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English Abstract 
 
This PhD thesis is a study of the ambivalent and dynamic relationships 
between central state authorities and customary authority in the rural margins 
of Somaliland. More concretely, the thesis explores how people residing in 
rural spaces engage in actions that have direct or indirect implications for 
wider state-formation processes. To fully uncover such dynamics, the study 
engages with those local tensions and small-scale conflicts that encourage 
people to take on actions that are attractive to the state in its various forms. 
Somaliland is a strictly uneven society in terms of gender, and this 
unevenness is often found at the core of those local disputes that renegotiate 
local forms of order and authority. This study illustrates how customary 
perceptions of gender norms are linked to the expansion of the ‘reach’ of the 
state. Drawing on in-depth interviews, life-stories, and observations the 
thesis presents four case studies that together illustrate the multifarious 
dimensions and trajectories of state-formation. Thereby, this thesis 
contributes with much needed empirical material on rural Somaliland and 
makes theoretical contributions to existing scholarship on state-formation, 
hybridity, authority-making and their link to ideas and ideals of gender. 
 
Danish Abstract 
 
Denne afhandling beskæftiger sig med de dynamiske og ambivalente 
forhold, der udspiller sig mellem staten og traditionelle autoriteter i 
Somalilands landlige distrikter. Helt konkret undersøges det, hvorledes 
lokale tiltag blandt folk, der har en minimal tilknytning til staten, kan bidrage 
til statens ekspansion i netop disse områder. Her kan den igangværende 
fødevarekrise samt de konflikter, der understøttes af striks kønsopdeling, 
belyse netop sådanne dynamikker. Gennem brugen af kvalitative, 
etnografiske metoder præsenterer denne afhandling empirisk materiale, der 
illustrerer de multifacetterede og kontrastfyldte forløb, der udgør aktive 
statsdannelsesprocesser. Dermed bidrager afhandlingen med empirisk data 
fra distrikter i det landlige Somaliland, som har været overset i den 
eksisterende forskning. På et teoretisk plan kobles konkurrerende opfattelser 
om køn sammen med statsdannelsesteori, statslig hybriditet, og 
autoritetsdannelsesprocesser.  
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A Note on Language 
 

This thesis has a strict geographic focus on the northern, semi-autonomous 
region of Somalia, Somaliland. I refer to Somaliland in terms of being a state, 
de facto state and also as a nation in order to avoid engaging in the political 
task of calling it a country. Unless otherwise noted, the geographic focus 
centres around Somaliland and this e.g. entails that when I mention the 
Somali diaspora, I refer to the Somaliland diaspora specifically. 

I have tried to make use of only a few Somali phrases and words in order 
to make the thesis easily readable without having prior knowledge to the 
region or language. Yet, I have kept the original Somali spellings as some 
key words are not easily translatable (such as e.g. xeer). In Somali, ‘X’ is 
pronounced similar to ‘H’. For a great insight into Somali language, Martin 
Orwin’s, now classic, Colloquial Somali (1995) is highly recommendable. 
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Map of Major Towns and Regions in Somaliland1 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 
1 https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/somalia-political-map.htm 
[Accessed on 28.06.2019] 
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[T]he site where different ways of doing things meet […] are likely to 

be replete with tension and conflict (Migdal 2004: 6) 

 
 
 

[I]nstability ought not to be primarily analysed as obstacles to state 
formation… but as its very components and ingredients (Bergamaschi 2014: 
293) 

 
 
 
A Social institution can be fully understood only if we do not limit 

ourselves to the abstract study of its formal organization, but analyse the 
way in which it appears in the personal experience of various members of 
the group and follow the influence which it has upon their lives (Thomas and 
Znaniecki 1927: 1833 quoted in Chase, 2005 
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Prologue 
                                                                                           December 2015 

 
It is a remarkably hot day in Sood2, a rural village situated in Somaliland’s 
rural margins. The village is hardly noticeable on local maps and satellite 
imagery, and it is located a relatively long walk from any concrete road. The 
hot season has been longer than the previous years and the livestock herders’ 
journeys around the arid land in search for water and food for their goats and 
camels are becoming more and more strenuous and time consuming. Over 
the last twelve months, around half of the population in Sood has migrated 
to larger town centres in the vicinity in the hopes of finding better livelihood 
and employment opportunities here. Only around half the population now 
remain in the village, children and women are in obvious majority. The food 
crisis is taking its toll on the remaining population and seems to be an 
inexhaustible topic in the demarcated and strictly gendered sites of 
deliberation in Sood. 
When I arrived this morning, only the women of the village were awake, 
gathered in small groups around one of the partly covered kitchens. Pitchers 
of hot Somali tea were already brewed, but the beer (goat liver) was still in 
the making. There is a strict division of labour between men and women in 
Sood, which is routine in rural villages of this size. 
But Sood is also a rather unique place. And the kitchen of which I find myself 
in this morning is a space where none of the male villagers ever enter. It is a 
site where women engage in domestic labour while deliberating on rising 
matters and concerns. Occasionally, these concerns are converted into 
actions. 
This was the case when one of the women had heard about the opening of a 
local police station in Faxaad, about a day’s walk from Sood. The discovery 
collided with the increasing dissatisfaction amongst the female population of 
the way that clan authorities had handled a local dispute which involved the 
raping of a woman. As the traditional clan system dictates, a woman who is 
raped will have to marry her rapist. This is considered a punishment for the 
man, but also a practical arrangement which guarantees that the woman is 
given a provider now that she has ‘lost value’ by no longer being a virgin. 
Clearly, many women facing such tragic experiences end up keeping their 

 
2 The researcher has guaranteed full anonymity amongst all informants. This 
study adheres to “honesty, justice, and respect for persons” (Soltis 1991: 247) 
and as the study engages with small, rural locations it has been necessary to fully 
anonymize the villages to fulfil this guarantee. See Chapter 3 on ethics. 
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knowledge to themselves (Informant 883) and it is also expected that they 
can ‘carry [their] sorrow with dignity’(ibid)4. But anger had built up amongst 
the women in Sood and they did not want to see the rapist ‘walk freely among 
us’ (Informant 855) as one of the women uttered. So, in the pursuit of justice, 
they rejected to go to the traditional authorities and instead, the women 
contacted the police station in Faxaad. It took several visits to the police 
station before the officers were convinced to engage in the matter. Police 
officers had previously tried to travel to Sood as there had been rumours of 
violence going on there. But as they got closer to the village, the local 
villagers had started throwing stones at them, and they had to turn around. 
Following several phone calls to the village chair person, the officers were 
finally allowed by the elders to enter Sood in daylight and not “like snakes 
in the night”, as one officer expressed (Informant 926). This visit became the 
first appearance by any state authorities in the sixty-something years the 
village has existed. Today, the second state visit in the history of Sood plays 
out. 

Around 10:45 AM, a Toyota Landcruiser enters Sood. It stops just in front 
of the only concrete building in the village, the venue of the meeting. The 
vehicle has no official police logos. Four men exit the vehicle. All are dressed 
in clothes with various patterns of camouflage. Despite the spectacle of the 
arrival, only a handful of people show up to observe the officers exiting the 
Landcruiser. The village chairperson welcomes the officers and then he 
immediately turns around and with the officers behind him, they all enter the 
dark concrete building. It is difficult to escape the thick symbolic value of 
the local village authority physically turning his back on some of the most 
crucial representatives of the state as they enter the dusty concrete building.  

Apart from four chairs, the inside of the building holds three wooden 
benches, all placed in an uneven circle. The four police officers quickly 
locate the chairs and rush to get a seat. Facing them are the community 
elders, four men on one bench, four women on the other. Inside this dark 
building it is almost as if the four women’s eyes are glowing from the inside 
of their black veils. Their voices, however, I will never get to hear. There is 
a notable silence in the room for some minutes before a young girl enters 
with a soft, bright green plastic basket with the mandatory water bottles, 
Sprites and Fanta Red Apples. The police officers stick together, all choosing 
the Sprite sodas. They lean back, devour their warm soft drinks and drearily 

 
3 Interview, May 2016, woman, age 50-60, rural setting. 
4 Also see UNHCR 2013 
5 Interview, September 2017, woman, age 40-50, rural setting. 
6 Interview, September 2017, male police officer, age 30-40, rural setting 
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pay attention to the head of the village committee as he stands up and 
provides the police with a detailed account about a recent incident in the 
village where a young man lost his life in a violent clash another young man 
during wedding celebrations a while back.  

Today, the village chief in Sood is wearing a white piece of fabric with 
faded embroidered pink begonias on his right shoulder. The oversized fabric, 
which may have served as a duvet cover in another part of the world, is used 
as an emblem to display his status as village elder. On other days, perhaps, 
the fabric still serves its intended purpose. The clan elder, now facing the 
four officers, explains: we managed to take care of the incident 
ourselves…everything is fine now. Despite being informed about the tragic 
event, the officers seem rather indifferent, still slouching in their chairs. 
Clearly, it is not the tragic event that is at the essence of the narrative the 
elder presents. Rather, it is the fact that faced with such tragic 
circumstance, he and his fellow clan authorities handled the case without 
the involvement of any outsiders – including the police. That is at the core 
of the message, and it is repeated again and again by the village chief, 
clearly in an effort to assert the success of local governance structures in 
Sood. What lies implicit in his message is that if they can handle cases of 
homicide, clearly they can handle incidents of rape as well. 

As he finishes, another clan elder gets up and begins providing 
examples of some minor cases of petty crime or disagreements amongst 
the remaining villagers. Again, he finishes by explaining how the 
traditional way is a good way of solving such issues. He concludes that 
there is no need for increased police presence in Sood. But he does not 
completely discourage their presence as he concludes with the suggestion 
that in the future…we will call you every time we need you. The officers 
do not reject this suggestion. Neither, however, do they seem to 
acknowledge it as a good solution. All in all, the officers do not say much 
during the meeting. But the conversation between the two authorities 
continue as if they had reached an agreement, as if the elder’s suggestion 
was less of a suggestion but more of an assertion. 

One of the officers stands up and argues that if citizens of Sood show 
up at the police station and they bring a respected person by their side, 
officers cannot turn that person away. The elders realize that the officer 
has a point; According to Somaliland National law, if a person wants to 
file a report, it has to be done in company with an elder in order to 
guarantee that no one makes false accusations. That way, when citizens 
engage with the formal police authorities, the interaction has already been 
approved by a person of considerable standing in society. To avoid 
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conflicts in Sood, the clan and state authorities agree that the police will 
accept all serious criminal cases that are reported together with an elder, 
but they will turn mild criminal cases back to the clans.  

At a practical level, they also agree that when the police have to make 
a physical appearance in Sood, they must be compensated with food, money 
to cover the fuel expenses for the police car, and a place to sleep so that 
officers do not have to travel all the way back to Faxaad in the evening. 
Following the agreement, the police officers make a somewhat uneventful 
exit to their vehicle and leave Sood without many friendly greetings.  
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction 
 

In August 2015, the Government of Somaliland officially declared that the 
small Somali nation was experiencing a drought. It appealed to external 
actors to deliver food, water and health supplies to the struggling population 
(Muse 2016; UNOCHA 2016). The effect of the food crisis was visible 
throughout Somaliland where thousands of families got displaced and 
livelihood opportunities were tightening as people’s livestock were dying 
from thirst and starvation (UNOCHA 2016; Fanning 2018). While some 
citizens rushed to the urban centres with hopes of finding a steady income, 
others partook in the long walk to the more prosperous Ethiopian highlands 
(Fanning 2018). Others made their way to Bosasso in Puntland to board one 
of the many boats that sailed across the Gulf of Aden to Yemen at the initial 
stage of the crisis.  

It is not new for Somali East Africans to be faced with a drought. It has 
been a recurrent phenomenon for centuries and people have gradually 
learned to navigate in the spectrum of what seems like a permanent crisis 
(Vigh 2008; Lindley 2009; Phillips 2011). But with the 2015 El Niño 
phenomenon hitting exceptionally hard in Puntland and Somaliland, the 
already challenging situation got worse (UNOCHA 2016) and yet again the 
populations had to muddle through a resource crisis (see Maxwell and Majid 
2016a; 2016b; Maxwell et al 2016; de Waal 2002; Fanning 2018). 

But not everyone migrated during the crisis. Those non-displaced people 
(Ruiz-Rodriguez et al. 2012) left in the small rural villages of Somaliland 
experienced a considerable demographic change that had a direct effect on 
the social space in which they had to navigate in their pursuit of securing 
financial and social resources (see Antman 2013). These stayees (Fink-
Nielsen et al 2004), and the ways in which they navigate in this changing 
social setting affected by crisis, occupy a central position in this thesis. By 
placing focus on these populations, it becomes evident that the ways in which 
people cope locally with structural and inchoate obstacles during times of 
crisis has deep implications for state-formation processes more broadly. 
From such a perspective, local demographic change, struggles and 
instabilities attract, dissolve and manipulate the local terms of authority. As 
such, collective obstacles and the plurality of ways that they are experienced 
and acted upon amongst different segments of the population, create a variety 
of “components and ingredients” of state-formation processes (Bergamaschi 
2014: 293). Put differently; in the context of crisis, local initiatives of life-
making become deeply entwined in wider and complex processes of state-
making. 
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The essence of this study is to explore how people in small rural spaces 
located in the remote corners of a ‘country that does not exist’ (see Renders 
2012) engage in actions that gain traction and translate into state-formation 
exercises. Such exploration allows for a dissection of the complex and multi-
layered aspects of state-formation trajectories. It becomes evident that the 
crisis offers a unique momentum for both clan leaders and state 
institutions to consolidate their mutually exclusive forms of authority in 
the rural margins. But this is not simply a top-down exercise lying in the 
hands of competing authorities. Local dynamics, local forms of order, and 
pre-existing struggles between different segments of the populations 
deeply affect how the authority-making exercises unfold in the margins. 

As such, this study engages with the ambivalent relationship between 
the central authority of the de facto state and customary authorities in the 
margins. When doing so, it becomes evident that processes of centralizing 
authority in an ‘uncentralized society’ (Lewis 1999: 3) are “replete with 
tension and conflict” (Migdal 2004: 6). These tensions and conflicts are 
not merely unfolding in the everyday public political realm, but also 
within the domestic spheres in private households. To fully grasp how 
those micro-dynamics accumulate, and stimulate state-expansion, the 
“actual practices of state-society interaction at work” must be explored at 
as many levels as possible (OECD 2010). 

Based on that ambitious point of departure, this thesis investigates such 
interactions from ‘both sides of the pond’, that is, from the perspective of 
relevant authorities (concretely: clan elders and police officers) and 
regular citizens. By doing so, it becomes evident that the formation of the 
state in Somaliland is not just an “integrated national phenomenon” 
(Powell 2016 my italics). It is a process shaped by personal interests and 
parallel visions for the future of Somaliland in multiple locations, where a 
plurality of both local and international actors and networks clear the path 
for overlapping processes in the making and unmaking of the state (Risse 
2015).  

One example of the many overlapping processes unfolding in the rural 
hinterlands was evident in the prologue to this thesis. This empirical 
introduction, however, does not stand alone and throughout this thesis, 
more empirical data is presented to illustrate the variety of ways in which 
authority continuously re-emerges in the rural hinterlands. But before 
introducing the concepts that will help unravel those micro-dynamics that 
contribute to the continuous making and unmaking of the state, a brief re-
encounter with Sood can help reveal how the concepts used throughout 
this thesis are grounded in the empirical data.   
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Revisiting Sood 
 

The prologue offered a peak into the practicalities of a hybrid political order 
in action (Boege et al 2008; 2009; Renders and Terlinden 2010; Albrecht and 
Moe 2015). Two overlapping, mutually exclusive, yet recognized and 
legitimate authorities both try to define their position in a dynamic rural 
setting that have little previous experience with state authorities. The 
negotiations reveal significant insights into how “contradictory sources of 
authority” (Albrecht and Moe 2015) renegotiate the local terms of order.  

In Sood, the police officers have not only gained the possibility to practice 
their mandate in a territory previously inaccessible to the state. But in doing 
so, they have also guaranteed that they are rewarded with monetary 
compensation in addition to the food that they are promised. Despite the very 
limited physical presence of state actors in such areas, and the fact that police 
authority was partly ‘captured’ (Paris and Sisk 2009) by pre-existing “forms 
of regulation” (Das and Poole 2004: 8) that in the long run are likely to 
“manipulate state institutions for their own benefits” (Nugent 1994: 357), the 
result was a partial penetration of uniformed bureaucrats into the periphery 
(Özok-Gündoğan 2014). With them came the threat of a new form of 
violence hailing from the state, but also an “informal tax system” (Olken and 
Singhal 2011) in terms of a practical arrangement (Cleaver 2015; Colona and 
Jaffe 2016) that guaranteed ‘fuel money’ for their vehicles. The renegotiated 
legal context that people now have to navigate in, is one of switching forms 
of domination. Concretely, the legal reality in Sood entails transitioning from 
the experience by citizens of a predominantly traditional to a more hybrid 
form of governance (Meagher et al 2014). As such, the renegotiated practical 
relationship between villagers and authority includes both monetary 
extraction and service delivery between the center and the periphery. Such 
dynamics are “key aspects of state formation” (Bertelsen 2016: 67). 

The data from Sood also helps to clarify the entanglement state-making 
and what this thesis refers to as life-making. On the one hand, officers are 
working in the context of a ‘short supply of state resources’ (Hamani 2014: 
157) and they also face their own domestic challenges as a consequence of 
the drought. For them, the arrangement concretely puts food on the table. 
They can utilize their association with the state to catch on to those 
opportunities that arise for them and which contribute to enhancing their 
ability to get through the crisis “step by step” (Informant 937). For the 
women, on the other hand, the entanglement of local authority with the 
central state authorities has led to increased agency as the rapist was 

 
7 Interview, November 2017, male police officer, age 20-30, urban setting 
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excluded from society and now they do not have to see him in their village 
on a daily basis. 

The meeting that I observed in Sood was the second meeting between the 
police and clan authorities in this area. The officers were back just to ‘check 
up on things’ (Informant 928) and sort out the details for future meetings 
which indicates that the relationship between the two parallel authorities is 
currently deepening. It also indicates that the police now constitute a 
significant part of the local legal and administrative regime in Sood. 
Indeed, the state has arrived. 

Despite the temptation of perceiving this empirical moment as a simple 
case of a state slowly expanding its reach, there is even more at stake. The 
elder who asserted that they will call the police when they need them 
reveals that the relationship between the two authorities is entrenched in 
much deeper societal norms and authoritative hierarchies. The moment 
thus provides a micro-example of how exactly “formal state 
and…“traditional” forms of public authority…interact” (OECD 2010: 18) 
– including the tensions that are embedded in this relationship. 

This newly evolving relationship was triggered by the demand for 
institutional change, which testifies to the urgency of engaging 
analytically with customary laws (xeer) from multiple perspectives in the 
pursuit of understanding the varied lived experiences that it produces. It 
seems that by exploring those structures that some segments of a 
population have a specific interest in changing, it becomes possible to 
locate the key micro-dynamics which cause demarcated segments of a 
population to become vehicles for wider state-formation processes. In 
doing so in this particular context, it becomes evident that gender 
dynamics are intrinsic to the dangers of structural violence that are afoot 
in Sood. 

The experiences of customary law in Sood varies amongst different 
segments of the population. While the specific type of authority has caused 
personal distress to some, it has kept others in a comfortable and 
favourable position in terms of allocation of resources. But amongst 
women in the community there was growing dissatisfaction with the local 
authorities. It is thus through attention to specific experiences of ‘extreme 
suffering’ through rape (Farmer 1996), combined with an unsatisfying 
legal procedure that follows, which eventually leads to an exposure and 
understanding of the entrance of the state into Sood. 

From exploring the detailed moment in the prologue, we are provided 
with clarity on why exactly gender must be included when one theorizes 

 
8 Interview, September 2017, male police officer, age 30-40, rural setting 
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and investigates state-formation processes. The empirical data from Sood 
where, like in rural Somaliland more broadly, “the customary system…is 
historically the main source of security and legitimate authority” (Wiuff 
Moe 2011: 163), suggests that local demands can potentially trigger 
certain processes of state expansion. This thesis therefore sets out to 
capture that plurality of processes that unfold simultaneously across a 
variety of rural localities in order to explore the ambivalent expansion of a 
de facto state. 

It is not new to claim that local socio-political dynamics can shape wider 
processes of state-formation (Richards 2012; Blieseman de Guevara 2012; 
Spencer 2010; Poggi 2012). However, the purpose here is to underscore that 
those particular struggles and obstacles that people face in their everyday 
lives and which are deliberated and sometimes solved at household level as 
well as in public political spaces, lead to instability and institutional changes 
that constitute the “very components and ingredients” of state-formation 
(Bergamaschi 2014: 291). Thereby, this thesis mainly entertains two key 
claims. One is that the scholarly neglected rural areas of Somaliland occupy 
a central position in the ongoing and multi-layered state-formation processes. 
It is argued that even in the remotest corners of Somaliland, local initiatives 
can be constitutive of state expansion. As such, state-formation departs from 
a plurality of formal and informal sites and in a plurality of directions based 
on collective and individual realizations. Second, it is argued that gender 
holds a central position in such processes: Gender norms can define 
trajectories of state-formation, and gender norms are renegotiated or 
consolidated during key moments of state-citizen encounters. Part of this 
point is to illustrate that, not only has the role of women in Somaliland 
historically been pivotal in clan and peacebuilding (Walls 2011; Walls 2013; 
Ingiriis and Hoehne 2013; Timmons 2004; Ahmed 1995), but their role 
remains vital in local authority-making and wider state-formation. By 
placing gender at a central analytical position, it becomes possible to closely 
observe how local ideas and ideals of gender and state-formation are 
entwined. Such emphasis seeks to close two blind spots within Somali 
Studies. By paying attention to both gender and rural Somaliland, two of the 
most significant blind spots within Somali Studies are brought to light. 
Concretely, this thesis addresses the following research question: 

 
How does gender affect processes of (de facto) state formation in rural 
Somaliland? 
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Thesis Outline 
 
In order to answer the research question and illuminate the complexities of 
rural state-formation, this thesis is divid into a total of eight chapters. The 
current introductory part has already revealed a glimpse into the empirical 
data collected in the rural Somali hinterlands. The case presented in the 
prologue will echo throughout the thesis and will be subject to a comparative 
analysis with the forthcoming empirical data presented. 
The introduction is followed by a presentation of the conceptual and 
theoretical framework. This chapter is divided into five different sections. 
Section one explores the key concepts of hybridity, power, authority, life-
making, order, predictability, (real) governance, undercurrents and 
experience. In the second section of this chapter, I explore how gender 
dynamics serve as a critical lens through which competing perceptions of 
authority and state-formation or state-making (these terms are used 
interchangeably) can be explored. The section also discusses how gender has 
been left in the dark of Somali studies. Finally, section three explores the 
notion of state and state-formation, which is followed by section four that 
discusses the significance of prioritizing a rural-focused study. 
This will be followed by a methodology chapter. Here, the methodological 
choices, alongside the considerations and concerns that inevitably follow are 
discussed. Together, these first three chapters help to set the stage 
methodologically, conceptually and empirically.  
Chapter Four sets an important basis for the succeeding understanding of the 
societal, cultural and historical context in which rural state-formation 
unfolds. Concretely, the chapter unravels some of the historical and societal 
norms which are specific to the northern Somali territories. It sums up some 
main historical events which have had significance for the relationship 
between rural and urban Somaliland. The chapter specifically engages with 
the customary law, xeer, the clan system and a historical exploration of 
gender demarcations.  
Chapters five to seven introduce the key empirical data of this thesis. At first, 
the mafresh, a local and male-dominated site of qaat chewing and decision-
making processes, is presented and analysed. It is shown how gender serves 
as a key axis of exclusion within such sites, which, however, contribute to 
the emergence of counter-publics. These two co-existing sites produce local 
tensions that are deeply related to state-formation processes broadly. 
Eventually, it is shown how competing perceptions of political institutions 
become the building blocks for local processes of state-formation.  
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Chapter six share several traits with the introductory moment at the same 
time as they deviate on significant parameters. This contributes to one of the 
significant points of this thesis, that throughout the widespread hinterlands 
different simultaneous processes of life, and state-making are unfolding. 
Concretely, this is a case of food distribution in the margins. The sudden 
influx of resources through foreign aid campaigns manipulate the 
demographics of the village significantly as it attracts people, food and 
eventually – the state. But whereas the introductory moment revealed an 
immediate expansion of state authority, at this site the legitimacy of 
traditional authorities is solidified and empowered, resulting in the 
centralization of people and resources in the margins. An exercise 
contributing to increased legibility. 

The cases so far have revealed the intersection of life and state-making, 
and they were both examples of state-making departing from the margins. 
Chapter seven serves to put the prior cases into perspective. Concretely, the 
chapter offers a brief look into the work of police officers who are the 
frontrunners of the state expansion project. But they too are citizens. And 
they too engage in processes of optimizing their lives. By providing a case 
of state-making from the perspective of actors who represent the state, it 
becomes possible to further illuminate the multi-layeredness of state-
making, and show the inherent ambivalent trajectories of such processes. 
Finally, chapter eight will sum up the findings and provide and overall 
conclusion to this study.  
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CHAPTER TWO: Conceptual and Theoretical Framework 
 
Introduction to the chapter 
 
The key concepts of this thesis, hybridity, power, authority, order and 
experience, have already been flagged in the empirical vignette introduced 
in the prologue. There, we experienced a hybrid arrangement in practice, 
unfolding between police officers and clan leaders whose authority 
amalgamated and which resulted in the renegotiation of the terms of local 
legal procedures. The motivation behind the process was to optimize the 
general living conditions amongst the women. As such, it was the local ideals 
and ideas of gender norms that encouraged this process in the first place. The 
outcome was an increased physical appearance of state representatives in the 
village. As the women reached out to the state, they pulled it closer to Sood.  

The vignette suggests the existence of a link between state emergence and 
local ideas and ideals of gender norms. This link is not unique for Sood alone. 
It is therefore relevant to explore it further and in other locations to reach a 
greater understanding of how rural state-formation processes are entwined in 
local gender norms. Such link has not previously been explored academically 
in the specific setting of rural Somaliland. As such, this study seeks to add a 
gendered dimension to the study of de facto state emergence in the rural 
hinterlands of Somaliland. When examining the empirical data of this thesis, 
it is difficult to ignore how local gender norms play a crucial role in this 
trajectory. More specifically, gender constitutes a key portal through which 
local authority is experienced by gendered segments of the population.  

But to make sense of linkages between rural state-formation processes and 
gender, it is advantageous to draw on a set of key concepts that can help 
underscore the complexity and organic dimensions of social lived realities. 
These key concepts embrace the empirical material in the broader sense, 
whereas the empirical chapters will extend the conceptual toolbox slightly in 
order to have even more specific conceptual frame for identifying the nitty 
gritty details of each case. This division of key and case-specific concepts 
has been chosen in order to illustrate and underline the diversity of those 
peripheral trajectories unfolding when exploring state-formation dynamics. 
Each case simply calls for context-specific conceptual tools.  

This chapter is divided into five sections that are combined to form a 
conceptual and analytical approach needed for specifying and unravelling 
those social undercurrents that occasionally reach the surface and stimulate 
state-formative processes. 
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This chapter is structured in the following manner: The first section is 
named key concepts, which as the title suggests, includes a presentation and 
exploration of the terms hybridity, power, authority, order and experience. 
These key conceptions are intrinsic to state-formation processes. In section 
two, named The Analytical Lens, the rationale and advantages of using 
gender as an analytical and empirical lens to observe state-formation 
processes is unfolded. This is followed by the third section, The State, 
which explores the theoretical and empirical basis of the state including 
state-formation. In the fourth section, Studying the Rural, the conditions 
of crisis are presented alongside its effect on the study of rural areas. 
Finally, the fifth section provides some concluding remarks necessary for 
moving on to the methodology chapter. 
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Section 1: Key Concepts 
 

Hybridity 
 
The intention of this study is to engage intellectually with those 
undercurrents that contribute to state-formation processes in the rural 
hinterlands of Somaliland. To contribute with a greater understanding of how 
gender manipulates such processes it is critical to provide a clear definition 
of the institutional context that the various actors are engaged in. One of the 
defining features of this institutional context in which the investigated social 
and political movements unfold is that of legal pluralism. Legal pluralism 
can be understood as “the state of affairs in which a category of social 
relations is within the fields of operation of two or more bodies of legal 
norm” (Woodlands 1996: 157; also see: Hooker 1975, Moore 1978; Griffiths 
1986; Lund 2008; Oomen 2014). This co-existence of “multiple forms of law 
and judicial procedure[s]” (Leonardi et al 2011: 113), however, does not 
entail that authorities simply operate side-by-side. Rather, they amalgamate 
and a “more complex, hybrid and fluid system” emerges (ibid: 136 my 
italics). It is the notion of hybridity that especially can help clarify the 
institutional context in which this study unfolds.  

By pursuing hybridity as a processual concept that entails social and 
political movements, the concept has an excellent explanatory effect that 
reveals the organic nature, flows and overlaps of formal and informal 
institutions in a rural context. It is therefore critical to conceive of the term 
as “a necessary starting point” (De Herdt and Olivier de Sardan 2015: 9) to 
think about changes and developments in rural Somaliland. Hybridity is 
defining for how the concepts introduced in this chapter are to be applied, 
first and foremost because the hybrid arrangement between state and 
traditional leaders provides the main traits of the overall legal system of 
Somaliland where modern and traditional features of governance are 
combined (Boege et al 2008). Specifically, it means that clan elders are 
officially represented at state level governance (Hoehne 2018, 2007; Renders 
2012). 

This hybrid legal context shapes the way notions of authority, governance, 
and the state are experienced and performed in a rural setting. The social 
interactions observed during the research for this thesis all share the trait of 
being strongly influenced by the amalgamation of the established traditional 
authorities and the emerging state authorities. This will become further 
evident throughout chapters five to seven that constitute the empirical part 
of this thesis.  
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Conceptually, hybridity offers a relevant point of departure for 
exploring “the processes at work between diverse and competing 
structures of authority, sets of rules, logics of order and claims to power 
that co-exist, overlap, interact and intertwine” (Jackson and Albrecht 
2018: 37). In order to not exoticize the social context in which the 
empirical data for this study has been collected, it is important to conceive 
of hybridity “as the normal state of affairs rather than as an exception” (de 
Hardt and Olivier de Sardan 2015: 9). In that sense, hybridity offers a 
conceptual foundation for comprehending the institutional context in 
which practices of governance are performed and experienced. 

The term rests upon a vast body of literature covering a range of 
different academic studies (esp. Bhabha 1994; Young 1995; Clifford 
2000; Boege et al. 2009; Richmond 2011; Mac Ginty and Sanghera 2012, 
Albrecht 2018).  It originates from biological and zoological sciences, 
referring to the “product of a process of mixing or combining two or more 
distinct elements” (Kent et al. 2018: 1). In academic enquiry in general, 
and social- and political sciences specifically, the concept has become 
well-established in a plurality of studies (see e.g. Young 1995; Kraidy 
2017; Papastergiadis 2018; Swyngedouw 1999; Lowe 1991). 

In line with Kyed (2007), this thesis applies the concept to “describe the 
mixture of the sources of legitimacy that chiefs draw on…the blending of 
tasks they perform (state-bureaucratic, ceremonial, religious, dispute 
resolution according to custom…); and the different material resources 
they draw on to sustain a power base (taxes, state salaries, external donor 
funds, local tributes, personal/kinship networks of exchanges)” (Kyed 
2007: 318). In line with the study of van Dijk and van Nieuwaal (1999), 
Kyed argues that “the re-constitutions and endurance of chiefly authority 
are conditioned by chiefs’ ability to adapt to changes and to engage in 
ever-changing and dynamic forms of hybridization” (Kyed 2007: 318). 
Such studies are significant because they reveal the processual and 
dynamic aspects of hybridity as opposed to seeing it as fixed or as a polity 
or ‘end-result’ of political struggles of the past. Hybridity can therefore be 
perceived as an “ever-evolving process” (Albrecht 2018: 568) or dynamic 
socio-political products of “communication across incommensurable 
polarities” (Hutnyk 2005: 86). This understanding is also in line with 
Young (1995) who argues that the term conveys awareness of the 
“permanent revolution of forms” (1995: 25) by emphasizing political 
interaction as a set of dynamic and interchangeable infusions.  

The term further helps to clarify how states cannot be understood as 
universal political units (Poggi 2012), but rather as historical-specific 
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institutions that continuously “seem to undergo an increasing international 
isomorphism, i.e. a structural convergence, regarding their formal 
institutions, but continue to function in hybrid ways which diverge from 
the globalised western ideal of the state” (Blisemann de Guevara 2012: 8; 
also Migdal and Schlichte 2005). As such, the concept holds an important 
locus in the critique of the failed state discourse (see Jackson 1990; Zartman 
1995; Rotberg 2004) as the lens views hybrid forms of rule (see Merlingen 
and Ostrauskaite 2005) as amalgamations of pre-colonial, colonial and post-
colonial elements that function in their own right (Badie 2000; Migdal and 
Schlichte 2005). The traditional authorities of Somaliland all have a link to 
the state that is defined by the state’s very recognition of traditional authority 
as legitimate actors. These authorities therefore “internalize and embody a 
foundational hybrid order” (Albrecht 2018: 570) making them infringed 
upon by the state and vice versa. This complex relationship is further 
explored in the history chapter (Chapter four) of this thesis, which 
illuminates how state authority and traditional authority are fundamentally 
intertwined and in constant processes of winding and unwinding this 
relationship. 

