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Abstract

This thesis examines the concept of gabilah (tribe/clan) and its social and political influence on
Somali society. It firstly looks at the general meaning of gabilah in Arab culture and its more
specific meaning in Somali culture. It further looks at the historical development of Somali
tribalism and the role it has played in undermining Somali national unity. Furthermore, the study
highlights the reasons why Somalis are dependent on the tribal system such as poverty,
ignorance, colonialism and foreign intervention etc. Lastly, the study discusses the effects of
tribalism on both Somali civil life and the Somali Diaspora. The media is one of the sources the

study will utilize.
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Introduction

Somali society, throughout history, has been one of the most homogeneous of societies. In
regions where there are religious or linguistic minorities, the resulting volatility can reduce the

cohesion of society.

The official religion in Somalia is Islam with all the tribes being Sunni Muslims and subscribing
to the Shafi‘T legal school. There are no major language differences amongst the tribes that can
threaten local unity. This, however, does not imply the absence of ideological differences which
has given rise to various religious groups such as the Sufi orders, Salafis, the Muslim
Brotherhood and the Tabligh movement. Besides this, Somalia also has secular groups such as
the liberalists, communists and nationalists. There are four main tribes in Somalia: Darod, Isaq

(Ishaqg), Hawiye and Rahanwayn besides the multiple smaller tribes also present in Somalia.

Despite Somalia's demographic homogeneity the region has been subjected to inter- and sub clan
warfare. The clans control different parts of the country and often fight over natural resources.
The British and Italian colonization of Somalia used the decentralized clan structure to form a
centralized government that also altered the peaceful clan-based method of conflict resolution.
Subsequently, following its independence in 1960, an attempt at unifying the two European-
controlled territories led to antagonism between the main tribes, and finally factional fighting.

After the first two democratically elected presidents, Aden Abdullah Osman and Abdirashid Ali
Sharmarke, the army chief Mohamed Siad Barre staged a bloodless coup and initiated a
dictatorship that lasted until 1991. The civil war in Somalia caused the fall of Barre's government
in 1991. Since then, the Transitional National Government was formed in 2000 followed by the
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Transitional Federal Government in 2004 and recently, the Federal Government of Somalia in
2014.

The present study is based on the premise that tribal allegiance is a historical reality and social
phenomena with cultural elements that are deeply rooted in Somali society. The tribal system in
Somalia continues to play an influential role in the social, political and economic life at the
regional and state level. Based on this, the study will focus on tribalism which is one of the

fundamental problems experienced by any attempts at constructing a centralized authority.

Importance of the research

The importance of this study is based on the fact that it has not received sufficient attention by
researchers previously on the one hand, while on the other hand, it is hoped it will serve as
motivation for other researchers to study the role of the tribal system in Somali society. The
study will focus on the homogeneity of the Somali tribes since they all share the same religion
and school of law (Shafi‘1) as well as their solidarity in the face of the emergence of the Islamic
groups such as the Salafis and the Muslim Brotherhood in Somalia. It will further highlight the
role of the major tribes such as Darod, Dir or Isag, Hawite and Rahanweyn/Digil and Mirifli and

their influence on Somali politics.

It is thereby hoped that it will contribute new information to this topic. In this regard, we will
look at the most important causes of the proliferation of tribalism, especially those aspects,
which have not receive the attention of a lot of scholars and researchers, such as the role and

impact of the tribal system on politics.
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Research objectives

4. To identify the role of the tribe in Somali community life.

5. To identify the underlying factors that has lead to tribalism in Somalia.

6. To determine the nature of the relationship between the tribe and the political rulers of
the Somali state.

Research questions

This research will investigate to the following questions:
4. What is the role of the tribe in Somali community life?
5. What are the underlying factors that caused the spread and persistence of tribalism in
Somalia?
6. To what extent does the tribe play an essential role in the continuation of the political

crisis and the civil war in Somalia?

Research limitations

This study is limited to the concept of the tribe and its impact on the Somali community, socially
and politically as outlined in the title of the study. The geographical and spatial boundaries for

this research are Somalia.

Literature review
Before embarking on this study, the researcher has found several sources and references closely

related to the topic, which include classical, modern and contemporary sources.

