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BEING BAYSAR
(IN)FLEXIBLE IDENTITIES IN EAST AFRICA

Thomas F. McDow*

Unitary notions of Arabness in Fast Africa mask processes of migration
and settlement, and older interpretations of African history based on the
geographical unity of Africa occlude a fuller picture of the processes of history in
East Africa. Without reference to Arabia and the Indian Ocean world, the history
of Zanzibar or the Swahili world is difficult to understand, and this broader analysis
can extend into the interior of East Africa, to the caravan trails and trade towns that
sprang up in the nineteenth century. Omani migrants were one of the groups that
traveled to the interior of East Africa, but these migrants and itinerants identified
subgroups among themselves, casting doubt on the idea of a single Arab identity in
East Africa. Indeed, by focusing on Omani migrants and taking into account
categories that circulated across the Indian Ocean it is possible to disaggregate Arab
identity in nineteenth century East Africa and clarify at least one little known
category of identification—"baysar”—among Omani residents. Certain marriages
cast differences of social categories among Arabs into stark contrast.

Consider one particular marriage. Sulayman bin Sleyum had brought a
proposal to marry Zuwayna bint Muhammad. It must have been sometime before
1910. Zuwayna had not been in Tabora long—she had fled into German East
Africa from the Congo Free State after her father, Muhammad bin Khamis al-
Kiyumi (an Arab born in Oman) had been killed fighting the Belgians in the late
1890s.1

Both Sulayman and Zuwayna were part of a community of Omanis who
lived in Tabora, a bustling town on the central plateau of East Africa. Tabora had
grown up in the mid-nineteenth century from a series of hamlets in the
Unyanyembe region, more than 500 miles from the Indian Ocean. Groups of Arabs
and coastal traders established a base for themselves in Unyanyembe in the 1830s
and 40s by allying with local chiefs, making them business partners and fathers-in-
law. The best known example of this is Muhammad bin Juma al-Murjebi, whose
son Hamed, also known as Tippu Tip, was one of the most famous traders in the
interior in the late nineteenth century. Muhammad bin Juma married Karunde, a
daughter of a Nyamwezi chief in the 1840s and, in so doing, established a base for
himself and other people who had come from the coast to that vicinity.?

“Thomas F. McDow is a Ph.D. candidate in the Department of History, Yale University.
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As the caravan trade in ivory and slaves grew in the nineteenth century,
Tabora became a principal way-station and cross roads for caravans coming from
Zanzibar and coastal towns. By the 1890s more than 80,000-100,000 porters were
passing through Tabora every year, and with them came more people from the
coast—a variety of Arabs and Swahili people—as well as Africans from all parts of
the interior.> From Tabora the routes continued north to the kingdom of Buganda,
west to Lake Tanganyika and the Congo, and southwest to the slave-hunting
regions south of Lake Tanganyika.

The Omani community in Tabora began with itinerant traders who had
reached the far interior from Zanzibar.* From the eatly decades of the nineteenth
century Zanzibar was the center of Omani power in East Africa. In the 1830s, the
Omani ruler Sa’id bin Sultan al-Busa’idi had moved his court some 2000 miles from
Muscat in Arabia to Zanzibar, just south of the equator to expand commercial
opportunities in the face of encroaching British suzerainty over the Persian Gulf
and sea routes to India.5 As the seat of the Omani empire and a booming trade
port, Zanzibar became the jumping off point for the interior of East Africa. As
ivory prices rose in India and Europe throughout most of the nineteenth century,
Arab traders pursued ivory on the African mainland opposite Zanzibar, eventually
moving west in search of cheaper ivory and more abundant herds.®

Admittedly, the trading post and way-station of Tabora was far from the
interior oases of Arabia, and the number of Arabs who claimed Omani heritage in
Tabora was not large. In the eatly years of the town, the size of the community
varied seasonally, as traders arrived and departed with the caravans. Increasing
numbers of Arabs and coastal Muslims settled there in the latter half of the
nineteenth century, making Tabora the most important Muslim town in the interior.
Men of Omani descent controlled important sectors of the economy and, through
business partnerships, linked the Congo River basin with the Indian Ocean.”

