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ABSTRACT AND KEYWORDS 

The Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is a century long intractable conflict in the Horn of Africa. The 

conflict is noted for its complexity, which has a trans-national dimension that involves political 

actors in the borders of Ethiopia, Djibouti, Eretria and Somalia/Somaliland, and the diversity of 

actors involved; including the Diaspora and other international actors. Various scholars have 

explained the conflict through different lenses: competition over scarce pastoral resources is the 

dominant scheme of interpretation; a resource conflict between two neighbouring pastoral groups 

over water and pasture (Ali 1997; Markakis 2003); other studies explained the conflict through a 

geopolitical lens (Mu’uz 2009; Yasin 2011). Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is also explained in 

economic terms, especially the competition over the contraband trade and trade routes (Markakis 

2003; Menbere 2013). Yet other scholars have explained the conflict as a territorial conflict 

accentuated by the ethnic design of the Ethiopian and Djiboutian (not directly ethnic) federations 

put in place since 1992 (Asnake 2009). Although all these studies have shaded some light on the 

nature of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict none of them approached it as an intractable conflict. 

Taking into account the longevity and complexity of the conflict and drawing on the socio-

psychological analytical framework for the study of intractable conflicts (Northrup, & Thorson, 

1989; Kriesberg 1995; Bar-Tal, 2013), the study considered the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict as a type 

of intractable conflict. Focusing in its intractability the it analysed the social-psychological 

foundation of the Afar and Issa/Somali conflict specially the collective memories (both popular 

and official), collective emotional orientations and ethos of the Afar-Issa/Somlai intractable 

conflict. In addition, the study analysed why many conflict resolution attempts failed to resolve 

the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict and argued constructivist approach fits for its 

resolution.  

Key Words: Afar-Issa/Somali, Intractable Conflict, Horn of Africa, Ethiopia, Djibouti, Conflict 

Transformation 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

1.1. Introduction  

This chapter has an objective of showing the overall structure of the PhD project and the basics of 

the study. The chapter incorporates the research problem, objective of the research, the research 

question and hypothesis, the research design and methodology, data collection methods, 

significance of the study, limitations and problems encountered, and structure of the research.  

1.2. The Research Problem 

The dissertation seeks to answer two interrelated research problems: the construction of the Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict as intractable and its geopolitical implications in the Horn of Africa and a 

critical appraisal of the various efforts to resolve the conflict from a constructivist lens. Different 

actors ranging from intelligentsia, policy makers to academics ignored the pastoral area politics in 

Ethiopia for centuries (Mu’uz, 2015b, p.226). Likewise, the Afar-Issa/Somali1 conflict is a theme 

that went unnoticed for a long period of time (Yassin, 2008, p.46). The pastoral area conflicts are 

often framed as centre-periphery disputes as well as intra-pastoral community conflicts related to 

confrontations over access to pasture and water (Yassin, 2008, p.54). Such a misconception of 

taking this as an only reason, certainly competition over key natural resources is a major reason, 

for conflict in pastoralist areas led to playing down the inter-relationship between national as well 

as regional peace and security dynamics.  

                                                           

1The Afar and Issa/Somali people are pastoralists belonging to the Southern Cushitic linguistic 

category in the Horn of Africa. They live in the arid desert and semi-arid territories of the Afar and 

Somali Horn (mainly the Eastern part of Ethiopia, South Eastern part of Eritrea, Djibouti and Somali 

land). The Afar people are a distinct ethnic category in Ethiopia, Djibouti and Eritrea. The 

Issa/Somali people are one of the nine Somali clan confederacies living in Ethiopia, Djibouti and 

Somalia specifically Somali Land (Mu’uz, 2017, P.311).  
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The conflict between the Afar and Issa Somali pastoralist communities is a complex phenomenon 

that goes beyond the aforementioned attributes of being a centre-periphery dispute or intra-pastoral 

community conflict resulting from a tension over access to pastor and water. It was and is neglected 

by the central governments in both countries that the two communities live, i.e., Ethiopia and 

Djibouti. The complex nature of the conflict also relates to its regional and local features pertaining 

to the fact that the conflicting ethnic groups live in four counties of the Horn:  Ethiopia, Djibouti, 

Eretria and Somalia/Somaliland. Moreover, the conflict is complex since these groups’ movements 

are not limited within the political boundaries of these countries. Furthermore, governments and 

the international community including the diaspora have active engagement. 

The Afar – Issa/Somali conflict is one of the most protracted inter - group conflicts in Ethiopia and 

Djibouti; the genesis of which goes back to the 19th century (Getachew, 2001; Markakis, 2003; 

Mu’uz, 20015; Yasin, 2008). It is also noted for its complexity and the diversity of actors involved 

in the conflict. In terms of space, the conflict covers wide area extending over more than 300 km 

long territory in the middle Awash valley. The conflict also has a trans-national dimension, 

involving political actors across the borders of Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia/Somaliland to Djibouti 

(Markakis, 2003, P.174). 

Various scholars have explained the conflict through different lenses. Competition over scarce 

pastoral resources (Ali, 1997; Markakis, 2003); through a geopolitical lens (Mu’uz, 2013; Yasin, 

2011); in economic terms, especially the competition over the contraband trade and trade routes 

(Markakis, 2003; Menbere, 2013); and a territorial conflict accentuated by the ethnic design of the 

Ethiopian federation put in place since 1991 (Asnake, 2013). In Djibouti the struggle for state 

power is stated in many of the literatures as cause of conflict of the Afar and Issa/Somalis 

(Kadamy, 1996).   

Although all the above-mentioned scholars have shaded some light on the nature of the Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict, none of them approached it as an intractable conflict. Taking into account the 

longevity and complexity of the conflict and drawing on the socio-psychological analytical 

framework for the study of intractable conflicts (Bar-Tal, 2013; Kriesberg, 1995; Northrup, & 

Thorson, 1989), the study looks at the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict as a type of intractable conflict. 

For that, it draws on the psychosocial conceptual framework for the analysis of intractable conflicts 
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as developed by Kriesberg (1993) and refined by Daniel Bar-Tal (2000; 2003; 2013).  

In order to redress the vagueness of these concepts Kriesberg (1993) suggested the concept of 

intractable conflicts with four major characteristic features which distinguish them from tractable 

conflicts: (i) they are protracted (persist for a long time defying various conflict resolution 

attempts, thus accumulate animosity, hatred and prejudice) (ii) perceived as irreconcilable 

(perception of incompatible goals essential for own survival) (iii) vested interest in the 

continuation of the conflict (involve material and ideological investment), and (iv) they are violent. 

Daniel Bar-Tal (2013, p 37-52) has further refined the concept of intractable conflicts adding three 

characteristic features: (v) that they are perceived as being of zero-sum nature, (vi) they are total 

(address a plurality of issues), and (vii) they are central (preoccupying). Major intractable conflicts 

that fit these characteristics stated by both Kriesberg and Bar-Tar includes; the Israel-Palestine 

conflict, the Cold War, the South Africa’s Apartheid and the England-North Ireland conflicts. The 

Afar-Issa/Somali conflict also ticks all the characteristics of intractable conflicts stated above.  

Daniel Bar –Tal (2013) proposed a comprehensive frame of analysis for the intractable conflicts, 

like the Afar and the Issa/Somalis, that he calls it “socio-psychosocial foundations of intractable 

conflicts.” According to Bar-Tal, societies involved in this type of conflict develop appropriate 

social-psychological infrastructure for the continuity of the conflict. These infrastructures are 

collective memories, ethos of conflicts, basically in the social beliefs of communities in the 

intractable conflict, and collective emotional orientations, all implicated in the construction and 

stabilisation of intractable conflicts.  

Conflicts that are managed skilfully to limit escalation and violence are likely to move toward the 

tractable end. The Cold War is one example; South African Apartheid is another. Both conflicts 

seemed firmly entrenched by the 1980s. No one imagined the Berlin Wall falling, much less the 

disintegration of the Soviet Union and the inclusion of former Warsaw Pact countries in NATO. 

Few imagined the end of apartheid, with Nelson Mandela serving as President and former 

President F.W. de Klerk as one of his two deputy presidents. These amazing transformations prove 

that no matter how deep-rooted, widespread, and seemingly "endless," intractable conflicts do end. 

And even more are getting transformed, as is evidenced by the fragile, but growing peace in 

Northern Ireland (Heidi and Guy, 2003, p.7). Appreciating the special qualities of intractable 

http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/transformation
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conflicts can inform conflict resolution and peace building interventions. Adopting a constructivist 

approach of Daniel Bar-Tal for resolution of intractable conflicts, the study critically appraised the 

various government and non-government peace interventions in terms of addressing the Afar and 

Issa/Somali intractable conflict.  

1.3. Objective of the Research  

This study is an attempt to describe and analyse the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict and its intractable 

nature in the lens of regional context which involves four countries in the Horn of Africa: Ethiopia, 

Djibouti, Eritrea and Somalia/Somaliland.  

The overall aim of the research is therefore to review the conflict from the perspective of the 

characteristics of intractable conflict and looks at the socio-psychological infrastructure of the 

conflict which is the social belief that helped the violent conflict to continue for almost over a 

century.  

In broader terms, taking into account the longevity and complexity of the conflict and drawing on 

the socio-psychological analytical framework for the study of intractable conflicts, the study 

analysed the cause, actors and events of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict as a type of intractable 

conflict. In so doing the study draws on Daniel Bar-Tal’s socio-psychological analytical 

framework (2013) for the study of intractable conflicts; which examines the collective memory of 

the parties to the conflict, conflict ethos and collective emotional orientation of the Afar and 

Issa/Somali people about the conflict.  

Appreciating the special quality of Afar-Issa/Somali conflict as intractable this study seeks to add 

value to the available knowledge on the conflict and the attempts for its resolution, which otherwise 

treat it as if it were conflict ‘business as usual’.  

1.4. Research Questions  

The Afar-Issa/Somali conflict fulfills the characteristics of an intractable conflict. It is protracted, 

perceived by the parties to the conflict as irresolvable, violent, demands for high investment for 

military to win, are total, central, and viewed as a zero-sum contest (Bar-Tal, 2013: 37-52).  



5 
 

Mainstreaming the above stated characteristics of intractable conflict, the study addressed the 

following basic questions:   

▪ What are the root causes of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict? Who are the actors claiming to 

represent Afar and Issa/Somali views and interest? What is the role of external actors in 

the conflict? How has the nature of the conflict changed over time? 

The actors in the Afar and Issa/Somali conflict are not the Afars and the Issa/Somalis only. 

Answering this question clarified the actors directly and indirectly involved in the conflict and also 

their role. In the study, the role of the diaspora in the conflict is also analyzed and described.  

▪ How do the Afar and the Issa/Somali perceive and define the conflict situation? Are 

contentious issues framed in existential terms, such as a reference to identity and history? 

What makes the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict intractable? What are the official and collective 

memories, conflict ethos and collective emotional orientation of the conflict?  

Intractable conflict, like the Afar-Issa/Somali, by its nature, requires the formation of collective 

memory, conflictive ethos and collective emotional orientations. The Afar and the Issa/Somalis in 

order to adapt to the conflict situation, survive the stressful period, and to be successful with the 

adversary they developed the necessary socio-psychological infrastructure. Answering the above 

question helped to understand the collective official and popular collective memories of the 

conflict, the conflict ethos that kept them in the conflict for centuries and their emotional 

orientation of the conflict. In general, answering the questions above helped to understand the 

justification of the Afar and Issa/Somalis to stay in the conflict and to participate in it.   

▪ What are the major societal beliefs: societal goals, self-images, myth, collective memories, 

norms and images of out groups among the Afar and the Issa/Somalis which are functional 

for coping with the intractable conflict and provide ideological justifications for the 

continuation of the conflict? 

Understand major contents of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict can help touch on issues, experiences, 

memories, expectations, justifications, or concerns of both parties. It also answers the myths, 

symbols, ideologies, self-images, images of ‘other’ societies, goals, values, or societal aspirations 

of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis and its contribution to the conflict. Knowing the societal belief of 
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the Afar and the Issa/Somalis also helped to draw basics of the conflict that was in the remote past 

to provide a common foundation and history. It also derives from the present and relate to current 

characteristics and concerns of the Afar and Issa/Somali societies, and indicated future goals and 

visions.  

▪ What are the main regional actors of the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict? What is 

their engagement in the conflict? What are their needs? How have these regional actors 

played a role in the intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis? 

The Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict actors are not only the Afars and the Issa/Somalis which 

is a typical characteristic of an intractable conflict. The government of Ethiopia, Djibouti and 

Eritrea, for their own national and political interests, played a significant role in the conflict. Other 

regional political actors in the above-mentioned countries are also part of it; like regional political 

parties but based in one of the countries. Answering the above question helped to understand the 

regional actors and their interests from the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict.  

▪ What are the terms of the various conflict resolution interventions by state and non-state 

actors? Which model of conflict resolution have they used? Why have the various conflict 

resolution interventions failed? What are the prospects of transforming the Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict? Which model of conflict resolution and transformation is a better fit? 

Once the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict proved to be an intractable conflict, the intervention to resolve 

the conflict cannot be the usual conflict resolution technique like negotiation or mediation. The 

conflict resolution should begin by elimination of the perceived incompatibility between the two 

through their representatives like elders, clan leaders, regional state administrations of the Afar 

and the Issa/Somalis and other regional actors in Ethiopia, Djibouti, Eritrea and Somalia. 

Answering the above question, therefore, helps to identify the attempted conflict resolution 

techniques, efforts of different governments and local and international non-governmental actors. 

Answering the questions helps also to suggest approaches for the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict 

resolution.   
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1.5. Research Design and Methodology 

A research design is a blue print that aimed at answering specific research questions; describes 

how, when and where data are to be collected and analyzed (Bhattacharjee, 2012, p. 24). It provides 

the researcher the opportunity to carefully consider the research and to plan the way in which 

he/she will approach the research, like an action plan for getting from the questions to conclusions 

(Rowley, 2002).  

The research design for this study is qualitative in approach of inquiry that combines exploratory 

and explanatory in terms of types of research, and adopts case study. Here under follows the details 

on the methodological assumptions of the study. 

Qualitative research is a subjective approach that can be used to describe life experiences and 

situations to give them meaning (Burns & Grove, 2003, p. 342). Thus, qualitative researchers are 

interested in understanding people’s beliefs, behaviors, experiences, perspectives and feelings 

(Mahajan, 2018, p. 31). For that it is a better fit to study the intractable conflict of the Afar-

Issa/Somali.  

The notable feature of qualitative inquiry is its emphasis on holistic treatment of phenomena. 

Researchers in qualitative research are often concerned about uncovering knowledge about how 

people feel about the circumstances in which they find themselves (Silverman & Marvasti, 2008, 

p.1027). Qualitative research is also apt to understand the multiple dimensions of the social world, 

and the preferred type of research to study is case study; as the Afar and Issa/Somali conflict. 

According to Mason (2002, p.321) qualitative inquiry helps the researcher to explore a wide array 

of dimensions of the social world, including the texture and weave of everyday life, the 

understandings and experiences of research participants. Gay and Airasian (2003, p.13) also stated 

that qualitative research is characterized by in-depth inquiry, immersion in a setting, emphasis on 

context, concern with participants’ perspectives, and description of a single setting, not 

generalization of many settings. Considering the salient characteristics of qualitative research, this 

study adopts qualitative research methods.  

In terms of inquiry, the study combines descriptive and explanatory approaches of inquiry. In its 

descriptive approach of inquiry, the study describes phenomena as they exist. It tried to answer:  
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What makes the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict intractable? What are the major societal beliefs: societal 

goals, self-images, myth, collective memories, norms and images of out groups among the Afar 

and the Issa/Somalis which are functional for coping with the intractable conflict and provide 

ideological justifications for the continuation of the conflict? What are the official and popular 

collective memories, ethos of the conflict and collective emotional orientation? What are the terms 

of the various conflict resolution interventions by state and non-state actors? Who are the actors 

claiming to represent Afar and Issa/Somali views and interest? What is the role of regional actors 

in Afar-Issa/Somali conflict? What is their interest? Which model of conflict resolution have they 

used? What are the prospects of transforming the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict? Which model of 

conflict resolution and transformation is a better fit? But since the descriptive approach has a 

limitation of establishing a causal research relationship between variables, Gay and Airasian 

(2003, p.13), explanatory approach is also used to fill the gap.  

In its explanatory approach of inquiry, the study goes beyond merely describing the characteristics, 

to analyze and explain why or how cases in the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict happened. 

Since the explanatory research aims to understand phenomena by discovering and measuring 

causal relationships, the study using this approach tried to answer questions in the study like how 

do the Afar and the Issa/Somali perceive and define the conflict situation? Are contentious issues 

framed in existential terms, such as a reference to identity and history? Why have the various 

conflict resolution interventions failed?  

In terms of research approach, the study used case study; specifically, a multiple case study. A 

multiple case study enables the researcher to explore differences within and between cases. The 

goal is to replicate findings across cases. Because comparisons will be drawn, it is imperative that 

the cases are chosen carefully so that the researcher can predict similar results across cases, or 

predict contrasting results based on a theory (Pamela and Susan 2008, p.548). Since the conflict 

dynamics of the Afar and Issa/Somalis have formed and crystalized in and out group views, a 

qualitative embedded multiple case study approach using key informant interviews, focus group 

discussions and document analysis are used as a source of data.  
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1.5.1. Data Collection Methods  

A qualitative case study is characterized by a very flexible and open-ended techniques of data 

collection and analysis (Gay, 2003, p.27). In a case study, the focus of attention is the case i.e. the 

Afar-Issa/Somali conflict for this study, not on the whole population of cases, on the assumption 

that a single case can provide insight in to the events and situations prevalent in a group from 

where the case has been drawn (Burns, 2000, p.59). The researcher to get the necessary data used 

a number of data collection methods: key informant interview, focus group discussions (FGD), 

and review of secondary sources used to get the necessary data.  

• Key Informant Interviews 

Key informant interviews are qualitative in-depth interviews with people who know what is going 

on in the community. The purpose of key informant interviews is to collect information from a 

wide range of people including community leaders, government officials, intellectuals, or residents 

who have firsthand knowledge about the community (Marshall, 1996, p.523). Key informants shall 

be purposively selected on the basis of their specific knowledge, interest or expertise about the 

subject under inquiry. Open-ended design of semi-structured interviews allows for minimum 

control of informants’ responses, and also helps to make comparisons among informants to same 

questions to be asked (Bernard, 2011, p.567). Thus, the researcher may use multiple interview 

techniques; a partially structured but open ended, in-depth and a focused one, depending on nature 

of data needed.   

For this study, the researcher conducted key informant interviews with 22 key informants 2 

selected from the relevant federal and regional government officials to understand how the 

government perceived and defined the conflict and how their understanding of the conflict has 

shaped their interventions. Key informant interview was also conducted with the Afar and 

Issa/Somali elders, clan leaders and intellectuals to get the necessary primary data since they are 

active in decision making as a customary leader of the two communities. A key informant 

interview was also conducted with the Republic of Djibouti Ombudsman, the Afar and Issa/Somali 

                                                           
2 Please refer to annex I for the list of the key informants and focus group discussion participants 

and their profile 
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diaspora, Issa/Somali intellectuals and former regional government officials in Jigjiga and Afar 

intellectuals in Addis Ababa. 

The interview protocols were open-ended to allow participants to pursue their own themes within 

the context of broad questions about respondents’ roles in the conflict, their views on the issues at 

hand, their opinions about other stakeholders, and their ideas about how to resolve a conflict. 

During the key informant interview the researcher collected the consent of the respondents, and 

recorded the interview in audio-recorder from those who allowed the recording.  

• Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) 

FGD is particularly tailored to collect data from participants familiar with the cultural and social 

conditions of the community, and also when group interaction is necessary for generating 

information (Abdalla, et. al., 2018, p.68). Berg (2001, p. 234) noted that focus groups allow for 

dynamic interactions between and among FGD members and the researcher. Focus groups provide 

insights into how people think and provide a deeper understanding of the phenomena being 

studied. The questions in the FGD for the study had an open-ended nature to effectively promote 

discussion among the members. Thus, FGDs enable the exploration of a specific set of issues such 

as peoples experience and view of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict.   

For the study, the researcher conducted seven focus group discussions (FGDs) over the course of 

the fieldwork. This includes FGD with Issa/Somali elders and clan leaders at Gedamaitu, Undofo 

and Adayitu; Afar elders and clan leaders in Awash and Amibara. These focus group discussions 

were predetermined, semi-structured questions which were moderated by the researcher and his 

research assistant. During the FGDs issues including the genesis of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict, 

the collective popular memories, both communities’ collective emotional orientations, actors 

including local and regional, and different governmental and non-governmental conflict resolution 

attempts discussed. As the case is an intractable conflict; the FDG were also used to identify the 

social belief of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis.  
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• Official Records 

Since the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is an intractable conflict, the official collective memory of the 

conflict is important to describe and explain the genesis, actors involved and conflict resolution 

interventions of different parties. For that, archival of official records in various government 

institutions mapped out and to the extent possible documents related to the conflict reviewed and 

analyzed.   

• Review of Secondary Sources  

Secondary sources were reviewed to get basic information on the land and the peoples of the study 

area, the historical background of the conflict and the actors involved. In particular the social and 

political situation of the study area in the pre, during and post-colonial periods refereed from 

different published and unpublished literatures. The colonial power specially, French, British and 

Italia, and their impact in the intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis were reviewed 

and analyzed.  

1.5.2. Sampling Process 

Conducting the study with the entire population cannot be practical, and resort to sampling in 

research is unavoidable. Sampling in qualitative research is meant to provide in-depth 

understanding of a cases, process and interactional dynamics within a unit of study but cannot 

claim to make any generalizations to a population beyond cases similar to the one studied 

(Schreiber & Asner-Self, 2011, p.543). In qualitative research, the sample size is considered less 

important as far as the depth and richness of the research is maintained (Gay & Airasian, 2003, 

p.43).  The focus is, therefore, on the sample that gives the best and the most in-depth information 

that the researcher seeks. That is why the researcher gave prior attention to the relevant government 

institution leaders and customary institution leaders and elders from both Afar and Issa/Somali 

during the data collection. In addition, the intellectuals of both communities interviewed.  

The researcher used purposive sampling technique where by samples from each research subjects 

were selected based on their knowledge or expertise over the subject matter of the study. The 
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researcher also used snow ball sampling to able to reach out needed informants who were 

important to the research. 

1.5.3. Data Analysis 

Analysis of data in a research involves summarizing the mass of data collected and presenting the 

results in a way that communicates the most important features (Flick, 2013, p.48). In this research, 

the researcher described a phenomenon and articulated what it means. The data analysis type 

employed in making the analysis was content analysis with descriptive analysis, interpretive 

analysis and thematic analysis as valuable analysis techniques. Flick stated content analysis is the 

procedure for the categorization of verbal or behavioral data for the purpose of classification, 

summarization and tabulation (2013, p.48). The researcher did the content analysis on descriptive, 

thematic and interpretative analysis levels. What was actually said, documented or discussed with 

nothing read into it and assumed about it has been described, and then was accompanied by 

thematic analysis that was sorting out the contents of the data in to themes.  

At interpretative analysis level, what was inferred or implied from the discussions or interviews 

that the researcher has made with informants and research participants and secondary sources were 

analyzed through cross referencing their sayings, thoughts and perceptions on the genesis, causes, 

actors and intractable characteristics of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict. The researcher made sure 

that the perspectives of all the actors are represented and analyzed. An emphasis was given on 

analyzing of the data collected using the socio-psychological infrastructure of the Afar-Issa/Somali 

conflict that Daniel Bar-Tal developed (Bar-Tal, 2007, pp.1423-1435).    

To this end, the researcher went through a series of steps. It began with grouping the transcribed 

data according to key themes; then identifying bases for interpretation; and developing 

generalizations to that specific issue from the data. The transcription made as soon as the data 

collection was completed.  Since the study is a conflict case, specially an intractable conflict case, 

different data from different sources collected through the key informant interview, focus group 

discussions, official records and the secondary sources were properly triangulated and maximum 

effort exerted by the researcher to validate them.  
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1.6. Significance of the Study 

The study is intended to fill a number of gaps at the levels of theory and policy. Specifically, it 

offered an alternative way of looking at the Afar– Issa/Somali conflict and showed a new direction 

in designing methods of conflict resolution for the centenary long conflict. Specifically, it 

categorized the conflict as intractable conflict and the analysis done in the way that interactable 

conflicts should have been looked. The collective official and popular memories, the ethos of the 

conflict and the emotional orientation, actors of the conflict and its regional dynamics analyzed 

from an interactable conflict analysis lens specifically using social-psychological framework of 

interactable conflicts developed by Daniel Bar-Tal in 2013. For that, the study substantially added 

to the current state of knowledge about issues and events related to the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable 

conflicts as well as its future trends, including the role of different actors involved in the conflict 

resolution. More specially the study will help those parties who are trying to resolve the conflict 

to see it from interactable lens and apply a different conflict resolution method that fits for 

intractable conflicts: Constructivist approach in their policies and actions.  

1.7. Limitation and Problems Encountered 

The study is a conflict case. Conflict case studies are very sensitive and most of the time difficult 

to get the willingness of informants to respond openly. This research was not an exception that 

most of the respondents prefer to remain anonymous and also not willing to be recorded. Following 

that triangulation of information for validation was difficult. Since sometimes violent conflicts 

erupt in the research area between the Afar and the Issa/Somalis, it made it difficult for data 

collection in the field. In addition, the COVID 19 pandemic during the field work made it difficult 

to conduct the data collection, specially focus group discussion as a data collection tool. The high 

staff turnover in government offices specially in the Ministry of Peace and Afar and Somali 

regional states peace and security offices made the key informant interview difficult since officials 

are new to the positions they held and couldn’t link conflict stories.  

1.8. Structure of the Study  

The study consists of eight chapters.  Chapter one provides background information about what 

necessitated the study; how the study was carried out, and other relevant issues of method, design 
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and theoretical orientation revolving around the major problem statement and objectives of the    

study. Chapter two entitled, “Literature Review of Concepts and Topical Issues” presents; 

theoretical and conceptual backgrounds of the study. In the chapter intractable conflict, its basic 

characteristics and way of addressing it are elaborated. In addition, the social-psychological 

foundations of intractable conflicts, such as collective memories, ethos and collective emotional 

orientations, discussed. The chapter also discussed intractable conflict resolution technique 

specially the ‘constructivist approach’ of Danie Bar-Tal’s. Chapter three entitled, “The Land, 

Peoples and the Socio-Political Dynamics of the Study Area” presents an overview of the 

geographical setting, demography, and socio-political dynamics of the study area. The chapter 

presents background information about the geography, history, mode of livelihood and the socio-

political organizations of the Afar and the Issa/Somali. It also states how the area got its current 

shape and the actors that played significant role for that and its relationship with the intractable 

conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali. Chapter four is “Intricacies of the Afar-Issa/Somali 

Conflict”. The chapter critically reflects on the interactable nature of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict 

by drawing on desk reviews of relevant literature and empirical data collected through extensive 

fieldwork.  As a way of discussing the nuances of the conflict exhaustively, the discussions 

presented in this chapter covers a wide range of themes such as the historical background and 

causes of the conflict. Chapter five entitled “Social-phycological infrastructure of the Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict discusses the collective memories, ethos, and collective emotional orientation 

of the conflict. It clearly narrates the official and popular memories and conflict supportive 

narratives, ethos, of the Afar and the Issa/Somali. It mainly also discusses the social belief of the 

Afar and Issa/Somali developed due to the intractable conflict. Chapter six is the geopolitics of the 

Horn of Africa and the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict. The chapter discussed the role of regional and 

international actors in the conflict including the governments of Ethiopia, Djibouti and Eritrea. It 

also assessed regional events and their impact in the conflict; the political actors of the region and 

the Afar and Issa/Somali diaspora. Chapter seven is about the conflict resolution attempts of 

customary institutions, central/federal governments, regional governments and international 

actors. Chapter eight entitled, “Summary and Conclusion”, is a conclusive summary of Why the 

Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is intractable; what makes it intractable and suggests further studies on 

the topic. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITRATURE REVIEW OF CONCEPTS AND TOPICAL ISSUES  

2.1. Introduction 

As Abend (2008, p.9) in his article "The Meaning of Theory" stated "theories are formulated to 

explain, predict, and understand phenomena and, in many cases, to challenge and extend existing 

knowledge within the limits of critical bounding assumptions." In this regard, the theoretical 

framework of this research presented in this chapter introduces and describes the theory that 

explains why the problem under study is worth addressing and how such an attempt of 

understanding the issue can be pursued. Hence, this chapter presents; some theoretical and 

conceptual backgrounds of the study. Theoretical fundamentals of interactable conflict, its socio-

psychological foundations, including the social belief of parties’ collective memories, ethos and 

collective emotional orientation discussed. In addition, in the chapter conflict resolution theories 

of ethnic conflict in general, since the subject studies is basically an ethnic conflict with regional 

dynamics, and intractable conflicts in particular elaborated.  

2.2. Conceptual Framework  

2.2.1. Definition, Types and Nature of Conflict 

On the etymology of the term conflict, the Coalition for Peace in Africa (2010, p.2) states "the 

English word ‘conflict’ comes from the Latin ‘confligere’ meaning to strike together, to be 

antagonistic, incompatible, contradictory or being in opposition." Thus, a conflict exists whenever 

an action by one party prevents, obstructs or interferes with the action of another party.  

Different existing conceptualisations of conflict vary in nature through the core points they 

emphasize.  For some, the definition is based on the conflicting parties involved, while for others 

the definition is coined on the degree of the dispute, while for others the magnitude of violence 

involved. The framework discussed below tried to address these core points.  
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Conflict can be defined in various ways that ranges from “the biological view point of Darwin’s 

approach in conceptualization of organic evolution as the biological theory of human aggression 

and conflict to socio-psychological approach of Smith’s view of social conflict as a clash of 

interests between different groups within that structure of a society.” (Scherrer, 1988, p.119).  This 

description clearly shows that conflict is both natural, associated with the biological nature of 

human being, and also social, created by human in its as human being is a social animal.  

In addition to the above definitions, different authors define conflict in different ways (Bar-Tal 

2000, 2013; Galtung, 1996; Kriesberg, 1991; Vallalcher, et al., 2010) are some of them. Jon 

Galtung (1996, pp.70–71) described conflict as "… perceived as arising from the incompatibility 

of goals among individuals or within groups." Deutsch, et al. (2011, p.13) wrote by quoting Charles 

Darwin that conflict is “the competitive struggle for existence” and “the survival of the fittest.” 

“...all nature is at war, one organism with another, or with external nature." Bar-Tal strengthen this 

idea by describing conflict as an “inherent part of human life” (2013, p.4).  

From a wider perspective, Fisher (2000, p.168) defined conflict as "social situation in which there 

are perceived incompatibilities in goals or values between two (or more) parties, attempts by the 

parties to control one another, and antagonistic feelings toward each other." In addition, Coleman 

(2003, p. 6) strengthen this and argued conflict as "the experience of incompatible activities (goals, 

claims, beliefs, values, wishes, actions, feelings, etc.)." In both the definitions conflict is stated by 

the three important terms: interactions, goals and incompatibility. If there is interaction between 

people and have goals which is incompatible conflict exists and will exist. 

Regarding the nature and effects of conflict many writers assert that conflict is a natural 

phenomenon and has a positive and negative effects. It exists and will exist as far as human beings 

interact each other. Even at peaceful times conflict exists. It brings constructive and beneficial 

processes which is a source of many innovations and it also brings suffering and destructive 

outcomes with heavy costs (Bar-Tal 2000, 2013; Coleman, 2003; Fisher, 2000; Kriesberg, 2012, 

2016; Vallacher, et al., 2010).  

A functionalist view towards conflict state that since conflict is essential for human survival and 

progress society needs conflict. Conflict helps for construction of shared realities between 

individuals, groups and cultures since it is a frequent feature of social life. Technological and 
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intellectual innovations and adaptation of uncertain circumstances are in most cases the result of 

conflict. Very important human inventions, in one way or the other, is related to conflicts 

(Vallacher, et al., 2013, p.159). 

Conflict may range from "mild disagreements to serious disputes, deep-rooted conflict, protracted 

conflict and violent and/or non-violent conflict" (Bar-Tal, 2013, p.9). Bereketeab (2013, p.5) also 

stated the categories of conflict by citing Axt et al as "the violent and the non-violent." More 

specifically, he listed five types of conflicts: latent conflict, manifest conflict, crisis, severe crisis 

and war. The first two are assumed to be non-violent, the others are classified as violent according 

to the above-mentioned source. 

As Colman argued conflict can be differentiated based on the issues they carried. Issues in a 

conflict can be distributive in nature, i.e. conflict has a zero-sum outcome but divisible. Issues can 

also have satisfactory alternatives to the parties involves i.e. integrative. According to him, a 

conflict issue may also be complex and difficult with ‘’elusive but nevertheless real integrative’’ 

or ‘’distributive potential which is inefficient’’; there are also conflicting issues which are non-

negotiable with ‘’divisible qualitative but resolvable’’ or a conflicting issue may be ‘’intractable 

that is inherently irresolvable’’ (2003, p. 6).  

Conflict can involve different parties. For example, interpersonal conflicts are those with self as 

an individual. The interpersonal conflict refers conflict between two or more individuals. The 

intragroup conflict is a kind of conflict with in the same group; the intergroup conflict refers 

conflict between different groups. A further distinction is made between intra-state members i.e. 

conflict between two or more state members in the inter-state system which is usually called as 

civil war and inter-state conflicts which is between countries recognized as members of the 

international state system (Sarkees et al., 2003, p.58). It occurs on every level of human interaction, 

at different levels ranging from interpersonal and intergroup levels and in every type of 

relationship. Conflict takes place between friends and allies and also between competitors and 

rivals. 

Conflict cannot be viewed as a unitary phenomenon. There are different types of conflict, which 

are classified in different ways, for example according to their severity and longevity. Various 

concepts have been proposed to describe the negative pole in such a classification such as 
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protracted conflicts (Azar, 1985); enduring rivalries (Goertz & Diehl, 1993); malignant conflicts 

(Musallam et al., 2010); deep-rooted conflicts (Burton, 1990; Mitchell, 1980) and intractable 

conflicts (Bar-Tal 2013; Kriesberg, 2007).  

The case study relates to the intractable conflicts’ literature. Intractable conflicts are intergroup 

conflicts that are exceptionally severe in its type and highly resistant to peaceful resolution. In this 

conflict parties involved are incapable of winning and are also not willing to compromise for peace 

(Azar, 1990; Bar-Tal, 2000, 2013; Coleman, 2003; Kriesberg, 1993, 1998). These conflicts are 

"violent, revolve around goals viewed as existential, are perceived as being of zero-sum nature and 

irresolvable, occupy a central position in involved societies, require immense material and 

psychological investment, and last for at least 25 years" (Bar-Tal, 2007a, 2013; Kriesberg, 1993).  

The Afar and the Issa/Somali conflict falls in the intractable type of conflict. This intractable 

conflict is extremely violent, parties in the conflict, mainly the Afars and the Issa/Somalis, argues 

their goals are existential, the conflict stayed for century and occupy central position in both 

communities. The coming sub-section of the chapter discusses about concepts of intractability and 

the next chapters specifically discusses the Afar and Issa/Somali conflict and why and how it is an 

intractable in its type.  

2.2.2. The Concept of Intractability and Intractable Conflict   

The notion of intractable conflict is the anchor conceptual framework of this study. The study 

considers the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict as an interactable conflict and this sub-part of the chapter 

in detail describes what intractable conflict is, its characteristics and challenges, the socio-

psychological infrastructure of intractable conflicts and constructivist theory as a peacebuilding 

instrument for addressing it.  

 According to Webster’s dictionary, intractability denotes “hard to manage; unruly or stubborn; 

hard to work, manipulate, cure, treat.” Coleman (2003, p.3) argued the concept of intractability in 

conflict can be explained in terms of complex situation with important historical, political, cultural, 

moral, legal, spiritual, and human dimension. According to him, intractable conflicts have 

persisted for years, some for generations, with little change in direction, and that are likely to 

continue to persist. Intractability, as a concept in conflict studies, concerns paradoxical problems 
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that are central, symbolic, and at times defining or individual and groups: questions of life and 

death, right and wrong, justice and injustice, war and peace. It involves groups who have become 

polarized over a conflict; who view their own group as righteous, their opponent as evil; and who 

have members who engage in inflammatory rhetoric and extra moral behaviours such as sabotage, 

violence, war or genocide. And untimely, they will inflict personal and communal trauma, which 

takes a devastating toll of human life, emotional experience, meaning making and reason 

(Coleman, 2003, pp.3&4). 

Defining it, Colman (2003, p.1) stated "Intractable conflict is a domain of human interaction that 

may very well determine our capacity to survive as a species." Intractable conflict can also be 

defined as "conflicts that are recalcitrant, intense, deadlocked, and extremely difficult to 

resolve"(Colman, 2003, p. 6). 

Many writers wrote about intractable conflicts (Bar-Tal, 1998, 2000, 2001, 2007a, 2013; Coleman, 

2000, 2003; Fisher, 2011, Kriesberg, 1991,2012, 2016). All of them agreed that these types of 

conflicts are resistant to peaceful resolution and therefore last a long time, as none of the parties 

involved in them can win or is willing to compromise in order to reach a peaceful settlement. They 

thus constitute a special type of conflict that is difficult to resolve. Bar-Tal (2013, p.36) by quoting 

Vallacher, et al. stated that “intractable conflict is one that has become entrenched in cognitive, 

affective, and social-structural mechanisms, a transformation that effectively distances the conflict 

from the perceived incompatibilities that launched it.” 

Kriesberg described intractable conflict from three important perspectives. The first one refers the 

period of intractable conflicts. Regarding this he argued intractable conflict persists for long time 

and they are protracted. Second, they are waged in ways that the adversaries or interested observers 

regard as destructive.  Finally, any conflict resolution intervention to end or transform intractable 

conflicts usually fail (2016, p.64).  

By their nature intractable conflicts are dynamic. This is due to the shared socio-psychological 

selection that evolves in groups involved in intractable conflict and plays a determinative role in 

its dynamics (Bar-Tal, 2013, p.30).  This socio-psychological selection with its foundation will be 

described more in the coming sections of this chapter. Since it is also core to the Afar and 

Issa/Somali intractable conflict it takes full chapter in the study. 
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The other important definition of intractable conflict came from Sharvit & Halperin. They define 

these conflicts as intense and full of violent conflicts that involves extensive destruction of 

property, displacement of mass population, death, injuries of people and constant experience of 

threat and danger. The conflict inflicts considerable suffering to members of the involved groups. 

These conditions create serious psychological effect on as well as consequences for macro level 

societal processes (2016, p.1). The Afar-Issa/Somali conflict that described as intractable conflict 

in the study fulfills the important points stated above. This conflict, as discussed in detail in the 

next chapters, is violent, occupy a central position in both the Afars and the Issa/Somalis, stayed 

for more than a century and extremely difficult to resolve since a lot of actors, both local and 

regional, involved in it.  

Intractable conflicts mark a new research frontier in the field of conflict studies. But why conflicts 

become intractable? What characteristics distinguish intractable conflicts from tractable, 

resolvable conflicts? The following parts of the chapter discusses intractable conflicts as a type of 

conflict and describe, in detail, its characteristics and resolution. 

2.2.3. Characteristics of Intractable Conflicts  

Intractable conflict could be a power struggle between super powers that wish to determine world 

order (e.g., the Cold War); it could be religious struggle between different factions about the proper 

way to worship the divine (e.g. Catholics versus Protestants, Sunnis versus Shi'as); it could be a 

bitter struggle for equity, democracy and civil rights (e.g., the battles against the Apartheid in 

South Africa or for civil rights in the United States); and it could be ethnic adversaries for territory, 

political power and resource (e.g. Afar versus Issa/Somali in the Horn of Africa). 

Characterizing a particular conflict as intractable may be disputed, since the characterization 

depends on the time perspective that is used as well as the qualities of the conflict that are stressed 

in defining intractability (Kriesberg, 2016, p.65). A conflict’s intractability depends upon who the 

adversaries are deemed to be, since a conflict may be intractable for some members of one or more 

sides but not for others. 
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The characteristics of intractable conflicts are based on Kriesberg work who described four 

necessary features of such conflicts: the first is intractable conflicts are protracted i.e. parties in 

conflict stayed for more than a generation and stick in conflict for a very long time (1998, p.185). 

Rouhana and Bar-Tal explained this more by stating “intractable conflicts last at least a generation, 

often many generations. Their duration means that both parties develop deep-rooted animosity and 

prejudice, that their collective memories (as important factor in intractable conflicts this concept 

is explained in detail in the following chapters of the research) are affected by conflict related 

events, and that the individuals and societies adapt their lives to the conflicts” (1998, p.761). The 

Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict fulfills this characteristic. The conflict stayed for a century 

(Mu’uz, 2015, p.139). 

The second characteristics is this kind of conflict is irresolvable i.e. groups in the conflict do not 

believe it can be resolved peacefully. Societies embroiled in intractable conflicts often see them as 

zero-sum and view their differences as irreconcilable (Kriesberg, 1998, p.231). Each side perceives 

its own goals as essential for its own survival and, therefore, does not see a place for the 

concessions regarded by the other side as essential for conflict resolution. The minimum 

requirements for one party to reach an agreement are not provided by the other. Societies fail to 

develop integrative solutions and present them for public discourse (Kriesberg, 1998, p.231). Both 

the Afars and the Issa/Somalis perceive that their differences are irreconcilable. For that they are 

in the intractable conflict for the sake of their survival (Mu’uz, 2015, p.139). 

The third characteristics, according Kriesberg, is intractable conflicts are violent which means the 

conflict causes death and serious injury of persons and high damage of property. Rouhana and 

Bar-Tal (1998, p.762) strengthening this characteristic by stating that “intractable conflicts usually 

involve violent events, including full-scale wars, limited military engagements, or terrorist 

attacks.” The continual cycle of violence afflicts civilian and military casualties and causes 

property destruction and, often, population displacement. This is also a typical characteristic of the 

Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict. Mu’uz (2015, p.143) stated “the tempo of the violence of the 

Afar and Issa/Somali conflict has never shown de-escalation nor shows hope of de-escalation.” 

Intractable conflict is its demand for high investment i.e. parties involved in the conflict highly 

invests for military, technology, economic and psychology to win the conflict since they don't 
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believe it has a peaceful solution which is the fourth important characteristics (Kriesberg, 1998, 

p.232).  

In addition to the four characteristics Kriesberg described, Bar- Tal (2013, pp.36-52) added three 

more features of intractable conflict. According to him intractable conflicts are total i.e. the parties 

involved in the conflict perceived the conflict as their essential and basic goal, need, and/or value.  

According to him, intractable conflicts often concern existential and basic needs such as 

recognition and security, the fulfillment of which is essential for existence and survival. Often, 

therefore, they are multifaceted, touching on wider aspects of political and cultural life. The 

conflicts penetrate the societal fabric of both parties and force themselves on individuals and 

institutions. Leaders, publics, and institutions--such as educational and cultural systems--become 

involved in the conflicts. At some stages of the conflicts, even intellectual life and scholarly inquiry 

become politicized as interest in the other society originates in the motivation to "know your 

enemy" and inquiries become guided by security needs and considerations (Bar- Tal, 2013, pp.36-

52).   

This conflict is also perceived as zero sum in nature which is the parties involved never consider 

to compromise and/or concuss. Finally, intractable conflict is central which member of all society 

are involved in the conflict constantly and continuously. The centrality of intractable conflicts is 

reflected in the group members' preoccupation with the conflicts. Thoughts related to the conflicts 

are highly accessible and are relevant to various discussions within each society. The centrality of 

such conflicts is further reflected in their saliency on the public agenda. The media and the political 

and intellectual elites are greatly preoccupied with the conflicts and their developments. The 

violence and its intensity and saliency in each society are another reason for the conflicts' centrality 

in public life; they also generate intense animosity that becomes integrated into the socialization 

processes in each society and through which conflict related emotions and cognitions are 

transmitted to new generations. Virtually every civilian can be the potential target of a random 

attack, and mundane daily decisions are affected by the conflicts (Bar- Tal, 2013, pp.36-52).   

Indeed, as discussed in detail in the coming chapters of this research paper, the Afar-Issa/Somali 

conflict is considered a typical case of an intractable conflict. It is an intense and violent, which 

has involved extensive deaths, injuries, destruction of property, displacement, and constant 
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experiences of threat and danger, all of which have caused considerable suffering to the members 

of both the Afar and Issa/Somali communities. Such difficult conditions are bound to have a 

psychological effect on society members, as well as consequences for macro level societal 

processes.  

