake their land from Portuguese
forces. Al-Ya‘rubi sent a powerful military to Mombasa and managed
to defeat the Portuguese military at Mombasa’s Fort Jesus in 1698, after
two years of siege. The Portuguese tried to recapture Mombasa in 1699
from the Omani forces, but they were defeated again and their control
over East Africa came to an end in the same year.’

The Portuguese period was followed by the Mazrui Dynasty (1741-
1837). The Mazrui Dynasty was initially loyal to the Ya‘rubi Dynasty
in Oman, but when they learned that the Ya‘rubi Dynasty had been
overthrown by al-Busa‘idi Dynasty in 1741, they declined to declare
allegiance to the new rulers. Instead, they established their independent
Mazrui dynasty in East Africa, with Mombasa as their capital city."
The Mazrui Dynasty was followed by the al-Busa‘idi Dynasty! (1837-
1895), the British (1895-1963), and then an independent Kenya from 1963
onwards.

This study focuses on the Mazrui Dynasty period (1741-1837) because
it is the period that marked the restoration of Muslim control over East
Africa from the Portuguese in 1698/1699 and the greater expansion of
Islam across East Africa. This expansion took the forms of proselytiz-
ing, conversion, the establishment of interior Muslim settlements, and
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the building of mosques and introduction of educational institutions
and charitable works." This study also examines the contributions of
the Mazrui Dynasty to maintaining Kadhi courts in East Africa, and
ensuring that later, after the Dynasty was replaced in 1837, these courts
remained well-supplied with trained kadhis (judges).”* Later, descen-
dants of the Mazrui Dynasty also included prominent scholars who led
the Islamic reformist and awakening movements in East Africa. This
study examines important, yet understudied, elements of the Mazrui
Dynasty’s contributions (1741-1837) to the development of Islam in East
Africa. It contributes to a fuller history of Islam in Africa through this
case study, which also highlights significant regional factors that aided
the expansion of Islam in East Africa, and thus contributes to the wider
study of Islam in Africa.”

Origins of Mazrui Family in East Africa

The Mazrui family in East Africa belongs to the Omani tribe of al-Maz-
ri‘i. The singular is al-Mazru‘i, while the plural form as it is pronounced
in the Arab Gulf states as al-Mazari‘.”” In East Africa, the title is pro-
nounced and written in Kiswahili as “Mazrui,” for both the singular
and plural forms, which is the form the name has taken in the major-
ity of European language sources as well.' Regarding the history of
the tribe, some historians have indicated that the Mazruis belong to
the ‘Adnani tribe whose lineage is connected to Tha‘lab ibn Wail ibn
Qasit ibn Hanab ibn Agsa ibn Da‘mi ibn Jadila ibn Asad ibn Rabi‘ah
ibn Nizar ibn Ma‘d ibn ‘Adnan ibn Isma‘il ibn Ibrahim."” The famous
scholar, Shaykh al-Amin Mazrui, suggests in his own book (The History
of The Mazrui Dynasty) that the Mazruis who settled in East Africa can
trace their lineage back to Saba’ ibn Yashjub ibn Ya‘rub ibn Qahtan, the
well-known grandfather of the Qahtani tribes in Arabian Peninsula.’®
Historical sources agree that the original home of Mazrui tribe in Oman
was the Yemeni coastal city of al-Shihr in the Hadramout region, where
a faction of the Mazrui family emigrated to Oman during the medieval
period.”” In Oman, the Mazruis are scattered across all regions of the
country, with significant concentrations in the al-Rustaq region and its
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surrounding villages and settlements.?’ Those who emigrated to East
Africa settled in Mombasa, Malindi, Takaungu, Gase; now in Kenya,
and Zanzibar, Pemba and Dar es Salaam in Tanzania.?! Also notewor-
thy here is that, though the Mazrui family was originally belonged to
Omani Ibadi School,” they converted later to the Shafi‘i School, the
dominant Sunni School of Islamic jurisprudence in East Africa. This
change occurred when the jurist Shaykh ‘Abdallah ibn Nafi al-Maz-
ru‘i (d.1846) adopted the Shafi‘i School during his studies in Mecca
and Medina from 1837 to 1846.2° Since then, all the Mazrui families
in East Africa have followed the Shafi‘i School, and all their judges
and scholars have ruled in accordance with Shafii jurisprudence, and
their descendants are still Shafi‘is to this day. Similarly, despite the
fact that the Mazrui Dynasty was overthrown in 1837, its subsequent
generations turned into a powerful community in the coastal cities
of Kenya, where they served as liwalis (governors), administrators,
kadhis, scholars, professors, economists, managers, educationists, doc-
tors, lawyers etc.

