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The Geographical 
Extent of Azania
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Abstract: The Romans identified East Africa as Azania. The Chinese as 
Zezan. The metropolis of Rhapta was indicated to be the capital of Aza-
nia. In recent times a controversy emerged as to the location of Azania 
and Rhapta. A discussion has also occurred regarding the kind of people 
who settled in Azania. Whereas some scholars agree that the core of 
Azania was in East Africa modern, the geographical extent of Azania 
is in question. Archaeological, historical, and linguistic data have been 
used to suggest Azania extended from the coast of East Africa to the 
Great Lakes region, central Africa and South Africa. It is also argued 
that the people of Azania were Bantu speakers who were farming and 
smelting iron. It is therefore justifiable for the people of the larger region 
of South Africa to East Africa to name themselves Azanians.

Keywords: Azania, Bantu, Cushitic, Early Iron Age, East Africa, 
Rhapta, Roman

Azania and its Historical Background

Azania is a region which is accepted by most scholars to be a name 
used by the Romans for the territory of East Africa which they vis-
ited and controlled in the first four centuries CE. Most scholars also 
agree it was ancient East Africa (Casson 1989 Chami 1999b; Datoo 
1970; Horton 1996; Huntingford 1980; Kirwan 1986; McLaughlin 
2018; Schoff 1912). Azania was first mentioned by Elder Pliny 
in the first century CE in connection to trade in spices such as 
cinnamon and cassia. Different from his predecessors who wrote 
from the time of Herodotus. Pliny claimed that those spices had 
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been reaching the Red Sea and the Mediterranean region from Aza-
nia (Chami 2017: 526; Pliny/Rackam 1961: 12.42–43, 12.85–98). 
Miller (1969) has probably provided the best discussion of the East 
African Azania concerning Pliny’s report.

The second mentioning and elucidation of Azania are that of the 
first century CE by Periplus of the Eritrean Sea which is a document 
written in Latin by an anonymous sailor who provided a sailing and 
trading guide to Azania and India (Miller 1969). Claudia Ptolemy 
of the third century CE did provide more information about Azania 
collected from those who had been to Azania (see further in this 
article). Ptolemy also provided a map of Africa showing the loca-
tion of Azania. In his report, he suggested the extent to which Aza-
nia could have reached the Great Lakes region and the Mozambican 
coast and Madagascar by reporting about different Roman skippers’ 
visitations to those regions (Carry and Warmington 1963; Chami 
2017: 527; Lacroix 1998).

Cosmas Indicopleitus provided anecdotal information about Aza-
nia in the sixth century CE. using the term Zingion rather than 
Azania (Freeman-Grenville 1962). The term had been used before 
by Pliny the Elder in connection with Azania. It is this same term 
that came to be used by Arabs and Chinese afterwards as Zanj/
Zingi to mean the coast of East Africa and its people (Chittick 
1975; Trimingham 1975). The Chinese are also known to have had 
visited East Africa in the early centuries CE. They claimed to have 
circumnavigated Africa from Azania via southern Africa to Rome. 
They identified East Africa as Zezan (Hill 2004).

I have conjectured the meaning of the name Azania elsewhere 
(Chami 2006: 73). The word could have had meant a large mass of 
water or what came to be known as the Indian Ocean. This thinking 
is predicated on the fact that some Bantu speakers identify masses 
of water today like lakes as either za or zi. It is from this word we 
get names of many lakes in the Bantu speaking region like Nyanza 
for Lake Victoria, Nyasa for lake Malawi, and others, such as 
Eyasi, Zakwati, Misasa, and so on. A lake itself is either referred to 
as ziwa or just sa. Whereas the ancient people of the coast of East 
Africa referred to themselves as people of the then Indian Ocean 
or Azania, in the later historical period they identified themselves 
as Zanch, meaning people of the land/inch of the Indian Ocean or 
Za. Actually, the meaning to the word Swahili, which came to be 
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the name of the people of the coast of East Africa after 1200 CE, is 
sawahil in Arabic being Sahel pl. sawahil, adj. sawahli or sawahili, 
meaning the coast or littoral (Chami 1998: 214) This name matched 
the earlier Bantu speakers’ word Zanji.