2.2.4. Challenges of Intractable Conflicts: Why different, why difficult to resolve? 

The described characteristics of intractable conflicts clearly imply that these conflicts inflict severe 

negative experiences such as threat, stress, pain, exhaustion, grief, traumas, misery, hardship, and 

cost, both human and material terms (Cairns & Dawes, 1996; Robben & Suarez, 2000). Not only 

that, during intractable conflicts, collective life is marked by continuous confrontation that requires 

mobilization and sacrifice of the society members. This situation is chronic, as it persists for a long 

time. Thus, members must adapt to the conditions in both their individual and collective lives 

(Hobfoll & DeVries, 1995; Shalev, Yehuda, & McFarlane, 2000). This adaptation requires meeting 

three basic challenges which makes intractable different from tractable conflicts and also make it 

difficult to reverse in a usual conflict resolution strategy; like arbitration, negotiation or mediation. 

First, it is necessary to satisfy needs that remain deprived during intractable conflicts, such as, 

psychological needs of knowing, mastery, safety, positive identity, and so on (Burton, 1990; Staub, 

2003; Tajfel, 1982). If people are to function properly as individuals and society members, their 

needs, safety, mastery must be fulfilled (Maslow, 1954, p.34). 

The second challenge of members of intractable conflict to adapt the conflictual condition is the 

necessary to learn to cope with the stress, fears, and other negative psychological phenomena that 

accompany intractable conflict situations. Societies involved in intractable conflicts are required 

to live for extended periods of time under difficult conditions of violence, human loss, threat and 

danger, demands for resources, and other hardships. These conditions are likely to cause stress 

(Bar-Tal, 2013, p.1434). Therefore, one of the challenges that societies involved in intractable 

conflict face is the development of appropriate mechanisms, on both the individual and collective 

levels, for coping with these difficult conditions of stress. 

The third uniqueness of intractable conflict is its requirement in regard to adaptation of conflictual 

state of life, it requires development of psychological conditions that will be conducive to 



24 
 

successfully withstanding the rival group that is, to attempts to win the conflict or, at least, not to 

lose it.  

Successful withstanding enables groups to maintain intense conflict with an 

opponent over time, with all the concomitant challenges and adjustments, on a 

personal and societal level, that this entails. For these purposes, they need to 

develop a system of psychological conditions such as loyalty to a society and 

country, high motivation to contribute, persistence, readiness for personal sacrifice, 

unity, solidarity, adherence to the society’s goals, determination, courage, and 

endurance. To meet the above challenges, societies in conflict develop a 

sociopsychological repertoire that includes shared beliefs, attitudes, motivations, 

and emotions and that eventually turns into a sociopsychological infrastructure (Bar 

Tal, 2007a, p.1435) 

2.3. Theoretical Frameworks of Intractable Conflicts  

2.3.1. Socio-psychological Foundations of Intractable Conflicts  

The theoretical framework of the socio-psychological foundations of intractable conflicts is 

developed by Daniel-Bar Tal. The theory was developed on the basis of the research in the context 

of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (Halperin & Sharvit, 2015, p.3).  It is a general theory that can 

be applied to various kinds of intergroup intractable conflicts in various places around the world 

like the Afar and Issa/Somali conflict in the Horn of Africa.  

Unlike other social psychologists whose research is focused mainly on relationships between small 

groups Bar-Tal has studied conflicts of macro social scale-between nations and large political 

entities (Halperin & Sharvit, 2015, p.3).  This study also used the socio-psychological framework 

of Daniel Bar-Tal to analyze the Afar-Issa/Somali as intractable conflict. The theory refers that the 

social and psychological processes societies that are involved in intractable conflicts adapt to the 

difficult condition of the conflict, and to the consequences of this adaptation for the dynamics and 

continuation of the conflict. It is typically reflected in the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict in 

that the century long conflict is accepted as a routine at the inter-group relational level.  



25 
 

Bar-Tal stated three interrelated elements that constitute the socio-psychological 

infrastructure/foundation of an intractable conflict: collective memory, ethos of conflict, and 

collective emotional orientation. According to him, the building blocks of collective memory and 

ethos of conflict are societal beliefs, which he defined as “perceptions that society members share 

regarding topics and issues that are of special concern for their society” (2007a, p.1435). The 

following paragraphs discusses these socio-psychological infrastructures of intractable conflicts. 

In addition, chapter five of the research paper is dedicated to the socio-psychological foundations 

of the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict. 

A. Collective Memory in Intractable Conflict  

Collective memory refers to ‘’a social belief to the history of conflict that includes the narrative of 

the conflict from the beginning, its progression and major events in the course of the conflict’’ 

(Bar-Tal, 2007a, p.1436).  Collective memory does not intend to provide an objective history of 

the past; rather, it tells a story about the past that is functional and relevant to the society’s present 

existence and future aspirations. Thus, it provides a socially constructed narrative that has some 

basis in events but is biased, selective, and distorted in ways that meet present societal needs. 

Specifically, societies that are involved in intractable conflicts tend to develop narratives that 

justify their own goals in the conflict, blame the rival group for the outbreak and continuation of 

the conflict and delegitimize them, and portray the in group in a positive manner and as the sole 

victims of the conflict (Bar-Tal, 2013, p.141). 

According to Bar-Tal (2013, p.140) collective memory provides meaningful, coherent and 

relatively clear narrative about the history of the conflict of the past. This in turn allows, 

comprehensive, coherent, and meaningful understanding of the conflict for the members of the 

society under intractable conflict.  It also narrates why the conflict started, the reason why it still 

continues, why it is violent, and why immoral acts against the adversaries was necessary. As a 

main base for it, the collective memory provides major justification and rationalization of the 

present decision and lines of actions. The proceeding parts of the research discusses the collective 

memories of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis and narrates why the conflict started and why it still 

continues and stays for over a century and the immoral acts of killings of children and women 

justified as a necessary act in the conflict.  
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According to Bar-Tal (2013) collective memories are of two types: popular and official collective 

memories.  He described them as: 

The popular collective memory may be presented orally by family members, 

friends and other agents, as well as transmitted through ceremonies and rituals. 

They constitute the narratives accepted by the public as valid and is reflected in oral 

accounts of the society members, as well as in their customs, traditions, and social 

practices. The official collective memory represents the narrative that the formal 

representatives of the society hold and which they present through formal channels 

and institutions. It is presented in the publications of the government institutions, 

formal organizations of the society, and in school textbooks, when they are under 

the control of the formal authorities (Bar-Tal, 2013, p.138).  

Since most of the time the parties in intractable conflict uses collective memories for propaganda 

purposes, it is also important to note whether popular and official memories correspond or diverge 

to properly understand intractable conflicts. Sometimes they correspond but most of the time they 

may diverge which makes the conflict more complex to resolve (Kriesberg, 1998, p.231). This is 

also reflected in the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict in that the propaganda of different political actors 

that gets political benefit from the conflict invented memories and through different medias make 

it popular. The ‘Great Somalia” aspiration, the movements for an independent Afar states by 

annexing places from Ethiopia, Eritrea and Djibouti, etc are important political events that invented 

popular memories for their own political gain but complicated the conflict and make it difficult to 

resolve. The popular and official memories with regard to the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable 

conflict is discussed in detail in chapter five of this research paper.  

In every intractable conflict, the involved parties construct a conflict-supporting collective master 

narrative that focuses on its entirety. This narrative explains the causes of the conflict, describes 

its nature, refers to major events, presents the image of the rival, portrays its own presentation and 

makes major attributions of responsibilities for the eruption of the conflict, its continuation, and 

the violence used. Even though, the rival societies form a collective memory about the same events, 

the two narratives about the collective memory differ dramatically from each other (Bar-Tal, 2013, 

p.145). 
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The coming chapters discuss the popular, from key informant interview and focus group 

discussions, and official, from government archives, collective memories of the Afar and 

Issa/Somali intractable conflict discussed. 

B. Ethos of Conflict in Intractable Conflicts  

A second central element of the socio-psychological infrastructure of an intractable conflict is the 

ethos of conflict. Societies engaged in intractable conflicts develop a conflict ethos, which, 

according to Daniel Bar-Tal is “a configuration of shared central societal beliefs that provide a 

dominant orientation to a society; these beliefs illuminate the present state of affairs and conditions 

and set goals for the future.” The ethos, according to him, “binds the members of society together, 

along with the goals and aspirations that impel them toward the future” (2013, p.174).  

According to Bar-Tal’s typology, the challenges of intractable conflict fuel eight themes of societal 

beliefs in the conflict ethos: justness of one’s own goals, delegitimization of the opponent, self-

victimization, positive collective self-image, security, patriotism, unity, and peace.  

Societal belief about the justness on one’s own goal deal with and justify the 

importance of the reasons, explanations, and rationales surrounding the goals that 

led to the conflict. Societal belief about security stresses the importance of personal 

safety and national survival, and outline the condition for their achievement. 

Societal beliefs of positive self-image concern the ethnocentric tendency to 

attribute positive traits, values, and behaviour to one’s own society. Societal beliefs 

to one’s own victimization concern self-presentation as a victim, focusing on the 

unjust harm, evil deeds, and atrocities perpetuated by the adversary. Societal beliefs 

of delegitimizing the opponent concern denial of the adversary’s humanity through 

dehumanization, extreme negative threat characterization, out casting, use of 

political negative labels, and negative group comparison. Social beliefs of 

patriotism generate attachment to the country and society by propagating loyalty, 

love, care and sacrifices. Societal belief of unity refers to the importance of ignoring 

internal conflicts and disagreements during an intractable conflict in order to unite 

the forces in the faces of the external threat. Finally, societal belief of peace refers 

the peace as the ultimate desire of the society” (Bar-Tal, 2013, pp.176-201).  
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Researches shows that delegitimization of adversaries in intractable conflict plays a highly 

important role in analyzing the image of the other. By denying the adversary’s humanity and 

morality, delegitimization constitutes a psychological permit to harm the delegitimized group, by 

violent means if necessary. Delegitimization has different forms: dehumanization, out-casting, 

trait characterization, use of political labels, and group comparison (Bar-Tal, 2013, p.178). In the 

Afar-Issa/Somali conflict delegitimization of the other, especially in the minds of the children, is 

common in their songs, games etc. Extensive description and detail review of the Afar-Issa/Somali 

ethos of conflict follows in the coming chapters. 

C. Collective Emotional Orientation in Intractable Conflict  

The final element of the socio-psychological foundation/infrastructure of intractable conflict is a 

collective emotional orientation. This concept refers to “the characteristic tendency of a society 

and its members to express particular emotions” (Bar-Tal & Halperin, 2013, p.8). Societies 

involved in intractable conflicts tend to be dominated by the emotions of fear, anger, and hatred. 

These emotions are related to collective memories and may also interact with the ethos of the 

conflict. Though fear, anger, and hatred have received the most attention in research, other 

collective emotions may also appear in situations of intractable conflict, including humiliation, 

pride, and hope (Bar-Tal, 2013, p. 214). The emotional orientation of fear, anger, hatred, 

humiliation, pride and hope of the Afar and Issa/Somalis due to their intractable conflict also 

discussed in chapter five of the research paper.  

In general, the socio-psychological infrastructures/foundations of intractable conflicts, i.e. the 

collective memory, ethos of conflict and collective emotional orientation, justifies the parties’ 

engagement in the conflict and encourages society members to participate in it and to defend their 

group with force. When this takes place among both parties to the conflict, the result is continuation 

and escalation of the conflict. Moreover, once the socio-psychological infrastructure/foundations 

crystallize, it can instigate a ‘freezing tendency’, which involves a preference for maintaining one’s 

existing beliefs and resistance to changing them. Freezing leads to reluctance to search for 

alternative information and resistance to persuasive arguments. Consequently, the socio-

psychological infrastructure becomes a means through which society members process and 

evaluate new information, resulting in selective and biased information processing (Bar-Tal & 
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Halperin, 2013, p.12). This reduces the likelihood that new information, which suggests 

possibilities of resolving the conflict peacefully, would be considered seriously.  

Using the socio-psychological infrastructure of intractable conflict, the proceeding chapters of the 

research analysed the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict. The collective memories of the 

conflict, both popular and official, the ethos and the collective emotional orientation of the Afar 

and Issa/Somali conflict is analysed and described based on the above described socio-

psychological infrastructure model of Daniel Bar-Tal.  

2.3.2. Conflict Resolution Theories: Are They Fit to Resolve Intractable Conflicts? 

The Afar-Issa/Somali conflict falls in a category of ethnic conflict with a regional nature since the 

two ethnic groups live in four different countries: The Afars live in Ethiopia, Eritrea and Djibouti 

and the Issa/Somalis live in Ethiopia, Djibouti and Somalia/Somaliland.  

The analysis and understanding of conflicts can involve sociological, political, economic, 

historical, or cultural perspectives of the group involved in the conflict. Each one offers different 

concepts, assumptions, theoretical frameworks, or models that provide unique outlooks and 

emphases (Bar-Tal 2013, p.17). The theoretical starting points for these schools that deal with 

conflict resolution is to discuss how solutions of pluralism can be established and maintained in 

multi-ethnic societies with the help of different types of political institutions (Rupesinghe, 1987, 

pp.533-34). 

One of these theories is consociated democracy theory. Rupesinghe explained that this theory 

states “the political system of a state should grant all ethnic groups a reasonable degree of power 

and influence in the government of the state. This should thereby ensure the fairest possible 

distribution of resources between them that in turn will help ethnic groups to live peacefully in the 

state” (1987, p.534). Consociated democracy represents an alternative to what may be called a 

'majority democracy' where the individual citizen is the most important political unit, and political 

legitimacy is won on the basis of support from the majority of individual citizens. In consociated 

model the starting point is group. A consociated system of government means, according to 

Rupesinghel, political decisions are based on collaboration between representatives from different 

groups that represents ethnic or religious groups of the state (1987, p.534). But consociated 
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democracy theory, as a solution to address ethnic conflicts, doesn’t proof it granted peace. For 

example, in those countries which their political administration divided based on ethnicity, like 

Ethiopia, consociated democracy does not resolve conflicts between ethnic groups. Rather it 

shifted to territorial clam conflicts between neighbouring ethnic groups and also couldn’t provide 

self-administration to all ethnic groups in the country since they are too many and, in some areas, 

there are mixed people who couldn’t identify themselves in one ethnic identity. The Afar and 

Issa/Somali intractable conflict, which can be also categorized as ethnic conflict, failed to be 

addressed with the consociated democracy approach of governmental structure. Though the 

Ethiopian federal order has an element of a consociated democracy, within which both the Afar 

and Issa/Somalis are provided a group level political representation at the federal level and self-

rule at the regional level, it shifted their conflict to territorial claim. 

Another ethnic conflict resolution theory is community relations theory. Its core principle is that 

effective intergroup conflict resolution requires significant changes in how people from different 

communities interact with each other at the local level (Ross, 2000, p.1009). Fitzduff (2001, p. 34) 

describes the overall aim of community relations theory as "increasing understanding, respect, and 

cooperation between communities in the belief that such development can assist communities in 

working together to develop a solution to conflict that is both just and sustainable". Ross 

strengthening this idea by arguing that community relations theory core principle is that ‘’ people 

from different communities interact each other significantly changes the relationship of these 

communities” (2000, p.1009). For intractable conflicts, like the Afar and the Issa/Somali, with all 

the violence, emotional orientation of fear, hatred and hopelessness, this conflict resolution theory 

failed to bring peace. This is due to the fact that absence of institutions such as inter-governmental 

platform at regional level in the federal Ethiopia which could have otherwise provide an effective 

communication for regional state organs as well as people-to-people relations, like the Afars with 

the Issa/Somalis, to robust inter-ethnic solidarity.  

Frazer and Fitzduff emphasize three key aspects of community relations in ethnic conflict 

resolution: improving communications and understanding between communities; promoting a 

tolerant acceptance of the existence of a diversity of traditions and cultures; and encouraging 

structures which safeguard the rights of all members of society (1986, p. 25).  What makes difficult 

to implement this theory for intractable conflict, like the Afar and the Issa/Somali, is the level of 
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rivalry of the group in conflict. For example, the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is a century long 

conflict with series of violence in it accompanied by a lot of trauma.  For these groups which seems 

they have a lot of unreconcilable demands applying community relations theory for resolving 

conflict before working on trauma healing and other major unreconcilable demands is difficult.  

The other conflict resolution theory is human needs theory. Human needs theory argues that "there 

is a class of deep-rooted conflicts in which there are frustrations and concerns under the surface 

that are not negotiable and cannot be repressed, adjudicated by the courts or negotiated" (Burton, 

1990, p.13). Burton argues when parties to disputes are brought together in a face-to-face analytical 

dialogue, facilitated by a third party, inevitably they soon discover that they have the same ultimate 

goals. Once these parties discovered that they have common goals, the dialogue will change its 

tone and become a means for searching a means to satisfy the goals of all parties involved in the 

conflict. (1990, p.42). 

Adopting a constructivist approach the proposed the study critically appraise the various 

government and non-government peace interventions in reference to the societal beliefs’ 

complexity, sensitivity and the hard-to-negotiate on dimensions of intractable conflict of the Afar-

Issa/Somali.  Later on, the chapter discussed on how constructivist theory can be used to address 

the interactable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali.  

2.3.3. From Intractable Conflict to its Resolution 

The typical conflict resolution approaches to intractable conflicts are based on subjective 

interpretation of the meaning of intractability. Conflicts are defined as intractable when they last 

for a very long time and various attempts at solving them turned out to be unsuccessful. Thus, 

intractability is not a feature of the conflict, but it is the way it is perceived by its participants 

and/or observers. Though lot of conflict resolution attempts seem unsuccessful, different experts 

suggested different approaches for intractable conflict resolution as well as reconciliation (Bar-

Tal, 1998, 2003, 2007a, 2013; Coleman, 2000, 2003, 2004, 2006, 2014; Halperin, E., Cohen-Chen, 

S., & Goldenberg, A., 2014; Kriesberg, L., 1991, 2012, 2016).  
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Coleman characterizes intractable conflict as “… essentially conflicts that persist because they 

appear impossible to resolve” and describes five major paradigms employed in framing the way 

of its intervention to its resolution (Coleman, 2006, p. 534).  

The first one is “Realist Paradigm” which is based upon the assumption that “resources and power 

are always scarce.” Human beings are prone to use aggression as a means to obtain control over 

resources and position of power. Intractable conflicts result from rational, strategic choices and are 

intensified by fear, mistrust, and misperception (Coleman, 2006, p.542). “Highlights the need for 

strong action” that might inhibit aggressive encounters between rivals and develop institutions that 

can regulate the interactions between groups brings a resolution. 

Second, looking the intractable conflict from “Human Relations Paradigm” that focuses on 

destructive relationships “…in which parties are locked in an increasing hostile and vicious 

escalatory spiral …” (Coleman, 2006, p.543). Fear, distrust, misunderstanding, and hostile 

interaction are primary obstacles to constructive engagement. The Human Relation Paradigm 

recognizes the central importance of human contacts using such methods as integrative 

negotiation, mediation, establishing integrated social structure to bring resolution to the conflict 

(Coleman, 2006, p.543). 

The third paradigm is the “Medical Paradigm” which states that intractable conflict is a kind of 

disease of the “body of politics.” It describes this “body” as a system made of various interrelated 

parts. Its “illness” can be treated by outside experts that can use variety of means such as crisis 

diplomacy, peace enforcements, post conflict reconstruction, etc. This paradigm suggests remedial 

interventions both on psychological and institutional levels which is extract “hidden transcript,” 

demilitarizing, and preventive diplomacy (Coleman, 2006, p.543). 

The fourth in framing of intractable conflict is the “Postmodern Paradigm” which is based on a 

communication metaphor. The conflict arises as a consequence of large discrepancies in subjective 

definitions of the situation. “It suggests that it is primarily through assumptions about what is 

unquestionably “right” in a given context that the different groups develop and maintain 

incommensurate worldviews and conflicts persist” (Coleman, 2006, p.545).  The Postmodern 

Paradigm emphasizes, “renegotiating oppositional identities” as a way for intractable conflict 

resolution.  
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The last framing is the “System Paradigm” which assumes that social groups can be looked at as 

systems embedded in a larger system. Intractable conflicts are viewed as destructive patterns of 

social system. It stresses the necessity to look at a conflict as a whole where various parts are 

interdependent. System Paradigm requires complex interventions for resolution of intractable 

conflicts that aimed at development mutual security, stability, cooperation, humanization, etc. 

(Coleman, 2006, p.548). 

In other view for intractable conflict resolution and reconciliation, Bar-Tal suggested resolution of 

intractable conflicts is possible through deconstruction of conflict ethos and replacing by peace 

ethos which are deeply seeded in the “social beliefs” of the conflicting parties (2013, p.324). Bar- 

Tal argues intractable intergroup conflicts require the formation of a conflictive ethos that society 

to adapt to the conflict situation, survive the stressful period, and successfully with the adversary. 

The formal termination of such a conflict begins elimination of the perceived incompatibility 

between the opposing parties’ negotiation by their representatives, that is, a conflict resolution 

process (2013, p.324). But this is part of the long-term reconciliation process, which requires the 

formation of relations based on mutual trust and acceptance, cooperation, and consideration of 

needs.  

2.3.4. A Constructivist Approach for Intractable Conflict Resolution  

A. Interactable Conflicts are Amendable: Some Examples  

An intractable conflict is historically situated and socially constructed. As such it is amenable to 

change and transformation, however more difficult it is as compared with tractable conflicts. 

Indeed, even in the context of long-running seemingly intractable conflicts, particular disputes or 

"episodes" are settled. Even though intractable conflicts may not be amenable to final, near-term 

resolution, they are not hopeless.  

Seemingly endless, hopeless intractable conflicts are resolved. The Cold War is one example; 

South African Apartheid is another. Both conflicts seemed firmly entrenched by the 1980s. No 

one imagined the Berlin Wall falling, much less the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the 

inclusion of former Warsaw Pact countries in NATO. Few imagined the end of apartheid, with 

Nelson Mandela serving as President and former President F.W. de Klerk as one of his two deputy 



34 
 

presidents. These amazing transformations prove that no matter how deep-rooted, widespread, and 

seemingly "endless," intractable conflicts do end. And even more are getting transformed, as is 

evidenced by the fragile, but growing peace in Northern Ireland. The Afar and Issa/Somali 

intractable conflict can be also resolved.  

Constructivist conflict resolution theory which basically deals with intractable conflicts like the 

Afar and the Issa/Somali. As Lewicki and Tomlinson (2003, p.411) stated constructivist theory 

argues that parties in intractable conflict, with or without the help of intermediaries, can move 

beyond intractability to make their interactions less destructive and more constructive. Even when 

conflicts cannot be resolved, parties can learn to live together with less distrust, overt hostility, and 

violence. They can learn to work with people on the other side, and come to understand the reason 

for their differences, even if those differences do not go away. People caught up in intractable 

conflicts, can learn to respect people on the other side, learning that they also are intelligent, 

thoughtful, caring humans who are caught up in a cycle of fear and violence that nobody wants. 

Working together to try to figure out how to disrupt that cycle is a positive way to respond to 

intractable conflict, and can make those conflicts less destructive, even as they continue (Lewicki 

and Tomlinson, 2003, p.415). This is possible by: changing conflict ethos to peace ethos, changing 

selected social beliefs societies construct during the long-stayed conflict and changing stereotypes.  

B. Replacing Conflict Ethos with Peace Ethos 

Bar-Tal Stated:  

Intractable conflicts deeply involve society members and result in the construction 

of a conflictive ethos, which provides the dominant orientation to the society.  In 

such cases, conflict resolution leads only to the formal termination of the conflict. 

The establishment of peaceful relations between the opposing parties depends on a 

successful reconciliation process, which in turn requires a change of the conflictive 

ethos and formation of the alternative peace ethos.” (2000, p.352). 
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The process of reconciliation in which an ethos of conflict converted to an ethos of peace involves 

a political, social, cultural and educational process involving in all the social institutions and 

channels of communication (Bar-Tal, 2000, p. 361).  

As the next chapter discusses, the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict is central for both 

communities. The ethos of the conflict is in both the Afars and the Issa/Somalis political and social 

culture. Reshaping this conflict ethos from their social and political cultures and replace it with 

peace ethos is important for their intractable conflict resolution and then transformation.  

C. Changing Selected Social Beliefs  

Bar-Tal (2000, p.361) also argued that during an intractable conflict, societies form societal beliefs 

that constitute the conflictive ethos. The process of reconciliation requires change of these societal 

beliefs. From the social beliefs the following created difficulty in making reconciliation: those 

concerning the justness of one's own goals, delegitimizing the opponent, and positive self-image.  

The most important change in the conflictive ethos concerns societal beliefs about the justness of 

one's own goals; these beliefs were involved in the outbreak of the intractable conflict, and they 

contradict a set of similar beliefs held by the adversary group about its own goals. Societies 

engaged in intractable conflict construct various justifications and rationales, myths, symbols, and 

rituals to serve this epistemic purpose. The reconciliation process requires changes in each group's 

beliefs about its own goals in order to remove the cognitive foundations of the conflict. This 

condition requires, in essence, abolition, or at least indefinite postponement, of the societal dreams 

and visions, expressed in specific goals, that caused the intergroup conflict (Bar-Tal, 2000, p.357). 

A crucial catalyst of this change is the formal conflict termination (i.e., peace agreement), which 

is intended to eliminate the perception of contradictions between the goals of the parties. But this 

formal outcome, prepared by the representatives of the opposing societies, must be translated into 

cultural change of ethos, which involves the formation of new goals and their associated 

rationalizing beliefs, symbols, and myths. The desirable new goals should include living in 

peaceful coexistence with the opposing group and constructing cooperative relations (Bar-Tal, 

2000, p.361). 
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D. Change of Stereotypes 

Another determinative condition for intractable conflict resolution, according to Bar-Tal, is change 

of stereotypes about the adversary group. After years of delegitimization, the members of the other 

group require legitimization.  In terms of stereotypes, the change of beliefs about the adversary 

group lead to a balanced stereotyping of this group. The change should also cause ingroup 

members to perceive differentiation among the adversary group members. They should not be 

homogeneous and unitary group, but as consisting of various subgroups differing characteristics 

and opinions. Of special importance is some forgiveness for the harm done by the members of the 

adversary group of the intractable conflict. Together, these changes are assumed to perception of 

the adversary group; they increase trust in the other group, consideration of the other group's needs, 

and make it more likely that group could be perceived as a potential partner or even an ally (2000, 

p.364). 

E. Reconstruction of Past 

Reconstruction of the past is an important part in intractable conflict resolution, because the 

collective memory of the past underlines much of the animosity, hatred, and mistrust between 

parties. As Bar-Tal argued the collective memory of each party views the past selectively in a one 

side manner, focusing mostly on the misdeeds of the other groups and its responsibility for the 

conflict, and on the glorification and victimhood of the ingroup. The new belief formed in the 

reconciliation process should present the past in a balanced way and in a more objective manner. 

This process requires a critical examination of the history of the ingroup relations, especially the 

history of the intractable conflict- a new look at the actions of one’s own group and those of the 

other group (2000, p.365). 

F. Not All Ethos for Change  

The previous arguments required social belief changes in the process of intractable conflict 

resolution implies that this process raises a new social ethos, the peace ethos, which replaces the 

conflict ethos that evolved during the intractable conflict. Not all of the social beliefs that 

constitutes the peace ethos are in direct opposition to those that constitute the conflictive ethos. 

During the reconciliation process, the themes of the peace ethos evolve from the changes of the 
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conflictive ethos. Bar-Tal argued, the core changes concern beliefs about social goals, about the 

adversary group, about the ingroup, about intergroup relations, and about the nature of peace. But 

the evolution of a peace ethos does not preclude the maintenance of social beliefs concerning 

patriotism, unity, security and positive self-image. According to him, societal belief about 

patriotism enables society members to mobilize in a cohesive manner to attain important societal 

goals. Societal beliefs about unity provide the basis for feelings of belonging. Societal belief about 

security provide the basis for protection of the society against threats of all kinds, from military to 

cultural. Societal belief about positive self-image reflect a basic need to every society. These four 

themes of social beliefs are thus functional for the survival of any society, and therefore members 

of a society maintain them during peaceful times as well. But during such times, these societal 

beliefs, in contrast to the time of intractable conflict, should be complex, multidimensional, and 

open to scepticism and criticism (Bar-Tal, 2000, p.365). 

Appreciating the special qualities of intractable conflicts can inform conflict resolution and peace 

building interventions. Adopting a constructivist approach the study critically appraised the 

various government and non-government peace interventions in reference to the societal belief 

complexity, sensitivity and the hard-to-negotiate on dimensions of intractable conflict that the 

Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is. In doing so the study draws on constructivist studies and conflict 

resolution practices that have worked on how the vicious cycles of intractable conflicts can be 

broken, which above all entails a systematic and sustained intervention to reconstruct the societal 

beliefs which are intimately connected to the conflict situation through the provision of alternative 

imaginations and win-win solutions. Chapter seven of the study tried to analyze and describe the 

intervention of actor to resolve the conflict.  

Conclusion  

In this part of the study, the basic theoretical and conceptual issues that in one way or another 

affects the outcome of the study incorporated. In the chapter, conflict, intractable conflict, the 

socio-psychological infrastructure/foundation of intractable conflict and finally the resolution and 

reconciliation of intractable conflict discussed.  
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In the chapter intractable conflicts are defined as protracted, irreconcilable, violent, of zero-sum 

nature, total, and central; parties involved in such conflicts have an interest in their continuation 

Intractable conflicts undermine the security and well-being of societies worldwide. 

Intractable conflict is so resistant to resolution because of the unique characteristics of the 

opposing narratives, the central one being a perception of exclusive legitimacy. The narratives of 

the conflict, among both adversaries, have been central to the national identities, are celebrated 

through myths, monuments, and national ceremonies and are strongly represented in literature and 

songs as well as in school textbooks. 

Societies involved in intractable conflict develop a unique socio-psychological infrastructure, 

which assists them in dealing with the challenges of the conflict but at the same time contributes 

to the continuation of the conflict. The question arises, therefore, whether the socio-psychological 

infrastructure is in fact beneficial to societies that are involved in intractable conflicts.  

Recall that members of societies that are involved in intractable conflicts believe that the conflict 

is irreconcilable and that the goals over which it is being fought are essential to their existence. 

Hence, they may not believe that peaceful resolution of the conflict is feasible or desirable in the 

foreseeable future. If this is the case, then the society needs to prepare to face the challenges of a 

protracted conflict, and the socio-psychological infrastructure remains functional. However, if the 

group believes that conflict resolution is feasible and desirable and decides to engage in a process 

of peacemaking, then the socio-psychological infrastructure becomes counterproductive and a 

barrier to conflict resolution. This discussion points, in the chapter, out the paradoxical role of the 

socio-psychological infrastructure of intractable conflict. On the one hand, it helps societies and 

their members address the challenges that the conflict poses. But on the other hand, it contributes 

to the continuation of the conflict, which is the situation that creates those challenges in the first 

place. 

Any attempts to resolve intractable conflicts and minimize their detrimental effects on individuals 

and societies must take into consideration the nature of the socio-psychological infrastructure, the 

functions that it serves, and its implications. Given that the socio-psychological infrastructure 

plays a role in the maintenance and escalation of conflicts, changing its component beliefs and 

emotions may be a necessary step toward achieving reconciliation and developing a culture of 
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peace. Yet it is important to keep in mind that the socio-psychological infrastructure serves 

important functions for the members of societies involved in intractable conflicts. Thus, in order 

to pose a significant challenge to the socio-psychological infrastructure of intractable conflict, any 

alternative infrastructure must include different means of addressing the challenges that the 

societies involved in the conflict face. Moreover, the peacemaking process brings with it additional 

challenges, which also need to be addressed. Only when these challenges are successfully 

addressed can members of societies involved in intractable conflicts hope to not only cope and 

endure the adversities and suffering that these conflicts cause but to eliminate them completely.   
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CHAPTER THREE  

THE LAND, PEOPLES AND THE SOCIO-POLITICAL 

DYNAMICS OF THE AFAR AND THE ISSA/SOMALI  

3.1. Introduction  

The Afar and Issa/Somali live in East Africa, specifically in the Horn of Africa. The Afars live in 

Ethiopia, Eritrea and Djibouti and the Issa/Somalis live in Ethiopia, Djibouti and Somalia. This 

chapter gives an overview of the geographical setting, demography, and socio-political dynamics 

of the study area. It also presents background information about the history, mode of livelihood 

and the socio-political organizations of the Afar and the Issa/Somali in its first part and the pre, 

during and post-colonial period socio-political dynamics of the study area and its implication in 

the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict in its last part.   

 

3.2. The Land and Peoples of the Study Area 

The Horn of Africa: Location and Countries  

The Horn of Africa region is defined in various ways. The most common and perhaps historically 

more appropriate definition would be “the area stretching from the border of Chad, in the west, to 

the Indian Ocean, in the east, and from the Egyptian border, in the north, to the borders of Uganda 

and Kenya, in the south” (Leenco, 2004, p.87).  

In a different description of the Horn Touval states, Eastern Africa is the part of sub-Saharan Africa 

comprising two traditionally recognized regions: East Africa made up of Kenya, Tanzania, and 

Uganda; and the Horn of Africa made up of Somalia, Djibouti, Eritrea, and Ethiopia (1963, p.5). 

The Afar and Issa/Somali lived for centuries in the Horn of Africa though the boundaries shaped 

and reshaped several times due to different historical events happened in the area.  
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Map 1: Large political map of Horn of Africa ( Source: Mapsland: Large political map of Horn of 

Africa) 

The region is known for its religious diversity and being home to the three Abrahamic religions 

Islam, Christianity, Judaism and traditional faiths. The main native languages in the Horn are 

Amharic, Oromo, Somali, Tigrigna, Sidama, Afar and Wolita. The main foreign working 

languages are English, French and Arabic (Touval, 1963, p.5).  

A Brief Description of the Horn of Africa Countries 

Somalia: Today’s Somalia was under the colonial rule of Italians and the British up to 1960 when 

the Italian Somaliland and the British Somaliland gained independence. This was the year when 
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the two merged and formed the United Republic of Somalia. The CIA World Fact Book 2015 

(2014, p.5846) stated that the formation of the current Somalia as "Britain withdrew from British 

Somaliland in 1960 to allow its protectorate to join with Italian Somaliland and form the new 

nation of Somalia." It is situated on a large peninsula commonly known as the Horn of Africa (or 

the Somali Peninsula), which projects from the east coast of Africa immediately south of the Red 

Sea and the Gulf of Aden (Stokes, 2009, p.636). 

The current population of Somalia according to the World Population Review is 15,869,795. 

According to the Population Estimation Survey of the United Nations Population Fund (2014, 

p.21), ‘’the total population of Somalia was about 12.3 million in 2014. The Somalis speak a 

language of the Cushitic branch of the Afro-Asiatic (formerly Hamito-Semitic) family (Stokes, 

2009, p. 635). 

In the 14th century many Somalis, converted to Islam by Arabs from across the Red Sea, began 

their expansion southward from the arid steppes to their present borders, which overflow what was 

traditionally known as Somaliland. Although three great divisions of Somalis exist, roughly 

corresponding to the northern, central, and southern parts of the region, the Somalis demonstrate 

considerable cultural unity (Stokes, 2009, p.638). 

The Somalis have an identity myth that gives a common origin that refers to an eponym Samaale. 

But while of one nation, the Somalis also comprise a number of clans and numerous sub-clans. 

Among the pastoralists are four major clan-families: the Darod, the Hawiye, the Isaaq and the Dir; 

while in the agricultural south there are the Digil and the Rahanwayn (Woodward, 2003, p.24).  

The Issa/Somalis, one of the focus of this study, are a sub-clan of the Dir clan family, among the 

four major clans mentioned above, that lives in the Somaliland part of the Somalia and is one of 

the largest clans of the Dir with a large and densely populated traditional territory. In the language 

of international diplomacy, Somalia is currently divided along three territorial zones: Somaliland, 

Puntland, and South-Central Somalia.  

Djibouti: The Republic of Djibouti, formerly known as the Cote Fransaise des Somalis and the 

Territoire Fransais des Afars et des Issas (the French Territory of the Afars and the Issas) became 

Djibouti in 1977.  Djibouti is a 'mini-state' that, over the years, has been described as a 'cross-roads' 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Islam
https://www.britannica.com/place/Red-Sea
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country at the intersection of Africa, the Middle East and Asia (Schraeder, 1993; Mu’uz, 2015; 

Shehim & Searing 1980; Brass, 2008). According to the Statesman's Yearbook (2016, p.407), the 

Politics, Cultures and Economies of the World, Djibouti has a total population of about 818, 000 

of whom 58 per cent resides in the capital city. The latest figure by country Watch 2019 states the 

total population of Djibouti being 865,267 in 2019. The indigenous population is about evenly 

distributed between the Issa and the Afar, who are also found in Eritrea and Ethiopia. The Afar 

live in the northern part of the country, and the Issa inhabit the southern part of Djibouti.   

Until very recently, most Djiboutian were pastoralists maintaining a nomadic lifestyle intertwining 

them with neighbouring countries. The Afar of northern Djibouti followed transhumance 

migration into largely Afar areas of Eritrea and Ethiopia, while the Issa/Somalis grazed into 

present-day Somalia. Djiboutian have traded with these neighbours as well as those of the Arabian 

Peninsula for centuries. This geographical location and proximity to the Middle East and Gulf 

states made Djiboutian among the first African Muslims.  

The Afar and the Issa are in conflict since the colonial period and mostly in Djibouti for political 

power and the colonialists favoured one over the other for their own benefit which this research 

discussed in detail in the subsequent chapters.  

Eritrea: Eritrea gets its present shape from 1890’s when the various Italian possessions on the 

western shore of the Red Sea were united into a single colony and its present frontiers were defined 

in a series of treaties concluded between 1900 and 1908.” (Kibreab, 2009, p.1). Plaut (2016, pp.2-

7) states that Eritrea has 3.5-6.5 million people (no one knows for certain: the only complete census 

was taken in 1931). According to him, recent Eritrean history comprises five periods: Italian 

colonialism (1886–1941), followed by British military rule (1942–1952), Federation with Ethiopia 

(1952–1960), as part of Ethiopia (1961–1991) and the post-Independence era (1991–present) 

(2016, pp.2-7). 

Eritrea’s peoples are divided roughly equally between two major religions: Islam and Christianity. 

They speak nine different languages. Most of the eastern and western lowland areas are inhabited 

by predominantly Muslim ethnic groups. The majority of highlanders belong to the Tigrinya ethnic 

group and are Orthodox Christians (Plaut, 2016, p.5). 
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One of the subjects of focus of this research project, the Afar people live in Eritrea, Ethiopia and 

Djibouti. The coastal lowlands of Eritrea are inhabited by the Afar in the east, closely linked to 

Afar in Djibouti and Ethiopia. Further westwards, along the Danakil desert, are the Saho, whose 

neighbours are the Tigrinya population. They inhabit the centre of the country, from the port of 

Massawa onto the plateau and to the Ethiopian border. The Tigrinya people make up about half of 

all Eritreans and live in towns such as Asmara, Mendefera and Adi Qeyih. The Rashaida, also on 

the coastal plain, have family ties across the Sudanese border. Inhabiting a large part of the western 

plains are the Tigre, who are the second largest ethnic group. They live in the towns of Nakfa, 

Aqordat and Tessenai. Between the Tigre and the Tigrinya are the Bilen, who cluster around the 

town of Keren, the strategically important gateway from Sudan into the highlands. Three other 

smaller ethnic groups live on Eritrea’s borders with Sudan and Ethiopia. They are the Hedareb, 

Nara and Kunama (Plaut, 2016, pp.5-6). 

Ethiopia: According to the Encyclopedia of Britannica, Ethiopia is a landlocked country in 

northeastern Africa, bordered by Eritrea on the north and northeast, Djibouti and Somalia on the 

east, Kenya to the south, and Sudan to the west. The country covers approximately 435,000 square 

miles. The three largest religious groups in Ethiopia are Orthodox Christians which constitutes 

43.4% of the total population, Muslims that constitutes 34% and Protestants 19%. 

Ethiopia is a multiethnic state. There are more than 82 different ethnic groups and home to more 

than 70 different languages. Ethnically, the Oromo, Amhara and Tigray are Ethiopia’s largest 

groups. They live primarily in the country’s highlands. A fourth major group, the Somali, live in 

the south-eastern lowlands. The Issas, one of the people under study in this research is a sub-clan 

of the Somalis.  

3.3. The Afar and the Issa/Somali Peoples  

The Afar and Issa/Somalis live in the Ethiopia, Djibouti, Eritrea and Somalia. Specifically, the 

Afars primarily lives in the Afar Region of Ethiopia and in the northern Djibouti, as well as the 

entire southern coast of Eritrea. The Issa/Somalis, on the other hand, lives in Djibouti city, Ali 

Sabieh, Arta, Dikhil, Holhol, Ali Adde and Assamo in the Republic of Djibouti; in Dire Dawa, 
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Ayesha, Biki, Harar, Adigale, Mieso, Erer, Jaldessa and Afdem in Ethiopia; and in Zeila, Xariirad, 

Asha Addo, Jidhi, Lawyacado and Lughaya in Somalia/Somaliland (Mu’uz, 2015, p.14).  

3.3.1 The Afar People in Ethiopia, Djibouti and Eritrea  

History and Origin of the People of Afar 

The Afar people are one of the most marginalised groups of people. Politically they are disjointed 

into three countries – Ethiopia, Djibouti and Eritrea – and economically successive governments, 

in the respective countries, and more powerful neighbours have taken their fertile riverine lands 

(Dereje, 2011, p.7). Though the political borders of the countries divide the Afar in to three, they 

maintain close physical contact, strong sentiments of kinship, and an overarching Afar identity 

(Tadesse and Yonas, 2007, p.1). 

Weeks stated that little is known of the actual specific history of the Afar people.  They are the 

earliest to live in the Horn of Africa. They claim to be the descendants of Ham supposed to be the 

second son of the biblical Noah. He also stated the Afars claim to be decedents of the Arabs, their 

most celebrated mythic ancestor being Hadal-Mahis. They speak an eastern Cushitic language and 

are entirely Muslims which their universally professed adherence to Sunni Islam, but still remnants 

of Cushitic animist cult of their traditional religion persist (1984, p.10).  

Murdock also states that Afar believe themselves to be in the line of the generation of Kush, son 

of Ham, son of Noah, who were among 'the first Kushites to move from their original home and 

settle in the Danakil Depression' (1959, p.319). The Afar people have a distinct cultural and 

linguistic identity of their own and inhabit a well-defined territory in the Horn of Africa, an area 

commonly referred to as the Afar Triangle3, which is divided between Ethiopia, Eritrea and 

Djibouti (Yassin, 2008, p.40).  

                                                           
3 The Afar-Triangle covers in the North from the Boori peninsula to the foot of Tigray and Amhara 

highlands in to the West. From East Djibouti city in the south along the railway line through Erer 

to Awash station; in the west the two joints make the vertex at Namal Fan 75km NE of Addis 

Ababa (Yasin, 2008, p.42). 
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The neighbouring people of Afar call them by different names. For example, the Amhara, Oromo 

and Somali respectively borrowed the names Adal, Adali and Oda'ali, which sounds the same as 

the ancestor of the dynasty and the son of Hadal Mahis, Ado'ali (Afar: white Ali). Similarly, due 

to historic commercial contacts between Arabian sailors and the Dankali clan located around 

Baylul, who ruled the Kingdom of Dankali (15th-17th century), Arabs gave the name Danakil to 

all the Afar across the Red Sea Coast. Despite all the names, the Afar invariably call themselves 

'Afar', which has no meaning in the Afar language (Yassin, 2008, p.40). 

Mu’uz, et, al. (2015a, p.1) further strengthened the above argument by mentioning Grams (2009) 

that long before the coming of the French colonial powers, the expansion of Islam since 9th century 

had enabled Afars to establish their own political community known as Sultanate of Adal that had 

had a footing at the port of Zeila, presently the north-eastern coast of Somaliland or the southern 

tip of the Red Sea. Later, the massive influx of Somalis in to the area lent the Sultanate to collapse 

in 1543 and to formation of different and crumbled tribal administrations until the French colonist 

steeped into there. 

Within the Horn of Africa there are around two million Afar. The population is a reported 1.4 

million in Ethiopia (CSA, 2008), in Djibouti 400,000 (2009 Census) and in Eritrea about 350,000. 

Two points need to be accentuated on the census. First, these are figures based on out-dated census 

results as the latest census in all the three countries were conducted over a decade ago. Secondly, 

these are figures contested by the local Afar in all the stated locations, a point to be elaborated 

further in the following chapters.  

Geography of the Afar 

The Afar people are located in the most arid and vital part of Horn of Africa comprising the Afar 

Region of Ethiopia, northern Djibouti and southern point of Eritrea. It is one of the hottest areas in 

the world (Flood, 1975, p.5).  

