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Abstract

Many African states have been plagued by weak and ineffective state structures, at
times culminating in complete political collapse. This dissertation considers the validity
of two propositions aimed at developing an understanding of the problem of institutional
weakness and failure, using the case studies of the Republic of Somalia (in collapse) and
the “self-declared” Republic of Somaliland (in rebuilding). The first proposition
contends that a critical root cause of Somalia’s implosion can be found in the virtually
total lack of correspondence between the foundations and formal institutions of the state
and the norms, values, practices and beliefs — the informal institutions — of Somali
society. This “disconnect” resulted in the failure of the state and its successive regimes to
sustain any form of vertical legitimacy; there was no agreement between the state and
society on the principles upon which the “right to rule” was based. The second
proposition suggests that the vertical legitimacy of the reconstructed state can be
strengthened in both intrinsic and instrumental ways via a process of “indigenization” of
the political system — i.e., construction of the foundations of the state, as well as the
formal institutions of the new regime, based on both indigenous Somali political culture
and universal democratic principles.

Two key aspects of the “hybrid” political system which Somalilanders are
constructing are evaluated: the incorporation of “traditional” elders into formal political
structures via a “House of Elders” or Guurti, and the reliance on explicit, negotiated clan
balance within the state’s legislative bodies. Based on interviews with a broad range of
Somalilanders, both the potential and actual implications for legitimacy of these
adaptations are evaluated. The findings suggest that indigenization offers potential
opportunities to expand political space, strengthening the state-society linkage and hence
increasing vertical legitimacy. But the effects of indigenization are fluid and situational,
responding to changes in the political context, the efforts of various constituencies to
define and control these institutions, and the changing expectations of society. Moreover,
indigenization will not prevent elite efforts to co-opt indigenized structures in ways that
could undermine their usefulness to the state. But the public’s familiarity with how
indigenized institutions are supposed to work may make it more successful in holding
them accountable.

i1
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Chapter 1: Institutional Roots and the Challenge of Legitimacy

1.1 Introduction to the Problem

The former Republic of Somalia has achieved the unfortunate distinction of
becoming Africa’s quintessential failed state. After tolerating a decade of corrupt and
ineffective — though purportedly democratic — rule under its first post-independence
government, followed by more than 20 years of increasingly autocratic and totalitarian
rule under the dictatorship of Mohamed Siyad Barre, the country finally imploded early
in 1991, fracturing along fault lines of regional and clan divisions. Much of the former
Republic has, since then, endured extreme hardship as repeated attempts to reconcile
warring factions and restore a formal government have met with failure. And although
Somalia in the 1990s represented the extremes of failure, many of its neighbors in the
Horn of Africa and beyond have not fared particularly well either, suffering ills ranging
from slow or even negative growth and declining standards of living, to corruption and
poor governance, unrest, and in numerous cases, civil wars of their own. Ethiopia joins
the former Somalia as one of the world’s poorest countries, and Sudan remains mired in a
long-running civil war that extends into northern Uganda, while the states of the Great
Lakes Region have been repeatedly torn asunder by civil and international conflict that
has escalated into genocide. Relatively speaking, Kenya, which suffers from ongoing
low-level conflict in several regions and where the economy has virtually ground to a
standstill under the weight of rampant corruption and economic mismanagement, is a
“success story.” And the stories of the coups and dictatorships that have long dominated
politics on much of the rest of the continent are also well known. Across most of Africa,

the first four decades of independence have produced at best disappointing results.
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Is it possible to break out of the negative spiral that seems to have engulfed the
former Republic of Somalia, and to a lesser extent, its neighbors? The experiences of the
breakaway northwestern region of the country, now known as the “self-declared”
Republic of Sdmaliland, may offer some critical insights on this issue. Encompassing the
territory of the former British Protectorate of Somaliland, this region announced its
secession from the south of the country shortly after the state collapsed in an effort to
reclaim the independent status that it gave up to form a union with the south just days
after the British departed in 1960. Since 1991, Somalilanders have been deeply engaged
in the process of political reconstruction, and they have been relatively successful in
achieving not just peace and stability, but a remarkable degree of political and economic
rehabilitation as well. Although it has not been recognized by any sovereign state or
international body, Somaliland clearly exists as a de facto state,' drawing attention to
Jeffrey Herbst’s (2001) contention that it is time for the West to explore new
understandings of sovereignty, borders, and what constitutes a viable “state.”

But the critical lessons from Somalia and Somaliland for the purposes of this
analysis lie in developing an understanding of the root causes of Somalia’s collapse, and
in evaluating Somaliland’s particular response to the problem of institutional rebuilding.
Somalis themselves recognize that there is no guarantee that the new government or
governments they produce will be any more effective, just, or beneficial to the public

than those of the past. Constructing a better future requires understanding what went so

! Based on this de facto status, for the purposes of clarity in the terminology used in this analysis I will
refer to Somaliland as a state despite its lack of de jure status in the international arena. Given that the
ultimate resolution of Somaliland’s status must almost inevitably involve at least a considerable degree of
autonomy for the region, if not outright independence, treating the political structures in the region as
though they are indeed state structures is not likely to be far off the mark. I will return to this issue in
further detail in Chapter 5.

? Jeffrey Herbst, States and Power in Africa: Comparative Lessons in Authority and Control (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2000).
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wrong in the past. Only then can Somalis, and the international community that supports
their efforts, begin to plot a way forward that can help to avoid repeating the mistakes
and failures of the past. In constructing a unique set of what they describe as “hybrid”
institutions, Somalilanders believe they may have found this way. The purpose of this
analysis is therefore two-fold: first, to explore the question of what went wrong in
Somalia, and secondly, to investigate what can be done differently in a reconstructed
Somali state (or states) in order to break free of the destructive cycle in which Somalis
currently find themselves so deeply mired. Towards this end, I will explore the following
two propositions:
Proposition 1: The primary cause of the implosion of the Republic of Somalia can
be traced to the virtually total lack of correspondence between the foundations
and formal institutions of the state and the norms, values, practices and beliefs —
the informal institutions — of Somali society, resulting in a lack of vertical
legitimacy.
Proposition 2: Indigenizing Somaliland’s political system — i.e., building the
foundations of the state, as well as the specific, formal institutions and structures
of the new regime, based on both indigenous Somali political culture and global
democratic roots — will strengthen the legitimacy of the new state in both intrinsic
and instrumental ways.
The findings of this analysis in Somaliland will reveal important lessons about institution
building that are relevant not just to the rest of the former Republic of Somalia, but to

many other political systems in Africa as well.
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1.2 Proposition 1: The Roots of Failure
1.2.1 Theoretical Overview

I. William Zartman (1995) explains that state collapse occurs when “the basic
functions of the state are no longer be performed. . . . As the decisionmaking center of
government, the state is paralyzed and inoperative: laws are not made, order is not
preserved, and societal cohesion is not enhanced.” Nor can a collapsed state continue to
function as a symbol of identity, as a secure territory, or as an authoritative political
institution that can direct public affairs. Then. as Zartman describes it, “no longer
functioning, with neither traditional nor charismatic nor institutional sources of
legitimacy, it has lost the right to rule.”

Analysts have proposed a variety of theories to explain the abysmal performance of
so-called failed states such as Somalia, as well as their deeply troubled neighbors. They
seek to understand the choice of poor policies and the pursuit of corrupt and self-serving
practices on the part of governments, and to explain the inability of African publics, even
at times in the context of electoral — and therefore technically democratic — politics, to
keep their governments in check. Whether operating under autocratic dictatorships,
military juntas, reformist socialist regimes, or purportedly democratic systems, African
leaders and their bureaucracies have, with a few notable exceptions, consistently failed to
devise, select and/or implement effective policies and programs that have advanced their
countries’ interests, and their citizens have, more often than not, quietly acquiesced.

Increasingly, the focus of these analyses has intensified on the problem of weak,

illegitimate and ineffectual institutions — breakdowns in what Douglass C. North (1990)

’ 1. William Zartman, “Introduction: Posing the Problem of State Collapse,” in Collapsed States: The
Disintegration and Restoration of Legitimate Authority, ed. 1 William Zartman (Boulder and London:
Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1995), 5.
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has described as “the rules of the game in a society or . . . the humanly devised
constraints that shape human interaction.”

North focuses on this question of why societies continue to exhibit poor
performance, despite the fact that more effective political and economic models exist. He
finds the answer in the nature of institutional change and the correspondence — or lack
thereof — between the formal aspects of institutions (their rules and laws) and their
underlying informal foundations such as cultural norms and values. He argues that there
must be a certain amount of consistency between the formal rules and the informal
constraints for a political system to function effectively. North adds that radical changes
in the formal rules will not necessarily be matched by corresponding changes in the
informal constraints, in part due to the high information and transactions costs that arise.
He also argues that the resulting inconsistencies between the formal and informal rules
and constraints can lead to tensions in society, which in theory must be resolved through
adjustments to either the formal rules, the informal constraints, or both.

North’s analysis is clearly relevant to many African countries, where radical, abrupt
changes in the formal rules — the advent of colonization, the arrival of independence, a
“democratic opening,” a military takeover, and other liberal or non-liberal transitions —
have occurred frequently since the onset of the colonial era, a relatively brief period of
time from the perspective of long-term institution building. The result has been
fundamental inconsistencies and tensions between social and political structures,
producing institutions that are at odds with the norms, values and expectations of society

— its informal constraints. This could be a significant source of the instability and failure

* Douglass C. North, Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 3.
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in many African political systems. North also proposes a theory of path dependence,
which posits that: 1) rather than major changes, institutional changes will almost always
be incremental and occur at the margins; and 2) the direction or nature of possible
changes will be limited, especially by the informal constraints of a society.

This framework is particularly relevant not only to the institutions of government
generally, but more specifically to the question of the fundamental legitimacy of a
regime, or even of the state itself. In his 1996 analysis of the causes of modern civil
wars, Kalevi Holsti identifies what he describes as a lack of vertical legitimacy as a key
source of failure of modern states, particularly those created in the post-1945 era of
decolonization. Holsti argues that a state (or regime) has vertical legitimacy if there is
agreement between the state (as manifested in its structures and institutions) and society
on the principles on which the “right to rule” is based.” According to Holsti, states
typically make claims of legitimacy or a “right to rule” based on a number of factors,
ranging from religion or divine right, heredity, ethnicity, or ideology, to contract and
consent, task achievement (for example, successfully leading an independence struggle),
leadership attributes, or the use of force.®

However, Holsti goes on to note that “claims to authority are only that.””’ Actual
vertical legitimacy only pertains if these claims are accepted by society. If they are, then
a state or regime can likely rely to at least some extent on the loyalty and compliance of

its citizens, giving it considerable strength, manifested, for example, in the ability to

5 Kalevi J. Holsti, The State, War, and the State of War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996),
84. Note that Holsti also identifies what he considers a second key aspect of legitimacy, horizontal
legitimacy, defined as the “intellectual and emotional bases of political community,” or in other words “the
definition of the population over whom rule is exercised.” While this source of legitimacy is also highly
relevant in many contexts, it is less important to this analysis of Somalia and will not be considered further.
% Ibid., 85.

7 Ibid., 87.
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make and implement decisions and policies and to collect revenues. In this sense,

1113

legitimacy can be defined as “‘the belief in the rightfulness of a state, in its authority to
issue commands, so that those commands are obeyed not simply out of fear or self-
interest, but because they are believed in some sense to have moral authority.”’8 If, on
the other hand, society rejects the state’s claims, the state will be weak, unable to elicit
the trust, support and compliance of citizens or to generate and manage resources, and
failing to exhibit accountability or develop relationships of reciprocity with its citizens.
One alternative to establishing legitimacy based on a common view of the

principles underlying a state’s right to rule, which I will refer to as intrinsic legitimacy, is
to build instrumental legitimacy, that is, legitimacy based on state success in meeting
widely perceived needs of citizens, for example by successfully providing social services
or security. However, Holsti notes how difficult it is for a state lacking intrinsic
legitimacy to improve its status via instrumental means:

The weak state is caught in a vicious circle. It does not have the resources

to create legitimacy by providing security and other services. In its

attempt to find strength, it adopts predatory and kleptocratic practices or

plays upon and exacerbates social tensions between the myriads of

communities that make up the society. Everything it does to become a

strong state actually perpetuates its weakness.” [italics supplied]
Thus, states that lack legitimacy from the beginning often not only fail to improve their

position, but in fact they frequently take actions that lead them to descend ever further

into alienation and illegitimacy.

8 Ibid., 87, citing Rodney Barker, Political Legitimacy and the State (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1991), 11.
? Ibid., 117.
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One of the critical outcomes of this lack of legitimacy and the disconnection
between the state and society that produces it is excessive state autonomy.'® Particularly
when society has little recourse to create a more legitimate state (or regime), and instead
acquiesces in the perpetuation of an illegitimate state, the political system may find itself
able to act essentially as it chooses, free from accountability to society. But as Marina
Ottaway (1987) has explained, despite initial appearances, this is not necessarily a
positive outcome for the state:

The weak state . . .: “has a high degree of autonomy from society, but . . .

it is also very seriously weakened by its internal divisions. Decision-

making is most often in the hands of a few, not of institutions.

Administration is in the hands of an inefficient apparatus that the leaders

do not always control . . . [I]t is a state that has autonomy (probably too

much autonomy), but very little sovereignty.” ' [italics supplied]
Holsti thus concludes with the important point that appearances can be deceiving; neither
authoritarian or despotic power, nor state autonomy from society, should be confused
with the kind of functional and effective state strength and authority that arise out of
vertical legitimacy. He observes that in weak, illegitimate states:

Substantial segments of their population do not accord the state or its

rulers loyalty . . . and the rulers, in the name of the state, have little
authority in the sense that their decisions, decrees, actions, and policies

' In the literature on the state, state “autonomy” is often considered a good thing, a component of state
strength that implies that a state has the capacity to act decisively, and to give orders and have them carried
out. See for example Eric A. Nordlinger, On the Autonomy of the Democratic State (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1981), and Joel Migdal, Strong Societies and Weak States: State-Society
Relations and State Capabilities in the Third World (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press,
1988). However, in this analysis I am concerned with an excess of “autonomy” of the state from society,
implying not state strength, but rather a capacity to act independently of — in fact, to openly ignore —
societal interests and demands. In other words, I use the term “autonomy” to refer to a state that is
unattached, or disconnected, from the population. The question of whether state autonomy is a positive or
negative trait hinges in part on the distinction Christopher Clapham makes between conceptions of the state
as a provider of welfare, and those that treat the state as source of exploitation. In the case of Somalia, the
latter framework is a more appropriate starting point. Christopher Clapham, Africa and the International
System: The Politics of State Survival (Cambridge, New York and Melbourne: Cambridge University Press,
1996), 9.

"' Holsti, The State of War, 116, citing Marina Ottaway, “The Crisis of Socialist Sates,” in The African
State in Transition, ed. Zaki Ergas (London: Macmillan, 1987), 173.
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elicit habitual compliance. . . . Weak states in fact display a paradox: they

are at once strong in the category of despotic power, but weak in

infrastructural power. . . . The essential props of vertical legitimacy —

authority, reciprocity, trust, and accountability — are largely absent. . . . In

many weak states, therefore, central rule is mostly theater. . . . The

authoritarianism of most weak states is not to be confused with the

capacity to govern effectively.'?
The fact that the few countries, such as Botswana, that did not ignore their own political
and cultural roots in building their post-independence polities are now among Africa’s
top performers is particularly telling. The rest have been plagued by the predations of

governments that are disconnected from and function autonomously of their societies,

both institutionally, and financially.

1.2.2 Hypothesis 1

The first proposition to be tested in this analysis, then, arises out of an application
of these frameworks of state weakness and institutional failure developed by North and
Holsti to the particular case of the Republic of Somalia. Specifically, I will evaluate the
hypothesis that while many causal factors contributed to the implosion of the Somali
state, the primary roots of the problem can be traced to the failure of the state or its
successive regimes to achieve any form of vertical legitimacy. In other words, it resulted
from the virtually total lack of correspondence between the foundations and formal
institutions of the state and the norms, values, practices and beliefs — the informal
institutions — of Somali society.

The Somali state had neither authority, nor the consent and loyalty of the Somali
public to the state and its institutions, and the at best sporadic efforts of subsequent

regimes to overcome this weakness met with failure. What state institutions did have was

12 1pid., 104, citing Ottaway, “Crisis of Socialist States,” 174.
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an enormous amount of autonomy, a condition which each regime took full advantage of,
but which, despite temporary benefits to power holders, ultimately undermined the
regime’s — and the state’s — public standing, eventually to the point of collapse. By the
time it fell, the Somali state had so little legitimacy and credibility with the public that it

has yet to be rebuilt.

1.2.3 Methodology and Findings

My evaluation of this first proposition is based primarily upon a review of
secondary sources that concern the historical record of social and political evolution in
Somali society and the Republic of Somalia over the past century and beyond. This
historical overview will serve as the basis for an analysis of the sources — or lack thereof
— of institutional, state and regime legitimacy during the independence era. I will begin
by reviewing the institutions, practices and values comprising traditional (pre-colonial)
Somali political culture. I will then evaluate the impacts of both pre-European and
European foreign intervention and impact, and consider especially the significant impacts
of the British and Italians on the role and functions of these traditional institutions in the
two parts of the Somali-inhabited territories that they ruled. Finally, I will consider the
two post-independence regimes that ruled the Republic of Somalia prior to the state’s
collapse. I will give special attention in this part of the analysis both to how they
interacted with traditional institutions, and with the extent to which the structures,
processes and practices of governance which they employed were or were not consistent
with indigenous value systems.

This evolution does in fact reveal a classic example of a growing disconnection

between state institutions and society precisely along the lines described by North. Until
10
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late in the 19" century, Somali social and political behavior had evolved relatively
independently of external forces into a minimalist system of rule that has been described
as “pastoral democracy.” Yet in Somalia, as in much of Africa, the advent of colonialism
brought about an abrupt and alien reordering of the political arena. Subsequently, the
independence era essentially constituted yet another new disruption in an already
discontinuous process of political evolution. The institutions of Western liberal
democracy bequeathed to Somalia — and most other African countries — upon
independence were nearly as much of a foreign imposition as colonial rule itself had
been. They had only the shallowest of roots among the educated elites within
independence-era Somali society. In Somalia, as throughout most of Africa, the
indigenous political practices, values, institutions, and leadership recognized by the vast
majority of citizens — whether relatively accountable and participatory in nature (as in
Somalia) or autocratic and limited — were entirely and often deliberately marginalized.
Moreover, as we shall see, while indigenous political culture and practices were not
static, neither did they change beyond recognition, nor did they lose their relevance to
much of Somali society.

It is little wonder, then, that state institutions that denied any role to these societal
foundations found it so difficult to establish and sustain legitimacy and effectiveness; the
new political systems were anything but organically grounded in their societies. The
institutions that resulted were shallowly rooted, illegitimate, ineffective, and weak, and
could generate neither positive benefits for Somali society, nor elicit the cooperation and
trust of that society. In such a context, the increasing efforts of the state to enforce
allegiance and extract resources for its own survival eventually proved untenable.

Tensions mounted between the state and Somali society, producing ever widening
11
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rebellion and eventually civil war, until, early in 1991, the breaking point was reached,
and the illegitimate Somali state collapsed so completely that it has yet to be fully
restored.

It should be apparent that Somalia was by no means alone in struggling with the
problems of weak institutions and lack of vertical legitimacy. Zartman reports that one
study identified half of the states in Africa as being in “serious or maximum danger of
collapse, if not already gone.”"? The disconnection between state and society that so
undermined the Somali state has been experienced, in varying fashion and to varying
degrees, by many African states. But only a handful of these have actually ended in
failure. These different outcomes can be explained by the fact that while institutional
weakness is a key factor in failure, it is not the only determinant. In the case of Somalia,
cultural factors combined with the effects of Cold War politics to push the state over the
brink from “mere” weakness to collapse. Institutional disconnect occurred in the context
of an intensely independent traditional political culture that was particularly averse to the
concept of centralized (mis-)rule. In other words, in some senses the disconnect between
the state and society was perhaps even greater in Somalia than elsewhere given the
acephalous nature of Somali political tradition. Centralized rule was already a foreign
concept to Somalis, and according to Zartman, “In Somalia after 1990, Siyad Barre so
concentrated power in the hands of his clan that the whole country rose against him . . .
delegitimizing both the idea and the practice of central state government.”'* At the same
time, as a Cold War client state first of the Soviets, and later of the US, the Somali

government received enormous infusions of funds that both exacerbated the degree of

13 zartman, Collapsed States, 3, citing John Nellier, “States in Danger,” 1993 (mimeo).
14 -
Ibid., 3.
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disconnect and autonomy of the state from society, and enhanced the oppressive
capabilities of the state. By the time these resources were abruptly withdrawn in the late
1980s, the state had so undermined not only its legitimacy, but its very structures and its
ability to function without these resources, that an angry public seized what it then saw as
an opportunity to rid itself of a despised regime.'> This fiercely independent political
culture and a now even more deeply ingrained fear of domination by others, in
combination with the readings and mis-readings of the lessons of the past by Somali
warlords, have prevented reconstruction as well. But while the same sort of institutional
weakness has not in all other cases led to outright state failure as it did in Somalia, it has
been a major factor in the poor performance of states throughout the continent; the

differences are more a matter of degree than of kind.

1.3 Proposition 2: The Way Forward?
1.3.1 Theoretical Overview

If this disconnection and lack of legitimacy is indeed the root source of the failure
of the Somali state, the obvious question is how can Somalis avoid repeating the same
mistakes and build a more legitimate and effective state (or states) out of the ashes of the
Republic of Somalia? Although the collapse of the state has cost Somalis dearly, many
recognize that it has also presented them with a unique opportunity. The silver lining to
the dark cloud of Somalia’s lost decade may be the opportunity it offers to build new
political institutions that are much more fully attuned to the society’s own political needs

and political culture than those of the past that failed them so completely. At the same

13 Although today many Somalis, particularly in the south, regretfully wonder whether any government,
even Siyad Barre’s, would be better than the anarchy that has “ruled” the country since.
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time, the legacy of the past will remain a powerful force shaping rebuilding processes.
Despite all Somalis have been through, there is no assurance that they will not once again
be subjected to rule by a centralized and autonomous regime that remains largely
disconnected from society.

What approach should Somalis take to reconstruction that can overcome the
failures of the past, stemming at least in part from this disconnection between the state
and society? As Holsti notes, “today most Western analysts argue that rule based on
explicit consent through periodic elections is the only enduring basis of vertical
legitimacy.”16 This Western consensus has been manifested in widespread and wholesale
promotion of the Western liberal model of multiparty electoral democracy throughout
Africa and in many other transitional regions of the world during the 1990s. In fact, this
model is regarded by many as the only acceptable political model available today.

