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Ahmed I. Samatar

The Somali Catastrophe: Explanations and Implications

‘Telling a Somali to kill is like telling a EID%
to lick his balls — the problem is getting him to stop.’

Dagaal gaalka, haddana gartiisa sii.
‘Fight the infidel yet give him his due.

1. Introduction

Somalia has a new global reputation — the world's stereotype of abject, total and violent failure.
This image is the consequence of the implosions of early 1991, subsequent events of mutual
predation and mass starvation, failed international intervention, and a continuing absence of even
the rudiments of viable national institutions. Given up on as an unsalvageable people and place,
popular as well as official interest in Somalia has all but evaporated. What references to Somalia
that are made, then, are usually uttered with a sense of combined foreboding and despair. Hence, a
once proud people, grudgingly admired for their dignity and self-respect, are now reduced to either
exist in the foul debnis of their socio-economic and cultural ruin, or, for those who can flee,
condemned to the status of scruffy refugees in almost every corner of the world.’

No one denies the visible condition of the Somali people, or that they are the first to have killed
the post-colonial state. Up for debate, however, is why and how the Somalis have come 10 such a
situation and what might they do about it. Even in quotidian life, concerns over ‘why?’, “how?",
and ‘where to?’ are always present as individuals search for a satisfactory intelligibility of their
circumstances. This despite the fact that ordinariness nghtfully conveys a time of familiar, if not
well-orchestrated, rhythms. But I propose that shocking events disrupt the comfort of familiarity
and, depending on the degree of their gravity and duration, expose to full view the ever-presence of
seminal concerns. Such a situation, it seems 10 M, bulks large when catastrophe strikes. The
posing of fundamental quenes, then, generates great attention, particularly among those most
affected. invites diagnostic claims; expresses refutations, and proffers altematives. The Somali
condition. I hold. is a time of heavy anxieties par excellence Consequently, Somalis, wherever they
might be, continue to be dumbfounded by what has befallen them and therefore persistently raise
such questions almost to the level of neurotic cbsession. Moreover, notwithstanding the fact that
the rest of the world has largely left Somalia to its own devices. the moment of global attention
(1991-1995) did produce a relative plethora of publications. Even (o date, a stream of
commentaries continues to appear. On the face of it, this temporary attention is a boon for Somali
Studies. Unfortunately, however, a closer examination yields a series of disappointments, SOm<& of
them rather strong meat even for hearty intellectual sensibilities.

This essay has a number of objectives. First, | engage in taxonomic stock-taking of the
literature and, subsequently, I identify and critique five perspectives that purport 10 explain what
went wrong in Somalia, their logical entailments, and implications for reconstitution. These lines of
argumentation are not totally alien to one another — they often graze in the other’s epistemological
territory. However, each shows notable variance to warrant a place of its own. Second, 1 offer a
more ecumenical but distinctive substitute — one conceptually different and complemented hyrkf:}'
narratives in the movement of Somali history. Third, I present some preliminary suggestions
towards practical vision for renewal. Fourth, 1 conclude with a note on the challenges that face the
growing diasporic Somali communities, from Finland to New Zealand.
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2. Bearings

In sheer output and variety of viewpoints, Somali studies have come a relatively long way since the
academic famine days prior to the early 1980s. Unul that time, with the exception of a few
discreetly dissenting pieces, the field was also a monochromatic theoretical landscape; 1t was totally

dominated by an anthropological monism that canonized clanism as the master concept of Somal
society. We begin our inventory-taking here

2.1. Clanism
As the oldest and still most pervasive, this orientation puts forth a number of well-known and wom

propositions. First, and most fundamental, is the idea that the austere pastoral structure and logic of

traditional Somali society continue to define and shape both social existence and cultural
predispositions. From this follows the second point that social identities reside in clan affiliations,
with close affinity and special obligation to mag-paying (blood money) groups that are extremely
susceptible to splintering and mutual antipathy. Third, since the traditional Somali never found a
compelling need to create national institutions and practices, any attempt to establish
macrostructures, such as a state, are artificial creations that are bound to be undermined by the

centrifugence of primordial affections Fourth, in contrast to civil identity, there 1s a syndrome of

exaggerated individualism that is often accompanied by a high quotient of combustible egotism.
The single most distinguished voice in terms of tenure, volume and emphasis belongs to I. M
Lewis. Here is a familiar declaration from his latest book.
[T]he collapse of the colonially created state represents technically a trumph for the
segmentary lineage system and the political power of kinship... Given, then, that like
nationalism, clanship is a human invention, is it in the 1990s basically the same
phenomenon that it was in the 1890s? Linguistically the answer must be “yes.™ since
the same terminology has been employed throughout the recorded history of Somalis
Sociologically, the evidence also supports this view. Indeed, the argument of this book

is that clanship is and was essentially a multipurpose, culturally constructed resource of

cﬂmpe]ln_ ] U, because of its ostensibly inherent character “bred in the bone” and
running “in the blood ™

Lewis’ standing conceptions of the essence of Somali culture and character have been repeated so
often by him and others that his postulate has become axiomatic * Most followers, even when they
DRIVAORISRICES hm_ﬂ{ld there, hardly depart from the first principle — it is as if, in this opinion,
such a fact has an aboriginal claim on the very ontology of Somalis that, in the end, little else
matters. For instance, after some tentative but promising explorations, Luling returns to the fold
with this definitive judgment:

Unity by consent may come at some future time, the genuine underlying sense of

Somali identity reasserts itself, but the reality in the meantime is a patchwork of “clan

mini-states” and the old 19@‘3 of the genealogical grid: that people unite to confront a
common enemy, then split again *

The policy ramifications of this perspective are multiple. However, none is as insidious as the
virtual naturalization of clan identity. Consequently, before anything else can be discussed or
engaged, so it is asserted, every Somali should be identified accordingly. The implicit points here
are’ (1) since Somalis are instinctively programmed according to the exclusive claims by their
respective propinquity, none can fully escape the immanent sway of ‘tribalism’; (2) even on rare
occasions when a Somali does embrace others outside of his lineage, it is because of some external
menace or temporary expediency; (3) those who insist that they, in fact, have succeeded in
extending their sense of belonging, perhaps even transcended clan frameworks or loyalties, are
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negligible deviants not to be taken seriously; (4) the current period of destructive rage is part of the
normal ebb and flow of the traditional politics of descent and can only be deciphered in those terms,
and (5) given the centrality of violence in clan dynamics, ‘strong men’ are, in the final analysis, the
appropriate players to watch and to be given prionty.

I propose that almost all of the highly publicized reconciliation attempts were informed by this
grammar. For example, the 1993 UN-sponsored Addis Ababa and Nairobi conferences and
subsequent meetings focused on individuals who demanded special attention and legitimacy by
leading armed groups that represented a particular clanistic entity Where, here and there.
references were made to Somalis who refused to be so classified and even given seats, no individual
or group ever received principled recognition, let alone serious and sustained material support to
devise an alternative. At times, this impulse can be conjoined to sheer ineptness and mstrumentalist
iterests of external sponsors.’ In such unfortunate circumstances, both acute frustration and
humiliation are the lot of those able and earmest Somalis eager for constructive deliberations and
action. | will now give a synoptic description of two typical events in two continents watched at
close range.