Yasin (2008, pp.42-43) stated the Afar homeland constituted strategic geopolitical concentrations 

and resources benefactions of Afar-Horn states: like the most utilized river Awash in Ethiopia runs 

in the Afar region of Ethiopia, about 75% of all vital roads that link Addis Ababa to the harbours 

of Assab and Djibouti run via the Afar land (Yasin, 2008, pp.42-43). Furthermore, Afar are well 
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known as the cradle for early human origin and for its abundance of natural resources as well 

(Yasin, 2008, pp.42-43). 

The Afar inhabit a very strategic geographic location which is the biggest game reserves like 

undeveloped land with huge potential for agriculture, water and geothermal potentials in Ethiopia; 

the vital ports of Assab in Eritrea and the transhipment regional hub at Djibouti are located in the 

Afar homeland (Mu’uz, 2015, p.227). In addition, the Afar coastline in Eritrea and Djibouti, which 

is a bridge between Africa and the Middle East as well as a gateway to the oil fields of the Persian 

Gulf further magnifies the global importance of the Afar land (Yasin, 2008, p.42). 

As a whole the region is extremely inhospitable, but is able to support a population of transhumant 

pastoralists since there is a large and permanent watercourse, crossing the desert and semi-desert 

landscape for a distance of nearly 800 km before evaporating in the string of salty lakes on the 

border of Ethiopia with Djibouti. This river, the Awash, is the life source for some 150,000 'Afar 

pastoralists and their animals in the southern two-thirds of' Afar territory (Flood, 1975, p.5).  

In a clearly defined geographic boundaries; the Afars had an overall control of trade activities and 

imposed tax on caravans carrying goods across the Afar-land to and from the Red Sea (Adou, 

1993, p.43).  
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Map 2: The Afar Triangle (Nicol and Otaulana, 2014, P.5)   

The Afar Triangle “overlaps Eritrea, Djibouti and Ethiopia, and is bordered by the Ethiopian 

plateau to the west, by the Danakil block that separates the Afar depression from the Red Sea to 

the north-east, and by the Somalian Plateau, and its northern extension in the Aisha – Ali-Sabieh 

block to the south” (Varet 2018; Xii). 

Socio-Political Organization of the Afar 

The Afar maintains a hierarchical form of social organization that derives from traditional 

chiefdoms and sultanates, such as the still existing Tadjoura Sultanate (Schraeder, 1993, p.206).  

The social organization has at the top what may be called the present sense of Afar “nationalism” 

which indicates the whole society as one distinct ethnic group, different from others on the basis 

of language, way of life etc. (Kassim, 1985, p.331; Awol, 1999, p.10). Following this the society 
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is generally divided into two main groups. The Aisomara (Red men) and the Adiomara (white 

men). Hassen (2011, p.2) states:  

Afar were descendants of their earlier Arab migrants. This tradition alleges that the 

Afar, especially the Asoimara trace their descent from Hare-el-Mahes, a Yemeni 

Arab who landed among the Afar close to Tajura at a place called Dammoho and 

was said to have had four sons. These are Adiali, Sambul Lak Ali, Modaitu and 

GuraliIsa. (The latter are the ancestors of the Issa Somali who through time became 

the implacable enemy of the Afar). 

There are different accounts on the core element marking the dichotomy of the Afar into Asoimara 

and Adoimara. Trimingham and Lewis explain it in terms of status differentiation whereby the 

Asoimara were described as being the nobles, the upper and ruling class while the Adoimara were 

considered as commoners and subservient (Lewis, 1955, p.156; Trimingham, 1965, p.173). 

Thompson and Adloff (1968, p.24) held the view that there is colour difference between the two 

groups, which according to them emanated from the colours of the soil these people live on. Hence, 

the Asoimara took the red colour of the soil of the Awash River while the Adiomara took the 

cream-colored sands of the gulf of Tajura in Djibouti. In fact, the majority of the Afar in Djibouti 

are the Adiomara while those found in the southern parts of the Afar (Modaitu) are Asoimara. And 

the tradition of superiority and dominant position is still said to have been maintained and reflected 

by the royal Idu-Hissu (Adahisu) clan of the Afek’ ek Ma’d clan within the Asoimara group.  

However, it appears more probable that the present fact and realities nullified these explanations. 

Both groups are highly mixed through marriage both at tribal and clan levels and there are not any 

social divisions based upon the traditions. Moreover, some of the tribes like the Henkeba, Kui, 

Dodda, Indegoli and Hishantuare are found in both groups (Markakis & Ayele, 1986, p.55). As a 

result, it is almost impossible to physically differentiate between the two groups. Savard (1965, 

pp.89-98) extensively discussed marriage alliances between Asoimara and Adoimara. As an 

example, he mentions the marriage alliance forged between the Aytilela clan of the Asoimara and 

the Modayitu clan of the Adiomara. 
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Decent and affinal ties are central to the Afar social organization. They have a patrilineal decent 

system based on which a person belongs to a particular clan (Mela). Afar settlements are composed 

of a mixture of clans although each locality is identified with a major clan and affine. This makes 

it easier to organize social, economic and political support in times of crisis (Tesfaye and Tafere, 

2004, p.10).  

Tadesse and Yonas (2007, p.2) state that there are large and small clans. The large ones are 

“Arebta, Damoita, Dahimela, Hadarmo (Able), Hadu, Seka, Maeyto, and Baleessewa. Members 

of most of the aforementioned clans are found in all three countries of the Afar Regional State, 

and in Djibouti. Members of Dahimela and Hadu clans are mostly found in zone 2 of the Afar 

Region, Djibouti, and Eritrea. Members of the Sekaclan are found mostly in zones 1 and 2 of the 

Afar Region, and in Eritrea.” 

Beyond the clan structure and their confederations, the Afar society has developed a hierarchical 

political structure known as sultanates. The Sultan is the religious, as well as the political, leader 

of his clan of the Afar. The Afar are divided into four paramount sultanates: Tajura and Raheito in 

Djibouti and Awussa4 and Biru in Ethiopia that are in turn composed of smaller confederate 

chiefdoms. Afar overlords had powers of taxation, but their main role was as arbiters of disputes 

over grazing and water rights (Kebede, 2005, p.78).   

The Afar exercise exogamous marriage and polygamy is exercised in accordance with Islamic 

laws. There are several marriage patterns; these include inter-clan marriages between unrelated 

people, and cross-cousin marriage (Absuma). Leviratic arrangements (widow inheritance) are 

widely practiced (Balehey, et.al., 2018, p.8). It is claimed that cross-cousin marriages are stronger 

than marriages between unrelated persons because of the fact that no serious harm is inflicted on 

one’s own blood and flesh in times of conjugal conflict (Tesfaye and Tafere, 2004, p.13).  

Afar society is closely integrated on the bases of kinship, economic cooperation, and mutual helps. 

The nuclear family (Ko Budda) lives in close proximity with other closely related families in and 

                                                           
4 The sultanate of Awussa whose centre was located in Assaita, Afar Region in Ethiopia, was created in the seventeenth 

century; and the sultan has still remained in power with the exception of the Derg regime (Talachew,  & Habtewold,  

2008, p.94). 
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extended family cluster (Iniki Budda). They move together, herd livestock collectively, gather 

food, eat and care for children together. The homestead (Ganda Budda) comprises several extended 

families, which engage in labour cooperation. Men herd together and share animal transport, 

women construct huts (Ari) together with mats woven from date palm leaves, collect wood, fetch 

water and go to market together (Tesfaye and Tafere, 2004, p.13).  

Strong bonds of solidarity are maintained through a system of mutual help, which ensures that no 

one suffers from want to food as long as there is enough to share within the community.  

Mode of Livelihood of the Afar 

The Afar are pastoralists who pursue their livelihood in subsistence based, mixed-livestock 

management of camels, cattle, goats and sheep. They employ a wide range of livestock 

management techniques, which are well adapted to the limitations and vagaries of their arid 

country. Their livestock management system stresses mobility, efficient labour use, the practice of 

efficient land use of vast areas of flood-fed lands and wet-season pastures as well as socio-

economic cooperation (Getachew, 2001, p.145).  

As a result, 90% of the Afar economy relied on subsistence movable livestock, rearing of sheep, 

goats, cattle and camels (Getachew,2001; Francois, 2007). In addition, Mu’uz strengthened this 

by stating Afars have typical pastoralist egalitarianism at all levels of social relations and social 

roles. Transhumance Pastoral production is the dominant mode of livelihood of the Afar. Although 

very limited in number the Afar have diversified livelihood, costal trade, fishery in Eritrea, agro-

pastoralists production and salt trade along the fertile banks of Awash River and in the North Afar 

of Ethiopia at Aba’ala, and petty commerce in Djibouti (Mu’uz 2015, p.227). This indicates that 

there is a differentiation between north and south Afar. For the north Afar pastoralism and salt 

mining are an important livelihood means whereas the south Afar, which is also the hotspot of the 

intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali, depends on camel pastoralism and farming for 

their livelihood bordering the Awash river. 

The Afar agro-pastoralists are found in the highland region and their economy is based on crop, 

honey and livestock production. Rain-fed pastures exist in the north, and in higher areas towards 

the Ethiopian Highlands, but these are by no means sufficient either in extent or in duration. Today, 
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pastoralist movements are linked to urban areas on seasonal basis for subsistence. As they usually 

face recurrent drought, insecurity and economic difficulties, pastoralists have been forced to 

change their spatial strategies. They began to be closer to urban centres. As a result, the proportion 

of their income linked to livestock is decreasing (Getachew, 2001, p.10). 

 

The Afars of Ethiopia: Ethiopian Afar resides in north and south eastern arid and semi-arid land 

in the Ethiopian vertex of the Afar triangle facing the state of Eritrea and the republic of Djibouti. 

The Afar-Ethiopia boundary is defined by the Revised Constitution of Afar National Regional 

State Proclamation No. 14/2002 Article 2. According to this proclamation the region shares 

boundary with four national regional states i.e. in the northwest Tigray Region, in south west 

Amhara region, in south Oromia and in southeast Somali region and has two international 

boundaries in east Djibouti and northeast Eritrea.  

The Afar-Ethiopia temperature ranges from 28-48 degree centigrade and rainfall is one of the 

lowest in the country. According to the 2008 national census the population of Ethiopian Afar is 

estimated to 1.4 million (ECSA, 2008). Afar National Regional State lays on 100,000 km² an area 

which is sparsely populated. It covers approximately 10 percent of the country and almost 30 

percent of its pastoral lowlands (Helland, 2015, p.1) more than 80 percent of whom rely on 

livestock production for most of their existence and follow a pastoral, transhumant lifestyle 

(Davies, 2006, p.29).  
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Map 3: The Afar Regional State of Ethiopia (Source: Regional Atlas of Afar Region Coordination 

Bureau of Finance and Economic Development). 

 According to Regional Atlas of Afar Region Coordination Bureau of Finance and Economic 

Development (2006:5) at present the region is divided in 5 zones, 29 woredas, and 358 kebeles. 

From these 5 administrative zones, zone one is the largest zone, it covers 34.58% of the regional 

area were as zone five is the smallest zone in the region, it covers 5.78 % of the region area. The 

pastoralists are busy in searching grazing lands and water for their animals. In the region the two-

basic source of food are natural pastures and brows. There are some trained in some part of the 

region using crop residues and weeds as a source of food. The availability of these two-food source 

varies from zone to zone and season to season. 
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The Afar of Djibouti: The Afar in Djibouti constitute the second largest ethnic group and inhabit 

the northern two-third of the country above the Gulf of Tadjoura and west of the Djibouti-Addis 

Ababa railway. (Schraeder, 1993, p.204). 

The 2000 Djibouti census reports total population of Afar in the country as 460,700.  The United 

Nations (2009) estimated population for Djibouti in 2009 was 864,000.  For Afar, 40% of this 

would be 345,600. The Issa tribe of Somalis are politically dominant in Djibouti. 

The major clans represented in Djibouti are the Adarassoul and the Debne, both of which are 

prevalent in the Dikhil region; the Adail and Badoita-Mela, which are located in the region of 

Obock; and the Hassoba, which is representative of the Tadjoura region (Schraeder, 1993, p.206). 

According to official statistics the Afar constitutes 20% of the total population and they represent 

30% at the National Assembly. Three decades ago, the Afar constituted about 60% and was 

political majority in the country (Schrader, 1993, pp.204-206). They live in both the Northern and 

Western regions, which make up about 87% of the country’s total area in three administrative 

districts known as Tadjourah (Hassoba clan), Dekhil (Adarassoul and Debne clans) and Obock 

(Adail and Badoita-Mela clans) and in Arhiba quarter of Djibouti city.  

Brass (2008, pp.1-2) stated that livelihood of the Afar in Djibouti is of extremely marginal 

contribution to the GDP; livestock production by the vast majority of extremely poor pastoralists 

contributes 3-5% to GNP and 10% of the national food requirement; and yet, it is the only 

livelihood for 33.3-50% of the country’s population and 90% of the rural population which 

constitute 20% of total population size. The Afar predominantly live in rural areas engaged in 

traditional subsistence pastoralists animal production located in the most arid and semi-arid part 

of Djibouti vulnerable to drought and famine. 
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Map 4: Location of Afar in Djibouti (Source: World Language Mapping System)  

 

The Afar of Eretria: In Eritrea, the Afar inhabited islands and coastal areas of the Red Sea that 

stretches from the northern tip of the Boori peninsula to the Djibouti border of Obock in the 

southern edge of the Rahayeta sultanate territory (Yasin, 2008, p.55). 

The Afar in Eritrea are located in two semi-autonomous zones: The Southern and Northern Red 

Sea Zones with 7% of the total population of Eritrea. The Southern Zone known as Dankalia is 

arid and desert ecological region. The Northern Red Sea Zone has a large population of people of 

many different ethnic groups. About 800 km of the 2,234 km Red Sea Coastline of the State of 

Eritrea is in Afar region, which is 4% of Eritrea’s total area (Afar Community, 2007, p. 35).  
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The Red Sea Afars dominant livelihood is pastoralist livestock production, fishery, salt production 

and trade; besides they work as labourers in the port of Assab and Massawa. The Assaimera--

Damohoita clan family in and around Assab and Bauilul are engaged in trade, fishing and urban 

employment, the Dunna clan in the hills of Dino are engaged in agricultural practice (Dinucci and 

Zeremariam, 2003: 11). Tradition had it that only the Assaimera can own grazing land and have a 

say on matters of access to grazing land and water resources; the Addoimera have the use right 

(Mu’uz, 2015, p.227). 

 

Map 5: Location of Afar in Eritrea (Source: World Language Mapping System) 
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3.3.2. The Issa/Somali People in Ethiopia, Djibouti and Somalia  

History and Origin of the Issa/Somali People: Lewis (1961, p.27) stated that the first clear 

written reference to any Somali group is found in the writings of the thirteenth-century Arab 

geographer, Ibn Sa'id. Ibn Sa'id said that Merca, a town on the southern Somali coast near the 

Shebeli River, was the 'capital of the Hawiye country', which consisted of more than fifty villages 

(or districts or tribes).  

According to Somali mythical sources, the name Issa is designated for one branch of Somali, which 

derives from Sheik Iise Mahammad as cited in “was buried at Mayd (Somaliland).” The ‘Ise trace 

descent Patrilineal from their eponymous ancestor, ‘Ise Mahammad, whose grave lies close to that 

of Sayh Isaq at Mait in Erigavo District of northern Somaliland (Lewis, 1961, p.71).  

“Shiek Ise was the brother of Sheik Isaaq.” (Morin, 2007, p.21). This is consistent with ‘Ise 

traditions of a general movement of the clan from the east of northern Somaliland towards their 

present habitat in the west. This westwards expansion which involved moving into land earlier 

held by Galla groups seems to have been occasioned by the expansion of the Isaq and Darod 

communities in the east’. Lewis (1980, p.71) scrutinized the pattern of movement among various 

clans of Somali in such a way that “as the Darod and Isaq grew in numbers and territory; the Dir 

[believed to be the oldest Somali stock] vacated the north-eastern region of Somaliland, striking 

off westwards and to the south. In the west, the powerful ‘Ise and Gadabursi clans pushed 

gradually, and not without many set-backs, into what is today Harar Province of Ethiopia and the 

Djibouti Republic, leaving the graves of their ancestors several hundred miles behind them in the 

Erigavo District (Mu’uz 2015, p.55). 

Mu’uz also stated that: 

To anticipate for a moment; it seems that by the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

these movements by the Dir, Darod, and Isaq, had proceeded to the point where the 

two last groups of clans had taken over much of northern Somaliland and the 

Ogaden region of Ethiopia. Thus, probably by the close of the seventeenth century, 

the clans of northern Somaliland had assumed approximately their present 

distribution, although the gradual drift of population from the north still continued 

(2015, p.55). 
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Map 6: Somalia People and Map of the Somalia Ethnic Group (Source: CIA 2002). 

Geography of Issa/Somali: Mu'uz (2015, p. 134) by quoting Schrader (1993, p.205) stated that 

“The Issa are one of the nine Somali clans residing in Ethiopia, Djibouti, and Somaliland." The 

Issa as explained by Morin (2007, p. 18) are a major Northern Somali group living in Ethiopia 

mainly along the railway from Mullu to Djibouti, in the south-eastern part of the Republic of 

Djibouti and in north-western Somaliland. As the present-day location of Issa in Djibouti indicated 

by Schraeder (1991, p.211), they inhabit the southern one third of the country below the Gulf of 

Tağura and east of the Djibouti-Addis Ababa railway.  

Socio-political Organization of Issa/Somali: The organization of the entire Somali society rests 

on its traditional clan structure. The Somali lineage is composed of six clans, four pastoral-

nomadic (Dir, Daarood, Isaaq, Hawyie) and two agricultural ones (Digil and Rahanwayn). The 
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four pastoral-nomadic clans make up 75% of the population of Somalia, the two others around 

20%. A few other communities remain out-side the clan organization, especially coastal 

communities descending from Arab or Persian migrants, as well as cultivators or hunters from the 

pre-Somali period. They represent around 5% of the population (University of Laval, 2010, p.45). 

The formation of clans is based paternalistically, on the heredity of the male side of each family. 

Their size can vary greatly. The six main clan families are too large to enable concrete cooperation 

between all their members. Concrete identification and cooperation between individuals occur on 

the level of sub-clans (Metz, 1992, p.67). Sub-clans cooperate according to a complex system of 

alliances, which sometimes leads to complicated situations: two sub-clans may be at war against 

each other, but then chose to unite temporarily against a common enemy, before starting their war 

again (Spilker 2008, p.12). The flexibility of alliances makes the clans system easy to manipulate 

for political purposes, through the constant redefinition of friendships and enmities (Maouche, 

2011, p.16). 

Out of a total 15 Million Somali people inhabiting three states in the Horn of Africa, Issa 

constituted around one million (Mu’uz 2015, p.56). The Issas are divided into three major clan 

families: the Abgal, the Dalol and the Wardick two of which are further subdivided by several sub-

clans.  

Schraeder (1993, p.206) states the Abgal clan family, which accounts for three-quarters of all Issas 

in the Horn of Africa and two-thirds of those living in Djibouti, includes four sub-clans: Yonis-

Moussa, Saad-Moussa, Mamassan and Ourweine. The Dalol clan family, which accounts for only 

one-fourth of all Issas and roughly one-third of those living in Djibouti, is similarly divided among 

three sub-clans: the Fourlaba, Horrone, and Walaldon. ‘The Wardick constitutes the final Issa clan 

family represented in Djibouti, and is believed to be the result of mixed Somali-Afar unions. 

Although very few in number, the Wardick derive their prestige from the fact that the 'Ugas', or 

spiritual leader of the entire Issa ethnic group, is chosen from this clan family.  

The Issas maintain an especially egalitarian form of social organization based on clan membership 

in which all 'men' are considered equal, and each has the right to voice his opinion about the affairs 

of his clan (Schraeder, 1993, p.206). 
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The segmentary nature of clan-based social organisation without central authority makes the 

mitigation of violence and resolution of conflict a challenging task for Issas. This is remarkably 

visible when inter-clan conflicts involving control over caravan trade route and contraband 

channels happens (Lewis, 1994, p.72). The above map also listed out the clan structure of Somali 

people. 

Mode of Livelihood of Issa/Somali: Issa/Somalis are predominantly engaged in nomadic 

pastoralism. They are also involved in trade, transport as well as livestock production, and are a 

dynamic and sophisticated group with connections throughout the region (Markakis, 2003a, 

p.447). Mu’uz further states that the livelihood of the Issa/Somali is not exclusively based on a 

pastoralist lifestyle like the Afar. They rather have alternative means of livelihoods. Trade and 

commerce are in widely practised by the Issa owing to historical and geographic reasons. 

Historically the ancient trade routes of central Ethiopia to the Indian Ocean traversed through Issa 

occupied territories that they have been engaged as security escorts, service providers and guides 

of caravan trade. The proximity to and territorial consanguinity of their Issa with Somali land and 

Djibouti made their exposure to trade and commerce via the coast (Mu’uz, 2009, p.45). This 

explains the avid commercial mentality of the Issa/Somali. According to the observation of travels 

during 19th and early 20th century, the Issa have been fighting with each other over the control of 

the caravan routes because they showed a very strong tendency to exploit any financial gains and 

resources of other peoples. Lewis (1994, p.72) explains that the power of money is so highly 

regarded among the Issa that they often engage in violence to secure trade routes.  

Dereje and Markus (2008, p.67) further allude that the Issa are involved in contraband trade 

activities and demonstrate superb creativity and efficiency of resourcing borders and borderland 

for illicit commercial purposes. This tradition continued through centuries up to date. The huge 

contraband business transaction involving the international companies from the Gulf States locally 

known as Shirkades is operated and controlled by the Issa in Ethiopia (Mu’uz, 2015b, p.65). 

However, the main livelihood of the Issa/Somali society is pastoralism within a more challenging 

environmental context than the Afar. The Issa/Somali pastoralists inhabit most inhospitable, arid 

and semi-arid areas of extending from Aysha Dewele in the East up to the escarpment of Awash 

River in the North adjacent to the Afar region according to the above-mentioned source.  
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Owing to the harsh environmental condition grazing land and water points are a matter of life and 

death. Clan ownership of water points and grazing land goes along with the right of access to all 

Issa clans to the resources irrespective of lineage and clan membership. There is a general belief 

system by the Issa that such resources are a gift of Allah to all humanity that any Somali should 

have access to (Lewis, 1961, p.75). This “egalitarian" system of access to pastoral resources is so 

strong that they adhere to their belief that anywhere they step in is considered a free reign for 

grazing and watering (Lewis, 1994, p.75). This significantly contribute to their intractable conflict 

with the Afar in that they crossed their boundary for search of water and pastor with the believe 

that all land belongs to God and belongs to Issa/Somali which in return face a fierce reaction from 

the Afars.  

Though grazing land and water point owned by clans of the Afar, the universal access to all Somali 

is the Issa’s conception of access to pastoral resources This strong sentiment has its own 

contribution to the incidence of violent clashes. In the dry season, tribes are concentrated around 

the home wells, which are often shared among friendly tribes” (Lewis, 1994, p.90). But owing to 

the lack of grazing land water points they are often forced to migrate to neighbouring communities 

which bring them into violent clashes.  

 

The Issa/Somalis of Ethiopia: The Somali region was incorporated into what was then the 

Abyssinian Empire in the closing years of the 19'th century - at the onset of the European scramble 

for Africa. In Ethiopia, the Issa constitute the second largest Somali clan next to the Ogaden.  

 

During the Italian occupation of Ethiopia, the Somali region remained in the hands of the British 

up until 1948 at which time the Ogaden, was handed over to Ethiopia. Six years later, in 1954, the 

remaining Somali territories, the Haud and the Reserved Areas were transferred. Although the 

short-lived Bevin Plan5 proposed to bring all the Somali territories under a single UN trusteeship 

                                                           
5 It was the British Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, who proposed the Somali territories to be united in 

1946 and the creation of Greater Somalia. Prior to the announcement of his famous ‘Bevin Plan’ at the 

British House of Commons on 4 June 1946, the British Foreign Secretary made his original proposal at a 

meeting of the Prime Ministers held in London on 28 April 1946. According to the minutes of the meeting, 

marked TOP SECRET, Bevin proposed the following: “Italian Somaliland, together with British 
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to be readied for eventual independence, the influential leadership of Emperor Haile Selassie and 

reservations among other major powers regarding Britain's intentions nipped the plan in the bud 

(Mohamud H. Khalif, & Doornbos, M., 2002, p.75). 

 

Currently the Issa/Somalis, the second largest clan of Somali in Ethiopia, lives in Somlai regional 

state concentrated in Siti Zone. They also live in Afar regional state specially in the three special 

kebeles of Adayitu, Undofo and Gedamaytu which later will be explained as an epicentre location 

of the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict.  

 

The Issa/Somali of Djibouti: The Issa in Djibouti constitutes the largest ethnic group (roughly 

33 percent of the population) and inhabit the southern one-third of the country below the Gulf of 

Tadjoura and east of the Djibouti-Addis railway (Schraeder, 1993, p.204). 

According to Shehim & Searing, (1980, p.209) the Issas of Djibouti have not attempted to hide 

their sympathies for Pan-Somali nationalism and their desire to incorporate Djibouti into a 'Greater 

Somalia. The Pan-Somali cause has suffered a serious setback in Ethiopia and as a result the Issa 

of Djibouti are temporarily committed to the preservation of integrity of Djibouti and of the own 

dominance with Djibouti. 

The Issa/Somali of Somalia/Somaliland: The Issas, a clan of the Dir family, lives in merely in 

the northwest part of the Northern Region of Somalia.  

 

                                                           
Somaliland, the Ogaden and the Reserved Areas, to be placed under international trusteeship with the 

United Kingdom as Administering Authority”. That proposal was clear and devoid of ambiguity. However, 

barely five weeks later, addressing the British House of Commons, on 4 June 1946, the Foreign Secretary 

presented a different version in which he also involved Ethiopia by saying: “We proposed that British 

Somaliland, Italian Somaliland and the adjacent part of Ethiopia, if Ethiopia agreed, should be lumped 

together as a trust territory (Mariam, 1964, p. 191). 
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Map 7: Somalia’s Clan Families and Major Sub Clans (Source: CIA 2002) 

There are very few written sources about Issa/Somalis. As affirmed by Lewis (1961, p. 69).  

The ‘Ise Somali of French Somaliland, Harar Province of Ethiopia, and the north-

western regions of the new Somali Republic, despite their proximity to the modern 

town of Jibuti are amongst the most conservative of the northern Somali and 

probably the most dedicated to their traditional nomadic life. Although foreign 

explorers have often traversed their country and although they have long been under 
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foreign administration, they still remain one of the least well-documented northern 

Somali group. 

Conclusion 

As discussed in the previous chapter, intractable conflicts involve states or other actors with a long 

sense of historical grievance, and a strong desire to redress or avenge these. In terms of duration, 

intractable conflicts take place over a long period of time. This chapter clearly showed the 

intractability of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict. It has a long sense of historical grievance, involved 

both state and non-state actors and pass through a long period of time.  

The conflictual relationships of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis, as clearly stated in the chapter, 

started in the pre-colonial period and continued during the colonial and post-colonial times. 

Though the Horn of Africa took different shapes at different times and the parties involved in the 

shaping and reshaping of the Horn are different, the conflictual relationship continued. Actors like 

French, Britain, Italia and Ethiopia also contribute their share for the conflict.  

The emergency of Eritrea as a country, Djibouti’s late independence and the relationship of 

Somalia and Ethiopia in the Horn gave the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict a global nature. In addition, 

because both communities, the Afar and Issa/Somali, live in the four countries, Ethiopia, Djibouti, 

Eritrea and Somalia, and the during the colonial period three colonizers, British, Italia and French, 

were controlling the Horn, the conflict was complicated and involved many actors that 

strengthened its intractability.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

INTRACIES OF THE AFAR-ISSA/SOMALI INTRACTABLE 

CONFLICT  

4.1. Introduction  

As intractable conflicts are characterized by their longevity, violence and many actors involved; 

this chapter critically reflects on the interactable nature of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict by drawing 

on desk reviews of relevant literature and empirical data collected through extensive fieldwork. 

As a way of discussing the nuances of the conflict exhaustively, the discussions presented in this 

chapter covers a wide range of themes such as the historical background, root causes of the conflict, 

and the actors involved in the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict from intractable perspective.  

4.2. Historical Background of the Afar-Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict 

The Afar-Issa/Somali conflict geographically covers most of the south-eastern portion of the Rift 

Valley region and parts of the Horn; Ethiopia and Djibouti. Markakis specifically described its 

geographic coverage as:  

[The Conflict] forms a triangle, with the Awash River on the west, the Red Sea on 

the east, and the northern escarpment of the southern plateau on the south. The 

terrain rises southwards to 1600m and has an average annual rainfall of 300-

500mm. The two main permanent sources of water lay on opposite sides of the 

triangle. On the west is the Awash River. On the south is the drainage system of the 

southern plateau with several seasonal rivers and many streams. The most 

important of these is the Erer river that flows northwards, west of the railway line, 

in the middle of the contested region (Markakis, 2011, p.285). 

Akey informant, from Afar Police Commission, in the interview made on April 2020 in Beshoftu 

also strengthened the above stated claim but also added the conflict affects all Afars by stating that 

in terms of space the conflict covers wide area extending over more than 230 km long territory in 

the middle and Awash valley: from Detbahiri, 30km south of Ayisaeta in the Afar region up to the 

Hiliedegiy planes 40 km south of Awash station. Administratively, the conflict interfaced Shinile 

zone of Somali regional state and zone one (Amibara), zone three (Gebiresu) and zone five 
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(Fentiresu) of Afar regional state. The major contention areas involve the areas along the Ethio-

Djibouti road. But the conflict involved all the Afars including northern Afar, because activities in 

pastoral areas are highly skewed in favor of commercialization and sedentary agricultural mode of 

production. Without consequences as they have not been, they precipitated the plight of pastoralist 

Issa and Afar.  

According to the former directorate general of CEWRR of the Ministry of Federal and Pastoral 

Development Affairs of Ethiopia (MoFPDA) in a key informant interview the two conflicting 

ethnic groups live in a different set up in the Ethiopian context while in Djibouti they live in close 

proximity for centuries even though their settlements have a geographical concentration. There are 

different competing narratives regarding the origin of the conflict, as to be extensively discussed 

in the following section.  

Mu’uz (2015, p.139), on his explanations of a shared and rival mitogenesis of the Afar and 

Issa/Somali, states similar narration of myth from both sides. This myth states that both the Afar 

and Issa/Somalis claiming being descendants of the first ancestors to settle on the planet. Their 

rivalling myths begins from “the separation of brothers and consequent formation of mutual 

incriminatory othering in biblical story of prodigal son, but in this case the cursed unrepentant 

other” (Mu’uz, 2015, p.139). Quoting Mohammed from his interview in 2009, Mu’uz explained 

the Afar version of the myth as ancestor of the Issa selfishly took the cattle inheritance denying 

his Afar brother the share he deserves.” This caused, according to him, “a curse in the Issa to live 

in barbarity of wilderness”. The narration goes on to define current Issa/Somali violence as being 

a genetic inheritance of the cursed other (2015, p.139).  

 

The Issa/Somali myth of the cause of the conflict on its part states that “on separation, from his 

brother of Issa,  ancestor of the Afar settled in fertile and hospitable banks of the Awash and Erer, 

his unfortunate brother led for long precarious existence of the wilderness; facing extinction, he 

requested to take refuge in the Aden of his Afar brother, which the latter ungratefully denied him 

to doom”. The conflict that began by hateful cruelty of the Afar ancestor, as per the Issa/Somali 

side myth, has continued to date in his offspring’s that they continued their cruel judgment to 

Issa/Somali extinction in wilderness (Mu’uz, 2015, p.140) 
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 Different key informant interviews and focus group discussions confirmed the above stated 

mythology of the conflict. Given the multisided nature of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict, the 

discussion on the history of the conflicts will be presented in the following subsections with the 

objective of providing a detailed account for each site.  

 

 4.2.1 Historical Background of the Afar-Issa/Somali Conflict in Ethiopia 

Mu’uz stated the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict in Ethiopia is not a recent phenomenon. Historical 

sources indicate that the origin of the conflict goes back to the reign of Menelik II in the late 19th 

century and intensified during the period of emperor Haile Selassie I (1930-1974), and during 

Dergue regime (1974-1991). Initially, both conflicting parties were involved in violent conflicts 

due to lack of awareness because both Afar, and Issa/Somali’s were not active participant in formal 

education at that time (2015, p.136).  

 

The Imperials Period: The deputy head of the Peace and Security bureau of the Afar regional 

state in a key informant interview mentioned that “Since the beginning of the colonial period the 

Afar have been pushed northwards by their Somali neighbours.” According to him, the Issa/Somali 

clan currently residing in Shinile zone in the Somali regional state were the ones who led the 

expansion. The Issa/Somali pushed the Afar from Dire Dawa northwards to claim the eastern 

portion of the Alighedi plain and came within sight of the Awash river. The Afar believe ultimate 

goal of the Issa/Somali is controlling the Awash River. The Afar never forgot the loss of their land 

and never given up hope of reclaiming it. 

 

Mentioning Borelli, Markakis and Sarah, in the study they conducted for the Ministry of Federal 

Affairs in 2006, stated that a traveller to Harar at the close of the 19th century placed the town, 

Harar, at the interface between Afar and Issa/Somali.  They quoted “Harar is in Danakil (Afar) 

territory: it is a sort of neutral point on the frontier between the Afars and the Issa and Oromo.” 

(Borelli 1890:77). Three decades later, the boundary had been pushed northwards to the newly 

founded town of Dire Dawa (Markakis and Sara, 2006, p.186).  

The Issa/Somali advancement towards the Afar territory was facilitated by the Addis Ababa-

Djibouti railway construction. Started at Djibouti by the French in 1903 and completed in 1919, it 

followed a south-westward route skirting the foothills of the southern plateau to reach Dire Dawa. 
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The construction company, for the sake of gaining safe passage by engaging local communities, 

employed the Issa/Somali as guards, transporters and workers. Following that the Issa/Somalis 

settled in the region crossed the railway and the now Shinille Zone of the Somali regional State. 

The railway construction company also supported the Issa/Somalis against the Afars (Markakis 

and Sara, 2006, p.188). Oberie (1971, p. 97) assured this by stating “during that period the 

administration supported them in their disputes with their Afar neighbours.” The former head of 

Boundary Affairs Bureau of Somali regional state, in a key informant interview in Jigjiga in April 

2020, mentioned another important factor the railway construction brought to the Afar-Issa/Somali 

conflict. The informant stated:  

The construction of the railway brought other dynamics to the Afar-Issa/Somali 

conflict. The arms trade, which was easy to mobilize now due to the train transport, 

helped both the Afar and the Issa/Somalis to get rifles that significantly changed 

the extent and level of the violence. Before, they used to fight with pears and swords 

which was less damaging. But these arms tremendously increased the damage in 

terms of human life and property. 

 

In the 1930s, the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict zone in Ethiopia had moved to the Erer River valley, 

the most valuable territory east of the Awash River. An Italian guide book, Consozione Turistica 

Italiana (1938, p.420), remarks about the area as being; “the most desiccated part of the area is 

inhabited by Danakil (Afar) nomads”.  

 

Markakis (2011, p.285) also stated that during the Italian occupation in Ethiopia in 1936, the Afar 

and the Issa/Somalis were competing for control of the contested areas. The Italian invasion and 

occupation of Ethiopia proved a disaster for the Afar. The Italians, whose forces included a large 

number of Issa/Somalis recruited in their colony in the south, viewed the Issa/Somalis in Ethiopia 

as allies. By contrast the Afar, who had sided with the Ethiopians, were regarded as hostile and 

suffered retaliatory attacks. In the worst incident, more than forty Afar elders were brought to Erer, 

executed and buried there. During that brief period, the Issa/Somali become better armed and more 

aggressive (Markakis, 2011, p.285). 
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Markakis further narrated in the years after liberation, as the imperial regime tried to reassert its 

authority in the lowlands, the Afar-Issa/Somali struggle intensified. The two rivals were included 

in the Adal and Issa administrative district, whose governor reported a battle at Aydora at the end 

of September 1947 that left 43 Afar dead. By that time, the Issa/Somalis had exclusive control of 

the territory east of the Erer River. After this clash, the Afar began to abandon the region west of 

the river: Aydora, Asubuli, butiji (2011, p.285). In 1955, the district governor moved the district 

centre from Afdem to Erer, and decree the river to be the dividing line between Afar to the west 

and Issa/Somali to the east of it. Police and the army units were stationed there to enforce the 

decree, and relative peace reigned for some time. When these units were withdrawn in 1963, the 

conflict resumed with 481 Afar killed and 25,000 of their cattle looted. Seriously weakened, the 

Afar were forced to gradually cede territory. Weima (Afar) clans were forced to evacuate Erer, 

Afdem Mulu, Hurso, Mieso and move into the Middle Awash Valley, where other Afar refer to 

them jokingly as ‘refugees’ (Markakis, 2011, p.285). 

 

The Dergue Regime: Explaining the expansion of the Issa/Somali in the other contested areas the 

former directorate general of the CEWRR directorate director of the MoFPDA in a key informant 

interview stated that in early 1970s, the Issa/Somali established a strong presence on the southern 

side of the road to Djibouti that traverses the Awash valley. The road was built in the early 1970s, 

and several of the construction camps along it evolved into truck-stop hamlets providing services 

to the traffic. From the Italian occupation until the 1970’s the only inhabited site in the conflictual 

region was Gewane, which was an Afar settlement. Issa/Somalis initially employed by the German 

construction company settled in two new roadside hamlets, Gedamaytu and Adaitu. They became 

involved in truck-stop trade, in smuggling goods across the borders with Djibouti and Somalia, as 

well as raising livestock in the vicinity. Issa/Somali herders used these towns as gateways to head 

northwards towards the Awash River. It is significant that the Issa/Somalis call Gedamaitu “Garba 

Ise” (Shoulder of the Isse”. i.e. support to lean on). There were only few Afar settled there, and 

they departed when hostilities between the two groups broke out. A third Issa-controlled truck-

stop hamlet, Undofo, appeared in the mid-1990s. 

 

The Issa/Somali movement was temporarily halted in the late 1970s. In the early 1970s, the Siad 

Barre regime in Somalia trained a guerrilla force to prepare the ground for the eventual invasion 
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of Ethiopia. The Western Somalia Liberation Front (WSLF)6 had several divisions. One of which, 

named El Tire (Revenge), was intended to occupy and annex Djibouti. El Tire was made up of Issa 

clansmen. The Djibouti part of the plan was abandoned after the French colony became 

independent in May 1977. When the invasion of Ethiopia came in June of that year, now trained 

and well-armed, the Issa again pressed their advantage to push farther into Afar territory (Mu’uz, 

2015, p.145).  

 

In a focus group discussion with the Issa/Somali elders in Gedamaytu, the elders admit having 

fought with the Italians against the imperial regime and with El Tire of Somali against the Dergue. 

The Afar, on the other hand, fought on the Ethiopian side. In one battle at Kareba in 1977, the Afar 

fought alongside Ethiopian soldiers against El Tire and suffered 300 death, including 45 elders. 

The Afar are proud of their record on behalf of Ethiopia, and like to contrast it with that of the 

Issa/Somali. They see the Issa/Somali as the advance guard of Somali expansionism that threatens 

the territorial integrity of Ethiopia. An Afar saying has it that “Issa are the iron of the spear; Somali 

is the wood that gives it strength’’ according to the deputy head of the peace and security bureau 

of the Afar regional state. 

 

After the expulsion of the Somali forces in the spring of 1978, the Dergue expelled the Issa/Somali 

from settlements they had set up on the Assab road, and demolished Gedamaitu. Many other 

settlements in the vicinity of the Assab road were destroyed, including some Afar villages, in order 

to deprive guerrillas of support in the area and improve security on the road. The Issa/Somalis 

were later settled by the Dergue to Sodere and their land was used to build a large army base. 

Towards the end of the Dergue period, the expelled Issa/Somalis, most of who had gone to Budaye 

near Mieso, only 34km from Gedamaytu, started returning back to the town as per the former 

directorate general of the CEWRR directorate director of the MoFPDA. As a means of containing 

the deadly intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali, the Dergue demarcated a “No Afar; 

No Issa/Somali zone.” 

                                                           
6 The Western Somalia Liberation Front (WSLF) is an Ethiopian based Somali nationalist group 

which was allegedly formed and mobilized as part of the Greater Somalia project Yasin, 2008, 

p.45). 
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EPRDF Era- from 1991-2018: According to the above-mentioned key informant, the first 

engagement of the EPRDF led government after it took the central power in 1991 was the relive 

the 40 km ‘No Afar, No Issa/Somali Zone’ from the Addis Ababa-Djibouti asphalt road decision 

which was made by the previous regime. Later on, EPRDF introduced ethnic federal system in the 

country and accordingly, the Afar and Somali were structured as regional states with some 

autonomy, a move which further complicated the intractable conflict between the Afar and the 

Issa/Somali. 

 

Following the relive of the 40 km movement restriction, in the beginning of 1997 the Issa/Somali 

rebuilt Gedamaitu, a town once demolished by the Dergue. The Issa/Somali built other two towns: 

Adaitu and Undofo in the Addis Ababa – Djibouti road by crossing Awash river. The eastern 

margin of the road became inaccessible for the Afar after the constructions of these towns which 

in turn created a big discontent among the Afar according to the above-mentioned key informant.   

 

The deputy head of the peace and security bureau of the Afar regional state further argued that the 

dynamics of the conflict area as the Assab on the Red Sea was the main seaport for Ethiopia until 

1998. The role of the Djibouti port for import-export business was very limited until then. The war 

with Eritrea that took place in 1998, enhanced the significance of Djibouti port as the sole outlet 

to the sea. The road to Djibouti that crosses the Afar region and the railway that crosses Issa/Somali 

land became vital links, with a busy traffic flow. The road became a new and valuable source of 

revenue, and the truck-stop hamlets on it developed into beehives of activity. Many ‘highlanders’ 

settled there to engage in the service and trade sectors. This change further complicated the 

intractability of the Afar and Issa/Somali conflict.   

 

Contraband, and irregular trade flourished in the area following  the collapse of state control of the 

boarders between Ethiopia, Djibouti, Somaliland and Somalia, as the result of the political 

upheavals of the late 1980s and early 1990s. A veritable common market emerged along the eastern 

and southern sections of the Ethiopian periphery, where people and goods moved freely without 

required travel documents such as passports, visas, or customs checks. Contraband trade 

flourished, bringing manufactured goods from many parts of the world, especially China, through 
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the ports of Djibouti, Berbera in Somaliland, and Bossaso in Puntland the former directorate 

general of the CEWRR directorate director of MoFPDA stated.  

 

As Markakis (2003, p.478) argued it was the Somali, and especially the Issa, who came to dominate 

in the contraband trade, since they can move freely among their own kin throughout the region. 

They control the camel caravan trade in contraband, renting animals and their services as guides, 

porters and guards, to bring the goods to the towns they control on the road to Djibouti, from where 

they are channelled to the highlands by vehicle and the railway. Dikhil and Balabala are the staging 

areas in Djibouti, from where contraband imports come to Eroli in Dubti district by truck, then 

transported by camel to Gedamaitu, Adaitu and Undofo, the staging points on the Ethiopian side. 

The three towns are completely controlled by Issa/Somali and ‘highlanders’, who operate closely 

together, in the same towns (Markakis, 2003, p.479). 

 

The former directorate general of the CEWRR directorate director of the MoFPDA, speaking about 

the Afars’ engagement in economic activities he stated that the Afars remained isolated from trade 

and any other non-pastoralist affairs, and realized limited benefit from the activities, licit and illicit, 

on the road that traverses their territory. Nevertheless, they became increasingly concerned about 

the tightening Issa/Somali grip on the three towns, and their role in supporting Issa/Somali herder 

incursions west of the road towards the Awash River. This concern led to frequent clashes between 

Afar and Issa/Somali herdsmen over waterholes, a resource that has become scarcer with time, and 

these clashes became deadlier through the use of automatic weapons.  

 

A key informant from the Afar reginal state remembers the violence reached its pick in the 

beginning of 2003. Armed individuals ambushed and killed heavy truck drivers, an event that led 

to protest impacting the country’s foreign trade. Following this, the federal government passed an 

order that bans an armed person to stay away at 10 Km radius of the Addis Ababa-Djibouti asphalt 

road. The statement also included the measure to be taken on those trespassing the rule.  

 

In 2008 the federal government took some drastic measures against illegal acts. One of such illegal 

acts involved the construction of settlement sites, Ambule village, was one of those that are 

illegally built near the Addis Ababa-Djibouti asphalt road by the Issa/Somalis. This was 
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demolished for a fourth time.  A discussion forum that aimed to solve the matter has been prepared 

in Sodere town by the Ministry of Federal Affairs in collaboration with the Afar and Somali 

regional states according to Ministry of Peace CEWRR department director and focal person of 

the ministry to the Afar region.  

