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Abstract 

This article re-examines recent claims about the Jadwal ash-Shāsh wa ash-Shāmī—a Harari 
compilation of Emirs lists—and the argument that Harar lacks documentary attestation before the 
sixteenth century. Such conclusions reflect a narrow textual minimalism that separates written 
sources from archaeology, linguistics, and oral history. Drawing on Ewald Wagner’s philological 
editions, Enrico Cerulli’s linguistic studies, and recent archaeological discoveries the article 
demonstrates that Harar’s historical memory is not a twentieth-century fabrication but the 
culmination of a multi-century continuum of Islamicate urban culture in the Horn of Africa. Revisiting 
the historiography of Harar alongside earlier revisionist failures in Africa, it argues that skepticism 
detached from empirical synthesis risks repeating colonial-era ruptures rather than illuminating the 
real continuity of African urban civilization. 

 

Introduction 

The city of Harar has long stood at the confluence of African, Islamic, and Indian Ocean worlds. Its 
manuscript culture, hybrid language, and architectural continuity testify to an urban civilization that 
predates modern nation-state boundaries. Some recent interpretations of the Jadwal ash-Shāsh wa 
ash-Shāmī argue that the text is a twentieth-century construction and that Harar does not appear in 
documentation before the sixteenth century (Mercier, 2017, pp. 4–5). 

These propositions, though presented as critical revision, reproduce an older asymmetry in African 
studies: privileging Western archival visibility over indigenous knowledge systems. Detached from 
archaeology, studies and linguistics, such textual skepticism effectively denies local historicity. The 
following discussion challenges these assumptions by re-examining linguistic, archaeological, and 
comparative evidence. It contends that Harar’s historical consciousness arises from continuous 
Islamicate and indigenous networks extending back to the tenth century. 

The discussion proceeds in four stages: (1) situating the debate within Horn of Africa historiography; 
(2) reassessing of  Harari manuscripts; (3) reviewing evidence from chronicles and archaeology; and 
(4) comparing this controversy to failed revisionist efforts elsewhere in Africa. 

 

1. Literature Review 



1.1 Arabic Manuscript Traditions 

Enrico Cerulli’s Studi Etiopici I: La lingua e la storia di Harar (1936, pp. 45–52) identified linguistic 
archaisms implying long-standing Islamic literacy. Ewald Wagner’s editions of the Fatḥ Madīnat 
Harar and Three Arabic Documents on the History of Harar (1974, p. 219; 1978) demonstrated that 
seemingly late manuscripts contain earlier narrative layers. Comparison of copies from Addis 
Ababa, Berlin, and the Vatican revealed consistent emir lists—evidence of stable textual 
transmission. 

Alessandro Gori’s catalogue (2014) confirmed the depth of Harari Arabic manuscript culture and the 
recurrence of works such as Dhikr at-Tawārīkh. Together these studies document a durable textual 
ecosystem, undermining the notion that Harari historical writing appeared suddenly in modern 
times. 

1.2. Ethiopian and External Chronicles 

Ethiopian royal chronicles such as the Chronicle of Amda Ṣeyon I (Beckingham & Huntingford, 1954, 
p. 188) describe campaigns against Muslim polities—Ifat, Adal, and Harla—whose geography 
corresponds to Harar’s later domain. Taddesse Tamrat (1972, pp. 83–86) interpreted these accounts 
as early evidence of Muslim statehood in eastern Ethiopia. The absence of the exact toponym Harar 
does not indicate absence of civilization; it reflects shifting ethnonyms common in medieval 
Ethiopian sources. 

Arabic chronicles from the Red Sea and Yemen also mention trade and scholarship networks linking 
the Horn to Arabia (Hussein Ahmed, 2001, pp. 31–33), reinforcing the pre-sixteenth-century cultural 
framework of Harar’s region. 

2. Archaeological and Oral Evidence 

Archaeological findings by Timothy Insoll and colleagues (2017, 2021) at Harlaa—an ancient 
Islamic city near Dire Dawa—revealed mosques, glass beads, and coinage dated between the tenth 
and twelfth centuries CE (DOI: 10.1558/jia.35169). These discoveries confirm an established 
Muslim settlement that predated Harar Jugol. 

Local oral traditions reinforce this connection. According to Harari elders, Harlaa’s decline led its 
people eastward to establish Harar. Camilla Gibb (1999) documented how the Harari people sustain 
historical memory through saint veneration, literature, and ritual practice. Oral narratives thus 
complement archaeological data in reconstructing the region’s deep historical landscape. 

 

3. Methodological Critique 

The argument denying Harar’s early existence rests on three weak foundations: 
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1. Argument from Silence. The absence of the term Harar in surviving documents is not 
evidence of non-existence. Ethiopian texts used multiple ethnonyms—Harla, Ifat, Adal—for 
related Muslim communities (Tamrat, 1972; Hussein Ahmed, 2001). 

2. Over-reliance on Copy Date. Modern copies of Harari texts often preserve ancient narrative 
layers, as Wagner (1974; 1978) and Cerulli (1936) demonstrated. The date of transcription 
does not equal the date of origin.  

3. Isolation from Archaeology. Excavations within Jugol yielded few pre-sixteenth-century 
layers, but regional digs at Harlaa revealed continuous Islamic occupation from the tenth 
century (Insoll, 2017; Insoll et al., 2021). This suggests relocation of urban life, not cultural 
rupture. 

In her 2022 article, Mercier repeats an earlier claim by Abdulaziz Shek (2020) that Aw Shāmi, the 
writer of Jadwal ash-Shāsh wa ash-Shāmī, had a father from Syria. Focusing on this idea takes 
attention away from what really matters—his important role in recording Harar’s history. 