We begin by citing the al-Mugaddimah of Ibn Khaldan. It is understood to be one of the most
important books of human thought, which was authored by ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad Ibn

Khaldiin (d. 808/1406). He was a classical Arab scholar, a sociologist and historian, who left
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behind a great legacy. Despite the historical precedence of lbn Khaldan, his theories are still
relevant in our time. Most researchers still rely on his theories, especially in sociology, through
his concept of “kinship” in the Prolegomena and its variants where he discussed both the
favorable and negative features associated with it. He also analyzed the reasons for the collapse
of nations and their progress, and laws governing the conduct and continuous existence and

flourishing of nations.

Ibn Khaldiin stated:
Kinship is natural to human beings, except in rare cases, and a result of this bond is
that they are deeply affected by injustices perpetrated against, or ruin befalling, close
relatives and family members, as the relative experiences a shortcoming when his
family is treated unjustly or with hostility, which would cause him to intervene
between such people and the causes for their injury. This is a natural tendency in
human beings wherever they may be.-When unity among allies is strong this feeling

would be manifest.

Ibn Khaldain discussed the role it plays in social life and believed that the idea of kinship,
associated with the idea of restraint, is the driving force behind societies. Human nature requires
a driving force that motivates people to do good or evil. What Ibn Khaldain was referring to here
is a social driving force, not a moral one, since he believed that human beings are naturally evil
and since community life is natural, that circumstances dictate to humans to live peacefully with
others. Kinship is necessary for uniting individual members of one community against other
communities. During the time of lbn Khaldan kinship prevailed as it does in Somalia. However,
in the latter it is more harmful than in the former in terms of its negative application. Testimony
to this is the way it is practiced in all affairs of life in Somalia such as politics, trade, security and
others. Hence, the need for linking kinship during the time of Ibn Khaldan to present day
Somalia. What is pertinent is that the living conditions during the life of Ibn Khaldin,
characterized by turmoil and upheavals were matters of relevance; very much the tumultuous

time that Somalia is currently witnessing.
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Understanding Somalia and Somaliland: culture history and society by loan Lewis provides an
introduction to Somalia and its people. Lewis provides an extensive historical background to
Somalia stretching from colonial partitioning until the escalation of civil war in the late 1980s.
He also discusses the collapse of southern Somalia caused by Siad Barre and the warlords
Mahamed Farah Aideed and Ali Mahdi who were all responsible for instigating hatred between
tribes. Somaliland and Puntland, two territories that seceded from Somalia in 1991 and 1998
respectively, that have managed to establish political by incorporating traditional Somali
tribalism with modern state structures to various degrees. In Somaliland, the traditional clan
elders have been included in the political setup to act as peace keepers whereas Puntland, despite
having a clan based polity, does not include the traditional elders or allows for any political

parties.

Clans in Somalia is a report published by Austrian Centre for Country of Origin & Asylum
Research and Documentation (ACCORD) based on a lecture by Joakim Gundel. Gundel outlines
the clan structure as follows: 1. Clan family 2. Clan 3. Sub-clan 4. Primary lineage 5. Mag (blood
money) paying group. The nomadic clans are thus: Darod, Dir, Hawiye and Isaq with Samaal
being their forefather and the agro pastoralists are subdivided into Rahanweyn/Digil and Mirifli
with Saab as their forefather. The nomadic tribes have sub-clans and lower structures since the
elder of the tribe is their point of reference whereas the agro pastoralists identify themselves with
a region rather than the clan structures.

Gundel further discusses the issue of clan protection which is afforded to clan members by virtue
of their affiliation or in the case of weaker clans seeking protection from stronger clans. Gundel's
account of the social setup in Somalia provides great detail about the various clan structures and
indentifying the different clans and sub clans, but does not discuss tribalism in relation to a

unified Somalia under a central government.

Another important reference and source is the book al- ‘Asabiyyah min al-mandhiir al-Islami

(Tribalism from the Islamic perspective) by Dr. Khalid b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jeraysi, a Saudi

132

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



author. As the title suggests, it assesses tribalism from an Islamic perspective, which is directly

linked to our study in terms of the harms and calamities experienced by Somalia.

The author focused on the severe differences that arose between constitutional institutions in that
period, because of the stubbornness of the President Abdullahi Yusuf, who was aided by
Ethiopian forces against the Islamic courts, leading to conflict between members of the house of
parliament until blood flowed in the conference chamber and ended with a large number of
members of parliament joining the resistance against the Ethiopian occupation which later

became known as "Free Parliamentarians".