  

Following the peace process of Sodere, the Ministry of Federal Affairs in 2014 passed the decision 

that the three towns, Gedamaitu, Undofo and Adayitu, shall be structured within the Afar territory 

with a status of special kebele. A peace agreement was signed by the two regions to implement the 

decision though the agreement was later rejected by both the Afar and the Issa/Somali diasporas 

and later the Somali regional state which clearly shows the intractability of the Afar and 

Issa/Somlai conflict. As stated, in the previous chapter the main characteristics of an intractable 

conflict is its difficulty for resolution and the business as usual conflict resolution methods of 

arbitration, negotiation, mediation, etc. cannot resolve the conflict.  

 

The Reform Period- Since April 2018: The conflict of the Afar-Issa/Somali intensified after the 

political reform in 2018 in Ethiopia. According to United Nations Office of Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs report, clashes involving Afar and Issa clan continue along boundary areas 

between Afar’s zone 1 and 3 and the Sitti zone in the Somali regional state largely inhabited by 

the Issa. The situation in the three contested kebeles of Gedamaytu (Haruka Woreda), Undofo 

(Gewane woreda), and Adayitu (Mille woreda), remains very volatile.   

 

The 2018 reform in Ethiopia brought a change in the administration of the Somali regional state. 

The new administration change set a new direction on the three contested Kebeles in Afar. The 

decision is to incorporate the three conflicting districts, Gedamaytu, Adayitu and Undofo, to 

Somali regional state against the 2014 Awash agreement. This intensified the violent conflict. The 

Somali regional state declared that “the agreement signed in 2014 is not conventional.” The 

justification for it was the then administrators of the Somali regional state who signed the 

agreement was “serving the federal government and not the Somali people.” Hayalenesh G. (2019 

May 14) Somali region unilaterally withdraws from 2014 agreement transferring three kebeles to 

Afar region, beefs up security, Addis Standard newspaper reported: 
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In a resolution the Somali regional state Cabinet issued: “the regional cabinet has 

unanimously agreed that the illegal agreement that has transferred the three towns 

of Garba-Issa (Gedamaytu), Undofo and Adayitu to the Afar Regional State is an 

agreement that has no base under the federal constitution while at the same time 

lacking the will of the same people impacted by the decisions under consideration 

coupled with a dangerous set of coercion tactics and bad faith as engineered by 

contrabandists under the cover of Afar Regional state (Hayalenesh G.,2019 May 

14).   

According to the above stated source, the Somali regional state cabinet decision came immediately 

after the reported killing of Somali pastoralists by member of the special force of the Afar regional 

state. The Somali regional state deputy president, Musafa Omer, also confirmed the accusation of 

the killing of the Issa/Somali pastoralists by the Afar Regional state special forces.  

Addis Standard also quoted the President of Somali region in May 2019 with regard to casualty 

mentioning that “close to 75 people have died on the Somali side and maybe the same number or 

more have died from Afar side in the last six months.” However, Mustafa said discussion between 

the two regional states were ongoing to “resolve this peacefully and amicably.”  

In the same event, BBC Amharic quoting Kontie, Head of the Afar People’s Party, reported on 

October 2019 that “16 civilians were killed and 35 were wounded, including children and women 

by militants during the attack. He blamed Somali Region State’s Special Force as well as armed 

men from Djibouti.”  His statement about the involvement of the Djiboutian forces in the attack 

shows the regional dynamics of the conflict and its complexity. Djibouti’s involvement was also 

confirmed by the Afar Regional state communication bureau and the Afar Regional state crime 

prevention department in their reports of the incident.  

 

Ethiopian Broadcasting Corporation on October 14, 2019 also reported: “The report of the head of 

the Afar People’s Party was affirmed by the Afar Regional State communication bureau head 

Ahmed Kaloita and the regions’ Crime Prevention Department Deputy Head Ahmed Umed, by 

stating the attackers were armed men from Djibouti who were equipped with machine guns.” 
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In another incident that happened on October 28, 2020, the Somali Regional State Communication 

Bureau on its official Facebook page posted a statement: 

27 innocent citizens died today in the conflict between Somali region and Afar 

region in boundary area. The regional government expresses deep sorrows to their 

friends, families and all Somali people. Since such incidents occurred repeatedly, 

they are causing the loss of human lives and property damage. The regional 

government and the federal government of Ethiopia are working to help the injured. 

The relationship between the two brothers is being built to not be destroyed by 

putting peace in the question of both regions. The investigation result will be 

announced to the people when it is completed” (Somali Regional State 

Communication Bureau, 2020, October 28). 

 

This indicates the conflict of the Afar and Issa/Somali is getting its momentum back after the 

reform and this time becoming more regional that also involves Djibouti. As BBC reported “the 

killings also included children, women and innocent citizens.”  

The involvement of the regional actors in the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict added a new 

actor which is clearly another major characteristic of such type of conflicts. The UNOCHA in its 

ETHIOPIA: Afar-Issa land dispute report in January 2021 states that “Approximately 29,000 

households were displaced between July and October 2020, with 11,000 currently living in Afdem, 

5,200 in Erer, 6,200 in Maeyso, and 5,500 in Gablalu, according to the zonal Disaster Risk 

Management Office (DRMO) of Sitti Zone.  Afar authorities also report that more than 30,000 

people have been displaced from Gewane, Amibara, and Gelalo woredas of zone 3 and Mille 

woreda of Zone 1 and are living with the host community in Afar. Clashes have so far been 

concentrated along the main highway between Addis Ababa and Djibouti as well as the new 

railway line connecting Ethiopia to Djibouti” (UNOCHA, 2021 January 27). 

Aljazeera on April 7, 2021 also reported “Border clashes between Ethiopia’s Afar and Somali 

regions have killed at least 100 people, a regional official said, in the latest outbreak of violence.” 

The century long conflict is continued until today. It is claiming lives every day, displacing people 

and damaging properties. Its intractability is proved and the approach for resolving it demands a 
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different approach than the usual conflict resolution of mediation and negotiation rather a 

constructive approach of changing the ethos of conflict to ethos of peace.  

 

4.2.2 Historical Background of the Afar-Issa/Somali Conflict in Djibouti 

The Republic of Djibouti is highly affected by identity politics since ethnicity is a major 

springboard of its political structure (Mu’uz, et. al., 2015, p.1). In Djibouti, colonial rule, the cold 

war and regional politics widen the rift of ethnic cleavage between the Afar and the Issa/Somali. 

For that most of Djibouti's conflicts have sprung from ethnic tensions created by the rivalry 

between these two major groups. As per the Defence Encyclopedia of the League of the Arab states 

(1987, pp. 7-14) although the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict may be viewed in terms of 

Djibouti's present difficulties, they have deep historical roots.  

The next sub-section of this chapter discusses the historical background of the Afar-Issa/Somalis 

conflict in the pre, during and post-colonial era of Djibouti.  

 

• The Afar-Issa/Somali Conflict in Djibouti in the Pre-Colonial Period 

The rival conceptualization of the Afar and Issa/Somali in Djibouti started long time before the 

arrival of the colonial force. Mu’uz et al. stated:  

Long before the coming of the French colonial powers, the expansion of Islam since 

9th century had enabled Afars to establish their own political unit known as 

Sultanate of Adal that had a foothold at the port of Zeila, presently the north-eastern 

coast of Somaliland or the southern tip of the Red Sea. But the massive influx of 

Issa/Somalis in to the area lent the Sultanate to collapse in 1543 and to formation 

of different and crumbled tribal administrations. The Afar regard the loss of 

independence and native leadership as the root cause of their nation's subsequent 

decline into impoverished obscurity (2015, pp.1-2). 

 

This is the first encounter of the Afar and the Issa/Somali in Djibouti and the starting point of the 

century long conflictual relationship.  
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According to Mu’uz, et al., (2015, p.1) before the Berlin Conference, for the scramble of Africa in 

1984, the French had to make financial negotiations with the local leaders to seize economic and 

militarily strategic spots along the coastal areas in Djibouti. The French businessman had already 

secured Obock, the northern portal town of the current Djibouti, from an Afar chief, Ahmed Abu 

Bakar, in 1862. This had political meaning for the Issa/Somalis in the decolonization process. The 

Afars had an amicable attitude towards the French engagement through different forms and that 

was considered by the Issa/Somali as a major stumbling block to attaining dependency from 

colonialism. 

The two incidents before the colonial time in Djibouti, the loss of independence and native 

leadership of the Afar due to Issa/Somalis massive influx in the area and the French arrival and 

the deal they had with the Afar chief for getting a strategic spot in Obock, is the conception point 

of rivalry between the two groups in Djibouti.  

• The Afar-Issa/Somali Conflict in Djibouti During the Colonial Period 

In the imperialist scramble of Africa, the Afar land was divided between Ethiopia, Italy (Eritrea) 

and France (Djibouti). The Afar sultanates were dismantled, with the partial exception of Ausa in 

Ethiopia (Markakis, 2003, p.445). Kadamy states that even though Djibouti stayed under the 

colonial administration of France for long years “Afar and Issa/Somalis in Djibouti became 

involved in modern politics quite late, starting to organize themselves into clubs from 1950 

onwards” (1996, p.514). According to him it is also after this time that a well-structured struggle 

for liberty from the colonial rule started. This struggle for liberty was not an exerted effort and 

joint struggle by the Afars and the Issa/Somalis. They rather formed separate clubs and struggled 

separately. This shows the long-standing rivalry relationship of the Afar and Issa/Somalis in 

Djibouti that hinders a joint effort to struggle even an external enemy for liberty (1996, p.514). 

Kadamy further stated the struggle for colonial liberty in Djibouti by the Afars and the Issa/Somali 

as follows:  

[struggle for liberty in Djibouti started by] some of the people who were to make 

their mark in the political life of Djibouti formed the Dankalie/Somali Youth Club, 

only for it to split into the Afar Club and the Somali Club in 1952. …. Henceforth, 

Somalis and Afars organized themselves separately, and the organizational forms 

they chose differed. The Somalis were influenced by the Somali Youth League 
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based in Mogadishu, which called for Somali independence and unity. After 

Somalia became independent in 1960, its government undertook to mobilize the 

Somalis in Djibouti in the struggle for Greater Somalia, and exercised control over 

all Somali movements in the French colony which the nationalists called the Somali 

Coast (1996, p.514).  

Historical evidences show that these separately organized Afar and Issa/Somali clubs were in 

conflict with each other. But the anti-colonial struggle was mainly waged by the Somali section 

with a great support from the 1960 liberated Somalia with the objective of forming a “Greater 

Somalia” by annexing Djibouti (Kadamy, 1996, p.521).  

As evidence for this, in the early 1970s, the Siad Barre regime in Somalia trained a guerrilla force. 

The Western Somalia Liberation Front had several divisions, one of which was intended to occupy 

and annex Djibouti, and was composed mainly of Issa/Somali clansmen. The Djibouti part of the 

plan was abandoned, but when the invasion of Ethiopia came in 1977, the Issa/Somali, well-armed 

and trained by Somalia in Djibouti, pressed their advantage to push further into Afar territory and 

dominate Afars in political movements in Djibouti (Markakis, 2003, p.451).  

 

The planning of sharing of power among the Afar and Issa/Somalis, which later became the main 

source of conflict between the two, started one year before independence.  A conference in Paris 

was held to decide what should be the fate of Djibouti after independence. Kadamy stated the event 

as:  

The structure of the [future postcolonial state of] Djibouti was established at a round 

table conference held in Paris in March 1976, chaired by the Secretary of State for 

the Overseas Dominions and Overseas Territories. Several political parties from 

Djibouti participated in this meeting, but several others boycotted it (1996, p.512).  

 

The conflictual relationship of the Afar and the Issa/Somali in Djibouti as explained in the previous 

sections, clearly shows its intractability in a sense that the two groups can’t fight the colonial 

powers, their common enemies, together through both of them struggled for liberty; but in a 

separated direction.  
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• The Afar-Issa/Somali Conflict in Djibouti after Independence 

After independence, Djibouti got trapped between the Afar and the Issa/Somali struggle for power. 

The interest of Djibouti’s Western ‘allies’ specially France and its neighbours like Ethiopia and 

Somalia contributed to the intensification of the power struggle. Djibouti, since independence also, 

had been facing challenges on how to keep ‘optimal balance’ among internal divides, especially 

among these major groups of Afar and Issa/Somali, and external divides of Ethiopia, Somalia and 

the Western forces (Mu’uz, et al., 2015, p.1).  

 

The Paris conference mentioned in the previous section of the chapter, determined the power 

sharing in Djibouti. As Kadamy (1996, p.512) stated, the Ligue Populaire Africaine pour 

L’Independance (LPAI) took power at independence. This party was presided over by Hassan 

Gouled, an Issa/Somali whose group played a dominant role. Nevertheless, it was also supported 

by some influential Afar, like Ahmed Dini who became secretary general of the party. With French 

support, Hassan Gouled transformed the party's power monopoly into a clan seizure of power that 

significantly started the struggle for power sharing between the Afar and the Issa/Somali in 

Djibouti by adding a different fuel for their intractable conflict.  

 

The seal on the ethnicization of the LPAI was set by the resignation at the end of 1977 of Ahmed 

Dini, an Afar founder of the party and Djibouti's first prime minister (Kadamy, 1996, p.513). On 

several occasions the Afar have accused the Issa/Somalis of ‘nepotism’ and ‘tribalism’. They feel 

they have been discriminated against since independence. Makinda stated the evolution of the 

conflict between the two after independence as:  

The first Prime Minister, Ahmed Dini Ahmed, an Afar, resigned his post just six 

months after taking office, complaining of "tribal repression." During the 1982 

general election, the Centred' information sur Djibouti, based in Paris, accused 

Gouled of withdrawing the franchise of some voters in the Afar region. In 1988, 

when Gouled toured the interior of the country, the Okal of Yoboki, a close relative 

of the Prime Minister, complained that the Afar were underrepresented in the civil 

service and the army. In 1989, Afars, protesting against alleged discriminatory 

government policies, clashed with security forces at Tadjoura. These protests and 

complaints reveal the underlying tensions between the Issa and Afar, which have 
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been amplified by the fact that the principal antigovernment groups consist mainly 

of Afars. In January 1991, the government claimed that there had been an abortive 

coup masterminded by Ali Aref, Chief Minister of the territory, before 

independence in 1977 (1992, p.53). 

 

The conflict escalated and in 1991, a conflation of three Afar groups launched a major assault on 

the regime under the rubric of Front for the Restoration of Unity and Democracy (FRUD). These 

three Afar groups are; The Front Populaire pour le Restauration du Loi et de l'Equalite (FRDE), 

the Front de la Resistance Patriotique de Djibouti (FRPD), and the Action pour la Revision de 

l'Ordre a Djibouti (AROD). The front claimed to have more than 2,000 guerrillas deployed to the 

north and south of Djibouti City (Makinda, 1992, p.53). 

 

Makinda also stated that being “led by Adoyta Yussuf, this front launched full-scale guerrilla 

activities in the northern towns of Tadjoura and Obock in 1991. Even though FRUD is Afar 

dominated, the government of Djibouti, has persistently portrayed it as a group of "Ethiopian 

mercenaries” (1992, p.53). The government leaders insisted FRUD guerrillas consisted of 

Ethiopian Afar militia seeking to build a ‘Greater Afaria State’ i.e., a country that consists the 

Afars of Ethiopia, Eritrea and Djibouti according to the above-mentioned source. A low-level 

Afar-dominated rebellion has gained some military momentum since the outbreak of the Ethiopia-

Eritrea war, media reports suggest. Djibouti and Eritrea have broken diplomatic relations, while 

Ethiopia has lost access to Eritrean ports due to their own conflict. This leaves Djibouti, and 

Issa/Somali led government, both a diplomatic and strategic ally of Ethiopia. Eritrea, to weaken 

Ethiopia and Djibouti relationship supported the Afar rebels in Djibouti that complicated the Afar 

and Issa/Somali conflict in Djibouti.  

 

Explaining the Ethiopia and Eritrea involvement in the internal politics of Djibouti, which is 

literally the politics of the Afar and Issa/Somalis, UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 

Affairs on May 14, 1999 stated:  

One faction made peace and a coalition with the government, while the another, led 

by Ahmed Dini, remained committed to armed resistance. FRUD "combatant", as 

the Dini faction wants to be known, claims its most recent attack killed seven 
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policemen when a mine blew up on 9 April, 1999.  The Dini faction claims Ethiopia 

has supplied arms to Djibouti and had stationed troops within Djiboutian territory 

in December 1998. Dini reported that Ethiopian security agents were a common 

sight in Djibouti city. Dini told IRIN that FRUD-"combatant" had no support from 

Eritrea, but when asked if he had sought support from Asmara he said "yes and no". 

Ethiopia in 1997 had expelled FRUD leaders to Djibouti. Reacting to the increased 

regional tensions, France has sent additional naval and air forces to Djibouti, a 

former colony and military base (UNOCHA, 1999, May 14).  

 

As intractable conflict has many actors, including regional, the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable 

conflict in Djibouti also involves actors from Ethiopia and Eritrea. These geopolitical actors and 

their engagement in the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict discussed in chapter six of the 

research paper. 

 

The International Business Publication (2000, p.200) also stated that after two years of fighting, 

the Government inflicted a series of significant military defeats on FRUD. In 1993, Gouled was 

re-elected as president. FRUD then split into a number of mutually antagonistic factions, one of 

which moved to arrange a political settlement with the government. With French backing, the 

government gradually restored control, and the conflict was concluded with a peace accord in 

1994. 

The peace accord made the Rassemblement Populaire pour le Progrés (RPP) a political party led 

by Gouled, an Issa/Somali, formed alliance with FRUD’s faction which is a progovernment and 

contested for election in 1997 and won all the parliament seats.  The main opposition party, New 

Democratic Party (PRD), failed to gain any representation. Gouled resigned in the spring of 1999, 

and replaced by Ismail Omar Guelleh, another Issa/Somali, and assumes the leadership of the 

RPP/FRUD alliance and was elected President of Djibouti 8 May 1999 according to the 

International Business Publication (2000, p.200). Since then up to today Ismail Omar Gulleh is 

acting as a president of the Republic of Djibouti as per the source mentioned above. 
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The other FRUD faction, controlled by Ahmed Dini, continued to launch sporadic attacks against 

the government from its bases in the far north of the country until 2001. The New Humanitarian 

on May 14, 2001 reported “A comprehensive Peace Accord, which effectively ended the civil war 

in Djibouti, was signed on 12 May 2001. Djiboutian President Ismail Omar Guelleh attended the 

ceremony, and said the agreement would “close a sad chapter in Djibouti’s history”. The head of 

state pledged that “never again will Djibouti experience another conflict of this nature and 

magnitude.” 

 

The agreement that ended the conflict was a power sharing agreement with two main components: 

Military and territorial aspects. Mehler (2008, p.18) summarizes the content of the agreement as 

“Military: Integration of FRUD combatants into the security forces or pay them compensation and 

territorial in that creation of five, largely autonomous regions, three members each of both 

signatories in a National Decentralization Commission.” 

 

Even though the conflict and tensions seem to ease down, the Afar complain they are economically 

and politically marginalised by the Issa/Somalis. As the Head of Mediature (Ombudsman) of the 

Republic of Djibouti stated to the researcher during the key informant interview the conflict 

between the Afar and Issa/Somali in Djibouti significantly reduced but there are incidents 

happening here and there. Specially the conflict incidents among the Afar and Issa/Somali in 

Ethiopia significantly impacts the peaceful relationship between the two in Djibouti. He further 

stated the Afar and Somali regional state condemns the Afar and Issa/Somali of Djibouti 

involvement in the conflict in Ethiopia. That is challenging for the relative peace achieved in 

Djibouti.  

 

4.3. Causes of Afar-Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict  

Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is protracted and unparalleled in its intensity, frequency and the number 

of sites and actors it involves. A Five-Year Strategic Plan Performance Report of Afar Regional 

Police Commission cited by Mu’uz (2010, p.16) states that “out of the total of 179 reports of 

conflicts involving Afar and its neighbouring groups, (from January 2005- 2010), 79 of them 

turned out to be with Issa/Somali”.  

 



83 
 

In the past, the conflict between the two groups was mainly over water, pastureland and access 

routes; a purely pastoralist confrontation. Currently, conflicts between Afar and Issa/Somali are 

not only accessing water and grazing land. The conflict has two fundamental deep-rooted causes. 

These are territorial control, and political interest.  

 

The following sub-section of the chapter discusses the cause of the conflict in a thematic manner.  

 

4.3.1. Causes of the Afar-Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict in Ethiopia 

Territorial/Boundary: Different focus group discussions and Key informant interviews in 

Awash, Jigjiga, Gedamaitu, Undofo and Adayitu indicates that one of the key factors for the 

intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis relates to contested territories and the fluid 

nature in demarcation of regional boundaries.  The lack of a marked boundary between the Afar 

and Issa/Somali has accounted for frequent claims and counter-claims over strategically important 

areas such as Gedamaitu, Undofo and Adaitu. The unmarked boundaries serve as “free lands” to 

be exploited by Afar and Issa/Somali for purposes like accessing grazing lands and water points 

without considering boundary limits. Ethiopia’s ethno-federal political structure that related ethnic 

identity and land ownership is the cause of all the evil in the whole country as well as in the 

intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali according to the above stated key informants.  

 

In a key informant interview with and Afar intellectual from Semera university, the respondent 

states the main reason of the conflict with the Issa/Somali is the Issa/Somali’s expansion and 

occupation of their land. He further explained Afars displaced forcefully from their ancient land 

such as Erer, Mieso, Afedom and Dire Dawa areas. According to him, a land extending up to 300 

Kilometres radius of their current location has been taken forcefully by the Issa/Somali. The 

periodic expansion of the Issa/Somali has an ultimate goal of creating “Greater Somalia” by 

expanding their territory in Ethiopia up to the Awash River. The mission of “Greater Somalia” 

agenda is not openly uttered currently by the Issa/Somalis, but in perception of the Afar the 

‘expansion’ of Issa/Somali had hidden agenda associated with it. In different key informants’ 

interview and focus group discussions with the Afars, this idea pops up repetitively as a cause of 

their conflict with the Issa/Somali.  
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In contrast, in a key informant interview with the Issa/Somali intellectual from Jigjiga university 

he explained that the Issa/Somali pastoralists move with the objectives and the right of access to 

water and grazing land for their animals, not for territorial expansion or for the agenda of creating 

“Greater Somalia.’’ He stated the idea of creating “Greater Somalia” has died long time ago. 

Further in the interview he argued that natural resources are gifts of God that anybody has a right 

to use and Issa/Somalis right to use should be also respected. In additions, he also claimed “as 

citizens of Ethiopia they have a right to live wherever they want to live.” The key informant quoted 

a proverb of the Issa: “we follow our animals; they are our leaders.” 

 

Justness of own goal is another typical characteristic of an intractable conflict. The above narrated 

responses of the two intellectuals of the Afar and the Issa/Somali and their argument about the 

justness of the engagement of their communities in the conflict clearly shows the Afar and the 

Issa/Somali conflict is an intractable conflict in its type. 

 

Control of the International Trade Route: The CEWRR department director and focal person 

of the ministry to the Afar region in the Ministry of Peace explain this cause by stating “since the 

completion of the Djibouti - Addis Ababa railway in 1919, the Afar and Issa/Somali has been 

impacted by the cross-border contraband trade. Both groups have entered into fighting each other 

with the aim to control and monopolize the smuggling or illegal trade conducted around these 

routes.” According to him the conflict between the two ethnic groups is over strategically 

significant areas of in the international trade route. Controlling strategic areas in the highway that 

links Ethiopia with Djibouti, which is the main gateway to Ethiopia’s imports and exports, is 

considered as another cause of conflict between the two groups.  

 

According to an Afar intellectual from Semera university, the areas now in conflict between Afar 

and Issa/Somali, had long been the homes of the Afars. He further argued this being the case, 

however, there is no clear reason for how the Afar pushed out from these strategic areas: Adaitu, 

Undofo and Gedamaitu. To resolve the conflict the Afars must first return to their own land. The 

Afar claimed the areas stressing on their historic existence there, whereas the Issa/Somalis claimed 

the areas based on contemporary reality and the fact that Issa/Somali are profoundly settled in the 

areas. A negotiator and advisor of the Ugaz of the Issa/Somali in different peace negotiations with 
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the Afar, during key informant interview in Jigjiga argued that “the Afars want to settle the matter 

based on history but we want things to be settled by referendum. If history is a base to address the 

ownership of these strategic trade routes, many ethnic groups in Ethiopia historically claim areas 

arguing they have lived there for long, for example, Oromos historically argued Hargeisa, in 

Somalia, belongs to them.” This difference in addressing the conflict shows its intractability.  

 

Resource: Grazing Land and Water Points: As a pastoralist community, both the Afar and 

Issa/Somalis are depending profoundly on cattle for their livelihood. Their life is dependent on 

subsistent livestock production; movement from place to place with their cattle in search of pasture 

and water is a common phenomenon. Competition over scarce resources, grazing lands and water 

points, is mentioned many times during the focus group discussion with elders of both Afar and 

Issa/Somalis as being one of the causes of their conflict.  

 

According to different focus group discussions with both the Afar and the Issa/Somali elders, the 

resources that are vital for the two groups, grazing lands and water points, are not distributed 

evenly in terms of space and time. Grazing lands exist largely in the Issa/Somali side whereas 

water points exist in the Afar. The accessibility of these resources also constrained by seasonal 

fluctuation of rainfall, becoming scarce in the months of May, June and July. This often led the 

Issa/Somali to leave their places of residence and crossing the boundary in search for water points 

resulting in conflict between the two.   

 

Afar and Issa/Somali seem to define this cause of their intractable conflict in categorically 

divergent ways. The Afar assert that Issa/Somalis have been annexing parts of their regional states 

while the latter claim that they come under Afars’ fire as they move with their livestock in search 

of water and pasture. Subsequent to the combined effects of drought and relative pasture 

deprivation, Issa/Somalis have reportedly encroached deep into Afar territory. Bike, Asbuli and 

Gewane are about 300 and 400 km from the traditional east-west divide lines (Mu’uz, 2010, p.23). 

Partial but not complete explanation into Issa/Somali ongoing incursion into Afar territory as 

drought is, Afar’s concern goes beyond. Thus, the threat posed to Afar’s natural resource base not 

only places their current generation in a state of frustration but also the prospective ones at stake. 

On the contrary, for the Issa/Somali, resource deprivation constitutes existential threat to their very 



86 
 

continuity, thus, the moves from petition for access to negotiation and ultimate resort to coercive 

ventures are evidence enough (Mu’uz,2010, 45). 

 

Growing resource scarcities in Afar regional state is explicable in terms of two factors. Their 

combination has rendered a number of pasture sites off reach. Central in this respect is the decades 

old and large-scale expansion of Issa/Somali in the western direction. The burden of this expansion 

has to be borne by the Afars in general and Waqima clan in particular. It necessitated the 

abandonment by the clan of its grazing rangeland in western Hararge (Kassa, 2001, Ayalew, 2001). 

Thus, Afars have so far conceded to the Issa/Somali areas such as Mulu, Erer, Afdom and a portion 

of Alleydeghi plain, a substantial grazing retreat covering about 75,000 hectares (Bekele, 2010, 

p.139). 

 

The other scarcity- inducing scenario is the role played by the state development activities (Bekele, 

2010 p.140). Under persistent pressure from multiple directions, Afar has put on stiff resistance 

against Issa/Somalis unabated expansion, not without blood shade, however. Subjected to 

Issa/Somali expansion are areas traditionally controlled by Afar, thus leaving the possibility of 

resource sharing hardly possible. Among the multiple areas of Afar-Issa/Somali bloody 

engagements, Alaydeghi Plain, Blen, Buri and Andido constitute the primary hotspots for their 

endowment in pastoral resources, most of them in Amibara woreda of Afar (Bekele, 2010, p.140). 

 

Issa/Somalis generally argue that they come under attack from Afar as they move in search of 

water and pasture. They believe that water and pasture are charities from God and thus they have 

the right to use them. They think to be right holders to move as far as Awash and graze them (Joint 

Plan Performance Report, May, 2008). Induced by nature or otherwise, resource scarcities have 

been the stark realities for decades, subsequently pitting Afar and Issa/Somali against each other.  

 

Inherited Antagonistic Attitudes of One to the Other: Both key informants, the Afar and 

Issa/Somali intellectuals mentioned above states, cultural value serves as underlying cause of 

conflict between the Afar and Issa/Somali. There is cultural value that appreciates killing each 

other. For instance, if an Issa/Somali killed Afar and the vice versa that individual is considered 

as a hero and respected in their respective communities. The youth of both groups motivated to 
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engage in the conflict by this cultural value that gives high respect for the killers of the ‘enemy’. 

The inherited antagonistic nature of the conflict becomes significantly a cause to trigger bloody 

violent conflict between the two.  

 

Intractable conflicts characterized by their centrality in the communities. This inherited 

antagonistic character of making a killer a hero from both the Afar and the Issa/Somali 

communities makes the conflict central and intractable.  

 

Cattle Raiding and Counter Raiding: Cattle raiding and counter-raiding is another cause often 

igniting conflict between Afar and Issa/Somali. Conflict situation and incident reports for the 

period 1934-1974 have recorded hundreds of Afar-Issa raids and counter raids in the Harerge and 

Erer highlands that left thousands of human causalities, hundreds of thousands of cattle rustled, 

villages and hamlets razed to the ground (Mu’uz 2017, p.4).  

 

A key informant, an advisor of the Issa/Somali Ugaz and Key negotiator of the Issa/Somali, states 

in a key informant interview there is also a strong claim made by the Issa/Somali that the 

availability of arms and budget from Afar Regional State that encourage the Afars to raid the cattle 

of Issa/Somali fuel the conflicts to ignite. 

 

A counter claim from the deputy head of the Afar reginal state peace and security bureau indicates 

“the cattle raid of Issa/Somali is supported by the Somali regional state government with the 

intension of weakening the Afar in economy.” 

  

Development Interventions- Commercial Agricultures: The failed development interventions 

by the central government in the conflicting areas of the Afar and Issa/Somali is another cause to 

the conflict. As the researcher understands from different key informant interviews and focus 

group discussions, large commercial farms shrink the space of the Afar and the Issa/Somali 

pastoralists which in turn make them compete for grazing land and water points that usually leads 

to violent conflicts.  
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The shrinking of natural resources such as grazing land and water for animals due to the expansion 

of the large commercial agricultures in Afar escalated the conflict. In Afambo and Assaita woredas, 

Afar people are increasingly using Awash River water further upstream from Tendaho Agriculture 

Development Enterprise (TADE) in Dubti that is using enormous amounts of water to irrigate 

some 8,000 hectare that are mostly planted with cotton. Fearing a spread of animal diseases, the 

Oromia administration along the escarpment bordering Afar Zone 5, wants to stop the Afar 

accessing Cheffa valley with their animals. In the Cheffa valley, a former state farm run by 

ELFORA has some 400 hectares under crop and 1678 ha of grazing and recently faced some 

difficulties with pastoralists concerning land tenure and grazing rights. Both parastatal companies 

(TADE and ELFORA) are consulting directly with Federal Government authorities in order to 

reach an agreement that satisfies both sides and all interests that completely ignored the local 

administration of the Afar regional state and the shrinking of the grazing land and water for the 

Afar and Issa/Somali pastoral communities living in the area (UNOCHA, 2002 October 31). 

 

4.3.2.  Causes of Afar-Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict in Djibouti 

Markakis argued, the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict in Djibouti occurs on two levels, involving 

different social groups with various objectives. The first and “higher’ level involves urban elites 

of the two groups who compete for state power. The second and ‘lower’ level involves the Afar 

and Issa/Somali pastoralist clans who compete for land and water in the interior (2003, p.456). The 

pastoralist conflict is the easternmost extension of the struggle that went as far as Ethiopia, with a 

similar result i.e., a steady retreat of the Afar northwards in the face of Issa/Somali pressure. Built 

in Afar territory, the port of Djibouti is dominated numerically and economically by the 

Issa/Somali. An Afar educated elite emerged in Djibouti under French colonialism, and initially 

enjoyed the support of the French against the rival Issa elite who were attracted by the lure of 

Somali irredentism. This changed when the Somali in Djibouti opted for independence, and 

Djibouti became independent under their control (Markakis, 2003:456) 

Shehim and Searing (1980, p.209) also states after independence, from the French colonial power, 

the Issa/Somali dominated the politics though the system supposed to grantee certain positions to 

the Afar. Neither group is deeply committed to the preservation of the state they inherited from 

their colonizer.  
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Power Sharing: Power sharing among the Afars and Issa/Somalis in Djibouti is the major cause 

of their conflict. Abdalla (2008, p.273) states: 

Traditionally the political system in Djibouti has been one of the ‘ethnic 

representation” where ethnic grouping forms the legal basis for parliamentary 

representation. This ethnic representation and the principle of majority and 

minority rule have had less significance. What matters has been rather which ethnic 

group is ruling. The Afar position in the government of Djibouti declined with 

independence, while the Issa group became powerful. For instance, the office of the 

president has been made more powerful, leading to an unequal distribution of power 

between the Issa President and the Afar Prime Minster. 

 

The power sharing issue in Djibouti led the Afar to starting an armed movement. Markakis (2003, 

p.458) states that despite a stipulated ethnic balance in the sharing of power and resources, the 

urban Afar were increasingly marginalized and hence remained resentful. In 1991, they formed an 

armed movement, the Front pour La Restauraiton de I’Unite et de la Democratie (FRUD), which 

gained control of most of the northern region of Djibouti, and waged a violent conflict that 

continued until late 1993 according to him. 

 

‘Biased’ Development Policies in Djibouti: The biased power sharing is also reflected the 

development of the bases of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis in Djibouti. The gap between the rural 

Afar areas, where the majority Afar lives, and the capital city, where the Issa-centred government 

has its stronghold, has been widening since independence. At times projects planned to benefit 

Afar areas were arbitrarily diverted to Issa/Somali area, which has further contributed to the 

marginalization of the Afar. This ethnic-centred politics triggered popular uprisings and provided 

a solid ground for a strong Afar opposition since 1990s (Abdallah, 2008, p. 275). 

 

As another typical characteristics of intractable conflicts, deeply embedded in structures, the above 

stated diversion of development programs by Issa/Somali led government institutions in Djibouti 

shows the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is an intractable conflict.  
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Conclusion  

Intractability, in conflict, characterized by its protractability i.e. staying for more than a generation 

in conflict; parties involved in it believe it cannot be solved peacefully; extremely violent which 

demands high level of investment in terms of parties in conflict invest time, military and 

psychology to win it.  

 

The chapter clearly stated the above characteristics of the Afar and the Issa/Somali conflict and 

argued it is an intractable conflict. In the sections of the chapter it stated that the Afar-Issa/Somali 

conflict stayed more than a century; started in the imperial periods in Ethiopia and during the pre-

colonial period in Djibouti. Parties involved in intractable conflict believes that the conflict is 

irresolvable. The chapter quoting both the Afar and the Somali regional authorities stated both the 

Afar and the Issa/Somalis perceive their own goal as essential for their communities’ survival and 

does not see a place for the concession regarded by the other side as essential or their intractable 

conflict resolution. 

 

It is also possible to conclude that the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is and intractable conflict by seeing 

its violent nature from the chapter. The conflict claimed and is claiming a lot of innocent life, 

including children and women, destructing properties and is unfolding in doing so. 

 

The chapter also showed the conflict is total in a way that both the Afar and the Issa/Somali 

regional administrators, intellectual, and elders participated in the data collection belive the 

conflict is an essential and basic goal, which is typically a characteristic of an intractable conflict. 

 

The chapter also stated all members of the communities, from both the Afar and the Issa/Somalis, 

are involved in the conflict in one way or the other. This makes the conflict central to both 

communities and assure that the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is an intractable conflict and its 

resolution should be also different than the usual approach of mediation and negotiation.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SOCIAL-PSYCHOLGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF THE AFAR-

ISSA/SOMALI INTRACTABLE CONFLICT  

 

5.1. Introduction 

The social-psychological infrastructure, as Daniel-Bar Tal (1998, 2003, 2013) explained, is central 

in intractable conflict which consists of three important elements: collective memories, ethos of 

conflict, and collective emotional orientation, which are in mutual interrelations. This chapter 

discusses the social-psychological infrastructure of the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict: 

the collective memories of the Afar and Issa/Somali, which is the official and popular memories, 

the ethos of their conflict, mainly focusing on the social beliefs of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis, 

and their collective emotional orientation of the conflict. 

 

5.2. Collective Memories of the Afar and the Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict 

As discussed in the previous chapters, collective memories are widely shared knowledge of past 

social events that may not have been personally experienced, but are collectively constructed 

through communicative social functions. These social representations, or shared knowledge about 

the past, are elaborated, transmitted and conserved in a group through both interpersonal and 

institutional communication (Paez and Liu, 2011, p.109).  

Bar-Tal argues collective memories refer to the shared pool of memoires, knowledge and 

information of a social group that is significant for parties involved in intractable conflict in its 

adaptation and continuation in the conflict (2013, p.138). It can be popular, a narrative held by 

society members in their repertoire, or official, a narrative that the formal representatives of the 

society hold and which they present through formal channels and institutions (Bar-Tal, 2013, 

p.138).  

As discussed in the previous chapters, the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is the most serious ongoing 

conflict in the Horn of Africa region, with ramifications that go beyond Ethiopia and concern the 

Horn’s security and consequently, all the governments in the region.  It has been in serious conflict 
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for the last century and developed its own popular and official memories which is typically a 

character of an intractable conflict.  

Mu’uz (2017, p.1) explains its intractability as: 

Issa-Afar conflict is the most protracted and intractable violent communal conflict 

in the Horn of Africa. The tempo of violence has never shown significant de-

escalation since the turn of twentieth century to date; nor does the current state of 

affairs harbor hopes of de-escalation. This accounts to the structural, cultural, and 

direct violence constituted and instituted through the long history of violence. The 

conflict, despite the nature of changes, has been feeding on positive and negative 

local, national, regional, and international changes toward further escalation. 

 

In the Afar and Issa/Somali history of violence, major collective and individual memories of 

victimization embedded in their historical episodes of direct violence (Mu’uz, 2017, p.7). Stories 

of massacre, massive eviction and territorial annexation are all memories of the conflict and have 

their own narratives from each party. The next part of the chapter discusses the popular and official 

collective memories of the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict.  

 

5.2.1. The Popular Collective Memories of the Conflict  

Popular Memories: on the Mitogenesis of the Conflict 

Mu’uz (2015, p.139) states similar narration of popular collective memory on the genesis of the 

Afar and Issa/Somalis from both sides. This myth states that both the Afar and Issa/Somalis 

claiming being descendants of the first ancestors to settle on the planet. Their rivalling myths 

begins, according to him, from “the separation of brothers and consequent formation of mutual 

incriminatory othering in biblical story of prodigal son, but in this case the cursed unrepentant 

other” (2015, p.139).  

Mu’uz explained the popular memory of the Afar version of the myth as “ancestor of the 

Issa/Somali selfishly took the cattle inheritance denying his Afar brother the share he deserves. 

This caused “a curse in the Issa to live in barbarity of wilderness”. The narration goes on to define 

current Issa/Somali violence as being a genetic inheritance of the cursed other (2015, p.139). This 
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popular memory of the mitogenesis of the conflict reflected in the focus group discussion with the 

Afar elders also. In a focus group discussion with elders and clan leaders of Afar in Awash city 

they affirmed that Afar and Issa/Somalis are “ancestorial brothers but separated.” 

The Issa/Somali popular memory on the mitogenesis of the conflict on its part states that “on 

separation, from his brother of Issa,  ancestor of the Afar settled in fertile and hospitable banks of 

the Awash and Erer, his unfortunate brother led for long precarious existence of the wilderness; 

facing extinction, he requested to take refuge in the Aden of his Afar brother, which the latter 

ungratefully denied him to doom”(Mu’uz, 2015:139). The conflict that began by hateful cruelty of 

the Afar ancestor, as per the Issa/Somali side myth, has continued to date in his offspring’s that 

they continued their cruel judgment to Issa/Somali extinction in wilderness according to focus 

group discussion with elders of Issa/Somalis in Gedamaytu.  Different key informant interviews 

and focus group discussion participants also confirmed the above stated mythology of the Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict. 

  

Popular Memories: on the Main Goals of the Parties in the Conflict  

The Afar regional state deputy head of the peace and security bureau asked about what is popular 

in the Afar communities about the goal of their rivals, the Issa/Somalis, to engage in the conflict 

with the Afars he stated that the Afars believe is the desire of the Issa/Somali is promoting the 

aspiration of the formation of “Great Somalia.” He further narrates the goals of Issa/Somalis in the 

conflict is:   

The Issa/Somali tribes of Somali militia forces, trained and armed by their regional 

sponsors have over several years systematically occupied large areas of Afar land 

killing and displacing thousands of Afar civilians from their ancestral homeland. 

The Issa/Somalis have also occupied vast territories belonging to the neighboring 

Oromo Region in a similar manner. The Government of Somalia under Mohammed 

Ziad Barre called both the Afars and the Oromos as their junior kin brothers in 

blood and faith. Hence, they identified them as Somalis, by calling them “Somali 

Ayka” and “Somali Abbo” respectively. This project failed and the unifying center 

in Mogadishu disbanded, but the irredentist vision based on the idea of Greater 
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Somalia never died. It is only to be implemented in a different manner. This is a 

popular narrative of the Afar about the engagement of the Issa/Somalis.  

The narration above related the Issa/Somalis as land grabbers and their objective is to unify the 

land taken from the Afars with other parts of the Somalia and form Greater Somalia. The narration 

assures the formation of Greater Somalia still persist, after the death of Mohammed Ziad Barre, 

and by occupying the Afar land. An Afar respondent, an intellectual from Semera University in a 

key informant interview, gives a different version for the above respondent. According to him the 

“the Grear Somalia” aspiration is replaced by “Great Djibouti.” According to him:  

During recent years, Issa/Somlai militia forces have expanded their control into the 

heart of the Afar land reaching to the banks of the Awash River and the strategic 

highway linking Addis Ababa to the port cities of Assab and Djibouti. Taking 

control of these important areas has remained one of the major objectives of the 

Republic of Somalia since its birth in 1960. The independence of Issa/Somali 

dominated Republic of Djibouti in 1977, reinforced such a dream, intensifying the 

conflict further due to its proximity to the Afar land in Ethiopia. Djibouti is the new 

playmaker/leader of the revised dream of ‘Greater Djibouti” by annexing Afar land 

from Ethiopia. This will be strategically implemented through forming the Issa and 

Gurgura Regional State in Ethiopia and after that declare self-administration to 

finally join the Republic of Djibouti. This cause is highly supported by the Issa led 

Djibouti government. 

https://ecadforum.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/afar-region-of-ethiopia.png?x37608


95 
 

 

Map 8: Popular map among the Afar intellectuals that shows the aspiration of the Issa/Somali to 

form a ‘Great Djibouti’ (Not official)7 

The Issa/Somali respondents narrates the goals of the Afar from the intractable conflict differently. 

As the Afars narrative on the goals of the Issa/Somalis from the conflict relates with the formation 

of the “Great Somalia” and the “Great Djibouti” the Issa/Somalis see it in a different way. Asked 

about the what is the popular narrative of the Issa/Somalis about the goal of their rivals, the Afars, 

engagement in the conflict in a key informant interview made at Bishoftu on June 2021 with an 

Issa/Somali intellectual, a professor at Jigjiga university, responded:  

                                                           
7 This map is not official but it is made by a known political leader of the Afar Peoples Party.  
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The Afars are looking homes for the homeless Eritrean Afar in Issa land, and also 

wants to compensate the land taken from them by Tigray regional state. This can 

be evidenced from the recent attempts of the Afar regional state to chase out all the 

Issa/Somalis from Gedamaytu, Undofo and Adayitu. The regional state special 

forces burned the houses of the Issas in these places and chase out from these places 

using even heavy weapons.  It will not happen anytime soon and Issa/Somali land 

is not for sell or lease. An Issa/Somali will not allow an inch of our land to be 

transferred to Afar or to anyone for that matter. As Issa/Somali we are not refugees, 

we have long history as Ethiopians and we are peaceful and we will stand for our 

rights. 

The Issa/Somali does not relate the conflict with the formation of the ‘Great Somalia’ and ‘Great 

Djibouti’ rather ‘false claim’ of the Afar to compensate the land taken by Tigray regional state and 

to support their Eritrean Afars to settle in the Issa/Somali land. This claim clearly shows the global 

nature of the Afar and the Issa/Somali intractable conflict. The emergence of Eritrea as a country 

and the further split of Afar to a third country, in addition of Ethiopia and Djibouti, complicated 

the matter. The Issa/Somali claimed that Afars are fighting with Issa/Somali to occupy the land of 

Issa/Somali and settle Eritrean Afars.  

