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Abstract

Somaliland, which emerged from the collapse of the Somali Republic as a self-governing
territory, is today considered one of Africa’s success stories, an experiment in locally-owned
reconciliation and bottom-up democratisation that confounds scholars’ views of the African
State. But why conceive of Somaliland as a State in the first place? This thesis presents the
Somaliland experiment in a new light, shifting focus beyond administrative institutions,
drawing attention instead to the continued political salience of the horizontal inter-clan
reconciliation compact on which Somaliland was founded. This compact, | argue, which
established regulations for coherent, equitable and stable relations between clans, was more
than an intermediate peace arrangement on the way to a State, but a self-contained and self-
reproducing constellation of political logics in its own right. | designate this alternative,
parallel political system the ‘Somaliland Social Covenant’.

Drawing on in-depth interviews and immersive observation, the thesis builds an empirical
picture of the Covenant and its continued operability within Somaliland’s mainstream political
culture by demonstrating its role in shaping three political controversies which captivated
society between 2018 and 2019. These three cases, which cover a land dispute in El Af-weyn,
a power-sharing tussle between centre and periphery, and a businessman’s fight for
citizenship protections against a capricious State, provide evidence of political environment
where dual, contending systems—that of the State, and that of the Social Covenant—interact
with each other. The research builds a methodological framework from anarchist theory and
historical sociology, which enable the reader to peer beneath the analytical confines of
peacebuilding and statebuilding literature to understand the historically-situated role of the
State and inter-clan relations within the Somaliland context. It highlights three features of the
Covenant as determining its qualitative distinctness from the State: that of direct, horizontal
relations between a plurality of actors (horizontality); the localised, contextually-embedded
roots of agency and social power (intimacy); and conditional, consensus-based decision-
making (conditional association).

The primary aim of the research is to recentre the political ingenuity of Somaliland’s founding
inter-clan arrangement, and to demonstrate its lasting impact on Somaliland’s peace and
stability, in parallel, and often opposition, to the influence of the State. It builds this
alternative account of the Covenant from the interpretive contributions of local stakeholders
themselves, as captured in 299 interviews conducted during fieldwork. A secondary goal is to
offer up the Social Covenant as a potential model for those seeking to ‘think beyond the state’,
through demonstrating the concrete and historically proven ways in which a society can shape
power relations and institutionalise political principles that promote order, political
participation and non-domination without mediation through a State. In this, it does not seek
to romanticise the Covenant, but merely present its strengths and weaknesses vis-a-vis the
State. Lastly, it is hoped that the Covenant and its mechanisms can inspire better practice in
future statebuilding and peacebuilding endeavours, offering safeguards to counteract the
centralising, alienating tendencies of the (African) State.
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Map 1: Somaliland, including major towns and regions (Anglicised spellings)
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Glossary of relevant Somali terms, clans, sub-clans and locations

af-miinshaaro............. self-appointed “political brokers” or “spin doctors”
Arab.....ccovecviceiennneann. Isaaq sub-clan, mostly found in the Hawd area and Hargeisa
boqor..........ccveeunu. traditional leader, king

(ol [0 [0 || SO chief, headman, elder, head of diya-paying group (pl: caagilo)
Darawiish..................... popular Somali anti-colonial movement from turn of the 20*" century
dhagan....................... culture, tradition, way of life

(O T non-Isaaq clan located where Somaliland, Djibouti and Ethiopia meet
Ciise Muse.......coeeueeee. Isaaq sub-clan mostly found in the Saahil region
Dhulbahante................ non-Isaaq clan mainly inhabiting Somaliland’s eastern Sool region
o[}/ IS blood money, compensation (also called mag)

Gadabuursi.................. non-I/saaq clan mainly inhabiting Somaliland’s western Awdal region
GArXQJiS....vecveeerrirrrnnnns Isaaq umbrella group of the Habar Yoonis and Ciise Muse sub-clans

Golaha Wakiilada....... House of Representatives

(€717 /P Somaliland Council of Elders (or, traditionally, committee of wise men)
Habar Jeclo................. Isaaq sub-clan mostly found in the Togdheer and Sanaag regions
Habar Yoonis............... Isaaq sub-clan mostly found in the Togdheer and Sanaag regions
UCID......coveeeavnnne long-time opposition party in Somaliland

1SQAQq....cuevueeeeeavaenn, Somaliland’s largest clan, primarily settled in the country’s centre
jabhad.............couueun. armed rebellion, resistance

Khat.....ooeeeeeieeeeeenan, leafy plant consumed as stimulant (also spelled gaad/qat)
Khatumo....................... anti-Somaliland resistance movement active in the south-east
Kulmiye.........ccooevvennnnn. ruling political party in Somaliland since 2010
muqadas............cceuu.. sacred, holy

qabiil..........eeeeueeeaannn, clan, tribe, race, nation

gabyalaad.................... clannism, tribalism

saami-qaybsi................ power-sharing
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K 111 T meeting, conference, assembly

siyaasad...................... politics

suldaan....................... chief, headman (head of sub-clan)

Waddani.................... main opposition political party in Somaliland since 2012
Warsanageii................. non-Isaaq clan mainly found in eastern Sanaag region
war-saxaafeed........... press conference

xaalad deg deg ah.....State of Emergency
xalay-dhalay............... ‘born yesterday’, convention of blanket forgiveness for offenses

D (=1=] SO custom, rule, regulation, traditional law
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A Note on Language

Deciding upon the most appropriate spelling for certain Somali words proved difficult. It has
involved balancing respect for the Somali language, with ease of understanding for a general
audience, with past precedent within the scholarship. This is all made more difficult by the
lack of prior consistency established within the academic literature, combined with the
particularities that emerge from the fact that Somali is a language both only recently codified,
and which adopts the Latin alphabet, but employs the letters in often unfamiliar ways.

What | have arrived at is a compromise of sorts. For names of persons and places, | have gone
with the Anglicised spelling, except where this cannot be found. This is because, for places,
the Anglicised term has often been more common, such as Borama (rather than the Somali
Boorama), and is of greater use as a reference point vis-a-vis other scholarship if consistency
is maintained. For names, a similar consideration was made (the current president is referred
to as Muse Bihi rather than Muuse Biixi, for instance), added to the fact that most Somalis
consent to Anglicising their names within international press material and correspondence.
When it comes to the rest of the Somali terms in this thesis, the Somali version of the word is
used, as will be indicated through the use of italics.

It is also worth addressing the use of the word ‘clan’, which, for the purposes of this study, is
mainly employed to describe an identity marker based on patrilineal lineage. The term has
rightly been criticised for the essentialising, pejorative uses it has taken on, especially in the
way colonial regimes classified their subjects. While | toyed with the idea of using the more
expansive and less tainted Somali term for ‘clan’ (gabiil), | ultimately decided against it for the
purposes of ease of academic understanding, given how central the concept is to what |
describe.

| ultimately felt comfortable in this decision because, for the Somalilanders | interacted with,
this was the term of choice, not merely when engaging with foreign interlocutors, but also in
their own discourse. However, in local usage, the content inflected in the term ‘clan’ takes on
complex meanings far outstripping its often reductive anthropological and Western origins,
and | caution against any understanding of clan that grants it a primordial, premodern status.
Instead, as my writing hopefully shows, clan represents a multifaceted social tool and
epistemological framework for placing oneself in relation to others, derived from complex
webs of kinship-based relationality, with familial, religious, social, political and economic
implications for one’s social life, even if such identity, like all others, can be instrumentalised
towards destructive ends.



My people: there is such a thing as society!
To the one who says you have no choice,
reply, 'You have no clue!’

Don't listen to his braying,
don't give him the time of day!

Mohamed Ibrahim Warsame Hadraawi,
from the poem ‘Society’ (‘Bulsho’)



Chapter I: Introduction

The Somaliland Social Covenant: An Experiment in Non-State Coexistence

If history and nature conspired to create an ideal social environment in which a new
political experiment could be tested, what would it look like? It would certainly begin with a
rupture, a fundamental break in the existing order, and, as Marxists might envision it, the
revolutionary unsettling of prevailing relations of hierarchy and power (Traverso 2021). More
than that, this rupture would need to escape a quick re-inscription into a new hegemonic
order, and instead, like Rousseau and Hobbes's state of nature, serve as an open political
ground on which a plurality of political actors could negotiate what comes next (Rousseau
2012; Hobbes 2017). To avoid constraint of the imagination, and a reversion to ‘tried and
tested’ solutions, these actors would ideally be unshackled from the blueprints, schedules
and disciplining pressures of outside powers, something akin to the epistemological and
physical decolonisation called for amongst postcolonial theorists (Halperin 2006; Sabaratnam
2017). Such a political system might even, to borrow from the Rawlsians, include the
equalising impulses and communitarian commitments brought about by an uncertain future,
in which coexistence is solidified through the promise of baseline livelihood and security
guarantees for all (Rawls 2003).

While reality, in all its messiness, is rarely so kind as to offer up such promising
conditions, in at least one case it came remarkably close. This is the case of Somaliland, the
focus of this study, a self-governing region of over 4 million people located on the African
Horn. Formerly part of the Somali Republic, Somaliland came into existence following the
implosion of the Somali State in 1991, after years of internal conflict and mass atrocity
perpetrated against its people. From the ashes of this rupture, a newfound political openness,
threatening to unleash chaos, was instead redirected by traditional leaders and other clan
representatives towards a successful, if at times tumultuous, process of reconciliation and
political consensus-building. This process, undertaken over the course of a decade largely
beyond the gaze and reach of the international community, culminated by 2001 in the
emergence of a political system boasting a constitution, liberal democratic ambitions and a

popular mandate to pursue Somaliland’s self-determination. In the 20-odd years since, this
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former experiment in inter-clan coexistence has ballooned into a formidable geopolitical
actor in its own right, lacking international recognition as a de jure State, but treated as a de
facto State by its citizens and a growing list of foreign governments.

Somaliland’s unlikely rise has, over time, come to be acknowledged and touted by
academics, policy-makers and journalists alike. By the mid-2000s, Somaliland was dubbed ‘an
overlooked African success story’ by the New York Times, and an ‘oasis of stability’ by the
Christian Science Monitor (Gettleman 2007; Baldauf 2009). Within the scholarship, reckonings
regarding Somaliland’s self-initiated reconstruction have begun to challenge foundational
truisms of liberal peacebuilding and statebuilding (see Rutazibwa 2019, 66), with Kaplan
(2008) going as far as to remark: ‘The success of its society-led, bottom-up process of
democratization...calls into question the fundamental assumptions underlying the top-down,
unitary state-building exercises so commonly attempted in fragile states’ (144). More than a
decade later, even as some of the lustre of novelty has begun to wear off, one still finds
glowing descriptions of Somaliland as ‘a political experiment whose apparent success
challenges a range of patronizing assumptions about how poor and allegedly “backwards”
societies find the light’ (Rosen 2021). Such sentiments have even trickled their way into the
halls of UK parliament, where, in a debate in 2022 dedicated to Somaliland’s merits, one
former cabinet minister described Somaliland as ‘an amazing, shining beacon of everything
we want to see flourish in Africa. It is the example we want others to follow’ (HC Deb 2022).

As is clear from these accounts, Somaliland has managed to organise its society into
something special, largely due to unique features of its evolution. This includes its rare level
of autonomy from foreign intervention, the productive mediation of political struggles by
legitimate clan representatives, and the inclusiveness of political buy-in among stakeholders.
From these starting premises, scholars focusing on Somaliland have compiled a trove of first-
hand records of proceedings from those involved in the peacebuilding and governance-
building work, and produced pathbreaking studies seeking to trace its evolution and articulate
its lessons (see in particular Bradbury 2008; Renders 2012; Richards 2014; Walls 2014; Phillips
2020). In many respects, this present study is a further contribution to that growing body of
work, attempting to grapple with Somaliland in its depth and breadth, in part by
complementing these exhaustive studies of Somaliland’s foundational decades with more
recent accounts of its political situation. However, | diverge from these previous approaches

in one fundamental way: whereas the existing literature places Somaliland’s evolution firmly
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within the camp of a broader statebuilding narrative, treating it as an indigenous riff on a
more universal theme, this study postulates that, to truly capture the innovation of the
Somaliland project’s political dynamics, we must free ourselves from the analytical
constraints of the State form altogether, and look to something fundamentally ‘other’. In
order to bring this ‘otherness’ to light, the study will approach its object of analysis from an
alternative analytical angle, by tackling the following research question: How have non-state
political logics influenced the evolution of the Somaliland project?

To this end, whereas previous studies have seen Somaliland as a unique type of State
produced by the rare circumstances of its origin, this study will instead seek to demonstrate
that these foundational conditions, rather than forming the basis of a State, instead
congealed into a decidedly non-State form of political coexistence, with a self-contained, self-
reproducing and self-justificatory logic of its own. | call this alternative, non-State political
arrangement the ‘Somaliland Social Covenant’, a form of inter-clan associationalism (or loose
confederation) based around principles of horizontality, intimacy and conditional association,
three concepts that will be detailed at length in the next chapter. Crucially, this Covenant not
only preceded the parallel, and often countervailing, statebuilding process that would
characterise Somaliland from 1997 onwards, but has persevered despite the establishment
of the State, not as its precursor, but as a fundamentally alternative force to the State. As
time has passed, these dual systems have learned to live with each other in a tentative, if
increasingly unstable, balance.

Over the course of this study, | attempt to demonstrate both the bespoke existence
and continued relevance of this Covenantal political arrangement, specifically through
juxtaposing the tripartite logics on which it operates to the three unavoidable constitutive
logics on which all States are based: verticality, alienation and unconditional legitimacy.
Before delving into an introductory explication of these concepts and their constituent parts,
it is necessary to give a brief outline of Somaliland’s history, as well as the way in which this
history has been interpreted up to this point, to demonstrate where this study stands in

relation to existing scholarship.

1.1 A brief history of Somaliland

When the imperial powers carved up the Horn of Africa through conquest, treaty and

warfare, the Somali people—a predominantly transhumant livestock-rearing society
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organised around tight agnatic kinship networks internally and with acephalous and flexible
coexistence between groups—found themselves spread out over five separate sovereign
domains. This included a French-controlled territory that would become Djibouti; an
Ethiopian-dominated area that would ultimately be incorporated as one of its federal regions;
the northernmost sector of Kenya (formerly under British administration), which it remains
to this day; an Italian Somali colony to the south, encompassing present-day Mogadishu, the
current capital of Somalia; and a second British imperial administration known as the
Somaliland Protectorate. It is this British Somaliland Protectorate that would in time become
present-day Somaliland, or the Republic of Somaliland, as its citizens officially label it. Yet this
road from colonised territory to self-contained independent polity proved painfully and
tragically circuitous, and included a 30-year detour as part of a larger Somali union.

This journey began on 26 June 1960, when the protectorate’s inhabitants won
independence from the British, becoming a separate country for five days before being
incorporated into the larger Somali Republic through a voluntary act of union with Italian
Somaliland to the south. This union was intended as the first step in the unification of all five
Somali territories under the umbrella of a single nation-state, ‘Greater Somalia’, a dream born
of pan-Africanism that would never materialise, despite several wars fought in its name,
including the devastating Ogaden War with Ethiopia of 1977-8. Instead, the two polities
forged ahead alone, a three-decade marriage in which the former British entity served as the
junior partner, marginalised within government representation and resource distribution.
This situation became unbearable in the aftermath of the Ogaden War, when the autocratic
regime of General Siad Barre, who rose to power during a coup in 1969, began a campaign of
dispossession, surveillance and suppression specifically targeting the Isaaq, the majority clan
in the north (Africa Watch 1990). In response, resistance sprang up from amongst the
victimised communities, culminating in the formation of the Somali National Movement
(SNM) in 1981. While blossoming from the diaspora, this armed rebel movement eventually
built a popular base by drawing upon the ‘moral economies’ sustained through traditional
authority and clan relations (Bakonyi 2009).

By the end of the decade, with Cold War patronage crumbling and popular resentment
springing up throughout the country, the Barre government became more desperate,
transforming from oppressive to genocidal. Embarking on a campaign of aerial bombardment,

indiscriminate killing and clan militia mobilisation, the Somali State sought not only to crush
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the rebellion, but to decimate the Isaaqg population itself, including by turning neighbouring
clans of the north against each other through a policy of divide-and-rule. In the end, over
100,000 people were killed and half a million more were displaced, while the major cities of
Hargeisa and Burao were reduced to rubble (Ahmed & Green 1999, 119). This brutality was
not enough to save the regime, and by 1991 the General was forced to flee, leaving the capital
of Mogadishu to be fought over by rival southern militias, with the northern clans, reeling
from divisions sowed during the conflict, left to work out a response to the collapsed State
amongst themselves. The Isaag-dominated SNM, seeing themselves as liberators, confronted
neighbouring clans such as the Gadabuursi to the west and Dhulbahante to the east who had
fought on the side of Barre and were seen by some SNM commanders as enemies to be either
neutralised or conquered. At the same time, the SNM was plagued with infighting between
rival factions, while bands of armed youth exploited the lawlessness to engage in banditry
throughout the region (Bradbury, Abokor & Yusuf 2003).

At this moment of rupture, with society poised on the knife-edge of a return to civil
war, events took a turn that few expected. Recognising that a competition for power would
only cause collective destruction, the territories’ customary clan leaders, revived during the
SNM'’s resistance struggle, stepped up amidst the political deadlock and fragmentation to
push for peace (Bradbury 2008, 79; Phillips 2020, 117). From 1991 through 1997, a series of
clan-based reconciliation conferences were held of varying sizes and scopes, which generally
adhered to a pattern of first negotiating pragmatic solutions to immediately pertinent issues,
before pursuing agreement around wider peace-keeping norms and governance issues (Walls
2009). In this, the traditional mediators based their techniques and judgements on customary
principles of justice (xeer), while adapting these tenets to account for issues requiring
solutions of a much larger and more complex scale. As Phillips (2020) and others (see
Bradbury 2008; Eubank 2012 and de Waal 2015) have argued, this process was enabled by
the absence of foreign aid and intervention, which not only obviated short-termist
competition over the spoils of international patronage and war economies, but equally
empowered local actors to determine the trajectory of political dialogue and decision-making.
Phillips (2013) describes this dynamic as productive and liberating in the following terms:

The peace conferences were lengthy, deliberative processes that occurred
according to local norms and rhythms. They were allowed to take as long as was
necessary to reach an outcome satisfactory to those involved. The inherent



fluidity gave participants the time and political space to establish the institutions
they believed were appropriate to the local context, rather than being rushed to
adopt template institutions or hold elections...The process was ad hoc, reactive,
consultative, inclusive, time consuming and, most importantly, was not working
towards a pre-determined institutional outcome. The heavily domestic nature of
the political settlement meant participants’ incentives to find solutions were
overwhelmingly internal, and thus immediate, rather than being responses to
external pressures as was often the case in the south. (78)

Among the most impactful of these events was the Burao Conference of 1991, in
which participating clan and SNM representatives ‘restored relations between the Isaaq [and]
other northern clans’, and concluded by declaring Somaliland’s return to independence, a
response to a popular groundswell of support for exiting Somalia (Bradbury, Abokor & Yusuf
2003, 459). The SNM-dominated provisional government created in Burao proved unable to
cope with internal divisions among major Isaaq factions, however, necessitating a more
central role for prominent clan elders, particularly from non-Isaaqg clans such as the
Gadabuursi, which represented ‘fundamental shifts in the locus of power’ away from armed
groups and towards customary agents of legitimacy and authority (Walls 2009, 386). At the
1993 Borama Conference, hosted and organised by the Gadabuursi in their territorial
heartland, these elders assented to a Peace Charter which solidified many key principles of
clan-based coexistence, including inter-clan forgiveness for past harms; tasking clans with
responsibility for basic security and order in their own territory; prioritising consensus as the
basis of inter-clan decision-making; and preserving traditional leaders as the main channel of
mediation between parties (ibid). A National Charter was also produced, which set out further
guidelines for a nascent State, with the long-time, well-respected Somali statesman

Mohamed Ibrahim Egal chosen as the transitional president.

A dual system was thus instantiated at Borama, of inter-clan association on the one
hand and State administration on the other, which, as | will argue below, most observers (both
foreign and local) have interpreted as two stages, involving a transition from the former to
the latter. From 1993 to 2001, these various stakeholders, divided across clan, institution,
ideology and self-interest, underwent a process of sometimes destructive but ultimately
productive evolution, in which contests over ownership of communal assets and resources
(such as ports and airports), power-sharing arrangements, the relationship between the

‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ spheres of governance and law, were all worked out, at least
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provisionally (Moe 2011; Renders & Terlinden 2010). President Egal, through coalition-
building, coercion, co-optation, and patronage, sought to mould these conditional and
temporary compromises into the basis of a liberal-democratic State (Balthasar 2013). In this
he partially succeeded, orchestrating the 1997 Hargeisa Conference so as to consolidate his
desired presidential system, with a strong executive and clan-balanced parliament, something
that would be officially endorsed by the Somaliland people through a popular referendum on
the constitution in 2001 (Phillips 2020, 121). At the same time, the foundations of clan-based
associationalism lived on, not only integrated into the formal State system, in the form of the
House of Elders (Guurti) made up of many of Somaliland’s ‘founding fathers’, but also through
everyday informal practices of conflict resolution, local self-governance and inter-group
negotiation that served to buttress formal State proceedings (ibid, 125).

The subsequent history of Somaliland’s State, which, as this study argues, is only one
part of the story, has attracted much international attention, and for good reason. Beginning
with municipal elections in 2002, Somaliland has, to date, conducted three local elections,
two parliamentary elections, and three presidential elections, of which the latter, on two
occasions, involved the relatively smooth transfer of power of the Head of State, a rarity in
the often fractious region. While institutions of administration and service delivery have been
slow to develop, and corruption and patronage continue to characterise many important
governance functions, the Somaliland government has overseen a period of relative peace,
security and political openness, in stark contrast to many of its neighbours in the region and
on the continent as a whole (Pham 2012). In this, Somaliland has drawn disproportionately
from homegrown resources, such as taxes, diaspora remittances and funding from prominent
local businessmen (Eubank 2012). As a result, the terrorism, piracy, insurgency and predation
that has plagued neighbouring Somalia (i.e. the rump State to the south formerly colonised
by the Italians) has largely been absent within Somaliland territory.

Alongside this growing consolidation of internal authority, the Somaliland State has
incrementally established considerable external legitimacy, despite falling short of
international recognition as an independent sovereign entity. Through a process of
‘engagement without recognition’, the Somaliland government has leveraged both its
strategic location and its role in maintaining regional stability and security to extract
diplomatic concessions and developmental support from governments in the West, the

Middle East and Asia, as well as from neighbouring governments such as Ethiopia and Kenya
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(Pegg 2019, 427). As of 2016, this included a potentially transformational agreement between
Somaliland and Emirati logistics giant DP World over refurbishment of Somaliland’s Berbera
port, moves which have attracted the attention of global powers such as the US and Russia,
for whom Somaliland might serve as an important regional trade and military-logistical hub
(Ahmed & Stepputat 2019). For many average Somalilanders, these changes augur well for
their ultimate goal of becoming a full-fledged, recognised country, a privilege they hope will
make accessible international financial flows, participation in international organisations and
greater freedom to travel for work, study and health (Clapham et al. 2011, 10-12; various
interviews).

For other observers, however, this fixation on recognition and formal statehood
misses the unintentional beneficial consequences of Somaliland’s liminal status between the
diplomatically formal and informal. Indeed, it has been argued that Somaliland may have
stumbled into the perfect mix of engagement without the undue burdens and temptations
that come with full integration into the global system, including international debt and
reliance on aid, thereby precluding Somaliland State dependence on external benefactors and
facilitating State-society mutual dependency that has helped the polity succeed up to now
(Richards & Smith 2015; Johnson & Smaker 2014; Eubank 2012). Moreover, for those who see
the future prospect of recognition as compelling Somaliland society to mould its politics into
something recognisably governable—of incentivising Somaliland to ‘act like a State’—the
country’s liminal status has equally served the beneficial purpose of disciplining politics in the
direction of democratic and effective ends, rather than the predatory ends of politicians in
neighbouring Somalia, for whom unearned international legitimacy has promoted
unaccountability and predation (Richards 2014). The material impact of this ‘performance of
Statehood’ is generally evidenced by certain ‘trappings of statehood,” such as the issuance of
bespoke currency and passports, as well as nationalisation of the armed forces and many

bureaucratic functions (Wilson 2018; Chutel 2021).

1.2 Contending with Somaliland: the existing literature

These historical broad strokes have served as the canonical foundations upon which
the literature on Somaliland—whether historical, anthropological or political science—has
been built, and | do not intend to challenge these insights. Instead, what this study provides

is an attempt to disentangle the interpretation of these events from their roots in the

8



peacebuilding and statebuilding literature, offering an alternative perspective on what
Somalilanders have created. In this section, | argue that statebuilding and peacebuilding
scholarship, while employing the Somaliland case to produce many relevant, incisive critiques
and lessons, has unintentionally served to narrow the scope through which the Somaliland
experiment has thus far been understood (Phillips 2020, 6-20). In framing the Somaliland
experiment in relation to peacebuilding and statebuilding projects elsewhere, including by
demonstrating how unlike the other cases this experiment was—including how indigenous,
indeterminate and endogenous its origins—Somaliland’s inter-clan association has become
inflected with peacebuilding’s focus on the transitional nature of its arrangements, and
statebuilding’s focus on the State as the only viable endpoint, both of which obscure an
understanding of the enduring and distinct nature of this clan association.

To substantiate this claim, it is worth dealing here one-by-one with the main prevailing
interpretations of why Somaliland is such an outlier, and why it was so successful in
consolidating peace and stability after State collapse and large-scale conflict. | group these
standard interpretations into three categories: the sequential explanation, the indigeneity
explanation, and the elite compact explanation. All three operate on a set of shared
assumptions that cut across them all, including the influence of a lack of international
interference, the resulting local ownership over political developments, and the availability
of a traditional leadership stratum still legitimate and independent enough to shape
outcomes. At the same time, each theory places a different emphasis on ways in which these
factors matter, as well as their perceived impacts in shaping subsequent developments.

The sequential explanation takes the view that ‘Somaliland’s trajectory [can] be neatly
divided into different phases of peace building and state building, with the former preceding
the latter’ (Balthasar 2014, 10). In this evolutionary reading, Somaliland’s success is attributed
to its consolidation of peace as laying the groundwork for a State to be built upon, thereby
reversing the de facto liberal peacebuilding model, in which reviving core State functions are
often prioritised in the absence of stable peace, thereby distorting efforts at achieving peace
(Herbert 2014, 9). Ingiriis (2021) sums up this position, writing: ‘Somaliland pursued a
peacebuilding project while Somalia insisted on statebuilding project [sic] before anything
else. Peacebuilding in Somaliland led to statebuilding, while statebuilding in southern Somalia
has yet to contribute to peacebuilding’ (5). Such suggestions of progressive maturation are

not always so explicit, at times reflecting more subtle assumptions that clan-based consensus-
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building flowered into, and gave way to, formal State politics (albeit with certain traditional
elements integrated into it), as can be seen in this account from Kaplan (2008): ‘Between 1991
and 1996, interclan dialogue went on despite conflicts and interruptions, eventually yielding
the broadly legitimate government that has delivered security and growing prosperity since
1996’ (148). Whatever the form, such accounts are notable for treating Somaliland’s
grassroots, consensus-based politics and inter-clan agreements not as distinct forms of
political association in their own right, but instead primarily as precursors or seeds of the
State institutions that will overtake them.

Despite capturing certain developments, this approach simplifies a much more
complex, disjointed and indeterminate situation. Somaliland’s development, as Balthasar
(2014) puts it, is ‘much less linear in reality’ (10). In particular, while this developmentalist
telos posits the rise of State institutions as the logical next step following the establishment
of peace, this is not how all local stakeholders involved viewed things. According to one
account of deliberations regarding the transition to constitutional statehood:

Some Somalilanders therefore argued that it was unnecessary to change a system
which had worked for twelve years...For many people the peace and stability
enjoyed during this period had provided the bedrock for reconstruction and was
more important than efficient government...They were circumspect about the
implications of changing from a system based on consensus decision-making to
one of hierarchical authority based on majority rule. (Bradbury, Abokor & Yusuf
2003, 464)

As these observations make clear, certain political actors not only failed to see a need to
transition beyond existing inter-clan associational relations, but even believed that State
institutions might counteract and undermine the achievements of the current system. So,
while President Egal and the political class that succeeded him did manage to establish
statehood as the hegemonic aspiration of the Somaliland majority, this did not mean that
clan-based associationalism was absorbed or superseded. In fact, as this study will show, it
lives on, often in coordination with the State, but at times directly challenging and offsetting
it.

