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Note: this paper is based on a lecture delivered by the author in the Eritrean Muslim 

Council’s 6
th

 annual convention held in Washington D.C. in July 2008. 

 

The history of Islam in Eritrea can be traced back to the early days of the emergence of 

Islam in Arabia. Eritrea’s proximity to Mecca made it a natural early recipient of the 

message of Islam. Islam has shaped Eritrean culture, history, social norms in a very 

profound way. Islam has deep roots in Eritrea. Its history there evolved over several 

centuries with various milestones and pivotal historic moments. This article explores the 

history for Islam in Eritrea by examining five selected milestones that contributed 

profoundly to shaping Islam in Eritrea. 

 

Migration of the companions of Prophet Mohamed (PBU) from Mecca to Abyssinia 

 

The companions of Prophet Mohammed (PBU) migrated to Abyssinia to escape the cruel 

persecution of the Meccan pagans. They chose Abyssinia upon the recommendation of 

the Prophet (PBU), who described the king of Abyssinia as “a king under whose domain 

no one will be wronged”. He further described the land of Abyssinia as the “land of 

truth”.
1
 The migration of the companions took place in two waves. The first wave took 

place in the fifth year of revelation. The group of migrants consisted of 11 men and 4 

women. Prominent among them were Ruqaya, daughter of the Prophet (PBU), and her 

husband Uthman Ibn Afan. This group remained in Abyssinia for a very brief period. The 

second wave consisted of about 83 men and 18 women. Included in this group was Jaffar 

Ibn Abi Talib, cousin of the Prophet (PBU). Another group of 50 Muslims from Yemen 

also migrated to Abyssinia at a later time. This group of Muslims left Yemen aiming to 

meet the prophet in Medina, but the sea waves forced their ship towards the Western 

coast of the Red Sea. Hence, they decided to join the already existing community of 

Muslim migrants in Abyssinia. The Muslim migrants remained in Abyssinia until the 8
th

 

year AH (628 AD).  

 

The total number of years spent by these immigrants in Abyssinia is estimated to be 13 

years. Their total number, including children, is estimated to be in the hundreds. Some 

would put the estimate in the range of 600.
2
  The king of Abyssinia, commonly referred 

to in Arabic as Negashi (Negus in English), welcomed the companions and extended his 

full protection to them, refusing Meccan requests to extradite them. Although historical 

details are meager and many existing narrations have varying degrees of authenticity, all 

Islamic sources from books of hadith to books of history ascertain the occurrence of this 

migration to Abyssinia. Further, they report that upon the death of Negashi, the prophet 

announced to Muslims in Medina his demise and performed for the funeral prayer for 

him in absentia.
3
 The Historian Ibn Kathir notes that the prophet corresponded with two 
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Kings in Abyssinia: the King who received the companions (and who accepted Islam) 

and his successor, whom the prophet invited to Islam.
4
  

 

The route taken by these immigrants and the exact location where they settled can not be 

established with certainty. The late Mufti of Eritrea, Sheikh Ibrahim Al-Mukhtar, asserts 

that the companions landed first in Badi’ (Massawa).He quotes a narration reported by 

the historian Ibn A’saker in which Uthman Ibn Afan, makes reference to Badi’ as his 

landing point after Jeddah.
5
 Further, Fathi Gaith notes that based on the description given 

by the historian Ibn Hisham, the location of the companions was close to the Blue Nile in 

the center of the highlands where the capital of the Negashi was found
6
.  Moreover, it is a 

well known fact that the historical capital of Abyssinia was Axum, in the province of 

Tigray. Currently, a mausoleum believed to contain the remains of Negashi exists in 

Tigray, close to the border of Eritrea. This mausoleum is mentioned in the annals of 

Faqih Arab AlJizani who accompanied Imam Ahmed (Gragn) in the 16
th

 century.
7
 

Accordingly, it is possible to conclude that these companions landed in Massawa and 

marched towards the King’s capital through Eritrea. 

 

It is difficult to establish what kind of impact this immigration left behind. But it is 

certain that it was the first contact between Islam and Abyssinia. This migration has left a 

lasting positive legacy for Abyssinia in Islamic history. Islamic sources confirm 

Negashi’s secret conversion to Islam. Considering the number of years the companions 

spent in Abyssinia, the size of their community and the support and sympathy they 

received from the King, it is plausible that other Abyssinians might have accepted Islam 

as well. 

 

Conquest of Egypt and the Islands of Dahlak 

 

Egypt was conquered during the reign of the Caliph Omar Ibn Al-Khattab in the year 20 

AH (640 AD). Similarly, the Eritrean Dahalk Islands were conquered in 84 AH (702 AD) 

during the Umayyad Caliphate. Dahalk Islands were safe heavens for pirates for a long 

time. The pirates threatened the movements of ships in the Red Sea and the coastal cities 

and towns. Successive Umayyad rulers tried to reign in these pirates by sending 

successive expeditions to punish them, with no avail. As a final measure, the Umayyad 

took over Dahlak and established rule and order in the region. 

