
Chapter 5 
The Swahili Language between Nation 
and Region

In November 1961, in his last public lecture, the Tanzanian poet Shaaban Robert 
spoke at Makerere University in Uganda of the power of Swahili as a unifying lan
guage for East Africa. He began by recognising the many languages spoken in 
East Africa, and the pride that all individuals feel in their own language. But to 
seek unity with others was also natural. He asked rhetorically whether this unity 
could follow from “the same religion or political aspiration”, and answered “No, 
my good friends; no, my good friends, no.” “It is”, he said, “a common language, 
to my way of thinking, that has the influence and potency of bringing races and 
people into unity. Have we got that sort of language in East Africa? Yes. That lan
guage is Swahili, if we must not isolate ourselves from one another and disappear 
as a nation or nations.”1 While “foreign overlordship has always been busy to ad
vocate, through schools, churches or official positions, English to be the lingua 
franca in East Africa”, Swahili was, Robert argued, “already the lingua franca and 
political weapon in East Africa. It is a proved fact”.2

At the moment when he gave this speech, Shaaban Robert had just been 
elected Chairman of the East African Swahili Committee (EASC). The Committee, 
which had long worried about a lack of funding, was celebrating the award of 
significant external support to allow it to employ a Research Fellow and move 
forward on a more stable footing.3 And news that Tanganyika – on the eve of po
litical independence which would take place in December 1961 – was setting up 
an organisation of its own on the use of Swahili as a result of its “conviction of 
the unifying influence of Swahili in achieving independence and its desire to see 
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Swahili increasingly used in official and semi-official business”, was greeted 
warmly by the Committee members.4

Shaaban Robert died not long after his election as Chairman of the East Afri
can Swahili Committee, and was replaced by the British former colonial official 
and Swahili scholar J.W.T. Allen, who had been Honorary Secretary of the Com
mittee since 1958. But the sense of optimism persisted. In 1963, the Committee’s 
journal Swahili reported that Zanzibar, too, had established an organisation simi
lar to that set up in Tanganyika and situated the growth of the language firmly in 
the context of political federation, writing: “[w]ith the advent of the Federation of 
East Africa later this year, the need for a common language becomes imperative. 
This is realized by all people and the accent is on education, but to get that educa
tion quickly there must be a common teaching medium and it has been proved 
that Swahili will and must be the language of the people.”5

Federation, which seemed so close in 1963, did not happen, and the language 
policies of Kenya, Tanganyika, Uganda and Zanzibar increasingly diverged. As 
Lyndon Harries wrote in 1968, while at independence “it was widely believed that 
the East African countries Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda would form a political 
federation, in which case the value of a common language, Swahili, would be 
greatly enhanced”, since then “the prospect of federation has receded further and 
further” with implications for Swahili’s role as a regional language.6 While in 
1961 the Committee had celebrated the election of Shaaban Robert as Chairman, 
when Tanzania’s community of Swahili scholars and advocates for the language 
looked back from the vantage point of 1970, they were struck by the limited ex
tent to which the Committee and its successor, the Institute for Swahili Research, 
had freed itself from its colonial origins. That same year saw Kenya’s Daily Nation
newspaper celebrating what its 18 April 1970 editorial column described as “a na
tional language fever” which was “catching on fast all over East Africa”, with 
KANU having “recently started a four-year campaign to popularise Kiswahili” and 
signs that “Uganda seems to be thinking seriously about its potential.” But, the 
editorial continued, Kenya and Uganda had a long way to go, with a generation of 
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young people who had not learnt Swahili at school. “The result of this blunder is 
now seen in the fact that we have many young intellectuals who cannot express 
themselves in Kiswahili and whose natural tendency is to favour English.”7

Yet, as the editorial suggests, the ideas expressed by Shaaban Robert in his 
1961 speech, that Swahili should assert its place as a global language and as a lin
gua franca for East Africa remained important as an intellectual project. As Mor
gan Robinson notes in the final chapter of her recent history of the development 
of Standard Swahili, A Language for the World, the early 1960s saw Swahili, and 
particularly “Standard Swahili”, increasingly tied to a Tanzanian national project, 
embodied in the move of the institution which had once been concerned with 
standardisation across the East African region to Dar es Salaam. Nevertheless, 
“the idea of Swahili as a regional, Pan-African, and/or diasporic lingua franca re
mained seductive into the postcolonial period.”8

We began this book by exploring East Africa’s 1960s intellectual culture 
through the lens of the magazine Transition, published in English, though with its 
pages playing host to vigorous debates about the question of language.9 In many 
ways, the 1960s marked an exceptional flourishing of intellectual culture in Swa
hili, with new opportunities to publish in the language, both in newspapers and 
in book form. But there was also a fragility to this flourishing. Arguments that 
had continued over many years about different conceptions of Swahili as a lan
guage of the coast or the interior, tensions between advocacy for “Standard 
Swahili” and those who argued that this was a destructive European colonial 
imposition, and the question of whether East Africa’s countries would or should 
adopt Swahili as a national language, persisted through the 1960s and beyond. 
But these older arguments were inflected by new debates: did East Africa need 
a shared – global – language in order to assert its place in the world and build 
an African modernity, and should that language be Swahili? Was there a tension 
between that aim and the goal of building national languages? Or should En
glish be a lingua franca and a global language for East Africa?
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This chapter explores the East African dimensions of this intellectual project 
and its limits, through the figures of some of East Africa’s leading proponents of 
the development of Swahili, which included, prominently, Tanzania’s President 
Julius Nyerere, translator into Swahili of the Shakespeare plays Julius Caesar and 
The Merchant of Venice. But there was a much wider cast of characters who were 
also devoted to this project, including Shaaban Robert, Sheikh Amri Abedi, Ma
thias Mnyampala, and Shihabuddin Chiraghdin, individuals who worked with or 
alongside the institution of the East African Swahili Committee and its postcolo
nial successors, as well as its journal (which in this period was initially the Bulle
tin of the Committee, then Swahili, later Kiswahili).10 The chapter begins by ex
ploring the ways in which Swahili language work and the project of Swahili as a 
lingua franca for East Africa both was and was not a decolonizing project in the 
early 1960s, exploring the late colonial institutional structure of the East African 
Swahili Committee in the context of a dynamic field of language work beyond 
those structures. The second part explores what happened after independence, 
interrogating the narrative that Swahili language and research work increasingly 
became part of a national Tanzanian story by thinking about the ways in which 
nation and region-making intersected. Finally, we explore the persistence of the 
idea of Swahili as a language for East Africa, against powerful forces set against 
it, and the way in which this was in part a result of the wide range of people and 
projects to whom the idea held an appeal.

