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SUMMARY In a Tanzanian seaside dojo, Sempai Ali Issa Hassan, a Swahili martial 
artist, filmmaker, and healer, offers an alternative history claiming the East Asian mar-
tial arts originate in the Afro- Islamic world. Starting from his reaction to a visit by a 
Chinese Shaolin master, we trace the contours of our experience making sense of claims 
which both challenge and recast assumptions about Afro- Asian cultural exchange. 
[martial arts, Africa- Asia connections, Swahili, Tanzania, spiritual knowledge]

Master Wang’s martial arts performance was spectacular.1 The arena for his per-
formance was Bagamoyo Film and Martial Arts (BAFIMA), a dojo in a fishing 
town near Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. It was our first time to witness such a per-
formance. Before this, the Chinese martial arts we experienced were in movies. 
Everything we saw during this show was mesmerizing: Master Wang’s aqua-
marine costume, a long silk shirt and pants; and the props he used, a sword 
with a dangling bundle of thread resembling a bird’s tail and a thin spear with 
an elongated silver blade. The different Chinese fighting styles and their forms 
also captivated us. Wang’s smooth delivery marked with graceful motions also 
impressed the students and contrasted with the energy- demanding Karate exer-
cises that we normally practiced at BAFIMA (Fig. 1). As Yunus stood watching, he 
overheard his fellow students exclaim in excited Swahili: “Dah!” (Unbelievable!), 
“Aisee!” (I say!), “Kweli?” (Is it true?). Everyone’s eyes fixated forward, soaking 
up Wang’s every move. For two weeks after, students changed their exercises to 
imitate Wang: his low Shaolin style stance, kicks, and movement.

Master Wang trained at China’s famous Shaolin Temple and came to 
Tanzania in 2013 with the Confucius Institute to teach Wushu (Chinese martial 
arts). Alongside the recent growth of Chinese investment, trade, and migration 
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in Tanzania, universities in Dodoma and Dar es Salaam have established 
Confucius Institutes, the Chinese state’s project of “soft power” through lan-
guage training and cultural exchange (Shangwe 2017). Wang not only trained 
students at elite universities but also sought to build connections and recruit 
students from a wide range of backgrounds.

Wang’s visit to BAFIMA in 2015 was at the invitation of Sempai Ali Hassan, 
the dojo’s founding teacher and a filmmaker.2 Thirty- five- year- old Ali was born 
on Pemba Island and raised on Unguja (Zanzibar), where he learned a martial art 
called “Karate Kombat.” In 2007, he came to the mainland to teach martial arts and 
make films. He chose Bagamoyo because it was a center for the arts.3 He was also 
interested in building exchanges with international visitors, including Chinese, 
in the hope of featuring them in his action movies. The initial connection between 
Sempai Ali and Master Wang was made through us. Ali’s student, Mohamed 
Yunus Rafiq, was at that time an anthropology graduate student writing his dis-
sertation nearby, and Yunus’s classmate from the same university department, 
Derek Sheridan, was at that time conducting fieldwork among Chinese migrants 
in Dar es Salaam. Learning that Derek had befriended a Shaolin temple- trained 
master during his fieldwork, Ali invited him to the dojo. Wang accepted the invi-
tation to visit, during which he demonstrated Wushu, explaining its differences 
from Karate and eliciting a mesmerized response from the students.

As the performance ended, Yunus was standing beside Sempai Ali. Yunus 
turned to him, his senses heightened, waiting for his reaction. Ali, five feet and 
four inches tall, had his hand locked across his chest. He rotated his right leg, a 
bodily diacritic mark that he and other students have come to see as a preamble 

Figure 1.   
BAFIMA student practicing a flying kick, teke la kuruka © Rasmus 
Kongsore 2015.
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to a serious statement. Sempai Ali said in Swahili, “I am surprised how excited 
and awed some of you were during Master Wang’s performance. Things that 
are ordinary [mambo ya kawaida]. I don’t care even if the Chinese grow wings 
and fly. It doesn’t surprise me; there is nothing that I have not seen.” He re-
turned to his usual calm, his blood- shot eyes tracking the dispersing crowd.

“Even if the Chinese grow wings and fly.” Since that afternoon, we have 
reflected on this statement and have come to realize its meanings go beyond 
the immediate context of its utterance. On numerous occasions, Ali has spoken 
of “flying,” indirectly linking his reaction to Wang’s visit to other experiences 
in his life. All of this converges on a vision of the martial arts that he expresses 
in literary and filmic works, in addition to the bodily practices of the martial 
arts. The immediate vision is to make BAFIMA a center of martial arts skills 
and filmmaking. The broader vision, which he aims to popularize in a series of 
books, claims that the martial arts, Karate and Wushu, did not originate in Japan 
or China but first came to Africa with Islam. These visions are expressed in both 
worldly and otherworldly registers. When Ali mentions flying, for example, 
his words resonate with his claims to fly (- ruka in Swahili) to practice with and 
learn “true” martial arts knowledge from viumbe (beings), specifically jini (jinn), 
Afro- Islamic spirits that locals often associate with “Arabs” and “Pembans,” 
and whom Ali considers his teachers. While these two registers are sometimes 
expressed as being ontologically separate, the two realms of pepo (spirits) and 
duniani (earthly realm) often bleed into each other at BAFIMA during filming, 
practice, and sometimes even during ordinary conversations with Ali, when he 
stares out and brings other beings into the conversation.

