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Short Note: History
UNIT ONE

1.1. Nature and Uses of History

1.1.1. Nature of History

Origin of the Term
o Derived from the Greek word “istoria”, meaning learning through inquiry or account of one’s
inquiries.
o Herodotus (c. 484-425 BC): First systematic recorder of historical events; known as the
“Father of History.”
e Meaning of History
o Generally refers to everything that has happened in the human past.
o Two key aspects:
= The past itself: All real events that occurred, independent of historians.
= Historical accounts: Reconstructions of the past by historians using evidence.
o History as a Systematic Study
o A methodical investigation and organized knowledge of human past.
o Involves:
= Discovery and collection of information.
= Organization and presentation of facts.
= Analysis and interpretation to identify patterns and derive meaning, not just
chronology.
¢ Relationship with Other Social Sciences
o Focus: Interaction between humans and their environment over time.
o Difference:
= Other disciplines (e.g., sociology, economics) study the present.
= History studies this interaction in the past, emphasizing change through time.
e Periodization (Division of History)
o The past is divided into distinct periods to make study manageable.
o Historians:
= Identify significant developments through study of documents and artifacts.
= Assign labels to periods to reflect their main features.
o Conventional divisions: Ancient, Medieval, and Modern periods.
e Continuity and Change
o All aspects of human life—social, cultural, economic, political—are subject to change.
o However, some features persist over long periods, showing continuity.
o Example: The basic fabric of society in Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa retains distinct,
enduring characteristics.

1.1.2. Uses of History

¢ a.Understanding the Present
o History is the storehouse of human experience, providing insight into how people lived and
acted.
o Enables tracing origins of current issues to understand present challenges.
e b. Providing a Sense of Identity
o History helps individuals and societies know who they are and where they come from.



o Analogy: History to society is what memory is to an individual—essential for orientation and
decision-making.
o Communities define their identity, heritage, and relationships with others through history.
¢. Developing Tolerance and Open-Mindedness
o Studying diverse societies and cultures in the past broadens perspectives.
o Helps overcome cultural bias and provincialism, fostering tolerance and understanding.
e d. Teaching Critical and Analytical Skills
o History develops:
= Research skills: locating, evaluating, and interpreting sources.
= Analytical skills: forming coherent, evidence-based arguments.
= Decision-making skills: assessing diverse interpretations to make informed judgments.
o These skills are valuable across academic and everyday contexts.
e. Providing Background for Other Disciplines
o History enriches understanding of literature, art, philosophy, and religion.
o Serves as a “mother discipline” for sociology, political science, anthropology, and
economics, which evolved from historical study.
o f. Offering Fascination and Inspiration
o Learning how people in earlier times lived and adapted offers wonder, curiosity, and a deeper
appreciation of humanity.

Conclusion and Caution

o Significance of Studying History
o Essential for understanding change and continuity in human life.
o Promotes intellectual, aesthetic, and humanistic growth, enriching comprehension of present
realities.
¢ Potential for Misuse
o History can be abused when manipulated to justify current political agendas.
True historians base interpretations on evidence and documentation for external verification.
Propagandists, in contrast, distort the past to serve current interests.
Maintaining objectivity and integrity ensures history remains a tool of truth and understanding.
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1.2. Sources and Methods of Historical Study

Role of Sources in History

e Sources are the foundation of historical study—they provide the evidence upon which historians base
their interpretations.

o Unlike novelists or creative writers, historians must support their narratives with verifiable evidence.

e Sources bring the past to life, allowing historians to reconstruct and understand what once seemed lost
or distant.

Classification of Historical Sources

e Primary Sources
o Definition: Original or first-hand traces of the past, directly connected in time and space to the
events they describe.
Importance: Provide direct, unfiltered evidence about past events, people, and societies.
Examples:
= Manuscripts, diaries, letters, meeting minutes.
= Inscriptions, chronicles, hagiographies.