Zuwayna, the bride to be, was born in East Africa. Her father was born in
Oman and emigrated to East Africa in search of new opportunities.® With the
expansion of trade and trade routes throughout eastern and central Africa, many
Arabs, coastal people, and their clients moved into the Congo Free State where
ivory was plentiful and the market good for trade items from Zanzibar. In the
1890s, representatives of Belgium’s King Leopold and their mercenaries came into
increasing competition with the east coast and Indian Ocean traders. They fought
openly for the first half of that decade, and many Zanzibari Arab and Swahili
people escaped or were killed.? Zuwayna and her two sisters crossed Lake
Tanganyika to Kigoma in German East Africa and then went to Tabora where their
father’s business partner, Sulayman bin Zahir al-Jabri, resided. Sulayman had been
established in the interior for many years and enjoyed good credit in Zanzibar from
the Indian financiers of the ivory trade.!® Zuwayna lived with Sulayman and his
family, and it was with him that the young suitor Sulayman bin Sleyum was to
finalize the wedding.

Old Sulayman bin Zahir was ill when the wedding day arrived, and he had
to ask his trusted slave, Marjani bin Othman to conclude the wedding
arrangements. Everyone wore their finery, and when Sulayman bin Sleyum arrived,
he was well dressed in Omani style, with a long white &angu [dishdasha] and a jobo,
the woolen cloak favored by well-to-do Arabs for occasions such as these.
Sulayman bin Sleyum greeted Marjani and the assembled group, “Al-Salaam
‘alaykum,” and the servant Marjani answered, “Wa’alaykum al-salam, ya shaykh
Sulayman.”

http://web.mit.edu/cis/www/mitejmes/
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Sulayman corrected the slave. He was not a shaykh, he said, but a servant
of shaykhs. With that, as the story is told, the wedding was called off.!! Sulayman
bin Sleyum was a baysar,!? and thus, to Omanis and their trusted slaves, unfit for
marriage to an Omani of noble birth.

This failed attempt at marriage between two people of Omani descent in
the town of Tabora, several hundred miles from Zanzibar and several thousand
miles from Oman, hinged on notions of status imported from Oman. This raises
important questions. Who were the people who identified others as baysar, and
who were identified that way?!3 In nineteenth and eartly twentieth century East
Africa, Omanis became part of increasingly multi-ethnic societies in Zanzibar and
the East African interior, yet it is clear in a number of examples that this societal
differentiation from Oman continued to operate. At the same time, however, new
opportunities for mobility, wealth, and marriage in new communities offered people
identified as baysar new contexts in which to escape social limitations imposed by
other Omanis. The tension here is between the kind of constructed and fluid
identities that could occur in frontier places and the kind of identifications and
fixed social statuses within established communities. A review of historical accounts
and usage of baysar helps illuminate its meanings, but it is only in a certain social
milieu that one can see the results of the status in practice.

In popular conceptions today, people of Arab descent in East Africa and
Oman identify baysar as those without a tribe and who may or may not be Arabs. 14
This set of labels exists for those with a claim on Arabness; those who do not claim
Arab descent were unfamiliar with the status of baysar. Perhaps their predecessors
in East Africa may have known of this strand of Arab identity—certainly the slave
in the story of the failed wedding did—but, “baysar” is not included in early Swahili
dictionaries.!> The contemporary lack of knowledge of this category today may be
attributed to a compression of all categories of Arab and Arab descended people in
eastern Africa over the last century.

The term baysar, as it is used in East Africa, derives from the Omani
Arabic word baysari (plural bayasira). Written sources give a variety of meanings, all
of which connote low status and suggest the lack of origin.'¢ Serjeant equates it
with the da’lf (<wS)[weak] class in southern Arabia, and there maybe a historical
link to both the concept and the region.!” Some consider baysar to be a different
race than Arabs, and thus mawadli'® The concept of baysarness has circulated in
Arabia beyond Oman including Kuwait, Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates.!
With Arabian migrants, the status traveled to East Africa. After considering the
literature on baysar and treatment of the various Arab identities in East Africa, we
will return to the topic of baysar in Oman and East Africa to explore the limited
references to this status from the nineteenth century.