In this paper, Sempai Ali’s statement, “even if the Chinese grow wings and 
fly,” he would not be surprised, provides us a compass for piecing together dif-
ferent aspects of his life and ideas as we have gotten to know them over the past 
few years. In the process, we provide a window into an ongoing project which, 
in the context of deepening African- Asian exchanges, claims an ostensible East 
Asian heritage for Africa while also challenging the very intelligibility of these 
distinctions.

Moving Martial Arts from East Asia to East Africa

The history of the martial arts on the Swahili coast precedes the contem-
porary China- Africa moment and is the product of diverse genealogies. 
Traditionally African martial arts include kirumbizi, a form of stick- fighting 
practiced in Pemba. However, since independence, the traditionally East Asian 
martial arts— Karate, Taekwondo, Wushu (or Kung Fu)— have become part of 
African popular cultures, identities, and social practices, although they have re-
ceived much less attention than the study of martial arts in “the West” (Hinton 
and D’Arcy 1994; Krug 2001; Green and Svinth 2003; Farrer and Whalen- 
Bridge 2011). While China’s recent promotion of Wushu has attracted atten-
tion (Habimana and Stambach 2015), others have documented the earlier role 
of itinerant martial arts instructors (Chan 2011) and their afterlives (Jedlowski 
2021), as well as Hong Kong martial arts films (Staden 2017), once screened at 
Dar es Salaam’s old movie theaters (Fair 2018) and today shared through im-
ported DVDs.
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The origins of the “Karate Combat’’ taught by Sempai Ali at BAFIMA are 
complicated, and we have heard different stories over time. Following Ali and 
Derek’s trip to Zanzibar in 2016, our current understanding is that, during the 
1980s, North Korea provided military training, including martial arts train-
ing, to Tanzanian commandos, many of whom subsequently started their own 
schools. One commando, Master Hamada Fumu, trained Ali. Ali was also 
trained by several Chinese instructors who lived in Zanzibar. However, nei-
ther North Korean nor Chinese teachers explain why the martial art is called 
“Karate,” which is a Japanese— more specifically, Okinawan— martial art. Our 
understanding is complicated further by Ali’s claim that these martial arts orig-
inate in the Islamic world and have been in Africa long before.

Sempai Ali’s claims are important because they challenge the assumption 
that Africans have merely copied East Asian practices. Ali, to paraphrase Ngugi 
wa Thiong’o (1992), “moves the center” of martial arts from East Asia to Africa. 
Projects to “move the center” (or at least be one’s own center) have a long his-
tory in Africa, being articulated most recently in debates over “decoloniality” 
(Nyamnjoh 2020) or in books like Afrotopia (Sarr 2019). Ali is not the first to claim 
African origins for the East Asian martial arts. During the 1960s, some African- 
American martial artists proposed that Kung Fu was first invented in Africa, then 
taken to India, and then to China via Indian Buddhist monks (Green and Svinth 
2003). What makes Ali’s claims different is not only that he faces East Asian rather 
than European claims to cultural patrimony, but that what he then centers is not 
“Africa,” but rather a cosmopolitan Islamic world geographically centered on the 
Arabian Peninsula. This may not be that surprising given that Ali is from Pemba. 
The cultural identifications of the Swahili coast, spanning from southern Somalia 
to northern Mozambique, have long complicated distinctions between “Africa” 
and “Asia” (Purpura and Mier 2018). There is a long history of cultural exchanges 
among Africa, the Middle East, India, and China. Unguja and Pemba (together 
comprising Zanzibar), in particular, have been closely connected to the Middle 
East, and like many Swahili, Sempai Ali claims both Arab and African ancestry.

The place of China and East Asia in the Swahili world is more ambiguous 
than Islam: less proximate or intimate than Islam, yet long connected through 
the Indian Ocean trade. For example, material traces are the Chinese porce-
lain inlays found in many old patrician houses and Sharifu saints’ graves in 
Bagamoyo and Zanzibar (Kusimba et al. 2020). During the early twentieth 
century, small groups of southern Chinese migrants came to Zanzibar and 
the coast, supplemented only later by individuals working for Chinese state- 
sponsored projects (Hsu 2007). One of their descendants may have been one of 
Ali’s teachers.

