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Islam in the 
Horn of Africa 
Project

A Comparative Literary Approach

• Digitization of materials in situ
• Unexplored areas and 

collections
• Cataloging in a custom 

database (no pictures online)
• Literary framework
• Foreign collaborations

• University of Cape Town
• Ludolf Institute of 

Ethiopian Studies
(Hamburgh)

Īqāẓ al-Himam ʻalā Matn al-Ḥikam of Ibn ʻAǧība; on margin
commentary of Badr al-Dīn al-Awwal Abba Dura al-Tiǧanī (d. 2003)
HDR0001, ff. 39v-40r.



IslHornAfr: Geographical 
Context

The Horn of Africa

Ethiopia, Eritrea,

Djibouti, Somaliland,

Puntland, Somalia



Main Studies about Arabic in Ethiopia

• Cerulli, E. «Documenti Arabi per la Storia dell’Etiopia», in Memorie della Reale Accademia dei Lincei, ser. 6, 4, 2 
1931, pp. 39-101.

• Idem, Studi Etiopici I. La Lingua e la Storia di Harar, Roma 1936. 
• Drewes, J. « Bilingualism in Ethiopia», in Proceedings of the Third International Conference of Ethiopian Studies

(3-7 April), Pankhurst, R. and Chojnacki, S. (eds.), 3 vols., Addis Ababa 1966, II 57-60.
• Idem, Classical Arabic in Central Ethiopia. English Text of the Paper Read on 11 December 1975 for the “Oosters

Genootschap in Nederland, Oosters Genootschap in Nederland 7. 
• Gori, A. «Arabic in Ethiopia», in Uhlig. S. et al., Encyclopedia Aethiopica, Wiesbaden: Harassowitz Verlag, 2003, 

vol. 1, pp. 301-4.
• Idem. «Arabic Literature in Ethiopia», Uhlig. S. et al., Encyclopedia Aethiopica, Wiesbaden: Harassowitz Verlag, 

2003, vol. 1, pp. 305-7.



Arabic Language in 
Ethiopia

• Relation with Islam
• Other languages of Islam (Old Harari, 

Afaan Oromo, Amharic, Afar, Qab’ena)

• Learning Arabic

• Arabic in use
• Private correspondence

• Spoken language (?)

• Literature



Learning Arabic: Arabic and Islam

Arabic in Ethiopia:

• Arab Merchants from Gulf 

• Muslim preachers (not necessarily following 
caravans)

• Communication language in Benishangul

• Cultural and literary language of Ethiopian 
Muslims



Religion, Politics and Arabic in 
Ethiopia

• Christian texts translated from Arabic into Ge’ez (13th century onwards)

• Islam and Arabic:
• Relations with Muslim merchants

• Arabic inscription in Showa dated 171 H / 787 CE

• Sultanate of Showa (founded 896 CE, Maḫzūmī dynasty)

• Maḫzūmīs defeated by Walasmaʻ dynasty of Īfāt (1285 CE)

• After being conquered by Christian Empire, Walasmāʻ moved to Harar and 
founded Adal kingdom

• Role of Sufi clerics

• Promotion of the use Arabic by Italian occupant administration (1936-41)

• Still unclear situation under Hayle Selassie rule

Propaganda flyer, Amedeo Duca d’Aosta. Printed 1938 (?). 
Found in Agaro.



Learning Arabic 
Grammar

Based on well known manuals:

• Mulḥat al-Iʻrāb of al-Ḥarīrī (d. 516/1122)

• Al-Kāfiyya and al-Šāfiyya of Ibn Ḥaǧīb (d. 646/1249)

• Alfiyya of Ibn Mālik (d. 672/1274)

• Al-Aǧurrumiyya of Ibn Aǧurrum al-Sanhāǧī (d. 723/1327)

• Lāmiyyat al-Afʻāl of al-Ḥaḍrami (d. 930/1523)

Local commentaries and versifications:

• Anonynous ḥāšiyas (interlinear and on margins)

• Naẓm Marāḥ al-Arwāḥ and Madanī al-ḥabīb mimman

yuwalī muġnī al-labīb of ʻAbd al-Basīṭ

Aǧurrumiyya with interlinear commentary and irʿāb (SSE0026, ff. 23r-24v).