To date the most sustained writing on baysar status and identity in Oman is
J.C. Wilkinison’s 1974 article compating bayasira and bayadir. He identifies the
former as perhaps the earliest inhabitants of eastern and southern Arabia, a group
without origin (J=l) who were never assimilated into the dominant Arabic social
order after the rise of Islam.?0 Bayadir, on the other hand, operates as a social class
linked to agricultural work that has been incorporated into tribal structures in the
Ibadi areas of Oman, but not in the Sunni regions, where the status remains marked
as low.?! Here Wilkinson is interested in “the underlying layers in the palimpsest of
present traditional social organization in South East Arabia.” Wilkinson argues that
the explanation of bayasira that rest on a deep history of Arabia and Islamic
conversion is one that works socially, but not historically. He overstates his case,
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however, when he suggests that the reason baydsira failed to be integrated into
Omani society is that they had no racial origins so that those with known origins,
Arabs and Persians, spurned them.?? Some baysar groups have #isba adjective
names representing tribes, and some are linked as clients with Arabs.??

One of the keys to understanding nineteenth-century East African history,
especially in the interior, is determining what drove settlement of Arab and coastal
migrants. Within this, the question of who were the “Arabs” in Fast Africa is very
important. During the colonial period, historians of East Africa were interested in
the role of outsiders as they sparked change.?* In these works, Arabs, sometimes
vaguely defined, played an important role as innovators. Eatly post-independence
and nationalist scholarship glossed over Arab roles to structure arguments around
African initiative. Too often all Muslim people in the interior were lumped together.
For instance in writing about the role such people played in Manyema, in the
eastern Congo, one scholar has posited, “The Islamic traders from Zanzibar and
the east coast saw themselves as the political and social overlords of Manyema,”
partially, he suggests because they were already accustomed to this role in the
Tabora area.?> Identifying Muslims in the interior in such a sweeping way impedes
an understanding of the ways in which people and ideas moved within the interior.

More recent scholarship has taken pains to be more clear on social (and
economic) categories, distinguishing between Omani and Yemeni migrants to East
Africa, thus showing the complicated interactions of various Arab and African
groups at the coast.?0 Examining the interior of Hast Africa, however, such
disaggregation must go further in order to better understand the role of historical
actors. For instance, a common contention among historians of nineteenth century
East African history is that Arab migrants took part in the caravan trade and
Zanzibar or Oman.?” Some, however, remained in Fast Africa, and played
important roles in the early colonial economy. Furthermore, all of these “Arabs”
were not necessarily Arabs. Among these “Arabs” were Baluchi men, the
mercenaries and adventurers from the Makran coast and Oman who served the
Arab elite. They were of relatively low status among the Arabs and thus less fixed
on the idea of returning to Zanzibar after a sojourn in the interior.?® Perhaps the
same incentives applied to people considered baysar in Oman or even at the coast.
Making better sense of Arab identities in East Africa in the nineteenth century will
enable us to better understand such processes.?? Furthermore, examining the role
and status of baysar in East Africa provides a more complicated picture of idioms
of Arab-ness as they were deployed at the coast and in the interior in the nineteenth
century.

Only a few historical accounts that address Arabs in Oman and East Africa
in the nineteenth century identify people as baysar. While traveling in northern
Oman near the town of Nakhl in 1876, the British officer S.B. Miles found the
“mixed character of the population” remarkable, and noted that the “Bayasir” made
up a large proportion of those in the area. He described them as “as an industrial
and peaceable folk,” many of whom were wealthy, though not given positions of
command or authority.?® They were considered alien by the tribal Arabs—their
origin was thought to be the Hadramaut.>! Indeed when, five years later, Miles
attempted to estimate the population of Oman he included “the foreign element,
viz., African, Belooch, Indians, Persians, Byasir, and Gipsies.”3? Just as the Africans,
Baluchis, Indians, and Persians were linked to flows of goods and people to and
from East Africa and the Indian Ocean, so were baysar.