= Court records, administrative documents.
= Travel documents, photographs, maps, audiovisual materials.
= Coins, fossils, weapons, utensils, tools, and buildings.
o Caution: Primary sources may sometimes be forged or altered; their authenticity and
originality must be carefully verified.
Secondary Sources
o Definition: Second-hand interpretations written after the event; they analyze and explain the
past based on primary evidence.
Purpose: Offer interpretations of what happened, why, and how it occurred.
Examples:
= Articles, books, and textbooks.
= Biographies, theses, dissertations.
= Reports, historical stories, and movies.
o Caution: No historical work is ever final—new evidence may lead to revised interpretations or
new reconstructions of history.
o Secondary sources must be evaluated for accuracy, objectivity, and reliability in their use of
primary materials.
Oral Data (Other Category)
o Definition: Spoken forms of evidence passed through generations or drawn from personal
experiences.
Importance: Particularly valuable for non-literate societies or where written records are limited.
Types:
» Oral Tradition: Information passed down through folk songs, stories, and sayings over
generations.
= Oral History: Personal testimonies and interviews recounting lived experiences;
serves as a primary source for recent events.
o Caution: Oral data may lose originality due to distortion over time and should be cross-checked
with other sources to confirm credibility.

Critical Evaluation of Sources

All data—whether primary, secondary, or oral—must be critically assessed before use.
Primary Sources:
o Verify authenticity (is it genuine?) and originality (was it created at the time?).
o QGuard against forgeries or later alterations.
Secondary Sources:
o Examine the reliability of interpretations and the accuracy of conclusions drawn from evidence.
Oral Data:
o Evaluate for distortion, exaggeration, or memory lapses.
o Must be cross-verified with written or material evidence for accuracy.

Historical Research Method

History uses a scientific and systematic method of inquiry.
Historians must:

o Find evidence from various sources.

o Ask critical questions about the evidence.

o Analyze and interpret the information gathered.

o Develop explanations that make sense of people, events, and places in historical context.
This scientific examination of evidence ensures that historical writing is factual, logical, and
trustworthy.



Impact of New Sources

e Asnew sources emerge, they can lead to new interpretations and fresh reconstructions of history.
e The continuous discovery and analysis of evidence keeps historical study dynamic and evolving.

Conclusion

e In studying history, sources and methods are inseparable.

o Reliable history depends on careful collection, evaluation, and interpretation of evidence.

o Through this process, historians ensure that our understanding of the past remains both accurate and
meaningful.

1.3. Historiography of Ethiopia and the Horn
Definition and Global Origins

e Definition
o Historiography refers to the history of historical writing—it examines how humans have
recorded, transmitted, and interpreted knowledge of the past.
o It focuses on the methods, sources, and perspectives used in different periods to study history.
e Ancient Traditions
o Greek Historians (Founders of Organized History):
= Herodotus and Thucydides (c. 455-400 BC) introduced systematic, evidence-based
narration of events.
= Their work marked the transition from myth-based to analytical historical writing.
o Chinese Tradition:
= Sima Qian (145-86 BC) is considered the father of Chinese historiography.
= His records emphasized chronology, biography, and the role of moral lessons in history.
e Emergence as an Academic Discipline (19th Century):
o History became a professional field of study in the second half of the 19th century.
o Leopold Von Ranke (1795-1886), a German historian, established scientific methods for
historical study, emphasizing accuracy and objectivity.
o Ranke is regarded as the “father of modern historiography.”

Early Historical Sources (Ethiopia and the Horn)

o External Written Sources:
o Periplus of the Erythrean Sea (1st Century): An anonymous Greek account describing trade
and coastal societies of the Red Sea and Horn region.
o Christian Topography by Cosmas Indicopleustes (6th Century): A Greek sailor’s record
offering early geographical and cultural observations.
o Internal Written Materials (Earliest Ethiopian Sources):
o 7th Century: Illustrated manuscript discovered at Abba Gerima Monastery (Adwa)—among
the earliest indigenous written works.
o 13th Century: Manuscript found at Haiq Estifanos Monastery (Wollo)—religious in nature
but also valuable for historical insights.
o Hagiographies (Lives of Saints):
o Produced mainly by the Ethiopian Orthodox Church; the largest group of medieval Ethiopian
sources.
o Purpose: To glorify saints and promote faith, yet they also contain valuable historical details in
the margins (marginalia).



o A parallel Muslim tradition exists—e.g., The Life of Shaykh Ja‘far Bukko of Gattira (Wollo,
late 19th century), documenting Islamic culture and external contacts.

