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Imagineering the City and Naturalizing Difference:  
 

The Politics of Spatial Reorganization on Harar1 
 
Abstract 
 
The ways in which city form and urban planning have been recurringly used as political 
instruments in Harar, Ethiopia, is the focus of this article in three parts. This inquiry is framed 
within the theoretical approach provided by anthropologist Setha LOW (1996). The empirically 
informed arguement is that successive governments—Abyssinian, Italian, Ethiopian, and 
Harari—employed similar city design and planning strategies to advance particular state interests 
and/or the interests of designated sets of people. I make visible historical and contemporary 
influences of state development planning on private and public space in Harar. To accomplish 
this, I draw from my ethnographic fieldwork in Harar and review of materials including 
architectural renderings, master plans, propaganda films, and texts from various periods in 
Harar’s history. This analysis has particular salience for the citizens of Harar. It invites lines of 
critical inquiry into the implications of urban planning used as a political tool. 
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1 See BISAILLON 2010 for the full article from which this presentaton is based. Credit for 
illustration on cover page: Architect Guido Ferrazza’s design for New Town, Harar, 1936 
(Ferrazza Archive). 
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Imagineering the City and Naturalizing Difference:  
 

The Politics of Spatial Reorganization on Harar 

In what follows, I explore the ways in which city form and urban planning have been recurringly 
used as political instruments in Harar, Ethiopia. The empirically informed argument I make is that 
successive governments—Abyssinian, Italian, Ethiopian and Harari—employed some of the same 
city design and planning strategies to advance particular state interests and/or the interests of 
designated groups of people. In this three part article, I draw examples from Harar’s current and 
past urban landscape, and I use anthropologist Setha LOW’s (1996) ethnographic lens to 
interogate features of Harar’s urban form, including its historical emergence, sociopolitical 
structuring, patterns of social use, and experiential meanings. Multiple data sources inform this 
analysis. These include ethnographic fieldwork carried out in Harar during 2009; textual analysis 
of architectural renderings, master plans, Italian fascist propaganda films, and documents from 
various historical periods; and, findings from empirical work by various social scientists. This 
analysis has particular salience for the citizens of Harar. It opens lines of critical inquiry into the 
implications of urban planning used as a political tool.  

Background: Harar New Town 
 
The city of Harar lies on a plateau 525 kms east of the Ethiopian capital of Addis Ababa. The 20 
km2 city of 120,000 inhabitants (UNESCO 2006) is within an agricultural region near the cities of 
Dire Dawa and Jijigga, and close to Somaliland and Djibouti. By the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Harar was decorated with the Cities for Peace 
Prize for Africa in 2002, and it was the eighth site in Ethiopia to be added to the UNESCO World 
Heritage List in 2006.  
 
Harar is divided into new and old districts, which are what I coin Harar New Town and call Harar 
Jugol, respectively. The physical break or delineation between new and old Harar is visually 
striking: a 50 cm thick, 4.5 m high protective set of ramparts. These walls have encircled Jugol, 
the name given to the human settlement and urban development inside the fortifications, since the 
16th century.  
 
Oral tradition has it that Jugol dates to the 10th century and enjoys the distinction of being the 
fourth holiest city in Islam. For centuries until the 19th century, Jugol was seat of an independant 
government, an important centre of continental trade, and a site of Islamic scholarship; central 
sources of pride for the Harari ethnic group who are currently the influential, minority ruling 
group in Harar.  
 
In contrast to Jugol, New Town is significantly more recent than Jugol, the settlement dating to 
the latter part of the 19th century. It is a sprawling, modern centre covering 4.5 kms that lies 
immediately outside and to the west of the old district. At this writing, New Town is the 
commercial heart of Harar. A multicultural, ethically heterogeneous clustering of people 
congregates, lives, works, and worships there. Until this analysis, scarce attention was given to 
New Town’s urban history or the political dimensions of the organization of its city form.  
 
1. The Representational City 
 
In the old and new halves that make up Harar, signs and symbols are inscribed all over the urban 
landscape, and these can be understood and read as texts. In this way, as an example of what 
urban critic and activist Jane JACOBS (1993) calls a “representational city,” Harar becomes a 
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discursive realm where the daily activities of residents are connected to broader social processes 
(pp. 830-833). Anthropologist Setha LOW urges us to keep in mind that the “city as a site of 
everyday practice provides valuable insights into the linkages of macro processes with the texture 
and fabric of human experience . . . [T]he ‘city’ is not a reification, but the focus of cultural and 
sociopolitical manifestations of urban lives and everyday practices” (LOW 1996, p. 384).  
 
