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Resumo

Zanzibar constitui uma importante porta de
entrada insular, conectando antigos reinos lon-
ginquos e possibilitando a circulagdo de povos,
ideias e produtos, particularmente entre as
regioes de Africa, da Arébia, da [ndia e do Irdo.
A historia multifacetada e densamente estratifi-
cada de Zanzibar encontra-se hoje reflectida no
patriménio tangivel e intangivel da ilha.

O presente artigo oferece uma visao geral dos
desafios e das oportunidades inerentes a inves-
tigacdo e a apresentacdo da histéria dinamica,
multinacional e pluriperiédica de Zanzibar, no
quadro conceptual da “arqueologia publica”.
Coloca, para tal, questdes como: “Quem sio
as partes interessadas?” ¢ “A quem pertencem
os direitos de propriedade, acesso, interpreta-
¢do, conservagdo e divulgacdo do passado de
Zanzibar, tendo em consideracdo os factores
sociopoliticos € econémicos contemporaneos
que influenciam a narrativa da sua histéria?”
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Abstract

Zanzibar is an essential island gateway con-
necting far flung ancient realms — conveying
peoples, ideas and produce, especially between
the worlds of Africa, Arabia, India and Iran.
Zanzibar’s multi-layered, highly textured his-
tory is reflected today in the island’s tangible
and intangible heritage.

This article provides an overview of the chal-
lenges and opportunities in researching and
presenting Zanzibar’s dynamic multi-period
multinational history within the framework of
“public archaeology”. It asks questions such
as “Who are the stakeholders?” and “Who has
rights of ownership, access, interpretation, con-
servation and dissemination of Zanzibar’s past
with consideration of modern socio-political
and economic factors impacting narration of
Zanzibar’s history?”.

Keywords: Zanzibar, Iran, public archacology,
cultural heritage, stakeholders.

Date of submission: 5/11/2021
Date of approval: 7/01/2026

*  LMEI — London Middle East Institute and CIS — Centre for Iranian Studies, School of
Oriental and African Studies, University of London, United Kingdom.



134 ROYAARAB

Initially presented at the International Conference “Crossings in the
Indian Ocean: Memory and Heritage”,' this study was expanded for this
essay with the inclusion of findings from ethnographic research on Unguja
(Nov-Dec 2022). The focus of this work is to raise some of the contextual
socio-political and economic considerations and questions relating to the
rights of ownership, access, interpretation, reconstruction, preservation and
dissemination of Zanzibar’s cultural heritage, within the framework of pub-
lic archaeology. Reflexive overview of the author’s interest in ancient con-
nections between Zanzibar and Iran and more detailed study of challenges
in relation to research and reconstruction of the archaic links between these
two nations is followed by findings from ethnographic research on Unguja
and concluding remarks.

Public Archaeology: enabling unheard voices

Public Archaeology incorporates ideas about stakeholders with relative val-
ues and considerations of the wider socio-political and economic context
within which archaeologists and archaeology operate, it helped archaeology
to erase ideas about the impartial academic gaze, which inevitably fed and
bolstered dominant structures and ideologies (Bernbeck and Pollock 1996;
Meskell 1998; Mourad 2007; Gosden 2007; Geurds 2007, Gero et al 1983;
Gero 1999; Hassan 1995; Olsen 2005; Shaw 1989; Shepherd and Haber
2011). Public archaeology encourages the discipline to take a more crit-
ical approach to the role of the archaeologist and develop theories, tools
and techniques that incorporate marginalized voices and to consider the
wider contextual issues surrounding ownership, access, interpretation,
conservation, presentation and dissemination of the past in the present
(Layton et al 2006; McNiven and Russell 2005; Smith and Wobst 2005;
Stone 2006; Stone and Moylneux 1994; Ucko, Quirke and Sully 2006;
Ucko 1987, 1995, 2000).

Public archaeology was formulated and gained momentum after Peter
Ucko’s action of breaking away from the organization of the 11th meeting of
the “International Union for Prehistoric and Protohistoric Sciences to form

' International and Multidisciplinary Conference “Crossings in the Indian Ocean. Memory

and Heritage”, The State University of Zanzibar - SUZA Stone Town, was to take place in
2021, but was delayed to 8-9 November 2022 due to Covid 19 travel restrictions.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Union_for_Prehistoric_and_Protohistoric_Sciences
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the World Archacological Congress (WAC),? in order to ensure the partici-
pation of black South African academics during the Apartheid era (Hodder
1986, Golson 1986; Gero 1999; Golson 1986, 1988; Stone 2006). Following
WAC, Ucko’s directorial leadership at the Aboriginal Institute contrib-
uted to the “Aboriginalisation” of Australian archaeology (Moser 1995). For
Professor Ucko theories, tools and techniques were meaningless without
positive actions for social change, the author saw this first-hand, as one of his
assistants. After he retired as the Director of UCL Institute of Archaeology,
in 2005, Ucko established his office at the IoA as Director of the ICCHA
— The International Centre for Chinese Heritage and Archaeology, which
he had founded in 2003 (Samarasundera and Seymour 2005). Meanwhile,
within months of retiring, Ucko realised the hugely important “A Future
for the Past: Petrie’s Palestinian Collection” exhibition held in 2005 at
SOAS, University of L.ondon, alongside a catalogue and a collection of essays
(Laidlow, Sparks and Ucko 2009). Witnessing Prof Ucko’s unwavering deter-
mination with various groups, institutions and governmental heads for the
right to use the correct geographical designation of Palestine was a master
class in battling for the voiceless in the face of the powerful. Meanwhile,
WAC has continued its conferences and hugely important work in raising the
volume of silenced peoples and crucially WAC have created a code of ethics
for archaeological practice, which centralizes involvement and enablement

of excluded “others” and most crucially centralizes “training and public edu-

cation for disadvantaged nations, groups and communities”.’?