2.1.1. Sanaa, Apnl 1995

UNESCO announced an initiative to organize an invitation-only workshop on the theme of
‘Creating a Culture of Peace In Somalia’ As an invited participant, [ was assured that | would join
30-40 carefully selected, ‘non-sectanan’, ‘clean’. and ‘educated’ Somalis Moreover, [ was led to
believe that UNESCO, by definition, was prepared (o engage only in serious educational projects.
The activities were to last four days, and the venue was 0 be Sanaa. the capital of the Yemen Arab
Republic. My task was to prepare one of two keynote presentations, in which | would attempt to
outline what 1 deemed to be the causes of the catastrophe, as well as to put forth concrete
suggestions for moving towards a ‘culture of peace’. Finally, UNESCO repfi.’:SEﬂLa_li\'ﬁ emphasized
that the occasion would be quite different from others in that it was designed to naugurate a nEw
intellectually engaging and high-quality discourse among the Somalis themselves as well as their
transnational sympathizers. The other keynote speaker was to be Dr. h-{nhm ;'L]?-dl Mohamed, a
Somali anthropologist and co-founder of the European Association of Somal Studies, whp, at that
time, resided in France After many months of preparation and anticipation, we amved m Sm
Well received by the Yemeni authonties, we were ensconced in the comfortable and private
grounds of a major hotel 1 |

After the evening registration, we were mel with the first surprise — no printed program. Next,
we heard that the familiar warring factions were demanding that their representatives should not
only-be invited but be received as ‘official delegations'! On the first moming of the workshop. with
the welcome formalities behind us, we were informed that there were some delays and we should
expect new announcements. By the evening, the number of participants had mve#l-:d to nearly 100.
In addition, word was put out that neither Dr. Mohamed nor | would deliver our prepared
presentations. _ . _

We were bewildered by these developments and immediately mug,ht audience with the
UNESCO representative (the key organizer) for an explanation. He lnurreﬂlatgiy cunt‘esscd that he
had lost control by giving in to the demands of faction ‘leaders’, who, upon amva] insisted that 1ht;:
scholars’ presentations be canceled While the first ‘request’ was rationalized as a gesture O
inclusion. the second decision was taken because | was labeled by some of the nﬂwmnvﬂh asian
enemy of General Aideed while Dr. Mohamed was identified as belonging to a guilty dU;{ﬂES \Ch’;
were stunned by these developments and the obvious loss of nerve on the part of =
officials. For the following three days, we werc condemned to watcl;n from the sides a calculat :
thuggery to abort a promise, and the reduction of all of us, u_mludmg UNESCO, to a S‘Ia'tﬂ. ,-E]
impotence and idiocy. But to salvage some value from the situaton, a small number of the ongl
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ed for an 1 " | ’
mm}g 31 ::lilﬁmlfurmzl, _a]must u:iaqdr:ﬂune, gathenng dunng the siesta time of the last day
kshop ch we delivered our 1deas. Later, we leammed that | had been nmﬁm;-dt ﬁ'ﬂl?a
- ! il

namesake scholar! : :
. olar! We left Sanaa, ashamed and bitter, the virus we were invited and ecager (o
once again triumphed and cager 1o treat

2.1.2. Pans, October 1995

p : I : :
artly disturbed by the continuing wretchedness of Somalia and partly alarmed by the waves of

Somali : f .
pgliciﬁmgieﬁ ;t ;jll;gz:‘ﬁ ;JDHEJ E;mpcan countries, the EU set up an office to coordinate
follow-up conference n P;ris Agan | m:asﬂ ILI?;rzTErMaIIE'HTI? Imlpﬂld B e e
Somali scho ~ohlv - ~ AL ime at the persistent behest of a
intense tmﬁ;a;t:ﬂzh;n?;ui Th:edﬂsflgmei“ was similar. After some senous hesitation and
ok ha o) i scco t{ﬂnzgf:;r Fu:} m:t: In aaf:idmm"., anci‘ to bc‘ﬁjlly self=reliant, | paid for
Shttercollar m 8 Nc}nlmheless, F: ‘f”r“ ay stay in Pans. This conference was not invaded by
my misfortune to attend — a muddledl BRGSO Paotly organized activities It has been
auxiliaries were most inexperienced program with no order or direction. Moreover, the Somali
i PO the'tnoiteas i offendd onc b a0
the SFUI'TSDI'S. U n: t:; las'aﬂ:;umﬂm b; the 1111p=cn{:+us yel lackadaisical demeanor of
R e g reflected on yet
question: Why do patrons Dﬁhesc mﬂi:’" E'Im’IE"‘E exchanges, we graﬁ[alcd toward this
minimum standards of performance and mnduP;TE];i;?';EET“E EITE -"’mw"ﬂ‘&”idfﬂil W
Aottt 1Tt o1 sl Wo el lont for 8 momen but o el co LU
folthe e : | oment but our body language gave truth
s th:;i]:n nj ;I:ﬁ_?;n?:m l;l:ﬂ r.::rurvmﬂcc[we »de.nfrablhr\y Finally, a colleague who 1133 traveled
or the occasion offered this troubling answer “We have become a nothing

these are moments of seii'—imnsﬂrtaniuﬁ a}]:ﬂFa_{:;l the t}*;:e@uf patrons we had encountered, however,

2.2. Psychopathology

If the clanism in i .

n mmprﬁml;igrzms;ﬂnﬁ Gﬂh?i:'x E‘:“d E’Fpﬂnfﬂ‘:ﬁd hands, essentialized blood-belonging

dodikising tomotenbedames: ‘:;u::f:‘ mﬂha._mlh Fhe deleterious consequences | outlined, 1t 1s

Like numerous int mg:n nalD': m_mﬂh aﬂ"”ﬂ""’]}mﬂl }IDUld be carried by a neophyte.

Jonathan Stevenson moved to H‘]air obi _lﬂﬂhpﬂalcd for EVIOLTIS A0 COY Gl East and Central Afnca,

story of the region at that time, he ﬁj.;: :: S 1990s. Since Somalia was the most compelling

impressions on the country and e Seorle Bl 5‘1]‘::1'35_31'“-'1 comments on current happenings. His

gelled enough for him to write 2 - PataniJu rly 1n the wf'akl: nflhe international intervention,

and why the US-led intervention fi ,-mg' EE T W!Dgﬂdlﬂtm, primanly concerned with how

psychological characterizations of Somali . begins mF]i pﬂrﬂgm.phg marbled wath sweeping
s and unqualified negativistic judgments about thei

capacity to affect history in a positi * :

cipciy s s b st vty Quoingvilh saic ol foman e
- L] | 1 " o

his own psycho-cultural pronouncements ately to register, in a rather lund language,

Somalis are posed of a racist ith |
. psychology — with inferiorit
. y complexes. 4y
;thmr?lghhumngenmus by generations of blending among Arab nmrii:ime tm:;r[;di? g
e North and East, and pastoral Cushite trnibes from the West and South :;E::

Somalis trace their lineage to a single | '

_ mythical patnarch, th gar
Arabs as gifted brothers, and black Africans as hmldicappcdﬁci};m IEET]ThET S
resentment towards both " B jglinahot. s

But this is not enough Stevenson marches on to declare that “all Somalis are complicit in clan
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contentiousness’. Thus, he comes 10 the conclusion that there is no use in searching for anyone
whose primary loyalties are to the large community. In what must surely be one of the boldest
assertions in print on the current Somali situation and history, he continues:
There is practically no such thing as 2 Somali patriot or a Somali nationalist. By
iradition. Somali nomads are self-sufficient. From this heritage they developed a
iranscendental sense of individual supenonty and the conviction that they are
accountable only to God."

These pronouncements mark the extremity to which primordialism is liable to fall into: add the
eternity of narrow lineal definitions of the self to an extraordinanly asocial individuality and, ergo,
the unchanging distillate of the Somali puzzle is exposed

7 3. Militaristic despotism
Observers of this genre stress the deadly toxicity that accompanies misrule and the perversion of

political authonty — the antithesis of democratic principle and prac'licﬂ.” Accordingly, the rot
started with the commandeering of state power by the armed forces after the assassination of
President Sharmarke in 1969. Immediately, a culture of militansm descended on the country and
displaced what until then was a relatively flexible and relaxed society In addition, the ngidity of
militarist ethos was accompanied Dy everyday demonstrations of force and fear as the primary tools
for the management of publc affairs, large military procurements, and high wisibility of new
privileges for officers With the structure and staffing of the state redone in the image of a military
garrison, centralization as well as concentration of power, hitherto unheard of, became the norm
Increasingly, the argument ZOES. those changes produced their own logic — one that would turm
Siyaad Barre into the only permissible source of knowledge and wisdom

By itself, Siyaad s elevation, while obviously antithetical to civic values, need not have resulted
in the total ruin of Somalia. What did tum it into a fatal blow for the country Was the license it gave
for unlimited authonty, megalomania, and clanistic manipulation at the cosl of national
development and well-being

The Somalia of the 1990s is a continuation of the Siyaad syndrome Almost all the dominant
elements in all factions are remnants of Siyaad's officers or bureaucratic appointees. As a result,
their leaders seem fixated on snatching an opportunity O make the same claims and act

accordingly.

