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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The research project leading to this book has combined many of my study, 
research and travel interests over the last fi fteen years or so. It can be linked 
back to my MA thesis in Philosophy (University of Hamburg), where I 
dealt with Ernst Cassirer’s philosophical anthropology and its relevance for 
an intercultural project of philosophy (Kresse 1996); to my MSc thesis in 
Anthropology (LSE, University of London), where I discussed the izibongo 
genre of Zulu oral poetry and its role for critical discourse in society 
(revised and published in 1998); and to my ongoing preoccupation with 
African philosophy which started in 1990, when I was a fi rst-year student 
of Philosophy and African Studies. In the same year, I had already begun 
learning Kiswahili while travelling in East Africa, and then studied it for 
over four years in Hamburg under the good guidance of Sauda Sheikh 
Barwani. This book is based on my PhD thesis which was examined at the 
University of London in February 2002. For the period of my postgraduate 
research, I was registered in the Anthropology Department and also the 
Africa Department at SOAS. 

Fieldwork for this project was authorised by the Kenyan Offi ce of the 
President (OP/13/001/28C 115/4) and conducted between early August 
1998 and late September 1999. It included a good ten-month stay in the 
Kibokoni quarter of Old Town Mombasa, where I lived in a fl at in Nyeri 
Street. Several short trips to Lamu and Zanzibar were undertaken within 
the fi eldwork period. I was already familiar with East Africa and the Swahili 
region due to previous visits: for three months in 1990, 1992 and 1993 (with 
a DAAD stipend for a two-month Kiswahili intensive course in Zanzibar) 
and for one month in 1995. An HSP3 doctoral scholarship from DAAD, 
the German Academic Exchange Service, fi nanced the fi rst two years of this 
project and is gratefully acknowledged. From SOAS, I received an addi-
tional fi eldwork award, for which I am also grateful. During my stay in 
Kenya, I was affi liated to the Institute of African Studies at the University 
of Nairobi and I would like to express my gratitude for that. 

At SOAS, J. D. Y. Peel and Louis Brenner, then my supervisors, provided 
a fi nely balanced combination of encouragement, guidance and critical 
feedback. My sincere thanks for their confi dence in me, and also for their 
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reliable support and the seriousness with which they treated this project in 
all its stages. From a standpoint of Swahili expertise, Farouk Topan gave me 
feedback on several chapter drafts and I thank him for that. Before embarking 
on fi eldwork, I also profi ted from valuable comments from Ridder Samsom, 
Kit Davis, Susan Beckerleg, Sean O’Fahey, Sheikh Yahya Ali Omar and 
Trevor Marchand, among others; the latter two provided further helpful 
advice after fi eldwork as did Richard Fardon. I thank Henrietta Moore and 
David Parkin for the fruitful discussion of an earlier version of this manu-
script and for their encouragement since. I am also grateful to Mohamed 
Bakari for his helpful comments and for generously sharing information. I 
also thank the two anonymous readers of the manuscript submitted to the 
IAI for their comments and their endorsement of this project.

In Mombasa, there are many people to thank, too many to mention 
all those who made my stay as productive, pleasant and homely as it was. 
Nawashukuru wote. My gratitude is fi rstly due to the three main characters 
of this study who, when introduced to the aims of my research, helped me 
in their different ways. Their openness to my research, and their readiness 
to discuss with me what I was seeing, hearing, reading and thinking about, 
and their encouragements to look, listen and participate in social activities, 
were crucial to the realisation of this project. I thank my wazee, Ahmed 
Sheikh Nabhany, Ahmad Nassir Juma Bhalo and Sheikh Abdilahi Nassir 
for all the support, time and kindness they showed me. In a similar vein, 
I thank Sayyid Abdulrahman Saggaf Alawy (Mwalimu Saggaf) for sharing 
some of his vast knowledge with me, readily spending many hours on my 
questions; and I thank marehemu Sayyid Abdulrahman Ahmed Badawy 
(Sharif Khitamy), unfortunately deceased before this publication, for all 
his support and friendliness. My gratitude also needs to be extended to the 
wives and families of all those mentioned, for their admirable and generous 
hospitality.

I fondly remember the early evening hours at Hassan F. Hassanali’s 
sweetshop, enjoying the company of Hassan himself, the Sheikh, and 
‘Abubakar yake’, Mzee Bashir Chandoo; also Bwana Agil, Mwalimu Iqbal 
Gitau, Mohamed Dumila and Bwana Potelo. Talks and discussions with 
them were often enlightening and helpful. Thanks also to Swaleh Said, for 
much assistance in the transcription of Ramadhan lectures, for many talks 
and walks in the Old Town and for being a good friend. For cheerful inspi-
ration and friendship, thanks also to Shoeb Chandoo. Abdulqadir A. Nassir, 
for all help offered, links established and thoughts shared, must be thanked 
emphatically and with a smile of recognition: utu personifi ed. 