? WAC holds an international congress every four years to promote: Exchange of results
from archaeological research; Professional training and public education for disadvantaged
nations, groups and communities; The empowerment and support of indigenous groups and
first nations peoples; The conservation of archaeological sites. URL: www.worldarch.org.

*  URL: www.worldarch.org. WAC First Code of Ethics Adopted by WAC Council in 1990 at
WAC-2, Barquisimeto, Venezuela. Principles to Abide by: Members agree that they have obliga-
tions to indigenous peoples and that they shall abide by the following principles: 1) To acknowl-
edge the importance of indigenous cultural heritage, including sites, places, objects, artefacts,
human remains, to the survival of indigenous cultures; ii) To acknowledge the importance of
protecting indigenous cultural heritage to the well-being of indigenous peoples; iii) To acknowl-
edge the special importance of indigenous ancestral human remains, and sites containing and/
or associated with such remains, to indigenous peoples; iv) To acknowledge that the important
relationship between indigenous peoples and their cultural heritage exists irrespective of legal
ownership; v) To acknowledge that the indigenous cultural heritage rightfully belongs to the
indigenous descendants of that heritage. vi- To acknowledge and recognise indigenous method-
ologies for interpreting, curating, managing and protecting indigenous cultural heritage; vii) To
establish equitable partnerships and relationships between Members and indigenous peoples
whose cultural heritage is being investigated; viii) To seek, whenever possible, representation
of indigenous peoples in agencies funding or authorising research to be certain their view is
considered as critically important in setting research standards, questions, priorities and goals.


https://www.worldarch.org
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Reconstruction of ancient histories is blighted by centuries of the very
“histories” humans seek to understand. Across the globe access to learning
and teaching these multilayered histories differ enormously due to numer-
ous convoluted multi-layered internal and external socio-political and eco-
nomic factors, forever problematized after the establishment of modern
nation states. In parts of the world colonial powers created arbitrary divi-
sions (i.e. all across Africa straight lines cut across peoples and cultures),
or political divides (i.e. India-Pakistan after the departure of the British
Empire), alongside national border realignments after WWI & WWII, break-
down of the various empires, the fracture of USSR, religious and political
purges, dictatorships, financial collapse of varied nations, globalization and
economic greed, environmental catastrophes, myriad modern conflicts oft
born of re-ignited ancient bad blood and creating more bad blood. All these
fractures in, and around, nations in the world leave little space for heritage
— yet heritage can play a part in further rupture or reconciliation. Arguably,
one of the more positively applicable features of this geographically dis-
persed modern human experience is the millions of so-called second and
third world students spread across the so called “first world”, allowing for
new ways to increase access and knowledge bases for the “disadvantaged
nations, groups and communities™ that many of those living in diaspora
leave behind.

"This brings to mind “Accented Cinema: exilic and diasporic filmmak-
ing” this theoretically grounded and meticulously researched book relates
to films being created by exilic and diasporic individuals, it pays heed to the
“double consciousness” (Naficy 2001, 22) that these artists bring to their
films. When considering the large volume of research relating to Africa and
Asia being undertaken in institutes and universities across the global north,
by diasporic and exilic African and Asian scholars, oft with the “double con-
sciousness” Naficy refers to in relation to diasporic film-making (/bidem), it
is evident that accented-scholar/artist may well be an apt term, and when
galvanised as a community, possibly a highly valuable force for tackling edu-
cation inequity around the globe.

+  URL: www.worldarch.org; https://worldarchaeologicalcongress.com.


https://www.worldarch.org
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Socio-political and economic contexts, for researching and telling
Zanzibar’s ancient story today

All nations have internal and external factors that impact how and by whom
their histories are read and recorded. During the November 2022 confer-
ence’ held in Stone Town, the following questions in relation to rights of
access, interpretation and dissemination (from a public archaeology per-
spective) were applied to Zanzibar.

Zanzibar, is derived from the Persian language and translates as the
‘black [zang] Coast [bar]’; this bountiful and strategically important trading
island was an essential gateway connecting far flung ancient realms - con-
veying peoples, ideas and produce, especially between the worlds of Africa,
Arabia, India and Iran (Broeze 1989, Chaudhuri 1985, Freeman-Grencille
1962, Hourani 1963, Komioko and Yajima 1979, Lorimer 1908, Lewis 1973,
Pearce 1967, Ricks 1970, Sheriff 1987, Talib 1988, Villiers 1940, Wilson
1928). Zanzibar was for centuries, arguably, the nexus of East Africa’s trade
with its neighbours along the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean, resulting
in a modern day Zanzibari nation that incorporates peoples, rituals, lan-
guages and tangible cultures of multiple nations with whom they traded
in the past, including Africa, India, Arabia and Iran, making the island of
interest to those living beyond its waters.

Zanzibar, who are the stakeholders

Clearly Zanzibar’s history belongs to the nation of Zanzibar; within any
given nation there are variable levels of agency afforded to different sectors
of society and considering the multi-ethnic demographics of Zanzibar, there
are varied groups outside Zanzibar that have a stake in the story, if not the
objects and sites that represent them. Amongst those outside Zanzibar who
might claim an interest in Zanzibar’s history, there are: African Zanzibaris,
Tanzanian Africans, East Africans, Shirazi Zanzibaris, Arabian and Indian
Zanzibaris, Omanis, a mixture of these heritages, and international scholars
from around the globe. Varied stakeholders, strands, ideas and stories.
Who then has rights of access, interpretation, presentation and
dissemination?

> International Conference “Crossings in the Indian Ocean. Memory and Heritage”, The

State University of Zanzibar, SUZA Stone Town, 8-9 November 2022.
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Ownership and Access

All Zanzibaris clearly own the artefacts and sites within the nation, however:
Who amongst these have access to and knowledge of her sites and
various histories?
Who amongst these make important decisions about the direction,

approach and pace of development in heritage related academic
fields?