A second explanation foregrounds the extent to which indigenous institutions and
norms were integrated into Somaliland’s political development, in both the process (the
peacebuilding and statebuilding) and the product (the resulting State). As Richards (2014)

argues, ‘without the inclusion of this traditional element from the beginning of [Somaliland’s
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rebuilding] process, the territory would not exhibit the level of peace and stability that exists
today’ (14). This uncontroversial analysis points to the trustworthiness, authority and
mediation experience that clan elders lent to Somaliland’s negotiations regarding a peaceful
future, which helped to not only facilitate often long and uncertain dialogue, but also
legitimise often painful compromises and risky political changes, such as militia
demobilisation and resource nationalisation (Richards 2014; Schwoebel 2018). As with
‘hybridity’ theory more generally, this approach argues neither that such indigenous
legitimisation is automatic, nor that it entails a complete disavowal of imported governance
systems (such as the Westernised State form), but that it involves ‘heterogeneous processes
of bargaining, accommodation and cooperation between a range of different actors’, both
formal and informal, in which such flexibility and plurality tend to produce a type of State that
is more ‘tailored’ to local cultures and expectations (Moe 2011, 152; Renders & Terlinden
2010; Richards 2014, 14). Indeed, Somaliland’s type of State is one defined by its very
‘hybridity’, in which, through the formal integration of the Guurti into the administrative
structure, ‘the clan and clan governance is entwined throughout the institutions and the
practices of the state,” with the former backstopping the ‘modern’ executive, legislative and
judicial systems through acting as advisor, mediator and unifying force (Richards 2015, 11).
This approach, despite usefully highlighting the plurality of institutions and norms,
ultimately conceives of these dual systems reconciling into a single order, through a process
which Richards (2014) calls ‘the institutionalisation of the traditional’ (123). For her, this
amalgamation vyields a largely constructive balance, ‘a compromise...between clan
governance and modern democracy’, ‘a hybrid government’ that is ‘a product of
reconciliation between “old” traditional structures and the “new” democratic structures and
practices’ (13). Renders (2007), for her part, despite recognising the initial role of traditional
leaders in providing the political impetus towards innovative and dynamic conciliation, see
them as ultimately reduced to tools instrumentalised by State elites for use in legitimising,
substantiating and reproducing their political power, once peace had been consolidated.
Hoehne (2013), on the other hand, argues that the dual systems have settled into a perverse
and mutually-limiting stasis, a ‘crippled hybrid’, ‘in which neither state nor traditional
institutions function really well and in fact negatively influence each other’ (200). What all
these perspectives share, despite their alternatively encouraging or bleak outlooks, is the idea

that the mechanisms through which social relations operated under the clan-based
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associational model no longer hold following the emergence of the State, with traditional
leaders and other conduits of clan-based cooperation being integrated into new roles aimed
at the reproduction of the existing State order, whether inclusively or exploitatively.

This study will not deny the ways in which traditional institutions have been
integrated into the State, whether productive, such as in cooperating towards maintaining
peace, or destructive, such as in helping infuse political party competition with
transactionalism and favouritism. Where it departs from these approaches it that it seeks to
look beyond the spaces and moments where State and clan inevitably intersect, such as the
position of the Guurti, who comprise much of Richards’s analysis, but whose constitutionally-
formalised role axiomatically entails its subsumption within State processes and excesses.
Instead, it will draw attention to the parallel, largely ad hoc and informal, but equally
important, ways in which certain clan representatives have continued to carve out spaces and
moments of independence, not merely using such independence to reflect communal
demands back to the State, but also to, at times, dictate the terms by which the State
operates, in the service of those deemed to be suffering injustice.

A third explanation draws inspiration from the political settlements literature, and
locates Somaliland’s successful transition away from conflict in a political climate highly
conducive to elite collusion. Here, international isolation and traditional leadership are useful
to the extent that they dampened the incentives of elite competition, including aid rentierism,
while also providing a space—the elder-mediated dialogue—where the terms of this elite
class formation could be worked out with minimal miscommunication and suspicion (de Waal
2015; de Waal 2007). As such, within the specific matrix of wealth and power that
characterised Somaliland’s ‘political marketplace’, Somaliland’s clan associationalism, which
to the untrained eye might seem like a novel and innovative political arrangement, was just a
historically fortuitous occasion on which elite self-interest was better served by peace and
order than by war profiteering, given the available options (de Waal 2020, 576): ‘Facing civil
war and the limited scope of particularistic identities, local elites perceived the establishment
of statehood as a way to build up sociopolitical order—even if it regulated and channeled
their own power’ (Debeil et al. 2009, 41). In this view, as Somaliland’s centralised authority
and global economic integration expanded over time, and its power and wealth creation
dynamics shifted in tandem, so too did the place of political power-brokers and mediators

within the system, settling on an ‘oligarchic-corporate’ ‘collusion between business and
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government officials’, with the rest of society outmatched by or inculcated into the
kleptocracy and authoritarianism that this elite alliance encouraged (Elder 2021, 1750).

There is no denying the raw power politics at work in the formation and survival of the
Somaliland experiment, something which even the most optimistic account of the society’s
achievements must contend with. What this study finds lacking within these political
economy approaches, however, is not their prioritisation of power and particular interest as
such, but their preoccupation with certain types of power—those wielded by elites, political
operatives, and State functionaries, whose currency is financial and military—to the
detriment or even exclusion of other, more subtle, forms of social power. As such, while it is
certainly true that the influence of transnational Somali businessmen and the spoils of State
rentierism have created new incentives and opportunities within Somaliland’s political
sphere, and have in many ways transformed ‘peace’ from a laudable achievement into an
instrument of social pacification (Elder 2021), this does not mean that decades-long practices
of clan associationalism—from consensus-based negotiation, to strategic balancing against
power, to norms of reciprocity—have disappeared. In fact, this study will argue that there is
a stickiness to these alternative political arrangements, a fortitude that is itself the product of
certain power dynamics.

Whereas elite-focused theory tends to treat local communities and traditional
mediating bodies as appendages to their associated (State and business) elite, dragged into
battle over elite interests through instrumentalisation, affiliation or coercion, this study will
treat these lower-level actors as multifaceted agents, able to pursue divergent and conflicting
social ends at different times (Harrison 2001). While they may be prone to succumbing to
prevailing political-economic structures on many occasions, they are equally capable of
utilising counter-hegemonic organisational capacities at other moments, to ends not
sanctioned by the established hierarchy. To form a complete picture of relations between
elites and the rest of society, then, one must also take into account the broader social setting
in which Somaliland’s elite compact is forced to operate, including the normative basis of elite
legitimacy, the specificities of reciprocal relations between elites and their constituencies, the
types of social limits placed on elite transgressions, and the salience of various identities,
ideologies and arguments for political mobilisation, to name a few contextually-specific

factors.
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Drawing these strands together, we find three dominant explanations for the
achievements of the Somaliland experiment that contain much to learn from, but which miss
crucial elements of the picture. Given the way in which the study of Somaliland has been so
ensconced in discourses surrounding peacebuilding and statebuilding from the beginning—
whether challenging statebuilding’s Western, liberal, one-size-fits-all normative foundations,
or challenging those critiques themselves—it is no surprise that the existing scholarship has
produced analyses in which the State is the ultimate reference point. While other institutions,
norms and dynamics are acknowledged, they are generally viewed in light of how they relate
to State governance, whether by strengthening or weakening the State, colluding with or
mediating State interests, etc. This study, however, explores the possibility that all the
political activity that buzzes around, niggles at, confounds, diverts and frustrates the plans of
the State and its associated elites do not just represent unassimilated remainders of the State.
Through recognising that these activities have a logic of their own, one that cuts across the
logics of the State, a new understanding of what the Somaliland experiment is—i.e. how it

operates—can be reached.

1.3 The Somaliland Social Covenant: the proposed alternative

Sarah Philips, in When There Was No Aid (2020), provides the first comprehensive
attempt to understand present-day Somaliland independent of the statebuilding paradigm,
developing an approach that looks at social dynamics beyond institutions, both formal and
informal. For Phillips, the fact that Somaliland’s inhabitants were socialised into certain
ideologies, epistemologies and norms for peaceful coexistence prior to, or in the absence of,
a functional State, has shaped the very relationship between the emerging State and the
society around it, including the types of meanings and functions ascribed to the former by the
latter. In particular, she highlights Somalilanders’ direct experiences of State violence and
post-collapse disorder, as well as their indirect observations of neighbouring Somalia’s
devastating internecine conflict, as cautionary tales that produce agreement in the political
community about keeping social antagonisms within largely peaceful and stable bounds:
‘Lacking strong coercive power, the ability of Somaliland’s institutions to manage violence is
contingent upon widespread fears about the re-emergence of violence as a result of that very
weakness’ (104). In other words, in this view, the primary guarantor of order is not the State,

but rather society, who, recognising State weakness and fearful of the negative consequences
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of this weakness, mobilised to fill the void. Such an approach, in contradistinction to the three
explanations provided above, allows space for the active initiative of the non-State to come
into view, rather than treating it as ultimately an appendage of a burgeoning State.

The richness of Phillips’s analysis thus comes from its treatment of Somaliland’s
political agents as historicised entities, actors whose understandings and perceptions are
influenced by more than iron-clad laws of self-interest, custom or developmental destiny, but
also from the lessons they learned from lived reality over the passage of time. However, while
constructed norms serve as the space where this politics is interpellated, power relations are
by no means ignored. Indeed, key to the Somalilander collective narrative is a keen self-
understanding of the overriding inter-clan balance of power on which their peace was forged,
and how important its maintenance is to the fragile peace, as well as, accordingly, how its
destabilisation risks a return to war. As Phillips explains it, ‘Somaliland’s political system rests
on an underlying acknowledgement that the complete exclusion of any politically significant
clan/subclan group will undermine the stability of the political system and make violence
more likely. This resonates with the broader risk of one clan group becoming empowered to
violently dominate others’ (105).

My study seeks to build on the intellectual pathways Phillips has cleared, taking many
of its insights to heart. In particular, | see the balance of clan power, and its implications for
inclusive plurality, as a material starting point for any subsequent understanding of
Somaliland politics, with or without the State. Indeed, where proponents of the State have
tended, from Hobbes onwards, to see the decentralisation of power as a recipe for chaos and
destruction, the Somaliland case shows that, through the agency, will and innovation of social
actors, a relative equality of power in the absence of a paternalistic Leviathan can in fact
provide the foundations for peace, peace of a different kind to that on offer from the State.
This is because, as Phillips touches upon and | expand in more systematic fashion, while a
patchwork of power bases can, under certain conditions, promote pluralistic competition in
a way that a strong State might suppress, it equally cultivates other latent tendencies, which,
if seized upon, can promote cooperation.

The three tendencies that this study detects from its analysis of the Somaliland case
study are those of horizontality, intimacy and conditional association. ‘Horizontality’ speaks
to the participatory inclusion and lack of domination suggested by Phillips, in which the

relative equality in power relations amongst Somaliland’s major constituent parts has
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incentivised these parties to engage directly with each other on matters of political
importance. This contrasts with the hierarchical, stratified social relations of the State, in
which political interaction is funnelled through various administrative layers and
manufactured vertical divisions between State and society. In other words, unlike with the
State, where power is concentrated centrally and social actors are granted license to
participate in politics through the permission of this central agent, within Somaliland society,
each social actor (in this case clan grouping) retains its power, cashing in on that power for a
seat at the decision-making table.

‘Conditional association’ refers to the nature of legitimate authority and decision-
making resulting from this pluralistic organisation of power and politics. Unlike the State
model, in which political actors are bound to unconditionally obey the political and legal edicts
prevailing in the State territory they inhabit, within the Somaliland inter-clan associational
model, the legitimacy of a decision or regulation requires the active consent of all parties to
their stipulations. In such a consensual model, not just particular political decisions but the
entire political system is open to constant negotiation, with participating parties (i.e. clans)
claiming the right to dissolve the political arrangement if their conditions of participation are
not met.

Lastly, with ‘intimacy’, we find a particular way that social actors relate to their power.
Rather than experiencing power as an external force intervening from outside to shape local
political dynamics, communities relating to each other through a politics of intimacy draw
upon the latent social power embedded in intercommunal relations—such as shared stakes
in peace and cohesion, established moral economies of obligation, mechanisms of social
sanction and the like—to directly sway political outcomes. Unlike State governance, in which
politics is mediated by the interests and influence of national and local elites, whose power is
independent of their immediate context, within the politics of intimacy, there is no gap
between those possessing agency and power on the one hand, and those experiencing their
consequences on the other.

This study furthermore aligns with Phillips’ reckoning with ‘the constitutive
relationship between war and peace’ in Somaliland (4). Like her approach, it sees the peaceful
relative balance of power that Somaliland has generally enjoyed as something perpetually
kept alive through the background threat of a return to conflict and disorder. In other words,

peace is not a steady state; it is not a stable order achieved once a period of conflict has been
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graduated out of. Instead, the terms of peace are constantly renegotiated through new
potential crises and their eventual resolution. Finally, and relatedly, this study follows Phillips
in granting the normative realm partial independence from the structures of power, rather
than seeing individual decision-making as ultimately determined by the circuits of wealth and
power that structure society. While wealth and power are crucial, they ultimately are filtered
through a society of historically-constituted agents with various perceptions of the possible
and the socially acceptable, and with diverse commitments to multiple sources of authority
and obligation. The analytical conclusion one can draw from this is the need to pay attention
to a broader range of social power beyond that emanating from wealth and power exclusively.

At the same time, this study offers an alternative understanding of the political
dynamics of the Somaliland experiment in two core respects. First, it puts forth a more
expansive model of the impact of the inter-clan social consensus than Phillips does. For her,
this consensus mostly has a negative (i.e. prohibitive) dimension, constraining both
destabilising confrontation and, to a lesser extent, excesses of power, due to a societal
vigilance against the vagaries of internecine conflict. This study, on the other hand, seeks to
equally demonstrate the positive (i.e. generative) dimensions of the social consensus,
demonstrating the ways that horizontality, intimacy and conditional association not only limit
power’s destructive force, but equally provide conditions of possibility from which power can
productively and inclusively be channelled towards communally-beneficial ends. It is for this
reason that | treat the social consensus identified by Phillips not simply as a contextually-
specific normative hegemony that provides a particular shape to State-society relations, but
as an entire political system in its own right, that not only keeps State and social agency within
manageable bounds, but generates entirely new forms of agency and subjectivity that
precede (and run in parallel to) the State-society bifurcation itself.

In other words, the Somaliland narrative that Phillips highlights is based around a
cautionary tale of the dangers of unfettered self-interest; but this is not the only story that
Somalilanders tell themselves. Another normative consequence of the society’s self-initiated
post-conflict reconstruction is an almost dogmatic belief in their power to change their
collective circumstances, to draw from their internal reserves of social potential to change
their circumstances for the better. This optimism, encountered in the vast majority of
interviews conducted for this research (despite often pessimistic views of the present), is

encapsulated in the remarks of one young activist:
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I think the concept of being the miracle, the oasis for democracy and peace in the
Horn, lies mainly in our success of getting here...[Somalia] couldn't achieve [what
we have] with the repeated help of foreign powers. On the other hand,
Somaliland, with little help, through our cultural and traditional ways, we [have
reached a higher level]. So | think the miracle lies in the process...It's not perfect,
as is [the case] with democracies around the world. They're always a work in
progress. (Interview #200)

Therefore, as will be described in the next chapter, beyond the politics of fear that
structures the ‘peace at all costs’ mentality is a politics of trust and reciprocity that derives
from the shared stake that Somaliland’s clans have in the political experiment, a result of their
collective participation in (re)building their home together. This shared stake constitutes a
certain type of political subjectivity, that of the clan stakeholder, who has earned the right to
have their grievances heard and respected, on account of their previous investment and
sacrifice in the collective project. In essence, beyond Somaliland as a mutual defence compact
is Somaliland as a consensual political arena governed by certain principles for answering the
fundamental political question of how to live with difference while respecting such difference
(and the autonomy it entails). Whereas the State seeks to depoliticise difference by either
submerging it within an imposed unity (homogenisation or assimilation), or by containing it
in silos and away from decision-making (multiculturalism), Somaliland’s inter-clan
associationalism utilises shared stakes and collective security to bind the polity’s distinct,
separate clan agents together, while allowing them to retain their autonomy and power.

This leads to the second analytical departure made by my study. Phillips” work, for its
part, presents a largely symbiotic, co-constitutive relationship between the State and the
inter-clan consensus, in which ‘institutions may help produce order but only in so far as they
are simultaneously products of it’ (7). While not denying the partial truth of institutions and
social relations dialectically shaping each other’s development, | instead see the underlying
logics of the State and of clan associationalism as fundamentally at odds with each other. The
State, | argue, however flexible and syncretised its institutions, and whatever regime type it
hosts, cannot escape from certain fundamental tendencies, namely its verticality (in which
power is dispensed from on high), its alienation (its abstraction of agency and self-
determination from social actors themselves) and its unconditional legitimacy (its reliance on
command as a decision-making tool). Somaliland’s clan associationalism, however, relies on

completely alternative tendencies: inter-clan balance of power in the absence of a dominant
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power (horizontality), the localisation of political negotiation to the concerned communities
(intimacy), and consensus-based decision-making (conditional participation).

So qualitatively distinct and separate are these dual systems, | argue, that each
deserves to be treated as independent conceptual and ontological entity, with the State
opposed to what | classify as a ‘Social Covenant’. The term ‘covenant’ has been chosen as a
deliberate alternative to the more commonly used related concept of the ‘social contract’,
which, as will be argued in Chapter 2, has come to be associated with a binding relationship
between a preordained State and society. Following Kaplan (2014), as opposed to the social
contract’s ‘vertical state-society relationship’, a social covenant involves ‘horizontal society-
society dynamics’, in which ‘the major groups within a society come together and agree on a
new framework and vision for cooperation’ (3). While historical examples of covenants are
rare and idiosyncratic, three identifying features can be gleaned from the scholarship: (1)
rather than evolving slowly, covenants emerge at times of crisis, when a singular group finds
itself amidst a hostile world; (2) covenants are not primarily formalisations or expressions of
pre-existing national identity, but are given meaning by a shared historical journey or mission
originating from the time of crisis; and, (3) unlike the social contract, covenants do not bind a
pre-existing people to a government system, but involves a multitude making itself into a
people in the first place (Akenson 1992; Sacks 2009, 106-10).

The distinction between contract and covenant is granted its greatest theoretical
explication in the work of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, for whom the State, and the social contract
that establishes it, are subsidiary to the establishment of a moral community (‘the us-
together’), in which the ‘rules, relationships, morality and vision’ of the society are to be based
(Sacks 2009, 106-108). In this, the State is a ‘necessary evil’, which any well-founded society
must impose on itself to limit mutually agreed-upon infractions against common mores, but
which can only contribute to maintaining order in the presence of a more fundamental social
covenant that encourages collective coexistence, through supplying the ‘the values we share
and the ideals that inspire us to work together for the sake of the common good’ (ibid, 108-
110). For Sacks, the covenant is an alternative and precursor to matters of power and politics,
and such profane but necessary affairs of human governance instead fall under the remit of
the social contract.

I, on the other hand, see Somaliland’s Social Covenant precisely as a particular

configuration of power and politics, albeit one that, as we shall see, produces spaces of refuge
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from political and power-based alienation. In other words, as will be argued, the Somaliland
Social Covenant is not a pre-political precursor to the State’s social contract, but a fully-
fledged system of political organisation with its own strengths and weaknesses when
considered in relation to the State form. What the Somaliland Social Covenant does precede,
however, is any ideological abstractions that might divide society into separate allegiances.
While Somalilanders of different clans, political persuasions and social status might take
different positions on the matter of the independence and legitimacy of Somaliland—with
peripheral, non-Isaagq clans often feeling ambivalent or hostile to the polity’s separation from
Somalia—all clans within Somaliland, Isaag and non-Isaaq alike, have shown a willingness to
participate in multilateral negotiations aimed at governing relations between communities
on a horizontal level.

As with similar cases, the Somaliland Social Covenant emerged through contingent
historical circumstances, and was sculpted in ways that reflected the particular needs of the
parties involved. Here, the Covenant emerged from the reconciliation conferences of the
1990s, which, as outlined above, involved Somaliland’s social actors fabricating practical,
culturally legitimate solutions to end conflict and promote peace. Through agreements to
consecrate clan self-governance over their respective territorial heartlands, promote power-
sharing in all governance arrangements, return looted property, forgive past war crimes,
desist from intercommunal violence, demobilise in public places and engage in mutual
defence against outside aggression (APD 2008, 52-3), Somaliland’s stakeholders put in place
a principled framework of inter-clan relations that not only helped protect against the worst,
but contained mechanisms for dealing with issues of justice, from (group) inequality and
resource-sharing to interpersonal harm and cultural offense.

The State that was constitutionally ratified in 2001 and subsequently institutionally
fleshed out, | argue, did not develop logically out of, but instead imposed itself upon, this
Social Covenant. While it is true that the State would not have survived or been legitimised
without clan associationalism providing a stable and cooperative ground on which to grow,
no sooner did the State become functional and its inherently vertical, unconditional and
alienating tendencies kick into gear, that it began preying on its host. As such, the Social
Covenant did not disappear or get swallowed up by the emergence of the State, but instead,
as this research’s case studies will show, was forced to adapt to this manufactured intrusion,

at times appropriating the State for its ends, at other times serving as its subordinate
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appendage, and in other cases actively resisting it, depending on the issue at hand and the
relative power relations between systems at any one time. While at times over the course of
the polity’s history these dual systems have coexisted in relative balance, their fit has
increasingly been inharmonious, given the ability of Statist elite to appropriate global
commerce and international military and developmental support to buttress its power, at the
expense of the previous inter-clan balance of power on which the Covenant relies.

To summarise, the dynamics of inter-clan association that previous authors have
considered a precursor, accessory, burden or complement to the Somaliland State can be
better viewed as a distinct, self-contained and self-reproducing political system operating in
uncomfortable parallel to that State, something the rest of the study will seek to demonstrate.
The basis for claiming this distinction is in the fundamentally discrete and incompatible
political logics that define the Covenant and the State, respectively: horizontality, intimacy
and conditional association on the one hand, and verticality, alienation and unconditional
legitimacy on the other. In what follows, | will describe the methodology | have used to
analytically isolate and differentiate these parallel logics, and to trace their interaction, which
has involved the selection of representative case studies drawn from stand-out political
controversies within Somaliland’s contemporary politics, tracing how various segments of

Somaliland society responded to these events.

1.4 Methodology

1.4.1 Epistemological Framing

This research project's genesis can be traced to revelations experienced during five
years living and working in Somaliland as a practitioner. During stints seconded to
Somaliland's Ministries of Foreign Affairs and National Development, as well as coordinating
a land study throughout the country's six official regions, | was exposed to the everyday
functionality of a political system that confounded assumptions regarding how a society
maintains stable and peaceful order. It was not that society provided a survivalist safety net
to compensate for a weakened State, nor that traditional authorities inculcated an obedient
and disciplined populace through patronage and fealty—indeed, if anything, stability
operated amongst a people defiant in the face of authority, prone to stirring up political
controversy, intolerant of restrictions of freedom of expression, and impatient to translate
their hard-won freedom into a much-improved life through their own volition. Instead, what
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| witnessed was a myriad of subtle manoeuvres, cues and exchanges between various corners
of society, informal means of reciprocity, redress and contestation that went far beyond the
realm of traditional xeer, but equally flew under the radar of the formalised customary
institutions so well known amongst academics. Indeed, it seemed the entire ebb and flow of
political life was being contracted out to a diffuse network of interconnected khat chewing
sessions, clan assemblies, late-afternoon tea gatherings and media appearances, perpetuated
by actors sporting hats other than those they wore during the day. It seemed not so much
that the State behaved differently in Somaliland, but that the very conceit of the State as the
primary agent or focal point had gotten things the wrong way around.

While the predominant reaction to these elusive dynamics is to attribute them to one
or another version of a ‘shadow state’ (Cheeseman 2021), with patronage networks,
protection rackets, rentierist cliques or oligopolies pulling the strings behind the scenes, this
interpretation, in my estimation, fails to do justice to a system much more dynamic,
multifaceted, hopeful and democratically-inspired than that depicted by the likes of Chabal &
Daloz (1999) or Bayart (1993). An introduction to the Decolonial literature at the outset of
this research project helped reconfigure my epistemological horizons, rendering visible the
ways in which knowledge production on African polities was already implicated in myriad
analytical obfuscations deployed to render societies ‘legible’ and governable within Western
systems of ordering (Go 2013; Bhambra 2014; Manchanda 2017; Bakonyi 2018). One common
obfuscation—that positive social change follows a fixed, stadial progression towards the
inevitable end of the State (the developmentalist telos) (Tansel 2015; Sabaratnam 2013;
Berman 1998, 307)—has been particularly potent in the Somaliland context, burying the
uniqueness of the Social Covenant in diagnoses that it represented merely a pre-State stage.
In becoming aware of the normative biases that this position entailed, as well as the biases in
the proposition that only a strong, centralised State can ward off societal collapse (the ‘failed
state’ cautionary tale—see Gruffydd Jones [2008] and Niang [2018], 111-15 for critical
appraisals), the possibility of treating Somaliland’s clan associationalism as a non-State,
Covenantal political force in its own right became much clearer.

With this in mind, the design of the project, from research conception to fieldwork
and analysis, aimed to pare down, as much as possible, an understanding of the Somaliland
project to its bare bones, absent deductively theorised institutions, causal relations or

subjects, and then build it up again out of the interpretations and insights provided by the
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interviewees. More constructively, postcolonial/decolonial theory draws attention to the
specificities of political order formation outside of the (former) imperial core, including the
particular kinds of political subjectivity this engenders—that which is not fully captured within
the categories, livelihood patterns and ideological formations appropriate to a European
context (Hammer & White 2018; Jabri 2013). In contexts where oppression often takes a more
naked and brutal form than the biopolitical hegemony experienced within Western
modernity, and where collective independence is often experienced as a dream deferred,
perspectives on the State as the guarantor of security and of the vehicle for communal
empowerment entail completely different calculations (Go 2013; Jabri 2013). In other words,
how postcolonial subjects (and their identities, interests and meanings) relate to their
compatriots and the State is fundamentally different from the relation of subjects in the West,
not as a result of ontological alterity, but because of their different standpoints within larger
power structures—thus requiring bespoke, grounded forms of understanding.

To foster the analytical openness and flexibility necessary to capture Somaliland’s
specific politically salient features, without collapsing them into conventional forms, my
research was conducted through an analytical framework of historical sociology. While
historical sociological analysis comes in many forms, they coalesce around a shared
imperative (some more successfully than others) to eschew generalisable, context-
independent laws and patterns of social cause and effect, in favour of context-specific
understandings of the historicised, constantly evolving ‘fields of action’” in which actors
operate (Lawson 2016, 113-16). As such, history intervenes between structure and agent to
capture the dynamic, dialectical relationship between the two, in which each continuously
contributes to the partial constitution of the other (Teschke & Cemgil 2014; Hobson, Lawson
& Rosenberg 2010). This approach serves to apprehend the situated relationality between
agents, such that the function an agent plays in a social structure is not determined by their
fixed position within institutions or classes, but by the social actions they take in relation to
other acting agents at a given moment in time, with social change generated by the
contradictions these interrelating actions produce (Teschke & Cemgil 2014). An openness to
unexpected political outcomes is thus maintained, as ‘how contradictions unfold remains
indeterminate’ (ibid, 12).

This approach aligns well with a research project that seeks to demonstrate the way

in which the local agency of Somalilanders defied expectations and structural inertia to
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channel precarious power balances into the basis of a rare Social Covenant, through taking
advantage of opportunities within the field of action. Furthermore, as Bhambra (2014)
conception of ‘connected sociologies’” demonstrates, historical sociology, in offering the
analytical prerequisites for prioritising relational thinking over categorical and axiomatic
reasoning, has proven adaptable to the postcolonial/decolonial turn, through the way in
which it upholds ontological multiplicity, neither subsuming subaltern societies into
hegemonic Western political logics nor treating subaltern and Western societies as mutually
distinct (as in the case of methodological nationalism). Instead, ‘alternative’ histories are
integrated into an understanding of the social whole through treating them in tandem, and
tension, with ‘ideal-types’” such as the State, highlighting their divergences and
interconnections without collapsing such new conceptualisations into those preconceived
(281-3). This chimes with Cooper’s approach to African history, which calls for ‘constantly
shifting the scale of analysis from the most spatially specific...to the most spatially
diffuse...and examin[ing] the originality and power of political thought by what it
appropriated and transformed from its entire range of influences and connections’ (Cooper
1994, 1539). Such a framework proved highly appropriate, given this study’s aim of identifying
and isolating the Social Covenant as a distinct sociological phenomenon separate from,

although interconnected to, the Somaliland State.

1.4.2 Case Selection

Within historical sociology, social processes offer a particularly revealing insight into
the dynamics of society, because, rather than centring predetermined units of analysis and
social properties, they offer a glimpse into the assemblage of relative actors and discourses
that cohere around socio-political activity at a particular (‘singular’) moment in time (Lawson
2016, 111). Methodologically, this entails tracing ‘temporally specific assemblages’ as they
evolve, and then retroactively discerning the patterns and causal chains that account for such
social change as it moves from beginning to end. Constructing such a processual narrative
enables actors to be viewed not as static entities with fixed motives and perspectives, but as
relational ‘entities-in-motion that are made in and through time’, modifying their actions in
response to changes in both the structural ‘field of action” and the contingent manoeuvres of
other actors (Lawson 2016, 113-16). In this way, rather than deducing the ‘logical’ actions that

the average traditional leader might take in the face of macro-level structural configurations
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of power and wealth, for example, this approach enables the researcher to detect the
unexpected and reflexive ways that actors respond to the singularity of historical events that
engulf them at a particular moment, thereby providing an inductive measure of their
historicised, rather than categorical, role in political developments (Knafo 2017).