However, Holsti himself goes on to add that “it is probably premature to claim that

only democracies have strong bases of legitimacy™"’

— a fact that the pre-democratic
histories of many Western states would confirm — and if we return to North’s analysis, it
should be evident that the “answer” to the political problems not only of Somalia, but of
many other states throughout the world, is not likely to be so simple. The formal
institutions of Western liberal democracy have evolved, in most cases over long periods
of time, in particular social, political and cultural contexts; in fact, it is more accurate to
say that they have co-evolved with the specific values, practices and beliefs of Western

societies, 1.e., with their informal institutions. As discussed above, North’s analysis

suggests that the assumption that it is possible to simply impose the formal institutions of

'S Holsti, State of War, 87.
"7 Ibid., 87.
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the successful model of Western liberal democracy on societies in which they have not
evolved endogenously is a flawed one.

North’s thesis finds strong support in the empirical evidence from Somalia, and the
continent. The widespread failure of African regimes to function effectively and benefit
society is in all cases troubling. But it is particular cause for concern in the case of the
so-called democratic regimes that dominated the immediate post-independence era, and
that have taken center stage again during the “democratic resurgence” of the 1990s.
These systems have been built according to what many believe to be the “correct”
institutional model, i.e., the model of multiparty electoral democracy whereby voting for
political party candidates is the primary means for the public to interact with the political
system. In the immediate post-independence era, most of these electoral democracies
either evolved into or were abruptly replaced by military regimes or one-party states in
less than a decade, often much sooner, in transitions that were rarely contested by the
majority of citizens. In fact, as we shall see, the 1969 coup that overthrew a presumably
legitimate, elected, and purportedly democratic government in Somalia was widely
welcomed by the populace, and Somalia is by no means the only country that has
witnessed such a turnover to the relief or even joy of its citizens. The “new democracies”
of the 1990s have perhaps fared somewhat better, but the overall quality of their records
of governance, and the continuing — and all too often successful — efforts by their elected
leaders to subvert democratic principles (albeit now with a generally higher level of
resistance than was witnessed in the 1960s) suggest that they are still at the very best
fragile democracies with weak foundations, questionable legitimacy, and continuing

difficulty in performing effectively.
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That these electoral democracies have failed in almost equal proportion to their less
liberal cousins raises particularly pointed questions about what troubles African politics,
and more especially about what remedies are available. Clearly, there is more to
establishing legitimacy and good governance than the conduct of elections or the simple
establishment of a triumvirate of institutions — executive, legislature, and judiciary — that
clearly have not been able to produce checks and balances on each other by the mere fact
of their mutual existence. North’s argument that formal institutions cannot function
effectively when they do not correspond to — or arise out of — a society’s own norms,
values and practices — i.e., that no matter how well a particular political model has
worked elsewhere, it cannot simply be transferred as is into another context — seems to
find abundant support in the empirical evidence from Aftrica. It goes a long way toward
explaining not only why Somalia collapsed, but also why the Basotho remain largely
disengaged from their elected government, why President Moi in Kenya can manipulate a
multiparty system to his own ends almost as adroitly as he managed the one-party state
that preceded it, and why Ghanaians and Nigerians have seen elected civilian regimes
overthrown by military coups almost more times than anyone can count.

At the same time, the democratic principles upon which the Western liberal
democratic model is based — principles of accountability, participation, and representation
— should not, and perhaps cannot, be discarded. In today’s modern, ever more inter-
connected global community, adhering to democratic principles may become increasingly
necessary for states to gain and retain international credibility, and, as in the case of
human rights and some other issues, there is certainly a global movement towards
promotion of — even demand for — democratic rights for all people. What is clear,

however, is that while an adherence to democratic principles may be necessary, the shape
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and content of the particular forms, structures and institutions in which these democratic
principles can take effect also matter. In other words, adopting the formal institutions of
Western liberal democracy apparently cannot guarantee a political system that embodies
democratic principles as an outcome. [t may instead be necessary to look more creatively
at democracy and institutional structures in order to construct institutions that can both
embody these principles and remain relevant and functional in the particular society
which they are intended to serve, rather than continuing to prescribe a fixed set of
institutions based on the Western liberal democratic model of multiparty, competitive,
winner-takes-all electoral politics.

In fact, many pre-colonial African political systems (though by no means all)
possessed highly democratic elements; democracy is by no means a foreign concept on
the continent, even if it is often labeled as such. The failure of Western liberal
democratic institutions to take root may therefore lie not in a lack of understanding or
adherence to the principles of democracy on the part of most Africans, but in the failure
of many Africans, especially those of the rural and/or uneducated majority, to identify
with the particular constellation of institutions associated with the liberal democratic
model, which still seems to be regarded by much of the world as the sole legitimate
manifestation of democracy.

Ultimately, then, what North’s and Holsti’s analyses suggest is the need to
creatively build Aybrid political models and institutions that correspond to the internal,
informal roots and structures of a society — its unique political culture and political
realities — but that can also fulfill key “universal” principles and goals of democracy.
Such a process I will refer to as “indigenization.” The starting point for designing and

constructing such indigenized political systems and institutions that are not only
17
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democratic, but effective and legitimate as well, must be within the society that they are
intended to serve. That is, we must begin by understanding the nature of a society’s
informal institutions, the political values or practices that are considered most relevant
and important to citizens, and the bases of legitimacy that are understood and accepted.
By blending these understandings and realities with democratic principles, institutions
and structures, it may be possible to create institutions that are not only truly democratic,

but enduring as well.

1.3.2 Hypothesis 2

The second proposition to be tested in this analysis therefore concerns the specific
efforts at indigenization undertaken in Somaliland. Specifically, my hypothesis is that
indigenizing Somaliland’s political system —i.e., building the foundations of the state, as
well as the specific, formal institutions and structures of the new regime, based on both
indigenous Somali political culture and global democratic roots — strengthens the
legitimacy of the new state in both intrinsic and instrumental ways.

In other words, I am suggesting that indigenization enhances the authority of the
state to make and implement decisions, the loyalty of Somalilanders toward the state and
its institutions, and the capacity of the state to function effectively, even in an extremely
difficult post-conflict environment. In theory, this should contribute to both the
continuing viability and longevity of the state and the current regime, and the ability of
successive governments to act effectively. This latter proposition cannot, however, be
tested here except in a limited way given the relative newness of the regime, although I
will consider how effectively and resiliently the state has withstood some of its early

challenges.
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The somewhat cumbersome term “indigenization” is used here because it is
important to recognize that what we are looking at is not necessarily “traditionalization,”
although it may include elements based in tradition or customary practice. There are two
primary problems with the term tradition. The first is that it tends to imply a “going back
to” something that existed previously in an ancient, unchanged form, whether the
traditional continues to exist now or not. However, the need is not to connect political
systems to what was there but to what is there now, and that reflects a mixture of
influences — “traditional,” “modern,” “Western,” religious, or others — derived from both
external and internal sources.

The second problem with using the term “traditional” is closely related, in that
tradition itself is rarely static, and defining it can also be a controversial and contested
process involving varied definitions and interpretations. Between the mixture of
influences and the continuous processes of evolution and change, it would often be hard
to arrive at a definitive concept of what actually is traditional since all institutions are
constantly in flux. (Note that the same holds true for identifying what is indigenous, a
problem that I will return to later in the discussion.) Hence these terms must be used
carefully, and I will use the general term “indigenization” to describe the type of changes
being discussed here. 1 will, however, continue to refer to the role of traditional
authorities and traditional institutions or structures, but the potential ambiguity of these
phrases should be kept in mind.

Of course, in practice creating such indigenized institutions presents as many
difficulties and pitfalls as it does opportunities. Indigenization can take many different
forms, and not all of them are created equal. Political elites have, for example, used

similar arguments to incorporate traditional leaders into governments with the intent
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merely of co-opting them, rather than better serving their people. And indigenization
efforts may yield unintended consequences — either positive or negative — as well. The
actual impact and value of indigenization efforts will therefore depend on a number of
factors, including who has instigated the changes and why, what form they take, and what
actual outcomes, both anticipated and unanticipated, result.

Post-collapse Somalia offers an unique opportunity to move beyond a theoretical
elaboration of indigenization to study how such an approach works in practice. Many
Somalis throughout the country have recognized that the failure to build on the society’s
own strengths and values — political, social and economic — was a leading cause
precipitating the collapse. In the northwestern region, now the Republic of Somaliland,
this concept has received particular attention, consciously on behalf of some, and
implicitly in the approach and perspective many others have taken to building new
political institutions. The region’s experiences therefore offer a particularly rich
opportunity to investigate the potential strengths, as well as the weaknesses, of

indigenization as an approach to constructing — or reconstructing — a political system.

1.3.3 Methodology and Findings

Evaluation of this second proposition will be based primarily on data gathered
during field interviews with a wide variety of respondents primarily in Somaliland
conducted between September 1999 and June 2000; further interviews conducted in
Nairobi and the northeastern region now known as the Puntland Republic of Somalia
served as an additional source of information. At this point, the administration
established in Somaliland in 1993 was preparing to make the transition, after a

constitutional referendum to be held in 2001, to a more permanent political regime.
20

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



These open-ended interviews were designed to explore respondents’ perceptions of the
structure and functioning of the new Somaliland government, the processes by which it
was established, its willingness and ability to understand and meet their needs, and how it
compared to previous regimes in the Republic of Somalia. Although there are important
sub-sets of the population which could not be included in the interview sampling, the
results can reasonably be taken to be broadly representative of the breadth of views
among Somalilanders on these issues with the caveats and limitations presented in the
following section. Further detail on the methodology and constraints faced in conducting
fieldwork can be found in the sections below and in Appendix B. Some additional data
was also collected from primary written sources such as local English-language
newspapers and the Somaliland constitution passed in a 2001 referendum, and to a lesser
extent from secondary documents, including a variety of news and analytical reports

available from the United Nations and non-governmental organizations.

1.3.3.1 Survey Respondents

The aim in selecting respondents to be interviewed was to capture the perspectives
of as wide a cross-section of Somaliland society as possible, given the constraints faced
in conducting field research as discussed in Appendix B. The characteristics of
respondents interviewed in Somaliland are summarized in Table 1. A number of
respondents were also interviewed in Nairobi, Kenya and in the Puntland Republic of
Somalia, but these are not included in Table 1 because they primarily concerned political
developments in the northeast or elsewhere in the country, and so are of secondary
relevance in this analysis. Some key points to note about the respondents include the

following:
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e Men are significantly over-represented compared to the population at large; 78
percent of respondents were men, and 22 percent women. This arises in part from the
fact that women are very under-represented in government, local administration and
professional classes, so these groups of respondents were almost exclusively men.
The tendency for interviews with rural elders to evolve into fairly large groups of men
also affected the final balance.

e [ have categorized interviews conducted in the capital city of Hargeisa, as well as the
towns of Boroma, Burao, and Gabiley, as urban (71 percent). Those conducted in the
much smaller towns and villages of Baki, Bon, Hahi, Odweyn, and Tog Wajaale are
classified as rural (29 percent). Most of the rural dwellers could be classified as agro-
pastoralists (crops comprising 20 percent or more of their total crop and livestock
productionlg); the sample included few respondents who primarily practice nomadic
livestock production due to the logistics and time constraints of interviewing among
these populations. This compares to national figures reported by the Somaliland
government of 45 percent “urban and rural dwellers” and 55 percent nomads,'® while
other assessments place the numbers at 25 percent in Hargeisa and other cities and
towns, 30 to 35 percent in rural agro-pastoral areas, and 40 to 45 percent in pastoral

areas.20

'8 Reginald Herbold Green, “Towards a Macro-Economic Framework for Somaliland’s Post-War
Rehabilitation and Reconstruction,” in Comprehending and Mastering African Conflicts: The Search for
Sustainable Peace and Good Governance, ed. Adebayo Adedeji (L.ondon and New York: Zed Books,
1999), 261.

! Republic of Somaliland, Ministry of National Planning and Coordination, Somaliland in Figures, 2Med.,
Hargeisa, Somaliland, May 1999, 4.

2 Green, “Towards a Macro-Economic Framework,” 261.
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Table 1: Characteristics of Interview Respondents

Men Women Total
Individuals 33 6 39
Groups / no. of groups 124 /25 37/8 161
Mixed Groups (3 groups) 11 4 15
TOTAL 168 47 215
Urban 115 38 153
Rural 53 9 62
TOTAL 168 47 215
Central Government 37 37
Guurti 26 --
Individual interviews 2 --
Group interviews (3) 24 --

MPs 4 --

Ministers 4 --

Other 3 --

Total 37 -- 37
Local Government 20 1 21
Local Elders 63 - 63
NGO Staff 22 14 36
Local Women’s Groups -- 27 27
Business Community 9 -- 9
Other Professionals 9 2 11
Minority Communities 2 1 3
Other 6 2 8
TOTAL 168 47 215

Some Guurti members attended more than one of the group interviews; this count reflects the
sum of attendance at each of the group interviews, not the number of separate participants.

e A total of 75 interviews were conducted in Somaliland, 39 of them with individuals

and 36 with groups of respondents. Table 2 provides detail on the participants in

group interviews. Rural interviews nearly always involved groups of respondents,

which did at times limit the depth to which individual’s perspectives could be probed

and the extent of the material which could be covered in the time available.
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Table 2: Details of Group Interviews

Group Participants
Men Women

Baki district administration 4

Baki elders — 1 10

Baki elders — 11 3

Bon village committee 3

Bon mothers’ committee 5

Boroma women’s group representatives 4

Boroma Social Committee of Elders representatives 2

Boroma intellectuals 7

Boroma minority group representatives 2

Burao elders 8

Burao women’s group representatives 4

Chamber of Commerce representatives 2

Hahi village committee members 2

Gabiley district administration 9 1

Gabiley elders 10

Gabiley women’s group representatives 12

Gabiley intellectuals 5

Guurti Secretariat 2

Guurti members — I 9

Guurti members — I1 10

Guurti members — I11 5

Guurti members — 1V 2

Nagaad women’s umbrella organization leaders 4

NGO staff (IRC) 2 1

NGO staff (Candlelight — Burao) 1 2

NGO staff (LPI) 2

NGO staff (Candlelight-Hargeisa) 2

NGO staff (CCS) 2

NGO staff (SADO — Burao) 3

Odweyn mayor (with elders) 10

Odweyn elders 9

Odweyn “businessmen” 3

Odweyn women’s group representatives 4

Odweyn youth 4

Tog Wajaale headman and elders 5

Togdheer regional government 2

o The list of respondent categories in Table 1 does indicate a bias towards elites, but
not all respondents fall into this category (and elite status is itself a relative Variab'le).
Although data sufficient to make a final judgment were not collected on each
individual, a large share of the rural respondents likely fall into non-elite categories.
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For example, while most of the rural women interviewed were members of local
women’s groups, this only implies some degree of “activist” orientation on the part of
these women, but not necessarily elite status. Likewise, as discussed in Chapter 3,
the term “elder” when used at the local level can essentially mean any older adult
male. Interviews with local elders thus at times included a relatively ad hoc gathering
of those men who were present at the time. Thus, those included in the “local elder”
category in Table 1 likely cover a broad spectrum in terms of status and wealth.
Some might be considered elites within their local communities, though by no means
all, and very few of them could be considered part of Somaliland’s national elite.
Data on respondents’ ages were not gathered, but the youngest respondents were the
“Odweyn youth,” who ranged in age from their early 20s to early 30s (the term
“youth” is generally used to designate anyone less than 35 years old), and the oldest
was the Chairman of Boroma’s “Social Committee of Elders,” who is in his 90s.
Respondents were not asked their clan affiliation, as experiments with this question
tended to make many uncomfortable. However, based on what is known about the
demographics of Somaliland (primarily people of the Gadabursi clan living in
Boroma and the western agro-pastoral areas of Awdal region, Isaaq throughout the
center of the country, and Dulbahante and Warsengele clans in Sool and Sanag
regions in the east), it is clear that the Gadabursi and Isaaq were well sampled, while
the Dulbahante and Warsengele were not, due to the security and logistical
constraints on travel in the east. Some residents of Sool and Sanaag, where
sovereignty is contested between Somaliland and Puntland, were interviewed in

Hargeisa (including, for example, some Guurti members from these regions and a
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government minister), but the greater diversity of views about the Somaliland
experience likely to be found in those regions could not be captured.

e In addition to the interviews detailed in Tables 1 and 2, a number of additional
interviews were conducted in Nairobi and in the Puntland Republic of Somalia,
primarily regarding political development in other parts of the former Somalia. These
are listed in the Bibliography. Even greater constraints of time and security in
Puntland meant that the sample of 21 interviews took place in the region’s two urban
centers, Bosaso and Garowe (the Puntland capital), and included only elites —
including leading elders, MPs, government officials, newspaper editors (male and
female), NGO staff, and activists. Once again, the dominance of males in virtually all
of these sectors led to gender imbalance in this phase: just four of the interviews were
with women, including one of Puntland’s five women MPs, a newspaper editor, and
two NGO activists. The surveys conducted in Puntland can therefore be considered
only a quite preliminary assessment of perspectives on the region’s political
development that cannot be considered representative of society as a whole. Just
three interviews were conducted in Nairobi, two with leading Puntlanders who, while
based in Nairobi, are active in the region’s politics, and one with a Somali scholar
who has been conducting research on political reconstruction throughout the former
Republic.

Thus, while the primary data set is not proportionally representative of Somaliland

society as a whole, it should be sufficient to successfully capture the breadth of opinion

on these issues in Somaliland, with the significant exception that neither the nomadic
population nor easterners could be adequately sampled due to security and logistical

constraints.
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1.3.3.2 The Survey Instrument

Interviews were open-ended, and typically lasted from one to three hours, although
some were longer. Seven were held in multiple sessions. The interviews were loosely
structured around questions relating to: the founding of Somaliland; the selection of the
Guurti and its roles, strengths and weaknesses; clan identity; the history and future of
party politics; the role of women; and local government and decentralization. A list of
the questions on which the interviews were based can be found in Appendix B.

The structure of the interviews was quite informal, and the topics discussed and the
specific questions asked varied somewhat, depending on the position, knowledge, and
willingness of the interviewees. For example, with respondents who had been directly
involved with the SNM resistance movement during the 1980s and early 1990s, I might
pursue a discussion of how the relationship between the SNM and the elders evolved at
some length, asking extensive follow-up questions to those listed in the appendix, while
to many other respondents without direct experience of these events the discussion of
these issues might be quite brief. Similarly, with women the discussion of women’s role
was often much more extensive than it was with men, as the respondents shared examples
and discussed their experiences in some detail. At other times, respondents simply
showed more interest or inclination to discuss certain issues relative to the others. I
pursued these evident areas of interest with detailed follow-up questions developed on the
spot. While I tried to cover all of these topics with all respondents, at times this was not
possible as respondents’ time was limited, or they simply tired of participating. It was
particularly difficult in group interviews to cover the full range of topics and questions.

While many of the interviews were conducted in English, just under one-half

required translation between Somali and English. In most cases translations were
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conducted by the same individual, an educated male Somalilander?! from the center of
the country (an Isaaq). Because interview content varied considerably as discussed
above, questions were translated on the spot rather than working from a prepared,
translated interview instrument. Question wording may therefore have varied somewhat
from one interview to the next. Further details and discussions of the constraints and

their implications can be found in Appendix B.

1.3.3.3 Measuring Qutcomes

Measuring the extent of intrinsic and instrumental legitimacy enjoyed by the
Somaliland state and the transitional regime is not a precise process. As discussed,
intrinsic legitimacy implies a certain degree of authority on the part of the state (though
not implying that the state should have limitless authority), and loyalty or even obedience
on behalf of citizens. It is based on the presence of consensus or agreement between the
two regarding the principles, practices and processes on which the state is founded, i.e.,
in Holsti’s words, agreement on “the principles on which the ‘right to rule’ is based.””* Tt
is clearly not a simple task to measure intrinsic legitimacy in any concrete way, as it has
as much to do with ideas and intangible values such as loyalty, as with specific,
measurable behaviors. However, it is possible to identify and observe some useful
indicators. Specifically, using the data and resources mentioned above, I will evaluate

the extent of intrinsic legitimacy in Somaliland primarily based on the following:

2! Note that while it might have been preferable to have a woman to translate interviews with women, this
was logistically impossible for two reasons. Most significantly, the pool of women with adequate language
skills was relatively small and had largely been absorbed by the local and international NGOs, which were
almost always interested in hiring more skilled women to their staffs; the individuals available for this sort
of work were therefore exclusively male. Secondly, the costs and logistics of traveling to rural areas where
a translator was usually needed with not one but two translators was prohibitive.

22 Holsti, State of War, 84.
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1) explicit statements regarding the rightfulness (or the “right to rule”) of the Somaliland
state and its structures, or indications of agreement with the principles of rule on which
the state is founded and structured; and 2) examples of obedience or loyalty to the
Somaliland state, especially in situations where a state decision may be unpopular.
Instrumental legitimacy can also be a difficult entity to define precisely, because it
essentially relates to the regime or government’s effectiveness, and, as Holsti suggests,
efficacy can be both a cause, and an effect, of legitimacy™ (and, as discussed above, the
reverse is also true, i.e., lack of legitimacy can both cause and be caused by lack of
effectiveness in meeting the concrete needs of society). In a positive cycle, greater
authority and loyalty afforded to the state by its citizens can lead to a greater ability to
make and implement decisions and rule effectively (though society may also place limits
on the scope and extent of a legitimate state’s authority). Provided that the policies
selected are good ones, their successful implementation can in turn enhance the
legitimacy of the state still further. I will not attempt to go too far here in separating
causes of legitimacy from effects. Rather, given that it is the practice of indigenization
and its effects on legitimacy that are at issue here, I will instead focus primarily on those
aspects of instrumental legitimacy that can be linked directly to indigenization efforts.
That is, I will attempt to identify the extent to which particular structural features of
Somaliland’s institutions that arose from the indigenization process contribute directly to
the instrumental efficacy of state institutions in meeting their key functions, such as
ensuring security, fostering economic activity and growth, and facilitating international
linkages. Note that if anything, this approach should underestimate the effects of

indigenization on instrumental legitimacy as it only measures the direct effect of

B I1bid,, 104.
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specifically indigenized structures, while not attempting to account for increases in
instrumental legitimacy that can be traced more broadly to increases in intrinsic
legitimacy that arise from indigenization.