Why the Mazrui Family Emigrated to East Africa

In 1696, the Swahili and Muslim leaders of Mombasa went to Oman to
seek help to expel the Portuguese invaders. As a response, the Imam
of the Omani al-Ya‘rubi Dynasty at the time, Saif ibn Sultan al-Ya‘rubi,
sent land and sea military forces to Mombasa and directed them to
besiege the Portuguese forces in Fort Jesus, Mombasa. The military
conquered Mombasa in 1698 after a siege that lasted for two years and
nine months. Although the Portuguese were defeated in the battle, they
attacked Mombasa again in the hope of recapturing it. When Imam Saif
ibn Sultan heard of this, he prepared another army in 1699, and assigned
his commander, Mubarak ibn Gharib al-Mazru‘i, as a leader for the new
force. He also appointed Nasir ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Muhammad al-Maz-
ru‘i as the governor of Mombasa after the defeat of the enemy. The
second force reached Mombasa that the same year and defeated the
Portuguese forces.?* Soon after Portuguese defeat, Nasir became the gov-
ernor of Mombasa, under the control of Imam Saif ibn Sultan al-Ya‘rubi
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in Oman. This event demonstrates that many of the first Mazruis arrived
in East Africa either as commanders or members of the Omani military,
which had come to liberate Mombasa from Portuguese occupation in
1699. Shaykh al-Amin Mazrui (d.1947) mentioned that the migration of
Mazruis to East Africa began after the conquest of Mombasa by Imam
Saif ibn Sultan al-Ya‘rubi in 1668, and that their migration continued to
the region at a more rapid pace later. When the Sultan of Zanzibar and
Muscat, Sayyid Sa‘id ibn Sultan al-Busa‘idi (1791-1856), expelled the
Mazrui family from Mombasa in 1837, their migration to Mombasa came
to a halt due to the restrictions imposed on them by the government in
Oman. As a result, paths of later migrations shifted toward Zanzibar and
Pemba (now in Tanzania).?

The Mazrui Dynasty’s Service to Islam in East Africa: Ending
the Portuguese Occupation

Portuguese forces attacked Mombasa multiple times and ultimately
conquered it at the third attempt in 1589. Four years later, they began
to build Fort Jesus, which was completed in 1596. The fort became the
major maritime command station for the Portugese on the East African
coast.” As a result of Portuguese oppression, the Swahili Muslim lead-
ers sent a delegation to the Imam of Oman in 1660, seeking military
support. The delegation was led by Mwinyi Nguti, Mwinyi Mole bin
Haji, Mwinyi Ndao bin Haji, Motomato wa Mtorogo and Kubo wa
Mwamzungu. However, the Sultan of Oman at the time, Sultan ibn Saif
al-Ya‘rubi (1649-1688) declined to interfere. A second delegation went
to Oman in 1696 and was able to convince the incumbent Imam at the
time, Saif ibn Sultan al-Ya‘rubi (1692-1711) to offer military assistance.”
In response to that special request, a fleet with more than 3,000 men
was sent to lay siege to Mombasa in 1696. After two years of siege, the
Omani military managed to conquer Fort Jesus, the Portuguese forti-
fied stronghold in Mombasa, on December 13, 1698.% The same year,
Zanzibar, the last of Portugal’s colonies in East Africa, also fell to the
Imam.” The Portuguese, who retreated to Mozambique after their defeat,
tried to reclaim Mombasa again in 1699, but the Imam sent another
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army and the Portuguese forces were defeated again in Mombasa that

the same year.*

Figure 1. ‘The entrance of Fort Jesus, Mombasa. The image was taken
by the author on Sep 19, 2018.

Establishing an Islamic Dynasty and Culture in East Africa

The Mazrui governors in Mombasa were initially loyal to the Imams of
the Ya‘rubi Dynasty in Oman. When the Dynasty was overthrown by
al-Busa‘idi Dynasty under Imam Ahmad ibn Sa‘id al-Busa‘idi (d.1783) in
1741, they established the Mazrui Dynasty in Mombasa for the following

reasons:

1 They argued that the agreement to pledge allegiance to Imam Ahmad
of Oman had been established through consultation, but rather had
been imposed by force.

2 The new al-Busa‘idi Dynasty in Oman wanted to impose their gover-
nors on Mombasa and dominate their Mazrui subjects in East Africa
without consultation.
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The Mazrui governors wanted to be independent and had gained in
confidence after defeating the Portuguese forces.

As aresult, the Mazruis established an independent Mazrui dynasty

in East Africa, with Mombasa as their capital city and Fort Jesus as

their administrative headquarters.** The Mazrui Dynasty was a Muslim

dynasty that manifested its Islamic identity through supporting fellow

Muslims across East Africa against the Portuguese, preaching Islam, and

establishing new trade routes to the interior.*

The Mazruis ruled the coast of East Africa for 138 years between

1698/1699 and 1837 through 11 governors, listed as follows:

1

Nasir ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Muhammad al-Mazru‘i. He was appointed
by Imam Saif al-Ya‘rubi to be the governor of Mombasa after the
expulsion of the Portuguese forces. He held the position until 1728,
when he faced a rebellion from some of his soldiers and some
Swabhili natives in Mombasa. He was imprisoned him in Fort Jesus
and, while the rebellion was going on, the Portuguese managed
to retake Mombasa. However, the leadership in Mombasa sought
assistance again from the sixth Ya‘rubi Imam in Oman, Saif ibn
Sultan IT (1718-1741) who recaptured the city from the Portuguese
in 1728.%

Muhammad ibn ‘Uthman ibn ‘Abdallah al-Mazru‘i. Appointed by
Imam Saif ibn Sultan II as governor of Mombasa in 1730 and contin-
ued until 1741. He became independent from the al-Busa‘idi Dynasty
after the fall of the Ya‘rubi Dynasty in 1741. Consequently, he was
the first independent Mazrui ruler in Mombasa.