Indigenous Traditions (Ethiopia)

e Chronicles:
Written by court scribes or clergy with formal training.
Blend legendary narratives with factual accounts of monarchs and political events.
Earliest: The Glorious Victories of Amde-Tsion.
Latest: Chronicle of Abeto Iyasu and Empress Zewditu.
Provide insights into royal policies, administration, and social structure, contributing to the
understanding of Ethiopian state formation.
e Other Indigenous Accounts:
o Abba Bahrey’s Ge‘ez Account (1593): Describes the socio-political organization and
movements of the Oromo, making it one of the earliest ethnographic works in Ethiopia.
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External Accounts (Non-European)

e Arabic-Speaking Visitors:
o Al-Masudi (10th Century): Described the culture, language, and trade of the East African
coast.
o Ibn Battuta (14th Century): Provided detailed eyewitness accounts of society and commerce
along the coast.
e Yemeni Writers (16th—17th Centuries):
o Shihab al-Din’s Futuh al-Habasha (Conquest of Abyssinia): Chronicles the wars between
the Christian kingdom and the Adal Sultanate.
o Al-Haymi (1647): Recorded the Yemeni delegation’s visit to Emperor Fasiledas’ court,
providing diplomatic and cultural insights.

European Contributions

e Missionaries and Travelers:
o Francisco Alvarez (16th Century): The Prester John of the Indies—an eyewitness account of
Ethiopia’s political and religious life.
o James Bruce (18th Century): Travels to Discover the Source of the Nile—a monumental
record combining geography, history, and ethnography.
e Academic Study and Orientalist Scholarship:
o Hiob Ludolf (1624-1704): Regarded as the founder of Ethiopian studies in Europe.
o Authored Historia Aethiopica (A New History of Ethiopia), based on collaboration with Abba
Gorgorios (Abba Gregory)—an Ethiopian priest who provided first-hand information.

Modern Ethiopian Historiography (20th Century)

o Early 20th-Century Writers (Pre-Italian Occupation):
o Marked a shift away from the chronicle tradition, rejecting flattery of rulers.
o Focused on social justice, administrative reform, and economic development.
o Key figures: Aleqa Taye Gebre-Mariam, Aleqa Atsme Giorgis, Debtera Fisseha-Giorgis
Abyezgi, Gebre-Hiwot Baykedagn, and Blatten Geta Hiruy Wolde-Selassie.
o The development of modern history writing was disrupted by the Italian occupation (1936—
1941).
e Post-Liberation Period:



o Tekle-Tsadik Mekuria: Bridged early and later generations of historians; wrote around eight
major works.
Yilma Deressa: A History of Ethiopia in the Sixteenth Century.
Mahteme-Selassie Wolde-Meskel: Zikre Neger—an analysis of pre-war administration and
taxation systems.

o Dejjazmach Kebede Tesema: Yetarik Mastawesha—a memoir covering the imperial period.

e Academic Professionalization (1960s Onward):

o History became a formal academic discipline in Ethiopia.

o Department of History established (1963) at Haile Selassie I University (now Addis Ababa
University).
Institute of Ethiopian Studies (IES) founded the same year as a research hub.
Richard Pankhurst, first Director of IES, produced a vast body of publications.
IES established the Journal of Ethiopian Studies, which became a key academic platform for
research dissemination.

Professionalization in the Horn (Post-Colonial Context)

e The professional study of history in the wider Horn region developed after independence.
e Post-colonial governments sought to reclaim indigenous histories and correct Eurocentric
narratives.
e The 1960s marked a turning point as African history gained recognition in Europe and North America.
o Key Research Centers:
o School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), London.
o University of Wisconsin-Madison (Department of History).
e Both Francophone and Anglophone scholars contributed, but African universities increasingly
trained their own historians and produced original research.
o This era led to the growth of African historiography, emphasizing authentic perspectives, oral
traditions, and indigenous scholarship.

1.4. Geographical Context
Geography and Historical Background of Ethiopia and the Horn
e Regional Definition

o The term “Ethiopia and the Horn” refers to the northeastern part of Africa, encompassing the
modern states of’

= Djibouti
= Eritrea
= Ethiopia

= Somalia
o The region is often viewed as a historical and cultural crossroads, linking Africa with the
Middle East and the wider world.
e Major Historical Shaping Factors
o Human and cultural interactions have long shaped the region’s history through:
= Commerce and trade networks connecting Africa, Arabia, and Asia.
= Migrations and population movements, which spread languages and cultures.
*  Wars and state formation, leading to cycles of unity and fragmentation.
= Slavery and colonialism, which altered social structures and borders.
= The rise and decline of state systems, reflecting shifting regional powers.
o Geographical factors—especially drainage systems, topography, and climate—also
profoundly influenced where and how people lived, farmed, and traded.