 

Popular Memories: on Epicentre Locations of the Conflict  

The Afar National regional state police commission report (2011, p.7) stated that the Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict in Ethiopia covers eleven woredas in Afar regional state and two woredas in 

Somali Regional State. Afar woredas experiencing the recurrent conflict are Amibara, Bure 

Mudayitu, Mille, Gewane, Gelaalo, Adear, Dalifaghe, Bedeway to mention some of them and 

Somali woredas are Afdom and Miesso of Shinille zone.  

 

The report also stated the conflict has been unfolding at different localities. Bore, Andido, 

Kedeleisi, Dear, Adayitu and Ledi, Beido, Asmehamed, Yangulabi, Ayelu mountain, Mollale, 

Sene’as, Aneku, Bere’ed Mountain, Ataye, Adebatole, Adadi, Geraru, Bedilebuy, Alidabeli, 

Halbena Shenkeker, Alaydeghi, Gebyabera, Meteka, Feyen Keyaye are some of the 

kebeles/localities where Afars and Issa/Somalis have confronted each other (2011, p.7). From all 

these Adayitu, Gedamaytu and Undofo are the three-epicentre place of the conflict.  
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Map 9: Conflict Area: Adaitu, Gedamaitu and Undofo (not Official)8 

 

Gedamaitu, Adayitu and Undofo 

Gedamaitu, Adayitu and Undofo are special Kebeles located in the middle Awash valley. The three 

small towns are found on Addis-Ababa – Djibouti road. Currently the Issa/Somalis and other non-

Afar Ethiopians live in these Kebeles.  

 

The Afars argued, according to the Afar regional state, federalism administration directorate 

director in a key informant interview, that Gedamaytu and Undofo are kebeles located in Afar 

regional state Zone three in Amibara, which is again now in a new Haruka, and Gewane Woredas; 

and Adayitu in Zone one Mile woreda. In contrast the Issa/Somalis argued, according to the key 

                                                           
8 This is not an official map made by a researcher from the Ministry of Peace.  
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informant interview response of the former Somali regional state boundary affairs bureau head, 

that the three kebeles are located in Somali regional state Shinele zone. They specifically stated 

Adayitu and Undofo are located in Afdem Woreda while Gedamaitu is in Mieso woreda. 

Geographically the three kebeles located in Afar regional state but demographically all the three 

kebeles are settled by the Issa/Somalis. The former head of CEWRR directorate director of 

MoFPDA also confirms “the report found from the Ministry of Peace indicates that in all the three 

censuses and national elections conducted in Ethiopia, their population counted as Somali regional 

state, Shinelle zone, Afdem and Meiso woreda residents and gave their votes in the stated 

administrative locations”.    

 

Gedamaytu 

Gedamaytu is the small remote kebele located at a distance of 325 km from Addis Ababa. 

According to elders of Afar in a focus group discussion in Awash City, mentioning the popular 

memory of many Afars, the place was settled by one of the Afar clans known as Tekle Ali who 

used to reside in the area and use the area’s pasture and water. But the town was established mostly 

by highlanders and before the establishment of the town the place served as a military camp.  

 

They stated, Gedamaytu in Afar language means fox. In a focus group discussion held in Amibara 

the Afar elders stated the area got its name because of the large number of foxes that inhabited in 

the area posing problem to the Afars attacking their goats and sheep. According to these elders of 

the Afar, the kebeles was demolished due to measure taken against contraband trade and 

smuggling, however, later expanded by few traders who remained in the vicinity. 

 

In a focus group discussion with Issa/Somali elders in Gedamaytu about the popular memories the 

Issa/Somali communities about the foundation of Gedamaytu, they had difficulty in responding to 

the question. They mentioned; “Gedamaytu has long age as a town and they also have started 

living there from long time.” The Issa/Somali elders responded about the meaning of Gedamaytu 

in Somali language by stating “they call the area ‘Gerbeila’ instead of Gedamaytu which means 

‘the shoulder of Issa’. 

Strengthening of the Afar claim of the late arrival of the Issa/Somalis in Gedamaitu; Markakis 

stated that during the “Greater Somalia” project, one of the divisions of the Somalia backed groups 
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was mainly composed of the Issa/Somalis and was initially prepared to annex Djibouti. After 

Mogadishu dropped that plan, this division served in the Ethiopia-Somalia war in the Awash valley 

(1987, pp. 18). After the war was concluded with Ethiopia’s victory, the Issa/Somalis managed to 

penetrate deep into the Awash valley and establish new settlements on the highway that links Addis 

Ababa to Djibouti. The most notable settlement in this regard was Gedamaitu (1987, p.19). 

Currently there is no Afar living in Gedamaitu whereas the town is fully resided by Issa/Somali 

and other ethnic groups while falling under the administration of the Afar regional state.   

 

Undofo 

Undofo is special kebele located in Afar regional state, zone three in Gewane woreda. During the 

Dergue era the town was used as a store and to distribute food aid for the localities around. 

Currently, Undofo is another epicentre for the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict. Even though the town is 

under the administration of the Afar regional state, it is fully resided by the Issa/Somalis. The 

Issa/Somalis demanded the town to be under the administration of Somali regional state, Shinele 

zone, Afdem Woreda. The Afar on their part claim that it should stay in Afar regional state zone 

three Gewane woreda since the place historically belongs to them.  

 

Adaitu 

Adaitu is located 485 km away from Addis Ababa. During the Haile Selassie I regime Adaitu was 

under Gewane administration and during Dergu regime it was under Asab self-administration, 

Mille woreda. The Afar and Issa/Somali elders popular memory agree that Adaitu kebele was 

established in 1970s during the time of Awash-Assab road construction when the contractor began 

to use Adaitu as residence camp for the road workers. However, their popular memory diverges 

on who first settled in the area.  

The Afars elders, in a focus group discussion in Awash city, argued that since its foundation up to 

1991 Adaitu was resided by them. Like the other epicentres of the conflict, currently there is no 

Afar living in Adaitu but it is under the administration of the Afar regional state.  
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On the other hand, the Issa/Somali, in a focus discussion with elders in Adaitu, stated the popular 

memory that Adaitu is the land of their forefathers and that they were the founders of the town. 

They mention, as an example, the incident during the Awash- Asseb road construction whereby 

the Afars protested upon the arrival of construction materials for the road work by the road 

contractor. The reason for the Afars opposition were since most of the contractor used to employee 

Issa/Somalis as daily labour and the Afars believed it is contributing to the annexation of their 

land. For that a team of government delegates from the central government came to the area to 

hold discussion with the local community. The community later agreed to the construction of the 

road. 

 

Regarding the claim of the Issa/Somali to include these conflict epicentres in Somali regional state, 

the head of boundary affairs of the Somali region mentioned in a key informant interview that:  

Afar claim ownership of some territories in which the Issa/Somali are presently 

residing. They claim such places as Adaitu, Gedamaytu, Undofo and others. Their 

claim is based on the account that the Afar used to inhabit at these territories in the 

past. Nevertheless, the issue of territory should not be considered by looking at 

history, what should be considered rather is the status quo. The present settlement 

patterns and also the fact that both the Afar and the Issa/Somali are peoples of one 

country that inter-regional boundaries should not be a barrier for the two 

communities inhibiting them from using the scarce natural resource that are found 

in their localities. If it has to be decided who should administer the conflict 

epicentre, a referendum should be held and people should be given the chance to 

decide. 

 

In contrast the Afar regional state peace and security bureau conflict resolution and early warning 

directorate director, in key personnel interview, argued that: 

The Gedamaytu, Adaitu and Undofo case should remain as it is, under the 

administration of the Afar regional state, though currently there is no Afar living in 

these towns due to the high violence. The 2014 Awash agreement should be 

respected by the Somali regional state that gives a special Kebele status for these 

conflict epicentres. This kind of administration is available in other regions of the 
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country as well. There are special zones in Amhara regional state given to Oromo 

and Agew and a special kebele status to Kemant. The claim by Somali regional 

state to hold a referendum is not completely acceptable since the place historically 

and legally belongs to the Afar which themselves acknowledge during the 2014 

Awash peace agreement.  

 

The fierce competition to control these kebeles, by the residents and the administration, has 

contributed to widening and deepening of the gaps between the two communities and thereby has 

worsen their relationship which in turn intensified the feeling of enmity against each other in their 

intractable conflict.  

 

Respondents from both groups’ in the key personnel interview and focus group discussions, stated 

that the level of enmity can be explained by the current state of relationship between the two in 

that one of them should leave towns if the other one controls it rather than thinking of a scenario 

of cohabiting. According to the Afar regional state federalism administration directorate director 

in all the three towns it is difficult to get a single Afar living there since it is fully resided by the 

Issa/Somalis.  Asked about the resolvability of the conflict, both sides state their scepticism of a 

potential resolution due to the unreconcilable nature of the claims by both sides which in turn 

shows its intractability.  

  

5.2.2. The Official Collective Memories of the Conflict  

The official collective memories of an intractable conflict represent, according to Bar-Tal, the 

narrative that the formal representatives of the society hold and which they present through formal 

channels and institutions (2013, p.138).  The next sub part of the chapter discusses the official 

memories of the Afar and the Issa/Somali intractable conflict.  

 

Official Memories: On Issues of the Conflict and Conflict Resolution Attempts  

The Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict and the conflict resolution attempts stated in many 

official memories. The below official memory shows the action taken by the regime to contain the 

movement of the Issa/Somalis for violations of decided boundaries, Erer river, as a boundary 

between the Afar-Issa/Somalis. The official memory which is classified as “CONFIDENTIAL” 
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was written on July 1956 by the then Hararge administration describes that “the administration 

returned the Issa/Somalis which crossed the Erer River the then declared boundary for the Afars 

and the Issa/Somalis.” The letter also mentioned “the Issa/Somalis even travelled to the Awash 

river area but returned by the then administration.” 

 

 

 

Official Memory 1: Demarcation of the boundary of the Afar and Issa/Somalis in Ethiopia 

(Source: Archives of the FDRE Ministry of Peace) 

The below official memory indicated the attempt of the imperial government to address the 

intractable conflict of the Afar and Issa/Somalis by clearly demarcating the boundary at Erer River. 

The official memory states “the Issa/Somalis crossed the demarcated boundary in search of grazing 
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land and water point for their animals.” As a characteristic of an intractable conflict, failed to many 

conflict resolutions attempts, the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict also failed to this 

attempt. 

 

Official Memory 2: Conflict Resolution Attempts of the Imperial Government in Ethiopia 

(Source: Archives of the FDRE Ministry of Peace) 

The emergence of Somali nationalism and its irredentists Greater Somalia Project upon 

independence of Somalia in 1960 complicated the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict. The below official 
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memory indicates the involvement of Somalia in Ethiopia and its strategy of using the Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict as entrance point. This official memory clearly also shows the regional-local 

nexus of the conflict. The letter written by the then Dire Dawa administration classified as 

“CONFIDENTIAL” states the Issa/Somalis gets small arms from the Somaliland administrators 

to fight against the then Ethiopia administration. The letter stated “150 box of bombs and bullets 

from Somali Land administration carried out by 50 Issa/Somalis distributed to Issa/Somalis in 

Ethiopia.” 

 

 

Official Memory 3: Somaliland involvement in the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict (Source: Archives 

of the FDRE Ministry of Peace) 
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The above official memory states the involvement of the Somaliland in the Afar-Issa/Somali 

conflict in Ethiopia.  

Official Memories: Regional Dynamics of the Afar-Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict 

As indicated in the previous chapters, the intractable conflict of the Afar and Issa/Somali has a 

regional dynamic that involved Ethiopia, Djibouti, Somali and Eritrea. The below official memory 

states the involvement of the Issa/Somali of Ethiopia in the parliamentary election of Republic of 

Somalia.   

 

Official Memory 4: Republic of Somalia involvement in the conflict-1(Source: Archives of the 

FDRE Ministry of Peace) 
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The other official memory, enclosed below, states the involvement of Somalia republic 

government officials in the internal matters of Ethiopia. The letter states the then Somali Republic 

government mobilizes the Issa/Somalis in Ethiopia which significantly affecting the internal 

matters of the Ethiopia government.  

 

 

Official Memory 5: Somalia Republic involvement in the conflict- 2(Source: Archives of the 

FDRE Ministry of Peace) 
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Another official memory, below, states the involvement of the Republic of Djibouti in the internal 

matters of Ethiopia. The letter states that the official of the Republic of Djibouti government 

recruited the Issa/Somalis of Ethiopia and trained them military. This letter is addressed to the then 

Issa and Gurgura province which according to an Afar regional state deputy head of the peace and 

security bureau the Djibouti government is currently pushing in Ethiopia to a self-administration 

with a long term of plan of succession to finally include it the Djibouti administration to form the 

“Grater Djibouti.” 

 

Official Memory 6: Republic of Djibouti involvemtn in the conflcit (Source: Archives of the 

FDRE Ministry of Peace).  
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5.3. The Social Beliefs of the Afar-Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict  

The Afar-Issa/Somali ethos of conflict that evolved within the framework of the intractable conflict 

is not adequately researched. The conflict has been going on for about 100 years, reaching its 

climax in early 1920s and still keep its momentum in terms of violence and attracting many actors; 

both local and regional.  In these violent years, societal beliefs of ethos of conflict were functional 

for coping with intractable conflict.  

Intractable conflicts are characterized as protracted, irreconcilable, violent, of zero-sum nature, 

total, and central. They are demanding, stressful, exhausting, and costly both in human and 

material terms. Societies involved in this type of conflict develop appropriate psychological 

conditions which enable them to cope successfully with the conflictual situation (Bar-Tal, 1998, 

p.22). The below part of the research paper presents the societal beliefs which are conducive to the 

development of these psychological conditions of the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict: beliefs 

about the justness of their goals, beliefs about security, beliefs of delegitimizing each other, beliefs 

of positive self-image, beliefs about patriotism, beliefs about unity and beliefs about peace. These 

beliefs, of both the Afar and the Issa/Somalis, constitute a kind of ideology which supports the 

continuation of the conflict. 

A key informant, the Afar regional state Conflict Resolution and Early Warning Directorate 

Director, stated the justness of the Afar engagement in the conflict with the Issa/Somalis; he stated: 

The forceful occupation of the land of Afar by the Issa/Somali community is 

deceptive; the federal government knows that now the sporadic fighting and 

retaliation have continued. Both federal and regional governments also know the 

flash points: Adayitu, Gedamaytu, and Undofo, which were originally the Afar 

land, now being claimed by the Issa/Somalis. No lasting solution has been provided 

so far by the government so that Afar must fight to reclaim the land of our fathers 

and grandfathers’. 

In terms do the justness of the intractable conflict with the Afar, in a key informant 

interview with the former head of the Somali regional state boundary administration 

directorate director, argued:  
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Issas are Somalis and our history are well documented, Issa/Somalis have lived for 

centuries in Ethiopia. They always struggle for the respect for their rights according 

to the constitution of Ethiopia. Issa/Somali know how the Afars have been affected 

by Tigray regional state land garbing for industrial and agricultural activities and 

how foreign investors took their land. Due to this they have lost a considerable 

fertile land. The Issa/Somali also know Afars have lost a considerable wealthy land 

when Eritrea emerged as a new state in the Horn in 1992, Assab and Massawa port 

which are rich in minerals, precious metals including gold used to be in one Afar 

administration before that. The Afars want to take the land of the Issa/Somalis and 

give it to their ‘brothers’ which are currently living in refugee camps in Ethiopia. 

The goal of the Issa/Somali is in this conflict is to defend their constitutional rights. 

The narration of the formation of a ‘Greater Somalia” is not acceptable and never 

related to the Issa/Somali conflict with the Afar.  

Societal beliefs about security, as one of the ethos of the intractable conflict of the Afar and 

Issa/Somalis, is justified by key informants from both sides. According to deputy head of the Afar 

regional state peace and security bureau the crucial reasons to engage in this intractable conflict is 

“to defend their fathers and grandfathers land which is significantly shrinking due to the invasion 

of the Issa/Somali and becoming a threat for their survival” for the Afars and “accessing pastor 

and water for their survival, which is a gift of Allah for all, for the Issa/Somalis” according to the 

former head of boundary affairs of the Somali Regional State.  

The Afar and the Issa/Somalis believe the intractable conflict, they are engaged in, is a serious 

threat of   the security of their people. Therefore, security acquired “the status of a cultural master-

symbol” in both the Afar and Issa/Somali ethos as per the director of CEWRR at the Ministry of 

Peace and a focal person to the Afar region for the ministry. Both societies’ children, according to 

him, are made to grow with the feeling of insecurity so that they have to carry small arms at their 

age of 16s and 17s to defend themselves from Afar’s and vice-versa that in return makes the 

conflict to pass to generations.  

The director of conflict early warning and rapid response at the Ministry of Peace explained that 

the negative image of the one for the other, which is delegitimization, is another social belief in 
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the ethos of the intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali.  Both the Afars and the 

Issa/Somalis foster negative stereotype. Both attributed each other such labels as primitive, 

uncivilized, savage, and backward. In time, as the conflict deepened and became more violent, 

they claimed each other as murders, a bloodthirsty mob, treacherous, cowardly, cruel, and wicked.  

This is also reflected in their respective social and main stream medias. The Issa/Somalis Ethiopian 

identity was also denied in many of the researcher’s assessment of the Afar inclined medias; it was 

claimed that they are Djiboutian or from Somalia. The Issa/Somalis claims that of attachment to 

the land, specially to Adayitu, Gedamaytu and Undofo, was questioned by describing the land as 

desolate, neglected, desert-like, and primitive, until they came to look after it properly.  They also 

raised the issue of the "right to work and live in any place in Ethiopia and the right to self-

administration as clearly stated in the constitution" for the Issa/Somalis to the Afars and stating 

them as ‘greed; uncivilized as per the chief negotiator and personal assistant to the Ugaz of 

Issa/Somali response in a key informant interview.  

Societal beliefs about positive collective in-group image in the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable 

conflict ethos involve the attribution of positive traits, values, intentions, and behaviors to these 

communities. These beliefs stood in absolute contrast to the delegitimizing beliefs one has about 

the other.  The Afars viewed themselves as loyal to their country and patriot by mentioning their 

support to the imperial regime during the Italian occupation as per the deputy head of the peace 

and security bureau of the region. “The Issa/Somali viewed themselves as modern, intelligent, and 

united” as per the head of the boundary affairs of the Somali regional state. 

As another conflict ethos of intractable conflict, the societal beliefs about victimization of parties, 

the Afars and the Issa/Somalis present themselves as the victims of the conflict in their own 

narration of the conflict. Victimization, as social belief, is associated with the beliefs concerning a 

positive in-group image and the delegitimization of each other’s cause for the conflict. This belief 

supports both the Afar and the Issa/Somalis perception of themselves as victims of unjust 

aggression from each other. Beginning with their early encounters, according to the former 

directorate general of CEWRR directorate at MoFPDA, both claimed they are victims physically 

or prevented from settling in their own ‘homeland’. The wars that were fought, the small attacks 

on both sides, all confirmed to them their status as the victim.  
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Societal beliefs about patriotism during the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict is another ethos. 

These beliefs even called for the ultimate sacrifice as part of the violent confrontation with the 

Issa/Somalis for the Afars and with the Afars for the Issa/Somalis: “The youth are willing to die 

in every conflict with the Afar for the Issa/Somalis and vice versa. Such patriotic beliefs increased 

cohesiveness and played an important role in mobilizing the members of both communities to 

actively participate in the conflict and to endure hardship and even loss of life” according to the 

early directorate director of conflict early warning and repaid response of MoFPDA. 

Savard in his article of War Chants in Praise of Ancient Afar Heroes (1965:105) stated one of the 

chants of Afar as an important patriotism in the Afar social belief:  

“I am Ali Bonkattu, from the Ma'a Sarra, the real Ma's Sarra (an important segment 

of the famous Modaito tribe often mentioned). I was the first to kill, during the 

battle with Issa. People asked: "Who killed"? and somebody answered: "It was Ali 

Bonkattu". I killed a second time and people asked again: "Who killed”? It was 

answered: "Ali Bonkattu". I killed a third time and they asked again: "Who killed”? 

Still the answer was: "Ali Bonkattu". Then I killed a fourth man and those who 

asked: "Who killed" were answered: "The one who killed all the others".  

Now I am the Mokabantu (the father of the tribe), the real Mokabantu. I am not one 

who pretends to have killed many, but I did kill many; I am not one who acts as if 

he were the chief, but I am the real chief. I killed in Manda, then I killed in Kallale 

Abaka, also in Marto, in Dalafillale and in Bunke. I killed a lion to avenge my 

camels and an elephant who had ted on my tree. I killed ‘Galla’ people to avenge 

my tribe. When I killed them, I took their cattle away; but for want of anything 

better to do I distributed their cattle among my mother's relatives and my father's 

relatives; I gave some to my wife and to my son. 

If the raiders wanted to share the booty, I got more than anyone else. If they wanted 

to keep it together, I still had more. I obtained more than a rich man can own. I 

killed in Aora, in Baadu and on every branch of the Awash river. Wherever war 

broke out, I was present, killing enemies. I have children but I did not get what I 

wanted. I am wealthy but I am not what I wanted to be. I killed ninety-nine men, 
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but I did not kill the one who would have made it a hundred. That is what 

disappoints me most. 

 

Michaelson (2000, p.3) also stated the inherited antagonistic nature of one another taking to an 

Issa/Somali interviewee, the interviewee responded to his own story by killing an Afar as a 

patriotic act stating: 

I was in my mother’s womb when my father was killed in the Saha Battle, east of 

here in a mountainous area near Djibouti border. Our people (Issa) had launched 

the attack on the Oga Ali (Afar clan) but were badly defeated. The vultures feasted 

on our dead. To take revenge for my father, I had to train to fight and engage in 

battle myself. Once (about 40 years ago) I went on a journey and left my livestock 

with my wife and two small children. When I returned everything was gone- my 

family were all dead and my livestock looted. I immediately gathered some of my 

people (Issa) and launched an attack. We destroyed an entire Afar settlement. We 

killed the people and took all the livestock. I used that livestock to get married again 

and have more children. 

The Director of the CEWRR department at the MoP and a focal person for the Afar regional state 

at the ministry stated that the impact of the intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali in 

terms of ignoring their internal disagreement and stand-up in unity. Societal beliefs about unity, in 

the intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali, have helped both parties to ignore their 

internal disagreements and conflicts so as to unite society in the face of external threats. Unity was 

also reinforced by setting lines of agreement in the form of a "consensus" and sanctions were 

applied to those who expressed opinions or exhibited behavior that did not fit in with the accepted 

consensus. Consensus pertained particularly to societal beliefs about the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict 

from both communities, and the justness of both the goals of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis and the 

means of ensuring security got acceptance from the respective sides according to the above-

mentioned key informant.  

Societal beliefs about peace in the case of the intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali 

center on the desire to live in peace and elevation of peace as a value from both sides. Both 

conceived peace as a dream, a prayer, and a belief in utopian and calm images. Hence the Afars 
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are stereotyped as peace-loving people forced by circumstances to engage in violent conflict and 

the same is true for the Issa/Somali. They presented themselves as ready to negotiate to achieve 

peace, whereas the other side, rejecting any peaceful resolution of the conflict were seen as the 

sole obstacle to progress the above respondent added.  

An elder, as assistant of the Issa/Somali Ugaz and a chief negotiator of the Issa/Somali stated, in a 

key informant interview in Jigjiga, that “The Issa/Somali is a peace-loving people. Every time the 

negotiation and mediation attempt to resolve conflicts with the Afar failed because of the greed of 

the Afar.” 

In the opposite, the deputy head of the Afar Peace and Security bureau of the Afar regional state 

responded “We Afars are peaceful people. Issa/Somalis, considering the strategic position they 

hold i.e. Ethiopia’s access to port and the support they get from Issa led government in Djibouti, 

they aggressively invade our land. Afar has a historic responsibility to defend its land and integrity 

and we must fight for our survival. Afar religious and cultural values never promote violence.” 

These themes of the ethos of conflict gave both the Afar and the Issa/Somali communities its 

dominant orientation in the context of the intractable conflict. These themes are widely shared by 

the great majority of both community members, and were perceived as characterizing the society. 

These social beliefs are maintained by societal, political, and cultural institutions, are used to 

justify society's policies, decisions, and actions and transmitted to the new generations through 

official and popular collective memories. Due to these social belief language, symbols, values, 

goals, myths and norms are constructed in both the Afar and the Issa/Somali communities and are 

used to promote the goals of the interactable conflict.   

5.4. Collective Emotional Orientations of the Afar-Issa/Somali Intractable 

Conflict 

Societies living for a long time under the shadow of intractable conflict develop collective 

emotional orientations, with an emphasis on one or more particular emotions (Bar-Tal, 2013, 

p.213). According to Bar-Tal, this process develops because the conditions of intractable conflict 

provide the experiences, information, models, and instructions that serve as stimulators and 

facilitators for the arousal of such emotions as fear, hatred, and anger by society members. These 
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aroused emotional experiences become a societal phenomenon, taking the form of a collective 

emotional orientation as society members identify with their group (2013, p.213). 

The process of development of the collective emotional orientation is strongly interrelated to the 

other pillars of socio-psychological infrastructure – the collective memory of conflict and the ethos 

of conflict. On the one hand, the societal beliefs of the collective memory of conflict and the ethos 

of conflict, as part of the socio-psychological infrastructure, provide the narrative, or the stories, 

that evoke particular emotions (Bar-Tal, 2013, p.213). The shared emotions are the stimulator, 

interpreter, motivator, energizer, director, and controller of various socio-psychological processes 

related to the dynamics of the intractable conflict. 

The below stories, that the researcher collected during the field visit, are created the collective 

emotional orientation of the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict which are bases for collective 

fear, anger and hatred on one hand, and on the other hand, the evolution of collective trust and 

mutual acceptance for peace in the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict.  

Afar Collective Emotional Orientation of Fear: A Story of a Killing of an Afar Politician  

The Issa/Somali remember the consequence of the killing of an Afar politician in 2002 with a 

collective emotional orientation of fear. The Issa/Somalis living in Gedamaytu remembers, in a 

focus group discussion with the elders, the incident as it happened yesterday. The elders narrate 

their collective emotional orientation of fear of the incidents as: 

In March 2002 a popular Afar politician, a parliamentarian, murdered on the road when he was 

travelling from Asyta to Addis Ababa. The Afars claimed he was murdered by the Issa/Somalis 

and went on a murderous spree in Gedamaitu kebele and killed 19 Issa/Somali. In addition, trucks 

bringing water from Awash to Gedamaytu came under Afar attack, and the construction of a water 

well for Undofo was intercepted by the Afar to prevent Issa/Somalis from getting water for 

themselves and their animals.  

Following the incident, under pressures from the people and elders, the Afar regional 

administration wanted to reinforce its claim to the road to Djibouti by moving some woredas 

capitals from the vicinity of the river onto the road itself. The intention was to checkmate the 

Issa/Somali and block their access to the river. Accordingly, it was decided to move the capital of 
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Borimadaitu woreda from marshland near the river to a site adjacent to the road. The site chosen 

is on the Galaelu, a seasonal stream that provides water from shallow holes in the dry season, and 

also supports a well with a permanent supply of water to the Issa/Somali. The justification given 

for that move was the isolated and malaria-ridden marshland of the previous site. Issa/Somali 

leaders of this kebele protested what they considered a violation of the agreement they had to 

maintain the status quo on the places they control, and were accused the Afar for obstructing the 

construction.  

Since then violence has claimed the area, taking many lives. A number of people lost their lives in 

the vicinity of the road, and many more died in numerous clashes between Afar and Issa/Somali 

herders at various places. In the four months that followed the battle of Galaelu, the Shinille zone 

administration recorded some fifty Issa/Somali deaths and many wounded. As the drought 

persisted into 2003, half the Afar population was menaced by famine, and many people were 

forced to move outside their homeland with their remaining livestock. As a result, violence spread 

and intensified throughout the region. 

The killing of the Afar politician and the incident afterwards created an additional collective 

emotional orientation of fear and hatred in both communities and social-psychological 

infrastructure for the interactable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis.  

Issa/Somali Collective Emotional Orientation of Fear: The Story of 2014 Flag Conflict in 

Adayitu Kebele 

As one of the epicenter locations of the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict, Adayitu remembers 

emotionally a violence. The collective emotional orientation of this violence of the Afar gave fear 

and hope to the people. The hope was associated with the signing of the peace agreement between 

the Afar and the Somali regional states and the fear is the violent conflict erupted immediately 

after the signing of the peace agreement. The Issa/Somali elders, during focus group discussion 

with them in Adayitu, narrates an incident as follows: 

The 2014 Peace Agreement of the Afar and Somali regional states gave Adayitu a special kebele 

status to be ruled by the Issa/Somalis but under the Afar regional state. This status means the 

budget for the kebele to be given from the Afar regional state but the administrators of the kebele 
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to be from Issa/Somali. Following the agreement, in December 2014 the administrator of the 

kebele used the Afar regional state flag in government offices but created a sharp opposition from 

the Issa/Somalis living in the kebele which in turn lead to the burning of the flags and replaced of 

it by the Somali regional state flag and they also killed the kebele administrator. The protesters 

argue that though they live in Afar regional state their identity is Somali and the flag in the special 

kebele should be the Somali regional state flag. Following the killing of the kebele administrator 

and flag burning conflict out break between the Afar-Issa/Somali communities. The Issa/Somali 

Ugaz call other Issa communities, living in Djibouti and Somali land, to stand and support the 

Issa/Somalis of Adayitu, and Afars also requested the Djibouti and Eritrea Afars to join the 

conflict. The violence expanded to Afambo, Asyita woreda. The violent conflict killed fifty from 

Afar side and twenty-two from Issa/Somali side. Afar and Somali regional state special forces, 

clan leader, including the Issa/Somali Ugaz ‘soldiers’, Djibouti government, specially supporting 

the Issa/Somalis, forces involved in the violent conflict. The Ethiopian federal government called 

for a ceasefire and peace dialogue was organized at Adayitu kebele. The two regional state 

presidents were attending the peace dialogue, by consulting the two community representatives 

reached into agreement to use the Afar regional state flag in Adayitu special kebele since it is in 

Afar regional state.  

Issa/Somali Collective Emotional Orientation of Hopelessness: The Delhele Conflict 

The Issa/Somali remember the incident of the 2019 in Delhele sub kebele. Delhele is located in 

Somali regional state Shinellie zone, Afdem Woreda. The collective emotional orientation of fear 

of this incident narrated similarly by many Issa/Somali respondents as follows:  

In 2019, more than five hundred Afar regional state special force came into the kebele and asked 

all Issa/Somalis to leave the place. There reason was the kebele belongs to the Afar communities. 

They immediately start shooting and burning the Issa/Somali houses, destroying health center, 

schools, and mosque. The Afar regional state special force attack started early in the morning and 

continued up to the mid night and controlled the whole sub-Kebele for two days. The most 

terrifying thing was when all this violence acted up on the Issa/Somalis, the national defense and 

the federal policy were watching but not acting. After two days the Issa/Somali community and 

the Somali regional state special force started counter attack and reclaimed the sub-kebele. The 
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Issa/Somali plan was to continue with the attack and control Tele an Gedamaytu Kebeles but the 

national defense force stopped the counter attack. This time the national defense force took the 

Issa/Somalis 30 guns and arrested 15 Issas. The Issa/ Somali Community asked to pay 50,000 

Ethiopian Birr per prisoner for their release from the Afar side and paid and 15 prisoners released. 

In this case, the most disgraceful thing was dead bodies, from both sides, were left for several days 

deliberately and eaten by wild animals. In the conflict 12 from Somali and 27 from Afar side totally 

39 people were killed, 47 houses and 1 Bajaj were burnt. The Issa/Somalis are living with 

collective fear since then.  

Afar Collective Emotional Orientation of Trauma:  The Haruka Conflict 

A focus group discussion with local administrators at Haruka kebele located in Afar regional state 

zone-3 Gewane woreda, the collective emotional orientation of mass killings of the people by 

armed security forces from both regions created a lot of fear and trauma. The local administrators 

narrate the incident as:  

In April, 2021, conflict broke out between the Afar regional state and Somali regional state. 

According the informant, this conflict was not between the Afar and Issa/Somali communities like 

other time rather this was between the two regional states’ special force, militia, and other regional 

security structure. During this conflict only in one week, 250 were killed from the Issa/Somali and 

150 were killed from the Afar side which is a total of 400 killed. The conflict scale-up in to zone-

5, Tellak woreda Terena kebele, once again 80 Afar and 150 Issa/Somali totally 230 killed. The 

Haruka conflict claimed the life of six hundred thirty people. What makes this conflict unique is 

that heavy arms used by both sides and damaged properties that belongs to the intervention of the 

federal government both of them. Even though the conflict ceased for the time being, due to 

command post, but the potential conflict is there. Until the problem is once solved for the last. 

The above stories of conflict incidents of the Afar and Issa/Somali and others created a collective 

emotional orientation to be an additional social psychological infrastructure of their intractable 

conflict. The collective emotional orientation of fear, anger and hatred on one hand and the 

collective emotional orientation of hope, trust and mutuel acceptance for peace on the other hand, 

that these and other similar stories created, is another characteristic of the intractability of the Afar- 

Issa/Somali conflict.  
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Conclusion  

A new criterion of classifying conflicts has been suggested by Kriesberg (1993, 1995) on tractable 

-intractable dimension. On the one side of this dimension are found tractable conflict in which 

parties in dispute attempt to resolve them through negotiation: they avoid violence, recognize 

mutual interests and accept each other’s identity and rights. The other pole is constituted by 

intractable conflicts, like the Afar and the Issa/Somali, which are prolonged, involve great 

animosity and vicious cycles of violence. Intractable conflicts are exhausting, demanding, 

stressful, painful and costly in terms of human as well as material terms (Bar-Tal, 1998, p.22).  

Intractable conflicts, like the Afar and the Issa/Somali, therefore, require that members of the 

societies engage in it, adapt to the conflictual situations both in their individual and social life. 

Successful societal adaptation to and coping with intractable conflict demands certain appropriate 

military, economic, political, societal, and psychological conditions. Without them, according to 

Bar-Tal (1998, p.23), a society might have great difficulty to withstand the opponent and may 

eventually become the losing side in the conflict. 

The concluded chapter narrated the major psychological infrastructure that enables the Afar and 

the Issa/Somalis to cope with the intractable conflict, the social beliefs, which is beliefs about the 

justness of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis goals in the conflict, beliefs about security, beliefs of 

delegitimizing each other, beliefs of positive self-image, beliefs about patriotism, beliefs about 

unity and beliefs about peace. 

The chapter also discussed the basics of the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict which is the 

collective popular and official memories and the collective emotional orientation both the Afar 

and the Issa/Somali in their intractable conflict.  
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CHAPTER SIX  

THE GEOPOLITICS OF THE HORN OF AFRICA AND THE 

INTRACTBILITY OF THE AFAR-ISSA/SOMALI CONFLICT 

 

6.1. Introduction 

The Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is an intractable local conflict which has a regional dynamic. The 

conflict held a central position in inter-state relationship among the Horn countries:  Ethiopia, 

Djibouti, Eritrea and Somalia. This chapter demonstrates how the geopolitical dynamics of the 

Horn of Africa correlates to the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict and its impact for its intractability. It 

also discusses the regional and global actors and their involvement in the Afar-Issa/Somali 

intractable conflict.  

 

6.2. Regional Dynamics of the Afar-Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict 

The Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict is more complicated and continued mainly because there 

are regional actors directly and indirectly involved in the conflict. The conflict affects the internal 

politics of these countries since they hosted either Afar or Issa/Somalis or both. Ethiopia’s accesses 

to international root passes through the epicentral locations of the Afar and Issa/Somali conflict; 

Djibouti is a country that is made of the Afars and the Issa/Somalis; and Eritrea’s strategic costal 

line occupied by the Afars and all are affected by the intractable conflict of the Afar and the 

Issa/Somalis. The chapter discusses the regional actors, that are directly or indirectly involved in 

the intractable conflict, and their interests.  

 

6.3. The Geo-politics of the Horn of Africa: Pre, During and Post-Colonial 

Periods 

6.3.1. The Pre-Colonial Period of the Horn of Africa 

This part of the chapter discusses the major pre-colonial period political and social events of the 

Horn of Africa. Touval (1963, p.8) stated that the Horn of Africa, as evidenced by several 

archaeological findings, inhabited in prehistoric times. Archaeologists found out that “the earliest 



120 
 

culture found has been assigned to the beginning of the last pluvial age, roughly 100,000 years 

ago.” In the Horn, several successive stone-age cultures have also been identified.  

The first inhabitants of the Horn are along the northern and south-eastern costs of the Somali 

peninsula and the three coastal kingdoms; the Himyarite Kingdom in the vicinity of present-day 

Djibouti, the Hadhramaut Kingdom on the tip of the peninsula, and the Bazrangid Kingdom in the 

vicinity of present-day Mogadishu (Stokes, 2009, p.640).  

Touval stated that the pre-colonial period of Eritrea and Ethiopia can be explained in a very 

common method. Historical evidence suggests also that area now known as Eritrea was inhabited 

prior to 1000 BC by Semitic invaders. In pre-colonial times, a land with fixed boundaries called 

Eritrea did not exist. The territory was politically fragmented and consisted of competing local 

entities operating independently under the rule of local authorities. Eritrea was a part of the 

kingdom of Aksum until the 7th century. At the height of its power, Aksum stretched from western 

Egypt to Yemen in the Middle East. After this prosperous empire fell apart, the country was ruled 

by a series of emperors. In the middle of the 16th century, the region was conquered by the 

Ottomans, and remained a part of the Ottoman Empire until the late 19th century (1963, p.8). 

Another major incident that happened in the Horn during the pre-colonial period as Touval 

mentioned was, in the pre-colonial time of the Horn an Arab sultanate was established in the 

seventh century at Zeila on the Red Sea coast, and that by the thirteenth century it had developed 

into the powerful "Adal Empire." In the sixteenth century the capital was moved to Harar, but the 

Empire gradually disintegrated and the coast became a dependency of Yemen, thus falling under 

the nominal suzerainty of the Ottoman Empire (Touval, 1963, p.8) 

Ethiopia, as one of the independent nations in the world, was also a part of the pre-colonial history 

of the Horn of Africa.  Like Eritrea, Ethiopia was part of the ancient kingdom of Aksum. During 

the height of its power, which was around the 5th century, Aksum was the Red Sea’s dominant 

trading power. Missionaries introduced Christianity to the region in the 4th century AD. In the 7th 

century, Islam was introduced to the region (Trimngham, 1952, p.68). 
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In 1493, the Portuguese began trading with the Ethiopians. Soon, they attempted to convert the 

nation to Roman Catholicism. To end religious tensions, all foreign missionaries were banned from 

the country. This incident makes the country to shy away from any foreign relationship for long 

years (Trimngham, 1952, p.68). Between the periods of 15th and 16th century the sultanate of 

Adal under sultan Ahmed Ibn Ibrahim al Ghazi (Ahmed Guray) fought bitter wars with Abyssinia 

(Ethiopia Empire) because Ethiopia was expanding and occupying Somalia territory. However, by 

the help of the Portuguese, Imam Ahmad was defeated and the capital of the sultanate established 

at Harar a disputed boundary of Somalia and Ethiopia was captured as per the above-mentioned 

source. 

The end of the pre-colonial of the Horn of Africa can be stated by different incidents. African 

Union Political History of Somali states the end of the pre-colonial period of Somali, i.e. in the 

early 1880s, the whole Benadir coast was under the sultanate of Oman which had established its 

headquarters in Zanzibar early 1830s Prior to the colonial period, the British had established 

contacts with the Somalis in the northern region and signed trade treaties at Berbera town (AU 

Political History of Somalia, 2012, p.234) 

Towards the end of the pre-colonial period, France for the first time appeared in the Horn 

demanding a coaling station subsequent to the construction of Suez Canal. The northern Somalia 

occupier, Britain, recognized the French presence when boundaries were fixed between the 

protectorates in 1888 (Said, 1977, p.61). The Djibouti- Addis Ababa railroad established a strong 

line with Ethiopia from the start of its construction in 1897 up to its completion in 1917. Saide also 

stated that there is no evidence that the Danakil (Afars) and northern Somali coasts, which 

comprise the present Djibouti, have ever been part of Ethiopia. The lack of centralized government 

among Somalis prior to the colonial era leaves ethnic considerations the main base for Somalia's 

claims to the territory (1977, p.61). 

European interest in the Somali Peninsula became critical in the second half of the 19th century. 

With the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, the Horn of Africa and the southern tip of the Arabian 

Peninsula became strategically important as they overlooked the routes to the Bab al Mandeb Strait 

(also known as the Mandab Strait) at the southern end of the Red Sea. Britain had already 

established a presence in Aden, on the north side of the Arabian Sea, in 1839 and wanted to control 
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the Somali port of Berbera on the south side as well. From 1884 to 1886 Britain signed a series of 

protection agreements with local rulers along the northern coast of the Somali Peninsula that led 

to the establishment of the British Somaliland Protectorate in 1887. The French established French 

Somaliland in the area of present-day Djibouti at the same time, and in 1889 Italy seized southern 

Somalia, naming it Italian Somaliland (Stokes, 2009, p.640). 

During different periods, Egypt, the states of North Africa, the Arabian Peninsula and the Middle 

East as well as the superpowers at the center of the global system (particularly after 1945) have all 

acted as external forces in the Horn. 

6.3.2. Colonialism in the Horn of Africa and the Afar -Issa/Somali Intractable 

Conflict 

Formal European colonialism lasted in most of the Horn of Africa for less than a hundred years. 

In the long history of a people and a region, this is a brief span. However, this is not to say that it 

had no impact and significance (Degu, 2002, p.161).  

The Berlin conference of 1884 sparked off the scramble for Africa. But prior to the Berlin 

Conference, the first Europeans to cross the actual Djiboutian territory, around 1840, collected 

information and tried to organize them to describe the local political situation and to facilitate 

shorter and safer journeys to their successors. Travellers around 1880 took a similar approach that 

added the commercial and political purposes of the early colonial appropriation. For that the pre-

colonial travellers laid the basic background information for colonizers to come to the Horn of 

Africa.  

The British claimed British Somaliland in 1886 after defeating the Egyptian who occupied this 

region to prevent further expansion of the Europeans in the Horn of Africa. The southern region 

was claimed by the Italians. It was known as Italian Somaliland. Whereas the north most part was 

occupied by the French and was called French Somaliland now (Djibouti).  

Italy and England were the main colonial powers in the Horn of Africa. France also considered as 

colonial power in the Horn not only because it possessed the current Republic of Djibouti but also 

because it competed with Italy and England for influence in the regions. All the three colonizers 
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had different interests during their stay in the Horn. England’s main interest was to control the Nile 

Basin and the routes to India through the Suez Canal, the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean; Italy 

wanted to occupy the land in order to establish colonies and French’s main interest was, as 

mentioned above, for influence in the region (Ingiriis, 2018, p. 60). With the advent of colonialism 

in the early 1880s, the Somali zones in the Horn of Africa were carved out by colonial regimes 

into five territories: British Somaliland in the North, Somalia Italian in the South, a Somali 

occupied north-eastern province of Kenya (the Northern Frontier District [NFD]), La Côte 

Française des Somalis (the French Somali Coast, or—in the language of the colonial state—the 

territory of Afar and Issa, later renamed Djibouti), and the Somali-populated eastern Ethiopia 

(Cassanelli, 1982; Cerulli, 1957; Mohamed, 1992). Two out of the five became independent in 

July 1960. 

The British Somaliland: As Smidt stated major British colonial engagement in the region started 

with the annexation of Aden in Yemen, as a protectorate under the Indian government (the “Aden 

Settlement”), in 1838/39. The southern Red Sea was included into the British-Indian sphere of 

interest, in order to protect the shipping route to and from India. The first treaty was signed on 6 

February 1827 with representatives of the Somali clan Habar Awal. This was mainly based on the 

deal made to use relating the port of Berbera at the Somali coast. This was later followed by a 

treaty with the sultan of Tagura on 19 August 1840 and the governor of Zayla on 3 September of 

the same year (Frontier 2003, p.238). Around the same period, Great Britain established a vice-

consulate in Ottoman Massawa, for getting first-hand information and establishing links to the 

adjacent Ethiopian highlands, in view of its importance as a trading post on the Indian route. In 

Somali territories and neighbouring regions in today’s southern Ethiopia, British involvement in 

the region led to the widespread use of the British-Indian rupee currency, valid in the Aden 

Protectorate and later taken over by the administrations of British and Italian Somaliland (Smidt 

2003, pp.1027-28). 