Colonialism, Regionalism and The East African Swahili 
Committee

The question of language played a central role in arguments about what decoloni
zation could and should mean in early 1960s East Africa. For some, adopting Swa
hili as a national language for individual countries and as a lingua franca for the 
region was seen as a powerful tool in the aim of liberation from colonialism. It 
could be understood as reclaiming a language from colonial states, and in doing 
so reclaiming too as a democratizing project, a means of including people in the 
production and sharing of knowledge who would have been excluded by the use 
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of English. For Julius Nyerere, the leader of mainland Tanzania’s nationalist 
movement, and first President of Tanzania, this meant in particular, as Saida 
Yahya-Othman emphasises, that it had to be a form of Swahili which was accessi
ble to ordinary people.11

Others were deeply sceptical of what they perceived as a colonial project to 
create and impose a standardised and reduced version of the language, and ar
gued instead for English as a lingua franca, or a renewed focus on vernacular lan
guages. We saw the powerful arguments which the question of language pro
voked in the pages of Transition in Chapter one of this book.

To understand the different forces at work, we start by returning to Shaaban 
Robert and the East African Swahili Committee. Shaaban Robert was born in 
Tanga district in Tanzania, then German East Africa, in 1909.12 He worked for the 
colonial government in Tanganyika, but he was also one of a group of poets and 
intellectuals who regularly contributed to the colonial government periodical 
Mambo Leo, carefully navigating the limits of what it was and was not possible to 
publish in the context of a colonial public sphere.13 In this way, Shaaban Robert 
played an important part in the story of the development of Standard Swahili as 
a shared language of East Africa as it has recently been told by Morgan Robinson. 
As Robinson argues, this was not simply a top-down story of colonial language- 
making, but “[s]tandardization was a shared goal and an acknowledged impossi
bility, driving the actions of real people across more than a century of East Afri
ca’s history, all of whom sought, and achieved, linguistic commensurability.”14

Shaaban Robert joined the Inter-Territorial Language Committee (ILC), prede
cessor of the EASC, as an “Assistant Reader” in the immediate aftermath of the 
Second World War. The Committee itself had started life in 1930, concerned with 
language policy in general but specifically in relation to Swahili, with a mission to 
produce a standardized spelling and grammar for Swahili-language publishing.15

The dynamics of the ILC reflected disagreements among East Africa’s colonial 
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governments on the topic of language. The initial question of which version of 
Swahili to privilege had itself been controversial, with stark divides between 
those advocating for the Mombasa Kimvita Swahili and those arguing for the Zan
zibar Kiunguja Swahili, which ultimately won out.16 But there were differences 
too over whether Swahili should have any reach beyond Tanganyika, Zanzibar 
and Kenya’s coast. There were some in Kenya, such as the colonial official Oscar 
Watkins, who advocated strongly for Swahili. As we saw in Chapter two, Watkins 
put huge efforts in the early 1920s into the periodical Habari, published in both 
English and Swahili, though lack of support from the Kenya Government made its 
failure almost predetermined, and it disappeared for good in the early 1930s. In 
Uganda, meanwhile, colonial officials offered very little support for Swahili.

Nevertheless, in his role as Chairman of the Languages Board for Kenya Col
ony, Watkins could still confidently proclaim in his foreword to Rev. B.J. Ratcliffe 
and Sir Howard Elphinstone’s Modern Swahili that “[i]t is probable that to poster
ity the moment at which we stand may appear as that epoch in the history of the 
East African peoples in which their literature was born. We have had in the past 
books and translations and collections of stories and proverbs in the various dia
lects of Swahili, but now at last a serious attempt is to be made to develop that 
lingua franca into a great educational medium for the spread of knowledge and 
civilisation throughout the four colonies.”17

The Inter-Territorial Language Committee saw itself as part of that project. In 
the interwar years, it was dominated by European men like Ratcliffe. But like 
other institutions explored in this book, the end of the Second World War was 
accompanied by a shift in perspective and a sense that the previous make-up of 
the Committee could not continue into the post-war years. The Committee 
stopped meeting during the Second World War, and its 1946 meeting was its first 
in-person since 1939. The ILC’s journal Bulletin recorded a drastic changeover in 
membership, with only two of those who had served on the Committee from its 
origins in 1927 now present: “Each Director of Education – ex-officio members of 
the committee – was new in his territory and so attended for the first time.” But, 
more importantly, the Bulletin also reported that “Assistant readers took their 
place for the first time in the meeting and so from the territories represented on 
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the committee Africans for the first time were taking their part in dealing with 
the problems of their mother tongue as submitted to the meeting.”18

Although it had started life within the framework of the East African Gover
nors structure and then the East Africa High Commission, in 1952 the ILC moved 
to Makerere University and was attached to the East African Institute for Social 
Research (not to be confused with the EAISCA introduced in earlier chapters).19

For members of the Committee, the 1950s saw the question of language increas
ingly tied to broader questions about independence, nationalist politics, and the 
search for funding to continue research into the Swahili language and its develop
ment. The Committee itself remained deeply embedded in colonial structures, but 
it was also becoming a hub in a network of knowledge production and associ
ational culture which extended beyond those structures.

We can see traces of those networks in the pages of the Committee’s Bulletin, 
the journal which would later be renamed the Journal of the East African Swahili 
Committee (1954), Swahili (1959) and then Kiswahili.20 In the 1950s, the Committee 
remained dominated by European Swahili scholars. The driving force behind the 
Committee for much of the 1950s was the British scholar Wilfred H. Whiteley. 
Whiteley had studied anthropology before going to Tanganyika, initially as Gov
ernment Anthropologist, where he became increasingly interested in linguistic re
search. When the Committee moved to Makerere in 1952 he became its Secre
tary.21 With the ILC’s base at Makerere, it was increasingly focused on research 
rather than language policy, and the Bulletin provided a home for the publication 
of some of this research.

But the Bulletin’s pages also began, tentatively, to provide a space which re
flected some of the wider dynamics of East African language debates around Swa
hili. In 1954, the Kenya Legislative Council decided in favour of English as the pri
mary language for Kenya. This prompted a strong response from advocates for 
Swahili, including a long letter published in the Bulletin from the Makerere-based 
Tanzanian scholar Oswald Bernard Kopoka setting out the case for Swahili rather 
than English to be “the lingua franca of East Africa – including Kenya”.22 The 
following year, the Bulletin printed a submission to the 1954 UN Visiting Mission 
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to Tanganyika from the Jumuia ya Taaluma ya Kiswahili Tanganyika (the Associa
tion for the Study of Kiswahili in Tanganyika).23 In its submission, the Association 
argued for Swahili as the only language which could bring all East Africa’s com
munities together. “East Africa”, they wrote “cannot develop without Swahili.”24

