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ISSA ZIDDY 

In recent decades, the fiAlawı tradition of Islamic learning in 
East Africa has attracted the bulk of academic attention of 
the region.1 By contrast, non-fiAlawı traditions of learning 
have been rather neglected, at least by western academia. 
Still, these traditions of learning, often connected with the 
Sufi brotherhoods of the Qdiriyya and Shdhiliyya exist 
and have also considerably contributed to the development 
of Islamic learning in East Africa. A major personality in 
Qdirı networks of scholars in the twentieth century was 
Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr al-Shirzı (1880-1979) from 
Makunduchi, Zanzibar. This article will focus first on his 
life and career, then on his works. 

The life and legacy of Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr2 

Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr died on October 8, 1979. He was 
undisputedly one of the most eminent scholars, muballighs 
(preachers), educationists and Muslim writers in East and 
Central Africa. He is remembered with an ever smiling face 
and pleasant manners among his students and the Muslims 

  
1  See Anne Bang, Sufis and Scholars of the Sea, London 2003; R.L. 

Pouwels, ‘The East African Coast, c. 780 to 1900’ in N. Levtzion & 
R.L. Pouwels (eds.), The History of Islam in Africa, Athens, OH 
2000, 251-348; ALA, III (forthc.), etc. 

2  The first part of this article, on the life and legacy, was presented at 
The University of Bayreuth, Germany, in the conference of Islamic 
Education and Muslim Scholars in East Africa, 28-29 May, 2003 
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of the region. People who wanted to shake his hand or kiss 
him or discuss current views of Islamic education surroun-
ded him everywhere he went. His reputation extended 
beyond the boundaries of East Africa, from Egypt in the 
North and South Africa in the South, to Burundi, Rwanda 
and Congo, where he conducted darsas (lessons) now and 
then, when his Headquarter was in Dar- es-Salaam at the 
Ngazija/Comorian mosque, before he was deported to 
Zanzibar in 1968. His name, conduct and ideas on Islamic 
education spread to every corner of Tanganyika and East 
Africa on account of his work as a muballigh in the ‘East 
African Muslim Welfare Society’ (EAMWS) from 1945 to 
1968. According to Nimtz, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr was 
‘perhaps the most popular teacher in terms of numbers of 
students in Tanzania (at least after 1940, when he moved 
there from Zanzibar). … His popularity stems from his 
having traveled extensively throughout East Africa to teach. 
He eventually settled in Dar es-Salaam, where he opened his 
well-patronized Madrasat al-Shirazi in the Comorian 
Mosque’.3 

Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr b. Manzi b. Kha†ıb (Abü ’l-
Mubrak) was born in 1880 (1300 AH) into a well-disting-
uished family of religious scholars, in a village known as 
Mtegani in Makunduchi, South Unguja, Zanzibar. He was 
born during the reign of Sayyid Barghash b. Safiıd (1870-
88), a time marked by considerable economic and social 
transformations that were to affect, of course, the education 
of Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr and his colleagues.4 

At the age of five, he started to follow his brother, Hfi÷ 
b. fiAmayr, to the local Qur√nic School (kuttb). Despite his 
age, Shaykh ˘asan liked to learn and when his parents 
realized that, they sent him to Mwalimu Majaaliwa to 

  
3  August Nimtz, Islam and Politics in East Africa, Minneapolis 1980, 

23. 
4  I.N. al-Ismaily, Zanzibar kinyang’anyiro na utumwa, Masqat 1999, 

14-15. 
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memorize the Qur√n. The kuttb of Mwalimu Majaaliwa 
was praised for teaching the Qur√n in Makunduchi. Shaykh 
˘asan finished (hitimu) reciting and memorizing the Qur√n 
at a very young age.  

After having memorized the Qur√n, he helped his 
fellow students in their efforts of learning by writing süras 
of the Qur√n on a law˛, the writing board that was used for 
teaching instead of books or pamphlets. After completing 
Qur√nic schools, Shaykh ˘asan went to Dunga Kiangale in 
the Central District of Zanzibar, in the early years of the 
twentieth century, to study the sciences of Qur√n (fiulüm al-
Qur√n) with Shaykh Mu˛ammad b. fiAlı al-Barwnı. After 
that, he went to Upenja in the Northern District of Unguja/ 
Zanzibar, to study a˛km al-tajwıd (the rules of reciting the 
Qur√n). His eagerness for education made him always look 
for new Islamic books and other Zanzibari fiulam√ (religi-
ous scholars). He loved reading both fiilm al-naql (criticism, 
glossary, summarizing, writing composition, essays, etc.) 
and fiilm al-fiaql (logic, research, comprehension, philoso-
phy, etc.). Also he started to purchase Islamic books and 
established his own library when he was still very young. 
While his age mates engaged in leisurely activities, he used 
most of his time revising and following the teachings of the 
fiulam√. 