It will become increasingly clear, during the course of my analysis and discussion,
that the impacts of indigenization in Somaliland cannot easily be defined or categorized
in simple, black and white terms. As we shall see, there have clearly been some highly
positive impacts on regime legitimacy and efficacy, at least in the short term, and there is
potential to increase these gains still further. At the same time, there have been
sometimes successful efforts to manipulate indigenization, and there have been
unintended consequences as well, some of them negative. In fact, while incorporating
“traditional” institutions into the “modern” political system may have enhanced the
legitimacy of the latter, it may have simultaneously decreased the intrinsic legitimacy
that has historically been accorded to the former. Nonetheless, there is sufficient
evidence to suggest that indigenization — and the resulting creation of a distinctly Somali
form of democratic rule — may indeed offer the most fruitful approach to political
reconstruction, although positive results will depend to a large extent on who controls
indigenization processes. The many nuances of the actual outcomes of the hybrid
institutional structures created in Somaliland, and the lessons for both Somalis and the
international community, will be discussed in detail.

In the discussion that follows, I will begin in Chapter 2 with a detailed literature
review of the theoretical foundations for understanding the impacts of state-society
disconnects, and for promoting indigenization. I will then turn in Chapter 3 to the
specific case of Somalia, providing a historical overview of the political evolution of the

Somali region from the pre-colonial era to 1991. Chapter 4 then takes up the first
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proposition in detail, building the case for recognizing the disconnection between state
and society and the failure of the Republic of Somalia to achieve legitimacy as the most
significant root cause of the state’s collapse. Chapter S describes the origins of
Somaliland and the processes of reconstruction that produced indigenized political
structures in the new state. Chapter 6 and 7 will then take a detailed look at two specific
aspects of indigenization: the institutionalized role of “traditional” elders, and of clan
identity, respectively. Finally, I will conclude in Chapter 8 with a discussion of the
conclusions we can draw based on these findings, their potential applications elsewhere

in Africa, and the lessons for the international community.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

While their theories form the cornerstones on which my hypothesis on
indigenization is built, North and Holsti do not stand alone in their efforts to lay out an
explanation for the widespread failure of institutions and states based on institutional
disconnect and absence of legitimacy. This chapter will lay out the analytical and
empirical underpinnings of this analysis in much more detail, highlighting not only the
case for institutional disconnect as a key problem for African states, but also the
shortcomings of the overly simplistic efforts to promote a narrow interpretation of
democratization on the continent as a catch-all solution to its widespread political
problems. In addition, I will take a more in-depth look at what other analysts have had to
say about building hybrid political systems that can respond to cultural and historical

differences, and review some of the critiques of this approach.

2.1 Institutional Disconnect — A Root Cause of African State Failure?

To begin with, we find that North’s theory of institutional disconnect and the failure
of informal institutions to quickly and automatically adjust to match abrupt changes in
formal institutions finds backing from a number of other analysts. Barbara Geddes
(1991), for example, points out that modernization theorists had initially expected “the
rapid transformation of traditional societies and cultures into modern ones.” Instead, they
soon found themselves explaining the persistence of traditional norms and values because

of “the existence of informal sanctions and rewards that persuaded individuals to
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continue to behave in culturally approved ways.”' Larry Diamond (1988) further
observes that “the lack of articulation between modern democratic systems and ancient
cultural traditions may help to explain the general failure of independence constitutions in
Africa.”?

Pierre Landell-Mills (1992) makes a similar argument, and ties it to a Holsti-like
notion of legitimacy. He identifies the lack of fit between African publics and the
institutions bequeathed to them by colonialism as “a fundamental flaw in the prevailing
development paradigm,” observing that “it is all too obvious that the underlying cultural
premises of these institutions were alien to the vast majority of Africans.” Landell-Mills
suggests that accountability and legitimacy cannot simply arise out of a written
constitution that reflects Western norms, procedures and processes, but must instead
emerge from the norms and practices of the society itself:

The lesson to be drawn is that the design and operational practices of
public institutions must be at one with the social values of the society in
which they are imbedded. If not, each time the rules are tested, they are
likely to give way. The formal rules cannot alone protect an institution if
its members do not behave in a manner consistent with the values that
underlie the rules.” [italics supplied]

He proposes a solution akin to the indigenization approach outlined in the previous

chapter: “Africa will only emerge from its current difficulties if it can progressively

! Barbara Geddes, “Paradigms and Sand Castles in Comparative Politics of Developing Areas,” in
Comparative Politics, Policy, and International Relations, vol. 2, Political Science: Looking Toward the
Future, ed. William Crotty (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1991), 46 and 50.

% Larry Diamond, “Introduction: Roots of Failure, Seeds of Hope,” in Democracy in Developing Countries,
vol. 2, Africa, eds. Larry Diamond, Juan J. Linz and Seymour Martin Lipset (Boulder: Lynne Rienner
Publishers, and London: Adamantine Press Limited, 1988), 14.

? Pierre Landell-Mills, “Governance, Cultural Change, and Empowerment,” Journal of Modern African
Studies 30 (1992): 543.

4 Ibid., 546.
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remodel its institutions to be more in tune with the traditions, beliefs, and structures of its
component societies.”

Peter P. Ekeh (1976) outlines a distinct but related framework for explaining why
adopted foreign models have met with such limited success in Africa. He argues that
traditional kingships and chieftaincies were systems of government based in moral terms,
while the new civil public political sphere created by the colonizers was amoral, and that
the two were thus incompatible. He suggests that the primordial public is imbued with
norms derived from tradition, culture and morality, while the civic public is the realm of
amoral adopted foreign models of government, and is devoid of the power or oversight
provided by moral societal norms.® As long as it remains unbridged, the gap between

these two realms stymies institutional effectiveness.

2.2 New Interpretations of Legitimacy — Supply Side Failures

In his analysis of regime legitimacy and its relationship to developmental capacity
in Africa, Pierre Englebert (2000) expands Holsti’s model and digs deeper into the
connections between lack of legitimacy and consequent state failure. He argues that
regardless of whether the institutions of the state are democratic or autocratic, rulers and
public institutions will not be able to function effectively (i.e., select and implement
appropriate developmental policies) if the state lacks legitimacy. Founding his analysis
around the presence or lack of vertical legitimacy as defined by Holsti, Englebert then
goes even farther, defining legitimacy specifically in terms of the origins of the state;

according to his definition, “a state is legitimate when its structures have evolved

> Ibid., 544-545.
¢ Peter P. Ekeh, “Colonialism and the Two Publics in Africa: A Theoretical Statement,” Comparative
Studies in Society and History 17 (1976): 104.
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endogenously to its own society and there is some level of historical continuity to its
institutions.”” Englebert begins his argument by “highlighting the ‘imported’ origins of
many African states,” which he describes as “instruments of colonization abandoned by
their creators and often appropriated by new domestic political elites upon
independence.” He then goes on to show

how this genesis has tended to create structures that conflict with
preexisting political institutions, underlying norms of political behavior,
and customary sources of political authority. These new African states are
not the endogenous creations of local history. They are not embedded in
domestic power relations. They lack legitimacy.®

Englebert focuses primarily on the behavior of elites and power relations, and he
goes further than most other analysts in sketching out the specific reasons that
ungrounded, illegitimate states fail to function effectively. He argues that

Rulers of these states therefore faced a peculiar challenge, arising from the
fact that the creation of their states preceded the sedimentation of relations
of power in their newly and artificially aggregated societies. Their states
brought together groups that until then were following different historical
trajectories and building alternative political institutions. . . . Having
originated outside domestic social and political relations and having failed
to be assimilated within existing political and social relations, these states
faced contending sources of political allegiance and did not command the
loyalty of their citizens. . . . The crux of the problem is that there were
competing institutional claims to sovereignty within the state. . . . The
impossibility of establishing even the myth of a social contract, the
widespread existence of competing loyalties, and the consequent lack of
hegemonic control of the state over society all conspired to undermine the
power of the rulers and the effectiveness of their governments. Citizens
and politicians alike conceived of the state not so much as a common
instrument of collective action but, in the words of Nigerian novelist
Chinua Achebe, as “they,” or in other words, as having “nothing to do
with you or me.”?

” Pierre Englebert, State Legitimacy and Development in Africa (Boulder and London: Lynne Rienner
Publishers, 2000), 4.

S Ibid., 5.

? Ibid., 91-92.
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Englebert argues that this “lack of institutional hegemony”10 left rulers with one of
two choices: “They either tried to legitimate the state by forcing a new national identity
upon their societies, or used its resources to create and sustain networks of support for
their regirne.”11 Englebert suggests that the former approach led to the multitude of
“revolutionary,” often purportedly socialist or communist efforts at nation building that
were aimed at “imposing the new state on the lives and minds of their citizens.” In most
cases, the ideological content of these revolutions was much less important than their real
purpose, which was national integration. “All these regimes had in common their desire
to quash competing centers of institutional allegiance (ethnic identification and ethnic-
based political parties were often banned, as were customary chieftaincies), to force their
societies into a new mold . . .2

However, Englebert also observes, just as Geddes and others did, that most of these
revolutionary undertakings failed to meet their goals because “the resilience of alternative
loyalties remained too high.”'* Thus, most regimes have eventually resorted to the
second alternative, pursuing efforts to co-opt competing loci of power such as traditional
leaders. Englebert argues that this is the true source of the neopatrimonial patterns of rule
observed so widely in Africa whereby rulers seek to personalize their power through
distribution of patronage and clientelist practices, while maintaining the veneer of
rational, bureaucratic rule.'

These leaders attempted to substitute the instrumental legitimacy of

neopatrimonial policies for their lack of moral claim to rule, and they
resorted to clientelistic networks to prevent state fragmentation. . . . The

1 bid., 78.

" Ibid., 97.

" Ibid., 97.

" Ibid., 98.

4 See for example, Michael Bratton and Nicolas van de Walle, Democratic Experiments in Africa: Regime
Transition in Comparative Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 61-96.
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point is for the contemporary leadership to establish alliances with other
elites, be they regional, ethnic, customary, or otherwise, who control the
loyalty of some segments of society. In doing so, these loyalties are co-
opted for the national regime, which thereby stabilizes its rule and reaches
some level of social foundations."”

Englebert notes that the problem is not therefore a failure of rationality on the part of
Africa’s rulers. In fact, neopatrimonial approaches are the “best” (i.e., most rational)
selection for their rulers given the weak foundations of their political systems and the
poor incentives that they consequently face.

Jeffrey Herbst (2000) also makes note of the enduring legitimacy of traditional
leaders and chiefs, particularly in those countries where they still play a significant role in
controlling or managing access to land. He argues that they continue to have a
relationship, primarily with the rural public, that cannot be matched by modern state
structures and their leaders. He suggests that:

The relationships between states and chiefs have been among the most
complicated in African politics. . . . To the young men who led the new
parties seeking independence, very few of whom were of high status at
birth, the traditional authorities were seemingly the very antithesis of the
modern revolution that they sought to lead.'®
And he goes on to observe that this relationship remained ambivalent after independence.
And yet,
At the same time, African leaders knew that they simply could not crush
traditional leaders. In fact, they coveted the legitimacy that traditional
leaders had because, if harnessed by the central state, those sentiments
could be an extraordinary means of getting around their own
administrative weaknesses and the physical and emotional distance from

their populations. . . . As a result, postindependence African states were
often schizophrenic in their approach to chiefs."”

15 77
Ibid., 98.
1 Jeffrey Herbst, States and Power in Africa: Comparative Lessons. in Authority and Control (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2000), 174.
"7 Ibid., 176.
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He notes the widely divergent — both in approach and outcome — efforts by various states
to capture some of this legitimacy in the decades since independence, ranging from
efforts to co-opt these leaders, to attempts to destroy their control over land tenure, and
with it the foundations of their importance to their constituents. Herbst observes that this
relationship is still evolving, and that the real potential remains uncertain, with some
suggesting that the balance of power is shifting back towards traditional leaders as the
state wanes, while others counter that “contact with the state inevitably contaminates
those whose basis of power is outside the formal political apparatus.”'® Nevertheless, he
concludes by suggesting that:

One of the more interesting developments in nascent African democratic

theory is how national institutions can come to some kind of

accommodation with chiefs. The agreement between the Ugandan

government and the kabaka (where Mutebi II has explicitly agreed to stay

out of national politics) is one such example. Others include the so-called

“Houses of Chiefs” that some countries are exploring, which could be

analogous to the House of Lords. . . . Whether these arrangements allow

the central state apparatus to share in the legitimacy accorded traditional
leaders remains to be seen."”

2.3 Demand Side Failures and the Need for Democratic Innovation

Much of Englebert’s analysis focuses on the failure of the “supply side” of political
institutions and actions, i.e., on why political leaders seemingly make such poor decisions
about what to “offer” to the public. He argues that the same dynamics and incentives
tend to prevail regardless of whether states are cosmetically authoritarian or democratic.
But it is the failure in the latter case that gives particular cause for concern, suggesting as

it does that even under what are presumed to be the best of circumstances, African

B Ibid., 179.
Y 1bid., 195.

38

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



publics are unwilling or unable to hold their rulers accountable, apparently quiescently
accepting the anti-developmental behavior and decisions of their political leadership.
The “demand” for democracy and for effective governance from the public is either
weak, ineffective, or both.

Englebert does briefly acknowledge the impact of illegitimacy on “demand side”
failures as well. He contends firstly that “The lack of legitimacy of the political system
as a whole reduces the loyalty of citizens vis-a-vis state institutions perceived as alien and
makes them more likely to choose ‘exit’ rather than ‘voice’ options when faced with
policies or leadership they disapprove of*" He also describes a public divided between
“citizens” and “subjects,” citing the particular example of the Congo, but the relevance
throughout Africa is clear:

The formation of a modern Congolese elite involved a certain level of
dissociation with customary authority. The very few Congolese who had
access to education became évolués — evolved individuals — a term that
emphasized their dissociation from traditional structures and socialized
them in looking down on their previous identity and that of their
compatriots. As Mahmood Mamdani (1996) has brilliantly argued, the
évolués, by their very dissociation, became the future citizens of a state
defined by colonialism, whereas the rest of the indigenous population
remained mere subjects, deprived of historical agency.”!
In other words, the institutions of the modern state, whether autocratic or democratic in
appearance, may be so foreign to the majority of the African public that many people
either choose not to engage with those institutions, or they simply do not know how.

This is true despite the fact that many (though not all) pre-colonial African political

systems incorporated values and practices that fostered accountability and participation or

20 .

Ibid., 92.
2 1bid , 108, citing Mahmood Mamdani, Citizens and Subjects: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of
Late Colonialism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996).
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other principles of democracy — i.e., democratic principles themselves are not foreign on
much of the continent.

This suggests that the problem may not necessarily be the lack of adherence to
democratic principles on the part of African publics, but the failure of many people,
especially those of the rural majority, to identify with the particular constellation of
institutions that seems today to be regarded as the sole legitimate manifestation of
democracy: the Western liberal democratic model of multiparty electoral politics. Claude
Ake (1991) has observed that there has all too often been “A confusion between the
principles of democracy and their institutional manifestation.””* Certainly the approach
of the international community to democracy promotion over the last ten years bears this
out. Most obvious has been the pressure on governments throughout Africa to hold
elections, and the channeling of a relatively high share of development assistance
resources targeted at democracy promotion towards the conduct and monitoring of these
elections. These programs also tend to give a high degree of attention and resources to
political party development, and to civic education programs intended to teach people the
“rules of the game” so that they can “participate effectively.” But insufficient attention
and resources have been devoted to understanding Africans’ expectations of their
governments, or their perceptions of their roles, rights and responsibilities in the political

realm.” The need to explore alternative approaches and institutional innovation is rarely

22 Claude Ake, “Rethinking African Democracy,” Journal of Democracy 2 (Winter 1991): 34.

2 There is some hope that this trend is changing however. For example the work of the Afrobarometer
Project, which has received funding from multiple donors, conducts public opinion research in a number of
African countries on attitudes toward democratization and economic reform. See the Afrobarometer
Working Paper series at www.afrobarometer.org.
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discussed — most foreign assistance programs take the validity and universal applicability
of the Western liberal democratic model for granted.*

Yet empirical and analytical findings increasingly suggest that this model may not
be as universal and easily replicable as is commonly assumed. In her study of South
Asian politics, Ayesha Jalal (1995) distinguishes between so-called democratic political
systems that merely grant a formal system of “voters’ rights,” and those in which a more
deeply-rooted ethic of “citizens’ rights” has emerged. This distinction is of critical
importance in the African context, as demonstrated by the failures of many of the
experiments with electoral multiparty democratic systems undertaken to date. All too
often we have seen new African governments ride to power on a wave of popular support
expressed in multiparty elections, only to see democratic principles abandoned or
overthrown shortly thereafter, frequently with little real public protest. The occasional
opportunity to vote does not appear to have automatically instilled in a majority of the
African electorate a sense of ownership, that is, of having either the right or the
responsibility to expect — or in fact to demand — accountability from their governments.
In fact, frequently just the opposite seems to be the case. Rather than creating “citizens”
who become active participants in the affairs of the state, the adoption of this foreign
democratic model may actually alienate many, leading them to chose passive
disengagement — a form of “exit” — over active participation — or “voice.”

In their discussion of the concept of governance, Michael Bratton and Donald
Rothchild (1992) recognize the importance of the norms and values of the majority of the

public. Like North, they argue that to be effective, “governance involves the

24 See for example Frederic C. Schaffer, Democracy in Translation: Understanding Politics in an
Unfamiliar Culture (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1998); and Marina Ottaway, “African
Democratization: An Update,” CSIS Africa Notes, no. 171 (April 1995): 1-6.
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reconciliation of institutions and state practices with domestic public values and
aspirations,” adding that “to the extent that these become aligned, the possibilities for
responsive government and creative statecraft are greatly enhanced.”* They go on to
reject the specific identification of good governance with a move towards multiparty
democracy, claiming that “if the legitimation of the state requires congruence with
prevailing social values, then we must expect to find a range of political forms that can
express legitimacy.”® Ake similarly points out that “the principles of democracy include
widespread participation, consent of the governed, and public accountability of those in
power. These principles may prevail in a wide variety of political arrangements and
practices, which naturally vary according to historical conditions.”’

In practice, however, the application of the concept of governance has rarely proved
to be as creative and flexible as Ake and Bratton and Rothchild suggest that it needs to
be. While many practitioners do acknowledge that elections alone are not enough to
launch a country on the path to a consolidated democracy, in practice elections often
appear to be treated as the only truly important element for creating a democratic system.
In her review of US democratization programs in sub-Saharan Africa, Marina Ottaway
(1995) notes that although some other institution-building programs exist, the bulk of US
money and effort is devoted to elections, especially transitional elections from one-party
systems.28 Ottaway goes on to point out, however, that the commitment to this type of
democracy among the general populace in Africa is far from clear, and that focus group

discussions led by the National Democratic Institute even reveal much uncertainty among

2 Michael Bratton and Donald Rothchild, “The Institutional Bases of Governance in Africa,” in
Governance and Politics in Africa, eds. Goran Hyden and Michael Bratton (Boulder and London: Lynne
Rienner Publishers, 1992), 274.

* Ibid., 268.

" Ake, African Democracy, 34.

2 Ottaway, “African Democratization,” 1.
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rural Africans about the meaning of the concept. Moreover, the reasons that Africans
vote, and the reasons that they vote the way they do, are only very poorly understood in
Africa. Tom Young observes, for example, that “our grasp of how electoral processes are
perceived and understood in non-Western cultural settings . . . remains relatively

9929

slight,””” and Ottaway notes that turnouts were often high even in one-party elections in

many states.

In his study of Senegalese conceptions of politics, a “game” played at least in part
according to the rules of what is known locally as demokaraasi, as opposed to a Western
conception of democracy, Frederic C. Schaffer (1998) highlights the importance of
understanding local intentions, interpretations and explanations of politics and political
behavior, i.e., “how local populations understand their own actions.”' Focusing
primarily on voting behavior — the aspect of liberal democracy imbued with the greatest
purpose and significance by Westerners — Schaffer demonstrates that outside analysts are
often mistaken to assume, for example, that there is a direct and inevitable connection
between participation in elections and public accountability and transparency. He finds
that in fact Senegalese are at least as likely to vote for reasons of preserving community
solidarity or for personal gain as to influence public policy or ensure accountability, and
that such behavior is not seen by most Senegalese voters as immoral, as it would be by
many Westerners, but rather as a legitimate, entirely moral, and perhaps even essential
means for ensuring community or individual survival. For example, he observes that:

Vulnerable populations that rely heavily on group cohesion for their

survival may well perceive the risks of social discord occasioned by
elections to be so great that the question of whether one candidate or

¥ Tom Young, “Elections and Electoral Politics in Africa,” Africa 62, no. 3 (1993): 307.
30 Ottaway, “African Democratization,” 4.
31 Schaffer, Democracy in Translation, 7.
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another would best serve the interests of the community is inconsequential
by comparison. As a result, they vote along with the majority, or abstain
from voting altogether, to keep their social safety net intact. . . . what may
look like ineptitude (for example, not knowing the names of candidates,
not being familiar with issues, voting the way others vote) may in fact be a
skillful strategy for ensuring basic material needs . . .*2

Schaffer points out, in fact, that the very notion of public accountability must be
questioned in Senegalese society, where many people have at best a weak sense of a
“national good” that politicians should be expected to pursue, or of themselves as
individuals with democratic rights in the national arena (that they are, for example,
relinquishing if they sell their vote). There may, however, be a strong sense of local
good that both politicians and voters are expected to promote and protect.”
Finally, Schaffer points out the flaws of Western efforts to promote
democratization:
This tenuous connection between voting and public accountability may
bode ill for the anticipated payoffs of the many democracy-building
projects sponsored by the United States and the World Bank. . . .
Unfortunately for those who see elections as creators of transparency,
there is little reason to believe that a purpose of ballot casting is always, or
even usually, a desire to impose public accountability upon leaders.
The broader point is that similar institutional arrangements in different
cultural contexts are not necessarily imbued with similar meaning. While
Senegal shares with the United States the most significant institutional
feature of democracy (regular elections), ideals of demokaraasi among
Wolof speakers depart in significant ways from American ideals of
democracy. . . . many Senegalese voters are playing a different game with
different aims and rules.>* [italics supplied]
In other words, intentions matter. And it will take more than simple “civic education”

programs to change the situation, or, as many Westerners might see it, to “solve” this

problem:

%2 Ibid., 98-99.
3 Ibid., 95.
3 Ibid., 115.
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The assumption was that uneducated voters would act as competent

democrats if they could only be taught the purposes of democracy and the

rules of the game.