Al-Sumal wa al-sura “ al-dawl7 wa al-iglimz fi al-garn al-Ifrzgr (Somalia and international and
regional conflict in the horn of Africa) by General Ali Ismail, former Director of National
Strategy of Somalia, in Somalia is another useful source. His experience and knowledge about
the role of the tribal system in the downfall of the Somali government is vast. The author tackled
the reasons for the crisis and tried to develop a viable solution for it. He also focused on
environmental damage, which had resulted from tribal wars in Somalia and the dumping of toxic

waste in Somali waters by some major powers. The author says in this regard:

The disastrous consequences of tribal wars in Somalia and the security vacuum
caused by warring tribal factions, included the dumping of nuclear waste and other
toxins in Somalia. Despite the seriousness of the crime and it being a blight on
humanity and civilization, it has not earned its rightful share of study and research;
amazingly, discussion on this topic ended a few days after it was raised as if the

problem had never existed.

The author tried to present the events as they occurred on the ground, with the background and
reasons for the root problem, the reasons for the collapse of the central government and the
negative effects left by tribal wars on people and lands. The accurate analysis was only meant to

provide appropriate solutions.
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Another book consulted by the researcher is Tajribat al-mahakim al-Islamiyyah fi al-Siumal (The
experience of the Islamic courts in Somalia) by shaykh Umar Iman Abu Bakr of the shira
(consultative) council of the Islamic courts, a senior scholar and University Professor. Although
this book’s title indicates a specific group that governed the south of Somalia for a short period
of time together with their experiences (challenges and achievements), it addresses most Somali

crises, past and present.

The author emphasized the role of tribalism in dismantling the Somali community and the
creation of conflicts between Somali clans and tribes as well as the ambitions of neighboring

states that have direct ties with Somalia.

The book also touched on the reasons for the failure of most reconciliation conferences held
abroad. He also highlighted the US financial support for factional leaders against the Somali
Islamic courts on the pretext of the war on terrorism. He emphasized by saying: "America is still
courting faction leaders with everything possible and empowering them, not out of mercy but to
aid them to fight the agency of the Islamic courts by proxy until they establish a coalition against

terrorism."

The author diagnosed the problem of Somalia, but did not specify how to resolve this stifling
crisis. His main aim was to focus on the underlying factors behind the problem such as tribalism,

foreign intervention and the dishonesty of many of the tribal warlords.

It is important to mention that the research contained in al-Sazmal al-wa ‘yu al-gha’ib (Somalia:
awareness absent) by Khalid Riyad, a writer and researcher in Arabic and African affairs, is
useful. This book deals with the Somali crisis through scientific analysis and objectivity in
observing the disintegration of the state in third world countries in general, and the Somali

community in particular.

The author provides valuable analyses of the most important phenomena that seemingly tally
with the context of the current Somali phenomena, but further consideration confirms they are in

fact Arab, African and Islamic phenomena. The author says:
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The Somali state model has failed since its declaration in the 1960s because its
construction is based on the legacy of colonial division agreed to by the Berlin
Conference, and also because of the deviation and inefficiency of government
institutions and structures together with economic and social changes in accordance with
numerous models of liberal capitalism and socialism, and some selective models that
conflict among themselves that has led to the crisis of modernization and economic

development.”

The author is of the opinion that the root causes for the disintegration of the Somali community
can be traced to the beginning of the Republic’s independence from western colonialism on
account of the colonial legacy at the time, and the lack of awareness among the Somali political
elite in that period who were trained by the Italian and British colonial authorities. Perhaps this
book’s usefulness to our study lies in the fact that it helps us to understand the depth of the crisis
in Somalia where the tribal problem afflicting Somalia, addressed by our research, is partly a
colonial legacy that has been transferred to the post-colonial era.

Significantly, al-Samal al-judhsir wa al-azmah al-rahinah (Somalia, roots and the current crisis)
by Prof. Yasuf ‘Ali “‘Ayyinati, an Islamic political activist in Somalia, directly relates to this
study. This research focused on recording the significant events that occurred in Somali decades

ago, covering the colonial era to the civil war and the subsequent misfortunes and calamities.