Following independence in 1961, however, the Tanzanian state developed 
close relations with the Chinese state, and elements of “Chinese culture” were 
introduced through both official and unofficial channels. China’s Foreign 
Languages Press printed and distributed Swahili language Wushu manuals. 
Tanzanians also visited China to learn acrobatics and martial arts. When Yunus 
was growing up in Arusha in 1998, Wushu was being taught by Tanzanians 
trained in China at the ruling CCM (Chama Cha Mapinduzi [Revolutionary 
Party]) headquarters. There are echoes of this legacy today. In Bagamoyo, the 
CCM headquarters is also a martial arts dojo. At the same time, the Tanzanian 
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state promoted “African” culture by excluding or “cleaning” otherwise tradi-
tional cultural forms with “foreign” elements like Taraab music, with roots in 
Egypt, and Swahili poetry with Arab influences (Askew 2002). For the state, 
“foreign” stood for elements, ideas, identities that did not align with the moral-
ities of Tanzanian socialism, popularly known as Ujamaa. Even though Wushu 
and Chinese acrobats were foreign, they were compatible because they signaled 
connection with the socialist world and instilled a collective work and self- 
reliance ethos (Joseph 1999; Prashad 2002).

Even more influential than socialist affinities were the popular martial arts 
films made in Hong Kong and Hollywood. Most of the martial arts taught in 
Bagamoyo and Zanzibar (where many Bagamoyo practitioners originate) are 
not even “Chinese,” but rather varieties of Karate— Shotokan or Combat— 
including the CCM dojo, which teaches G j - ry  Karate. While some teachers 
claim to have been taught by Japanese teachers, many describe being taught by 
a combination of local and foreign teachers over the years.

In either case, “Kung Fu” and “Karate” have become part of Tanzania’s 
postcolonial cultural identity. The fact that the East Asian martial arts can be 
embraced as an African identity reflects not only the legacy of South- South 
connections but also a cosmopolitan understanding of what it means to be 
African. Furthermore, as Rodrigue, Zhang, and Lei (2019) have argued, tradi-
tional African martial arts have influenced how East Asian martial arts have 
been localized. They identify a system of “combat+dance+spirituality.” In the 
case of BAFIMA, we might say there is “combat+theater (cinema) +spiritual-
ity.” Sempai Ali goes further by claiming that these martial arts originated in 
the Islamic world. He bases his claims on otherworldly knowledge, challenging 
our epistemological presumptions of documenting local martial arts histories 
by tracing transmission through human teachers. Instead, our experience has 
been closer to the cinematic worlds of Ali’s films.

Cinematic Experiences and the Spirit Realm

Ali Issa Hassan was born on Pemba, raised on Unguja, and trained as a 
Muslim healer. He was introduced to martial arts and filmmaking by his older 
brother, who started an acting group in the early 2000s. In 2007, Ali came to 
Bagamoyo wanting to start a martial arts dojo that would also make films, like 
other schools in Dar es Salaam, Tanga, and elsewhere. Originally called “Young 
Stars,” Ali’s dojo attracted nearly eighty students, mostly young fishermen 
from Zanzibar interested in martial arts, drama, or both. Young Stars produced 
a hit film called Everything In, with a superstar cast including Charles Magari, a 
well- known actor on the “Bongoland” or “Bongo” (Dar es Salaam- based) film 
scene. Besides filmmaking, Ali’s vision includes composing a series of books 
he calls either the Knowledge of the Beings (Elimu ya Viumbe) or The Secret of the 
Beings (Siri ya Viumbe). These are based on “lessons” (masomo) Ali describes 
receiving from spiritual beings. The full content of this vision has yet to be fully 
revealed because it is a work in progress for Ali himself, and the books are not 
yet completed or published. Nonetheless, through repeated interactions with 
Ali since 2015, we have begun to slowly piece together a sense of the vision that 
informs his work.
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The two of us became involved in BAFIMA in different ways. Mohamed 
Yunus Rafiq was born and raised in Tanzania. Coming from a line of Segeju 
scholars, he was a writer, artist, and activist before coming to the United States 
for academic training. He studied public health interventions in Tanzania and 
first became involved with BAFIMA as a student and then secretary while writ-
ing his dissertation at home in Bagamoyo. Derek Sheridan, a colleague from 
Yunus’s department, was born and raised in the US and came to Tanzania while 
doing dissertation fieldwork on China- Tanzania connections. He became in-
volved with BAFIMA because Yunus asked him to help with Sempai Ali’s re-
quest to find Chinese actors for a film. Yunus has spent the most time with 
BAFIMA, becoming both a student and secretary there and a confidant of Ali. 
Derek had repeated interactions with BAFIMA during his dissertation field-
work, acted in one of Ali’s films, and later traveled with Ali to Zanzibar.

Seeing Yunus as an educated person with a foreign education, Ali asked him 
for help in finding publishers. Through these conversations, Yunus also learned 
about Ali’s writing process and that, after publishing his works, he plans to 
appear on television to disseminate his books’ key messages. This vision is al-
ready an open secret among his students and friends.

