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Between 1875 and 1885, the walled town of Harar, the ancient capital of Islam in the Horn of 

Africa, was occupied by Egypt, striving at that time to build an empire that stretched over both 

the greater Nile basin and the African Red Sea coast. Though Europeans were only indirectly 

involved, and though both occupiers and occupied were Muslims, the episode may well be 

regarded as a colonialist experience. At that time Egypt represented a rapidly modernizing, 

western-oriented state aiming to transform aspects of its local culture and structure according to 

Egyptian visions and interests. The entire episode was too short to leave a lasting, comprehensive 

impact. The Egyptian imperial enterprise collapsed for reasons that had little to do with the Harar 

experience, and in 1885, the British, who by that time had occupied Egypt itself, forced the 

occupiers of Harar to withdraw. As the ten-year Egyptian occupation of Harar and the Oromo and 

Somali populations was perceived as an insignificant detail, the episode has generally been 
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neglected by historians. Apart from a Master's thesis that dealt mainly with the military and 

administrative aspects of the Egyptian episode, little has been researched or published. The aim of 

the present dissertation is to examine the confrontation between the Egyptians and the local 

Harari, Oromo and Somali populations, and to analyze the impact it had on their political, social 

and cultural lives. Focusing mainly on these aspects, the dissertation also deals with the role of 

European colonial powers and individuals, as well as by another local actor – the neighboring 

Christian empire of Ethiopia, which eventually gained from the entire affair, conquering and 

annexing Harar in 1887.        

The first chapter presents the major actors in the 10-year-story and summarizes aspects in 

their histories relevant to the period. It briefly surveys the long, unique history of Harar as well as 

the various political, cultural, and social institutions of the independent Islamic community. In 

addition, the chapter reviews the Oromos and their institutionalized tribal system, as well as the 

Somalis and their loose clannish structures. The discussion also reviews the background of 

Egyptian expansionism in the 1870s in both the Nile valley and the African coast of the Red Sea.  

The second chapter discusses the establishment of the "Egyptian hikimdāriya" of Harar and 

its hinterland. It deals with the military occupation of the town and the execution of the local 

Amir. In addition, it describes Egypt's effort to eliminate local symbols of sovereignty as part of a 

vision to turn Harar from an isolated, traditional and local emirate into a modern wing of a 

growing Egyptian empire. The chapter also discusses the Egyptian occupation of the Oromo and 

Somali hinterlands, which were long integrally connected to Harar, its systems and history. 

The third chapter describes the period of Muhammad Ra'uf Pasha, the first Egyptian 

governor of the hikimdāriya, between October 1875 and May 1878. What was for the occupiers a 

"golden period" of new discoveries and systematic application of modern visions was considered 

by the locals an oppressive experience. The chapter discusses the methods used by the occupiers 
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to build a new urban space and infrastructure, through scientific research, mapping, surveying and 

introducing new construction, taxation, education, and legal systems.     

The fourth chapter deals with the Egyptian policy in the Oromo hinterland, the tribes in the 

vicinity of Harar. The occupiers destroyed Oromo political and military institutions and further 

intensified the process of Islamization, turning Oromo leaders into religious agents. The Somalis, 

whose social system was far less solid, were less affected by the Egyptian presence, continued to 

enjoy their independence and even challenged the occupiers in some areas.     

The fifth chapter describes the beginning of the decline of the Egyptian enterprise, 

influenced by both deterioration in Egypt and local Harari developments. In May 1878, the 

governor of Egyptian Sudan, Colonel Charles Gordon, a British employee of Khedive Isma`il, 

came to Harar determined to crush the overly independent Ra'uf Pasha. Consequently, Harar and 

its hinterland were annexed to the administration of the Red Sea area and as a result, the 

confrontation with the Somalis intensified. The effort to strengthen the connection between Harar 

and the coast resulted in European explorers, agents, traders and missionaries settling in the city 

and its vicinity for the first time in history.     

The sixth chapter discusses the role played by Europeans, mainly Greek, French, and Italian 

traders, in Harar under Egyptian domination. As the influence of the Europeans grew, the power 

of the Egyptians weakened. With the dismissal of Khedive Isma`il in 1879, the `Urabi revolt took 

place, and subsequently Britain conquered Egypt in 1882. Following the arrival of Europeans, 

missionaries of the Catholic Capucine Order, whose main goal was to Christianize the Oromos, 

arrived in Harar. Though the Egyptians did not encourage the missionaries' activities, local 

Hararis viewed them as collaborators with the occupiers.   

The seventh chapter analyzes the events of 1884-1885 that led to the British expulsion of the 

Egyptians from Harar. The British, themselves unwilling to rule Harar, were equally reluctant to 
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see the French or the Italians as rulers. Therefore, they opted for restoration of the local dynasty 

and brought about the election of a new Amir.   