As Fox stated, the very different contexts of Somalia north and south during the colonial era seem 

to naturally divide into two periods, simply best seen as an early administration period from 1885-

1905, and then as a protectorate or colony from approximately 1905-1941. In regard to the north, 

the first period marks the beginning of Britain’s formally agreed upon protectorate presence in the 

north through the vehicle of the Berlin Conference. The break-off point of 1905 is not to be 
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understood as too precise a date, but as a period of time when changes took place which were to 

have more of an impact later on, and in the meantime, there was a general lull before the more 

intense activities and ambitions commenced (2015: 93). With the exception of Italy gaining control 

of Nogal in the northeast and Mohammed Abdullah Hassan arranging to base himself there in 

1905, it was momentarily quiet. For this reason, the next period is launched approximately from 

the end of 1905 and continues to 1941, which marks the Italian withdrawal from southern Somalia 

and the British assuming responsibility for Italian Somaliland. Within this second period there 

were some notable and important developments both north and south which also must be taken 

into account due to their influence on or reflection of the fast-developing political culture. For 

many, perhaps the most pressing development in the north would be Mohammed Abdullah 

Hassan’s campaigns, but there is a subtle back-story worth telling from that period as well (Fox 

2015: 93). 

The French Somaliland: Beginning in the 1800s, Djibouti was known as the French Somali 

Coast, a name that changed in 1967 to French Territory of the Afar and Issa. The change was meant 

to recognize both major ethnic groups living there (not just the Somali Issa), and to distance the 

territory from the then-newly established Somali Republic (Brass, 2008, p.524).  

According to Shehim & Searing, (1980, p.210) the territory of the Republic of Djibouti was 

established by France in a series of treaties with Afar and Issa chiefs from 1862 to 1885. The 

principal French interest in French Somaliland appears to be strategic. The territory is situated at 

the junction of the Red Sea and Gulf of Eden and places French at the “Southern Door” to the Red 

Sea and Suez. The territory provides Paris with a good port, with a communication centre, and 

with facilities of French air army and naval forces (CIA, 1967, p. 2).  

The French Somaliland population included Europeans, Arabs mostly Yemen’s and Saudi 

Arabians and Asians. The native population is divided between the majority Afar tribe, which is 

related to tribes in Ethiopia, and the minority Somalis. The later made up of the indigenous 

Issa/Somalis who have come into the territory from the northern part of the Somali Republic (CIA, 

1967, p.2).   
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As the report of the CIA indicated French policy in the French Somaliland had been to favour the 

Afar and to curb the Issas/Somalis. Early attempts to deal with the more nationalist-minded Issas 

taught the French to bet instead on more passive Afar people. They attempted systematically to 

maintain the numerical superiority of Afars over Issas by immigration controls and Afar political 

domination by carefully assisting them (CIA, 1967, p.2). It is also during this time that the rivalry 

of the Afar and Issa/Somali people intensified and used by colonizers as instrument to weaken 

their relations.  

The Italian East Africa: The Italian East Africa composed of Italian Somaliland, the present 

Eritrea and Ethiopia, which was annexed in 1936 but stayed for few years only.  

Kibreab states the presence of Italia in Eritrea started from late 1800s. He wrote an Italian shipping 

company, Rubatinno Shipping, purchased the port of Assab from a local ruler. In turn, the Italian 

government took over the port in 1882, hoping to use Eritrea as a launching point for the 

colonization of Ethiopia. The Italian presence in the Horn of Africa was formalized in 1889 with 

the signing of the Treaty of Wuchale with Emperor Menelik II of Ethiopia although he would later 

renounce the agreement (2005, pp.159-60).  

Italy control of the Somali area in 1889 and incorporated it in Italian East Africa State in 1936. 

Before that it has no central administration but was administered by two companies from Italia. 

After few years the British invaded and retained control in 1941 but it returned to United Nations 

trust territory under Italian administration in 1950. In 1960 the area united again to British 

Somaliland to form the independent Republic of Somalia. 

Kibreab also stated that for the next half-century, the area was strained by repeated Italian efforts 

to expand their colonial base into Somali territory and Ethiopia, most notably in 1896, when 

Ethiopia defeated the Italian army in Tigray. Italy used Eritrea as the primary military base in the 

region for its invasion of neighbouring Ethiopia. From 1936-1941 Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Italian 

Somaliland were joined to form Italian East Africa (2005, pp.159-160). This divided the Afar into 

three different localities and also Italy used Issa/Somalis rivalry relationship to waken the Afar 

which later contributed to the intractability of their conflict.  
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In 1941, with British military aid, Italy was defeated. The British took over Eritrea. The British 

required the labour forces and industrial potential of Eritrea to supply the Allied forces during 

World War II (Kibreab, 2005, P.160). 

The Emperors’ of Ethiopia: The geographical and historical center of the Horn was the 

Abyssinian Empire – later, Ethiopia. Ethiopia underwent a process of deep centralization of power 

around the dynasty and the national Christian Church and was characterized by a feudal mode of 

settlement and agricultural-based production (Tadesse, 1978, pp.1270-1275). Novati quoting Ruth 

states “Ethiopia’s historical ruling elites have produced Africa’s modern most enduring idea of 

state, replete with myths of biblical lore, the glories of ancient Axum, and the splendour of 

Gondarine courts, to justify postcolonial conquest” (2009, p.233). Ethiopia is one of the two 

African countries that have not been colonialized apart from the short-lived Italian occupation that 

lasted from 1936-45. 

Menelik II granted Italian rule over Eritrea. The Italians, however, sought to make all of Ethiopia 

their territory. Ethiopia opposed this, and in 1896 it successfully fought for and won back its 

independence. The victory of Menelik in Adwa saved Ethiopia. 

Between 1896 and 1906 the country expanded to its present size, with a capital at Addis Ababa. 

Over the next couple of decades, it built a modern railway and made other technical improvements, 

such as roadways and hospitals. In 1923, under the auspices of Prince Zewditu, Ethiopia joined 

the League of Nations. But Italy’s leader, Benito Mussolini, out of fear that Ethiopia's growing 

power and wealth could be detrimental to Italian exploits in the Horn of Africa, declared war on 

Ethiopia and defeated it.  

In 1935, Italy used Eritrea as the primary military base in the region for its invasion of 

neighbouring Ethiopia. From 1936-1941 Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Italian Somaliland were joined to 

form Italian East Africa. In 1941, with British military aid, Italy was defeated and Emperor Haile 

Selassie returned to rule Ethiopia. But the brief discontinuity of Ethiopian state sovereignty during 

the Italian occupation had introduced new elements to Issa-Afar violence once considered by both 

conflicting parties and state actors as ordinary pastoral communal violent conflict over resources 

and values. The period introduced new trend of war violence posterity to be part of the cultural 

construction of animosity. First, the Italian effort to co-opt and manipulate historically 
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marginalized religious and ethnic groups’ support during the invasion and occupation, the 

Issa/Somali and the Afar being Muslim and pastoral were victim of double marginalization, among 

the most favored targets. Based on the level of allegiance and resistance, each group pledged to 

the new master the binary patriot-traitor fault line that divided post-restoration national politics 

was introduced in to Afar-Issa/Somali conflict as powerful political variable (Mu’uz, 2017, p.5). 

6.3.3. The End of the Colonial Era in the Horn of Africa and Its Impact in the Afar-

Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict  

The Horn of Africa colonizers left the region in the mid of the 20th century. But the process of the 

decolonization started long before that.  As a result of the events of World War II, Italy lost all of 

its colonial possessions in Eastern Africa. The colonial infrastructure and military apparatus were 

surrendered by the British troops and to the Emperor’s army of Ethiopia in 1941.  

At the beginning of World War II Italian forces briefly conquered British Somaliland, uniting the 

future territory of Somalia under one administration for the first time, but Britain rapidly reversed 

the situation by recapturing British Somaliland and overrunning Italian Somaliland by the end of 

1941.  

In Djibouti the decolonization process takes a bit longer. The incident started during World War 

II that a conflict between French forces in French Somaliland and Italian troops inflicted. Reform 

of the colonial system after the war resulted in the establishment of a territorial assembly for French 

Somaliland in 1957 and a referendum in 1967 in which the majority of the population voted to 

remain a part of the French Community. Immediately after the referendum the French government 

renamed French Somaliland as the Territory of the Afars and the Issas. A second referendum in 

1977 resulted in a majority voting for independence from France. This became a reality in June 

1977 when the Republic of Djibouti came into existence as an internationally recognized 

independent nation (Stokes, 2009, p.177). But the French didn’t left without a time bomb for the 

Afar and the Issa/Somalis in Djibouti. The divide and rule policy they acted during their stat in 

Djibouti crated a competition for power between the Afar and the Issa/Somalis that put the country 

in to civil war after they left.  
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Eritrea was also liberated from the Italy colonial power in 1941 but conquered by the British and 

subsequently become a British protectorate. Following international negotiations that took place 

after the war, Eritrea was incorporated into Ethiopia as a nominally self-governing federate in 

1952. Initially Eritrea had its own parliament and administration, but Ethiopia later dissolved the 

Eritrean parliament and annexed the region in 1962 (Stokes, 2009, p.214). 

In Ethiopia, violent conflict incidents between the Afar and the Issa/Somali were stated after the 

return of Haile Selassie, the then king of Ethiopia, to power in 1941and full Ethiopian sovereignty 

was recognized by Britain in 1944 (Stoke 2009:218). The British Somaliland gained full 

independence on June 26, 1960, and Italian Somaliland on July 1 of the same year. The two 

territories immediately united to become the Somali Republic and the following year (Stokes, 

2009, p.640). 

The Somali region in Ethiopia was an exception. Though Italian colonial power left the area in 

1941, region remained in the hands of the British up until 1948 at which time the Ogaden, was 

handed over to the Ethiopians. Six years later, in 1954, the remaining Somali territories, the 

reserved areas were transferred. Although the short-lived Bevin Plan9 proposed to bring all the 

Somali territories under a single United Nations trusteeship to be readied for eventual 

independence, the maneuvers of Emperor Haile Selassie and reservations among other major 

powers regarding Britain's intentions nipped the plan in the bud (Mohamud H. Khalif, & Doornbos, 

M. 2002, p.75). 

Stock (2009, pp. 640-641) also stated, in 1948 Britain ceded the Ogaden region, which had been 

captured from Ethiopia by the Italians, to Ethiopia, but British administration in the rest of Italian 

Somaliland continued until1950 when the United Nations declared that the territory would return 

to Italian administration for a period of 10 years, after which it would become independent.  

                                                           
9 It was the British Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, who proposed the Somali territories to be united in 

1946 and the creation of Greater Somaliland. Bevin proposed the following: “Italian Somaliland, together 

with British Somaliland, the Ogaden and the Reserved Areas, to be placed under international trusteeship 

with the United Kingdom as Administering Authority”. That proposal was clear and devoid of ambiguity 

(Omar, 2010m p.34).  
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Blanton, et. al (2001, p. 478) states colonialism as such amplifies the importance of ethnicity 

because in a situation of assertion of a foreign culture, dominance and expropriation, clan 

affiliation and lineage become the most suitable means of survival. The communities that had 

suffered from other forms of domination before the advent of European colonialism had a different 

attitude towards colonial rule than those communities that had always held the power in their own 

hands as per the above stated source. 

The privileged groups, among ethnic lines under colony, resisted colonialism on principle as well 

as for self-interest while the subordinate groups struggled to create viable and oppositional states 

(Stock, 2009, pp.640-641). The same is true for the Afar and Issa/Somali communities in the Horn. 

In French Somaliland the Afars were favoured but in Italia Somaliland the Issas/Somalis were 

favoured by their colonizers. This increases the rivalry of these groups and continue the conflict 

after also the colonial period.  

6.3.4. The Post-Colonial Reconfiguration of the Horn and Its Impact on the Afar – 

Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict  

The Horn of Africa become fully independent after the last colonial power, French, left Djibouti 

in 1977. The terms of the 1947 Paris Peace Treaty obliged Italy to formally renounce of all of its 

colonies and the treaty acknowledged the full sovereignty of Ethiopia. Eritrea was proclaimed an 

autonomous unit federated to Ethiopia. Only Somalia was put under Italian administration as a 

trusteeship territory for a ten-year period in the treaty (UN Treaties with Italy, 1947, pp.322 & 

325).  

Novati (2011, p.239) described the post-colonial period of the Horn:  

The infringement of the colonial legacy was complete when the former British 

Somaliland merged with the Italian possession, joining the Republic of Somalia, 

which gained independence in 1960.  While Eritrea, Somalia and Djibouti owed 

much of their political infrastructure to colonialism, Ethiopian maintained its 

precolonial stances, based on conquest and hegemony. 
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The Formation of the Somali Republic: The decolonization of the British and Italian Somaliland 

gave birth to Somalia in 1960 as a post-colonial state that attracted the Issas of Djibouti, as Somali 

clan, to join in. This was evidenced by the establishment of the Somalia government sponsored 

Party for Popular Movement (PPM) that penetrated deep in to Djibouti and championed the 

support of Issas as they were one of the targets of the Pan-Somali nationalism (Novati, 2011, p.241).  

This was also reciprocally facilitated by the French suspicion that the Issa/Somalis would annex 

Djibouti to Somalia or dominate Djibouti itself if independence achieved from the French colonial 

administration was to form a counter-alliance with Afars. This gave a rise to mutually supportive 

needs of the Afars to use France as the bulwark against the more likely approaching of the 

Issa/Somali domination and for the France to keep its colonial territory to endure. The good 

approach for this was the reorganization of the districts of election for the Territorial Assembly in 

1963 in such a way that the Issa/Somalis would be less represented (Novati, 2011, p.241). This 

incident gave a new dynamic to the Afar-Issa conflict. It became more global since it starts 

involving the then Somali government, Djibouti, Ethiopia, French and other international actors.  

The ‘Esayi Dream’ and the Afar-Issa/Somali Conflict: The aspiration of the Greater Somalia is 

the nationalist project that advocates the political union of all Somali speaking people, including 

those inhabiting areas in current Djibouti, Ethiopia and Kenya. The Somali territorial unification 

project of “lost territories” was a direct consequence of the arbitrary borders drawn up by the 

European colonial powers in order to realize their expansionist interests (Mohamud & Doornbos, 

2002, p.76) 

The aim of Pan-Somalism is to unify the Somali populations living in five different regions, as 

represented by the flag’s five-pointed white stars (Mohammed, 2018, p.46). Two of the regions 

constitute Somalia as we know it today (the former Italian and British colonial segments, at this 

time the area has been divided up into the self-declared state of Somaliland and the autonomous 

region of Puntland). In addition, there are three other regions: Djibouti (the former French 

Somaliland) the Ogaden (also referred to as the Somali Regional State), in Ethiopia, and the 

Northern Frontier District (NFD), which is in Kenya according to the above stated source.   
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Perhaps, the Somali President, Abdirashid Ali Sharmarke10 , best explained the core of Pan-

Somalism’s claims (the Esayi Dream) when he wrote in the Preface to the book “The Somali 

Peninsula.” In its preface the Information Servies of the Somali Government stated: 

Our misfortune is that our neighbouring countries (…) are not our neighbours. Our 

neighbours are our Somali kinsmen whose citizenship has been falsified by 

indiscriminate ‘boundary arrangement’. They have to move across artificial borders 

to their pasture lands. They occupy the same terrain and pursue the same pastoral 

economy as ourselves. We speak the same language. We share the same creed, the 

same culture and the same traditions. How can we regard our brothers as 

foreigners?” (1962, p. II).  

The Great Somalia project was supported by the United Kingdom in the 1940s, but later abandoned 

for strategic reasons, once the name of Somali nationalism had been ignited. Even so, Somalia 

continued to struggle to secure a redrawing of the borders through both diplomatic as well as 

military means. Nationalism emerged as a powerful expression of African revisionism in relation 

to the colonial order. Eventually, the unifying mission failed: firstly, because the former colonial 

powers had other designs on the area, thus with holding any official support for the nationalist 

cause; and secondly, because even the Organization of African Unity (OAU), founded in Addis 

Ababa in 1963, formally recognized the borders as they were established by the colonial powers11 

notwithstanding the fact that many African leaders had long recognized the danger and the menace 

that these arbitrarily drawn lines implied for the maintenance of continental stability OAU Charter, 

1964, Article III). 

                                                           
10 Abdirashid Ali Sharmarke, also known as Abdirashid Shermarke, was Prime Minister of Somali 

Republic from July 12, 1960, to June 14, 1964, and President of Somali Republic from July 6, 

1967, until his assassination on October 15, 1969 (Ingiriis, 2017, p. 131). 

11  OAU’s Charter, Article III (paragraph three): “Respect for the sovereignty and territorial 

integrity of each State and for its inalienable right to independent existence”. 1964 OAU Cairo 

Resolution will further confirm OAU’s pledge to respect borders.  
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The Esayi dream puts its marker in the conflict of the Afar and Issa/Somali since some of the 

central areas of the Esayi dream fall in areas that they share and compete for power. This aspiration 

significantly affected the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict. The Somali claimed their territory deep in to 

the territory of Ethiopia, that mainly takes the specific areas of the Afar which gives the conflict 

another global context.  

The Birth of the Republic of Djibouti and the Afar and Issa/Somali Competition for Power: 

Independence come to Djibouti in 1977 via referendum, held after Ethiopia renounced its claim to 

Djibouti. This happened at a time when Somalia was distracted by conflict in the Ogaden region 

of Ethiopia (Brass, 2008, pp. 524-525). 

In 1977 following a referendum, Djibouti became independent, and Hassan Gouled Aptidon, a 

senior Issa/Somali politician, became the president of the Republic of Djibouti. Gouled formed a 

new political party, the People’s Progress Assembly and take the government sit.  

In 1986, Aden Robleh Waaleh (an Afar), a former cabinet minister and political associate of 

Gouled, formed an opposition party known as the National Djiboutian Movement for the 

Restoration of Democracy. In 1991, the Front for the Restoration of Unity and Democracy, a new 

opposition group made up of three insurgents Afar movements, launched a full-scale insurrection 

demanding political representation.  

In response, Gouled appointed a commission in 1992 to draft a new constitution to restore a 

multiparty system and to provide free elections. In May 1993, he won re-election to office in 

elections held under the new constitution. In 1999 Gouled announced that he would not seek re-

election, and Ismael Omar Guelleh (b. 1947), the president’s nephew and principal advisor, 

succeeded him, winning the presidential elections held in April 1999 till now (winning the three 

elections in 2005, 2011and 2016). 

 Almost equal in number of population size among the Afars and Issas in Djibouti, the power 

completion is one of the underlying and key causes of conflict. In addition, because of Djibouti’s 

strategic significance along the busiest sea route transporting Arab oil from Middle East to the 

West, France has long maintained a strong military and technical presence in Djibouti, and the 

United States established a base in Djibouti in 2002 (Tate, 2006: 320-21).  
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The most serious conflict confronting Djibouti involves the Afar ethnic group, which has long 

been challenging the hegemony of the Somali ethnic group in general and that of the Issa clan in 

particular. In 1991, an armed rebellion erupted over demands for autonomy, which slowly 

weakened after an initial agreement in 1995. However, the insurgents transformed themselves into 

a political opposition, the Front for the Restoration of Unity and Democracy (FRUD). The FRUD 

signed a peace agreement with the government in May 2001, laying down arms in return for the 

implementation of decentralization and the allocation of government seats (Berouk 2011:12). The 

shifting of support among the Afars and Issa/Somalis by the international communities give 

different shapes at different times for the conflictual relationship of the Afar and the Issa in 

Djibouti. 

The Birth of Eritrea and further Political Fragmentation of the Afar: After the collapse of 

Italian colonial rule in 1941 in the course of World War II, Eritrea came under the control of Great 

Britain until the Allied forces determined its fate. Absent agreement among the Allies about the 

status of Eritrea, British administration continued for the remainder of World War II and into 1950. 

In the immediate post-war years, the British proposed that Eritrea be divided along religious lines 

and parceled off to Sudan and Ethiopia. Thus, its future was at stake during the British military 

administration, and the options of independence, federation, ‘reunification’ with Ethiopia, or 

partition of the territory, were controversially discussed (Dirar, 2007, pp. 258/9). 

Sbacchi stated that  in the absence of a consensus among the Allied forces, and in the face of 

Eritrean demands for self-determination, a United Nations (UN) commission was dispatched to 

the former colony in February 1950 in the hope of finding a solution. The commission proposed 

the establishment of some form of association with Ethiopia, and the UN General Assembly 

adopted that proposal along with a provision terminating British administration of Eritrea no later 

than September 15, 1952 (1979, p. 28). 

The details of Eritrea’s association with Ethiopia were established by the UN General Assembly 

resolution of September 15, 1952. It called for Eritrea and Ethiopia to be linked through a loose 

federal structure under the sovereignty of the emperor. Finally, in 1962 Haile Selassie pressured 

the Eritrean Assembly to abolish the federation and return to the imperial Ethiopian fold, much to 
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the dismay of those in Eritrea who favored a more liberal political order. Eritrea gained 

independence from Ethiopia on May 24, 1993 after long years of armed struggle (Negash, 1997, 

p.45). 

The birth of Eritrea again brings different dynamics to the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict. Following 

the independence of Eritrea, the Afar who used to be under the Ethiopian rule were divided in to 

two. A significant part of the Afar triangle territory becomes a part of Eritrea. The pastoralist way 

of life of the Afar, which is known by a free movement despite the political boundaries still keep 

the Eritrean Afars relationship tight with their Ethiopian and Djiboutian brothers and lends a 

helping hand at times of conflicts times with their common enemies the Issa/Somalis. But the 

geopolitics impacts their relationships and the political boundaries among countries limited they 

family type of relationship.  

 

6.4. Regional Actors and the Afar-Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict 

6.4.1.Government of Ethiopia 

A key informant interview, the former director general of the CEWRR directorate at the MoFPDA 

states that the ports Ethiopia is using and potentially may use for its foreign trade:  Assab and 

Massawa (in Eritrea), Djibouti port (in Djibouti), Berbera (Somaliland) and Bosaso (Punt land), 

are in the hand of fragile unpredictable and instable states. In addition to the volatile situations of 

host countries of the ports that Ethiopia is using for its foreign trade, the Afar and Issa/Somali 

intractable conflicts significantly affects Ethiopia’s foreign trade and the government always 

forced to intervene.  

For that the governments of Ethiopia always play safe cards in order not to complicate the matters 

of accessing the sea for the national interest of the country. According the Afar intellectual from 

Semera university, “the government of Ethiopia usually favoured Issa/Somalis and disregard or 

deliberately ignored the quest of the Afar for justice and peace since they are strategically in a 

better position for the country’s sea access.” According to him “the Issa/Somali dominate the 

government in Djibouti, the major sea access of Ethiopia and also the Issa/Somali controlled the 

highway that link Ethiopia with Djibouti inside Ethiopia.” 
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The above claim of the key informant interview that “the Ethiopia government always favour” the 

Issa/Somali with their conflict with the Afar since the Issa/Somali controlled strategic location for 

sea access to Ethiopia is also supported by Mu’uz. He stated about the strategic location control of 

the Issa/Somali that:  

The corridor extending from Shinile Zone along Dire Dawa-Ayisha-Dewele 

Triangle to Somali land is controlled by Issa/Somali clan of Ethiopia and Djibouti; 

the Berbera-corridor through the Harar-Jigjiga-Hargeisa-Berbera route is 

controlled and managed by the Issaq dominant in Somaliland, Eastern Frontier of 

Ethiopia and Somaliland (2015, p.246). 

Dereje and Hoehne (2008, p.107) argued that specially after the conflict with Eritrea, Ethiopia’s 

dependence on mainly Issa/Somali dominated Djibouti port and in the Berbera port of Somaliland 

where the Issa/Somali has political representation have made the Issa/Somali more appealing to 

the government of Ethiopia. The continuous support of the different Ethiopian government to 

different demands of the Issa/Somalis, from inside and outside, shows the Afar narrative of the 

conflict that the feeling of being ‘mortgaged’ by the port features prominently. The Ethiopian 

governments, according to the Afar intellectual from Semera university in key informant 

interview, favoured the Issa/Somalis to get a safe access to the sea through the port of Djibouti. 

The Afars believe they are hostages of the international access route and governments in Ethiopia 

are favouring the Issa/Somali.  

The Issa/Somalis view, regarding the involvement of the Ethiopia governments in their intractable 

conflict with the Afar, is different. An Issa/Somali intellectual from Jigjiga university during a key 

informant interview stated “The Ethiopia government favour Afars and demonstrated it several 

times during conflict incidents. The federal police and the national defence force many times 

participated during conflict and supported the Afar pastoralists and sometimes the Afar regional 

state special force.” According to him, the reason behind this support is the wrong information the 

government usually gets from the Afars that the Issa/Somalis get support from Djibouti and the 

other wrong but long stayed narrative that the Issa/Somalis peruse the ‘Greater Somalia” 

aspiration.  
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The Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict significantly determines the access root to the sea for the 

country. Ethiopia’s domestic and foreign policy orientation engagements, to secure as much 

freedom from fear of threat and of access to the sea since it is a land locked country, dominate the 

decision of the regimes at different times in relation to the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict 

(Mu’uz, 2015, p.245).  

6.4.2.Government of Djibouti 

The head of the Republic of Djibouti Ombudsman, in a key informant interview, states that 

Djibouti is the land of the Afar and the Issa/Somali; the conflict between the two groups either in 

Djibouti or Ethiopia highly affected the government and the internal politics of the country. The 

conflict determines who takes government power in the Djibouti republic; the Afar or the 

Issa/Somalis. For that, any violent incident of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis, everywhere including 

in Ethiopia, attracts the attention of the government of the republic of Djibouti. 

The deputy head of the peace and security bureau of the Afar regional state strengthened the above 

claim by stating “there is Djibouti government military backing in the Issa/Somali invasion of Afar 

traditional territory and for the establishment of contraband hubs at Gedamaitu, Adayitu and 

Undofo on Addis Ababa-Djibouti asphalt road.” This is due to two main reasons according to him: 

the first one is the pressure of the Issa/Somali Ugas since he is a traditional leader of the Issa/s 

everywhere, and second is to get a relief from the political pressure of the Issa/Somali politicians 

in Djibouti. He mentioned an example of the 2020 and 2021 violent conflicts in Ethiopia between 

the Afar and the Issa/Somalis, wounded and captured individuals involved in the conflict carried 

an identity cards of Djibouti republic and Somaliland.  

A key informant, the head of the CREW bureau of the Afar regional state, also stated that 

“Djiboutian military commanders participated at time of conflict with the Afar in Ethiopia. Their 

military personnel, an Issa/Somali, identity cards had been handed over to the federal government 

of Ethiopia, specifically to the Ministry of Peace, by the Afar regional state administration which 

were found in the battle field during the 2020 and early 2021 Gedamaitu and Undofo conflicts. 

This is also confirmed by the CEWRR directorate at the Ministry of Peace. Strengthening the claim 

of the Afar officials, regarding the involvement of the Issa/Somali led government of Djibouti in 

the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict, Tadesse and Yonas (2005, p.5) also stated “Ethiopian 
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Afars blame the Djibouti government for providing arms and training to the Issa to displace them 

from their land. They also show resentment against the Ethiopian government for letting them 

victims of the Issa.” 

Historical records also show the Issa/Somali led Djibouti government engagement in the internal 

politics of Ethiopia by supporting the Issa/Somali political parties. Samartar (2004, p.12) stated 

that “the Ethiopian Somali Democratic League (ESDL) led by the late Abdul Majid Hussien, an 

Ethiopian Issa/Somali, sent a delegation to Djibouti in request for support to participate in 1995 

Ethiopian election and received $30,000 and several vehicles from the government of Djibouti.”  

Taddesse and Yonas (2007, p.4) also stated that after the end of the civil war in Djibouti, that the 

Afar political party FRUD signed a peace accord with the government in December 1994, about 

8,000 Ethiopian Issa/Somalis were demobilized from the Djiboutian army. These army, after they 

returned to Ethiopia, annexed Gedamaitu, Undofo and Adayitu from Afar and controlled the 

contraband rout from Addis to Djibouti by the help of the Republic of Djibouti government. 

Yusuf Yasin, a political analyst of the Horn of Africa, in his interview with Deutsche Welle Radio 

Amharic program on May 31,2021, stated that the president of the republic of Djibouti requested 

the Ethiopian Prime Mister Abiy Ahmed in his official visit to Djibouti an establishment of a new 

regional state in Ethiopia called “Issa and Gurgura.”12 This is clearly an expression of a request of 

a political power dominance in Ethiopia through the Issa/Somali clan and taking dominance in the 

conflicting areas of the Afar and the Issa/Somali.  

The interest of the Djibouti government, the request that Issa and Gurgura to be a self-

administrative regional state in Ethiopia, is linked with its expansionist view of the Issa/Somali 

led Republic of Djibouti government according to the Afar intellectual from Semera University. 

                                                           
12 Gurgura lives in the eastern part of Dire Dawa have become all Oromo in terms of the language 

they are speaking and culture they are practicing, but without losing insight of their genealogical 

roots that connected to the Somali ethnic group with whom they claimed to be related through 

patrilineal descent line. Gurgura, who are living in the Somali National regional state are still 

dominantly speaking Somali language as they have managed to maintain their original cultural 

practices (Wegayehu, 2017: 127) 
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Ismail Umer Guelleh, the current President of the Republic of Djibouti and an Issa/Somali, in his 

Twitter account during his fifth presidential inauguration ceremony on April 3, 2021 strengthened 

the above-mentioned key informant argument by stating: 

 

(We are now going to focus on access to water thanks to a larger collection of water 

from the Awash valley. It is an important challenge that we will take up for the 

region!) (@IsmailOguelleh, 2021, April 14). 

Kontie, a prominent Afar Party, a political organization, leader responded to the presidents 

twit by stating: 

 

This strengthened the claim of the Deputy Head of the Afar Regional State Peace and Security 

Bureau “The Djibouti’s government, led by its president, involvement in the Afar and Issa/Somali 



139 
 

conflict has a strategy of annexing the land of Ethiopia up to Awash river by assisting the 

Issa/Somali Ethiopians in their conflict with the Afar and form the “Great Djibouti.”  

This is also highly linked to the water scarce Djibouti to secure water supply from the Awash River 

and complicated more the Awash basin hydro politics. In 2013 Ethiopia and Djibouti signed an 

agreement and the “Ethiopian legislators have ratified the agreement to provide neighbouring 

Djibouti with underground water from the country’s underground Shinile Zone of the Bekuli Rift 

Valley free of charge” (UNOCHA, 2014, July 8). 

The Afar regional state deputy head of peace and security bureau also linked this twit of the 

President of the Republic of Djibouti with the president’s request of establishing the Issa and 

Gurgura regional state in Ethiopia, which was mentioned by Yusuf Yasin in his interview with the 

Deutsche Welle Amharic, in Ethiopia to direct the claim of the Issa/Somali in Ethiopia for 

referendums to join the Republic of Djibouti after they declared self-administration in Ethiopia.13 

The deputy head stated: 

The long term plan of the Issa/Somali led Republic of Djibouti government is to 

support the Issa/Somali in Ethiopia to establish their own regional state by taking 

land from the Afar regional state up to Awash river and initiate Article 39, The 

Right of Nations, Nationalities and Peoples especially sub article 4: The right to 

self-determination up to secession of nation, nationality and peoples of the 

Ethiopian constitution, and help them join with the republic of Djibouti which is 

the part of the ambitious plan of the formation of the “Great Djibouti.”  

That is why, according to him, the conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali is not only the conflict 

of the two ethnic groups but a regional one that involved the short- and long-term interests of both 

Ethiopia and Djibouti. For the deputy head of the peace and security bureau of the Afar regional 

state in the intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis other Ethiopians should support 

the Afar for the sake of their own sovereignty and integrity in the county.   

 

                                                           
13 The political context: the constitutional right for self-determination up to and including secession (Article 

39 could be invoked as a constitutional right). 
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6.4.3.Government of Eritrea  

Eritrea become independent from Ethiopia in 1991 and become an actor in the region. As the Afar 

lives in Eritrea also; the government of Eritrea, in one way or the other, intervene in the intractable 

conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis. The good example is during the border conflict of the 

Eritrea and Djibouti, the Eritrea government used the Afar in Eritrea to be insurgents and 

destabilize the Issa/Somali led government in the country. The role of Eritrea in the Afar-

Issa/Somali intractable conflict varies from time to time as per the political situation inside the 

country and as per and the country’s relationships with its horn county neighbours.  

According to an Afar intellectual from Semera University when the Afar political parties in Eritrea 

become strong and challenge the central government, the Eritrea government used their conflictual 

relationship with the Issa/Somalis to weaken them. Taddesse and Yonas (2007:10) stated “there 

are two Afar political parties in Eritrea: The Red Sea Afar Democratic Organization (RSADO) 

and Afar Liberation Democratic Movement in Eritrea (ALDME). Both parties officially sanction 

the international border of the three countries and confine the operations of their political program 

to that border. These political parties seek to be pragmatic by promoting the idea of ‘Afar is one.’” 

The above-mentioned key informant further stated “The Eritrean Afar political parties’ promotion 

of “Afar is One” is not easily taken by the newly emerged leaders of Eritrea which will 

significantly take the costal part of the country and usually supports their enemies to weaken 

them.” According to him the support the Eritrean government for the Issa/Somalis are military 

trainings and provision of small arms. That means Eritrea supported the Issa/Somali to weaken the 

Afar resistance group struggling to annex the red sea cost from the Eritrea and form an independent 

Afar state. 

6.5. Regional Wars and the Afar-Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict  

6.5.1. Ethiopia-Somalia Wars 

Informants consulted in different study sites emphasize the impact of the Ethiopia-Somali war on 

the Afar-Isa/Somali conflict. Likewise, Abdallah (2008, p. 275) asserted: “The Ethiopia-Somalia 

war at different three periods deteriorated the relationship between the Afar and Issa/Somalis in 

Djibouti and Ethiopia”. The Issa/Somali of Djibouti and Ethiopia have not attempted to hide their 
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sympathy for the then Somalia intention for forming a “Greater Somalia” by annexing Djibouti as 

a whole and the Ogaden part of Ethiopia. According to him, the Afar felt a growing threat from 

the Issa/Somalis both in Ethiopia and Djibouti due to this reason (2008, p.275).  

 

Mengisteab (2011, p.11) in a discussion paper about Critical Factors in the Horn of Africa Ranging 

Conflict stated:   

Among the region’s major wars are the three fought between Ethiopia and Somalia. 

The first, over Somalia’s claims to the Somali-inhabited Ogaden region of Ethiopia, 

started in 1961, escalated in 1964 and lingered until 1967 as low intensity conflict. 

The second Ethiopia-Somalia war, again fought over the Ogaden problem, took 

place between 1977 and 1978 and involved direct external intervention, including 

troops and technical advisors from Cuba and the USSR in support of Ethiopia. 

Defeat in that war largely precipitated the collapse of the Somalia state in 1991. 

 

According to Abdallah (2008, p.275) during these wars: 

The Ethiopian regime tended to support the Afar opposition against the Issa/Somali 

led government in Djibouti, but as things developed in favour of Ethiopia by 

defeating Somalia this support was withdrawn. Even the Issa/Somalis declined to 

continue relations with Somalia, when Somalia’s attempt to wrest the Ogaden from 

Ethiopia failed.   

 

The third war between the two countries occurred between 2006 and 2009. After a decade and half 

of statelessness, Somalia appeared to have re-established the state under the Islamic Courts Union 

(ICU), which brought most of Somalia under its control in June 2006. Ethiopia, however, viewed 

the ICU’s Islamist rhetoric and stated aspirations of uniting all Somalis under one state as a threat 

to its stability and territorial integrity. As a result, it intervened pre-emptively to dislodge the ICU 

from power and to support the transitional Federal Government (TFG), which had been ineffective 

since its constitution in 2004 in Nairobi as Somalia’s government (Kidane (2011:11)." This in turn 

created other dynamics in the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict since the Issa/Somali involved 

in the ICU operation in Somalia.  
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6.5.2. Ethiopia-Eritrea War 

The overall circumstance of Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict and especially the position of the 

Afar were further complicated by the outbreak of Ethiopia–Eritrea border conflict and Ethiopia’s 

subsequent dependence on Djibouti for access to the sea (Mu’uz 2017, p.10). The heightened 

importance of the road link to Djibouti that crosses the Awash valley, and the closure of Assab, 

both as a result of Ethiopia-Eritrea war, complicated the conflict between the two groups (2017, 

p.10). 

 

According to the deputy head of the peace and security bureau of the Afar regional state, the 

Ethiopian-Eritrean war was fought partly in northern Afar and caused chaos among the Afar 

people, who had abandoned their land and move south with their animals, increasing the burden 

on already congested and dried pasturelands. Strengthening this argument, the director of the 

CEWRR department of MoP and a focal person to the Afar region to the Ministry states the 

Ethiopia-Eritrea border conflict imposed immense political, economic and human costs on the 

Afar people in particular because of their proximity and strategic location. According to him, this 

conflict inflicted heavy psychological and physical damage on the Afar people living on and 

around the border which in turn significantly helped the Issa/Somali to take the upper hand of the 

intractable conflict. In addition, due to the war Ethiopia abandon of using the Assab port, due to 

the spoiled relationship with Eritrea, which affected the Afar adversely. He added, the war makes 

Ethiopia’s trade line and international port access to shift to Djibouti, basically its government is 

an Issa/Somali. Though the road to that port also crosses Afar territory, it significantly reduces the 

strategic importance of the Afars for the government of Ethiopia comparted to the Issa/Somalis 

since decision makers in Djibouti are them. 

 

In general, the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict further complicated by the Ethiopia-Eritrea 

war and governments exploited it to get their own political gains rather than trying to resolve it; 

adding more fuel to the already intractable, violent conflict.  
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6.5.3. Djibouti-Eritrea War 

In1996, Eritrea and Djibouti nearly went to war when a Djibouti official claimed that Eritrea had 

shelled Ras Doumeirah, a border village that is home to the Afar. Other reports suggested that 

Eritrea floated a map, which incorporated the same border area into its territory, thus unilaterally 

redrawing the established border.  

In June 2008, fighting erupted between the military forces of Djibouti and Eritrea, with Eritrea 

seizing geo-strategic locations in northern Djibouti, including the Doumeira (Gabla Mountain) on 

the mainland and the islands of Doumeira and Kallida (Berouk, 2011, p.13). 

Within Djibouti the effect of the Eritrea-Djibouti conflict has heightened internal ethnic tensions 

between the Afar and the Issa/Somali. The situation has been exacerbated by the claim of the 

Djibouti government that Eritrea is recruiting, training and arming unemployed Afar youths and 

sending them into Djibouti to plant mines and launch attacks against the Djiboutian National Army 

(Berouk, 2011, p.13). 

Berouk also stated as of the first quarter of 2011 the Djiboutian government remains genuinely 

worried that a potential Afar insurgency in the north could quickly spread to the south, especially 

in view of the fact that the Djiboutian National Army is weak and the population in Djibouti City 

is facing deteriorating economic conditions due to high unemployment and inflation. 

Berouk (2011, pp.13-14), after interviewing the US and French Ambassadors to Djibouti, stated 

the involvement of the Afar in the war to overthrow the Djibouti government which is mainly from 

ethnic Issa/Somali states that: 

Eritrea was training Djiboutian Afars, arming and then sending them back into 

Djibouti in order to overthrow the [Djibouti government which is dominated by 

their historic rivals, the Issa.] …credible sources indicate that the Afars who carried 

out attacks inside Djibouti may have actually come from the Ethiopian side, as 

Ethiopian Afars secretly assist the Djiboutian Afars who inhabit the northern and 

south-western two-thirds of Djibouti and those along the latter’s border with 

Ethiopia. All in all, the fluidity of borders and the presence of vast uncontrolled 

territory as well as clan corridors are expedient for the rapid cross-border movement 
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of Afar fighters and make the task of controlling hit-and-run raids very difficult. It 

similarly yields to contraband trade, the illicit trafficking of weapons and the 

infiltration of insurgents, which invites the involvement of neighboring countries 

on grounds of security. 

6.5.4. Somalia’s Internal Instability and Long-time Statelessness  

The internal instability and the long-time statelessness in Somalia contributed to the Afar-

Issa/Somali intractable conflict. As stated by Markakis (2003, p.421) the Issa/Somali got military 

weapons superiority over the Afars since the state of Somalia’s instability. This can assert that the 

Issa/Somali’s got weapons from Somalia. Markakis also argued Al-Shabab has indirect 

relationship. There is suspicion of achieving great Somalia (irredentism) by Al-Shabab through 

incorporating the whole Somali speakers in Ethiopia including the Issa.  Al-Shabab give support 

for Issa/Somalis to weaken and destabilize the Ethiopian government in general and the Afar 

regional state in particular but this also intensifies the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict (2003, 

p.421).  

 

The CEWRR director of the Afar regional state also mentioned “during the recent violent conflict 

between the Afar and the Issa/Somali in Gedamaytu, Adayitu and Undofo. Al-Shabab militants 

were caught fighting supporting the Issa/Somalis. An identification cards of Al-Shabab members 

found from the dead and captured militants.” 

6.5.5. The Afar Nationalism: Movement for Unified Afar Triangle  

In each of the three countries there are at least two Afar political parties: in Ethiopia Afar National 

Democratic Party (ANDP), Afar Liberation Front (ALF) and Afar Revolutionary Democratic 

Unity Front (ARDUF)14; in Djibouti Front for The Restoration of Unity and Democracy (FRUD) 

                                                           
14  The ARDUF in Ethiopia strongly opposed the secession of Eritrea, a geopolitical event that was 

detrimental to the Afar ethnic interest, as they are now divided into three countries that undermined their 

political viability. ARDUF sought a political and military alliance with the Front for Restoration of Unity 

and Democracy (FRUD), the Afar opposition party in Djibouti, which engaged the Issa dominated 
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and Republican Alliance for Democracy (ARD); and in Eritrea The Red Sea Afar Democratic 

Organization (RSADO) and Afar Liberation Democratic Movement in Eritrea (ALDME). All the 

parties except ARDUF officially sanction the international border of the three countries and 

confine the operations of their political program to that border. This sanction significantly 

confronts with the claims of the Issa/Somali in Ethiopia and Djibouti, according to an Afar key 

informant from Semera university.  

 

Taddesse and Yonas (2007, p.10) also strengthened the above statement by stating “it should be 

noted that these, the Afar, political parties seek to be pragmatic by promoting the idea of ‘Afar is 

one’.” Consequently, the aspirations for uniting Afar is widely entertained within leadership and 

members of Afar political organizations of Ethiopia and Eritrea.  

 

For that, the Afar popular resistance against the dismemberment of the Assab region with Eritrea, 

the rise of an all-Afar war led by FRUED against the Issa/Somali dominated government in 

Djibouti and the continued presence of unrepentant armed Afar nationalist movements against all 

Afar-Horn states (Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Djibouti) for the realization of the so-called Siddoccaho 

(the Unified Afar Triangle) aspiration was another regional dynamics which contribute to the 

intractable conflict of the Afar-Issa/Somali (Mu’uz, 2017, p.10). Afars attempt at cross-border 

political and military mobilization, with Greater Afar political project uniting the Afar in Ethiopia, 

Eritrea and Djibouti, provoked a concerted military action against them by the three governments, 

according to the CEWRR directorate director of the Afar regional state peace and security bureau. 

The movement became a readymade effective weapon for the Issa/Somali, to score huge political 

gains, against the Afar in their respective governments. Moreover, the Siddoccaho aspiration, its 

feasibility notwithstanding, caused the Afar to be at best less attractive, at the worst indication of 

sub-regional destabilization in the eyes of Ethiopia, Djibouti and Eritrea and made them 

strategically support Issa/Somalis to weaken the Siddoccaho, as per the above key informant.  

                                                           
government to renegotiate the continued political and economic marginalization of the Afar there, which 

once constituted the majority of the people and had political dominance (Yasin, 2008, p. 43) 
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Mu’uz strengthened the above claim of the key informant by stating “The Ethiopia–Eritrea army 

joint military operation against the FREUD that rescued the Issa-dominated government of 

Djibouti in 1992 from Afar imminent victory can be a naked attestation of their disfavour of the 

Afar” (2017, p.10). This shows the regional dimension of the intractable conflict of the Afar and 

the Issa/Somali.  

6.5.6. Three Counties; One Customary Leader: The Influence of the Issa/Somali 

Ugas 

The Issa/Somali Ugas15 is the supreme traditional authority of the Issa in the three countries. As 

explained in the previous chapters the Issas live in Ethiopia, Djibouti and Somaliland which makes 

the Ugas by default the leader of all Issas living in the three countries. He is traditionally elected 

from the Wardick clan family, historically evolved from an ethnic fusion of the Afar and the Issa 

(Mu’uz 2015, p.230). 

