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Islam in the 
Horn of Africa 
Project

A Comparative Literary Approach

Å Digitizationof materialsin situ
Å Unexploredareasand 

collections
Å Catalogingin a custom 

database (no picturesonline)
Å Literaryframework
Å Foreigncollaborations
Å Universityof Cape Town
Å LudolfInstitute of 

EthiopianStudies
(Hamburgh)

Rǉņὡal-Himam ŀƭņMatn al-ṦƛƪŀƳof Ibn !Ệơōŀ; on margin
commentaryof Badral-5ơƴal-AwwalAbbaDuraal-¢ƛỆŀƴơ(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

Å Cerulli, E. «DocumentiArabiper la StoriadellΩEtiopia», in MemoriedellaRealeAccademiadeiLincei, ser. 6, 4, 2 
1931, pp. 39-101.

Å Idem, StudiEtiopiciI. La Lingua e la Storiadi Harar, Roma 1936. 
Å 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.
Å Idem, Classical Arabic in Central Ethiopia. English Text of the Paper Read on 11 December 1975 for the άOosters

Genootschapin Nederland, OostersGenootschapin Nederland 7. 
Å Gori, A. «Arabic in Ethiopia», in Uhlig. S. et al., Encyclopedia Aethiopica, Wiesbaden: HarassowitzVerlag, 2003, 

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

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



Arabic Language in 
Ethiopia

ÅRelation with Islam
Å Other languages of Islam (Old Harari, 

AfaanOromo, Amharic, Afar, QabΩena)

ÅLearning Arabic

ÅArabic in use
Å Private correspondence

Å Spoken language (?)

Å Literature



Learning Arabic: Arabic and Islam

Arabic in Ethiopia:

ÅArab Merchants from Gulf 

ÅMuslim preachers (not necessarily following 
caravans)

ÅCommunication language in Benishangul

ÅCultural and literary language of Ethiopian 
Muslims



Religion, Politicsand Arabicin 
Ethiopia

Å Christian texts translatedfrom Arabicinto DŜΩŜȊ(13th century onwards)

Å Islam and Arabic:
Å Relations with Muslimmerchants

Å Arabicinscriptionin Showadated171 H / 787 CE

Å Sultanateof Showa(founded896 CE, aŀἚȊǹƳơdynasty)

Å aŀἚȊǹƳơǎdefeatedby ²ŀƭŀǎƳŀdynastyof RŦņǘ(1285 CE)

Å After beingconqueredby Christian Empire, ²ŀƭŀǎƳņmovedto Harar and 
foundedAdalkingdom

Å Roleof Sufi clerics

Å Promotion of the use Arabicby Italianoccupantadministration(1936-41)

Å Stillunclearsituation under HayleSelassierule

tǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ŦƭȅŜǊΣ !ƳŜŘŜƻ 5ǳŎŀ ŘΩ!ƻǎǘŀΦ Printed1938 (?). 
Foundin Agaro.



Learning Arabic 
Grammar

Based on well known manuals:

ω aǳƭἤŀǘal-L Ǌņōof al-ṜŀǊơǊơ(d. 516/1122)

ω Al-YņŦƛȅȅŀand al-~ņŦƛȅȅŀof Ibn ṜŀỆơō(d. 646/1249)

ω Alfiyyaof Ibn aņƭƛƪ(d. 672/1274)

ω Al-!ỐǳǊǊǳƳƛȅȅŀof Ibn !ỆǳǊǊǳƳal-{ŀƴƘņỆơ(d. 723/1327)

ω [ņƳƛȅȅŀǘal-!Ŧ ņƭof al-ṜŀἉǊŀƳƛ(d. 930/1523)

Local commentaries and versifications:

ω AnonynousἤņǑƛȅŀs(interlinear and on margins)

ω bŀὡƳaŀǊņἤal-!Ǌǿņἤand aŀŘŀƴơal-ἤŀōơōmimman

ȅǳǿŀƭơƳǳƑƴơal-ƭŀōơōƻŦ !ōŘ ŀƭ-.ŀǎơἾ

!ỐǳǊǊǳƳƛȅȅŀwith interlinear commentaryand ƛǊ ņō(SSE0026, ff. 23r-24v).



Local authorsof 
GrammarManuals
Å !ōŘ ŀƭ-.ŀǎơἾal-aƛƴņǎơ(d. 

1992-3)

ÅbŀὒƳaŀǊņἕal-!Ǌǿņἕof Ibn
aŀǎ ǹŘ

Å¦ǊỆǹȊŀǘal-¢ŀἹǊơŦ

Å~ŀȅἚ LōǊņƘơƳ!ōŘ ŀƭwŀȊȊņǉ

Å~ŀǊἕAlfiyyatIbnaņƭƛƪ

Commentary of the !ỐǳǊǊǳƳƛȅȅŀby !ōōņDura of Haro, HDR0017, ff. 42v-43r.