Such a system of governance has clear echoes with the British colonial 
past in Somaliland. Here, the regal status of traditional authorities was 
preserved, perhaps invented (see Hobsbawn and Ranger 1992), so that local 
authorities could perform quotidian tasks of administration (Lewis 1993). 
This may be seen as a strategy for reinforcing state presence in the 
hinterlands as much as a way for traditional leaders to ‘seek entanglement’ 
(see Elliott 2018) with a more internationally streamlined political system as 
chapter six explores empirically. But the traditional authorities cannot be 
reduced to state representatives despite officially being on the payroll of the 
state. This is not merely because they oftentimes do not receive any salaries, 
but also because they do not represent the state or exclusively reinforce its 
presence in the rural margins. Instead, the traditional authorities enjoy 
different degrees of legitimacy and state-entanglement depending on both 
temporality and locality (see Benda-Beckmann et al 2005; Jackson 2017; 
Divon and Bøås 2017; Hoehne and Zenker 2018; Fokou and Bonfoh 2016)  

As also argued by Albrecht (2018), neither state nor traditional authority 
are distinct, ‘pure’ or ‘uncontaminated’ institutions. Thus, hybrid 
institutionalism does not indicate a permanent formation that has been 
smelted together by two former ‘pure’ institutions. Rather, both state and 
traditional institutions are themselves hybrids (Stepputat 2013) that have 
adapted and been adjusted to fit the specific social context in which they are 
working. 
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As such, these hybrid institutions are constantly developing 
institutional frameworks that have become part and parcel of the lived 
political experience, making the hybrids more easily applicable and often 
locally more legitimate than, for example, the state authority. This is 
despite the fact that the hybrid order often remains dynamic, situational 
and ‘in flux’ (Boege et al 2009). This testifies to an institutional 
framework that can be “grasped as porous, constantly changing and 
borrowing, while nevertheless being able to retain at any particular 
historical moment the capacity to shock through deliberate conflations and 
subversions of sanctified orderings” (Werbner 2001: 134). This emerging 
hybrid form can be adjusted to ‘fit’ into the given local context and alter 
according to local and fundamental power struggles and socially 
acceptable institutional behaviour.  

The hybrid establishment, therefore, does not weed out established 
sources of authority as the prologue also reveals. Instead, the hybrid 
becomes a dynamic and situational amalgamation of already established 
power sources, meaning that people can keep drawing on a plurality of 
authorities and potentially ‘shop’ (Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan 2003) 
between the established and interconnected institutions. 
 
Power and Authority 

 
The hybrid political order (Boege et al 2008) that arguably defines the 

legal context of Somaliland is an organic system that faces a “constant 
evolution” (Hoehne 2018: 186). Hoehne suggests that “while the blending 
of systems of authority may in fact lead to an increase in legitimacy of the 
hybrid political order for some time, such orders never are in balance for 
long. Usually one side takes the lead to the detriment of the other” 
(Hoehne 2013: 213). The balance of the hybrid political system is 
therefore constantly renegotiated and reasserted. This is often because the 
clan elites “must continually earn the support of their followers. If they 
fail, they are easily replaced” (Kurtz 2001: 49). The hybrid order in which 
those actors explored in this thesis navigate in, is one that is ever-dynamic 
and continually is being shaped by local power relations. Therefore, it is 
critical to explore the dynamic nature of power. A reading of power as a 
social and political custody that circulates between authorities and citizens 
helps to explore the opportunities and limitations that lies within the 
hybrid political landscape in the rural margins. 

Drawing partly on Latour (1986) and Foucault (1980, 1990), this thesis 
understands power as a “convenient way to summarise the consequence 
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of a collective action” (Latour 1986: 265). The two thinkers have a mutual 
concern and interest in relationality (see Pyyhtinen and Tamminen 2011) 
which makes their respective philosophies of power relevant for the study 
of the interrelation between citizens and state.  

Latour argues that power should be treated as an effect rather than a cause 
– that is, a consequence of collective action (ibid: 271), which is in line with 
Foucault who argues that power cannot be reduced to the decisions and 
ambitions of individual subjects (Foucault 1990) but must be seen as a 
collective co-production of hierarchies. This entails that citizens co-produce 
hierarchies of power by engaging in an active relationship with actors who 
face the potentiality of turning that power into authority. As this capability 
varies over time and space, institutions are thus “continuously moving in and 
out of a capacity to exercise public authority” (Hoffmann and Kirk 2013: 
12). Here, authority is understood as the “capacity to evoke compliance in 
others” (Presthus 2018) thus implying its reciprocal nature and dependence 
on citizens through acts of power.  

This reveals an inherent paradox that lies within power relations. Latour 
(1986) captures this paradox as he states that “when you simply have 
power…nothing happens and you are powerless; when you exert 
power…others are performing the action and not you” (Latour 1986: 264-5). 
What Latour’s paradox shows is that power is something that is given to 
certain agents by e.g. a collective group of people.  

In the prologue, it was evident that the traditional institutions constituted 
a solid domain of power which was converted into authority. Yet, as 
segments of the population ‘gave power’ to the state by letting it exercise its 
mandate in Sood, it became evident that “power over something or someone 
is a composition made by many people” (Latour 1986: 265). So, for people 
to give power, it must entail that they are the ones who collectively possess 
it. Without anyone to practice power over, powerful agents become 
powerless (ibid). This echoes Arendt who argues that “power is never the 
property of an individual; it belongs to a group and remains in existence only 
so long as the group keeps together” (Arendt 1970: 44). So, if segments of a 
population no longer give power to the clan authorities, they, ipso facto, 
become powerless as the “amount of power exercised varies not according 
to the power someone has, but to the number of other people who enter into 
the composition” (Latour 1986: 265). Thereby, what is at stake for traditional 
and state authorities is that they face the threat of following a historical 
trajectory “full of people who, because they…deemed power to be 
something you can possess and capitalise, gave orders no one obeyed!” 
(ibid).  
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In the rural hinterlands of Somaliland, authority and power relations are 
circulating between traditional and statutory institutions. Despite being 
entangled, both seek to convert their acquired power into authority, which 
Sikor and Lund remind us can be done by “gaining and sustaining legitimacy 
in the eyes of their constituency” (Sikor and Lund 2009: 10). The result is 
that state and traditional leaders “shop for disputes” in order to 
“consolidate their authority” (ibid), which provides favourable access to 
resources in a resource-scarce setting. This implies that the state 
constitutes a source of power but not the source of power. This is not the 
case now, nor has it been historically (see e.g. Tilly 1990). In fact, in a 
majority of territories in rural Somaliland, the state has generally abstained 
from consolidating permanent authority (Hoehne 2018). This can 
especially be seen as a consequence of rural Somaliland having a plurality 
of small villages that shoot up, dissolve or even migrate to fit the pastoral 
lifestyle. The physical and permanent presence of schools, clinics or other 
state services has thus been more or less absent in the rural margins. As 
these relatively young villages emerge, and as they consolidate hierarchies 
of power, there are only scarce collective experiences of the state as 
occupying a stable point of reference throughout their lives.  This indicates 
a hybrid political system that is ‘imbalanced’ (Hoehne 2018) and locally 
power and authority are mainly distributed according to traditional norms 
and procedures. Especially in these rural societies the state cannot be taken 
for granted (Jessop 2007) as the natural authority to whom power is given. 
Instead it is frequently the absence of state authority that defines the local 
legal norms more so than its presence. 

 
Making Life, Order, and Predictability. 

 
The circulation of power, which tips the scales of the hybrid political 

system as previously described, suggests a dynamic social and political 
context. To properly illustrate how these processes simultaneously offer 
restraints and opportunities to people locally, the notions of order, 
predictability and what I refer to as life-making can bring us further to an 
understanding of the undercurrents of state-making. More concretely, 
these terms help to clarify how exactly social and political navigations 
unfold and that despite their organic nature provide predictability before 
chaos to people locally.  

Gender, amongst other factors, plays a defining role in the way people 
can and do engage with their social setting. This entails that people adapt 
different strategies of life-making depending on their position in society. 
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This section engages with the notion of making life and what it entails in 
terms of predictability and order. 

To do so, order must firstly be properly situated. To Kahn (1965) and 
Moore (1978), order never ‘breaks down’, but instead functions in cycles 
of constant re-emergence. This is in line with Hills who insists that order 
never emerges but only re-emerges (2009: 28). In that sense, order may be 
distorted and renegotiated, but never actually lost (Hills 2009: 121). Hills 
therefore defines order as “arrangements that ensure that each element in a 
political whole is arranged in equilibrium according to a known scheme, and 
that each has a proper function” (2009: 12). This is in line with Kyed and 
Albrecht who define order as “a set of linked social institutions and practices 
that (seek to) conserve, maintain and enforce particular ways of relating and 
behaving” (2014: 16). Similar for both definitions is that they honour how 
order is “an active process, not as something which, once achieved, is fixed. 
The view is taken that existing orders are endlessly vulnerable to being 
unmade, remade, and transformed, and that even maintaining and 
reproducing themselves, staying as they are, should be seen as a process” 
(Moore 1978: 6). 

Such insistence on the term could falsely give the impression that the order 
implies security. Hills reminds us that this is not the case, as order can be 
based on instrumentalization of insecurity (Hills 2009: 148). Strict or 
authoritatrian regimes can provide high levels of order and regularity in the 
everyday. Order is thus “constantly being made and remade through active 
processes of regulation of social life” (Kyed and Albrecht 2014:16). Such 
regulation includes but is not limited to “cover enactments and 
representations of rules, categories, symbols and rituals that give form, order 
and predictability to social life” (ibid: 16-17). The link to predictability is 
important for understanding order because it reveals how the term essentially 
refers to the ‘maintenance of regularity’ or “an irreducible minimum of 
confidence in the future that allows groups and individuals to engage in 
routine activities, including the promotion of change” (Marenin 1982: 382). 
Predictability thus occupies a central yet also paradoxical position in this 
thesis, as it establishes the dynamics that allow for people to routinize their 
lives, while also allowing segments of a population to manipulate these very 
dynamics. This implies a close relationship between order and predictability. 
Unlike what popular discourse indicates, Somalia has not been on a 
downward spiral towards complete chaos. Rather, people have been 
entrepreneurial and creative in adapting to an irregular socio-political setting. 
This creativity is sparked through engagements with actors and things to 
whom people predict will co-operate in pursuing change. This has resulted 
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in an avant-garde economy and high level of resilience (Little 2003) that 
reveals how there is a “common interest of all groups in society [to maintain] 
regularity and [protect] persons and livelihood.” (Marenin 1982: 382).  

This demand for predictability is not to be mistaken for a high demand for 
state presence. The state has historically been a predatory source of 
insecurity and oppression (see Menkhaus 2007: 71) and the experience in 
Somalia has to a large degree been dominated by unpredictability which 
has provided strong legitimacy for the clan system (see Leeson 2007). 
Therefore, the local populations’ attempts to increase predictability in 
terms of gaining access to basic resources is deeply entwined in life-
making. But life-making also includes the attempt to improve certain 
conditions, whether it be socially or judicially. This was evident in the 
prologue, which presents an example of a group of women making life by 
enhancing their agency through institutional means that eventually 
connected life-making to state-making. Conceptually, life-making thus 
consists of a pursuit to maintain a high level of regularity or predictability, 
allowing for people to engage in routine activities (which demands a 
known social order in which to navigate) that improve or enrich their lives 
and that have the potential for being translated into popular support for a 
certain mode of governance. In that sense, life-making is associated with 
local attempts to manipulate local perceptions of order. This entails that 
order-making is not only a “deeply political matter” (Kyed and Albrecht 
2014: 2), but simultaneously a personal matter.  

Many peoples’ experience of the state has been one of general absence 
of agreed rules (Hills 2009) or denial of deep-rooted regularity (Song et al 
2010). Unpredictability, which in Somaliland often is associated with the 
state, is unwanted in a context largely shaped by crisis, and where people 
pursue stable routines. The state rarely provide predictability. Therefore, 
it goes for order and the regulation of social life as it does for resource 
distribution: neither depend on centralized authority for enhancement and 
continuation.  

In essence, the notions of order and predictability help to illustrate the 
social scene in which acts of life-making unfold. By insisting on order as 
something that only re-emerges never to break down, we can pursue the 
rural margins as having a dynamic political reality as opposed to seeing 
these places as somehow emerging into chaos. Meanwhile, the fact that 
order exists, does, by no means, indicate a secure or positive everyday life. 
Order and predictability are the conditions that allows for people to pursue 
an optimization of their current conditions, this was what I referred to as 
life-making. This also entails that people compete locally over the 
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promotion of change and preservation through a variety of, often routinized, 
activities.  

 
Real Governance and Experience 
 
So far, it has become evident that despite the remarkable absence of physical 
state institutions in the rural margins (see Hoehne 2018) there are still strict 
arrangements and actors ensuring that certain forms of order are 
simultaneously preserved and manipulated. Preservation and manipulation 
of the social order is mainly expressed through encounters between regular 
citizens and governing agents with deviating relations to the central state. 
Such encounters hold the potential to trigger large-scale change, including 
the initiation of state-formation processes. To make sense of these 
encounters and to see the potential they hold, it is useful to draw on the ‘real 
states’ literature. In this academic debate, priority is given to the actual 
behaviour and actions of governing agents as opposed to what they ought to 
do according to policy papers. As such, the ‘real states’ literature provides a 
certain way of perceiving encounters that consolidate and renegotiate 
relationships between governing agents and the governed. This perception 
helps to reveal how a plurality of experiences of governance emerge and, as 
such, how exactly contradictory visions for the future take root and surface. 
This is mainly because the lens allows for observing governance practices 
‘as they are’ and as they unfold in their own right, which essentially allows 
for a deepened exploration of the plurality of experiences of authority that 
co-exist in the political life of rural Somaliland.  

There is already a solid and expanding scholarship on the study of African 
bureaucracies (see Anders 2010; Bierschenk 2008; Bierschenk and Olivier 
de Sardan 2014; Blundo and Le Meur 2009; Crook 2010; De Herdt and 
Titeca 2016). Especially significant is De Herdt and Olivier de Sardan’s 
invitation to study the ‘practical norms’ (2015), that consolidate the ‘real 
governance’ of institutions, interesting for this study.  

The literature has mainly focused on public sectors in African countries 
often applying ethnographic methods to study civil servants (e.g. Anders 
2010). What this nexus of academic disciplines has encouraged is an actor-
centric approach that often sees civil servants as manoeuvring and 
strategizing within the formal sector of which they represent. This has meant 
that the focus diverges from a more sector-centric approach where 
irregularities often were described as dysfunctionalities. Common for most 
of the literature is that it reveals how public administrations are regulated by 
a plurality of norms and that personal and social strategies overrule the strict 
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sense of loyalty to the state that is expressed, performed and lies implicitly 
in the uniform that many civil servants wear.  

The real governance framework recognizes the presence of a gap between 
formal policy and actual practices without ascribing to it a failed state 
discourse (see e.g. Rotberg 2003). Originally, the framework investigates 
“[t]he discrepancy between official norms and effective practices” (De 
Herdt and Olivier de Sardan 2015: 3) mainly illustrated through empirical 
data from civil servants. The ‘real’ lens thus recognizes a discrepancy 
without necessarily considering it as problematic, but rather as an 
outcome-specific mode of governance that is tied up to political and 
historical processes. This is evident as political regimes and emerging 
governments oftentimes find themselves “in a space that has already been 
institutionalized by previous ones” (De Herdt and Olivier de Sardan 2015: 
6) and since social groups “lack their own space, have to get along in a 
network of already established forces and representations.” (de Certeau 
1984: 18). Such dynamics create a hybrid of overlapping institutions 
(Badie 2000; Migdal and Schlichte 2005; Bliesemann de Guevara 2012; 
Kyed 2007: 318), as previously argued in this chapter. 

Indeed, the above-mentioned studies of these actors has recognized that 
they operate in a hybrid context. Yet such studies have so-far remained 
mainly state-centric and revealed that civil servants (their focus) work “in 
the twilight between state and society” (Lund 2006a: 678). This is an 
astute analysis of such public institutions. But the study of rural 
Somaliland adds nuance to that statement by claiming that some of the 
most essential actors in providing public services – such as local clan 
leaders – do not “depend on the idea of [the state] to do so” (Lund 2006b: 
689). This is primarily because their constituencies have a historically 
justified mistrust of the state in the first place, and their own legitimacy is 
grounded instead in the ‘idea’ of a different kind of authority: the xeer.  

Instead, many of the coping strategies for rural Somalilanders are 
bureaucratic and political exercises that “become possible not because 
there is a well-developed infrastructure available to sustain them” but 
rather because the state only endures through its paucity (de Boeck 2011: 
271). In reality, governance, including service provision, is a multifaceted 
political performance that hails from a plurality of power domains 
whereas the state holds no monopoly on such service provision. Indeed, 
the effectiveness of service provision may even depend on the paucity of 
the state to become fully operational in the first place. This becomes 
concrete in the empirical evidence presented later in this thesis where state 
bureaucrats attempt to redirect emergency aid to their own clan and 
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constituency. Here, clan authorities skip the bureaucracy, or engage with it 
as little as possible, and in one example provided, manage to distribute 
diaspora funded emergency aid to the far hinterlands because they 
circumvented the state.  

It is therefore necessary to take the real governance framework slightly 
further. In the pursuit of de-essentializing the state as the main service 
provider, it becomes necessary to investigate the key actors, besides those of 
the state, who engage in the provision of rules, regulations, resource 
distribution and similar services, that is, governance. An actor-centric 
approach to uncovering the ‘real’ practices of governance entails that the 
state should hold no privileged position here, as the ‘real’ acts of governance 
are performed by a multiplicity of actors that are entangled with the state in 
various degrees.  

Furthermore, the real states framework seems to be locked on practices. 
This reveals little about how these practices are translated into experiences 
for the citizens involved in the relation. This study takes up that challenge as 
it seeks to maintain the actor-centric approach. However, as power and 
governance are relational, the various authorities who are subjected to certain 
demands are just as essential as those seeking to affect them. This is made 
more complex by the fact that citizens are far from being a homogenous 
group that experiences these practices similarly. This thesis seeks not merely 
to look at activities and arrangements that are performed during encounters 
between citizens and governing agents. This would merely reveal what 
people do not how they feel about what they do. Based on the assumption 
that encounters of governance are experienced in a number of different ways 
between segments in a population, this thesis wants to clarify how relevant 
actors experience these encounters on a personal level. This is mainly 
because the plurality of experiences of local authority helps to unravel how 
different visions for the future emerge, and more concretely, how gendered 
segregation directly influence encounters of authority. These experiences 
translate into hopes and sometimes actions that can affect state-formation 
processes in the rural margins. 

Meanwhile, the ‘real’ practices of governance have a wide array of 
collective and individual implications. Indeed, state agents “cultivate their 
‘own’ practical versions of official rules” as De Herdt and Titeca (2016) 
discover to be the case in the education sector in the Congo. But the 
cultivation of official rules is experienced collectively by those citizens 
engaging in the relation. In De Herdt and Titeca’s fascinating case study, 
services are enhanced as teachers circumvent the formal rules to “create 
space to respond to parents’ demand for education, to increase the number 
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of teachers and their salaries far beyond what would otherwise have been 
possible” (De Herdt and Titeca 2016: 472). In this specific case, the state 
simply did not provide a relevant framework for increasing learning 
opportunities amongst school children. In times of crisis, this study suggests 
that here does the state also lack the skills – or interest – of providing for 
citizens, which encourages them to look towards other actors to whom 
they can ‘give their power to’. Local forms of governance thus become 
practical arrangements that not simply satisfy the individual, but they are 
tied to a wider social and moral universe of experience (Auyero 2012; 
Campos 2016) that often seeks to satisfy the broader community or groups 
within it.  

The ‘real states’-inspired framework also provides a suitable way of 
acknowledging governance norms as outcomes of past-in-present 
realities. Indeed, such dynamics of an entwined formal and informal sector 
is a specific outcome of historical and social processes. However, 
historical trajectories cannot be perceived as the defining feature for the 
ways in which institutions operate in the current time and space.  

When investigating governance through the amalgamated ‘formal’ and 
‘traditional’ institutions, one can easily fall into what Bierschenk and 
Olivier de Sardan refer to as “culturalist-traditionalist” explanations of 
modern-day African societies (2014: 48). Such approach often 
essentializes the pre-colonial past (see Chabal and Daloz 1999; Kelsal 
2008) as an explanation to why administrations ‘fail’ to live up to specific 
demands (see e.g. Rotberg 2004) or “utopian points of reference” (Certeau 
1984: 18). In such thinking, current economic and political dynamics are 
believed to “flow from” customs that are “rooted in an economy that is 
thousand years old” (Kellsall 2008: 629).  

Even though “the historical past represents a context” that is significant 
for contemporary governance (Rueschemeyer 2009: 148), it is important 
to deviate from essentializing pre-colonial dynamics as vindications for 
contemporary post-colonial dynamics. The main problem with such 
thinking is that it treats the colonial past as “a formal interlude” (Olivier 
de Sardan 2014: 66) where colonial administrative procedures and norms 
apparently evaporated as pre-colonial norms and procedures got re-
introduced into post-colonial society. 

As Olivier de Sardan also argues, such stance “inevitably 
underestimates the diversity, ambiguity, innovations, syncretism, 
contradictions and conflicts which we consider to be actually the typical 
features of the current situation” (ibid). By investigating the actual 
practices of governance, it becomes evident that neither pre- nor post-
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colonial institutionalism can be perceived of as the defining feature of 
contemporary dynamics. As previously highlighted, institutions overlap, 
intersect and remain in flux meaning that they constantly adjust to new 
settings, which creates new spaces for new experiences of citizens to 
engage with them. 

In summary, contemporary governance practices are the result of 
variously positioned actors who seek to cultivate each other’s accessibility 
and capability and their individual domains of power for service delivery and 
redistribution. In that process, the dichotomy of formality/informality 
becomes blurred and replaced by a set of standardized norms that hail from 
various institutional frameworks. In this specific study, ‘real’ practices 
provide a way in for the exploration of those encounters that determine the 
trajectories of state expansion or withdrawal in the rural margins and 
therefore holds deep relevance for the study of those undercurrents shaping 
state-formation trajectories in the rural margins. 

Undercurrents 
 
The first section of this chapter has clarified the key concepts that this study 
engages with. These are hybridity, power, authority, order, predictability and 
experience. The notion of undercurrents constitutes the culmination of this 
conceptual framework and it is therefore necessary to isolate the term and 
provide a clear explanation of what exactly is meant by this notion that is 
perceived as a central aspect in terms of state-expansion.  

The term undercurrents has its roots in the field. During an interview 
regarding how women get their wishes and demands through to the group of 
men who seemingly decide everything in the village, a woman explained: 
“There are these things you do as a woman, there are these things that you 
do as a man. These are different things and life [between the two genders] is 
apart… Our demands get through, but it is in a hush-hush way. Everything 
is hush-hush” (Informant 829). This made me realize that there are quite some 
essential movements going on beneath the surface of this immediately 
agnatic façade of Somali institutionalism. To capture such movements that 
are unfolding latently but have great significance overall, the term 
undercurrents, I felt, provided a relevant symbolic terminology. The term 
suggests a hierarchy of social action whereas some are visible and public, 
and some are repressed. It also suggests that some sudden changes of societal 
orders are products of more than male-dominated politics that otherwise take 
most of the credit for decision-making processes. Sarah Nuttall offers a 

 
9 Interview, April 2016, woman, age 40-50, rural setting 
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compelling analysis of South African novelist Gordimer’s and artist 
Kentridge’s works that in different ways suggest the presence of a “world of 
the underneath” where “the surface is a cover for the real” (Nuttall 2014: 
162). Though the understanding of some actions as being more ‘real’ than 
others is problematic, her engagement with a ‘space beneath’ the 
immediately visible has compelling analytical value. Yet, this is not an 
archeologist endeavor to explore what the surface hides. Rather, it is an 
analysis of what flows that a number of micro-events unfolding at several 
levels, rooted in a plurality of experiences, and encounters can arouse in 
terms of state-expansion. 

First of all, it is important to clarify that the term suggests a redirection 
of the analytical focus from critical moments (see e.g. Thomson et al 2002) 
to the liquid infinity of social processes unfolding at subsurface level and 
indirectly driving key moments forward in local histories. Such multi-
layered perception of social interaction suggests that key moments in local 
histories are outcomes of layered activities that only to various degrees 
have been visible or known to the broad population. In strictly segregated 
societies such as in Somaliland, the male-dominated public sphere is only 
one of several stages or spaces in which local grievances are articulated 
and converted into actions. This point will be revisited empirically in 
chapter five. 

In that sense the term undercurrents helps to shed light on the layers 
and depths of large-scale social events and the relevance of micro-events 
in these key moments. As such, the concept encapsulates the key concepts 
of this framework by suggesting that specific forms of order and power 
relations create segregated spaces of articulation where grievances can 
translate into actions. This is made possible through a predictable social 
setting that allows for critical articulations. These articulations in 
segregated spaces define the emergence of new – yet partially hidden – 
political flows or movements; i.e. undercurrents. The focus on these 
undercurrents can help uncover the layered and conflictive dynamics that 
challenge and transform sites of authority over an extended period of time. 
This is significant because the shift in loyalty “from a myriad of 
institutions to the state is usually so gradual that the process is hard to 
document; it is impossible to say that at a certain point on the time scale 
loyalty to the state becomes the dominant loyalty” (Strayer 1970: 10). 

To connect undercurrents and state-making suggests that state 
expansion entails processes that unfold on several levels and are triggered 
by several actors and interests. By observing the forces at play on these 
different levels, a more holistic approach to the study of state-making 
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emerges. It becomes evident that state-making is not simply what happens in 
a government office by actors wearing a uniform that represents the state. It 
is a process that evolves from below and from above simultaneously, 
indicating that it unfolds in a segregated and a multi-layered context and in 
a vast variety of spaces – public, as well as spaces that are socially tucked 
away. The term undercurrents offers a suitable analogy to illustrate how 
those forces unfolding in the subsurface, resonate as nuances on the surface 
(Nuttall 2014). As these interplays are threading together it becomes evident 
that there are underappreciated contributions to state-expansion being made 
in the peripheries of the state, in private arenas as much as there is in 
government offices. As part of the flow on the surface, the undercurrents 
comprise significant features of individual and collective state-making 
processes. In essence, the term acknowledges that there are a “multiplicity 
of forces at play” (Oucho 2002: xvii) that affect the current.The term has 
previously been used in academic research to suggest that there are dynamics 
either competing with the main-stream or directly influencing the observable 
surface (Dawson 2018; Haila 1998; Ooucho 2002; Zanotti 1993; Leitner 
1987). None of these, however, offer a definition of the term, which limits 
their analytical strength. But by shedding light on the term and perceiving it 
as a lens to understand dynamics that deviate from what is immediately 
observable to the researcher, the underlying influences of much more long-
term local change gain a central analytical position.The concept is 
furthermore used to illustrate a hierarchy of the cases presented throughout 
this thesis: The prologue revealed immediately observable moments of state 
expansion where loyalties are shifting. The following cases speak to the 
prologue in the sense that they seek to illuminate those underlying tendencies 
or social paths allowing for similar evolutions and dissolutions of the state. 
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Section 2: Gender as Analytical Lens 

This thesis seeks to explore the latent socio-political movements in the rural 
margins that in one way or another effect state-formation processes. In that 
sense, this is not a study of gender per se, but may be perceived as a study of 
those dimensions of segregation that drives processes of state-formation 
forward. When highlighting gender, it is because gender serves as a key axis 
of exclusion in Somaliland and because this exclusion results in significantly 
different experiences of authority and hence significantly different dreams 
and hopes that people have for the future. But it is also because, together 
with the rural areas, gender has been neglected in the field of Somali studies. 
This section presents gender as an analytical lens because it serves as an 
excellent lens to exemplify how those competing paths of state-formation 
emerge. This approach is especially useful in the context of Somaliland 
where gendered segregation is a fundamental aspect of social interaction in 
the rural margins. 
Fortunately, the focus on feminist studies and thinkers has resulted in the 
growing “inclusion of women in the study of the past” (Morrell 1998: 605) 
and the “recognition of their agency has filled an important lacuna” (ibid). 
Simultaneously it has become evident how little focus was given by previous 
scholarship towards the practical socio-political meaning of gender norms. 
Unfortunately, it seems that the gender gap is still dominating the sub-field 
of Somali Studies (Ingiriis and Hoehne 2013). This is problematic as gender 
should occupy a central position in a study of a society largely organized by 
strict ideas and ideals of gender (Walls et al 2017). Instead, qualitative 
research in Somaliland is predominantly (not exclusively) based on male-
dominated narratives. There are significant exceptions to this claim, of 
course (Dechlich 1995; Aden et al 1997; Nakaya 2003; Timmons 2004; 
Walls 2013; Walls et al 2017; Ackley 2017). Yet the gender bias has resulted 
in the absence of true analytical depth in social and political scholarship on 
the region. Meanwhile, the application of a gendered lens to study state-
formation cannot simply be fulfilled by including quotes from female 
informants into the study and then characterize the study as being gendered. 
Yet, this study is not a study about gender per se.  Rather, the study 
recognizes the limitations of perceiving gender as an analytical category, 
without focusing on the intersection of “multiple dimensions and modalities 
of social relations and subject formations” (McCall 2008).  Instead, this 
study offers a multi-layered, gender-sensitive perspective of state-formation 
processes and their surrounding dynamics.  This provides a more complex 
lens through which the plurality of outcomes and experiences of state 
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formation can be recognized. Indeed, it is argued that the notion of 
experience cannot be fully understood without recognizing the pivotal 
significance that gender plays in the categorization of people and 
organization of society in rural Somaliland. 

It is not new that studies of state-formation engage with local struggles 
between different segments within a population (see Stepputat 2013). Yet, 
the link between state-formation and gender remains remarkably under-
researched. The most noteworthy scholarly examples – all undertaken some 
time ago – are Matchinske and Megan (1998), Hartmann (1981), and Gailey 
(1987) who all engage with ‘the subordination of woman’ in the context of 
state formation. This subordination is perceived as ‘universal’ as “in all state 
societies femaleness is associated with lower status” (Gailey 1987: 3), so it 
is claimed (also see Liddle 1996). The local struggles that trigger state 
formation processes can, for example, be related to access to resources or 
political influence, both of which are frequently determined by an 
individual’s social standing, which again is often defined by their gender. 

The study of gender in the subfield of Somali studies rests upon a 
normative foundation rooted in colonial discourse, which the following 
section explores further. By linking state-formation processes to gender 
norms, experiences and practices, the urgency of reconsidering the gender 
question in the context of Somali studies becomes evident. But dominantly, 
gender has been entirely ‘left behind’ by researchers within the Somali 
territories, or often been reduced to normative descriptions of patriarchist 
discourse. Indeed, Somaliland is patriarchal, and women are often denied 
participation in politics (Walls 2013), but they have also occupied the 
paradoxical role of also “playing a vital role in peace building and 
reconciliation, shuttling between the clan of the father and husband relaying 
messages that could not be safely carried by males” (ibid: 165). 

Meanwhile, the study of gender within the Somali diaspora has been much 
more frequent (see Kleist 2010; Al-Sharmani 2010; Giles 1996). In that 
sense, there is a lack of ‘internal’ studies on how especially the gendered 
segmentation of populations affects socio-political trajectories and outcomes 
within the Somali territories.  

Gender is a theme that is organically grounded in the data. Informants and 
the empirical material in general pointed towards gender issues as being of 
major importance in the context of state formation. Gender issues were 
frequently mentioned, and when the history of Somaliland was debated, the 
gender aspect was present in the conceptualization of history as mainly being 
‘male-driven’.  
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The spaces which this study engages with are often, though not 
exclusively, divided in accordance to gender. This has led me to 
conceptualize order and even state-formation itself as concepts that are 
entrenched in gender norms. Indeed, the structuralized segmentation of 
citizens in accordance to gender logics is so striking in Somaliland that it 
would be difficult to disregard it as an inconsiderable detail.  

This testifies to the point, that gender norms are societal norms, and 
vice versa. Hence, the study of a societal phenomenon, like that of state-
formation, cannot be scrutinized without paying significant attention to 
‘the gender question’ that inherently influences socio-political processes. 
Despite popular discourses, women are not just bystanders to the state-
making processes and society in general. Their specific position in society 
can drive processes of state-formation forward, meaning that women often 
are vehicles for state-formation, as the prologue illustrates. If, instead, 
male domination is perceived as the ‘standard’ by which we measure 
political dynamics, it eventually produces a confirmation bias as female 
informants recede into the background. 

 
Gender in Somali Studies: The foundation and the ‘blind spot’ 

 
The early work of Richard Burton, First Footsteps in East Africa; or, An 
exploration of Harar (2012 [1856]) solidified a gender perspective from 
which future scholars have departed when investigating and 
conceptualizing gender relations in general and Somali women in 
particular (Ahmed 1995). Burton’s description of Somali women is 
implicitly a description of men as well. In his very subjective and 
generalizing manner, Burton described Somali women as being “of cold 
temperament…very prolific, but peculiarly bad mothers, neither loved nor 
respected by their children” (Burton 1856 [2012]: 119). In marriage, 
Burton continues, the bride 

 
is rarely consulted, [and] her relatives settle the marriage portion, 

which varies from a cloth and a bead necklace to fifty sheep or thirty 
dollars, and dowries are unknown…On first entering the nuptial hut, the 
bridegroom draws forth his horsewhip and inflicts memorable 
chastisement upon…his bride, with the view of taming any lurking 
propensity to shrewishness. This is carrying out with a will the Arab 
proverb, “The slave girl from her capture, the wife from her wedding 
(ibid: 120-121). 
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While the above quote initially serves to testify the power of men, 

Ahmed (1995) interprets this in a different way. He points out that “in a 
society where men are confidently in control, there would be no need to 
beat a bride into submission” (Ahmed 1995: 172). Also, the quote is 
revelatory of the deep relation between gender and performance - or (violent) 
assertions of normative orders to sustain discrete and polarized genders as 
cultural norms (in line with Butler 1990: 178). It seems as if the point of 
departure for understanding gender relations in Somali society has been 
based on the assumption of deep division. 