2 4. Nomadism vs. sedentariness

This:line of thinking is relatively recent, it appeared at the height of civil war and famine More than
any other part of the country, the peoples of the nterriverine paid the heaviest human and matenal
costs that coincided with the crumpling of Somali national mstitutions and the savage wars over the
ashes left behind. At the height of plunder and subsequent starvation (1991-93), farming
communities of this region died by the tens of thousands, with the town of Baidoa turming into the
epicenter of destitution and death Jarred by a homd mixture of deliberate dispossﬁiﬂqhand
killings of members of these communities by various warring factions, and the absence ol any
concerted Somali cry over their dismal condition, new questions arose. None was more compelling
than this. Why was the rest of Somali society so unconcerned and silent about the wholesale
destruction of the least belligerent yel perhaps most productive of the population? This is the

impetus for the appearance of this orientation. s
The argument hinges on the capital assumption that the single most distinguishing feature of

Somali society is the economic and cultural differences between those ‘:"-"hf.:l are m}madic and thns_e
who are sedentary.” The first and historically the majonity are, by the intrinsic ]Jf‘ﬂdl‘ﬂt]ﬂﬁ of their
way of life, unbound, self-overdrawn, aggressive, imperious and hostile to outsiders. In contrast.
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?I:dmtg.ry muhes are the antithesis - that is. they are settled and attached to a piece of
mdustrmus, diffident and benign, if not receptive, towards strangers Al
dlSElII‘lI.!EI'IDE&,'IhE sad and unl_ﬂld_stnry c:;f post-colonial Somali society has been the victory of ]
mmmﬂ ]:f:::xb&f:gh a!ltr:imjnr mstitutions m.mpletel},f pe.m:irated or taken over, it was l;:nh' :
e e mgrea amage was d'une. Siyaad Eme S regime, particularly in its Jast decade
epitomized s abomination while post-Siyaad happenings serve as the ultimate testimony
There are significant and multiple connotations of this angle of vision Hm-.*ew-:r in my
Iwo seem most notable: first, that nomadism is a socio-economic and cultural m’rdc. i
ﬁ.lll_ of dra_wbad-:s that it is best to repudiate it wholesale: and second |
agnmlr_ura;lst Somali communities ought to become the 9] h

‘ and
. In view of lhese shm'p

Opinion
of existence so
‘ that the values of
basis for any attempts towards

%Ii Supe_rpoyer strategic competition
mm:eh"!ni’_m'ﬂm in the Mafuchean Intemational politics of the Cold War was the geo-str
s th{:l . een the United States and ‘the Soviet Union. In that milieu. no -Im‘m Vb itoee
Consequent| e clrowess, reach, and influence in the calculations for global hegemony
Pﬁiphﬁaﬁtyy;;ﬂunyﬂfwgrw es:ale was deemed relevant, if not significant. Somalia déspite its
: opment, was considered a prime attraction | | A
Affica . : : .ocated in the Hom of
and so close to the oil fields of the Arabian mainland, the Gulf area and the vulnerable sea

lanes of the western Indian the Uni .
Ocean, ni R
court the Somals once independence had arived - | e Soviet Union began to

s it m?glihpﬂpnwers t:lvulvmr?! In Solmah life was not a one-way street. The Somalis. much

il bma“s. :"E"E SO pursuing their own national prionities, of which the

gt Ealihumn Eﬂfa!] Sﬂlhmnmh@?&i:;": UPFCITHOS! heTht: first objective was tied 1o the quest of
cunifi S 3 cmitones in the Homn of Africa: the latter w SS8ary

supplement the very limited domest | : Was necessary 1o
4 ) MESUC resources for state operations and - :

Thie ritsal ; S ‘ and urgent development plans
ity of interest Cﬂ:}sﬂ: th'-’f region into a glnha]llzed and dangerous strategic calculus

malis received a modicum of military supplies as well as

ategic

acquisition of

helped train the Somali '
mali Police Force and offered some contnbutions towards economic and

educational proj 1

Utﬁnnfnd f:a E;:gﬂtljwthcn;:ﬁ ;mlluary takmu?r, however, came major changes the Soviel

intimacy. As a result. the Somal; mlwmmﬂme.wme elevated the relationship to one of high

the spatial setting of the wunﬂygnl‘ﬂr imﬁdsemm?;ﬂchﬂf]ﬂﬂ their strategic hard currency, i ¢

T f Friendship wi ' ovd military equipment and training In that spirit.
reaty o Fnendslup with the USSR was signed in 1974 By the onset of the Dg%:ien War n:!]llz??.l

rust into deeper ¢ viets, dismayed by { an-
Somalism, shifted their alliance to the new revolutionary government n};‘eglhjipi:e =~ E:;L l:::[

amounts of weapons to buttress Ethiopian forces In
: - In the end, what began : : S
Somalia ended with the total routing of Somalis. he end, w as a senes of victones for

The 1980s b(l:rgan with the confluence of Somalia’s search for
post-Vietnam self-doubt about its global capabilities ' , _
consummated with the new Reagan Adnﬁnirsjtarbaﬁﬂn. Bysol:: d;mﬂﬁdnfmmmmm i
economic assistance was swapped for the use of the very facilities (primanly m Rty and
left behind by the Soviets. A key result of entanglement with the superpowers waT l;: o mrﬁcjdﬂ.
the dependence of the Somali state on external fiscal transfusions. The latter mt ; dE'EF'EHJPB of
this categorical statement by two keen observers: POINL 1s the basis for
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[T]here was never in Somalia’s history a sustainable matenal basis for a viable central
state authonty. In the past, the Somal state was funded almost entirely by Cold War-
driven foreign aid, leading to a bloated and antificial structure which collapsed soon
after that aid was frozen in the late 1980s "

Since this onentation accents Somali manipulative dependence, it follows that in the days when
global politics had a Hom-of-Africa component, a rather good margin of maneuver was available
for the Somalis. As a result, according to the argument, it was the misuse of those degrees of
freedom that brought about the harmful consequences. Additionally, now that the era of
Superpower geo-strategic competition, which gave Somal territory its global significance, has
ended, Somalis must rethink and aim for the construction of a more modest state apparatus
Each of the preceding perspectives attempts to illuminate an aspect of Somali reality For
instance, focus on kin ties foregrounds a salient element of communal defimtion and identity, a
psycho-cultural view compels us to give some thought to specific behavior and the dynamics of
consciousness, emphasis on militanstic dictatorship helps us to see the imperative of leadership;
distinction of sedentary charactenistics from those of nomadism deconstructs the Somali society
itself and highlights important vanations in values and habits, and, finally, discussions of strategic
calculations underscore for the Somalis both the opportunities and vulnerabilities that accompany
close tango with giants. But, there are also severe limitations to each of these viewponts. By
sidestepping other co-existent and quite relevant components of Somali tradition, clan-dniven
analysis relies on one factor that is assumed as onginary, hard-wired and supremely ‘immutable’
As a result, not only does its diagnostic value depreciate but, concomitantly, suggested remedies
also run the risk of being at best partial or at worst an anachronistic chase of a reality long
transmogrified. Psychological exercises, particularly those winged in a context of haste and hitle
other knowledge about the milieu and the society, end up being utterly shallow and hackneyed
Attention concentrated on a dictator reduces the nch complexity that is the state to one of its
elements. For, personal rule or absolutism, is both a contributor to as well as a mark of greater
decay. The contrast between nomadism and sedentaniness is too one-sided as it pnvileges farming
communities (beeraley) and demonizes pastoralists (xoolo dhagato). There is plenty of evidence to
demonstrate that generosity, tolerance and rules were always part of the way of life of nomadic
Somalis. Analysis that concentrates on involvement with superpowers comes close to deep-
shadowing two critical ways that those relationships had affected Somal society .Ul casy
procurement of weapons and money, so much coveted by the Siyaad Barre regime, that
contributed to the hardening of the militaristic caste and the corrupt tendencies of the state class,
and (2) the accentuation of force conditioned any serious resistance to act accordingly — a retlex
that is now a dominant feature of the on-going civil stnfe.
Given these shortcomings, the next section of the paper offers a different framework — one that
combines an alternative theoretical and historical narrative with some of the more viable insights of

varnous onentations

3. The dialectics of transition 5 | _ »
The descent of Somali society into mutual hatred and full disintegration, best exemplified by

demise of the state, cannot be understood solely within the orbit of one isolated factor or nnu?the_r.
Rather, the condition is better understood by seeing it as the total shﬂtten'::l,g of a mode ?fbplng In
the world and a companion failure to invent a new one This now defunct mode of existence
included a lean but sustainable material production and reproduction; a cultural pattern, Iﬂfﬂf_ff"ﬁd
by a sense of the divine, which portrayed a moral code and common sense, and a loose political
practice marked by local legitimacy and accountablity Buffeted by a compounded '?“-"f“"'“ of its
own liabilities and a senes of puwcrﬁJI external intrusions, however, the old ‘form of life gradllﬂlt}'
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lost its delicate calibration and grace. No oth |
. ¢ moment in contemporary Somali his
S e o ) L0 slory so
mmﬁ nte:}iects ;ch a loss of way than the killing of civic politics. Here, then, | attempt ;:: [T]
mmpmmu su rst;jcture and nature of the old order, and (2) identify some of the major
' ons (mni y ﬁ}msed on the state) that could be associated with the prevailing bloo
disorder and destruction of virtue Ao