My study utilises processual narratives, but approaches them with a twist. Rather than
focusing on revolutionary moments or tectonic shifts, | examine events that are much more
commonplace: the political controversies that occupy Somaliland’s collective attention at any
particular moment. For this, | drew inspiration from Comaroff & Comaroff’s (2016) analysis of
crime in South Africa, which utilised contemporary moral panics and episodes of cultural-
political sensationalism as the social text through which to interpret the political dynamics
and social structures underpinning the phenomenon of crime, to convincing effect. With this
in mind, my study builds case studies out from highly politicised controversies selected upon
the following criteria: that the issue, however localised its immediate pertinence, (1)
captivated the attention of a national audience; (2) was not a mere blip on the societal radar,
but remained a discussion topic for at least two months; (3) related not to a general theme
(such as elections or press freedom) but to specific contextual struggles; (4) elicited strong
and competing opinions from different camps (thus signifying political flashpoints); and (5)
spoke to recurrent themes within Somaliland politics (such as power-sharing and resource
conflict) rather than being a one-off phenomenon. In order to locate and test possible
candidates, | observed public discourse ethnographically and monitored news media across
the country on a daily basis, in order to ensure that the issue was spoken about both within
and outside the capital for a sustained period.

Building sociological histories out of episodes deemed politically salient by the local
population itself (i.e. worthy of becoming the ‘talk of the town’) holds several distinct
advantages for constructing a picture of society that is inductive, locally-led, and anti-
foundationalist. Using a metric of ‘what the Somaliland collective consciousness finds
politically pertinent’ as grounds for case selection not only promoted significant local
participation in the selection process, but also allows for the research focus to be one step
removed from institutional affiliations or initiatives, as would not be the case if | traced certain
institutionalised processes (such as elections) or a specific class of predetermined actors (such
as traditional authorities). As such, this approach goes some way in contending with the

difficulty of attempting to detect political processes whose impetus originated from outside
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the State, in an environment where the State has cast its shadow over all political issues, even
if in reality it only intervenes as one actor amongst many. At the same time, while the
representative nature of three episodic events for the entire political system could be met
with credible scepticism, | have sought to minimise this potential gap between the particular
and the general by both ensuring, via Criterion 5, that each specific episode cut across
recurring themes, as well as demonstrating the sizeable array of actors and expenditures of

political energy each case consumed.

1.4.3 Data Collection Methods: Interviews and Political Ethnographic Immersion

In the end, my methodological focus on historical process-tracing and interpretivism
led to the adoption of a mixed methods approach, centred around multi-purpose interviews
combined with an immersive element. This was made possible by a lengthy (full-year) period
residing in Somaliland, providing opportunities to maximise exposure to political
conversations and gossip as they unfolded in real time. Regarding interviews, in contexts like
Somaliland, where formal records are scarce and the media’s factual accuracy is unreliable
(Ali 2018), oral histories serve a dual purpose: not only do they offer perspectival
understandings and interpretations of events, but they provide the bulk of the primary source
material making up the record of events (Shopes 2011, 452). Interviews thus constituted the
core of the fieldwork, and provided the bulk of this study’s source material. In total, |
conducted 299 formal interviews, the vast majority of which involved a single interviewee,
but at times entailed small groups of related individuals (such as a group of elders from the
same community).

The discussions were conducted either on my own or with the support of a research
assistant, who translated, depending on the interviewee’s comfort with speaking English. The
research assistant, Abdifatah Ahmed Jama, a recent university graduate recommended by a
former academic colleague, demonstrated a keen understanding of the project (and served
as source of interpretive accountability in his own right), which was reflected in his
translations and identification of potential interviewees. | have been studying the Somali
language on and off since 2012, and more intensely in advance of the fieldwork, to the point
of being fairly comfortable in my listening and reading skills, although much less capable in
speaking and writing. Over the course of the fieldwork, | developed a substantial enough

familiarity with the parlance to be able to understand the back-and-forth between the
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research assistant and the interviewee(s), to the point that we could skip any on-the-spot
translation.

One set of interviewees were selected for their proximity to the political action. At
first, this meant a general involvement in, or exposure to, formal and informal governance
processes, but over time, once the three cases were identified, came to mean a closeness to
the events, whether through an insider’s insight or an affiliational interest. This included
current and former members of the cabinet, parliamentarians, official clan representatives
(Guurti members and caagils), informal clan representatives, politically engaged youth,
intellectuals, civil society representatives and businesspeople. This group was generally
selected through identification via public notoriety, snowball sampling and recommendation
from networks, common techniques when conducting research in Somaliland, where
‘networks are so important and vibrant’ and where ‘vouchsafing’ provides immense social
capital (Rader 2016, 21-22). Another set of interviewees represented those without any
specific relation to the core themes, and were chosen to grasp, as much as possible, the
diffusion of these events into wider society, including how the events were interpreted from
the outside. This generally included civil servants, students, academics, local activists,
professionals and members of the diaspora. This more randomised sampling of interviewees
came about through accessibility and opportunity, with efforts to diversify distribution by age,
gender, education and profession.

The methodological blend of historical process-tracing and interpretivist
contextualisation called for an ‘in-depth’ interview approach, that combined the goal of
determining and corroborating chains of events, while granting participants the opportunity
to share the meanings and theoretical understandings they have of these events (Johnson &
Rowlands 2012, 100). The interviews were almost solely open-ended, with the goal of gaining
‘entry into the issues, concerns, and stories that motivate, compel, and capture the lives of
others’, but with follow-up questions that brought the discussion back to the identification of
causal inferences and to agreements/dissonances with the emerging theoretical assumptions
up to that point (Martin 2013, 119). As noted above, the nature of media in Somaliland, which
concentrates on exchanges of opinions over investigative journalism, offered little support in
independently verifying factual developments, as did the records of external agencies such as
the UN, International Crisis Group or similar organisations, as the specific episodes covered

in the cases generally went under their radar. As such, the accounts of historical
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developments presented in the case studies must be caveated by the allowance for error and
discrepancy that comes with pluralistic readings of events (including the order of episodes
and causal relationships), though | tried to minimise this through the triangulation and
verification of purported stories across a vast array of ‘in-the-know’ individuals.

The immersive element was inspired by the political ethnography pioneered by James
Scott, in which immersion within a political community serves as a way to not only ground
knowledge on a community within its broader contextual intricacies, but also to ‘glean the
meanings that the people under study attribute to their social and political reality’ (Schatz
2009, 5; see also Scott 2013). A political ethnographic sensibility is, as Gledhill (2009) argues,
especially useful in unpicking the complexities and tensions within power dynamics, as,
‘through appropriately contextualized and situated analysis, we may find resistance with
significant implications in places where we did not expect to find it and in forms that we did
not expect either’ (28). While participant observation, the principal method associated with
political ethnography, was not used in this study to directly generate data—in other words,
personal interpretations and accounts of directly witnessed events are not a crucial
component of the collected material—it did serve as a backstop and guide throughout the
course of the field research component. Questions of what actors and themes to focus on,
how to interpret events and interviews, how to triangulate viewpoints and how to understand
the standpoints of interviewees were all constantly being informed through an iterative
process of (re)contextualisation and (re)sensitisation, in order to keep the field research

continually grounded, to as much extent as possible for an outsider.

1.4.4 Interviewee selection process: Limitations and trade-offs in representation of voices

The interview selection process faced a number of limiting conditions that balanced
against and circumscribed the desire for representational breadth and depth. First was the
study’s geographic restrictions, with the vast majority of the field research was restricted to
the capital city of Hargeisa. This Hargeisa-centric bias has been noted and critiqued in many
studies of Somaliland (Rader 2016; Hoehne 2015) as a common limitation, a result of strict
travel advice emanating from academic home countries and the logistical and financial
obstacles to travel. The capital, while containing a representative mix of elites from all clan
communities, is disproportionately populated by the majority Isaaq clan, and skews towards

higher standards of living, economic activity, pro-Somaliland sentiment and general proximity
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to State functionality. Such gravitational pull to the centre also intensified the focus on the
urban over the rural, although such divide is not very pronounced in Somaliland, where
individuals from nomadic herders and traditional leaders to students, businesspeople and civil
servants migrate extensively between these two worlds, creating diversified, hybridised rural-
urban livelihoods, settlement patterns and networks (Malkowsky et al. 2022).

| attempted to overcome this bias through ensuring that each of the case studies
concerned a different region, and was lucky enough to travel to the western city of Borama,
the heartland of (non-Isaaq) Gadabuursi settlement, for two weeks of intense fieldwork. The
other non-Hargeisa based case study concerned El Af-weyn and its surrounding areas, located
in the region of Sanaag to the east, the site of off-and-on conflict throughout the course of
the fieldwork period. This immanent risk greatly reduced accessibility, while the UK’s strict
travel warning, and my insurance provider’s strict adherence to this guidance, made visits
anywhere to the east of Somaliland’s central cities of Hargeisa and Berbera prohibitive—a
considerably more restrictive approach than Somaliland researchers faced even a few years
prior. For the El Af-weyn case study, | was thus left to meet with representatives and affiliates
of the community either residing in or passing through the capital. For a general sense the
country’s social landscape, | was able to rely on my previous experience traveling throughout
the country on the land study of 2015, when | had the opportunity to visit El Af-weyn.

A second representational limitation regards demographic diversity, particularly when
it comes to gender and economic class. As | describe more fully in Chapter 7 (7.4.1), present-
day Somaliland society contains numerous forms of deeply-engrained forms of exclusion,
marginalisation and subordination against women and the poor, through both its Statist and
Covenantal power dynamics. These same hierarchies and exclusions are reproduced
throughout the field research environment, impacting issues of accessibility, visibility and
voice, to the extent that the space of knowledge production informing understandings of
Somaliland’s political process are generally shaped by (elite and educated) men (Dini 2009;
Kapteijns & Ali 1999, 1-7). During my field research, this uneven social field was perpetuated
through the interviewee identification process, with networks, referrals (snowball samplings),
vouchsafing and media-based identification of relevant voices all operating on the basis of
male- and elite-dominated discursive and relational dynamics. This is not to say that a diverse

array of genders and livelihood brackets were not influentially involved in shaping the political
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issues under analysis, but merely that one has to dig much deeper to identify their
involvement (ibid).

Rather than develop a methodological approach that might transcend or upend these
representational biases, my work only went so far as mitigate against some of their excesses
through including a baseline number of female voices within each of the various stories. In
the end, what was produced only went so far as to gesture to the fact that this male-
dominated story does not capture the entire picture, instead of comprehensively doing the
work of identifying and presenting such an alternative narrative on an equal footing. Such an
alternative narrative is indeed necessary for any complete picture of the Somaliland political
context, as well as the place of the Social Covenant within it, but | have left this element as
something to be fleshed out in future research. It should be noted, however, that while what
is presented is primarily a study told by men about men, this does not mean that it pertains
only to men and their political needs and agency. Given the fact that this thesis focuses on
the mediating forces within Somaliland politics, and given the fact that both men and women
invest these mediating forces with trust, support and legitimacy at certain pivotal moments
(even while potentially, at a more abstract level, aspiring to transcend the inherent maleness
of these institutions eventually), what emerges through the study of the Somaliland Social
Covenant is an understanding of social powers and inter-relational logics that all social actors
might potentially utilise in pursuing their socio-political goals, even if access to this mode of
influence intensifies and decreases based upon the distinct stratifications within society, with
gender, class and generation being three of the most salient variables at play.

This relates to a third representational limitation of the study: the sizable proportion
of the interviewee list who claim authority in one or another domain of social life, whether
traditional, religious, governmental, financial or otherwise. As described above, while
extensive engagement with those actively involved with the decision-making processes (both
formal and informal) were vital to gain both an insider’s understanding of historical events
and a participant’s perspective on the various social relations at play, such focus on influential
actors equally risks promulgating elite-driven narratives, especially when it comes to making
analytical judgements regarding the broader popular legitimacy and representativeness of
those making such interventions (von Soest 2022; Badache 2022). However, in a context such
as Somaliland, linking certain forms of authority (particularly the ‘traditional’ or cultural’) with

elite status can be misleading, and we need to be careful not to conflate the two. As Fumanti
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(2004) notes, elites are a very diverse category and take on different meanings in different
contexts, with Somaliland offering an interesting example of the considerable decoupling of
traditional authority from other forms of power and interest (see also Morse 2019). For
example—and this is something which my distinction between the Statist and Covenantal
models of power throughout the thesis will itself seek to prove—many of the elders |
interviewed, while bestowed with a right involve themselves with conflict-related matters,
and while serving as a focal point for addressing daily intra-sub-clan disputes, were otherwise
granted no advantages within society, and in fact commanding very little access to wealth-
generation or political influence within increasingly State-based forms of politics (Interview
#59; Interview #156). As such, treating traditional leaders and other visible figures as a
monolithic category inherently linked to set, unified class (or occupational) interests can serve
to muddle the necessarily multivalent nature of such roles, an institutionalist bias which this
study’s process-oriented analytical framework itself seeks to overcome.

Ultimately, this study sought to prove, rather than presume, links between
contextually-specific sites of political contestation—which are inevitably restricted in terms
of who is granted a seat at the table—and wider social grievances and interests of
communities. This required speaking to actors beyond those directly invested with power, to
understand the extent to which authority was actively granted, consented to and endorsed
by the otherwise powerless to various mediating agents, whether traditional leaders or other
political figures. As evidence of this authorisation, or extension, of power from communities
to mediating agents (what elsewhere might be referred to as elites), | looked to both the
interpretations of non-‘elite’ actors representation (youth, women and other community
figures) to such claims, as well as to the quotidial ways in which ‘elite’ and non-‘elite’ social
actors cooperated, coordinated and amplified each other through their practices. In other
words, rather than taking for granted that the space of elder-led politics provides an
alternative source of power for Somaliland’s communities, | attempt to demonstrate these
communities’ own active turn towards elder-led politics as a means to empower themselves,
through their statements in support of traditional leader interventions, as well as their mass
mobilisations and coordination with elders in the service of collective, clan-based interests,
while at the same time holding to account these leaders, through delegitimisation or
disobedience, at moments where collective interests are abandoned. That said, given the

limitations of this study, the extent to which these ‘alternative voices’ were called upon,

31



especially in proportion to the voices of more prominent figures, could only go so far, and will
require further study—such as field visits out to the rural communities impacted by these

national events—to truly grapple with the intricacies of the ‘elite’/non-‘elite’ relationship.

1.4.5 Analysis Process: Some Epistemological Considerations

As will be apparent, this study exhibits what might be considered a trusting partiality
towards the interpretations provided by the actors, in which, along the spectrum between
taking their stories at face value and complete cynicism over motives, | lean more towards
the former. Despite sharing the general caution around qualitative interviews as open to bias,
selectivity and distortion, especially as they relate to political issues which actors have a direct
stake in, | have nevertheless sought to treat oral accounts as the primary evidentiary and
confirmational basis on which to construct my theories, while taking measures to improve the
potential for accuracy (Bleich & Pekkanen 2013). These measures include extensive number
of interviews, the selection of individuals from all sides of the political divides and the mixture
of affiliated and non-affiliated interviewees, the combination of which has allowed me a
sufficiently high degree of intensity and directional coherence to the representativeness of
the quotations and citations provided. To communicate this representativeness to the reader,
| have listed multiple references that confirm a quotation where appropriate and possible,
and, in rare situations in which | give a single interviewee a ‘good-faith’ reading without
corroboration, | qualify the account by indicating its ‘reported’ or ‘believed’ nature.

That said, these precautions are indeed only partial and limited, and, for those who
take a sceptical view of interpretive license, might prove unsatisfactory. The value placed on
insights offered by the subjective analysis of social actors represents an epistemological claim,
one which, in foregrounding the ‘political meaning’ that targeted individuals impute to their
actions, takes their ‘moral agency’ seriously, something which a long history of Eurocentrism
in the academy has often failed to afford formerly colonised communities such as those in
Somaliland (even if most of the scholars described above have proven exceptional in this
regard) (Sabaratnam 2017, 42). Indeed, within Western scholarship, where oral expression is
‘depreciated, undervalued, made invisible,” communicated histories and indigenous analyses
of events are saddled with a prohibitively high burden of proof, something which my more

accommodating disposition seeks to correct (Solano & Rappaport 2011, 127). For me, as an
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outside guest of the Somaliland community, cultivating Somalilander agency in the research
involved treating, with as much genuine attention as possible, these communities not as
sources of ‘raw data’ to be ‘mined’, but as agents in the generation and explication of the
theoretical model (Nhemachena, Mlambo & Kaundjua 2016). This disposition in my research
was aided by the previous bonds | had formed with many of those interviewed for this study,
as well as the personal gratitude | feel for Somaliland society as a source of home, friendship,
education, purpose and humbling for over a decade.

This is not to deny the impact of the author in the interpretative process, as the very
added value of scholarly research—the collation by researchers of disparate material and
ideational phenomena for the deliberate expansion of societal understanding—also accounts
for its shortcomings, the inevitable translational distortions produced by those (situated,
particular) researchers (Chakrabarty 2000, 6). The best one can do is to maintain a self-
reflexivity and deploy a flexible, transparent epistemological framework best able to transmit
rather than repurpose the interpretations and insights of one’s research subjects. To borrow
from Rader (2016), my objective is similarly to ‘offer the interpretations | have made within
the landscape of meanings and understandings that Somalis have of themselves — to put my
interpretations of interpretations amongst others of that kind’” (16). Holding my
interpretations accountable to those of Somalilanders meant adopting an iterative, inductive
approach to the fieldwork. A continuous year of fieldwork in Somaliland offered the
opportunity to repeatedly test and refine emerging themes amongst both subsequent
interviewees and informal interlocutors, while also having the opportunity to present and
receive feedback on preliminary findings to a dozen self-organised local intellectuals on 16
February 2019, as well as a public audience at the Hargeysa Cultural Centre on 14 August
20109.

| am also aware that, in covering well-trodden ground and drawing novel conclusions
from it—positing an entire coherent political system beyond the State—I risk accusations of
overextending the license afforded to theoretical innovation. With that in mind, and against
accusations of positivism, reductionism or romanticism, | hope that my careful treatment of
the source material, especially the contextual complexity offered in my accounts of the three
case studies, will at least show that the systematic and perspicuous simplifications entailed in
building a theory of the Social Covenant do not come at the expense of considerations of the

diversity, intricacy, murkiness and at times banality of Somaliland’s politics. Ultimately, | felt
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like this project’s ambitions were manageable because the research was preceded by five
years of acclimatising myself to this complexity, coming to understand certain patterns and
other rules of the game without any project of seeking to understand it academically, and
only after building on these inclinations through the intentional project of which this thesis is

the culmination.

1.4.6 Ethical considerations

Research ethics, as a set of principles and practical safeguards, concerns both the
intentional protection of those who might be harmed by the carrying out of the research, as
well as a commitment to guarantee the scholarly integrity of research material and outputs,
including its handling, presentation, accuracy and conclusions (Israel & Hay 2006). In my
study’s case, the most palpable ethical consideration to manage involved the collection and
presentation of source material of a highly politically charged nature. Interviewees were
generally candid in their remarks, and often went out of their way to express their desire to
be identified as the source of their statements, even though the pre-interview consent
statement, spoken out before any recording took place and contingent upon orally expressed
permission, made clear that all quotations would be anonymised. Despite the drawback that
failing to attribute certain insights to specific individuals might deny them their chance have
their perspective identifiably shared to a wider audience, this had to be weighed against an
increasingly constrained atmosphere for information-gathering, especially among members
of government.

While all Somaliland presidents have exhibited a willingness to jail journalists and
opposition figures who cross certain shifting lines of acceptability, President Bihi’s more
commanding style of leadership had a noticeable chilling effect on disclosure, a trend that
appeared to build over the course of the study. For this reason, it seemed safe to avoid any
attribution of quotations across the board, so as to limit the potentially harmful effects of
having someone say things that they were fine with sharing at the time, but might not feel as
comfortable with by the time the study came out. Nevertheless, | avoided targeting potential
interviewees from vulnerable backgrounds, relying on the work of those with more direct
sensitivity training on approaching such communities. Beyond that, due care was taken to
protect the security of recordings, including using trusted individuals to serve as translators

and transcribers, and avoiding sharing as much identifying material as possible with the latter,
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through anonymisation at all stages of the data storage process. Above all else, the vast
majority of interviews focused on political opinions, something much less controversial in the
Somaliland context than sensitive or secretive material.

An additional consideration involved the balancing of my position as a researcher,
committed to prioritising the substance of my theoretical argument above all else, and my
position as someone indirectly intervening into questions of Somaliland’s statehood, an issue
with political ramifications that touch the livelihoods of all Somalilanders. More than
anything, this involved ensuring that | did not betray my interviewees, for the lion’s share of
whom the expectation was that my research would support their quest for international
recognition. | became personally involved in this quest during the fieldwork after taking up
employment within Somaliland’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, a place | had worked previously.
This was originally intended as an option for ethnographic observation, but which, failing that,
mostly served as a place to chat informally about developing political gossip, while remaining
largely separate from my academic research process. When it comes to furthering my
interviewees’ and colleagues’ ambitions for statehood, | believe this study does not let them
down, even if the arguments of my study seem counterintuitive in relation to that task. To
say that Somaliland is much more than its State is not to discount its state-worthiness, or to
delegitimise the democratically-elected representatives of the people, but instead to show
that Somaliland is founded on much more substantial and deeply-rooted footing than many
of its contemporaries across the continent, an achievement that the international community
would do well to preserve at all costs.

While recognition of Somaliland would not solve all its problems, and might indeed
accelerate the erosion of the Social Covenant, this option remains preferable to the
alternatives: to keep Somaliland chained to Somalia will only choke the life out of and punish
Somaliland in the long term, while allowing it to remain in limbo will give its people little to
inspire to, in a world where international connectivity is unavoidable. This study simply
concludes with a recommendation that both the Somaliland people and the international
community embrace the Social Covenant, see it as feature of Somaliland’s hydra-headed
political make-up that makes it special as a nation-State, rather than something to cast off in
the name of an unadulterated ‘ideal’ vision of the State. It explores the possibility that
Somaliland’s best path forward, as it teeters on the edge of certain potential crises of

leadership, representation, equality and inclusivity, is to see the Social Covenant as part of
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the solution, a balancing force to the excesses of the State to be amended to better attune it

to changing circumstances, rather than part of the problem.

1.5 Chapter Overview

Having thus far laid out an argument for treating Somaliland’s clan associationalism as
a distinct political arrangement (the Social Covenant), in Chapter 2 | take a step back and offer
a theoretical mapping of how African Politics has addressed issues of ‘otherness’ when
conceptualising the State form. | employ anarchist theory to demonstrate how State power
compels local contextual environs to contort and conform to its logics—those of verticality,
alienation and unconditional legitimacy—thereby rendering attempts to ‘Africanise’ the State
through hybridisation or localisation unsatisfactory. The chapter goes on to explore
theoretical tendencies that strive for alternatives to the African State, particularly those that
harken back to precolonial forms, seek refuge within ‘ungoverned’ enclaves, or occupy
structural positions outside the orbit of hegemonic power. It argues that, for all these various
options’ incisiveness and sophistication, any true alternative to the State form must account
for relations of power that fundamentally diverge from the above-mentioned Statist logics.
Drawing again from anarchist theory, it suggests alternative pathways towards a coherent,
stable, peaceful and well-functioning society can be found in power structures that promote
horizontal relationality, participatory democracy and non-coercive association.

Chapter 3 offers up the Somaliland Social Covenant as a particular, historically-
situated manifestation of these anarchist alternatives. It begins by tracing the Covenant’s
origins and the particular conditions of possibility that allowed it to emerge where other
similar conflict-affected polities have remained gripped by disorder. Building on the existing
Somaliland literature and newly-collected accounts, the analysis first homes in on the
particular power dynamics—including rupture and relative power balance—that set the stage
for the Covenantal system to emerge. It proceeds by exploring how Somaliland’s peace
negotiators seized this political opening to reconfigure inter-clan relations along logics of
horizontality, intimacy and conditional association, using techniques familiar to anarchist
theory, such as voluntary association, confederation and the like. It aims to leave the reader
with a blueprint—an analytical heuristic—of the basic moving parts of the Covenantal
structure, while temporarily placing the Covenant’s gaps, contradictions, real-world

variations and shortcomings on the backburner.

36



These complexities are picked up in the next three chapters, which consist of three
case studies, which each tackle separate political controversies bubbling to the surface of
Somaliland popular consciousness during my fieldwork period (even if their origins preceded
the research). | attend to these cases, which cover regional power-sharing disputes, rural land
conflict, and the limits of State power vis-a-vis the individual citizen, through an approach that
applies a historical sociological reading to unusually commonplace events. In particular, this
entailed questioning participants and observers of these events to gather three types of
information, corresponding to the ‘structure-history-agency’ trifecta of historical sociology
(Hobson, Lawson & Rosenberg 2010): (1) interpretations of the social structures and power
dynamics that shaped the events; (2) perspectival records of the various twists and turns to
the story as it unfolded over time; and (3) descriptions of the motives of the actors involved,
either directly related (for participants) or speculatively imparted (for observers). The
purpose of these case studies is to gauge the persistence of the Social Covenant into the
present, a period where the State’s strength has begun to prove formidable, while also
teasing out evidence of the incongruence and incompatibility of the Covenantal and Statist
logics.

The concluding two chapters reposition the Somaliland Social Covenant within the
relevant debates introduced early in the study, namely those regarding the African State and
its various (postcolonial/decolonial and anarchist) alternatives. In comparing the present-day
performance of Covenantal logics, situated as they are alongside parallel State logics, to the
blueprint approximation set out in Chapter 2 (the Covenant ‘in a vacuum’), | seek to derive
lessons regarding the possibilities and limitations of thinking of an African political community
(and even a political community in general) beyond the State. Whether or not readers find
the Somaliland Social Covenant a desirable model, and whether or not they are convinced of
the prospect of thinking beyond the State in the first place, the detailed explication of certain
non-State logics in a real-world setting—whether horizontality, intimacy or conditional
association—will hopefully provide inspiration to those attempting to develop novel, more
fulfilling ways for individuals and groups to interrelate to each other within often

demoralising, predatory and oppressive social environs.
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Background

The African State and its Alternatives

With the imposition of colonial rule, much of the African continent underwent a
drastic, destabilising realignment. While the exact nature of this transformation varied from
place to place, all involved the subsumption of diverse populations under regimes of
regulated exploitation, commodification and civilisational transformation (Cooper 2002).
Though situated at diverse starting points, and pulled in numerous directions, the multitude
of indigenous societies making up Africa eventually came to coalesce, by the time of their
independence, around the singular overarching governance model of the State. This doesn’t
mean that political horizons were reducible to the State form—as Getachew (2020)
illuminates, many anti-colonial nationalist movements viewed sovereign statehood more a
springboard to broader federalist solidarity than as an end-goal in its own right. However,
while in no way a teleological inevitability, the sovereign State has, as a result of historical
exigencies, come to serve as the unassailable reference point for most of political life in Africa
(and elsewhere), even amongst those seeking out alternatives (Niang 2018, 112).

The triumph of the State form as hegemonic has paradoxically coincided with a
growing ambivalence regarding its capacity to bring about progressive change to African lives
(Moe & Stepputat 2018). Long gone are the heady days of modernist, developmental statism
that characterised the immediate postcolonial period in Africa (Young 2004, 30), during which
centralised governance and unidirectional leadership were seen as capable of uniting a
malleable population behind a single (national) identity and purpose, and of utilising
sovereign control over resources and territory to catalyse socioeconomic transformation
(Bakonyi 2015, 247). Instead, hollowed out by great power dependency, structural
adjustment and personalistic regimes, African States have increasingly suffered from a retreat
into rentierism and self-preservation, while scaling back their responsibilities over social
welfare (Young 2004; Schmidt 2013). Furthermore, thanks to globalisation’s twin pulls of
transnationalisation and social atomisation, States have seen their room for manoeuvre over
domestic policy and foreign affairs substantially reduced (Ali 2015; Abrahamsen & Williams

2007).
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Yet the spectre of the State continues to haunt the imaginations of Africa’s political
reformers, despite its increasing incongruence with reality—more through ‘structural inertia’
than as an ideological commitment (Englebert 2009, 2). As a result, the line between
statebuilding and crisis management has become increasingly blurred—a reality not too far
removed from Agamben’s notion of a ‘permanent state of exception’ (Agamben 2005). For
example, during the post-9/11 securitisation turn, what began with a faith in external nation-
building eventually descended into a more modest focus on remote counter-terrorism
through the build-up of loyal local security actors (Andersson 2019; Hagmann 2016). In this,
‘hybrid interventions’ and ‘kinetic counterinsurgency operations’ have seen their original goal
of peace traded for that of mere pacification, in which liberal interventionism’s outward
projection of strategic coherence has masked a more ‘reflexive’, reactive and erratic
adaptation to changing local circumstances (Moe, 2016; Moe, 2018; Chandler 2010). At the
same time, while the notion of a unitary sovereign actor has increasingly been abandoned in
practice, deference to the sanctity of the State as the only viable and legitimate form of
governance remains as strong as ever. Even in places such as Somalia, where even the capital
is governed by a mix of foreign troops, public officials, insurgent groups and militias,
diplomatic politics continues to be performed as if commonplace State logics such as
‘sovereignty’, ‘territorial integrity’, ‘national unity’ and territorial fixity were operational
(Arman 2021, 246; Bakonyi 2015, 260).