 

The conquest of Egypt was important in facilitating the movement of Muslim and Arab 

merchants and preachers to the Nubian Kingdom in Sudan and the Beja tribes residing in 

Eastern Sudan and Eritrea. Similarly, the conquest of Dahalk pacified the Red Sea and 

resulted in an increase in migration, trade and commercial activities. Rivalries in the 

Hijaz region in Arabia between the Hashimites and Umayyads and later between the 

Abbasids and Alawites contributed to a further increase in migration from Hijaz to East 

Africa. Some of the failed anti Umayyad revolts that took place in Hijaz contributed to 
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migration of prominent families from Hijaz to Eritrea and else where. Many Eritrean 

Muslim tribes still trace their ancestry to Hijazi migrants until this day. While these 

claims are difficult to establish, they aggregately point to a wide ranging Hijazi migration 

to the region. Sabe notes that subsequent to the conquest of Dahalak the Umayyads built 

fortresses and posts to ensure safety of the trade routes. This in turn encouraged larger 

settlements in the region. Further, he notes that the three centuries following the 7
th

 

century A.D. were periods of intermarriage between the migrant Arabs and local Bejas 

and other Kushite tribes. Moreover, he notes that through intermarriage and commerce 

Islam spread in the region.
8
 Hence, the conquest of Egypt and Dahalak were pivotal 

moments that facilitated the spread of Islam and the establishment of Muslim 

communities in Eritrea. 

 

Emergence of Imam Ahmed Al-Ghazi (1506-1543) and the growth of Ottoman 

influence 

Imam Ahmed Ibrahim (commonly known as Gragn –left handed-) emerged as the strong 

man of the Kingdom of Adal following years of unrest and internal turmoil. As soon as 

he solidified his control over the kingdom, he braced himself for a confrontation with the 

Christian king of the highlands by refusing to pay the annual tribute imposed on his 

kingdom. This led to a series of battles that lasted for fifteen years in which the Imam 

conquered the highlands, took control of the capital of his rival and reached the borders 

of Sudan. King Lebna Dengel’s efforts to stop the Imam failed miserably. Upon the 

advice of his mother, he asked for help from Portugal. Imam Ahmed in turn sought the 

help of the Ottomans. Despite his initial success, Imam Ahmed ultimately lost and was 

killed in battle, probably by a shot from a Portuguese musket.
9
 King Galawdewos, son of 

Lebna Dengel, regained control over the highlands again. 

 

The initial successes of Imam Ahmed and the subsequent landing of the Portuguese had 

far reaching consequences. Islam spread rapidly during this period and the rivalry 

between the Ottomans and the Portuguese over control of the area intensified. The final 

outcome of this rivalry was the successful take over of the city of Massaw by the 

Ottomans. With the Ottoman conquest, the cities of Massawa and Hirgigo rose in 

prominence. They became the seat of the powerful Naeb family
10

 that ruled the area for 

three centuries. The Naeb rulers were nominally deputies of the Ottoman governor in 

Hijaz, but were practically autonomous. During the Naeb rule Massawa became the 

center of Islamic civilization and learning in Eritrea. Numerous mosques, various 

educational and civic institutions and courts were established. Hence, Massaw became 

the focal center of Islamic civilization and repository of Islamic architecture and 

historical monuments. Unfortunately, this wealth of history and architecture was largely 

destroyed during the wars of liberation. Further, the war displaced its inhabitants who 

embodied its distinctive culture, history and collective memory. 

 

Emergence of Sufi orders and its wide spread influence 
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The different Sufi orders emerging in the surrounding Muslim world made a presence in 

Eritrea through various teachers and preachers. Among them, the orders of Al-Qadriya, 

A-Shazliya, A-Samania, Al-Idreesia, A-Tijaniya, Al-Ahmad Idreesia and Al-Mirghania
11

 

were most prominent. Along with these Sufi orders highly respected religious families 

emerged and played an important role in spreading Islam in Eritrea. Examples of these 

families include: Ad Sheikh, Ad Mua’lim, Ad Kebire, Ad Syedna Mustapha
12

, Bait A-

Sheikh Ibrahim Khaleel and Faqih Harak. Among the aforementioned Sufi orders the 

Mirghani order was the largest and most influential. The founder of the order was 

Mohamed Uthman Al-Mirghani (born 1793 AD), a Meccan by birth and a student of the 

Shazliya master in Mecca Ahmed bin Idrees
13

. Mirghani traveled to Sudan to preach 

Islam and married a local woman who became the mother of his successor in Sudan, Al-

Hassan. Al-Mirghani retuned to Mecca and died in Taef. His son, Al-Hassan, took over 

the leadership of the order in Sudan and Eritrea with the city of Kassala as his center. A 

branch of the Mirghani family later moved and settled in Eritrea. The influence of this 

order reached as far as the highlands of Eritrea and Ethiopia. The leaders and kulafa of 

the order were held in high esteem by the Italians rulers of Eritrea. 