For this analysis, I use LOW’s ethnographic lens to closely consider the two halves of the city of 
Harar. In particular, I look at the ways in which successive reigns of Abyssinian, Ethiopian, 
Italian, and local Harari governance has imprinted the city’s landscape. For example, while Italy 
was unsuccessful in realizing the full extent of its second colonizing efforts of Ethiopia in the 
1930’s, the marks of Italian colonial or fascist design dot and influence Harar’s built environment 
today.  

Critical examination of what sort of inscriptions cities are encoded with provides a valuable 
analytic entry point into an inquiry into how cities and their citizens are and have been connected 
to places beyond their immediate, interactional setting. What does Harar’s city form tell us about 
the organization of the work of those people who have lived or transited there, past and present? 
This question is explored starting with an example of Abyssinian government civic planning in 
Harar. This is followed by a look at Italian colonial urbanism. Last, this analysis closes by making 
visible some troubling features of the politics embedded within current directions of urban 
planning decisions in Harar.   

Abyssinian reorganization of space  
 
There is a long history of using urban planning as a strategic tool to advance state interests and/or 
those of a vested group of people. Throughout the 20th century, Abyssinian, Italian, and Ethiopian 
governments deployed strategies to re-shape spatial order in particular ways throughout Ethiopia. 
Geographer Marco ANTONSICH (2000) shows that these régimes worked to erase signs of the 
previous government and impose their respective symbols on the Ethiopian territory. One way in 
which they did this was by inscribing messages intended to communicate progress, order, 
segregation, and hierarchy. For example, the Abyssinian Emperor MENELIK introduced 
numerous Christian icons into the urban landscapes of Jugol and New Town in the late 19th 
century. In so doing, he intentionally eclipsed existing Muslim sites and symbols. These changes 
were meant to be strong communicators of political domination and religious and social 
subordination. Another example is the piercing of Jugol’s wall at the west in 1887, which 
produced a sixth gate. The next year, Prince MEKONNEN (that is, the future Emperor Haile 
SELASSIE) leveled Jugol’s mosque, replacing it with a Christian Orthodox church (beside which 
he proceeded to construct his palace). Importantly, these changes signaled an intended rupture in 
the local Islamic built form.  
 
2. Italian Colonial Urbanism in New Town: Then and Now 
 
Italy proclaimed empire in May 1936 and created Africa Orientale Italiana. Italian Somalia, 
Eritrea and Ethiopia came to form Italian East Africa until the end of Italian occupation in 1941. 
In African colonies prior to Ethiopia, including Libya, Italian planners developed around, or on 
top of, cities that already existed (FULLER 1996). In Ethiopia, however, existing cities were 
perceived as being “ahistorical” and “aarchitectural” (FULLER 1996, p. 400), which enabled a 
tabula rasa approach to Italian city planning in Ethiopia (REPETORIO LUCE VENEZIA 1939). 
What might be considered astonishing by today’s conventions and approaches to urban planning, 
Italian urban planners who drew up city designs in the 1930’s rarely, if ever, visited Ethiopia 
(ANTONSICH 2000).  
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During the 1930’s, the priority of the Italian state, as it commissioned teams of technically trained 
people including architects, urban planners, and engineers to draw up plans for cities across 
Ethiopia, was to use the city as an instrument of domination and control over indigenous 
populations. “[W]hole cities [in Ethiopia] were being designed or refurbished for colonial usage, 
and the issues at stake were those of control, regulation, planning, and above all, power” 
(FULLER 1988, pp. 455-456). Social control of the citizenry was to be achieved through the 
application and enforcement of systematic and detailed city plans. Anthropologist Mia FULLER 
(1988) chronicles a shift towards “colonial urbanism” and regulation in architects’ discourses 
relating to Ethiopia as published in Italian architectural journals during the 1930’s (p. 476).  
 
Ultimately, the grand outcomes that Italian colonial planners intended for cities in Ethiopia were 
unrealized. However, in spite of this, “an array of plans and aerial views of the sites” remain 
(FULLER 1988, p. 477). These texts are valuable because they speak to the size, scope, and 
universally transformative intention of Italy’s colonial plans for Harar (and other Ethiopian 
cities). Italian planners commissioned to work in Ethiopia during the 1930’s endeavored to 
produce designs that aligned with the four ideological priorities of the Italian government’s 
colonial intentions for the country. These are discussed below, and include the following: 1) 
achieving racial segregation, 2) constructing an expansive road infrastructure and network, 3) 
prioritizing high visibility of the colonizers, and, 4) manicuring landscapes in distinctive and 
purposeful ways (ANTONSICH 1997, 2000; FULLER 1988, 1996, 2007).  
 