According to the Afar intellectual from Semera university, the Uagas has his own military force. 

He has an authority to protect all Issas in the three countries. He brought his soldiers from Djibouti 

or Somaliland whenever conflict outbreaks between the Afar and the Issa/Somalis in Ethiopia. His 

soldiers drive Djibouti or Somaliland plate vehicles in Ethiopia, carry an identification card or 

passport of these countries but cross the border and support the Issa/Somalis in Ethiopia. The 

Somali regional state president, the President of the republic of Djibouti and Somaliland consult 

and support him before they decide anything in relation to contested areas with Afar and any other 

political events in this regard. The rejection of the 2014 Awash peace agreement by the Somali 

regional government, as explained earlier, were made to please the Issa Ugas according to the 

above-mentioned key informant.  

Strengthening the above argument of the Afar intellectual, Berouk. in its situation report for 

Institution of Security Studies Election, Politics and External Involvement in Djibouti, stated:  

the Issa clan is located in Ethiopia, Djibouti and Somaliland. The 19th traditional 

leader of the Issa clan, Ugaz Mustafe Mohammed Ibrahim from Djibouti, was 

                                                           
15 Ugas Mustafa Mohammed is the current Ugas of the whole Issa/Somali living in Ethiopia, Djibouti and 

Somalia.  
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elected in 2009 after some heavy lobbying from Djibouti. The Ugaz has great 

political influence and is considered to be the leader of all Issas. Owing to their 

dominant position in Djibouti and their links in the Ethiopian Somali region, 

Somaliland and Somalia, the Issas possess a large amount of weapons, pass through 

state borders with ease and secure considerable profits from illicit trade of second-

hand clothes, perfumes, electronic items, khat, shisha, cigarettes, sugar, powder 

milk, pasta, food oil and rice (Berouk, 2011, p.13). 

6.6. The Afar-Issa/Somali Diaspora and its Engagement in the Intractable 

Conflict  

The current globalization process has mitigated the long-distance involvement of various diaspora 

groups, and that has enabled them to build up vast transnational networks contributing to peace, 

reconciliation and development (Bahar and Swain, 2008, p.9). The era of global 

interconnectedness has transformed itself into a global environment, which has facilitated a range 

of non-state actors' involvement as parties in a conflict as per the above-mentioned source.  

Diaspora communities have the potential to play a significant role in homeland and host land 

politics and political decision-making processes. With regards to homeland politics, diasporas 

matter as they use political and financial means, such as economic investments, remittances or 

political contributions, and controlling and manipulating the media to play an important role in 

influencing decision-making processes (Baser and Ashok, 2008, p.13).  

For many years the conflict in the Horn of Africa make many to leave their homeland. The Afar 

and the Issa/Somalis are not exceptions from this. But the diaspora of the Afar and the Issa/Somali 

never refrains from political and economic involvements in their home countries. These 

involvements significantly affect the lives of the home communities. The following sub-sections 

of the chapter discusses the involvement of the Afar and the Issa/Somali diaspora in making and 

breaking peace in their homeland and specially their impact in the intractable conflict of the Afar 

and the Issa/Somalis.  
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6.6.1. The Afar Diaspora and the Intractable Conflict  

Taddesse and Yonas (2007, p.11) refers the Afar Diaspora as “all Afars who currently live outside 

of the three Horn countries: Ethiopia. Djibouti and Eritrea.” Although there are no statistics 

concerning the exact number, it is possible to conclude with certain degree of certainty that the 

Afar Diaspora number in Noth America will to exceed one thousand. In Europe one can dare to 

guess double that figure but in New Zeland and Australia they are not more than two hundred 

individuals. The Afar refugees in the West are small in number. As we have seen recently Belgium 

is home to the largest Afar community. Even their number would not exceed few hundred. The 

majority of them are French speaking which means their land of origin is Djibouti, the Former 

French colony. The majority of them are young people who are not aware of the prevailing 

situation in their home countries and in addition most of them are struggling with integration into 

their new homelands (Hamad, 2010, p.34).  

According to an Afar diaspora in a key informant interview though it can generally be assumed 

that the Afar Diaspora influences Afar politicians, and could be considered an actor in the conflicts, 

information is about its activity is scarce. This information could include the type of contact or 

organization within the Diaspora itself (besides holding occasional all-Afar conferences), current 

political issues and agendas in the Diaspora, the level of contact with the various Afar political 

organizations in the three countries, and the level of influence the Diaspora has over the leadership 

of the various Afar political organizations. For him, many, within the Afar Diaspora, share the 

view that ‘Afar is one’ and the Diaspora also contains strong advocates for uniting Afar. According 

to him “the end goal of the struggle of the Afar and its diaspora is to form a free Afar state by 

merging all Afars currently living in Ethiopia, Djibouti and Eritrea.”  

There are significant events, recently, the Afar diaspora engaged and expressed its concerns in the 

intractable conflict their brothers and sisters at home land have with the Issa/Somali.   

In 2012 the Afar Diaspora wrote a letter, dated June 18, 2021, to the then Prime Minister of 

Ethiopia, Melese Zenawi, demanding the federal government to step in and take action to stop the 

violent conflict between the Afar and the Issa/Somalis. The letter stated: 
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We are writing this letter to you as representatives of the Afar Diaspora all over the 

world to express our deep concern and frustration about the recent mass killings 

and massacres committed by the Issa-Somali Regional State militias against Afar 

civilians in different districts of the Afar region. The atrocity took place particularly 

at the Qammih-baxa (Amih-bara) and XaaleFaage (DaaleFaage) districts of zone 5 

on the 3rd, 4thand 5thof June 2012. They brutally murdered and slaughtered in cold 

blood tens of innocent Afar civilians who were grazing their livestock near their 

homes. Homes were burned down and hundreds of livestock stolen. Even children 

and pregnant women were not spared. 

The letter further demanded from the federal government of Ethiopia to stop the Afar and 

Issa/Somali war immediately and unconditionally; to request the federal government to consider 

and recognize the land-ownership rights of the Afar, which are based on the grounds of historical 

rights, geographic integrity, social identity, cultural heritage and legal legitimacy according to 

address the matter based up on: 

• The UN Declaration on Indigenous Peoples Rights 2007 

• Universal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR)  

• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 

• International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) 

• The Ethiopian Constitution1994 as well as by application of the legal decision made by 

Emperor Haille Selassie’s Government that demarcated the Afar and Issa border on the 

River of Erer line. 

In 2014, the Afar Diaspora Network, immediately following the Awash agreement signing 

between the federal government and the Afar and Somali regional states, calling an extraordinary 

meeting of its members and passed a resolution that “condemns and rejects the agreement signed 

between the Afar and Somali regional states endorsed by the Ethiopian Federal Government which 

legalizes the occupation of the three Afar territories, Adayitu Undofo and  Gedamaytu.” In its 

statement, the Afar Diaspora Network demanded: 

Ethiopian government not only demarcates the boundaries the Afar and the Somali 

regional states, but additionally returns the Issa/Somali occupying forces to the area 
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demarcated by Haile Sellasie government in the 1940s at the Erer River, in order to 

ensure lasting security and durable peace among the two communities. 

This statement also sends message to the Afars to expose the Issa Diaspora of threatening 

the Afars with war; threatening the Ethiopian government with guerrilla warfare in the vital 

and strategic Addis Ababa costal corridor.  

The Afar Diaspora Network believed the Ethiopian government take side with the Issa/Somalis. 

In its statement it states:  

We have also exposed the Ethiopian Government’s biased approach to the conflict 

and too often its officials’ complicity ranging from direct attacks on the Afars in 

the conflict areas, to disarming those who tried to defend themselves against the 

invading Issa-Somali forces. We have, recently, noted two new developments 

regarding this conflict. While the systematic occupation of the Afar land continues 

uninterrupted, the Ethiopian Federal Government has indicated that it might 

consider taking some concrete steps to halt the rapid expansion spearheaded by the 

Issa-Somali militia forces. The Ethiopian Government’s resolve to address this 

bloody conflict remains to be seen though its track-record so far is discouraging.  

6.6.2. The Issa/Somali Diaspora and the Intractable Conflict 

As the Afar diaspora is involved in the intractable conflict with the Issa/Somalis; the Issa/Somali 

diaspora is also involved. A key informant, an Issa/Somali diaspora currently teaching at Jigjga 

university described the intractable conflict as:  

Unfortunately, the deadly Somali-Afar border conflict, which resulted in massive 

casualties, is continuing in the dark with no proper media coverage. Issas (Somali) 

and Afars share more similarities than differences. Both communities adhere to 

Sunni Islam, speak two very related languages of the Cushitic family and pursue a 

pastoralist way of life. They lived as feuding neighbors in Ethiopian lowlands and 

Djibouti for centuries, competing over scarce resources, including water sources 

and pasture. As a result, the history between the two nations is marred by deadly 

clashes. However, Djiboutian Issas and Afars changed course following their 
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independence in 1977 by establishing sustainable peace, paving the way for more 

interaction, notably through inter-marriages. To this date, however, Issas and Afars 

in Ethiopia fight over land with non-stop attacks and counterattacks. It is only in 

the recent past that some global mainstream media outlets paid attention to the 

matter. 

The respondent argued the diaspora of Issa/Somali believed “in the eyes of successive Ethiopian 

rulers, Afars were seen as genuine Ethiopians while Issa/Somalis were regarded as second-class 

citizens with all that this entails the psychology of an average Ethiopian.” For that the Issa/Somali 

diaspora are supporting the brothers and sisters at home land to get freedom and peace from the 

Afar aggression. 

He argued that the Issa/Somali diaspora proposed solution for the intractable conflict of the Afar 

and the Issa/Somalis. According to him applying the Ethiopian constitution to its fullness is the 

solution. He further argued that “had the Ethiopian constitution been properly applied long ago; 

Article 46 would have offered clear and effective remedy. Quoting Article 46 of the Federal 

Democratic Republic of Ethiopia constitution, “states shall be delimited on the basis of settlement 

patterns, language, identity and consent of the people concerned.” he further stated failure to refer 

to the constitution has resulted in all these unrepairable losses and continues engagements of 

violence from the Afar and the Issa/Somalis. According to him the violence is also supported by 

both Afar and Issa/Somali diaspora. For that referendum must be done to once and for all to address 

the matter. The respondent argued stating the case of the Oromia and Somlai regional state dispute 

on land. He said “When the two biggest federal member states, Somali and Oromia, conflicted 

over ownership of number of towns and villages in 2003, federal government was too swift to 

arrange referendum which both sides admitted the results. It is entirely unjustifiable why the same 

practice cannot be replicated in the Somali-Afar case.”  

Conclusion 

The Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict is a local and regional conflict. Local in a sense that 

it is an ethnic conflict between the two ethnic groups living in Ethiopia, Djibouti together and in 

Eritrea, the Afars, and in Somalia/Somaliland the Issas.  
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The above concluded chapter but discusses its regional dynamics from the geopolitical lenses. The 

chapter discussed the geopolitical actors involved in the Afar and the Issa/Somali intractable 

conflict. In the chapter, government of Ethiopia, Djibouti and Eritrea’s role in the conflict is stated. 

In addition, regional events like the Ethiopia-Somali three wars, the Ethiopia-Eritrea war and the 

Eritrea-Djibouti war and its impact in the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict discussed.  

The chapter also discussed another geopolitical condition which contributed and is contributing to 

the intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis. Conditions like the stateless Somalia, the 

movement of the Afar armed groups for the United Afar and the influence of the Issa/Somali Ugas 

in internal politics of Djibouti and Ethiopia and its implication in their conflict with the Afar is 

elaborated.  

Finally, the chapter clearly articulated the impact of the Afar and Issa/Somali diaspora, as a major 

regional actor, in the intractable conflict is stated. In its elaboration of the impact of the diaspora, 

the research paper identified the diaspora’s role in terms of supporting the conflict and also its 

attempt to make peace.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN  

CONFLICT RESOLUTION ATTEMPTS OF THE AFAR-

ISSA/SOMALI INTRACTABLE CONFLICT  

7.1. Introduction 

A typical characteristic of intractable conflicts is the difficulty of its resolution. Different actors at 

different times tried to resolve the intractable conflict but failed. This chapter discusses the conflict 

resolution attempts of these actors and argued why the actors should attempt the constructivist 

conflict resolution approach of Danie Bar-Tal to resolve the conflict in a sustainable way.  

7.2. Customary Conflict Resolution Attempts of the Conflict  

In the data collection process, especially in the desk review, the researcher didn’t come across 

significant trial of customary institutions for a conflict resolution to address the century long Afar-

Issa/Somali intractable conflict. Getachew (2001, p. 65) mentioned a clash between Afar Shekek-

Hassoba and Issa Said Mussa on the Alighedi Plain in August 1998, that left six Afar dead. A joint 

Peace Committee was then formed in October 1998, and the mediation process took five months. 

The Committees identified and penalised the perpetrators, established an agreed rate of 

compensation of 52 cattle per man, secured the return of looted livestock, and imposed a fine of 

104 cattle. This was reported to have been the first ever such occasion according to the above-

mentioned source.    

The Afar and Issa/Somali clan leader involved in the conflict handling practice whenever conflict 

incidents happened between them, and the communities have trust to share any information 

willingly related to any conflictual issues to be resolved by them. In a focus group discussion with 

the Afar elders in Awash the respondents mentioned a customary conflict resolution practice called 

“Feyima Aba.” In this customary practice the ‘Feyima Aba’ works with the clan leaders in Afar to 

facilitate negotiations among different clan groups within Afar and other ethnic groups like the 

Issa/Somalis. But the respondents also mentioned the ‘Feyima Aba’ couldn’t resolve the 

intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis. 
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In another customary conflict resolution, following a violent incident and the killing of many 

people and destructions of properties, from both sides, the prominent Oromo elders, Aba Gedas, 

tried to mediate the two sides in Adama to resolve the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict. In 

a key informant interview, an elder from Issa/Somali and an advisor of the Issa Ugaz stated that in 

2020, Ethiopian Elders Council and Elders Representatives for Afar and Somali Regions held a 

meeting in Adama to address the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict. According to him “What 

makes this attempt of the customary institutions unique was the effort was supported by the Oromo 

elders; the Aba Gedas from Adama and Beshoftu.” In the meeting prominent customary leaders, 

sultan of the Afar Hanferi Almirah and the Ugas of the Issa/Somali Mustafa Mohammed, were 

present. The involvement of the Aba Gedas in the conflict resolution attempt of the Afar and 

Issa/Somali conflict is a new one and shows the impact of the new Oromo national political 

leadership in Ethiopia after the reform government took power.  

The major goal of the Adama meeting, according to above key informant, was to sustain an 

immediate cease of assassinations and to progressively resolve other conflict-related damages 

between the Afar and the Issa/Somalis. Accordingly, an eight-point agreement was reached 

between the Afar and the Issa/Somali elders in temporarily addressing the violent conflict. In the 

Adama meeting they agreed:  

• To instantly announce a cease fire in the two fighting communities through their respective 

clan leaders and to follow-up its functionality.  

• The renowned national elders should act towards finding a sustainable solution and follow 

up accomplishments in the collaboration with the Sultan of Afar Hanferie Almirah, Ugas 

Mustafa Mohammed of Issa/Somali, Gerad Kulmiye and Gerad Mohammed, Elders 

represented from Afar and Issa/Somali Regions along with the Regional and Federal 

Governments.   

• To temporarily hold land grabbing and related affairs in order to clearly investigate and 

study the issues by consulting with the government administration bodies, ethnic leaders, 

and with the surrounding community to suggest long-lasting solutions. 

• To investigate the cases of prisoners confined due to the conflict. 

• To stop new settlements of people from both the Afars and the Issa/Somalis in the contested 

areas.   
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• To request government to return back and renew the displaced community members 

because of the conflict in both regions.  

• To stop and condemn false and conflicting narrations on the social and mainstream media 

platforms and;  

• Finally, ask the Afar and Somali Regional states to hold an inter-regional discussion 

between them and to further peaceful initiatives, to hold a community representatives and 

influential elder’s inclusive discussion between two regions as well as inter-community 

dialogues for further peacekeeping initiatives. 

But after this agreement, more intensive bloody violent conflict incidents several times happened 

between the two groups. In response to the question asked to the Issa/Somali Ugas assistant and 

chief negotiator of the Issa/Somali key informant why the above stated agreements failed to stop 

the violent conflict he responded: 

It is beyond shadow of doubt that the Afar and the Issa/Somali conflict is a proxy 

war with hands of other Ethiopian regions and corrupt high rank military officials 

being deeply involved. Strategic location of the contested area attracts the interest 

of other Ethiopian bodies, institutions and political entities. The involvement of 

these third parties has repeatedly dissatisfied local negotiation processes. Afars and 

Issa/Somalis are akin communities both adhering to the same religion. They often 

exchange olive branches during ordeals. President Mustafa Muhumed Omar, the 

current vice president of the Somlai regional state, was the first to declare millions 

of financial supports to Afar region following the flash floods in 2020. In the same 

year, Ugas Mustafa and other Issa/Somali elders joined Somali regional officials to 

pay a high-level visit to Semera to condone the Afar nation following the death of 

Sultan Hanfareh Ali Mirah. These gestures can be strengthened to cement a long-

lasting peace settlement. But it is a proxy conflict of giants, that many actors also 

involved, and the elders’ effort couldn’t bear fruit.  

The response of the Ugas’s advisor alludes the blame for the failure of all peace attempts to the 

third unidentified parties. As it is described in the previous chapters, the failure of different 
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intervention for peace is a typical characteristic of an intractable conflict which the above case also 

shows the Afar and Issa/Somali is one of a type.  

7.3. Governmental Conflict Resolution Attempts 

7.3.1. Governments’ of Ethiopia (GoE) Conflict Resolution Attempts 

The Afar and Issa/Somali have been organized under different administrative structures and 

conflict resolution attempts taken by the governments were and are often based on these 

administration structures. Since the regime of Emperor Haile Selassie to date a number of different 

efforts have been made to end the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict. The following section 

presents major attempts taken to resolve the conflict.  

• The Imperial Period Conflict Resolution Attempts 

Mu’uz argued that due to its less resistance to the state and mainly focusing on cultural and 

resource causes; the imperial government left the resolution of the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable 

conflict mainly to themselves at the beginning (2017, p. 4). Afar and Issa/Somali elders remember 

the imperial period as a good old day where state was effective as neutral arbiter and Afar-

Issa/Somali customary conflict resolution constellations were functionally effective in containing 

violence during the Haile Sellasie regime (2017, p. 4). 

The deputy head of the Afar regional state peace and security bureau states that:  

During the imperial period, the state kept a low profile in the Afar and Issa/Somali 

intractable conflict, leaving them to manage their own affairs, and to settle disputes 

among themselves in customary manner; without resort to state police, judiciary, 

or even state law. It was only when conflicts spilled across international borders 

either in Djibouti or Eritrea, or had an impact outside the pastoralist domain, by 

threatening state security, or serving transport links that the state intervened. The 

usual form of intervention was to threaten, or indeed to use force and to attempt to 

disarm the belligerents.  
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But, according to an Afar intellectual from Semera University the persistent pressure exerted by 

the Issa/Somali to the Afar land and the deadly conflicts due to the resistance of the Afar forced 

the imperial government to intervene for conflict resolution. For that, a separate demarcation of 

pastureland and provision of water sources decision was made for each group and soldiers were 

assigned to follow up its enforcement on the ground and Erer River was the demarcation border. 

But as the below letter, labelled as ‘confidential’; stated the decision of making Erer River as a 

boundary line between the two groups was not respected by the Issa/Somali. The evidenced letter 

below states, the Issa/Somali crosses the river in search for grazing land for their animals and 

trigger cyclical violent conflict incidents between the two ethnic groups.  

 

Official Memory 7: Letter written during the Imperial regime that shows a conflict resolution 

attempt by the then government by setting a boundary line for both groups (Source: FDRE Ministry 

of Peace archive) 
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Due to the repetitive crossing of the Issa/Somali, the Afar elders many times appealed to Emperor 

Haile Selassie to restore the boundary on the Erer River and to reinstate army units in the area. 

Haile Selassie’s response was an attempt to restore the balance of force between the two sides, 

sending the Afar 100 rifles, 5,000 bullets, and 25,000 Birr that couldn’t still resolve the issue or 

keep the balance of power as the government thought (Mu’uz, 2017, p.5). 

The deputy head of the Afar regional state peace and security bureau also stated a series of 

conferences were held between officials and elders from both the Afar and the Issa/Somalis in 

search of a solution during the imperial period. The first conference was held in Jigjiga and the 

second one in Dire Dawa which indicates the historical, according to him, boundary of the Afar 

originally extended up to there and significantly pushed by the Issa/Somali. There was also another 

big conference in Addis Ababa. As a result of these conferences, resolutions were passed and 

promises were made to pay blood compensation and to return looted animals but not acted.  

Strengthening the above claim, Seyoum, et al., (1999, p.19) stated the attempt of the imperial 

regime to address the matter once and for all as: 

Though a lot of meetings were held between the Afar and Issa/Somali the largest 

meeting was held in Addis Ababa in 1965, and one of the decisions made there was 

to forbid clansmen to adorn themselves with the sexual organs of the enemies they 

had killed. Another meeting was held at Erer in November 1970, setting a new 

border on the Mero River, and both sides signed an agreement to respect it. The 

Issa/Somali Ugaz promised to have his people move back to their side, but they 

disregarded him. Violence continued, and military rule was imposed that same year, 

and the army garrisoned the towns of Gewane, Afdem, Erer and Mieso.  

Other conflict resolution attempt of the imperial regime, according to the assistant to the 

Issa/Somali Ugas and chief negotiator of the Issa/Somali, was making the customary leaders and 

selected elders meet to find solutions for the intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis. 

Due to this, an agreement was signed between Bietweded Sultan Alimirah Hanfare from Afar side 

and Dejazbmach Ugaz Hassien Hirsi from Issa/Somali side in the presence of twenty-six Afar and 

eleven Issa/Somali leaders. This agreement was supposed to be implemented from 1963 to 1968 

with arbitration of State Security Administration of the imperial regime. The study conducted by 
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Seyoum, et al., (1999, p. 21) on Afar and Issa/Somali conflict indicate that during the agreement 

it has been mentioned that Sultan Alimire of Afar voice out his fear by stating: 

 ...I have no power and moral to tell my people not defend themselves (let them to 

remain ideal and watch) when the Issa/Somali come to their doors to attack them 

and by no means I would not take measure or tell my people to refrain from 

defending any harassment by the Issa/Somalis. 

Whereas on his part Ugas Hassien Hirsi set the following precondition:  

 …with regards to the criminals who are not abide by rule as this is beyond my 

capacity apart from reporting to the concerned bodies controlling or managing the 

criminals cannot be done by my capacity. It is beyond my power or authority…  

In the agreement signed by the two customary leaders a punishment of Birr 50,000.00 was decided 

as fine if one of the parties breach the agreement but it remained as paper tiger without translation 

into practice (Seyoum, et al., 1999, p. 21). 

But after all this, as per an Afar intellectual from Semera university, the Issa/Somali began 

intruding deep in to Afar land specially in Gewane and the imperial government made effort of 

negotiating before using force. Finally, the imperial regime deployed soldiers and encamped the 

conflicting area and patrolled from Azezo to Dehabo up to Foho mountain and the border areas of 

Awash. However, bloody conflict between the two-group continued.  

• Conflict Resolution Attempts During the Derge Era 

The abolition of the feudal system from Ethiopia by the Derge undermined the Afar and Somali 

traditional system of government. That in return made the conflict more complicated since the 

customary institutions were disregarded by the government. Recognition and stipends were 

withdrawn from the chiefs, who were replaced by ‘representatives’, chosen from Afar and Somali 

who were deemed politically reliable according to the Afar intellectual from Semera university.  

The Dergue promised to bring all the Afar in Ethiopia into one administrative unit and to grant 

them autonomy. Based on the promise, a group of young educated Afar grouped into organization 
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called Afar National Liberation Movement (ANLM) joined the regime, and a number of them were 

appointed to administrative party office in the Afar region. The new political leadership in the Afar 

region, that didn’t include Assab, figured as an autonomous unit in the 1987 People’s Democratic 

Republic of Ethiopia (PDRE) constitution that was never implemented according to a key 

Informant Interview from the Ministry of Peace. 

Mu’uz stated the way the Derge tried to address the Afar and the Issa/Somali intractable conflict 

by:  

the Derge with the view of securing the rail and lifeline to Djibouti and Assab, 

respectively, forcefully imposed faring and disarming both groups from these vital 

infrastructures and the state farms and agricultural schemes introduced during the 

past regime and further expanded by it. Thus, the Derge left the Issa and the Afar 

to their violent discretion, as long as they would not be nuance to its security and 

military concerns. This is beside the many unsuccessful peacemaking efforts and 

unfulfilled promised. Nevertheless, none was of any genuine concern for 

envisioning lasting settlement in the benefit of the people than for short-sighted 

military-security considerations (2017: p.8). 

The above argument shows the Derge didn’t attempt to resolve the interactable conflict of the Afar 

and the Issa/Somalis but tried forcefully to secure access to the international trade routs of the 

country. It has been widely mentioned by different respondents during the focus group discussion 

and key informant interviews that the Derge government used force including war Helicopters to 

end the violent conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali. 

According to the previously mentioned key informant from the MoP the leadership change in Afar 

from the customary to ‘the revolutionary’ was not simply accepted in Afar. The Derge regime 

faced an Afar uprising, and fought a short-lived guerrilla campaign waged by the Afar Liberation 

Front (ALF) led by Sultan Ali Mirah’s family in the Lower Awash Valley. Afterwards, the regime 

regarded the Afar with suspicion as ‘counter-revolutionary’. Military posts were set up along the 

roads to Assab and Djibouti to protect traffic. The year 1977 marked the Somali invasion, after 

which the south-eastern portion of the country was placed under military rule. Large military 
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installation was set up along the eastern side of the Middle Valley, close but outside Somali 

inhabited territory according to the above-mentioned key informant.  

The Afar-Issa/Somali conflict barely slackened during this period. The government was repeatedly 

asked by the Afar to intervene, but in vain. Afar elders believe, in the Awash city focus group 

discussion, the military were bribed by the Issa/Somali to allow them to get a foothold in the 

Middle Valley and onto the road. Afar cadres complained about the negligence of the Derge regime 

in addressing the matter, and a board of inquiry organized by Derge and held hearings. In 1987, 

when the conflict threatened security on the road, the Derge set up a buffer zone some 25km wide 

on either side of the road, and forbid armed groups from entering it, for fear of being attacked by 

the army. This was the significant step taken by the Derge to stop the violent conflict. Its main 

objective was to free the international road for free movement, not actually to sustainably resolve 

the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict as per an Afar intellectual from Semera university.  

• EPRDF Led Government Attempt to Resolve the Conflict  

Beginning from the realization of Federal system structure, immediately following the demise of 

the Derge regime, different efforts have been made to give lasting solution to the Afar-Issa/Somali 

intractable conflict according to the former director general of the CEWRR directorate of 

MoFPDA.  

The EPRDF promoted a new political structure that granted the Afar and Somali the autonomy 

and the right to govern themselves in a federal structure within Ethiopia for the first time. As 

Markakis (2011, p.34) stated this action in itself put the traditional political order, which had never 

produced a unified Afar or Somali national leadership, in the shadows. Furthermore, the new 

political order requires the transfer of authority and loyalty from the clan system to the political 

party system, and the transfer of governing functions from chiefs to elected officials. These 

developments further weakened traditional authority and further complicated the intractable 

conflict of the Afar and Issa/Somali.   

Basically, the EPRDF led government policy for conflict management in inter-ethnic disputes 

arises out of the federal re-structuring and decentralization of the state. Having sidelined the 

traditional leadership, the federal government has to rely on the new political leadership that has 
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emerged under its wing. It assigned responsibility at first instance to the local political leadership 

and administrative authorities to resolve conflict in their jurisdiction. It encourages the rival groups 

to form joint committees, which are strengthened with the participation of military and security 

officials from region and federal forces as per the key informant interview with former Director 

General of Conflict Early Warning and Rapid Response Department Ministry of Federal and 

Pastoral Development Affairs, the now Ministry of Peace. Following this the emergency of 

regional police, regional special forces and militia gave power to the Afar and Somali regional 

states which in turn shifts the level of conflict from community to organized regional government 

actors. 

According to the above-mentioned key informant, as a matter of principle of the federal 

administration, the Afar and Issa/Somali regional states fall under pressure to resolve the conflict 

from two sides: the federal government and their own people. For that the primary responsibility 

to resolve the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict had fallen on the administration of the Afar and the Somali 

regional states. They have come under increasing pressure from the federal government to put a 

stop to the violence and reach an agreement to the issues that divided them. The main issue, of 

course, is the demarcation of the boundary between the two regions. But drawing definitive 

boundaries to the Afar and Somali has proved an exceedingly difficult task everywhere, and an 

impossible one in this case. 

Explaining the difficulty, Afar regional state peace and security bureau conflict resolution and 

CEWRR directorate director stated, the Afar demanded the eviction of the Issa/Somali from “their 

land” and the marking of the boundary between the two regions. For the implementation of this 

demand, they base their case on history and claim land in Shinellie Zone of Somali regional state 

that now hosts quite a few Afars, and most significantly the three towns: Gedamaytu, Undofo and 

Adayitu. The Issa/Somali counter with a demand for a referendum, in the obvious expectation that 

the three hamlets, Gedamaytu, Adaitu and Undofo, would become part of their region. They moved 

to pre-empt the issue by claiming administrative control of these settlements by integrating them 

into districts of the Shinellie Zone, specifically Adayitu and Undofo to be included under Afdem 

Woreda, and Gedamaytu under Mieso Woreda as per a key informant interview with the Somali 

regional state boundary affairs office head, although they located well within zone three of Afar 

region. 



163 
 

Due to the irreconcilable demand of the two administrations, which is also a main characteristic of 

an intractable conflict, on Gedamaytu, Undofo and Adayitu, these places have been in a state of 

administrative limbo without either municipal structures and taxation for long years as per key 

informant interview with MoP CEWRR directorate director and focal person of the ministry to the 

Afar regional state. The federal government also leave it as it is, mostly claiming it will not 

interfere in regional matters, from many years though the conflict claimed many lives for both 

sides according to the head of the Gedamaytu kebele in a key informant interview.  

As discussed in the previous chapters the, Ethiopia-Eritrea war, during the EPRDF era, gave 

another shape to the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict and makes the matter more complicated 

to be resolved. The closure of the road to Assab from Addis Ababa in 1998 turned the road and 

railway to Djibouti into lifelines for Ethiopia since the road become the only route to access 

international ground connection, and it was then that the federal government paid attention to the 

problem again. It held consultations with the political leadership of the Afar and Somali regions 

in an effort to contain the problem and keep the road to Djibouti open. It appealed to both sides to 

refrain from hostilities, promising a resolution of the issues after the end of the war. Conferences 

were held, committees representing both sides were set, and agreement was reached to maintain 

the status quo until the end of the war. When the war ended, the federal government couldn’t 

respond as it promised and did take no action until serious bloodshed that led to a closure of the 

road to Djibouti occurred in 2002 according to CEWRR directorate director of MoP and a focal 

person of the ministry to the Afar regional state.   

A huge outbreak of violence in February-March 2002 initiated again consecutive meetings and 

consultations among the two regions and the federal government. The meetings were held in 

Awash and Dire Dawa under the chairmanship of the Ministry of Peace, the then Ministry of 

Federal Affairs, and in Addis Ababa under the Prime Minster office. Afar and Somali regional 

states administrators and elders, military and security officials, as well as central government 

representatives attended those meetings. These meetings were inconclusive. The rival parties 

restated their claims, and federal appeals for restraint were repeated. The Federal Government 

faced the dilemma of having to choose between the contrary solutions demanded by the rival 

parties as per the above key informant.   
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In those consecutive meetings, the solutions proposed to address the intractable conflict of the Afar 

and the Issa/Somali by the two regional states were irreconcilable. Basing their case on history, 

the Afar demanded the return of lost territory, and a final demarcation of the boundary with the 

Somali regional state. They accented an urgent need to draw a line which the Issa/Somali would 

not cross. “When two people fight, first they have to be separated before they reconcile” is how 

one Afar politician make the case for demarcations as per the Afar Regional State Federalism 

Administration Directorate Director. Moreover, the Afar requested the Federal Government to 

draw the boundary and take the responsibility of enforcing the protection of it.  

According to the above-mentioned key informant, the Somali rejected this and demanded pointing 

to the obvious flaw in the appeal to history: “if history applied for the boundary demarcation, most 

groups in Ethiopia would have to leave the territory they now occupy.” For that they claim their 

demand basing political practice, referendum to decide the status of the contested areas, including 

the three towns on the road to Djibouti: Gedamaitu, Adayitu and Undofo as per the former Somali 

Regional State Boundary Affairs Head. The Afar argued the referendum applies only in peripheral 

and border areas with a mixed population. The contested areas are in the middle of the Afar 

Regional State they don’t share boundary, at least all of them, with the Somali Regional State, and 

these places currently occupied by only Issa/Somali inhabitants since the conflict forced the Afar 

to leave the place, in which case there will be no Afar participation in a referendum according to 

the Afar regional state federalism administration directorate director. 

The former Director General of Conflict Early Warning and Rapid Response Department Ministry 

of Federal and Pastoral Development Affairs, the now Ministry of Peace remembers:  

Since agreement couldn’t be reached due to the sharply divided and starkly 

contradictory demands of the Afar and Somali regional states, replica committees, 

composed of Afar and Issa/Somali, federal security and military personnel were set 

up to administrator hamlets of Gedamaytu, Undofo and Adayitu. Courts were set 

to administer justice, and police were hired to assist them. The committees were 

also tasked with bringing criminals involved in mass attacks and looting to justice 

and arranging for compensation and return of looted livestock. It was agreed that 

both Afar and Issa/Somali should have open access to the Alighedi plain, a 
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contested plain not accessible by both due to violence, until the regional border is 

to be finally drawn. The committee met a number of times in the following two 

years and arranged for the return of looted animals and the arrest of some culprits. 

But each side continued to accuse the other for not fulfilling its obligations, and the 

court in Gedamaytu never functioned.  

The above-mentioned respondent summarized the results of the consecutive meetings of the 

EPRDF led government, the Afar and Somali regional states to address the Afar and Issa/Somali 

intractable conflict in the below three major points.   

According to him, the first point of agreement was “No construction to be made in the contested 

areas of Gedamaytu, Adayitu and Undofo.” In this regard both the Afar and Somali regional states 

agreed not to do any new construction in the above-mentioned contested areas. But the agreement 

was breached many times. There were new constructions conducted by breaching the agreement. 

Apart from the three towns, on the way from Undofo to Adayitu at 18 km on the Asphalt side, the 

village known as Ambule was established by Issa/Somali. This village has been constructed by 

Issa/Somali three times after it was demolished by the federal government but again with the 

construction of dwelling houses for the fourth time and began to serve as residence for the people.  

 

Figure 2: Demolished village Ambule , only a mosque left from the entire village (Source: FDRE 

Ministry of Peace archive). 
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As it is seen from the photographs except the Mosque the village was fully demolished by the 

Federal police and has been inspected for years so that construction would not be made again in 

the town.  

The second point of agreement of the federal and the two regional governments, as per the above-

mentioned key informant, were to bridge community level interaction by facilitating community 

level dialogue. The consecutive high-level meetings in which the concerned bodies of the two 

regions and the Ministry of Federal Affairs and local elders was organized at different levels for 

many years to create a good people-to-people relationship to reduce the violence. As per the above-

mentioned informant, the attempt to straightening people-to-people relationship and supporting 

this relationship to address the conflict was not effective. This is due to long years of tension and 

sense of enmity and the collective memories and collective emotional orientation of fear, 

hopelessness of violence which is a typical character of an intractable conflict.  

Controlling illegal trade was the third point of agreement as per the above-mentioned key 

informant. Illegal trade on Addis Ababa –Djibouti route is widely practised especially in areas like 

Gedamaytu, Undofo and Adayitu. Though efforts were made to reduce the illegal trade in these 

areas after agreements of consecutive meetings, the efforts hardly bear fruits since actors in the 

contraband trade are not the exclusively Afar and the Issa/Somalis. 

The only effective concrete outcome of the consecutive meetings of the two regions and the federal 

government was the relative calm and better security on the road of Addis Ababa to Djibouti that 

was also the federal government’s main concern. The road was blocked for armed persons to come 

near or to cross. If challenged, they must lay down their arms. If they refused, they would be shot. 

The army was ordered to enforce this measure as per the former director of CEWRR directorate at 

MoFPDA. 

• The 2014 Peace Agreement  

From all the efforts of the EPRDF led government and the two regional states; the 2014 peace 

agreement is comprehensive and brought relative peace. The agreement mainly recognized a 

‘special kebele status’ for these areas in Afar region predominantly inhabited by the Issa/Somalis. 

The agreement signed by the Minister of the Ministry of Federal and Pastoral Development 



167 
 

Affairs, the then regional presidents of Afar and Somali regional states. The main points of the 

agreement were:  

As a general agreement Gedamaytu with its sub-kebeles, Kelaole, Medane and 

Beridia, was meant to be included under Amibara Woreda; Undofo with its sub-

kebeles, Bedewyni, Ydidi and Delenele to be included under the administration of 

Gewane Woreda and Adayitu with its sub-kebeles of Trena, Mesleu, Alale and 

Adyle to be administered under Mele Woreda of Afar regional state but all to be 

treated as special kebele’s.16 In addition, the boundaries of these special Kebeles 

are set to be as: Gedamaytu special kebele is under Amibar Woreda of the Afar 

Regional State and doesn’t share boundary with Somali Regional State. The special 

Kebele shares boundary with Oromia Regional state, Meiso Woreda and the 

demarcation point is Asebot mountain. Undofo special kebele with its sub-kebeles 

was included under Gewane Woreda of the Afar regional state and sharing 

boundary with Afdem Woreda of Somali regional state. Adayitu special kebele 

share boundary with Afdem Woreda of Somali regional state and their demarcation 

point is Chesama and Afdem mountains17.  

As the previous agreements, this agreement doesn’t end the intractable conflict of the Afar and the 

Issa/Somalis. A serious opposition came from both conflicting parties mentioning the agreement 

doesn’t fulfill their demands.  

The Afars, especially the Afar Diaspora, in its urgent Extraordinary Meeting called to discuss the 

implications of the above-mentioned peace agreement of the Afar and Somali regional states at 

Awash City of the Afar region legalizing the creation of three Special Self-Ruling Sub-Districts or 

Wards Status of Somali-Issa occupied Afar territories. Afar Diaspora Network (ADN) representing 

                                                           
16  Afar Regional State shall implement a self-administration basic principle to these special 

Kebeles and must ensure the rights of the Issa/Somalis granted by the Ethiopia Constitution living 

in these special kebeles.  

17  Ministry of Federal and Pastoral Development Affairs, Afar and Somali regional states 

agreement signed in 2014 in Awash city.  
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all Afar Diaspora Organizations around the world condemns and rejects the agreement signed 

between the Afar and Somali Regions indorsed by the Ethiopian Federal Government which 

legalizes the occupation of three Afar territories namely, Adayitu, Undofo and Gedamaytu. The 

Issa/Somalis also rejected the inclusion of Gedamaytu, Undofo and Adaitu in Afar regional states 

administration though they get special kebele status to administer themselves as per former the 

former director of CEWRR directorate at MoFPDA. 
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Official Memory 8: Main agreement points of the 2014 peace agreement of the Afar and 

Somali regional states and the signatories (Source: FDRE Ministry of Peace archive). 

As expected, the agreement didn’t bring peace for the two communities. Violent incidents 

happened after the agreement also and claimed the lives of many people.  
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• Conflict resolution attempts during the PM Abiy administration (2018 up to Mid 

2021) 

The 2018 political change in Ethiopia has not brought an end to the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable 

conflict. As stated in the previous chapter the new Somali regional state administration declared it 

“unilaterally withdraw from the 2014 Agreement” that gave a special kebele status to Gedamaytu, 

Adaitu and Undofo and declared that these special kebeles should be administered by Somali 

regional state. This aggravated the violent conflict and the federal government, led by the Prime 

Minster was engaged to address the matter again. The matter was handed over by the Prime 

Minister to the Ministry of Peace and to regional governments of Afar and Somali who held 

consecutive meetings between the two regional leaders and prominent members of the 

communities. However, these consultative meetings did not in any way resolve the intractable 

conflict of the two groups as per the Afar Regional State Peace and Security Bureau Conflict 

Resolution and Management Directorate Director. 

The Somali regional state cabinet in its official statement explained the reason of its unliteral 

withdrawal of the 2014 peace agreement by stating: 

It has become important that the Somali Regional Government Cabinet evaluates the socio-

economic as well as the security conditions of the people living in Afdem, Gablalu and Ma’eyso 

Woredas in addition to appraising the implementation, or the lack there of, of the binding 

agreement between the two regions. After a long discussion, the SRS cabinet has unanimously 

adopted the following resolutions: 

• The Somali Regional State (SRS) is fully committed to the principle of constitutionalism 

and the supremacy of the rule of law. At the same time, the SRS is against everything that 

is a danger to the constitutional order. In that regard, the regional cabinet has unanimously 

agreed that the illegal agreement that has transferred the three towns of Garba-Issa, Undufo 

and Adayitu to the Afar Regional State is an agreement that has no base under the federal 

constitution while at the same time lacking the will of the same people impacted by the 

decisions under consideration coupled with a dangerous set of coercion tactics and bad 

faith as engineered by contrabandists under the cover of Afar Regional state. 
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• The Afar Regional Government has utterly failed to secure the rights of the Somalis in the 

areas that that were illegally transferred to its administration, especially the lack of 

implementation on their side of the bargain under the said agreement as well as their failure 

to ensure the safety and the well-being of the people under it is rule. 

• Effective from today, 25/08/2011 E.C, the Somali Regional Government withdraws from 

the agreement signed between the two regions’ former administrations regarding the illegal 

transfer of the said towns that didn’t have any constitutional bases to it in the first place. 

• With the help of the federal security organs, the SRS has the obligation to protect the safety 

and security of its people living in the said towns of Garba-Issa, Undofo, and Adaitu. In a 

similar fashion, the SRS cabinet has determined to ensure that the people living in the said 

areas get access to basic services. 

• In collaboration with the federal government and relevant aid agencies, the regional 

government should arrange for urgent humanitarian assistance to the people living in the 

said three towns and their surroundings. 

• The Afar Regional Government should immediately release and transfer the Save the 

Children humanitarian staff as well as members of the youth, women and elders in the area 

that are illegally under their custody. 

• In collaboration with federal justice administration organs, it is paramount that individuals 

implicated in the killings, injury, looting and the displacements perpetuated on the Somali 

people living in those areas are brought to justice. 

• That the Somali security forces should bolster the security and the stability of border areas 

without crossing the Somali Administrative border by protecting our people from any type 

of aggression now and in to the future.  

The new political structure of the ruling party in Ethiopia, Prosperity Party, that put the regional 

governments of the Afar and the Somali in one table, as a member of it, doesn’t reduce the sharp 

difference the ruling party leaders of these regional states have in terms of the Afar-Issa/Somali 

intractable conflict.  



172 
 

At this time the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict continues with full extent and according 

to the Adayitu kebele administrator, currently resides in Kombolcha due to the conflict, the special 

kebele is completely destroyed by the Afar regional state special force and the Issa/Somali 

residents of Adayitu left the kebele.  

7.3.2. The Attempt by the Government of Djibouti to Resolve the Afar-Issa/Somali 

Intractable conflict 

In the post-colonial Djibouti, conflicts are highly inter-linked with government policies. The major 

cause of Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is related with power sharing and different attempts at different 

times were made for a resolution. The question was and is how to reconcile the factional politics 

with an emerging state and promote democracy in the country (Abdallah, 2008, p.273). Some of 

them are stated below. 

• The Unwritten Power Sharing Agreement between the Afar and Issa in Djibouti 

Unwritten power sharing agreement worked out prior to independence in Djibouti. In this 

unwritten power share agreement, the office of the president occupied by and Issa/Somali and 

office of the prime minister in the government given to Afar (Schreader 1993, p. 208).   

Under power-sharing agreement worked out prior to independence, the sixty-five-

seat National Assembly was divided along ethnic lines. Whereas Issas and other 

Somali origin (Gadaboursis and Isaaks) were guaranteed a plurality of thirty-three 

seats, the Afars were apportioned the slightly smaller number of thirty seats. The 

Arab portion of the population was guaranteed two seats (Schreader 1993, p.208).  