They expressed regret at moves in Kenya to shift away from the language, though 
they emphasised that English should also be taught alongside Swahili, given its 
importance in terms of accessing higher education. From Makerere, Michael 
Sanga, a Tanzanian student who was active in nationalist student politics at the 
College, shared news of the establishment of the Makerere College Swahili Lan
guage Propagation Society.25 In a letter to the Bulletin, Sanga explained that the 
Society had been founded in 1954

at a time when there was a heated argument as to whether Swahili or English should be the 
national language of Kenya. The triumph for the latter language caused a great alarm 
amongst the members of the Society and they at once decided to found the Society which 
would not only prevent this unfortunate step from being taken elsewhere in E. Africa, but 
also explore the possibility of making the Kenya people reverse their policy.26

In the same letter Sanga welcomed the existence of the Jumuia ya Taaluma ya Kis
whili and wrote that “[i]t is indeed gratifying to find out that there are, among the 
E. Africans, people, who are already aware of the need of fighting for the cause of 
Swahili even at that level – for what else can be done when there are forces 
within E. Africa fighting for legislations to the contrary!”27

The ILC’s successor organisation, the East African Swahili Committee, also in
creasingly supported historical work to recover and preserve Swahili manu
scripts, through its new History Sub-Committee, established in 1958.28 While Sec
retary Wilfred Whiteley framed the drive to undertake work in this area and 
seek funding from overseas foundations as being about making the many “histor
ical documents in Swahili, both published and unpublished” available to both 
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“the professional historian and the interested layman”, for others this was a work 
of recovery of coastal history and identity.

For a new generation of East African scholars active in the EASC and its His
tory Committee, the scholar Shihabuddin Chiraghdin explained at the Peking Sci
entific Symposium in 1964:

It is accepted that Swahili is the lingua franca of East Africa and has played an important 
part in bringing about the national consciousness of these areas. Swahili is indigenous to 
East Africa, although it owes a lot from outside sources in Asia. But the Europeans have set 
out to show that it is foreign. This belief may have come from the idea held by the colonial
ists that ‘Africa had no history of its own’. But contemporary evidence shows otherwise. 
Swahili is an old language with no less than fifteen dialects.

But colonial administrators had stifled the language. And for Chiraghdin, “[t]hat 
is why the accusation of inadequacy of thought, vocabulary, and idiom could be 
levelled against Swahili. In fact, there was a certain amount of opposition to it 
being the lingua franca of East Africa.”29

As these examples suggest, there were many groups and individuals commit
ted to furthering the goal Shaaban Robert described in the speech we started the 
chapter with. Not all agreed with each other politically, and the communities they 
belonged to ranged widely. Some were members of old Swahili families of the 
coast, for whom the Swahili language was intimately tied to the history of their 
community. Others, like Mathias Mnyampala, had adopted Swahili as a second 
language, and actively defended their claim to it against those who sought to limit 
true ownership of the language to the people of the Swahili coast.30

One individual who was a passionate advocate and scholar of the Swahili lan
guage was Sheikh Amri Abedi. Born in 1924 in Ujiji, on the shores of Lake Tanga
nyika, his language work was bound up with his commitments to Islam and to 
anti-colonial nationalism in Tanganyika and in East Africa more broadly.31 Sheikh 
Amri Abedi’s career represented the ways in which language was, for many Tan
zanians far beyond intellectual circles, fundamental to anti-colonial politics. Al
ready from 1955, TANU was calling for Swahili to be used in the Legislative Coun
cil.32 One indicator of the power of TANU’s language policies among a wide public 
can be found in B.R. Omori’s popular column in Baraza “Panapo Moshi . . .” 
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in September 1956. Omori reported the rumour that the schools which TANU was 
planning to establish would use Swahili, and that TANU representatives would 
seek to raise the standing of Swahili by addressing meetings in the language 
when they visited Europe or America.33

As might be expected in a Swahili-language newspaper read across borders, 
the letters pages of the newspaper Baraza regularly included letters from corre
spondents calling for more East Africans to embrace Swahili. Such letters called 
attention both to the potential for Swahili as a unifying force in the region, and 
the extent to which hesitancy about Swahili in Uganda limited this potential. A 
certain J.P. Mwafwalo in Dar es Salaam, for instance, complained in a letter 
in January 1964 that Swahili broadcasts had not yet begun in Uganda, despite the 
fact that many people spoke the language there. Mwafwalo offered to help the 
Ugandan authorities if the problem was a lack of announcers, as, he explained, 
making sure that everyone in East Africa could speak and understand Swahili 
would make uniting the region much easier than if it were divided by language.34

Baraza’s editor, Francis Khamisi, was himself an active promoter of Swahili, as we 
saw in Chapter two. This extended beyond his work as a newspaper editor: in the 
early 1960s he presented a radio programme called “Ubingwa wa Lugha”, described 
in the Daily Nation radio listings as a quiz programme “aimed at promoting Swahili 
vocabulary fluency and African culture in general”.35

As independence approached, some external observers predicted a future for 
Swahili as a regional language, and as in earlier periods, they saw its potential as 
a means of pursuing their own political agendas. Officials in London thinking 
about anti-communist activities in the region suggested that more should be pub
lished in Swahili as a rising regional language, including the idea of a Swahili- 
language anti-communist newspaper, as we saw in Chapter two.36 For the Swahili 
scholar Lyndon Harries, the development of “broadcast programs in Swahili from 
Washington, London, Moscow, Peking, and New Delhi [was] evidence of the East 
African presence in world affairs.”37
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However, the pages of the Bulletin only hint at this wider context, and it re
mained largely limited to a European readership. In volume 29, the then editor, 
Wilfred Whiteley, expressed concern that the journal, now called Swahili, reached 
so few East African readers.38 The 1961 volume, now under the editorship of Jan 
Knappert, addressed this issue head on, under the heading “A change of wind re
quires a change of tack”. Knappert informed his readers that “[i]n view of the 
changing circumstances both inside and outside the Committee, a thorough revi
sion of our work is indispensable”.39

Issues published the following year better reflected the dynamic environment 
outside the Committee. While the loss of Shaaban Robert was felt deeply, there 
was nevertheless much to celebrate, in particular, funding from the Portuguese 
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, built on the wealth of an oil magnate, to appoint 
Jan Knappert as Research Fellow. Knappert’s report of his activities during his 
first year of appointment spoke both to the excitement of the moment, and to di
verging paths. Knappert celebrated the fact that “[t]hree of the Governments of 
East Africa have expressed views in favour of making Swahili the national lan
guage, and all are emphatic that it must be spoken well”. But at the same time, 
Tanganyika was pressing ahead with its own national structures. On his visit to 
Dar es Salaam, Knappert met Sheikh Amri Abedi, then mayor of Dar es Salaam 
and also incoming chair of the Tanganyika Swahili Committee.40