This broad-brush, bird’s-eye picture should not blind us to the diversity of State forms
on the continent, however. Taking the Horn as an example, we find even within this small
sample everything from Somaliland’s quasi-statist liberal democracy to Eritrea’s pariah
military-authoritarian regime, and from Ethiopia’s extremely centralised ethno-nationalist
federalism to the comparatively decentralised clan-based federalism of Somalia, with the
Djiboutian city-state, a patchwork of ports and foreign military bases, rounding off this motley
group. Indeed, the way that State evolution transpires under the influence of international
pressures is rarely predictable (Hameiri & Jones 2017; Tansel 2015). Rather than a
straightforward interplay of contest and accommodation between the ‘international’ and the
‘local’, statebuilding within Africa emerges out of the complex interaction of a constellation
of forces, entailing everything from a society’s specific historical trajectory—including its

precolonial governance legacies and specific colonial arrangements—to its particular place
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within the global economic architecture, from value chains to regional economic blocs (Go &
Lawson 2017).

Making sense of this muddled picture has not been easy, especially for those
dedicated to correcting ‘the failure by the postcolonial state to deliver material benefits and
freedom to the ordinary people’ (Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013a, 86). It is no surprise, then, that a
wide array of approaches has been proffered towards this corrective aim, from reformist
institutional strengthening to the complete abandonment of the State form, in favour of
communitarian alternatives. This chapter begins by investigating these various options, first
interrogating their relationship to the fundamental diversity-vs.-unity problematic, and then
dividing them into four main theoretical strands. Following that, an argument will be put forth
that, despite these approaches’ differences, they share a dependence on certain underlying
logics of power that characterise all forms of State, namely verticality (a top-down
relationship between rulers and ruled); alienation (the abstraction of agency from its local
sources to the sovereign authority); and unconditional legitimacy (the incontestability of the
legal order). Anarchist theory will be used to draw out these Statist logics, and, in the final
section, to sketch out what their alternative might look like. By the end of the chapter, the
stage will be set for Chapter 3 to explore of the Somaliland Social Covenant, an example of
political association whose composition, | argue, embodies its own particular set of non-State

logics.

2.1 Framing the Analysis: tensions at the heart of the African political project

The pursuit of statebuilding in Africa, as an exercise in bringing a diverse, fluid
multitude of societies under a single governance umbrella (Berman 1998), has been haunted
since its inception by the arguably elusive goal of establishing a stable and constructive
balance between unity and difference. Where nationalist transformation was seen to take
priority over socio-cultural plurality and minority rights, one-party States frequently
positioned themselves as supreme, unchallenged authorities; and where ethnicity became
the organising principle of political life, ‘institutionalised division” has generally prevented the
development of any sense of common purpose (Cooper 1994, 1543-44; Ndlovu-Gatsheni
2013b, 89; Selassie 2003, 85; Bakonyi 2015). On the one hand, this could be said of any
modern society, with the tension between the singular and the universal serving as the central

theme in much of modern Western thought — from Rousseau’s Social Contract, which
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attempts to articulate a notion of the ‘general will’ that stands in for a population’s various
particular wills without negating them, to modern-day liberal multiculturalism, where
tolerance and intercultural exchange seek to intertwine people separated across tightknit
ethno-cultural communities. On the other hand, within modern African politics, this
particular-general conundrum takes on a distinct, and seemingly more pronounced,
pertinence, especially as intrastate violence and conflict within several post-Cold War African
polities have come to define their political landscape.

Africa’s legacy of colonialism goes a long way to explaining its distinctive
circumstances, especially with regard to the continuing political salience of difference. Not
only did Africa’s late, and highly fettered, start to the statebuilding process mean that it has
been afforded less time and space for warfare and capitalist expansion to exert their
homogenising nationalist effects, as well as their domestication of plurality (Thies 2007), but
it was also forced to embark on this journey under conditions where communal divisions were
exceptionally institutionalised. As the scholarship of Mamdani (1996), Ranger (2012) and Ake
(1993), among many others, illuminates, ethnicity, religion and race were appropriated by the
colonising powers as tools of governmentality, codifying and hardening identity as markers of
hierarchy and communal boundaries. Berman (1998) summarises this process as follows: the
colonial ‘state delineated the strategic contexts in which ethnicity was or was not salient, and
moulded the choices of political actors with regard to both the ascriptive markers of ethnicity
and the organizational forms in which it was expressed. This shaped, in turn, the scope of
ethnic politics, its relationship with other social cleavages and the complex interaction of
ethnic identities and interest’ (313). While multiplicity was exploited by outsiders as a means
of ‘divide and rule’ (Morrock 1973), it also served as a reservoir of anti-colonial mobilisation,
in which local actors turned to identities beneath and beyond the territorial State colony to
frame their resistance (Cooper 1994).

At independence, the State assumed a sphinx-like character — it was both the
readymade political vehicle for the continuation of anti-colonial liberation and redemptive
nation-building, and a force of coercive assimilationism, in which command-oriented
modernisation largely strove to subsume ethnic and cultural particularity under collective
projects (Mkandawire 2005; Campbell 1999). In this environment, the politicisation of ethnic
identity proved hard to shake, and instead became the path of least resistance for the

postcolonial elite to build bases of support. Through kinship-based patronage and the
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instrumentalisation of affective association, inter-elite competition, whether electoral or
intraparty, accentuated intercommunal division and exclusionary predation (Bayart 1993, 51;
Berman 1998). At the same time, as State influence began to wane in the aftermath of
externally-promoted neoliberal reforms and internal shocks to political economies, inter-
communal antagonisms, now competing over more meagre and concentrated sources of
wealth extraction, became increasingly zero-sum and destructive, leading to both increased
privatisation of power, and, as a consequence, an erasure of ‘the earlier post-colonial state's
claim to unencumbered hegemony’ (Young 2004, 43; Mbembe 2001). For a number of African
countries, the endpoint of this trajectory was civil war or prolonged insurgency, leading many
Africanist observers to call into question whether difference in Africa could be managed at
all, or whether the personalisation, neopatrimonial parcellation and ethno-religious
fragmentation of the nation-State were indelible features of the continent (Kaplan 1994;
Herbst 2014; Chabal & Daloz 1999).

In sum, how the African State’s many heterogeneous communal parts can best relate
to the national whole remains an open question. Through the co-optation of community
leaders into spoils politics, and through reliance on external, legalistic sources of sovereign
legitimacy and territorial jurisdiction, facsimiles of national unity were purchased on the
cheap, rather than forged substantially through broad-based inclusion (Englebert 2009;
Herbst 1996). Moreover, once the State’s resources and capacity for unconditional foreign
patronage began to dry up at the end of the 1980s, these precarious, unstable sources of
coherent order became tenuous, and the temporarily repressed social differences, as well as
the inequalities that exacerbated them, came to the surface with a vengeance, creating a
‘terminal’ crisis in State legitimacy (Allen 1999; Fearon 2009, 362). For Doornbos (2002), what
this historical statebuilding pattern showed was nothing less than ‘a lack of fit between
political forces and social structures’ in Africa (807), a conundrum which the following

approaches to social transformation have sought to remedy.

2.2 The Future of the African State: responses to the particularity-generality
tension within African politics scholarship

How one interprets the false dawn of African statebuilding goes a long way in
determining their position on the way forward. Among those who see the historical

underperformance of the African State as the product of past policy mistakes and the
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messiness of practical politics, faith is generally placed in reformist trial-and-error within the
singularly viable confines of the institutionalised State. For those who connect this
underperformance to the inflexibility of State institutions in the face of local practices and
norms, the solution lies in institutional pluralism. At the same time, among perspectives that
see this reformist faith as naive, and local resistance to externally-imposed institutional
designs as inescapable, two alternative options present themselves: either accepting the
existing African State for what it is (seeing functionality in its flaws), or dispensing with the
State altogether, in favour of indigenously-appropriate governance models. | classify the
former, reformist path as the institutionalist approach, and the latter as the endogenous

constitution approach, and use the rest of this section to present their arguments.

2.2.1 Institutionalist approaches

Institutionalists, while sharing a view that a nation-State’s social, economic and
political performance ultimately flows from its institutional make-up (Lemay-Hébert 2009, 23-
4), come in two main forms. First, there are those for whom political change on the African
continent is most fruitfully brought about through deliberate modifications to the
opportunities and constraints that familiar State institutions allow (Cheeseman 2018;
Acemoglu & Robinson 2010). In this view, standard liberal tenets, such as elections, formal
courts and bureaucratic administration, are not inherently ineffectual or corruptible when
applied to existing African social arrangements, but have the power to productively shape the
choices and incentives of influential actors, so long as the ‘rules of the game’ are structured
to promote conciliation, cooperation and constructiveness, rather than division and
predation (Cheeseman 2018, 76-98; Rothchild 1997, 19-20). In the influential work of Robert
Bates, for instance, political order is generated through the emergence of an institutional
equilibrium in which it makes sense for rulers to coercively extract productive wealth rather
than prey upon existing wealth, with political reform determining how rulers relate to
constituencies and the country’s endowed resources in making those calculations (Bates
2008, 5).

When it comes to managing plurality, whether in terms of multiple, competing elite
factions or a diversity of identity groups, just as ill-advised reforms such as premature political
liberalisation can provoke intercommunal rivalry and violence, so too can inclusive and ‘rule-

following’ apparatuses of governance facilitate peaceful means for mediating disputes (Klaas
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2018; Khan 2018). For example, for Branch & Cheeseman (2009), where liberal
democratisation in Africa is seen as an inescapable good, ‘the key challenge becomes one of
creating institutional mechanisms that can reduce the potential for intergroup conflict as the
process of democratization unfolds, a challenge which necessitates far-reaching
constitutional review’ (24). Such reformist faith should not be seen as necessarily functionalist
or anti-historicist, however; indeed, scholars such as Klaas (2018) and Cheeseman (2018)
readily acknowledge that reforms can create unintended consequences, and are
disproportionately shaped by powerful actors. At the same time, however, the fact that the
vast majority of African social actors invest meaning and energy in State institutions and their
associated political processes compels scholars and policy-makers to foreground institutional
design as the primary terrain of struggle (Cheeseman, Lynch & Willis 2021).

A second strand of institutionalism sees this focus on the content of institutions as
incomplete, because wrongly taking for granted the form they are presumed to take. Amongst
proponents of the ‘local turn’, it is the ubiquity of the liberal, universalist model itself that has
terminally harmed the legitimacy and compatibility of statebuilding efforts within the African
context (Randazzo, 2016: 1351). To correct this, statebuilding must recognise and encourage
institutional plurality, in which imported designs, whether from colonialism, intervention or
normative diffusion, share space alongside long-held, indigenously-propagated norms of
communal life (Boege et al. 2009, 17; Hagmann & Péclard 2010). In other words, the presence
of the ‘two publics’, to borrow terminology from Ekeh (1975), should not be seen as a defect
but an example of the ‘hybridity’ of African political orders, in which monopoly authority is
spread across a wide range of political actors, from customary authorities and religious
institutions to resource-extracting firms and vigilante groups, who engage each other across
‘complex and shifting interrelations and interactions’, both ‘complementary and
contradictory’ (Bagayoko et al. 2016, 6-7). Plurality, in this view, does not merely disaggregate
‘Stateness’ across various institutions, it also, through the performance and negotiation of
local actors, brings new functions and meanings ‘into existence,” altering and reinventing
State forms and functions to fit the ‘tensions’ and ambivalences’ of new contexts (Justin &
Verkoren 2021, 5; Perazzone 2019, 176). Or, as Mulugeta (2020) puts it, ‘State ideas are hence
refracted in the iterative practices and habitus’ of political agents (61).

Prescriptively, the State can manage the plurality of African society by mirroring that

plurality in its institutions, through treating statebuilding as an unpredictable, multilinear
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process of assemblage, rather than a top-down exercise of unidirectional institutional
expansion (Autesserre 2014, 99-107; Albrecht & Moe 2015; Mac Ginty, 2014; Richmond
2006). Embracing ‘the local’, then, through incorporating non-Western concepts of
development, communal forms of agency and customary founts of authority, not only invests
the resulting State with greater legitimacy and ‘sense of ownership’, but ensures that the
political system is more inclusive of local particularity, difference and the multipolar nature
of power (Albrecht 2017; Moe & Geis 2020). However, while local agency is seen as necessary
to make peace and stability ‘resonant’ and ‘sustainable’, it does not follow that the State form
is to be decentred or abandoned. As Richmond (2013) argues, for all its faults, the State
remains ‘necessary for peace’ (395-6), as the centralising, unifying force that ensures that
pluralism and local agency are directed towards collective stability rather than destructive

competition.

2.2.2 Endogenous constitution approaches

Regardless of their differences, the two institutionalist strands share a faith in the
capacity of the African State to fundamentally change for the better. This can be contrasted
with those who view the current condition of the African State as its logical, unavoidable
outcome. For Chabal & Daloz (1999), this is not necessarily a problem, as the prebendalism,
clientelism and identity politics that outside observers decry as representing State
dysfunction, in fact ‘works’ for the Africans subject to this system (15). In this view, one largely
shared with their French contemporary Bayart (1993), the colonial encounter did not
fundamentally reconstitute African politics around imported institutional arrangements, but
instead instigated the local adaptation of existing customary relations in new, nation-sized
forms (Bayart 1993, 154; Young 1999). Behind the ‘vacuous’ and ‘ineffectual’ facade of State
institutions, then, lie pervasive, culturally-legitimised networks of material dependency and
obligation, which, while engendering hierarchies and inequalities of power, equally promote
reciprocity regulated by long-standing patterns of communalism, kinship and paternalism,
adapted and expanded into Africa’s postcolonial modernity (Chabal & Daloz 1999, 14). In this,
the chaos, messiness, ‘irrationality’, ‘superstition” and violence often (unfairly) attributed to
African societies are treated not as evidence of socioeconomic failure and its consequences,
but as expressions of local agency as refracted through the eccentric cultural modes

characterising African societies (Chabal & Daloz 1999, 63; Meagher 2006).
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Ultimately, both Chabal & Daloz and Bayart, while coming at the issue from different
angles, come to see a close overlap between culture and power, in which cultural patterns
(from sources of legitimacy to attitudes on obedience) are inevitably locked up in
neopatrimonialism’s personalised, hierarchical power relations, while such power relations
remain impervious to change, buttressed by general cultural acceptance (Meagher 2006, 591;
Young 1999; Dorman 2009, 13). This perspective is thus haunted by a ‘path dependence’ in
which cohesion cannot be sustained and difference is ultimately unmanageable, as ‘the poor
sedimentation of the post-colonial political order’ creates endless competition that sucks in
both elites and communities through the ‘instrumentalization of chaos’ (Chabal & Daloz 1999,
82). In this pessimistic reading, on a continent where mass politics inevitably swallows up the
State within a multiplicity of ‘private indirect governments’ (Mbembe 2001), intercommunal
relations are doomed to be riven by a sliding scale of orchestrated division and strife, in which
inter-ethnic armed conflict is ‘in effect nothing but the continuation by other means of the
violence of everyday life’ (Chabal & Daloz 1999, 83).

A second response to institutionalism, rather than treating Africa’s ‘otherness’ as
circumscribing its destiny within immutable cultural limits, views this otherness as holding the
key to transcending (colonial) modernity’s downward trajectory. This approach turns the
critique of African modernity on its head, arguing that the imported State is part of the
problem rather than the solution (Niang 2018, 111-17). In gesturing to the comparatively
organic harmony of the precolonial period, as well as violence and oppression that the
colonial rupture imprinted onto all modernising institutions thereafter, we are implored to
pursue a ‘new search for certainty and alternative forms of organization of human life beyond
Westphalian ideas that put the nation-state at the centre of human life’ (Ndlovu-Gatsheni
2013a, 239 Grosfoguel 2011, 13). We are to find these alternative forms not in an atavistic
return to a prelapsarian condition, but rather through reinvigorating indigenous epistemes of
spirituality, ancestral wisdom and counter-hegemonic thought, to serve as the inspiration
upon which to reimagine social development on alternative, culturally-specific terms (Wai
2007; Ayers 2006). Whereas the State and the forces of modernity have ‘drained political
practice of all ethical considerations’, these approaches seek to repair the social fabric,
creating a renewed coevality and convergence between African communities’ inherited
epistemologies and values, on the one hand, and the social relations that govern their

everyday lives on the other (Wamala 2004, 441; Ellis & Ter Haar 2007).
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So long as the structural, temporal and spatial logics that have imprisoned African
societies since the colonial encounter continue to operate hegemonically (Shilliam &
Rutazibwa 2018, 4), these alternatives find themselves relegated to marginal spaces beyond
the reach of the State. At least three sociological sources of indigenous, non-State inspiration
can be identified. First are those that locate transformative political agency in the cracks and
gaps in State structural power, such as urban slums, informal marketplaces and
countercultural communities, where ‘cosmopolitan intermingling’ and ‘continuously
reconfigur[ing] allegiances, languages, and idioms’ unfold in ways that resist everyday
strictures of organised authority (Diouf 2003, 228; Mbembe 2001; Bayat 1997). Second are
those who seek to channel the past in order to retrieve alternative, ancestral ways of life that
predate the State and its vagaries, in order to build upon ‘how the indigenous functions,
negotiates, and relates with nature, and how its processes of socio-economic provisioning
operate’ (Ayers 2006, 155; Wai 2007, 91-3). Finally, there are those who look to liberated
territorial enclaves (such as ‘peripheries’, “frontiers’ or ‘ungoverned spaces’) as ‘regions of
refuge,” whose distance from the reach of the State enables alternative ways of life to
germinate (Scott 2009; Chitonge & Mine 2019; Schatzberg 2015). What such approaches
share is a notion that the mission of African flourishing is one not of progress, but of
reparation, of healing colonial wounds by returning local societies to their natural rhythms
(Shilliam 2015, 21).

When it comes to the predicament of managing difference and cohesion, then, the
primary obstacle is the postcolonial State, with its reliance on categorisation and racialisation
to calcify and exploit difference, and to suppress the resistive power of collective bonds
(Shilliam 2015, 29-30; Niang 2018, 112). With the State standing in the way, the innate socio-
cultural tendencies that had previously stitched together local populations in webs of
communitarianism—what Mbembe (2021) calls ‘the active will to community’ (2)—have
become stultified. Once liberated from the State, however, buried ‘cosmological frameworks’
can emerge that go ‘beyond oppositions’, with plurality again becoming part of a larger
totality (Niang 2018, 114-16). At such time, not only will human relationships again be woven
together through ‘genealogical ties and ritual interdependence’, but new temporalities will
open up that place ‘the living and the dead, the past and the future...the “political” and the
unpolitical in a common field of interaction’ (/bid). Particularity and unity are thus to be

reconciled at the level of the ontological.
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2.2.3 Summary: Finding common ground

Four sociological perspectives thus present themselves, with divergent outlooks
regarding both what lies behind Africa’s statebuilding predicament, and also how constructive
change can be brought about. For example, the institutionalists, despite a growing
recognition of the role of local actors in institution-building, continue to rely heavily on
international supervision to catalyse change, either through ‘distant’ disciplinary mechanisms
of global oversight, such as the International Criminal Court or IFl aid conditioning, or the
interventionist policing of social antagonisms, such as through multilateral counter-
insurgency missions (see Clark 2018; Harrison 2005; Moe 2017 for critical appraisals). For
proponents of the endogenous constitution approach, on the contrary, the answer lies
precisely in ‘decolonising’ local populations from these external constraints, which are seen
as predatory and disempowering, or, at minimum, placing faith in the ability of local actors to
exploit and re-appropriate dependent foreign relationships to their advantage (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni 2013b; Bayart & Ellis 2000). Underneath a shared despair regarding the current
health of the postcolonial African State, there are therefore highly divergent viewpoints on
where the catalysts for positive change might be found, as well as the role of the State in this
process going forward.

As a way out of this deadlock, | propose the need to unpack the State itself as a
phenomenon. Despite often categorical claims regarding the indispensability or irredeemably
of the State to governance on the African continent, and a plethora of analyses of the State’s
performance and effects, less attention has been paid to the State as a specific articulation of
power and social ordering, and the way this particular artifice shapes the entire social field.
In the next section, | attempt to distinguish the State from other social forms by offering a
typology of characteristics that all States embody, which, if taken together, constitute a
distinct modality of rule. To achieve this, | borrow from anarchist political theory and its
analysis of Statist governmentality. Taking this path should help us overcome the ideological
disconnects separating liberal institutionalists from decolonial post-Statists, by providing a

common analytical point of departure for debating the African State.

2.3 Anarchist Theories of the State: an analytical framework

In order to understand the State’s role in shaping African historical trajectories, we
must begin by establishing an understanding of what the State is. Unfortunately, the more
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theoretical effort that has gone into defining the State, the more obscured the object of
analysis has become. For, the ‘State’, despite presumably exhibiting a more corporeal and
perceptible character than other political meta-categories like ‘freedom’ or ‘domination’,
seems similarly as elusive a concept to pin down. While conventionally viewed as some
combination of institutions, actors, norms, rules, practices and physical infrastructure acting
in concert to govern a territorially-bounded people, the contradictions between the ideal and
the actual, the part and the whole, the performed and the experienced, have generated much
disagreement over whether the State is a straightforwardly classifiable object (as we find with
the Montevideo Convention’s criteria for statehood), or more of a symbol (or metaphor) for
some manifestation of modern power (Weber 1995, 7-8).

Definitions based on attributes and functions—such as Poggi’s (1990) definition of the
State as an autonomous, centralised, differentiated and coordinated ‘organization which
controls the population occupying a definite territory’ (19)—are arguably insufficient, given
their failure to account for both the changing shape and role of the State over time, and also
the State’s sociological function, namely how it privileges and/or disadvantages different
segments of the population in relation to others (Jessop 2006). At the same time, relying on
norms as a frame of reference proves equally unreliable, as interpretations of such norms are
always multiple and conflicting, and seemingly transparent normative arrangements often
obscure the contextually-specific, implicit rules of the game that underpin them (Grant 1998,
451-3; Raeymaekers 2009). Remaining at the level of the theoretical, then, one finds oneself
tied up in knots. Either one tries to identify a fixed set of characteristics constituting a State,
inevitably ending up with a partial, insufficient list, or one expands and thins out the concept
to encapsulate an ever-expanding number of forms, losing the very specificity of the concept
in the process (Grant 1998, 434-47). Fundamentally, when the State becomes synonymous
with territorialised authority as such; when its fagade of officialdom is seen to cast a shadow
over all modern governance; when it cannibalises the imaginative limits of what political
agency does and could look like, then the State loses its specificity as a social form, and
becomes an all-consuming concept.

One potential way out of this dilemma, | argue, involves treating the State as a distinct
arrangement of power, a way of organising governance that has its own specific approach to
cultivating, wielding, and justifying power, one different to conceivable alternatives. Poggi

(1990) gestures towards this perspective when he writes that ‘the modern state constitutes
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not just a unique, but a markedly superior way of generating and storing political power and
of initiating, monitoring and controlling its uses’ (69). What this means is that, regardless of
normative and practical divergences over the nature of the State form as it varies across
context and theoretical tradition, there is a trans-contextual consistency in how State power
manifests and operates. This common substrate, | argue, is thus more than a particular
hegemonic vision of the State raised up to the level of a universal; it rather represents a series
of interlocking logics without which the State is no longer a State. Identifying and detailing
these logics will allow us to better pinpoint what a ‘true’ alternative would look like.

In conceptualising the distinctiveness of the State as a matrix of power, anarchist
theory offers several analytical advantages, particularly given its genesis as a critique of State
power. Coming out of the modernist, utopian milieu, anarchist thought problematises the
State not based on any a priori judgement—such as being alien, imposed or culturally
incompatible—but through an internal critique of its logics vis-a-vis other potential forms of
self-governance that humans might devise for themselves (Kinna 2019, 56). It thus does not
compare some ‘natural’ or ‘organic’ way of life to the State’s ‘artificial’ nature, but instead
critiques the State for the type of artifice it is, something more oppressive and exploitative
than other available and/or imaginable alternatives. The task of anarchist theory has been to
demystify a belief in the State as the natural or superior basis on which security, order and
rights are to be founded, and instead reveal it as a contingent and mortal social arrangement,
‘established through multiple dominations and exclusions’ (Newman 2011, 63; Lynteris 2013).

Anarchism, like the theory of Foucault, rejects a view of the State as ultimately
reflective of power—as, say, the administrative instrument of capitalist class rule—and
instead views it as productive of power, i.e. as a force that shapes power in distinct and
consistent ways (Kinna & Prichard 2019, 230; Newman 2010). As such, whereas liberalism and
Marxism treat the State respectively as a neutral or secondary phenomenon in relation to
that of social organisation, seeing the State’s orientation as changing with who is in charge
(such as through the election of better representatives, or appropriation by the right classes),
anarchism holds that the State engenders certain relations of domination and hierarchy
regardless of its institutional design or the social context it is embedded in (Ritter 1980, 124).
For Scott (2012), for instance, the centralised knowledge, decision-making and authority that
characterises State governance in both episodes of political extremity and mundane matters

of developmental planning and administrative classification, serve as ‘landscapes of control
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and appropriation’ that ‘lend themselves to hierarchical power’ (34). In other words, the
neutral functioning of the State, regardless of its regime type—whether authoritarian or
democratic, for example—engenders hierarchy, inequality and domination at the best of
times.

This claim is substantiated through a critical interpretation of the central conceit of
Statists from Hobbes onwards: that the State, as sovereign, is brought into existence through
assuming social power and agency on behalf of the multitude, which requires external
coercion in order to be orderly and peaceful (Buchan 2018, 56). For anarchists, this theory of
governance performs two functions: first, it denies the possibility of political order emerging
from the power and agency of the multitude itself (i.e. the possibility of a ‘self-organizing
society based on voluntary cooperation’); and, second, it presupposes the need to place such
power in the hands of a guardian class, thereby naturalising a governmental structure built
on relations of dependency for the many and license for the few (Ward 2004, 10; Newman
2010, 261). State power, in this view, is seen not primarily as a capacity or property—namely,
the power to protect and modernise society—but as a relation, a power over others (Brown
1996, 149-150). The resulting shift of focus is important for highlighting how the State not
only negatively constrains the excesses of human existence (its supposedly war-like,
competitive nature), but actively disempowers political subjects. As Scott puts it, ‘the
existence, power, and reach of the state over the past several centuries have sapped the
independent, self-organizing power of individuals and small communities. So many functions
that were once accomplished by mutuality among equals and informal coordination are now
state organized or state supervised’ (xxi). Whether or not one fully buys into this romanticised
picture of non-State relations, it is illuminating to consider this shift in the locus of power and
agency which Scott’s analysis speaks to.

For anarchists, such asymmetric arrangements of power render attempts to balance
pluralism and unity within a State-based political order inherently problematic. As will be
elaborated below, when one part of society (the State) is seen to stand in for the whole (the
people), then, at times of conflict between the State and any particular segment of the
people, such quantitative differences between two (imbalanced) parts inevitably becomes
extrapolated into qualitative differences between the whole and some internal ‘other’
(Lynteris 2013). In other words, not only does the State necessitate the production of agents

that are excessive of the whole (both the preeminent State and the deviant ‘other’), and thus
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rule out ‘unity’, but its concentration of power and authority within certain pockets of society
precludes the practical or formal equality that ‘pluralism’ requires. Moreover, the State, in
emanating power and authority from a single, totalising source, imposes unity as a ‘rigid
schema...on situations from above and beyond them’, thereby offering up a ‘purely abstract
representation’ of the social whole that is ultimately unresponsive to ‘every concrete
historical particular’ (Cohn 2006, 252).

In order to utilise the anarchist framework as a lens through which to understand
existing scholarly approaches to the African State, it is useful to break down the dynamic just
described into its component parts—into the three underlying logics of power by which State
rule operates. The three logics that | identify are those of verticality (power as centralised,
and exercised from on high), alienation (power experienced as abstracted from the contexts
in which it operates) and unconditional legitimacy (power as ultimately monological,
categorical and indivisible). While no actually existing State embodies all of these logics in
their fullness, | follow anarchist thought in arguing that all statebuilding projects necessarily
exert a pull on a society in these directions, given how fundamental they are to the
constitution of the State. In the next section, | aim to substantiate this claim through
demonstrating the way in which verticality, alienation and unconditional legitimacy serve as
the instinctive, even unconscious, parameters shaping both the institutionalist and
endogenous constitution approaches to the African State mentioned above. By employing
anarchist theory to typologise Statist logics in this manner, we can then use the same
framework to sketch out what an alternative would look like.

As one final caveat, while my analysis will follow anarchist theory in highlighting the
hierarchical, oppressive features of these three Statist logics, | do not discount the advantages
that State governance has over alternatives, which a wide range of policymakers see as worth
the costs. For example, while the State’s centralised coordination of political and
administrative agency has orchestrated power towards vertical inequality, it has equally
enabled the distribution of social goods and the mobilisation of economic forces on an
unprecedented scale. In sum, while this project, given detectable failures within African State
governance, places hope in the possibility that certain alternatives to the State might be
normatively preferrable, and not just analytically different, it nevertheless adheres to the
pragmatic view that all political systems come with trade-offs, and that no system on its own

can alleviate all contradictions and tensions within one set of social relations without incurring
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certain costs of its own. Nevertheless, verticality, alienation and unconditional association

give State power its distinct character, for good orill, and it is these dynamics we now explore.