Apart from the very stereotypical and downgrading descriptions of Somali 
femininity, women are in this quote portrayed as passive elements of Somali 
society and their value reduced to that of fifty sheep. She is the 
‘domesticated’ constituent that is equal to pure nature (see Ortner 1974) and 
of which the male has violently tamed and inflicted his control upon. ‘The 
woman’ is therefore left as an antithesis to ‘the man’ who apparently is not 
just the only gender capable for carrying history forward but apparently is 
also inherently violent as he carelessly commodifies his offspring. 

The discourse also suggests that men occupy a societal position as the 
possessing class (see Freire 1970) of Somali society. The connection 
between masculinity and possession dehumanizes men because their identity 
is reduced to possessing, not to that of being (see Freire 1970, Morrell 1998). 

The way Burton understood polygamy serves as a revealing example of 
this discourse. 

 
The chiefs, arrived at manhood, immediately marry four wives: they divorce the old 

and unfruitful, and…allow themselves an unlimited number in peculiar cases, especially 
when many of the sons have fallen. Daughters…do not “count” as part of the family: they 
are, however, utilised by the father, who disposes of them to those who can increase his 
wealth and importance. Divorce is exceedingly common, for the men are liable to sudden 
fits of disgust. There is little ceremony in contracting marriage with any but maidens. I 
have heard a man propose after half an hour’s acquaintance, and the fair one’s reply was 
generally the question direct concerning “settlements”. Old men frequently marry young 
girls, but then the portion is high and the menage a trois common. (Burton, 1856 [2012]: 
121-122) 

 
Given the historical and cultural context in which Burton wrote his work, 

he may be excused for his stereotypical presentation of gender relations in 
Somali societies. But his work came to constitute a lens through which 
gender perspectives came to be observed many years to follow. Therefore 
there is a pressing need to nuance this discourse and perceive of women as 
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part of a complex symbiosis where they, together with men, drive history 
forward while recognizing the inherent uneven treatment they face.  

The conclusion that he draws is based on his engagement with what seems 
like exclusively interacting with male informants. When using Burton to 
illustrate a problematic discourse that laid the foundation for contemporary 
understandings of Somali society it is, of course, because he is 
overwhelmingly explicit in his writing - not to suggest that his opinions 
are directly shared in the field of Somali studies today. But the story of the 
strict patriarchal society with no respect for women has continued 
throughout academic writing. Ahmed (1995) draws a parallel between 
contemporary scholars’ work and that of Richard Burton. Contemporary 
scholars, he argues “do not criticize Burton’s approach, but they impute 
the semblance of science to his observations on Somali women [and] their 
role and position in Somali society” (Ahmed 1995: 159). The result, he 
argues, has constituted a well-established myth of Somali women as 
“chattel, commodity, and a creature with little power” (ibid). He refers to 
the perhaps most influential scholar of Somali Studies, I.M. Lewis and his 
early work, to stage the argument that Lewis has carried the legacy of 
Somali women as excluded from society forward. Lewis is frequently 
referred to as the founding father of Somali Studies (see e.g. Hoehne and 
Luling 2010) and his understanding of gender relations has shaped the way 
Somali Studies engages with the gender question up to this day. Yet, even 
though this discourse indeed seems to be alive and well, Lewis cannot be 
held entirely accountable for it. 

Indeed, his view on marriage as a corporate institution that “involves 
the temporary surrender of a woman’s fertility” (Lewis 1969a: 138), and 
his argument that women appear “in segmentary relations as a dependant 
with rights only through the agnatic group to which she is attached by 
marriage or birth” (Lewis 1955: 128) are rather simplified. But he also 
argues that despite the general perception of women as being lower 
ranking than men, “beneath the agnatic façade, they are quite as influential 
as men…It would probably be true to say that the Somali woman has low 
rank but considerable standing” (Lewis 1969b: 128). But despite his 
attempt to nuance the view on the Somali female community in his later 
writing, he still presents women as being external to Somali society – a 
commodity that easily can be traded when appropriate, often in times of 
conflict in the pursuit of satisfying the needs of disputing parties. 

The main problem with such discursive point of departure is that 
women significantly influence local politics, but the dominating 
understanding of women as being positioned within an 
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unpolitical/domestic space has meant that studies relating to political science 
in Somaliland frequently suffer from a strong gender bias. This is 
problematic because in a strictly divided society like Somaliland, certain 
political elements can have different meaning to differently positioned 
people. Thus, political dynamics understood through one segment of 
society fails to achieve a wider understanding of the entire political life-
circles. 

Much of the later research on Somali gender norms have focused mainly 
on diaspora communities or transnational networks (Akman 2014; Al-
Sharmani 2010; Collet 2007, Kleist 2008, 2010; Wiklund et al 2000). The 
focus on gender in Somali contexts is at first glance a quite obvious topic in 
a society described as being “patriarchal to the bone” (Ingiriis and Hoehne 
2013: 314). On a second notice, as the study of Somali gender norms has 
been notoriously tied to the study of displacement, diaspora and health 
issues, little research has focused directly on contemporary gender norms in 
a Somali setting with Ackley (2017) as a remarkable outlier. Ingiriis and 
Hoehne (2013) are certainly right when they conclude that Somali studies 
have been ‘blind’ with regards to the gender question. Instead, analysis has 
paid attention to male-dominated spaces, such as qat chewing (Hansen 
2010), power-politics, military history, clan elders and the independence 
process of Somaliland (Walls 2011). In all these matters, however, women 
have frequently been active ‘behind the scenes’ (Ingiriis and Hoehne 2013) 
making their role pivotal but difficult to understand or assess (ibid). 

The Somali society is an extremely uneven one (Walls 2011). But despite 
the general understanding of women as inferior to men, it does not mean that 
women are powerless. Rights under customary law are defined in accordance 
to gender (Gardner and El-Bushra, 2004: 33) which means that women have 
increased agency within the formal state law that officially recognizes the 
equality of men and women. In line with that nuancing of gender roles, it is 
worth remembering how women can possess items and should not be 
subscribed to just being a possession by their eventual husband. Women 
divorce their men, complain about their men to elders and often in alliance 
with their fathers or other authorities. They put forward demands to their 
husband’s role in the domestic sphere despite popular discourse claiming 
otherwise. Many women own camels and sheep and they are responsible for 
trading or selling the surplus milk and other household goods of which much 
of the household economy depends (Nori 2009). Furthermore, women are 
the main coordinators during relocation of their family when they are looking 
to relocate in the pursuit of finding a better piece of land (Walls 2011: 70). 
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In times of crisis, women’s role in society becomes significantly 
noticeable (Walls 2013; Timmons 2004; Nakaya 2003). The ongoing -as 
well as previous- food crises and internal conflicts have re-positioned 
societal gender norms as many women have become the primary 
breadwinners of the households due to many –mainly men - died during the 
civil war. Generally speaking, women are now in control of the retail trade 
of clothing, agricultural products and women constitute the vast majority 
of qaat stalls (Walls 2011: 70; Nori 2009; Gardner and El-Bushra, 2004: 
119-121).  

Women are also now the main receivers of remittances. In the words of 
an informant, who has settled in Europe: “I send 100 dollars every month 
to my family. Sometimes a little more and some months I have no money 
to send. But you know I only send it to the women in the village because 
the men [short break] who knows? Maybe they will spend it all on qaat” 
(Informant 110). The Somali woman of course speaks into a discourse of 
negative interpretation of a gender, but her statement testifies to the 
growing dependency and importance of remittances has pivoted the role 
of women in rural communities as they have become the primary receivers 
of remittances (see also Walls 2011: 70; Bradbury, 2008: 150; Gardner 
and El-Bushra, 2004: 121). While remittances constitute a major income 
for many people in the rural areas, a woman explained that when she 
receives money from her Europe-based family she never tells her husband: 
“then he will ask for more and then he want to have a little bit of it, but 
even now, with the money they send, we are still hungry” (Informant 211). 
Such statement testifies to the role of women as being pivotal (Walls 2011) 
yet their impact unfolding “behind the scenes” (Ingiriis and Hoehne 2013). 
Such realities challenge the fixed understanding of traditional gender 
norms and gender divisions. It further testifies to the problem of previous 
scholarship where the ‘male-dominated spaces’ in the divided society 
have been the standard way in to understanding societal mechanisms.  
 
Ideals of Somali genders 

 
Among the first things that are revealed to new scholars about Somali 

culture when it comes to gender perspectives is that Somaliland is 
“patriarchal to the bone”(Ingiriis and Hoehne 2013: 314), that the clan 
system is patrilineal, and that each person, depending on gender and age, 
knows his or her exact place in society (Lewis 1994: 19). Indeed, women 

 
10 Interview, May 2016, woman, age 50-60, urban setting 
11 Interview, May 2016, woman, age 20-30, rural setting 
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are prevented from participating in tribal assemblies of elders, blood 
compensation is half as compared to that of men, and women have limited 
property and marriage rights. These ideals, or local norms, are often 
described as being “the ideal way” to run a household. But that the male 
social status is superior to that of women (Gardner and Bushra 2004: 11) 
depends on men being able to provide financially for the household, which 
is far from always the case. A ‘real man’, or raganimo in Somali, is 
chategorised as a breadwinner who is also tough, brave, helpful and generous 
(Kleist 2010: 189; Hansen 2008). A ‘real woman’ on the other hand, 
guarantees that the household makes ends meet, while being obedient and 
respectful of her man. Both roles can be difficult in times of deficient 
resources and though these ideals are often perceived as being in high 
demand, reality is much more fluid. Ideals are exactly what they are, and 
they deviate from lived experiences both over time and space. 

As the historicity of Somaliland also will show, societal norms (and hence 
gender norms) are rarely fixed but instead are a constant subject for 
renegotiation and depend on constant manifestation. As Klaust suggests, 
there is “not one singular way of ‘doing’ Somali masculinity or femininity” 
(Kleist 2010: 190), but there seems to be a clear understanding of common 
ideals from which individuals then can deviate. These common ideals, 
however, are not fixed either, which is indicated by the two Somali proverbs 
that go: “No family will prosper if it relies on women’s decisions” and 
another one, that says: “Only a fool will not consult his wife and seek her 
opinion” (see Timmons 2004: 5).  

The overall discourse on gender norms suggest that women are associated 
with domestic work and men associated with ‘public life’. The domestic 
sphere, however, has degrees of publicity in the sense that cooking in 
kitchens is both a social and domestic event. The domestic realm is not a 
closed entity that is exempt from significant articulation and public 
influence. In other words, there cannot be drawn a clear line between the 
domestic and public sphere where the public sphere is ‘more’ political. Both 
are ‘political sites’ (Berry 2009) and the assumption of a strict division 
between the two would purportedly associate men as cultural individuals 
while women would be associated with ‘nature’.  

To sum up, this study indicates a break with previous studies of Somali 
gender values. It is not a study of gender, gender-relations, women and 
femininity, or of men and masculinity. It is simply a study of state-formation 
processes, that recognizes the significance of an internal “tacit collective 
agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders” 
(Butler 1990: 178). It is a study that locates and recognises all actors as 
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participants in a wider social system in which all have various degrees of 
agency. 

This section has sought to capture the ways in which gender is approached 
in Somali societies in order to present the argument that spaces which are 
made up primarily by women are also political spaces, and although 
presented as backstage, domestic spaces, they have deep political 
significance. This partly meets Butler’s call to “extend visibility and 
legitimacy [of] women as political subjects” (Butler 1990: 3). This is 
important, “considering the pervasive cultural condition in which 
women’s lives were either misrepresented or not represented at all” (ibid). 
As it can be assumed that “there is no sex that is not always already a 
gender” (Salih 2007: 55), bodies become genders through their social 
existence, and as all existence is social, there are no non-gendered bodies 
that pre-exist their cultural inscription. In other words, gender is a social 
sequence of acts, or what Butler calls a “repeated action of some sort” 
(Butler 1990: 143). But this section showed how this sequence of acts is 
developing. As women have become main receivers of remittances and 
generally have come to occupy an economically central position in 
households, it is evident that despite often being seen in the background, 
they are producers of undercurrents that face the potential to reach the 
surface. 

By engaging with gender to identify competing experiences of 
authority, it becomes evident just how different understandings of 
essential societal institutions coexist amongst populations. Therefore, 
gender serves an excellent lens to observe how competing visions shape 
state-formative trajectories in Somaliland.  
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Section 3: State-formation and State 
 

State-formation 
 
State-formation is, in this thesis, conceptualized as those ambivalent, 
processes “by which a state forms and evolves as a result of agents engaging 
in a struggle for power that leads to the creation and transformation of sites 
of authority” (Costantini 2015: 24). These struggles can unfold due to many 
reasons, but often they include a gendered perspective. Gender therefore 
serves as an excellent way in for exemplifying how looming dissatisfaction 
with current forms of order can translate into structural change. In the 
opening prologue, competing experiences and perceptions of local authority 
resulted in a segment of the population, i.e. a group of women, taking action 
to improve their agency, since men and women officially are equal under the 
state law, which however, is rarely enforced in practice. This has led to 
increased state presence in a territory where state officials had no previous 
ability to perform their duties. The women I refer to from my case study were 
not driven by political ideology but by the pursuit of improving their general 
conditions of life – i.e. what I refer to as life-making. In that sense life-
making became directly linked to a process of state-formation. While the 
previous section explored the use of gender as a way in for illuminating those 
undercurrents that can trigger such political trajectories as state-formation, 
this section explores the conceptual basis of state-formation in its various 
forms further. 

There are a number of ways of which state-formation has been theorized 
over the years. Stepputat sums up three approaches that have emerged in the 
study of “relations between an emerging or established center and its 
periphery, hinterland, interior” (Stepputat 2013: 28). First, the ‘penetration 
approach’ (ibid. also Jessop 2007), or the ‘military approach’ (Poggi 2012), 
“emphasizes the infrastructural and administrative aspects of state formation. 
This depicts the process as an often violent penetration of the territory by 
army, bureaucracy, and capital, resulting in a sort of primitive administrative 
and economic accumulation” (Stepputat 2013: 28). This process facilitates a 
centralization over the distribution of goods and capital in the pursuit of 
increasing legibility and manageability (ibid). Such thinking is strongly 
influenced by Scott (1998), who argues that modern state bureaucracy is 
motivated by the pursuit of reducing “complexity to manageable 
dimensions” (Scott 1998: 22), or narrowing state vision in pursuit of bringing 
“into sharp focus certain limited aspects of an otherwise far more complex 
and unwieldy reality” (ibid: 11). 
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That such processes are driven by a military approach implies an 
intrinsic connection between state and violence, which is also emphasized 
by Collins, who argues that “[b]y state we mean a way in which violence 
is organized…The state consists of individuals in possession of firearms 
and other weaponry and…these individuals claim the monopoly of such 
use” (Collins 1975: 181). Poggi also suggests that organized violence is 
used internally in the protection of resources through the use of “law 
enforcement, the repression and suppression of threats to the public order, 
by the police and the judicial system” (Poggi 2012: 99). This is especially 
significant when a certain place may face a sudden influx of resources or 
people, as the distribution of material wealth and increased resources to 
fight for provides local authorities with an incentive to compete or create 
alliances with actors who otherwise may have limited relations with the 
central state (see Poggi 2012: 102). 

But there is also an emphasis on external use of organized violence, 
which relates to Tilly’s dictum that states make war and vice versa (Tilly 
1990). This military perspective on state-formation suggests that those 
who do not possess the “material resources necessary to equip 
[themselves] militarily” (Poggi 2012: 99) are likely to be subjected to 
external sources of authority. In other words, sovereign states historically 
have won over other forms of socio-political organization because of a 
need to “centralise the capacities for armed coercion” (Egnell and Haldén 
2009: 35). This creates a “movement that has to be followed” (de Jouvenel 
1962: 142) by other power sources, as “[o]nce the system of having a 
standing army had been adopted by one…all its neighbors had to introduce 
it” as well (ibid). 

Secondly, Stepputat identifies what he refers to as “the cultural aspects 
of state formation” (Stepputat 2001: 285). Here, state formative processes 
can focus on “the production of new subject identities through the 
categorization, regulation, and routinization of everyday life and 
encounters between subject/citizens and state institutions” (Stepputat 
2013: 29). Such an approach implies that the state is “rendered natural, 
taken-for-granted, or even legitimate to the subject/citizens” (ibid). State 
power is thus ‘internalized’ in individuals (see Corrigan and Sayer, 1985; 
Stepputat 2013) and people are reduced to “objects of centralized power” 
(Stepputat 2001: 285) which means that people can only “reproduce or 
resist” that centralized power (Stepputat 2013: 26) and not become 
entrepreneurs of new power domains. In such a view, the state plays a 
significant role in the everyday life of individuals through state-citizen 
encounters. 
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Finally, Stepputat identifies what he refers to as the ‘politics of place 
approach’. Here, the historically specific processes of state formation “in 
localized and historical contexts” (Stepputat 2001: 286) reveal “how, at 
certain conjunctures… localized struggles between different segments of 
the population over resources, entitlements, and political control may 
extend the reach of state institutions to areas which hitherto have had only 
episodic, mediated, or otherwise limited presence of state institutions” 
(Stepputat 2013: 30). In other words, as local authorities attract people and 
resources to govern, or conflicts to solve (see sikor and Lund 2009), they 
simultaneously attract the attention of the state. It is particularly attractive 
for the state to govern resourceful territories as part of the task of 
consolidating the ‘realness’ of the de facto state. Yet, the faith of the state in 
rural Somaliland lies in the hands of local citizens who have the power to 
include and exclude state authority into their realms. This suggests that state-
formation is a process of collective action that is intimately connected to 
power and the exercise of authority.The empirical data presented in this 
thesis draws on such scholarship of the evolution of the state. In that sense, 
the data offers a view into the plurality of state-formation processes that 
unfold simultaneously in different rural settings, often at rapid speeds (Cloke 
2006), and throughout the Somali territories. Yet, as Stepputat (2001; 2013) 
clarifies, all approaches suffer from various limitations. It is therefore 
conducive to, first and foremost, underline how state-formation is 
fundamentally ‘a wild and unpredictable set of paths’ (Bertelsen 2016), an 
“unplanned historical process” (Powell 2016: i). As opposed to state-
building, which refers to “a conscious effort at creating an apparatus of 
control” (Berman and Lonsdale 1992: 5) the outcomes of state-formation are 
“largely unconscious and contradictory process[es] of conflicts, negotiations 
and compromises between diverse groups” (ibid.). This makes it difficult to 
perceive of state-formation as top-down or center-outward processes 
(Stepputat 2013). Rather, it is helpful to consider the process of state-
formation as “the result of myriads of situations where social actors negotiate 
power and meaning” (Krohn-Hansen and Nustad 2015: 12) without 
necessarily referring to the state in the first place. This makes the term of 
life-making relevant as it underpins the process as a largely unconscious 
process. In other words, state-formation is rarely the intention of local 
disputes and negotiations of power, yet it is often the outcome (see Tilly 2002 
[1985]: 38; Sikor and Lund 2009: 3). 

Indeed, the data presented in this thesis reveal how specific state-
formation processes can be both top-down and bottom-up, and that, within a 
relatively short geographical distance, can be expressed through different 
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trajectories. As such, the processes that this study explores are not 
considered to have any end-goal but instead remain in permanent 
processes “of political and administrative centralization” (Gorski 1993, p. 
266) where the outcome is highly capricious and unpredictable and mainly 
gradual. As Carvalho argues: the understanding of processes as 
revolutionary breaks “rather than incremental reformations and 
innovations in political discourse masks the continuous character of social 
and political change” (Carvalho 2016: 70).  
 
The State  

 
The gradual expansion of the state as described in the previous section, 

raises a fundamental question of exactly what it is that is expanding. Also, 
it raises the question of what such expansion entails in areas of limited 
state presence in the first place. To begin with, it is worth highlighting that 
the rural margins, however marginalized or distant they may be, are not 
somehow located ‘outside the state’. Such dichotomy often hailed by Scott 
(1998; 2017) has little analytical value and suggests a level of autonomy 
that generally has little resonance in today’s dominating state-form of 
organization. Das and Poole (2004) specify this unlikeliness of a scenario 
where “portions of the human community” are entirely disconnected from 
a state: “if politics defines its domain by excluding certain aspects of 
human life… that exclusion is necessarily constitutive of politics itself” 
(Das and Poole 2004: 141), as they argue. Meanwhile, it should be 
recognized that in the rural areas people experience a relatively low 
frequency of state encounters. When state-citizen encounters do unfold, 
these moments are of augmented significance because the few encounters 
shape local understandings of the large and often abstract institution of the 
state.  

In the first section of this chapter, it was argued that the state is often 
implemented in a variety of ways and through the use of what De Herdt 
and Olivier de Sardan (2015) refer to as practical norms, or real forms of 
governance. The state, then, is far from a streamlined and bureaucratic set 
of performances. And in the margins, the dominating way of enforcing 
state law is by circumventing it (ibid). The state, then, does not hold a 
‘single’ identity but constitutes a plurality of individual projects 
performed by a plurality of different state agents, which results in 
numerous experiences that citizens have accumulated throughout the 
many years where the state has tried to consolidate its relevance amongst 
citizens. The state is thus both experienced during encounters as well as 
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through everyday absence (see de Boeck 2011). In that sense, even in spaces 
of limited state presence, everyday life becomes a potential “domain for the 
production and reproduction of the state” (Navaro-Yashin 2002: 135). This 
makes the state a rare, yet “powerful object of encounter” – though it is often 
“difficult to locate” (Aretxaga 2003: 398). 

The remarkable absence of state services and authority means that there is 
no single task or certain traits, which singularly ‘defines’ the state. Economic 
production, disciplining, education, monopoly of violence, policing or the 
organization of healthcare are not aspects that people necessarily have 
experienced as lying uniquely within the auspices of the state. This makes it 
difficult to identify specific focus areas where “state processes and practices 
are recognized through their effects” in such spaces (Trouillot 2001: 126). 

The uncertainty of the location of the state has previously led to 
conclusions that the state has no existence after all, but “it is a fiction of the 
philosophers. What does exist is an organization, i.e. a collection of 
individual human beings connected by a complex system of relations” 
(Radcliffe-Brown [1940] 1955: xxiii). Indeed, the state has no “objective 
existence in the way that, say, a tax form has” (Krohn-Hansen and Nustad 
2005: 4-5), which means that the state mainly survives as an idea rather than 
a direct impact. In line with Abrams (1988) the state, then, masks its own 
disunity: Institutions such as the police, prisons and armies merely constitute 
an incoherent set of practices. These institutions only gain legitimacy 
because they hide their uncoordinated claims behind the same mask that 
makes them look like part of a unified whole. From such perspective the state 
is reduced to one amongst several actors within a “diffuse field of power 
relations” (Martin 2015: 105) that either contribute to the growing power of 
the state (Cohen 1985; Garland 2001; Johnston and Shearing 2003) or its 
growing ‘impotence’ (Bauman and Tester 2001). 

The use of a streamlined façade is similar to the traits of traditional leaders 
who also wear symbols of authority during important meetings and public 
appearance. These ‘diffuse’ dynamics of authority (Suykens 2010) crystalize 
the importance of perceiving service delivery as not being within the 
monopoly of the state. This is in line with Lund who argues that authority 
cannot be ascribed to “the ‘state’ as a coherent institution; rather, public 
authority becomes the amalgamated result of the exercise of power by a 
variety of local institutions” (Lund 2006b: 686). Here, “the state competes 
for legitimacy; it struggles to be accepted in public consciousness as the final 
authority for order against the competing claims of other groups-classes, 
regions, ethnic ties, or personal networks” (Marenin 1982: 384). 
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While the state may be an ideological project to some, its servants may be 
more worried about optimizing their own positions in society than translating 
unrealistic policies to all corners of the nation. It is therefore difficult to see 
this idea of the state as homogenous and “as an instance transcending the 
agents who embody it” (Loyal 2017: 98). Instead, the state constitutes a 
platform from which a broad variety of experiences can be made by a 
plurality of citizens. These experiences are largely shaped by the way the 
state works. What is expanding, then, is not a coherent institution, but 
instead, spaces of legitimate operation for those individual actors that 
somehow are formally engaged with the state as representatives. 
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Section 4: Times of Crisis and Studying the Rural 
 

Times of Crisis 
 
There is no doubt that a study that engages with the evolution of the 
incoherent institutions of the state, is strongly affected by the fact that the 
empirical data has been collected during times where the food crisis 
intensified. The ongoing food crisis, which is explored further in chapter six, 
effects “the character of the data” (Bidney 1946: 539) foremostly because 
informants themselves recurrently referred to the crisis as having an impact 
on their current actions and decisions. In the prologue, the women slowly 
became a majority due to demographic change inflicted upon Sood as a direct 
consequence of the crisis. To understand how crisis effects the findings of 
this study, it is necessary to reflect upon crisis both conceptually and 
methodologically.  

Apart from Henrik Vigh’s study on crisis and chronicity (2008), the 
concept of crisis has been “granted very little attention …as regards the 
analysis of culture and society” (Beck and Knecht 2016: 56). Most 
frequently, the term refers to an urgent threat towards essential functions and 
values and therefore demands an immediate response under conditions of 
uncertainty (Rosenthal et al 2001; Voss and Lorenz 2016). Crisis is often 
considered an “interruption in the reproduction of economic, cultural, social 
and/or political life” (Johnston 2002: 123-5) suggesting that it has potential 
as a “generator of practices of ordering and reordering” (Beck and Knecht 
2016: 57). While it is problematic to perceive of crisis as an interruption in 
a Somali context, it is relevant to recognize both the chronic ever-presence 
of crises (see Vigh 2008), but also the different intensities of which crises 
circulate. 

Crisis is a sociological phenomenon as it entails a group of people who 
together face challenges with different degrees of urgency to resolve (Voss 
and Lorenz, 2016) in order to guarantee the continuation of everyday 
predictability. The term thus implies a large degree of chronic uncertainty 
and unpredictability (see Vigh 2008). But it is also ambivalent in the sense 
that the threat often can become a vehicle for change in the sense that 
“[c]risis…combines the grave threat and the escape door” (Boin & Hart, 
2006: 43). Voss and Lorenz argue that habitual “patterns disintegrate during 
crises. This means “stress,” but it also focuses our attention on undesirable 
developments and opens up greater potential for change than under quotidian 
conditions” (Voss and Lorenz 2016: 92). This dichotomy of crisis vs 
quotidian conditions is fundamentally problematic as crises can be quotidian. 
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As Vigh suggest; “[f]or the structurally violated, socially marginalised and 
poor, the world is not characterised by balance, peace or prosperity but by 
the ever-present possibility of conflict, poverty and disorder” (Vigh 2008: 
5). Crisis is in Somaliland not perceived as a temporary struggle, but as a 
circular event that returns with various degrees of intensity. Crisis is 
therefore more or less chronic to many rural populations, but the degree 
and effects of crisis are fluctuating. In line with Vigh, it is useful to “see 
crisis as context – as a terrain of action and meaning…a constant prospect 
waiting on the other side of the horizon, which even when absent is 
omnipresent” (ibid). From such perspective there is no way to avoid 
thinking crisis into the analysis of rural state-formation. 

Vigh’s perception entails a break with classic crisis-thinking rooted in 
the thinking of Bidney (1946), who presented the concept of crisis as 
having two distinct forms. Cultural crisis and natural crisis. Natural crises 
were considered sudden disturbances beyond the control of human 
capacity to control that disrupts everyday social lives. A cultural crisis was 
seen as the “result of some dysfunction inherent in the very form and 
dynamics of a given form or culture” (Bidney 1946: 537). The assumption 
of a culture being inherent to crisis is an early take on what later became 
coined the state-failure discourse – the assumption of some inherent 
failure that is bred in to the cultural regime. This inherent failure, of 
course, seems to be the simple fact that they are ‘non-Western’. Within 
such discourse, crisis in the global south reveals cultural failures while in 
the west, crisis promotes technological progression. 

State-formation and crisis are not new acquaintances. Ravi Ahuja has 
argued that crisis in the shape of famines has “not only extinguished 
human life, cattle and material resources, but also strained, subverted and 
broke up bonds of community, class relations and structures of political 
authority” (Ahuja 2002: 352). While the Somali food crisis definitely 
challenged some bonds of community in some places this study found that 
the crisis threw loyalties and identities into even sharper relief. As Arnold 
argues, “A crisis is a time of testing - of religious beliefs, of social relations 
and of institutions” (Arnold 1994: 64). 

As a ‘time of testing’, it also means that the ways in which key actors 
respond to the crisis may be definitive for how they are perceived by their 
constituents in the future. In other words, crisis is a time for some actors 
to ‘prove their worth’ and manifest their authoritative position in society 
to the detriment of other key actors. This makes moments of crisis key 
moments for the more long-term conditions of governance. Crisis thus 
provides a stepping stone for observing the cyclical and transitional re-



  
 

 

61 

 

 

establishments of social order. This makes the emerging orders and 
outcomes of the crisis the key subjects of the study as opposed to the crisis 
itself. 

This conceptual exploration of “crisis as context” (Vigh 2008: 5) 
recognizes crisis as being definitive of the ways that both state and traditional 
authority operate. Yet, it is the use of gender as a lens that allows us to fully 
explore the different effects the crisis has on people in a fundamentally 
uneven and segregated society like Somaliland (Walls 2011). An increased 
focus on studies that explore how gender matters in various social contexts 
have emerged over the years. More recently, it has become evident, 
especially within the relief industry and less so in the academic world, that 
crises in their various forms impact “women, men, boys and girls differently” 
(Fanning 2018: 3). Also, it has become evident that gender roles are 
disrupted during crisis and that “survival strategies are gender- and age-
specific” (ibid). This may seem obvious, but as Hondagneu-Sotelo remind 
us “the vast majority of immigration studies are still conducted as though 
gender relations are largely irrelevant to the way the world is organized” 
(1999: 566). The same marginalization has been present in studies of state-
formation. With the academic awakening that gender matters, it becomes 
evident that gender affects coping mechanisms during crises. The prologue 
revealed in detail how gender norms, and specific gendered actions to make 
life, played a significant role in the expansion of state control in the rural 
hinterlands of Somaliland. In that sense, gender and the study of state-
formation become intrinsically linked.  

Against such conceptual backdrop, it becomes evident that crisis 
constitutes a context in which “new perceptions and practices of the material 
world” (Williams 1977: 126) are in the making and enhanced according to 
the intensity of the fluctuating effects of the crisis. In that sense, a crisis 
enhances moments in which “new connections must be made” (Beck and 
Knecht 2016: 61). In other words, a crisis can enhance state formation 
processes as people strategically take new steps in the pursuit of structuring 
“the ways in which [they] cope” (ibid). 

These strategical adjustments that people make do not emerge from a void 
but are alliances and experiences that perhaps previously have existed in the 
periphery of their consciousness and where their position now are subject for 
reconsideration. In other words, as order never breaks down (Hills 2009) new 
alliances are emerging “in the context of pre‐existing knowledge, patterns, 
and structures” (ibid) which indicates that a crisis can reveal both central and 
peripheral alliances in the consciousness of peoples’ social life.  
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A crisis can thus be perceived as a transformative period. But as we 
simultaneously perceive of crisis as having a degree of chronicity, 
transformations are also permanent conditions that over time and space are 
affected differently by crisis intensity. In that sense, people face the 
potentiality to constant shuffle and re-articulate their positions in society.  

The context of crisis does therefore not serve as a research limitation. 
Instead, the above dynamics can be seen as “moments during which 
cultural dynamics are concentrated and thus are accessible more easily for 
analysis and research” (Beck and Knecht 2016: 59) because people tend 
to be more vocal about their scepticism towards authorities as crises are 
enhanced in their seriousness. Such assumption suggests that “the 
arrangements of a society become most visible when they are challenged” 
(ibid; also Wolf 1990). 

Essentially, the cyclical mode of crisis offers a persistent opportunity 
for the consolidation and renegotiation of domains of power, which means 
that state-formation and crisis are intrinsically entangled. Paradoxically, 
crisis occupies the position of being defined by the absence of resources, 
which means that temporary sites of abundance of resources become 
increasingly relevant for states and other authorities to govern. These sites 
of abundance are often perceived as having an urban locality. Such 
assumption rest upon the supposition of sovereignty as residing in the state 
and thus in state institutions (Stepputat 2013) that mostly are located in 
strategic urban centers. However, it is necessary to delink sovereingty 
“from a necessary relation to state-territories” (ibid). Rather, sovereign 
practices including service deliveries are often performed ‘beyond the 
state’ (ibid), essentially deconstructing the centre-periphery localities and 
dichotomies. 

 
Studying the Rural 

 
While crisis serves a key backdrop against which this study must be read, 
the empirical findings of this thesis are simultaneously stimulated by their 
rural derivation. This is far from an insignificant detail as there are social 
and political dynamics that are enhanced contrarily in urban and rural 
areas respectively. This section engages with these distinctions as context 
of the study and argues that a rural-based study of the state prompts 
findings that are specific to rural trajectories of state-formation. 
Conceptually and concretely it is argued that Das and Poole’s framework 
of the margins of the state (Das and Poole 2004) can help to illuminate the 
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specificity and imaginations of spaces outside the immediate control of the 
state. 

Markus Hoehne suggests that the Somaliland state has a physical centre, 
which he refers to as the “central-state-triangle” (Hoehne 2018: 186). 
Concretely, this area covers “the area between Hargeysa, Berbera and 
Burco” (ibid), which can be seen in the illustration below. In this centre, he 
argues, politics are mainly, but not exclusively, dominated by the ‘modern’ 
state authorities. Here, the hybrid system of governance still allows for 
traditional authorities to side-line the state and take on conflict resolution 
without state involvement. Though such a strict demarcated zone is a 
simplification, it does suggest a tendency – or dominating understanding - of 
strategically increased state presence in these three urban centres, and hence, 
a general absence of physical and institutional state presence elsewhere. It is 
mainly the elsewhere that this thesis engages with. 