After completing his studies in Upenja, Shaykh ˘asan 
b. fiAmayr continued his †alab al-fiilm and studied in the 
Ukutani darsa (school) in Stone Town, Zanzibar. Also, he 
continued to study while he was working as a clerk in 
several q∂ı offices in Unguja and Pemba or while he was 
working as a teacher in Zanzibar government schools. The 
scholars he studied with in this period of time were, amongst 
others, well known shaykhs such as Shaykh ˘amdn b. Abı 
Bakr al-Qa˛†nı, whose darsa (class) Shaykh ˘asan visited 
every evening;5 Shaykh fiAbd Allh b. fiAmür al-fiAzrı, the 

  
5  fiAbdallh ∑li˛ al-Farsy, Bdhi ya Wanavyuoni wa Kishafi wa 

Mashariki ya Afrika, Mombasa 1944/1972, 65. 
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Ib∂ı q∂ı in Chake Chake in Pemba, with whom he studied 
until he became the scholar that he was known to be.6 Other 
teachers were Shaykh Safiıd b. Mu˛ammad b. Dahmn, 
Shaykh Mu˛ammad b. fiAbd Allh b. Wazır, Shaykh fiAlı b. 
fiAbd Allh b. Mundhirı,7 Shaykh fiAbd al-Ra˛mn b. 
Ma˛müd al-Washilı, Shaykh fiAbd al-Ra˛mn b. Hassan, 
Shaykh Mu˛ammad b. fiAlı b. Khamıs al-Barwnı, Shaykh 
fiAlı b. Mu˛ammad al-Mundhirı (the Ib∂ı chief q∂ı), and 
Shaykh Sayyid A˛mad b. Abı Bakr b. Sumay† (the Sunni 
chief q∂ı of Zanzibar) who gave him a special certificate 
(ijza) for teaching Shfifiı law and taw˛ıd, as well as, 
finally, Shaykh Sayyid Slim b. Hfi÷ b. Shaykh b. Abı Bakr 
b. Slim who also gave him an ijza for teaching Shfifiı law 
and taw˛ıd as well.8 

After 1910, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr was employed in 
the Department of Education after he had successfully 
passed the teacher training course organized by the Depart-
ment of Education under the Azhari scholar Shaykh fiAbd al-
Brı al-fiAjızı who had started to teach Arabic language and 
Islamic studies in government primary schools in 1905. 
Also, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr was taught how to read and 
write Kiswahili in Roman script by the first Director of the 
Department of Education, Rivers-Smith. In 1910, Shaykh 
˘asan b. fiAmayr, thus, became a teacher in the government 
school of his village, Makunduchi, as well as in the Govern-
ment schools of Muyuni and Kiembe Samaki, as well as 
later, in the Government school of Chake Chake/Pemba. 

In the 1920s and 1930s, Shaykh ˘asan also served in 
different courts of Zanzibar as a clerk. It was during this 
time that he came in contact with some famous fiulam√, 
especially Sayyid A˛mad b. Abı Bakr b. Sumay† (1861-

  
6  Al-Farsy, Bdhi ya Wanavyuoni, 65. 
7  On the Mundhirı family, see Lorenzo Declich ‘Zanzibar: Some Nine-

teenth-Century Arabic Writings on Healing’ in S.S. Reese (ed.), The 
Transmission of Learning in Islamic Africa, Leiden 2004, 266f. 

8  Salmin Hafidh Ameir,  Shaykh Hassan bin Ameir, Makala 2000, 2. 
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1925, the Shfifiı Chief q∂ı).9 Shaykh ˘asan also did 
clerical work with q∂ı Burhn b. fiAbd al-fiAzız al-Amawı 
(1861-1935), from whom he gained a lot of experience and 
political expertise. In addition, he got the opportunity to 
work with Shaykh ‡hir b. Abı Bakr al-Amawı (1877-1938), 
another chief q∂ı of Zanzibar. All these scholars added to 
Shaykh ˘asan’s strong shakhßiyya (personality) as they 
introduced him to different Islamic sciences.  

Besides mastering the teachings of Islam at his Madrasa 
al-Shirziyya in Misufini (Ng’ambo, Zanzibar Town), 
Shaykh ˘asan also penetrated deeply in Arabic grammar 
and poems and he wrote and published a number of works.10 
The intellectual performance of Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr in 
secular education was equally impressive. When Zanzibari 
citizens hesitated to send their children to the newly esta-
blished government schools, which were opened since 1907, 
Shaykh ˘asan was instrumental to convince them by joining 
in seminar and teacher training courses himself. He also sent 
all members of his family to these schools. 

Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr: the dfiı of Islam in East Africa 

In 1940, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr left Zanzibar and went to 
live in Tanganyika for the purpose of dafiwa and tablıgh 
(preaching of Islam). Alas, when Shaykh ˘asan came to Dar 
es-Salaam in 1940, he quickly realized that the Colonial 
Government did not give Muslims many chances to acquire 
education and that there were only Christian missionary 
schools. Muslims were, however, afraid to join these schools 
because they feared that they would change their religion. 
Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr’s aim was, thus, to spread Islam in 
these mainland regions as his students from there had told 
him about the importance of dafiwa in those places. In his 
efforts of dafiwa, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr relied on his 

  
9  For him, see Bang, Sufis and Scholars of the Sea, 
10  See below. 
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connection with the Qdiriyya Sufi brotherhood. As a 
shaykh of the Qdiriyya, he had students from all over East 
Africa, among them more than 50 famous students from 
Zanzibar, Dar es-Salaam, Mafia island, Burundi and other 
parts of the region. 

During his first journey of dafiwa, he visited Burundi, 
Rwanda, Congo and returned to Tanganyika via Kigoma 
(South-West Tanganyika), Dar es-Salaam and Kilwa district, 
where he settled in the village of Somanga. He married in 
the village of Mbwera in the district of Kilwa, but finally 
settled down in Dar es-Salaam, where he established his 
madrasa and dafiwa institute, the so-called ‘˘asan b. 
fiAmayr Missionary East Africa Institute’ which had 
branches in all East African countries as well as in the Great 
Lakes countries where Bujumbura was to become the head-
quarters for his Dwa for some time.11 Even after the 
independence of Tanganyika in 1961, he continued his 
educational activities in Tanzania, but the times and society 
had started to change quickly with independence. 