SpokenArabic?
Å Scanty information about the past (19th century)

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

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

Å Language of Islamic couts

Å Publication of bilingual newspapers in Amharic-Arabic (Fascist 
Occupation 1936-42; .ƛƭņƭ, al-CǳǊǉņƴ)

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

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

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



.ŀǊơŘal-LƳōƛǊŀὋǹǊƛȅȅŀ, 31 August 1940. Foundin Agaro. 



Writing in Arabic аЂϠдвϲϼϜатϲϼЮϜ

ϸвϲЮϜύϞϼдтвЮϝЛЮϜϢыЊЮϜмаыЂЮϜмпЯКϸтЂдтЯЂϼвЮϜ

йЮϐмйϠϲЊмдтЛϠϝϦЮϜмϝвϜϸЛϠпЮϝТаЮϝЛЮϜйвыЛЮϜ

пКϺмЯЮϜмйвϝлУЮϜϬϝϲЮϜϸвϲвϸтЛЂпϦϝТцϜдЪϝЂЮϜ

ϜмϼϝаыЂЮϜаЪтЯКϣвϲϼмйϦϝЪϼϠмйжϜмЎϼмйϦϼУПвмРтЪ

аЪЮϝϲпТϞϝϠϲъϜϞϝЂжъϜмдϲжмϼт϶ϠϣтТϝКмϸвϲЮϜύЬЎТϜϸвϲЮϜ

ЬЊммϝжтЮϜдϝвъϝϠаЪϸЮмШϼϝϠвЮϜϸвϲвЬϝвЪдфϜмпТЬПІаЯЛϦЮϜ

иϸтϝТ̭ϝКϸЮϝϠϝжϜмдфϜпТЀтϸϜЌЛϠЮϝϠϝϠϜϼϝАмъϜϜϺлТ

ЪϜϾϮ ̵сЮϜ имвϦтϸкϜ ϝв сжЯЊмм ̭ϝКϸЮϝϠ ϝжмЂжϦ ыТ оϸЯϠЮ пЮϜмϦ  ̭ϝІ дϜ пКмϮϼ ϤЦм Ϝϼт϶  а
аЪтЊмϜ ϝвм аЪЯвК дв

ϼвϜϝжжтϸдъдмКϼТиϺкϣвъϜϣтІϠϲЮϜпжКϜϼϠЪϦвЮϜϼϠϮϦвЮϜ

...ϝтмпϠъϜдϜаϦтиϼмжϞмЯАвЮϝТдфϜдϜйЯЊϝϦЂт

йЯЊϝϠйКϼТмϝвЪЬЊϝϦЂϜдмКϼТйКϝϠϦϜмаыЂЮϜм

ϤϠϦЪϸтϠаЪт϶ϜϸϠКдϠϜϺϝϦЂъϜϸвϲвϣвтк

ϤмϠжЪϜ̿ϺϣϮϲЮϜ̸̸̺̀̽а̸̺̼̺и̸̷̺̿и

Private letterΣ !ƎŀǊƻΣ ~ŀȅἚ YŀƳņƭCollection.



Writing in Arabic: 
written witnesses

ϢыЊЮϜм дтвЯЛЮϜ Ϟϼ ύ ϸвϲЮϜм атϲϼЮϜ двϲϼЮϜ  аЂϠ

ϼ дϠ ϸвϲв двТ ϸЛϠ ϝвϜ дтЛвϮϜ йϠϲЊм йЮϜ пЯКм дтЯЂϼвЮϜ ϸтЂ пЯК аыЂЮϜмϸтІ

йϦϼУПвм йϦϝЪϼϠм  ϣвϲϼм аЪтЯК аыЂЮϜ пЂϝжв ϢϼЎϲ пТ ϜмжϝЪ дв йжϜм϶Ϝ

ϝвмт ϼІК оϸϲϜ ϨϠϝ᷁в ϸϲъϜ амт пϦвϠм ϜмϼЎϲϦ дϜ оϸϜϼвТ йжϜмЎϼм

ϵтІм ϸтЛЂ ϸвϲв ϵтІм ϞтА ϵтІм ЬϝвЪ ϸвϲв ϵтІм аϸϜ сЯК ϵтІ ϝвϜм

 пЛв ϜмϠкϺϦЮ ϝϲϝϠЊϜмϚтϮϦ дϜ оϸϜϼвТ ϣУтЯ϶ϝϦм̳вϝвϜ

ϝжϼмϠ дв ϤϚϮ ϜϺϜ ϝжϜ оϸϜϼвТ

ЮϜ ϝжЯЊмтЮ Ζы̳Ϡ ϝΖϠϜ дЂт ϬϝϲЮϜ пЮϜ ЬЊϜм ̴̵с̳Ϡ дϒ пЮϜ ϝвϠ дв ϞкϺϜ ЬϮϼЮϜ п

 ̳ᶔ̲Ц ϣтϼЦм аыЂ мϜ дв ̶м̲Ят̴Ю̲ϸ пвЂт оϺЮϜ

ϬϜϼЂ ϵтІ

Private letterΣ !ƎŀǊƻΣ ~ŀȅἚ YŀƳņƭCollection


