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Historical narratives of events are rarely if ever actually representative of what  
actually happened. Political agendas or the vested interests of groups or  
individuals determine how history is written and remembered or not  
remembered. In the case of the 1964 Revolution in Zanzibar, the facts are  
ambiguous, if not completely twisted in such a way to serve the interests of 
the political elites of Oman and Tanzania.

In Oman, the 1964 Revolution is not mentioned in the educational curriculum because of the consequent 
traumatizing psychological effects that this can have on the Arab population that was kicked out of  
Zanzibar by the African revolutionaries. It seems that these bloody events have been swept under the 
carpet by the Ministry of Education for fear of reigniting the anguish and pain that the Zanzibari Arabs have 
attempted to forget. Furthermore, there is reluctance to face these horrendous events once again as there is 
potential to create a disbalance in Omani national unity. While the figures of the death casualties vary and 
are uncertain, it is an undeniable fact that cases of cold-blooded murder, revenge and rape certainly existed 
during the Revolution. These were some of the tools used by the Revolutionaries to overthrow the Omani 
Sultanate in Zanzibar and seize power for themselves. However, in the Tanzanian Curriculum this is  
conveniently downplayed and the Revolution is actually glorified. In Muscat, we met with Professor Ibrahim 
Al-Bakri, an expert on the 1964 events in Zanzibar and how they are portrayed (or not) in the Tanzanian 
and Omani national educational curriculums. In the case of Oman, Dr. Al-Bakri explained that these events 
are not only missing from the Omani curriculum, but in art as well. The art has been cleansed of all the 
blood, in order to mitigate the effects of reliving these traumatic experiences. 

The information that is available about the Revolution comes from the Tanzanian national  
curriculum. A key fact about the Revolution is that it was carried out because the Arabs owned African 
slaves and sold them around the world. In other words, the slave trade (according to some of our  
sources in Zanzibar), was actually pioneered by the Arabs. Dr. Al-Bakri showed us the deliberate  
concealing and misrepresentation of facts in relation to the Revolution and slavery in Africa. Images of 
slavery from the Americas and West Indies were copied one to one and portrayed as scenes of the Arab 
presence in East Africa. Of particular scrutiny was a picture showing an Arab wearing a thobe and gitra 
lashing an African slave in the West Indies; a place where I do not recall the Arabs ever being and from 
what I know this was an area of European and not Arab conquest to begin with. The portrayal of  
Arabs as slave owners goes beyond the propaganda in the Tanzanian educational curriculum. During 
the revolution songs such as the following depicted Arabs as snakes: “A child of a snake is a snake, catch 
it and slash it.” These songs were played on the radio during the revolution and encouraged violence and 
cold-blooded murder against the Arab population.

A point that Professor Ibrahim made was that in Arabic culture, it is the father that  
determines the ethnicity of the child, regardless of where the mother is from. In the case of 
the Tanzania, a child born to an Arab father and an African mother would still be  
considered Arab and not African. The problem that he highlights with this point is that 
there was a lot of intermixing at the time and it is very difficult, if not completely impossible 
to direct violence against someone based on their ethnic background because everyone on  
Zanzibar Island to one degree or another is the result of centuries of ethnic and racial  
intermixing. So someone who was perceived as Arab could in fact be African at the same 
time. Making the argument that the violence was the result of so-called Arab enslavement 
of the Africans, very difficult to comprehend. This mixing also goes beyond sexual relations 
and offspring, but towards linguistics as well. Dr. Al Bakri made it a point to show that 
 Swahili is not only a mix of Arabic and Bantu, but primarily a language that focuses and 
is based on the Arabic language. According to him, Arabic was spoken before Swahili and 
Bantu in East Africa.