Who gets to interpret the past?

Those with knowledge and facilities for locating, accessing, analysing and

recording the past.
What facilities has the Zanzibar government provided for assist-
ing and supporting the education of her young nationals as future
archaeologists, conservators, museum curators, historians and herit-
age scholars required for interpreting and disseminating the past?
What academic resources and support is available to the Zanzibari
students?
What percentage of Zanzibaris and Tanzanians are engaged in the
research, analysis and teaching of her history?

Preservation, Presentation and Dissemination

As with all disciplines, finances and socio-political narratives play a key role.
How are Zanzibar’s archives, artefacts and archaeological sites pre-
served and made accessible?
How trained are Zanzibari nationals in conservation and museology?
What degree of agency does the Zanzibari nation have in teaching,
preserving and presenting her own past?
How much involvement, learning opportunities and agency does
the Zanzibari cultural heritage department and scholars have when
there has been international funding for preservation and recon-
struction projects?
Who selects what sites and eras are conserved and presented and
why?
In what ways does the level of international financial and specialist
aid, impact the agency of Zanzibari scholars?
Do Zanzibari scholars/stakeholders have a say, play an active role,
gain educational and outreach benefits from the internationally
funded projects in Zanzibar?
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The questions raised above are applicable to all nations, however as pub-
lic archaeology and the World Archaeology Congress revealed (see section
on Public Archaeology above) there is asymmetrical educational and profes-
stonal heritage opportunities in different nations and regions, compounded
by socio-political and economic vagaries. When studying Zanzibar’s her-
itage, it is important to consider academic movements related to African
studies across the world and ask questions about how they might impact
the discipline. Debates of Afrocentricity/Afrocentrism (Ani 1994; Asante
1990, 1998, 2007; Karenga 1993; Kershaw 1992; Moses 1995; Olaniyan 2006;
Okafor 1999; Woodson 1933) and Afro-pessimism (Wilderson 11 2020) are
ideas derived from and permeating beyond the African continent (Karenga
1993) yet they resonate back in Africa. It is possible that these debates have
become further nuanced by the black movement, which was galvanised by
Black Lives Matter (BLLM) “a decentralized political and social movement
protesting against incidents of police brutality and all racially motivated
violence against black people” around the globe.® This important socio-po-
litical and economic movement is enwrapped in philosophical ideas that
first hit the shores of USA and resounding around the world in positive
action for justice and equality for all.

Whilst having different genesis in different parts of the world, the
varied theories and methodologies that emerge from these important
philosophical waves and debates resonate varyingly, in different times
and places. Importantly, they put a spotlight on the epistemological and
ontological foundations for all social sciences and notably the nomencla-
ture that emerges within academia and outside in the wider social domain
(how and why these converge and diverge). Shortly after the BLM move-
ment formed, Universities across United Kingdom released statements in
support of action for change, spurring on a re-evaluation of Britain’s own
imperial past and the colonial victors whose statues adorn many a city. In
what ways do (and might) Afrocentrism, Afro-pessimism and BLLM philos-
ophies impact studies of African history within and outside her shores? In
what ways does the emergence of African and black studies outside Africa
empower or disempower African Studies?

6 URL: www.blacklivesmatter.com.
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Close study of who, what, why and how: research into Zanzibar and Iran’s
ancient connection

The multi-layered, highly textured history of Zanzibar is sewn into the
fabric of the island’s multi-ethnic inhabitants and unravelling this ancient
history requires consideration of nations close and afar with whom Zanzibar
traded for millennia. Considering internal and international socio-politics
and how these might impact studies of Zanzibar’s ancient connections, this
section now reflects on questions relating to Iran’s presence in Zanzibar,
how and by whom it is researched, and what is presented?

Early Persian connection with East Africa is attested in writings found
in Iran; one of the fortification tablets (500 BCE) from the Achaemenid
era in Elam’s capital Susa list the various remunerated artisans who cre-
ated the palace, amongst them Egyptian goldsmiths, carpenters and art-
ists (Curtis and Razmjou 2005, 56); the Persepolis Fortification Archive,
researched at the Chicago Oriental Institute, reveal fixed salaries for work-
ers (Dandamayev 2002; Hollock 1969; Stolper 2008/9). At Persepolis, the
north and east sides of the Apadana Palace have mirror-image stone reliefs
showing twenty-three gift-bearing delegations, amongst them Libyans and
Ethiopians (Shahbazi 2012). Whilst a highly sophisticated system of roads
across the Achaemenid empire alongside the construction of a canal in
Egypt ('Tallis 2005, 213), expediated communication, movement and trade.
Later the Sassanids had connections with parts of North and East Africa
(Compareti 2002; Daryaee 2008; Sheriff 2013; Whitehouse 1996); ongoing
contact between East Africa and those living around the Persian Gulf con-
tinued over millennia into the modern era (Arabahmadi 2018; Horton 2013;
Potter 2006; Topan 2013). This connection has seen mariners, artisans,
traders, political and religious exiles, economic migrants, enslaved peoples
and other Iranians and Africans crossing the oceans to trade and at times
settle in one another’s land, bilaterally influencing culture and language in
southern Iran and East Africa, with Zanzibar as a central point of contact
between the two regions.
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In relations to ancient Iranian connections with Zanzibar and East
Africa, there appears to be little consensus on how and when links with
Iran were forged (Arabahmadi 2001, 2006, 2012; Allen 1982; Chittick
1965, 1974, 1975, 1979; Horton 2013; Kahumbi Maina 2020; Lahsaiezadeh
20017; Spear 1984; Sheriff and Tominaga 1990; Sheriff 2001; Topan 2013).
Zanzibar’s connections have at times been framed within “myopic nation-
alist Africanist historiography in the immediate post-independence period
which was preoccupied with ‘discovering African initiative’ in African history
and deliberately turned its back on the ocean which was seen as a source of
distortion. (Ranger 1969)” (Sheriff 1998, 4). Professor Sheriff explained in
an email about early critique from the right by Denoon and Kuper (1970)
to which Ranger responded (1971) before Saul (1979) provided a critique
from the left (Abdul Sheriff, email, 29 Jul 2021). Since these early post-in-
dependence debates which have been reverberating across Africa from the
1960s, the Shirazi question has been seemingly politicized (Sheriff and
Tominaga 1990) and problematized.®

Importantly within Zanzibar, with the first party of independence being
entitled Afro-Shirazi, the Shirazi identity arguably played a major role in the
political narrative for independence and the island’s anti-colonial stance.
Sixty years on, when considering what role the Shirazi community and/or
ideology might play in Zanzibar:

Is there a social and/or political status attached to the Shirazi
identity/name?