The changing power dynamics at work were clearly expressed at the Commit
tee’s annual meeting in 1963 in an opening address by Abedi, who now also 
served as Minister of Justice in Tanganyika. This was, he began by saying, “a par
ticularly important meeting as you have come here from Kenya, Uganda and Zan
zibar, to discuss with those who represent this country, not only your annual esti
mates for the year 1963/64, but also to examine the future plans and functions of 
the East African Swahili Committee during the next five years.” In a lengthy 
speech he praised the proud history of the Committee, and the work of its mem
bers. He went on to address explicitly the question which, he was sure, all those 
present were asking themselves: “Where do we go from here?” What would be 
the EASC’s relationship with the new Department of Languages and Linguistics at 
the University College in Dar es Salaam, and with the new Swahili Academy in 
the process of being set up? Abedi set out a vision of the future for the Committee 
as a “research body, with an interest throughout East Africa, responsible for the 
collection and correlation of research work in all East African countries, and in 

�� W.H. Whiteley, “Editorial,” Swahili 29, no. 1 (1959): 5.
�� Editorial, Swahili 32, no. 1 (1961): no page.
�� J.K. Knappert, “Report of the Senior Research Fellow,” Swahili 33, no. 2 (1963): 3.
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other countries where Swahili is spoken and is spreading.” The tone of the speech 
made clear how much has changed. As a government minister of an independent 
country, Abedi expressed thanks to the Committee on behalf of “the people of 
East Africa” for “all that it has done to help develop the rapid growth and use of 
the Swahili language, which in itself has provide of inestimable assistance in 
bringing into being not only the nation of Tanganyika but the other nations of 
East Africa and elsewhere”. He praised the “Committee’s work and the work of 
others”, through which the “people of Tanganyika have become conscious during 
the last decade, through study of their own language, of so much of their national 
heritage, which was previously known only to a few.” But this gratitude for past 
work went alongside a clear expectation that the primary role in taking forward 
the development of the language would now sit with national governments.41

The Many Roles of Swahili in a Decolonising World

At a 1971 UNESCO meeting of experts for the promotion of African Languages in 
Eastern and Central Africa, George A. Mhina of the University of Dar es Salaam 
described “a period of ‘Renaissance’” on the continent. “The African people”, he 
continued, “are recovering from the great humiliation inflicted to their culture by 
those who colonized them for years.” But cultural renaissance, Mhina continued, 
had to recognise “that culture goes with languages”. For Mhina, Swahili was “an 
African language that has exploded,” and which should be supported to “play its 
appropriate role as an effective tool for educational cultural and economic devel
opments in East Africa.”42

When in 1961 Shaaban Robert had insisted that no one could doubt Swahili’s 
position as East Africa’s lingua franca, he drew on a long tradition of making pre
cisely this argument, an argument which, as we have seen, had been made by 
European language experts as well as by East African advocates of Swahili. But 
the reality was that already in 1961, before independence, very different national 
language policies were developing across the region.

�� Draft minutes annual meeting 1963, Appendix A, “Speech by the Hon Sheikh Amri Abedi, 
M.P., Minister for Justice to the Republic of Tanganyika, to the East African Language Committee 
on the Occasion of its Annual Meeting held on 30th September, 1963, at Dar es Salaam,” Swahili: 
Journal of the East African Swahili Committee 34, no. 1 (1964): 5–8.
�� George A. Mhina, “Problems being faced in the process of developing African languages with 
special reference to Kiswahili,” UNESCO Meeting of Experts for the promotion of African Lan
guages in Eastern and Central Africa, Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 15–21 December 1971, 4.
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Within the Kenyan colonial government, Oscar Watkins’s pro-Swahili advo
cacy had always been at the margins. Writing in 1956, Wilfred Whiteley referred 
to Swahili’s declining position in both Uganda and Kenya, and predicted that “[o] 
nly in Tanganyika and Zanzibar does it seem likely to retain its importance for 
some years, and in the urban areas throughout East Africa some form of Swahili 
will probably persist.”43

The shift towards English which Whiteley identified can be seen in develop
ing Colonial Office thinking in the early 1950s. In 1951 a Study Group travelled to 
East and Central Africa on behalf of the Colonial Office. The resulting report 
firmly rejected Swahili in favour of a combination of the vernaculars and English. 
The report’s authors wrote: “Historically it had its origins as a means of communi
cation between Arab slavers and African enslaved. Some African tribes therefore 
are unwilling, even when they know Swahili, to speak it and most unhappy when 
it is taught to their children”, though they did admit that “it has inspired a little 
good poetry and some original stories.”44 The preference of the report’s authors 
for English, rather than Swahili, was, they argued, threefold: “as a lingua franca; 
as a road to the technical knowledge of modern inventions; and a means of con
tact with world thought.” The technical language of English was presented as the 
solution to poverty, drought and famine, and enhanced trade. In cultural terms, 
for the report’s authors, “knowledge of English introduces the reader to the vast 
storehouse of English literature, for more foreign books have been translated into 
English than any other language. Now broadcasting and films penetrate into the 
remotest parts and can only be fully enjoyed by those who understand English.” 
English was presented as no less than the route to a new morality. With mission
ary zeal, the report argued that “[t]he African needs English today in the same 
sense and to the same degree as the Renaissance European needed Greek or 
Greek thought in Latin form. English thought could come to Africa with all the 
liberating power of Greek thought to Europe. Language carries with it the spiri
tual values on which it is based.” In this way, they argued, “[a] better, wider, and 
deeper knowledge of English would mean a better understanding of European 
thought, and some steps would be taken towards that synthesis of African and 
European ideas which must be the basis of a firm moral and social order.”45

�� W.H. Whiteley, “The Changing Position of Swahili in East Africa,” Africa 26, no. 4 (1956): 352.
�� “Report of the East and Central Africa Study Group” In Nuffield Foundation and Colonial Of
fice, African Education: A Study of Educational Policy and Practice in British Tropical Africa (Ox
ford: University Press, 1953), 81.
�� “Report of the East and Central Africa Study Group” In Nuffield Foundation and Colonial Of
fice, African Education: A Study of Educational Policy and Practice in British Tropical Africa (Ox
ford: University Press, 1953), 82.