 

The elsewhere has famously been captured by Das and Poole as being the 
margins of the state. These are “sites of practice on which law and other state 
practices are colonized by other forms of regulation that emanate from the 
pressing needs of populations to secure political and economic survival” 
(Das and Poole 2004: 8). The areas outside the central-state-triangle thus 
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occupy an ambivalent analytical position as they occupy a central position 
for understanding the ‘reach’ of the state (Scott 1998). Hence, the validity of 
the claim to statehood that the state announces with reference to being in 
control of a demarcated area has to be understood through the understanding 
of how authority is consolidated and negotiated in those areas not 
immediately prioritized by the central state. Those socio-political 
dynamics explored in these margins are thus insinuations of the 
legitimacy, ability and power of the state as a collective source of 
authority. 

he margins offer a useful term to illustrate how the state has 
strategically organized its infrastructure and how these priorities are 
manifested physically and socially. Or more specifically, how the priority 
of state presence and absence translates into concrete practices and 
experiences of the state. The term can help to highlight the presence of 
material differences of those areas within and outside the central-state-
triangle. These differences often take on a physical form where the 
presence of physical infrastructure fluctuates significantly. The main road 
network serves as a great example. It unites the three urban centres of the 
central-state-triangle while it detaches other areas from easily 
participating in the specific form of physical circulation of goods and 
labour such infrastructure allows (see Dalakoglous and Harvey 2016). To 
get a visual idea of ‘the margins’, the following illustration provides an 
indication of the rural locality of the village of Sood, which was visited in 
the prologue. 
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Figure 1: This map illustrates a typical rural research site. It is about 7km off the main 
road and within the arid space with no roads. Knowing the place depends on local 
knowledge. This illustration provides a sense of the ‘depth’ of the margins in which most 
of the field research has been conducted. 

Such locality is common for rural Somaliland outside the central-state-
triangle. Wiuff Moe suggest that these ‘margins’ are numerous and often, as 
opposed to spaces within the central-state-triangle, defined by their limited 
state-control over people and territory (Wiuff Moe 2011). These are spaces 
where the state constitutes an “extra-local polity” (Kyed 2007: 36).  

Though it is problematic to conflate the margins with the rural areas, 
Mamdani suggests that rural populations cannot subscribe to the category of 
citizenship in the first place, as rural power has not been ‘detribalized’ 
(Mamdani 2018 [1996]: 289). Such significant imagination of the rural and 
their populations suggest that people living there are generally perceived as 
distinct from citizens who reside in the vicinity or within the central-state-
triangle. It also reveals how the rural areas are understood as imaginative 
spaces that are connected to traditional cultural meanings in contrast to the 
general practices of statutory organization. This spatial distinction indicates 
that the rural primarily is “vested in its oppositional positioning to the Urban” 
(Cloke 2006: 18). To Cloke, the rural areas generally represent a “conceptual 
struggle, where the other-than-urban meets the multifarious conditions of 
vastly differing scales and styles of living” (ibid). This thesis meets that 
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conceptual struggle by engaging with “the (sometimes rapidly) changing 
conditions of rural life” (ibid) through a conceptual frame that allows for 
both dynamism and diversity. Within this framework, the rural margins are 
not perceived as isolated enclaves, and interactions between rural and urban 
sites are not be limited to the national sphere. Rural populations do not 
necessarily look towards their national urban spaces as sites of potentiality 
or change. Instead, they may engage in a transnational outreach that is 
prompted by the increased ability for rural populations to, through the use 
of telecommunications, “‘shrink’ the geographic distances between city 
and country” (ibid: 20). As such, the rural populations may engage in 
practices that define them as rural, and though these operations unfold in 
the margins of a state, they may echo in central institutional, 
organizational or statutory offices internationally.  

Such dynamics indicate the presence of a space that deserves to be 
treated conceptually distinct from its urban counterpart as the lived 
realities in the hamlets and villages of Somaliland are significantly 
different, and differently interpreted, than life in urban centres. This 
distinction is grounded in the general national understanding where urban 
Somalilanders frequently refer to the rural areas as being ‘backwards’ and 
‘more traditional’, or even detached from, urban, modern life. Others 
would hail the rural as places where the Somali tradition was ‘kept alive’. 
In either case, both examples imply a discursive dichotomy of rural and 
urban imaginations. 

The visual distinction between rural and urban Somaliland is obvious, 
but the absence of government buildings or paved roads cannot 
singlehandedly illustrate that complex division between them. It is evident 
that there is a distinct political expression in rural areas that in many ways 
stands in contrast to the rapidly urbanizing and expanding capital of 
Hargeysa and other key urban hubs in Somaliland. Indeed, the urban 
spaces have certain ‘urban political expressions’ that reveal wide aspects 
of state-citizen relationships (see e.g. Harvey 1985). But the assumption 
that such expressions are somehow ‘stronger’ in urban areas as opposed 
to rural areas is misleading as the thesis demonstrates. Essentially, by 
focusing on rural areas, in a study of the state, another set of institutional 
dynamics gains the immediate attention than what an urban-based study 
would have delivered. In other words, as “political institutions help to 
shape the attitudes and behavior of citizens” (Bratton 2007: 96) it follows 
that different types of political institutions shape different attitudes and 
behaviour of citizens because people generally “take their cues” (ibid) 
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from the societal norms and structure of “rules, procedures, and customs 
prevailing in the polity in which they live” (ibid). 

The spatial significance of rural areas has been concretized in formal 
policy and working papers of the state. In the National Development Plan 
of 2017, illiteracy rates are highlighted as being strikingly high in the rural 
areas as compared to the urban areas (Ministry of National Planning and 
Development 2017). Also, rural areas have very limited access to healthcare 
and Internet and communication services. And though “[p]overty is acute 
across the country and households…[it is] more severe in rural areas” where 
it is estimated that 21% live in extreme poverty (ibid). In urban areas, the 
number is 10%. Also, income generation and consumption patterns are 
different as livestock and agriculture are the main sources of income for 
almost the entire rural population. Furthermore, it is estimated that only 
about “3% of the rural population live within 2km of the existing road 
network” (ibid), disconnecting the rural populations from easy access to 
many market-driven economic activities and social services outside the clan 
system. The divide between urban and rural settings has remained 
remarkable, and apart from the institutional landscape, the economic system 
also reveals that the national economy is fragmented. It ranges “from 
relatively advanced capitalist systems, symbolized by modern banking… to 
traditional economic systems, represented by subsistent peasant and pastoral 
systems” (Mengisteab 2017: 2). These differences in urban and rural 
contexts are significant because about 50% of the population live in the urban 
and rural areas respectively. Of the latter, officially 34% are nomads. These 
percentages, however, are fluctuating as people migrate and nomads can, and 
do, decide to settle permanently in places that are good for their livestock. 
According to internal data in Somaliland, about 11% of the entire population 
of Somaliland live in permanent rural settlements.  

These figures arguably reveal that permanent inhabitants in the rural 
margins occupy a minority of the total population, which may explain the 
low political priority they are given by the state. The rural populations are 
more or less ignored in the Somaliland constitution as well as in any policy 
documents from The Ministry of Environment and Rural Development that 
otherwise claim to serve the interests of rural areas.  

This is evident when looking at the rise in land disputes as a result of land 
in many rural areas increasingly becoming “urbanized, privatized and 
commercialized” (Ministry of National Planning and Development 2017). 
The disputes have led to the creation of Land Dispute Tribunals in these 
urban and peri-urban areas. Other solutions such as mobile courts have 
brought state justice to small towns where no permanent state court is 
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available. But neither the Land Dispute Tribunals nor the Mobile Courts 
have reached the small rural villages. According to several state officials 
interviewed about this matter, people in the rural areas are predominantly 
considered to have their own ways of settling disputes. In that sense, the 
political and physical infrastructure of Somaliland allows for the rural-based 
clan leaders to continually consolidate their authority in the hinterlands. 
The absence of certain (state) infrastructures thus leads to the emergence 
or consolidation of distinct political and physical infrastructures in the 
margins, allowing for local elites to mobilize people and resources, and 
distribute land without including state authorities. 

The dominating understanding of a central-state-triangle that 
encapsulates state presence, combined with the spatial imagination and 
production of rural areas as dominated by other-than-state forms of 
authority underpin the rural areas as sites of certain rural specificity. By 
studying state-formation in such distinct geographical contexts it becomes 
evident that the rural margins occupy privileged sites for observing the 
socio-political impact of state intervention in spaces where state presence 
is rarely taken for granted. The effect of state presence is thus enhanced 
as relatively small steps into these areas have potential to greatly 
manipulate fundamental forms of local order. 

There are indeed similarities and overlaps between state margins and 
rural areas. Yet, such conflation is problematic. In line with Mengisteab 
(2017), this study understands a “rural area” as both a geographic space, 
but also, “a socioeconomic space occupied by the traditional economic 
systems” (2017: 10). By this is meant that they are spaces that are 
dominated by extensive land use and where people who settle there think 
of the area as mainly rural (Cloke 2006: 20). As such, the margins are not 
necessarily rural, and the rural are not necessarily margins, but may 
occupy a central position for a given country’s economic production.  

In that sense, the rural areas in Somaliland are significant political sites. 
Most large-scale conflicts and rebellions in Somaliland have also 
historically started in rural settings - a tendency that is not unique for 
Somaliland but for Sub-Saharan Africa more widely (Baker 2009: 107). 
They also represent the limits of the ‘reach’ of the state (Scott 1998) and 
they are domains where power is distributed locally and not necessarily 
fixed in relation to the state. In that sense, this thesis claims that state-
formation unfolds differently in rural and urban spaces as different sites 
produce different lived experiences that people draw on to bring forward 
specific demands to and of authority. Meanwhile, a strict dichotomy 
between rural and urban areas is not straight forward. Reality is more 
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complex than just that. It is important to clarify that institutions in rural and 
urban settings are not fundamentally different. Yet, institutions are expressed 
and experienced differently across a plurality of geographical settings. 
Specifically, this means that in the Somaliland country-side the traditional 
legal system, xeer, serves an “overwhelming majority” of citizens in conflict 
resolution (Mengisteab 2017), and that people have less opportunity for 
‘institution shopping’ (Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan 2003; Wiuff Moe 
2011) and often, the xeer is “the only system available” (Wiuff Moe 2011: 
162). 

It has been clarified by now that the rural areas face state infrastructure 
and authority on different terms that citizens residing in the strategically 
significant urban areas described as the central-state-triangle. It was argued, 
that different sites offer different data, and that the data of this thesis is 
specific for rural areas. The rural context produces geo-specific experiences 
that often are ignored within the field of Somali studies. However, to fully 
understand the trajectories of state emergence in Somaliland - and in their 
own right, this broader geographic focus needs to be included.  

  



 
 

 

70  
 

 

 

Section 5: Conclusion 
 

This chapter has presented the core concepts that will guide the analysis of 
those undercurrents that stimulate rural processes of state-formation. The 
term of making life was introduced as a term to capture how individual and 
collective struggles have the potential to translate into wider political 
processes. The term is significant because it insinuates a strategy that is not 
driven by ideology, but by individual or collective efforts in improving 
current and future conditions. Furthermore, the aspects of making life are 
entangled into the conceptual framework in a broader sense. The abilities for 
optimizing current and future conditions alongside the demand for doing so 
rely on local aspects of power, authority, and order.  
     Gender serves as a way in for exploring how the segmentation of 
populations translate into wider political change. Gender, however, is far 
from the only categorization of people in the rural margins. Also, age and 
heritage matter. In fact, a study of how clan relations shape state-formation 
trajectories would also be appealing, though that entails a different study. 
This study focuses on gender because it was often, yet not exclusively, a 
main concern amongst many of those informants interviewed for this study. 
     Arguably, other forms of authority expand simultaneously with the state. 
State-formation is not the only formation process incited in the rural margins. 
The empirical data will also reveal how clan leaders expand their immediate 
authority. It is essential for the argument of this study to reveal the plurality 
of processes that unfold simultaneously. The focus here is on the specific 
relationship between gender and state-formation. This has been prioritized 
because this link is under-researched and serves a privileged lens through 
which those latent, looming conflicts, and sources of irritation between 
segments of a population translates into unpredictable change-making 
trajectories. 
     Somaliland raises some specific concerns when studying the expansion 
of the state. Mainly because the state of Somaliland only exists as a de facto 
state, not as a de jure state. State evolution thus refers to the process of an 
unfinished and largely disputed project of independence. The discovery of 
similar traits between state-formation processes in de jure and de facto states 
thus suggest the validity of the state as an idea that mainly depend on a group 
of people to engage with it. 
     Somaliland also raises a few specific demands to methodological 
considerations. The following chapter presents the methodological concerns 
and concrete methods applied for the study of an expanding state in rural 
areas during times of crisis.  
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CHAPTER THREE: Methodologies 
 

Introduction to the Chapter 
 
The study is informed by a total of six months of intensive fieldwork in 
Somaliland that have been divided into five individual research periods 
between November 2015 and November 2017. Though this study does not 
offer an ethnography in the classic anthropological understanding the 
empirical data has been collected using ethnographic methods that will be 
described throughout the four sections in this chapter.  

The purpose of this chapter is to outline ethical considerations related to 
positionality, representation of research subjects and also more generally of 
conducting fieldwork during an ongoing food crisis. Furthermore, the 
chapter discusses methodological reflections and specific practices that have 
been applied during fieldwork and the specific challenges that follows. It 
goes without saying that this form of research places the researcher in a 
position where it is critical to reflect thoroughly on methodological and 
ethical matters from the early start and up until the writing-up phase of the 
thesis. 

This chapter is structured the following way. At first, I wish to show how 
I arrived at a rural-specific study that connects gender and state-making. This 
is done by showing a brief evolution of the initial research ideas and up to 
the execution of the intense stages of the fieldwork. The section highlights 
the unpredictable paths and developments that this project has undergone 
and how chance has shaped the PhD project. In this section, that is named 
Key Aspects, I also introduce my reflections regarding using a case study and 
engaging in a multiplicity of field sites. In the second section, I discuss the 
methods I have applied in the field on a practical and theoretical level. This 
entails a discussion of the use of research assistants during face-to-face 
interviews. In section three, my ethical concerns are highlighted, which 
includes a brief reflection of how the security situation in Somaliland has 
affected the study. 
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Section 1: Key Aspects 
 

Empirical focus and its evolution 
 
At the earliest stage of this PhD project, the intention was to focus on land 
disputes in urban Hargeysa as a way in for understanding how institution 
shopping unfolds in practice, and what implications such activities have on 
state-formation. This was a focus that had gained my interest during my 
previous research in the country, which was conducted for my master’s thesis 
a few years earlier. Back then, I was immediately fascinated with Hargeysa 
that felt as a city flourishing in its own transnational way. It is striking to see 
the enormous changes the city is undergoing: The influx of refugees from 
Yemen has triggered a noticeable increase in Yemeni restaurants and local 
businesses; the number of diaspora-owned pizza places, gyms and fashion 
shops, Western-style cafés and Dubai-inspired malls seems to be shooting 
up alongside a private education sector that is booming with new private 
schools and universities. Moving between the new hot spots in Hargeysa has 
also become smoother with the expanding paved road-network connecting 
the city’s go-to places. Yet, these changes are unique for Hargeysa and by 
no means representative of ordinary life in Somaliland. The striking contrast 
between Hargeysa and the rural hamlets and villages located several 
kilometres from the road network is easily noticeable and informants 
unitarily agree that people outside of Hargeysa live ‘a different life’ from 
that in the urban centres. It is my intention to capture these rural 
particularities and explore how experiences in the hinterlands intersect and 
interact with a wider national political life. 
     During the pilot study for my PhD research, I linked up with some 
acquaintances at the local Danish Demining Group office and was offered a 
chance to join a delegation going on a fieldtrip to a rural village located in 
the outskirts of Berbera town. This was my first chance to travel outside the 
urban areas of Somaliland, and therefore I immediately accepted the 
invitation. The strikingly different living conditions and lifestyles of the rural 
population there sparked an immediate interest in me to integrate the rural 
areas into my study on institution shopping and state-formation. 
     After this crucial visit I reached out to my network in the Somali diaspora 
living in Copenhagen. With their help, I got in contact with a few other rural 
localities located far from the urban comfort of Hargeysa. I paid several visits 
to particularly three villages and gradually learned that in the rural areas there 
was very little opportunities for institution shopping as the state and its 
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authorities seemed to be rooted in people as a distant entity or memory. 
Instead, the dominance of the traditional clan system, the xeer, was eminent.  

Eventually, three key rural localities were chosen. These have been 
named Sood, Xarun and Meel12. Sood has already been introduced in the 
prologue and is in many ways representative of societal structures that are 
typical for the rural areas. Whereas Sood is a compact small village located 
around a dried-out waterhole, Xarun is a more dispersed settlement. The 
distance between the huts is further than in Sood, and the village does not 
have the same sense of unity as one could feel in Sood. People led more 
nomadic lifestyles in Xarun meaning that villagers often would be away for 
weeks and then return after having sold their livestock. Common for both of 
these villages is that they are both relatively new villages, meaning that they 
both emerged around sixty years ago, and thus typically have three 
generations of people living there. 

Meel, on the other hand, is a small rural town. People are engaged in 
agriculture and participate in economic activities that, to some, create 
surplus. Here, there are camels roaming the occasionally paved roads, there 
are some gated houses, and a small market where cooking essentials can be 
bought. The fieldwork in the rural town of Meel consisted of following the 
practice of qaat chewing and those strains it spread out (see Marcus 1995). 
Here, I conducted numerous interviews and follow-up interviews alongside 
ad hoc conversations with a small group of informants over and over. I 
followed Cawaale – a middle-aged man – to chewing sessions on a daily 
basis where he engaged in political conversations with a group of about 10-
15 other men13. In Meel, my connection to the Somali diaspora in Denmark 
helped me locate a local family that I stayed with instead of in hotels. Using 
the family compound as a base thus allowed for an intensive “examination 
of the setting” (Bryman 2012: 66) which contributed to grasping the 
competing narratives of local politics that often unfold in relation to qaat 
chewing sessions. 

The chewing sessions ended up constituting a significant part of my 
research as this strictly gendered space proved to be loaded with political 
implications. Most researchers on Somaliland who seek to engage in the 
cultural setting are quite likely to discover this ever-presence of qaat chewing 
to such a degree that it quickly becomes an integrated part of the general 
setting. Personally, I attended numerous chewing sessions during my 
research as it was a good place to discuss politics and get a sense of currently 

 
12 All names have been anonymized. See section three, this chapter. 
13 This is described in greater detail in the empirical chapter analyzing the 
chewing sessions as political institutions. See chapter 5. 
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debated topics as well as local grievances. My attendance was the result 
of simply ‘going along’ with informants to continue an interview or 
discussion that had originally started somewhere else. Despite being an 
integrated part of my fieldwork from the onset, I did not start out 
considering the qaat chewing sessions as a major focal area for my 
fieldwork but more like a condition for conducting fieldwork and 
expanding my network in Somaliland. However, as fieldwork progressed, 
I began to realize the importance of these informal sessions as being main 
sources of information, thorough narratives and gossip, when it comes to 
politics in general and judicial matters in particular. It became evident that 
some of the most significant empirical data was obtained during these 
chewing sessions. 

As already noted, the sessions became strategically important to my 
research. As chewing takes a long time, there is the opportunity to reflect 
on answers, come up with new, burning questions, and shape the 
trajectories of the interviews. Informants were not bored with my 
questions because they were chewing and as the effect of the qaat kicked 
in they also became eager to talk. The spaces also proved useful in testing 
the probability of the information I received during data collection 
elsewhere, and also provide other, often complexifying, perspectives on 
certain matters. I could compare thematically matching narratives between 
what I had been told during face-to-face interviews with the stories that 
got presented during the chewing sessions. The chewing sessions then 
became a filter I could use to reconsider or confirm the feasibility and 
commonality of some of my observations and of the life-stories that I had 
been presented with previously. I could also discretely ‘test’ whether my 
observations would match other people’s experience. Sometimes my 
reflections would be laughed at and considered exaggerated, while other 
times people would laugh in affirmation. For ethical reasons I never 
revealed information about other informants during such chewing 
sessions. 

Chewing qaat, in most circumstances, is considered inappropriate for 
women means that data regarding everyday articulations and practices of 
governance was collected in spaces divided according to gender norms. 
Chewing sessions are male dominated spaces that are central to Somali 
men’s self-understanding (Green 1999; Wedeen 2008) and are especially 
important because they provide a discursive space where men can position 
themselves in society through oral claims. As Green argues, chewing is 
“like weapons and camels – to a substantial degree a manhood symbol” 
(1999: 37). However, qaat chewing is a topic which has strong interest 
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amongst the female population as well. In that sense, the data is not so much 
gender biased as it is strictly gender divided. I believe that I circumvented 
the potential bias by engaging in discussions with women alongside 
household observation and interviews.  

The multi-sited approach (the next section expands on this approach) also 
brought me to several secondary field sites. These included a small rural 
town, Waado, located outside of Meel. Here, qaat was brought in from 
Ethiopia on a daily basis. I ended up in Waado on several occasions because 
of my interest in qaat and its institutional effects. Also because qaat chewing 
was the central source of conflict in the household where I conducted my 
research in Meel. By following the threads of this conflict, I was brought to 
several secondary field sites. Apart from Waado, this also included a customs 
office in a larger town also located close to the Ethiopian border. Finally, a 
not insignificant part of my fieldwork was conducted in Hargeysa – the only 
place not anonymized because, as the capital of Somaliland, it has served as 
a central and immediately recognizable spot for encounters with the central 
state. 

The physical and mental distance from the state that I experienced in the 
rural settings inspired me to re-think what type of conflicts I wanted to 
investigate. In the key rural field sites, the conflicts were often looming in 
the background and verbalised in closed circles between different segments 
of the population. These conflicts were ever-present in the town of Meel as 
well, though it played out within the household. Conflicts over territory was 
only a parenthesis to those other conflicts looming in the field sites and 
which were often shaped by gender inequalities. I felt that those non-material 
conflicts raised a more diverse set of questions which eventually also forced 
me to think about gender as a key theme in the study. As such, my interest 
in including the rural areas into my research meant that I gained insights into 
the gendered processes of state-formation that exist in the margins – but have 
not yet been included into the existing scholarship on Somaliland. 

My empirical focus thus gradually shifted from land disputes to these 
looming disputes that create what I refer to as undercurrents. When talking 
to people about their grievances in society it became evident that there are 
undercurrents of dissatisfaction which occasionally reach the surface and 
forces sources of authority to either rethink the ways things are done or 
strictly impose disciplining measures. As such, my empirical focus partly 
emerged by chance alongside a gut feeling that something significant is at 
stake within these small places that are tugged away in the arid spaces several 
kilometres off the main road.  
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After having identified the core aspect of my research including specific 
field sites, I had to approach subjects and sites systematically. This meant 
that important methodological choices had to be made. As I had already 
realized the potentiality of some early narratives of my first informants, I 
decided to conduct case study research. This approach would allow me to 
include the nitty-gritty details regarding societal structures and people’s 
engagement with them.  
 
Case-study Research  

 
I felt that doing case study research would offer a way to properly 

include the subjective experiences of context and practices that unfold in 
the rural margins. Though I seek to pay attention to small details during 
ethnographic encounters, this is not a study of a single fixed place, a 
specific community or a particular event (see Gupta and Ferguson 1997), 
but rather, a study of several sites, all located in the rural margins and all 
sharing forms of societal organization which stimulate certain 
undercurrents. The rural localities also share a pressing context of crisis, 
which stimulates many of the daily decision-making processes. This is not 
to suggest that the three rural localities are representatives of the entire 
rural population of Somaliland. But the cases reveal, that even in remote 
regions that seem to be disconnected from state authority, “trans-
temporal…translocal relationships, politics and practices” (Hammar 
2007: 53) that have deep implications for state-making, unfold (also 
Flyvbjerg 1998). Understanding the significance of those social and 
political undercurrents unfolding in some of the remotest corners of a 
‘country that does not exist’ (see Renders 2012) is a grand opportunity to 
understand the intrinsic depth that state-making processes have. 

To reach such understanding, a case study approach is apt. Case study 
research “resembles ethnography in its philosophy, methods and concern 
for studying phenomena in context” (Nunan 1992: 75), which makes it 
appealing in the pursuit of providing a detailed description about 
behaviours and cultural patterns of a group of people (Nunan and Bailey 
2009). I understand a case study as the investigation of “one person, one 
group, one institution or one community” (Casanave 2010: 67), and a 
multiple case study as the investigation of “several particular groups, 
institutions, or case studies of individuals” (ibid; see Stake 2005). I 
perceive the intention of a case study to be that of enhancing the 
“understanding of a person, process or group” (ibid) and not to “generalize 
to other populations” (ibid). Meanwhile, I was interested in understanding 
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the general processes unfolding in the rural areas on a broader scale. I 
therefore selected three key rural localities to inform this study. 

 
Multi-Sited Ethnography in the Margins 
 
The strength of having several field sites was that I could use my experiences 
from one site to inspire questions at another site without having to directly 
compare the localities. This is in line with Roy, who encourages the “use [of] 
one site to pose questions of another” (Roy 2003: 466), as it may generate 
dialogues between the sites, which eventually can lead to a more realistic 
sense of broader rural dynamics. Therefore, a multi-sited approach was apt 
for this study. Also because a study of state-making in the margins is likewise 
a study of general processes that relate to other key processes throughout the 
country – including in the de facto capital of Hargeysa. As such, the field 
encompasses a wide range of secondary field sites that gradually emerged, 
including the Ministry of Environment and Rural Development alongside the 
Diaspora Office located in the compound of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
– both located in Hargeysa. One key point of this thesis is that state-making 
takes on a plurality of trajectories in the rural margins. This point is only 
strengthened by illustrating the spatial depth of those rural dynamics 
explored. 

In practice, the multi-sidedness meant that I had to prioritize when to go 
where and why. This resulted in some practical challenges. I was advised by 
my security personnel not to stay in the villages overnight as there were no 
houses living up to the law-enforced minimum-security requirements for 
foreigners in Somaliland, which includes armed guards and gated housing. 
The solution ended up being that the research was divided between two small 
villages, Xarun and Sood, and the slightly larger rural town of Meel located 
close to the 770km long tarmac road that connects the main urban centres of 
Boorama, Hargeysa, Berbera, Burco, Caynabo and Laascaanood. Apart from 
being spatially disconnected from this road, the villages are inhabited by just 
a few hundred villagers. Meel, on the other hand, has a larger population size 
that can be counted in thousands, not in hundreds. Here, people are more 
directly connected to the infrastructure of the state in terms of electricity, and 
paved roads. The research was mainly conducted in the rural villages but 
each night I had to return to a town near Sood and Xarun respectively for 
safety reasons. On the following day me and my research assistant would 
then return as early as feasible.As me and my research assistant arrived in 
the village of choice in the mornings, we typically started out with having 
breakfast together with the men in the mosque. When I brought a female 
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research assistant, she would go eat with the women just outside the 
kitchen. Having breakfast with the men in the mosque was a great way to 
start the day with some conversations and debates about pressing local 
topics. Afterwards, we would pay visits to key informants in the village. 
Then, after a few hours, the men would typically gather for the daily qaat 
chewing. This was either under a tree or in an allocated hut, depending on 
the given locality. I participated in these sessions as they were great 
occasions for engaging in further conversations with a broad, yet gender-
biased, segment of the villagers. These chewing sessions could last hours, 
and the participants discussed everything from local gossip to 
international political developments. 

The challenges of moving back and forth means that this study is not a 
classic ethnographic work understood in the anthropological sense “which 
used to imply several years of fieldwork away from ‘home’” (Hammar 
2007: 55). Yet, I apply classic ethnographic methods such as prioritizing 
face-to-face and often intimate discussions with my research subjects (see 
Marcus 1998). Clearly, the multi-sited approach combined with security 
challenges preventing me from staying overnight in the villages resulted 
in a trade-off in terms of intimacy between myself and my research 
subjects. Yet, the fact that sustained fieldwork was not possible in the first 
place due to those strict security concerns, meant that this was an ever-
present challenge. Under such conditions, the advantages easily outweigh 
these concerns of multi-sitedness as a broader connectedness was 
achieved as a result of this approach. 

Though the significant majority of my fieldwork was conducted in rural 
areas, the different localities incited different social strategies. Still, only 
qualitative methods were ever applied. At several occasions, the study 
refers to demographic changes of certain localities. I do not have concrete 
or quantitative data to backup such statements. These statements come 
from the populations themselves and the extend of those demographic 
shifts were not explored quantitatively or in detail. Indeed, such 
quantitative exercise would have been difficult in a setting with very 
limited level of reliable statistical data. The strength of a qualitative 
approach is that it allows for multi-perspectivity and paying attention to 
micro-level processes that are essential for the investigation of those 
undercurrents linked to state-formation.  
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Why Somaliland? 
 
Somaliland is a self-declared, independent, yet unrecognized territory. The 
historical roots of the nation are deeply entrenched in conflict, making the 
very presence of the de facto state a prime example of the tight link between 
state-making and war-making (Tilly 1990). As this thesis shows, Somaliland 
challenges notions and preconceived ideas of what a state does and how it 
does it. Over the years, Somaliland has received many different labels. The 
most persistent one is that of de facto-ness. In various forms, it has been 
clarified that Somaliland looks like a state, but is not, while its troublesome 
neighbour Somalia, no longer looks like a state, but is one (Bryden 2003). 
This fact makes the processes of state formation even more critical and 
complex. Indeed, it is academically stimulating that state-formation 
processes unfold in places that do not formally exist, and that both political 
elites alongside marginalised peoples are vehicles for such multifaceted 
processes. I believe that Somaliland offers a fresh view on state-formation 
processes, how such processes are instigated, and how societal order and 
segregation can enhance such processes – even in territories that are caught 
between two competing state forms. 

Somaliland is also a strictly gender-divided society. Since gender matters 
significantly on all aspects of social organization, it offers a privileged site 
for further exploration of the link between state-formation and gender 
dynamics. 

Today, Somaliland is a relatively stable, and in most parts also peaceful, 
state. Allison refers to Somaliland as “the world’s most unlikely 
democracy… an island of stability in a sea of chaos; a democracy surrounded 
by authoritarian regimes; a real nation forged in spite of civil war, clan 
divisions, and religious tensions” (Allison 2015). As such, Somaliland offers 
an excellent context to explore how various-scale disputes or strategies of 
life-making has potentiality to translate into large-scale political change.   
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Section 2: Methodological Practices in the Field 
 

Language and Research Assistants 
 
The initial connections to the key field sites were instigated through my 
network amongst the Danish-Somali diaspora groups located in 
Copenhagen. Prior to my PhD study, I had engaged in voluntary work in a 
couple of Danish-Somali diaspora organizations. Through them, I had gained 
contact to a lot of Danish-Somalis and my voluntary work paid off as some 
of them introduced me to a local NGO in Hargeysa that I gradually developed 
an excellent relationship to. In the NGO, a group of local volunteers had 
excellent knowledge regarding the rural areas of Somaliland and could guide 
my visits to a number of small hamlets, villages and towns. With their 
assistance, I rented a car, a driver and the mandatory security guards, which 
was financially covered through funding from mainly three Danish private 
funds. I settled with three localities where I had particularly successful 
interviews and experienced general openness and welcoming amongst those 
people living there. 
     The assistance provided by the volunteers from the local NGO also 
cleared the path for a professional relationship where I hired three of them 
as research assistants, though I only used one at a time.  Amongst the 
research assistants, two were female and one was male. This was prioritized 
as it would allow for me to evening out the gender bias that is so central to 
this study. The female assistants undoubtedly helped me open some doors to 
get access to female informants, but most significantly, did they assist in 
translating the many interviews conducted for the study. Apart from basic 
greetings and sentences, I do not master Somali. The challenge, however, 
was by no means unsurmountable. Most of the professionals and experts that 
I spoke to were efficient English speakers and occasionally some interviews 
were conducted partly in Kiswahili as many Somalilanders have lived in 
Kenya for several years during the civil war. However, in the rural areas 
there were rarely any English speakers, which meant that my research 
assistants had to function as translators. I realize that as information is 
filtered through a translator, some linguistic depth will be lost. This is both 
a reflection of their skills and understandings of the general settings where 
the interviews unfolded. There is little to do about such limitations but accept 
them as a general condition under which the data is collected. All three 
assistants were native Somali speakers and all had a good educational 
background and careers. Their translation skills were crucial for this study, 
yet it was their immediate understanding of the contexts that allowed me to 



  
 

 

81 

 

 

gain insights from the populations interviewed. Also, they served as critical 
sources of information both in terms of how to act socially but also because 
our many inspiring conversations inspired new interview questions. Yet to 
immerse myself in the field as much as possible, I received Somali language 
education while in Hargeysa as a modest attempt to overcome this language 
barrier. 

 
Qualitative Interviews and Narrative Inquiry 
 
Departing in Kvale’s twelve modes of understanding (Kvale 1994: 29-36), I 
conducted interviews with a total of 95 informants with a vast variety of 
backgrounds. This included people occupying top positions in governmental 
offices or NGOs that had some link to my research interests. Mainly, though, 
the interviews were conducted in rural areas amongst men and women who 
had no formal occupation or stable income. This means that the main bulk 
of my data comes from locally born, rural-based Somalis and not, for 
example, diaspora groups or urban and educated elites that I generally 
observed as leading a more comfortable lifestyle with the perks of residing 
in the capital. In total, 39 women and 56 women informed the study. 

Though my key strategy was to conduct interviews, I also wanted to 
follow the movements of the particular people that I interviewed (see Marcus 
1995). This meant that my exploration of qaat chewing took me to several 
secondary sites, and so did my exploration of food deliveries in Xarun. These 
sites were not exclusively rural. 