‘Ali ibn ‘Uthman ibn Muhammad al-Mazru‘i, the second independent
ruler. He conquered Zanzibar in 1755, and his rule lasted from 1745
until 1762.

Mas‘ud ibn Nasir ibn ‘Abdallah al-Mazrui, the third independent
ruler. He ruled between 1755 and 1779.

‘Abdallah ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Uthman al-Mazru‘i, the son of the

second governor, and the fourth independent ruler from Oman. He
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11

ruled between 1779 and 1781, and was the first Mazrui ruler who
was born in East Africa, whereas all his predecessors had been born
in Oman.

Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Uthman al-Mazra, brother to the fifth
governor, and the fifth in the list of independent governors from
Oman. He ruled between 1781 and 1814.

‘Abdallah ibn Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Mazru‘i, the son of the sixth
governor, and the sixth independent governor. He ruled between
1814 and 1823.

Sulayman ibn ‘Ali ibn ‘Uthman al-Mazru‘i, the seventh independent
ruler. He governed between 1823 and 1826.

Salim ibn Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Mazru‘i, the eighth independent
ruler. His ruled from 1826 to 1835.

Khamis ibn Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Mazru‘, the ninth indepen-
dent ruler. He was brother of the eighth independent governor and
ruled from 1835 until 1836, when he was replaced by the son of his
brother.

Rashid ibn Salim ibn Ahmad al-Mazru‘i, the eleventh indepen-
dent governor. He ruled between 1836 and 1837 and was the last
governor of the Mazrui Dynasty in Mombasa.** When al-Busa‘idi
forces conquered Mombasa in 1837, he moved to Takaungu, 50 km
north-east of Mombasa, and established a local administration at
Takaugu. His son, Mubarak ibn Rashid al-Mazru‘i, extended his local
authority to Gaze or Gase village, 48 km south of Mombasa, as a
local ruler between 1869 and 1896. He led a series of revolts against
the al-Busa‘idi Dynasty, to whom he never offered tribute and he
never recognized al-Busa‘idi sovereignty over East Africa, and their
attempts in the 1850s and the 1870s to force him into submission
were both failures. He continued his resistance until 1896 when he
was defeated by the al-Busa‘idi army with military support from the
British East Africa protectorate (1895-1920).%

The Mazrui Dynasty ruled all the coastal regions of East Africa.

Their territories extended from Ras Ngomeni (in Kenya) in the north,
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to the Pangani River (in Tanzania) in the south, in an area estimated
by Shaykh al-Amin Mazrui as 12,380 square miles.* Thus, most of the
Swahili region inhabited by the Arabs and Swahilis was under their rule.
Their influence stretched into the interior of the Swahili region by 60
miles to the west. All the Mjikenda tribes were under their rule, and some
of the Wazigua tribe living north of Pangani River. They also extended
their rule to Pemba and the Zanzibar islands (now in Tanzania). Pemba
became their center for importing agricultural products, grain, fruits,
honey and sugar. The Mazruis almost became rulers of Lamu Island
(now Lamu County in Kenya), not through conquest but in response to
an appeal by the inhabitants. While Pate Island (now in Lamu County,
Kenya) never officially come under their dominion, it was effectively part
of their territory.”” The British Captain W.F. Owen, who visited Mombasa
on September 7, 1824, noted that the Mazruis had mustered an army of
25,000 to fight against their al-Busa‘idi rivals.*® Consqeuently, according
to Shaykh al-Amin Mazrui, the Dynasty that gathered such an army
could not have numbered less than 1,000,000 inhabitants, if we consider
that 2.5% of a population is the maximum number it is possible to enroll
under a dynasty that has no compulsory service.*
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Figure 2.

The Map of East Africa Coastal Areas. The right bracket
shows the coastal areas that were under direct or indirect
control of Mazrui Dynasty, as per Sheikh Al-Amin Mazrui.
The left bracket indicates the hinterland areas that were
influenced by Mazrui’s cultural and Islamic expansions.
The map is designed by the author.
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Preaching Islam in East Africa

The Mazrui’s conquest of East Africa from the Portuguese provided an
opportunity for Muslim missionaries and preachers, who returned to
areas previously under Portuguese control.* Thus, Muslim missionary
activity began to extend into the deep interior, and more native African
communities started to embrace Islam en masse. The new converts
in turn supported both their Arab and non-Arab Muslim brethern to
spread Islam ever further inland, penetrating deeply into the interior,
across forests, jungles and swamps until it reached the Congo Basin and
the lakes plateau in Kenya and Tanganyika. As Islam spread, minarets
rose in all the villages along the coastal road that leads to the lakes of
Nyasa,* and Tanganyika,* where there was not a single village in those
areas without a significant Muslim population among the Swahili and
Arab communities. The Omani Ya‘rubi and Mazrui intervention was
not only an important factor in abolishing Portuguese control in East
Africa, but it also made Muslim missionary activity and created the
conditions for Islam to thrive without obstacles after two centuries of
Portuguese restrictions.*” Thus, one of the crowning achievements of the
Ya‘rubi and Mazrui eras was that they saved the Swahili region from the
Portuguese attempts to prevent Islam from spreading and interacting
with the Swahili culture and the native Bantu peoples of East Africa.*