The Many Roles of Swahili in a Decolonising World 169



In May 1952, a circular sent to the East African Governors from London ex
pressed the view that English should become the lingua franca for East Africa. 
The letter recognised that “there are many, including probably some administra
tive officers, who may not share this view.” Yet, it continued,

in spite of certain obvious political difficulties which it may create it does seem to us that in 
the long run it is most desirable in East Africa, as we believe it has proved useful in India, 
that English should be the common language. It seems to us that this is so not only from the 
point of view of strengthening the British connection but also that it is clearly to the advan
tage of the Africans themselves that their common language should be one that is in world- 
wide use rather than one which is confined to East Africa and also by no means suitable as 
an instrument for use in connection with modern economic developments.46

The language question, however, looked very different from Dar es Salaam. Ac
cepting the aim of developing English as a lingua franca, Bruce Hutt, Tanganyika’s 
Chief Secretary from 1951 to 1954, emphasised that even if English were to de
velop as a lingua franca, this was unlikely to make Swahili less important. At a 
recent meeting of Tanganyika’s Provincial Commissioners, Hutt reported back to 
the Colonial Office in London, the question of language had been discussed, and 
the Provincial Commissioners had “recommended that Government policy should 
be to concentrate on Swahili and through Swahili to English.” This was not, he 
wrote, a consequence of their “prejudice in favour of Swahili”, but rather “they 
were recognising that at the present time Swahili is the natural lingua franca of 
the territory.”47

And so as independence approached, East Africa’s leaders adopted a range of 
positions on the question of language. In Kenya, Swahili had played an important 
role in anti-colonial activism, notably in the trade union movement.48 But as Ken
ya’s new leaders moved into government, they combined warm words for the im
portance of Swahili with, in practice, a continued commitment to English which per

�� UKNA CO 822/679, f. 3, “Letter to all Governors,” 4 April 1952.
�� UKNA CO 822/679, f. 10, Letter from Bruce Hutt to P. Rogers, 10 July 1952: 1.
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Kenya, 1930–1990”, (PhD thesis, Howard University, 1991), 72; Chege Githiora, “Kenya: Language 
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Andrew Simpson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 241. As an example, Makhan Singh’s 
memorandum to the Mombasa Labour Inquiry, which followed the Mombasa African workers’ 
general strike of 1939, was translated into Swahili by Francis Khamisi and “widely circulated 
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Singh, History of Kenya’s Trade Union Movement to 1952 (Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 
1969), 93.
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sisted through the 1960s. The 1964 Ominde Commission on Education for instance 
recommended the teaching of English from the first day of primary school.49 There 
were a number of moments when the Kenyan government evinced stronger support 
for Swahili, notably in 1970 when Robert Matano, Acting Secretary General of KANU, 
Kenya’s ruling party, set out ambitious plans for the development of Swahili, prompt
ing the Daily Nation editorial discussed earlier.50 But there were strong voices against 
Swahili too, famously the Attorney General Charles Njonjo who spoke forcefully 
against Swahili both publicly and in correspondence within Government.51

Beyond the voices of individuals, the example of the East African Standard’s 
short-lived effort to publish provincial news in Swahili in 1970 gestures to the 
ways in which everyday political culture in Kenya worked against efforts to sup
port the use of Swahili. As the Standard explained, this measure had been intro
duced “as a genuine attempt to encourage the use of Swahili in line with the pol
icy explained by Mr. Matano, for the Kanu Governing Council.” But it had not 
worked. Complaints were many and varied. Some asked why if there was news in 
Swahili there could not also be news in Duluo or Kikuyu, while others criticised 
the translation. There were also complaints “by politicians and others who failed 
to find their own items in the paper”. Although they were told the item was there, 
in the Swahili pages, “very often they replied ‘but we don’t want them there – we 
want them in English so that everybody can read them’.”52

In Tanganyika, and, from 1964, in the United Republic of Tanzania, in con
trast, Swahili was swiftly embraced as the national language. Already before in
dependence, plans were underway for Swahili to be taught in all schools 
from January 1962, and for Swahili to increasingly be used in Government 
business.53 The Institute for Swahili Research moved to the University of Dar 
es Salaam in 1964. It was attached to the University College, with a new name, 
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the Chuo cha uchunguzi katika lugha ya Kiswahili or Institute of Kiswahili Re
search.54

The Swahili scholar Ireri Mbaabu concluded, that, following its move to Dar 
es Salaam, the Institute increasingly “operated its affairs as a national rather than 
an East African institute”, and this is the point at which Morgan Robinson ends 
her story of the development of “Standard Swahili”.55 But the story of the Institute 
for Swahili Research after its move to the University of Dar es Salaam also cap
tures some of the ways in which nation and region interacted in the area of Swa
hili language research and knowledge production.

The East African dimension remained important to the way the Institute 
thought about its work. Its 1965 constitution described its aim as being to “contrib
ute to the education and well-being of the people of Eastern Africa by providing 
opportunities for the study of the Swahili language in all its aspects”.56 As was the 
case with other institutions we have explored in this book, the Institute benefited 
both from government funding from East Africa’s newly independent states and 
from the opportunities for external funding offered by international foundations. 
In September 1965, Wilfred Whiteley described the sources of funding which sup
ported the Institute, which had come into being since his last editorial. Kenya and 
Tanzania each provided £800 a year, and there was a grant from the Calouste 
Gulbenkian Foundation and the UK Ministry of Overseas Development for 
1964–1967. The Zanzibar Ministry of Education had seconded J.A. Tejani for two 
and a half years to work on the Swahili dictionary, while Rockefeller Foundation 
funding paid for J. W. T. Allen to serve as Honorary Research Associate engaged 
in collecting Swahili literature.57

Whiteley’s editorial outlined a direction for the Institute which would see it 
rooted in East Africa but also embedded in transnational circuits of knowledge 
exchange. He expected, he wrote, “to hand over to an East African” when his con
tract ended. And he expressed the Institute’s hopes for “close and fruitful co- 
operation between all persons, Institutions and Governments concerned with the 
use of Swahili.” It was, he continued “a joy to note that the contributors to the 

�� Robinson, A Language for the World, 208.
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present issue write from such diverse places as India, the Soviet Union, the United 
States, England and Germany, as well as East Africa.”58

But over the course of the 1960s financial and institutional developments as 
well as dynamics internal to the country conspired to shift the Institute’s centre 
of gravity towards Tanzania. At the point at which the Institute moved to Dar es 
Salaam in 1964, contributions to its annual budget still came from across the re
gion, with Kenya contributing 17,560 Shs, Tanganyika 16,000 Shs, Uganda 15,800 
Shs and Zanzibar 3,125S Shs. But funds were nevertheless in short supply. Com
mittee minutes record the limitations of staff and budgets, and few subscribers to 
the Committee’s journal regularly paid their subscriptions.59

Despite all the good news for the Institute in 1964, this year also brought the 
blow of the news that, from then on, Uganda would no longer contribute to the 
work of the Committee or its successor, and that Kenya would not increase its 
commitment beyond existing levels.60 In 1967/8 when Kenya was asked to match 
a substantial increase in funding from Tanzania and Zanzibar (up to 14,000 Shs 
from Zanzibar and 63,000 Shs from Tanzania), Kenya declined.61