This assumption is faulty. learning the rules and purposes of democracy

does not alleviate the existential dilemmas and material insecurities faced

by most Senegalese, nor does it lessen the need to make use of electoral

institutions — in ways Americans would not consider democratic, to be

sure — to guarantee collective well-being.  Such voters may be poor

democrats, but they are adept players of the game of demokaraasi, and

civic education alone will do little to persuade them to play a different,

more risky game.3 >
Schaffer thus sounds an interesting variation on North’s theme: the introduction of
electoral politics in Senegal — a formal institution — did not bring about the immediate
restructuring of internal values and practices — informal institutions — to be consistent
with the original intentions of that practice. However, both formal and informal
institutions appear to have been adapted by Senegalese, bringing about a new equilibrium
between the two, but at a place different from that Westerners tend to take for granted.
Schaffer also notes that both formal and informal institutions may continue to evolve,
possibly, though not necessarily, in the direction Western analysts might expect, i.e., to a
place where voting and participation yield accountability, but this remains to be seen.’®

In his field surveys of local understanding of democracy and politics among rural

Baganda, Mikael Karlstrom (1996) identifies similarly distinct interpretations of what
makes for “good governance.” Karlstrém finds that concepts of democracy among the
Baganda are in fact significantly different from the Western liberal conception, though he
also observes that there is an ongoing process of “creolization” whereby elements of the

liberal democratic model are selectively assimilated into Baganda political conceptions at

the same time that they are modified by those conceptions.

* Ibid., 131-132.
36 See for example Schaffer, Democracy in Translation, 128 and 138.
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In his survey, Karlstroém finds that institutions such as elections, political parties,
and representative government, though by no means unimportant to Baganda, rarely
played a significant role in their conceptions of democracy and good government.
Instead, Baganda conceptions of a rightly ordered polity focus on the centrality of
bottom-up structures of nested allegiances, and regulated rather than total competition.
Justice, communication and civility are all key elements of the Baganda understanding of
properly working politics. Karlstrém found a number of specific manifestations of the
differences between Western and Baganda conceptions. For example,

The Ganda concern with freedom of speech thus differs from a general

Western liberal conception in that it is rooted, not in a model of politics as

competition for power among the plural representatives of various

political views, but rather in a model of legitimate unitary authority as

founded on the willingness of power-holders to hear voices of their

. 37

subjects.
Similarly, the Baganda concept of civil liberty is rooted in an idea of freedoms which
arise in a rightly ordered polity when proper standards of civility are observed by both
rulers and ruled, rather than in the sense of individual rights and freedoms that dominates
the Western conception.

Of particular interest in the case of Uganda is how Baganda have responded to the
particular set of institutions and practices incorporated in the “modified” democratic
system instituted by President Yoweri Museveni when his National Resistance
Movement (NRM) took power in 1986. This system includes a pyramidal system of
Resistance Councils (RCs) and a no-party “movement” system of government.

Karlstrom found, among other things, that Baganda appreciated the movement system of

interest representation as opposed to a multiparty system as it resonated with their

37 Mikael Karlstrom, “Imagining Democracy: Political Culture and Democratisation in Buganda,” Afiica
66, no. 4 (1996): 488.
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preference for regulated rather than total competition. In addition, because freedom of
speech and open communication are more highly valued among Baganda than freedom of
association, the NRM’s adherence to the first principle but not to the second has been
acceptable to many Baganda. Karlstrom notes that the NRM’s system of government is
“a democratization programme running with the grain of local political culture rather than
against it.”*®

Also significant is the Bugandan attitude towards elections. Karlstrém observes
that the importance of the election of officials in the Resistance Councils system appears
to be somewhat ambiguous:

While the legitimacy of the RC system has not been conceived of as

founded primarily on their democratic election, such election has

nevertheless for the first time been experienced as a viable means of

achieving the predominant political ideals of justice, communication, and

civility. This experience has generated widespread support for democratic

elections without, thus far, elevating democratic representation to the

status of a core political value in its own right.*
Once again, we see processes of gradual change working from both directions — altering
both informal and formal institutions — to reconcile the two in a manner that may
ultimately be quite specific to Ugandan society.

Like Schaffer’s work, this analysis suggests interesting lessons for Western analysts
and diplomats who have voiced concern over Uganda’s failure to introduce
multipartyism, and focused their democratization efforts on electoral, competitive
politics. Whether or not these concerns are well placed is a point that can be fairly

argued, but to date the debate has largely failed to take account to any significant extent

of these fundamental differences in the values and views of at least some Ugandans.

38 Ibid., 499.
* Ibid., 498.

47

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Strengthening our understanding of local conceptions of democracy and good
governance, and using this as a base to expand our perceptions of democratic possibilities
and options, may, in the end, prove much more fruitful than such strict adherence to the

Western liberal democratic formula.

2.4 Overcoming Disconnect — The Construction of Hybrid Institutions

As suggested in the previous chapter, all of this does not mean that efforts to create
more responsive, accountable and democratic political systems on the continent should be
abandoned. Rather, it is the narrow focus on the Western liberal democratic model of
multiparty electoral systems that needs to be reexamined. While elections and the other
central institutions of this model might well play an important role in African politics and
democratization, they clearly are not sufficient in and of themselves, and it is necessary to
look beyond this model for ways to increase the articulation between state and society,
particularly the rural, non-Westernized majority of that society for whom traditional
structures and symbols may still hold the most value.

Adopting such an approach — which I have defined as “indigenization” — is either
an explicit or implicit part of the argument in most of the analyses discussed above.
Ekeh, for example suggests that although it will be difficult, integrating the moral world
of the primordial public and the amoral sphere of the civic public is essential.*® Ake
(1996) too, observing that numerous pre-colonial African political institutions and
practices “were infused with democratic values,”*! argues that there is a need to reassess

our definitions of democracy, and move away from the liberal democratic model which is

40 Ekeh, “Colonialism and the Two Publics,” 103.
1 Ake, “Rethinking African Democracy,” 34.
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a very specific, and in his view poor form of democracy that replaces popular sovereignty
with the rule of law. He suggests instead that a democratic system that is more suitable in
the African cultural, economic and political context might include relocation of real
decision-making power to legislatures and to local level political structures, a shift in
focus from abstract political rights to social needs and rights, and an equal emphasis on
collective and individual rights, including corporatist representation for mass
organizations (women, labor, youth) as well as for different nationalities and ethnic
groups. He proposes, for example, the creation of second legislative “chambers of
nationalities” and other consociational forms to accommodate ethnic, clan or tribal
identity, and argues that political structures must draw on African tradition to
appropriately adapt democracy to the cultural and historical experience of the people.*”?

Such a “hybridizing” approach is also implicit in North’s argument about the
limitations that path dependence places on the evolution of political institutions.
However, several analysts, including Pearl Robinson (1994) and Walter C. Neale (1993),
challenge North’s conservatism, arguing that he focuses too much on the limiting nature
of informal constraints (culture, value, beliefs) on political institutions.* While
acknowledging that this is one effect of institutions, Neale points out that “they equally
make possible an enormous range of activities that would be impossible — inconceivable
— in their absence: that is, they are always and everywhere liberating as well as

2945

limiting.”44 Similarly, describing an “era of experimental government”" and the mixed

42 Claude Ake, Democracy and Development in Africa (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1996),
130-134.

# pearl T. Robinson, “Democratization: Understanding the Relationship Between Regime Change and the
Culture of Politics,” African Studies Review 37, no. 1 (1994): 51-52; and Walter C. Neale, review of
Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance, by Douglass C. North, Economic
Development and Cultural Change 41 (January 1993): 424.

# Neale, review of Institutions, 424.
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governments “‘emerging in Africa as a result of the coexistence of sovereign and
traditional authorities,”*® Richard Sklar (1999) argues that:

With relatively few exceptions, the citizens of contemporary African states

have dual political identities. They recognize two, coexisting sources of

legitimate political authority: the legally sovereign states and traditional

orders of both colonial and precolonial origin. These colonial and

territorial legacies have been reckoned widely as burdens of African

history. . . . The evidence adduced in this analysis indicates a growing

propensity in African statecraft to use the troubling legacies of multiple

sovereignty and dual political identity for constructive purposes. 7

Dennis Galvan has proposed perhaps the most elaborate framework for defining,

understanding and evaluating what he calls “institutional syncretism,” which he defines
(in a manner similar to “indigenization”) as “the blending of rules, habits or norms of
distinct socio-cultural origin to create innovative new institutional arrangements.”
Galvan argues that “syncretism can produce innovative, adapted institutions which meet
the demands of rapid change while seeming ‘culturally authentic,” and worthy of personal
sacrifice to ordinary actors.” He claims that “The syncretic transformation of what are
largely Western democratic institutional forms in non-Western social and cultural
contexts can offer non-clites a greater sense of ownership over electoral institutions, a
greater willingness to participate, a greater acceptance of loss and sacrifice in the
democratic process.”48
Like North, Galvan suggests that there needs to be correspondence between formal

and informal rules and institutions, but he too notes that this connection has largely been

broken in Africa:

* Richard Sklar, “African Polities: The Next Generation,” in State, Conflict and Democracy in Africa, ed.
Richard Joseph (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1999), 173.

* Ibid., 168.

7 Ibid., 175.

* Dennis Galvan, “Institutional Syncretism and Culturally Generic Democracy in Rural Senegal,” paper
prepared for the 1999 Annual Meeting of the African Studies Association, Philadelphia, November 11-14,
1999, 1.

50

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Indeed, the great flaw with modernization schemes . . . involves an
assumption . . . that deliberate, planned reformulation of formal
organizations and rules to achieve “progressive” or “desirable” goals
(from the point of view of the planner) can and will entail a natural and
corresponding adjustment of the informal . . . elements of institutional
practice. . . . [For example] the sometimes mechanical transfer of
democratic electoral regimes to the Benins of the 1960s or Belaruses of
the 1990s has not, in spite of extensive elite socialization and reworked
incentive structures, resulted in necessary and ubiquitous supportive
change in values, habits, and informal rules.*’

Galvan continues, however, by noting that there are different types and agents of
syncretism, which affect the actual impact of such institutional innovation. In other
words, all forms of institutional syncretism are not created equal. Syncretic processes
may be driven by either elites or non-elites, and they may be either “structurally static”
“structurally innovative.” Structurally static institutional syncretism tends to involve

mechanical efforts to “stick together” elements of modern superstructure with pre-

or

modern infrastructure. While this approach can be developmentally beneficial when it is

used for regime legitimation, is a technique frequently used by elites, such as Zaire’s
Mobutu, to legitimize their hegemonic control through “cultural” justifications for
authoritarian pseudo-democracies.”® Structurally innovative syncretism, on the other
hand,
involves an ongoing, incremental reworking of all elements of institutional
structure . . . drawing on the full range of “modern” and “pre-modern”
institutional elements as raw material for the creation of institutional
structures which are new and blended at all levels of superstructure and
infrastructure.”’

Galvan cites examples from his fieldwork in Senegal of how rural peasants in the

Sere region were able to transform an attempt at elite-driven, structurally static

¥ Ibid., 5.
5% Ibid., 7 and 31.
N bid, 7.
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syncretism into a more effective, innovative form. Democratically elected rural councils
were introduced by the Senegal government in 1972 in an effort to manage land tenure
relations that had become confused and chaotic after a 1964 land reform law. Galvan
observes that democratic decentralization does hold an “inherent syncretic promise,” i.e.,
if done properly, it can be a means to achieving effective, dynamic syncretic institutions
and cultural federalism. However, this outcome is not guaranteed, and in fact in Senegal,
there was a fatal flaw in the original, elite-driven approach. The true aim of the creation
of Rural Councils was to create local bodies to enforce the central government’s land
law, not to interpret that law and implement it in a culturally coherent fashion. This is
apparent in the fact that when decisions by locally elected rural councilors were not
acceptable to their bureaucratic superiors, their judgments were simply overturned. Asa
result, before long local peasants came to “understand the Rural Councils instead in a
different historical light, as the latest manifestation of alien, arbitrary government.”*
However, in the years since, Galvan finds that despite these constraints, the Serer
peasants and their elected councilors have gradually succeeded in introducing structurally
innovative institutional syncretism by quietly adapting the way the Rural Council
implements the land law, for example by deferring more frequently to elders and
notables. At the same time, peasants have begun to adopt some of the language of
“inherent rights” to land and livelihood out of the Western liberal framework. This is,

then, yet another example of a rtwo-way process of institutional reform that is underway.

2 1bid,, 11.
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2.5 Indigenization in Practice

In addition to these studies by Schaffer, Karlstrom and Galvan, there are numerous
other pieces of empirical evidence supporting the contention that indigenous political
actors and practices do matter, and must be taken into account if Africans are to own their

political systems and make them more effective. A few are discussed briefly below.

2.5.1 The Botswana Success Story

A number of analysts have pointed to the relatively unique political approach of the
Botswana leadership, which has taken deliberate steps to link the functioning of the
modern political system with traditional political practice, as a key factor in the country’s
economic and developmental success. Most important may be the continued reliance on
the kgotla, or communal assembly, as part of the communication and decision-making
process, as well as the preservation of the customary court system, and a continued role
for the chieftaincy. Englebert cites Botswana as perhaps the best example of a
contemporary state that, “although created by colonization, nevertheless [did] little
institutional violence to preexisting state structures or relations of political authority,” and
he argues that this is a primary factor contributing to Botswana’s position as one of
Africa’s — and the world’s — most successful polities and economies.”® Englebert
concludes that “the quality of leadership and the construction of state capacity in
Botswana are directly related to the embeddedness of its postcolonial state into

precolonial patterns of political authority.”*

>3 Englebert, State Legitimacy, 82.
> Ibid., 107.
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Elliot P. Skinner (1993) agrees. He points out that “with Botswana and Swaziland
among the major exceptions, the emerging African states opted for the political cultures
of their metropoles, rather than develop ‘cultures of politics’ based on local realities.”’
He then goes on to argue that “Botswana and Swaziland largely escaped political
upheaval because their political leaders used traditional cultural elements to fashion
political institutions.”® While there are certainly other factors that have contributed to
the country’s relative success and stability, incorporating indigenous institutions rather
than abandoning them may well have been one of the most important decisions made in
Botswana.

John D. Holm (1988) has described how government officials in Botswana interact
closely with the kgotlas and seek their consensus before trying to implement new
policies.5 7 However, both he and Gloria Somolekae (1989) point out that while the
values of the traditional system at times directly support those of modern democracy, at
other times the two may be opposed. Even so, as Somolekae points out, “it appears that
the liberal democratic system . . . is being built on and continues to find its support and
continuity in the foundations of the traditional political system.”® This may be due in

part to the fact that Botswana has left political space for both models to act and interact,

creating a system of shared legitimacy in which the value accorded to the indigenous

53 Elliot P. Skinner, “The Issue of Disemia as African States Move Toward Democracy: The Case of
Burkina Faso,” paper presented at Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts, November 1993: 4.

> Ibid., 6.

37 John D. Holm, “Botswana: A Paternalistic Democracy,” in Democracy in Developing Countries, vol. 2,
Africa, eds. Larry Diamond, Juan J. Linz, and Seymour Martin Lipset (Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers,
and London: Adamantine Press Limited, 1988): 195-196.

%8 Gloria Somolekae, “Do Batswana Think and Act as Democrats?” in Democracy in Botswana: The
Proceedings of a Symposium held in Gabarone, 1-5 August 1988, eds. John Holm and Patrick Molutsi
(Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1989), 75.
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system enhanced that of the modern political structures as well, rather than producing

alienation.

2.5.2 Political Attitudes in Zambia
As Richard Sklar nicely put it, denying recognition to traditional authority
will not make it disappear: “traditional authorities do not exist as a
consequence of their recognition and appointment by the governments of
sovereign states. On the contrary, they are recognized and appointed to
traditional offices, in accordance to customary laws, because those offices
are legitimated by the beliefs of the people, who expect them to exist in
practice.”

The findings of Michael Bratton and Beattrice Liatto-Katundu (1994) in Zambia
support Sklar’s contention. In their study of political attitudes among a broad cross-
section of Zambian citizens, they found that Zambians “find local politics at the
community level to be more relevant than elite politics in national arenas.” In particular,
they found that 70 percent of the populace identified traditional leaders such as chiefs and
headmen as “very important” political actors in their lives, while 45 percent rated local
government councilors this way, and Members of Parliament were rated as “very
important” by 46 percent.®’ At the same time, Bratton and Liatto-Katundu found that the
respondents were evenly split (49 percent “yes,” 49 percent “no”) on the question:
“should chiefs and headmen play a part in governing Zambia today?”®" This, along with
some of their other results, seems to suggest that as Ekeh proposes, many Africans today

are neither fully traditional nor fully modernized; instead, using Gabriel Almond and

Sidney Verba’s (1963) typology, Bratton and Liatto-Katundu suggest that “Zambia seems

>? Englebert, State Legitimacy, 189, citing Sklar, “The Next Generation,” 169.
5 Michael Bratton and Beatrice Liatto-Katundu, “Political Culture in Zambia: A Pilot Survey,” Michigan
State University (MSU) Working Papers on Political Reform in Africa, No. 7, 1994, 2.
% Ibid., 3.
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to display a thoroughly hybrid political culture which mixes ‘subject,” ‘parochial,” and

‘participant’ orientations.”®*

2.5.3 Land Tenure Reform

Additional evidence of the importance of indigenization and of the particular theory
of institutional change suggested by North can be found in the debate on land tenure
reform in Africa, especially in work done in East Africa by Jean Ensminger (1997) and
Thomas C. Pinckney and Peter K. Kimuyu (1994). Development of freehold land tenure
in Africa has long been promoted as an essential component of programs to improve
agricultural productivity. This system of individualized property rights in land is
supposed to have three main advantages over the customary, supposedly communal
property rights systems of most of Africa: increased investment in land due to increased
security of tenure, increased access to credit through the use of land as collateral, and
increased concentration of land ownership in the hands of the most efficient farmers.

A number of African states have followed this prescription and instituted land
tenure reform, and Kenya has lead the way with the most extensive program on the
continent; in some regions of the country the land has been fully registered since the
1950s, and by 1993 as much as 90 percent of all land in farming districts may have been
officially privatized.” However, in comparing communities under reformed (freehold)
tenure in Kenya and under non-reformed (customary) tenure in Tanzania, Pinckney and

Kimuyu found few actual differences with respect to investment, credit access and use, or

%2 1bid., 17. See also Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1963); and Sidney Verba, Norma H. Nie, and Jae-On Kim, The Modes of Democratic
Participation: A Cross-National Comparison (Beverly Hills, California: Sage Publications, 1971).

% Jean Ensminger, “Changing Property Rights: Reconciling Formal and Informal Rights to Land in
Africa,” in Frontiers of the New Institutional Economics, eds. John Nye and John Droback, (New York:
Academic Press, 1997), 176.
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the distribution of holdings, and both they and Ensminger cite numerous recent studies
that have produced similar results in Kenya and elsewhere.** Even more interesting is the
reported tendency in many of the areas where tenure has been reformed to revert back to
reliance on indigenous land tenure arrangements, even when they are no longer legally in
effect. For example, Ensminger reports the frequent failure in Kenya to renew or transfer
registrations upon death of the owner or sale of land, and the unregistered division of land
among numerous sons. She also notes survey findings indicating that the vast majority of
farmers in some areas report that they cannot sell their land despite being the registered
owners, suggesting that customary norms continue to limit this practice.®
The underlying causes of these findings may provide some of the best available

evidence in support of North’s concept of the importance of complementarity between
formal and informal institutions. Ensminger points out that there are some economic
reasons for the failure of land tenure changes in Kenya, including the relatively high
transactions costs of the registration process, and failures in the complementary factor
markets, particularly that for credit. However, she goes on the argue that the most
important source of failure has been the incompatibility of the changes in the formal rules
with the informal norms and constraints of Kenyan society. She cites the primary
conflicts as the following:

consolidation was inconsistent with the ecological need for scattered strips

and broke up cooperative work units, the restrictions on the minimal

allowable “economic unit” and the limit on heirs was inconsistent with

indigenous norms of inheritance, household composition was highly fluid

over time, asymmetries in information were great and meant that the

educated were able to manipulate the system and gain what was perceived
by others as illegitimate advantage, and finally the new property rights

% Ibid., and Thomas C. Pinckney and Peter K. Kimuyu, “Land Tenure Reform in East Africa: Good, Bad or
Unimportant?” Journal of African Economies 3 (April 1994): 1-28.
% Ensminger, “Changing Property Rights,” 180.
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reduced the rights of many over the customary system, while enhancing
those of the single titled “household head.”®

The prospects of disinheriting all but the first-born son, reducing the rights of female
household members over the land, or losing an entire family’s access to land and
livelihood through the actions of a single member of the household apparently proved
unacceptable to many Kenyans, and the customary tenure system has once again become
the de facto law in the country.

It is important to note, however, that both of these studies found that while elements
of customary tenure systems persisted, these systems were by no means static. There is
substantial evidence, for example, that even in the pre-colonial era land rights were
shifting toward greater privatization in some areas of higher population pressure and
increasingly commercialized agriculture.®” Ensminger argues that “the evidence provides
strong support for the proposition that social norms and institutions respond in ways
economists would predict to exogenous changes in relative prices.”®® Herbst concurs,
pointing out that ““Traditional’ practices in many places and at many times were quite
dynamic and did provide security in the context of local environments.”® He goes on to
conclude that:

There is, in fact, a consensus in the literature that states only will succeed
in land tenure reform if they move slowly while recognizing traditional
practices. Thus, Bruce, Migot-Adholla, and Atherton note that radical
plans that attempt to completely overturn traditional arrangements or that
ignore local practices often are worse than doing nothing: “Unsuccessful

attempts to substitute state titles for customary entitlements may reduce
security by creating normative confusion, of which the powerful may take

% Ibid., 184.

7 Ibid., 170-171.

%8 1bid., 168.

% Herbst, States and Power, 180.
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advantage.” They are therefore more optimistic about incremental plans
that seek to work with traditional practices.”

Thus, these studies of customary and reformed land tenure provide solid evidence both of
the continuing importance of indigenous institutions, and of the capacity of these
institutions to adapt to meet the needs and demands of modernizing societies and

economies.

2.6 The Many Shapes of Indigenization Reforms
What might indigenization reforms look like in practice? The actual changes in the

structures, practices, or symbols utilized by a political system that might be brought about
in the process of indigenization can take many forms, and the changes may be either
formal or, as in the case of the Rural Councils’ gradually evolving interpretation of land
tenure laws noted by Galvan in Senegal, informally. While assigning a formal political
role to chiefs, headmen or elders may be the simplest and most common approach to
indigenization, James S. Wunsch (1990) points out that:

it must be understood that “traditional authority” meant more than “chiefs”

and “councils of elders.” The latter are often seen as the sum and

substance of these institutions, ignoring the complex bodies of common

law, jurisprudence, and checks and balances, which surrounded and

guided their actions. . . . traditional institutions must be understood as the

diverse mechanisms by which Africans regulated social and economic

affairs, and exercised and controlled political power.”"

