
SLAVERY IN ZANZIBAR :
a conflicting narrative   By Ameni Abida

      History is not always as simple as it seems in textbooks. Before being taught as a subject, historians find themselves searching the truth by looking 
at different sources. However, the sources do not always coincide. This is the case for this poster’s topic; narratives on slavery in Zanzibar are countless. 
Some say it was as bad as the Atlantic Slave trade, other say it was inexistent. This poster will display the different accounts of people from different back-
grounds: whether Omani, Zanzibari, Tanzanian, Zanzibari with mainland origins, Zanzibari with Arab origins, or even Historian. We will take into con-
sideration all of the versions, and hopefully find a middle ground between all of them. 

EMILY RUETE
    Emily Ruete, formerly known as Salme, daughter 
of Sultan seyyid Said, mentions Slavery in Zanzibar 
numerous times in her memoir. In her point of view, 
slavery is a phenomenon that is justifiable since black 
colored people according to her are “very lazy and 
not willing to work voluntarily so they must be strict-
ly watched”. She also says that slavery in the Islamic 
culture is very different than what can be found in the 
Americas. To her, a Mahometan’s slave is “infinitely 
better off ”. She also speaks about different forms of 
slaves that is rather interesting. An example would be 
that her father would marry four primary wives, and 
then would “purchase” as much secondary women as 
he pleases. Her father had 72 wives and 34 children.

    
 CONCLUSION 
         

         The narratives that we have encountered just on slavery is numerous, so what is to say about the other topics on Zanzibar! But what is interesting to think about 
is why are these narratives, even if they are in the extremes, are so important. For example, the violent narratives on slavery, where it is said that the slave trade was 
similar to what was happening in West Africa, the entire exaggeration told by tour guides might just be a stragegy to interest tourists. If slavery is denied by the Arabs, 
it might be because of regret, or a denial of responsibility: no country would want to be held accountable for acts of slavery and ruin their reputation.
And if denied, might because do not want to hold the responsibility.
   After reading this poster, it is up to believe the narrative that you think is the most accurate. I personally think slavery did occur, and that slaves were treated better 
in West Africa, but of course I do not approve the way Omanis twisted Islam in order to be able to  “own” human beings for their own use.

 PROFESSOR ABDUL SHERIFF
    Professor Abdul Sheriff that we have 
met in Zanzibar said that slaves were 
brought after the clove plantations be-
came a success in the Island during Sayyid 
Said’s reign. During the 1860’s, 20.000 
slaves were given freedom. After the abo-
lition of slavery, Arabs found themselves 
in debt because they had to pay for labor. 
A lot of them  became peasants after being 
former land owners. 

MAMA NAILA : ON THE RUMORS OF 
SLAVERY: 
Mama Naila,(former Minister of Foreign Affairs in 
the Tanzanian government)  spoke to us about how 
there were so many narratives on Arab Slavery. She 
thinks that some of them are very exaggerated. She 
does not think for example that Tiptip was really a 
slave commercant. She did say that there were some 
violence towards slaves when they did not want to 
relocate. However, there are overly inflated rumors 
according to her, for example  that there are buried 
heads of slaves that did not obey located today un-
der the Park Hyatt Hotel. 

ON THE COMPLETE DE-
NIAL OF THE IDEA OF 
SLAVERY
    In Oman we have met with Dr. 
Harith Ghassani, Hakim Al Maameri 
and Ali Al Maskery, and during our 
meeting, none of them believed 
that slavery was present in Zanzi-
bar. They said that the Africans that 
worked for the Arabs were not slaves 
but were paid laborers. They said 
that the slavery narrative is created 
by mainland Tanzania to justify the 
reason for the 1962 revolution. They 
also said that the basement next to 
the Anglican church was not for stor-
ing slaves but was a pharmacy. 

   In the Omani educational system, 
according to a fellow classmate Awa-
tef Al-Habsi, there was absolutely 
no mention of enslavering Africans 
in the 18th century. Accordinfg to 
Thomas Burgess. author of Race, rev-
olution and the Struggle for Human 
rights  facts are very difficult. So new 
generations rely generally on schol-
booms that have beem made by the 
Tanzanian government. that usually 
emphesise on slavery.

JONATHAN GLASSMAN 
     Johathan Glassman, Author of War of Words War of Stones, says that after 
the arrival of Sultain Said, Zanzibar became a center of African International 
commerce that sells mostly cloves and slaves. Slavery was justified because of 
social Islamic doctrines: slavery rescued pagans from spiritual deaths. Pagans 
were the only category of people that could be enslaved. However, conversion 
did not relieve slaves from their bondage. Slaves were considered “less muslim” 
than their masters. Slavery was also justified because Prophet Muhammed’s son 
Zeid ibn Harith was supposedly his slave. He also mentioned that every arab 
needed to at least own one slave. According to him, slavery was anchored in the 
Zanzibari culture, and when it was abolished it reinforced racial discrimination 

QUCIK FACTS

·      Everyone owned slaves except the British after a 
treaty between Britain and Sultan Sayyed Said.
·      The numbers of the slaves are not precise. Accord-
ing to Anthony Clayton, there were 40.000 in the begin-
ning, but Professor Abdul Sheriff said that they were 
20.000.
·      Slaves came from East Africa, but in some narra-
tives they were also from the west.
·      Slavery was abolished in 1873 on the orders of the 
British protectorate.
·      According to Africa Addio an Italian documenta-
ry made in 1967 in the year of the revolution from the 
Omani Sultanate,  the uprising took place because they 
enslaved them in the past. THE ANGLICAN CHURCH

     When we visited the Anglican Church in Zanzibar, we discovered yet 
again a very interesting narrative. This Church was presumably built on a 
slave market site where EAST and WEST slaves were brought in to be sold. 
Pictures of slaves in chains were shown, and the tour guides kept on insist-
ing about how bad the conditions of the slaves were. They then took us to a 
chamber underground where they held the slaves captives until they were 
sold. The chambers were really narrow, with only one small window and 
no proper ventilation. The neck chains were called coffles (from the Arabic 
word cafila).
 The Anglican church was built by Bishop Edward Steere right after slav-
ery was abolished. However, when we asked the tour guys who built the 
church, he said African workers. He did not want to answer whether they 
were paid or not.  The statues of slaves next to the church was done by a 
Swedish artist to pay tribute to the slaves. 