Maintaining an Islamic Judicial System

Kadhi Courts, or Qadhi Courts, are Islamic Shafi‘i law courts that
existed along the East African coast for centuries before the arrival of
the colonial powers. The courts were established by the coastal Muslim
communities to: a) issue rulings on religious issues, such as, Ramadan
moon sightings, Eid celebration days and the Hajj calendar; b) manage
the Muslim communities’ affairs on issues relating to marriage, woman
rights, child maintenance, divorce and other Islamic legal matters; c)
document all legal and business transactions; d) settle individual and
communal disputes through a reconciliation mechanism that involved all
social stakeholders.*” The jurisdiction of the Kadhi Courts over Muslim
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cases under the Swahili rulers, the Mazrui Dynasty and the Zanzibar
Sultanate’s territories was unlimited. However, under British rule the
government restricted their jurisdiction in 1931 to three issues of per-
sonal status: marriage, divorce and inheritance. This limitation continued
following independence into the current Kenyan constitution.*

The Mazrui Dynasty (1741-1837) in Mombasa supported the Kadhi
courts in East Africa in three regards: 1) maintaining the Kadhi courts in
a similar manner to the Swahili Muslim rulers before the establishment
of the dynasty; 2) supervising the appointment of Kadhis to the different
coastal cities and regions; 3) producing qualified Mazrui scholars and
shaykhs who then served as Kadhis or Chief Kadhis before and after the
establishment of the British colonial presence in East Africa in 1895. The
key figures in this regard are as follows:

1 Shaykh °Ali ibn ‘Abdallah ibn Nafi‘ al-Mazru‘i (1825-1894). He was
born in Mombasa in 1825 and studied under his father and other
prominent shaykhs. When al-Busa‘idi forces took over Mombasa
from Mazrui Dynasty in 1937, he moved to Yemen and then Mecca
for study. He stayed in Mecca with his father and brother from 1837
until 1846, where he studied in both Mecca and Medina. He came
back to Mombasa in 1846 and then returned to Mecca again in 1854
for more studies. In 1856, he travelled to Zanzibar and Pemba and
was appointed as Kadhi of Mombasa by the Sultan of Zanzibar at the
time, Sayyid Majid ibn Sa‘id al-Busa‘idi, where he served as Kadhi
of Mombasa between 1856 and 1870. In 1887, he was imprisoned by
the Sultan of Zanzibar, Barghash ibn Sa‘id al-Busa‘idi (r.1870-1888),
as punishment for preaching Sunni Shafi‘i Islam among the coastal
cities and criticizing Ibadi theology. His successor, Sultan Khalifah
ibn Sa‘id al-Busa‘idi (r.1888-1890) released him from prison in 1888.
Shaykh “Ali was a well-versed scholar and Kadhi who wrote sev-
eral books on Prophetic traditions, Islamic jurisprudence, Islamic
theology and the biography of the Prophet Muhammad. He died in
Mombasa in 1894."

2 Shaykh Sulayman ibn ‘Ali ibn Khamis al-Mazru‘i (1867-1937). He
was born in Mombasa in 1867 and became famous as “Shaykh
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Suleiman Mazrui” He studied under the great scholars of Mombasa
and Zanzibar, became Kadhi of Mombasa from 1910 to 1932, and
worked as Chief Kadhi of the Kenya Colony from 1932 until his death
in 1937. He was a prominent, influential reformist scholar who wrote
several books in Islamic studies.*

Shaykh al-Amin ibn ‘Ali ibn ‘Abdallah al-Mazru‘i (1890-1947). He
was born in Mombasa in 1890 and was well-known in East Africa as
“Shaykh al-Amin Mazrui” He studied under, and was raised by his
uncle, Shaykh Suleiman Mazrui, as his father (first on this list) died
in 1894 when he was only four years old. In addition to his studies
in Mombasa, he educated at the famous al-Swafa Islamic center in
Lamu, and also travelled to Zanzibar several times to study as well.
He served as the Kadhi of Mombasa between 1932 and 1934, acting
Chief Kadhi of Kenya Colony between 1934 and 1937, and then Chief
Kadhi of Kenya Colony between 1937 and 1947. Shaykh al-Amin
Mazrui, as he was known in East Africa, was one of the great Muslim
reformist scholars of the region. He educated thousands, established
several Muslim educational institutions, established two reformist
journals, travelled widely to proselytize, and authored more than
twelve books in both the Arabic and Swahili languages in Islamic
studies.”’