The eighth chapter analyzes the rule of Amir Abdallahi, between May 1885 and January 

1887, and his attempt to restore Harari independence and erase the Egyptian legacy. His strict 

religious terminology was considered resistance by the European traders and missionaries, who 

enjoyed privileges under the Egyptian regime. Abdallahi's other initiatives proved to be disastrous 

for his relations with both the local elite and the forces on the Somali coast. His short period of 

domination ended with Harar falling into the hands of the Ethiopians, who, under king Menelik of 

Shoa, had already begun conquering and annexing the peoples of the southern Ethiopian plateau, 

including the Oromos and many of the Somalis.  

Both primary and secondary sources were used in this dissertation. Primary sources included 

Harari and Ethiopian chronicles and reports on oral research conducted in Harar, available at the 

Institute of Ethiopian Studies at Addis Ababa University. I also analyzed official Egyptian 

correspondence containing reports, maps, and discussions of the town and its hinterlands. Other 

primary archival sources included British, French and Italian correspondence, as well as diaries 

and letters of agents, traders, and missionaries who visited the city. Secondary sources included 

the vast literature on the history of Harar as well as that of Egypt, the Somalis, the Oromos, and 

Ethiopia. The more general studies contained useful information on the period and helped to 

understand the significance of the short yet meaningful episode discussed in this dissertation.  

The five social groups involved in the episode underwent significant changes during the ten-

year-period of this intercultural encounter.  

The town of Harar was an independent Muslim entity at the beginning of the period. Shortly 

afterward, the city was occupied by Muslims of a different culture, and consequently fell into the 

hands of Christian Ethiopians.  
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Egypt began the episode as an expanding, dynamic state that experienced defeats in Africa 

(by the Ethiopians and the Sudanese Mahdiyya) and economic collapse at home. Consequently, 

Egypt lost its independence to the British.  

In 1875, the Oromo tribes were still independent and controlled Harar, but the Egyptian 

conquest accelerated the erosion of their institutions and weakened their military strength. They 

were consequently conquered by the Ethiopians and since remained under Christian domination. 

The Somalis also entered the period as free clans that dominated the areas between the coast 

and the Ethiopian highlands. The Egyptian conquest of the Berbera-Harar-Zeyla area was not 

strong enough to subjugate the Somalis. Nevertheless, it paved the way for more experienced 

colonizers: the British, Italians, French, and Ethiopians, who divided Somali lands up after 1885.   

The Ethiopians mainly lurked in the background of this study. In 1875, they were still 

divided and about to face strong rivalry for regional hegemony from the Egyptians, Sudanese and 

Italians. Nevertheless, by the end of our story, Ethiopia emerged as a centralized, victorious, and 

expanding power. In January 1887, King Menelik of Shoa occupied vast territories, including 

Harar. In 1889, when Emperor Yohannes of Tigre was killed, King Menelik was proclaimed 

emperor. In 1896, Menelik defeated the Italians and ensured Ethiopia's entrance into the 20th 

century as an independent empire that incorporated the five social groups discussed in our 1875-

1887 episode.  

 Each of the five groups entered this transitional period while engaged in internal conflicts 

and tensions.    

Harar's long history ran between two sets of traditions. On one hand, the town was the home 

of a flexible, permissive and popular Islam, a mixture of Sufism and mild orthodoxy. It served 

pragmatists' interests in a regional center of trade and reflected the uniqueness of Harar's culture, 

which was also expressed in the local Adari language. The second tradition was that of militant 
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Islam in the spirit of the 16th century anti-Ethiopian holy war led by Ahmad Gragn. Although we 

found little direct evidence regarding the general conduct of the Harari elite under Egyptian 

occupation, it is apparent that they accepted the change compliantly and pragmatically. However, 

the return of Amir Abdallahi was clearly in the spirit of militant Islam, reviving the Gragn legacy. 

Indeed, the history of Harar fluctuated between the two traditions when the town became part of 

Ethiopia. Throughout the 20th century, most of Harar's elite opted for integration into the 

Christian empire and benefited from the wider commercial opportunities. From this perspective, it 

seems that the Egyptian occupation between 1875 and 1885 influenced the Hararis' future in 

imperial Ethiopia. The more militant dimension of Harar's identity was also to surface 

occasionally, often connecting the town's educated middle class to Islamic activists in Somalia, to 

the Wahhabiyya in Saudi Arabia and to Muslim intellectuals and preachers in Egypt.  