My key aim of using semi-structured, qualitative, in-depth interviews was 
that it allowed for informants to present narratives where informants 
themselves determine which events deserves to be highlighted in their life 
stories. The method of this study is strongly inspired by the narrative inquiry 
approach that is particularly apt for the study of experiences expressed 
narratively (see Clandinin and Huber 2009). 

The narrative inquiry approach is one that addresses the challenge that 
researchers face as they study a wide set of dynamics through a relatively 
small number of representatives. The focus on individual experiences of 
wide statutory processes is relevant because…  

 
A Social institution can be fully understood only if we do not limit ourselves 
to the abstract study of its formal organization, but analyse the way in which 
it appears in the personal experience of various members of the group and 
follow the influence which it has upon their lives (Thomas and Znaniecki 
1927: 1833 quoted in Chase, 2005) 
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This is in line with Chalasinski’s later research that demonstrated how “the 

formation and transformations of whole social classes… could be described 
and understood by analyzing sets of autobiographies” (Bertaux 1981: 3 
quoted in Chase 2005: 653) as autobiographies often illuminate the 
interactive relationship between individuals and their sociocultural 
environment (ibid). As Farmer suggests, “affliction is perhaps best felt in 
the gritty details of biography” (Farmer 1996).  

I quickly realized the empirical richness rooted in these gritty details of 
personal narratives. I decided to prioritize fewer, yet longer and more 
detailed narratives over a large quantity. This resulted in 18 life stories 
that all function as ways in for understanding general lived experiences in 
Somaliland. None of the narratives “assume objectivity but, instead, 
positionality and subjectivity” (Riessmann 2001: 13).  So, the stories 
collected combined with 95 interviews constitute the very empirical 
material needed to understand how “people create meanings out of events 
in their lives” (Chase 2005: 660) and how these understandings translate 
into a quest for political change.  

Personal narratives have a wide societal relevance, and they illuminate 
the significance of the “intersection of biography, history, and society” 
(Riessman 2001: 5) as personal experiences that people represent in 
narrative form reveal a “great deal about social and historical processes” 
and contemporary beliefs about important matters such as gender relations 
(ibid; Riessman 1990; Bertaux 1981). Therefore, it has not been a priority 
for me to check the facts behind these narratives, but I have perceived of 
them as coherent ethnographic fictions (Clifford 1986) that are rooted in 
a systematic reproduction of history. 

Narrative methodologies thus serve to realize “the study of human 
experiences and lives” (Clandinin and Rosiek 2007: 37). Narrative inquiry 
offers a way of paying attention to experiences in a certain way. It may be 
said that narrative inquirers study people’s understanding of their 
individual experiences. It may further be argued that the narrative 
approach helps unravel how people essentially understand their position 
and indeed their understanding of this position within a greater social 
setting. In the study of daily life or everyday encounters between people 
and institutions, this method is especially relevant: 

 
“People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they 

interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal 
through which a person enters the world and by which their experience of the world is 
interpreted and made personally meaningful. Narrative inquiry, the study of experience 
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as story, then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about experience. Narrative inquiry 
as a methodology entails a view of the phenomenon. To use narrative inquiry 
methodology is to adopt a particular view of experience as phenomenon under study” 
(Conelly and Clandinin 2006: 375 qutoed in Clandinin and Roseik 2007: 37). 

  
In that sense, narrative inquiry contributes to the decolonisation of the 

academy (see Tuhiwai Smith 1999) by letting informants become creators of 
the knowledge that the researcher seeks to ‘extract’ from them. In other 
words, and in line with Conelly and Clandinin (1990), individuals shape their 
lives by stories and even interpret their societal position and past – and thus 
future - in terms of narratives. Such focus on stories brings resonance to 
Somali societal organisation more broadly. The xeer system (which will be 
explained in Chapter Four) is indeed a system of traditional governance that 
reveals how people have “lived out and told stories about that living for as 
long as [they] could talk… These lived and told stories…fill [their] world 
with meaning and enlist one another’s assistance in building lives and 
communities” (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007: 35). As Chapter Four also reveals, 
the xeer is an entirely orally based institution constituted by stories of 
experiences of clan relations, disputes and conflict management. 

In the pursuit of making a gender-focused study, the collection of 
narratives is particularly welcoming. It is a way of circumventing the 
“androcentric assumptions of social science” (see Chase 2005: 654), that is, 
the assumption that male narratives are somehow more urgent and important 
as they constitute “the norm from which women’s lives and activities 
deviate” (ibid). This way, women and men’s narratives are both treated as 
“essential primary documents” (Chase 2005: 654; also Vaz 1997). The rural 
focus combined with the gender focus is thus a way to enrich current 
scholarship by augmenting “previously silenced voices” (Chase 2005: 654) 
in rural communities who usually are not included in the field of Somali 
studies (see Ingiriis and Hoehne 2013). 

During the recounting of narratives, informants would typically start by 
situating themselves in their clan lineage tracing their ancestral lines back to 
the founding fathers of the Somali nation. Occasionally, this was a long 
process that got interrupted as small anecdotes about the people mentioned 
was told on the way. Oftentimes, these interruptions included highlights of 
important decisions and dispute resolutions that their ancestors had partaken 
in. Later, informants would explain the history of the village more generally 
and finally about their personal involvement in the history of the village. This 
mostly included accounts of who had identified the location of the village, 
how it was named and who had started to build more permanent settlements 
there. Oftentimes, the narratives were collected ad hoc by going along with 
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the informants through their village or town, and other times it would be 
a more formal meeting arranged at an agreed-upon location in the specific 
village or town. For male informants, the narratives often unfolded over qaat 
chewing in the evenings and in spaces allocated for qaat chewing. 

Interviewing always comes with a number of challenges. The 
interviewer and the informant are separated by immediately visible 
differences in colour and educational background, and general power 
relations are translated into that interview. This meant that ethical 
concerns and attention to what different positionality does to the 
information received has to be considered thoroughly. The following 
section engages with these concerns. 
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Section 3: Ethical considerations 
 

Ethics, positionality and anonymity 
 
Like all researchers, I too have ethical concerns regarding the conduction of 
this research. As Hammar points out, any research conducted “under 
conditions of structural inequality and in situations of conflict, questions of 
ethical responsibility and one’s own positionality as a researcher comes 
directly into play (Hammar 2007: 65-66). It is therefore critical to consider 
“[e]thics - everywhere, every time” (Madden 2010: 33) throughout the 
practice of fieldwork as well as in the representation of those subjects who 
have contributed with empirical evidence. 

Tuhiwai Smith reminds us that ‘research’ is a term that is historically 
linked to Western colonialism and thereby not per default “an 
innocent…academic exercise” (Tuhiwai Smith 2012: 5). Therefore, it may 
contribute to what Said refers to as the consolidation of a Western discourse 
about ‘the other’ (Said 1978). This makes research a “significant site of 
struggle” (ibid: 2) between the ‘Western ways of knowing’ (ibid) and local 
resistance to being ‘othered’. To avoid ‘othering’, I adopted a conceptual 
lens that is empirically grounded and through which it was possible to 
centralize local “values, attitudes and practices” (ibid: 41) without passing 
judgement on these practices as of somehow being ‘of less value’ (also see 
Mbembe 2001).  

In a Somali context, I am not local by any means. Anthropologist, Teresa 
Caldeira, stated that the anthropological discipline seems obsessed with 
being native as if it were the only true way of obtaining information14 (also 
see Rabinow 2016). Like Caldeira, I agree that certain stories may be told to 
the researcher because they are not natives. Informants may produce 
narratives that are normally not expressed to friends – or at least, they may 
be framed differently. I will never become an elder in Somaliland, and due 
to my gender, I will never be considered an integral part of female-dominated 
spaces. Due to my whiteness, I will never become an integral part of male-
dominated spaces.  

These cultural and historical gaps between researcher and researched 
suggests that positionality matters and that research indeed is an enactment 
of power relations (see Clifford 1986: 9). As a white, Western, male working 
under the auspices of a large research institute, with regular and reliable 
income and housing, the gap between the researcher and the researched is 

 
14 Anthropod 41, 2018 
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indeed noteworthy. This position repeatedly came into play during my 
visits to small villages where people reached out to me for financial or 
health-related assistance. But most significantly, there is no doubt that the 
most noticeable consolidation of positionality was during everyday 
ethnographic encounters where I tried to make sense of those surroundings 
in which I immersed myself in. The portal through which I interpret the 
world is, of course, largely shaped by my privileged position. 

A significant amount of this research was conducted in small villages 
that have faced immense consequences of the food crisis that has been 
ongoing since 2015. My research is by no means ‘interventionist’ in the 
sense of seeking to bring about ‘positive change’ in those places I worked 
(Madden 2010). I conduct an academic exercise, and, like Pratt, I am 
“keenly aware that bringing marginalised groups into visibility is 
insufficient to change hegemonic relations” (Pratt 2000: 639). During my 
very first research trip, I interviewed two women at a secret shelter for 
rape victims in order to understand the variety of experiences of customary 
law. Here, full anonymity was mandatory, and from that point forward 
that became my modus operandi. As Hammar suggests, shedding light on 
marginalised groups can, at times, even be dangerous (Hammar 2007: 66) 
and by not being local by any means, this was a way for me to be on the 
safe side. Personal traits can help illuminate the reasons behind certain 
decisions, but at the same time reveal key information about informants 
(Clandinin and Huber 2010). I have therefore obscured or left out 
information that potentially could be used to identify individuals. 
Therefore, instead of obscuring some informants and not others, I decided 
to anonymize all informants. I did so using a list of 100 Somali names that 
were randomly matched to an individual using Excel. With regards to 
village and town names, titles have been given according to Somali words 
that had no reference to the actual name but are inspired by my limited 
Somali vocabulary. Ethical concerns have thus remained constant from 
the early planning process and up to the writing-up of the data where 
informants’ experiences are translated into text. The anonymization is a 
way for me to be on the safe side of these ethical concerns. 

It should also briefly be mentioned that despite having received funding 
from private funds in Denmark to cover a significant part of the travel 
costs associated with the rural research, I simultaneously engaged in 
voluntary work at Danish-Somali diaspora organizations. This voluntary 
work also unfolded in Hargeysa, where no significant part of my research 
for the thesis was conducted. Furthermore, in 2017 I participated as a 
voluntary election observer in Somaliland, which helped me gain insights 
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into some other aspects of the political system. This new knowledge cannot 
be considered as part of my research, but it deepened my general knowledge 
about Somaliland and an incident from the election process is briefly 
mentioned in my second case study of qaat chewing. 

 
Security Concerns 

 
Finally, it is worth to briefly mention security as an ethical concern that 
reaches beyond the field and into the personal life of the researcher. 
Somaliland is not a dangerous place, but it is place that constantly reminds 
the researcher of a latent threat. This is mainly due to the state law that 
demands that all foreigners are followed by at least one armed security guard 
(SPU, lit. Security Patrol Unit) when moving outside of Hargeysa. Indeed, 
the presence of an armed guard presents challenges to the conduct of 
independent research. The security challenge in Somaliland thus mostly 
relates to the issue of entering a social space with an intimidating and armed 
security guard – not of being in actual danger as a researcher. It took a while 
before I realised that I must ask the guards to leave during interviews or 
generally try to keep their distance from me as I felt safe at all times. Indeed, 
my greatest concern was that the security guards accidentally would fire their 
AK47s as they were hugging them while sleeping in the car. As I started to 
hire the same SPU during each fieldwork visit, he quickly realized that once 
we had passed the checkpoints and driven off into the rural villages, he could 
spend his day sleeping in the car or chew qaat with village elders. That way 
I could approach people without having a personal security guard in my 
immediate vicinity.  
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Section 4: Conclusion 
 

This thesis seeks to tell a story of life outside the central-state-triangle. Yet, 
it is not a story of isolation, but one that reveals how, even in the distant 
corners of a country that does not exist, there are political processes 
unfolding, which effect political relationships and interactions across a vast 
national territory. To tell this story, through its many sub-stories, this section 
has clarified the importance of doing so in a strategic and, especially, in an 
ethical manner. 
     The stories of rural Somaliland that this thesis produce, have great 
variances. While this was a source of much academic pondering during the 
analysis, it gradually became evident that the very strength of those deviating 
trajectories, once put together, compile a pool of different approaches to life-
making that all are attracted to meaning-making and order-making through 
whatever tools that are available. The cases presented in this study are thus 
weaved together through their concurrent efforts of life-making that result in 
various degrees of state-making. 
     To fully comprehend such dynamics, it is critical to understand the 
relevant cultural and historical background. Throughout Somali history the 
countryside has occupied a position. By some, the rural hinterlands have 
been hailed as sites where traditions have been kept alive, uninterrupted by 
modernizing, Westernizing urban areas. To others, the countryside has 
represented backwardness and forms of social control that can be escaped in 
the cafés and nightlife of the capital. To the colonial regime, the rural areas 
was a source of great concern as the forms of control that had proved 
somewhat successful in the Western world, did not apply to a nomadic, sub-
Saharan society. In any case, the historical and societal specificities and the 
context of their ongoing productions must be illuminated in order to clearly 
understand the significance of exploring notions of gender and state in a rural 
setting. The next chapter offers a historical backdrop to this study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: Historical and Societal Specificity in The 
Northern Somali Territories 

 
Introduction to the chapter 
 
The full comprehension of what this thesis refers to as the undercurrents of 
rural state-formation relies on a fundamental understanding of the social, 
political, cultural and historical streams that are defining for Somaliland in 
particular. The purpose of this chapter is to interweave the historical past to 
the institutional present that defines the context in which this study unfolds. 
To do so, the chapter traces those societal specificities that are defining for 
gendered segregation and the general societal order in the rural areas, and 
places them in a broader historical perspective.  

This chapter is divided into two main sections and a concluding section in 
the end. The first section explores gendered segregation of Somaliland 
through a historical lens. This is a section that limits itself to focus on key 
events that have had implications for the emergence of a strictly uneven 
society (Walls 2011). Both chapter five and chapter seven offer more specific 
historical overviews that relate directly to the empirical data presented in 
those respective chapters. The briefness of this historical section can also be 
ascribed to the fact that there is already a relatively large scholarship 
available that provides detailed overview of the history of Somalia, 
Somaliland and their complex relationship (see Lewis 1993; Samatar 1989; 
Lewis 1993; Warsame 2002; Abdi 2007; Bradbury 2008; Renders 2012). 
Yet, the focus on gender through a historical lens is an occasional appearance 
throughout these scholarly works. 

In the second section, the intention is to clarify the institutional and 
societal specificity of rural Somaliland. Here, I present an overview of the 
traditional legal regime, xeer, and the clan system. Together these two forms 
of organization offer a way in for understanding current dominating forms 
of organization and thus, a way in for understanding why resistance against 
these structures surface, and how that resistance have implications for state-
making processes. In other words, this section illustrates what exactly it is 
that makes certain segments of a population verbally or through practices 
challenge the current form of order.
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SECTION 1: Brief Historical Overview 
 

The Historicity of Gendered Segmentation in Somaliland 
 

Echoing Mamdani’s endeavour to “establish the historical legitimacy of 
Africa as a unit of analysis” (1996: 13), this section seeks to establish 
Somaliland’s historical specificity. The most detailed overviews of Somali 
history take off with the entrance of the white colonial administration. Yet, 
it is necessary to go one additional step back in history to fully comprehend 
the social and political context of state expansion. 
     Prior to the arrival of the colonial forces and the state as a whole, Somalis 
lived in a stateless society (Ackley 2017; Bradbury 2008). Though not 
idyllic, it was a clearly structured and organized society where “every person 
had a clear set of rights and responsibilities within their immediate family, 
and according to the clan mosaic” (Ackley 2017: 60). In the search for water 
and pasture, people worked hard and both “[m]en and women were fully 
involved in the production of necessities for the family, though in different 
spheres” (Samatar 2005: 228; Samater 1989; Ackley 2017). Women built 
houses and managed small livestock such as goats and sheep (Timmons 
2004). Large livestock, such as camels, was managed by men. So were key 
decisions in the pastoral societies. Local councils consisted of men only and 
here key decisions regarding women’s economic and societal role were 
decided. Women were not allowed to participate. But they did so anyway – 
but in an indirect manner. In fact “[w]omen who were culturally 
knowledgeable used their superior understanding of tradition to influence 
community affairs through their husbands, fathers, and brothers” (Samatar 
2005: 230). This is a significant historical point that illustrates practical ways 
for women to penetrate a competing gendered space, and it also resonates 
with current forms of societal organization in the rural areas (Informant 115; 
Informant 1716). Though men occupy those positions where important 
decisions in society are made, these spaces do not operate in vacuums. 
Indeed, this historical note, helps us concretize the terminology of 
undercurrents. On the surface, in public, decisions are made by men. But 
through the strategic use of husbands, fathers, and brothers, the concerns and 
wishes of women enter the male-dominated arenas. As such, those female-
dominated spaces where dissatisfaction is articulated and translated into 

 
15 Interview, n.d., woman, age 50-60, rural setting 
16 Interview, December 2019, age 20-30, phone call 
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demands through a male representative, shape local decision-making 
processes while men get to keep the agnatic façade of the councils. 

Such symbiosis does not suggest equality by any means. Already prior 
to the establishment of what eventually became Somalia, the economic 
rights of women were only guaranteed through marriage. As Ackley 
shows, during marriage, “men were regarded as the legal owners of the 
means of production, namely livestock; thus, customary laws, xeer, were 
based on this legal understanding” (Ackley 2017: 60). The pastoralist 
lifestyles demanded a close relationship of men and women (Samatar 2005). 
Yet, women “were relegated to work in the domestic sphere and excluded 
from gaining religious titles, such as wadaad, sheikh, or imam” (ibid: 230). 
Such demarcations came to govern socio-spatial practices alongside gender 
ideas and ideals (ibid).  

Though women were prohibited from participating in certain societal 
structures, men were also fully excluded from entering the domestic sphere 
which was seen as being occupied by women (ibid; Ackley 2017). Men “who 
partook in a women’s gathering were labeled dumar shaneyeh (he who is the 
women’s fifth column). Fearing such a biting label, most men did not 
interfere with women’s spaces. Women protested when men intruded into 
their domain, and the elders’ council acted swiftly to correct such 
contravention” (Samatar 2005: 230). Indeed, the gendered demarcation of 
space, has roots that pre-date the state in Somaliland.  

The state is a relatively new political unit in the Somali territories, as it is 
elsewhere, and it was imported in concert with a violent and oppressive 
colonial regime (Bradbury 2008). The territory occupied by Somalis was 
carved up by colonial administrations, and Somali people were introduced to 
a political system “constructed on the basis of nation-states” (ibid: 24). This 
left the rangelands of pastoralists and the homes of clans in a position of 
suddenly being located in two different states. This division has been found 
at the core of several of those conflicts that later have haunted the Horn of 
Africa (ibid).  

Together with colonialism the commercialization and transformation of 
the pastoral economy also entered the arena. Concretely, the changes in the 
division of labour alongside the “reinterpretation of Islamic practice” 
(Samatar 2005: 231) led to a reinforced discrimination against women. The 
colonial state reinterpreted the existing ‘relaxed’ practices of Islam (Ackley 
2017: 61) resulting in the enhancement of “male dominance and control” 
(Samatar 2005: 231) as “the state passed laws codifying structures of male 
dominance like property ownership, and divorce procedures that adhered to 
colonial interpretation of Sharia Law” (Ackley 2017: 65). 
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Whereas Somaliland had a long history of a strictly divided society, the 
commercialization of livestock coinciding with a strict re-interpretation of 
Islam meant that the control of goats and sheep that women previously had 
coordinated, was taken over by men. And more significantly, the money 
earned during these sales was retained by men. Furthermore, Islam was used 
to justify the removal of “women from men’s spheres of influence” (ibid: 
64).  

As such, the commercialization of livestock meant that women 
gradually lost control over a key resource (ibid). Increasingly, women 
were relying on the business skills of their men to have the income needed 
to sustain their household and they had to strategically engage with their 
men to optimize the income for the household. These dynamics afforded 
men a societal status as being superior to women, and gender and class 
became increasingly amalgamated. As women no longer were in control 
of bringing goats and sheep to waterholes, they also became increasingly 
confined to their homes and to other women who also faced the same faith.  

In addition to these developments, the emergence of the colonial secular 
education sector for both boys and girls paradoxically resulted in even 
further widening of the gender gap. As the colonial administration 
attempted to build secular primary schools across Somaliland, a 
compromise had to be reached between religious leaders and the British 
administration. Concretely, it was decided that prior to receiving secular 
education, children had to be able to read the Quran. A number of private 
Quranic schools emerged, but they were for boys only. Boys learned to 
read, learned Arabic, and other skills that would qualify them – and only 
them – to enroll in the secular education system. As such, Islamic 
knowledge became a requisite for secular knowledge.  

When girl schools slowly emerged in the late 1950s, they mainly 
focused on preparing women for marriage and therefore both science and 
math was not included in the education. Unlike the primary schools, the 
girl schools received no financial assistance from the colonial state until 
1959 - a year prior to the fall of the colonial regime. 

This brief historic overview has revealed the historicity of gender 
divisions in Somaliland society. It was shown that Somali society has a 
long history of gendering spaces, but also that the significance of this 
division was enhanced and institutionalized in concert with the 
introduction of the colonial regime. 
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SECTION 2: Institutional and Cultural Specificity of the rural 
Somali margins 

 
Xeer: A Stable Political unit? 

 
The previous section revealed the historical specificity of Somaliland. This 
historical background is interweaved in the current institutional reality that 
shape social interactions in the rural margins. One of the most essential 
societal mechanisms that have provided a predictable socio-legal framework 
throughout Somali history is the xeer17 (Lewis 1961; Walls 2011; Renders 
2012; Bradbury 2008; Lewis 1993; Le Sage 2005, Van Notten 2005). In the 
prologue we have already encountered the xeer in action. The xeer is the 
clan-based legal system that e.g. determines the judicial stand of certain 
segments of a population. The xeer predates Islam in Somaliland. With the 
introduction of Islam, the religious laws were blended with the xeer and 
today there is little difference between xeer and sharia (Abdulkadir and 
Ackley 2014). In the countryside of Somaliland, the clan-based system of 
governance plays the most significant role in structuring local judicial 
interaction (Wiuff Moe 2011). Therefore, it is critical to understand the 
dynamics of the xeer in order to understand the general legal and social 
landscape of rural Somaliland more broadly. 

Technically, the xeer is a tradition-bound legal framework that is executed 
by leading clan authorities and that serves to streamline the clan-based legal 
landscape in case of disagreements, conflicts, marriage and divorces between 
individuals and clans. It is a body of agreements and legal guidelines that 
seeks to guarantee the maintenance of - and respect for - the traditional 
customary law, which is often referred to as a ‘pillar of peace’ (Bryden 
2013). Historically, the xeer predates the state and functions to various 
degrees autonomously from it. Van Notten famously qualified the xeer as 
“the law of the Somalis” (2005), though this is not fully representative as the 
xeer constitutes one of the laws of the Somali. It therefore makes more sense 
to think about the xeer in line with I.M. Lewis (1960) and Marleen Renders 
that both see it as “a body of agreed arrangements that [regulate] relations” 
(Renders 2012: 41) in an “uncentralized society” (Lewis 1961: 3). 

 

 
17 Letters ‘X’ and ‘C’ must, in Somali, not be confused with the English 
pronunciation of the same letters. The letter ‘X’ is pronounced as English ´H´ and 
‘C’ as English ‘AO’. Martin Orwin (1995) offers a more substantial description 
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The xeer is preserved by the so-called mag groups18 (See Abbink 2009; 
Walls 2011; Walls et al 2017). These groups guarantee that in case of 
wrongdoings such as theft or murder within or in-between clans the 
individual who has committed an atrocity can draw financially on his or her 
group to compensate the victims (Renders 2012: 41). Members within the 
group have sworn loyalty to each other and have pledged mutual support in 
case a member would need to provide compensation to other clans for any 
reason. It is thus in the interest of most people to sustain these groups because 
ideally a large and healthy mag paying group can limit personal mischief but 
also guarantee that quarrels between clans are settled quickly. In that 
sense, the individual members are responsible for behaving properly as 
the group collectively share the burden from the individual in case he or 
she has to draw upon the financial resources of the group. 

It is a very trustworthy and prestigious position to be part of the 
administrative team (the so-called aaqils) in these groups and as the 
tradition goes many generations back its maintenance is neatly linked to 
honouring the forefathers who had created what to this day remains the 
longest standing and “most stable political unit” in Somaliland’s history 
(Lewis 1961: 159). The system has survived both colonial and national 
policies that have attempted to ban it. Most notably, Siyad Barre’s regime 
formally banned the mag paying groups and replaced it with immediate 
death sentences for serious crimes such as manslaughter and transferred 
the solemnization of marriage to exclusively be managed by state officials 
(Renders 2012: 48). Such state policies served to eradicate the influence 
of the xeer completely. However, the xeer proved stronger than the various 
state regimes’ attempt to ban it and today serves as an example of the 
strength of traditional legal institutions. 
 
The Xeer at work 
 
When incidents occur between individuals in two different mag groups or 
clans, a delegation of clan leaders (lit.: ergo) from the clan of the victim and 
the clan of the potential perpetrator meet to settle the dispute. If both parties 
agree to follow the xeer tradition, a new date is agreed for the case to start. 
Depending on the seriousness of the case, the parties also have to agree on 
who should attend the xeer trial. This can range from immediate family level 
and up to clan level. A group of respected elders from each clan are chosen 
to function as judges during the trial, which also will have a group from the 

 
18 Sometimes referred to as diya paying groups, which is an Arabic term. Locally, 
both terms are used. 
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aggrieved clan, the offending clan and neutral third-party legal advisers 
(Informant 619; Informant 720). 

Ideally, the strict rules of the xeer are manipulated slightly in order to 
reach a mutual agreement that satisfies both parties involved (ibid). This 
is of the interest for both parties. The compensation to the aggrieved party 
is often lowered as many prefer a “speedy execution of the judgment” 
(PDRC 2003: 134) alongside the blessing of the community as the 
aggrieved family shows to have prioritized inter-clan harmony as opposed to 
personal enrichment (informant 521). 

The trials often unfold immediately after an incident and starts with oral 
narratives as presented from the aggrieved and the accused respectively. This 
part often draws a lot of attention amongst citizens as it is open for most men 
to participate. The process is very similar to trials in the state’s formal 
courtroom as a similar sequence of the use of witnesses, presentation of 
evidence and pleas of innocence and guilt are applied22. Following the public 
trial, the clan elders from each party talk privately in order to reach an 
agreement on compensation. Then the verdict is presented to both parties 
who then, in collaboration with a small group or individual advisor either 
agree or disagree on the verdict. If the verdict is rejected, another trial is 
requested. But if the parties fail to agree after three trials, the highest 
positioned clan members have to show up (Informant 523; Informant 624, 
Informant 725). These clan authorities often live in urban areas and are both 
rewarded with shahad (gifts and financial compensation by their clan) and 
hospitality as compensation for their long and frequent travels (informant 
626, informant 727). On top of the shahad, they also receive 100 USD a month 
from the state “to keep peace the small places” as one of them explained 
(Informant 628). This salary for the clan authorities was repeatedly mentioned 
by police officers as an argument for not engaging in certain criminal cases. 

 
19 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
20 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
21 Interview, August 2017, male clan elder, 40-50, rural setting 
22 Personal observation, September 2017. Also see Le Sage 2005 
23 See footnote 21. 
24 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban 
25 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban 
26 See footnote 24 
27 See footnote 25 
28 See footnote 24 
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“They [the elders] are already being paid to take care of these matters”, 
one police officer expressed (Informant 1029). 

These clan elders are the last stop before a case potentially goes to the 
state court. If this should happen it would indicate that the xeer has failed 
and that “the state has won” the case (Informant 730) as a local politician one 
of the elders explained. The state court should however not be considered a 
‘higher’ court, but simply a place that some frustrated citizens turn to if they 
are dissatisfied with the way the xeer is running. Or, if they feel that it 
fundamentally cannot serve their interests. This opportunity to choose 
between traditional and formal state systems is, however, mainly an urban 
privilege (Wiuf Moe 2011). 
 
A Flexible Bureaucracy 
 
A big part of the success that the xeer has enjoyed lies in its flexibility (Lewis 
1961; Renders 2012; Informant 631). The xeer represents a fundamentally 
different system of governance than that of the bureaucratic state of which 
many of the politicians seek to implement (Informant 832; Informant 1133). 
The ways in which the xeer is applied can vary from place to place and 
depend on the specific situation, inter-clan history often going generations 
back, as well as other general circumstances (PDRC 2003: 24; Renders 2012: 
41; Informant 534; Informant 635; Informant 736). Therefore, the application 
of the xeer is considered a complex matter that should be practiced by the 
most respected council of elders, the xeer begti, who is believed to possess 
the historical knowledge needed for making fair judgments. 
     The outcome of each case that elders settle thus depend on the societal 
status of the involved, which clan he/she is from and that clan’s general 
relation to the other clan involved. In that sense, each case is unique but 
contribute to a pool of collective cases or experiences from which clan 
mediators can draw from in order to make the ‘right’ settlement for the 
specific time and space. This flexibility is possible because the xeer has 
never been written down. It is passed on orally from generation to generation 

 
29 Interview, November 2015, male policer officer of medium rank, age: 30-40, 
urban setting 
30 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
31 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
32 Interview, September 2017, male politician, age 50-60, urban setting 
33 Interview, December 2015, male politician, age 40-50, urban setting 
34 Interview, August 2017, male clan elder, age 40-50, rural setting  
35 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
36 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
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and “is not difficult to remember because [it] is just like common sense” 
(informant 337). The strength of the xeer lies in not being rigid, not being 
textual and always being adjustable to new generations and new situations. 
This flexibility and availability are part of what makes the legal body so 
strong that it is difficult for competing systems of organization, such as a 
state, to compete with it (Informant 638; Informant 739). 

There are limits to the flexibility of the application of the xeer as there 
are some overall schematic norms to correlate crime and punishment. It is 
helpful to consider this relation between crime and compensation as a 
schematically defined system. The penal section of the xeer (lit.: dhig) 
focuses on the most serious crimes such as murder and theft, while the 
civil section focuses on matters of land, marriage and divorce. Each 
dispute is categorized within these two sections that both have twelve 
degrees of seriousness and each having a typical corresponding level of 
compensation that the perpetrators have to provide to the victim or the 
victim’s family and mag group (PDRC 2003; Informant 640; Informant 741). 
The purpose of these divisions is to have a general understanding of levels 
of compensation so that all compensations in all villages lie within the norm 
– of course with consideration to the specific inter-clan history. 

A discourse of peace 
 

There is consensus amongst clan authorities that the essence of the xeer is to 
guarantee peace between clans as opposed to providing justice to individuals 
(Informant 342; Informant 543; Informant 644; Informant 745; Informant 1046). 
The logic that is often being repeated amongst elders is that “nothing can 
bring back the dead” (Informant 647), so compensation to the family who e.g. 
has lost a son or daughter is better for the overall unity than punishing the 
perpetrator. That is one way of perceiving it, at least. But the empirical data 

 
37 Interview, September 2017, male clan leader, age 40-50, rural setting 
38 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
39 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
40 See footnote 38 
41 See footnote 39 
42 Interview, August 2017, male clan elder, age 40-50, rural setting 
43 Interview, August 2017, male clan elder, age 40-50, rural setting 
44 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
45 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
46 Interview, November 2015, medium ranked police officer, age 40-50, urban 
setting 
47 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
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in this thesis reveals that this is an ideal and support of such view depends 
strongly on one’s positionality in society. 
     Just like state law, loyalty to the xeer is often based on a situational cost-
benefit analysis that essentially causes citizens to ‘shop’ (see Bierschenk and 
Olivier de Sardan 2003) between xeer and non-local institutions depending 
on personal networks as much as the expected outcome of applying the 
specific legal regime. But a main challenge in ‘shopping’ in the rural areas 
is the immediate presence of the xeer’s key actors alongside the absence of 
state actors (also see Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan 1997). All actors, 
however, have a vested interest in affirming their position by showing their 
capability to solve socio-legal issues through the performance of xeer or state 
rituals respectively. Through performances of xeer trials, the method itself - 
and the people who control it in particular – are openly re-consolidated as 
the proper actors to provide services. As such, while some individuals have 
the chance of institution shopping, the institutions themselves are also 
shopping for disputes to solve as disputes offer a chance for consolidating 
authority (Sikor and Lund 2009). 
     Amongst most of the clan leaders interviewed for this thesis, upholding a 
peaceful Somali society was considered completely dependent the 
maintenance of the xeer and hence the mag paying groups. Many referred to 
a lurking danger that certain disputes between individuals could escalate to 
a quarrel between clans, which again can escalate to a quarrel between two 
villages. This reveals an immediate tension within the xeer system: Those 
who challenge the system by drawing on other legal regimes are perceived 
to be taking very significant steps that often are perceived to threaten the 
overall stability of Somaliland.  
 

The individual and the xeer 
 

In the xeer system, men are better positioned and technically have twice the 
value than that of women: If a woman is murdered, the perpetrator will 
compensate her family with 50 camels, whereas if a man is killed his family 
should be compensated with 100 camels. In practice the payment of camels 
is sub-divided into approximately 10-12 camels that are paid by the mag 
paying group of the perpetrator to the household of the closest relatives of 
the victim as soon as a settlement has been reached. 
     The remaining camels are not paid to the family of the victim but to his 
or her mag paying group. This keeps the system alive as it guarantees a 
continuous flow of resources and provides the diya paying group with 
livestock to either sell or to use if another person from the group commits a 
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violation. In that sense, the xeer “holds the entire [mag-]paying group 
collectively responsible for a crime committed by one or more of its 
members” (PDRC 2003: 29). In all cases, the perpetrator is free after the 
compensation has been settled (ibid; Informant 548; Informant 649; Informant 
750; Informant 1051).  

