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fluid and dynamic connections and interactions with and across
adjacent regions. This study challenges primordial and histori-
cally deterministic perceptions that tend to emphasize the his-
torical disconnectedness of modern Eritrea’s different regions
in the pre-colonial era. I argue that the various regional arenas
in the territory that would become Eritrea were not, as one
historian put it, “independent cultural entities with dissimilar
historical orientations” but were much more flexible, intercon-
nected and porous, even before Khedival Egypt’s direct role in
the area in the 1860s and 1870s."”' Economically, the revival of
commerce in the Red Sea area in the second quarter of the
nineteenth century reanimated the Kassala-Massawa caravan
route which connected producers, consumers, as well as net-
works of traders and transporters between Barka and Semhar.
Religious-based webs of connections also defy the idea of iso-
lated areas before the last third of the nineteenth century.
Muhammad Uthman al-Mirghani, founder of the Khatmiyya
Sufi brotherhood, initiated followers among the Bani Amer,
Marya, as well as in Sahel, Semhar and in the urban coastal
centers of Massawa and Hirgigo in the 1820s."*? The Ad Shaykh
holy family, too, manipulated 2 system of family circuits and
networks straddling the region between Barka and the Red Sea,
at least from the 1830s onwards. Finally, as this study has shown,
in various periods the coast-based na’ibs interacted with high-
d rulers and chiefs — and not exclusively in antagonistic cir-

stances.

From around the 1830s onwards the introduction of steam-
ip navigation and the subsequent commercial boom in the
ed Sea arca sparked off a truculent struggle between large
valing polities — be they from beyond the sea or from the in-
nd — over control of the coastlands. From the mid-1840s the
dash of sovereignties’ resulted in the transition from indirect

direct Ottoman and Egyptian control, which significantly
roded the power of the na'ibs and transformed their political
atus and influence. The diminution of na’ib political power
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reflected the transformation in the meanings of sovereignty
typical of other localities in Asia and Africa at that time. As this
study has shown, Ottoman indirect control and na’ib ascen-
dancy enabled the inhabitants of Massawa, Hirgigo and the wider
region to develop autonomous political, economic and social
spaces. From mid-century, with the revival of commerce and
the wave of reinvigorated imperialism — both European and
non-European, in this context - the notion of indivisible and
unitary sovereignty was increasingly imposed, representing a
break from the more amorphous methods of governance and
legitimacy that had been common under the Ottomans in the
past.'® An intimately related consequence of creeping imperi-
alism from mid-century onwards was a gradual shift in the con-
ception and meaning of borders. Effective military occupation
and control, together with a centralized and modernized impe-
rial administration, translated into a more rigidified notion of
frontiers — one that was not there beforehand when boundaries
were nebulous and undefined. Egypt’s expansionist enterprise
and imperialist ambitions in northeast Africa under Muhammad
Ali and the khedives, aspired to create territorial continuities
between possessions in the Nile Valley and the Red Sea coasts
—a process that led to a more pronounced definition of tertito-
rial-political boundaries. The rigidification of frontiers culmi-
nated in the late nineteenth century with the creation and con-
solidation of the Italian colony of Eritrea.
Following a period of instability in mid-century, the
‘scramble’ for the Red Sea coast culminated with the Egyptian

occupation (1865-85) of parts of the coastlands controlled by
the na’ibs until then.”™ The rise of Massawa to its position as a

major Red Sea hub in a period of spectacular commercial ex-

Power Without Pashas

do -
Ch.des not.end there. It is important to stress that na’ib influence
not disappear altogether. The na’ib family continued to wield

cial vieal: .
\ 'fal vclitahty. There is no doubt that to Some extent it also main
lame ththe bases of its regional authority. The Egyptians and
ater the Italians were e
ager to develop with the nga’j i
et ! . e na’tb famil
relations of accommodation which assisted them i the admin)-l
istration of their territories and in maintaining stability, A
i : : . A cer-
n degree of interdependence ultimately benefited both par-
re continued to convert and re-convert
o oical, e ¢ and social capital acquired in past cen-
Y adjusting and accommodating to rapidly changing tim
and new opportunities. S fmes

: lstn;lmental for mobilizing local populations and securing their
/’l Oyalty tq the government. In the early 1870s the Egyptian ad-
‘ministration awarded na’ib 1dris Hasan (c. 1825-1905) the hon-

“orary military title of Ma;
. jor (sagh gol agh . ]
‘#azirof Semhar.'® Byt such(g 87 90/ aghasi) and appointed him

,‘ ' . estures were more symbolic than
’anythmg else. Much like in the eighteenth century under the

pansion crystallized and cemented even further the region be- 1
tween the mountains and the sea. The port’s role as the focal 4
point for not only economic and political, but also social, reli- 1
gious and cultural activities and influence throughout the re- 4
gion was further enhanced. In any case, the ‘story’ of the na’ibs

: : y in their villages in
y Assawa’s subur}as (especially Hirgigo and Ombkaullo). Af:gcom—
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ing local municipal and economic interests, but the na’ibs’ former
politically powerful position remained a symbolic vestige of the
past. In 1888 the Italian authorities formally divided the now
diminished office of the na’ib between the two family lines.
The Bayt Hasan retained Hirgigo under ‘Abd al-Karim Abd al-
Rahim, and the Bayt ‘Uthman took charge of Omkullo and
Hetumlo under Idris Hasan."*S Further research into the posi-
tion, role and bases of power of the na’ibs as power brokers
under the Egyptians (1865-1885), the Italians (1885-1941) and
beyond, is therefore warmly encouraged.
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THE STRATEGIC PosItioN oF KEREN
IN THE MASSAWA-KHASSALA TRADE ROUTE

perspec-

harge of a subdivision of an adminis-

Adhana Mengstaab

his brief article' attempts to present the strategic im-
portance of the Keren district in the Eritrean northern

caravan trade route from the earliest times to the nine-
enth century.

e Geo-Strategic Location of Keren

e district of Keren, known as Bogos by the Tigrigna-speak-
ng neighboring district, and as Sanhit by the Tigrae-speaking
istricts, is 2 mountainous region tightly welded to the Hamasen
tean. It may be considered the northern appendage of that
teau. It is a centre of the Ansaba valley which extends from
he Barka valley to the Red Sea Coast. The deep valley of the
ver Ansaba splits that mountainous mass into two: the eastern
constitutes the Habab and Mansa, while the western por-
constitutes the Marya and the Land of the Blean (Bogos,
janhit). Bogos, which forms a sort of lower shelf of the
masen plateau, stands at about 700 meters above the Barka
d 800 meters below Hamasen. It is bordered by the Marya
Habab in the north, by Bejjuk and Mansa in the east, by
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