How much of the Shirazi narrative is self-identification and how
much is rooted in fact of Iranian ancestry?

What other understanding and uses are there of the term ‘Shirazi’
within Zanzibar and East Africa and in what ways might these
impact studies of the Shirazi connections to Iran?

7 Lahsaiezadeh, ArabAhmadi and Sheriff 2001 are from a publication of papers presented at
a conference held in Nairobi, 2001 “Historical role of Iranians (Shirazis) in the East African
Coast”, only 1000 copies were published by the Cultural Council of the Embassy of IRI, and
it is not widely available.

8 During the 2019 visit to Zanzibar a request to see the Shirazi district of Zanzibar met with
“Oh I know someone who is descended from the Shirazis”, but little idea of the Shirazi
district until finally an elderly gentlemen led the author to an area saying this used to be the
Shirazi district, “its near the government buildings and changed much, we don’t really dis-
cuss the Shirazi political movement anymore”. Conversations with various Zanzibaris from
academics to food stall-holders in Stone Town highlighted a seeming ambivalence towards
the island’s Shirazi history, yet conversely the author encountered numerous Zanzibaris who
spoke of their Persian heritage!
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All nations have friends and foes. The Persian Gulf naming dispute’ is
one of the more overt manifestations of the antipathy towards Iran from the
Arab states of the Persian Gulf and beyond (Abdi 2007); until now Oman
was one of the only Arab states (other than Qatar) around the Persian Gulf
who had retained cordial relations with Iran (Tsukerman 2019). With the
Sultan’s demise in January 2020, there was a real fear that Oman would join
the Arab states of the Persian Gulf in isolating Iran (Jafari 2020) however
a meeting in November 2020 illustrated the new Sultan’s intent to con-
tinue relations with Iran (Tasnim 2020). Studies of Iranian and Zanzibari
cultural connections in Zanzibar (considering Oman’s financial backing of
heritage projects) is clearly impacted by relations between the two nations.
In what ways does Iran’s current international status and relation with its
neighbours around the Persian Gulf impact studies of Zanzibar’s ancient
connections with Iran?

In regards to studies of Iranian and East African connections, and consider-
ation of the children of Afro-Iranians - who akin to other migrant or exiled
Iranians since the revolution of 1979 are dispersed around the world; in
2020 the Black Iranian Collective!?, a group of young black Iranians in Iran
and the diaspora, together created an online platform for discussion, art
and dissemination, as covered in the press (Mahichi 2020). These talented
intellectuals and artists have selected the term “Black Iranian Collective”,
they mention Afro-Iranian (the term largely used in Western academic stud-
ies) in their mission statement, however, the choice of “black Iranian” in
the main title, associates their collective with the wider global black move-
ment that is emerging in the broader social/political and academic domains.

The concentrated efforts over the past four decades by the Arabs in the south of the Per-
sian Gulf to rename the Persian Gulf, widely known as the “Persian Gulf naming Dispute”
led to the establishment in 2001 of the “The Persian Gulf Online Organization” (or Per-
sian Gulf Organization PGO, also known as Iranians for International Cooperation (IIC)>s
Persian Gulf Task Force or PGTF). In 2006, United Nations Working Paper group of experts
on No. 61 Geographical names, Twenty-third Session Vienna, 28 March — 4 April 2006,
established the historical, geographical and legal validity for the use of the term Persian
Gulf. However, until the present day, in many instances, the Arab states of the Persian Gulf
will not support (financially or otherwise) research and publications that use the interna-
tionally designated and accepted “Persian Gulf™.

“The Collective for Black Iranians is a chapter-based not-for-profit organization with the
mission to amplify Black and Afro-Iranians voices within the Iranian diaspora, educate on
the connections between Africanness/Blackness and the Iranian identity as well as advocate
for the representation of Black and Afro-Iranians in Iranian narratives.” (www.collectivefor-
blackiranians.org)
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So, whilst this group of young Iranians outside and inside Iran might'! have
chosen “black Iranian” as a direct translation of the Iranian terminology
“styahan Iran”, outside in the western world where BLLM has rightly gained
ground and momentum, the term brings the group into a wider interna-
tional discourse; likewise, if the choice been intentional. In what ways will
the studies of Africans in Iran and Iranians in Africa be impacted by the
emergence of “black studies”?

Review of resources on Afro-Iranians revealed a series of documentaries
on the ancient and ongoing Afro-Iranian presence and influences in Iran
('Tagvaie 1969; Omidvari 2005; Mirzai 2012; Heidari 2013; Varahram 2014).1*
A cursory appraisal of the books and articles relating to the topic of Afro-
Iranians revealed a notable shortfall in western literature, thankfully over
the last decade there has been an increase in academic articles, magazine
stories, and photo-books (Arabahmadi 2018b; Baghoolizadeh 2012, 2021;
Cacchiolo 2015; Kestler-D’amours 2017; Ehsaei 2015; Herne and Gleave
2020; Mirzai 2002, 2008, 2008a, 2014, 2016, 2017, 2018; Khosronejad 2017a,
2017b, 2017c, 2018; Lee 2012; Ricks 1988, 2001, Rykoff 2018). Here it is
worth noting that the majority of the western research on African-Iranian
connections is being undertaken by Iranian “accented scholars”, who are
based in Euro-American educational institutions.'