Culinary thanks go to Island Dishes in Kibokoni; to Fuad, Farouk, 
Abdulkarim and their staff, who made me feel at home during all different 
times of the day and provided delicious Swahili food. My helpful neigh-
bourhood included Mzee Abdulkarim (generous with and full of stories), 
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his son Akasha and family, and my neighbour Hussein. Fuad Muhammad 
and (from early on) his wife Bi Nuru Ali Hussein and her family, her mother 
and brothers Abbas, Abdallah, Farouk and Ahmed made me (and Joy) 
feel as extended family. I also thank Sulaiman and family for friendship 
and hospitality. For interviews and conversations, I thank Ustadh Harith 
Swaleh, marehemu Mwalimu Jumadari, Athman Lali Omar, Athman 
Hussein Athman and Stanbul A. Nassir, but also Ali, Munir, Zainabu, 
Hassan, Habibu and Omari. Also Gitari’s company will not be forgotten. I 
thank Shabbir Pirbhai for helping me to settle, and Hein Somfl eth for fi rst 
introducing me to Mombasa, starting in 1978. 

For hospitality at the Islamic University of Mbale, and for feedback and 
a good discussion on my project, I would like to thank Prof. T. S. Sengo and 
his family, and also his students and colleagues. In Lamu, I owe much to 
Ahmed Shuuri and his family and friends for the immediate extension of 
friendship ties: asante. Thanks also to Ali and Hashim Bunu, for pleasant 
periods of accommodation at Sun and Sail, and to Hashim especially for 
stimulating conversations and critical questions. Also, Mahmoud Mau was 
very kind and ready to share some of his knowledge and poetic material 
with me: shukran. In Zanzibar, I thank Mwalimu Idrisi for providing helpful 
information and initial contacts. I also thank Bi Asia Salim Omar and family 
for hospitality and information, and for help in translating Utenzi wa Mtu 
ni Utu. 

For feedback and corrections on earlier versions of the manuscript not 
already mentioned above, I especially thank my three wazee, and Abdul-
qadir A. Nassir, Hashim Bunu, Mahmoud Mau, Alena Rettova and my two 
anonymous reviewers. 

On the side of academic philosophy, I thank Jens Heise for his early interest 
in my work and for many inspiring talks informing the philosophical 
framework of this research. In Nairobi, when I came for brief but regular 
visits, both Gail Presbey and Bruce Janz kindly provide philosophical inspi-
ration through discussions, as well as generous accommodation in their 
respective fl ats. The interest in the late H. Odera Oruka’s work had brought 
us together, and the spirit of sage philosophy was still alive at the University 
of Nairobi where I also benefi tted from stimulating talks with friends and 
colleagues such as Oriare Nyarwath, Juma Ndovu, Joseph Situma, Ochieng-
Odhiambo, Wafulah and Owakah. Outside of philosophy, Prof. M. Abdulaziz 
and Hassan Mwachimako are thanked for graciously sharing some of their 
expertise with me. 

Papers and presentations on various chapters and aspects of this manu-
script were given in a number of conferences, workshops, lectures and 
seminar talks in London, Nairobi, Mbale, St Andrews, Bayreuth, Mainz, 
Kassel, Oxford, Cambridge, Edinburgh, Ithaca, Binghamton, Evanston, 
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Istanbul and Manila. I am grateful for many stimulating, inspiring and 
critical comments on those occasions and for the invitations to present my 
work. Having been engaged in related and overlapping projects and discus-
sions with the following helped me clarify my thoughts during the period 
of writing and revision, and I am grateful for any input this may have had: 
Bertold Bernreuter, Franz M. Wimmer, Roman Loimeier, Scott Reese, 
Edward Simpson, Trevor Marchand, Roy Dilley, Knut Graw and Barbara 
Drieskens. 

In St Andrews, I am grateful to Peter Clark and the School of Philo-
sophical and Anthropological Studies for providing a supportive research 
environment, and for travel grants to pursue visits to Mombasa in 2003 
and 2005. I thank Sarah Broadie and John Skorupski for their comments 
on Chapter 5. I am grateful to my colleagues in Social Anthropology, for 
keeping up a good esprit de corps and for refreshing discussions within the 
Centre for the Anthropological Study of Knowledge and Ethics (CASKE). 
Special thanks to Mark Harris, for discussion of an earlier version of the 
manuscript, and for many related discussions during the revision process. 
The responsibility for all shortcomings and errors remains, of course, my 
own.

Last but not least, I want to thank my family – especially my parents and 
extended parents – for their belief in me, and for their continuous support 
over the years. My fi nal thanks are to Joy Adapon, for providing immea-
surable support, nourishing food and thought, and much editorial help. And 
to Saskia, who joyfully popped up later on to join us in life. 

Kai Kresse
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