Derek learned of Ali’s vision first through Yunus and later as an actor when 
Ali recruited him to co- star in a film based on Ali’s life experiences. The plot of 
the film, at first called Open Secret, and later, Huzuni na Upweke (Sadness and 
Loneliness) or Jini Masrani (which Ali says means “Jinn of Love”), concerns the 
relationship between a martial arts master (based on Ali) and a female jinn who 
falls in love with him and sees his potential. Ali describes the film as autobi-
ographical. Yunus sees the film’s theme— a gift being recognized by a jinn— as 
reflecting the broader theme of being recognized by external visitors, whether 
Chinese, Western, or otherworldly.

Our experience of the filmmaking process itself was confusing, with uncer-
tainty about who was directing the plot. Ali himself may not have known the 
full details of the plot, some of which was provided to him by “beings.” Yunus 
describes his experiences with Ali in similar terms of uncertainty, making the 
experience of working with Ali “cinematic,” a site where the worldly and oth-
erworldly realms blend.

Ali regularly switches registers between the worldly and otherworldly, but 
he often does so in the seclusion of his room when he is “in study.” The dojo 
grounds are, therefore, the only site where we can witness Ali’s process. During 
martial arts exercises or drama practice, students often recognized those mo-
ments when Sempai Ali shifted registers. Students spent an average of three 
to four hours per day at the dojo, most of the time in mazoezi (practice), sanaa 
(acting rehearsals; literally “arts”), or meetings. On several occasions, when 
Sempai Ali uttered a certain phrase, students would decode Ali’s tone, delivery, 
and facial expression as having shifted.

The basis of Sempai Ali’s claims pose epistemological challenges for us as 
not only scholars but also his friends and students. Discussions about “decol-
onizing” African studies sometimes suggest being radically open to ways of 
knowing that differ from Western social science (e.g., Nyamnjoh 2020). This in-
cludes recognizing, to borrow Kwesi Kwaa Prah’s words, the “intellectual sov-
ereignty” of individuals who don’t fit the conventions of these social sciences 
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(2016, 16). Kwasi Wiredu argued that “among [African] traditional peoples 
there are original philosophers from whom we may have something to learn” 
(2004, 8). Felwine Sarr identified creative artists as important sources of African 
“intellectual sovereignty” (2019, 99). As a healer, martial artist, filmmaker, 
and writer, Sempai Ali may fit the profile. In a recent lecture, Achille Mbembe 
(2016) even suggested affinities between certain African knowledges and new 
forms of media. Citing the work of Congolese- Gabonese anthropologist Joseph 
Tonda Dutch, anthropologist Peter Geschiere (2021) wrote that it is “a truism in 
many African contexts that different levels of reality are constantly impinging 
upon each other.” For example, African filmmakers, starting with Nollywood, 
pioneered the visual representation of witchcraft (Larkin 2008, Meyer 2015). 
Sempai Ali likewise attempts to communicate his visions through his films, 
many of which are autobiographical.

Anthropologists, however, have frequently tried to have it both ways, mak-
ing alternative epistemologies intelligible to a “Western” audience, in effect 
producing a critical distance between themselves and their research interloc-
utors while establishing themselves as theorists; an arrangement sustained by 
global inequalities of knowledge production. In our situation, Sempai Ali has 
sought our help in printing and publishing the books he is writing, although 
we are still waiting for him to finish his manuscript. We leave it to the reader 
to judge whether our effort at reciprocity moves us in the direction of the “hor-
izontal[ism]” advocated by Mbembe, which involves, as glossed by Newell 
and Pype (2021, 6), “putting local knowledge forms on a horizontal platform 
with the North Atlantic ones that are typically considered the basis of universal 
knowledge.” The fact remains this is an academic article whose publication is 
preceding the arrival of Sempai Ali’s written text, although his filmic texts are 
already in circulation in Tanzania and on YouTube.4 Ali’s primary audience is 
Tanzanians, and in addition to publishing, he also wants to appear on televi-
sion, popularizing his views.

Furthermore, Ali also intends to reach an international audience. Ali’s 
friendship with us, as international scholars, has certainly shaped the scales of 
his ambitions and options. However, we are not Ali’s first international friends. 
Besides an early “Chinese teacher” he has spoken of, a wide array of foreign 
visitors have come to the dojo.

“I Am Willing to Lower Myself”: Teachers, Students, and Reputation

Let us return to the layers of interpretation surrounding Sempai Ali’s reaction 
to Master Wang’s visit, which will allow us to piece together fragments of Ali’s 
statements and language to come closer to understanding his vision regard-
ing BAFIMA and the history of martial arts. Our first reaction to Ali’s state-
ment after Wang’s visit— ”even if the Chinese grow wings and fly,” he would 
not be surprised— was that he was defending his reputation as a martial artist. 
Ali had been teaching Karate in Bagamoyo for over seven years, but except for 
rare occasions, there had never been a performance of such caliber seen in the 
dojo. The dojo was packed with students and bystanders awed by Wang’s skills. 
Moreover, Wang was not an ordinary visitor; he was a Shaolin- Temple- trained 
master. Master Wang, sensitive to the issue of reputations, expressed discomfort 
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to Derek afterward that he might have embarrassed Ali. Not knowing that Ali 
had been feeling sick earlier, Master Wang thought Ali had looked “unhappy.” 
Ali nonetheless noticed his students’ reactions to Wang’s performance. Thus, his 
statement might have been an effort to preserve and defend his stature. Perhaps 
Ali was implying that he was equally capable of providing what Wang did.