3.1. The constitution of umma "’
ﬂmfm{ﬁﬂ] 11“':3 were nﬂt feral creatures, b{'rﬂﬂ of phronesis, who roamed lawlessly
om of Afrca; on the contrary, they did create a very long time ago
ﬁ Ia;:; :ame ;im-[!ﬂsinml,_ political economy based on a thorough awareness of the v
hadl s intlrl'.i‘; & m?ﬂ T;U:i gﬁdc of livelihood, based on hﬂusehnid and largely self-sufficient
management of do g LI ForFexarmiple womenfolk were primarily responsible for the
mostly with issues T?;;Tmzﬂ dll:iie Eﬁdmnn of the portable home or agal, men deal
herd, and formal relations wrth the mﬂgde t dt Ualiodily SOt range, general welfare of the
were assigned 1o look after small ruminantuu Sic, including relatives. Finally, young boys and girls
had some notable communitarian chﬂm‘:l;? nghirﬂtund i hﬂweﬁiﬁd Smfh matenial existence
procedure for fair distribution of water. th 'cs thal included miilo — a precise
on access 1o pasture, and an informal but © Most precious of all resources on the range, agreements
down side to these arrangements For inst"'”-":lpmcal claim on each others labors.'* But there was a
: | ance, éven in a !i’-"l"fi"f:j season, when the rains and pasture

the
a pastoral,
aganes of a

and transparent

ﬁSomah Iandml[:ﬁ In th: modem era of the late twentieth century -
vestock populations, declini i i ts of cor

; _ﬂ-‘hﬂlﬂg €Co-Systems, and c!'langmg appetites and habits of consumption -
€ was bound to come under great stress
elate of political institutions and practice
w. Each household, reer. was led by the
expected, particularly at a certain age, 10
Culture, and values. Further. this person was
$. The first and most primary was the 10/ a
mmon male lineage; the second. thou '
_ : : ; gh more
basednnmarrmgﬂuea, or xicid
rmed many positive functions of which security and the payment of

blood-money, mag, or restitutio ]
n to the injured party, and mutual assistance in hard times like

draughts were £y
au ' paramount. On the other hand tol |dennt'yrw‘as mta.llg.{ exclusive, liable to group

oldest ma]i:., usually the father or grandfather, who was
have acquired a degree of competence in local history
connected to two kinds of immediate social netwurlc

solidarity with male-kin based on a belief in a co
shallow and of less weight, was

of the ages and habits of community, delineation of oblj

the ages ar nmu gations and entj ISt ‘
cniminal justice. The combination of xidid and xeer further nﬂ:ll:LTmp::Ec?:;:]i:npﬂ?TTlm
of fol by

enlarging the range of affiliations The incamation of the confly
iﬂu::;rtirﬂ; ktllsirn one nf' two foundations of traditional lud'::i; fl“th::g::ﬂ:z 5 kmi'hlp
s bl mmunities, august appellations like Sultan or Ugaas were used somewhat
i other part of the old moral n*rder was Islam. Arriving on the Somali sho
enth century, Islam, through A/-Qur ‘an, Al-Hadith, and Al-Sunnah, infuged o= 20U the
values Into the existing Somali cosmology. Among these were a d eqlzrer irim:?w and powerful
sense of piety. At the worldly level, Islam also brought ganoon, a set of lai to glgemtll'tdc LBI‘T'IH
vior
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of the believers. Much more than xeer, Islam extended the margins of the relevant universe by
linking Somalis to a world of co-religionists. The bearer of this new knowledge and, as a result, the
leader in this realm was the sherkh, the learned and revered. Under the aegis of such leaders, the
crucial affairs of the community were discussed in open meetings, shir Finally, from the
perspective of the modern world, it is worth registening that the old Somali order carried the seeds
of two essential ingredients of democratic practice separation of powers and open, participatory
deliberations, albeit male-centered

[t 1s my argument that the above set-up was the basis of Somali society for a large stretch of its
existence. Despite a ngorous environment, very modest economic base that frequently created
tensions among vanous kin groups, and clashes with the neighbors, particularly Abyssinians, the
Somali people of the Hom of Afnca moved through history with a sense of independence and
confidence. But that situation did not last forever, for new and momentous transformations that
will dramatically alter the nature of political authonty and culture were in the offing. | will present a
thumbnail sketch of cnitical watersheds

3.2. Key narratives
3 2 1. The imposition of the colonial state"”
Somali contacts with the outside world did not start with the onset of colomahsm. Earlier, as

mercantile trade spread into the Indian Ocean littoral, coastal towns ke Mogadishu, Merca, and

Zeila appeared. The main purveyors of these activities were Middle Eastern and Islamic merchants

Although the center of gravity of Somali society continued to be located in the intenor, or miyi, the

establishment of urban centers underlined a growing economic and cultural mteraction with other

and distant worlds

In short, Muslim traders became the first bridgeheads in the gradual ‘incorporation’ of Somali
society into the expanding ‘modemn world-system’ New commodities began to find their way into
the hinterland, slowly impacting social relations and habits With their new wares and culture of
literacy, Middle Eastern amvals to the coast began to attract a few Somalis with their inducements

Here was, as | argued in another context, the genesis of the famous ‘middleman’ who will dwvide

his loyalties between the merchants from other lands and kin group in the countryside R
Whatever was the balance of forces between the urban/coastal towns and the hinterland, by the

closing stages of the nineteenth century, a new and revolutionary force amved multiple colomzers

First there were the British and the French, and later the Italians, to be joined on the table for the

scramble for Somali territories by the Emperor of Ethiopia, Menelik. By 1920, despite a fierce

resistance on the part of Somali led by the legendary Sayyid Mohamed Abdille Hassan, colonial
order in five guises was in place Perhaps, for our purposes, the most visible of the consequences of
the conquest were the following '

e Persuasion of some Somali elders to become clients of the new colonial schemes represented by
a governor or district commissioner ~

e Intimidation and humiliation, or ultimately dismissal, of those who failed to comply

e Appointment of collaborators who were. in large measure, accountable only to the colomal
authonties. .

o Emerging class differentiation based on lowly bureaucratic appointments, participation in Fhe
colonial economy - particularly the export of livestock from the North - and land expropnation
by the fascists in the rivenne areas of the South _

e Calculated manipulation of differences and disputes among kin groups which frequently pitted
one group against another and gave old communal antipathies new combustion

e Conscious and frequent use of state violence to bring populations to heal

e Relegation of Islam to a private affair with little relevance to the political order
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o Decoupling of the operational side of the state from a sense of nghteous and inclusive
community.
¢ Total defeat of Somalis by tuming them into subjects of five different colonial administrations

Nearly half a century after the consolidation of colonialism, nationalist torces taking the inspiration
from the heroism of the Dervish movement of Sayyid Mohamed Abdille Hassan, a general
awakening of other subjugated societies, and emboldened by a moral as well as material wt.u;l-;cninu
of the colonial metropole due to the circumstances surrounding the Second World War, won their
campaign for independence. Precisely, on July I, 1960, Bntish Somaliland and Italian Somalia
joined together to become the new Somali Republic, leaving the other three (Djibouti, the Ogaden
and the NFD) under foreign rule |

3.2 2. The post-colomal state

T;rpim! of African decolonization, the Somali post-colonial state came into the world enshrouded
in sharp :fr;mtradictinns. On the one hand, it effused a populist temper that promised both a retneval
of collective honor and peoplehood, and a quick march towards socio-economic development. On
lht'nlher, there was vcryﬁl?tﬂc understanding, particularly on the part of the new leadership and
regimes, of the. complexities of domestic reconstitution, let alone the difficulties inherent in
profitably engaging a bi-polar intemational system.