Key Issues in the Roman Reports on Azania

The Ports

First, the metropolis of Azania. There were several trading ports 
or emporium during the first century CE. The most important one 
for the Periplus report was Rhapta which is portrayed probably as 
the capital of Azania (McLaughlin 2018). Other mentioned ports 
include Essina and Toniki (Casson 1989: 134). In the third cen-
tury CE, Ptolemy recognises Rhapta and Toniki as the metropolis. 
The location of these trading ports has been a bit controversial. 
However, both early reports recognise Rhapta as having had been 
located at a bank of a navigable river at a day’s sail southward from 
an island only thirty miles offshore the mainland. Most scholars 
agree this to be Zanzibar and hence agree Rhapta was located at the 
Rufiji River (Chittick 1982; Lacroix 1998). Ptolemy recognises the 
people of the Rhapta area in the area of this river as Rafiji Ethiopes/
black people. The name given to these people is very likely a cor-
ruption of the modern-day Rufiji River. This is also the name of the 
modern people in that area of the river. The southern island of three 
islands of Azania in Ptolemy’s map is Mafiaco. This is also corrup-
tion, of the modern-day Mafia Island which is offshore the delta of 
the Rufiji River (Lacroix 1998). My continued search for the lost 
metropolis of Rhapta on the Mafia Island and the Rufiji Delta area 
is yielding some positive results (Figures 1–3; Shikoni et al. 2019).

Trade

Imports of Azania included iron objects, wine, and grains. Exports 
included ivory, rhinoceros horn, tortoise shells, and coconut oil 
(Casson 1989, 1980).

Peopling

Apart from a note in the Periplus document that the people of 
Rhapta were big-bodied and that they were agriculturalist/tillers of 
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Figure 1. The author at the boulders of ancient walls which could have 
fenced Rhapta. (Photo by Dr Christowaja Ntandu, Tanzania Antiquity)

Figure 2. A section of underwater wall in would-be Rhapta. (Photo by 
Caesar Bita underwater archaeologist from Kenya Museum)
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soil (Casson 1980) the other clear indicator of the kind of people 
is that, according to the map of Claudia Ptolemy, the people at 
the Rhapta area were Rafiji Ethiopes. It should be noted here that 
Ethiopes in the ancient Roman time meant black people (Lacroix 
2017). It should also be noted that the Greek reports of the three 
hundred years before the Christian era did also report about the peo-
ple of the coast of East Africa, which was then known as Panchea, 
having been tillers of soil (Chami 2004: 95; Diodurus, et al. 1961).

Some Controversies

There are some controversies on the types of people settling in Aza-
nia and hence on the location of Azania and its metropolis.

The debate was sparked off by the translation of the document of 
the Periplus by Lionel Casson (1969) who refused the translation by 
his predecessors of the Latin word orotai to mean that the people of 
Azania were pirates. Casson (1969) translated this as cultivators or 
tillers of the soil. Several scholars agreed with the earlier translation 
arguing that the people of Azania were Hamites or Cushites. This 
Hamitic thinking was hastily accepted by scholars since it had been 
an ideology since colonial times that it was Cushites who brought 
Neolithic and civilisation to Africa (for conspectus, see Seligman 

Figure 3: Underwater structures with right single joints, probably Rhapta 
houses. (Photo by Caesar Bita underwater archaeologist from Kenya 
Museum)
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1930). To understand the origin and the essence of this theory, see 
the review by Edith Sanders (1969).

For the coast of East Africa, James de Vere Allen (1993) had 
already developed a thought that the earliest civilisation of the coast 
of East Africa had been developed by Cushites who were first based 
on the northern Kenya coast close to Somalia. Concerning the peo-
ple of Azania having had been cultivators and hence Bantu speakers 
as put by Casson. Horton picked up from Allen by arguing that:

The early – first – first-century date of Periplus, and the implication of 
a population settled for a considerable time on the coast and in com-
mercial contact with the Red Sea, would appear to rule out early – iron 
Age Bantu communities (Horton 1990: 96).