The EAMWS and Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr’s role in 
independent Tanganyika 

A major problem for the development of independent 
Tanganyika was the question as to which role Muslims 
would play in this new and changing society. Thus, Muslim 
organizations such as the East African Muslim Welfare 
Society (EAMWS, established 1945) or al-Jmifia al-Islm-
iyya fı Tanganyika (Muslim Association of Tanganyika) and 
al-Dafiwa al-Islmiyya (Muslim Call Association) tried to 
provide Muslims in Tanganyika with irshd (correct guidan-
ce) with respect to life in general and questions of Muslim 
education, in particular. Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr was to 
play a major role in these organizations as well as in the 

  
11  Hafidh, Shaykh Hassan bin Ameir, 4. 
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debates about the role of Muslims in independent Tan-
ganyika, as he was not only a leading member of these 
organizations but also as he was the mufti of Tanganyika 
(from 1961 to 1968). Among these Muslim associations, the 
EAMWS was the most important. 

However, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr was not only active 
with respect to the development of Muslim organizations in 
Tanganyika, but also worked for the establishment of an 
Islamic university in Tanganyika. In 1964, he was, thus, 
among the Muslim scholars of the EAMWS who visited 
Islamic countries such as Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon and Syria, in 
order to ask for support in educational matters. On 20 May 
1964, they returned home with the good news that the 
Egyptian government would donate 55 million Egyptian 
pounds to build an Islamic university in Dar es-Salaam. But 
the political situation had changed, and because of that, 
‘Shaykh ˘asan was convinced by his friend and closest 
student, Shaykh Mzee b. fiAlı, a Comorian living in Karia-
koo in Dar es-Salaam, to change the content and method of 
delivering his khu†bas [sermons] and darsas by not touching 
political issues any more’.12 

Now, many sources, even Muslim texts, magazines, 
newspapers, audio and videocassettes as well as books 
written by missionaries claim that Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr 
was a politician. Also his name and pictures appeared more 
then once in the documents of the Tanganyika archives on 
the activities and struggles lead by the first political party of 
Tanganyika, the Tanganyika African Association (TAA) as 
well as the Tanganyika African National Union (TANU) as 
Mohamed Said was able to show.13 Said also maintains in 
this context that the cause of Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr’s 
deportation to Zanzibar in 1968 was political. However, 
some students and murıdün (followers) of Shaykh ˘asan 

  
12  Conversation with Bi Bahia bt. fiAbd al-Ra˛mn, October 2002. 
13  See Mohamed Said, The Life and Times of Abdulwahid Sykes (1924-

1968), London 1998. 
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such as Shaykh Amür b. ˘asan b. fiAlı and Shaykh 
Mu˛ammad b. Kombo reject this interpretation of a strong 
political inclination of Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr. They rather 
claim that he was not a politician and that his aim was the 
struggle for Muslim education, Muslim rights and unity. He 
is said to have always refused to become a minister or even a 
local sheha (chief): ‘Shaykh ˘asan did not involve himself 
in politics, but some of his students were politicians. They 
invited him sometimes to say the Fti˛a at the end of their 
political meetings. Also some of them sought his advices, as 
in the context of the TAA memorandum [with respect to 
Tanganyika’s independence]’.14 

According to Said, Muslim unity in Tanganyika started 
to collapse after independence.15 Thus, a well known student 
of Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr, Shaykh fiAbdallh Chaurembo, 
who used to teach Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr’s students 
during his visits to his other centres, started a conflict with 
Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr on account of political questions. 
Due to these internal conflicts among Tanganyika’s Mus-
lims, the plans to start an Islamic university came to nothing 
and the EAMWS came to an end as well, although Shaykh 
˘asan b. fiAmayr tried to support this umbrella organization 
of Tanzania’s Muslims. In this period of time, they were 
essentially divided into two different groups: one that 
supported government ideas without questioning whether 
these ideas were ˛all or ˛arm according to Islamic points 
of view; and one that supported government policies only 
when they were ˛all. On account of these political prob-
lems, many shaykhs were imprisoned under the ‘Preventive 
Detention Act of 1962’, while Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr was 
deported to Zanzibar in 1968.16 

It is clear that Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr was very influ-
ential in Tanganyika politics, although his primary concerns 

  
14  Conversation with fiAlı Mzee, 2002. 
15  Said, Life and Times of Abdulwahid Sykes, 368. 
16  Said, Life and Times of Abdulwahid Sykes, 368 & 370. 
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were education and development for all Muslims of East 
Africa. His thought also concentrated on the question how to 
strengthen the unity of Muslims. Thus, his students came 
from different madhhib (Islamic legal schools) and he did 
not discriminate between Shıfia, Sunni, Ib∂ı or other groups 
such as Sufis or Ansr as-Sunna (Wahhbı-oriented 
Muslims), but rather accepted all students. On account of 
this principle, he was also an active member of al-Jmifia al-
Islmiyya and al-Dafiwa al-Islmiyya as well as the East 
African Muslims Welfare Society (EAMWS). By joining 
and supporting these societies, Shaykh ˘asan was able to 
visit many countries and to practice dafiwa for Muslims as 
well as non-Muslims. A student of Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr, 
Shaykh Rama∂n b. Jafifar, thus told me that Shaykh ˘asan 
had actually converted 7 million (sic) people to Islam.17 This 
insistence on the importance of education was to continue, 
according to his students, until his very death. 

However, after the Arusha Declaration in 1967, the 
EAMWS started to split. Some Muslims such as Shaykh 
Adam Nasibu of the Bukoba district office of the EAMWS 
even said that socialism as proclaimed in the Arusha Decla-
ration was equivalent to the teachings of the Qur√n. The 
nationalist newspaper, Uhuru, as well as the government-
controlled Radio Tanzania/Dar es Salam praised this group 
of Muslims for their progressive minds.18 Yet, other 
Muslims rejected this interpretation. As a result, conflicts 
between Muslims spread and although Shaykh ˘asan b. 
fiAmayr tried to preserve the union and the work of unifi-
cation as achieved by him and other scholars, he became 
older and was not able any more to influence these changes 
in society, that had been introduced after independence. 