"Today Iranians of African descent can be found across the southern coasts
of the Persian Gulf in Khuzestan, Baluchistan, Bushehr and Hormozgan. In
Iran there i1s a dearth of political and demographic studies of the varied
ethnic groups, however, there is a long tradition of documentary films and
ethnographic studies of the various ethnicities around Iran and especially
rich in musical research. The majority of this research remains solely in

""" The author contacted the black Iranian collective and asked about the reasoning for the use

of the term ‘black’ in their main title and had not received a response at the time of com-
pleting this piece.

Documentaries on Afro-Iranians living in Iran: Wind of the Jin, by Nasser Taqvaie (1969);

The refrain of locked lenjs, by Mehdi Omidvari (2005); Afro-Iranian Lives; African Presence in Iran:
Identity and Its Reconstruction in the 19th and 20th Century, by Behnaz Mirzai (2007); The African
Baluchi Trance Dance, by Behnaz Mirzai (2012); Dingomaro, by Kamran Heidari (2013); Black
Lives in the South of Iran, by Farhad Varahram (2014). Some of these are available on: www.
youtube.com.

13 Many these publications are by Iranians living outside Iran. Behnaz Mirzai and Beeta Bag-
hoolizadeh, both received formative education in Iran and are studying Afro-Iranian in Iran,
whilst living in Diaspora in American universities, their grasp of the Persian language and
links to Iran makes research in Iran more accessible. Dr Arabahmadi, meanwhile, is based in
Iran and largely focuses his research on Shirazi and Persian elements in East Africa, Zanzibar
and the Swabhili culture, in the Iranian language, more recently his articles and books are
being translated and disseminated in the west.
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the Persian language and does not often reach western academic tables,
tables and this is true of research in the english language as well. Take
for example the “Historical Role of Iranians (Shirazis) in the East African
Coast”conference, which took place in Nairobi on 2/3 February 2001 — a
multinational and multi-disciplinary academic meeting which resulted in a
booklet of English language research papers.

The conference publication relating to African-Iranian connections, is
referred to in this paper, however due to only 1000 copies being printed by
the Iranian Embassy in Nairobi, it is highly inaccessible. Some of the arti-
cles have since been republished in western journals and thankfully, in 2020,
Newton Kahumbi published an article incorporating some of the important
findings of the 2001 conference. This is but a minor example of a multitude
of research that does not readily cross international borders, even though it
is in a western language. Meanwhile, in Iran, due to lenient copyright laws,
which is fuelled by its international isolation and lowering currency val-
ues, some western books (especially educational books) are printed in their
entirety in their original language (a small percentage of books and articles
are published with permission within international copyright laws). This
requires Iranian students or scholars to be literate in western languages, for
only a small percentage are translated into the Iranian language. A minimal
number of Iranian academic research publications are translated into west-
ern languages, which again means only scholars who are literate in Persian
can access the data (here the sheer number of “accented scholars” in dias-
poric western educational institutes, as noted above, are highly valuable
for disseminating information across socio-political and economic linguis-
tic barriers). The barriers to the translation of academic material and its
dissemination across national borders is encountered in archaeology (as in
all academic fields) and highly impacted by socio-economic!* and political
issues, such as Iran’s modern designation as a pariah state (since the 1979

4 Professor Ucko in his dealings with the Chinese, which began in 1985, cites language, and

funds for translating research as a major barrier (see Edgar Samarasundera and Michael Sey-
mour 2005, 26).
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revolution).” For the study of Iran and East Africa this clearly creates a
data and collaboration vacuum, in small part improved by the “accented
scholars” around the world.

Iran, like all nations, has had varying socio-political and economic tra-
jectories impacting archaeological practice (Abdi 2001; Dezhamkhooy and
Papoli-Yazdi 2018) and heritage: knowledge, resources and production.
In order to evaluate resources on African-Iranian connections available in
Iran, Mohammad Beheshti Shirazi, head of publications at the Cultural
Heritage Dept in Iran was contacted in 2019, he kindly forwarded a list of
publications available in Iran. It is notable that of the 14 pages of academic
resources, 11 are European language books and only three pages are articles
and books in Arabic and Persian (some of which are translations of western
books), and almost none of the Persian research publications are available
in European languages, the list also includes weblinks to general interest
web-sites.

After a visit to Zanzibar in Autumn 2019 and an over-view survey of
the presentation of heritage in Zanzibar, the author contacted the cul-
tural heritage department and encountered enthusiasm for “improving
Persian history in Zanzibar [and] support for development of our history
and culture” (Machano, email 17/10/2019). 'To assess the evidence held
in Zanzibari archives, a list of library contents was sent from Zanzibar,
it comprises photographs of typed pages, ending with hand written
references.