Horton’s idea was supported by other scholars such as John Sutton 
who argued that the Azanians were “Cushitic – speakers” (Sutton 
1994-5: 231). As discussed by this author (Chami 2001), Christo-
pher Ehret dramatised the idea of Cushitic colonisation of eastern 
and southern Africa probably more than anyone else in recent time. 
He argued that Rhapta was settled by southern Cushites. He attrib-
uted the sites of Bambata in Zimbabwe and Salumano in Zambia to 
southern Africa to the Southern Cushites (Ehret 1998: 217). With 
this Cushitic ideology, many scholars were also influenced to think 
that Azania and its metropolis would have had been located more to 
the northern coast of East Africa close to Cushitic influence (Allen 
1993).

I did disagree with this Hamitic/Cushitic myth ideology in 1990s. 
In ‘The First Millennium A.D. on the Tanzanian Coast’ (Chami 
1994), I argued that the civilisation of the whole Swahili coast had 
a foundation in the civilisation of the people of the Early Iron Age 
who archaeologists and linguists had identified as Bantu speakers 
(Huffman 1970;; Soper 1971). It was after 1994, when I discovered 
many sites of the Early Iron Age on the coast of Central Tanzania 
and to the islands of the Indian Ocean, that the Cushitic myth fell 
asunder (Chami and Msemwa1997). Many scholars, including the 
advocates of the Cushitic myth, changed their mind to accept that 
Azanians were Bantu speakers (Haaland and Msuya 2000; Horton 
and Middleton 2000; Pouwels 1999; Spear 2000; Sutton 1998; see 
also Horton and Chami 2018).
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Discussion

It was previously noted that the exact ancient cultural core of Azania 
is placed on the coast of East Africa, southern Somalia being to the 
north and the southern coast of Tanzania on the south. It should be 
reiterated that this issue has well been discussed by several schol-
ars (Casson 1969: Datoo 1970; Huntingford 1980; Kirwan 1986). 
I previously noted about the Cushitic mythology and scholars who 
have preferred Rhapta, the capital of Azania, and Azania itself to be 
placed on the northern coast of East Africa near the Somalia region 
to allow the territory and its metropolis to be near the Cushitic ter-
ritory of Somalia. It has been a colonial legacy to put any ancient 
mentioned civilisation of the Eastern region of Africa in the regions 
of either Somalia or even Ethiopia. That is how the Egyptian land 
of Punt and the Greek land of Panchea, which were predecessors 
of Azania, have been placed by most scholars (for conspectus, see 
Carry and Warmington 1963; Kitchen 1971; Kitchen 1993;). My 
colleague and I have provided the most recent view of the ancient 
location of those territories (Chami 2004; Chami and Ntandu 2018; 
Chami forthcoming, also see perry 2005 and Kitchen 2004).

As it pertains to Azania, some scholars, including Neville Chit-
tick (1982), David Phillipson (2005: 262), W. F. G. Lacroix (1998), 
and Chami (2006, 2017, have considered the Rufiji River area on 
the central coast of Tanzania as the most preferable place for the 
location of Rhapta. Lacroix (1998) has probably provided the most 
recent discussion of the location of Azania and the locations of its 
metropolis of which the region of modern East Africa is the one 
preferred by him. It is also obvious that the geography of Claudia 
Ptolemy, which also provides a map of Africa, places Azania in the 
region of East Africa and Rhapta at a riverbank at latitude 7 to 8 
degrees which is exactly at the Rufiji River on the central coast of 
Tanzania (Freeman-Greenville 1962 Lacroix 1998).

Did Azania extend geographically and culturally beyond the 
coast of East Africa? It is my view that this problem has not prop-
erly been addressed academically. It is, however, very interesting to 
know that the people of South Africa have been naming themselves 
as Azanians (https://face2faceafrica.com/article/south-africa-Aza-
nia). It is my view that historical and archaeological data can be 
used to provide a parsimonious answer to this problem.
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There are few points in the ancient historical records which can 
be used to help solve this problem.