In 1968, the Muslims in Dar es-Salaam became even 
more divided. Thus, instead of having one centre for mawlid 
celebrations (for the birthday of the Prophet Mu˛ammad), as 

  
17  Conversation with Shaykh Rama∂n b. Jafifar, 2002. 
18  Said, Life and Times of Abdulwahid Sykes, 328. 
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in the colonial times, they now held mawlid celebrations in 
two different places, namely Mnazi Mmoja and Ilala. This 
dispute gave their enemies the chance to exploit their divi-
sions. In the course of 1968, the EAMWS disintegrated even 
further, when the leaders of the Bukoba district of the 
EAMWS left the organization to be followed by the Tanga 
and Iringa regions. The EAMWS headquarters tried to fight 
this escalation, but the promises the government made to the 
opponents of the EAMWS made these efforts with respect to 
the unity of the EAMWS futile. The EAMWS dissidents 
who left the organization with government support, thus said 
that if the EAMWS was to be re-structured it should be done 
under their own conditions. These conditions were not only 
difficult to meet but also quite controversial as they violated 
against basic principles of Islam as well as against Shaykh 
˘asan b. fiAmayr’s ideas. Some of these conditions were: 

1.  The EAMWS was to be reserved for Tanzanians only 
and should exclude other East Africans.  

2.  The Aga Khan was to be regarded as a foreigner, and 
thus not acceptable as a patron of the EAMWS.  

3.  The Secretary General of EAMWS should be a black 
African and not an Indian (as this position was held, at 
that time, by an Ismfiılı Indian, fiAbd al-fiAzız Khaki). 

4.  The sources of funds and expenditure of the EAMWS 
should be clearly shown.  

5.  The leaders of the EAMWS should be supporters of 
TANU’s political objectives and ideologies. 

These conditions were sent to the EAMWS headquarters by 
Shaykh Adam Nasibu, Mu˛ammad Zharia and Khamıs 
Kayamba19 and an emergency meeting of the EAMWS was 
held on 14 November 1968 to discuss the situation, whilst at 
that time three Tanganyika regions had already left the orga-
nization. Great efforts were made to save the situation and to 

  
19  Said, Life and Times of Abdulwahid Sykes, 330-5. 
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maintain the unity of the society, but the opposition was too 
strong and the work of a committee of investigation that had 
been formed to stop the disintegration of the EAMWS did 
not get the opportunity to complete its work. Also, the 
efforts of two prominent Muslims, namely Bibi Titi and 
Tewa Said Tewa, who were members of the TANU, to save 
the society, came to naught. Finally, Shaykh ˘asan b. 
fiAmayr undertook some last efforts to secure public soli-
darity for the unity of the EAMWS by advising its members 
not to break with EAMWS on account of its benefits for 
Muslims, for their country as well as future generations, and 
maintained that preserving unity was as important as 
worship.  

Yet, in early December 1968, a special committee under 
the chairmanship of a well known student of Shaykh ˘asan 
b. fiAmayr, Shaykh fiAbdallh Chaurembo, was formed, with 
Shaykh Adam Nasibu as the secretary general, in order to 
obstruct the work of the EAMWS. By 3 December 1968, it 
was obvious that the union of the Muslims in East Africa 
was defunct. The group that had separated from EAMWS 
was ready to take over the high Islamic leadership of 
Tanganyika by any means. The only thing that prevented 
them from doing so was the presence of Shaykh ˘asan b. 
fiAmayr in Dar es-Salaam as the Muslims in the whole of 
East Africa respected Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr as their 
spiritual leader. Thus, the time had come for the Tanzanian 
government to use its power to complete the task of destroy-
ing the EAMWS, by forcefully deporting Shaykh ˘asan b. 
fiAmayr to Zanzibar. 

Shaykh ˘asan had, thus, lived outside Zanzibar for 
more than 24 years. In 1968, the government of Tanzania 
returned him against his will to Zanzibar, where he now 
continued to work in the court of reconciliation in Raha 
Leo/Ng’ambo.20 In Zanzibar, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr 

  
20  Hafidh, Shaykh Hassan bin Ameir, 5. For further information on the 

reasons of Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr’s deportation see Said, Life and 



12 ISSA ZIDDY  

continued to live for more than ten years in the circle of his 
family, his students as well as other famous scholars, till the 
end of his life. He died on a Monday, 8 October 1979, in 
Michenzani/Zanzibar, block number 8, house number 40, 
and was subsequently buried in his home village of Makun-
duchi. His funeral was attended by the largest crowd ever 
seen in Makunduchi, among them some prominent people 
from Tanzania and other parts of Africa and the rest of the 
world. Thus, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr may have died, but 
his ideas, writings and books are alive. 

The works of Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr 

Although Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr worked for many years 
as a teacher in Zanzibar Government Schools, he also had 
his own darsas (Islamic classes) that were attended by 
students from many towns of East Africa. His most famous 
darsa was the Madrasa al-Shirziyya in Misufini, Zanzibar, 
and his darsa in Ngazija mosque in Dar es-Salaam. Yet, 
Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr became known not only for his 
work as a teacher, but also for his scholarly works that have 
so far remained rather unknown in academic circles. 
However, some of his followers have maintained that many 
of his books are being used as a part of the teaching curricu-
lum at al-Azhar in Cairo as well as in other Islamic countries 
such as Malaysia. 