  

These Sufi orders left a lasting impact on Eritrea. They successfully spread the message 

of Islam among many Eritrean tribes; they solidified the existing Islamic presence and 

played an important role in fending off the Western missionary onslaught. Nawood points 

out that the Baria and Baza tribes in Eritrea accepted Islam at the hands of Mohamed 

Uthman in the second half of the 19
th

 century. He also notes that Islam spread among the 

Bilen, Maria, Bait Jok, Mansa’ and some branches of Habab tribes through the efforts of 

the Mirghani order.
14

 Hence, the Sufi orders and the leading religious families 

contributed significantly to the spread and establishment of Islam in Eritrea.   

 

The battle of Galabat, Italian occupation and the Muslim resurgence 

Emperor Yohannes the 4
th

 (1831-1889) became the strongest man in the highlands 

following the demise of King Tewodros. The rise of Yohannes posed a grave danger for 

Islam. Yohannes embarked on an ambitious project of unifying religion in his domain 

and making the Jacobite Christian faith the only acceptable faith in the land. Accordingly, 

in a convocation attended by the Orthodox Jacobite clergy in 1878 he issued a decree in 

which Christians belonging to other denominations were to convert to the dominant 

Jacobite branch of Christianity within 2 years; Muslims were given 3 years and pagans 5 

years. Yohannes, however, did not wait for the period specified and began a process of 

forced conversion right away. Sir Thomas Arnold, quoting Massaja, notes that “by 1880 

King John is said to have compelled about 50,000 Muhammadans to be baptized, as well 

as 20,000 members of one of the pagan tribes and half a million of Gallas”. Further, he 

notes that “the only result of these violent measures was to increase the hatred and 

hostility of both the Muslim and the heathen Abyssinians towards the Christian faith”
15

. 

Many Muslims under Yohannes’s domain were forced to leave their homes and seek 
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refuge in safer areas. Eritrea itself was not immune to Yohannes’s forced conversion 

project. The highlands of Eritrea were under the rule of Ras Alula, Yohanesse’s 

prominent general, stationed in Asmara. Yohannes was determined on eradicating Islam 

from his domain; however, his project failed partly due to external developments that 

were threatening his power base. He was threatened by the Mahdi’s in Sudan and the 

Italians who controlled the coastal areas of Eritrea. Yohannes attempted to appease the 

Mahdi’s and neutralize them; however, they categorically rejected him. He attacked the 

the Mahdi’s with a massive army, but was killed in battle.  His army disintegrated and his 

project of forced conversion came to an end
16

.   

 

With the death of Yohannes, Italians marched towards the interior land and completed 

their occupation of Eritrea, declaring it a colony in 1890. The Italian occupation, despite 

its racist and exploitive policies, was more tolerant towards Muslims. The Italians, for 

reasons of political expediency, supported the establishment of Islamic institutions and 

mosques and met some of the religious needs of Muslims. The Italians were also more 

respectful of the Muslim religious leaders, particularly the leaders of the Mirghani order.  

During the Italian rule a significant number of Eritrean youth attended Al-Azhar 

University in Cairo for Islamic studies. This phenomenon could be attributed to the ease 

of transportation, the peace and order that prevailed in the country and the more tolerant 

environment that prevailed. These young Eritreans completed their Alimiya degree in Al-

Azhar and the majority of them returned to Eritrea, contributing to the resurgence of 

Islamic scholarship and culture in Eritrea in the 1940’s. During this period various 

mosques were built, many schools were established and numerous institutions were 

created. This group of scholars played a great role in creating greater awareness, 

promoting better understanding of Islam, spreading the Arabic language and eliminating 

various deviations from Islam. The impact of these scholars was felt in every sphere of 

Islamic life in Eritrea, particularly in urban centers. The mid 1970’s saw a noticeable 

decline in this revivalist movement due to the demise of many of the scholars and the 

departure of others who fled the political instability caused by the war of liberation. 

Subsequent graduates from Islamic universities abroad, particularly Saudi Arabia, chose 

not to return to Eritrea because of the ongoing instability. Many settled in Sudan and 

other countries. This in turn left a huge vacuum within the Muslim community in Eritrea. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

These five milestones highlight some of the pivotal moments of the history of Islam in 

Eritrea. They demonstrate the early arrival of Islam, its peaceful and gradual spread, its 

impact on Eritrean culture and history and the interconnectedness between Eritrea and the 

surrounding predominantly Muslim regions.. 
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