But crime also leads to a severe social condemnation of the individual for 
deriving the resources of the mag paying group if he or she violates the 
norms. This is especially evident during crisis where the lack of resources 
already is taking its toll on the mag groups. This social condemnation, or 
threat of exclusion, prevents many from trying their luck with petty crimes 
or similar as the embarrassment associated with harming their own relatives 
is often considered worse than an individual punishment (Informant 752).  

The main limitations of the Xeer  
 

The xeer has its limitations. In fact, Hoehne argues that it is imbalanced and 
part of a crippled system (Hoehne 2018). His point is of utmost significance 
as these obstacles of the xeer are found at the core of state-expansion in rural 
areas. Inherent in the xeer system is the paradox that it is an extremely 
powerful legal regime. But the power that it possesses is given to it by 
citizens and lost if loyalty within a given group switches, and people re-
distribute their legal demands to the state. 

Another limitation of the xeer is seen when one of the parties in a dispute 
stem from a minority group. The main purpose of the xeer is to avoid that 
conflicts between clans escalate, but if one of the parties are both financially 
and demographically weak the threat of collective revenge may not be 
considered as likely (PDRC 2003). This often results in powerful clans not 
actually paying the compensation to minority clans (PDRC 2003; Le Sage 
2005; Informant 153; Informant 354; Informant 955). The xeer can for some 
thus be more form than substance if they do not benefit from its presence. 
This contributes to the plurality of experiences that people have with the xeer 
and reveals how it is not only gender that shape experiences, but that 

 
48 Interview, August 2017, male clan elder, age 40-50, rural setting 
49 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
50 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
51 Interview, November 2015, male medium rank police officer, age 30-40, urban 
setting 
52 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
53 Interview, May 2017, woman, age 50-60, urban setting 
54 Interview, May 2017, male, age 50-60, urban setting 
55 Interview, May 2017, male, age 40-50, urban setting 
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experience must be understood at the intersection of the many defining 
portals for people to interpret their social lifeworld. 

Also, citizens who had been involved in xeer cases frequently complained 
about corruption (Informant 1456; Informant 1557). It is custom to bring gifts 
to the elders who settle disputes, which makes the system very suitable for 
favouritism. It was a general concern that some elders could no longer be 
trusted and hence was the tradition of group justice overruled by personal 
interests and greed (ibid). 

Another concern with the xeer is that “sometimes people develop but the 
xeer doesn’t” (Informant 1458). This was evident in the prologue where a 
group of women were fed up with the patriarchal roots of the xeer. Though 
the xeer does develop and adjust to new legal landscapes, the patriarchal 
foundation is a stable ingredient. But one of the key obstacles or challenges 
that is currently facing traditional governance is the food crisis. The 
absence of livestock has meant that compensation is getting more difficult 
essentially resulting in the backbone of the compensation system being 
strained as the currency of compensation is slowly eradicated. This 
provides an extra incitement for citizens to turn towards the state to solve 
disputes. 

In the rural areas, the xeer is frequently mentioned in terms of uniting 
citizens. But it also contributes to amplifying prejudices between urban 
and rural Somaliland. In urban areas the xeer is often considered 
backwards (Informant 1459) thus connecting this backwardness to rural 
citizens. For the rural population the rejection of the xeer in urban areas is 
often described as a potentially dangerous move away from the pillar of 
peace that guarantees Somali unity (Informant 360). 
 
Xeer and the State 
 
Today, the xeer is formally acknowledged by the state and any decision or 
compensation that has been decided by clan authorities are instantaneously 
acknowledged by the state as legitimate. This is despite the fact that during 
such trials no formal state authorities are present and there is no institution 
setup to register the decisions made by clan authorities in the villages. At the 
same time, if a person decides to flee or simply refuse to pay his or her dir 

 
56 Interview, December 2015, male minister, age 50-60, urban setting 
57 Interview, December 2015, woman, age 30-40, rural setting 
58 See footnote 56 
59 ibid 
60 Interview, September 2017, male, age 50-60, rural setting 
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(blood money), then elders can contact the Somaliland National Police Force 
that can imprison the person exclusively based on the orders of the elders if 
s/he is found. Indeed, the xeer constitutes the hybrid foundation of Somali 
society as police officers have to obey traditional authorities. The formal 
state authorities thus answer to two legal regimes, which makes it difficult 
to see them as actual state actors but more like uniformed hybrid actors. 

A strict dichotomy remains problematic: in cases where the formal 
police authorities are looking for a certain suspect it is normal for them to 
get in contact with high ranking clan authorities of that individual’s clan. 
These elders will then be imprisoned to compensate for the lack of the 
missing suspect (Informant 661; Informant 762). From prison the elders 
inform the appropriate clan member who will try to get in contact with the 
suspect. That way it is expected that once the suspect learns that a high 
respected elder is in prison because of them, they will turn themselves in 
(ibid). The temporary imprisonment of elders is normal to the degree that 
two of the interviewed clan authorities had now lost count of how many times 
they had been imprisoned as a substitute for the actual perpetrator. 

In other words, the legal body of the xeer, is not detached from the state. 
This implies that both legal bodies draw on each other’s networks, 
capabilities and authority in the pursuit of practicing authority. 

To sum up, I wish to argue that Somaliland – and especially rural 
Somaliland – cannot be understood without having a fundamental 
understanding of the xeer system. It defines how the state and how 
individuals act and interact. As this section has shown, however, the xeer 
should not be romanticized as it is a system that easily allows for corruption 
and fails to provide justice for the individual. The system is also based on 
negotiations, which often unfolds between “unequals with a number of 
structural advantages for the demographically, economically and militarily 
stronger side” (Schlee 2013: 258). This is crucial for understanding that the 
xeer is not simply a “a cost-efficient mechanism for the provision of ‘justice’ 
in the absence of statehood” (ibid), and therefore, an equally controversial, 
yet efficient, yet patriarchal system of order-making. In other words, it is a 
system that is experienced in a plurality of ways depending on positionality 
and thereby, it is also a system that stimulate dissatisfaction amongst some 
groups of people and which can translate into looming, latent frustrations 
that this thesis interprets as part of those undercurrents that stimulate rural 
state-formation processes. 

 
 

61 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
62 Interview, March 2016, high-ranking, male clan-elder, age 60-70, urban setting 
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Clans 
 

Clans matter. Significantly. In fact there is wide agreement that as clan 
relations determine how the xeer translates into action, clans “remains the 
main basis of political life in Somaliland” (Gardner and El-Bushra 2004: 
197). Virginia Lulling argues that clan plays such a significant role for 
Somali society that Somali history in general cannot be understood “without 
understanding the clan system, any more than one could study medieval 
European history without understanding the feudal system, or nineteenth and 
twentieth century history without knowing what a nation state is” (Luling 
2006: 471-2). Indeed, it is remarkable how much talk there is in Somaliland 
about clanship. One informant explained: 

 
“When I meet new people, the first thing I ask is which clan they are from. Then [together] 
we go through our clans, sub-clans - even sub-sub-clans [laughs]. We go back in both of 
our clans until we find a common founder…Here, [in Somaliland] clan is everything”. 
(Informant 163) 
 
     Her statement bears witness to Ingiriis’ statement that “the primary public 
identity of Somali society is based on clan, a genealogical group classified 
by descent from a common male ancestor, mostly a Sheikh” (2018: 18). Or, 
as Lewis frames it; clans unite and divide people according to invisible 
differences (2004). 
     Outside the main urban areas, clan affiliation occupies a central role in 
determining relationships. One high-ranking officer explained that “out there 
[in the villages], when I meet people in my uniform, they ask me; “clan this, 
clan that”, they have no desire to solve problems [they just want to] stay in 
their own village and keep their own system” (Informant 1664). The officer’s 
statement indicates a clash of ideas of societal organization. He represents a 
bureaucracy that is supposed to look beyond the clan, whereas the clan 
authorities in the villages see through his uniform and want to know his clan 
affiliation. His statement works well to illuminate how people seek to 
organize within competing frameworks of authority. Yet, as the clan system 
is the social backdrop against which all people interact, the state agent 
occupies a role as being both a representative of the state and responsible to 
act within the cultural framework that has ‘deeper’ roots than the state as 
previously suggested. Officers must answer to the social mechanisms of 
which the clan system represents in order to practice any form of authority 

 
63 Interview, March 2016, woman, age 50-60, urban setting 
64 Interview, December 2017, male police officer, medium rank, age 20-30, rural 
setting 
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in the first place. But his authority becomes one that is not perceived as 
‘state’ representative but a hybrid of his or her state affiliation and their 
personal clan relation. His uniform thus only brings meaning to clan 
authorities if his personal position in the clan system has positive 
connotations. In other words, the officer cannot merely function as a foot 
soldier for the state because the social context in which he interacts is defined 
by a legal system that does not allow for him to be seen merely as a 
representative of some other form of organization. 

This tendency that he describes, indicates that the social context in which 
processes of state-formation unfold are spaces occupied by pre-existing 
forms of social organization that constitute the logical framework in which 
“people organise their lives and compete for resources of whatever kind” 
(Luling 2006: 471). The strength of clans and the xeer can perhaps be 
ascribed to the fact that the state is generally a weakly manifested institution 
– often defined in terms of its absence. Several scholars have also observed 
that in terms of providing services to citizens in the rural areas “the state had 
failed miserably” (Little 2003: 123) and Leeson concluded that after all it 
seemed that the Somali are better off stateless (2007) as when the state came 
it became an immediate source of insecurity and oppression (Menkhaus 
2007: 71) that to many rural citizens became indifferent at best, and 
traumatic at worst. 

There have been many attempts to create a fixed overview of clan 
structures in Somaliland (Lewis 1961; Walls 2011; Renders 2012). In reality, 
however, clan structures are in Walls’ words “a notably pragmatic and 
dynamic system” (Walls 2011: 66). The system has changed over time and 
the understanding of the clan as a precolonial leftover is an illusion. The 
colonial administration quickly readjusted the clan system, by creating 
salaries and formal titles to some assumed clan authorities in an otherwise 
egalitarian society in the pursuit of ’capturing’ their loyalty. The colonial 
powers introduced the strict hierarchies within the clans and discarded the 
elements that did not optimize their political goals and what remained was a 
“gruesome mutant of clanship” (Renders 2012: 34).  

Clan and Gender 
 
Apart from constituting the main mode of social organisation, clan structures 
reveal a remarkably patriarchal set of norms. The structure of clans in 
Somaliland are strongly shaped and re-shaped according to gender. In that 
sense, the structure of clans illuminates the fundamental understanding of 
gender roles in Somaliland society. Clan affiliations derive patrilineally and 
for generations the exchange of women between two lineages have been a 
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fundamental part of alliance-making in-between clans: “the marriage 
exchange thus had the aim of strengthening peace and ensuring that former 
wounds would no longer exist” (Cabdillaahi 2009: 129). This practice is 
referred to as godob-reebta gabadhaha, which translates to “the leaving 
behind of a grudge through women” (translated in Walls 2011: 69). This 
conceptualisation of women as tradable units alongside their value as being 
half of that of men testifies to the general condition of Somaliland as strict 
uneven society. This is important because the gender-based division 
constitute the patriarchal context that can function as a vehicle for state-
formation as in the prologue that also clarifies that Somali women are not a 
homogenous group of ‘tradable units’ that voluntarily ascribe to these values. 
     Clans matter. This has been solidified by now. It represents the way 
people organize and tell stories of how certain groups of people are 
geographically located where they are. But It is the fact that all actors belong 
to a clan that they engage in the specific social settings explored for this 
study. Hence, it is not because actors belong to a specific clan that they do 
what they do. In that sense, clans have to be understood in their 
organizational form, and not in their specificity. In other words, clans define 
the political and social reality for everyone, no matter which clan they are 
from. Essentially for this study, however, is to reveal the social depth and 
institutionalization of the gendered uneven-ness that arguably is enhanced in 
the rural margins where clan and xeer play a more significant role (Wiuff 
Moe 2011).  
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SECTION 3: Conclusion 
 

Through the presentation of the historical and societal specificities, it 
becomes possible to see why some segments of the population engages in 
life-making activities that occasionally results in state expansion. This 
chapter entertained several important points. One is that the gendered 
segmentation of society has deep historical roots, though the introduction of 
colonialism clearly enhanced the effects of the demarcation of gendered 
spaces. These strict demarcations came to dominate all aspects of Somaliland 
society. The fact that this patriarchy is significantly strong in the rural areas 
suggest that despite limited presence, the impact of the state eventually 
reaches all remote corners of the territory. In other words, the external and 
colonial introduction of the state in Somaliland was an exercise that 
enhanced the importance of religious knowledge in Somaliland and it 
simultaneously institutionalized the marginalization of women. It was also 
shown that this marginalization not insinuates that women have no say in 
local societal matters. In fact, the gendering of spaces, means that demands 
discretely flow between domestic and public spheres. Despite what may be 
immediately observable, women are embedded in their respective 
communities that they strategically and often discretely influence – and 
occasionally transform. It is fitting to describe these discreet and defining 
renegotiations of orders as undercurrents because they are subtle 
articulations of demands that only occasionally reach surface and are 
verbalized in the decision-making processes amongst men. 

In the second section, the current forms of societal order were presented. 
Here, it was suggested that state-making is partly enhanced by clan leaders 
– though it is against their own interest: By failing to provide proper services 
and by accepting bribes, they contribute to the gradual annihilation of their 
own legitimacy. The significance of this aspect has to be seen in combination 
with the emergence of state offices that shoot up across the Somali territory 
as it then becomes easier for people to ‘shop’ between institutions. 

There are indications that many people are dissatisfied with their local 
traditional legal systems. These dissatisfactions seem to be neatly entwined 
with notions of positionality. Clan leaders describe the xeer as prioritizing 
group harmony over individual justice. Yet the historically rooted unequal 
treatment of genders within the xeer insinuates that ‘the group’ that is in 
harmony only consists of men. The ‘harmony’ that repeatedly was referred 
to does not seem to include all segments of a population. Therefore, the xeer 
in its current form only represent harmony to those who are at the top of the 
system. To those who have less rights, or less ‘value’, the system is 
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‘imbalanced’ and ‘crippled’ (Hoehne 2018). Competing perceptions of the 
xeer exist side by side. So does praises of the xeer and grave concerns. These 
coexisting perceptions produce tensions that stimulate acts of life-making 
which have the potentiality to translate into concrete exercises of state 
expansion. This is because the system “works better for stronger groups than 
for weaker ones” (Hoehne 2018: 208). These ‘weaker groups’, however, 
should by no means be ignored as agents of change. The very fact that 
many rural women are in an ‘unfortunate’ position (ibid), suggests that 
there are many gendered sites where such worries are verbalized and have 
the potential to gradually surface and translated into action. As such, the 
imbalanced xeer constitutes the very source of those undercurrents that 
this study engages with.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: ‘Some kind of institution’: Competing 
perceptions of the mafresh 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Pay attention to the inventive arenas that exert political power outside that 
stage or change the contents of the drama onstage. From the places that you 
have been instructed to ignore or rendered unable to see come the stories that 
change the world, and it is here that culture has the power to shape politics 
and ordinary people have the power to change the world” (Solnit 2016: 26). 
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Introduction to the Chapter 
 

The quotidian practices surrounding qaat consumption in rural Somaliland – 
which take place in spaces referred to as mafresh – provide an excellent lens 
through which the undercurrents of state-making can be observed. The local 
consumption and its gendered effects trigger micro-contributions to state-
making in several ways. These are firstly through taxation, which allows for 
the de facto state to perform key acts of governance that solidifies the 
Somaliland state as a sovereign authority. Also, qaat consumption produces 
gender-divided and competing sites of political articulation. Within this 
demarcation, localized struggles over the governance of resources and 
political agency results in the expansion of the state into realms previously 
monopolized by traditional authority. Moreover, the quotidian practices 
surrounding qaat chewing produce political sites where traditional 
authorities engage in deliberation with state authorities and thus actively 
hybridize the local political arena. Empirically, this chapter communicates 
with the prologue by uncovering the structural exclusion of women, and how 
this leads to political change through dynamics that I have defined as 
undercurrents.  
     Concretely, this chapter explores one of the most essential political 
institutions in rural Somaliland in order to illustrate the extensive assortment 
of undercurrents that shape rural state-formation processes. While most 
consumers perceive of the qaat forums as key sites of important decision-
making processes, the segmentation of society allows for a competing 
perception of the mafresh as a site of qaat addiction. Such counter-narratives 
that challenge the political identity of the mafresh are often produced in 
domestic spaces amongst those excluded from participation, i.e. women. 
Furthermore, as both the included and excluded seek to de-politicize the 
other, both the included and excluded actively create parallel sites of political 
deliberation. Here, narratives are created that can translate into small-scale 
struggles which, as also seen in the prologue, can become large-scale 
vehicles for state expansion by enrolling state actors in previously local 
conflicts. 
     Using the mafresh as an example of a space of state-making allows for an 
insight into everyday practices of an energetic political institution where 
history, theological questions and general norms of everyday governance are 
subject to deliberation. It is argued that these quotidian activities that use 
gender as a key axis of exclusion (see Fraser 1990), contribute to a specific 
form of gendered state-formation. 
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In that sense, this chapter provides an unconventional dimension of 
political institutionalism, as it explores the link between these local, non-
statutory institutions and state-formation dynamics. The chapter makes the 
proposition that due to the paucity of state presence in the rural areas of 
Somaliland, the right conditions for these institutions to survive but also 
to grow in their political significance have been present. The chapter also 
expands the theoretical toolbox of this thesis slightly, and draws on 
Habermas’s public sphere theory to help illuminate how exactly the mafresh 
can be perceived as an “institutional vehicle for a major historical 
transformation in the nature of political domination” (Fraser 1990: 62), for 
Somaliland specifically. 

The chapter is divided into four sections. The first section offers a general 
overview of qaat chewing and its significance. The political identity and 
empirical reality of the mafresh is presented in this section. This includes a 
brief historical and infrastructural overview which contributes to solidifying 
the argument of the mafresh as one of the most significant political 
institutions in Somaliland, historically and contemporarily. 

To show the multi-layered aspects of state-making in the rural margins, 
the second section both enlists and critiques the Habermasian public sphere 
theory. This is a relevant conceptual tool for addressing the connotations of 
a societal institution of public and political deliberation. This Habermasian 
frame allows for the conceptualisation of everyday chewing and political 
deliberation as political practices in the specific setting of what some 
scholars have termed governance without government (Risse 2011). 

The third section is explicitly empirical, and analytical. Here, a case study 
that is based on life story interviews and observations made while following 
the practice of qaat chewing, is presented. The study reveals how qaat 
consumption creates competing hopes and dreams of order. The empirical 
evidence presented within this section is partly based on observations in a 
customs office in a border town between Ethiopia and Somaliland, in several 
rural chewing spaces, and finally on life stories and observations in a selected 
household. Through the analysis of the empirical data, the plural effects of 
the mafresh are unravelled, which helps to clarify not only what the 
mafreshes do but also how these actions are experienced amongst different 
segments within a given population. The key analytical points are then 
summed up in the final section, the conclusion.  
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SECTION 1: A Flower of Paradise or the Pollution of a Nation? 
 

General overview of qaat and qaat chewing 
 

Qaat (Catha edulis) is a mildly stimulating plant with deep green leaves that 
are chewed in order to extract the sap, which increases focus, excitement or 
general well-being for the consumer. The effects vary according to the 
quality of the leaves, but in all cases, chewing affects the central nervous 
system in a way that is comparable to amphetamine though qaat is 
significantly gentler (Anderson and Carrier 2009). Over the past 50 years, 
the potential harm of qaat consumption has gained momentum in medical 
research (see Halbach 1972; Kennedy 1987) but there is still no clear 
evidence that qaat chewing definitely leads to psychosis (Alem and Shibre 
1997) or other serious health harms (Graziani et al 2009). It seems that the 
potential harm of qaat chewing lies more in the social dimension as also 
suggested by Gebissa (2008) and Carrier (2008).  
     Chewing qaat is an essential part of social life in Somaliland and it 
arguably plays a crucial role in many aspects of Somali society (Hansen 
2010). In a 1999 study, Green estimates that a typical household in 
Somaliland spends about 25-30% of their income on qaat chewing 
(calculating chewing as 300 days a year). It is therefore a main part of the 
expenditure at household level, and through taxation it constitutes a 
significant part of the income and general economic infrastructure of the de 
facto state (Bradbury 2008). Indeed, by looking at the qaat consumption in 
the widest sense, its striking role in the trajectory of state evolution becomes 
evident. 
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Brief historic overview 
 

The historical background is important in order to understand how exactly 
qaat has become associated with politics and how it is part of a wider 
nationalist and even religious discourse that undergirds the legitimacy of the 
chewingforum to a degree of making it an engrained political institution.  

The history of qaat is dominated by firm myths of origin combined with a 
plurality of disputed claims about its medical and social effects (Haile and 
Lakew 2015; Balint et al 2009; Hansen 2010; Halback 1972; Cassanelli 
1986; Anderson and Carrier 2009). Its historic roots are often explained in 
contexts of great political achievements or religious revelations, which 
provides a dominantly positive association with the leaves. The names of 
import businesses, qaat transport trucks and qaat chewing booths often carry 
names that have direct reference to cultural, Islamic or historical narratives 
that glorify its use or contribute to strengthening the national narrative of 
being a divine gift. This gives qaat a strong discursive fundament in society 
but makes it difficult to separate business strategies from the more objective 
historical trajectory of its introduction.  

It is known that chewing qaat “is a practice that dates back thousands of 
years in the Horn of Africa” (Al-Mugahed 2008: 741). Yet, despite being 
indigenous to East Africa and the Arabian Peninsula the actual origins of 
qaat are widely disputed (Balint et al 2009). It is likely that it originates from 
Ethiopia where some authors argue that it has been used for medical purposes 
for thousands of years (see Elmi 1983), for labour intensification (Anderson 
and Carrier 2009) or for the religious purpose of meditating (ibid) or staying 
awake and focused during the Ramadan (Hassan 2001: 193; Carrier and 
Gezon 2009; Numan 2012). From Ethiopia it has spread to the nearby areas 
of what is now Somalia, Djibouti, Yemen and Kenya (Elmi 1983, Gebissa 
2010). The spread of qaat has mostly been limited to those areas where the 
plant is indigenous, which may be explained by the fact that in order to reach 
an effective outcome of chewing, the leaves must be consumed completely 
unprocessed and preferably within 24 hours after being picked (Al-Hebsi and 
Skaug 2006; Balint et al 1991; 2009). 

In a Somali context, it is believed that chewing of qaat started in the 
borderlands between what is now Somaliland and Ethiopia. From Harar it 
slowly spread throughout Somaliland and further on to the southern regions 
hundreds of years later (Elmi 1983; Gebissa 2010). A fifteenth-century 
historian wrote that people in Somaliland’s historical coastal town, Zeyla, 
chewed “the leaves of a plant which enhances intelligent performances, 
produces appreciable sense of hilarity while depressing appetites for food 
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and sex” (cited in Gebissa 2010: 608). The consumption is assumed to 
have been widespread in Zeyla (and thus probably elsewhere) as 
prohibition was actively attempted by the famous founder of the Dervish 
State, Sayid Maxamed Cabdille Xasan, who publicly condemned its usage 
in the late nineteenth century (ibid). But the consumption continued, 
which is evident as the British colonial authorities in 1921 attempted to 
pass a law that forbade cultivation, import and distribution of the leaves 
(Elmi 1984: 274; Gebissa 2010: 608; The Laws of the Somaliland 
Protectorate 1923). The British tried to deter its usage by “jailing, 
throwing trucks caught while transporting khat into the sea, or even 
shooting” (Elmi 1983: 166). This followed a general strategy of the British 
colonial powers to “control movement across boundaries” (Anderson and 
Carrier 2009: 377). But all attempts were in vain and by 1945 British 
authorities estimated that about 3000 KG of qaat were being smuggled 
into Somaliland on a daily basis (Gebissa 2004; 2010). Owing to the 
impossibility of prohibiting the widespread use, the British authorities 
decided to replace the prohibition with an import duty instead (ibid). 

Somalia’s independence in 1960 eventually led to the rise of Siad 
Barre’s brutal regime, that once again tried to curb the use of qaat. Barre 
saw chewing as having negative effects on his national project of 
‘scientific socialism’, and the regime started to systematically destroy qaat 
plantations as part of the brutal treatment of the northern regions (Samatar 
1989: 145; Gebissa 2010: 612). It is likely that the institutional strength of 
the mafresh contributed to his decision of eradicating qaat consumption as 
he also criminalized all use of traditional law. In other words, Barre’s 
project was one that essentialized the state as the only source of legitimate 
authority. However, the prohibition of these traditions was in line with the 
failure of previous attempts as his government was in so much political 
trouble that “the law was enacted and simply bereft of any capacity to 
enforce it” (Gebissa 2010: 612). Siad Barre’s law against qaat 
consumption became the final attempt of banning qaat and the destruction 
of the qaat plantations in Somaliland only solidified the North as an 
independent political entity capable of institutionalising trade with 
Ethiopia, which at the time was the political archenemy of Southern 
Somalia. This trading relationship still constitutes Somaliland’s most 
important international trading partner, and through this relationship 
allows for consolidating the narrative of an independent Somaliland state 
through the daily implementation of bureaucratic state-like practices.  
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The past in the present: A few historical points to be made  

 
From this very brief historical outline, there are a few important points to be 
made in the pursuit of illustrating the historically political significance of the 
mafresh in Somaliland. The first point that is worth shedding light upon is 
the historically complicated relationship that qaat chewing has had with the 
state, in the sense that the tradition has outlived several centralized political 
authorities. This narrative is often presented during chewing sessions as a 
case in point to illustrate how solid traditional institutions in Somaliland 
actually are. Despite the many attempts to curb its consumption, the 
culturally legitimate use has overshadowed any state-led or centralized, 
authoritative attempts to prohibit it. Qaat chewing has a longstanding and 
persistent history in Somaliland to the degree that consumption “has become 
some kind of institution” (Elmi 1983: 167).  Chewing during the prohibition 
in that sense became more than ‘just’ chewing; rather, the chewing itself 
became a statement or an implicit rebellious act against the state. The 
political meaning of the mafresh was thus intensified during the prohibition 
and chewing became a way of illustrating that despite state politics, the 
power to implement laws remained in the hands of citizens themselves. This 
reveals not only the strength of the mafresh, but also the inability of the 
colonial state to enforce measures of regulation alongside “the agency of 
Africans in circumventing or derailing colonial controls” (Anderson and 
Carrier 2009: 378). 

Essentially the history of qaat reveals the limited power of state 
institutions that have been only one amongst several powerful and 
overlapping institutions. Simultaneously, the current bureaucratization of the 
import has resulted in an active taxation system that affects most consumers  
in both the urban spaces and rural hinterlands. Even more significantly, the 
mafresh has outlived several state regimes and provided institutional 
continuity in an environment of frequent shifting alliances and statutory 
discontinuity (see Clapham 2017; Samatar 1989). 

While it is far from remarkable that prohibition does not reduce the intake 
of a prohibited substance (see Miron and Zwiebel 1991; Blocker 2011; 
Burnham 1968; Dills et al 2005; Tyrell 2006), the socio-political 
implications of the qaat sessions is indeed noteworthy. The fact that people 
refer to the mafresh as a historically political institution reveals that in 
combination with the xeer, it remains the closest experience people have with 
continuity of political institutionalism. So, while the state was being 
‘grafted’, in Bayart’s term (Bayart 2009), the real politics and norms of 
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governance were already active and formalized within a legitimate 
political framework. The mafresh can thus be seen as a symbol of the 
paucity of the state, and as a rural political site reminding men that they 
remain political actors in a wider national, political system. 

This raises another point, which is that of qaat having a function as a 
unifying national symbol. A key difference from urban Somaliland is the 
overt lack of the national colours and signs of stateness which, by contrast, 
are found everywhere in the major towns. On the other hand,  the mafresh 
is everywhere. It is an institution that is a fundamental part of villages of 
any size. A story that was repeated on several occasions amongst 
informants is that of a significant cultural gap between Northern 
Somalilanders and Southern Somalis. Qaat, it is often explained, was part 
of the peace deals in the late 1980s, as chewing enlightened people and 
made them think thoroughly about how to make peace between clans 
while simultaneously constructing an innovative state system where 
power is shared between (male) elders and the state (informant 3865).  

In southern Somalia qaat “was virtually unknown prior to the Second 
World War” (Gebissa 2010: 608). This point is frequently highlighted as 
an explanation of why qaat is ‘polluting the nation’ in the south, while it 
is a ‘flower of paradise’ in the North (Anderson and Carrier 2006). “There 
in the south”, one informant suggested, “the traditional way of negotiating 
peace is forgotten” (informant 3966) and hence the chewing that persists 
there has little or no political association, unlike in Somaliland. Such 
perception is often highlighted in nationalist discourse illuminating how 
Somaliland has managed to institutionalize a peaceful and culturally 
rooted political movement (see Gebissa 2008). In other words, the 
discourse among Somalilanders of othering the Southern Somalis, brings 
unity to Somalilanders as it provides a common national narrative – a 
common reference point, a common unifying political institution, or 
portal, that predates the state and through which men understand their 
common position in society and in the world. Meanwhile it also offers a 
physical forum for people to get together and articulate these narratives. 

Such discourse also solidifies the understanding of qaat chewing as 
having political affiliations in Somaliland. History is used to justify the 
political aspect of chewing as it is frequently described as an engrained 
part of Somaliland history, culture and a certain “local way of solving 
problems” (informant 3967). Chewing is thus a way of seeing the past in 

 
65 Interview, March 2016, male, 50-60, rural setting 
66 Interview, April 2016, male, 50-60, rural setting 
67 ibid 
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the present, as one informant expressed it. “The peace that we sit in is only 
here because our fathers made smart decisions. They were very very 
smart” (informant 3868), he stated, referring to how they kept traditional 
institutions alive. In that sense, the fact that there was a pre-existing and 
locally legitimate political institution allowed for that institution to craft 
an internally legitimate state-like mechanism (see Pegg and Kolstø 2015). 
This makes the mafresh a portal both to the past and the future as it 
simultaneously is a site of remembering and one in which to debate the 
future of political action. 

The history of qaat chewing thus implicitly tells a story of a strong 
traditional system of governance with which it is difficult for other sources 
of power to compete, including the state. It is indicated that Somalilanders 
have ‘conquered’ nature for their own benefits and have access to a sacred 
substance that allows users to become enlightened and excel in political 
knowledge. From such a perspective, qaat is considered to be a vehicle for 
smart political decision-making processes (Informant 3869). 

This section has clarified that qaat chewing has deep cultural roots that, in 
a wider Somali context, is specific for Somaliland, and that qaat chewing and 
state-making are historically intertwined, albeit in uneven ways. This 
historical rootedness is used to strengthen the cultural narrative of qaat 
chewing as a key socio-political action. The unsuccessful attempt of 
prohibiting the use of qaat and thus the political infrastructure that followed 
can thus be seen as part of a state-driven process of centralizing power and 
authority to the auspices of the state. Yet, the prohibition periods only 
contributed to solidifying the narrative of a population fully capable of 
governing without government. This narrative lives on and it could be 
suggested that on a long-term basis, the prohibition perhaps contributed to 
strengthening the mafresh as the attention given to it by the state implicitly 
recognized its political significance. 

 
Who chews and why? 
 
The previous section has underlined that the mafresh is a historically rooted 
institution with deep political implications to the degree that it has been seen 
both in terms of a threat to the central authority of the state on several 
occasions, but also been a fundamental ingredient in the very making of the 
state in its early stages.  

 
68 See footnote 65 
69 Interview, March 2016, male, 50-60, rural setting 
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To underline how this historical institution is manifested in 
contemporary Somaliland, this section explores the ambivalent who- and 
why questions related to chewing in the specific setting of Somaliland. 
Such exploration will contribute to the unravelling of the empirical life of 
and around the mafresh as a contemporary socio-political space of rural 
politics. In other words, this section guides the reader a step closer to 
illustrating the concrete dynamics of qaat chewing and thus the actual 
practices of active efforts that contribute to the segmentation of a 
population and the general undercurrents of state-formation processes in 
which this results. The historical and contemporary sections will lay out 
the foundation for bringing forward the argument that state-formation 
processes are deeply tied to ideas and norms of gender.  

While Qaat definitely has gained wide popularity amongst all social 
groups in society (Hansen 2010: 593) a significant part of the population 
remains sceptic towards the stimulant that some groups perceive as haram. 
The chewing of qaat thus remains in the ambivalent position of being both 
a “flower of paradise” and a pollution of the nation (Anderson and Carrier 
2006; also Hansen 2010). There are many arguments and many different 
perspectives about the matter, and often but far from always, the debate is 
shaped by positionality which again frequently is shaped by gender which 
shapes the undercurrent streams of state-making.  

There are some groups amongst whom it is more socially acceptable to 
chew than others. Yet, the most frequent axis of exclusion is that of 
gender. The mafresh is indeed what Rasmussen would categorize as a 
strictly gendered space (Rasmussen 2016). In that sense, the chewing 
spaces include and exclude on biological terms and it is perceived as 
deviant behaviour for women to chew qaat (Green 1999: 42; all relevant 
informants). This excludes female Somalis from direct participation in 
these public political forums (Walls et al 2017). When insisting that the 
forums constitute the most essential political forum for rural Somaliland 
and at the same time exclude women, it could wrongly be incited that 
women are excluded from political influence more broadly. This is not the 
case though the mafresh bears witness of a general exclusion of women in 
decision-making processes (Walls et al 2017), as this chapter later will 
explore in further detail. 
 