According to al-Farsy, he started to write in 1914.21 His 
urge to educate and enlighten people also influenced the 
focus of his various texts that had a strong pedagogic charac-
ter. Also, he discussed the difficulties the young generation 
had in his time as they usually had to study the various 
Islamic sciences through the matn (text) only without being 
able to have recourse to a commentary (shar˛). When he 
started to write, Hassan b. fiAmayr, thus, wanted to write his 
                                             

Times of Abdulwahid Sykes. 
21  Al-Farsy, Baadhi ya Wanavyuoni, 65. 
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books in Kiswahili, but was advised by some scholars such 
as ‡hir b. Abı Bakr al-Amawı, the q∂ı of Chwaka 
(Zanzibar), to write them in Arabic so that his students 
would not disregard the language of the Qur√n and the 
sources of Islamic knowledge on which all Muslims depend 
until today. Altogether, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr wrote nine 
books, among them some commentaries (shar˛s) such as the 
Wasılat al-naj√, a shar˛ on the Safınat al-raj√. Only six of 
these books were published, however. The last book to be 
reprinted was the Wasılat al-raj√, financed by Dr. Salmin 
Amour (the President of the fifth government of Zanzibar), 
in 1997.  

We will here present the published books by Shaykh 
˘asan b. fiAmayr. Also, the texts will be briefly analyzed 
with respect to their topics, that is, fiqh (jurisprudence), 
taw˛ıd (theology), taßawwuf (Sufism) or others. The books 
written by Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr are: 

1. fiIqd al-iqyn fial mawlidi al-jaylnı.22 Shaykh 
˘asan finished writing the manuscript of this book in 1943 
(1362 AH). The Muß†af al-Bbı al-˘alabı press of Cairo 
published it in 1946 (1365 AH). He was told to write this 
book on the life of Sayyid fiAbd al-Qdir al-Jılnı by Sayyid 
Mu˛ammad fiUmar Qullatayn al-Nadhrı, a khalıfa of the 
Qdiriyya Sufi brotherhood in Zanzibar and a good friend of 
Shaykh ˘asan. In the introduction of this book of 40 pages, 
Shaykh ˘asan is characterized as a man who is close to God 
and should be regarded as somebody ‘who knows God’ (al-
firif bi’llh), and as somebody who guides Muslims on the 
path to God (al-dll fialayhi). In the introduction, Shaykh 
˘asan is identified as: Hassan b. fiAmayr al-Shirazi, from 
Makunduchi, of the Shfifiı madhhab (school of law), of 
Ashfiarı orientation, and of Qdirı †arıqa. This personal 
identification Shaykh ˘asan was very important at that time, 
at least in Tanganyika, as people were discriminated against 
just because they came from a certain social group or 

  
22  On these titles, see also ALA, III B, forthc. 
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because they had recently come to Tanganyika (as Shaykh 
˘asan had done in 1940). Also, he wanted his students to 
know him and his religious orientation. 

The main objective to write this book was to reveal the 
history and biography of Sayyid fiAbd al-Qdir al-Jılnı, the 
founder of the Qdiriyya tarıqa, which had extended widely 
in Eastern Africa from the late nineteenth century. The style 
and language of the text is very poetic, and follows the 
established type of rhyming in Arabic shifir. Thus Shaykh 
˘asan was not only at home in Kiswahili but also mastered 
the Arabic language very well. 

On page two, Shaykh ˘asan underlines his respect for 
his own teachers, especially those in Qdiriyya and quotes 
Shaykh fiUways b. Mu˛ammad al-Barawı, one of the 
founders of the †arıqa in East Africa,23 who had been 
visiting Baghdad, the place where Shaykh fiAbd al-Qdir al-
Jılnı lived. In addition, Shaykh ˘asan relates the silsila of 
the Qdiriyya from the Prophet Mu˛ammad through Shaykh 
fiAbd al-Qdir al-Jılnı. 

In this book, Shaykh ˘asan presents the family tree of 
Shaykh Sayyid fiAbd al-Qdir al-Jılnı and he recounts his 
life, education, his pilgrimage to Mecca, his various 
adventures and the things that happened to him, how he was 
revealed to establish the Qdirı †arıqa, how he was venera-
ted by the people, while he separated himself from the 
people in the desert of Iraq, and that he was walking on the 
water of the river Tigris. Starting on page 35, Shaykh ˘asan 
reproduces one of the central prayers that should be recited 
by a human being to be nearer to God. 

There are two points of view with respect to the 
question as to why Shaykh ˘asan wrote this book. Some 
people say that he was asked by the murıdün of the 
Qdiriyya, among them Sayyid Mu˛ammad b. fiUmar al-
Qullatayn, to write a book to explain the history of the 
founder of the Qdirı tradition in a poetic form so that it may 

  
23  ALA, III B, 106. 
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be read by the murıdün as one of the ways of tabarruk (a 
prayer in praise of the saints and angels that is recited in the 
context of dhikr). Other people such as Shaykh Mu˛ammad 
b. Kombo say that fiAqd al-aqyn was written in the context 
of a special event, namely that Sayyid Haroub, of the 
Sultan’s family, changed his madhhab from Ib∂ı to Sunni 
and that he even started to follow Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr 
in Misufuni in order to acquire an ijza of the Qdiriyya. 
When Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr received this information, 
he went to the Sultan’s palace, accompanied by his brother 
Shaykh Hfi÷ b. fiAmayr, to see Sayyid Haroub. When they 
arrived at to the door of the palace and explained their aim, 
Sayyid Haroub came down himself to meet Shaykh ˘asan. 
They went upstairs to the sitting-room and, after a long time 
of talking on social issues and the principles of religion as 
well as the teachings of the Qdiriyya, Shaykh ˘asan pro-
mised to write a book on the principles and teachings of the 
†arıqa al-qdiriyya. He subsequently named the text after 
the name of fiAbd al-Qdir al-Jılnı, the founder of that 
†arıqa, so that it would be of help for Sayyid Haroub and all 
those who wanted to know more on the Qdiriyya. 