Thus, utilizing the full creative power of all that is indigenous requires looking well

beyond these basic leadership institutions.

™ Ibid., 184, citing John W. Bruce, Shem E. Migot-Adholla, and Joan Atherton, “The Findings and Their
Policy Implications: Institutional Adaptation or Replacement?” in Searching for Land Tenure Security in
Africa, ed. John W. Bruce and Shem E. Migot-Adholla (Dubuque, lowa: Kendall/Hunt, 1994), 260-261.

! James W. Wunsch, “Centralization and Development in Post-Independence Africa,” in The Failure of the
Centralized State: Institutions and Self-Governance in Africa, eds. James S. Wunsch and Dele Olowu
(Boulder, San Francisco and Oxford: Westview Press, 1990), 62-63.
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Again, as mentioned above, it is important to note that the traditional institutions
that Wunsch refers to have by no means been static; they have both adapted in positive
ways to changing circumstances, as we saw in the case of land tenure systems, and they
have at times been abruptly and arbitrarily changed by both colonial and post-
independence authorities. Therefore what should be considered in the processes of
indigenization is not what is in some sense “purely” traditional (which would in any case
be difficult to define), but what currently exists as local, indigenous practice, values, and
symbols. The indigenous, rather than being purely traditional, is likely instead to be a
complicated mixture of traditional, colonial, “modern” or “global” and other influences,
and it will also reflect the political learning of indigenous communities that has occurred
throughout the colonial and post-independence eras. Identifying the norms and
understandings of people and/or the political forms that they favor and incorporating
these into existing political systems in meaningful ways may therefore be a far more
complicated task than identifying a few traditional authorities or institutions and
reinvigorating them. Ensminger has aptly observed the “African social norms and
informal institutions are currently a rapidly moving target.”’? Further, as Galvan has
noted, there may be competition over efforts to define what is indigenous, or over what
parts of indigenous consciousness matter or how they may be used. I will return to all of
these issues in the discussion on indigenization in Somaliland. Before continuing with
the specific case study, however, I will briefly review some of the varied forms that
indigenization can, or has, taken.

As mentioned, the most common approach in practice is restoration of a role for

“traditional” authorities. During their political and economic resurgence in the 1990s, for

72 Ensminger, “Changing Property Rights,” 175.
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example, both Uganda and Ghana have to some degree restored the role of previously
abolished traditional chiefs through constitutional revisions. Although their roles are still
more cultural and ceremonial than political, Englebert argues that these states’
recognition of traditional sources of authority may have enhanced state legitimacy, and
therefore improved their capacity and ability to perform economically.” Maxwell
Owusu (1992) has argued that “in many areas of Africa, the authority of the village,
town, or ethnic group — frequently symbolized by institutions of chieftaincy — may well
be far more significant and influential than the ‘far away’ national or regional
government with little or no roots in the community.””* Devolution of some power to
chiefs, headmen or elders can take several forms, including: formalizing consultations
with traditional leaders by creating a codified advisory role for them; apportioning these
leaders a role, either formally or informally, in adjudicating local disputes (e.g., over land
or family matters); appointing chiefs or elders to local councils, assemblies, or
government posts; creating “houses of elders” as part of national or regional legislatures;
or returning most local government and administrative functions directly to traditional
authorities at the local and perhaps regional level.

Enhancing the role of other indigenous (including but not limited to “traditional”)
institutions such as customary or Islamic courts, land councils, or community fora (such
as the kgotla in Botswana) can also be important, particularly because these institutions
often provided for wider consultation and participation than working with chiefs alone,
and they may also serve as part of the system of checks and balances on the power of

local leaders. These indigenous institutions may replace parts of the government’s

7 Englebert, State Legitimacy, 189.
™ Maxwell Owusu, “Democracy and Africa — A View from the Village,” Journal of Modern African
Studies 30 (September 1992): 377.
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bureaucratic structure, or they may operate in parallel, for example when customary
courts are allocated responsibility over family law issues or certain civil or criminal
cases, while state civil courts maintain their jurisdiction over other matters, as has been
the case in Botswana. These indigenous institutions may have long-standing traditional
roots, or they may be more recent creations of local communities that have been
developed to deal with modern needs and problems, such as the “hometown” associations
described by Joel Barkan, et al. (1991).”° It can be particularly useful to investigate how
such indigenous organizations structure themselves, transfer leadership, and maintain
accountability, which can provide lessons that might be applicable in other parts of the
government structure.

Galvan refers to the “inherent syncretic promise of democratic decentralization.””
In this, he is referring to the fact that truly devolving power to local institutions allows a
great deal of opportunity for integrating local priorities, understandings and needs into
the implementation of laws and policies, as was eventually the case in the rural
Sencgalese communities that he studied. However, as Galvan also noted, the all-too-
common forms of decentralization that merely decentralize responsibility for
implementing central government policies according to non-local interpretations may be
of much less value in producing effective indigenization. Indigenization via
decentralization may be manifested formally —i.e., in locally-made changes in rules,

practices, participation, etc. — or it may occur informally, as was the case in Senegal,

where the simple fact that local Rural Councils eventually were given real control over

75 Joel D. Barkan, Michael L. McNulty, and M.A.O. Ayeni, “Hometown Voluntary Associations, Local
Development, and the Emergence of Civil Society in Western Nigeria,” Journal of Modern African Studies
29 (1991): 457-480.

¢ Galvan, “Institutional Syncretism,” 10.
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policy implementation allowed them to informally pursue practices such as consulting or
deferring to the decisions of local leaders on certain issues, or restoring traditional
principles of land allocation in appropriate situations. A potentially related approach
could involve modifying decision-making processes, whether at local, regional or
national levels of government. For example, many pre-colonial African political systems
relied to at least some extent on consensus-based decision making, and this approach is
still widely practiced on the few issues over which communities still exert local control.
Extending such decision-making practices to a broader sphere of issues may enhance
perceptions of fair play and legitimacy.

These examples of approaches to indigenization may, however, only scratch the
surface of the possibilities. Other avenues that should be explored include using the
traditional social contracts that existed in some societies as models for laying the
foundations of modern states and building constitutions, and investigating traditional
methods of conflict resolution for practices or symbols that can be useful. Omari H.
Kokole and Ali A. Mazrui (1988) describe the unusual system of selecting membefs of
parliament that was developed by Milton Obote in Uganda based on the practice of
polygamy. “Electoral polygamy” was a system whereby a candidate would register his or
her candidacy in one constituency, but would also have to win support in three other
constituencies in different regions of the country. This polygamous political marriage
would serve to tie several regions together through the bonds of loyalty and obligation to
the candidate in the same way that polygamy in human marriage could serve to bind
several families or clans in mutually supportive relationships. Kokole and Mazrui point

out that “life in Africa often makes matters of marriage and kinship touch issues of
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politics and social organization,”" " with the implication that there might be numerous

useful forms for political systems that can be found in traditional social systems as well.

2.7 Critiques of Indigenization

The above discussion makes clear some of the potential benefits of indigenization
approaches. It has also pointed to several of the concerns relating to this approach.
Which critiques are relevant in any given situation will depend a great deal on the form
the adaptations actually take, and especially on the agents of change and their goals.

The problem of identifying who or what is “traditional” or “indigenous” has already
been raised. In practice, many approaches to indigenization involve incorporation of
traditional authorities or institutions into the political system, so Merle L. Bowen’s
(1994) point that identifying “what is traditional” is a difficult if not impossible task bears
careful consideration.”® Colonial rule and the effects of modernization and interaction
with the international community have often had profound impacts on pre-colonial
structures and institutions. Colonial administrations, for example, sometimes greatly
increased the power and autocratic control of chiefs or elders, essentially building up this
traditional institution at the expense of others which had previously provided the checks
and balances on it. On the other hand, in some instances the effect of colonization was to
severely weaken chiefs, either through removing their powers, or by destroying their

legitimacy when they were viewed as co-opted puppets of the colonial regime.

" Omari H. Kokole and Ali A. Mazrui, “Uganda: The Dual Polity and the Plural Society,” in Democracy in
Developing Countries, vol. 2, Africa, eds. Larry Diamond, Juan J. Linz and Seymour Martin Lipset
(Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1988), 290.

 Merle L. Bowen, Political Science Department, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, interview by
author (telephone), April 17, 1994.
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Moreover, as mentioned, indigenous institutions are not static, further complicating the
task of pinpointing what they are at any given time.

Galvan also notes that it is essentially inevitable that the non-elite, innovative
institutional syncretism that he proposes will, in the end, wind up

privileging one local interpretation of culture, idealized historical memory

and valued local institutional arrangements over many others which may

be in circulation even in a small rural community. That single

interpretation of culture, memory and legitimate local institutional legacies

will probably be held by some dominant socio-economic group in a

community (older men, the literate, those with cash incomes, etc.) and will

contradict other, subaltern interpretations of culture, traditional and

institutional legacies. Non-elite syncretism, by privileging one reading of

“the local” and “the traditional” in the process of making institutional

blends, almost of necessity excludes other versions of what is local and

traditional. Thus the process itself, it is important to note, is in some ways

potentially illiberal and exclusionary with regard to local cultural

diversity.”

Thus, it is not merely indigenization itself, but the processes by which it is brought about,
that matter. Issues such as who instigates such changes and why, who participates in
institution-building processes, and who is responsible for implementation can play a
major role in determining the quality of the indigenization process and the institutions
that result.

Indigenization in multiethnic societies also presents particular challenges. When
it involves primarily decentralization and privileging of indigenous practice at the local
level, it may be an effective means for accommodating differences and recognizing
diversity in a positive way. However, in such a context it may still be extremely difficult
to build the legitimacy of the state at the national level unless indigenous practices can be

effectively blended there as well. But the borders of many countries encompass ethnic

groups with radically different historical traditions. For example, in his work among the

™ Galvan, “Institutional Syncretism,” 33.
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Baganda, Karlstrom noted that the system of rural councils, which was implemented
nationwide, was highly consistent with Baganda traditional practice of politics. But it is
entirely possible that the same response and consequent respect for this system would not
have been found among northern Ugandan communities, many of which had much less
hierarchical, and in some cases acephalous, political traditions. Such problems did in fact
occur in Niger, when the military regime created a national youth movement called the
“Samariya,” modeled on the Hausa age-grade system. The regime was able to mobilize
Hausa and Djerma youth from sedentary farming communities, but they never managed
to recruit many youth among the Fulani and Touareg nomadic or semi-nomadic herding
communities. Local political leaders of the latter two groups complained that the
Samariya was alien to their culture, so they were unable to attract their young ethnic kin
to participate.80

Another particularly important concern is the potentially socially regressive nature
of traditional norms and structures. As Bowen points out, many traditional structures
were male-dominated gerontocracies, involving varying degrees of social stratification
and hierarchy, and control by chiefs over the land, lives and labor of the poor. Returning
to these norms and institutions might therefore be seen as socially regressive, potentially
reversing progressive achievements with respect to women’s rights and influence, the
distribution of wealth, and the access of various groups to the means of production,
especially land.*" For example, in northern Nigeria, as long as traditional authorities

maintained their power after independence, women were not granted the same rights of

8 pear] T. Robinson, personal communication, 2001.

8 Merle Bowen, “Peace, Politics, and Peasants: The Rural Challenge in Mozambique,” paper presented at
the Workshop on Political Transitions in Africa, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, March 11-12,
1994, 7.
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participation, particularly the right to vote, as they had in other parts of Nigeria. It was
not until a “modernizing” military central government gained control that these rights for
women were extended to the northern region as well.

However, traditional authorities and institutions are not always regressive; the land
tenure studies in Kenya actually suggest that women had more rights and control over
land under customary tenure systems than under the freehold system that replaced it.
Alternatively, in Botswana traditional institutions were maintained while their socially
regressive aspects were reformed, so there is nothing inevitable about the potentially
regressive nature of tradition. The kgotla system was historically a forum only for older
men to discuss community affairs, but chiefs and the central government have
successfully promoted opening this forum to participation by women and youth®” — an
excellent example of Galvan’s two-way adaptation that characterizes truly innovative
institutional syncretism.

But Galvan also notes that there is no guarantee that syncretism will lead to an
embrace of the liberal values that many Westerners hold so dear, such as the sacredness
of individual rights and autonomy. He observes that “Syncretism is deliciously and
frustratingly unpredictable: it may result in institutional arrangements that make use of
these ontological and sociological building blocks of liberal democracy, or it may not.”
Based on his findings in Senegal, he suggests that “syncretism invests democratic
institutions with a sensitivity toward social hierarchy and deference, with an emphasis on

group interests at the expense of individual well being.”**

82 Chief Linchwe I1, “The Role a Chief Can Play in Botswana’s Democracy,” in Democracy in Botswana:
The Proceedings of a Symposium held in Gabarone, 1-5 August 1988, eds. John Holm and Patrick Molutsi
(Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 1989), 100.

8 Galvan, “Institutional Syncretism,” 33.
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Another concern centers upon the potential lack of efficacy of traditional authorities
and institutions, stemming from several factors. The first is a loss of authority. In
addition to the influence and legitimacy many such leaders lost under colonial authorities,
the role of tradition has been challenged by both economic and educational changes.
Bowen points out, for example, the impact of incomes from migrant labor on the
distribution of power and influence within rural communities in southern Mozambique,
which has decreased the role of chiefs.** And Somolekae has gathered evidence that
education has decreased the influence of chiefs in Botswan.a,85 as have urbanization and
other forms of “modernization.” Generational change may play a profound role as well,
as a new cadre of “traditional” authority figures are selected, many of whom, Herbst
notes, have themselves pursued modern businesses and advanced degrees.*® Others
contend that the scale and complexity of government policy in the modern, global
community may be beyond the skills of traditional authorities or the capacities of
traditional political systems, for example those dependent on consensus-based decision-
making practices, which it is simply not feasible to apply on a large scale. In addition,
skills, resources, and infrastructure are, as always, limited, particularly in rural areas,
which may inhibit efforts to indigenize through decentralization. Devolving power to
traditional authorities and institutions will be meaningless if they do not also have access
to and control over the resources necessary to fulfill their new mandates.

A related issue is the frequent opposition to indigenization on the part of
modernized elites. They often argue that including traditional authorities, for example, is

backward, and thus useless, or even embarrassing, citing some of the constraints on these

8 Bowen, telephone conversation.
85 Somolekae, “Do Batswana,” 80-81.
8 Herbst, States and Power, 179.
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leaders described above, especially lack of skills and “worldliness.” They also recognize,
of course, that as the members of society who tend to be most familiar with the Western
political models that have dominated their countries, they stand to lose the privileged
position and access they gain through this special understanding. In fact, since
indigenization is typically part of an effort to increase the integration of the non-
modernized rural majority into the political system, it may directly contribute to rural-
urban or elite-non-elite tensions and competition for access, power and resources. Ekeh
notes, however, that these conflicts are not simply between things African and things
Western, but have become differences within African norms themselves, and even within
the norms of a single individual. Both the primordial and the civic publics may express
themselves in a single individual, especially among educated Africans,’ resulting in
often complex and even contradictory attitudes towards traditional systems and
authorities, as we shall see among Somalis in the discussions to follow.

Finally, as discussed above, it is possible that certain approaches to indigenization,
particularly those driven by elites, may only be — or become — new means by which elites
manipulate others for their own gain, as a means to co-opt influential community leaders
through salaries or window-dressed decision-making roles for rural leaders for example.
Numerous African leaders have cited the common African tradition of consensus-based
decision making as justification for creating (often autocratic) one-party states. Schaffer
also cites the ambiguous example of the ruling party’s successful 1977 effort in Senegal
to abolish secret voting in favor of public voting. The party argued that “since traditional
political practices involved public exhibition, expressing one’s political opinion in full

view of others had long been an integral part of Senegalese culture and should be legally

#7 Ekeh, “Colonialism and the Two Publics,” 108.
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sanctioned.”® Schaffer notes, however, that while there was some legitimate justification
for this argument, many Senegalese voters in fact rejected this approach, in part because
it threatened their ability to maintain community solidarity, while the opposition saw it as
merely an effort to preserve the ruling party’s position through intimidation and
manipulation of voters. Interestingly, as Schaffer notes, “The debate over private versus
public voting, then, not only opposed European to traditional African practices but also
pitted competing indigenous moral codes against each other.”® The practice of secret
voting has since been restored.

Finally, there are those who simply dismiss the issue of disconnect — and hence the
need for indigenization — as unimportant in explaining state failure. Zartman, for
example, argues

Did the state fall apart because it was the wrong institution? Taking Africa

as the example, was it because the state was not appropriately African?

Various ways of answering the question turn up negative. . . . no common

theme or characteristic runs through the cases of collapse that would

indicate that collapse was the result either of the same “Western-style”

malfunction in the state or of particularly badly adapted Western

institutions.”
However, when he instead finds his explanation for state failure in “paradoxically, the
effectiveness of the state before collapse, through repression and neglect, in destroying
the regulative and regenerative capacities of society,” he offers no explanation for how
these states came to replace their electorally-democratic predecessors, or for why the

states were able to behave in such a destructive and autonomous fashion without effective

public censure.

88 Schaffer, Democracy in Translation, 101.

* Ibid., 103.

% 1. William Zartman, “Introduction: Posing the Problem of State Collapse,” in Collapsed States: The
Disintegration and Restoration of Legitimate Authority, ed. I William Zartman (Boulder and London:
Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1995), 6.
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Nevertheless, all of these concerns represent serious challenges to the proposal that
indigenized or syncretized political systems will be stronger, more rooted in their
societies, and hence more effective. Two things should consequently be clear. First, it is
not enough to simply “mix the old and the new systems.” Rather, we are likely to find
that there are appropriate and effective means to positive indigenization processes, but we
are also likely to find many examples of “pseudo-indigenization” that are ineffective or
even destructive. How and why the systems are hybridized, and with what structural
outcomes, will go a long way toward determining the actual effectiveness and validity of
the process. Second, outcomes may not always be clear-cut, and evaluating them will
require balancing costs and benefits in ways that may be difficult and controversial. Such
evaluations — weighing, for example, trade-offs between adaptations that have apparently
negative impacts on women, but otherwise positive impacts on community integration
into decision making and state legitimacy — can, at least for now, only be conducted on a
case by case basis. It is important, however, to keep in mind the following from Galvan:

A serious effort to understand (let alone promote) local participation in
politics, local ownership of the process of decision making, and local
agency in the allocation of resources, requires that we recognize (and
accept) that institutional design can and does take place “from the bottom
up.” If democratization is about empowerment, then it is about . . . the
abandonment of institutional design principles (liberal individualism, for
example) elements cherished in one setting but merely required in others.
.. . But electoral rule by the people itself will get thrown out with the
bathwater if we short circuit the process by which communities, especially
in the developing world, make sense and build ownership. The unstated
worldwide hegemony of liberalism, with its implicit hostility to the

uncertain, heterogeneous results of democratic institutional syncretism, is
itself a serious threat to the globalization of democracy.”!

*1 Galvan, “Institutional Syncretism,” 34.
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And Sklar makes a similar argument in his discussion of mixed governments, which he
finds often involve elements of oligarchy:

Like the forms of government themselves, auxiliary structures, designed to

fortify a constitutional order, combine democratic and oligarchic elements

of power. Constitutional purists may regret the construction of rude

ramparts that deviate from the contours of either democratic or liberal

forms of government: for example, an arrangement that would

compromise civilian control of the military, or one that might enhance the

authority of traditional rulers or provide for the formulation of public

policies by the assembled elites of interest groups.

... The constitutional integrity of a liberal-democratic political landscape

almost certainly will be marred by the erection of protective barriers

against disruptive assaults. However, experimental governments cannot

be expected to survive without them.”
He goes on to add that:

The conception of a mixed polity, with its oligarchic features, could prove

to be an antidote to cultural conceit in the form of one-dimensional images

of successful political systems that are frequently recommended for export

to countries with unstable governments.”

This does not suggest that all principles must be thrown to the wind in pursuit of

legitimacy. Instead, Ake, Galvan and others propose that a focus on universal democratic
principles such as accountability, broad-based participation and openness to multiple

ideas, non-arbitrariness of rule, and protection of minority rights be the focus and desired

endpoint, rather than one particularistic model of how these principles can be achieved.

2.8 Further Research Needs
Clearly indigenization is a complex, and potentially controversial approach. While
there is strong theoretical evidence for the importance of developing a broad-based sense

of ownership and better integrating societies into their political systems in Africa, the

%2 Sklar, “The Next Generation,” 175.
» [bid., 176.
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empirical evidence is still relatively limited, although a few important studies in this area
have been discussed above. Further studies to better define the need and the
opportunities, as well as to identify successful — and unsuccessful — approaches to
indigenization, would do much to fill this gap. More specifically, the needs can be
divided into several categories.

First, further studies such as Schaffer’s and Karlstrom’s that focus on better
comprehending the nature and significance of local understandings of democracy,
fairness, equity, participation, and “good politics,” and that assess the relevance of these
findings for the adoption of Western liberal democratic models, would be extremely
productive. We still understand far too little about what rural and non-elite Africans
think about politics, about elections, about how and why they vote, about who they
respect as leaders and why, and about what they expect — or hope for — from their
governments.

The second main category of need is for case studies of particular attempts at
indigenization. There is still a lack of sufficient empirical evidence to adequately test the
potential benefits, as well as the costs, of indigenization, and to conceptualize how the
process can be carried out in practice. For example, among other questions, it is
necessary to address whether indigenous institutions are truly adaptable enough to meet
current demands in environments that are often facing severe stress and degradation.
This is where the current analysis fits in. Along with some of the potentially indigenizing
actions undertaken in Ghana, Uganda, and elsewhere in the last decade, the political
rebuilding processes in Somaliland represent very specific efforts to indigenize, and they
have come about through processes considerably different from those that have driven the

changes in Uganda and Ghana. Each case, including Somaliland, may be very particular
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in its circumstances — countries will vary with respect to many factors, including the
nature and variety of pre-colonial institutions, the impacts of colonialism and various
experiences of post-colonial government from the democratic to the totalitarian, and in
the events that have precipitated indigenizing adaptations. Nevertheless, by evaluating
each particular case in the context of the issues, determining factors, and critiques
discussed above, we can learn a great deal about the potential of indigenization to
enhance legitimacy and hence improve governance both in the case study country and

elsewhere on the continent.
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Chapter 3: The Evolution of Somali Political Institutions:
The Roots of Collapse and the Foundations of Reconstruction

I will now turn my attention to a discussion of the specific political experiences of
the former Republic of Somalia in order to set the stage for the analysis in Chapter 4 of
my first proposition, i.e., that a severe “disconnect” did in fact develop between the
structures and functions of the state and the values, practices, traditions and daily lives of
much of Somali society, emerging especially during the colonial era, but deepening after
independence. I will do this by tracing the history both of the evolution of indigenous
Somali political institutions and practices through the pre-colonial, colonial, and
independence periods, including their role (or lack thereof) in governance of society
during these periods, as well as outlining the structures and practices of the various
governing regimes put in place during each of these eras. I will go into Somalia’s
political history in some detail, because finding a successful route to rebuilding will only
be possible if we thoroughly understand how the country and the people got to where
they are today. Exploring the complex territory of state-society relations, institutional
legitimacy, and the degree of connection or disconnection to the public and its beliefs and
values requires an in-depth look at many aspects of both state/regime behavior, and

public response.