Shaykh Ma’mun ibn Sulayman al-Mazru‘i (1895-1969). He is the son
of the former Kadhi, Shaykh Sulayman Mazrui, and was raised in
a scholarly family. When Shaykh al-Amin Mazrui was elevated to
Acting Chief Kadhi of the Kenya Colony in 1934, he appointed him
as Acting Kadhi of Mombasa between 1934 and 1937. In 1937 he was
appointed by the colonial government to the position Acting Kadhi
of Mombasa, and then served as Kadhi of Mombasa until 1960. He
also served as Chief Kadhi of the Kenya Colony in 1958.%

Shaykh Muhammad ibn Qasim ibn Rashid ibn “Ali al-Mazru‘i (1912-
1982). He was born in Mombasa in 1912 and was known throughout
East Africa as Shaykh Muhammad Kassim Mazrui. He was appointed
to the judiciary in 1946, serving as a Kadhi of Malindi (1947-1962) and
Lamu (1962-1963). He was elevated to the position of Chief Kadhi of
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the Kenya Colony in 1963 until he retired in 1967. He was the first
Chief Kadhi of independent Kenya, which had gained its indepen-
dence in 1963. Shaykh Muhammad Kassim was a famous scholar and
reformer who wrote several books in Islamic studies and contributed
to the establishment of many educational and academic centers in
Mombasa and across East Africa. He died in Mombasa in 1982.°!

6 Shaykh Hammad ibn Muhammad Qasim (Kassim) al-Mazru‘, the son
of the previous Shaykh Muhammad Kassim Mazrui. He was born in
Lamu in 1950 and studied in Kenya, Saudi Arabia and Nigeria. He
served as the Kadhi of Lamu (1992-1995), Kadhi of Nairobi (1995-
2002) and then served as the Chief Kadhi of Kenya between 2002 and
2010. He is a religious and political scholar who still contributes to
the Muslim community in Kenya.*

Islamic Educational and Charitable Works of the Mazrui
Dynasty

The Mazrui Dynasty and their scholars have established multiple edu-
cational centers in Mombasa, Takaungu and Gaze in the Kenyan coastal
region. In Mombasa, the well-known Madrasatu al-Ghazali al-Islamiyyah
was established by the aforementioned Chief Kadhi of Kenya, Shaykh
al-Amin Mazrui. This institution has produced a large group of East
African scholars, with many graduates going on to serve as Kadhis and
Chief Kadhis in their home countries.”® In addition, the Mazruis have con-
tributed to numerous charitable endeavors, such as building mosques, and
allocating endowments for Qur’anic and religious schools throughout the
coastal cities of East Africa. Shaykh Mubarak ibn Rashid al-Mazru‘i, the
ruler of Gaze and Takaungu, built the Makadara Mosque in the Kibokoni
area of Mombasa and another important mosque in the Gaze region,
south of Mombasa. The Mazruis also built a third mosque in the heart of
Mombasa’s old town, which is known to this day as the “Mazrui Mosque**
They also built a fourth mosque in Takaungu, the al-Shakhsi Mosque. Later,
new religious educational facilities were added to the mosque complex to
accommodate different educational and social activities.*
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Mazrui Scholars and Islamic Reformist Movements in
East Africa

It was Mazrui scholars from the Mazrui community in Kenya that led
the Islamic revival and awakening movements in East Africa during
the 19" and 20™ centuries. They were influenced by the writings of the
major Muslim reformers of the time, and their efforts focused on reform-
ing and promoting a Muslim way of life, culture and attitude. Though
Mazrui reformist scholars were influenced by international intellectual
currents, they were also rooted in their local context and had their own
approaches. Like their peers elsewhere in the Muslim world, they nav-
igated between advocating for intellectual and scientific advancement
based on Western science, while warning against “blind imitation” and
adopting Western cultural values. Likewise, they also promoted the edu-
cational advancement of women and the teaching of modern subjects in
Muslim madrasas. At the same time, they also published and established
Islamic journals and publications that were specific to the East African
context.” The Mazrui reform movement foregrounded the Islamic revival
in East Africa, while al-Amin Mazrui, the latest Mazrui reformer, also
transcended the more local reformist context to engage with interna-
tional African, Global South, and more marginalized perspectives.”” The

following are the most famous Mazrui reformist scholars:

1. Shaykh al-Amin Mazrui (1890-1947)

Shaykh al-Amin Mazrui; the Chief Kadhi of the Kenya Colony (1937-
1947), was influenced by the leaders of reform movements from the
wider the Muslim world including Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838-1897),
Muhammad ‘Abduh (1849-1905) and Muhammad Rashid Rida (1865-
1935).> He was a pioneered of the revival movement in East Africa in
the 1930s that aimed transform the condition of Muslim communities
in the region by ridding them of those aspects that were deemed to
be regressive and contrary to the spirit of Islam, such as ignorance,
poverty, backwardness and certain kinds of polytheistic practices.”® He
was the first East African scholar of any social stature to fully embrace
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the modernist Islamic perspective, and to write about it and promote it
publicly and widely.® In order to reach a wider public, he established
two weekly newspapers. The first was al-Sahifa, published in Swabhili
using the Arabic script, in 1930. It was distributed for free and lasted for
16 months. The second was al-Islah, which was first published in 1932.
It was written in Swahili using the Latin script together with Arabic,
and focused on religious as well as political issues. It was published
weekly and lasted for only twelve months.® Both of these publications
ran regular editorials aimed at a mass audience to encourage the accep-
tance of modernist ideas in realms such as education while retaining
the core of their traditional values. Shaykh al-Amin’s writings focused
on the importance of Islamic education in the Muslim community in
response to calls for supporting secular education. He also emphasized
the importance of the Arabic language as a tool for learning about Islam
and also encouraged the teaching of Arabic and including religious edu-
cation in secular schools. He also supported the idea of writing Swabhili
using the Arabic script in order to connect Swahili to Arabic. He warned
Muslims against the perils of blindly adopting Western cultural values
and European secular education. Shaykh al-Amin also supported the
education of women, which Muslim society had ignored, and called
for the teaching of modern subjects in madrasas. His aspirations went
beyond his East African context, and he was in contact with traditional
intellectual centers in the Hadramout and Oman as well as modernist
theology and jurisprudence coming out of al-Azhar University in Egypt,
and elsewhere. He also contributed to modernist Egyptian publications,
such as al-Manar and al-*Urwa al-Wuthqa.*