As outlined above there are multiple factors, including lack of resources
and multinational collaborative research into the ancient connections
between Iran and Zanzibar, which is impacting the study of these ancient
connections. All the above questions were raised by the author’s paper at
the 2022 conference and during the Q&A part of the conference there

5 During research within Iranian archaeology and Iranian film music (Arab 2010; 2016) it was
apparent that the issues surrounding translation, are further exasperated for nations that are
outside the main table, such as Iran — sanctions and prohibitive legal travel requirements
make collaborative work very difficult. A cursory look on any search engine using the word
“Iran” will bring up the 1978 uprisings, establishment of the Islamic Republic (1979), the
US Hostage crisis in Iran (1979-1980), the Iranian embassy crisis in London (1980), the axis
of evil (George Bush, 2002), war with Iraq (1980-1988), secking nuclear energy/power, vari-
ous countries placing strict economic and later social sanctions (Iran was one of six countries
that Trump put a travel ban on in 2018). During the 2018 Association of Iranian Studies
Conference in Irvine, a series of diasporic Iranian scholars refused to attend as a stance
against prohibitive US visa requirements, which had resulted in a number of Iranian scholars
from Iran and beyond being refused entry visas for the conference attendance. All these
factors contribute to problematizing collaborative research between Iran and other nations.
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ensued an impassioned debate between Zanzibari history scholar, Professor
Abdul Sheriff'® and one of the attendees regarding Zanzibar’s ancient con-
nections with Iran and the ”Shirazi debate”, whilst Prof Sheriff provided
up-to-date evidence, the attendee stuck fast to ideologically laden resist-
ance to the Shirazis of Zanzibar having any relation to Iran; this was the only
time during the conference when there was a heated discussion.

Reflexive study of researcher and interest in Zanzibar-Iranian studies

Here in Zanzibar as an [ranian archaeologist and musician, seeing the ancient
Persian bath houses, remnants of Shirazi settlers, elements of the Persian
language in Swabhili, Freddie Mercury’s museum!” and even Norouz (Persian
New Year) celebrations — Mwaka Kogwa (albeit with a perfect African fla-
vour), alongside hearing the music emanating from the wonderful music
college in Stone Town, the author felt an instant personal connection.

There is, furthermore, a family link. The author’s mother’s grandfa-
ther Ghulam Ali Khan Salar fell madly in love with a £anises (female serf)
of African origin whom he made his one and only sig/e/ and had a son with
(sigheh — brides one has from one day to eternity). Spotting her one day with
a ghulam (male serf) in the woods whilst hunting, he shot her African lover
dead, for which he was disinherited and threatened with death for unjustly
spilling innocent blood should he ever visit his father, Jalil Al-Mamalek of
Khalajestan, who even barred him from his death bed. This family tragedy
in Iran is preceded by a heart-breaking moment of a relative unwillingly
boarding a boat in Zanzibar heading for the Persian Gulf, having already
been forcibly spirited away from her home.

Discovering this very personal story coincided with a time of working
with Iranian musicians on southern Iranian songs and being struck by the
blues and Afro sensibilities. An inherent passion for music, family, Iran and
archaeology, make Zanzibar’s connections to Iran all the more interesting
to pursue and understand.

16 Abdul Sheriff is a Tanzanian Emeritus Professor of History at the University of Dar es Salaam,
member of the Zanzibar Stone Town Advisory Board and former director of the Peace
Memorial Museum (Beit al-Amani).

Freddie Mercury, lead singer of the musical band ‘Queen’ is a Parsi Indian. Parsis are Zoroas-
trian Iranians who left Iran after the arrival Islam and settled in India from the 8" Century
CE https://www.britannica.com/topic/Parsi
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As an Iranian exiled to the United Kingdom in 1979 (due to a revolution
that was, in part, precipitated by western powers), the author was educated
and learned about Iranian history in the west, before visiting Iran (since 1999)
to undertake research. When in Iran, meeting Iranian teachers, students and
heritage professionals of the late 1990s it was clear that after two decades
of international isolation, archaeological practice and learning possibilities,
alongside international collaborative research had been sorely depleted and
really falling short in comparison to western practice and education. This pro-
vided different conceptions of access to heritage for indigenous populations;
it became apparent that heritage educational resources and facilities have
until recently been firmly held in the Euro-American domain, this can and
does weigh the pendulum of knowledge access and production. This educa-
tional imbalance is something that China has been actively working to change
(Dreyer 2018) through its international student and financial outreach.™
The diasporic children of Africa and Asia (accented scholars) who are pro-
fessors and students across Europe and America can be instrumental in
serving and effecting positive change in heritage practices and facilities
across Africa and Asia.

After a visit to Zanzibar in 2019, drawn in by the number of Persian
archaeological sites, the author corresponded with the heritage department
and university personnel, in an effort to better understand the ancient con-
nections between the two nations. In the United Kingdom, Dr Arab Ahmadi
was invited to present a paper on ancient Iranian-Zanzibar connections at
SOAS University of London in 2020 (Webinar due to Covid restrictions),
followed by the screening Mr Varahram ethnographic film “Blacks of Iran”
(SOAS, online, 2021)." These events were preliminary steps in connecting
researchers and helping raise awareness of Iranian research and resources
relating to African-Iranian studies.

8 China has been taking more interest in heritage studies, since the 2000s, the establishment

in 2007 ICCHA (International Centre for Chinese heritage and Archaeology at the Institute
of Archaeology), UCL, London being one of a multitude of collaborative international edu-
cational initiatives. This is part of a much wider program associated with the "United Front”,
a philosophy that is seen today in various formats, importantly the education branch is about
financial backing of institutes around the world, collaborative research funding and sending
millions of students around the world to learn in international institutes for the sole benefit
of China’s own growth into a global superpower (Dreyer 2018)

In 2020 and 2021, two online seminar events were organized along with SOAS Middle East
Institute, Circle of Iranian Studies and Center for African Studies. Dr Arabahmadi was
invited to present ‘Migration of Iranians (Shirazis) to East African Coasts and its Cultural
Impacts’ 5 Oct 2020 and in 18 Jan 2021 Mr Varahram shared his documentary ‘Black people
of Iran’, on the Lives of Afro-Iranians on the Southern Coasts of Iran.
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Observations and findings from ethnographic research Nov/Dec 2022
on Unguja

In 2019 the author made contacts, and corresponded, with heritage staff
regarding Iranian-Zanzibari connections. This was followed by ethno-
graphic research into access, interpretation, preservation and dissemination
of Zanzibari heritage in November and December 2022, which included
interviews with educational and heritage Dept personnel, alongside vis-
its to archaeological sites, and a brief collaborative project with Maryam
Mansab (Director of Museums and Antiquities in Zanzibar).