2. Wasılat al-raj√, the full name of this book being 
Wasılat al-raj√ fial Safınat al-naj√, literally, ‘the guide 
that leads all those who hope to practice and improve their 
faith by relying on a strong basis such as a Safına’ (the Ark 
of Nü˛). In this book, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr provides 
detailed explanation and commentaries (shar˛) for the 
analysis and understanding of the book Safınat al-naj√ by 
Shaykh Slim b. Samır al-˘u∂arı of ˘a∂ramawt. Shaykh 
˘asan wrote this text after having been asked to do so by 
many Muslims. Initially he did not like to write such a text, 
as Shaykh Mu˛ammad Nürı al-Shfifiı al-Qdirı had already 
composed a shar˛ of this book. Yet, when requests for the 
need of new shar˛ became more frequent, he had no option 
but to accept these requests. According to Shaykh ˘asan b. 
fiAmayr, ‘the association of students in Dar es-Salaam asked 
me to write an easy shar˛ (of this book) which would help 
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beginners, elders and youth. I accepted it seeking God’s love 
and mercy’ (p. 3). 

Shaykh ˘asan subsequently did this kind of work, and 
explained the basics of taw˛ıd and fiqh according to the 
Shfifiı madhhab, which predominates in this part of Africa. 
On the cover of the book it says it was published in India in 
1997, while on p. 128 it is mentioned that the book was pub-
lished for the first time in Cairo in 1951, after having been 
edited and accepted by a committee of Egyptian scholars 
lead by Shaykh A˛mad Safiıd fiAlı. The 1997 edition was 
published with financial support of Salmin Amour (the 
President of Zanzibar from 1990 to 2000). 

The 1999 edition (on 19x13 cm paper) had 132 pages. 
From page 1 to 12 the author explains in detail the meaning 
of the basmallh (i.e., the formula invoking the name of God 
that is used to begin any kind of action), and other religious 
invocations such as thanking God (shukr Allh) or the mea-
ning of ßall ’llh fialayhi wa-sallam, the short invocation 
that is connected with the name of the Prophet Mu˛ammad. 
In order to explain these things, he goes back to the respec-
tive yas (verses) of the Qur√n and traditions (˛adıths) of 
the Prophet in order to prove his argument. In addition he 
quoted the interpretation of other Islamic groups with 
respect to these issues, such as the Mufitazila, the philo-
sophers (falsafa) and the Qadiynıs (i.e., the A˛madiyya) 
and based his argumentation again on several sources of 
reference such as the Mafinı al-Minhj by Kha†ıb al-Shir-
bını who says: ‘Surely anyone who claims prophecy after 
Prophet Mu˛ammad (S.A.W) is kfir, as well as the one who 
believes in such a person’. In the same chapter he also 
quotes the words of al-Junayd on the meaning of ikhlß 
(purity of intention) by saying: ‘ikhlß is to exclude from 
your thinking and doing anything that does not refer to God. 
God knows everything’. Although this book may be small in 
size it is an important for the knowledge of †ahra (purifi-
cation), prayers of any kind, ßawm (fasting), zakt, and ˛ajj 
(pilgrimage) and so on. 
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3. Fat˛ al-kabır, shar˛ al-Mukhtaßar al-ßaghır. This 
book again deals with the basic features of worship accor-
ding to the Shfifiı madhhab. Thus, it is concerned with 
questions of fiibdt such as purification, all kinds of 
prayers, matters of marriage, divorce, death, zakt, fasting, 
kaffra (sacrifice), pilgrimage and others. 

The first edition was published in 1955 (1374 AH) by 
the Mulla Karimjee Mulla Muhammed & Sons company 
Zanzibar. On p. 4, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr explains the 
reasons that made him write this book of 132 pages: ‘When I 
was travelling to preach the Islamic religion in the various 
parts of East Africa, some of my brothers asked me to write 
them a shar˛ of al-Mukhtaßar al-ßaghır of Imm Mu˛am-
mad b. Idrıs al-Shfifiı that will be useful for all who start to 
learn about religion’. 

The style of the book is rather academic as it operates 
on the principles of scientific research as is common for 
teaching at universities where students are taught to respect 
the sources they use, when they quote and conduct research. 
In the book, Shaykh ˘asan wrote about the different values 
he thought were needed in society, such as mutual support or 
tolerance in living with other people. 

4. Madrij al-fiul, shar˛ Tabruk dhı ’l-fiul. This book 
was first published on 27 October 27 1962 (1382 AH) by the 
Muß†af al-Bbı al-˘alabı publishing press in Cairo; again, a 
special committee which had also supported the publication, 
edited the manuscript (174 pages on 20x14 cm). On the front 
cover of the book, Shaykh ˘asan gave his laqab (nick 
name), namely, Abü ’l-Mubrak ˘asan b. fiAmayr al-
Shirzı. The work done by Shaykh ˘asan is that he wrote a 
shar˛ on the Kitb al-Tabarruk by Shaykh Mu˛ammad b. 
fiAbd al-fiAzız al-Warrq. The original name of this wide-
spread book is Tabruk dhı ’l-fiul, ‘Glory to God in the 
highest’. After detailed explanations and his shar˛, Shaykh 
˘asan renamed the book by calling it Madrij al-fiul, which 
means ‘Ways to reach high glory’. The text of Shaykh 
˘asan b. fiAmayr’s book, written again in (145) verses, 
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explains the Kitb al-Tabarruk, by using a simple language 
enriched with Qur√nic quotations, ˛adıths and poems from 
other books as well as poems written by Shaykh ˘asan him-
self, together with quotations from other authors. In giving 
the reasons which led him to write this shar˛, he said (p. 4): 