A key Informant Interview, the Republic of Djibouti Ombudsman, stated although the Afar and 

Issa/Somalis have coexisted without major conflicts, tensions between them have always been 

subtle. In the selection of the cabinet, efforts have been made to maintain a careful balance between 

the two communities, and there is a tacit understanding that as the president is an Issa, the Prime 

Minister should be an Afar. 
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• Establishment of Multi-Party-Political System in Djibouti 

Another conflict resolution attempt in Djibouti to address the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is a move 

designed to unify the opposition in its quest for multiparty political system, the merged both the 

Issa-based MNDID and the Afar-based FDLD political parties formed a joint organization known 

as the Union des Mouvements Democratiques (UMD) (Schreader, 1993, p. 210).   

7.4. Non-Governmental Organizations Attempt of Conflict Resolution of the 

Afar and Issa/Somali 

Many civil society organizations and other non-governmental actors tried to address the conflict 

though their attempt couldn’t exceed from bringing temporary solutions to the problem. Next is 

the short summary of the attempts made by different non-governmental actors. 

• Pact Ethiopia and the Peace and Development Center 

From 2014- 2020, under the Straightening Institutions for Peace and Development Program, Pact 

Ethiopia and the Peace and Development Center tried to address the conflict through different 

mechanisms. The Program Manager of the project from Peace and Development Center stated the 

attempts as: 

The program attempted to address the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict in the three 

woredas; Amibara, Gewane and Mille, of the Afar regional state through creating 

proper linkage between the Afar led Woredas administrations and the Issa/Somali 

led special kebeles of Gedamaitu, Adaitu and Undofo administration since it was 

not functioning properly due to the conflict. In addition, the program through 

strengthening peacebuilding stockholders at regional, woreda and kebele levels 

such as community-based organizations, religious institutions and other community 

structures, by establishing and/or revitalising the peace committees, conducting 

continuous dialogue among the Afar and Issa/Somali communities on issues like 

on natural resource management and usage,  on values of peaceful co-existence, 

improvement of good governance like on accessibility and quality of basic services 

and minimization of robbery of animals tried to reduce the violence. 
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The intervention couldn’t bring any significant peace since it was difficult to get a genuine 

engagement from both regional states’ political leaders. Some efforts that brought results like the 

establishment of joint peace committees from the Afars and Issa/Somalis couldn’t bring significant 

results because the question raised from the groups was beyond the mandate of the project which 

is demanding referendum from the Issa/Somalis side and demarcation of boundary considering 

historical possession from the Afar side according to the above-mentioned key informant. 

7.5. The Afar and Issa/Somali Diaspora Contributing for Peace 

The diaspora of the Afar and Issa/Somali are not only conflict makers. They are also engaging in 

peacemaking, according to and Issa/Somalis diaspora in a key informant interview he stated: 

The Afar and Issa/Somali peace-loving diasporas are working to held the people of 

the Afar and Issa/Somali to live in peace and harmony. Currently we developed a 

proposal that aim to open a boarding school in Adayitu, Undofo and Gedamaytu to 

help the children of the Afar and the Issa/Somali go to same school and learn love 

from one another. This boarding school will receive children of the Afar and 

children of the Issa/Somali and to be jointly administered by professionals of the 

Afar and Issa/Somali. 

As a constructivist approach, changing the conflict ethos to peace ethos, is the best approach for 

an intractable conflict resolution, the proposal of the Afar and the Issa/Somali diaspora is the right 

approach to address their conflicts. The boarding school that will host the children of the Afar and 

the Issa/Somali and with the proper guide of their well-trained teachers will definitely change the 

conflict ethos to peace ethos and can put a base for resolving their intractable conflict that they 

inherited from their fathers and grandfathers.  

7.6. Constructivist Approach for Afar – Issa/Somali Intractable Conflict 

Resolution 

Despite all the forces perpetuating intractable conflicts, they do eventually become tractable, 

sometimes even resolved or transformed. The Afar and Issa/Somali conflict is not an exception. It 

can be changed to tractable then resolved and transformed if the right approach is followed by 
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those engaged in its conflict resolution. As stated in the previous chapters of the research paper, 

seemingly endless, hopeless intractable conflicts are resolved. The Cold War is one example; 

South African Apartheid is another. The Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict can be also 

resolved.  

Applying the constructivist approach for intractable conflict resolution, the Afar and the 

Issa/Somali intractable conflict can be also resolved. An important step for this is replacing conflict 

ethos with peace ethos. As stated in chapter five, the Afar and the Issa/Somalis developed a social 

belief that are playing significant role to cope up with the conflict both individually and socially. 

Replacing the social beliefs, i.e. conflict ethos from both sides, to peace ethos will change the 

conflict from intractable to tractable and can make it ready for negotiation. This is possible through 

a process of reconciliation in which an ethos of conflict converted to an ethos of peace in a political, 

social, cultural and educational process involving all the social institutions and channels of 

communication.  

Constructivist approach suggests change of societal beliefs is an important step for intractable 

conflict resolution (Bar-Tal, 2000, p.361), From the social beliefs, of the Afar and the Issa/Somali 

stated in chapter five, the following created difficulty in making reconciliation: the justness of 

one's own goals, delegitimizing the opponent, and positive self-image. The Afars and the 

Issa/Somalis, as stated in chapter five, construct various justifications and rationales, myths, 

symbols, and rituals which are conflictual. Their conflict resolution process requires changes in 

both the Afar and the Issa/Somalis belief about its own goals in order to remove the cognitive 

foundations of the conflict.  

Another determinative condition for intractable conflict resolution, according to the constructivist 

approach of an intractable conflict resolution, is change of stereotypes about the adversary group. 

After years of delegitimization, the members of the other group require legitimization.  The Afar 

and the Issa/Somalis must change of beliefs one has for the other which in turn leads to a balanced 

stereotyping.  One of the important things both the Afar and the Issa/Somali should accept is 

forgiveness for the harm done by their members during their intractable conflict. This significantly 

increase trust on for the other, consideration of the other group's needs, and make it more likely 

that group could be perceived as a potential partner or even an ally.  
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The Afar and the Issa/Somali, to resolve their intractable conflict, they have to also do 

reconstruction of the past according to the constructivist theory.  Reconstruction of past is an 

important part in intractable conflict resolution, because the collective memory of the past of both 

the Afars and the Issa/Somalis underlines much of the animosity, hatred, and mistrust between 

them. As Bar-Tal argued the collective memory of each party views the past selectively in a one 

side manner, focusing mostly on the misdeeds of the other groups and its responsibility for the 

conflict, and on the glorification and victimhood of the ingroup. The new belief formed in the 

reconciliation process should present the past in a balanced way and in a more objective manner. 

This process requires a critical examination of the history of the ingroup relations, especially the 

history of the intractable conflict- a new look at the actions of one’s own group and those of the 

other group (2000, p.365). 

In their attempt to resolve their intractable conflict, the Afars and the Issa/Somalis should not 

change all their social beliefs. Their social belief, as stated in chapter five, concerning patriotism, 

unity, security and positive self-image is important to hold and also help the intractable conflict 

resolution, as per the constructivist approach.  

The conflict resolution attempts of governments, both in Ethiopia and Djibouti, and non-

governmental organizations failed due to the strategies they used to address it. All of them 

approached the intractable conflict from the lens of “containing it” which probably gave temporary 

solution but not addressed in. The conflict resolution attempts by the Ethiopian government failed 

because it has principally been approached through a national security prism with a focus on 

protecting the country’s access to the sea; the trade route that trespasses Afar and Issa territories. 

It has rarely, if at all, sought to resolve the Afar and Issa conflict based on a human security 

consideration with a view of transforming the conflict such as through a natural resource 

management mechanism that fosters equity and mutual benefit. 

A constructivist approach, as per discussed in detail previously, should be applied to transform the 

century long intractable conflict of the Afars and the Issa/Somalis. For a constructive conflict 

transformation engagement actor should do: 

First promote “mindfulness” - more open mindedness and the abandonment of crude stereotypes 

the Afars have for the Issa/Somalis and vice-versa, avoiding simplifications in perception and 



177 
 

judgement of each other. This has been thought to lead to a likely “decoupling” of antagonistic 

identities, of the negative interdependence (mutual dis-identification) of the Afars and the 

Issa/Somalis. Second is the promotion of “positive in-group uniqueness” (a strong, clear, and 

accepted status), this being thought likely to maintain a secure identity the Afars have for the 

Issa/Somalis and vice-versa. Third, the promotion of simultaneous intergroup differentiation and 

unity, thought to lead to a strong “dual identity”. That means the promotion of an identity the Afars 

and the Issa/Somalis shared with each other, in addition to one’s own group identity (which is 

conserved, but probably seen by members as complex, and perhaps in flux) like both of them 

follows Islam as a religion and to be governed by their common identity and finally the promotion 

of group sharing of goals and (integrative) activities, thought to lead to further, stronger, intergroup 

tolerance and harmony. 

Strongly working on the above stated engagements will lead to developing readiness, from both 

the Afars and the Issa/Somalis, for dialogue, negotiation and “normal” everyday interaction. This 

moderates the success of promoting mindfulness that in turn will help to lessen polarization and 

mutual disidentification and assures in moderating the success of the promotion of positive in-

group status. Providing in-group security of identity and status is also important in moderating the 

effect of promoting both group separateness and unity. Finally, achieving a strong joint or dual 

identity is possible which moderates the effect of the promotion of shared goals and activities 

between the Afar and the Issa/Somalis.  

The above tasks can be done through inter-government platform between the Afar and Somali 

regional states like through establishment of inter-government institutions that constantly follow 

the implementations of those constructivist strategy, listed above, and monitor and evaluate its 

impact. This inter-government platform can also be set among the central governments of Ethiopia 

and Djibouti to resolve the century long intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali that 

also significantly influence the peace of the Horn of Africa region at large.  

Conclusion  

As a typical characteristic of an intractable conflict; the Afar and the Issa/Somali conflict also 

couldn’t be resolved by the actors like customary institutions, governments and non-government 

actors tried their best.  
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The customary institutions from both sides and also the Ethiopian Elders Council attempts failed. 

The imperial government, Dergue, EPRDF and the recent reform government attempts also didn’t 

work. The non-governmental organizations attempt failed many times since all their attempts were 

business as usual.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, a constructive approach to the resolution of intractable 

conflicts, such as the Afar and the Issa/Somali, must be the approach to find sustainable solutions 

for the conflict.  

By constructivist approach, the researcher means, the conflict ethos must be replaced by the peace 

ethos. The collective popular and official conflict memories must be slowly but surely replaced by 

popular and official memories of peace; the collective emotional orientation of fear and 

hopelessness must be replaced by collective emotional orientation of love and hope. For that, 

actors who are trying to resolve the intractable conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somali must design 

interventions that can replace the ethos of conflict to the ethos of peace through a long-time 

engagement.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT  

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION  

8.1. Introduction  

This study attempted to analyze and describe the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict from an intractable 

lens. In terms of scop the study covers the regional aspect of the Afar-Issa/Somlai conflict which 

involves the four countries in the Horn of Africa: Ethiopia, Djibouti, Eritrea and 

Somalia/Somaliland.  

Taking into account the longevity and complexity of the conflict and drawing on the Daniel Bar-

Tal’s socio-psychological analytical framework for the study of intractable conflicts, the study also 

tried to analyze the cause, actors and events of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict as a type of intractable 

conflict which makes this study the first in its type. It also, in detail, described the social belief of 

the conflict. In addition, the research paper analyzed of the Horn of Africa, the global actors and 

its relationship with the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict. It also analyzed and described the 

involvement of the Afar and Issa/Somali diaspora in the conflict and the conflict resolution 

attempts of the customary institutions, local and national governments and the international and 

national non-governmental organizations.  

In its analysis and description, the study took into account the longevity and complexity of the 

conflict and tried to draw the collective memory, conflict ethos and collective emotional 

orientation of the Afar and Issa/Somali people. For that the chapter summarizes the main findings 

of the conflict by comparing with the basic questions raised in the first chapter. It also gives 

conclusions for the main finds and suggestions for future research.  

8.2. Summary of Major Findings of the Study  

As stated in the research findings, geographically the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict covers most of the 

south-eastern portion of the Rift Valley region and parts of the Horn specially Ethiopia and 

Djibouti. The main geographic scope, as per identified in the study, of the conflict forms a triangle, 

with the Awash River on the west, the Red Sea on the east, and the northern escarpment of the 

southern plateau on the south. The two main permanent sources of water lay on opposite sides of 



180 
 

the triangle: Awash and Erer Rivers. Awash River which is on the west side of the conflicting area. 

The south of the conflicting area is the drainage system of the southern plateau with several 

seasonal rivers and many streams. The most important of these is the Erer river that flows 

northwards, west of the railway line of Addis Ababa-Djibouti, in the middle of the contested 

region. The two conflicting ethnic groups live in a different set up in Ethiopia while in Djibouti 

the two groups live in close proximity for centuries even though they have concentrated camps.  

Historically the Afar-Issa/Somali intractable conflict in Ethiopia is not a recent phenomenon it 

stayed there for more than a century. Historical sources, as per the findings of the study, indicate 

that the origin of the conflict goes back to the reign of Menelik II and intensified during Haile 

Selassie I, and Dergue regime and continues up to now. Even at the finalizing stage of this study 

the conflict is calming a lot of human life and damaging property.  

In terms of the cause of the conflict, the findings of the study asserted that the causes of the Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict are many. The major ones, as per the field assessment and desk review, are 

contested territories and the fluid nature in demarcation of regional boundaries in Ethiopia. 

According to Afar informants, the main reason of the conflict with the Issa/Somali is the 

Issa/Somali’s expansion and occupation of their land. Different informants interviewed at different 

occasions stated that they were displaced forcefully from their ancient land such as Erer, Mieso, 

Afedom and Dire Dawa areas. According to Afar informants, a land extending up to 300 

Kilometres radius of their current location has been taken forcefully by the Issa/Somali. 

The other cause of the Afar and Issa/Somali conflict identified by the study is over controlling of 

strategically significant areas of in the international trade rout. Controlling strategic areas in the 

highway that links Ethiopia with Djibouti, which is the main gateway to Ethiopia’s imports and 

exports, is considered as another cause of conflict between the two groups. According to 

Issa/Somali elders, the areas now in conflict between Afar and Issa/Somali, had long been the 

homes of the two ethnic groups but respondents of the Afar stated the places belongs to the Afar 

community. This being the case, however, there is no clear reason for how the Afar pushed out 

from these strategic areas: Adayitu, Undofo and Gedamaytu.  
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Competition over scarce resources, grazing lands and water points, is mentioned many times 

during the focus group discussion with elders of both Afar and Issa as being one of the causes of 

their conflict.  

In addition, cultural value serves as underlying cause of conflict between the Afar and Issa/Somali. 

There is cultural value that appreciates killing each other. For instance, if an Issa/Somali killed 

Afar and the vice versa the killer is considered as a hero and respected in the respective 

communities. The youth of both groups motivated to engage in the conflict by this cultural value 

that gives high respect for the killers of the ‘enemy 

In Djibouti the main causes of the conflict are a bit different from Ethiopia though it is highly 

related and fluid. One cause of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict identified by this study is unequal 

distribution of power among the Afar and the Issa/Somali in the government structure of the 

Republic of Djibouti. Traditionally the political system in Djibouti has been one of the ‘ethnic 

representation” where ethnic grouping forms the legal basis for parliamentary representation. This 

ethnic representation and the principle of majority and minority rule have had less significance. 

What matters has been rather which ethnic group is ruling. The Afar position in the government 

of Djibouti declined with independence, while the Issa/Somali group became powerful. For 

instance, the office of the president has been made more powerful, leading to an unequal 

distribution of power between the Issa/Somali President and the Afar Prime Minster.  

The unequal distribution of power in the Republic of Djibouti government structure led the Afar 

to start an armed movement. Despite a stipulated ethnic balance in the sharing of power and 

resources, the urban Afar were increasingly marginalized and hence remained resentful. In 1991, 

they formed an armed movement, the Front pour La Restauraiton de I’Unite et de la Democratie 

(FRUD), which gained control of most of the northern region of Djibouti, and waged a violent 

conflict that continued until late 1993.  

 

As different literatures reviewed indicated and the primary informants stated the biased power 

sharing is also reflected the development of the bases of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis in Djibouti. 

The gap between the rural Afar areas, where the Afar majority lives, and the capital city, where 

the Issa-centred government has its stronghold, has been widening since independence. At times 
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projects planned to benefit Afar areas were arbitrarily diverted to Issa/Somali area, which has 

further contributed to the marginalization of the Afar. This ethnic-centred politics triggered 

popular uprisings and provided a solid ground for a strong Afar opposition since 1990s.  

 

In terms of the epicentre locations of the Afar and Issa/Somali conflict the study identified that in 

Ethiopia it covers eleven woredas in Afar regional state and two woredas in Somali Regional State. 

Afar woredas experiencing the recurrent conflict are Amibara, Bure Mudayitu, Mille, Gewane, 

Gelaalo, Adear, Dalifaghe, Bedeway to mention some of them and Somali woredas are Afdom and 

Miesso of Shinille zone.  

 

The study also identified the regional dynamics and its relation with the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict 

and summarized as follows:  

 

The Ethiopia-Somalia war, as referred in the finding of the study, is a major regional factor that 

deteriorated the relationship between the Afar and Issa/Somalis in Djibouti and Ethiopia. The 

Issa/Somali of Djibouti and Ethiopia have not attempted to hide their support for the then Somalia 

intention for forming a “Greater Somalia” by annexing Djibouti, which is the land of the Afar also, 

as a whole and the Ogaden part of Ethiopia. The Afar felt a growing threat from the Issa/Somalis 

both in Ethiopia and Djibouti due to this reason and supported Ethiopia.  

 

The other regional dynamics that contributed, as per the result of the finding of the study indicated, 

to the conflict of the Afar and Issa/Somali is the Ethiopian-Eritrean war (1998-2001) which was 

fought partly in northern Afar and caused havoc among the population, who had abandoned their 

land and move south with their animals, increasing the burden on already congested and desiccated 

pasturelands. The subsequent abandonment of Assab as the main port for Ethiopian trade affected 

the Afar adversely, if only because the road to the port crosses their territory. Ethiopia’s trade 

shifted to Djibouti and the road to that port also crosses Afar territory. 

 

The overall circumstance of Afar-Issa/Somali conflict and especially the position of the Afar were 

further complicated by the outbreak of Eritrea–Ethiopia border conflict and Ethiopia’s subsequent 

dependence on Djibouti for access to the sea (Mu’uz 2017:10). The heightened importance of the 
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road link to Djibouti that crosses the Awash valley, and the closure of Assab, both as a result of 

Ethiopia-Eritrea war, complicated the conflict between the two groups further.   

The third and comparatively the recent regional that has significant contribution to the Afar and 

Issa/Somali conflict, as per the finding of the study, is the 2008fighting of the military forces of 

Djibouti and Eritrea. Eritrea seize geo-strategic locations in northern Djibouti, including the 

Doumeira (Gabla Mountain) on the mainland and the islands of Doumeira and Kallida. The 

situation has been exacerbated by the claim that Eritrea is recruiting, training and arming 

unemployed Afar youths and sending them into Djibouti to plant mines and launch attacks against 

the Djiboutian National Army. Due to this, the Republic of Djibouti government was worried that 

a potential Afar insurgency in the north could quickly spread to the south, especially in view of 

the fact that the Djiboutian National Army is weak and the population in Djibouti City is facing 

deteriorating economic conditions due to high unemployment and inflation (Frank, 2015, p.132). 

Political pressure groups of the Afar get military ground and training in Eritrea. Those who get 

ground training give military assistance for Afars against the Issa/Somali led government in 

Djibouti.   

Another significant regional factor that contributed and is contributing to the Afar and the 

Issa/Somali conflict in the Horn is the Afar popular resistance against the dismemberment of the 

Assab region with Eritrea, the rise of an all-Afar war led by FRUED against the Issa/Somali 

dominated government in Djibouti and the continued presence of unrepentant armed Afar 

nationalist movements against all Afar-Horn states (Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Djibouti) for the 

realization of the so-called Siddoccaho (the Unified Afar Triangle) aspiration. This aspiration, as 

pe the finding of the study, highly supported by the Afar diaspora living in Europe, United States 

of America and Australia. 

8.3. Conclusion from the Major Finding of the Study  

The Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is analyzed in this study using Daniel Bar Tal’s theory of intractable 

conflicts and specially using socio-psychological foundation of interactable conflict model. The 

study hypothesized that the century long Afar-Issa/Somali conflict fulfills the characteristics of an 

intractable conflict. It is protracted, irresolvable, violent, demands for high investment for military 

to win, is total, central, and viewed as a zero-sum contest (Bar-Tal, 2013: 37-52).  Mainstreaming 
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the above stated characteristics of intractable conflict, the study concluded that the Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict is an intractable conflict. Below is the conclusive summary: 

The descriptive characteristics of intractable conflicts are based on Kriesberg’s (1998) work who 

described four necessary features of such conflicts: they are protracted (they persist for a long time, 

at least a generation), violent (involving violence), perceived as irresolvable (people involved in 

an intractable conflict do not believe that the conflicts can be resolved peacefully), demanding 

extensive investment (military, technological, economic, and psychological). Bar-Tal (2007) adds 

three more features: intractable conflicts are also total (perceived as being about essential and basic 

goals, needs, and/or values), perceived as zero sum in nature (neither side can consider 

compromise and/or concessions), and central (members of the society are involved constantly and 

continuously with the conflict). 

Bar-Tal’s theoretical model explains why the given conflict becomes intractable. He makes the 

convincing argument that intractability is the effect of evolvement of a specific system of 

interrelated beliefs, attitudes, and emotional orientations. These elements support each other and, 

in addition, are supported by sociocultural processes. They form a closed system that is highly 

resistant to any modifications from outside. Thus, it is possible to regard a given conflict as 

intractable not because nobody has been able to solve it until now, but because the conflict has 

engendered self-sustaining societal mechanisms—the sociopsychological infrastructure—and 

induced specific changes in the system of sociocultural institutions. In this theoretical model, the 

term “intractable conflict” is a theoretical (explanatory) concept. It refers to a complex system that 

sustains the given conflict. The system is a product of societal adaptation to a conflict situation. It 

is a peculiar form of adaptation that maintains and perpetuates conflict situations. This is reflected 

in the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict throughout the findings of the study. But what specifically makes 

this conflict an intractable conflict and the other basic questions of the study answered in the study 

and concluded as below.  

The Afar-Issa/Somali conflict originated long time ago.  As per the finding of the study the Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict presents since colonial period in Djibouti and the imperial period in Ethiopia; 

i.e. for more than a century. The intractable conflict between the Afars and Issa/Somalis developed 

about the territory that the two ethnic groups claimed as their homeland. As per the findings of the 
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study Gedamaytu, Undofo and Adayitu are the epicenter of the conflict specially in Ethiopia. Many 

of the respondents both from key informal interview and focus group discussion believed that due 

to its longevity, many actors involved in it and failure of different attempts by a lot of actors 

believes the conflict cannot be resolved.  

As stated in the study both regional states in Ethiopia declared that the three contested districts. 

But it was not mere a conflict of interests. It was (and still is) a conflict that concerns existential 

needs and fundamental values on both sides. As such, it was quite early considered intractable. 

These considerations notwithstanding, during there appeared a hope that some solution of the 

conflict could be achieved.  

After long and bloody confrontations, the Afar and the Issa/Somalis began to talk and tried slowly, 

cautiously, to forge some modus vivendi between them. And then, in the critical moment, in 2014 

in Awash town, when a major agreement was signed the whole project of reaching a peaceful 

solution collapsed since the Afar diaspora immediately rejected it and lately the ‘new’ 

administration of Somali regional state followed. Then, a new phase of this very vicious violent 

conflict began. This was the new phase of rapid development of the conflict infrastructure which 

asserts that the Afar-Issa/Somlai conflict is an intractable conflict. 

The study also made a thorough analysis of the socio-psychological processes that led to the 

development of new phase of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict. This analysis sheds light on the 

mechanisms of the formation of intractable conflicts more generally. The initial fact was the failure 

of the peace negotiations in many fronts and by many actors including the government of Ethiopia. 

Emperor Haile Sellasie of Ethiopia lead a conference himself first in Jigjiga, next in Dire Dawa 

and finally in Addis Ababa to resolve the conflict. During these attempts Erer River was decided 

as a boundary demarcation but never respected by both sides. Dergue was also demarcated the 

main asphalt road from Addis Ababa to Djibouti as a boundary line to address the territorial claim 

this didn’t stop the violent conflict among the two groups. The 2014 Awash agreement which was 

signed by both regional states in Ethiopia were also immediately got a no from the Afar diaspora 

and then the Somali regional state in 2020. This is a clear fulfilment of the stubborn nature of an 

intractable conflict. The very fact of failure all attempts of conflict management and resolution is 

not the decisive factor in conflict escalation in the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict but its interpretation 
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of the failure by both sides which is creating the sociopsychological foundation for the conflict’s 

intractability. 

On the Afar side, the first reaction to the failure was putting the whole responsibility for the failure 

on Issa/Somali side and the vice versa. Blaming and counter blaming of parties for the failure of 

conflict resolution attempts is a clear indicator that the conflict is turning to intractable. Putting the 

blame on the other side is a typical reaction of people who are trying to collectively solve some 

problem and fail. But in this case, it was not a reaction of individual persons, but a social process. 

Almost all the communities of the Afar and the Issa/Somali i.e. political, social, and religious 

leaders accepted the interpretation of the reason for failure of conflict resolution attempts on the 

‘other. Afar based and Issa/Somali based medias circulated this information time and time again 

that significantly contributes for the formation of the sociopsychological foundation of 

intractability of their conflict. It means that the Afar and Issa/Somali communities received from 

their epistemic authorities a clear, unambiguous message about who is to blame for the failure of 

the conflict resolution attempts. On the basis of this information, the communities developed its 

interpretation of the situation; the belief that the other side is not interested in peace. This belief 

was widely shared among the Afar and Issa/Somali communities and it became a cognitive frame 

for interpretation other violent events. 

Recently in 2021, the Afar and Issa/Somali society had to deal with several important events. The 

decision of the National Election Board of Ethiopia to put the three-disputing special Kebeles in 

the election post of Somali regional state triggered a serious opposition, demonstration, and other 

forceful responses from the Afar youth. In response to it the election board suspended those posts 

and included them in an Afar based election posts but the Somali regional state wrote a letter to 

the election board stating that the election posts for the eight kebeles must be included in Somali 

election posts if not threatened to boycott the 2021 national election. Following this a spiral of 

violent incident between the two occurred and a lot of people killed and injured from both sides.  

As one of the main characteristics of intractable conflicts, the Afar and the Issa/Somali people live 

in the emotional reaction of fear. It is not ordinary fear that, as the finding of these study assured, 

these communities feel in various day-to-day situations. Fear evoked by a threat to people’s 

personal security and security of their close ones the extreme violent interaction of the Afar and 



187 
 

Issa/Somali; like the killings of women and children which was not common before. It is the fear 

elicited by a threat to the social system. It is existential fear. And again, it was not merely a reaction 

of individual persons, but a reaction of the entire Afar and Issa/Somali communities. This means 

that the reaction of individuals was supported and augmented by reactions of other people. This 

social process is of great significance. It cannot be denied that the threats to Afar and Issa/Somalis 

were real and collective fear was a justified reaction which is typical characteristic of an intractable 

conflict. But a response to this situation in the form of ethos of conflicting might interfere with the 

search for the most effective ways of dealing with the situation.  

The other consequence of an intractable conflict which is also real for the Afar and the Issa/Somlai 

as per the findings of the study is the change of attitudes towards the adversary and towards in-

group members. Bar-Tal describes this change as “delegitimization of the leaders of the adversary 

as terrorists and subsequently delegitimization the whole ethnic group” (2013, p.36). Therefore, 

they cannot be treated, anymore, as partners in negotiations and no agreement with them is 

possible. It means implicitly, that a solution to the conflict can be obtained only by using 

overwhelming force. Various aggressive means of dealing with the other side are then regarded as 

legitimate and obtain social support. In the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict, categorization of each other 

as terrorist is common. The Afar calls the Issa/Somalis and their leaders as terrorists who has a 

hidden agenda of perusing the “Great Somalia” dream and the Issa/Somalis calls the Afars as 

terrorists who have the agenda of forming an “Afar State” by chasing out all Issa/Somalis from the 

conflicting locations.  

In the course of the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict, there were also changes in attitudes towards the in-

group increase of the sense of unity and patriotism which is a typical characteristic of an intractable 

conflict. This sense of unity is associated with the lack of tolerance for dissenters. In a situation of 

serious threat to the community, solidarity and unanimity are the principal requirements. And the 

community needs a strong leader. “People look for a leader who projects determination to cope 

forcefully with the rival and can assure security” (Bar-Tal 2004, p. 688).  

In addition, the society developed a sense of victimhood and strong self-focus. “Locked within the 

vicissitudes of the violent conflict, Afars have difficulty to be empathetic to the Issa/Somalis and 

vice versa, to be attuned to their grievances, hardships, needs, or goals. The news reports focus in 



188 
 

great detail on information and analyses regarding the Afars violence against Issa/Somalis and vise 

versa, while disregarding both in terms of the description and implications, the actions of the Afar 

regional state or the Somali regional state special forces.  

This description illustrates how the main ingredients of the sociopsychological infrastructure—

specifically the ethos of conflict and collective emotional orientation were emerging in the Afar 

and the Issa/Somali conflict.  

In conclusion the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict is an intractable conflict which stayed for more than a 

century, extremely violent that clamed and is claiming a log of innocent life, both sides believe it 

cannot be resolved peacefully, involves a log of psychological, military and economic investments, 

which is accepted by both parties as essential and basic goal for their survival as community, never 

consider compromise or concessions in all conflict resolution attempts and central in a sense that 

both the Afar and Issa/Somali communities are involved constantly and continuously in the 

conflict including their diaspora.  

But as stated by Heidi and Guy (2003, p.7) intractable conflict can be resolved. Mentioning some 

of the examples of resolved intractable conflicts they stated that: 

Seemingly endless, hopeless intractable conflicts are resolved. The Cold War is one 

example, South African Apartheid is another. Both conflicts seemed firmly 

entrenched. No one imagined the Berlin Wall falling, much less the disintegration 

of the Soviet Union and the inclusion of former Warsaw Pact countries in NATO. 

Few imagined the end of Apartheid, with Nelson Mandela serving as President and 

former President F.W. de Klerk as one of his two deputy presidents. These amazing 

transformations prove that no matter how deep-rooted, widespread, and seemingly 

‘endless,’ intractable confits do end. And even more are transformed, as is 

evidenced by the fragile, but growing peace in Northern Ireland. 

But this is possible through following a constructivist approach by replacing a conflicting ethos by 

peace ethos. It is important to say that because the social beliefs of ethos of conflict feed 

continuation of the violence, there is need to change them in order to lead to conflict resolution. 

The necessary change of wide scope can only begin when the context of conflict changes, that is 
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when violence is reduced considerably and negotiation that represents the Afar and the 

Issa/Somalis begins. It is especially important to change the beliefs related to justness of conflict 

goals, delegitimization of the opponent, feelings of victimhood and notions of peace from both the 

Afar and the Issa/Somali ethos. Specifically, the beliefs about contradictory goals have to change 

in order to remove the basic foundations of the conflict. Instead there is need to develop new goals 

and their justifications about the need to resolve the conflict peacefully and live in peace with the 

past enemy; which must be done step by step by deconstructing the conflict ethos and replacing it 

with a peace ethos. It is necessary to legitimize the construction of the new relations and begin to 

construct a new image for the peace partner. Of crucial significance, after years of delegitimization, 

is legitimization and personalization of the past rival. The new beliefs should also recognize the 

"contribution" of one's own group to the outbreak of the conflict and its extension, the misdeeds 

of one's own group in the course of the conflict, including the responsibility for various atrocities, 

if done. The described changes reduce the monopolization of the victimhood feelings, which 

characterizes the Afars from the Issa/Somali perspective and the Issa/Somalis from the Afar 

perspective. The researcher strongly recommends the Somali and Afar regional states and the 

federal government of Ethiopia to use constructionist approach to resolve the century long conflict 

and bring peace to the two people as well as to the Horn of Africa region at large.  

Construction of boarding schools that both the Afar and the Issa/Somalis children can learn 

together and preparing a peace narrative about their relationship is one way. Promoting positive 

journalisms to narrate the peace incidents between the Afar and Issa/Somalis, capacitating both 

the Afar and Issa/Somali traditional leaders on conflict resolution skills and also helping formal 

institution leaders to develop a conflict sensitive leadership skill can also help in addressing the 

century long conflict. A constructivist approach that could help transform the intractable Afar and 

Issa conflict should also consider instituting a natural resource sharing arrangement particularly in 

the Awash basin based on mutual benefit. But since it is a long standing and a lot of actors in it; 

the conflict cannot be addressed by the usual conflict resolution technique like negotiation and 

mediation. Slow but a constructivist approach that can replace the conflict nitrative, conflictual 

memories and conflictual ethos to peace narrative, and peace ethos is important.  
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8.4. Suggestions for Further Research 

There are a number of gaps in this study which could be covered by other researchers. The 

knowledge generated about the Afar and Issa/Somali intractable conflict by this study would 

benefit from further research, including realist evaluation to extend and further test the theory the 

study developed here. The following are the major suggestions for further research in the Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict as well as intractable conflict in general:  

1. In-depth exploration of how educational system of the Afar and the Somali regional states 

and its contribution to the conflict; either in escalating or deescalating and/or resolution. This 

should also work for Djibouti as a country of the Afars and the Issa/Somalis. For example, a study 

of the educational systems that narrates the ethos of the conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis 

that may tend to foster the conditions for vicious, destructive, and intractable conflict.   

2. More methodological work is needed on how to robustly capture the impact and outcomes 

of the involvement of the Afar and the Issa/Somali diaspora including further economic analysis 

and exploration of impact of their engagement in promoting or revolving the conflict.  

3. Research to develop approaches and carry out a constructive conflict resolution attempts 

since this study only proposes not to follow a “common type” of conflict resolution i.e. mediation 

and negotiation but constructivist approach for resolving intractable conflicts. Further research and 

suggestions of a constructive approach, which is specific to address the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict 

will be a plus.  

4. COVID 19 travel restrictions limited the scope of the data collection travels. The Afar-

Issa/Somali conflict in Djibouti from the intractable lens, is not sufficiently supported by the field 

work. Further research suggested to strengthen the outcome of this research by intensively 

collecting data from intellectuals, elders, religious leaders of the Afar and the Issa/Somali in 

Djibouti.  

5. A final, relatively narrow but important, question that the researcher identified after data 

collection had completed was: What is the role of the Issa/Somali Ugaz and his ‘soldiers’ in the 

conflict? How is he affecting the decisions of the political leaders of the Somali regional state in 
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relation to the conflict and its resolutions? in-depth research in this specific query is also a further 

research suggestion of this study.  
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ANNEXES 

Annex I. List of Primary Sources  

S.N. Name Position Place of 

Interview  

Date of 

Interview  

1 Abubaker Yasin  An Afar intellectual from 

Semera University 

Addis Ababa 19/10/2019 

2 Ademe Alale  Issa/Somali Intellectual  Gedamaytu  25/10/2019 

3 Reshid Kalmil Head of the Administration of 

the Gedamaytu Kebele 

Gedamaytu 25/10/2019 

4 Abdulsemed Yassin Issa/Somali Elder Gedamaytu 25/10/2019 

5 Abdi Umer Haruka Woreda Peace and 

Security Head  

Gedamaytu 25/10/2019 

6 Hussen Mohamed Issa/Somali Elder  Gedamaytu 25/10/2019 

7 Usman Kalid  Head of the Peace and Security 

Bureau, Amibara Woreda, Afar 

Regional State 

Amibara 26/10/2019 

8 Elmi Musa Adayitu kebele Chief 

Administrator  

Mille 27/10/2019 

9 Gire Mohamed  Issa/Somali Elder Mille 27/10/2019 

10 Shek. Hassen Mero Issa/Somali Elder Undofo 03/11/2019 

11 Ali Haris Gewane Woreda Peace and 

Security Head 

Undofo 03/11/2019 

12 Momin Adago Gewane Woreda 

Administration head 

Undofo 03/11/2019 

13 Sheik Musa Ali Religious leader Undofo  03/11/2019 

14 Ahmed Ali Issa/Somali Elder Adayitu  05/11/2019 

15 

Harrar Hamud 

Kede Bada Kebele Women 

Representative  Kede Bada  

05/11/2019 
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16 Tesfasellasie 

Mezgebe 

Former Director General of the 

Conflict Early Warning and 

Rapid Response Director of 

MoP 

Addis Ababa 05/01/2020 

17 Mohamed Awole  Deputy Head of the Peace and 

Security Bureau of the Afar 

Regional State 

Bishoftu 

 

13/04/2020 

18 Ahmed Musa Afar Police Commission, 

Commissioner  

Bishoftu  13/04/2020 

19 Umer Ali Directorate Director, Conflict 

Resolution and Early Warning 

Directorate of Afar Regional 

State  

Beshoftu 13/04/2021 

20 Mohammed Yero Formed Head of the Boundary 

Affairs Bureau of Somali 

Regional State 

Jigjiga 04/09/2020 

21 Meiraneh Abdallah 

Okiye 

An Issa/Somali Intellectual 

from Jigjiga University 

Jigjiga 04/09/2020 

22 Mohamed Malima 

Omer  

Assistant to the Ugas of 

Issa/Somali and Chief 

negotiator in the Issa/Somali-

Afar Intractable Conflict 

Jigjiga  04/09/2020 

23 Hirsi Abadi Ahmed Somali Region Diaspora 

Engagement and Internal 

Support Expert 

Jigjiga  04/09/2020 

24 Dr. Osman Kassim 

Issak 

Ombudsman of the Republic of 

Djibouti 

 

Addis Ababa 20/10/2020 

25 Haileab Getachew Former Director of the Conflict 

Early Warning and Repaid 

Response Department of the 

Addis Ababa 31/11/2020 
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Ministry of Peace and a focal 

Person of the Ministry to the 

Afar Regional State 

26 Elmi Musa Head of the Administration of 

Adayitu Kebele 

Mille 05/05/2021 

27 Suleman 

Mohammed 

Head of Peace and Security 

Bureau of Mille Woreda 

Mille 06/05/2021 

28 Ali Herese Head of Peace and Security 

Bureau of Gewane Woreda 

Gewane 10/05/2021 

29 

Hussien Sehim 

Gewane Woreda 

Administration Head 

Gewane 10/05/2021 

30 

Hussien Afil 

Gewane woreda Kede bada 

Kebele Chairman 

Gewane 10/05/2021 

31 

Getachew Dema 

Gewane woreda Security 

Officer 

Gewane 10/05//2021 

32 

Hider Hagger 

Gewane woreda 

Administration V. chairman 

Gewane 10/05/2021 

33 Mohamod Ware Mille woreda Administration Mille 14/05/2021 

34 Ahmed Idress Mille woreda Health office Mille 14/05/2021 

35 Mohamod Ayteler Mille woreda Counselor Mille  14/05/2021 

36 Nejib Ahmed  Afar Elder Mille 14/05/2021 

37 Abdu Umer Amibara woreda police officer Amibara 15/05/2021 

38 

Getachew Dema 

Amibara woreda Natural 

Resource Management Process 

owner 

Amibara 15/05/2021 

39 Humed Mussa Afar Elders Awash 25/06/2021 

40 Salo Ali Afar Elders  Awash 25/06/2021 

41 Mohamod Abo 

Musa Afar Elders 

Awash 25/06/2021 

42 Ali Dolie Afar Elders Awash 25/06/2021 
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43 

Yemam Edrise 

Federalism Administration 

Directorate Director, Afar 

Regional State  

Semera 27/06/2021 

44 

Ali Abdurahman 

Peace and respect values 

Directorate Director, Afar 

Regional State  

Semera 27/06/2021 

45 Getnet Amare Program Manager, 

Strengthening Institutions for 

Peace and Development 

Program at the Peace and 

Development Center/PDC/ 

Addis Ababa 07/07/2021 
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Annex II. Information Sheet for Interview Participants 

This informed consent form is for community members, leaders and technical experts of 

organization/groups engaged, impacted or participated to address the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict 

and who I am inviting to participate in the research study titled: The Afar-Issa/Somali Conflict 

in Eastern Ethiopia and Djibouti: A Case Study of an Intractable Conflict and the Ensuing 

Challenges of Conflict Resolution in the Horn of  Africa.   

Description of Research and Solicited Participation: I am a PhD candidate in a joint program 

of the Addis Ababa University and the University of Leipzig. I am doing research on the intractable 

conflict of the Afar and the Issa/Somalis in Eastern Ethiopia and Djibouti and its implications on 

the peace and stability of the Horn of Africa. I am going to give you time to read this information 

sheet and invite you to participate in the research. In fact, before you decide, I want you to be 

certain that you understand the information provided below. In case there is anything that is not 

clear enough, you can ask me and I will take time to explain. 

Participant Selection: I am inviting you to take part in this research because I am convinced that 

your work experience and current career engagement are valuable for me to understand the matter 

mentioned above and to write my PhD project.  

Procedure and Duration of Participation: this research will involve your participation in a semi-

structure interview that will take about one hour. I may invite you to a follow-up interview later 

depending on the progress of the first interview session and your convenience. i will audio-record 

our interview, which will later be translated into English and transcribed. 

Benefits: your participation in this research is totally voluntary. You will get no direct benefit from 

your participation, but it will help me understand the Afar-Issa/Somali conflict in Eastern Ethiopia 

and Djibouti. The research will also be used for policy formation by the governments and can be 

used by other academics for further research.  

Risks: as far as my assessment of your solicited participation is concerned, you will encounter no 

significant risk. However, there may be some chance that you share personal or confidential 
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information or you may come across a topic that you do not feel comfortable to talk about. Please 

note that you do not have to talk about any topic that makes you uncomfortable. 

Confidentiality: information about your participation in the research or any other information I 

get from you is kept entirely confidential. The proposed interview session will be conducted in a 

setting where your privacy is ensured as deemed so by your judgement. I will anonymize all 

information by using a pseudonym in place of your name and redact the data so that no one, except 

me, will identify you or attribute the information to your name. Further, I will keep my copy of 

your signed consent form in a lock-protected computer, which will be held in a safe location at all 

time. I will transcribe the recording and delete them permanently within 48 hours after the end of 

the interview session.  

Right to Refuse or Withdraw: you do not have to participate in this research if you do not want 

to. You may also withdraw from participating in the interview at any time that you wish so. I will 

give you an opportunity to review your remarks, including how I have understood you, at the end 

of our interview session. You will then be free to suggest any modification to your response to my 

questions or how I understood your remarks. You will also be able to either withdraw your 

participation entirely or ask for a modification to your remarks until the 15th of November, 2021. 

Contact Details: you can ask questions about this research now or later. If you wish to ask 

questions later, you can contact the following persons: 

Researcher:  

            Ayten A. Birhanie (aytenne@gmail.com)+251935401018  

Supervisor 1: 

                                       Professor Ulf Engle (uengel@uni-leipzig.de) 

Supervisor 2: 

                                       Dr. Dereje Feyissa (derejefdori2011@googlemail.com) 

 

Thank you for time! 
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Annex III. Consent Form for Interview Participants 

 

Title of Research: The Afar-Issa/Somali Conflict in Eastern Ethiopia and Djibouti: A Case Study 

of an Intractable Conflict and the Ensuing Challenges of Conflict Resolution in the Horn of Africa  

Thank you for reading the information sheet attached about the research titled about and your 

solicited participation in the interview sub-study. If you wish to participate per the terms laid out 

above, please sign the consent form below. By signing, you are confirming the following 

statements: 

• I have read and understood the information sheet for interview participants attached 

herewith and have had an opportunity to ask equation and get clarifications. 

• I understand that my participation in the research is voluntary and seek no direct benefits. 

• I understand that I may withdraw my participation entirely until the 15th of November,2021 

and I am free to decline responding to one or more questions if I do not wish to answer. 

• I understand that my participation and the remarks I give will be kept strictly confidential 

through anonymization and redaction, and nothing in either the data or report of the study 

will be associable with my name or identity. 

• I understand that this interview will be audio-taped. I understand that the audio-file of the 

interview will not be accessed by anyone but the researcher. I understand that the recording, 

entirely or partly, will only be used for this research unless otherwise I express my consent 

in writing that it may be used for other purposes. 

• I understand that excerpts from the interview, in which my identity will not be identifiable, 

will be used in reports of this study, conference presentations, and journal articles. 

• I understand that I can contact the researcher and his supervisors if I wish to ask questions 

about the research at later time. 

• I understand that I will keep a copy of both information sheet and consent form for my 

future reference. 

I agree to participate in the proposed interview. 

___________________                          __________________                     ____________________ 

Name of participant                                              Date                                                    Signature 

___________________                            ___________________                     _____________________ 

Name of Researcher                                             Date                                                     Signature  
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