2.4 Anatomising the African State: Verticality, Alienation and Unconditional
Legitimacy

2.4.1 Verticality: The Structure of State Power

States, unlike acephalous and confederated forms of social organisation, centralise
power within a singular source of authority, even if such power is conditionally lent to certain
subsidiary actors within an administrative hierarchy (Poggi 1990, 22). Practically, what this
entails is that any State deemed functional is expected to possess the primacy of power
necessary to determine the ‘rules of the game’, something which is guaranteed through a
monopoly (or at least preponderance) of the legitimate use of force, as the famous Weberian
dictum postulates. Furthermore, unlike various personalistic regimes, centralised State power
does not exist merely as a superior or exalted part of society, but claims to be fundamentally
extracted from society, a part that stands in for the whole, as the trustee responsible for
overseeing the welfare of the collective (Chowdhury & Duvall 2014, 196-7). State power’s
structure, then, following Ferguson & Gupta (2002), can be characterised through the notion
of ‘verticality’, a metaphor of spatial elevation in which the modern State is felt to stand above
society, managing social affairs in a ‘top down’ manner, in contrast to ‘grassroots’
communities, which are seen to be ““below,” closer to the ground, more authentic, and more
“rooted”’ (962; see also Scott 1999). Within such hierarchy of status, agents of the State, as
Graeber (2007) puts it, take on an air ‘somehow abstract, sacred, transcendent, set apart from
the endless entanglements and sheer physical messiness of ordinary physical existence’ (13).

When it comes to statebuilding in Africa, verticality is apparent in the way that
democratic space and social rights are perpetually sacrificed to the imperatives of building
State power. When the enjoyment of rights and democratic participation becomes dependent
upon the stability and order that only the State can guarantee, statebuilders find themselves
regularly forced to ‘suppress certain forms of political expression in order to build the
foundations for a stable and peaceful democracy,” fostering certain ‘illiberal’ tendencies at
the heart of liberal statebuilding (Jahn 2007, 223; Paris 1997; Olonisakin, Ababu & Muteru
2017). As Srinivasan (2021) argues, at the policy level, this verticality—this reproduction of

top-down power—is reproduced through the choices and trade-offs that statebuilding
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projects confront, in which ‘plural, unpredictable, contested, and often “inefficient” civil
politics, when contemplated as an end of peace...works against the risk appetite of those who
pursue order and stability in a statist and goal-oriented fashion’ (63). This rationale goes a
long way in explaining why statebuilding interventions in Africa, including the ongoing mission
in Somalia, remain wedded to the goal of erecting national administrations able to exert top-
down command and discipline on society, despite growing consensus that grassroots political
bargains prove more effective in bringing about lasting peace (Ansorg & Gordon 2019;
Chandler 2008; Reno 2019; Balthasar 2014; Brickhill 2010; Menkhaus 2018, 27).

Such perverse incentives can be seen in the role of the elite compact as the starting
point of statebuilding, a political phenomenon which, in essence, enables power-brokers to
both consolidate their position atop the hierarchy and determine the ‘rules of the game’,
before other social actors are given a chance to influence political outcomes (Menkhaus
2018). Nevertheless, for those committed to State institutional reform, ceding determinant
authority over the space of politics is the inevitable price to be paid for elite buy-in to the
technical reforms required by statebuilding, such as adherence to the electoral process,
thereby trading ‘substantive’ politics for concessions on ‘the distributive aspects of the
political’ (Bakonyi 2018, 265; Menkhaus 2017; Cheeseman 2012). The knock-on effect of
these concessions, however, as even Africa’s democratic optimists admit, is granting elites
the power to hold society hostage to their rule, as Cheeseman et al.’s (2019) conclusions
regarding Kenyan electoral dynamics reveal: ‘we should not underestimate the way in which
elite pacts have underpinned the emergence of a more dynamic, competitive and democratic
political system in Kenya, if only by preventing it from falling apart’ (230). In other words, even
the possibility of a democratic opening within State governance requires the prior acceptance
of a vertical relationship between elites and masses, while also validating violence and
coercive power as legitimate forms of political currency in substantiating claims to authority
(Richmond 2013, 301-4). ‘One may wish away the dimensions of power’, writes Bendafia
(2005) of the constraints on dialogue, participation and empowerment within liberal
peacebuilding interventions, but ‘the power structures tell us there is no alternative’ (14).

For those emphasising the hybrid nature of African political orders, institutional
pluralism has not precluded this tendency towards centralisation and verticality. Indeed,
implicit within the hybrid statebuilding model is the idea that, at some point, the inherent

instability of plurality will have to be contained and domesticated, in the name of containing
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disorder, insecurity and desperation (Meagher et al. 2014, 2). In this view, order-making
comes about precisely where multiple centres of power and agency are able to negotiate an
end to antagonisms through a political settlement that consolidates coercive potential
(Meagher 2012). Indeed, as Bakonyi (2013) recognises in relation to sub-national
administrative structures in Somalia, any political order built on the personalised coercive
power of competing big-men remains unstable and liable to violent power struggle, unless it
is able to translate that power into ‘stable structures of domination’ based around ‘supra-
regional’ governance and authority (285-6). This understanding of statebuilding can be
detected within the ‘political settlement’ literature more generally, in which the goal is not to
overcome the predation and rent-seeking of armed fiefdoms, but instead to regularise and
centralise them through elite collusion, as a means to overcome conflict and fragmentation
between these competing forces (De Waal 2009; De Waal 2015). In other words, when
stability takes precedent over the type of political arrangement that is produced (such as its
level of equality and inclusivity), then statebuilding becomes about consolidating hierarchies
of power into a stable equilibrium—i.e., into an ‘institutional structure that creates benefits
for different classes and groups in line with their relative power’ (Khan 2010, 20)—rather than
altering them.

This is not to deny all power or initiative emerging from outside the ruling class, but
only to recognise that, so long as the State is granted primacy of place in the stabilisation of
society, subaltern agency will remain confined to working within, not against, this imperfect
hierarchy of neopatrimonialism, rentierism and divide-and-rule politics. In fact, we see in the
institutionalist literature not primarily a concern with directly accessible social power within
civil society, but rather the containment and restraint of State transgression through neutral,
mediating institutions. With the conceit that power has already been ceded to the powerful,
the goal then becomes to coax, acculturate, shame and condition it into agreeing to certain
limitations, such as respect for term limits, the expansion of electoral competition, and the
moderation of corrupt practices (Cheeseman & Peiffer 2020; Dietrich & Wright 2015; Kaldor
et al. 2020). So long as democratic action remains depoliticised in this manner, with questions
of fundamental reorganisation of power and wealth ruled out, States will find little trouble
assimilating such reforms to existing hierarchical relations (Ayers & Saad-Filho 2014, 600). For
example, popular movements pursuing electoral change against a discredited regime are

usually forced to tie their fortunes to an out-of-favour faction of ‘recycled’ politicians, while
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civil society groups organising against State violence often find themselves relying on financial
support and authority from the same international actors equally invested in building the
military capacity of the State (Hassan 2020; Kaldor & Theros 2018; Chabal & Daloz 1999).

One powerful demonstration of the enduring nature of Statist logics of verticality,
even where conscious efforts have been taken to mitigate them, involves cases of African
federalism. Take Ethiopia, where the post-1991 constitutional model of ethnic federalism is
so permissive of self-determination and autonomy as to license the secession of federal
regions under certain circumstances (Abdullahi 1998; Bihonegn 2015). Despite these
institutional innovations, however, the bureaucratic might of State institutions and the tight-
knit organisational culture of the vanguard ruling party have enabled the central government
to devolve authority and administrative functions to regional administrations ‘without
significantly altering power relations’ between the centre and the peripheries (Samatar 2004,
1131), with Addis Ababa even extending its reach through the co-optation and integration of
local intermediaries (Hagmann 2005, 528-532). As Bethke (2021) notes, ‘the central
government essentially monopolized control over revenues and spending of public funds,
which deepened the financial dependence of regional governments, effectively impeding
their self-determination rights’. It is no surprise, then, that, as tensions over the direction of
leadership ratcheted up between the newly installed Abiy Ahmed regime and Tigrayan
regional forces in 2020, formally devolved institutions offered few mechanisms for
negotiation, and were instead swept aside by central State brinksmanship, assertions of
sovereign prerogative, deployment of emergency powers and the criminalisation of
opposition, ultimately precipitating civil war (Verhoeven & Woldemariam 2022, 18-22).

This pattern is not unique to Ethiopia, but, as Dickovick (2014) argues, is common
across all major examples of African State federalism, in which ‘de facto centralism [has]
ensured the propagation of central state power, to the satisfaction of national elites’ (557).
Indeed, even in Somalia, where the central government is comparatively weak, elites at the
national level have been blamed for ‘the lack of true devolution of power’, something which,
according to Dahir (2021), ‘fuels the argument that the federal model does not prevent power
abuse in Somalia.” In sum, so long as centralised, vertical power remains the overriding
conceit which any Statist politics must work around, African publics beholden to such top-
down power will find little room to fundamentally challenge the domination, inequality and

hierarchy that have become common across much of the continent. Moreover, as will be
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explored later, when this raw vertical power is legitimised through a relationship of
unconditional subjugation to the authority of the State—with no get-out clause or escape

route—then the agency of non-State social groups is even more circumscribed.

2.4.2 Alienation

Next, we come to alienation, which concerns the way that political subjects experience
power under the State. With verticality’s gravitational pull drawing in power centrally, those
on the other end of the spectrum find political activity increasingly dislocated from its
immediate social contexts, and progressively determined by those occupying this expanding
centre. Indeed, for Proudhon, ‘political alienation’ involves the individual ‘making over his
[sic] own powers of independent action to the state which he obeys’, a notion which, in its
positive form, chimes with Hobbes’s own idea of how the sovereign is authorised (Vernon
1979, xvii; Gauthier 1999). As with the economic alienation described by Marx, political
alienation is not necessarily (or primarily) the loss or suppression of power; labour power
remains within the exploited class, just as social power remains latent amongst citizens
(Kandiyali 2020, 562-71). Instead, what is alienated is the right, and capacity, to enjoy that
power autonomously, to deploy it in the direction of one’s choosing, with owners of capital
expropriating the fruits of labour power, and the State refashioning social power to its ends
of self-preservation and order. Prichard (2013), following Proudhon, describes alienation in
precisely this manner, as not the actual transfer of power upwards, but its orchestration from
on high: ‘This collective force and collective reason[, once fetishised in the form of a State,] is
then exploited by those who could best manipulate the symbolism of collective reason in
order to rationalise collective force in their own interests’ (104).

Within the logics of State rule, this estrangement of citizens from their power serves
to make society as a whole more governable, through increased dependence on, and
vulnerability to, the State. Moreover, as Scott (1999) and Koch (1993, 347) note, such
governability is sustained through the production of subjectivities that reflect this
dependence, in which individuals find themselves increasingly determined not by the
intimate, complex relations they are enmeshed in, but through abstract classifications and
categories that render them legible to the State. Social, political and economic life—
pertaining to everything from resource distribution to rights—henceforth becomes

increasingly determined by designations of inclusion and exclusion (based on behaviour,
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identity, expression, etc.) beyond one’s control. Such externally-defined social distinctions
come to shape one’s status, role and value in the nation-State division of labour, thus
reinforcing hierarchy and inequality through the way in which some are granted the authority
to exercise control over others, who are then duty-bound to show obedience and loyalty in
return (McLaughlin 2007; Ranciere 2008). As such, whereas ‘horizontal’, ‘face-to-face’
engagement amongst communities nurtures opportunities for the exercise of reason,
judgement, duty, deliberation and sympathy to guide social relations between individuals,
within the State, the terms of engagement between citizens are primarily determined by the
‘representative, anonymous, mechanical relationships’ dictated by law (Cohn 2006, 210-11).

This alienation of one’s immanent personhood from their political personhood is
disempowering in a number of ways. First, in relegating the citizen-as-subject to the arena of
depoliticised ‘society’ and away from spaces of authority and power, it distances individuals
and their social referents from the mechanisms of decision-making. As Cohn (2006) writes,
the “constituted or transcendent power” of [the] State...cuts us off or separates us from
our active power” by instituting a mediating distance between ‘““the moment of decision”” and
“the act of its realization’” (205). Additionally, this political distance also serves to obscure the
levers of power, by filtering judgements and their implementation through a vast
organisational web, thereby denying political subjects the visibility and contestability in
decision-making that is required for meaningful participation in political life (ibid, 213). It also
serves to alienate the individual from their capacity to approach a particular instance of
conflict or grievance through their own conceptions of justice, imposing instead an abstract,
general standard of judgement (Ross 2019, x-xii). In short, Statist alienation cultivates
disempowerment, which, in turn, cultivates dependence. As Landauer (2010) puts it, ‘On the
one side, we have the power of the state and the powerlessness of the masses, which are
divided into helpless individuals...The entire system would vanish without a trace if the people
began to constitute themselves as a people apart from the state’ (214).

The African continent, with its amplified experience of colonial domination, has
arguably suffered political alienation to an extent unrivalled elsewhere. In the present, while
this alienation has continued to influence everything from Africa’s global representation to
its prevailing knowledge-production systems (Gabay 2018; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013), its impact
on postcolonial governance has been particularly consequential. Young (2017), for example,

contends that ‘the structures of a postindependence polity were grafted onto the robust
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trunk of colonial autocracy’ (33), even if, as Boone (2003) reminds us, an overemphasis on
exogenous determinants of African State formation can blind us to the role of local power
dynamics in shaping this trajectory. The fact that the African State ‘was often imposed
through colonial rule rather than internally generated’ (Niang 2018, 3) has at times earned it
a reputation as simultaneously invasive and remote, where ‘imported institutions’ remain
‘disassociated from broad social interests of the segments of society who dwell in the
traditional institutional space’ (Mengisteab 2009, 184). The profound sense of estrangement
this engenders is summed up by Mbembe (2001), who paints the picture of a present-day
social reality in which ‘the boundaries between production, extortion, and predation have
been blurred. No one knows very clearly any longer what belongs to whom, or who has the
right to what, still less who must be excluded and why’ (50-1). As diagnosed within the
anarchist literature, as power is increasingly appropriated and obscured, African societies
increasingly lose the familiarity with social reality necessary to make sense or act.

The operation of alienating logics is most noticeable in the African State literature with
regard to the evolving role of traditional authorities. The work of Mamdani (1996) and Ranger
(2012) trace the colonial origins of the transformation of both authority and tradition to fit
the prerogatives of a more expansive and centralised administration, including the new
hierarchies, roles and avenues of political mediation created in the process. In the
postcolonial environment, the co-optation of local political life by neopatrimonalist pressures
expanded, with kinship-based and religious modes of dispute resolution, obligation, rights-
claiming and affiliation increasingly tethered to modern forms of elite competition and
predation (Mbembe 2001; von Trotha 1996, 80-90). As a consequence, ethnic identity has
increasingly become a property to be instrumentalised and bartered in return for political
advantage for some and survival for others, thus alienating cultural and kinship attachment
from their local complexity and feeding them into larger struggles with higher stakes (Lynch
2015; Amone 2015, 136-9).

For scholars such as Chabal & Daloz and Bayart, as we have discussed, such processes
are, by definition, not seen as alienating, as they are merely a reconfiguration and
intensification of transhistorical, culturally-defined authority structures and power relations
(Meagher 2006). On the other end of the spectrum, with the ‘hybridity’ model, for which
spontaneous and self-regulating dynamics of power struggle, economic bargaining and

negotiation thrust communities into institutional transformations beyond their control,
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alienation is as inevitable as it is natural, and thus not something that one can take a
normative position on or seek to overcome (Richmond 2015). In between are the institutional
reformists, who primarily see the political fate of communities as dependent upon the matrix
of choices that those with coercive potential are institutionally incentivised towards, thus
largely divorcing non-elite actors from presumptions of agency in determining their political
circumstances, but not necessarily seeing this as a problem, so long as the institutions that
structure their life are productive, inclusive and protective, rather than predatory and
exclusive (Bates 2008; Cheeseman 2018).

What the institutionalist approaches overlook, however, in their attempt to
distinguish between empowering and disempowering types and designs of State institutions,
is the alienating disempowerment inherent to the State form itself. Conventional
statebuilding, as Bakonyi (2018) argues with reference to local governance reforms in
Somalia, places ‘expertise, knowledge, and agency in the hands of experts’, who use this
power to ‘speak for, act upon, and act in the interest of the powerless’ (266). We can detect
this disempowerment in the critiques and failures of the liberal rights regime as it is applied
to African contexts, in which the problem is not only the failure of specific governing regimes
to enforce rights protections, but the more fundamental encumbrance that the State must
necessarily serve as the arbiter of rights in the first place, thus alienating the power to enforce
and declare judgement over specific rights cases to the ruling apparatus (Douzinas 2007, 100-
1). Nyamnjoh (2004) captures what is lost in this process of State authorisation, arguing that
citizenship rights are ‘predicated on the assumption of no intermediary communities or
loyalties between the state and the individual as an autonomous agent,” thereby stripping the
individual of many layers of communal political association (33). The effects of this alienation
from one’s inherited solidarities can be seriously disempowering and depoliticising, by
‘cauteriz[ing] communal struggles of the land-hungry, women and workers [,among others,]
by suggesting that such struggles are redundant since their objectives will be met eventually
through the enforcement of individual rights’ (Kanyongolo 2004, 77).

In summary, the various scholarship on the African State, while differing in perspective
over what kinds of alienation are acceptable and/or transformable, all conform to the idea
that alienation as such is unavoidable. Indeed, this is correct, to the extent that it seems
impossible to imagine a political system completely devoid of mediation, representation and

indiscriminate regulations. However, the alienation characterising State rule goes beyond
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human fallibility and institutional imperfection; instead, it is a defining feature of how power
is organised and experienced, in which hierarchies of domination and exploitation are
reinforced through the self-reproducing logic of selective empowerment and
disempowerment. As anarchist theory argues, and the Somaliland Social Covenant model
suggests, however, alternatives to this logic exist, particularly among political arrangements

that derive their social power from intimate forms of relationality.

2.4.3 Unconditional legitimacy

Within the theoretical paradigm of the State, the State exists as the simultaneous
manifestation of dual personas: the government and the sovereign. While the former, as the
sum total of laws, institutions and actors—i.e., the ‘regime’—is historically particular, the
latter, as the embodiment of the political community as such, is timeless and universal
(Walker 1990, 10). This dissonance has implications for respective conceptions of legitimacy,
with the legitimacy of any specific regime subject to judgement and conditional on meeting
certain criteria, whereas the legitimacy of the sovereign, as the prior political grounding for
any specific regime to fill, is ultimately treated as incontrovertible, in the sense that its
authority is tied to its facticity rather than any external criteria—if the sovereign is able to
demonstrate and reproduce its unrivalled (sovereign) power, then it is authentic (Philpott
1995, 355-6). Seen in another way, the sovereign, as the ultimate guarantor of the Law of the
State as such, must retain the right to exceed the confines of the law in order to preserve it
(as is the case during a ‘state of emergency’), and thus, in the last instance, is not bound to
whatever legalistic or moral limits a society might uphold in assessing righteousness, justice
or the good (Agamben 2005; Derrida 2005). As such, what sets State rule apart from voluntary
association and other impermanent forms of political coexistence is that such rule, in being
‘unconditional’, is seen as legitimate prior to its performance or social acceptance, rather
having its legitimacy be conditional upon its performance or social acceptance.

These distinctive attributes of State sovereignty produce a fundamental imbalance of
power in relations between the State and society, with the qualitative incommensurability of
status between the two spheres built into the ‘social contract’ that is seen to bind them
(Proudhon 2011, 29; Bakunin 1973, 68). For, what is distinct about the State-society social
contract in relation to, say, an interpersonal contract, is that the former requires the prior

alienation of power and agency to one of the parties (the State) as a precondition, thereby
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granting that party, and only that party, the capability to ensure enforcement of the contract
(Gauthier 1988). As a historical phenomenon, this precondition of ceded power is detectable
in the fact that most (if not all) States came into being with little consideration paid to what
the populations in question thought about it—some were forged through war, others through
the mutation of absolutism into secular domination, and most with the majority of the
population condemned to disenfranchisement, if not slavery, servitude or colonial rule
(Sartwell 2018, 469). Rather than consent, then, it is obedience that glues the Statist social
contract in place, with political legitimacy therefore left to make a virtue out of such
compliance. As a result, whatever affordances it guarantees to the autonomy of the
individual, the State ultimately imposes an overriding demand that each citizen has ‘a duty to
obey the laws of the state simply because they are the laws’, regardless of their desperation
or grievances, up to and including to the point of death (Wolff 1998, 18).

International statebuilding interventions in African contexts have reproduced this
uneven distribution of power and obligation in their own efforts to establish and enforce
social contracts. For example, within the growing body of World Bank and UN policy-making
guidance on the topic (see Cloutier et al., 2021; NOREF/UNDP 2016; UNDP 2015; WBG/IEG
2019), the social contract, while setting out ‘mutual roles and responsibilities’ that are
deemed to emerge from ‘citizen-state bargaining’, reinforces the disparity between State
agency and decision-making, which is deemed to be authoritative, and societal influence,
which is deemed to affect decision-making and executive outcomes indirectly, by placing
constraints on State actions (Cloutier et al., 2021, 23-38). In other words, although the social
contract, as conceived of by the World Bank or the UN, places obligations on the State to
deliver effective governance and protect citizen rights, the fact that these obligations are
predicated on the State’s prior monopoly on violence and control over resources and their
distribution, validates the State's claim to supremacy through the very act of
responsibilisation. In short, while the particular ways in which the State wields power and
authority (over law, taxation, punitive justice, etc.) is open to scrutiny, the prior, more
abstract question of whether the State requires the unconditional and unadulterated right to
wield power and authority is beyond questioning (Schouten 2013; Leonard & Samantar 2011;
Robinson 2022; Prichard 2019).

Such unconditional legitimacy is built into the institutionalist approach, which

necessarily takes the existing arrangements of State power and authority as given, and then
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seeks to maximise room for political manoeuvre within those parameters. Cheeseman (2015),
for example, despite holding up electoral democracy as the best hope for change within the
State context, readily admits that, while States may rely on citizens to hold up their end of the
contractual bargain and vote their support, it is far from certain that such compliance will be
reciprocated in the form of ‘economic dividends’: ‘while political competition may create
opportunities for formerly excluded groups to challenge the status quo, in the short-term
democracy is as likely to reflect the existing social and political state of affairs as it is to
transform it’ (197). And, while upholding the electoral bargain has proven unreliable as a
source of social power, it has, in Cheeseman’s own estimation, been much more successful
at legitimising, both internationally and domestically, the State and the status quo it benefits
from (Cheeseman & Fisher 2021, 104). For Boone (2018), also from an institutionalist
standpoint, behind the idealised promises of mutual accountability, the social contract serves
a much more conservative function—acting as a practical social instrument for moulding ‘the
prevailing distribution of forces and interests’ into a set of ‘basic rules that structure relations
between rulers and ruled in ways that help produce political order’ (204).

Chabal & Daloz (1999) espouse a similar understanding of the unequal relationship
between the political elite and their supporters, viewing legitimacy as based on a ‘logic of
clientelistic reciprocity’, in which the public is willing to submit to authority so long as their
‘expectation’ of ‘shared spoils’ is met (36-7). While providing the fagade of conditionality and
mutuality, in which the authority of any particular big man is subject to his ability to deliver
certain benefits to his constituency, this moral economy is characterised by the underlying
acceptance of elites as a class of select ‘gatekeepers’ whose own wealth and status entitle
them to sit atop this pyramid of wealth distribution in the first place (Wai 2012, 30; Bayart &
Ellis 2000). Richmond (2013) calls this dynamic the ‘illiberal social contract’, in which ‘state
resources are used in various ways to support elites and to buy off citizens, preserving local
patterns of power responsible for state formation itself’ (301). In other words,
neopatrimonialism, in ‘naturalising’ the idea that the trickling down of wealth is a form of
culturally-mandated beneficence rather than political extortion, treats the big man
phenomenon as an unconditional feature of African politics rather than a pragmatic
adaptation to man-made inequalities (Englebert 2009, 54/92). Weigand (2015) sees a similar
disjuncture between legitimacy and active social consent in the hybridity and ‘local turn’

literatures, in which normative judgements regarding the representativeness and ownership
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of a given political order are seen to derive from institutional type (those plural and/or
indigenous), rather than from the social relations they engender (12-3).

Ultimately, the parameters afforded individuals within a State to construct a political
system that rings true to their notion of legitimacy are highly constricted. With certain
relations of ultimate power and authority—such as the ‘monopoly of coercive force’—
deemed settled before individual agents are invited to begin shaping their circumstances,
many of the most important decisions regarding the nature of social relations are taken off
the table before negotiations regarding any State-society contract get underway. In other
words, while subaltern actors can challenge the validity and acceptability of any particular
law or judgement, what they cannot do is call into question the legitimacy of the Law as such,
at least not without being credibly accused of being a criminal, terrorist or spoiler (Hagmann
& Korf 2012). It is in this sense that State legitimacy can be seen as unconditional, and thus of

a qualitatively different type from the conditional legitimacy of voluntary associations.

2.4.4 A word on existing non-State alternatives

As touched upon in Section 2.2.2, alongside the ‘Africa works’ literature is a second
approach to endogenously constituted African polities that rejects the State altogether. Since
the analysis presented above only pertains to models that adopt the State as their basic
structure, these alternative, non-State forms of political association were excluded from the
discussion. That said, | would argue that these approaches, which range from Mbembe’s
African cosmopolitanism to various resurrections of precolonial communitarianism,
themselves risk reproducing logics of verticality, alienation and unconditional legitimacy so
long as they fail to offer alternative social relations of power to those of the State. In other
words, if a theory’s response to the oppressive tendencies of Statist power is to devise an
alternative that seeks to evade, deny or erase power altogether, rather than confront it, that
theory will inevitably fall into the trap of ceding the grounds of power to the very forces of
oppression that it seeks to counteract (Bendafia 2005, 14; Menkhaus 2018, 26-7).

While a full analysis of these proposed non-State African alternatives is beyond the
scope of my current study, | admit to detecting within some of the most prominent examples
of these alternatives (see Shilliam & Rutazibwa 2018, 4; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2013, 3; Lanfranchi
2019, 192; Mbembe 2003, 21; Comaroff & Comaroff 2016, 57) a conception of power which

offers little room for appropriation by subaltern actors. In placing power distinctly on the side
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of coloniality, necropolitics, command and predation, these theories deprive power of its
character as a field or property that any social agent might appropriate towards an
indeterminate number of ends, and instead reduces it to a single-minded and self-
reproducing logic that embeds all it encounters in its structures of domination and discipline.
In other words, while they correctly diagnose power as responsible for reproducing, more
than addressing, inequality, supremacy and exclusion, | worry that the most radically
intriguing of alternative approaches swing the pendulum too far in the other direction,
relegating the scope of subaltern agency to those spaces at the territorial, structural or
cultural margins which power has not yet infected. Moreover, while recognising that such
margins provide many of the seeds of fluidity, promise and creativity from which alternative
modalities of social life might be cultivated, | argue that they can only emerge to challenge
existing State relations if they are able to contend with power both internal to their
movement and found within the larger political context. In the final section of this chapter, |
use anarchist theory to gesture towards how such power arrangements might look, before
using the rest of the study to demonstrate how the Somaliland Social Covenant, as an example
of horizontal, intimate and conditional power dynamics, offers a potential real-world

manifestation of the kinds of social power necessary to counteract State power.

2.5 Conclusion: towards a non-State power dynamic

In detailing the convergence of various approaches to African statebuilding around
these three irresistible tendencies of State power, the question then arises: is transcendence
of such tendencies possible, or are verticality, alienation and unconditional legitimacy merely
the price a society has to pay for the widespread maintenance of stability, order and security
in the modern era? In search of answers, we turn to anarchist theory, whose usefulness in
dissecting the inner-workings of State power can also aid in conceptualising alternative
possibilities beyond it. For, in challenging the view of the State as a neutral, inevitable
backdrop upon which all modern politics must operate, and reframing it as a particular
configuration of power useful in legitimising certain hierarchies and exclusions, the possibility
is restored that society might overcome this artificial condition and assert its capacity for self-
governance. As Lynteris (2013) argues, the State ‘functions as an apparatus of capture of the
potentialities of social relatedness. What it encloses is no less than the capacity to be social,

i.e. to engage in a reciprocal and convivial worldmaking’. Having now pried open these
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analytical closures, we can proceed to sketch out what alternative potentialities of social
relatedness might be realisable.

It would be naive, however, to assume that this latent potential for spontaneous self-
organisation, once liberated from the yoke of the State, would erupt automatically, like steam
released from a pressure valve. As history from Jacobin France to the Arab Spring has shown,
the collapse of a State or regime does not lead to the pure negativity of the ‘power vacuum’,
but instead redistributes power along much more fragmented, uneven and unruly lines, in
which the most disciplined surviving pockets of organised violence—such as the military or
the revolutionary vanguard—hold the upper hand (Achcar 2020, 6-7; Tackett 2015, 96-120).
Building non-State alternatives thus does not primarily involve transcending, evading or
annulling power, but rather reconfiguring power, through ‘a re-calibration of forces’ such that
no single actor is afforded the upper hand (Prichard 2013, 92). As long as ‘force [remains]
central to politics’, as Prichard reminds us, then alongside the relative disempowerment of
domineering forces, liberty involves the equitable ‘empower[ment of] social groups’, so that
a government-by-imposition is rendered impossible, and social actors instead have little
choice but to build governance co-constitutively through consent and compromise (ibid, 136).