Aw Shāmi’s work shows great knowledge of Harar’s religion, culture, and society. In his Jadwal, he 
collected many oral stories, family histories, and records of saints and rulers, putting them together 
in an organized written form. This helped keep Harar’s memory and identity alive through writing, just 
as oral tradition had done for centuries. 

His book also follows the style of classical Arabic historical writing but is clearly shaped by Harar’s 
local culture and experience. It connects Harar’s story with the larger Islamic world while keeping its 
unique voice. 

The influence of Aw Shāmi’s work continues today among Harari scholars and families. His daughter, 
Shamitu, became a well-known singer who helped preserve Harari culture in another form. 

Because of this, Aw Shāmi should be remembered not for debates about his background, but for 
what he achieved—saving the history, beliefs, and traditions of Harar for future generations. 

 

4. Further Evaluation of Earlier Scholarship 

Some critics argue that Cerulli, Wagner, and Gibb accepted Aw Shāmi’s texts without sufficient 
questioning (Mercier, 2017, pp. 8–10). This overlooks the aims of their research. Cerulli focused on 
documenting the Harari language and texts before they disappeared, not on testing historical 
accuracy by today’s standards. Wagner compared multiple manuscript versions, showing clear 
awareness of textual layering and variation. Gibb approached Harari writings as expressions of social 
memory rather than literal chronicles. 



These scholars worked carefully within the intellectual tools of their time. Their efforts were 
descriptive and analytical, not credulous. It was their groundwork that made modern, more 
interpretive studies possible. To portray them as uncritical misrepresents the cumulative nature of 
Harari scholarship and underestimates their contribution to preserving a fragile intellectual 
tradition. 

 

5. Reassessing Methodological Direction in Light of Current Scholarship 

In the broader field of French and francophone African studies, scholarship on Islam and Africa has 
shifted decisively toward inclusive and interdisciplinary methods. Contemporary researchers 
integrate oral testimony, local chronicles, vernacular manuscripts, and community memory with 
textual and archaeological sources. This methodological renewal acknowledges that African 
historical consciousness is expressed through multiple forms of evidence—written, spoken, and 
material. 

Large-scale projects on Islamic manuscript heritage across Africa, such as recent initiatives in West 
Africa and the Horn, demonstrate the value of texts like the Jadwal ash-Shāsh wa ash-Shāmī, Fatḥ 
Madīnat Harar, and Dhikr at-Tawārīkh. These chronicles, once dismissed as derivative, are now 
recognized as layered archives of memory that combine historical data, genealogy, and religious 
devotion. 

In this context, Mercier’s narrowly textual approach stands apart from the current trajectory of 
French and global African historiography. By isolating written evidence from oral and local traditions, 
she reverts to an older paradigm that privileges external verification over indigenous knowledge 
systems. Embracing Harari chronicles as legitimate historical sources would align her work with 
today’s more balanced and decolonial methodologies—approaches that seek to reconstruct Africa’s 
past through its own voices and archives. 

 

6.Re-Evaluating the Evidence 

Textual, linguistic, and archaeological continuities across centuries point unmistakably to Harar’s 
deep antiquity. The Chronicle of Amda Ṣeyon mentions campaigns in territories consistent with 
Harar’s later sphere (Beckingham & Huntingford, 1954). Excavations at Harlaa confirm urban Islamic 
life from the tenth century (Insoll et al., 2021). Linguistic studies by Cerulli (1936) and the oral 
traditions collected by Gibb (1999) support continuous habitation and cultural memory. The 
evidence collectively contradicts the view that Harar emerged only in the modern era. 

 



7. Comparative Revisionisms in the Horn of Africa 

Other regions illustrate how selective skepticism collapses under broader evidence: 

• The so-called Axumite Dark Age vanished when archaeology proved continuous settlement 
(Fattovich, 1990; Phillipson, 2012). 

• The Ifat–Adal rupture theory ignored administrative continuity (Tamrat, 1972; Hussein 
Ahmed, 2001). 

• The Sudanese Arabization thesis underestimated Nubian resilience (Adams, 1977; Welsby, 
1998). 

Likewise, denying Harar’s early past isolates text from context and revives outdated colonial 
methods. 

 

8. Discussion and Conclusion 

Harar’s documented, archaeological, and oral records collectively portray a civilization of 
remarkable continuity. From the trade city of Harlaa to the fortified walls of Jugol, Islamic education, 
manuscript culture, and mercantile networks evolved without rupture. The Harari chronicles—Fatḥ 
Madīnat Harar, Dhikr at-Tawārīkh, and Jadwal ash-Shāsh wa ash-Shāmī—are local attempts to 
remember this unbroken story in written form. 

Denying their authenticity ignores how African societies preserve history through overlapping 
textual, oral, and ritual forms. Harar’s historiography is not a twentieth-century invention but a long 
conversation among scholars, merchants, and saints who viewed writing as devotion. 

The continuity of Harari scholarship itself—seen in the lives of figures like Aw Shāmi and his 
descendants—demonstrates that history in Harar is both lived and written. Its manuscripts reflect a 
society that continually updated its memory while keeping faith with its origins. 

Attempts to reduce this complex tradition to a recent construction neglect the full range of 
interdisciplinary evidence and repeat the very epistemic exclusions that once marginalized African 
history. Rather than reopening thoroughly explored aspects of African history for rhetorical novelty 
or external funding imperatives, scholars should refine them through integrative, community-
grounded research. The future of Horn of Africa historiography lies in synthesizing field archaeology, 
manuscript studies, and bioarchaeological science within frameworks that recognize local 
epistemic authority. 
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