3.1 Pre-Colonial Somali Socio-Political Systems

The British anthropologist loan M. Lewis’s (1961) book A Pastoral Democracy

provides the best known and most detailed description of “traditional” Somali socio-
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political systems.' Although he did not conduct his field work until the mid-1950s in
what was then the British Protectorate of Somaliland (later northwest Somalia), Lewis’s
depiction constitutes what is widely regarded as the “classic” version of traditional
political culture among northern Somali pastoral nomads as it existed in its “purest” form,
i.e., before the influences of colonization, commercialization, modernization, and
globaliza‘[ion.2 Some analysts have charged that Lewis’s description is too monolithic,
failing to acknowledge that a significant degree of variation did in fact exist among
different sub-sections of Somali society, including, for example, clans more dependent
upon settled agricultural or agropastoral livelihoods, as well as religious and minority
communities,’ although Lewis himself has frequently pointed out these differences.*
Nevertheless, Lewis’s description is widely accepted as the starting point, even if it is
generally acknowledged that this is a somewhat idealized version of Somali culture that

was in fact practiced by only certain sections — albeit the most dominant sections — of

V.M. Lewis, A Pastoral Democracy: A Study of Pastoralism and Politics Among the Northern Somali of
the Horn of Africa (New York, NY: Africana Publishing Company for the International African Institute,
1961, 1982).

2 In fact, some analysts accuse Lewis precisely on these grounds. For example, the noted Somali scholar
Abdi Ismail Samatar observes that “Lewis’s description of the pastoralism and associated democratic
culture could well have been written a century earlier,” arguing that Lewis has essentially ignored the
impacts of colonialism and commercialization, treating Somali social, political and economic structure as
static. Abdi [. Samatar, “Destruction of State and Society in Somalia: Beyond the Tribal Convention,”
Journal of Modern African Studies 30, no. 4 (December 1992): 626-627. Lewis himself, however, begins
the preface to the 1982 edition of his book by claiming that “Above all, I wanted to emphasize how the
institutions I described were not static and self-contained. Somali society was, on the contrary, involved in
a process of change that could only be understood by taking into account many external factors, including
the overarching political framework created by colonial administration.” Lewis, Pastoral Democracy, 1982
xi. Lewis’s many references in his text to various impacts of the colonial system would indeed seem to
suggest that Samatar overstates the static nature of Lewis’s analysis. I will return to this issue later in this
chapter and in the next. For now, it is enough to conclude that Lewis’s description, while noting modern
changes, provides the closest available approximation of an understanding or pre-colonial political and
social practice. T will use it as the starting point for my own analysis, which will in fact devote
considerable attention to evaluating how this political culture has changed and evolved over the last
century, and what it consists of today.

3 See for example Catherine Besteman, Unraveling Somalia: Race, Violence, and the Legacy of Slavery
(Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999).

* The problem is perhaps more in how others have used Lewis’s descriptions, treating them as though they
are in fact a “universal” description of Somali culture, than in how Lewis himself described them or
intended them to be used.
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Somali society. For now, I will begin with a review of Lewis’s description of indigenous
political practices, before turning to a discussion of how they have in fact varied and

evolved across space and across time, and what form they take today.

3.1.1 Kinship at the Core

To understand traditional Somali political and social interactions, it is necessary to
begin with an understanding of what Lewis identifies as a key operating principle of
Somali political culture, kinship relationships, including how they are structured (or not
structured) and how they shape many aspects of Somali political practice. The social and
political identity of most male Somalis is first and foremost determined genealogically,
by tracing the patrilineal line of descent. Political and social communities are formed at
various levels of aggregation with others who share a common male ancestor in the
genealogical tree. Beyond the immediate family, Somalis trace their identity to a
common ancestor at the level of the diya-paying group (diya, or dia, is the payment of
blood money or compensation for deaths, injuries or insults), and then onward to a shared
primary lineage, sub-clan identity, clan identity, and finally to the clan-family. Thus, an
individual might identify himself as a member of the Sa’ad Musse sub-clan of the Habar
Awal clan of the Isaaq clan family, each level representing a larger cohort and higher
level of aggregation.

Although religious affiliations and in some cases territorially-based groupings also
had relevance, kinship and clan have long been the most salient source of identity for the
vast majority of Somalis. According to Lewis, “By reference to his ancestors, a man’s

relations with others are defined, and his position in Somali society as a whole is
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determined.” Somali society thus exhibited the classic characteristics of a segmentary
lineage system in which, according to Hamza Alavi, “all ‘roles,’ including political and
economic roles, appeared in the form of kinship roles.”

This genealogically-based system of layered identity is by no means fixed or static.
In practice, Somali political and social identification is a fluid system of shifting alliances
and cleavages between groups at different levels and in different branches of the
genealogical tree, and at times even between members of different genealogies. The
particular identity that an individual focuses on and aligns himself with at any given time
will depend on the context — on what issues are currently at stake and what individuals or
groups are involved — giving rise to a pattern of shifting, situational affiliations in a
process of “constant decomposition and recomposition™’ of identity. Thus, when conflict
arises over, say, a local murder, a man might find himself aligning with his own diya-
paying group against another diya-paying group of the same lineage, while at another
time these two diya-paying groups might unite as a lineage group to contest with another
lineage in their same sub-clan over access to a watering point. At still other times, an
entire sub-clan or clan may come together to wage territorial battles with another clan for
control of grazing lands. Genealogically-based political units are thus constantly aligning
and realigning themselves with others in an effort to successfully compete and survive in

an extremely harsh environment. “In fact,” observe David Laitin and Said Samatar

3 Lewis, Pastoral Democracy, 2.

® Hamza Alavi, “Peasant Classes and Primordial Loyalties,” Journal of Peasant Studies 1, no. 1 (1973): 33;
cited by Ahmed 1. Samatar, Socialist Somalia: Rhetoric and Reality (London, UK and New Jersey: Zed
Books, Ltd., 1988), 38.

” Virginia Luling, “Come Back Somalia? Questioning a Collapsed State,” Third World Quarterly 18, no. 2
(1997): 292.

78

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



(1987), “the essence of great politics in the Somali context is the clever reconstruction of
one’s clan identity.”®

In the most basic unit of this layered kinship system, the diya-paying group, each
individual member shared collective responsibility for all other members and their
actions and needs. Kinship networks, at all levels, constituted a system of mutual
support, providing a mechanism of insurance and survival during difficult times through
a framework of reciprocal obligations to assist those in need. It was therefore in
conjunction with his kin that an individual’s interests could be protected and his survival,
as well as that of his family and his livestock, ensured. Outside of the structure of
kinship he had no security, no strength or power against others, and little hope of
survival. Historically, most contested issues were local, and the most stable and common
locus of identity was therefore at the level of the diya-paying group. But even the
composition of these groups was not fixed. When disagreements arose within a diya-
paying group, for example over the settlement of a diya debt, or when it simply became
too large, the group could split into different sub-branches.” Action as a lineage or as a
sub-clan was not uncommon, but it was rare, in the pre-colonial era, that Somalis would
align and act with common purpose at the level of the clan, and they almost never acted
in unison as clan-families.

While the kinship system of relationships did encompass most male Somalis,
however, others stood outside of this system or had a different relationship to it. Most
numerous of these were of course women. Raised like their brothers as members of their

father’s lineage, upon marriage their “identity” became more complex, as they

8 David D. Laitin and Said S. Samatar, Somalia: Nation in Search of a State (Boulder, CO: Westview Press,
and London, UK: Gower, 1987), 31.
? Lewis, Pastoral Democracy, 168 and 175-176.
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maintained their close linkages to their father’s kin, while also building ties, particularly
through their sons, to their husband’s lineage. This put women in a unique position,
allowing them through their marriages and the resulting “dual kinship” to build bonds
between lineage groups, and at times to play the role of behind-the-scenes
communicators or mediators between groups in conflict. Moreover, to a limited extent
this role also carried over to her husband and especially to her sons, who frequently also
had a special bond with matrilineal kin, although patrilineal kinship was always the
primary determinant of their allegiance. A common component of agreements to resolve
conflicts also included exchange of young girls for marriage to build inter-clan bonds.
In addition, while Somali society is commonly presented as being comprised of a
relatively homogeneous people, each descending from one of the six main clan-families —
the Dir, Isaaq, Darood, Hawiye, Digil/Mirifle, and Rahanweyn — there are minority
groups in various parts of the region who are part of Somali society, but whose origins
are not in these traditional Somali lineages. These include communities of people of
Arab or occasionally Asian descent living primarily in coastal towns, as well as groups
known as the Midgaans, Tumaals, and Yibirs (collectively called sab), who practiced
skilled — but despised — trades such as blacksmithing, leatherworking, and shoemaking.
Historically, the sab were essentially seen as people of “lower caste” by the majority of
Somalis, as were the people of Bantu descent such as the Gosha living as agriculturalists
in the river valleys of the south. In most cases, these groups suffered as second class
citizens of Somali society; they were not treated as equals in an otherwise highly
egalitarian community, nor were they given voice in political proceedings. With
relatively small numbers and a standing outside of the all-important kinship structure,

they had little strength in contest with other Somalis.
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However, these small communities were not always completely abandoned outside
of the predominant system of inter-clan politics. In many cases minorities became
aligned to a particular lineage group with which they were closely associated through
proximity or economic interaction, and were then essentially “adopted” by this lineage
group and treated as part of it for most purposes. Such a relationship was usually quite
beneficial to minorities, although it was not always possible. Nevertheless, the various
degrees of “adoption” practiced in different communities indicates that the genealogical
system of identity was somewhat more fluid and flexible than a strict interpretation of
genealogy would dictate.

Finally, it is necessary to consider the variations in this system of identity and
alliance produced by more settled agricultural, and occasionally religious, communities.
In large part the focus of Somali nomads on genealogical identity as the core of social
and political interaction arose of necessity out of their harsh environment and the
exigencies of surviving in it, which required movement, rather than settlement, as a
predominant way of life, thus precluding territorially-based political units as an
alternative. According to Lewis, “The barren terrain in which nomadic pastoralism is the
prevailing economy does little to foster, and indeed actively militates against the
formation of stable territorial groups.”'® In addition, it is in large part the necessarily
fierce competition for access to resources and therefore survival that generated the
fluidity of shifting conflicts and allegiances within this system. Thus, despite shared
language, religion, and culture, there have been major environmental impediments to the
development of widespread political unity and commonality of purpose among the

pastoral Somali. To varying degrees, this diffuse, uncentralized system of political

' Ivid,, p. 2.
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interaction is common to many pastoralist groups both in Africa and Asia, such as the
Nuer and Dinka communities in Sudan, the Touareg in West Africa, and others; it clearly
contrasts sharply with the nation-state system that was evolving in more productive and
densely populated agricultural regions.

However, there are some regions of the Somali-inhabited territories, principally the
valleys of the Juba and Shebelle Rivers in the south, and some parts of the northwest, that
are at least somewhat suited to settled agricultural production. The Digil/Mirifle and
Rahanweyn peoples which inhabited the southern riverine areas thus became the more
settled and agriculturally inclined of the six main clan-families (and hence have long
been looked down upon by their nomadic cousins in the other four groups). In addition,
these settled communities often included other minorities, especially farmers of Bantu
origin (e.g., the Gosha, mentioned above), and occasionally religious-cum-agricultural
communities formed that drew inhabitants from across the clan and non-clan spectrum.
In these areas, there was naturally a much stronger tendency for political units to develop
on a territorial basis rather than on a strictly genealogical basis. It should therefore be
apparent that there are in fact numerous exceptions to the “idealized” portrayal of a

kinship-based society developed by Lewis.

3.1.2 Somali Politics in Practice — An Egalitarian Ethos
Lewis’s observation about the political practices of Somalis emphasizes just how
radically different their traditional approach to social and political governance was from
that of much of the rest of the non-pastoralist world, and the West in particular:
Few societies can so conspicuously lack those judicial, administrative, and

political procedures which lie at the heart of the western conception of
government. The traditional northern Somali political system has no
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chiefs to run it and no formal judiciary to control it. Men are divided
amongst political units without any administrative hierarchy of officials
and with no instituted positions of leadership to direct their affairs. Yet,
although they thus lack to a remarkable degree all the machinery of
centralized government, they are not without government or political
institutions.'!
Nor, as the title of his book suggests, did Lewis find that the Somalis lacked democracy.
In fact, they practiced it in what was perhaps one of its purest forms.

Lewis argues that Somalis traditionally managed political, social and economic
decision making, including decisions to create laws and contracts, manage critical
resources, or to make peace or pursue war with other clans, through a diffuse and
decentralized — and broadly participatory — system of rule. The fundamental institution
of government were community decision-making fora, informal meetings known as shir.
Shir were called on an ad hoc basis as the need arose, and could range in size and scope
from a small, local meeting to a large regional gathering involving thousands of
participants, depending on the issues at hand. Decisions were reached by majority
opinion as consensus was approached through often lengthy discussions in which all
adult men were free to participate, at least in principle. Depending on the importance and
complexity of the issue at hand, shir might last anywhere from a few hours to days,
weeks, or even months when necessary.

Perhaps the most unique feature of traditional Somali practice was the extent to
which, both in shir and throughout the conduct of daily affairs, Somalis did not appoint
or recognize official leaders or leadership positions. Rather, as Lewis observes, in a shir

5312

council, “All men are councilors, and all men politicians.” © In principle, all adult men

were considered odayasha, or elders, and were free to take part in the proceedings on an

" 1bid., p. 1.
2 Ibid., p. 198.
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equal basis, to speak and voice their views. Women, however, were completely excluded
from these public fora, as were the men of the sab minority groups.

In practice, however, it was not uncommon that certain of the odayasha were in fact
held in higher regard than their colleagues; their opinions might be given greater heed, or
they might even be seen as the unofficial leaders of their group — “That is to say,” as
Ismail Ahmed puts it, “all old men are not elders nor are all elders aged.”"* But such a
special, if unofficial, status was normally accorded to groups of several individuals,
rarely to a single individual. Attaining this informal status depended on a number of
factors, including knowledge of traditions and laws, political acumen and skills of
compromise and mediation, oratory prowess and poetic ability, lineage and inherited
prestige, wealth, age, religious knowledge and piety, and reputation for wisdom, reason
and fairness. However, while these individuals might to some extent act as informal
leaders of their communities, it is important to recognize that this was a position of
respect and prestige, but little real power. Such “rank” did not empower them to make
independent decisions or dictate to their communities, but only to lead largely by building
and constantly maintaining a considerable degree of consensus among community
members. In addition, in very large shir where it was not practicable for all those
attending to actively participate, these informal leaders were likely to be selected to
represent their particular clan or lineage group at the center of the circle, while others

observed and provided input to their representatives outside of formal discussions.

1% Ismail Ahmed, “Understanding Conflict in Somalia and Somaliland,” in Comprehending and Mastering
African Conflicts: The Search for Sustainable Peace and Good Governance, ed. Adebayo Adedeji
(London, UK and New York, NY: Zed Books, and Nigeria: African Centre for Development and Strategic
Studies (ADCESS), 1999), 247.
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This very loosely structured system of informal leadership applied at all levels of
aggregation, from the diya-paying group to the clan level. The only exception was
observed at the clan level, where most clans did support a “titled elder,” commonly
known as the sultan or suldan, from the Arabic, or by the equivalent Somali titles o.f
ugaas, bogor, or garaad. However, while this position was much more formalized than
those of the informal clan leaders discussed above, the real powers of the position were
little different. It was a position of considerable prestige, but the suldan was by no means
empowered to make independent decisions on behalf of his community, or in any sense
to rule arbitrarily, or even, for that matter, to rule at all. He was primarily a figurehead,
representing the clan before other clans, and embodying the clan’s sense of its own power
and prestige, but making decisions only in consultation with other close councilors, who
themselves were informal representatives of various sub-clans or lineages. Suldans could
collect some tribute from their clan members, but the intake of these relatively limited
resources were accompanied by a substantial responsibility to support those in need
within the clan. These positions were also unique within the Somali system in that they
were typically hereditary. Although rules of transfer differed among clans, in most cases
the position was passed to the suldan’s first-born son unless he was unacceptable to the
community for some reason.

According to Virginia Luling, then, “The clan and the minor groups which make it
up used to be self-governing direct democracies; the clan elders and the local sultans and

‘kings’ were simply its leading members.”?

What this all added up to, according to
Lewis, was a participatory, decentralized — or even uncentralized — egalitarian, non-

hierarchical and highly democratic system of governing and social control. It was a

'* Luling, “Come Back Somalia?,” 294,
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classic example of an acephalous or “stateless” society. The locus of power shifted
according to the issue at hand and who was involved; there was no permanent decision-
making body. As Lewis describes it, “before colonization there was no Somali state.
Sentiments of cultural identity . . . were not expressed politically in this form.”'> And as
the Somali scholar Hussein M. Adam elaborates, “historically, Somalis have lived in

societies with rules but without rulers . . .”'

3.1.3 Contract and (Limited) Cohesion

This brings us finally to the concept of contract, which Lewis describes as another
fundamental principle of Somali political practice that complements and interacts with
kinship to build political solidarity and create some degree (albeit limited) of social
order.!” Customary Somali law derived from two primary sources: Islamic sharia, and
agreements negotiated within or between kin groups in sair, known as Aeer (also written
as xeer). Heer essentially constitute a (usually unwritten) contract among the parties to
the agreement, who might be members of a single diya-paying group, members of
multiple genealogically related groups (e.g., several lineages linked in a single sub-clan),
or even members of genealogically unrelated groups (e.g., members of neighboring sub-
clans from two different clans). Although they do not incorporate all of the same

features, they are the closest Somali equivalent to Western constitutions or the egalitarian

' Joan M. Lewis, “Introduction: The Uncentralised Somali Legacy,” in 4 Study of Decentralised Political
Structures for Somalia: A Menu of Options, report prepared for the European Union EC Somalia unit and
the United Nations Development Office for Somalia (UNDOS), August 1995, 4.

!¢ Hussein M. Adam, “Somalia: A Terrible Beauty Being Born?” in Collapsed States: The Disintegration
and Restoration of Legitimate Authority, ed. 1. William Zartman (Boulder, CO and London, UK: Lynne
Rienner Publishers, 1995), 87.

7 Lewis, Pastoral Democracy, 161.
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social contracts of the political philosophers'® in that they establish the fundamental
principles and rules by which Somali communities lived. However, they differ
fundamentally from Western constitutions in that they are not essentially an agreement
between a people and their government, but among self-governing peoples.

According to Lewis, “heer then, denotes a body of explicitly formulated
obligations, rights and duties. It binds people of the same treaty (heer) together in
relation to internal delicts and defines their collective responsibility in external relations
with other groups.”19 A given heer might serve essentially as a contract among members
of a given diya-paying group, laying out the specifics of how members of the group must
share responsibility for payment of compensation to others or distribute compensation
paid to the group, and specifying how injuries inflicted within the group by one member
upon another will be compensated differently from injuries inflicted by outsiders.
Alternatively, in some cases, a heer serves the purpose of a treaty between two groups
that have been in conflict, outlining how they will relate in future, and again specifying
the compensation that will be paid in the case of past and/or future damages inflicted by
members of one group upon the other.

Heer and kinship interacted in critical ways in the Somali political universe. The
principles of kinship as practiced in a stateless, segmentary lineage system such as that of
the Somalis can appear to be highly fragmentary, setting group against group without a
central authority to enforce restraint of any sort. While Lewis tends to emphasize the
inherently conflictual nature of Somali society given its roots in segmentary lineage

structures, several other analysts stress the essential complementary role that heer plays

8 Ibid., p. 3.
1% Ibid., p. 162.
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in relation to kinship, building bonds that overcome the potentially centrifugal forces of
the latter. According to Anna Simons:

Xeer is the pastoralists’ counterbalance to segmentation. More
specifically, it is a set of norms and laws (in short, a contract) formally
agreed to by adult males who may or may not be closely related, designed
to ensure peace and prevent bloodshed within the group they self-define.
It is purposely intended to override lineage differences and is critical to
preserving order among those who mutually seek it . . 2

Abdi I. Samatar aggressively counters Lewis’s position, emphasizing the critical
balancing role of Aeer:

The Xeer was a social contract democratically constructed (all adult males
took part in this) to check the occasional conflicts between individuals and
among communities. What gave the Xeer staying power in the absence of
centralized coercive machinery was the voluntarism associated with the
absolute necessity of relying and living on one’s labour/livestock rather
than exploiting others. Such an ethic — in conjunction with Islam —
prevented and restrained centrifugal tendencies in the lineage system . . A

He also points out that:
The Heer and the teachings of Islam superseded the potential divisiveness
of genealogy (fol). Furthermore, the web of relationships created by
intermarriage reinforced the community-wide spirit of the Heer and Islam
and blunted the genealogical basis of difference. . . . [this] did not prevent
conflict . . . but certainly precluded prolonged hostilities driven by
genealogical differences.”
Samatar argues that it was /eer that historically prevented Somali society from being
decimated or destroyed by ill-intentioned individuals.
Heer also countered the “might makes right” principle that could otherwise

dominate inter-clan relations in its absence. For example, according to Islamic sharia,

compensation must be paid for causing the death of an individual. In Somali society, the

2 Anna Simons, Networks of Dissolution: Somalia Undone (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1995), 43.

2! Samatar, “Destruction of State and Society,” 630-631.

22 Abdi Ismail Samatar, “Leadership and Ethnicity in the Making of African State Models: Botswana versus
Somalia,” Third World Quarterly 4, no. 18 (1997): 694.
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traditional rate was 100 camels for an adult male, and 50 for a woman, or the equivalent.
However, in practice, a clan that was weaker in numbers or physical strength often c_:ould
not actually extract diya from a stronger lineage, and had no recourse. In other words,
without a Aeer contract, weaker lineage groupings were essentially left to the mercy of
the stronger. Under heer, however, there was a much greater sanction against, and
disincentive for, causing harm to one’s contractual partners.

