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I. An Overview 
 
1.1 Introduction 
 
The political history of Ethiopia in general and that of the Afar relation with Tigray has been one 
of the longest ones. They have the longest geographic border in the country, though this is not 
known beyond its immediate area. This article aims to describe and analyze the relation through 
chronological development from the past to the present. The historical part starts from the 
geographic settlement to the ancient relation of the time. However, things changed since the period 
known as "The Era of the Princes" and new leaders in Tigray, like Mikael Sehul and Emperor 
Yohannes IV.  
 
The political development continued as Emperor Yohannes was killed in March 1889 by Sudanese 
Mahdists defending his country. After his death, Emperor Menelik took over the governorship of 
Ethiopia and Yohannes's heritage-maintained power at the provincial level of Tigray. The 
provincial rule of the family of Tigray included the northern Afar in its local administration. This 
provincial rule was kept until the military government took over its administration framework of 
the country, though heritage rule declined since the revolution in 1974 in Ethiopia.  
 
In the 1980th, a new political force emerged, known as woyane, as did the Afar political struggle. 
The former carried on an armed struggle for 17 years and took over power in Addis Ababa, whereas 
the Afar struggle became subject to disbursement and subjugation. However, a federal system of 
decentralization was introduced and stayed there for about 27 years with a complete domination 
of the woyane-led government. In 2018, the woyane was ousted from their rule through a popular 
uprising and replaced by a new reform government led by Abiy Ahmed. As it lost power in Addis 
Ababa, the woyane withdrew to their region of Tigray and reorganized its ability to fight the central 
government and dictate its terms to the central government. Due to this conflict, the situation seems 
to return to civil war between the central government and woyane in general and later the Afar and 
the Woyane in particular.  
 
1.2 The Land and the People    
 
The geographic position between the Afar and the Tigrayan has been defined since the immemorial 
period of the past, in which the Tigrayans generally inhabited the highland plateau. In contrast, the 
lowland belongs to the Afars though it pushes each group in some areas. In modern times, the 
definition of the territories was made arbitrarily into the Agame, Kilte, Awlaelo, and Wajirat sub-
provinces until it was changed by the federal arrangement of Ethiopia, where every national group 
ascertained its regional governments. During the decentralization rule, the Afar Region did not 
include all those parts of the area that remained in Tigray. No one dared to raise the issue by then 
except the Sawune people, who complained to the central government without any solution. 
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1.3 A Map of the boundaries affected by the Woyane Invasion  
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1.4 The Resource of the Northern Afar 
 
The resource question is critical in the relation between the Tigrayans and the Afars. In the past, 
the details known were related to the availability of salt and potash minerals of the northern Afar. 
This was initially known among the caravan traders who used to fetch these minerals from As-Ale 
to Mekele and up to Raya beyond in the remote past. With the formation of modern Ethiopia and 
the establishment of the local administration, the Northern Afar remained under the administration 
of Tigre, as then it was known. This provincial administration saw that Afar was incorporated 
under the Tigray administration, where Afar administration was placed under Mekele and other 
towns, where the local government consequently checked their progress. The administration was 
relatively nominal, which meant it was placed far away to influence the remote Afar areas directly. 
The Tigray provincial administration was to open up the region through a road network and the 
imposition of taxes on the animal and the salt trade. The salt was used as a barter economy where 
the transaction was paid. 
 
The As-Ale Salt and the Tigrayan need for expansion: Thus, the Tigrayan and the Afar boundaries 
had to be defined. This was done long before any boundaries ever existed in the area. During this 
time, one source of conflict was the Afar Salt mine of As-Ale in Dallol, which was the only source 
of a commodity in the Northern region of Ethiopia. With this resource in mind, expansion desires 
grew simultaneously to become a political agenda. Historically Tigrayan leaders envisaged control 
of the Salt mines areas. The first major known clash was observed in the 1760s when the Tigrayan 
lord Mikael Sehul carried out regular raids and was later consolidated by Emperor Yohannes IV.  
 
During the armed struggle years of the Woyane, it was proved that the Afar resource had more 
potential than anybody else knew; because of this, the woyane happened to discover what they 
never had seen before and confirmed their territorial ambition. As woyane came to power in Addis 
Ababa in 1991, it was clear to them that they saw the resource potential as attractive, even as they 
ruled the country and had to exploit it by any means. They did it without any obstacle as their 
watchful administrators held all the Afar local government positions. This was clearly seen as the 
woyane withdrew from their government position in Addis Ababa for good and had to fight to the 
end to regain the opportunities. 
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II. Historical Background 
 
For the sake of brevity, this article tried to summarize the subject matter into the Afar -Tigrayan 
relation into the two past periods: the remote past and the other as the modern period. The record 
for the distant past is very much limited. Therefore, I tried to draw on local oral tradition for 
information that might be relevant. The modern time describes the transitional period of power 
struggle in the country in relation to the Afar and Tigrayan connection. 
 
2.1 Relations under Ancient Rules  
 
The most available records are traced during the Axum civilization, where Adulis port town on the 
Red Sea facilitated contact with the outside world. Adulis was the only known point that provided 
communication links with the Axum civilization. The Afar is said to have facilitated the transport 
through camel caravans and kept the security of the passage to and from Adulis to Axum. I may 
believe that Afar was among significant communities in Axum; even some of those places that 
remained in Axum are named Afar language by definition. 
 