What type of political arrangement makes a virtue out of such fragmentation of
power, especially with the spectre of non-State chaos and conflict looming large in the
background? Scott finds expression for an alternative, anarchist power dynamic in his notion
of ‘mutuality without hierarchy,” in which social actors of relatively equal status and wealth
find value in ‘informal cooperation, coordination and action’, provided that such equality
instils trust that the common fruits of such cooperation will be shared fairly—i.e., that they
‘believe, legitimately, that the preservation of civic order is in their interest’ (Scott 2012, 122;
Scott 1999, 281-2). That is to say, ‘voluntary, reciprocal relationships between free and equal
parties’” (Graham 2018, 38) can emerge when social relations are organised around a
favourable balance of equality and freedom, such that relative equanimity in power and
resources ensures that each stakeholder is free from the threat of domination by another,
and that this very freedom allows each stakeholder to hold their counterparts accountable in
a way that ensures such equivalencies are not unsettled.

In the remainder of this study, | focus on one particular version of what these
reconfigured power relations look like in practice—those shaping the Somaliland project—

using as a reference point the typology of State power logics identified here. | name this
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alternative power configuration the ‘Somaliland Social Covenant’, and spend the next chapter
detailing how it became embedded within Somaliland’s political foundations through the
territory’s various peace agreements. It is at that point that we can begin answering the
research question, through identifying the specific non-State (i.e. Covenantal) logics of power
that have influenced, and continue to influence, how the Somaliland political project
functions. In other words, just as it is possible to trace the ways in which State verticality,
alienation and unconditional legitimacy have altered the course of Somaliland’s post-conflict
reconstruction, so too are we able to trace the ways that the Social Covenant’s non-State
power logics—those of horizontality, intimacy and conditional association—shape the types
of agency, subjectivity and relationality that Somalilanders are able to draw from in pursuing
their socio-political goals.

Over the course of this chapter, | have shown that various attempts to transform
African State politics for the better have, despite their different understandings and
ambitions, fallen back on a similar set of logics serving to reinforce hierarchical, privileged and
estranging modes of rule. In utilising anarchist theory as an analytic tool to identify these
patterns, we are better equipped to devise a way beyond them. | aim to do this not by
theorising or investigating potential ‘anarchist forms of governance,” but instead by seeking
out social relations that operate on different patterns and imperatives, using the lessons of
anarchist thought as one guide amongst many. The Somaliland Social Covenant, as a non-
State political arrangement that exhibits certain promising features and embodies certain
promising principles, is my chosen avenue into this exploration, which unfolds over the next
several chapters, first through an explication of the Social Covenant as analytical ‘ideal-type’,

and then, with the presentation of three case studies, as a real-world political force.
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Chapter 3: The Social Covenant

In 1991, through circumstance and volition, the Somaliland people embarked on an
experiment in self-initiated governance that would diverge substantially from the
fundamental logics of State politics outlined in Chapter 2. In what follows, | provide a skeletal
model of this experiment, what | call the ‘Somaliland Social Covenant’, which will be fleshed
out in subsequent chapters. This model identifies an underlying configuration of Covenantal
power constitutively distinct from, and ultimately antithetical to, the vertical, alienated and
unconditional power dynamics of the State—based on logics of power that | classify
respectively as ‘horizontality’, ‘intimacy’ and ‘conditional association’. The three logics
comprising the Social Covenant present Somaliland’s various clan stakeholders with a means
to activate and deploy their social power without reference to the State, enabling them to
shape the Somaliland project’s political evolution in ways that operate alongside State-based
forms of power and influence.

At its core, the ‘Social Covenant’, as a concept, simply represents a political compact
between multiple actors of relatively equal stature over how to coexist peacefully, as
guaranteed by adherence to a set of conditional arrangements for cooperation on certain
governance functions. In the case of Somaliland, where a Social Covenant was forged
between major clan groups, these conditional arrangements included collective security
guarantees, vows to address harms caused across communities, respect for each other’s
autonomy, and fair distribution of stakes in all governance arrangements and wealth sources
collectively produced. As argued in the Introduction, | distinguish the Social Covenant from
the more commonly deployed concept of the ‘social contract’, given the latter’s connotation
as a prescribed relationship between State and society, and an implicit legitimisation of the
prevailing political order, however inclusive and desirable that status quo might be. With the
Social Covenant, on the other hand, what | am describing avoids any presupposition of the
existence of State and society, and instead looks to a specific set of political engagements
through which non-State actors produce new ways of living together. For Somaliland, this
creation of something new came as a result of its post-conflict peacebuilding efforts (1991-

1997), in which practical, short-term arrangements for avoiding open conflict grew into a self-
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sustaining set of political logics, which not only preceded, but subsequently withstood,
processes of statebuilding.

In order to advance an overarching, generalised picture of the Social Covenant, this
chapter will present the Social Covenant in an ‘ideal-type’ form, introducing the ‘set of
essential qualitative features’—in this case logics—‘which, when combined, constitute’ the
Social Covenant as ‘a logical whole’ (Balzacq 2015, 103; Weber 2011, 98-102). As Eliaeson
(2000) notes, constructing social phenomena in an ideal-type form does not, at its best, entail
offering up an idealised, reductive, abstracted or unidimensional picture, but instead involves
partaking in an ‘intensification’ of certain features for the purposes of enhancing ‘causal
understanding’ (246). At stake, then, is not the abandonment or sacrifice of empirical
groundings for the sake of causal and analytical simplicity, with the author’s predesignated
impressions of the context imposing itself deductively on top of raw material realities, but
instead the construction, out of the social practices of Somalilanders and the interpretation
of these social practices by some of these same Somalilanders, of an analytical artifice that
captures the coherence of various interacting, interrelating and causally-linked social
fragments. In order to assemble the Social Covenant out of a diversity of social fragments,
this chapter draws upon the interpretative analyses of my Somaliland interlocutors, whose
insights are brought in as quotes which, rather than providing empirical evidence for my
claims (that will come later, in the case study chapters), serve as guides and collaborators in
the co-production of the Somaliland Social Covenant ideal-type model.

All told, while temporarily placing to one side some of the richness, complexity and
idiosyncrasy of modern-day Somaliland’s social context, what this chapter seeks to do by way
of the ideal-type is to set out, in the most streamlined and clear terms possible, the general
dynamics of the Social Covenant, and then leaving it up to the case study (empirical) and
analytical chapters that follow it to reintroduce this richness, complexity and idiosyncrasy.
Indeed, the very structure of the entire thesis, with the general (ideal-type) model (Chapter
3) preceding and being complemented by the more specific (Chapters 4, 5 and 6), and then
synthesised in the subsequent analysis chapter (Chapter 7), represents a conscious analytical
choice, which asks of the reader to view the various elements in relation to each other, and
to trust that as they progress the various pieces eventually fall into place.

In other words, taken on its own, this chapter can only but present an (empirically

informed) abstraction—one that needs to be understood from the outset, as a frame of
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reference from which the specificities and the layers of the social context coalesce around—
which requires the subsequent sections of the thesis to bring to life in all its three-
dimensionality. Like all analytical choices, this approach came with certain trade-offs,
however, in that it put the boldest claims regarding the coherence of this system out in front,
leaving the full substantiation and fleshing out of such claims to the end. However, to the
extent that the Social Covenantal logics presented in general form in this chapter are able to
be located and ascertained in an embodied (i.e. socially actualised) form within the accounts
of the case studies, the reader is thereby presented with ample opportunity to test out and
validate the claims to be made in what follows below. It also bears noting that the Somaliland
Social Covenant, insofar as it is conceived of as a set of particular social relations rather than
a totalising structure, can and does exist alongside the State as a parallel force. In such a dual
system, the same political actors may assume roles or pursue practices in both domains at
different times, and its subjects may be pulled in multiple directions as a result of the multi-
layered nature of the social body. These dynamics require an ontology that recognises the
indeterminate nature of social power, as a property and potentiality appropriated by agents
in the service of manifold ends, rather than simply as an all-consuming, self-reproducing and
single-minded phenomena that structures the entirety of agents’ lived experiences. In
describing the emergence of the Covenant, | will demonstrate how the decentralised
distribution of power produced conditions conducive to inter-clan compromise around a set
of peaceful social relations, and how these resulting relations themselves preserve the
autonomous power of clan constituencies vis-a-vis the State. To this end, in what follows, |
will justify the concept of the Social Covenant as a useful and appropriate descriptor for
Somaliland’s peace compact, first by demonstrating the social conditions (i.e. power
relations) that made it possible, and thereafter by articulating the ways in which Somaliland
society exploited these conditions of power to produce something new: a self-determined,

indigenous form of governance.

3.1 Precipitating conditions: power dynamics favourable to the Social
Covenant

Living under the strong central government in Mogadishu had restricted the agency
of the Somaliland communities in the north, especially after General Siad Barre came to

power in 1969. Not only did the top-heavy executive and party structures disproportionately
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exclude members from /saag communities, but the wider structure disempowered the
general population across clan lines in restricting political, economic and social life to
unelected and non-participatory central command structures (Lewis 2011). Power emanated
downwards and outwards from the presidential compound in Mogadishu, and while the
country was too vast and disparate, and State institutions too underdeveloped, for substantial
social control and social engineering, the security and intelligence services were pervasive
enough to prevent rival pockets of power forming within Somali territory (Africa Watch 1990).
As such, Somalilanders found it impossible to determine their own political destiny or enjoy
practical freedoms so long as the Siyad Barre regime remained, and the SNM rebellion
became the only option.

This rebellion, of course, helped precipitate the disintegration of the central State, and
with it the top-down power structures that dominated Somaliland’s social life. Military forces
retreated and governing institutions were abandoned, while the basic social patterns that had
constituted life up to that point collapsed through mass killings, displacement and destruction
(SCPD 1999, 62; Interview #58). This ‘rupture’ (Hoehne 2016, 1381), while generally, and
rightly, viewed through its catastrophic, genocidal dimensions, was also the successful
culmination of a decade-long ‘war of liberation’ against military occupation (Interview #49).
As such, alongside mourning and despair, there also existed a tinge of the ‘heady optimism’
that accompanies newly-won freedom (Omaar 1994). For one civil servant, capturing a feeling
shared by many Isaaq at the time, liberation will be remembered as a moment of ‘euphoria
and excitement’, with independence day as a moment when ‘we were reborn’ (Interview
#187). For those looking out over that uncertain horizon, ‘everything was new,’ and this ‘new
dawn’ or ‘fresh start’ in self-governance offered fertile ground for ‘an experiment of
freedom...and of living together in peace’ (Interview #85; Interview #115; Interview #23).

Without romanticising this period of destruction and chaos, it is worth viewing these
eulogistic recollections as pointing to the political openness and possibility that this disruptive
historical juncture equally provided. In particular, as will be explored here, it is important to
fully make sense of the ways in which the collapse of the State in Mogadishu fundamentally
altered power relations, allowing previously subordinated actors to assume a measure of self-
determination. In recognising this mix of possibility and peril, we avoid reducing State
degeneration to total ‘failure’ or ‘lack’, and can instead look to the way agents responded to

their new circumstances to fashion something wholly new. These shifting dynamics can be
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best understood through charting the changing nature of power relations sequentially, as the
Somaliland people first saw the dissipation of Barre’s sovereign State power, then
experienced the failure of any alternative hegemonic power to assert itself, before ultimately
contending with a relative balance of power between clan actors, thus setting the stage for

the forging of a new political settlement between these equivalent clan forces.

3.1.1 Dissipation of Sovereign Power

With the fall of the regime in Somalia, not only was a leader deposed and a system of
governance annihilated, but the very phenomenon of sovereign power collapsed. With the
dismemberment of the cult of Siad Barre, no heir-apparent to the fallen government
presented itself, creating a political field that was open and fluid. Despite being strong enough
to endure and outlast the regime’s last gasps of terror, the SNM was in no position to fill the
resulting governmental void by imposing its own order. First, the Movement was not
operationally set-up to attempt to install a regime built on force or strongman politics: ‘the
civilian leadership, the democratic practices, the lack of external sponsors and the formal role
of elders meant that no warlords emerged from the ranks of the SNM’ (Bradbury 2008, 72).
Secondly, the structure and coherence of the SNM was also too loose and diverse to remain
intact following the disappearance of the common enemy, resulting in a situation in which
‘real military or political control by official SNM structures’ became ‘erratic and dispersed,’
and much territory ended up ‘controlled by roaming clan militias’ (Renders 2012, 88; Lewis &
Farah 1997, 370). As one former minister put it, “‘When the SNM defeated Siad Barre, they
were not an organised body. They were just a collection of clan forces supported by the clan
of their area and lead by a general from that specific area. It was what crippled the
government [formed in Burao], and it led the country into a civil war that lasted over two
years’ (Interview #267). These armed clashes, which pitted SNM factions against each other
as well as against non-Isaag populations, and alienated the Movement from local
constituencies, created a situation in which the SNM’s transitional administrative structures
found themselves too weak ‘to carry out its transition tasks’, thus creating a ‘political vacuum’
(Bobe 2017, 81).

Ideologically, the very boundaries of where formal authority lay became an open
question, with populations split over whether the territory had a place within a future Somali

State, or whether the only option was to declare independence and go it alone (Interview
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#61). The abrupt collapse of the Somali state had come as a shock, and its downfall had
derailed the SNM’s primary objective of capturing and then democratising the government in
Mogadishu. While political leaders from Somaliland initially held out some hope that a power-
sharing arrangement could be reached with the other anti-Barre rebel movements in the
south, by the time of the Burao Conference in mid-1991, the descent of the Somali capital
into internecine violence had soured the prospects of resuscitating a Somali State in the eyes
of many, while generating enthusiasm for the prospect of Somaliland independence,
particularly amongst the Isaaqg (Hansen & Bradbury 2007, 464). As such, when participants in
the Burao Conference declared Somaliland’s return to independence from Somalia in May of
1991, the decision came about not as part of a deliberate political programme, or as
‘something that was premeditatedly decided on’ (Interview #49), but rather as ‘a response to
a particular set of events and to public pressure, without benefit of planning or careful
consideration’ (Bradbury 2009, 82-3; Interview #58). In the absence of ‘ready-made plans for
post-war administration’ (Balthasar 2014, 6), the SNM found itself unprepared to take on the
mantle of ideological or political lodestar, and unable to impose a vision of order.

This absence of de facto authority and hegemony enjoyed by any political aspirant was
matched by a lack of external legitimacy. As is well documented, Somaliland forged its peace
with a negligible degree of foreign involvement, which created incentives for powerful actors
to seek legitimacy locally, by drawing from local support and resources (Bradbury 2009, 82;
Pegg & Kolstg 2016; Eubank 2012; Johnson & Smaker 2014). Such dependence empowered
the Somaliland population with a means of accountability with which to exert pressure
towards peace rather than particularist gain. What is less discussed is the impact this had in
disassembling concentrations of legitimate power altogether, of negating the political space
conventionally occupied by the sovereign. Whereas the international recognition of a faction
or institution as the representative of the nation-state inevitably endows that entity with
some semblance of supreme authority, creating an alluring axis of power around which
aspirants converge and compete, in the case of Somaliland, peacebuilding took place in a
situation absent a sovereign. As one former minister argued, ‘Somaliland is not a recognized
county yet. We have to deal with issues differently because there is no powerful government
that enforces the rules’ (Interview #267).

So long as the international community reserved its diplomatic recognition for

whoever might emerge atop the pile in Mogadishu, political actors from within Somaliland
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would get no external support in legitimising a sovereign advantage from outside. Instead of
being externally designated, sovereignty would have to be internally constituted (collectively
willed into being). As one retired aid worker from Borama put it, describing the way in which
authority was not assumed (in both senses of the word), but rather inclusively produced: ‘The
SNM was not a country. They were accommodated, appeased [by us, rather than submitted
to]. [We, the non-Isaaq] said “yes, fine, take two years administration, nobody will take that

2

from you. But, after two years, we will discuss our future thoroughly and frankly”’ (Interview
#272). As will be shown below, this assertion by Somaliland’s constituencies of the conditional

right to govern would shape the nature of the political order that emerged.

3.1.2 Emergence of balance of power

What emerged with the disassembly of central State rule was thus the splintering of
power across numerous local actors, without any visionary, formidable force stepping up to
subdue disorderly actors and monopolise power. As de Waal (2015) observes:

In other cases of liberation movements in power, the ruling party has drawn on a
combination of popular legitimacy derived from its standing as liberator...to
continue in power to the detriment of democracy. The SNM did not have this
capacity. Military commanders had lost the bonds of discipline, and the [SNM
Central Committee] did not meet, so there was no prospect of them asserting
military control. Theft and harassment by SNM militiamen, and their involvement
in internecine conflicts, discredited them. (133)

Yet, despite this absence of coercive restraint imposed from on high, what followed
was not wanton disorder, but instead a tentative and precarious stalemate, which allowed a
different type of order to be built. Indeed, de Waal goes on to state that ‘political order was
created from the fact that the contending forces — military, civilian, commercial — were evenly
matched...” (de Waal 2015, 133). If Statist theory tends to see centralised power as controlled
and diffuse power as chaotic (see Angstrom 2008; Burgess 2017), what emerged in the case
of Somaliland was a third option: a pluralist, non-hierarchical configuration of force, in which
the latent threat of multidirectional violence served to cancel each other out—what we might
call a relative balance of power (Interview #78; Bobe 2017). Among those navigating
Somaliland’s volatile political environment, such power relations were not immediately
recognised, but became apparent as these actors tested the limits of their strength, finding

that attempts to conquer others led only to destabilising backlash: ‘If there had been
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retribution, the war would never have ended, and there would have been no winner. You
can't defeat a clan. Ultimately, they will consume you’ (Interview #20). Such lessons have
remained powerful, informing relations between the centre and periphery to this day: ‘It is
the nature of Somalis, if you try to suppress the Somali people by force you cannot win, that’s
my experience. So, if we say that Somaliland pumped a lot of military [force into the restive
peripheries] and there is an occupation from Somaliland, that’s absolutely a lie. You cannot
live in a hostile area unless you have the support of the local people’ (Interview #216).

As time went on, the realisation of the futility and impotence of military might, and its
growing danger if left unchecked, fostered a willingness among the country’s armed actors to
cede ground and allow actors previously politically marginalised to devise a way out. By the
time of the Borama Conference, then, the stage was set for the SNM to relinquish control and
allow for ‘a process led by clan elders rather than asserting its authority through force’
(Richards 2020, 1071; Interview #85). This intervention by clan elders did not occur on the
back of military power, but in the political space vacated by it. Nor, once initiated, did such
efforts seek to occupy the space of power, but instead merely provided a platform from which
all sides could participate and channel their efforts, power and resources toward the
construction of a new political order: ‘Clan elders did not necessarily ascend to executive state
rule, but they mediated the formation and nature of the state and exerted a measure of
political control over it’ (Renders 2012, 87). In other words, these customary leaders, who
commanded popular respect and influence but were unable and unwilling to translate that
into formal political dominance of their own, served as a locus of governance, which defied
the rules of statebuilding and sovereign power by divorcing social power (legitimised
authority) from coercive power (the capacity for violence) (Arendt 1972). Indeed, the elders’
soft power came from their very disavowal of hard power: ‘people were traumatised by the
Siyad Barre regime, so they wouldn’t trust anybody with a gun. That is where the Guurti came
into play’ (Interview #120).

In this manner, power dynamics, rather than evolving towards either domination or
violent competition, fostered a balance that served three productive functions. First, it
granted society protection and recourse against the emergence of unequal concentrations of
power. As Hassan-kayd (2020) documents, it was the very assurance that the SNM was in no
position to dominate power unilaterally that convinced clan representatives to risk exposure

to vulnerability by disarming and demobilising clan militias (80-4). To facilitate this organised
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resistance of social actors to traces of domination, the social power of clan representatives
combined with a more general popular distrust of tyranny, accumulated over the course of
two decades of military rule, to mobilise against dictatorial pretences amongst its leadership
when such pretences become too egregious: ‘Every person in our society has the memory of
dictatorship. The refusal of oppression and killings are what glue us together, as a result of
our previous experience. The people look for dictatorial traits in any government and if they
find them, they respond immediately’ (Interview #89; also Interview #2).

Second, this balance of power also opened space for a politics based on bargaining
and societal accountability (de Waal 2015). As Phillips (2020) notes, the fact that ‘local power’
was ‘precariously...balanced between potential competitors,” and that Somaliland’s political
stakeholders all became conscious of this reality, mitigated against the ‘complete exclusion
of any politically significant clan/sub-clan group,’ lest the excluded party were to lose a feeling
of stake in the system and decide instead to fight against it (105/163). The absence of a
monopoly of coercive power therefore forced different sides to confront each other as
stakeholders with an equal right to sit at the negotiating table on all matters of collective
interest, in the process cementing a link between particular (clan) interest and collective
betterment. As one local think-tank documenting the early peacebuilding initiatives noted,
what made them so inclusive and participatory was that ‘there was no single party strong
enough to wield undue political influence’ (APD 2008, 21). Third, with arms and violence ruled
out as deciding forces, other previously excluded actors were able to influence proceedings
in a way not afforded in the past, with, for instance, ‘pressure applied by women’s groups for
a greater involvement in the political process’ resulting in ‘the appointment of Somaliland’s
first female Minister’ (ibid). In short, armed stalemate, in closing down the opportunity for
the assertion of domination or unilateralism, forced groups to contend by way of
argumentation, moral appeal, concession, compromise, lobbying, influence-peddling and

financial inducements, a dynamic whose results we will trace next.

3.1.3 Summary

When the Somali State collapsed, then, it was not a ‘power vacuum’ that emerged.
Certain forms of power were indeed erased, such as ‘sovereign power’, the presumed right
and capacity to rule on behalf of a people through the mechanism of the State. However, for

the most part, power was not extinguished but instead dispersed and reconfigured, with most
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coercive force spread out across various SNM factions, clan militia groups and criminal outfits,
and normative influence (i.e. legitimate authority) percolating in nascent form amongst
traditional leaders. Such power was spread fairly evenly, conditions seemingly ripe for
descent into a Hobbesian state of nature. Yet, the chaos of the post-Barre rupture proved to
be more open and unanticipated, neither harnessed successfully by certain dominant actors
nor dispensed indiscriminately in the heedless panic of competition, but coalescing around a
felt need to regulate this power to the benefit of a multi-clan collective. This loci of power
was therefore poised as a latent potential that might be rendered malleable in the hands of
human agency, towards the construction of a new order. In the next section, we will trace
how such latent power (or ‘constituent power’, as Negri [2009] classifies it), was indeed
reappropriated towards the goal of constituting a novel system of governance, the Social

Covenant.

3.2 Sketching out the Social Covenant: a conceptual model

In the previous chapter, anarchist theory granted insight into how a balance of power
might be translated into collective forms of freedom and equality, so long as human agency
intervened to convert these ‘conditions of possibility’ into reality. Having just described the
process through which non-sovereign, decentralised and relatively balanced power dynamics
emerged in the early days of the Somaliland experiment, the rest of the chapter will look at
how Somalilanders transformed these circumstances into a new political system—that of the
Social Covenant. This famously occurred through a six-year national reconciliation process
based around successive multi-clan conferences, lasting from 1991 to 1997. The two best-
known of these meetings were the Brotherhood Conference of Northern Clans, held in Burao
in mid-1991, where Somaliland’s independence was first announced, and the Borama
Conference of 1993, at which a ‘Peace Charter’ of clan reconciliation and a ‘National Charter’
of inter-communal governance were agreed. At each of these conferences, traditional
authorities, military leaders, politicians, businesspeople and civil society came together as
representatives of their clans, first to address issues of immediate concern, such as ceasefires,
property restitution and compensation, thereafter progressing to issues that reconstituted
future power dynamics, such as demobilisation of militia and the formation of governance

arrangements.
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The agreements reached at these conferences have conventionally been viewed in
terms of their direct outputs, whether the institutional arrangements set up (the Guurti,
transitional executive committees, etc.), the powers authorised (mandates, term limits, etc.)
or the thematic areas covered (security, restitution, etc.) (see Richards 2014 and Renders
2012, for example). This bundle of achievements is seen as constituting the emotionally
straightforward, yet analytically vague, ‘peace’ and ‘security’ that Somaliland has enjoyed
from the mid-1990s to the present, themselves precursors and building blocks of the State
that would emerge after 2001. Through the proposed model of the Social Covenant, however,
| seek to reconstruct both the social processes at work and their outcomes in a different
manner, based not on the surface-level signs of change but on the underlying logics that made
those changes possible, given the power dynamics, normative horizons and other
contextually-specific factors that prevailed. | argue that, when taken together, these logics
constitute a distinct, comprehensive, self-contained and self-reproducing system of social
relations that not only perform the minimum tasks of restraining violence and instability, but
address—albeit in an imperfect and incomplete manner—the fundamental political dilemmas
faced by all aspiring political communities, regarding particularity and generality, plurality and
unity, freedom and equality. The Somaliland Social Covenant is simply the name that | give to

this particular articulation of social relations.

3.2.1 The Social Covenant, in brief

If the State is nothing but a set of particular social relations imagined as a (corporate)
whole (Lynteris 2013), then so too is the Social Covenant. What distinguishes the State from
the Social Covenant is thus not any distinction of genus, evolutionary stage, ontology or
worldview, but instead merely the types of social relations they engender, and the social
outcomes these structural differences produce. Owing to young Somaliland’s pluralistic
distribution of power and its lack of a designated, unitary authority, the Social Covenant could
not emerge as a political system through hegemony, the preponderance of coercive force or
externally imposed order. Instead, it would have to be developed collectively, via negotiation
and agreement, and then be consecrated through the buy-in of all major organised social
constituencies, in this case clans, whose relative autonomy and equality gave each of them a

voice and a stake in any social relations manufactured.
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Unsurprisingly, these particular background social conditions shaped the types of social
relations on offer, ruling out certain options (such as the purposeful, centralised enforcement
of law and order) while opening up alternative possibilities. Those Somalilanders involved in
building peace and stability not only demonstrated their awareness of the opportunities and
constraints they were dealing with, but managed to devise a particular set of mutual
responsibilities and allowances between clans responsive to these opportunities and
constraints. | group these various inter-clan responsibilities and allowances into three
categories, which | call logics, based on the three different dimensions in which power is
organised. ‘Horizontality’, the first logic, relates to the unmediated plurality of power, and the
types of direct, multilateral engagement this fosters between the assemblage of evenly
matched clan actors. ‘Intimacy’, the second logic, speaks to the forces pulling disparate clan
actors together in collective enterprise in the absence of a unifying State actor to coercively
bind them, and involves the deeply interpersonal and situated ways in which clans and
individuals are implicated in each other’s lives and futures. Lastly, ‘conditional association’,
refers to the underlying conditionalities shaping this direct, multilateral engagement, in which
each clan party, as a contributing stakeholder to the collective Covenantal system, retains the
right and the power to divest from this system if its conditions for participation are not met.

In short, what emerges is a system of governance without a ‘ruler’—when it comes to
the Social Covenant, there is no ‘right to rule’ invested in any personage or entity, either
individual or institutional. Instead, political decision-making, agency and other unadulterated
functions of governance are invested directly in processes and acts: negotiated agreements
related to specific relations between groups at specific times. The place of power is not
something to be occupied permanently; power becomes a substance that is generated
temporarily and contingently at times of crisis, and then dissolved when no longer
operational. The Social Covenant is thus a political assemblage of groups based on association
rather than domination. Such alternative logics directly contradict, and thus are unassimilable
to, the logics of State-based rule, and, as a result, have produced insoluble tensions between

Covenant and State within the make-up of Somaliland’s present political order.

3.2.2 The historical evolution of the Social Covenant

The life of the Social Covenant can be separated into two periods: the pre-State era

and the post-State era. During the first decade of the Somaliland experiment, from roughly
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1991 to 2001, any semblance of central governance, whether domestic or externally imposed,
was at first non-existent, and then, after the introduction of the National Charter, embryonic.
Even as late as the constitution-ratification process, which would not be completed and voted
upon until 2001, there existed trepidation across many corners of society that Somaliland was
being unwelcomely ‘catapulted from a clan-based to a political-party-based system’, with the
proposed presidential system seen as an abrogation of ‘what we agreed previously’, and a
divergence from ‘respect [for] clans’ (Interview #115). Despite these protestations, the
constitution passed through the transitional legislature by the smallest of margins (Interview
#38), ushering in a period, from 2010 to the present, where Somalilanders find themselves
embedded within dual sets of social relations, on the one hand ‘represented as citizens by
political parties’ chosen through elections, and, on the other, ‘represented as a clan by clan
elders’ selected through customary means (Interview #23). The resulting political order was
therefore ‘hybrid’ in three meaningful ways: (1) incorporating institutions of both modern
statecraft and of traditional authority; (2) endowing official government actors with parallel
representative duties, towards both respective voting citizens and affiliated clans; and (3)
building governance systems simultaneously downwards from artificial institutions of elite
design (the National Charter, the State), and upwards from grassroots, practical measures of
inter-clan coexistence (the Peace Charter, the Social Covenant).