Furthermore, a couple of weeks before Wang delivered his demo, Ali shared 
the news of the coming visit with four other Karate instructors who, like him-
self, were also from Pemba. As news of the impending visit spread, rumors were 
coming from “the beach” (bichi) that Ali had “depleted his skills“ (ameishiwa 
na ujuzi). Having nothing more to offer, he invited a Chinese martial artist to 
prop himself up. When people spoke of the bichi, they spoke of the gossip com-
ing from the harbor where the Karate instructors and most students worked as 
dhow captains, fishermen, porters, and fishmongers. The gossip deeply hurt 
Ali, who declared that he didn’t fear anyone in Bagamoyo or anywhere. Perhaps 
his statement that “even if the Chinese grow wings and fly” meant that inviting 
a martial artist did not in any way indicate a lack of skills on his own part.

While the politics of reputation may be relevant, it should not be overem-
phasized. Situating Ali’s statement compared to other things he has told his 
students and what he has said about jinn suggests deeper meanings. In admon-
ishing students for being mesmerized by the performance, he was not targeting 
Master Wang, but rather the students themselves for their negligence and lack 
of patience to learn what Ali had taught them. Their excitement and awe were 
misplaced, he suggested. If students had worked and heeded his advice, they 
wouldn’t be as surprised as they were.

For example, during a previous visit by a Korean Taekwondo teacher, Ali 
pointed out that the advice provided by this teacher about their stances was the 
same advice he had been giving them. On multiple occasions during practice, 
Ali delivered small sermons to the sweat- drenched students. On this occasion, 
he said, “There are many big things I want to give you and show you, but you 
are not patient, and you are not ready to work for them. But you want to kick 
and punch only. This is what you enjoy.” Ali’s admonitions signaled his disap-
pointment in students who just wanted to quickly learn basics, forestalling the 
prospect of reaching a higher station in martial arts. Perhaps had they followed 
his advice, they would not have been as excited by the demonstration because 
they would have been able to perform moves of equal skill.

Ali represented his deference to the visiting teachers as an example for his 
students. Despite not being surprised by Master Wang, he still supported him 
and other Wushu teachers returning to BAFIMA regularly to teach. During the 
first class, Ali himself assumed the position of a student. He would later use this 
as an example to his students of the appropriateness of humility when learning. 
He told them, “I am willing to lower myself,” comments directed in particu-
lar at several members of the dojo who frequently challenged his authority. In 
Karate a karatekan is a lifetime learner and a kin to others.

Wageni Wanakuja: Guests are Coming

Welcoming guests, in other words, did not challenge Ali’s authority but rather 
reinforced it. Indeed, long before Master Wang’s visit, Ali had already said that 
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“guests are coming” (wageni wanakuja) who would witness Bagamoyo’s impor-
tance. Shortly after Yunus joined the dojo, Sempai Ali told the students,

I told you many times, since the time of Young Stars [the dojo’s earlier name], 
that many people will come to visit us. I told you Europeans, Indians, and even 
Chinese will come to see what we do. You didn’t pay heed and now it has hap-
pened. That is why I tell you, you need to work hard and do things that are in-
ternational because people will come to see. You never know what is going to 
happen. … My brothers, we are going far, I am telling you.

Starting in 2015, these international visitors did begin to arrive. This included 
Yunus, Derek, our families, Korean Taekwondo teachers (Fig. 2) who acci-
dentally discovered BAFIMA one afternoon while having a drink at a nearby 
restaurant, a Chinese language teacher and her friend, a Nigerian- American 
professor, and of course, Master Wang. Of course, it may have helped that 
Bagamoyo was already an international destination for tourists and non- 
governmental organization (NGO) workers, but BAFIMA was not the only 
dojo in town. Its connections were therefore fortuitous and, Ali suggested, 
meant to be.

All visitors, including Master Wang and the Taekwondo master, acknowl-
edged Sempai Ali as a teacher and accorded him the proper respect. In his 
conversations recalling his earlier prediction, Ali suggested that these visitors 
would be awed with what they see, and in turn, would join him to make films. 
These films would awe not only Tanzanians but also people around the world. 
Ali spoke of his films as “international things” (vitu intanashonali), meaning 

Figure 2.   
Ali receiving a black belt from a Taekwondo master © Derek Sheridan 2015.
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artistic expressions that speak beyond the local, where people worldwide rec-
ognize its quality and mastery.