Like Muhammad ‘Abduh, Shaykh al-Amin was apprehensive about
the growing influence of Western thought and habits among Muslims,
particularly among the youth. Fearing for the future, he was deeply
concerned that young Muslims had to be convinced of the validity and
relevance of Islam in an increasingly secularized society. In his approach,
drawing on modernist views, Shaykh al-Amin argued that Islam had a
role to play in people’s secular, or material, life as well as in their “oth-
er-worldly” life. In addition to being the means to ensure an everlasting
life in the hereafter, it Islam was also as a discipline whose law served
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practical and worldly ends. Like his peer “Abduh, he felt that there was
a need for both reason and revelation, and that Islam did not require a
rejection of worldly affairs. Rather, Muslims had to concern themselves
both with life in this world and life after death. He was concerned that
people were imitating unbelievers, while neglecting the teachings of
their religion and its obligations and duties. Similar to ‘Abduh and Rida,
Shaykh al-Amin argued that it was necessary for Muslims to absorb
Western scientific knowledge and technology in order to progress. To
support his point, he employed the same approach to the Egyptian mod-
ernists in arguing that Islam, in its infancy, had also once had been
rational and scientific, but was now in need of reform. As such, it was
Muslims who had once had been masters of such “modern” subjects as
algebra, astronomy, chemistry, medicine, logic, and philosophy. Thus,
Muslims of the East African coast would not be sinning in studying and
mastering these sciences.”” Ahmed Idha Salim summarized the impact
of Shaykh al-Amin writing,

Undoubtedly, [Shaykh al-Amin] was the most outstanding Muslim
scholar and reformer to appear in Kenya. His contribution to Islam
and Muslim scholarship has been the most endurable. His regular
seminars produced many scholars who helped spread Islam further,
not only in Kenya but in East Africa as a whole. He himself traveled,
preached, encouraged and supported efforts to build madrasas and
mosques. He wrote, published and distributed the first religious
textbooks in Kiswahili on different aspects of Islam and Islamic
history.”**

Shaykh al-Amin also argued vigorously against the teachings of the
Ahmadiyya community in East Afria that at the time was disseminating
the teachings of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad Qadiani (1835-1908). Shaykh
al-Amin wrote three books in Kiswahili warning Muslims against the
Ahmadiyya community and its activities. In order to refute both Ahmadi
arguments and those of Christian missionaries, who had both published
Swahili Qur’anic translations with concerning commentaries (according
to him), he began a project to translate the Qur’an into the Kiswabhili
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language himself, but died in 1947 before its completion.®® It was his
well-known student, the then Chief Kadhi of Kenya, Shaykh Abdulla
Saleh al-Farsy (1912-1982), who would complete this project and publish
the now famous Swahili Qur’anic translation, Qurani Takatifu, which
was first publications in 1969, and re-published in new editions multiple
times due to high demand.*

2. Shaykh Muhammad Kassim Mazrui (1912-1982)

Shaykh Muhammad studied under Shaykh al-Amin Mazrui, and contin-
ued his Islamic revivalist and modernist project in East Africa. Besides
his work as Kadhi and then as Chief Kadhi of Kenya between 1963 and
1967, his publications display the rational principles that the reformist
movement relied upon and propagated.”” He disseminated most of his
revivalist ideas through his writings; especially his series Hukum za
Sharia. In part three of the series, he wrote an article about Islam and pol-
itics and noted that the role of a politician is to guide the government in
legislating proper laws and practicing good governance. He also stressed
the significance of voting and the responsibility of each individual to
vote wisely. He noted that, “your single vote can determine the election
of a proper candidate who could serve the entire Islamic nation in a
prosperous manner.” He clearly pointed out that the role of government
is not only to serve religion but also to take charge of the welfare of the
society.®® Like Shaykh al-Amin, he also supported women’s education
and held special seminars for Muslim women separately.*’

The impact of Shaykh Muhammad Kassim is evidenced through his
many books, publications, students, his seminars in mosques and public
conferences and gatherings. He translated the first two chapters of the
Qur’an into Kiswabhili, and wrote several books on Islamic Law. He also
write a history of the Rightly Guided Caliphs, a history of slavery in
Islam and other religions, in addition to his numerous articles, which
he published in the 1930s through the Al-Islah and Al-Sahifa journals.
Additionally, he published a newspaper in Kiswabhili titled Sauti Ya Haki,
the “Voice of the Right,” and issued rulings on several socially contro-
versial issues.” In turn, Shaykh Muhammad’s many students went on to
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become reformist leaders across East Africa, or Kadhis and Chief Kadhis
within the Kenyan judiciary.”