."Mﬂma a few years, the glow of independence began to dim. In fact, as early as 1961, signs of
regmnalidiscnntmv{ appeared when a group of mutinous junior military officers from the North took
over major Lowns in SE‘II'I‘IEI:HJM. In that same year, in a referendum, a majonty of the Northerners
voted against the constitution which was designed to become the basis of the new polity. On both
OCCasions, a mgru:ﬁcant component of the northern elite saw the new dispensation as biased towards
::Icmswﬂl Looking at the distribution of the senior political leadership. regime portfolios, high
ﬁgﬂ;;t“l;:::‘“ﬂw h“rﬁ“m andl other state apparatuses, and the concentration of mos!
Sarded iRt ﬂ““‘"“wl‘;“ﬂﬁ Lo Mogadishu, the seeds of regional jealousy and suspicion were
sﬂinus.sua:in-&mlmnunﬁ 5 € lllwmmts were made in a few agricultural and educational projects,
s c _:-'E GII:;IHE:HF was left on the back burner Those early years, then, set the

e m{dﬂrﬂdmﬂ : ics that will define a cnnsu:de:r‘ahle part of the civilian tenure of the post-
ml : mufa vﬁy .:JTpehnun among a narrow ﬁhlfi over the spoils of state through reckless
ng ST mTW fixation on liberating the other three Somali ternitories, and

dﬁpﬂﬂhnmsinn Pt I: tp‘eumnsT that wall supply both ﬂmm‘:mrrmc and milnary aid
ik (Ve 60)paiice WU:E Hﬂ_ﬁ:zrﬂdaﬂ}amem turned F]ac!nral polities into a fractious business in
i i ice b m”:@ or ]23. seals in Il%‘} Further: office-holding became a
ilemls madl: S Borlaticn m- " mﬁ;‘;hat s, corruption and unettuca] behavior The second
i R S blr:wmhmaski |:.hr¢mc in that 1h1: very regimes that were so offensive
ST Etn*lggle. L Sﬂg 0 .lhem' 1o mnblll'ze selflessly for a continuation of the
extermal contributions to both the mﬂm'a Ol reputation as beggar nation, heavily reliant on
ATt Chole eataat budget and the financing of development expenditures. It
civil € region Into the vortex of superpower competition By 1969, nine years ol
vilian musug maasaq culminated in the assassination of Presid arke. testimony o the
Rl IRt Weon fhio saté arclsciarys A £ resident Sharmarke, testimony to the

. i e L::Er ll.;; gda:,rs later, the tmllllaw Istcpped In

1969-79 and 198090, Siyaad Barre and hi::;f}hgn -‘:ﬁ?l:a;nhﬂ divided into. two broad periods
power with the promise of SNt Cormuntio :hu'l + mali Revolutionary C upngl} came 1o
returning 10 a genuine democratic Eﬂvmﬁn:: ;.nd JRSh s oy and agcial inguiutions,
purpose. The first few years were notable for o . mb.: Iﬂﬁcnch?!!lfne_l1l uf‘thc_ sense ol nalmz?nl
orthography was set for the Somali lan nu .ﬂr bold initiatives. For instance, an official
guage, accompanied by a successful literacy campaign New
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schools and roads were built, cooperative farms were established, and laws affirming the equality of
women were introduced. All in all, despite an expansive nationalization of economic activity and
the public shooting of two very semor SRC colleagues of Siyaad Barre and ten theologians, the
regime enjoyed a modicum of popularity up to the middle of the decade
The years from 1975 to 1978 were determinative Nationalization bred incompetence and
inefficiencies that began to enervate productivity and transactions, compelling many to withdraw
from the official economy. Relationship with the Soviet Union and its allies had developed to a
tighter embrace, with more military equipment pouring into Somalia and, in the process, creating
one of the largest armed forces in Black Africa Further, the rhetoric about democracy began to
wear thin and voices of dissent started to speak about what they saw as the emergence of a harsh
state and sycophantic politics By mid-1977, with the Ethiopian regime of Col Mengistu still
reeling from gruesome internal power struggles, Somali forces in combination with guerrillas of the
Western Somali Liberation Front (WSLF) regime mounted a surpnise and initially successful attack
on the Somali inhabited region of Ethiopia They captured almost all of the Ogaden, except the
three large cities of Jigjiga. Harar, and Dire Dawa By early 1978, the Soviets had shified their
allegiance to Ethiopia. Together with Cuban and South Yemeni troops and new Soviel weapons,
the Ethiopians counter attacked
Within a short time, the Somalis were decimated and then compelled to withdraw. By all

accounts. the cost was enormous. In addition to the loss of thousands of lives, the war generated
high inflation, as well as made the face of state power more militaristic. In the wake of ntense
recriminations that followed. a group of military officers staged a bloody but unsuccessful coup
1979 closed with no external patron, detenorating economic conditions, large refugee populations.
serious damage to regime credibility, and the appearance of organized dissidence claiming the
loyalties of their respective Kin groups Sivaad Barre and the regime responded by manipulating
kin-based identities and, worse than the colomal administrations. pitted one segment of society
against another, while the state was rurned into a fortress At this juncture, the Somal state clearly
showed the same maladies that Clapham identified in many countnes in the continent

The rapid increase in the ilitarization of Sub-Saharan Africa from the mid-1970s

onwards was a response, not simply to external developments, but to the desperate

attempts of autocratic states 10 IMpPOse themselves on increasingly rebellious

populations The result, generally speaking. was 10 accelerate the process of state

decay, while vastly increasing the cost in human suffering

The period from 1980 to 1990 was the decade of real decay, unprecedented repression, cawvil war,
and final dissolution Despite aid from the new Reagan administration, including mulitary training
and supplies, the economy gol worse M Here. the most onerous of the burdens fell on the farming
communities of the lands in between and adjacent to the Shabelle and Juba Rivers For instance,
tensions between customary land tenure and post-colonial state interventions in the form of
leaseholding became acute. In addition, as the urban economy - including salaries and other
amenities from state offices - declined precipitously, political power was deployed to arbitranly
grab a piece of land in these qverine zones In many situations, this was fantamount 1o R.ﬁ.lﬂ
dispossession of the tillers of the land whose generations of intensive labor made these regions into
the most productive parts of Somaha % Ryt economic suffering was not limited to the southern
regions In many parts of North, a growing privatization of the common range, more permanent
settlements and supervision of communal practices of land use had pressed hard on the
environment In addition, by the end of the 1980s a combination of highly top-heavy state
decisions, mounting and commeodified economic activities, and changing habits of everyday life had
created new and dramatic circumstances. An extensive study in the Erigavo Distnct underscores

these transformations. It is worthy of extensive quotation

17



[ntroduction

The development of a cash economy, coupled with the remittances from the Gulf in
terms of goods-in-kind for animals sold there, has meant that the average pastoralist
now has greater access to consumer items such as mass-produced cooking utensils and
clothing Also now more readily available are substitute foods, in particular white flour
and white nce. The pastoral women claimed that to a large extent these new foods
were substituted for their traditional diet, based on meat and sorghum This change in
customary diet, while convenient for pastoralists as the new foods can be easily stored
and transported, had a negative nutritional impact The new foods are :ﬂun-iﬁc:antln.'
Im_:-fer in ron and the B vitamins than the traditional meat and sorghum r:iit:t . The
Engavo Distict has the dubious distinction of recording one of the highest maternal

mur_tality rates in the world, a trend which could be markedly reversed if a return to the
traditional diet could be achieved