Segregated zoning  
 
Racial zoning in Italian colonial master planning was intended to spatially segregate Italians and 
Ethiopians. Social difference and ethnic hierarchy were to be cultivated through spatial 
separation. This is illustrated on Italian maps dating from 1936 and 1946, respectively (Appendix 
1). On the latter map from 1946, Residential Zones B, D and E set upper and lower professional 
status Italians apart from each other. That New Town was intended to be a colonial city for 
colonialists is clear because on neither of these maps are there residential areas planned for 
Ethiopians. “In the cities of East Africa . . . zoning becomes a question of ethnic zoning, rather 
than zoning of buildings” (CIVICO et al. 1937 in FULLER 1996, p. 416). Harar New Town was 
planned as a “colonial city” where there was to be an intended higher ratio of Italians to 
Ethiopians (FULLER 1996, p. 407; 2007). The policy of residential apartheid was not maintained 
after 1941, for obvious reasons, and New Town expanded westward beginning in the 1940’s. Of 
note is that on this pair of maps, Harar Jugol appears peripherally at the right. There was no 
formal master planning projected for the inside of the walled city. 
  
Apartness through roads  
 
Road engineering was to be the backbone of the Italian fascist empire at the broadest level. In this 
way, an extensive national road network connecting centres in Ethiopia was among the first of 
Italian priorities (ANTONSICH 2000; ISTITUTO NAZIONALE LUCE 1936). Italians and 
Ethiopians were to be insulated from each other in transportation, housing, and daily activities, 
including at the market. For example, separate roads were constructed for Italians and Ethiopians 
for their everyday movements through Harar. Ethiopian residential areas were constructed in a 
manner to suit the transport needs of Italians. On the Italian plans from 1936 and 1946 (Appendix 
1), this point is confirmed by the peripheral positioning of Ethiopian neighbourhoods, markets, 
and industries. These are juxtaposed with Italian neighbourhoods that were conveniently located 
near civic government buildings.  
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New Town’s downtown core was built on a tight grid system, which continues to provide the 
organization and shape for the city today. This is confirmed in a comparative reading of the 
historic maps in Appendix 1 with a map from 2002 (UNESCO 2002) (Appendix 2). The 
curvilinear secondary roads outside of the core, a function of the hilly topography to the north and 
south of New Town, appear clearly on the early pair of maps. On the map of Harar from 2002, a 
short road parallel to and south of the main thoroughfare called Butteh Street is readily 
distinguishable. Anecdotal reports from elderly persons in Harar to whom I spoke in July 2009 
suggest that for the five years of Italian occupation, Ethiopians were instructed to travel along 
Butteh, not the main street, because this road was reserved for Italians. On the eastern part of 
Butteh Street, bars and restaurants were set up, and several of these establishments are still in 
operation today. This area is one area in which Italians and Ethiopians engaged in nighttime 
socializing throughout the 1930’s. This confirms the point made by historian Bahru ZEWDE 
(2002) that “in social life . . . there was a great deal of interaction between Ethiopians and most of 
the moderate Italians [during fascist occupation from 1936 to 1941]” (p. 164). 
 
Colonial visibility 
 
The Italian state energetically pursued a policy of promoting the visibility of colonial architecture 
and urban planning. The aim of this exposure was “cognitive colonialism,” whereby the Ethiopian 
living environment was to be “pre-inhabited by an Italian power which was to be . . . everywhere” 
(FULLER 1988, p. 479). In Harar, infusing the environment with physical and metaphorical signs 
of control consisted of laying out a monumental city centre to the west of Jugol at what is present-
day New Town. The plan of 1936 (Appendix 1) illustrates that like an acropolis, central locations 
of military and civic offices were to dominate and serve as an “affirmation of power” in New 
Town (RAVA 1936, in FULLER 1988, p. 476). The so-called monumental core of New Town is 
where government offices are currently located. It is also where the greatest concentration of 
Italian-built buildings is found (SHITARA 2006, 2008). That neighbourhoods were designed in a 
hierarchical and concentric fashion—radiating outward from clusters of civic buildings—is 
evident in the work of planners who drafted urban plans in various cities in Ethiopia during the 
1930’s. As we will see, a modern version of this theme of spatial hierarchy and concentric design 
is pursued by the Harari People National Regional State (HPNRS) government in current plans 
for urban development in and around Harar (HPNRS 2006; HARARI PEOPLE REGIONAL 
STATE [sic] HPRS 2008). In these plans, Jugol is conceptualized as the metaphorical and 
physical heart of urban revitalization efforts. 
 