The other incident of history about Tigrayans relation could be said that of the Negash history. 
This history describes the prophet Mohammed as having a problem with non-Muslims in the Arab 
community. In Macca, he decided to send his followers as a delegate to King Al Nagash of 
Habesha, now situated in Tigray. The delegate crossed the Red Sea to the Afar port of Zula and, 
went on foot through Kululi, Konaba, and reached Al Negashi. I believe the area was then resided 
by the Afar until they were pushed by the modernization of the road network and urbanization by 
the growing Tigrayan power. Throughout history, the Afar has been known for their contact across 
the Red Sea, imported and exporting goods from the outside world, and transporting them to the 
highland, which used to be valuable in the plateau and beyond. At the same time, commercial links 
have been vital through socio-economic interaction that exists to this day. 
 
2.2 The Period of Power Struggle 
 
Apart from the Axum civilization, the Tigrayan was no better off than the Afar to dominate other 
neighboring regions. As the civilization of Axum declined in the fourth century, they had to find 
alternative ways to drive their politics. I call this period a struggle for power among the 
protagonists. The period is also known as "The Era of the Princes," when every area chief was 
needed to show his power by expanding his power base. This was first noticed in Tigray by Mikael 
Sehul, who expanded into Afar, occasionally swapping plenty of livestock and salt resources. The 
other head who struggled to terminate the country's anarchy was Emperor Tedros. Parallelly, there 
was a Tigrayan Ras Kassa who dominated the political scene of Tigray.  
 
The Escape of Ras Kassa to Afar to Struggle: The escape of Ras Kassa to Afar was made when 
the power struggle was intensified in Ethiopia. Meanwhile, the power of Emperor Tewdros was 
growing and intended to enhance the unity and modernization of Ethiopia. He united the army of 
Ethiopia on the modern ground and tried to integrate his political power by incorporating the 
different kings around. In this effort, the question came to Tigray, like other regions, to lose control 
to Emperor Tedros. Ras Kassa held power in Tigray, who was to submit himself to Tedros. 
Considering his relation with the Tigrayan people and the growing Emperor Tedros power, he 
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instead fled to the Yakumi, an Afar chief of Abala. For the first time, the Afar contact became 
significant in the relationship with Tigrean, which allowed the interaction in the politics of the 
whole of Ethiopia. At besieged by a British expeditionary force, Emperor Tedros decided to 
commit suicide than be captured at Makdala in 1868. Ras Kassa of Tigray exploited the power 
vacuum, which allowed him to become the Emperor of Ethiopia.  
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III. Relations Under the Rules of the Emperors 
 
Under different imperial rules of Ethiopia, the Tigrayan and the Afars continued to live side by 
side. Hence, part of the northern Afar was included in Tigrayan provincial administration. The first 
Tigrayan leader to trigger a war against the Afar was Mikael Sehul, and continued by Emperor 
Yohannes IV, who tried to unite Ethiopians through Christianity. Hence, his political role was 
associated with a conflict against the Muslims in the country. After the death of the emperor, 
emperor Menelik took over, who had a hard time incorporating the relationship between the Afar 
and Tigrayan. This was partly due to his expansion into peripherals and fighting European coal 
colonialism simultaneously. At his death, Lij Iyyasu, who was to replace him, became 
controversial, and Lij Iyasu escaped to Afar, as did Ras Kassa, as he was denied his position as 
king. 
 
Nevertheless, later on, handed over to the Ethiopian authority of Haile Sellassie. Emperor Haile 
Sellasie, through the provincial ruler of Tigray, introduced reform in the country's administration, 
handing over parts of northern Afar under the Tigray regional rule. The local administration of 
Tigray was led by the heir of Yohannes IV of Enderta. Hence, first, let us see the relations between 
the Afar and the Tigrayan under the rule of the emperor.   
 
3.1 Relations Under Emperor Yohannes IV 
 
The Afar relation with Tigrayan should be seen first at inter-provincial levels but later on, became 
an intra-provincial relationship which included the Northern Afar included into Tigrayan 
provincial administration of Ethiopia. Ras Kassa (later Emperor of Ethiopia) was accepted as a 
refugee, where he stayed in Abala town and was provided with food and security. He was even 
allowed to have his church where he stayed and was provided with information about the 
development of his province through Daagu (means news in the Afar language) and to have contact 
with the British forces stationed at the Red Sea. As the British expedition approached Tigray 
province, he joined them to fight against Emperor Tedros of Ethiopia.  
 
After the defeat of Emperor Tedros's force on the battlefield of Makdala, Kassa remained an 
influential uncontested leader in the country and became the Emperor of Ethiopia. His central 
vision was driven by unity under his Christianity rule, which put him at loggerhead with Muslims 
around Ethiopia and beyond. Against this background, he had to start the war with the immediate 
neighbors, which targeted the Afar and the Northern Wello people. He did this with Abala town 
and surroundings, where he was accepted as a guest of honor earlier. The emperor carried out 
repeated attacks against Northern Afar. The war was said to have been led by Yohannes IV 
personally on the battlefield. Several battles took place between the Afar and the forces of the 
emperor until he was killed in the battle of Matemma by the Sudanese Mahdist. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