Local authors of 
Grammar Manuals
• ʻAbd al-Basīṭ al-Mināsī (d. 

1992-3)

• Naẓm Marāḥ al-Arwāḥ of Ibn
Masʻūd

• Urǧūzat al-Taṣrīf

• Šayḫ Ibrāhīm ʻAbd alRazzāq

• Šarḥ Alfiyyat Ibn Mālik

Commentary of the Aǧurrumiyya by Abbā Dura of Haro, HDR0017, ff. 42v-43r.



Spoken Arabic?
• Scanty information about the past (19th century)

• Early 20th century: 
• Explorers (e.g. Cerulli) chose to learn local languages

• Scarce scholarly attention to spoken Arabic in Ethiopia (e.g. E. Wagner, 
but Ferguson)

• Language of Islamic couts

• Publication of bilingual newspapers in Amharic-Arabic (Fascist 
Occupation 1936-42; Bilāl, al-Furqān)

• Contemporary Ethiopia: 
• Educated scholars: basic knowledge (Reading, Speaking in few cases)

• Local notables: basic knowledge (Reading, Reciting by heart, Basic 
speaking skills)

• Local administrators: no knowledge of Arabic Warukko (Agaro), December 2014.



Barīd al-Imbiraṭūriyya, 31 August 1940. Found in Agaro. 



Writing in Arabic الرحيمارحمناللهبسم

المرسلينسيدعلىوالسلاموالصلاةالعالمينربللهالحمد

العلامهالعالمفالىبعداماوالتابعينوصحبهوآله

الساكنالأفاتىسعيدمحمدالحاجالفهامهواللوذعى

كيفومغفرتهورضوانهوبركاتهاللهورحمةعليكمالسلامݣاروا

الحمدافضلللهالحمدوعافيةبخيرونحنوالانسابالاحبابفىحالكم

التعلمشغلفىوالآنكمالمحمدالمباركولدكمبالاماناليناووصل

فهذاالاوطارابابالبعضاديسفىالآنوانابالدعاءفايده

م الله خيرا وقت رجوعى ان شاء الله توالى لبلدى فلا تنسونا بالدعاء ووصلني ما اهديتموه اليّ جزاك
من عملكم وما اوصيكم

المتجبرالمتكبراعنىالحبشيةالامةهذهفرعونلاندينناامر

يستاصلهانالآنفالمطلوبنورهيتمانالااللهبىويا...

والسلامواتباعهفرعوناستاصلكماوفرعهباصلهالله

هيمةمحمدالاستاذابناللهعبداخيكمبيدكتبت

ه١٣٨٠ه١٣٥٣م٣١٩٦١الحجةذا٨كنبوت

Private letter, Agaro, Šayḫ Kamāl Collection.