3. Ali Mazrui (1933-2014)

Ali Mazrui was born in Mombasa in 1933. He was the son of the afore-
mentioned scholar and Chief Kadhi of then Kenya Colony, Shaykh
al-Amin Mazrui. Ali Mazrui attended school in Mombasa, then taught
at the Mombasa Institute of Muslim Education (MIOME),”? before leav-
ing for Huddersfield Technical College, UK, in 1955 after he won a
scholarship from the Colonial Government.” Mazrui then obtained
his B.A. degree from Manchester University in 1960, his M.A. from
Columbia University in New York in 1961, and his PhD in Political
Science from Oxford University in 1966. He was both an academic
and political writer on the subjects of African and Islamic studies and
North-South relations. His positions included director of the Institute
of Global Cultural Studies at Binghamton University, New York, and
director of the Center for Afro-American and African Studies at the
University of Michigan. In addition to his academic appointments,
Mazrui also served as president of the African Studies Association
(USA), and as vice president of the International Political Science
Association and special advisor to the World Bank. He has also served
on the board of the American Muslim Council in Washington, D.C.
Ali Mazrui’s research interests included African politics, international
political culture, political Islam and North-South relations. He is the
author or co-author of more than thirty books and also published
hundreds of articles in major scholastic journals and media outlets. He
also served on the editorial boards of more than twenty international
scholarly journals. Mazrui was widely consulted by heads of state and
governments, international media and research institutions for polit-
ical strategies and alternative thoughts.” He contributed to various
disciplines such as political science, Islamic studies, African studies,
cultural studies and literature. This has earned him the name “multiple
Mazrui” Yet his most significant contributions were in African and
Islamic studies.”
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Ali Mazrui was considered an international political reformist who
became famous for his political theories on Africa, Islam and the world
at large. He conceptualized “Africa’s triplet heritage,” which described
modern Africa according to three key influences: a) the colonial and
imperialist legacy of the West; b) the spiritual and cultural influence
of Islam spreading from the east; and c) Africa’s own indigenous leg-
acy.” He also conceptualized the theory of “The Paradoxes of Africa.”
Mazrui theorized six paradoxes that he considered were central to
understanding Africa. These were as follows: a) Africa is the first home
of humankind but the last to be made truly habitable; b) Africans are
not the most brutalized of peoples, but they are the most humiliated;
c¢) African societies were the most exposed to westernization in 20™
century; d) Africa is not the poorest region in resources but it is the
least developed continent; e) Africa is the second-largest inhabited
continent but it is highly fragmented; f) Africa is central in its geo-
graphical position, but politically and militarily marginal.”” Ali Mazrui
was a well-known scholar and commentator on Islam and Islamism
who advocated for the rights of Muslims around the world and called
upon Western powers to build a relationship with the Muslim world,
while rejecting all kinds of violence and terrorism.” In his book, Islam:
Between Globalization & Counter-Terrorism he called for reconcili-
ation and a better understanding between Muslims and the United
States and added, “But if the United States fails to find creative ways
of meeting the Islamic challenge, and descends to the equivalent of
feeding Muslims to the lions, then the American empire may experi-
ence as decisive a decline as the Roman Empire once sustained.””” In
Resurgent Islam and the Politics of Identity, Mazrui analyzed the global
causes for political radicalization among Muslims as: a) imperialism
which oppressed Muslim countries; b) the State of Israel and its brutal
occupation of the Palestinian territory; the annexation of Jerusalem;
and the United States’ enormous material, diplomatic and uncritical
support of the Jewish state; ¢) multiple humiliations of Muslims in so
many countries, such as Afghanistan, Palestine, Bosnia and Kosovo,
Kashmir, Chechnya, Southern Philippines, Southern Thailand and
elsewhere.®
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His works envisaged a peaceful co-existence among world cul-
tures and civilizations away from regional and international conflicts
and drew upon an Islamic, African and Arab identities in his writings.
Mazrui criticized all exclusivism or supremacy movements and theo-
ries; thus, he opposed Radical Islamists, Imperialism, Marxism, Zionism,
Neoconservatives in the United States of America.®’ Mazrui advocated for
Pan-Africanism and demanded the independence of the African peoples
and their liberation from their colonizers politically, economically and
scientifically.®