The Institute was reconstituted in 1970 following the University of Dar es Sa
laam Act of that year, and it had an increasingly national element to it, with re
presentation from the University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania’s Ministry of Educa
tion and other Tanzanian bodies, including the recently established BAKITA or 
Baraza la Taifa ya Lugha ya Kiswahili, Tanzania’s National Swahili Council. Its in
auguration and opening day celebration in June 1970, preserved in a pamphlet in 
Swahili and English, captured this sense of national mission. Tanzanians were en
couraged to “play your part” in establishing and developing our National Lan
guage”.62 The reference to a wider East African mission was still there, with the 
constitution stating that “[t]he Institute of Swahili Research shall be concerned 
with the study and furtherance of the Swahili language in all its aspects, with spe
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cial reference to the support of current and long term development plans in the 
United Republic of Tanzania, in East Africa and elsewhere, and in the university 
of Dar es Salaam.”63 But at this point the shift in terms of the balance of financial 
support was reflected in the representation from the other East African govern
ments. After the Institute was reconstituted in 1970, the Kenya government sent 
an initial representative, but they sent apologies rather than send a representa
tive to the third meeting and subsequent meetings. When Kenya was asked to 
nominate a new representative in 1973/74 they declined to do so.64

Meanwhile, the foundation of BAKITA had institutionalised Tanzania’s focus 
on Swahili as a national language. The decision to establish the Council was taken 
in 1967, the same year that Tanzania’s government determined that henceforth 
Swahili would be the medium of instruction in primary schools and for govern
ment communication. Tanzania’s long-term goal was for it to be the medium of 
instruction in secondary schools and universities too, a position maintained – if 
not fully achieved – until 1983.

The National Swahili Council was created in a context in which new voices 
were building on the earlier advocacy and promotion of Swahili that we traced in 
the late 1950s. In 1963, when the civil society organisation the Jumuiya ya kustawi
sha Kiswahili (Association for the Advancement of Swahili) was established, its 
aims included work on grammar, orthography and usage, as well as to “translate 
and write books”.65 Its members used the pages of Tanzania’s Swahili-language 
newspapers to advocate for the language, to develop it, and to instruct in its 
usage, as did members of the Chama cha Usanifu wa Kiswahili na Ushairi (Society 
for the Enhancement of the Swahili Language and Verse), founded in 1964 by the 
poet Mathias Mnyampala.66 The Catholic newspaper Kiongozi, for example, had a 
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long running series of articles focusing on the Swahili language by Mamala.67

There were heated newspaper arguments about the Swahili language which re
formulated and recast long-running debates over whether Swahili’s origins were 
as an Arabic or Bantu language and which languages, if at all, new vocabulary 
should be borrowed from.68 Such newspaper debates appeared not only in Kio
ngozi but also, for example, in Ngurumo, an independent newspaper widely read 
by urban Tanzanians, and the TANU party newspaper Uhuru.69

Nyerere himself contributed to the poetry pages of Tanzania’s Swahili news
papers in the 1960s, but it was his translation of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar
which particularly captured the sense of possibility of the time.70 Nyerere’s biog
rapher Saida Yahya-Othman describes queues outside bookshops when the first 
edition was published.71 Beyond his own translation work, Nyerere promoted the 
development of the language through the support he offered to new Swahili pub
lications, by, for instance, providing a foreword. His introduction to the econom
ics textbook Uchumi Bora published in 1966 (re-published in English in 1969 as 
From Poverty to Prosperity: an introduction to economics) is an example of this in 
practice, and shows the importance Nyerere attached to the use of Swahili to 
bring key concepts and ideas to a wider public than might be reached through 
English.72
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As this wider context suggests, the ambitions of the National Swahili Council 
were very different from the ambitions which had led to the creation of the Inter- 
Territorial Language Committee back in the 1930s. In a 1970 speech, the Honour
able C. Y. Mgonja, Minister for National Education, the department responsible 
for the Council at that time, recalled the forces which had led to BAKITA’s founda
tion. He described its aim as being to remove one of the shameful legacies of colo
nialism, the idea that “every good thing comes from outside of Africa, and in par
ticular Europe. They tried to make us believe that even the greatest scholars of 
the language of Kiswahili, whose home is in Tanzania and East Africa in general, 
were Europeans or those who were educated by Europeans.”73

The Council’s aims were very similar to those of the organisations which pre
ceded it. First and foremost, it was to “promote the development and usage of the 
Swahili language throughout the United Republic”.74 Initially, it was housed 
within the Ministry for Regional Administration and Rural Development, before 
moving to National Education in 1969.75 That original location indicates the focus 
on the integration of Tanzania’s regions as a part of a Tanzanian nation, with 
Swahili as a central part of this nation-building project.

A sense of national mission pervades the archival record for the Council’s 
early years. In his first report as Chair in 1969, future Tanzanian president Ali 
Hassan Mwinyi, who had replaced the first chair Stephen Mhando, expressed the 
Council’s thanks to the government for its initial support and asserted the huge 
importance of the language work that they would undertake.76 Building the na
tional language was a project of nation-making, for having a national language 
was a way for people to know one another and to come together as one.77 BAKITA 
started small, in an office with just one room and just three members of staff, 
which Mwinyi emphasised was far from sufficient for a National Council. Its first 
secretary was S.M. Kombo, who in March 1969 was replaced by Clement Nkunga, 
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previously editor of the Council’s journal Lugha Yetu (Our Language).78 The Coun
cil’s report did not explicitly refer to Swahili as a regional language, instead em
phasising that the work they were doing to develop Swahili would not only help 
Tanzanians, but also others “in Africa who use Swahili”, and indeed the whole 
world because “it is said that Swahili is now the seventh largest language in the 
world.”79

BAKITA’s leadership went out into Tanzania’s regions to talk to teachers and 
students about the Council’s work, but also to take questions, and it is clear that 
they took seriously the feedback they received. In April 1972, Clement Nkungu vis
ited Shinyanga and Tabora, and one of the requests he received was for a radio 
programme about the Swahili language to be started.80 Just five months later, 
Nkungu was able to announce that the Council would be launching a radio pro
gramme called “Lugha ya Taifa – Kiswahili”, to discuss aspects of the develop
ment and correct usage of Swahili.81

Representatives were often pressed on what they were doing to ensure that 
the Council was connected to the regions. On the visit to Shinyanga and Tabora, 
for example, the Council was encouraged to establish branches in the regions and 
hold meetings and seminars.82 On the same visit, Nkungu was told that a new his
tory of the language was urgently needed to correct the idea, which foreigners 
had brought, that Swahili was a foreign import. Reflecting on this visit, Nkungu 
was struck by the greater presence of street signs in Swahili, as opposed to En
glish, compared with what he was used to in Dar es Salaam. As he saw it, the “co
lonial mindset” which led some to hold Swahili in contempt was much reduced in 
the countryside, even if it had not fully disappeared.83