The first is the report that some individuals who visited Azania 
from the Roman world such as Theophilus and Dioscorus did also 
pay a visit to the territory south of the core of Azania, as far south as 
the Mozambican channel (Carry and Warmington 1963). Dioscorus 
is said to have surpassed Theophilus in this kind of visitations prob-
ably meaning that he did it several times or he even went beyond 
the channel. It will be shown later in this article that Madagascar 
and Comoros may also have been visited occasionally as the Map 
of Ptolemy has all the islands on it (Lacroix 1998 Map. 8).

It will be noted in this article that sites of the Early Iron Age have 
been found in Comoros (Figure 4). Since the Chinese also reported 

Figure 4. Showing Early Iron Age pottery from Comoros similar to those 
found in Silver leaves in South Africa (see later in this article) and on the 
coast of Tanzania (for illustration, see Chami 2011). Top two shards are 
bevelled, the bottom left has a flute on the rim, and the bottom right has 
herringbone decoration all decorative attributes being typical to Early Iron 
Age pottery of the region of East Africa.
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to have sailed to the southern Africa region to circumnavigate the 
African continent (see earlier in this article), it is obvious that they 
must have obtained the information about South Africa from the 
Azanians themselves who, it would seem, had both trade and cul-
tural connections to it (see further in this article). The Romans seem 
not to have known much about South Africa since they thought that 
Africa turned to the east in the south making the Indian Ocean look 
like a great lake or a sea (Carry and Warmington 1963).

The second historical point is about a possible geographical 
extension of Azania to the Great Lakes region. The report is that of 
one Roman skipper by the name of Diogenes who visited Azania 
from the Roman world. He travelled from the coast of Azania to 
the deep interior of East Africa for reasons not clearly stated. In his 
visit or visits he saw a mountain with three snowy peaks, obviously 
being Mount Kilimanjaro (Stahl 1965). He reached the Great Lakes 
region where he saw a mountain he termed the mountain of the 
Moon which provided water to a great lake that was the source of 
the Nile. Diogenes saw Ruwenzori Mountain and the River Kagera 
which provides water to Lake Victoria as the source of the Nile. I 
have argued elsewhere that this skipper must have followed a cara-
van trade route which must have been used to ply goods between 
the two regions of East Africa or Azania (Chami 1999a; Chami and 
Ntandu 2018).

Two good Roman historical reports are supporting this second 
historical connection. The first is that of Elder Pliny, previously 
mentioned, who stated that spices were obtained from the cave 
dwellers on the coast and transported to the deep interior of Azania 
and then ferried to the north following the Nile. The second support 
is that of the Roman Caesar Nero’s demand for the verification of 
an existing trade route following the Nile from Azania. The king 
was informed that the route had gone into crisis after the Romans 
opened the Azania Indian Ocean route through the Red Sea (Synge 
1938; Welsby1996).

There are also several archaeological data that can be used to 
argue that Azania may have had extended to the Great Lakes region 
and Southern Africa. The first point is the archaeological find of 
sites of the Early Iron Age or the Roman period with similar cul-
tural materials spread in the whole of east, central, and southern 
Africa. This cultural tradition was of people who were smelting iron 
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and using similar pottery which came to be known as the Early Iron 
Age pottery (Figure 4). These were also found to be agriculturalists.

The premise for this first archaeological data was the theory 
advanced from 1960or so by archaeologists that the pottery (previ-
ously mentioned), which is of the first four centuries of the Roman 
period or CE, was the best indicator of the existence of the Bantu 
speakers in the region of the Eastern Africa to Southern Africa 
(Phillipson 1976, 2005).

Linguists were also of the same view that these ancient people 
spoke one language known as Bantu, and they were agriculturalists 
like the Bantu speakers of modern times (Greenberg 1955; Guthrie 
1970). This was also the pottery of the Azanian people (Phillipson 
2005: 252) the pottery of that Azania period was also known by 
different names viewed as variants of that cultural tradition (Soper 
1971a). On the coast of East Africa, this pottery was given the name 
of Kwale. It is this variant that its people are thought to have had 
migrated to southern Africa as an alleged eastern stream of Bantu 
speakers migration (see later in this article). Most archaeologists 
and linguists agreed that Bantu speakers did spread in the larger 
region of eastern, central, and southern Africa with their origin put 
as far northwest as the Cameroonian Chad area where the earliest 
dispersal occurred (Phillipson 1976, 2005). It is also agreed that a 
next dispersal occurred in the Great Lakes region particularly in the 
Lake Victoria area after the carrying capacity of the land was low. 
The Bantu speakers are at this juncture thought to have had spread 
to the whole region in three streams (Huffman 2007; Phillipson 
1976 2005; Sopper 1971a).

