Teaching Oromo History via
Arabic Chronicles

MICHELE PETRONE (UNIVERSITY OF COPENHAGEN - ISLAM IN THE
HORN OF AFRICA PROJECT)
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Context

Data for this presentation have been gathered by the team of the Islam in the Horn of
Africa: A Comparative Literary Approach (University of Copenhagen ERC, 2013-18, P.I.
prof. Alessandro Gori)

IslHornAfr has digitized and cataloged some 3500 manuscripts and printed books from
different areas: Ethiopia (Harar, Jimma, Afar, Wollo), Djibouti (Balbala, Tadjoura),
Somaliland (Berbera).

The database (islhornafr.tors.sc.ku.dk/) includes about 6.000 texts of different genres,
mainly religious (devotional, legal) and documentary (court registries, private letters)

Very few historiographical works by local authors.

& Most of the works are in Arabic. Local languages (Oromo, Amharic, Afar, Old Harari) are

mainly written 1n ‘agami.



Historiographical Scources

In addition to the well known texts studied by Wagner and the Futtih al-Habasa there 1s a
number of recently discovered sources:

& Hulasat muhtasar al-tahrir of Badr al-Din b. Kamal al-Din Hagg Surur al-Zabbi al-Guragi (d.
1401/1980).

& Gila’ al-fikr ‘an mandqib al-‘arif bi’Llah Sayyid Ahmad b. ‘Umar al-Burnuwi of Mahmud b.
Sulayman (Shekota Abba Mecha, d. 1975)

& Biographies of the Tiganis of Jimma by Mahmiud b. Sulayman
& Kitab Fara’id al-Gamma fi ta'rih Banil Diggu wa-Gimma by Abba Jobir Abba Dula (d. 1988)

& Marginal notes reporting chronologies (tawarih) and short biographical notices



Tahdib al-Usul wa al-Awrad wa
Taqrib al-Managqib wa al-Adab
Ir’l-‘Urafa’ al-Amgad li-man
Yurid Tahrir al-Nafs min al-Dalal
wa al-Fasad wa Ta‘tir al-
Masami‘ wa al-Qulub bi’l-Tana’
‘ala ASiyahina wa Tara’igthim,
ZBMO00028, f. 45r.
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Kitab Fara’id al-
gamma fi ta'rih Banu
Diggu wa-Gimma,
HDRO00056, f. 2v.
Genealogy of Abba
Jifar II.



Teaching pre-1800 African History

& The following slides are based on the preparation material for a seminar, part of the MA
course in History of Africa, I will give in March 2018 at the University of Bologna

& It will be a 16-hour seminar focused on Arabic historiography of South Western Ethiopia
& Students have

& little or no training in Arabic language

¢ basic knowledge of the history of the Horn of Africa

& little or no information about history of Islam and Islamic Studies in general
¢ The seminar aims to:

¢ Train the students on the use of local written sources for historical studies about Africa

¢ @Give the students an outline of the history of the Oromos of Ethiopia

¢ Basic training in Oromo language



Case Study

¢ Excerpts from Kitab Fara’id al-gamma fi ta’rih Banu Diggu wa-

Gimma

This case study has been chosen for different reasons.

@
@

I am already working on it, so I have already a good knowledge of the text and its context

It’s written in a plain, easy readable Arabic (with several flaws, anyway). It’s also in prose
so its translation can be easily accessible to students.

It reports a narration of historical events and not only biographies, as the Hulasa.

It reports several names of places and people that can help situating the events in space and
time.
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Launhardt, Sv. Full name of Diggo, with spelling
of the Oromo parts of his name.



Sketch of the Oromo
calendar system

HDRO00056, f. 6r.
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...and until nowadays, 1411 H / 1983 EC we are under the foot of communism. God, in His Mercy
and Subtle Support, totally took ake it away from us and turned away the regime of Menghistu Hayle
Maryam at the end of the above mentioned year, on the 13™ of the month of Gambot. We then hope
that God [will give us] soon a complete democracy.



Religion and Ethnicity
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In the name of God, the Most Compassionate, the Merciful

Praise be to God who created man from water, gave a him descendance and a spouse and he said «Exalted
be Who is saying in the wisdom of His venerable book there 1s not poetry that before was magic (?) Oh
Men! We created you from male and female and we divided you in peoples and tribes so you could know
each other; indeed, the most noble before God is the one who awes Him most [Qur. 49:13].



Religion and Ethnicity

& Abba Jobir justifies the choice of writing a book on his clan in the light of the Qur’an

& In a hadit quoted in the introduction he mentions the possible written sources in a very

generic way:
& “rawahu al-Buhari, Muslim, Abu Dawud”

¢ The hadit justifies the study of genealogies (ansab) and invites the believers to do so to

strengthen the bonds between them

& The opening reprises the form and the stile of an Islamic book



Authorship and Public

& Abba Jobir justifies the choice of writing a book on his clan in the light of the Qur’an and
sunna

& This would imply that his intended public had to be Muslim

© His ideal reader had to be also familiar with Islamic literature and scholar’s formalities
(quotations of hadit)

& His readers had to know Arabic and, possibly, be of Oromo ethnicity
& Were there any readers of this kind in Ethiopia at the time of writing the Fada’il al-gamma?
& Arabic was used as lingua franca among learned Muslim in Jimma area

¢ Diffusion of devotional poems in Arabic

& ‘Agami Oromo used to a limited extent



Migrations and Maps

& The first section of the Fara’id (ff. 3v-42v) deals with the account of Oromo migrations on
South Western Ethiopia, up to the foundation of Jimma

& These accounts include full spelling of Oromo personal and place-names
How these materials will be used:

& Translation of some of these passages for the students (in Italian)

¢ Drawing a map of Oromo migrations with the students

& Some of the words in Oromo will be used to introduce some linguistic features of Afaan
Oromo
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Drawing a map 4
with students |
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Custom map generated with mapbox.




Conclusions

& The focus of the seminar 1s to teach a methodology of inquiry that uses the
manuscript as an object of study and as a source for historigraphy

& The presentation of history will pass through the acquisition of practical and
theoretical skills

® The map as a final outcome will give students a tangible product of their efforts
& Useful for further research (thesis, fieldwork)

& Can be also used during exams

& Using Arabic sources can trigger curiosity about a language that 1s sometimes
overlooked in Ethiopian Studies