Criticisms of the Mazrui Dynasty

Although the Mazrui Dynasty had overseen a number of political, civ-
ilizational and cultural achievements across East Africa, some critics
accused them of engaging in the slave trade, allying themselves with
the British and monopolizing the Kadhi Courts. Some Western writers
indicated that the Mazrui family, who was a major coastal family owning
many slaves, attacked Koromio, between Malindi and Mombasa, in 1852
and Fuladoyo in 1883, to gain the return of their fugitive slaves who had
fled from their masters. They also added that in the 18th century, the
Mazrui and Nabahani clans’ influence on the coast bore responsibility
for encouraging a switch in the system of land tenure from being kinship
and clientage-based to becoming reliant on land alienation and chattel
slavery, that is, establishing a plantation form of production, though
communities in both Mombasa and Lamu resisted this change with some
success.® If the accusation that Mazruis were involved in slavery was
indeed true, then it may have been at the individual or family level
because the Mazrui Dynasty did not involve itself historically in the
slave trade, which became rampant during the reign of their successor;
the Sultanate of Zanzibar.** Furthermore, the events described happened
after the Mazrui Dynasty was removed from Mombasa in 1837.

The Mazrui Dynasty was also accused of allying with the British in
their fight against the al-Busa‘idi Dynasty in the 19" century, and that
they came to an agreement with a British Captain William Owen in 1824
to become a British protectorate. Two years later the British colonial
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administration nullified the so-called Owen-Mazrui agreement and opted
to preserve their relationship with the al-Busa‘idi Dynasty in Oman over
the Mazrui Dynasty in Mombasa.®*> Arguably, here it was the Mazrui
Dynasty that was forced to reach an agreement with Captain Owen in
1824 in oder to shield themselves against al-Busa‘idi attacks, and ulti-
mately the British sided with their enemies, favouring their relationship
with the al-Busa‘idi Dynasty.

Another challenge which faced the Mazruis after removal of their
Dynasty in 1837 was being suspected of monopolizing the appoint-
ment of Kadhi and Chief Kadhi positions in Kenya during the reign of
Sultanate of Zanzibar, the British Colony, and then in the independent
Kenya. Other communities in the coastal region accused the Mazruis of
not allowing other Swahili Muslim communities to serve in Kadhi Courts
as they did. This issue caused tensions between the Mazrui family and
some of the other Arab and Swabhili families in Mombasa and Lamu.*
These accusations may have merit if we consider the ratio of Mazrui
Kadhis and Chief Kadhis in relation to the number of Kadhis and Chief
Kadhis from other Arab and Swahili families. There were five Mazrui
Chief Kadhis out of 12 Chief Kadhis in Kenyan history, since the incep-
tion of the position of Chief Kadhi post under the British authority in
1902, in addition to several official Kadhi posts which existing during
and after the Sultanate of Zanzibar.”

Conclusion

This study has examined the history of the Mazrui Dynasty in East
Africa (1741-1837), beginning with the Mazrui military commanders
who came to East Africa with the Omani Ya‘rubi military forces, who
reclaimed Mombasa from the Portuguese in 1699. The Mazrui governors
in Mombasa were initially under the Ya‘rubi Dynasty in Oman from
1699 to 1741, but when that Dynasty was overthrown by the al-Busa‘idi
Dynasty of Oman in 1741, they broke away and established an indepen-
dent dynasty in East Africa. The dynasty ruled East Africa and the major
coastal cities until 1837, when they were defeated by al-Busa‘idi forces
from Oman with support from the British East Africa Protectorate. The
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study has highlighted the contributions of the Mazrui Dynasty and its

descendants to Islamic and Muslim life and culture in East Africa in the

following regards:

1

The Mazrui military commanders under the Ya‘rubi Imams in Oman
successfully ended the Portuguese rule in East Africa in 1699.

The Dynasty established an Islamic culture-based dynasty (1741-
1837), which extended from Ras Ngomeni (now in Kenya) in the
north to the River Pangani (now in Tanzania) in the south, with
Mombasa as the capital city.

The Dynasty preached Islam to the East African native communities,
and Islam penetrated the interior and reached the Congo Basin and
lakes plateau in Tanganyika and Kenya.

The Dynasty maintained and supplied the Kadhi Court system for
centuries, which existed in East Africa’s coastal regions for religious,
legal and social purposes.

The Dynasty promoted educational and charitable works in
Mombasa, Takaungu and Gaze in the Kenyan coastal region and
throughout the state.

The most notable contribution of the Mazrui Dynasty is that it left
behind a vibrant Mazrui community of descendants, which produced
prominent scholars who had a great impact on reviving and awak-
ening the Muslim community in the East Africa context through
their writings, publications, establishment of educational centers
and inspiring their students and followers. Although they were
influenced internationally by the modernist Muslim reformists, the
Mazruis had their own local approaches and particularities which
enriched the scholarly and intellectual milieu of East Africa and led
to the emergence of an Islamic reformist movement among East
Africa’s Muslim scholars.

Some scholars and critics have accused the Mazrui Dynasty and
families of involvement in slavery, allyship with the British and
monopolization of the Kadhi Courts. This study has argued that
Mazrui families may well have been involved in slavery, but not at
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the level of the state and dynasty, if this happened at all. It was the
Mazrui Dynasty that was forced by the al-Busa‘idi threat to seek out
British protection. Though Mazrui Chief Kadhis were more common
than Chief Kadhis from other communities, this was due to their
experience in the Kadhi Court system and Islamic Law.
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