In 1875, Egypt was a dynamic state and society in transition, also nourished by two sets of 

values. One was the old Egyptian-Ottoman or Ottoman-Egyptian culture, the outcome of three 

and a half centuries of integration into an Islamic empire led by Turkey. Many aspects of this 

culture in terms of concepts and symbols were still apparent at that time. However, the African 

enterprise was hardly Ottoman. It reflected the interests and visions of a territorial and separate 

Egyptian identity that had gradually emerged during the 19th century, and acquired new and 

modern dimensions. This Egyptian identity was spearheaded by intellectuals at home and by 

some army officers, especially those who tried to build a model of modern Egypt in Africa. Led 

by Ahmad Urabi, a veteran of the Egyptian defeat to the Ethiopians in 1876, they initiated a 

protest movement that would pave the way for the emergence of Egyptian nationalism revolving 

around the concept of Egypt as a Nile empire. In this context, the Harar episode was quite 

significant. The Egyptian domination of Harar was conducted in Arabic and mirrored pre-national 

Egyptian perceptions and identities as well as the modern vision of Egypt in the Nile basin and 
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the Somali coasts in the last three decades of the 19th century.  Indeed, later (during Mussolini's 

invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 or during the Somali siege on Harar between 1977 and 1978), the 

memory of Harar would occasionally be revived by Egyptian nationalists, often in this formative 

context.  

The Oromo world in the 1870s also moved between two poles. On one hand, their traditional 

systems – the tribes, age-groups, semi-animist religion of the Waqia and the Oromifa language – 

were still part of their everyday lives. However, innovations introduced at the beginning of the 

19th century, such as authoritative rulers uniting supra-tribal entities and adopting elements of 

popular and orthodox Islam, were gaining momentum. The Egyptian period created rapid change 

in the Oromos' political and military institutions as well as in their daily lives, mostly in a 

destructive direction. The Oromos around Harar were conquered and Islam and Christianity were 

spread among them by foreigners, Egyptians and missionaries. The result was the partial collapse 

of traditions and innovations, as well as the fall of the Oromos to the expanding Ethiopians after 

over three centuries of independence in the southern Ethiopian plateau. They never again 

regained their full independence. They adopted Islam or Christianity and integrated into 

Ethiopian culture, intermarrying and adopting the Amharic language. Only in the late seventies of 

the 20th century did the political and cultural self-awakening of the Oromos begin to revive.  

Consequently, in 1993, the state of Oromia was established as one of federal Ethiopia's nine states 

and the Oromos began to enjoy some cultural and administrative autonomy. 

The Somalis also had different legacies. Their nomadic disunity was combined with a rather 

loose interpretation of popular Islam compatible with an individualistic, pastoral free life. But 

they also cherished the memory of Ahmad Gragn, the Harari holy warrior, as if he were a Muslim 

Somali. Though not directly controlled by the Egyptians, the Somalis gained from the period and 

were better able to face other colonialists. Between 1899 and 1920, many Somalis followed the 
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leadership of Muhammad bin Abdallah Hasan, who claimed to be inspired by Gragn and led the 

militant resistance to the British, Italians and the Ethiopians in the Ogaden desert. After his 

demise, the Somalis succumbed to foreign rulers and returned to a more moderate practice of 

Islam. Nevertheless, between 1977 and 1978, they again stormed the Ogaden, laying siege to 

Harar as their capital. Their story continues to fluctuate between clannish disunity and Islamic 

militancy to this very day. 

Ethiopia also entered the period torn by internal rivalry and contrasting interpretations of its 

regime and structure. It was militarily dominated by Emperor Yohaness, who represented the 

culture of the Tigrean people of the north. His concept of Ethiopia combined internal political 

decentralization, militant Christian hegemony and mistrust of foreign powers. In contrast, the 

southern kingdom of Shoa represented the culture of the Amhara people, who advocated 

Ethiopian unity, centralization, ethnic and linguistic integration, and a more flexible foreign 

policy. While in the north Yohannes engaged in a costly defensive war against the Egyptians, the 

Mahdiyya and Italians, in the south Menelik was free to expand at the expense of the Oromos, 

Somalis and others. In 1889, Yohannes was killed in battle and Menelik was proclaimed emperor. 

After his occupation of Harar in 1887, Menelik worked to assimilate its more pragmatic elite and 

made the town second in importance to his new capital of Addis Ababa. However, in 1991, the 

Tigreans returned to rule Ethiopia, restored Harar's autonomy and, in 1993, declared Harar a state 

in the newly proclaimed federation. Simultaneously, the revival of Islam in Ethiopia transformed 

Harar, the historical 16th century capital of Ahmad Gragn, into a center of religious militancy 

connected with Somali militants, al-qa`ida, and other global terrorist networks. Within the walls 

of the city of Harar, the tension between Muslims concerning the interpretation of their religion 

continues to this very day.   