Covenantal relations have therefore not disappeared with the emergence of the State,
but in many ways have adapted. Take clan-based representation, for example. While
horizontal inclusivity and equality were initially fostered through pluralistic participation in
clan conferences, as these conferences progressed, efforts were made to entrench equitable
clan representation within more permanent governance structures. As early as 1993, the
nascent government, which included twin legislative bodies, was set up to ensure that seats
were ‘proportionally allocated to clans’, creating, in the words of Bradbury (2008), ‘a genuine
multi-clan parliament’, with ‘non-Isaag members [holding] a greater share of seats than they
had in the legislature under British rule’ (99). Together with the appointment of a Gadabuursi
politician as Vice President and a Harti individual as Speaker of the House of Representatives,
such measures served to reaffirm ‘support for Somaliland’ and increase ‘stake in the state’
amongst non-Isaaq clans (ibid, 100). As statebuilding has gained momentum, especially in the
aftermath of successive elections and increased collaboration with international

development partners, perceptions of inter-clan horizontal equality have become entwined
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with formal State representation, as this derisive comment from a local lawyer makes clear:
‘the only way [Somalilanders] define justice is through comparison to other clans; they
compare the amount of ministers, directors and job positions their clan members hold and
they go from there. Whether they have justice or injustice depends on where they stand in
relation to others’ (Interview #80).

At the same time, as will become clear throughout the case studies, while Covenantal
relations may integrate themselves within the structural parameters of the State, they do not
emerge unscathed, but are often debilitated and distorted in the process. Turning our
attention again to representation, we find the individual’s relation to their kinsfolk changing
once mediated by the State, with clan (gabiil) transforming from a web of inherited reciprocal
relations and responsibilities to one’s community, into ‘clannism’ (gabyalaad), a
‘discriminatory’ marker of inclusion and exclusion filtered through networks of power and
patronage (Interview #185 Interview #79; Interview #95; Interview #115). This politicisation
of clan, as will be shown, is hardwired into the structure of Somaliland’s liberal democratic
governance model (what one interviewee described as ‘democracy with the shirt of clan’
[Interview #275]), with political parties building electoral coalitions out of clan alliances, and
clan elders fastening themselves to the political machinery through playing the identity
politics game. For one journalist, the intersection of State politics, self-interest and clannism
is not hard to detect: ‘when it comes to clannism and clan politics, some [individuals] take
part in them more than others. Those who perpetuate hate and divide often have a [political]
interest [at stake]. It’s not the average person’ (Interview #39). In sum, the increasing
concentration of power and sovereign advantage within the State not only increases
competition among the elite, but can alienate clan relations, the bedrock of Covenantal
sociability, into instruments towards these competitive ends.

But despite these extremes, where the State either accommodates elements of the
Covenant or swallows them whole, it is more accurate to see the two modes of relationality
operating in unstable and disharmonious parallel to each other, as dual systems. For political
subjects navigating this dichotomous field, the incompatible logics of the State and the
Covenant offer both constraints and opportunities for action, with individuals drawing from
each world at different moments, depending upon their interest at the time. All told, the
tripartite logics of horizontality, intimacy and conditional association, while feeling the

pressure of the State and its penchant for vertical relations, alienation and unconditional
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legitimacy have equally managed to maintain their political saliency by motivating and
empowering Somaliland’s social actors to cut across, resist, integrate or circumvent such

actions at certain times and within certain contexts.

3.2.3 The analytical framework: building the Covenant out of its component parts

Having sketched an outline of the Somaliland Social Covenant, the rest of this chapter
will provide a more detailed picture of its component parts—the tripartite logics of
horizontality, intimacy and conditional association. The remaining sections will take each logic
in turn, first analysing how the logic functions within the Somaliland context, and thereafter
detailing the process by which it came into being. Each section will not only describe how
horizontality, intimacy and conditional association respectively shape the ways that
Somalilanders, as members of clans, interact with each other socially and politically, but will
also illustrate the various mechanisms employed by political agents in Somaliland to develop
and reproduce those logics in the first place. By the end of the chapter, the reader should
have a clear understanding of how the Somaliland Social Covenant, as a self-contained, self-
reproducing system of social relations, operates, as well as of the types of power dynamics
and normative processes by which it is sustained. As a guide, Diagram 2 illustrates the
relationship of the Social Covenant model to its component parts.

A few caveats are worth noting here, first regarding the relationship between the
functional analytical model of the Social Covenant | present here, and the complexity,
diversity and unpredictability of social life in Somaliland when viewed from the standpoint of
everyday contingencies. While | do not deny those complexities, nor see them as
incompatible with the viability of social logics as such, | merely put them aside at this stage,
so that the reader can view the Covenant in its most pronounced, coherent and socially
relevant form, no longer concealed below the shadow of the State, where we as political
scientists are usually trained to focus. In other words, given the common-sense ubiquity and
self-evidence of the State as the only viable systemic game in town, any comparison between
it and the Social Covenant requires first placing the two on equal normative standing by
making the case for the Covenant based primarily on its merits. By recognising that the burden
of proof in introducing any original paradigm lies in demonstrating its affirmative functionality
in the face of inevitable knee-jerk scepticism, my justificatory strategy is to put the Social

Covenant's ‘best foot forward’, and only then, after making the strongest case, complicate
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matters by demonstrating the undeniable shortcomings and complexities at work. It is to the
Case Studies that | have delegated this latter task, where the Covenant will be presented in
all its intricate relations to the Somaliland State, flaws and all.

An additional cautionary consideration concerns the voices and perspectives | call upon in
constructing this picture of the Social Covenant. While quoting from and referencing a wide
variety of sources—mainly interviews, but also academic literature—in both articulating the
Covenantal logics and demonstrating their social relevance, such sources, as | acknowledge in
section 1.4.4, disproportionately come from the more ‘elite’ segment of society, although by
no means exclusively. As such, what is presented below, while demonstrating a coherent and
consistent imaginary that is detectable amongst a diverse multitude of actors, can, as a result
of the limitations in terms of consultative scope, offer only an incomplete window into this
phenomenon, one that could and should be broadened out through further research. For the
purposes of the current study however, the representativeness of these views beyond the
individuals consulted herewith, particularly in relation to the legitimacy of those conjuring up
and reproducing the Social Covenant as a mechanism of power beyond the State, can be
illustrated through the ways in which these perspectives concur with the practices of
communities in actively turning to such practices during times of crisis, vulnerability and
grievance (as will be substantiated in the three case study chapters). In short, the viability of
the Social Covenant as a source of communal, non-‘elite’ empowerment is to be
demonstrated not only through the interpretations of those interviewed, but through the
everyday practices of communities in participating willingly and actively to futher such
Covenantal processes, including through adhering to the resolutions that come out of conflict

mediation initiatives.

Diagram 2: The Social Covenant, its logics and their component mechanisms
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3.3 Horizontality: Direct association through levelling
3.3.1 What is horizontality?

Somaliland, one could rightly say, was a contract, or a marriage, among hostile
clans. (Interview #115)

‘Our power-sharing came from the ground...It is painful, it is slow. There is not a
lot of finesse. But everything is negotiated here, everything. Everything was
negotiated. It was not imposed from above. (Interview #220)

‘Horizontality’, as | touched upon in Chapter 2, is premised on the primary and direct
engagement of Somaliland’s various clans with each other, without the intervention of a
higher authority under whose auspices or interests this engagement is to be subordinated,
mediated or controlled. It is thus distinct from, and stands in opposition to, the verticality of
State rule, in which power is concentrated centrally, and where agency and judgement are
initiated from on high. It is founded on the belief that each constituent party of the Social
Covenant—i.e. each clan—is a free and equal member of the collective, and thus has an equal
and conditional stake in the protections or benefits the collective offers and achieves. A
simultaneous autonomy and mutualism is thus maintained between the various independent

clans, in which the forces that bind and those that enable separation are kept in tense
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equilibrium, so as to avoid either consolidating clans into a singular entity or fragmenting
them into competing, stand-alone enclaves. How this equilibrium is sustained will be
described later, in the sections on ‘intimacy’ and ‘conditional association’.

The horizontalist dynamic first took concrete form during the early days of the
reconciliation process. Over the course of the Berbera, Sheikh and Borama Conferences of
1991-1993, clan representatives developed and refined the notion of ‘ama dalkaa qab, ama
dadkaa gab’, a directive in which ‘clans took responsibility for events in areas controlled by
them’, not merely overseeing security and justice within their own community but promising
to act in situations where one of their kinsfolk violated the security or justice of those outside
their community (APD 2008, 53). In designating that ‘each clan would be responsible for the
peace of its territory’, ‘a very, very powerful’ kind of ‘collective responsibility, collective
protection’ was fostered, in which, in situations of murder, theft, banditry, rogue armed
attack or other forms of grievous harm, ‘you don’t have to count on the police’ (Interview
#115). While such arrangements in some ways mirror those of a federation, what sets them
apart, first and foremost, is that they were regulated and adhered to in the absence of a State,
through direct, horizontal forms of accountability and reciprocity. Additionally, rather than
depending on clear territorial delineations in demarcating clan jurisdictions, the traditional
leaders tasked with upholding the agreement relied on lineage connections, often
overlapping with loose, flexible settlement patterns, to determine where their responsibilities
began and ended (Hoehne 2016).

At the structural level, what compelled these horizontal dynamics was the
aforementioned relative equality of power between clans. On the one hand, relative parity
ensured that no actor was so dominant that it could either ignore the concerns of others, or
be insulated from the effects of events transpiring between others. At the same time, each
party’s respective trust in its own strength to resist the advances of others inspired confidence
that its autonomy was not under immediate threat, thereby mitigating against defensive
postures of skittishness or brinksmanship. In other words, all clan actors have come to realise
that collective survival entails a baseline level of involvement in solving each other’s issues
and addressing each other’s grievances, to avoid the risk of being sucked into the destabilising
exploits of neighbours (Interview #43; Interview #147; Interview #267). As one prominent

Isaaq politician described such dynamics:
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We are willing to share everything with [the non-Isaaqg], not because we are
magnanimous. We won the war...[But, as they remind us] “you didn't defeat me
you defeated Siyad Barre's army. If you wanted to fight, we would have fought for
a long time.” No clan ever gives up...They would have never relented to the SNM.
So, it was in the interests of the SNM and the centre to accept peace with these
people. (Interview #220)

Somaliland thus survives less as a singular ‘government’, in any classical sense of the
word, and more as a voluntary association of members, a loose confederation involving
cooperation based upon a limited set of conditions, the most paramount of which is
maintaining peace between groups: ‘Somaliland is a collection of clans that come together to
share power’, to quote one opposition politician from a peripheral clan (Interview #258). As
such, while generally residing in separate neighbourhoods and regions, and largely taking care
of developmental, economic and social affairs exclusively amongst their own kin, these
relatively self-contained communities come together during times of crisis, when issues
threaten to spill over into the public realm, such as major inter-clan disputes. At such
moments when parties involved in friction are unable to handle things themselves, the next
practical step is not to defer to a higher authority or vertical chain of central command, but
instead an almost reflexive, horizontal self-mobilisation of the other communities bound by
the Social Covenant, who treat it as their duty to lend their hand in maintaining the peace. As
one local councillor from Burao boasted, ‘When it comes to the whole country, the people
are brothers from corner to corner. When something happens somewhere, whether it is us
or some other people, we prefer that it is resolved, and will get involved in mediating the
conflict. It is something that’s ingrained in us Somalilanders. We like that peace happens

everywhere’ (Interview #96).

3.3.2 How has horizontality been developed and maintained? A lesson in political levelling

Somaliland, like all societies, produces rich and poor, celebrity and layman, well-
connected and marginalised, and any number of other inequalities. Yet, in order to facilitate
the kinds of parity required for political dialogue and justice to be worked out fairly amongst
individuals and groups, mechanisms for actively levelling these imbalances, at least
temporarily, have proved necessary—as critics of deliberative democracy know all too well

(Lupia & Norton 2017). Below, we look at two techniques—political equalisation (4.1.1.1) and
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rebalancing (4.1.1.2)—adopted by those forging the Social Covenant for neutralising power
asymmetries to the greatest extent possible, so that agreement over peace could be reached
with buy-in from all parties, and with little opportunity for particular actors to impose their
desired outcomes. As Renders & Terlinden (2010) acknowledge, this levelling of the playing
field transformed inter-clan dialogue into an ‘arena in which statehood was [to be]
negotiated’, allowing ‘informal, clan-based consensus building and the careful balancing of
representation along clan lines [to become] watermarks of the emerging hybrid political order

from the start’ (729).

3.3.2.1 Political equalisation

The elders were also key in matters of peace, because their involvement allowed
conflicting parties to approach one another as clans, rather than as competitors
for state power. This lowered the stakes temporarily setting aside the allocation
of state power as an aspect of the conflict. (Renders 2012, 88)

While Somaliland’s peace conferences were attended by various influential
stakeholders, it was respected traditional elders who filled the void of authority vacated by
armed actors, and determined proceedings. While negotiations certainly benefitted from the
positive qualities of elders, their wisdom, experience and legitimacy, equally important was
what their presence and oversight mitigated against: namely, the macro-level politics (and
geopolitics) with which Somaliland’s political and military elite attempted to secure their
position atop a future Somaliland (or, in certain leaders’ case, a future Somalia). For example,
during the days of these pivotal conferences, there were factional struggles between
Abdirahman Tuur’s provisional administration and his opponents over leadership positions,
with Tuur eventually defecting to Somalia (Balthasar 2013, 219-20). And, while traditional
leaders could do little to influence events on the battlefield or within the SNM’s organisational
infrastructure, what they could do was carve out a space where such elite-led political
machinations held less sway. As one of the country’s most respected suldaans contended,
‘regardless of the specific titles these traditional leaders had, what they managed to
accomplish at the time was to control and inhibit the greed of individuals who wanted to fulfil
their self-interest by making claims to the throne/chair [kuursiga]’ (Interview #278).

Inter-clan mediation efforts were able to insulate decision-making and relationship-

building from the undue influence of power, military might and economic largesse by bringing

87



these processes down to a level where nationalist, inter-elite politics had little resonance. As
one elder from the east described this process of political equalisation, rather than involving
horse-trading over authorities and privileges, the currency operating at this level was
primarily that of interpersonal relationships, historical connections, moral standing, basic
needs and reputation (Interview #295). For Hassan-kayd (2020), ‘the longevity and open
discussion’ of the peacebuilding conferences gave ‘time to all parties to share their issues and
listen to others’, and that this inclusion as equals pre-emptively ‘disregard[ed] their influence,
power, or clans’ population density’ (84). As Renders (2012), quoted above, makes clear,
lowering the site of negotiation to a more level playing field, where military might and
economic influence commanded less influence, served also to ‘lower the stakes’. This entailed
the depoliticisation of negotiations around future coexistence, so as to minimise divisive
guestions, such as over distributions of power, and maximise areas of commonality, such as
basic communal safety, survival and freedom. According to Moe (2011), ‘by pursuing a “thin”
government with only a minimum of authority and functions, while prioritizing local processes
of reconciliation driven by customary authorities, the process of state formation was not
turned into a zero-sum conflict-producing exercise’ (154).

Sequestering power in this manner not only occurred at the level of resisting top-down
authority, but equally through regulating the practical, quotidian proceedings of these
conferences. In this regard, control of space was key, with traditional leaders serving as
gatekeepers, actively working to exclude self-interested actors (what Somalis call af-

”r

miinshaaro: ‘self-appointed “political brokers” or “spin doctors”’) from sites of conflict
resolution (APD 2002, 39). As one Somali peacebuilding researcher explained:

[When the SNM’s Guurti] invited elders from the other clans, what they tried to
avoid [was] the [inclusion of] military personnel as well as politicians—they had
to be taken away...The reason why was politicians have their own interests...And
also the military, they didn't want peace, because they are thinking about making
power by the gun. But [the elders], they think “Okay now, let's talk to the hostile
clans.” (Interview #115).
Through the political equalisation of concentrations of power and wealth, political
contestation between clans was rendered less threatening and more manageable, thereby

creating more favourable conditions for difficult reconciliatory issues to be worked out

between groups.
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In some ways, this side-lining of potential spoilers might seem little different from the
‘normative exclusion’ of certain ‘anti-peace’ elements (such as designated terrorist groups or
war criminals) from international conflict resolution efforts (Lanz 2011, 282-5). However, two
key differences are at play in the Somaliland context. First, within Somaliland’s peacebuilding,
former militant actors weren’t excluded or circumvented, but were rather persuaded to
‘detach [themselves] from decision-making circles’, to give up their air of authority or
presumed privilege, and dissolve back into the population (Interview #21). In other words,
the SNM and the political elite, while stepping aside from positions of leadership at these
conferences, equally gave them their blessing, actively assenting to the notion that traditional
leaders from their clans were speaking on their behalf. Second, unlike most international
peace conferences, in which the extrication of political struggles from the arena of decision-
making is carried out by reducing political contestation to technocratic problem-solving
(Isikozlu & Heinke 2018, 11), Somaliland mediation processes overcome the politicisation of
peacebuilding through another approach—namely, through the normative injunction to
separate ‘the cultural’ (dhaganka) and ‘the political’ (siyaasadda) (Interview #187).

While the dhaganka/siyaasadda distinction is not easy for an outsider to fully
comprehend, what it generally points to is a contextually-specific division of responsibilities
between those that reinforce communalist ethics within the horizontal social fabric, and
those that entail the vertical deployment of power, whether for good (such as national
development or law-making) or for ill (for inter-elite competition). Such nuances can be
detected in the unwritten norms that Somalilanders use to judge whether actors from both
the State and customary spheres have transgressed the confines of their mandates, as can be
seen in this political commentator’s assessment criteria for present-day inter-clan
conferences: ‘If the meeting is a cultural one to solve [outstanding] issues and forgive each
other, then it is fine. But if it is to establish a political alliance, there is no place for that’
(Interview #237; Interview #185; Interview #79). In this way, in foregrounding processes that
promote cultural, clan-based ways of interrelating over those that promote political,
competitive dynamics, these conferences allowed for the temporary suspension of existing
power struggles and political divisions so that new forms of social connection might appear,

pertaining directly to the immediate context.
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3.3.2.2 Rebalancing

Horizontality, as 3.1 describes, involves a relative balance of power between clans at
the macro level, which is reproduced and reinforced at the level of political decision-making
through deliberate acts of stakeholders, such as the politically neutralisation of individual
pockets of emerging power. At the same time, in situations where power disparities could not
be excluded, Somaliland’s mediators took efforts to defang and recalibrate them on the spot,
a process | call ‘rebalancing’. For example, a former SNM secretariat member notes the
importance of elder mediation in ‘exposing and criticising spoilers and employing the “interval
effect”, which involves having the parties vacate the meeting place during periods of
recalcitrance and heated emotion so that informal talks and recitations of poems and religious
readings can calm the situation’ (Bobe 2017, 84). Rebalancing equally served as a guiding
principle when developing the terms of the peace agreements, with efforts taken to undo
concentrations of property and arms accumulated through the conflict, by returning stolen
land back to their original owners or to communal ownership, and placing excess weaponry
under the control of the nascent government (Farah & Lewis 1997, 374-5; Interview #272;
Interview #259). In such cases, budding divisions and hierarchies between groups were
identified and kept in check by those involved the peace negotiations, so as to ensure that
any peace settlement was built on a relative balance of power between clans.

These considerations live on not only in present-day conflict resolution but in electoral
politics, where inter-party competition has remained highly fractious, especially given the
significant overlap of clan and party politics. To lessen the blow of the highly centralised,
winner-takes-all nature of Somaliland’s presidential system, the actual multi-party vote-
winning contest is supplemented by an antecedent phase, a rebalancing process in which
cabinet posts and other political appointments are redistributed to reflect clan concerns over
balanced representation (Interview #66). Such appointments, while formally the sole
prerogative of the victor, derive their social legitimacy through the extent to which clans are
able to shape the outcome of the selection process through collective bargaining. In other
words, all governments are treated as if they are a ‘national unity government’, or a
‘government based on a national idea’, in which ‘power-sharing should be done out in the

open’, so that the outcomes reflect social ideas of fairness (Interview #48).
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As such, at times when formal democratic elections threaten to divide the nation, as
was the case in 2017 (see Chapter 5), the overriding imperative immediately becomes for all
stakeholders to ‘unite the people’, by ‘bring[ing] into the fold, by any means necessary...the
clan[s] of the [candidate] who did not succeed’ (Interview #8). On one hand, the inclusion of
a broad coalition of clan representatives into the political leadership can be seen as a
reshuffling of the elite compact, in which public sector spoils are reapportioned amongst a
new circle of political heavyweights. At the same time, these power-sharing measures take
on both practical and symbolic meaning as an overriding justice principle and measure of
political inclusivity, in which such rebalancing serves to re-establish and restate the
horizontal, shared stake in the Somaliland project:

The moment the election completes, [we] forget about political parties, and
everything changes to clan...We fight, we run, and then when [a party] wins they
say “Everybody come! Yesterday you were competing [electorally] against me,
and although you lose this seat you come and take your share [of ministerial
posts]!”...We are sharing everything we've got...one party is not taking the whole
thing. So, campaigning creates a political problem for five months, after that we
all mix up, and who was opposition, who was with the government, who was with
that party, that’s all done with. They’re all the same. (Interview #66)

In sum, both political equalisation and rebalancing entail wresting individuals,
especially those with power, from their uneven and divided political relations, and inserting
them into the identities and personas they take on as members of a clan, where horizontal, if
competitive, relations prevail. Such methods of conflict resolution, in actively disarticulating
the realm of deliberation from the realm of power, is, | argue, only possible where no
established sovereign power operates. For, when inter-clan mediation is conducted under the
authority of State power, individuals find themselves already alienated from their immediate
potential for coexistence and thrust into the winner-take-all world of interest and competitive
advantage beyond their control. Horizontality enables the Covenantal model to successfully
function, in other words, by limiting, to the greatest degree possible within any given context,
reconciliation from being instrumentalised as a tool of larger political domination or

advantage.
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3.3.3 Summary

Horizontality, fostered through processes of political levelling such as political
equalisation and rebalancing, helped consolidate the foundations of Somaliland’s new
political order, by institutionalising a relative balance of power into relations between clans.
Within reconciliation negotiations, political advantages based on supremacy in population,
wealth or territorial expanse were afforded to no clan, with the resumption of equality of
status and righteousness spread equally across all stakeholders. This enabled the parties to
engage with each other as equals, with those institutions that stood in the way of this
horizontal relationality—such as the outdated, divisive and power-seeking SNM military
architecture and transitional administrations—eventually being dismantled. As such, the
plurality of power was not tamed through the alienation of this power to a central, unity,
vertical authority, but instead productively channelled towards forms of horizontal inter-clan

collaboration aimed at addressing collective issues.
3.4 Intimacy: Mutuality through entanglement

After Siad Barre’s government collapsed, no one reconciled [Somaliland’s clans],
no foreigners or other Somalis came to them. They reconciled because they were
people who knew each other and lived together, interacted and married each
other. (Interview #110)

3.4.1 Whatisintimacy?

Somali State violence upended complexly-intertwined intercommunal relations
throughout the country, causing communities to retreat to clan strongholds and hardening
divisions of mistrust, antagonism and ‘otherness’ between them. The task of Somaliland’s
reconciliation process would be to repair these social relations. Within Somali peacebuilding,
the social rebuilding process starts from the ground up, from the most basic and local to the
larger and more complex. Rather than designing expansive institutions of justice or organising
major tribunals and truth-telling commissions, Somaliland’s dispute mediators target deep-
lying interpersonal connections that cut across the more circumstantial rifts created by
politics. As one suldaan described this exorcism of politics from inter-clan relations:

The traditional leader shouldn't get involved in politics...It is our job that when the
politicians lead you the wrong way, we have to tell them “no”. We should reject
them leading us to chaos again. My role should be limited to reconciling clans and
supervising the exchange of compensations. [At the same time,] it is our job to
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speak up against politicians using clannism, and remind people that we are one
community, one family, and we can't separate from each other. We are all related
somehow, as cousins, in-laws, or uncles. (Interview #153)

‘Intimacy’ is my term for this deliberate process of shedding successive layers of
accumulated political baggage and alienation to retrieve a common kernel of relationality. As
discussed in the previous chapter, alienation occurs when larger political, economic and social
forces entangle local agents and issues in struggles whose stakes go far beyond immediate
circumstances, by, for example, turning a dispute over land into a national-level struggle for
territory between clans, or transforming an isolated instance of criminality into an
opportunity for the State to assert its control over personhood and judgement. Elder-led
mediation is able to counteract alienation by actively unsettling the grip of powerful actors
on local situations, instead carving out space for local communities to engage directly
(horizontally) with each other. As one journalist puts it:

When rural communities fight, they are much more comfortable with
[intervention from] the Guurti than the elite, who are generally responsible for
this political fighting. The Guurti has this aura of respect, which comes from their
ability to essentially know the situation better—to know the names, sub-clans,
personalities [involved locally]—than the educated elite of the towns. (Interview
#20)

Rather than being implicated in the causes of the conflict, elders are embedded in the local
context they are seeking to mend, thereby granting intimacy its social power.

Yet such intimate interaction does not emerge organically, especially in the midst of
conflict and division, but must be painstakingly produced. For example, during the conference
in Borama, before any headway was reached on negotiations, the delegates spent months
sleeping next to each other on mattresses strewn out across abandoned classroom floors in
arebuilt school, taking tea together by day, chewing khat alongside each other in the evenings
(Interview #5; Interview #46). Through these small gestures, political divisions were slowly
chipped away at, enabling interpersonal bonds to resurface, as described by one civil society
leader present during the proceedings:

The Borama Conference brought together...people who were schoolmates,
relatives, intermarried families, and stuff like that. [When] people came there, the
first thing that happened, they were made to feel at peace with each other. Before

any conference started. It took about two months for all those people to come
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and speak to each other about their relative experience in the past...And only
then, after maybe two-and-a-half months, people started to [develop] an agenda

for peace and for selecting a new government. (Interview #58)

To this day, respected elders, politicians and government officials describe their
conflict resolution techniques as humbling, grounding experiences for all sides, in which
interveners shed their pretensions and live amongst the people, aggrieved families are given
opportunities to vent their anger, and normalcy and trust are slowly allowed to surface in
daily routines (Interview #147). This occurs, in part, by transporting dispute resolution outside
the hallowed, sanitised halls of official politics, and placing them within stripped-down
settings ‘where neutrality and open dialogue’ are built into the aesthetics and environs (Bobe
2017, 82). The shady tree (geedka) around which Somali mediation traditionally takes place,
argues Bobe, serves as a ‘focal point’ tying communities to their surroundings: ‘The tree
cannot be taken out of its context and transported to a desert or conference room; it must
be embedded in the community’ (ibid, 83). In post-conflict Somaliland, this lived, embodied
context, where the landscape still bears the physical scars of conflict—from bullet holes to
informally displaced encampments—also adds a visceral sense of proximity to the tragic
political stakes of conflict and peace (Phillips 2019, 688).

Such intimacy has value beyond ‘liberal’ ideals of ‘humanisation” and ‘inter-group
bridge building’, however (Plonski 2005, 393-4). The more actors are able to extricate
themselves from family ties, historical connections and the like, the less accountable they are
to society as a whole, something that Somalia’s elite ‘peace’ negotiators, operating out of
remote conference halls in the presence of international community representatives, rather
than amongst local constituents, know well (Ahmed & Green 1999, 124; Johnson & Raghe
2010, 49). The accountability inherent within the clan structure occurs as a result of the way
lineage chains serve to locate individuals in shared histories and social positions, with
individuals not able to survive on their own esteem or influence, but being beholden to the
actions and reputations of the clan at large. As one former minister put it: ‘This is our system:
as livestock herdsmen, you have to know who you are dealing with, you have to ask [others]
who they are. Because all you are thinking about is maybe you had problems with that clan,
maybe you are at peace with them. They have to calculate things politically. It's like the

internet, you have the domain address. It's the same thing’ (Interview #297). In this way,
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someone’s actions speak both for themselves and their kinsfolk, breeding certain levels of
restraint, decorum, and discipline in political negotiation, conflict and struggle. Intimacy as a
Covenantal logic refers precisely to how such embodied, situated forms of inter-group
relationality shape the parameters of political exchange.

In sum, whereas the abstraction and alienation of modern politics—from large-scale
conflict to State governance—divides people in order to instrumentalise their fear and
desperation, intimate relations of connection counteract such divisions, providing space for
commonality to translate into coexistence. At the level of the individual, this can be
empowering, as one’s identity is protected from being determined by external sources of
power, such as the State, for whom one might otherwise be cast as an enemy, foe, opponent
or criminal, merely because of ideological or ethnic difference. Instead, one’s clan is able to
vouch for and defend one’s reputation, something that has come in handy for journalists and
opposition members unlawfully detained by the State (Interview #80; Interview #216).! The
concrete, situated individual, in all his/her intimate corporeality is granted layers of

protection from alienation and abstraction in matters of conflict and political life.

3.4.2 How has intimacy been developed and maintained? Entangling the social

Intimacy, then, is a deliberate technique for translating social power into peace by
strengthening basic social ties. It can also be conceived of as a means of promoting collectivity
in the absence of a unitary force such as the State to either impose unity, or at least provide
the symbolic architecture with which unity can be imagined. Below, | highlight two
mechanisms of Covenantal power deployed by Somaliland’s social actors to foster intimacy—
social entanglement (3.4.2.1) and moral levelling (3.4.2.2)—that have served to pull
Somaliland’s clans toward each other, implicating each of them in each other’s lives whether
they like it or not. As will be seen in our later exploration of the logic of conditional
association, this horizontal form of integration differs from that of territorially-bounded
citizenship in that it enables the various parties to the Social Covenant to choose the terms
under which they are included and participate, thus granting a fundamental level of power

and autonomy to actors.