http://web.mit.edu/cis/www/mitejmes/
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When Tippu Tip (properly Hamed bin Muhammad al-Murjebi) related his
life as a trader and adventurer in eastern and central Africa in his autobiography, he
recalled an incident from 1867 in which his porters warned him against advancing
on Isamu’s territory in Urungu, southwest of Lake Tanganyika. They cautioned
him to halt his advance because Isamu, though he had plentiful ivory, was cruel.
They noted that he had already killed various Arabs, baysar, and coastal people.?
This hierarchy and grouping of people would have been one that a man of Omani
descent such as Tippu Tip would have understood. Tippu Tip’s biographer, the
German writer Heinrich Brode, a long-term resident of East Africa, described a
baysar as an Arab from Oman who was not pure blooded but was descended from
a slave caste. This marked them in contrast to “full-blooded” Arabs who were
“Kubails,” 1e. gqabd’il, tribesmen.?* Whether or not the porters’ warnings
represented their own conception and naming of various layers of Muslim society is
an open question.

In both Oman and East Africa, baysar faced social restrictions and Arabs
expected them to conform to some behaviors of servants. Some places in Oman
may have had substantial numbers of baysar inhabitants and little or no slave
populations.? In Oman, baysar meeting a shaykh were not allowed to go directly to
the man, kiss his hands, and greet him. The expectations were that baysar, like
slaves and other inferiors, would first drop their sandals at the side of the path.3¢ In
both Oman and East Africa, baysar were expected to defer to Arabs in social
situations and greet Arabs of higher status, i.e. those with a tribal name, as
“Hababi” (master).” Thus social proscriptions reified the status of baysar as a
category in every day practice.

The social restrictions extended, as the story of Zuwayna and Sulayman
illustrates, to marriage. The prohibition of marriage between baysar men and Arab
women was strong, and seemed to follow some aspects of the Islamic legal
principle of kafi’a, or equality and sufficiency for marriage. In classical Islamic legal
doctrine, kafi’a relates to the social status, fortune, and profession of the groom
(vis-a-vis his father-in-law to be) and parity of birth of the couple. Kafi'a protects
Muslim women from “inadequate” matches; Muslim men were permitted to marry
women “below” them on a social—or economic—hierarchy.3® A classical
understanding of this would suggest differences of descent as part of parity of the
couple, but such differences could be mitigated over time. A freed slave or Islamic
convert was to be considered an equal to all Muslims after three generations.?® It
seems, however, that even though baysar were Muslim, they were subjected to more
stringent social codes.

Beyond these social restrictions, baysar seemed to enjoy some measure of
freedom. In the 1920s a British traveler in southern Arabia noted that although the
social position of a baysar was by definition subordinate, his societal roles and
occupation were not limited by his status. 40 In East Africa, Brode noted that
despite their inferior social status with respect to the Arabs, baysar were “far
superior to them in intelligence” and because of this were able to become quite
wealthy and “raise their importance.”#! This freedom to amass wealth and raise
their status became important to baysar in East Africa. In a region where people
from Oman were in the minority, the differentiations of status among Omanis
became less important when the majority population was able to see both non-
baysar and baysar people from Oman as Arab.

By the mid-twentieth century, the status of baysar in East Africa had
changed. From the comfort of his home near Muscat, an Arab man born in
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Zanzibar and educated at al-Azhar related that in Africa baysar ate with other Arabs
and sat together with them at the baraza, the men’s meeting place. This was in
striking contrast to the situation in Oman where baysar had meals apart and did not
take coffee and halwa [sweets] with Arabs. In East Africa, baysar bought farms,
worked them, and enjoyed social mobility. Some of them became wealthy and
through prestige removed what he called “the color bar.”42

Attempts to analyze historical categories of identity are fraught with
difficulty in contexts such as East Africa where the soutces for such information
are limited. Some sources are also not reliable. In Brode’s early twentieth century
biography of Tippu Tip, for instance, he identifies Snay bin Amer as baysar, but this
is a red herring in understanding baysar status in the interior of Fast Africa. Snay
bin Amer was a merchant in Kazeh (later Tabora) in the 1850s and 1860s who was
a close ally of the eatly Arab and coastal settlers there and also Richard Burton’s
principal guide and companion for the time that he was in Kazeh.*> Snay left
Muscat, where he had been a sweetmeat seller, in the 1840s and less than two
decades later, he was one of the leading merchants in central Africa and a pillar of
the Arab community in Kazeh.#