But questions were also raised about the implications of Tanzania’s language 
policies on relations with its neighbours. During a visit to the Coast region in 1970 
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moting the use of correct Swahili, but also to develop pride in the language.
�� TNA 622/UT/C4/2, f. 45, Ali Hassan Mwinyi, “Taarifa ya Shughuli za Baraza la Taifa la Lugha ya 
Kiswahili katika Mwaka 1968/1969,” December 1969, 6.
�� TNA 622/UT/C4/2, f. 86, Attachment “Taarifa ya Ziara ya Ujumbe wa Baraza la Taifa la Lugha 
ya Kiswahili katika Mikoa ya Shinyanga na Tabora Tokea Tarehe 15–28 Aprili, 1972”.
�� TNA 622/UT/C4/2, f. 90, C.M.N. Nkungu, “Taarifa: Kipindi cha Kiswahili katika Redio Tanzania,” 
4 October 1972.
�� TNA 622/UT/C4/2, “Taarifa ya Ziara ya Ujumbe wa Baraza la Taifa la Lugha ya Kiswahili katika 
Mikoa ya Shinyanga na Tabora Tokea Tarehe 15–28 Aprili, 1972.”
�� TNA 622/UT/C4/2, f. 86, Attachment “Taarifa ya Ziara ya Ujumbe wa Baraza la Taifa la Lugha 
ya Kiswahili katika Mikoa ya Shinyanga na Tabora Tokea Tarehe 15–28 Aprili, 1972”.
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Nkungu was asked how Tanzania would work with Kenya and Uganda to “ensure 
that Kiswahili is accepted and used in all the countries of East Africa”. He was 
also asked what the implications would be for East African examinations if “we 
Tanzanians use Swahili and Ugandans and Kenyans use a different language.”84

Local language officers conducted research into regional languages, both as a 
way to enrich Swahili and as a means of national integration within Tanzania. 
For Tanzanian politicians and leaders of BAKITA, this national mission was a key 
part of Council’s work. Language was indeed understood as a way of bringing 
Tanzanians together, but leaders also drew on theories of nationalism which 
linked language and culture as a way of articulating differences between na
tions.85

In theory, BAKITA and the Institute for Swahili Research simply had different 
remits. But the collected papers from a seminar held at the University of Dar es 
Salaam in 1970 also hint at tensions and the ways in which their different histo
ries shaped how they understood themselves and each other. In the seminar pa
pers, the colonial baggage of the East Africa Swahili Committee’s successor, the 
Institute for Swahili Research, looms large.86 Speakers were critical of the role of 
European experts in its early years, and the limited extent to which this changed 
after 1945. There were passionate pleas to return archives such as that of the Uni
versities Mission to Central Africa (UMCA) which had been taken from East Africa 
and were now only available in foreign repositories.

If the 1970 Seminar revealed some of the tensions between the Institute and 
BAKITA, while also clearly setting out the Tanzanian Government’s vision for 
Swahili as a decolonizing and democratizing force, it also shows the extent to 
which arguments for Swahili as national language would also support connec
tions across the region, a positive effect that was emphasized by a much wider 
range of actors than a focus on political leaders or institutions might suggest,and 
it is to this theme that we turn next.

People, Networks, and a Language for East Africa

In this final section, we briefly explore the ways in which the idea that Swahili 
could and should be a lingua franca for East Africa persisted in part because of 
the individuals and networks for whom, for different reasons, this idea was pow

�� TNA 622/UT/C4/2, f. 27, “Visit to Mkoa wa Pwani.”
�� Jamhuri ya Muungano wa Tanzania, Taarifa ya Semina ya Kiswahili Iliyofanywa Tarehe 5–9 
Juni, 1970, Chuo Kikuu, Dar es Salaam, Baraza la Taifa la Lugha ya Kiswahili: Dar es Salaam, 1970.
�� Jamhuri ya Muungano wa Tanzania, Taarifa ya Semina ya Kiswahili.
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erful. The community of intellectuals and scholars who engaged with the question 
of Swahili language research and advocated for it as a language of literature and 
intellectual life in East Africa extended beyond national governments, and often 
included individuals who were themselves at the margins of national politics. The 
power of regional circuits of movement, both in terms of attending meetings and 
longer-term assignments, comes through clearly in the biographies of two Kenyan 
Swahili language experts, Shihabuddin Chiraghdin and Abdullahi Nassir.

In her biography of her father, Shihabuddin Chiraghdin, Latifa S. Chiraghdin 
evokes how this community functioned in practice. She describes her father re
turning from the Peking Scientific Symposium of August 1964, which he had at
tended as a representative of the East African Academy as a delegate for Swahili 
and East African History, and immediately travelling to Dar es Salaam for a meet
ing of the East African Swahili Committee.87 Chiraghdin was a founding member 
of the Kenya Swahili Academy and would become chairman of the Swahili panel 
of the Kenya Institute of Education, but he also continued to play an active part in 
broader East African networks. He travelled regularly between Mombasa and 
Nairobi, Dar es Salaam and Kampala, serving variously as external examiner for 
the University of Dar es Salaam and senior examiner for the East African Exami
nations Council.88 When the Tanzanian poet and Swahili scholar Mathias Mnyam
pala died in 1969, before being able to complete his Historia ya Kiswahili, it was 
Chiraghdin who took over the project and brought it to publication, though Chir
aghdin in turn died before the book could be published. The obituary for Chiragh
din published in the journal Kiswahili showed both the importance of his role as 
a “proud and patriotic member” of the Swahili community and how this drove 
his scholarship, and the way in which his activities inspired “devotion in his for
mer pupils and others all over East Africa with whom he came into contact.”89

For his part, the Kenyan former politician and member of the Legislative 
Council, Abdullahi Nassir, who became Oxford University Press’s first Swahili edi
tor in 1967, played a key role in developing OUP’s Swahili publishing in Tanzania 

�� Latifa S. Chiraghdin, Life journey of a Swahili scholar, Asian African Heritage Trust, 2018, 102, 
106. The paper which Chiraghdin presented at the Symposium was entitled “The Place of Swahili 
in the National Consciousness, Unity and Culture of the East African States”. In it, as we have 
seen, he attacked the stifling effect which colonial administrators had had on the language and 
the view put forward by Europeans that it was a foreign import. Chiraghdin, Life Journey, 103.
�� Chiraghdin, Life Journey, 144.
�� Caroline Agola, “Shihabuddin Chiraghdin: An Appreciation,” Kiswahili, Volume 46/2 Septem
ber 1976, 1–2. Mnyampala died in June 1969, shortly before Tom Mboya was assassinated. The 
poems page in the 24 July 1969 issue of Baraza carried poems written in tribute to both men. 
“Marehemu Mboya na Mnyampala”, Baraza, 24 July 1969, 3.
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from its Dar es Salaam office.90 When the Kenya Government declined to send a 
representative to Board meetings, the Kenyan Swahili scholar Professor Abdula
ziz, present by invitation, expressed surprise and insisted “that the Kenya Govern
ment and the people of Kenya fully supported the furtherance of Swahili lan
guage in all its aspects.”91