New IMF structural adjustment policies triggered the devaluation of the shilling by more than 90
percent, ﬁsrther cutbacks on state employment and social spending. and worsening trade balance In
I935,_ the national debt climbed to the tune of $1 billion. Further. armed dissidents started (o mount
guermilla-style challenges, crippling the reach of the authonty of the state. The momentous vear was
IS‘E*E when the forces n_f the Soma]] National Movement (SNM) crossed from their .h.|5ﬁ 'n-1
Elhmr.fla and fought their way into some pf the major centers in northern Somali, including
Hargusa__ A ﬁf:rf:e engagement ensued in which the full military weight of the state was unleashed
on Isa!:q uﬁ!ablted zones of the region. Tens of thousands were killed. two of the tow ns destroyed -
nge:{.a with the help c-f aerial bombardment - and hundreds of thousands hurried across the
border in search of refuge in Ethiopia

wmﬂ:is:nﬂmr'ﬂs mz::;]::m:d M;dhe ;;;;id :;;:- what was happcning in Somalia  Consequently,
e lnggﬂg rd}:ﬂﬁ million from the United States. bcggn 1o dry up, further
et mreg:ﬂlm: : b au,thﬁ <ilion spread to many areas th" l!}e South. Siyaad Barre, in a last-
g P hjjag;ﬁns ¢ :E:ksent hn;nre weapons to his kin and cronies while, at the same
e S R E:'Ih; B r.;;;lpnsaunn through greater exploitation of lineage
Eﬁmﬂ:’ﬂf A ; pial and a few other urban centers were under the
o l[:ﬂ-lﬁﬂlﬂw t]itl‘:}ronzudlﬁsﬂ; nsdl?:xplgded. After a month of Imnd:m—lund combat between
(USC) whm[ummhadl i fu{[nwingdmin tlll'-li!@ltill.“3 t?n:h army End the _ﬁ:}ruﬂs of Uni_[ed Somali Congress
S e capital, thfe regime expin::d Tens of thousands died, and

escaped emitory of his kin, leaving behind a ruined country and people

misanthropy, blood-
state, massive and
mational intervention,

continuing exodus fro : gl
AR mu:tlf;hc country, and a generalized existential bleakness, especially for the
As s00n as Siyaad Barre f]

Was it e Frm?;:'“_]!ﬂdl‘:f ﬂflh_f! aivilian wing of the USC, Ali Mahdi Mohamed,
e ol of the UISC ant - Iwo "Pmﬁ_ﬂlﬂlﬂ consequences followed (1) General Aideed,
chairman commander of their fighting forces was quick to anathematize the act

as an unwarranted and
: unilateral power grab, and (2) he threw a gauntlet by announcing himself to
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representation of local interests, and the disappearance of central authority gave aspinng individuals
confidence to press for any advantage

To compress, in quick time other developments transpired First, some of the better-organized
and armed kin groups declared war on the USC and, subsequently, helped spread the post-Sivaad
Barre atrocities to many areas of the South Second, the SNM proclaimed the northern region a
new sovereign state - the Republic of Somalland Third, Mogadishu entered its second and longest
phase of mayhem and savagery. Since the capital was the premium, the Mahdi and Aideed forces
went at each other wath unrestrained ferocity Simultaneously, tens of thousands of armed hungry
men and derehict youth gangs roamed the streets and neighborhoods, pillaging with great abandon
Fourth, hundreds of thousands were made destitute and displaced, causing greater movements of
people inside the country and across the borders to the neighbonng countrnies and beyond. Fifth,
with total lack of secunty and disruption of economic activities, particularly in the agncultural
zones of the South, widespread hunger turned into a carmival of starvation

Offended and alarmed by vivid pictures of suffenng and gnm news from Somala, in early
December of 1992, a multinational force of over 34 000 troops, of which 24, 000 were Amencans,
landed on the beaches of Mogadishu By mid-1993, the immediate goal of delivenng food to the
starving was accomplished. However, other objectives like disarmament of clan mulinas, inception
of national dialogue, and rebuilding of basic public institutions proved very difficult

The United Nations, which took over the command of the multinational forces as well as the
political mission, convened a number of high-profile conferences among the more than one dozen
factions and a few representatives from other segments of the society While these meetings came
to be generally known for bizarre disagreements and petty jealousies among the participants,
General Aideed became the most obdurate of them all In additnon, dunng the summer and autumn
of 1993, two ugly and jarring events took place First, on June 5, twenty-two Pakistam UN soldiers
were ambushed and killed Second, in early October, eighteen U.S. troops were killed and more
wounded. while dozens of Somalis lost their lives The day after, the body of one of the dead
Americans was dragged through the streets In the wake of all of this, a general consensus was
reached that Somalis had their chance and. therefore. thev should be left to their own devices
President Clinton set March 31, 1994, for complete Amencan withdrawal, with the UN mandate to
end soon atter

To date. Somalia is little more than a geographical temtory This judgment could be challenged
on at least three fronts. First, while old Somalia is no more, there are now new political identities
that have risen in the wake of the decomposition. Foremost is the self-proclaimed Somaliland
Republic. Proponents of this new entity argue that since the declaration of ﬁmun In E-urarla In
May 1991, a slow rebuilding of consensus among the Kin groups of the region has resulted ina
peaceful coexistence, order, and the creation of a form of governance ql:xaraﬂerized by executive
and legislative branches that reflect the vanous kin commumities®™ In the eyes -:-f'xsm:h
commentators. the only obstacle to Somaliland’s entry into the universe of sovereign states 1s the
reluctance of the rest of the world to acknowledge that reality. The second x--:-i-._::: belongs to those
who highlight the appearance of local administrative organs in other regions, perhaps b-r.:st
instantiated by the Northeast =* Here, it is remarked that a modicum of law, provision of social
services, albeit minimum. and a functioning market are visible. Third are those who would point to
the latest concordance signed in Cairo, Egypt * This announcement states that after a nmn;h of
negotiations, leaders of clanistic factions agreed on the restoration of a govermnment of national
unity. More specifically, the accord stipulates (a) the convening of a general meeting to be anf::{?ded
by 465 delegates representing different kin groups, and (b) the setting up of a three-year transitional
authority to be followed by a national government All of these would he preceded by the
immediate suspension of armed operations and the reopening of Mogadishu's air- and seaports

At the first blush. all three interventions are noteworthy However, | suggesl that none of them
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truly undermines the \falidit?r of my assertion Let me start with the Northwest, i.e, Somaliland |
a fact that a modus vivendi had been established among kin communities in the }‘:g,'{m .6 $e
any danger of full-scale descent into deadly fissures similar to those In the South 1t is also h{int‘IIII
a skeleton of govemmental structures has been mounted,including an ‘clected presiden. ot (he..
rather positive dc:'mlnpmmts do not obviate deeper maladies and failures that w'nahm any h :“ [ h;-“-
the Northwest lm:ght become a model for the rest of the country A couple of issues we |{ I"ft U
to make the point ' =S would suffice
'F"u'!ﬂ, the claim of separateness and sovercignty was never put to the test of the wil S tha
region's people. On the contrary, based solely on rather maladroit and extremely h h"'
di?clarmlnn so S’mﬂn.gﬂth“ﬁﬂﬂ in the town of Burao, the legitimacy of the act as well a:amr.
wisdom behind it continue to be, in the eyes of some Northerners, never mind the rest of Sor _I‘]L
_anf;i the:h'rurid, a major prgb]cm_ This is not so much a question of a break-up of an ,-\Iiricarz1-a:::r-m
1t 1S an |s.melut"dﬁnnc=:*a_nt procedure and practice. For many, including some s.n.-mpalhcti:_; o t}mj
cause, the Emffﬂ" expenence seems exemplary and instructive in this re;.ar{i i i