During the conference it was largely agreed that educating and ena-
bling the local population to access, research and interpret their past were
important initiatives, alongside engagement of all stakeholders and engen-
dering the socio-political and economic will and support for improving
archaeological research, dissemination and conservation (as outlined by
Public archaeology: Layton et al 2006; McNiven and Russell 2005; Smith
and Wobst 2005; Stone 2006; Stone and Moylneux 1994; Ucko, Quirke and
Sully 2006; Ucko 1987, 1995 and 2000).

Upon arrival in Zanzibar 2022, the author met with Salum S. Salum,
Zanzibar Institute of Archives and Records (ZIAR),and Ramadhan Machano
(Head of the Education Service, Dept of Museum and Antiquities). Earlier
correspondence about digitizing the records at the national archives
was countered with “access to public archives in Zanzibar is very diffi-
cult” (Salum 2022).* We moved onto education, “primary school teaches
Zanzibar’s history, but secondary school is focused on Tanzania... over the
last three months, 3026 students from primary school through to second-
ary school have been to museums and historical sites, but materials are
not provided, though sometimes guides are provided” (Machano 2022),!
he went on to say that there are a very small number of archaeologists
in Zanzibar and “a number of our students end up in Qatar and Kuwait,
due to the good pay out there” (/bidem). Student, Muhiddin Haji Rashid,
said that during his BA in ‘history and archaeology’ at the state univer-
sity of Zanzibar, “a two-week excavation was part of our university course,
but no one was taught field specialism” and “most of the archaeological
excavations are by foreigners, they have the financial support, technical

20 Salum S. Salum, Zanzibar Institute of Archives and Records (ZIAR), in discussion with

author, Nov-Dec 2022.
# Ramadhan Machano (Head of the Education Service, Dept of Museum and Antiquities) in
discussion with author, Nov-Dec 2022.
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know-how and equipment” (Rashid 2022).?* Salum expounded “Zanzibar’s
university only has part-time visiting archaeology teachers from other uni-
versities, and student numbers are low — when there is less than three
students, courses are not run at the university”’; he suggested “having more
combined degrees and to explore in what ways archaeology can fit into
tourism and ideas of blue economy” (Salum 2022). The Zanzibar govern-
ment has shown its desire and intent to improve education in Zanzibar;
the MoEVT commissioned a report which was “used to develop a new
sector plan” (Murphy et al 2016); extending such attention to developing
education for the heritage sector students would raise the agency of indig-
enous Zanzibaris in narrating their island’s history. During the 2022 visit
the author met with a consultant from Europe who was in Zanzibar, as part
of an initiative to review the curriculum and inequitable access to educa-
tion in Zanzibar, he explained “there is a lack of school buildings, books
and teachers for all the schools across the country; there are 10.000 unem-
ployed trained teachers, yet there is difficulty in recruiting teachers for
more remote locations in Zanzibar and Tanzania” (interviewee requested
to remain anonymous, Dec 2022). Fundamental grass-roots issues of equi-
table access to education across Tanzania and Zanzibar’s islands are the
primary focus, however during these educational reviews considerations
of inclusion of educational resources on natural and cultural heritage of
Tanzania and Zanzibar across primary and secondary schools would be
constructive.

Following the conference the author met with Maryam Mansab
(Computer Science BA with managerial experience) herself an “accented
scholar” — Maryam had been brought up in the United Kingdom by
Zanzibari parents and moved back to Zanzibar, where she had been
appointed Director of Musuem and Antiquities in early 2022. Mansab
expressed the need for capacity building, alongside shortage of finance
and equipment hampering heritage preservation and dissemination
(Mansab, Dec 22).% She explained that “Mapping Africa’s Endangered
Archaeological Sites and Monuments (MAEASaM) held a digital record-
ing training workshop and mapped endangered archaeological sites around
Zanzibar to see levels of preservation and degradation, however, MAEASaM
only left us two computer tablets, but no GPS, cameras or computers”

22 Muhiddin Haji Rashid, BA graduate of History and Archaeology from the State University of
Zanzibar, in discussion with author Dec 2022.

% Maryam Mansab (Director of Musuem and Antiquities, Zanzibar) in discussion with author,
Dec 2022.
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(Ibidem), nor it would seem did MAEASaM leave a process or connec-
tions in place for the Zanzibaris to use the research to create sustaina-
ble preservation and conservation plans for the endangered archaeological
sites they mapped. Mansab expounded “we have a total of three computer
for 69 staff members and lacking sufficient scanners and printers”, fur-
thermore, “there is no digital record of museum objects, and whilst we
sent the head of documentation to UNESCO for a workshop on inventory
and digital data, the absence of cameras, scanners and high-level comput-
ers with sufficient storage, hindered the creation of digital documenta-
tion in Zanzibar” (lbidem). Currently heritage buildings were undergoing
refurbishment, but “there is no conservation and management plan for
our archaeological and historical sites, or facilities for correct storage of
artefacts” (Lbidem).