! This is not to say that clan intervention in justice is always positive, especially for women. In Chapter 7, we
explore these negative elements.
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3.4.2.1 Social entanglement

‘Social entanglement’ involves the substantial degree to which social groups are
interwoven into each other’s worlds, almost as if community relations were scaled up to the
level of the nation. In this regard, clan heritage and affiliation serve as a connective tissue
imbricating ever-increasing webs of communities in shared social realities, through the
historical accumulation of instances of intermarriage, cohabitation and xeer compacts
between clans, something altered but not broken by conflict and urbanisation. At the level of
the individual, one’s position within these entangled, intimate clan relations dictates a wide
range of commitments, obligations and privileges expanding out in all directions. One’s
lineage might, for example, make them a legitimate target for intercommunal revenge killing
as a result of the actions of a cousin, but also likely entitles them to hospitality across vast
expanses of Somali territory: ‘If | am in Hargeisa or Borama, it is the same for me. Nobody will
say “this is not your place”. We don't have that. If | go to Erigavo, they may even prefer me
rather than someone from Erigavo, because there are tribal intrigues there. But me,
everybody will see me as non-partial, so | could be very welcome there’ (Interview #272).

These entanglements are further reinforced through Somaliland’s intimate public
sphere, which, rather than exhibiting the anonymity and distance normally associated with
modernising societies, produce new interpersonal bonds. For example, the spread of modern
media in Somaliland has not led to increased atomisation and homogenisation, but has
instead embedded pre-existing clan relations, political narratives and expressed grievances in
a larger, more intertwined common discursive space, stretching across press conferences
(war-saxaafeed), local khat chewing sessions, hotel-based lecture halls, tea shops and social
media spaces (Journal, various). As such, when a political controversy arises, developments
unfold in ways not restricted to the original participants, with others relegated to the status
of observers and consumers, but rather play through the active participation of clan
representatives who amplify and interpret events within larger political discourses and
narratives.

As a witness to the controversies captivating the Somaliland capital in 2017-2018,
some of which make up the Case Studies of this research, | was struck by the ways in which
everyone from government officials to traditional leaders to aggrieved communities engaged

in a daily back and forth with their political counterparts, whether across mediascapes or
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through the subterranean backchannels of gossip and rumour, with nearly everyone with
even a small bit of influence in a community counting themself amongst the cast of
characters. As one activist described this deep, intimate overlapping of imagined community
and entangled polity, when a politically significant issue emerges, ‘everybody will [talk about]
it, standing on different sides, having different opinions...Here, we all know each other. You
can’tjust say anything you want to this guy because you know that the next day, you will meet
the guy and you do not want to create that whole space of hatred. [You have to] be careful’
(Interview #200). All told, this creates a sense among Somalilanders that ‘the people are all
interconnected’ (Interview #79), and that, as ‘an oral society’, ‘everybody knows everything’
going on (Interview #68).

Historical and material conditions also foster relations of intimacy across society. At
the level of elites, common bonds were formed through colonial-era schooling, military
postings, resistance-era activism and/or diasporic business and social networks, which, while
facilitating relationships of collusion and patronage, have equally fostered the inter-elite trust
and common purpose necessary to contain power struggles within peaceful limits (Phillips
2020, 77; Phillips 2013, 6; Elder 2021). Alongside this deeply collegial oligopoly at the top, we
find a largely informal economy for the masses, in which regulation and contract are forged
through bonds of mutual aid, trust, reciprocity, beneficence and charity (Leonard 2009, 19).
Here, social relations based on kinship, proximity, and ‘shared history’ are converted into
informal practices of exchange and accountability, not merely making trade circulate
smoothly, but equally conjuring up a collective interest (dan-wadaag) based on ‘trust, mutual
association and community sharing’ (Brown et al. 2017, 15). These layers of horizontal
entanglement, while sources of fraternal conflict as much as of solidarity, cultivate an
intangible and amorphous sense of commonality and togetherness. This collectivity requires
no singular sovereign agent to speak on its behalf or bring it into existence; instead, it is
generated and woven together intimately through the spontaneous, decentralised circulation

of opinions, discourse, material exchanges and accumulated interactions.

3.4.2.2 Morallevelling

While intimacy is a powerful tool in bringing about peace, the violence that any peace
must address general frays bonds of intercommunal intimacy, particularly through estranging

and dividing groups as adversaries, thus creating competing moral hierarchies between friend
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and foe, and righteousness and criminality. During the war between the SNM and the Barre
regime, cycles of conquest and revenge were set in motion that persisted into the immediate
post-independence period, with clan militias accumulating a litany of injustices such as
massacre, looting and the occupation of formerly communal or private land. The level of
violence over the course of the conflict was so vast and incommensurable that traditional
(xeer) modes of compensation, retribution and reconstitution would not suffice.
Furthermore, enmity escalated beyond the familiar realm of respected inter-clan adversarial
competition and offense, reaching the height of ‘eternal enemy’, one that was to be hated
and vanquished—in which each side saw the other as less than human, as ‘fagash’ and
‘qurmis’ (the respective derogatory labels of choice at the time).

When representatives from the various sides met as part of reconciliation
conferences, they chose to confront such deep-rooted wounds by bypassing the tallying of
individual harms and losses that usually characterises xeer compensation negotiations.
Instead, they mutually agreed to deploy a model of blanket forgiveness with customary roots
known as xalay-dhalay: a mode of compromise that is ‘used when costs and reparations are
deemed incalculable and instead of seeking compensation and perpetuating the conflict, an
agreement is made to forfeit all claims in the interest of reaching a peace’ (Sandstrom 2013,
62). In collectively ‘forgetting’ their acutely-felt harms, Somalilanders demonstrated the
practical flexibility of the negotiation process, as well as the overriding strength of the pull
towards peace (Walls 2009, 382). The process through which this occurred, as relayed
somewhat apocryphally by a former Somali peacebuilding researcher, is worth describing at
length:

The SNM Guurti told the other hostile clans: “you fought against us, and we won.
What do you expect from us?”...And do you know what the elders said? They
didn't cry, they didn't say that nothing happened. They told the truth. They said,
“you labelled us fagash, but you were also spoilers...You destroyed the whole
country”. So, they have leverage. The SNM delegation was shocked, that they had
been labelled with this. Because they were heroes!...The next question was:
“what do we do?...Shall we continue the fight, or shall we have another way
out?”...0ne of the things [the SNM demanded]: “even if we agree peacefully, you
have to admit that our sons were martyrs, they were mujaahidiin. And yours were

not”...And the other clans said, “No, we cannot accept”, and then they agreed that

98



they were all mujaahidiin...And that was the most difficult to swallow...That's why
it’s called the “Grand Brotherhood Conference”. (Interview #115)

What made this process of forgiveness so conducive to moral equivalency was that it
dispensed with any distinction between judge and judged. There were no designated victors
and/or victims on one side bestowing forgiveness onto designated turncoats or perpetrators,
nor any outside adjudicator—whether the State, a special court or foreign bureaucrats—to
weigh up claims on behalf of the combatants, at its discretion. Instead, it called upon all
parties to directly wipe the moral slate clean in one collective act of good faith, by first tearing
down the abstract, politicised identities that each adversary had constructed of the other,
and then confronting the other intimately, as concrete individuals caught up in the same bad
choices that their leaders had foisted upon them. In other words, ‘forgiveness’ was not
offered up and then accepted, but forged communally. As one politician previously engaged
in the reconciliation process described the reasoning involved:

We didn't defeat you, we defeated Siyad Barre's regime. And you were not part
of that regime, you were a clan. You looked after your interests when you were
fighting us. Like you people the Isaag were looking after our own interests. And
now [that] Siyad Barre is out of the picture, we should talk as equals.” (Interview
#220)

As such, the intimacy of relations between actors not only fostered forgiveness, by
drawing upon a historical sense of fellow-feeling to overcome conflict-induced hierarchies of
righteousness, but was equally reinforced by the very process of forgiveness, by compelling
all sides to treat each other again as on the same moral level. Such blanket reprieve equally
delivered a blow to the friend-enemy dichotomy that had been orchestrated to fuel violence,
paving the way for a jointly produced, more inclusive narrative based on ‘brotherhood’ to
emerge: ‘Somaliland la wada leeyahay’ (‘Somaliland owned by all [clans]’). As one youth
political commentator notes, reflecting on the legacy of reconciliation politics for Somaliland’s
present-day identity, ‘we always refer back to forgiveness among the Somaliland people,
because what came out of it are the bonds that hold the Somaliland people together”

(Interview #178).

3.4.3 Summary

The Somaliland Covenant proves that social cohesion does not require an external,

neutral force to corral a multiplicity of actors into cooperation, but can emerge from relations
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of mutual dependence and ingrained familiarity. Indeed, whereas political inclusion based on
manufactured borders or imposed loyalties often provides a very thin and fractious
compulsion towards unity, especially in Africa, those built on intimate entanglements and
inclusive moral worlds and ethical responsibilities offer arguably more fertile grounds,
especially in the case of Somaliland. Furthermore, while, as my Case Studies demonstrate,
Somaliland society is by no means free of exclusions and divisions, it is the moral arguments
and source of power afforded by Covenantal relations that marginalised actors continue to
turn to in addressing these deficiencies. In short, whether clans like it or not, they are
implicated in each other’s security and satisfaction, and awareness of this fact has compelled

them to come to the aid of their compatriots during times of crisis and distress.

3.5 Conditional Association: the terms of participation

Whenever you think about Somaliland, the main thing that you have to remember
is consensus. Every issue that happens in Somaliland is dealt with through
compromise—the political leaders come together and ask how they can deal with
it, and they come to an agreement. (Interview #19)

They [the non-lsaaq populations] are Somalilanders because they want to and not
because they’re compelled. Here in Somaliland, there’s no clan that has taken over
another clan by pushing them to be Somalilanders otherwise there will be
slaughter! (Interview #20)

The most interesting point is why Somaliland never showed an interest to have its
military be present in Sool. Because the people of Sool were showing a willingness
to cooperate without being oppressed, because they needed peace. (Interview
#99)

3.5.1 What is conditional association?

Anarchist thought finds an alternative to State-based forms of social belonging—
derived from territorially-bound citizenship, reinforced by a unitary and unremitting sense of
national identity—in ‘voluntary association’ (Gordon 2018). While interpreted in various
manners, the concept’s underlying premise denotes an agreement by the individual to coexist
and cooperate as part of a larger social group beyond the self, but only insofar as it both
serves their interests as an individual, and also affords the freedom to disengage without
undue consequence (Guerin 1970, 30). Within the Somaliland Social Covenant, | argue, we
find a form of inter-clan cooperation that is not predetermined by identity or geography, but

which falls somewhat short of voluntary association, to the extent that the latter tends
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towards spontaneity, transience and benefit maximisation. The consensus reached among
parties in Somaliland, on the other hand, while inclusive and participatory, and while arguably
preferential to all available alternatives (in particular a return to war), was not free of
concession, ambivalence or coercion, and so to consider the agreement ‘voluntary’ does not
quite capture its essence. Instead, more apt description might be ‘conditional association’, in
that participation in the Social Covenant was, and continues to be, premised on a set of
baseline conditions, which, when transgressed, leaves clan parties feeling justified in desiring
to exit or even destabilise the inter-clan compact. Like voluntary association, then, this wiggle-
room for participation in the collective can be seen as the way in which the Covenantal model
accounts for freedom—freedom of the part in relation to the whole—albeit only to the extent
of partial, rather than complete, autonomy.

Consensus-building—reaching decisions through the collective assent of all major
stakeholder groups—is a major component of conditional association in the Somaliland
context. In fact, consensus has been a cornerstone principle of customary Somali mediation
since pre-colonial times (see Ibrahim 2010; Oker 2010), and clan elders understandably drew
on this legacy when resurrecting xeer governance mechanisms following the collapse of the
Somali State. Numerous scholars have treated the re-emergence of consensus politics as
solely the product of the return of customary practices (see Leonard & Samantar 2011; Walls
et al. 2017, 5; Johnson & Raghe 2010, 48). This is insufficient for two reasons: first, whereas
the xeer-based consensus-building of yore, as practiced by nomadic, acephalous
communities, rarely extended beyond the local and circumstantial, within present-day
Somaliland, consensus politics have been scaled up to the national level, and have been
transformed in the process (Cassanelli 2019; Renders 2007, 453). Furthermore, to treat
consensus politics as something culturally or institutionally determined disregards the extent
to which (post)colonial Somali politics has equally been characterised by persistent dispute
and stalemate, as caused by top-heavy governance models, inter-group competition, ‘war
economies’ and conflict spirals (Faleg 2019; Webersik 2014; Bryden 2013; Besteman 1998;
Kapteijns & Farah 2011; Gaas 2018).

In reality, large-scale consensus politics emerged from the historically-specific power
relations of Somaliland’s social context. According to Graeber (2007), ‘consensus decision-
making is typical of societies where there would be no way to compel a minority to agree with

a majority decision—either because there is no state with a monopoly of coercive force, or
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because the state has nothing to do with local decision-making’ (341). It is no surprise, then,
that in Somaliland, where power was spread widely and thinly, and where social cohesion
thus required the buy-in of all constituent parties, practices of consensual decision-making
emerged (APD 2008, 55). Moe (2011), for example, quotes a Somali political analyst for whom
the establishment of the political community during the peacebuilding period was predicated
on ‘reaching consensus’: ‘every clan had to accept the rebirth of Somaliland, and to accept
Somaliland they had to deal with the “next door” clan, to address all the grievances and to
exchange xeer. Only then could we start to agree on how to build a state’ (153-4). A relative
balance of power was crucial to shaping such political calculations, as any imbalance in any
side’s favour, such as that which might be produced through the intervention of external
actors, risked undercutting the need for compromise: ‘[The Borama Conference] was entirely
local. There was not any role from the international community, or assistance. And that is why
we value it. Because we believe that if there were some other players dictating the resources,
we wouldn’t have reached the consensus we have reached’ (Interview #61).

What began as a precondition for peaceful coexistence was thereafter transformed
into a regulative principle of life in the new multi-clan polity, a point Richards (2020)
summarises well: ‘Political opposition has been accepted within Somaliland, and negotiating
solutions to obstacles or addressing oppositional challenges has become a feature of the
forming Somaliland government. Indeed, Somaliland is negotiating a government, and a state,
as much as it is building one’ (1072-3). This is most noticeable in the realm of conflict
resolution. When it comes to mediating disputes over retributive violence, access to land, or
cases of cultural offense, for instance, the consensus-based approach does not entail
judgements based on abstract notions of rights, criminality and punishment, but rather, at its
best, repairs social relations by slowly crafting a solution that all parties find acceptable,
building on contextually-specific precedent, moral accounting, root causes and expectations
of human dignity (Mohamed 2007; Lewis 1999). This alertness to a holistic understanding of
social harmony can be detected in the way one caagqil describes the painful but necessary
sacrifices made by parties in mediation on behalf of the collective:

We have always promoted compromise...For example, if you’ve done me
wrong...on purpose, | will make a compromise and forgive you to keep stability
and peace alive, because if | retaliate, it will ruin things between us even further.
If | take the high road, the other party will also surrender and announce that they
did something awful, and in the future they’ll approach each other with tolerance
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and the confidence that there will not be further disputes. Peace comes before
everything. (Interview #95)

Conditional association is about more than consensus-making, however. While
important matters are indeed seen to require the active, explicit consent of all actors
involved, this does not always transpire, whether because of political expediency or because
those in government exploit their grip on formal channels of decision-making to exclude
others. The Social Covenant system is able to account for such circumstances, by empowering
clans who might otherwise be bypassed in decisions to respond robustly, through threats of
withdrawal or resistance, as will be explored in the next section. In other words, while it
cannot be guaranteed that all segments of society will voluntarily respect the right of others
to have their say, countervailing forces are built into the associational dynamics that enable
resistance to top-down efforts to impose authority and legitimacy unilaterally (Interview
#115; Interview #43). To this day, local subversion and provocation continues to compel the
State to accommodate and include marginalised actors, rather than override them, as this
former minister recalls from his time in office:

The policy that Silanyo and his government followed [when armed resistance
sprang up] is what we have done always: cool down things, try to solve problems,
let the people know that they can take part in the decision-making process, and
sometimes use government funds to calm down things...[We were] willing to
solve problems at any cost—even at one point we allowed [one secessionist
movement] to hold their conference in Somaliland, just [so they could] say “no,
we are not part of Somaliland.” But we did not touch them, because we know we
can solve it later. We didn't use the military. (Interview #298)

Lastly, it is worth noting the role conditional association plays in shaping expectations
of justice and legitimacy. Indeed, the key barometer for assessing the relative fairness and
justness of any decision or situation remains the degree of consensus and inclusivity achieved,
rather than the authority from which the decision or act originates. For example, in the
political battle between the Somaliland Government and the Gadabuursi clan over
governmental power-sharing allocations (detailed in full in Chapter 4), criticism and grievance
were largely voiced in relation to normative expectation that such an issue required
consensus-based decision-making, as promised in the Covenantal pact. As one retired aid
worker from Awdal complained:

In the context of that moment [in the 1990s], our elders took the right path. But
to be honest, there was no agreement, nothing written, it was just [based] on
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consensus, on a gentleman’s agreement. You take that, we take that..The
promise was that Somaliland will reconvene as we pass through these hard times,
so let the mud purify itself, then at the end of that purification or that
appeasement, Somaliland will reconvene and discuss thoroughly, frankly, face-to-
face, [representational] power-sharing. It was never done. (Interview #272)

3.5.2 How has conditional association been developed and maintained? Ensuring plurality
through veto, exit, shared stakes and the outsider-insider dynamic

Diversity only becomes meaningful plurality when each constituent part of society is
empowered to have their voice heard and taken seriously by others (Cerny 2006, 81). The
Social Covenant model contains several mechanisms through which clans are able to
demonstrate their necessity to the collective project of harmony and peace, and can leverage
this mutual dependency as means to push back against instances where they feel their
interests are being undermined. These mechanisms, namely veto (3.5.2.1), exit (3.5.2.2),
shared stakes (3.5.2.3) and the ‘outsider-insider’ dynamic (3.5.2.4), are manifestations of the
autonomous power of each clan, which they can deploy vis-a-vis the State or other clans to
demonstrate the conditional nature of their participation in the Somaliland project—i.e., to
remind others of the conditions of fairness and inclusivity on which their inter-clan
cooperation is based. As one former SNM soldier argues, this power to willingly authorise
government authority has granted the Somaliland people a say in how the government
operates: ‘During the early days, we permitted our brothers in arms to become government
officials and hold the power of the country. [As a result,] we felt that we built the government
on the people’s desires, and it is for this reason that we feel the government is responsive to

our democratic and justice needs’ (Interview #85).

3.5.2.1 Veto

The nature of conflict [in Somaliland] is that if relations between two main clans
are shaken, the rest will be shaken too. It's like the stem and the branch. If the
stem is not on stable ground, the branches will come down with it. [For this
reason,] the two sides have to be listened to. If there is a legitimate reason [for the
dispute], it has to be accepted. If not, they have to be told as such. (Interview #298)

All clan groups have political mechanisms they can call upon when their terms for

participation in the Somaliland Social Covenant are not being met. First, we have ‘veto’, the

latent power of any sufficiently-sized clan to reject a decision or action taken by others
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through the threat (implicit or explicit) of destabilising protest, violence or sanction. This
mechanism could be considered a kind of ‘mutually assured destruction’, in which, as a result
of the delicately poised power-balance and the entangled nature of social relations, each clan
possesses the capacity to destroy others as well as themselves through instigating violence or
instability. One might think that such potentially destructive veto power, with its ability to
undermine and thwart peace and statebuilding, might descend into ‘spoilage’, with errant
actors using this power to extort Somaliland society for spoils (Menkhaus 2003, 415; Greenhill
& Major 2007). While such racketeering is indeed a feature of clan militias’ relation to the
Somaliland State, | argue that veto power equally serves as a potent threat to other clans and
the State not to exclude a clan from participation within governance, lest that clan lose a
sense of ownership within, and thus a stake in preserving, the governing order itself. What
keeps misuse of the ‘veto card’ in check are the implicit society-wide norms distinguishing
acceptable and unacceptable forms of threat, dissent and rabble-rousing, in which—similar
to the stipulations of jus ad bellum—actions must be seen as proportionate, limited and used
as a last resort, when pleas for dialogue have failed.

Veto power manifests in many practical forms, including threats to boycott elections,
withdraw clan troops from the army or engage in armed resistance, to name examples drawn
from my Case Studies alone. In some cases, the threat of destabilisation or disunity is quite
subtle. To take an understated example, during my period of fieldwork, one of Hargeisa’s
more marginalised districts captured national attention by responding to a decade of neglect
from the city’s mayor by not only threatening a tax boycott, but even announcing their own
parallel mayor and local administration, chosen through an unofficially-performed pseudo-
election (Interview #44; Interview #64). The initiative, taken after their many attempts to
address their grievances through dialogue were ‘paid no heed’, aimed to ‘send a message to
the president reminding him to fulfil his promises’, otherwise the community would continue
to ‘do things themselves’ (Interview #35; Interview #199). What distinguishes these
subversive acts as expressions of veto power rather than generic resistance was not only the
message—that the government’s very right to rule was conditional on its Covenantal
obligations to distribute State resources equally—but also the consequences that were
threatened: that ‘the people will rise against them if they don't listen to us’ (Interview #199).

In other words, insofar as such acts of defiance are a form of communication, it is the

way that such acts are interpreted by the political system that matters. And here, this direct
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challenge to the legitimacy of the State was construed not as an ‘everyday form of resistance’
(Scott 1987), but instead as a demonstration that, as one of the parties to the Social Covenant,
any transgressions of inter-group equality and fairness would throw the entire pact into
jeopardy: ‘This country is for all and if we aren’t getting the same benefits as everyone, we
should defect....We liberated this country and everything we fought against is happening to
us’ (Interview #52). Ultimately, then, these kind of political manoeuvres, as with all instances
of veto, pit autonomous clan power and horizontal relationality against injustice emanating
from concentrated powers of authority (such as the State), as one community organiser
involved in the activities observed:

The government doesn’t want people to come together and cooperate...They are
afraid of any kind of unity among clans...We are taking part in the development of
the nation, [but] unfortunately, it seems our leaders don’t understood these
benefits very well, and instead think whenever people come closer they are
against them and their leadership. (Interview #64)

3.5.2.2 Exit

If a certain clan feels that there is injustice towards them within the structure of
the government, they just say “Somaliland, we are out!” It could be both ways [to
opt in or opt out]. That is Somaliland nationalism—subject to the advantages, not
of the whole country, but the advantages that that project has got for their own
clan. If they see any injustice going on, they will go against the idea [of
Somaliland], and opt out. (Interview #23)

‘Exit’ is a more extreme form of refusal that veto, in that it entails disgruntled actors
not merely withholding consent, but instead ‘voting with their feet’ (Warren 2011) and ending
the association with Somaliland altogether, at least temporarily. Such possibility of exodus or
withdrawal derives from two related features of Somaliland’s ambiguous political condition.
First, its status as an unrecognised state means that the entire territory is characterised by a
parallel, overlapping multiplicity of sovereign claims, in which allegiance to either the
Somaliland or Somalia project can be an open and shifting question (Renders & Terlinden
2010, 725). Second, the fact that Somaliland is surrounded by ethnic-Somali territories in all
directions (whether Djibouti, the Somali Region of Ethiopia or Puntland/Somalia), and that
most clans’ kinsfolk spill over across the border, offers hospitable spaces of refuge for political

dissidents beyond the jurisdiction and control of the Somaliland State (Rader 2016, 106).
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For the average Somaliland citizen, such conditions, taken together, offer a get-out
clause, in which they can, at times, rebrand their identity and allegiance away from the
Somaliland project and towards that of Somalia or elsewhere. There are many practical
reasons an individual might do this; for example, for an unemployed youth, the prospect of
employment in Somalia’s civil service, media, arts or INGOs, can tempt them to disavow their
connections to the Somaliland government and move to Mogadishu (Interview #106). For
politicians, temporarily defecting to the Mogadishu administration provides an opportunity
to ‘double-dip’ in the dual rent-seeking pies of Somaliland and Somalia (Interview #297). At
the same time, such shapeshifting often equally serves a political purpose, as a way for actors
to express their disagreement with Somaliland’s political status quo, or to passively resist
them through flight (Interview #224; Scott 1987, 245).

Beyond the level of the individual, the exit phenomenon has a group dynamic which
is even more consequential. There are three main types of ‘group exit’—secessionist rebellion
(jabhad), clan militia defection and peaceful withdrawal. Regarding the former, Somaliland
has experienced numerous occasions of guerrilla activity, at times led by powerful traditional
leaders or politicians with safe havens across borders, as we will see in the case of Colonel
Caare in Chapter 5. While such rebellion is often a marginal side-project of a disgruntled elite,
at times it latches onto public sentiment in favour of secession, especially in non-Isaaq areas,
where ‘minority’ status and nostalgia for Somali unity produce substantial constituencies in
favour of re-joining Somalia. On the other hand, there are cases of clan militia from peripheral
regions who switch allegiances to a rival administration—primarily Puntland to the east—as
a way to express dissatisfaction with their treatment by the Somaliland government. In this
way, the patchwork of sub-clan alliances horizontally stitching together Somaliland’s
territorial contiguity ebbs and flows in direct correspondence with the constant flux of centre-
periphery relations. Lastly, there is the more intangible and subtle compulsion amongst
frustrated non-Isaaq regions to opt-out of Somaliland, a kind of slow waning of legitimacy
granted to the Somaliland political project, rather than any particular manifestation of
rebellion. One political activist from Borama describes this ambivalent, conditional allegiance
to the Somaliland project:

I’'m not suggesting that Awdal is considering leaving Somaliland right now...But
grievances are there. It is only a matter of time before it could take a political
form...and | don’t know where that would lead. If the rest of Somaliland doesn’t
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accommodate Awdal’s demand to be an active participant in Somaliland politics,
and have a greater say than they have now, then it may put off Awdal’s interest
in Somaliland, and that might [lead them to] start thinking about other avenues.
(Interview #7)

As such, whether through active resistance or nonviolent declaration (an
endorsement or disavowal), a group or individual is able to self-authorise a change in
citizenship and/or national affiliation, thereby threatening Somaliland’s precarious claims to
authority over its alleged territory. What prevents such separatist politics from rapidly
descending into open conflict is that the flexibility inherent in identity and allegiance—a result
of the liminal nature of Somaliland's status—mitigates against any rigid binary between
insider and outsider, friend and enemy. Such flexibility has allowed, until recently, for
negotiations over participation in the Somaliland project to not get bogged down in
ideological difference or unconditional loyalty, but instead remain responsive to practical
considerations. As one parliamentarian from the non-Isaaq east admitted: ‘If decentralisation
was implemented, if people saw their rights protected, and if basic necessities like education
and health were upgraded, all my constituents would be properly convinced to be proud
Somalilanders’ (Interview #70). This capacity to embrace liminality can be seen in the fact that
the Somaliland government has welcomed into its fold as ministers avowed anti-Somaliland
guerrilla leaders in exchange not for unconditional surrender, but mere quietism (Interview
#99).

These dynamics, in which ambivalent actors neither fully commit to Somaliland nor
fully pull themselves away, show that veto and exit are not primarily ways of escaping or
undermining the Somaliland project, but of empowering oneself from within it. Take the
Warsangeli, for example, a non-Isaaqg clan whose territory spans both Somaliland and
Puntland. Its powerful suldaan, rather than committing to one administration, instead ‘plays
many roles for different governments’, with ‘no intentions of changing that by picking a side
to support’, instead using his legitimacy to extract concessions from all sides (Interview #157).
For, given ‘how easy it is for the suldaan to organise a conference denouncing Somaliland’ or
rejecting Puntland or Somalia, every Somali ‘president in the region wants to negotiate with
the suldaan’, as, without his endorsement, their respective territorial administrations become
a lot less inclusive and viable (ibid). For the suldaan and his people, this pragmatic approach

has won them representation in all administrations, and several major infrastructural
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development projects in recent years. As such, while, as Bakonyi (2009) notes, ‘the exit
option’ has long been a preferred ‘pattern of rural resistance in Africa’ (438), when it is applied
to the Covenantal politics of modern-day Somaliland, it takes on a power of a different sort—

not of abstention but of acting out the conditionality of inter-clan association.

3.5.2.3 Shared stakes

My family helped create peace, in mobilising the people to reconcile...Our caaqil
had a big role in the peace-making. Baladul-amiin, the place where the elders met
and decided to trust each other, is where | was elected from. When | speak to my
constituents, what they tell me most often is: since they’re a clan that brought
peace, they should get the share of ministers and director generals which they
have a right to...When the Somali government was destroyed, a treaty was made
between the clans. And what helped us was an organization that was based in
Djibouti which was headed by a cousin of mine...That organization facilitated the
funds, and solved many of the issues there. (Interview #70).

Both veto and exit compel clans to include each other as equals in governance—as
cons