In all these encounters, Ali warmly invited the guests and extolled the uni-
versal values of Karate brotherhood. He saw the visits as a type of undugu wa 
wanakarate (karate kinship), where people defined their relations through mar-
tial arts, sharing the skills they learned. It is a form of sociality he formed with 
his Karate instructors in Bagamoyo and back in Zanzibar, where he had his 
formative training.

Ali speaks of these visitors not simply as itinerant spectators, but as wit-
nesses to a project he has embarked on, narrating the true history of the mar-
tial arts. However, not all of his guests know the full extent of his vision, nor 
would they necessarily agree with it. Ali never explicitly stated his vision to 
guests, but he also did not hide it. Ali instead mobilized the coming of foreign 
guests to motivate his students to work harder to master the skills necessary 
to show guests what they had to offer. Notwithstanding Ali’s prediction that 
guests would come, he believed this was something that still required the hard 
work of students to impress the guests so that they would want to work with 
BAFIMA.

His greatest effort has arguably been placed in films. Even months before 
Wang’s arrival, Ali approached Yunus and said he was tired of making local 
films. He wanted to make vitu intanashonali, films not only featuring Tanzanians 
but also an international cast. This is why Ali asked Yunus to approach Derek 
for help finding Chinese residents in Dar to star in a film. While Ali’s film is not 
the first Bongo film to feature Chinese actors, he considered most of the films 
produced in Tanzania limited. Though he was often unsatisfied with his work, 
he wanted to make films that showed people “things they had never seen be-
fore.” The first film he proposed would feature Derek as a villain assisted by 
an evil spirit (shetani) able to produce minions of all nationalities to pursue the 
film’s heroes. Following Wang’s visit, Ali revisited his plans to film Derek and 
Chinese actors, incorporating them into Open Secret, a film about Ali’s own ex-
perience of a relationship with a jinn. The film would have featured Derek in a 
subplot as a Swahili- speaking American who, following a robbery, falls in love 
with a Chinese woman and seeks out Ali for training in the martial arts. The 
film was international in both its cast and Ali’s stature in the film, as someone 
both Americans and Chinese respect and go to for guidance. The fact that these 
foreigners say their lines in Swahili likewise places Tanzania and East Africa at 
the center.

Although Open Secret remains unreleased because the original copy was 
damaged by poor sound editing, the technical quality of other films has been 
improving. BAFIMA has gradually acquired better equipment, including better 
editing software, and hired better film editors. These improvements, combined 
with the dedication of a small core of BAFIMA students, have been assisted by 
the democratization of media technologies, including, most recently, YouTube, 
which offers BAFIMA new opportunities for promotion and international dis-
tribution. The doors may have opened for an international public to participate 
in Sempai Ali’s vision. In this way, it wasn’t a surprise for Ali when Wang came 
or what he performed. However, his expectations may be different from what 
some guests imagined.



11Rafiq and Sheridan “Even if the Chinese Grow Wings and Fly”

The View from a Guest

From the perspective of martial artists like Master Wang, many African stu-
dents (and Westerners) confuse and combine different martial arts styles. When 
Derek asked Master Wang about BAFIMA after watching their practice, Wang 
said he saw a mixture of styles. He identified Wushu influences in the warm- up 
exercises, but Karate or Taekwondo in their forms (Fig. 3). When asked about 
his perception of the difference between teaching Chinese and African stu-
dents, Wang observed that while African students learned faster than Chinese 
students, they often hit a plateau beyond which they rarely advanced. Chinese 
students, on the other hand, he argued, advanced more slowly but went farther. 
He attributed this to Wushu not being just about physical skill but an entire 
philosophy, one that was hard for even Chinese themselves to understand. As 
evidence of this, he explained there was much less interest among African stu-
dents in learning the slow- moving Tai Ji, even though it offered another intro-
duction to the principles and philosophy of Wushu.

Wang saw his work in Tanzania as introducing Wushu as a systematic pro-
gram and professionalizing the martial arts so that Tanzanians could make a 
career out of martial arts the way he could. In some respects, Wang’s goals of 
making Tanzania a regional destination for Wushu were similar to Sempai Ali’s 
vision of BAFIMA becoming a destination for international visitors. The dif-
ference was that whereas Master Wang saw himself bringing authentic martial 
arts to students who did not fully understand it yet, Sempai Ali is advancing an 
alternative perspective that locates the authentic origins of martial arts closer to 

Figure 3.   
BAFIMA students practicing a stance routine © Derek Sheridan 2015.
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Africa. Ali did not challenge Wang or his visitors directly, but his perspectives 
emerged in other contexts.