Women chew  

 
Despite being socially unacceptable, women still chew qaat. However, 

for women in general this is not something that unfolds in the public 
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spaces. For women who chew, it is done privately, often at home and mainly 
amongst people of whom they trust or feel closely connected to (Informants 
4170; 4471). This was frequently described as an intimate space where urgent 
matters were deliberated, discussed, advice were given, and informants said 
that there was a social expectation that conversations were kept private 
(Informant 4172). However, when conversations about matters of great 
importance, such as divorce, marriage or funeral, the private chewing 
sessions can be used to encourage or prevent certain decisions and as a group 
the women can collectively bring forward demands to elders through their 
fathers (informant 4473). Mostly, however, chewing amongst women is rare. 
  

 
70 Interview, December 2015, woman, diaspora, age 30-40, urban setting 
71 Interview, April 2016, woman, diaspora, age 20-30, urban setting 
72 See footnote 70 
73 See footnote 71 
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Increasing performance 
 

Unlike women, askars (guards) are a group of people that are considered 
frequent chewers. Perhaps because of their visible chewing in public spaces. 
Qaat is particularly popular amongst askars as they need to stay focused and 
awake during night shifts. Qaat is deeply connected to increasing 
performance and therefore it has also become popular amongst students 
during the exam periods as it helps them to stay awake during the late hours 
“without losing focus” (Informant 4574). Several other informants said that 
chewing qaat helped them to stay focused during evening prayer, thus linking 
the stimulant directly to Islamic rituals (Informants 4675; 5376; also see 
Carrier and Gezon 2009; Numan 2012). The leaves could then ‘sharpen’ the 
spiritual link between the user and Allah (esp. informant 977). Overall, the 
quick boost in concentration was often described as one of the key reasons 
for chewing, thus making it a way for generally increasing performance and 
capability of whatever task they seek to fulfil. A key aspect amongst many 
informants was also that it was reported to enhance sexual performance 
(Informants 4578; 4679; 4980; Elmi 1983: 171) though this claim is widely 
contested – especially among women (see Ackley 2017).  

 
A now classic study of qaat use in Djibouti specified that when people chew, 
a 

 
“feeling of mental alertness comes over them, they become talkative and understand 
things which they did not understand before. They become imaginative, discuss matters 
and respond quickly; other things are forgotten; then their eyes are wide open and their 
sight slightly blurred…The whole process is in the mind; there is a pleasant sensation of 
things going round quickly in the head, which is so full of thoughts that it feels as if it 
may almost burst…The khat user can go on thinking all night without feeling sleepy; 
sleep seems totally unnecessary…There is a feeling of strength… and the whole body 
experiences a sensation of well being” (Guedel et at 1957: 34 quoted in Cassanelli 1986: 
238). 

 
Qaat is therefore associated with a wide array of positive effects and 

clan leaders see it as “a good thing to do” when important topics were to 
 

74 Interview, December 2015, male, age 20-30, urban setting 
75 Interview, May 2016, male, age 20-30, urban setting 
76 Interview, August 2017, male, age 50-60, urban setting 
77 Interview, May 2017, male, age 40-50, rural setting 
78 See footnote 74 
79 See footnote 75 
80 Interview, May 2017, male, age 20-30, rural setting 
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be discussed or when big decisions had to be made because “then we need 
to think about some things without being disturbed by other things” as one 
informant put it (informant 5581). That statement by a respected elder in 
Waado was figurative of how qaat often is perceived amongst its users. 
One aspect is that it gives the user a sensation of well-being, but this was 
rarely the aspect that users focused on when debating the topic. Rather, it 
was mostly talked about in religious, nationalist or especially political 
terms in line with the statement highlighted above. 

Users who focused on the political aspects of chewing frequently talked 
about chewing in terms of maintaining traditions. This was seen both in 
terms of honouring the Somali tradition that is believed to have paid a 
significant part of bringing peace to Somaliland. But also, because the leaves 
can “chase away the hungry feeling” (informant 5382) that can make it 
difficult to keep focus before making important decisions. Cassanelli’s 
observations also highlight this point and his study exemplifies a “high 
degree of mental concentration on a single topic of political, legal or 
theological import” amongst participants (1986: 242). In that sense, it is 
assumed that qaat chewing constitutes a precondition for the making of a 
good decision. From such perspective, community leaders chew for the 
greater good as the decisions made during the chewing sessions influence 
all groups in society. From such perspective it may almost be considered as 
irresponsible not to chew before making important decisions. Such 
perception implicitly excludes decisions made by people who have not 
‘cleared their mind’ first, as one informant expressed (Informant 5383).  

In line with such dynamics, a number of scholars have also clarified that 
chewing qaat may be connected to social pressure (see Weir 1985; Kennedy 
1987; Borelli 2009), or what Hansen refers to as an “encouraging cultural 
environment” (2010: 592). Such encouragements in the cultural environment 
may be articulated through nationalist narratives where qaat chewing is 
essentialized as a key part of the achievements that Somaliland has reached 
in terms of peace and stability. Often these narratives referred to the colonial 
powers and the Siad Barre regime that both had tried, in vain, to ban the use 
of qaat, but the tradition outlived the central political challenges. Following 
such nationalist peace narrative, chewing lies at the essence of Somali 
culture including the political achievements that Somaliland has 
accomplished. The presence of a potential threat to the tradition is therefore 
not perceived merely as a threat to chewing itself, but to all the achievements 

 
81 Brief conversation, November 2017, male, age 50-60, rural setting 
82 Interview, August 2017, male, age 60-70, rural setting 
83 ibid 



 
 

 

120  
 

 

 

accomplished through the sharpened focus that the leaves bring. And, 
thus, to all future decision-making processes. 

 
The Social aspect 

 
Qaat is indeed “an eminently social drug” (Kennedy 1987: 79). Chewing 
unites people physically, but, as described previously, it also unites 
Somalilanders in a common tradition and institution – it brings men together 
in all senses of the word. The leaves are consumed collectively within small 
groups of men who get together – often on a daily basis - to chew and drink 
tea. Each person supplies their own qaat while tea is purchased at the 
mafresh. The social activity is widely accepted in Somaliland and it is 
therefore necessary to disconnect consumption to the dominating Western 
views on drug-use as clandestine activities. Quite contrary, chewing qaat in 
Somaliland is associated with deep cultural roots often with references 
directly to religious and historical events84 as previously described. It 
constitutes such an engrained part of daily life that it seems as if general 
quotidian practices are organized around it. 
     It is fair to state that most men in Somaliland chew qaat on a daily basis. 
Consumption has been growing rapidly since the end of the civil war 
(Hansen 2010: 2) and in contemporary Somaliland qaat chewing occupies an 
extensive part of daily life, not least because it takes three to eight hours of 
chewing before reaching a proper effect (Green 1999; Hansen 2010). This 
also means that many people in the urban areas chew during work hours, 
which is widely acceptable while chewing alone is perceived as anti-social 
and peculiar (Informants 4685; 5386). 
     When chewing, the bitter leaves make the mouth dry and the teeth feel as 
if they are full of plaque. Therefore, the chewing is often accompanied with 
a very sugary Somali tea in order to tone down the bitterness of the leaves. 
To be in the right setting where tea is served and there is a good place to sit 
for several hours means that people often meet up at the mafreshes where tea 
is served to them. Chewing is therefore rarely done alone. Especially because 
the effects of qaat as ‘widening’ (Borelli 2009) and sharpening the mind is 
of little use if there is no one to listen to the ideas that emerge during the 
chew or if the induced excitement cannot be shared.  

 
84 This was a recurrent theme throughout a majority of all chewing sessions I 
participated in. 
85 Interview, May 2017, male, age 20-30, rural setting 
86 Interview, August 2017, male, age 60-70, rural setting 
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Hansen’s urban-based study from 2010 also highlights the social 
importance of qaat as the chewing sessions are seen as the only place 
where social action exists because other forms of entertainment such as 
“theatres, cinemas or libraries have disappeared as a result of the civil 
war” (Hansen 2010: 593). For the rural areas such social possibilities have 
never been present in the first place. But it goes for both rural and urban 
settings that Somaliland offers “few opportunities for education and 
employment, a lot of free an unstructured time without constructive or 
challenging social alternatives” (ibid: 592). The gatherings are therefore 
described as “crucial” for the unemployed as these are spaces for 
“establishing the right social connections and to access information about 
available jobs” (ibid: 593). In this sense, the social aspect of chewing is a 
“rational way of optimizing networks” (ibid). As Hansen also points out, this 
leaves many non-consumers rather isolated as they must depend on other 
social opportunities even though there are very few to choose from. In the 
rural areas, however, such groups of non-chewing men were mostly unheard 
of. 

 
The political Aspect 

 
The social aspect combined with lack of opportunity does, however, not 
indicate that the sessions are deprived of political credentials. Just because 
the qaat sessions indeed are social activities does not make them apolitical. 
Indeed, “man is by nature political, that is, social” (Thomas Aquinas quoted 
in Arendt 1958: 23). While it is far-fetched to argue that people chew for 
political reasons, the sessions produce political outcomes that are translated 
into common experiences and change for the general population in a given 
area.  

First, people themselves perceive the mafresh as a distinct political 
institution. To many chewers it was beyond doubt that what they did during 
the chewing sessions was both a continuation of a long tradition that made 
them political participants. Therefore, the debates in the mafresh are, at least 
for the participants, a political debate. In that sense, the politicization of the 
qaat chewing is a collective effort where the mere presence of actors 
constitutes a co-production of a political locale. Within this locale, specific 
practices and decisions made by traditional authorities are debated, and 
through the oral deliberation they are either legitimized or de-legitimized. 
More specifically, within the forums the limits of “shared norms about the 
proper treatment of persons or bodies” (Fujii, 2017: 2; see also Fujii 2013) 
are being defined.  
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Of course, sometimes people just chew in lack of other things to do. But 
even though people discuss politics in absence of other topics, it does not 
derive the discussion from political significance. Sometimes, there is no 
debate at all, but the mere continuation of collective gathering and the 
persistence of maintaining strictly defined norms such as a gender division 
indicates that the space remains politically structured even when direct 
political discussions are absent.  

A more concrete example of its political identity is that many people 
that are directly associated with formal political establishments perceive 
the forums as sites of political opportunity. This was evident during the 
November 2017 election campaign where politicians made eager use of 
the forums to share their political messages, share information about 
political rallies, events and general questions and strategies of 
campaigning: 

 
 
As we made a stop in a small village, we went into the polling station 

to perform our formal observation duties. The SPUs were tired and 
needed a break. Just next to the polling station was a small gathering of 
just a handful of men chewing qaat. Next to them was a group of women 
preparing food. My observation partner and I decided to join the SPUs as 
they went over there to have some food. We attracted quite a lot of 
attention as we were slurping down the long spaghettis wrapped around 
our hands in a failed attempt of trying to do it unnoticed. One of the men 
who were chewing insisted to take a picture of us using my phone, and 
when I came back at the hotel, I saw that a small group of women were 
laughing at us in the background of the picture. Our SPUs ate with intense 
haste and then quickly started chewing qaat. As we tried to pay for our 
meal the waitress rejected the money. Everything was free. Qaat, food and 
drinks had all been paid for by a local Waddani87 politician. We reported 
the incident to HQ and were later informed that this unexpected and 
perhaps undercover form of politics was happening throughout the 
election areas. Qaat chewing spaces had been sponsored by local 
politicians using it as a last chance of convincing voters. 

 
This relationship reveals the many layers of qaat chewing. On election 

day, political campaigning is illegal according to the constitution. So, 
instead of campaigning in the classic sense with banners and microphones, 

 
87 There are three political parties in Somaliland: Kulmiye, who currently runs the 
government, Waddani, and UCID. 
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several qaat chewing booths were set up with free qaat and a free meal 
outside many election stations. Here, political stakeholders financed the 
expenses and used the forums as a final opportunity to convince citizens 
of their votes88. This indicates that the mafresh is perceived externally as 
a political institution and that it provides the relevant infrastructure for 
political debates. 

The occasional participation of formal political figures solidifies the 
mafresh as an institution in which power relationships are sought 
manipulated between constituencies and elites. By using the mafresh to 
achieve political goals, the state-representative contextualizes the institution 
with wider national politics.  

By exploring who chews and why, the political implications and life of the 
mafresh have been revealed.  The section has underlined how the mafresh 
can be perceived of as a key political site of decision-making and 
consolidation of hybrid authority. Chewing has deep political connotations 
at discursive and performative levels. It is far-fetched to say that people chew 
for political or religious reasons. Yet, the section presented the argument that 
political and religious narratives combined with a “sensation of well-being” 
(Guedel et at 1957: 34 quoted in Cassanelli 1986: 238), alongside the 
absence of other relevant institutions, constitute a fertile foundation that 
allows the forums to be perceived as key political institutions. In that sense, 
the mafresh is a social and political site. It is a site where decisions are made. 
Qaat is a crop that allows for the state to perform acts of stateness. It is a 
space that bridges local politics and state politics. The following section will 
uncover one of the key layers that connect qaat chewing directly to state-
making, that is taxation.  

 
The infrastructure of leaves 

 
The potency of sap from the leaves is radically affected by transportation 
time (Anderson and Carrier 2009). The trade has therefore become an 
extremely efficient endeavour. Leaves are imported from neighbouring 
Ethiopia on a daily basis and constitute the fastest growing trade in the de 
facto state (Bradbury 2008: 153, Green 1999: 33). Every day, trucks fully 
loaded with qaat are speeding through the Ethiopian highlands and into the 
custom offices in Somali border towns. For the smaller villages that lie 
directly on the border and have no customs offices, the qaat trucks cross the 
border unnoticed by customs authorities and distribute the twigs with leaves 

 
88 observation on election day, November 2017 
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to venders that sell it from their small booths or chewing stations. This is a 
quick in-and-out manoeuvre where the Ethiopian trucks swiftly offload qaat 
that is wrapped in banana leaves to stay fresh, only to leave Somali soil a 
few minutes later. By avoiding the customs authorities, the border towns are 
not only benefitting from a favourable price, but the Ethiopian distributers 
save hours otherwise spent at the customs offices registering their kilos: 

 
In Waado, at around 10 AM each morning, two Ethiopian trucks trigger a 
quick and loud response in the village as they draw near the unguarded 
border. The two trucks honk continuously until they stop just next to an old 
shed that formally constitutes the border post. The shed has the 
characteristic Somaliland flag painted on one side and an old wooden flag 
pole next to it that waves the national flag. The combination of strong winds 
and drifting sand has caused an immense self-entanglement of the flag, 
making it impossible to differentiate it from the Italian flag. The truck drivers 
offload the qaat and the men in the village rush to buy their daily pile of fresh 
leaves. Ten minutes later, both trucks are out of sight leaving behind a thick 
dusty sky of sand in the horizon. The formal qaat chewing shed, just next to 
the border post, is slowly being filled up as well as the small kiosk on the 
other side of town where the owner sells smaller amounts than the Ethiopian 
vendors to those who cannot afford the big piles offered by the Ethiopians. 
The arrival of qaat triggers a lively buzzing atmosphere in the otherwise 
quiet village. And again, soon after the trucks have left it becomes silent. At 
least outside. Inside the shed, chewing and debating takes off. (Field notes 
09.08.2017). 

 
Figure 2: The Somaliland border post is on the left and the local mafresh is on the right 
 
     But most of the qaat is distributed further in-country. To do so, the 
distributers must have the essential documents to prove that the import tax 
has been paid. This is necessary to cross Somaliland’s numerous checkpoints 
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that are spread throughout the country officially in place so as to prevent 
alcohol and other illegal goods from entering the Somali territory. To pay 
the import tax, the trucks drive from the border to the nearest customs office. 
Here, the bags are offloaded one at the time, placed on a large industrial scale 
where stakeholders can see the exact weight. Behind the scale sit three state 
representatives that each register the weight of each bag. One person from 
the Ministry of Finance, two from the local government, and finally, the 
formal owner of the piles of qaat. After having weighed all bags and 
identified the proper tax to pay, they are re-loaded onto the truck and the 
owner of the qaat then has to go to each of the three offices of the state 
representatives, all located within the customs compound. At the local 
government office, the owner pays the duty, and then gets an official proof 
of payment. The owner then takes the documents to the two other offices to 
get the paper stamped and he is now ready to take the truck to its final 
destination and sell the stimulant to merchants around the urban areas. 

 
Pictures above illustrate the described process at local customs office 
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If done formally, it is a bureaucratic exercise to import qaat to Somaliland. 

Meticulous attention is given to the formal procedures, stamps and letters 
that highlight the Somaliland Republic as a tax-collecting entity89. The 
import duty on qaat also provides the main source of taxation-based income 
(alongside wood for building purposes) for the Somaliland state and 
especially for the local governments bordering Ethiopia. One kg of qaat is 
taxed 5500 Somaliland Shilling (currently about 50 US cents) but with a 
daily import of 100 tons at Somaliland’s busiest customs office the 
financial aspect is indeed significant (Informant 5490). This makes qaat the 
largest revenue for the local government in this region (ibid; informant 
2891). The customs office makes the region one of the most prosperous 
ones in Somaliland (Informant 5492). Only 10% of the income goes to the 
central state while the remaining 90% stays with the local government 
(Informant 2893; 5494). Specifically, this means that the roads in the 
bordering areas often are maintained quite well and are paid for by the 
local government (Informant 2895 and 5496). In that sense, qaat contributes 
to the infrastructure in Somaliland. But more significantly, it also 
contributes to the formalization and continuation of certain procedures 
that manifest Somaliland as a real state with the ability of collecting taxes. 
As qaat constitutes the main source of income for local governments and 
the largest import flow, it plays a key political role as it provides an 
opportunity for the state to perform state-like duties such as taxing. These 
are processes of state instantiation as the practices of formalizing imported 
substances contribute to bureaucratic exercises and routines that 
reproduce the state through stamps and signatures (see Scott 1998; Weber 
1978). 

In that sense qaat is more than a stimulant. It is also a commodity that 
allows for the consolidation of state authority through practice. The 
simultaneous taxation of qaat in one place and the informal distribution in 
another place testifies to the limited reach of the state – or its predefined 

 
89 Observation 2017 
90 Interview, August 2017, male, age 40-50, urban setting 
91 Interview, August 2017, male tax expert, age 30-40, rural setting 
92 See footnote 90 
93 See footnote 91 
94 See footnote 90 
95 See footnote 91 
96 See footnote 90 
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priorities of that reach. As such, the state is not manifested as a single 
significant authority in all corners of the state. 

The sheer amount of qaat imported daily illustrates the economic 
importance for the prosperity of local governments in Somaliland. But it 
also testifies to the massive consumption amongst Somalis. In the words 
of Peter Hansen, the qaat sector is “[o]ne of the most visible signs of the 
existence of a vibrant private sector, and indeed one of the most striking 
features of contemporary Somaliland society” today (2010: 1 my italics).  

This striking feature becomes evident when moving beyond the 
immediate visual aspects of the link between state-making exercises and 
qaat trade. By exploring the ways qaat consumption is manifested in local 
villages, it becomes evident that qaat unites men in political forums where 
they engage in decision-making processes. Women are excluded from 
these forums, which results in the emergence of parallel sites for political 
articulation. Hansen’s claim that qaat is a striking feature of contemporary 
Somaliland is a statement that is true not only for those who chew, but the 
mafresh becomes a defining feature for political activity even amongst those 
excluded from these forums. To explore these dynamics further, it is 
necessary to introduce a theoretical tool that can help reveal the significance 
of qaat chewing for rural Somaliland.   
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SECTION 2: Expanding the theoretical toolbox 
 

The Public Sphere 
 

So far, this chapter has provided basic information on qaat and qaat chewing, 
has uncovered the historical rootedness of the mafresh, and shown how 
contemporary decision-making processes and qaat chewing are deeply 
entangled. Finally, it has also been argued that qaat is the main crop that 
allows for the state to perform exercises typically associated with the ideal-
type state. It has been essential to reveal both the historical and contemporary 
presence of the mafresh to clarify its political and social significance. The 
discourse surrounding the mafresh illuminates the strict local understanding 
of men as dominant political actors that drive history forward through 
important decisions. Meanwhile in public discourse women are often 
portrayed as emotional, irrational, and definitely “not strong in leadership” 
(Walls et al 2017: 32). The distinction between men as political beings and 
women as domestic beings resonates with Habermas’ public sphere theory, 
which can help uncover the implications of such discourse and, later, through 
empirical data, show how such a lens allows one to illuminate moments that 
challenge the dominating perceptions of such a division of authority. 
     Habermas’s notion of the public sphere has received a lot of scholarly 
attention (esp. Fraser 1990; Cowan 2001; Kale 2002; Klein 1995; 
Langhamer 2005; Rotman 2006) and has offered a way of conceptualizing 
the relationship between public life and social change. Though it was 
presented as a category of bourgeois society (Habermas 1962), historians 
have applied the term to a vast variety of scholarly interests (see e.g. Willen 
1988; Halasz 1997; Zaret 1996). Cowan argues that the term has become “so 
fluid that with a little imagination it can be applied to almost any time and 
any place” (2001: 128). He continues, “each social space had its own 
peculiarities, especially with regards to the ways in which that space was 
gendered for men and women” (ibid). So, while Habermas singled out ‘the 
coffeehouse’ as an “especially important institution” (ibid), it can be argued 
that the mafresh holds part of that societal significance which Habermas and 
successive historians identify for the coffeehouses. 
     With a little cautiousness, this Habermasian concept can assist this 
analysis of the political – and indeed gendered - effects which the mafresh 
has on state-formation processes. In short, the understanding of the public 
sphere is that of a common body of private people assembled in the pursuit 
of discussing matters of societal or common interest. The public sphere thus 
constitutes a counterweight to absolutist states, since they sought to function 
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as a link between society and the state by letting the public hold the latter 
accountable for its actions (see Fraser 1992: 58). The concept underlines the 
audience-oriented, social dimensions, and not least the political significance 
of public gatherings. Such a lens further illuminates the spatial aspects that 
reflects the dominating discourse of politics as belonging to a public space 
that in this case – as well as in many others - also happens to be male-
dominated. Such discourse necessarily entails that the suggested antithesis 
of the public sphere – the domestic sphere – is female-dominated and 
apolitical.  

Despite the fact that Habermas’s term, the public sphere, was introduced 
in the context of bourgeois society in modern Europe, a careful application 
of the term can indeed provide a way for understanding the political 
implications of dividing spaces according to a gendered public-political and 
domestic-apolitical dichotomy. Indeed, the political context in which public 
deliberation unfolds in rural Somaliland is different from the one used for 
Habermas’s analysis of states with claims of possessing monopoly over the 
legitimate use of violence. Yet, political deliberation is not a monopoly of 
the Western world. Rather it is institutionalized in a plurality of ways based 
on specific historical trajectories (see Wedeen 2008). In that sense, there are 
several paths towards several forms of political sites of articulation.  

The term public sphere is used to categorize domains that are public in the 
sense that they are “in contrast to closed or exclusive affairs” (Habermas 
1991 [1962]: 1) i.e. private domains (ibid: 2) or what Arendt would refer to 
as the private realm (Arendt 1958). With reference to ancient Greek life, 
Arendt perceives the public realm as a place for action to be instigated while 
the private realm constituted the domestic life ruled by its head (ibid). 

The domestic sphere in Somaliland has a visual expression as it is 
represented through a aqal (hut) or, less commonly in rural areas, houses. 
Meanwhile, the public domains are not necessarily fixed places but may be 
anywhere where common concerns are an “object of public critical attention” 
(Habermas 1991 [1962]: 36). These latter spaces can thus be seen as an 
“imaginary community which does not necessarily exist in any identifiable 
space" (Soules 2007; also Anderson 1983) but where private citizens unite 
and together comprise an institution (Habermas 1964). Within such spaces, 
public debate unfolds, and private arguments transform into “the consensus 
about what [is] practically necessary in the interest of all” (Habermas 1991 
[1962]: 83). In that sense, the public sphere is an unspecified location 
underpinned by political deliberation and decision-making. 

Ideally, Habermas argues, the public sphere is "made up of private people 
gathered together as a public and articulating the needs of society with the 
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state" (Habermas, 1989 [1962]: 176 my italics). Ideally, the public 
deliberation is, to Habermas, open for everyone to participate and the 
productive outcome of these debates would be that of a common or public 
opinion (Zaret 1996). However, in the context of rural Somaliland, it is 
important to keep in mind that the state does not hold a logical or historical 
claim to participating in decision-making processes. Local power sources 
are thus part and parcel of the public and the burden of societal 
expectations are articulated within these forums as different people seek 
different ways of mobilizing resources in times of scarcity. In that sense, 
the mafresh constitutes a place where the limits and possibilities of 
instigating certain processes are negotiated directly with local power 
sources, and where power continues to flow to certain people only if they 
prove capable of delivering results (see Clapham 2017). 

Within the assembly, power is distributed and citizens are 
symphonically shaping opinions and attitudes directly towards and with 
sources of power (see Warner 2002). The public deliberation within the 
public sphere must thus be seen as having the primary orientation towards 
power sources or the wider imagined community of other minipublics 
(Grönlund et al 2014). This relation makes it a public according to Warner 
(2002: 74) who further argues that discourse is essential for the public to 
perceive itself as a public. A public, with all its political implications, sets 
“its boundaries and its organization by its own discourse rather than by 
external frameworks” (Warner 2002: 74). The public is thus united 
through a national narrative of political survival despite the rise and fall 
of political regimes. People who routinely enter the ‘chewing sphere’ 
implicitly claim loyalty to the understanding of politics as being confined 
to this sphere and together participants fulfil the requirement of persistent 
imagining, which the space needs in order to sustain its significance. 
 
A political community  
 
For a sphere to become political, according to the Habermasian 
conceptualization, it must embrace critical deliberation while being in direct 
or indirect contact with other minipublics (Warner 2002: 76; Niemeyer 2011; 
Ryan and Smith 2014; Grönlund et al 2014). The indirect contact with other 
minipublics is an essential part of the social fabric and cultural-political 
significance of the mafresh in rural Somaliland. 
     Qaat chewing is an engrained part of Somaliland society and each village 
in Somaliland has a place that is allocated to men chewing qaat. Though 
being isolated in the villages, they cannot be perceived as disconnected 
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enclaves. Rather, they can be seen as an “institutionalization of the 
grapevine” (Weir 1985) or a vital centre for the exchange of information. 
Information received in the sessions are shared in the pastoralist society 
when people meet around the village, the mosque, and especially when 
people from one village travel to another village and chew. This information 
flow also allows for people to hear about everything from potential food 
distributions to the way in which conflicts are handled in other villages, 
allowing for power sources to see their own practices in a wider national 
perspective. 

By entering a chewing session an outsider also reduces his role as stranger 
to being one that is part of the wider imagined political community 
(Anderson 1983). The outsider’s participation thus strengthens the common 
perception of such community as his presence reveals that similar political 
dynamics are repeated in spaces outside the immediate vicinity of a given 
village. 

The continuity and stability of the mafresh thus provides an experience of 
a strong political institution that exists amidst weak state-institutions. This 
guarantees coherence and a strong sense amongst participants to be part of a 
political community where they can identify as political practitioners. The 
chewing sessions thus produce experiences of national unity as citizens 
participate in an institution where the debated topics also are discussed 
elsewhere across Somaliland.  

Though qaat sessions are quite casual gatherings, people are aware that as 
they express an opinion they are more than simply individuals having an 
informal debate within a closed sphere (Habermas 1991 [1962]). Rather, 
people are aware of several social factors (Hansen 2010), including that they 
implicitly function as representatives of their clan or a wider community, and 
that their words reach this wider imagined community through gossip and 
re-articulations when the minipublic dissolves into smaller entities through 
the dynamics described above (Green 1999; Weir 1985).  
 
Limits of the Public Sphere Theory: Revisiting the Gender 
Question 

 
When the Habermasian term of public sphere is adopted here as analytical 

tool it is not without caution. It is important to highlight that this study, as 
opposed to the views of Habermas himself, does not share the assumption 
that public deliberation breaks down class struggle that may persist outside 
of the forums (Lee 1992; Warner 2002). Rather, the chewing sessions reflect 
what Lisa Wedeen also found during her research on Yemeni qaat chewing 
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sessions, that a (usually male) participant is “enmeshed in particular power 
relationships affecting his…ability to speak and be heard. Social and 
political inequalities…help determine who speaks when, and how 
convincing their arguments are” (Wedeen 2008: 117). 

In other words, the Habermasian theory of the public sphere as a 
domain that transcends class struggles and where people are reduced to 
“pure and simple” human beings derived of class interest (Habermas 1991 
[1962]: 56) is rather utopian. Instead, the forums bring certain groups of 
people physically closer, which indeed enables the participants to draw on 
each others’ capacities for action as “action is entirely dependent upon the 
constant presence of others” (ibid: 23). 

But most significantly for this study, Habermas envisages the public 
sphere in singular terms and by doing so, he reduces the political 
significance of other arenas of discursive relations. More specifically, by 
categorizing some collective spaces as political and some as not, the theory 
fails to engage with other spaces that produce competing political 
discourses and that exist parallel to the mainstream sphere. Concretely, 
this means that the narrative of a public sphere where inequalities are 
broken down and all political subjects participate in holding power 
sources accountable, while producing a public opinion that benefits 
general society, is indeed very real in rural Somaliland. But the significant 
exclusion of women in the specific sphere of the mafresh indicates that the 
rhetoric of accessibility and inclusion fails to take into account those 
competing perceptions that exist within other segments of society.  

The significance of what Fraser refers to as “competing public spheres” 
(1990: 61) has been illustrated by Joan Landes (1988), who sees gender as 
the key axis of female expulsion from the public sphere. She illustrates 
how femininity and publicity historically have been cast as oxymorons. 
Thus, while there is a robust narrative of an inclusive mafresh that works 
for the greater good of society, reality seems more in line with Geoff 
Eley’s view that it is an arena or a power base of a stratum of men, who 
are preparing to emphasize their aptness to govern (Eley 1992) 

Indeed, there are structural and societal similarities of the roles and 
societal meaning that are associated with Habermas’s famous 
coffeehouses and the mafresh. Like the mafresh, the coffeehouses were 
considered off-limits for women (Ellis 1956: 88; Habermas 1989: 33; 
Calhoun 1992:43; Hunter 1990: 378; Langford 1992: 101; Wilson 1995: 
47). Also, a similar trait between the two is that their exclusion of women 
leads to innovative routes for women to participate in political life in 
parallel spheres (see Ryan 1990). Ryan’s study is significant here because 
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she reveals that there are a wide array of ways for obtaining access to public 
life in a multiplicity of public spheres where women can find “access to a 
universe of public discourse that resemble…the ideal of the public sphere” 
(ibid: 132). The essence is that the assumption of women being excluded 
from political participation is based on an ideological discourse that claims 
that the public sphere is to be understood in singular terms – i.e. as the only 
platform for political deliberation. As Fraser puts it, there have been 
competing publics throughout history and cultures (Fraser 1990: 61). This 
brings forward the point that the assumption of the existence of these 
counterpublics in Somaliland is not to be ascribed to a tendency of modernity 
or a new rising wave of female empowerment. Rather, it suggests that the 
mafresh must be understood as a space in conflict with daily produced 
counter-narratives, such as ‘addiction discourses’. In that sense, the 
emerging and parallel spheres must be considered as part of the essential 
multiplicity of institutional sites that comprise the undercurrents of state-
formation in Somaliland. The following section expands this argument 
through the introduction of a particular case of gendered publics and counter-
publics. 
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SECTION 3: A Case of Gendered Publics and Counter-publics 
 

Peripheral Perspectives: A household Narrative of Qaat Chewing 
 

This empirical section presents those undercurrents that affect the 
established order in the rural town, Meel. As already noted, the custom of 
men gathering to talk about the organization of society is not unique for 
Somaliland (see e.g. Sen 2011 and Chakrabarty 2000 on the adda or majlis 
in Calcutta). As also clarified, neither is it unique for women, or whoever 
else is excluded from participation in the mafresh, to create parallel sites of 
deliberation (Ryan 1990). These spaces, with which this section engages, are 
at the same time products of the mafresh and thus different from the mafresh, 
in the sense that they cannot be considered as part of the public sphere to the 
same degree as the mafresh. This is mainly because these counter-spaces are 
intimate and rarely communicate with other similar spaces across a wide 
geographical area to the degree that the mafresh does. In that sense, these 
counter-publics are counter to the more formally recognised publics as they 
encourage long and informal conversations in domestic spaces. However, 
the counter-publics are direct products of the mafresh in that they are 
composed of those excluded from it. Between these two sites, discursive 
struggles over the power to define the political and social context unfold.  

Bilan is a 27-year-old woman. She grew up in Meel where she still lives and 
where she also went to a public school for 7 years. But mostly, she spent her 
school years helping out her mother at home; “In the mornings, I woke up 
and we prepared tea for them [her brothers] so that they would be ready to 
go to school”. She described her family as poor, but they had enough to put 
food on the table each day. Her father was a small-scale business man and 
her mother sold camel milk at the local market. At the age of 18, Bilan was 
introduced to her soon-to-be husband, Cawaale. At the time of the meeting, 
she recalls, her parents had already decided that she should marry him, and 
only three months later, the nikah (Islamic wedding ceremony) took place 
where the brideswealth was determined amongst the male participants. 
Later followed the wedding. They have no papers confirming their marriage 
as it has never been formally registered at state-level. 
Bilan looks back at her life as newly married as a stressful time because she 
suddenly had to take care of a husband. He had great expectations that she 
could give birth to many children. At the time of the wedding Cawaale was 
48. Cawaale had lost his wife a year prior to the marriage and wanted to re-
marry quickly after returning home from Europe where he had been rejected 
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asylum. He did not get any children with his previous wife, which was a 
source of much worry for him and he felt that people were looking down on 
him though it seemed that he did not wish to explain exactly how this 
translated into practice.  