Heer contracts aimed at resolving conflicts — probably the most common
motivation for forming them — were negotiated between the elders of the genealogical
groups involved either at the instigation of peacemakers within their own ranks, or
through the mediation efforts of neutral clans. And like kinship relationships, Aeer are a
fluid rather than a static institution. As occasion demands — for example, fragmentation
of a diya-paying group, or political realignments among genealogically-based political
units — heer contracts may be modified or even rescinded, and new ones instituted. This
is in keeping with the pattern of shifting alliances among kinship groups discussed above.
Essentially the contracts were good for as long as both sides respected them — Somalis
claim that some heer agreements have lasted for generations, passed down orally from
one generation to the next, and continuously observed,” although they can also be very

short lived.

3.1.4 The Ecological and Economic Roots of Pastoral Democracy
Kinship, complemented by heer, thus constituted the key organizing principles in

the system of “pastoral democracy,” a socio-political system that emerged at least in part

2 Robleh Michael Mariano, lawyer, former Somaliland MP, and founding member of the SNM, interview
by author, Hargeisa, Somaliland, January 27, 2000.
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out of the harsh economic and social realities faced by Somalis. The land they occupied
on the Horn of Africa presented Somalis with an environment in which the means of
production were widely dispersed, risk and uncertainty were high, mobility was essential,
and cooperation and conflict had to be carefully balanced to ensure survival. Abdi I.
Samatar observes that “The political structure of pre-colonial Somali society reflected the
decentralized nature of the production base,” fostering a system in which the “economic
and social logic of the unit of production was oriented towards minimizing risk in order
to ensure family reproduction.”* It was a society in which “all members had access to
the means of production (land and livestock) despite some unequal distribution among
households,” ** and in which “everyone was a member of a production unit and
consequently, no tribute or surplus was extracted.”® These conditions produced a society
in which, “in the absence of institutionalised state structures, and given the wide
distribution of the means of livelihood, no household or lineage group could muster
enough resources (material and organizational) to dominate and exploit others. It is in
this sense that pre-colonial Somalia was an equalitarian society.”’ This produced the
fluid, relatively non-hierarchical structure that characterized much — though not all — of
pre-colonial Somali society. We will now explore how external forces affected the

evolution of these internally-generated political systems.

% Abdi 1. Samatar, “The State, Agrarian Change, and Crisis of Hegemony in Somalia,” Review of African
Political Economy 43 (1988): 29.

3 Samatar, “Crisis of Hegemony,” 31.

*® Ibid., p. 29.

%7 Samatar, “Destruction of State and Society,” 630.
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3.2 Foreign Presence and Political Influence — The First Nine Centuries

As mentioned, the description of traditional Somali society and politics presented
above essentially constitutes an idealized version of the pre-colonial reality. In fact, there
was some variation in actual practice across different regions of the Somali-inhabited
territories, with differences particularly apparent between the predominantly nomadic
regions that comprised most of this zone and the riverine agricultural zone between the
Juba and Shebelle Rivers. Actual governance practices also varied over time as the
influence of both internal factors — population migrations, droughts, and local conflicts —
and external factors such as foreign traders, invaders, and rulers, waxed and waned. The
interaction of Somalis with outsiders dates back at least ten centuries, and includes local
episodes of centralized rule by foreigners that long pre-date the advent of European
colonization. I will not try to present an exhaustive or comprehensive portrayal of this
pre-colonial Somali history here. Rather, my main goal in this section is to briefly
evaluate the extent to which the above portrayal of Somali socio-political practice
continued to hold true over the course of pre-colonial history, and the nature and extent of
outside influences on this indigenous model. Was Somali political reality truly as
democratic, decentralized and non-hierarchical as Lewis’s portrayal suggests? Did the
external rulers who came and went from various regions across the centuries, and who
usually attempted to create more centralized, hierarchical and dominating systems of rule,
have a lasting impact on Somali political culture?

Spreading south and west from the Horn, Somalis gradually occupied the extensive
regions of the Horn of Africa which they now inhabit over a period of nearly nine

centuries, continuing their expansion until well into the 19™ century or even the early
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20th, 28 Describing these migrations, Lewis notes that “in considering the character of the
Somali expansion, it should be remembered that this was not a concerted operation under
a single direction: it was a disjointed series of clan and lineage movements in which there
were many cross-currents of migration as group jostled group in the search for new
pastures.”29 Their steady move into new regions was driven both by internal pressures
such as population growth and increasing competition for resources in an extremely
sparse environment, as well as external factors such as the occasional pressure put on
their northern territories by Abyssinian and Arabian expansionism. Their gradual
advance to the south and west brought them into contact — and often conflict — with
several of the ethnic groups that remain their neighbors today, including the Abyssinians
to the west, the Borana and Galla to the south and southwest, and Bantu peoples in the
south.

In these interactions, Somalis did occasionally adopt social, economic or political
practices from the neighbors with whom they competed and fought. For example, the
Hawiye, Darood, Digil and Rahanweyn Somalis, who occupied lands between the Juba
and Shebelle Rivers and to the southwest of the Juba River, all adopted military age-
grade systems from the Galla, for example. Although this practice was later abandoned,
this interchange did have a lasting impact, as these southern Somalis now recognize a
more heterogeneous and open lineage structure that readily allows for the incorporation
of foreigners and clients, in contrast to the more closed systems of northern Somalis.*

The Digil and Rahanweyn clan-families also adopted the practice of cultivation from the

28 | ewis, Pastoral Democracy, 24.

2 .M. Lewis, A Modern History of Somalia: Nation and State in the Horn of Africa (London, UK and New
York, NY: Longman Group Limited, 1965, 1980), 32.
30 Lewis, Pastoral Democracy, 8-9.
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Bantu. The settled, more territorially-based allegiances which resulted, along with a
more hierarchical, chief-based political structure, still distinguish them from the other
Somali clan-families. However, there is little evidence of other significant changes in
political practice, either temporary or long term, brought about by Somalis’ contact with
their southern and western neighbors.

Moving from the interior to the extensive Somali coastline, the story changes
considerably. Beginning with Arab and Persian traders who probably first arrived on the
coast in the 10™ century, Somalis began to experience the effects of external commercial
and political interests, which continued throughout the following centuries, although
varying considerably over time in their intensity and impact. A complete chronology of
the various Muslim sultanates and petty states that came and went, primarily from various
northern and southern coastal towns, is not necessary, but the following sampling can
give some sense of the various powers and interests involved.

One of the most significant of these sultanates in the north, the Sultanate of Awdal,
which was ruled by Arab Muslims in some cooperation with local Somalis, was initially
based in the port of Zeila — the “northern hub of Muslim and Arab influence™' — in what
is now Somaliland. Through the port at Zeila, trade in slaves, ivory, and other
commodities passed between Arabia and Abyssinia for centuries. Unlike many of the
other states and sultanates, Awdal extended its influence into the interior to a
considerable degree. In fact, in one of the most distinct and unusual periods of Somali
history, Somali and Muslim armies gathered from several of these petty Muslim states
under the ruler of Awdal, Imam Ahmad ibn [brahim al-Ghaazi ‘Gran’ (‘the left-handed’)

(who had by then moved Awdal’s capital inland to Harar), and conquered Abyssinia

' Ibid, p. 17.
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briefly between 1527 and 1543. While this victory was short-lived, it is a remarkable and
rare example during this entire period of Somalis uniting on a wide scale to successfully
pursue a common purpose. Although David Laitin and Said Samatar argue that in this
case “these clans went to war not so much as Somalis but as Muslims,”** Somalis
nevertheless take considerable pride in this moment in their history. The ability to pull
off such a feat is in large part a testament to Ahmad Gran’s exceptional leadership skills,
which is particularly notable given that historic accounts of this period otherwise
“[depict] Somali clan politics in the sixteenth century as of essentially the same character
as they are now,”*? i.e., decentralized, localized, and generally fragmented along various
lines of kinship. As the Abyssinians reasserted themselves, however, Awdal declined
rapidly, and the ports of Zeila and Berbera to the east soon fell under the loose rule of the
Shariifs of Mukha and the Ottoman empire from the 17" to 19" centuries. Ismail Ahmed
notes that “the subsequent evaporation of the newly expanded state and its highland
conquests, which reached within 50 miles of present-day Addis Ababa, foreshadowed the
implausibility of a strong state enduring within the realities of Somali national identity.”**
Mogadishu, which filled a similar role to that of Zeila on the south coast, serving as
the gateway for trade from the interior in livestock, ivory and other valuables, was
founded by Arab and Persian traders as early as the 10" century, and by the 14™ and 15™
had become a significant commercial center. Like Zeila, it changed hands numerous
times, falling at various times under the rule of sultanates of local dynasties (the Fakhr

ad-Din from the 13% to 16" centuries, and the Muzzaffar from the 16" to early 17th), and

later under the Sultan of Oman from late in the 17" century, and then the Sultan of

32 L aitin and Samatar, Nation in Search, 12.
3 Lewis, Pastoral Democracy, 16.
* Ahmed, “Understanding Conflict,” 236.
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Zanzibar from early in the 19" century. The actual degree of control that each of these
sultanates exerted over its possessions varied considerably, and depended in large part on
the perceived benefits of controlling (or taxing) trade and protecting access to both
interior and coastal trade routes; it appears that in general, these benefits were great
enough only to justify the exertion of fairly limited effort on the part of foreign powers.
The Sultan of Zanzibar, for example, had only a handful of representatives in Mogadishu
during much of his suzerainty over the city. Nevertheless, Zeila and Mogadishu, along
with lesser ports at Berbera, Mait, Brava, Merca, and a handful of other locations, were
the main centers which according to Lewis experienced “some degree of centralized
government and some, though irregular, tradition of authority more formalized than the
egalitarian structure of Somali pastoral politics.”’

But not only was the rule over these cities itself erratic, it rarely extended past the
immediate vicinity of the coast (the Sultanate of Awdal in the north being an early
exception36), and sometimes not even past the city walls. Lewis, for example, describes
the explorer Richard Burton’s experience in the mid-19™ century upon departing from
Zeila for Harar: “Burton soon found that this orderly town life at Zeila did not extend far
beyond the gates of the city. The nomadic clans through whose pastures Burton and his
companions passed on their way towards Harar, recognized no political dependence upon
Zeila. Indeed raids and skirmishes occurred under the very wall of the city.” Moreover,
he also notes that while “in 1855 Zeila thus continued the coastal tradition of instituted
authority under a Somali governor . . . its political influence was a mere shadow of what

it had once been,” whereas at Berbera, Burton found that “the process of nomadic

3% Lewis, Pastoral Democracy, 18.
36 Lewis also notes a number of ruined Muslim towns scattered around Somaliland, about which little is
known, but the coastal sultanates seem likely to have been the more important centers. /bid., p. 18.
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encroachment had gone much further and the town was in fact no longer politically
distinct from its nomadic hinterland.”’

Not all of the centralizing influences arose from external sources, however. Several
of the sultanates mentioned above — the Fakhr ad-Din and Muzzaffar in Mogadishu, for
example — had indigenous Somali roots, rather than Arab or Persian ones. This is also
true of the Geledi and Aujuran Sultanates, both of which exerted some degree of rule
over sizeable regions of the interior in the southern zones around the Juba and Shebelle
Rivers, and at times even extended at least some degree of influence, if not direct control,
over Mogadishu. It should not be surprising that most of these internally-built power
centers were located in the southern regions where greater agricultural potential provided
more impetus for a shift from nomadic lineage-based systems of power and politics to the
territorially-based systems more typical of settled agricultural communities. It must also
be noted that the real extent of the power of these dynasties is unknown, but does not
appear to have been anywhere near as great, for example, as the power of the foreign
sultanates (such as those under the Sultans of Oman and Zanzibar, and the Ottoman
Empire) which occasionally ruled. To the extent that they did occasionally dominate
over these external powers, their position was largely based on advantages of position
rather than the ability to muster superior force.

There is, however, a notable exception to the rule that these power centers, limited
as they were, emerged primarily in agricultural zones: the Mijerteyn Sultanates of Hobyo
and Alula in the northeast (in what is now the northeastern region of Puntland). While
neither appears to have exhibited strongly centralized rule or an extensive degree of

control, the sultans in each were able to collect some tribute, primarily in the form of

37 Lewis, Modern History, 33.
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livestock and local products such as frankincense, and maintain their independence from
various foreign interests until well into the 19" century.

The key question in the context of this analysis is what, if any, lasting impacts did
these experiences of limited centralized rule prior to the advent of European colonialism
have? Whether arising from external or internal influences, did they in any way
significantly alter the decentralized, non-hierarchical political traditions of the majority of
Somali as described by Lewis. Lewis’s own answer to this question is clearly a
resounding “no.” He summarizes the impact of these interventions in Somaliland, for
example, by arguing that:

the slender and often broken thread of instituted government which

foreign intervention established in a few urban centers . . . has always been

tenuous in the extreme, existing precariously on the fringes of the wider

and more pervasive field of lineage rivalries over which, until the advent

of European administration at the end of the nineteenth century, no firm

central authority ever held continuous jurisdiction.*®
He further notes that “the irregular transmission of the principles of centralized authority .
.. only touched the majority of the Somali peripherally.”3 ?

Not everyone agrees with Lewis, however. Ahmed I. Samatar makes the case that
Lewis has overstated the resilience of traditional Somali society, arguing that in fact
Somalis’ exposure to Arab traders and patterns of rule began to gradually undermine both
the economic and political foundations of the non-hierarchical, subsistence-based
nomadic culture. Somalis of the interior first experienced commercial exchange at the
hands of Middle Eastern traders, and Samatar argues that from the beginning these

relations were typically exploitative on the part of the traders, and based on unequal

exchange. This set the stage for political antagonisms which later grew between the

38 1 ewis, Pastoral Democracy, 15.
3 Ibid., p. 21.
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majority of Somalis, who remained pastoralists in the interior, and the emerging
commercial interests of the coasts. Traditional political practices began to be undermined
as well, as “the development of economic conceptions of power and politics” began to
spread within Somali society.*” Thus, while Lewis argues that during the pre-colonial era
Somali political practices were only occasionally, and temporarily, displaced, Samatar
contends that in fact a transformation of these institutions had begun well before the
Europeans arrived. [ will return to this debate in much greater depth after discussing the

impact of the European colonial era.

3.3 The Colonial Legacy

The shift to the European brand of colonialism brought about much more radical
changes in the social and political life of Somalis, although often even these profound
impacts were felt only gradually. Sharp regional differences were also introduced by the
different colonial powers. Here I will begin to narrow my focus to what became the
British Somaliland Protectorate, and the Italian colony of Somalia, the two regions that
later united to become the Republic of Somalia. The role of the French, British and
Ethiopians in other parts of the Somali-inhabited territories are beyond the scope of this
analysis.

The radical contrasts in approach that characterized the British and Italian presence
arose to a large extent out of their very different interests in the two territories, which in
turn came about in part due to the substantial ecological variations between the two. In
the north, the British began developing an interest in Somaliland from early in the 19"

century as a consequence of their need to provision their key strategic base at Aden,

4 Samatar, Socialist Somalia, 13-15.
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across the Red Sea from Somaliland. Somaliland had the potential to provide a steady
supply of meat for the troops stationed at Aden, and the British became intent on
preserving this critical source. In the early part of the 19™ century they began to treat
with leaders of several of the coastal trading cities still operating in the region, including
Zeila and Berbera to the west, and paid subsidies to the Mijerteyn Sultanates in exchange
for access to Bosaso and other eastern ports. By the latter part of the century, however,
the Egyptians, with reluctant British acquiescence, had established themselves in several
of the northern port cities, although as with many of their predecessors, their authority
over the nomads of the interior was much more limited. Although the period of Egyptian
rule was quite brief, from 1870 to 1884, through the use of corvée labor they made
significant improvements in infrastructure such as ports and mosques. They also
introduced the system of ruling through appointed and paid lineage-group representatives
known by the Arabic title aki/ (also sometimes called “chiefs”), which both the British
and Italians were later to adopt. However, when Egypt began to face serious challenges
in the Sudan and at home, they withdrew from their holdings on the Somali coast in 1874.
By this time, Europe was gearing up to make its “scramble for Africa.” Britain
could not find another ally willing to take on Somaliland, and grew concerned that it
could lose its access to the valuable ports and meat supplies to other powers — their arch
rivals the French were of particular concern — if it did not take a more aggressive stance.
In 1884 the British therefore began to pursue treaties with each of the major clans and
sub-clans in the area, establishing authority for themselves over what was to become the
Somaliland Protectorate. The Somalis were apparently fairly willing to take this step
with the British, given their concerns at the time about Abyssinia’s expansionist aims.

However, Lewis notes that they may not have had the same relationship in mind that the
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British did: “The preamble to each clan treaty explained that its purpose was, from the
Somali side: ‘for the maintenance of our independence, the preservation of order, and
other good and sufficient reasons.”**' He posits that the Somalis saw these treaties with
the British as akin to their internal seer contracts, making certain agreements about
rights, duties, and mutual obligations, but not explicitly ceding land or sovereignty to the
British. And perhaps initially the carefully self-circumscribed role of the British did not
raise any cause for concern. Their sole interest was securing the supply of provisions for
Aden. The governors sent out to the Protectorate were given explicit instructions that this
was to be done with the minimum of investment, intervention and effort; keeping the
peace was the sole requirement. The Protectorate was also to be self-supporting based on
revenues collected from the ports; no drain on British coffers would be accepted.

Initially the British succeeded in meeting their minimalist goals in Somaliland,
confining their presence primarily to the coastal ports, and keeping demands on the
Protectorate’s limited revenues to a minimum. But many Somalis were not happy to see
British infidels usurping even this relatively modest degree of control and bringing about
profound changes in Somali society, and they particularly disliked Christian mission
activities. By 1900, resistance began to coalesce under the leadership of a charismatic
Somali sheikh, Sayyid Mohammed ‘Abdille Hassan (known to the British as the “Mad
Mullah”). As their policy of even limited engagement began to face a serious challenge,
the British were gradually drawn into a deeper and much more involved relationship with
the Protectorate over the next 20 years, as they battled Sayyid and the sizeable forces that
he was able to gather, known as the “Dervishes.” Religious brotherhoods had long been

one of the few institutions in Somali society that could cut across clan cleavages, and it

*! Lewis, Modern History, 46.
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was largely as a religious leader that the Sayyid was able to “create a highly fluid and

loosely organized national movement,”**

that was able to present a sustained challenge to
the British presence. The Sayyid attempted to create the foundations of an independent
Somali polity, building an alternative bureaucratic structure based in part on indigenous
sources of authority such as the Khusuusi, or Council of Elders, but at the same time his
personally autocratic style of rule became well known.

Lewis notes that this was the most unified action taken by Somalis since their
conquests in Abyssinia under Ahmad Gran’s leadership in the 16" century, and once
again the motivation for uniting was for the purpose of taking on a foreign power. But
Somalis were by no means completely united under the Sayyid. In fact, according to
Lewis:

although his task was to create a national movement transcending clan
divisions, to accomplish his object he had of necessity to adapt his tactics
to the realities of Somali life. Hence with consummate skill, he employed
all the traditional devices of Somali politics; utilizing, when it seemed
profitable, his ties with his paternal clansmen, while on another occasion
appealing to his maternal relatives, and also taking full advantage of those
direct links which he forged by his many political marriages.*
Meanwhile, several clans to which his connections remained more distant, and who
benefited most from the British presence, largely remained aloof from his cause, and in
some cases fought for the British. Nevertheless, it is a testament to the Sayyid’s
exceptional personality and leadership, and to the difficulty at the time of overcoming

clan divisions and uniting many Somalis for common action, both that the movement was

able to survive for 20 years, and that it collapsed upon his death in 1920.

“2 Ibid., p. 81.
® Ibid., p. 81.
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Although the British ultimately prevailed, the cost to them was quite dear. Lewis

again:

The long-drawn out, costly, and unrewarding operations against the

Dervishes, which were not by-products of any attempt to carry the British

flag inland, caused the British government to assume greater

responsibilities in Somaliland than had ever been foreseen and which were

out of all proportion of Britain’s very secondary interest in this area.**
By 1920, the Protectorate was far from self-sufficient, putting a significant strain on the
British treasury. Nevertheless, Lewis argues that their initially very limited interests had
in fact “bred a tradition of parsimony and neglect which dominated British action in her
Somali Protectorate throughout most of its life.””**

Meanwhile, in the south the story with the Italians was much different. In 1888, the
Italians began to gain a foothold in southern Somalia by treating first with the Mijerteyn
Sultan of Obbyo, and then with his rival, the Mijerteyn Sultan of Alula. By these treaties,
the Sultans placed their people and land under the “protection and government” of Italy
in return for a small annual allowance. Further to the south, in an effort to gain control
over the more valuable trading centers of the coast, and the inter-riverine agricultural
lands, Italy signed lease agreements in 1892 with Sultan Barghash b. Sa’idd, who had
usurped control over some of the ports from the Sultan of Zanzibar, and with the Sultan
of Zanzibar himself. Italy then purchased permanent rights to these lands from Zanzibar
in 1905, and annexed the two northern protectorates — not without considerable resistance
— to make them part of the colony in the 1920s.

From the start, the Italians’ objectives stood in stark contrast to those of the British.

Italy intended to build a full-fledged colony in Somalia that could both provide raw

* Ibid., p. 85.
¥ Ibid., p. 40-41.
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materials and goods to Italian markets, especially the produce of plantation agriculture
from the Juba and Shebelle River valleys, and that could absorb some of the country’s
excess population. They were initially held back by the effects of the Dervish movement,
which extended into the south, as well as other external constraints, but by 1920 they had
established firm control over the territory. They followed this with aggressive efforts to
penetrate the interior through construction of roads and by developing trading routes
through the territory to Ethiopia, and set about to extend their authority as thoroughly and
as extensively as they could. As Ahmed I. Samatar describes it:

The fascist colonial state now aimed to turn clan leaders into creatures of

colonialism; to expropriate land and distribute it among colonials — in the

process forcing Somali peasants to become cheap labour; and to deface

and devalue Somali culture so as to undermine the self-confidence of the

people. With regard to the first of these aims, Hess explains how the clan

leaders were stripped of any sense of autonomy and dignity: “The most

effective method of dealing with the dissident chief, other than military

force, was the suspension of his stipend. New colonial officials, in fact,

were reminded of the scale of punishment they were entitled to use to

coerce the chiefs: verbal reproof in public, suspension of the chief’s

authority, and ultimately, removal of the uncooperative chief.” With the

traditional source of local leadership and guidance destroyed, the twin

tactics of land dispossession and labour enforcement could be employed.*
Despite these efforts, however, the Italians never really succeeded in fulfilling their goals
for Somalia. In the midst of continuing economic crises both within the colony and
abroad, the resistance encountered to forced labor, and other impediments, the hoped for
economic benefits never fully materialized. But the changes wrought by the Italians on
Somali society and economy were nevertheless far-reaching.