The author has gone on to say in this regard:
The tribal nature has dominated these fronts with the opposition carrying arms against
the government, using all means at their disposal to topple the government; including
bloodshed and rape. Opposition leaders made Ethiopia the centre for launching
sporadic attacks on Somali towns and villages. Their policies, during the armed
struggle against the state, were not characterized by clarity and methodology, other
than toppling the government. This opened the doors to evil for the Somali people and
led to the outbreak of the civil war that consumed both fertile and arid regions over a

prolonged period, with many killings and looting across the country. The activities of
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the armed front contributed to inflicting mass destruction to all lifelines and destroying

infrastructure in the country not to mention the loss to government institutions.

The benefit of the book is that is useful for diagnosing the roots of the Somali crisis as most of
the information is collected by the author from more than eighty sources and references. |
benefitted from some of these references after a follow-up. However, the length of the book
which is more than 150-pages long does not extend to cover everything the writer has promised
to discuss, ranging from the introduction of Islam to Somalia, in the first century after Hijrah,

until the outbreak of the civil war in Somalia.

The present researcher has also benefited from a study entitled al-Sura * al-dawlr fi al-Samal (The
conflict in Somalia) by ‘Abd Yasuf Farah, a Somali journalist who has written several papers on
the Horn of Africa. His research addressed several areas, including the ambitions of colonial

powers and international competition for Somalia. The writer says in this regard:

Colonialism known by Somalia is a rare form of colonialism in the history of modern
European colonialism and its application in Africa, because the colonialists came and
occupied the country and divided it among different countries that differed in their
interests and objectives. Then the book attacks European colonialism about resolving
the matter for the benefit of Abyssinia in the long struggle with the Somalis, which was
associated with religious objectives lasting for long periods of time that enabled
Ethiopia to participate in the division of the country and interact with western colonial

powers, causing harm to the Somali people.

This book does not touch much on the current crisis and circumstances, but if one were to read it
carefully it will become clear how the past Somali problem has cast its shadow on its future. The
author also highlighted the reasons which led to this tribal rivalry and the continuing foreign
military interventions throughout the history of Somalia. In the present study we focus on this

important point in order to understand the reasons for the origins to the Somali crisis.
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The researcher also uses from a book titled "Why States Recover: Changing Walking Societies
Into Winning Nations, from Afghanistan to Zimbabwe™ by Greg Mills. Greg Mills is director of
the Johannesburg-based Brenthurst Foundation. He is widely published on international affairs,
development and security, an advisor to African governments, a regular columnist for local and
international newspapers, and the author of the best-selling book Why Africa is Poor - and what
Africans can do about it. Richard Steyn states in his review of this book: Why States Recover
might well have been called Why Nations Fail, but that title was appropriated by Darren
Acemoglu and James Robinson for their brilliant study of what makes a society successful. Yet
the conclusions of both books are remarkably similar; in the end, it comes down to leadership,
the strength of institutions, and politics.

Furthermore, Steyn concludes his review of this auspicious book this statement : As this book
demonstrates convincingly, countries are not poor because they lack resources, but because they
lack effective and accountable political systems and institutions. Progress requires stability and
security, which is contingent upon good governance, the rule of law and ownership through
democracy, which in turn depends crucially on firm leadership. Authoritarianism, enlightened or
not, seldom makes a society successful. The researcher will benefit from the analyses of the

author and how he employed and applied the categories of the countries.

The study will further focus on internet websites dedicated to Somali social and political affairs.
One of these sites are Somalitalk.com which specializes in Somali news that is run by a group of
intellectuals in the Diaspora and was established in 1999. This website has gained wide
acceptance among Somalis because of its neutrality, according to many Somalis. The website

publishes in both the English and Somali languages.

Alshahid.net is another important website that focuses on analyzing contentious Somali issues
and which acts as a store of historical matters relating to Somalia. It is based in London and has
offices in Somalia and focuses on issues relating to the Horn of Africa and East Africa. It
publishes primarily in the Arabic language, but also publishes in the English and Somali

languages. The website is run by a Somali academic who is known in intellectual circles.
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Jowhar.com is another website, which has a large following and uses social media such as
Facebook. It publishes articles in Somali and English. And also wardheernews.com is an online
magazine and an essential website for East Africa and Horn of Africa focusing the Somali issues
in general. It prints principally English and Somali languages. there are also TVs and radios such
as Universal TV and it is the first TV which has been launched after the collapse of the central

government as a private enterprise and also BBC world service Somali section.