Naturalizing difference 
 
“Naturalizing spatial difference” between Italians and Ethiopians was actively achieved in the 
work of Italian planners during the 1930’s (FULLER 1996, p. 405). This consisted of 
manipulating the urban landscape in particular ways, where the aim was to mark a ‘natural’ 
separation between the Italian and Ethiopian nationals. For example, rivers, forests, vegetation 
and topography were used as lines of segregation to promote distance and hierarchy.  
 
Racial difference was accepted as a naturally occurring social barrier. And, in this way, physical 
separation was justified through Italian discourses of apartness. Italian planners conceptualized 
the fortifications surrounding Jugol as evidence of ‘natural’ boundaries, for example. These were 
used to formally demarcate Italian from Ethiopian space. For colonialists, the functional areas of 
Harar were located outside of Jugol, a point communicated in successive architectural drawings 
and urban plans. Vegetative cover was to be used strategically as a buffer zone between colonial 
and indigenous areas of Harar. In the map from 1946 (Appendix 1), this point is confirmed where 
New Town intersects with Jugol at the western exit of the fortifications. Today, New Town is 
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especially abundant in greenery and assorted vegetative cover, though not in the manicured way 
that Italian technicians envisioned.  
 
3. Contemporary socio-spatial politics in Harar  
 
International acclaim of Harar as a UNESCO world heritage site in 2006 catalyzed an 
“imagineering” of the city in the work of governors, elected officials, and political elites 
(RUTHEISER 1996 in LOW, 1996 p. 396). This describes a process through which “histories and 
monuments of public memory are manipulated to create a seamless presentation of [a] city’s 
cultural heritage” (LOW 1996, p. 396). We read, for example, a hegemonic language to describe 
Harar in the background documents that formed the basis of the submission to UNESCO; a 
language that continues to supply dominant concepts and categories to ongoing city planning 
work in Harar. 
 
Over the past six years, the Harari People National Regional State government has mobilized the 
UNESCO accolades bestowed on Harar to legitimize efforts to reclaim, revalorize, and 
‘rehistoricize’ Jugol’s position of prominence and influence. Through this process, the interests of 
a select minority of citizens have been prioritized and advanced over those of the majority of the 
citizenry. Anthropologist Pauline BOSREDON (2008) found that by and large, Harar civil society 
and tourist associations were not involved in the preparation of the submissions to UNESCO. In 
fact, her fieldwork findings reveal that there was “consensus, divergence or indifference”2 to the 
Harar UNESCO designation depending on the strategic interests of those who were consulted 
(BOSREDON, 2006, p. 45). We see the organizing presence of identity and class politics doing 
the work of organizing and shaping current spatial and territorial development plans for Harar and 
its surrounding area. The Millennium Village plan, featured in Appendix 3, illustrates this point. 
In this plan, re/settlement of ethnic Harari from the diaspora is prioritized both visually and 
textually. The consequences of these socially produced arrangements for the citizens of the two 
halves of Harar—that is, both Jugol and New Town—await and invite critical inquiry. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The ways in which city form and spatial organization have been used as political instruments in 
Harar served as a valuable point of analytic entry into this exploration of Harar’s built form. Setha 
LOW’s (1996) theoretical framework was a useful lens through which to consider the vestiges of 
Abyssinian, Italian, Ethiopian, and Harari urbanism on Harar. These régimes employed some 
similar strategies to advance state interests and/or interests of designated groups of people. 
Strategies included zoning, configuring, grooming, and “imagineering” the physical environment 
in distinct ways for purposeful ends. As it turned out, Italian colonial design from the 1930’s 
provided a skeleton for Harar’s urban development, as evidenced on recent maps. In this article, 
Harar was investigated as a discursive realm. Signs and symbols inscribed on the landscapes of 
Jugol and New Town are shown to link people’s everyday activities to discourses, ideologies, 
processes, and priorities occurring in places beyond their immediate, interactional world. As they 
have done through time, these linkages connect citizens of Harar to social and political interests 
that transcend the local, and that are, sometimes, outside of their own personal interests.  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
2 This is my translation from the French. 
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Appendix 1: Italian Colonial Maps From 1936 and 1946 
 

 
 

Architect Guido Ferrazza’s ‘Monumental Master Plan’ (Piano regulatore) for New 
Town, Harar Source: ACS MAI 

 
 

Social and ethnic hierarchies through spatial apartness in New Town, Harar 
Source: Istituto Agricolo Coloniale (1946), plate XVI, in ANTONSICH 2002 (p. 336) 
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Appendix 2: New Town and Jugol: The Two Halves of Harar  
 
 

 
 

Source: UNESCO (2002) 
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Appendix 3: Millennium Village, Harar 
 

 
 

Adjacent to Harar 
 

Source: Harari People National Regional State (HPRS 2008) 
 