Writing in Arabic: 
written witnesses

بسم الله الرحمن الرحيم والحمد لله رب العلمين والصلاة

شيدوالسلام على سيد المرسلين وعلى اله وصحبه اجمعين اما بعد فمن محمد بن ر

اخوانه من كانوا فى حضرة مناسى السلام عليكم ورحمة الله وبركاته ومغفرته

ورضوانه فمرادى ان تحضروا وبمتى يوم الاحد مڭابث احدى عشر يوما

واما شيخ علي ادم وشيخ محمد كمال وشيخ طيب وشيخ محمد سعيد وشيخ

امامُوتاخليفة فمرادى ان تجيئواصباحا لتذهبوا معى 

فمرادى انا اذا جئت من بورنا

ِّ واصل الى الحاج يسن ابَّا بلُاَّ ليوصلنا ال ى الرجل اذهب من بما الى أن بيُّ

الذى يسمى دَلِّيلَوْ من او سلام وقرية قَڟُ 

شيخ سراج

Private letter, Agaro, Šayḫ Kamāl Collection



Writing in Arabic: private issues
and official documents

الأجلالأعزالسيدالوالىالجنابمخدَمالى

كهفالصولهوسيفالدولهلسانألأكملالأخص

لامالسسعيد[محمد]الشيخقاضىولمساكينالفقراء

وادعتابراهيمبنتشاميةحضرتانهعليكم

اباابنعىسىبلدكمفىالمقيمزوجهاعلى

يبِّرّو غَّ اباارضكُىئَِّ وقريتهتغْرِّ ادِّ

وقالَتالنكاحفسخوارادتزَينُ شَيخ

ومنعنىسنيناربعمنذضيعّنىضيعّنىانه

تناانمنكموالمطلوبوكسوتىنفقتى

بالكسوةاليناوترسلوهمنعه[سبب]تسئلوهدوه

علموناانىوانزوجيتهاارادانوالنفقه

تضررتلأنهانكاحهتفسخبخاتمكم

١٣٥٧سنةوالسلامهذااللهايدكمجدا

Private letter, Agaro, Šayḫ Kamāl’sمحمدقاضيصحيح Collection



Court Registries 
in Arabic

Collection of court registries written by Muḥammad Saʻīd al-Tiǧani, 
father of Šayḫ Kamāl.



Arabic and Commerce in 20th century

Contracts from Agaro, Šayḫ Kamāl’s Collection. 



Arabic Literary 
Production in 
Ethiopia

• Mainly religious related

• Extant texts date back to 19th-20th

century

• Commentaries of foreign works
• Grammar

• Fiqh

• Locally produced texts:
• Local history and hagiography

• Devotional poetry

• Sufi manuals

Taḫmīs al-Burda of Al-Fayyūmī, WRK0016, ff. 2v-3r.



Local History

History of the Oromo

Written by Abbā Dura al-Tiǧānī 
of Haro

(d. 2003?)

Based on local oral sources

Author declares his sources

He expresses the necessity of 
local written history

Mainly a collection of 
biographies

HDR0056, f. 27v.



Devotional 
poetry
Large use of taḫmīs

Ḫumāsiyya, Rubāʻīyya, 
Sudāsiyya and larger stanzas.

Influence on ‘Aǧamī Oromo 
poetry

Defined/limited set of poetic 
images

Various examples of poetry, Warukko (Agaro), WRK0018.



Afaan Oromo 
and Arabic

Two poem in Arabic and Afaan
Oromo in praise of al-Faqīh
Aḥmad b. ʻUmar al-Tiǧānī.

• Only Afaan Oromo poems in 
Warukko collection (until 
now)

• No mention of the Tiǧāniyya

• Ownership of a Šayḫ from 
Chaggo (area of Tiǧānī 
presence)

• Diffusion of Tiǧānī texts 
outside their zawāya

WRK0019, ff. 109v-110r 
and 119v-120r.



Literary 
horizons

Collection of poems by Abbā Dura 
of Haro al-Tiǧānī

• Printed and oral sources

• From Alfa Hāšim to Aḥmad 
Šawqī

• Locally authored poems
• Tawassul

• Madīḥ for foreign masters

HDR0049, f. 36r.



Tawassul 
• Diffused among Ethiopian 

Sufis (not only)

• Infrequent among Tiǧānīs

• Mixing local and foreign 
masters

• Printed and oral sources



Madīḥ of 
Foreign Masters
• Sudanese author

• No printed source

• Egyptian Mamdūḥ (Muḥammad 
al-Ḥāfiẓ al-Miṣrī)

• Not related to local silsila
• But related to Alfa Hāšim



Vielen Dank!