There are a few articles that have been written by specialists and those who have interesting
Somali affairs from which the present researcher has benefited. One of these is Appropriate
'‘Governance-Technology'? Somali Clan Elders and Institutions in the Making of the 'Republic of
Somaliland’ by Marleen Renders is a study of the making of Somaliland. The focus of this article
is to outline the manner in which clan-elders and institutions became involved with the process
of political reconstruction leading to the establishment of Somaliland as a "hybrid" state. Renders
further presents an analysis of its evolution to a "constitutional democracy” against the
background of local political competition and evolving Somaliland nationalism. Lastly, she
discusses the nature of the Somaliland state today as well as its relevance for future policy. The
study of Renders deals with a small part of Somalia, that is, Somaliland which seceded from

Somalia whereas the present study focuses on Somalia as a whole.

Al-Mumarasat al-gabaliyyah fi al-Sumal: kayfa wa limadha (Tribal practices in Somalia: how
and why), which is a beneficial article written by the Somali researcher and writer specializing
in African affairs, Dr. ‘Abd al-Qadir Mu‘allim Jid1. He has classified different types of tribalism
in the Somali context and said that the most harmful of them is what he called “selfish,
opportunistic and immoral behavior based on giving priority to personal over public interest.” He
also mentioned another kind of “permitted tribalism” by saying: "It means belonging to a
particular group by having a common ancestor. It involves natural blood ties in which the person
has no privileged status (thus, it is purely functional), as stated in the Qur’an: 'We made you into

nations and tribes, that you may know one other™.

The effect of this kind of tribalism does not exceed the framework of mutual recognition,
cooperation, social solidarity and affinity among citizens, and is free from any social damage but
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is often cause for competition among members for objectives of virtue, intimacy and assistance.
For example, if a guest arrives at the house of someone of another tribe he will introduce himself
and the tribe to which he belongs. The host in return will provide him with the necessary
hospitality and help.

There are also reports issued by the United Nations and other subsidiary organizations, about the
damage caused by the devastating tribal wars in Somalia such as poverty, ignorance and
unemployment etc. All this disaster was caused by tribal fanaticism.

An example of this is the Report of the United Nations Development Programme which alleges:
"The unemployment rate among young people in Somalia is the highest in the world, with 67 %
of those aged between 14 and 29 years being jobless. The report stated that the unemployment
rate for men in Somalia was 61%, while the unemployment rate for women was 74 %."

The report issued by the United Nations Development Programme for Human Development in
Somalia states that 82 % of Somalis are poor and that 73 % of the population live on less than $2
a day. These reports, prepared by international and regional organizations, would benefit many
researchers with information and statistics that will open vistas of knowledge in an easy way. |
used this report as a point of departure for help with my current research.

Theoretical Framework

The study will apply the elite analysis. It is the view of the current researcher that it is applicable
to political analysis in the Muslim countries where kinship relations are still paramount. Elite
theory starts with two basic assumptions: (1) In every society, distribution of political power is
unequal; and (2) in every system some people have more power than others. People who have
more power (economic, political, religious) within every class may be one person (a political

leader) or a small group (the elites).
Research methodology

The study will initially review primary and secondary available sources through the university
library utilizing a range of sources such as academic abstracts, bibliographic databases and media
online through internet search.The study will be mainly qualitative, the researcher will describe

the representation and the conceptualisation of the Somali Qabilah in a large number of Somali
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online websites.The researcher will describe how the Somali Qabilah is framed in those
websites. The researcher will attempt to use the elite theory which seeks to describe and explain
the power relationships between the elite leaders of the Qabilah (Tribe/ Clan) and the state in the
current Somali society. Likewise, the researcher believes that a critical approach based on its
suitability for the required subject that occasionally deals with historical events and facts as well
as the critical method to critique some ideas and opinions. The researcher will constantly take

cognisance of the requirements of scientific enquiry and impartiality for such an undertaking.

The researcher will also analyze a large number of facts and events and the numerous

ideological and political attitudes towards the politicization of the tribe and so on.
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