Maryam Mansab is working hard to overcome the shortcomings and
challenges posed as Director of the Heritage Dept in Zanzibar, and making
beneficial changes where possible, “there is a new initiative to enhance local
tour guides’ historical knowledge of Zanzibar by providing training at the
Dept of Museum and Antiquities before granting tour-guide licences and
re-training existing tour guides, to solve the problem of tour guides mak-
ing up stories” (lbiden). At the time of the research, December/November
2022, Dunga Research Centre was being developed, with a library com-
prising research and publications related to the site, Mansab had reached
out to the scholars who had excavated on the site requesting reports and
research publications and return of artefacts if their research had been com-
pleted. During the visit the author collaborated with the heritage staff and
we managed to type up a digital list of archaeological sites that had been
researched around Zanzibar, by whom and if there were any publications.
This was a cursory step to enable the heritage staff to pursue researchers
for publications and artefacts and allowed the author a better understand-
ing of the heritage department’s facilities and working processes — con-
firming Mansab’s contention about the lack of basic equipment and the
need for capacity building and staff training. 'Taking economics into con-
sideration, as noted above by various heritage educational and outreach
staff there are shortfalls in financial provision for research, preservation
and presentation of Zanzibari history, supplemented with financial support
from non-governmental organizations such as the Agha Khan Foundation,
UNESCO and the Omani nation, who have been funding the renovation of
the House of Wonders in Stone Town, which tragically lost large parts of its
structure in 2020.
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Makame Juma Mtwana is Chief Executive Officer (CEQO) of the NGO,
The Zanzibar Stone Town Heritage Society (ZSTHS,) which assists the
Government in conservation and preservation of Stone Town, as a world
heritage site. Mtwana when discussing archaeological excavations and out-
reach, said “Archaeological excavations are almost exclusively by foreign
institutes and whilst labourers are employed, Zanzibari students and the
local community are not involved”, furthermore “insufficient informational
outreach and local community engagement leads to the archaeological sites
being seen as treasure troves” (Makame 2022).%* Makame suggested that
“if the local community is involved in storytelling and making financial
gains through selling art, handicrafts, refreshments, fresh crops and fruit, it
can foster a sense of ownership and increase local custodianship for preser-
vation of heritage sites” (/bidem) and like all the heritage related staff that
the author met Makame felt it essential “for local access to, and knowledge
of, Zanzibar’s history to be nurtured amongst the local community, and her-
itage and the environment should be studied as part of the curriculum in
schools” (lbidem).

The importance of the interrelationship of cultural and natural her-
itage of Zanzibar alongside the need for sustainable educational and pro-
fessional programmes for preservation and conservation was expressed by
all those who were interviewed, especially in view of changing weather
conditions and sea levels and the impact they are having on coastal sites
— a concern raised by interviewees and the local public with whom the
author spoke. Considering the findings from ethnographic research of site
visits and interviews with heritage staff and educators the following possi-
ble ideas arise. It would be constructive for the Zanzibari and Tanzanian
heritage and environmental scholars and practitioners to create a compre-
hensive and comprehensible educational chapter on the nation’s natural
and cultural heritage including environmental and sustainability issues, as
an informative resource for teachers to use in classrooms. Creating a sense
of ownership through local community engagement with heritage sites,
including financial gain from cultural and natural tourist sites for locals, is
essential for safeguarding the future of natural and cultural heritage sites
across Zanzibar. Building bridges and a forum for discussion between local
communities, NGOs, the heritage Dept, universities and local tourism
businesses might help find local solutions and pathways for preserving,

* Makame Juma Mtwana (CEO) of The Zanzibar Stone Town Heritage Society (ZSTHS,) in
discussion with author Dec 2022.
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teaching and presenting Zanzibari heritage. A heritage and environment tax
on businesses profiting from tourism might be a fair way to raise funds for
safeguarding and building sustainability and local involvement into future
tourism projects, considering it 1s businesses that benefit the most from
Zanzibar’s cultural and natural bounty. Furthermore, considering the largely
foreign archaeological excavations and research being undertaken across
Zanzibar’s Islands, it would be pertinent to issue research licences with
the proviso that local students are engaged in the research and taught key
skills by the visiting specialists through on-site practical work and targeted
workshops. Bearing in mind the number of tutorials, workshops and literary
resources that are available on-line at various universities around the world,
one way to help with the shortfall of archaeology teachers for Zanzibari uni-
versity students might be to partner up with universities across Africa, Asia,
Europe and America (engaged in research in Zanzibar) to provide online
links to educational resources for Zanzibar’s university students.

Conclusion

This article’s main focus was to raise questions about who, what, why and
how Zanzibar’s history is told, through a public archaeology lens, with a
closer study of the challenges of researching the Iran-Zanzibar contact
and connections. The research into Iran-Zanzibar connections revealed
a shortfall of resources and multi-national collaborative research for bet-
ter understanding of the ancient links between the two nations, further
problematised by complex socio-political and economic issues; likewise,
there are intricate dynamics at play for uncovering and recounting ancient
Zanzibari connections with Africa, Arabia and India.

Interviews with heritage teachers and professionals revealed the chal-
lenging reality of teaching, preserving and presenting Zanzibari heritage,
with insufficient capacity, facilities, training and educational possibilities
on the island, alongside inadequate levels of local community engagement.
Bringing together the various strands, leads one to surmise that Zanzibar’s
history is of interest to stakeholders within and beyond her coast, with
inequitable distribution of knowledge infrastructure amongst these var-
ied stakeholders, especially the local populations who are not benefitting
educationally or economically from Zanzibar’s natural and cultural herit-
age, unlike people who own the hotels restaurants, bars and tourist related
businesses.
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It would be constructive for the Zanzibari/Tanzanian government to
support initiatives for improving natural and cultural heritage studies, with
local and international academic and institutional support — especially from
African and Asian “accented scholars” spread across the Global North — to
help provide resources and support for students in archaeological and histor-
ical studies within Zanzibar, through “equitable partnerships and relation-
ships” (WAC code of ethics, 1990),% and as Professor Ucko suggests “regular
dialogues and comparative work” across international borders are essential
for advancing archaeological studies, as is the reality that not all nations are
bound by “European models” (Samarasundera and Seymour 2005, 30).

The multi-period and varied forms of contact and connections between
East Africa/Zanzibar and Iran, India and Arabia requires detailed contex-
tually grounded multidisciplinary and multinational co-operative research,
with the aim of creating a sustainable educational program that enables
Zanzibari nationals to contribute and lead in the selection of tools, tech-
niques and theories adopted to better locate, access, interpret, present and
preserve the varied tangible and intangible remains from Zanzibar’s past.
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