There were many petitions, both verbal and written, from all kind of 
places expressing their desire and need for a simplified version of the 
Tabruk dhı ’l-fiul, which many people of this region [East Africa] 
use in uradi [a kind of prayer that is performed after the compulsory 
prayers], or after ßalt al-tarwı˛ [special prayers that are performed 
after evening prayers in the month of Rama∂n]; it is then that I 
decided to accept their petitions so that I may also benefit from God’s 
mercy which may give me success on earth and in the Heavens. 

The shar˛ of Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr expounds on the 
uniqueness of God by explaining his characteristics, names 
as well as the principles of the Islamic theology. In his text, 
Shaykh ˘asan uses the style of giving mawfii÷ (advice in 
writing); he condemns shirk (polytheism) and asks people to 
cultivate good habits by having the example and miracles of 
the Prophet Mu˛ammad in mind, as well as those of his 
companions and to heed the teachings of the Qur√n which 
guide all Muslims. 

When he was explaining verse 23 of the book, which 
insists on night prayers, he used the ya that explains the 
importance of exhortations to God, while expecting that our 
dufi√ (petitions) will be accepted by God. Notwithstanding, 
Shaykh ˘asan asked us to accompany our petitions with 
obligations, which lead to the acceptance of dufi√. This 
includes the eating and dressing legally from our own gains, 
not to own anything illegally, not to disturb others, to help 
those in need, to help our neighbours and to seek religious 
education and advice. In page 173 he wrote: ‘Advice is the 
medicine for the soul, especially, this time where people are 
being cheated by the devil's intrigue’. 

At the end of his book, he aroused his readers to the 
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importance of following with actions what they read. It is 
not correct to have knowledge without practicing. He said:  

Hello my brother, may God bless you. That your heart would be 
extremely hard if after hearing all that God had promised you, 
including the Heaven with rivers, gardens and various benedictions 
and permanent leisure that goodness people would benefit for their 
good deeds on earth, but you still are immersed in the sea of oblivion 
and swimming in the pools of bad deeds and useless play. I advice 
you to work for Heaven, don’t be fooled by decorations and plays. 
This is because the world is for work and Heaven for payment and 
benedictions. Work hard; permanent happiness is for the one who 
obeys.  

At the end of this book, Shaykh ˘asan prayed to God to 
save all the Muslims and let them enter in the Heaven. 

5. Maslak al-mu˛tj il bayn iß†il˛ al-Minhj. In the 
realization of this book and its author, it is written on page 
30 that Shaykh ˘asan finished writing his manuscript in 
1960 at the Mbwera Village in Dar es Salaam, Tanganyika. 
His name was mentioned as Abü ’l-Mubrak ˘asan b. 
fiAmayr Shirzı who was the founder of the Muslim Call 
Society of East Africa. The Egyptian press al-Bbı al-˘alabı 
published the copy I saw, on 19 September 1966. It printed 
the book after going through its manuscript and saw the 
benefits it holds and the deep knowledge it contains. On 
pages 3 and 4 of this book (which has 30 normal pages, 
21x14 cm), Shaykh ˘asan explained the importance of the 
book of iß†il˛ (terminology) he translated, and the words or 
sentences that he explained in detail, of the Minhj (Open/ 
direct way) of Imm Nawawı, who explained things related 
to the worship and legal relationship/integration among 
people. Shaykh ˘asan has praised this book of Imm Nawa-
wı as the one that bears a strong message that is useful at 
every time and place, even for those who are not Muslims.  

The evidence he produced was how the French and 
English colonialists who supported the translation and publi-
cation of this book, could use its knowledge in the fields of 
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arguing, giving witness and differentiating between the 
justice and right and not. Therefore, Shaykh ˘asan also saw 
the need for the clarification of that knowledge, even if in 
brief so people could be more educated and realize the 
teachings that exist in this book, which includes the foun-
dations of the Shfifiı school to its followers.  

Shaykh ˘asan recognized that great scholars had made 
shar˛s of this book, such as Ibn ˘ajar, Kha†ıb al-Ramlı, al-
Ma˛allı and other Shfifiı scholars. He also accepted that his 
various teachers spent a lot of their time serving Muslim 
affairs, among them are Sayyid A˛mad b. Abı Bakr b. 
Sumay†, who was the chief q∂ı of Zanzibar who worked on 
this book (translating). For that reason, he explained openly 
his aim of working on this book when he wrote on page 4 
that: ‘It is the collection of those pearls (which were scat-
tered by great scholars) that shine from different shar˛s of 
the Minhj and compile them in one clean field, so that 
every one who is eager of the thoughts and words of Imm 
Shfifiı can get them in this book’. Through these explana-
tions, the major work done by Shaykh ˘asan in this book 
was to compile sentences and terminology concerning reli-
gion and life related to Imm Shfifiı from various books of 
the authors who preceded him. This is not an easy task and it 
needs knowledge and a lot of patience.  