Brode identifies Snay bin Amer as a baysar in his biography of Tippu Tip,
the trader born as Hamed bin Muhammad al-Murjebi.> Although this identification
would shed new light on the social mobility and the fluid construction of identity in
the interior, until more data is available, this seems an incorrect identification.
Tippu Tip makes no mention of Snay’s status in his autobiography, and Burton did
not include any reference to being baysar in his descriptions of Snay. When Burton
traveled to central Africa and befriended Snay, he had already learned Arabic and
made his pilgrimage to Mecca. The fact that he did not mention that Snay was a
baysar and that he refers to Snay specifically with the honorific “shaykh,” suggests
that Brode may have been mistaken. 46

And what of the rescued bride and jilted bridegroom? Zuwayna, as an
“Arab” woman born in East Africa was most likely the daughter of an African wife
or concubine. The fact that her mother does not fit into the story of flight from the
Congo suggests this as well. Standards of £afi’a may have been important in a few
cases in the interior of East Africa in the nineteenth century, but as was likely in the
case of Zuwayna’s father, marriages involving Arab or baysar migrants tended to
follows the pattern of Omani men marrying African women. As both Arab and
baysar men were free to marry African women or take them as concubines, the
immediacy of the debate over sufficiency was removed but, as we see in Zuwayna’s
case, still applicable in later generations.

Zuwayna’s guardian later found a suitable match for her. She married Sayf
bin Hamed al-Busa’idi, a man who shared a name with the ruling family of
Zanzibar. They had one child, Hemedi bin Sayf, who was born near Tabora.

Suleiman bin Sleyum, the baysar bachelor, arrived in Tabora sometime in
the last decade of the nineteenth century or early in the first decades of the
twentieth century. He was said to be born in Oman. Perhaps he made his way to
Zanzibar where, either through clientship with a well-to-do Arab or through his
own wits he joined a caravan to the interior. Such maneuvering for patronage was
common among migrants and freed slaves in the second half of the nineteenth
century because established Arabs had greater access to capital in Zanzibar and thus
more easily financed trading ventures for ivory into the interior.4?

That Zuwayna’s guardian did not know Suleiman Sleyum and his status
suggests that the bridegroom had not been in Tabora long. He remained in the
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town afterwards, however, and may have been in a position to buy and sell
houses.*® In his neighborhood he became known as “Suleiman Chai,” for anytime a
guest would appear he would call into his house for someone to prepare tea
(Swahili, chai). His descendants still own property in Tabora, not far from the soccer
stadium. And there are not many people left in Tabora who identify with the early
Arab settlers or know their stories.#

The fact that the memory and idea of baysar people is fading in East Africa
indicates a longer term process of assimilation of nineteenth century migrants. This
also suggests that important oral sources for understanding both the variety of
Omani migrant identities and the process of assimilation ate limited. This paper has
attempted to draw some attention to the category of baysar in East Africa as a way
of thinking about the mobility of such categories and their appropriateness for
making sense of the Omani traders and merchants in the East African intetior. In
doing so, many questions remain. To what degree was this status negotiable? In
what ways were baysar identities constructed socially and historically? How did
colonial policy in Tanganyika create an Arab ethnic identity along with other
African identities?

The presence of the category baysar in the interior of East Africa indicates
the circulation of people, goods, and concepts between Oman and East Africa,
coast and interior, in the nineteenth century. Though relevant only for a seemingly
small group within a relatively small migrant community, the persistence of the
category of baysar into the eatly twentieth century grants insight into an incomplete
process of racial assimilation in Oman and the ways in which such attitudes traveled
and remained operative in a new multi-ethnic context. By disaggregating nineteenth
century Arab identity, we better understand processes of migration and settlement,
and the social gradients of opportunity and constraint in East Africa.
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