Whereas scholars of this Early Iron Age tradition banked on 
migration as the method to explain how the Bantu speakers occurred 
in the large region of eastern, central, and southern Africa, I have 
questioned this theory which I term ‘locust kind’ of people’s move-
ment by proposing in lieu that the Bantu speakers had been in the 
previously mentioned three regions from the time of the early farm-
ing period, in the Neolithic period or even before as now vindicated 
in the Kuumbi cave excavations in Zanzibar (Chami 2009b; Sinclair 
et al. 2006). In this opinion, I have echoed Richard Gramly (1978) 
and Gramly and G. Philip Rightmire (1973) who proposed that the 
Neolithic people of the region were not Cushites but Bantu speak-
ers. This was also the position of Harold Ingrams (1962). I have 

AdG
Texte surligné 



22 Felix Chami

also elucidated this point in my recent publications (Chami 1999a, 
2006, and forthcoming). I argue that what is seen as Bantu migra-
tion is a cultural similarity of artefacts which was caused by trade 
or cultural connections which involved caravan-like trade routes 
of which a realistic model would be the nineteenth-century Swa-
hili trade missions to as far as central Africa which made Islamic 
culture and the Swahili language spread to the deep interior of the 
coast of East Africa as far as Congo in central Africa, and Zimba-
bwe in southern Africa without actual immigration of the Swahili 
people (Chami 1999a; Chami and Ntandu 2018). In the same man-
ner as Zanzibar in the nineteenth century, the metropolis of Rhapta 
and Toniki in Azania acted as gateway communities in the manner 
proposed by other scholars (Dalton 1975; Renfrew 1977).

The second archaeological point supporting a possible exten-
sion of Azania to southern Africa is the actual find of coins and 
materials of trade in Southern Africa itself, similar to those found 
in East Africa from the civilisations of the north suggesting trade 
connections (Horton 1996). Probably another important and third 
archaeological point which can be used to pin South Africa to Aza-
nia in ancient times has been the find of Kwale variant pottery in 
Natal and Transvaal. The sites with this pottery also provided car-
bon-14 dates similar to those of Kwale sites in East Africa (Chami 
2006: 127; Klapwijk 1974). Klapwijk and Huffman (1979) reported 
the cultural affinity of this South African pottery to those of East 
Africa. This pottery affinity could influence one to argue that the 
people of the two regions were in connection to one another through 
trade or some other kind of cultural connections. It is this strong 
cultural affinity about which Klawijk (1974: 22) argued that ‘it is 
more probable that Kwale pottery makers came down the coast by 
ship or either as migrants or as slaves’.

Whereas sailing to South Africa for trade or as immigrants is 
easily conceivable and can be demonstrated academically, as previ-
ously shown, the question I posed in 2006 was, who would have 
taken the Azanians from East Africa to South Africa as slaves? 
There is no evidence of the Roman or other foreigners settling in 
South Africa in ancient times enslaving Azanians.

Probably it is more parsimonious to use this evidence of strong 
cultural affinity between Southern Africa and East Africa in ancient 
times as good support of the Azanians’ cultural and trade extension 
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to South Africa. I have previously noted the most recent connec-
tions of the Swahili people with the other people of central and 
southern Africa. Let me strengthen this point here by noting that 
during the nineteenth-century European exploration missions in 
eastern and central Africa, the explorers followed well-known trade 
routes, and they were led by the Swahili skippers some of whom 
led other explorers like Speke to Egypt following the Nile. Stanley 
was led to the Atlantic and made to sail via the southern cape to 
East Africa (Simpson 1975). It is not bizarre to think that the same 
phenomenon first occurred in ancient times with the Romans. Sur-
prisingly, what the nineteenth-century Europeans were trying to 
discover in eastern and central Africa had already been reported by 
the Romans (Chami and Ntandu 2018)