On page 29 of this book, Shaykh ˘asan explained the 
real meaning of Islam and belief when he wrote: ‘Islam is 
the work of the parts of the body to obey, such as to utter the 
two shahdas by using the tongue, to pray, to surrender 
zakt, to fast in the month of Rama∂n, and to go to the 
pilgrimage for those who able, but also there must be the 
imn (faith) in God. Therefore Islam cannot be separated 
from the Belief’. At the end of the book, Shaykh ˘asan 
insisted again the aim of writing this book when he said on 
page 30 that: ‘This is what I wanted to write down from the 
words of great imms of the ahl al-sunna wa’l-jamfia, 
which are in the speech of Minhj, a book of Imm Muhyı 
’l-Dın Abü Zakariy b. Sharaf Al-Khuz√ı, “This good book 
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is useful to the society that cares for good human habits”.’ 
6. ˆ∂˛ al-imn al-asm√, shar˛ A†yab al-asm√. The 

theme of this book, as the title says, deals with the plea using 
the Names of the praised God, the carrying out of the tawas-
sul (to use intermediaries) through the archangels, prophets 
and kind people such as the mawlı (saints, page 98).  

In explaining the importance of this book, we see on the 
same page, Shaykh ˘asan quotes some of the verses of 
Qur√n that insists on a plea to God using His Names. He 
also revealed the knowledge and education of the author of 
the text of the book A†yab al-asm√ (The most excellent / 
holy names), Shaykh Safiad, by using the style of poems of 
about 102 verses. As is the practice for Shaykh ˘asan in his 
books, he did not ignore the reasons that led him to write 
this book. On page 4 Shaykh ˘asan said:  

After the book of my shar˛, the Madrij al-fiul had spread and 
being accepted in East Africa and elsewhere, many requests appeared 
from my friends asking me to write shar˛ of the A†yab al-asm√. And 
hoping for the benedictions of God and benefit for the Muslims, I 
accepted their call and I wrote this book which I named ˆ∂˛ al-imn 
al-asm√ (Explanation of the meaning of Names).  

In this book, Shaykh ˘asan mentioned the reference books 
he used when working on this shar˛. On page 4 he insists 
that: ‘My work was only collecting the words of those ge-
nius scholars of Islamic education, may God bless them all’. 
Maybe the reasons of mentioning the reference books in the 
beginning are due to the ambiguity of translating the names 
of God. Some people say that they should be taken as they 
are without putting ta√wıl (translating them) while others say 
that they can be translated. There is also ambiguity in the 
context of tawassul through the archangels or mawlı. The 
reference books that he relied on in this work, among the 
others were Shar˛ al-asm√ al-˛usn (Explanation of the 
holy names) of al-Ghazlı, Lawmifi al-ayn (Glints of evi-
dence) of al-Rzı, al-Mukhtaßar, (Précis) of Ma˛müd Smı 
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B˙k, and al-Durr al-manthür (The scattered rubies) of fiAbd 
al-fiAzız Ya˛y.  

Shaykh ˘asan explained and showed the source of 
every word he translated or even the way he divided various 
groups of words. For example, on p. 7 he divided the names 
of God in the following three groups: (1) nominal words, 
such as Allh, (2) adjectival words such as al-La†ıf (the 
Polite) and (3) verbal words such as al-Khliq (the Creator). 
For the clarification of this division, he asked his readers to 
refer back to al-Rzı in the chapter of Names of God. This 
means that Shaykh ˘asan did not want to contradict people 
of different ideologies or other religious sects. To avoid this, 
he used scientific research methods in his writing. Shaykh 
˘asan was a very cautious person who liked unity.  

This book was also published in Cairo by a publishing 
house called al-Fikr al-fiArabı, of P.O. Box 130. It does not 
say when the first edition was published but the edition I 
saw was that of 1987, which has 98 pages, of 20x14 cm, and 
not more than 21 written lines per page. The name given to 
Shaykh ˘asan on the cover of this book is Abü ’l-Mubrak 
˘asan b. fiAmayr Shirzı. 

Conclusion 

According to Nimtz, Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr was ‘until his 
departure [for] Zanzibar in 1968 … recognized as the 
leading shaykh in mainland Tanzania’.24 His contribution to 
Islamic education was enhanced through the publication, in 
Arabic language, of a number of books in different fields of 
Islamic sciences such as fiqh, fiaqıda, as well as taßawwuf 
and fiibdt. Also, he was the first prominent scholar from 
the Ng’ambo and Shamba areas (that is, the non-urban areas 
of Unguja outside Stone Town, Zanzibar) to write and 
publish books such as the Wasılat al-raj√ fiala ’l-Safına al-

  
24  Nimtz, Islam and Politics, 23.  
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naj√ or the Madrij al-fiul, shar˛ Tabruk dhı ’l-fiul and 
others. In addition, he wrote a number of manuscripts that 
have not been published. These manuscripts, that may be 
found in the zwiya of Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr in Makun-
duchi, are, unfortunately, in a very bad condition as they 
were not well preserved. 

In the course of history, Zanzibar may, thus, have 
produced many well-known scholars in the different fields 
of learning, religious as well as secular. Yet, western histo-
rians and academia forgot many of these scholars, such as 
Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr, although they wrote famous 
books and worked even within the colonial administration. 
Although Shaykh ˘asan b. fiAmayr came from the 
seemingly marginal village of Makunduchi, he studied in the 
centers of Islamic learning in Zanzibar and, thus, shows, that 
there was no real separation between town and ‘shamba’ 
scholars, and that this division of Muslim scholarship is a 
rather artificial one that may be due to a Western emphasis 
in research on ‘town’ scholarship. Also, Shaykh ˘asan b. 
fiAmayr was to play a major role in spreading Islam in 
Tanganyika and East Africa, and, may thus, again be seen as 
an example of a ‘shamba’ scholar rising to the very top of 
Muslim scholarship in East Africa. 
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