Flying and Learning the True History of Martial Arts

According to Ali, the guests who come to BAFIMA to witness are also people 
who have hidden the true origins and history of martial arts, which, he claims, 
came to Africa from the Arab world (Uarabuni) during the time of the Prophet 
Muhammad. Africans and Muslims today, however, Ali says, have either for-
gotten this history or failed to resurrect it. Ali’s criticism of fellow Africans and 
Muslims echoes postcolonial critics of discourses that situate Africa as a mere 
recipient of external knowledge. Ali’s goal is to correct the history of martial 
arts as an Afro- Islamic art form, re- orienting the Swahili, an Afro- Islamic peo-
ple, as its true heirs and knowledge producers. He goes further to imply a con-
spiracy of silence. As he explained once:

You know these Chinese and Koreans are not telling us the truth. We Africans are 
never told the truth, and, unfortunately, we don’t try to find out what the truth is. 
The Chinese did not invent martial arts. Martial arts were developed at the time 
of the Prophet and brought to Africa with Islam. This history over the years be-
came a secret, and we also forgot about it, and that is why anyone can tell us any-
thing, and we believe. There are many other lies, such as the different kingdoms 
that existed in this world and what happened to them. I am being instructed now, 
and I am writing a book that will tell the real history of martial arts. It is work that 
has really occupied me.

Although Sempai Ali’s claims may be distinct among Tanzanian martial artists, 
he is not alone in challenging conventional genealogies and revealing “true his-
tories.” For example, in Tanzania and neighboring Kenya, several folk histori-
ans have written books that locate the origins of their ethnic groups in Persia, 
Egypt, and even Armenia, while not denying their national and African identi-
ties (e.g., Nkondokaya 1999; Ridhiwani n.d.; Emmanuel 2015). These have often 
challenged dominant “nativist” histories that fix groups like the Mijikenda, 
Zigua, Zaramo, and Segeju within Africa while erasing their broader regional 
and worldly connections (Peterson and Macola 2009). In Lamu, which is also 
part of the Swahili world, there are also people who claim to be descendants 
of Chinese sailors who came with the famous navigator Zheng He in the 15th 
century (Yuan 2020). Such claims show that reimagined histories can be reimag-
ined in multiple ways, and Sempai Ali’s decentering of China and centering of 
Islam is not the only possibility.

Sempai Ali’s recasting of Karate’s histories and shifting its temporal and 
spatial indices are situated within these postcolonial and regional practices and 
forms of historiography. Ali suggests that when foreign visitors come to wit-
ness, they might also learn about the true history of martial arts themselves.

How does Ali know this? He claims to know through his studies with spir-
itual beings. Ali has had many teachers, and during our time with him, he has 
emphasized the contributions and prominence of different teachers. Many are 
worldly, mortal individuals who can be traced using conventional oral histori-
cal methods. Others are otherworldly, requiring alternative methodologies and 
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a patient form of listening. Sometimes for days or weeks, Ali was not seen at 
practice, or he excused himself, stating that he was being taught (- someshwa) by 
his teachers, various kinds of jinn. His “lessons” include reading chapters from 
the Qur’an and other texts, with which he is often assisted by students who 
are conversant with these books. Sometimes outsiders with advanced Islamic 
religious reading skills would come to help him. These meetings with outsiders 
are all meant for him to decode and understand the full extent of the studies. 
Other ways include seeing visions through dreams, during meditation, or in 
the daytime.

Ali traced his Karate genealogy to a Chinese teacher who trained him and 
others at two well- known dojos in Zanzibar. Although this was not Ali’s only 
teacher, he seemed to have profoundly affected him. Ali told a recurrent story 
about his training in Zanzibar: his Chinese teacher wanted to “fly” (ruka) with 
him back to China.

Ali told his students that he had demonstrated a high ability to absorb les-
sons when he was in Zanzibar. Although he was younger and shorter than 
others, his teachers recognized his power, speed, and fighting instincts and 
therefore upgraded him to higher classes. According to Ali, the Chinese teacher 
saw Ali as someone gifted with untapped potential. For this reason, the teacher 
approached him, suggesting that he would take Ali to China for further train-
ing, where he could be unmatched.

Because Ali was close to his mother, this matter was taken to her. Ali recalled:

On many occasions, the teacher came to my home and pleaded with my mother 
that he should fly with me to China for training. My mother refused. He was 
relentless; he came back again and again. I really wanted to go, but I loved my 
mother. My mother was afraid that if I was taken to China, what kind of a man I 
would return as? She was afraid I would return a different person, perhaps eating 
frogs and snails and God knows what. I would have been far away if the Chinese 
took me.

The association between “flying” and the “Chinese” was, we see here, estab-
lished even before Wang’s arrival, along with the idea that people from afar see 
a gift in Ali. In this instance, however, his mother’s fear of Ali being polluted 
by haram food and ideas, and his love for his mother, precluded him from fol-
lowing his dream.

With this context, Ali’s statement following Wang’s visit, that “even if the 
Chinese grow wings and fly,” echoes both his earlier experience seeing what 
Chinese martial artists do, and what he says is their early recognition of his 
gift. Ali would relate this story to make an indirect statement to students that 
he was, and is, bound for bigger things. This is something that people of re-
pute and skills recognize. He is only in Tanzania teaching BAFIMA students, he 
suggests, because of his own sacrifice, which, unfortunately, the students don’t 
recognize, as evidenced by their obsession with learning quickly.