Newspapers which crossed national boundaries also reflected and produced 
these regional connections. Kelly Askew has described the way in which poets 
produced a “transnewspaper East African collective of washairi (poets)”.92 And as 
in other areas of intellectual and cultural life that we explore in this book, re
gional comparisons drove institutional innovation. Recalling the foundation of 
the Kenya Swahili Academy from the vantage point of 1967, its President Sheikh 
Hyder El Kindy “recalled that the Academy was formed by a few people who 
were anxious to see that Swahili was developed, maintained and made progress 
at the Coast.” Referring, perhaps, to the establishment of the Jumuiya ya kustawi
sha Kiswahili (Association for the Advancement of Swahili), which was estab
lished in Tanzania in 1963, he added: “The idea was to follow the example of our 
neighbouring country, Tanzania, which had started an organisation to promote 
Swahili.”93 While the focus on the future of Swahili in coastal Kenya is unsurpris
ing at a time, in 1963, when fears of the region’s political marginalisation ran 
high, it is also not surprising that the Academy was careful to frame its ambitions 
both national and regional terms.94 At the time of the Academy’s founding, the 
Daily Nation reported Sheikh Hyder El-Kindy as saying that it would “have 

�� Dawn D’arcy Nell, “Africa,” in History of Oxford University Press, Volume 3, ed. Wm. Roger 
Louis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 747. See Yahya-Othman, Philosopher Ruler, 217 on 
his relationship with Nyerere and OUP’s role in the publication of Julius Nyerere’s translations of 
Julius Caesar and The Merchant of Venice into Swahili. In 1967 Abdullahi Nassir was elected to 
the Kenya Swahili Academy’s executive. No author, “Swahili Academy Officials Returned,” Daily 
Nation, 1 June 1967, 14.
�� TNA 622/S5/8, f. 34, “Minutes of the 15th meeting of the board of the Institute of Swahili Re
search held on Tuesday 21st January, 1975,” 5.
�� Kelly Askew, “Everyday poetry from Tanzania: Microcosm of the Newspaper Genre,” in Afri
can Print Cultures: Newspapers and their Publics in the Twentieth Century, ed. Derek R. Peterson 
et. al. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2016), 207.
�� No author, “Swahili academy officials returned,” Daily Nation, 1 June 1967, 14. On the Jumuiya 
ya Kustawisha Kiswahili see Wilfred Whiteley, Swahili: The Rise of a National Language, 110 and 
Hashim I. Mbita, “Jumuiya ya Kustawisha Kiswahili,” Kiongozi 1 October 1964, p. 4 in PP MS. 
Whiteley Box 4, SL55.
�� James R. Brennan, “Lowering the Sultan’s Flag: Sovereignty and Decolonization in Coastal 
Kenya,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 50, no. 4 (2008): 831–861.
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branches throughout Kenya” and that the “promotion of Swahili learning in East 
Africa is one of its objects”.95

The journal which had started life as the Bulletin of the Inter-Territorial Lan
guage Committee itself continued to seek to speak to an East African, Swahili
phone regional public. Its one-time Editor Wilfred Whiteley had set as an objec
tive the creation of “a Journal which will appeal not only to the educational 
world, nor solely to the academic world, but reach out to many sections of the 
East African reading public”. While this ambition may not have been realised, 
nevertheless the journal continued to provide a forum of exchange, both within 
the region and with Swahili scholars around the world. In an interview in 2023 
conducted by Zamda Geuza, the Tanzanian Swahili scholar and publisher Profes
sor M. M. Mulokozi described Kiswahili, with its long history dating back to 1930, 
as “probably the oldest academic journal in Tanzania and possibly East Africa.”96

Conclusion

At the Institute of Swahili Research Board meeting in 1973, a point was raised con
cerning a “[m]ove to place the Institute under the Inter-University Council/East 
African Community” which had apparently been reported in the Daily News, Tan
zania’s government-owned national English-language newspaper.97 This report 
serves as a reminder of the Institute’s origins and its own sense of its mission in 
the 1960s and early 1970s – a regional mission. This aspect can be lost when we 
focus on the ways in which Swahili became a Tanzanian national project in the 
years after independence. The use of Swahili as an instrument of nation-making 
was always accompanied by its use as an instrument of region-making. But as we 
have seen, this story also reaches beyond politics and institutions, through the in
dividuals whose political and intellectual projects we have explored here.

From George A. Mhina to Shihabuddin Chiraghdin, thinkers introduced in 
this chapter recognised and insisted that language was central to claims about 
culture and history. It would be Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o who articulated most clearly 
and most famously the case for using African languages, rather than English, as a 
medium for cultural and intellectual production, but many of his contemporaries 

�� No author, “The accent is on Swahili,” Daily Nation, 19 October 1963.
�� Zamda Geuza, “Interview with Professor M.M. Mulokozi: Writing and Publishing in Post- 
Independence Tanzania,” in Print, Press and Publishing in Tanzania, eds. Zamda R. Geuza, George 
Roberts and Emma Hunter, forthcoming.
�� TNA C9/5, f. 6, “Minutes of the Tenth meeting of the board of the institute of Swahili research 
held in the Council Chamber on 1st September 1973,” 6.
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across East Africa were grappling with similar questions.98 For those advocating 
for the growth of Swahili as a regional lingua franca, language was never merely 
a neutral pragmatic medium of communication or education. The promotion of 
Swahili was never a straight-forwardly anti-colonial project, however. As this 
chapter has explained, the colonial foundations of the Institute of Swahili Re
search were one reason why its legitimacy across the region waned as the 1960s 
progressed.

In a book concerned with how ideas and practices of regionalism were ex
pressed on the page, the project of a regional language is clearly central. And yet, 
many of the regional publications introduced in other chapters used English, ei
ther in whole or in part, with several important exceptions. As well as telling the 
story of Swahili in its own right, this chapter gives one perspective on why this 
was the case. There was certainly recognition of the potential for Swahili as a 
powerful, regional lingua franca. But the language project – like other initiatives 
and institutions we explore – needed funding and broad political backing. Contri
butions from national governments for regional projects were increasingly diffi
cult to secure as the political project of East African federation became unattain
able. This was especially true in the case of Swahili, given the strength of 
opposition coming from some political contingents of Kenya and Uganda in par
ticular. Again, this meant the search for external funds, which carried with them 
the connotations of precisely the image that the Institute of Swahili Research was 
trying to shake of: that of a colonial institution out of step with the politics of in
dependence.

�� Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Decolonizing the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature (Lon
don: James Currey, 1986).
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