A fourth archaeological point in connection to the extension of 
Azania to southern Africa is a reiteration of the point raised dif-
ferently earlier that research on the islands of the Eastern African 
Indian Ocean seaboard from Zanzibar to Madagascar portrays sail-
ing by the Early Iron Age people and their predecessors in ancient 
times concerning the finding of archaeological sites of that period 
thither (Chami 2011; Rasolondrainy 2012 Wright 2018). These 
findings work against the racist colonial paradigm that the Bantu 
speakers could not sail in the past (Sheriff 1981).

Archaeological, linguistic, and historical evidence is enticing one 
to argue that the people of the whole region settled by Bantu speak-
ers in eastern as far as southern Africa were Azanians in the manner 
of the near modern and the medieval period Swahili control of the 
larger region (Chittick 1974; Pikirayi 1993; Posnansky 1975;). It is 
in the manner of the modern-day SADEC countries’ political and 
military organisation.

Surprisingly archaeologists already conceived a model to solve 
the problem of location and geographical extension of Azania. They 
launched a research project in the 1960s which they coined the Bantu 
project for research to cover the whole theorised Azanian region of 
eastern, central, and southern Africa. Targeted sites for research were 
those of the Early Iron Age/the Roman period previously noted and 
those of the Neolithic tradition which, as previously noted, some 
scholars already recognised as belonging to the same Bantu speakers. 
The journal which was launched to publish research results of this 
project was very correctly given the name of Azania (Soper 1971b).
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It should be pointed out at this juncture that the regions of eastern 
and southern Africa has had many people who are different from 
Bantu speakers (Seligman 1930). I have hypothesised their earliest 
appearance in these regions of Africa elsewhere (Chami 2006). If 
Azania did connote large regional trade connections, then for sure 
people of different ethnicities would have been involved. On his 
map, Ptolemy recognises the people of this large region as Ethio-
pies. It is not clear if other people different from Bantu speakers 
were also viewed as black.

Strabo who also wrote in the Roman period a bit before Pliny did 
report that all the voyagers who attempted to sail from the Red Sea 
to the regions of eastern and southern Africa reported that all the 
people they met were Ethiopes or black people, as previously noted 
(Strabo and Jones 1960). Unfortunately, only two ethnic groups 
mentioned on the Map of Ptolemy can be recognised today. It was 
noted earlier that the Rufiji people living today on the Delta region 
of the Rufiji River of the central coast of Tanzania are shown on the 
same region of the map as Rafiji Ethiopes.

On the southern coast of eastern Africa on Mozambican/Zimba-
bwe area were put Agysimba Ethiopes. We hear today about people 
with a similar name in Madagascar offshore Mozambique. In the 
sixteenth century, the Portuguese reported about black people with 
a similar name from Mozambique ravaging the town of Kilwa and 
other Swahili towns (Freeman-Grenville 1962). Lacroix has dis-
cussed the actual location of Agysimba in ancient times, and he pro-
poses central Africa as the possible location indicated by Ptolemy 
(Lacroix 1917). However, in his previous publication, he put these 
people on the Mozambican coast (Lacroix 1998 map 8.).

Conclusion

Banking on the historical, archaeological, and linguistic data pre-
sented in this article, one could argue that the region of Africa 
visited by the Romans and the Chinese in the ancient time which 
the Romans recorded as Azania and the Chinese as Zesan could 
have extended from its core on the coast of East Africa to the Great 
Lakes region and to southern Africa. It has been stressed above 
that the Swahili civilisation of the coast of East Africa with its core 
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on the same area of Azania did replicate what the Azanians did by 
extending its influence to southern and central Africa and the Great 
Lakes regions of Africa. Surprising in modern times, Mwalimu 
Julius Nyerere of Tanzania at the ancient core of Azania and the 
Swahili civilisation did argue that the people of Tanzania will not 
be free until the other people of central and southern Africa are also 
free. It is this view that has created a modern Azania territory under 
the name of SADEC. It is also under this argument that the people 
of the large region can name themselves Azanians.
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