Ali’s description of his spiritual teachers also prominently features flying, 
but unlike other references to taking airplanes to China or describing martial 
artists leaping in the air as they do in films, his accounts of flying with teachers 
are literal. One afternoon, Yunus was standing with Ali talking about the ev-
eryday activities of the dojo, such as collecting membership fees. Ali suddenly 
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described a vision he had experienced. In this vision, he was in front of a long 
house with white- washed walls typical of coastal Swahili architecture but sev-
eral stories high. Alongside were countless windows and doors. He stood next 
to one of the doors. With urging from someone, he entered the door, but inside, 
an elderly woman was sitting on the stairs. She greeted him with, “Assalam aley-
kum” (May peace be upon you). Then she spoke to an audience, describing Ali 
as a visitor. The woman challenged Ali: did he truly know Karate, and could he 
fight and win? A fight ensued. He had to go to several such doors to be tested, 
he told Yunus. Each time, he was greeted; the host, whether a man or a woman, 
would recite Ali’s biography; and challenge him to a fight. He won all of them. 
After he finished fighting, he flew above the building as if he had wings. At a 
certain point in his flight, he stopped, and when he looked down, he saw a mas-
sive structure that extended for kilometers on both sides. For Ali, this flight and 
countless others he described are not metaphorical or just dreams; they are real.

This may be why Ali said after Wang’s visit that “even if the Chinese grow 
wings and fly,” he would not be surprised. He had done that himself already.

In Ali’s travels and experiences in the otherworldly realm, he goes to learn, 
see, and be instructed in the true history of martial arts. It is a form of knowl-
edge transfer that involves both bodily training and classical pedagogy, such 
as being instructed and writing things down. During these times, he goes into 
seclusion. His students have become accustomed to seeing Ali absent for days 
because he is in “studies,” being instructed. This activity drains his energy and 
requires extensive writing and translation from an esoteric script, resembling 
both Arabic and Latin script, into Swahili (cf. Sarró 2018 on the similar activity 
of “prophetic” figures elsewhere in Africa).

Conclusion

Martial arts scholars have argued that martial arts genealogies are often heav-
ily contested. For example, while Okinawans may contest the claim that Karate 
is “Japanese,” Chinese may contest both by arguing the styles originated from 
southern China. Furthermore, one of the effects of the global popularization 
of martial arts like Karate has been the extent to which Westerners have made 
claims to mastery (Green and Svinth 2003). Sempai Ali’s claims may be under-
stood in similar terms. Media representations of the East Asian martial arts in 
Africa, however, have tended to position China as the teacher and Africa as the 
student, an image reflected in a visual trope found in both Western and Chinese 
TV documentaries: uniformed African bodies doing Tai ji on a Tanzanian beach 
(cf. Barnwell 2011). Sempai Ali challenges these tropes to the extent he imagines 
BAFIMA as a place where people from around the world may eventually come 
to learn martial arts.

Ali’s statement— that even if the Chinese flew, it would not impress him— 
relates to multiple events, locations, and ways of knowing in his life. Ali’s vision, 
which he has shared portions of over the years, is to provide what he calls the 
true history of martial arts. We must wait for Ali to himself tell the full story. 
Here, we have called attention to a project with which we have been involved as 
his students and friends, one which involves a way of looking at the world about 
which we are ourselves still trying to learn and make sense. We have learned so 
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far that Ali is claiming to move the center of the East Asian martial arts, locating 
African practitioners as leaders rather than recipients. We can’t help but think 
about these issues alongside ongoing debates about “decolonizing” African 
studies. At the same time, Sempai’s vision relocates not to a larger “Africa” but 
specifically to an Afro- Islamic Swahili world. Nonetheless, it is a vision that aims 
to, in Felwine Sarr’s (2019, 62) words, “heal” the African subject as author, theo-
rist, and knowledge producer, a position for Africa in history that other histories 
have for too long placed in the margins. Sarr is only one amongst many who 
have identified artists as the most dynamic and bold of these vision makers. Ali, 
a polymath who wears several hats as a healer, teacher, actor, director, and vid-
eographer, displays the aspects of the creative figures Sarr identifies. His vision 
may be unexpected; it may even seem fantastical to those who do not see as Ali 
does. If we could see what Ali has seen, we, too, might not be surprised.

Notes
1. In respect of the teacher’s confidentiality, “Master Wang” is a pseudonym.
2. Senpai is the Japanese term for an elder or mentor. At BAFIMA, it is pronounced 

Sempai.
3. Bagamoyo is the home of Tanzania’s only art college, TASUBA, the Taasisi ya 

Sanaa na Utamaduni Bagamoyo (Institute of Arts and Culture, Bagamoyo).
4. https://www.youtu be.com/chann el/UCcRJ 0JmJT 2fKXb l90hn k8Vg
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