These stark differences in the interests of the two administrations, as well as the

substantial disparity in the level of resources available to each, became readily apparent

% Ahmed 1. Samatar, Socialist Somalia, 49, citing Robert L. Hess, Italian Colonialism in Somalia
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1966), 160.
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in the sharply contrasting nature of the administrations each established and the extent of
their penetration into Somali society. In the south, a fascist-style, bureaucratic and highly
centralized administration was built, extending its reach throughout society via a system
of direct rule — the practice of largely replacing indigenous political structures with
colonial ones, rather than trying to work through or with them as in a system of indirect
rule. Of greatest significance were first, the sizeable contingent of both Italian and
Somali (or occasionally local Arab) cadres brought into or trained into this civil
administration — 350 and 1700 respectively by the late 1920s and early 1930s — and
second, the extent to which the traditional Somali political system was marginalized.
Initially a significant number of Somali elders and notables were identified as “chiefs” or
akils using the system first introduced by the Egyptians, and they were paid salaries to
“advise” the administration and serve as a liaison with their clans. However, in practice
their intended function was to serve the needs of the administration much more than those
of their clan members, and uncooperative akils were quickly replaced. As the size of the
civil service administration grew, even the numbers of these co-opted local leaders were
significantly scaled back, and only those most loyal to the administration were kept on
the payroll. Islamic judges, or Kadis, appointed by the administration, also took over
many of the responsibilities previously fulfilled by clan elders, including the
interpretation of customary law. By the onset of World War II, the traditional political
system and its informal leaders had been marginalized to a considerable extent in the
Italian colony.

In the Somaliland Protectorate, the approach was significantly different, though in
general the differences were more in the degree than in the nature of the changes

introduced. Most noticeably, the British did not begin to match the Italians’ efforts to
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penetrate and control society, appointing only a handful of British civil servant
administrators with a similarly small contingent of Indian and Arab clerks. In principle,
they also attempted to build a system of indirect rule similar to their other colonies.
However, in reality, because Somali society did not possess a network of at least semi-
permanent, “officially” sanctioned and readily identifiable community leaders to work
with, it was essentially impossible to put a system of true indirect rule in place. In fact,
by building on the practice initiated by the Egyptians of identifying individual clan elders
to officially designate as salaried akils or “chiefs,” they in effect created a system of
direct rule that actually brought about fundamental changes in the traditional socio-
political systems. Eventually, nearly every diya-paying group in the Protectorate was
allotted one paid akil position. But while group members were in many cases allowed to
choose their own representative for this position, the British, like the Italians, were not
averse to identifying their own replacement when locally-identified leaders proved
uncooperative, although they often met with stiff resistance when they attempted such
tactics. Such replacements occasionally occurred even at the highest level of clan
leadership, with the British at times attempting to replace suldans or other titled elders,
although they did not always succeed. Nevertheless, because the British interest
remained focused almost exclusively on preserving law and order, rather than introducing
sweeping social changes (they did not, for example, push the issue when they
encountered widespread resistance to the provision of Western-style education for Somali
children), their scope, and hence their impact, was much more limited than that of the
Italians.

The British interest in preserving order took shape in several different ways. The

key responsibility of akils was to serve as a conduit between their clan members and the
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British authorities, usually the District Commissioner, but this could be a difficult role to
fulfill. For example, akils were expected to assist the British in identifying troublemakers
and criminals. In cases of murder, the akil of the perpetrator’s clan would be held
responsible for seeing that the murderer was identified and turned over to authorities.
However, this method of dealing with crime conflicted sharply with Somali traditional
methods revolving around Aeer and often extensive negotiations between clans about
compensation, approaches which carefully protected individual clan members from
retribution or punishment by outsiders. Clan solidarity in the face of such incidents was
generally held as a paramount value, so clans were frequently reluctant to turn over
wayward members to external authorities. This put akils in a difficult position, forced to
maneuver between their clan and the British authorities. Some managed to successfully
balance these competing demands and expectations placed upon them; those who did not
earned either the disrespect and approbation of their clans, or replacement by the British
as aresult. Akils were also given limited judicial authority over a rudimentary system of
courts, although here too their powers remained relatively limited, as both British District
Commissioners and British-appointed Muslim Kadis played leading roles in adjudicating
disputes.

The British also brought about noticeable changes in traditional clan politics
through their determination to minimize and manage inter-clan conflicts. Over the course
of their presence they became increasingly involved as mediators and to some extent as
guarantors of inter-clan agreements. Although /eer negotiated within or between
genealogical groups had traditionally existed purely as oral agreements (and even in this
form often lasted for generations), a practice of committing these agreements to paper

and placing them on file with the British authorities developed. This represents a
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potentially fundamental alteration in the traditional heer system. Historically the seer
system had been self-contained and self-limiting, relying upon the necessary
interdependence of Somalis for its enforcement and relevance. As the British began to
occupy a position as a higher, external authority that could be appealed to in order to
enforce the Aeer or to otherwise intervene, traditional bonds of interdependence were
consequently reshaped and weakened.*’ Tt is also likely that these changing practices
made the heer system more rigid, and the contracts less open to re-negotiation.

The post-World War II era saw some significant changes in the rule of both
territories. In the north, changing global attitudes towards colonial possessions began to
have an impact. Lewis notes that by the late-1940s, “the old care and maintenance policy
of the past [had] been at last decisively abandoned in favour of more progressive
policies.”48 The early Somali resistance to taxation and particularly to the introduction of
Western-style education in the Protectorate, to which the British had readily acquiesced
in the early colonial period, dissipated, and more active efforts were undertaken to
promote education, agriculture, and infrastructure development. Meanwhile, after
initially losing Somaliland to Italian control early in World War 11, the British eventually
gained control of the entire Horn. With the blessing of the United Nations, they
continued to administer the former Italian colony in the south throughout the 1940s,
where their liberalizing (or “liberating”) policies in the political and economic arenas
were generally welcomed by Somalis. However, in 1950, the UN handed control of the
south back to Italy, although this time Italy was tightly bound by a Trusteeship agreement

that required that they prepare Somalia for independence in ten years time.

47 For specific examples of this see Simons, Networks of Dissolution, 43 for a discussion of Marlowe’s
findings among the Barsana.
8 Lewis, Modern History, 131-132.
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3.4 Preparation for Transition: The Emergence of Nationalism and Political Parties

Under British rule, the political arena in the south was liberalized during the late
1940s and Somali participation in governance was advanced. Prior to this, the Italians
had maintained strict control. Somalis had had little decision-making power in
government structures, and virtually no opportunity for political organization or action
outside of traditional clan politics, for example, at the national or cross-clan level. The
nascent reaction against Italian colonial rule that had started to develop, particularly
among the handful of educated and employed, could only be channeled through secret
gatherings. The British, however, rebuilt the administrative structure, particularly at the
local government level, creating “tribal assemblies” with elected Somali leaders to liaise
with the administration, and advisory councils which tackled a wide range of social and
economic problems at the district and regional levels, one of the first experiences of
southern Somalis with formal electoral politics. The British also promoted training and
advancement of Somali cadres in the civil service and police forces, laying the
groundwork for increasing Somali dominance of these institutions.

However, the most significant manifestation of the new British policy was the new-
found freedom to organize politically. Somalis quickly took advantage of the
opportunity, forming numerous clubs and associations, the most important of which was
the Somali Youth Club founded in 1943. Changing its name to the Somali Youth League
(SYL) in 1947, this party rapidly spread throughout the country, and was to dominate
Somali national politics for the next two decades. Particularly in its earliest years, the
SYL represented a broad, cross-clan coalition. As in the past, Somalis were able to
achieve some degree of unity primarily amidst growing dpposition to rule by foreign

powers. Nevertheless, not everyone was satisfied with the SYL’s ability to represent
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their interests, and a number of more narrowly clan-based organizations also formed to
compete with the SYL, most notably the Hizbia Digil-Mirifle Somali (HDMS), formed
in1947 primarily to represent the interests of the more agriculturally-based Digil and
Rahanweyn clans and the southern Bantu and Arab populations that lived alongside them.
The SYL’s agenda included promoting the interests and education of Somalis

generally, and promoting a written script for the Somali language, as well as uniting “‘all
Somalis generally, and the youth especially with the consequent repudiation of all
harmful old prejudices (such as, for example, tribal and clan distinctions).””* The SYL’s
founding members represented a broad cross-section of Somali lineages — their bias was
not one of clan. However, it could not be said that the SYL’s founders represented a true
cross-section of Somali society as a whole, representing, as they did, only a narrow
spectrum of it — the educated and employed (as clerks, civil servants, etc.), who were
increasingly to become Somalia’s elites and the dominant actors in the political arena.
As Ahmed 1. Samatar observes, the traders, merchants, and literate, including a few
educated religious leaders, made up the bulk of not only the SYL but most of the leading
political parties. In fact,

the relationship between the centers of the independence parties and the

rest of Somali society was hardly close-knit. Almost all the parties, and

especially the dominant three or four, were primarily urban-bound, with a

negligible female membership. These two deficiencies alone go a long

way to demonstrate their exclusivity. The majority of Somalis were in the

remote hinterland — though attached to the market economy through trade

— busily eking out a living. In these areas, old patriarchal, kinship, and

clanist relations were deeply rooted, and most aspects of “modernism”

which spread from the cities barely touched the surface of people’s lives. .

.. Yet, despite their weaknesses, the parties of independence . . . did make

significant contributions. They attempted to counter — not always
successfully — traditional centrifugal tendencies . . S0

* Ibid,, pp. 122-123.
30 Samatar, Socialist Somalia, 57.
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The individuals described by Samatar were those who had begun to form
relationships and allegiances outside of the traditionally dominant boundaries of
genealogy, and had begun to think in terms of national or pan-Somali interests, seeing a
unified national approach as the only hope for throwing off the yoke of colonial rule. At
the same time, they tended to reject traditional Somali practices — to which they had
tenuous bonds, and by which their own ascendancy was challenged — and equated all of
traditional politics with fragmentary clanism. In these attitudes, they reflected the trend
among nationalist movements throughout the continent.”’ Of particular concern to the
nationalists was abolishing collective responsibility for payment of blood compensation
(diya), as this system of group protection of the individual was considered one of the
main pillars upon which continued allegiance to lineage — and thus, in their view,
fragmentation — rested. To progress, they believed, would require a “modern” political
system with “modern” political leaders —i.e., Somalis like themselves.

Under the UN Trusteeship in the 1950s, the [talians advanced Somali political
participation still further, taking explicit steps toward self rule through increasing
Somalization of the civil service and police, and creation in 1950 of an “embryonic
legislature.”® This national Territorial Council, comprised of representatives of both
clan interests and the new political parties and associations, had among its responsibilities
the review of government decrees and ordinances. In 1956 this body evolved into a full-

fledged legislative body with 70 seats, 10 of them reserved for representatives of ethnic

>! See for example Basil Davidson, The Black Man’s Burden: Africa and the Curse of the Nation-State
(New York: Times Books, 1992), 99-117.
52 Lewis, Modern History, 144.
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minorities. Although still subordinate to the Italian governor, this legislature had full
statutory powers subject only to his veto.

At the local level, power was gradually devolved to rural District Councils and
Municipal Councils in the towns. Disrupted by clan rivalries and local political struggles,
District Councils progressed slowly and remained limited to a consultative role. The
Municipal Councils, on the other hand, “were not so directly affected by the exigencies of
the nomadic life,” and thus, according to Lewis, proved much more effective than their
rural counterparts. By 1956, the 48 Municipal Councils had considerable financial and
political autonomy.53 Municipal Council seats were open to elections in 1954, and those
of District Councils in 1955.

According to Lewis, Somalis took to the electoral process with considerable zeal,>
but early on there were signs of some of the complexities and complications of
introducing multiparty politics into Somalis’ clan-based socio-political culture. One of
these was the tendency toward political party fragmentation and factionalism, often along
clan lines. In the first municipal elections in 1954, a surprising 16 parties contested at the
polls. Although these had consolidated to six by the 1956 national elections, this might
nevertheless have been taken as a warning sign in a society vaunted for its ethnic and
cultural homogeneity. At the same time, the seemingly contradictory tendency toward
one-party domination of the political arena was also apparent early on, as the SYL
consistently won more than half of the seats contested in each election. Analysts note,
however, that this apparent contradiction between fragmentation into many parties while

one party remained large and continued to dominate can be explained by the fact that the

53 gy
Ibid., p. 145.
34 I have not, however, been able to find any figures on turnout for any of the elections mentioned.
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SYL, while remaining successful at presenting a united national front, was itself suffering
from deep internal fractures.

One unusual feature of these early elections was the radically different “voting”
procedures employed in the urban and rural areas. In municipal areas, a typical Western-
style approach was used with registered voter lists and secret ballots. However, because
this proved too difficult and costly for the Italians in the rural areas, clan or sub-clan
members instead met in shir and put together block lists of votes for each candidate.
Votes were not secret, and hence voters (there was only male suffrage at this stage) were
subject to pressure, and vote counts were open to manipulation. Lewis notes that it was
not unusual for the total number of votes submitted to exceed (admittedly uncertain)
population estimates.”

Although, as mentioned above, the British also began taking a more progressive
attitude in the north, they opened the political arena to Somalilanders much more slowly.
While the Italians were to be forced to grant independence to the south in 1960 by the
UN, the British anticipated that this step was still a long way off in the north. Education
and development efforts were increased substantially, although Lewis notes that the
region nonetheless was still “very lightly administered.”® In addition, township councils
were formed in the major towns to participate in local administration, and a Protectorate
Advisory Council was formed in 1946. The Advisory Council was comprised of
representatives of both “old” (e.g., clan) and “new” (e.g., traders, parties) interests, but it
met only twice per year and did not have the same powers and responsibilities as the

Territorial Council in the south. It was not until 1957, as it became increasingly clear that

35 Lewis, Modern History, 145.
% Ibid., p. 133.
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mounting nationalist sentiments were also propelling British Somaliland toward
independence, that a council with legislative responsibilities was formed, while the
former Advisory Council was renamed the House of Elders and continued to serve an
advisory role as the equivalent of an upper house. The British thus, in effect, introduced
an early form of indigenization into Somaliland. Seats on the néw legislative council
were not opened to electoral competition until 1959. The governor’s appointments in
1957 were based on clan rather than party affiliation, as the British argued — correctly
according to Lewis, but regressively according to Samatar — that this was still the most
salient means of representing competing interests in the Protectorate. Lewis argues with
some justification (as discussed above) that at this point parties still failed to represent the
majority of the people, but Samatar counters that the British fomented the continuation of
clanist cleavages for their own purposes by ignoring the burgeoning political parties.”’ In
1957, as in the south, voting was by secret ballot in municipalities, but by acclamation in
the rural areas; here too, suffrage was limited to men.

In the rural areas, however, rather than attempting to create representative councils,
the British “localized” the administration by appointing selected akils as local authorities.
Lewis notes several important outcomes of this process. First, since the new positions in
theory granted the akil expanded powers beyond those of traditional lineage leaders, the
plan was initially met with resistance. But once it was recognized that these additional
powers existed in principle more than in practice, there was growing competition, among
and within lineages, to garner these positions. From the perspective of the lineage as a
whole, having a clan member holding a position as a “local authority” granted status.

Within lineages, individuals competed for access to the salary and related perks. This

57 Ibid., p. 153, and Samatar, Socialist Somalia, 46-48.
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initiated a pattern of fragmentation that still continues, as successively smaller
genealogical sub-units rejected the leadership at higher levels of aggregation, and sought
the prestige and resources attached to obtaining a position for an officially designated
clan representative.”® Thus, as Lewis notes, “In practice there was hardly any appreciable
change in the pattern of authority, except in the titles which clan headmen now bore. Yet
the modest salary of not more than £15 monthly which went with the title attracted many
rival applicants, and the position of Local Authority soon came to be regarded as
synonymous with group independence.””

“Modern” nationalist political sentiments also began to coalesce in the northwest
during this period much as they had in the south, culminating in the introduction of the
SYL to the Protectorate in 1947, as well as the formation of the Somali National League
(SNL) in the same year. The SNL’s agenda closely mirrored that of the SYL; the
organization owed its separate existence in part to northern concerns, particularly among
the dominant Isaaq clan, that the SYL was too “Darood-dominated.”®® Another major
player, the National United Front (NUF), formed in the mid-1950s amidst Somali anger
over British handover of critical grazing lands in a region known as the Haud to
Ethiopian control and the mounting nationalist pressure which resulted. In both the north
and the south, however, Lewis notes the increasing, albeit loose, clan affiliations of even
the largest and most cross-cutting of these nationalist parties. He indicates, for example,
that by the late 1950s just prior to independence, most Isaaq in the northwest (the largest

clan) supported the SNL, although one sub-clan, the Habr Tol Ja’alo, dominated the

%% For example, a given sub-clan, made up of three lineages, a, b, and ¢, might initially have one akil from
lineage a appointed as a local authority. But before long, individuals from lineages b and ¢ might claim
rights to this post, leading to fragmentation and demands from lineages b and ¢ that the akils of their own
lineages must be advanced to the title of local authority.

> Lewis, Modern History, 149.

5 Ibid., p. 134.
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NUF, while the smaller Dir and Darood populations in the Protectorate tended to support
the SYL.%!

Meanwhile in the south, the HDMS continued to represent the interests of the
agrarian Digil and Rahanweyn communities, although new laws forbidding parties from
bearing clan names had forced the party to change its name (although they managed to
preserve their acronym). The SYL, meanwhile, was increasingly torn between Hawiye
and Darood factions. Generally the parties all shared the common goals of independence
and unification of all Somali-inhabited territories, although they differed in details such
as the pace, and perhaps most significantly, in their beliefs about the nature of the state
that should be created. The HDMS, in particular, reflected its members’ particularistic
interests and their concern about domination by the pastoral interests of the other four
clan families. It therefore advocated that rather than the unitary, centralized system of
rule advocated by the SYL, the new state should be federal with regional autonomy for
the riverine zones inhabited by its constituent clans. Lewis concludes that these divisions
and shifting allegiances reflected what, “put in its simplest terms, was partly a matter of
conflicting policies, partly a struggle for power between individuals, and at the same time
also a question of competing clan interests.”®” This dynamic continued to operate after
independence, with critical, and eventually devastating, impacts, as we shall see in the
following sections. First, I will step aside to make an overall assessment of the impacts

of the European colonial era on indigenous Somali political and social institutions.

' Ibid., p. 153.
2 1bid., p. 161.
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3.5 The Colonial Era: Assessing the Socio-Political Impacts

Lewis observes that “In general, the Somalis, with their well-deserved reputation
for sturdy independence, were ruled with a light hand,”®? suggesting that the overall
impacts of the colonial era were relatively minor, particularly in the British Protectorate,
though less so in the Italian-run south. However, there is much evidence, even in Lewis’s
own works, to suggest that in fact the impacts were quite profound and far reaching,
particularly with respect to the Somali conduct of politics. It may be true that when
colonial interventions in the Somali territories are compared to those in other countries,
the relative depth of penetration and degree of external control appears to be much less.
And in the northwest, there was very little of the European-settler phenomenon to deal
with. However, when the nature of the colonial states in the north and south are instead
compared to the pre-colonial situation, the differences are much more stark. Some of
these, as discussed below, are changes that were felt throughout colonial Africa, while
others — perhaps the most important impacts — were so significant for Somalis precisely
because their pre-colonial “pastoral democracy” political traditions were so unique.

The most significant of these changes was the imposition by Britain and Italy on a
much wider and more penetrating scale than that achieved by the earlier petty sultanates,
not just of centralized government, but of government itself, i.e., “government” as an
entity distinct from “the governed,” or government as an independently structured body
in which institutions — and individuals — could wield great power over the rest of society.
In other words, they introduced a distinctly un-Somali means of managing politics.
Somalis had had some experience of centralized political systems in the pre-European

period. But these had, for the most part, been limited to the confines of towns and trading

83 |ewis, “Uncentralised Somali Legacy,” 4.

116

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



centers, and the real extent of their powers was often quite narrow. They had certainly
touched the majority of rural Somalis, particularly in the primarily pastoral areas, only
peripherally. It was only during the European colonial era that this system of government
was introduced to the entire society on a much more permanent, powerful, and pervasive
basis than had been true in the past. It is critical to recognize that the colonial
administrations did not therefore represent simply a different government from those
Somalis had experienced in the past. They were a completely new kind of entity within
Somali society, an outside “presence” or “force,” an “other,” a “them,” in contrast to
Somalis conception of “us,” a perception that the non-Muslim identity of these new rulers
would strongly reinforce.

Perhaps Lewis did not comment significantly on this aspect of colonial impact
because he saw it as both a positive and an inevitable development. In his discussion of
the impacts of Italian colonial rule in the south, Lewis suggests that despite the political
repression Somalis experienced under the Italians in the early years of their rule, there
were benefits to society as well:

In public buildings and roads, and in the plantation industry, the
foundations of a modern colony had been created, the benefit of which,
despite the many injustices committed against them, Somalis were to reap
in the future. At the same time, in the less intractable conditions of their
colony, a wider respect for law and order and a more modern attitude
towards centralized government had been inculcated which was to prove
of great importance in the future.* [italics supplied]
I will return to the discussion of whether imposing centralized government on Somali

society was in fact a beneficial endeavor later in the discussion. For now, it is sufficient

simply to observe that this was indeed a system that was inconsistent — and perhaps

4 Lewis, Modern History, 112-113.
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fundamentally incompatible — with Somalis’ traditional practices, and as such was a
major disruption in the political life of Somali society.

Some of the other most significant impacts of colonialism have already been
discussed, and these are not unique to Somalis. First, through a mixture of payment and
co-optation, replacement and displacement of traditional leadership to accomplish their
goals, both the British and the Italians had a profound impact on the role of — and respect
for — traditional leadership. Under the colonial systems, some individuals gained titles,
salaries, and at times powers that would never have accrued to one person under the
traditional system of highly dispersed and informal sharing of power.

Secondly, of course, by creating a class — albeit a small one — of urbanized, Western
educated and/or employed individuals at least as familiar with and interested in “modern”
Western political systems as traditional Somali ones, they produced a radical shift in the
balance of power within Somali society. By virtue of their newly-gained “insider’s
knowledge” of these “modern” political systems, it was these individuals who stood to
gain the most from their introduction to — or imposition on — Somali soclety, at the
expense of the traditional political systems with which they had much more tenuous
connections, and which certainly offered them fewer personal