E}ut even if one accepts the announcement of Somaliland as a new nation=state. there
:;nuus little to shou. for !‘-lﬂz_l.rij* Sﬂ'En years of the go-it-alone policy For ::x.'un.,ﬂ,;. 'd“m;“:
and nsﬂwnanga]mi::immnxllmngdﬂs mppl&d,by.ﬂ Chr.f.:lnic lack of competent political leadership
moment, the ‘big mr: of Tmalla:L ﬂh:ﬂl'llmumg flight of talent. Outside of the immediate
m";f thinking that must be ulnd ak‘r'ﬂ SO IEaRC any constructive contnbutions to the
Rithe chek Finre 1 ertaken to move Somalia beyond the stalemated peccancy
interest, let ﬂil;::e mmmnﬂ A mhﬂ nation has yet been persuaded to show sustained
difficulty. of the $mmplﬂﬂﬂl;¢ II':crlngmlmn. .Tﬂ b"e-SlIJI‘IL no one should underestimate the
nationalism Nonetheless, lht; Z?urf Sﬂgrn:tt; 1,::1?: of international suspicion toward ethnic
mctrl:““ﬂnsnswﬂlastacticaj intelligence ™ erscore more the absence of any strategic
gain in the context of Boutemporary Soemai ES 0 the tireless work of kin elders This is a major
realization that the project of sovere; lu-:::: : ut, unfortunately, beneath this gain is a growing
desdend rap”! Consequently, whle poliicars in Hrgest e e g, "0 21 more
chewing of Qat and the design of tricks to mmerTh argeisa busy themselves with the heavy
Import/export taxes) and extemnal aid the 1"E meager local revenues (e.g., Berbera Por
mﬂﬁmmmmm to their sad lives people of the region add yet another cruel

ortheastern Somalia di _

of politics ﬂ;: despite 1::1::'11 E;E::ﬂmhzwd the Issue nt‘natimalﬁurﬁty Rather, the idi_urn
crucial point. Moreover, it is the case thms’ stayed within the fuid_m one Somalia. This 1s a
1abiliti a semblance of peace prevails. However, some of the

skl . Northwest are equally present h N S Ry
jﬂstllr!g among political and religious egos, hardl fi ere, too: Iragtlmu:-. and wasteful
effective bureaucracy, and. most of e e s y any firm structure of legitimate authority o
> O all, no discemible effort to move national reconstitution

Colonel Abdillahi Yusuf, abandoned the conference ETCEDH.S Rl e incuding

It is reasonable 1o g
¥ . ey
give c-hame_ 1o this most recent of iniiatives But it is equally

, 1O continue to assume the primacy of

has, over the past six lons on the long-term welfare of the Somali people
Years, proven . : . . peopic
; o be disastrous, In fact, this habit seems to compound one of

the petty impeniousness and dysfunctional ambitions of
rudest clangor, and the meanest behavior tha

. Second, despi chadlic
ﬁ'ﬂmrmmuunhash;gﬂ espite the fact that half a decade of strife and
y decentered ogadishy _ ecade of stnfe anc

3 as the focal point of life. the personal and chquish
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in-fighting between the Aideed and Mahdi camps continues to be interpreted as the paramount act
of Somalia’s drama. This is particularly misleading in the wake of the death of General Aideed
In the end, sonorous declarations by individuals, a kin group, or even a whole region
notwithstanding, Stephen Ellis is still nght to declare that Somalia has ‘no president or cabinet, no
national army or police, no national system of justice, no national system of piped water, electricity
or telephones’ ' In addition to this extensive destruction of the operational side of the state, | must
hasten to add the exhaustion of any sense of civic community In my opinion, then, all of these
factors add up 10 a stunning conclusion the Somalis are the first to smash the post-colonial state
without putting anything in its place These days, here and there, one hears Somali whispers,
spoken with a sense of defeat and shame, that seem to echo the dire words of Vico, uttered so long
ago
If the peoples are rotting in that ultimate civil disease and cannot agree on a monarch
from within, and are not conquered and preserved by better nations from without. then

providence for their extreme ill has its extreme remedy at hand ™

4, The state: a surrogate umma
No one denies the fact that there has been and continues to be a staggenng volume of communal

stnfe in many parts of contemporary Africa. There is no gainsaying too that the virulence and
intensity of these conflagrations have become a debilitating undertow in the continent’s effort
towards development But an acknowledgement of these grave troubles need not become a new
license for old and recharged stereotypes of Afnica as an etemally dark universe, cursed with crude
and perpetual bloodletting.

On the contrary, my arguments from Somalia underscore both the complexaty and histoncty of
such situations. This 1s a confirmation of Claude Ake’s astute proposition that ‘ethnicity is not a
tossiized determiunation but a living presence produced and driven by matenal and historical
forces’ * To be sure, kin identities are a mechanism for immediate intersubjectivities called forth by
the yearming for belonging. However, they are also scatfolds for cntical social institutions In the
most regular of penods, pressing contingencies of life are bound to affect both the spint of a
community and its practices. But in times of extraordinary interruptions, particularly those that
carry accumulated contradictions, the very foundations of the society are severely tested, with the
likelihood of the appearance of multiple diremptions

The Somali catastrophe manifests itself most acutely in the death of public power Therefore,
any serious attempt at restoration of civic identity and productive coexistence must attend to the
remaking of the state - a national state Michael Ignaneft writes,

The rehable antidote to ethnic nationalism tums out to be civic nationalism, because
the only guarantee that ethnic groups will live side by side in peace is shared loyalty to
a state strong enough, fair enough, equitable enough to command their obedience

This reasoning has no truck with the thinking that suggests that Somal society 1s doomed to
‘radical localization’ and, thus, the international community must accept and ‘work wath this
stateless political reality’ '’ My position is this few Somalis regret the shattenng of the post-
colonial state - particularly in its mulitanstic guise - however, the vast majonty, like other human
beings around the world, wish for a national governance that can act on their well-being (e g, basic
security, human and economic development. planning for the future, competent management of
international affairs). ‘Radical localism’ is, as the Somalis frequently say, nothing more than a
measure of the desperation caused by the acute fear associated with the disappearance of legiimate
public authonty. In Somalia, then,

it is hardly possible to exaggerate the desire of ordinary rural people for continued

peace and the responsibilities in this regard which they place upon people of influence
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They know that only with peace can come proper retuns on their continued industry
and also the other prize: appropriate aid ** y.

But what does one mean by the state, and how might the project of reconstitution begin? It is of

utmost importance not to reduce the state, as is normally done, to just centralized power In my
conception, the state can only be a resource for the unavoidable revival of Umma when it is seen ,‘1
four concatenating moments or sites, each with its own specific functions Brought 51;111pllt:.~niu 1i};-
tug‘eih:r* they make a strong basis for a viable polity. As I have argued elsewhere. these are Ic-mllm.'
regime, government, and collective consciousness  Leader is the person most visibly idunnﬁ;-'i
with authonty (chief executive), regime denotes the cluster of lesser but powerful 1it1dix-‘idu-1|t~;
aruund‘ﬂ:le lea::!er who occupy major portfolios, government is the apparatuses of adminimmi;ﬁ]
(eg, civil service, police and army, courts), and, finally, the collective imaginary is the shared
undcrsian{!mg of ‘we’, or what Ibn Khaldun long ago called Asabnah. It is Enmﬁmn I-;mn;.']ujuc
now that in Somalia all four moments are no more or highly damaged Consequently pului:-a
among the Somalis 1s best charactenzed as the tnumph of extreme fortuna - that 1s dm..-,;m'ﬂliu -
small-mindedness and civic entropy. B
| propose. then, that the ascent from fortuna must begin with a reclamation of virtue - that s
pmcucal wisdom at}d moral goodness. A first step in that direction necessitates a linking of Hﬂ;
unpcr;mts of mrw:ral and the restocking of common symbols that had worked before for so
long,™ as well as the invention of new ones fitting to the needs of the age If kin culture and luluniig
precepts were the anvils on which the old Umma was forged. any serious discussion ol a I':t'.‘w“pﬁl'lh
will have to begin with an extensive exploration of this cultural hinterland. ‘For the past’, E p
Thompson te.iﬂs us, ‘1s not just dead, inert, confining; it carmes signs and evidence also :::i'a:r'emm;
resources which can sustain the present and prefigure possibility” *
mv;r:':l}_;ﬁ;l::: ii m- I;:hh-.:5 TEE;H of ;r;]anjshed world of tradition, or to hold on 1o ‘u'alm:b }hm
=L ek m.gmemlm mzln anld ?:i nor fpuugh {E}n 1h_e cgntrgry. 10 set the foundations
B e tence st b T ke Eihﬂ m EmisI version of reason, dlli'l'lt"l*i,'l'illi_'f'-':
= ; o .'b]e - EIITJUIF?:: .f_ ﬂpp]lﬁﬂ{lﬂn Gf critical lﬂFcllllgqna:u to craft
mSuch“iilmﬂmmdifﬁqm il g e idlm::. ;;;tatwe of recovery an.d ongination.
i e e ajDEC]BJnE Exlm:,;m ; ;}'n s that aw.'a.ttzf Sumal‘ls; and they are In no
e i '[u[[' A c i, by thr:m‘&eive*s. ;.ﬂm mtemahmm] community tha
derstand gnitude of the project, maintains genuine patience coupled with a no-nonsense
attitude towards performance and results, and, above all, shows willingness to commit solidarity
and resources for the long haul is indispensable R T LR