Principal Drainage Systems

White and Blue Nile System
White Nile: Originates in Uganda, flows north through South Sudan into Sudan.
Blue Nile (Abay): Begins near Lake Tana in Ethiopia and joins the White Nile at Khartoum.
The combined Nile flows through Egypt into the Mediterranean Sea.
These river systems have historically supported agriculture, trade routes, and human
settlement along their banks.
e Awash River System
o Entirely Ethiopian, with its course confined within national borders.
o Connects the cool, fertile central highlands to the hot, arid Danakil Depression.
o Serves as a lifeline for pastoral and agricultural communities in its basin.
o Ethiopian Rift Valley Lakes System
o A self-contained basin composed of interconnected lakes formed by tectonic activity.
o Extends from Lake Ziway in central Ethiopia southward to L.ake Turkana (on the Ethio-
Kenyan border).
o Supports local fisheries, irrigation, and biodiversity, making it economically and ecologically
significant.
e Gibe-Gojeb—Omo River System
o Originates in southwestern Ethiopia and flows toward northern Kenya.
o Provides an important link between the highlands and semi-desert lowlands, influencing both
livelihoods and cross-border interactions.
e Shebele and Genale River Systems
o Both originate in the Eastern Ethiopian Highlands and flow southeastward toward Somalia.
o Genale River (Jubba in Somalia): Flows into the Indian Ocean.
o Shebele River: Fades into the coastal sands before reaching the ocean.
o These rivers are vital for pastoralism and limited agriculture in otherwise arid regions.
o Impact of the Drainage Systems
o Sustained agriculture, fishing, and transportation throughout history.
o [Enabled inter-regional interaction, trade, and exchange of ideas, technologies, and cultural
traditions.
o Shaped the settlement patterns and economic networks of the region’s peoples.
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Topography and Environmental Zones

e Major Physiographic Features
o Dominated by a massive highland complex of mountains and plateaus, split by the Great Rift
Valley.
o Surrounded by lowlands, semi-deserts, deserts, and tropical forest zones along its periphery.
o The region’s topographical diversity has produced distinct climatic and ecological variations.
e Impact of Terrain Diversity
o Differences in altitude create variations in temperature, rainfall, and vegetation.
o Influences agricultural practices, population distribution, and settlement forms.
o Encourages the development of distinct regional cultures and economies within the same
geographic framework.
o [Eastern Lowland Zone
o Covers the coastal strip of northeastern Eritrea and extends southward to include lowland
Eritrea, the Danakil Depression, Djibouti, Ogaden, and Somalia.
Climate: Hot and dry year-round, with minimal seasonal variation.
Rainfall: Scarce and irregular; periodic monsoon winds affect limited areas.
Vegetation: Predominantly shrubs and bushlands; agriculture possible only along river valleys
(Awash, Wabe-Shebele, Genale).



o Populated by pastoral and semi-nomadic communities who adapt to arid conditions.
o Highland Massif Zone
o Stretches from northern Eritrea through the Ethiopian highlands down to the southern
regions.
o The Rift Valley forms the major divide between the western and eastern highlands.
o The highlands are cooler, agriculturally productive, and densely populated, serving as the
historic core of political and cultural development.
o Western Lowlands Zone
o Located along the western foothills and plateau peripheries, extending into the Sudanese
borderlands.
Characterized historically by thick forests (especially along the Nile and its tributaries).
Rich in biodiversity and natural resources, though historically less settled due to disease and
dense vegetation.

Interaction and Commonalities

o Despite environmental contrasts, the peoples of Ethiopia and the Horn were never isolated.

o Continuous interaction occurred through trade, migration, warfare, and cultural exchange across
ecological zones.

e These interactions fostered shared historical experiences, while still allowing for regional diversity in
culture and economy.

e Geography thus acted both as a barrier and a bridge, shaping the region’s interconnected yet varied
human history.