5. A note on diaspora

While Somali |
are they l.f:ﬁ:i;ﬁ;ﬁ;}?@ the sole notorety of killing the post-colonial state, by no means
a matter of fact. among the Sﬂ::ﬂlg.rﬂal numbers and SEE_F. refuge in other near and distant lands. As
and adventure éalla:l f::ubfrt k 's of the early and mid-twentieth century, a mixiure ol ambition
e e il 00 some .nf them m the oceans and a few far away destinations. As
York. In those dﬂ.}rﬂ m;ﬁ"“zlm“ﬂﬁ n Sl.ll;}h diverse ]]]EEEE as Adﬂ-ﬂ, Ron
S ' » EVEN among 1 :
ammpat_mn of an eventual return to r:lat'wEly ;glzﬁmhiﬂe was a se
qiff“““ﬂ]}*- there are drastic differences |
G?ruilnf:n of the homeland (push factors)
dispersion, and the type and quality of t
works, unlike the earlier time, the curren
factors that have compelled Somalis ¢
subsequent deepening of pauperism on
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the quantity of those who have left and the range of their
m_depﬂﬂaes, As | have urged in this essay and other
Lera is exceptional in terms of severity and velocity of the
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4 mass scale, the destruction of macro political institutions
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and a hemorrhaging of social and cultural norms have all merged to produce a context of both swift
deterioration of quality of living and high existential anguish The upshot is a profound sense of
unprecedented hopelessness about Somalia’s future This, then, is the age of gaxooti, or
desperation and exodus - one in which, beyond lingening and understandable sentiments, there 1s
precious little preoccupation with a return, at least in the near time, to what is offen referred to as a
godforsaken place

The second issue concemns the numbers of those in flight There are no precise figures for either
the aggregate or the distribution, but the largest concentrations are (o be found in such places as
Kenya, Ethiopia, Yemen, Italy, Britain and northern Europe, Canada, and the United States.
Smaller scatterings are reported in dozens of other places, including the antipodes of Australia and
New Zealand. Added together, there could be as many as half a million Somalis living outside
Somalia - some in refugee camps and others very slowly getting integrated into their new countnes.
Furthermore, though the figures are down from the early and mid-1990s, when breathless intensity
of violence and confusion were most rampant, it is important to point out that Somalis still exit in
discernable numbers.

Third, the profile of fleeing Somalis is more complex, comprehensive, and damaging.
Everywhere, these populations include both genders, all ages, most classes, the highly educated and
the illiterate. urban and rural, and from all regions But I hasten to add this qualification’ despite the
generalized exodus, the numbers are still dominated by those from cities and towns, and the
relatively skilled Peasants, pastoralists, and the lumpen proletaniat, stll the bulk of Somals,
continue to battle it out inside the country. Be that as it may, the magnitude and consequences of
this fact cannot be underestimated Indeed, this was brought home to me dunng a recent
conversation with a fresh contingent from both the southem and northen zones Unanimously,
they stressed the debilitating effect of elite depletion, or the loss of, in WEB. DuBois pithy
phrase, ‘the talented tenth’, as one of the greatest damages left behind by the catastrophe. In fact,
one of the group, a woman of some standing in her community, put it bluntly ‘The country is
totally crippled and for a long time, there is hardly anyone left except the harameh (weeds)!

Given the relatively large populations already in many regions of the world, as well as the
continuation. at some level, of further amivals, perhaps now additionally stimulated by calls from
kin resident outside. the work of creating diasporic communities comes into view. This 1s the next
stage after resettlement. To initiate the transformation from isolation or marginality, sustained only
by the pity of the hosts. to a full and dignified membership in a larger multicultural society, Somalis
of the diaspora must face up to the challenge of cosmopolitanism In its bare bones, this
undertaking is tantamount to a successful crafting of a mode of hving and self-definition that are
equally at home as a Somali/Afncan and an aspiring citizen of the new country If such a remaking
of self and community is unavoidable, what, we may ask must be done? I suggest that a first step is
to realize that. neither in the broad sweep of human history nor in the contemporary era, are major
dislocations of peoples uncommon. Examples of earlier waves include numerous Europeans who
fled the harsh circumstances of their respective countnes 10 begin again in other regions of the
world. Here. one could add the Chinese in other parts of Asia, the Indians in the C aﬁbb\?:an smd
Africa, and the Japanese who have established in Brazl the largest and a pm::pemushdmspﬂnr
community outside of their onginal islands In our own unfortunate time, one can poimnt (o the
plight of the Vietnamese, Salvadorans, and Nicaraguans This myriad of old and new expenences,
then, is full of inspiring achievements in the face of difficult and alien circumstances, they are
worthy of disciplined study and emulation. Otherwise, privileging the Somali situation 1s h‘alz-ie o
retrogress into perpetual forlomness and vagrancy.© A second act is to come 10 terms with the,
admittedly painful, truth that the dismal fortunes of Somalia will not improve for a long, lun‘g time -
making any eventual return a prohibitive proposition. And even if that day may not be as distant as
[ intimate here. one would still need greater capacities and reformulated intersubjectivity to make
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the retun into a qualitatively supenor venture. It follows, thirdly, that one must undertake 4

L1

thorough cntique (i.e., debate with self and others) of Somali traditions and contemporary culiure
ol v

The main objective is to affirm what could be valuable under the ordinance of the new time and
tasks, as well as to shed what has proven to be or could be a habilitv. In due course qug}; -“
activity, if it catches on, will necessitate structure and organization A fourth step is ~uh~;.-:m,i.”
appreciation that even in the most hospitable countries, real opportunitics are created mhu,- m}f
application of intelligence, will, and self-reliance. Dependency and parasitism, worrisome tbmun;:

of modern Somali behavior, are a quick way to the bottom and to the demeaning stereotypes thal
accompany such a condition Fifth and finally, a calculated attempt to master the L-|uniitl!i-m
:ﬂmsmude:s of the new reality and a persistent engagement with the inner logic of its culture ’;T ¢
imperative. Typical of these endeavors are command over the language(s) and familiarity with ;h .'
rules, ethics, and values of the host society . | ["
To conclude, to form a diasponc community implies leaving behind the trauma and stigmatic
MPIESSF{?SE of a refugee. The cultivation of a cosmopolitan outlook 1s key to such a pm,'u;f i h
.[::ri:mqw_,slte for the necessary synthesis between what 1s ennobling of the Somali tradition anﬁ wl.}-;rl
15 enabling of the new ambience. If those who remain in Somalia are condemned to J'Hdii.;'li;r
recompose themselves in order to quest for a future different than the riven present, those 1111' s
outside are equa].]y confronted with the inescapable test of productive adaptation 1111 I*rmﬁh caﬁca.
only through a reinvention of self and the other, in pursuit of new collective identities, can Sum.atié
move 1o a subjecthood that might measure up to the exacting demands of the age |
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¥ Here. | concur with Dumezil that, ‘the function of that particular class of legends known s
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conscience the values it recognizes and ideals it pursues from generation to generation, but above
all to express its very being and structure, the elements, the connections, the balances thas
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University of Chicago Press, 1970), 3
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£ A cautionary note: Even for those who succeed in welding together efficacy in the new
environment and long distance activism, a nagging sense of impotence might not be easily
avoided. ‘Exiles talking about the plight of their situation and of the suffering back home’
writes Breytenbach, ‘.. are like fish learning to breathe on dry land - there will be much
gasping and heaving, but ultimately we are only that fish on dry land * Breyten Breytenbach
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