Cawaale offered a good brides wealth for Bilan even though they both 
come from what was described as “poor backgrounds”. Together, they now 
live in a gated house owned by Bilan’s European based family that apart 
from letting them live for free in the house also sends them 150 USD each 
month. This is just enough to put food on the table but not enough to pay for 
five of their six boys’ school fees. Cawaale is according to himself too old to 
have a job but he is “active in the community” where he discusses “politics 
and how to do things” together with people that he refers to as “other 
important members in society”. Each day, Cawaale buys a pile of qaat and 
he spends hours debating with other people in the community. The chewing 
unfolds every day in the town’s oldest concrete building that since it was 
built has served as a restaurant. It is a place that most people in the rural 
town are familiar with and it thus brings many people together, which was 
evident as most days the restaurant was packed with people from the sub-
clans of the area. As Cawaale expresses: “everyone comes here”. And 
indeed, the small place is packed and though some participants argue 
intensely, many just sit quietly in the dark indoor room where the floor mats 
slowly are being covered with twigs robbed of their leaves. The restaurant is 
frequented by elders, who engage in debates. The debates are loud, and 
alliances are being made and re-made. Cawaale is seated at the floor 
furthest from the entrance wearing one of his numerous white shirts with a 
logo from a Norwegian convenience store. He is a small character, but he 
demands respect and expect people to listen to him as he lifts his finger each 
time he is about to make an important point. Cawaale is comfortable here, 
and his involvement in the debates reflect his passion for local politics. To 
him, this is clearly an important site for Somaliland politics. 

For Bilan, Cawaale’s daily consumption of qaat simply indicates that he 
is addicted to the stimulant. To her, there is nothing of significant importance 
going on at the restaurants where he chews: “every morning he wakes up, 
he eats and then…” she makes a quick movement with her hand towards the 
door “he just like that leaves the house to chew. What is left for us? There is 
no money for school fees but [there is] money for him. But he eats them”. 
Occasionally Bilan’s sister and cousins come to visit her. Bilan explains that 
they talk together about these issues and sometimes they raise similar 
concerns. The conflict between Cawaale and Bilan had intensified over the 
last few months as none of their five school-aged boys could start the new 
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school year because they were missing uniforms, books and pencils. This 
means that Cawaale’s qaat consumption is harming the well-being of the 
household, and he is thus breaking the marriage contract as expressed 
according to the xeer, she explains. Though she did not directly express a 
wish for divorce, she explained that technically, this meant that she could 
apply for one by going to the state court.  

While this situation to Bilan is excruciating, Cawaale conceptualizes it 
differently. “At old age, I was capable of producing children… and I can 
still produce boy children. I am respected in [Meel] because Allah has 
blessed me”. His ‘achievement’ of ‘producing’ six boys at a late stage in 
life has repositioned him from being child-less to becoming a person that 
contributes to the reproduction of his clan. In his own terms this really 
contributed to his status in the town, and he is now a man whose opinion 
is heard. He is also a person that lives in a proper gated house and his 
single travel to Europe remains a returning reference point in his 
conversations. Despite the rejection in asylum, he still wants to return to 
Europe and “have a good life”. Bilan perceives this as an unrealistic goal 
that only is maintained in his mind because he is addicted to a stimulant 
that gives him “unrealistic dreams”.  

Though Cawaale never spoke of qaat in religious terms, he is indeed a 
religiously dedicated chewer. He saw the daily social life surrounding 
qaat as an important part of societal participation and as the essence in 
maintaining peace between clans. Without the stimulant “ideas are weak” 
as “[qaat] just makes us think clear, so it is better to talk about important 
things when all men have focus”, he argues. He sees the debates at the 
mafresh as the places where key political concerns are articulated. “We 
have a tradition of debating, a tradition for solving our problems with our 
words not our guns, that is why Somaliland is not Somalia. Somalia is 
‘trouble’, Somaliland is ‘don’t worry’”.  

In my eagerness to understand the dynamics of qaat chewing, I asked 
him whether he talks to Bilan about similar issues as those they debate in 
the mafresh. “You see”, he said, “I am an old man now. I know that 
decision-making belongs to one place and cooking to another. I am good 
at my thing, and she is good at her thing. Very good. This is our culture”. 
He continues to talk about Somaliland’s supposedly soon-to-come 
independence and ends the conversation by portraying his qaat 
consumption as a moral obligation: “Every day we discuss politics and 
every day we honour the culture of peace. What if no one talked and 
everyone just fought? Then we have trouble”. He leans back in the couch, 
satisfied with getting his point through. 
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Discussion and Analysis: Addicted to politics? 

An analysis of the mafresh and the ways this institution echoes throughout 
society enriches this study and illuminates the significance of exploring the 
undercurrents of state-formation in several ways. One is that it reveals how 
the identity of one of the most fundamental institutions in society cannot only 
be understood from the actors within. The institutional identity is a product 
of a variety of experiences that co-exist amongst actors internal and external 
to the mafresh. This reveals that the identity and perception of the mafresh 
is not just determined internally but also in huts, in kitchens and other spaces 
otherwise perceived as apolitical by a dominating group of the male 
population. As such, experience is a necessary filter through which key 
institutions, such as the mafresh and indeed the state itself, must be seen. 
Therefore, it is critical to “analyse the way in which it appears in the personal 
experience of various members of the group and follow the influence which 
it has upon their lives” (Thomas and Znaniecki 1927: 1833 quoted in Chase, 
2005). 

Gender is closely entrenched in such analysis. This is because gender 
fundamentally defines how people in strictly segregated areas experience 
certain institutions and this often results in peripheral dreams and hopes for 
the future alongside varying abilities to act upon them. Very broadly, it 
seems that women to a larger degree place hope in the state law in which 
women have more agency, and men place hopes in the traditional legal 
regime in which men have more power. 

These counter-experiences also hold a practical dimension and are likely 
to reflect a challenging household pattern. After having been away for 
several hours during the day where the household chores have been 
maintained, Cawaale returns at the same time as the side-effects of the 
intensive chewing session begin to kick in. As the intoxication takes off, 
users frequently complain about insomnia, numbness, difficulty to focus and 
also “aggressiveness, anxiety, and hypomanic and manic 
behavior…paranoid reaction with delusions, auditory and visual 
hallucinations, acute anxiety, and ideas of superiority” (Halbach 1972).  

These negative effects are amongst the frequently mentioned reasons why 
a majority of women experience qaat as a threat to their household and why 
many women connect it directly to the high rate of domestic violence, rather 
than validating it as a meaningful political institution (Informants 1897; 2398). 

 
97 Interview, December 2015, woman, rape victim, age 20-30, urban setting 
98 Interview, December 2015, man, age 20-30, urban setting 
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While there was a general sense that women could “deal with aggressive 
husbands” (Informant 1899), the economic challenges brought to the 
household from extensive qaat use had become increasingly difficult 
especially after the food crisis had taken its toll on the livestock of 
Somaliland, as it reportedly had killed up to 80% of all national livestock100. 
These challenges intensified during the food crisis and there were several 
cases of men who sold family owned livestock (Informant 24101) or even 
pieces of expensive land (Informant 25102) in order to buy qaat. This was 
something that many women normally calculated into the household 
budget. But the crisis combined with men’s intensive spending, chewing 
and eating good food in the nearest urban area after selling off livestock 
or land had forced many women to engage in non-domestic work in order 
to create an additional income (Informant 24103; Informant 25104). As such, 
those obstacles that many women are facing, forces them to challenge 
local power distribution. This is something that is widely debated in the 
private spheres where women have the opportunity to express their 
experiences of dissatisfaction with what they often perceive as the “flawed 
social practice” (Chakrabarty 2000: 181) of the mafresh. As one woman 
explained “some men, they have chewed for so very long that now they 
will starve without us” (Informant 25105). Her notion illustrates a 
perspective that is in strong contrast to the dominating narrative of the 
mafresh where men see society as being dependent on them. Instead of 
becoming ‘bright’ when chewing, men slowly dissolve and increasingly 
depend on the women for survival. Such perception illustrates exactly the 
significant gap existing in the understanding of the role of the mafresh in 
rural Somaliland.  

The contested identity of the mafresh suggests that those dominant 
institutions engaged in the negotiation of the institutionalization of power 
relations are never “definitively formed” (Lund 2006) but instead, a 
constant process of institution-making and erosion takes place in different 
spaces and often through discourse. Discourse, then, “is not simply that 
which translates struggles or systems of domination but is the thing for 

 
99 See footnote 97 
100 According to several sources, including: https://www.theguardian.com/global-
development/2017/may/24/somaliland-hunger-crisis-world-doesnt-respond-until-
children-are-dying-foreign-minister-saad-ali-shire 
101 Interview, September 2017, woman, age 20-30, rural setting 
102 Interview, September 2017, woman, age 30-40, rural setting 
103 See footnote 101 
104 See footnote 102 
105 ibid 
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which and by which there is struggle, discourse is the power which is to be 
seized” (Foucault 1971: 6). Foucault’s essentialization thus underpins the 
significance of counter-publics in challenging the current form of order. 

The analysis of the mafresh also reveals that significant political 
articulation unfolds in unexpected sites that people, including scholars, 
largely “have been instructed to ignore” (Solnit 2016: 26). This is 
important because it suggests the presence of further complexity in the 
study of state-making processes more broadly. Concretely, it suggests that 
there is another dimension to state-making that is tucked away behind the 
walls of houses and huts – also in uneven and patriarchal societies. Within 
these sites, individual opinions convert into collective discourse that not 
only deprives the mafresh of its political identity and domination, but also 
discursively repositions it as a site of addiction. Such reframing from 
women’s own domestic-political spaces, questions the legitimacy of the 
decisions being made there. This reframing is also an act of highly political 
character, as the women discursively depoliticize such political institutions, 
a task Ranciére refers to as the ‘oldest task in politics’ (1995: 19). Such 
depoliticization is what essentially reveals the political nature of the 
domestic realm and challenges the idea of politics being confined to the 
formal public sphere that excludes women (for similar points, see Nelson 
1974; Abu-Lughod 1993; Rasmussen 2016).  

The counter-publics then are spaces where counter-discourses are 
produced and hence, where power is redistributed (Foucault 1971). This adds 
an extra dimension to the notion of hybridity. The formal agnatic institutions 
are layered and do not only amalgamate with the state, but also with those 
who appear to be excluded from all forms of authoritative participation.  

As such, it is not just the mafresh that produces political outcomes; so too 
do the women in the domestic spaces, which can be seen as the result of an 
inherent paradox associated with chewing: while promoting strict gender 
norms and demarcation, the mafresh is simultaneously encouraging a 
rethinking and possible renegotiation of the very same norms and values. 
Heavy use of qaat has forced some women to engage in what is perceived as 
masculine jobs such as camel herding or manual labour, entailing that the 
very strict demarcations that are encouraged in the forums are 
simultaneously broken down as a direct consequence of chewing. 

This is part of a paradox in the specific household investigated here: 
Cawaale experiences his participation in local politics as contributing with 
actual solutions to the current crisis, yet simultaneously he instigates a crisis 
in his private home. His extensive use of qaat strains the household’s 
resources, and as the household budget is decreasing so are the resources 



 
 

 

140  
 

 

 

available for his children’s schooling – and also later for chewing. As 
such, both spheres together play a central role in the production and 
renegotiation of local forms of order. In other words, the mafresh is a 
deeply paradoxical institution that is deconstructed by the very same 
dynamics that seek to maintain it.  

This suggests an amalgamation of the two otherwise assumingly strictly 
divided spheres; it suggests that the domestic sphere is part of the reality 
of the public sphere and vice versa. The production of food in the kitchens 
alongside their status as economic hubs, and the women’s obvious role in 
reproduction, suggests exactly that the domestic space has relevance in the 
larger societal context. This eventually includes women into the general 
social terrain where they can rightfully be considered agents of change 
instead of passive, domesticized, apolitical actors. A complete segregation 
does not exist and the terminology of public and private thus fails to 
apprehend the complexity of gendered interaction. What the categories 
can do, however, is to illustrate the gap between the immediately visible 
and persistently asserted masculine form of social order, and the actual 
social reality. Here again, the notion of undercurrents can help illustrate 
the importance of those latent movements instigating political influence, 
generated from places that have been rendered insignificant (Solnit 2016). 
The emerging institutions, that is the public and the counter-public, are 
thus both examples of how ideals and ideas of gender shape trajectories in 
institution-making processes. This is particularly interesting as it reveals 
how, as opposed to the Habermasian theory of the public sphere, intimate 
spaces are also key sites for the renegotiation of institutional legitimacy. 

These blurred boundaries between the public and intimate spaces of 
political articulation also speak to the general hybrid political context. For 
example, Bilan and Cawaale’s wedding followed Islamic rituals and 
traditional and religious leaders declared them husband and wife. Yet, 
Bilan now refers to the state court as the site for potentially getting a 
divorce. Her potential involvement of the state in her domestic affairs is 
not a minor issue. She suggests that the next major intervention in her life 
comes from the state, meaning that loyalty is shifting from the traditional 
actors to the state which can both legitimately intervene in and settle the 
domestic dispute. This echoes the prologue where a group of women 
contacted the formal state police authorities, also as a result of 
dissatisfaction with the traditional law. Bilan thus broadens the local field 
of authority as she navigates between the customary and the state law. As 
Cawaale is not living up to his duties according to the traditional system, 
she now has a legitimate reason to use the formal state system to file for a 
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divorce if she wishes. The obstacles that Bilan is facing thus clears the path 
for state expansion into the private realm of their household and marriage. In 
that sense, the state gains access to redefining the status of a private 
relationship, that at first was defined and determined through the customary 
law.  Rather paradoxically then, the state expands into the private realm as a 
result of internal struggles rooted in the mafresh. State-expansion is not just 
a matter of territory but also an expansion into the intimacy of private life. 
These interplays and competing perspectives between the gender-segmented 
population produce a latent institutional negotiation that suggests a complex 
relationship between power, space and gender shaping the unfolding 
institutionalization of power relations. It becomes evident that the 
segmentation of genders results in the rise of parallel institutions and parallel 
lived experiences that encourages people to place their hopes and dreams in 
competing institutional setups. 

Walls et al (2017) are right in suggesting that state-making in Somaliland 
historically has been and remains a process that excludes women from direct 
participation. Neither does this study by any means challenge the dominating 
perception of men and women as being fundamentally different in the 
context of Somaliland. Women remain excluded from the mafresh, and they 
have less value in terms of the dir. But they are not by-standers to socio-
political change. The ongoing food crisis reveals this exactly. The crisis 
produces tensions that translate into political change as some women engage 
in economic activities within arenas previously belonging to men. In so 
doing, they transgress the spatially distinctive activities and redefine their 
position in society as breadwinners which implies a break of the “excessive 
idealization of…traditions of the past” (Juraga 1997: 208). This makes them 
agents of change and their coping strategies part of a wider political scheme 
whereby masculine spaces are gradually claimed (Walls et al 2017) also by 
women.  
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SECTION 4: Conclusion 
 

Through the use of narrative exploration of sites of everyday life, it has been 
possible to see how the interplay between key political institutions and 
spaces that are either rendered as significant or insignificant, create a certain 
amalgamation where notions of authority and power are produced and 
renegotiated. 
     This chapter has explored what was arguably the most significant and 
historically stable political unit in rural Somaliland, namely the mafresh. The 
massive consumption of qaat in the mafresh throughout Somaliland has 
allowed for the de facto state to perform essential tasks that have 
consolidated its authority through taxation of commodities and production 
of paperwork, stamps and signatures. But the case of qaat chewing is 
significant in revealing the multi-layered processes that truly constitute state-
making, when the commodity is followed to the private and public arenas of 
households and the mafresh respectively. Here, it becomes evident that qaat 
is competingly perceived as a source of enlightenment (by the men) and 
addiction (by the women) respectively, which arises out of the deeply 
gendered segmentation of society. By moving between the mafresh, and 
intimate domestic arenas, which manifest differentiated relationships to the 
state, it becomes evident that contributions to state-making are made in a 
plurality of localities; at state-level, village-level and even in private homes 
behind the walls of huts and houses. 
     The mafresh is a space where a certain kind of power is exercised. Here, 
men reproduce ideals and ideas of domination as they seek to monopolize 
public decision-making processes through the exclusion of women. 
Together, men exert the order of male dominance. In the mafresh, men create 
discursive realities based on their specific gendered experiences that often 
include a historically justified mistrust of the state. Meanwhile, those 
excluded from the mafresh institution experience it as a liability and barrier 
to their attempts of making life, and often have a justified mistrust of the 
xeer. Both perceptions help to make the mafresh what it is: an institution 
constantly in the making and unmaking through competing sets of 
discourses. The tensions surrounding it are constitutive of those 
undercurrents that drive both local social change and state-formation 
forward. In that sense, state-expansion is a result of citizen interactions, local 
discourses and individual experiences rather than simply top-down, linear 
processes of widening state authority. 
     Through the exploration of the dynamics surrounding qaat chewing, the 
socio-political undercurrents that both reflect and produce fundamentally 
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different experiences of local authority become evident. Through this case, 
it is revealed how those obstacles that people face in their pursuit of making 
life translate into institutional change and instability, which makes obstacles 
the “very components and ingredients” of state-formation (Bergamoschi 
2014: 293). 

The decision to focus on qaat was made because it is a topic that is 
frequently debated in Somaliland. Yet, chewing qaat is also a very deep-
rooted tradition, and to focus on the leaves became a way in for exploring 
the intense struggles that exist in rural settings and that arguably contribute 
to the renegotiation of local gendered notions of order and power. In essence, 
it was a way to explore those undercurrents at work in rural societies that in 
the prologue had led to a redefinition of the local site of authority. 
Meanwhile, it also provided an excellent lens for observing how local 
quarrels translate into competition over institutionalizing local power 
structures. In that sense, the mafresh echoes throughout society and creates 
those undercurrents intrinsic to state-formation processes, including the 
renegotiation of gender norms. 

Its critical role in society was ascribed to the fact that it comprises the 
combined exercises of life-making and state-making into a single patriarchal 
unit. In the mafresh, the complicated tasks of attracting resources, and 
managing local disputes and relations becomes a more comfortable duty 
when one drinks tea and chews leaves. But although the mafresh is largely a 
pre-state, local and culturally rooted institution, the empirical case presented 
here of how local politicians capture the space and use its traits for state 
politics reveals how the state and traditional institutions have become 
entangled in practice. 

Though it is concluded that the Habermasian terminology of private and 
public spheres reduces the complexity of gender relations and rural state-
making, it helps to shed light on the internal ideals of segregation and indeed 
how men and women perceive each other. This was highlighted in a quote 
from Cawaale who suggests that women are inferior to men when it comes 
to decision-making, yet superior when it comes to cooking.  

The undercurrents of state-making cannot be fully uncovered if research 
is based on the assumption that the public political sites are the primary 
vehicles for political change. In a strictly divided society like Somaliland 
(and especially rural Somaliland), this assumption would automatically 
result in a study that is only informed by men. By excluding women as 
drivers of social change suggests that Somali history is a masculine 
endeavour.  
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The complexities of state-making processes and their inherent 
ambivalence is explored further in the upcoming chapter. Unlike the 
dynamics explored in this chapter, the following case study suggests a 
competing tendency unfolding in a different site where customary law and 
traditional gender norms are, as opposed to here, consolidated.  
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CHAPTER SIX: From periphery to Resource Centres: Places that 
are blessed 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Goods from the mountains…and marshes that might previously have 
circulated locally were now traded “worldwide”… Suddenly the periphery 
and semiperiphery of the early states were the sites of valuable commodities 
(Scott 2017: 246 my italics) 
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Introduction to the Chapter 
 

In the previous chapter the historical, social and political life surrounding the 
mafresh was explored and analysed. The mafresh, and its simultaneous 
production of counter-publics, it was argued, is constitutive of local, rural 
political life. Yet, the feelings, emotions and embodied experiences of the 
mafresh was largely twofold, often connected to local gender norms. The 
local disputes were interconnected with this duality and formed 
undercurrents with potentiality to renegotiate the terms of acceptable 
gendered activity. This, it was argued, entails a slow and gradual break with 
the “excessive idealization of…traditions of the past” (Juraga 1997: 208). 
The competing political spaces described in the previous chapter are sites in 
which people negotiate those very terms that are to determine the local 
political space in the future. This essentially led to the conclusion that both 
gendered spaces produce political outputs that reveal how “the perpetual 
nature of attaining control is integral to state formation” (Bertelsen 2016: 
65). And also, how discourse “is not simply that which translates struggles 
or systems of domination but is the thing for which and by which there is 
struggle, discourse is the power which is to be seized” (Foucault 1971: 6). 
     What is to follow is a case that speaks to the prologue and the previous 
case study in several ways. This chapter engages empirically with a site of 
transition. That is, a political process and moment of socio-spatial re-
ordering in a rural village in the Somaliland margins. Spatially, this case 
takes us to a small rural village, Xarun, and a government office in Hargeysa. 
Concretely, the case follows the process of mobilizing food and analyses the 
political implications this has on the immediate vicinity of the given place. 
The sudden influx of resources to a specific rural site in the midst of a context 
of scarcity results in the contribution to the making of a new emerging rural 
resource centre. The village becomes a space that transcends from being 
peripheral to having a rural frontier-status. Such status implies an increased 
attention from the urban-focused state. Meanwhile, the local actors involved 
in the food deliveries discursively draw on a national-traditional discourse 
that honours the xeer and the nation as opposed to the state. In fact, it seems 
that the mobilization of resources became possible due to the paucity of 
statutory infrastructure and not in spite of it (De Boeck 2011; Mattheis et al 
2019). State agents, in this case, are mainly perceived as obstacles by local 
authorities, and by circumventing them, it becomes possible to provide 
services to the populations in the rural margins where the state historically 
has “failed miserably” in this task (Little 2003: 123; also Mackie et al 2019). 
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This chapter entertains two ideas mainly. One is that local attempts of 
making life in the sense of attracting resources to a resource scarce area, 
is a simultaneous exercise of broadening traditional authority in the 
periphery. However, as the site attracts and centralizes resources and 
people, the result is in increased attention and interest of the state in terms 
of partaking in the governance of its people and resources.  

Another idea that this chapter entertains is that the process of food 
distribution to the margins reveal how key state actors work in the twilight 
(see Lund 2006) between public and private, making them opportunistic as 
they respond to potential openings in the rural hinterlands for manifesting 
their authority as clan as well as state representatives. Together, these ideas 
reveal the multifarious trajectories of state-making, and their competing local 
outcomes, which translates into both consolidation and renegotiation of 
societal norms – including gender ideals.  

Structurally, this chapter has three sections: First it introduces a brief 
overview of the food crisis in order to set the stage for these current 
dynamics. In the second section, the empirical data is introduced and 
analysed. Finally, the third section sums up the findings and provides 
concluding remarks. 
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SECTION 1: Overview of the Somali Food Crisis 
 

Since the beginning of the drought in 2015, many Somalis have lost a 
significant part of their livestock, which in rural areas constitute the main 
source of income for a vast majority of rural citizens. The numbers vary, but 
it is not uncommon to hear people talk about having lost 90% of their 
livestock106. According to UNHCR, at least 2 million people have been 
internally displaced as a result of the drought107 and the most reliable data 
suggests that the value of the lost livestock amounts to about $350m 
(Fanning 2018). A rough estimate indicates that about 60%-65% of Somalis 
depend on livestock as their main source of income (Holleman 2003). This 
number, however, is significantly higher in the rural areas where the 
booming construction sector, as seen in the urban areas, has shown little 
impact. 
     While NGOs and private sector arrangements have delivered essential 
services in urban areas, the rural areas have often been neglected (Fanning 
2018). Informants stated that this was mainly because it is expensive to 
operate outside the urban centres due to poor infrastructure (informant 57108). 
But recent reports also highlight the increased insecurity as a reason behind 
the urban bias in food deliveries (see Fanning 2018). The urban-biased 
assistance has resulted in a rapidly growing urbanization process, which 
again has resulted in an increasing disenfranchised urban underclass (ibid). 
In a briefing note by a number of NGOs from June 2018 it is concluded that 
the lack of service delivery in rural areas has undermined the relationship 
between state and citizens even further (ibid). This deterioration constitutes 
a significant part of the context of which this chapter explores empirically. 
     The crisis has affected different people in different ways. Sexual violence 
has been common amongst displaced women and girls (ibid) but both 
“gender, wealth, and other power relations” (Maxwell et al 2016: 65) shape 
the way people recover and react to the crisis (Bernier and Meinzen-Dick 
2014). Most significantly, the drought resulted in a renegotiation of 
household dynamics and gender roles. This has mainly been seen as several 
female informants had engaged in alternative income generating activities 
such as working on poultry and regular farms, which resulted in work 
patterns that challenge traditional gender perceptions. The previous chapter 

 
106 This was a number that was repeated amongst all relevant rural informants 
107 https://unhcr.github.io/dataviz-somalia-
prmn/index.html#reason=&month=&pregion=&pregionmap=&pdistrictmap=&cr
egion=&cregionmap=&cdistrictmap 
108 Interview, several dates, male, age 40-50, urban settings 
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already explored the implications of such undercurrents. Work outside the 
home was often seen as a last resort for making ends meet in the household 
and especially married women described it as ‘embarrassing’ (‘ceebeyn’) not 
to be able of fulfilling the role that comes with being a wife, which is often 
described in terms of obedience, economic skills and child bearing 
(Kapteijns 1995; Ackley 2017). For many men affected by the crisis, the 
renegotiation of gender roles had led to frustration and humiliation as women 
took on physically hard labour and became main providers for the 
households (Fanning 2018). 

In many villages, People had started to migrate to the surrounding urban 
centres in the pursuit of locating a reliable source of income. But it was not 
just a simple narrative of “the strong” leaving the villages and “the weak” 
remaining. The migration patterns were much more complex and lie beyond 
the research of this thesis. But generally, the patterns were based on strategic 
efforts in optimizing the chances for improving the general conditions. The 
physically strong had indeed embarked on journeys to strategic localities, but 
amongst the ‘stayees’ were groups of elders who were, despite the 
categorization, not necessarily old, but would have been physically capable 
of migrating. These elders, however, stayed back as they constituted an 
important resource for the community. Not only in the pursuit of maintaining 
order but also in re-establishing the stability and self-reliance that the 
villages had proved capable of for generations (Informant 58109).  

In essence, the crisis had led to what felt to rural citizens as an increased 
abjection from the more prosperous urban centres, which had led to the 
solidification of the state as an irrelevant actor when men were strategizing 
on how to obtain access to resources. The following section is an empirical 
exploration of everyday life-making in a rural setting where the crisis shapes 
the trajectory of everyday life and state-making. 
  

 
109 Interview, May 2017, male, age 50-60, rural setting. 



 
 

 

150  
 

 

 

SECTION 2: Reaching the Margins. 
 
Food deliveries in the margins 
 
In Xarun, a group of elders have for several months been reaching out to 
their relatives within various diaspora groups in hope of getting assistance 
during the hard times of which the people in the village are facing due to the 
food crisis. The outreach has resulted in temporary increased influx of small-
scale remittances but no long-term help. To bring relief to the village, the 
clan elders had navigated in a plurality of activities; They had cultivated 
their international relations by reaching out to acquaintances and 
international NGOs. Some of the citizens in the village had migrated to the 
urban areas to find a job, but without much success. They had activated 
international networks without even considering the state as an option for 
gaining access to resources. As Shermarke, the main character in this case 
study and bearer of the clan title, cakil, explained to me a day when I believe 
he was fed up with circulating around the topic of the state: “Out here”, he 
started, “we only have Allah”. And clearly, it was not the state, but an Arabic 
NGO that Shermarke had gained contact with that, in the end, proved to be 
capable of managing to deliver food to Xarun.  
     In many ways, Xarun does not stand out as a particularly remarkable 
place or a village which somehow deviates from the many settlements across 
the Somali hinterlands. To the newcomer, it has no immediately logical 
centre, there are no concrete buildings except from one which is no longer 
in use as it has deteriorated significantly over the years. It was a small 
mosque built in the 1970s but the poor construction has resulted in its 
deterioration. It appears abandoned just like Xarun does on most days. The 
village is semi-nomadic as some of the people within the village are nomads, 
but also because the village is located in a way that brings nomads to the 
vicinity of Xarun. This makes Xarun seem even further away from the urban 
areas, though it is a shorter drive than many of the other rural villages I have 
visited. Currently, Xarun houses about 50 people. Normally, the number is 
much higher but many of the inhabitants have left in their pursuit of creating 
an income in the nearest city. This gives Xarun a particular feeling of 
abandonment because the huts are spread out through such a large territory 
that it feels like the area of Xarun is enormous. In that sense, it is in large 
contrast to Sood where the huts are neatly lumped together. Most days of the 
week the men in the village meet. They discuss politics, they chew qaat when 
it is available and lately much of the talk has been focused on mobilizing 
resources through acquaintances in the various diaspora communities.  
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Shermarke is 58 years old. He has lived in Xarun most of his life, apart 
from the years he spent in the city with his relatives as he attended school. 
He is the only man currently residing in the village, that has two wives. 
But though he repeatedly returns to the topic of his two wives he rarely 
speaks positively about them; “Always complain-complain” was a sentence 
he used continuously. Shermarke speaks English to a degree that reflects his 
few years of schooling in the city. He has a reputation of being well-
connected to diaspora groups in the Middle East and known for always 
carrying a solid wooden walking stick, which replicates the status symbol of 
higher standing clan leaders. 

Without comparison he is the most authoritative figure in the village 
though decisions are made amongst the men according to the egalitarian 
Somali tradition. Shermarke is a tall man and he makes gestures with his 
hands as he speaks, almost as if he is trying to give extra power to the large 
stream of words that flows from his mouth. Shermarke’s wooden stick never 
leaves his side. He is not limping, but the stick steadily follows his tall body 
around the village.  

There is a relatively long walk between each hut in Xarun. But in the 
vicinity of his home, a few huts are positioned adjacent to each other. About 
50 meters from the huts there is a tree, not large enough to provide shade 
for many people but enough to provide a comfortable meeting place to chew 
qaat and debate politics while the women cook in the outdoor kitchens. 
Under this tree, Shermarke explains, is where news is passed, decisions are 
made and it is a space for “sharing ideas”, a term that he also enjoyed as 
an important part of his English vocabulary. Indeed, many ideas are aired 
when the men chew together. Some more realistic than others. Some more 
concrete than others. Recently it was decided that the local taxing system 
should be put on hold due to limited resources. “No one could afford it 
anymore”, it was argued. It was also in this masculine forum that Shermarke 
through people in the Somali diaspora in Dubai finally managed to get in 
contact with an NGO that quickly responded to their needs. To Shermarke 
their assistance serves as an example of the solidarity that lies implicitly in 
Islam. Shermarke and the NGO has been in contact repeatedly throughout 
the last three months. Shermarke has explained on the phone how Xarun is 
a neglected place and that no formal authorities have ever shown interest in 
the place. He explained about the isolation of the inhabitants and how hope 
was lost. I am sure the Arabs must have felt that the faith of Xarun was in 
their hands. 

The contact eventually led to the mobilization of an inaugural food 
delivery in Xarun. Though Shermarke knew that the NGO was in Somaliland, 
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it was a surprise when they suddenly showed up on a Wednesday evening 
and handed over 100 food cards to Shermarke after having gazed through a 
blue notebook with the names of all inhabitants of Xarun. A picture is taken 
with the NGO leaders as they theatrically hand over the pile of food stamps 
to Shermarke who now face the job of distributing the cardboard tickets with 
red stamps to citizens in the village. During the handover both parties 
pose for the camera, freezing just as the cards swop hands while they stare 
directly and intensely into the camera both focusing on keeping their 
intense smiles. The small ceremony unfolded under the tree, of course. 
Afterwards, Shermarke and the NGO representative talk about the 
grievances that the inhabitants of Xarun are facing. Being brothers in 
Islam, as they say, the short, buff NGO representative promises that Xarun 
will be in his mind in the future as well, “we will not leave you alone”, he 
assures. Already at 5AM the following morning, two trucks with food and 
one water truck will arrive, the NGO worker explains. However, by not 
considering the numerous people that had left Xarun, Shermarke and the 
other clan leaders receive cards enough to distribute to neighbouring 
villages as well. 

At the time of my arrival the following morning people from Xarun had 
begun gathering in an open space between the huts. Newcomers discretely 
contact Shermarke to obtain the food cards that later could be exchanged 
for one of the many piles of food. Shermarke explains to me that the 
delivery should not just reach the one village, but also surrounding ones. 
This is important because if neighboring villages feel left out conflicts 
between the villages can emerge.  

While we are talking, the food is offloaded into 100 neatly stacked piles. 
The bright colours from the food piles provides a sharp contrast to the 
dusty, brownish setting of Xarun. The people who had already received a 
food card line up in accordance to Shermarke’s strict instructions. As 
more people arrive, the Arabic NGO brings out a big banner with their 
logo, and a long photo-session begins to unfold. After several hours, all 
the food has been offloaded from the trucks and Shermarke begins to 
allocate the piles of food to the women who have been chosen to be the 
primary receivers of the food aid. At first, he points directly on an 
individual and then to the specific pile of rice bags, beans, milk powder, 
dates and cooking oil that has neatly been stacked. Each woman steps 
forward and sit on top of the pile as she waits for the rest of the piles to 
be distributed. 

Meanwhile, the Arabic NGO workers are still busy documenting their 
own presence on the scene. When everyone has been allocated a pile of 
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food the only person who still stands up (apart from the Arabic NGO 
workers) is Shermarke. He leans against his walking stick, crosses his legs 
and gazes back and forth over the group of sitting people who all wait for 
his orders to pick up their food and leave.  

 
 
A month ago, the food delivery was still a hot topic during the chewing 

sessions. Debates about the possibilities were frequent, loud and repetitive. 
They were waiting for some people to return with answers and other people 
to start making the important calls needed to succeed in bringing in food to 
Xarun. The women in Xarun had been more sceptic about the possibilities of 
seeing food trucks in any near future, though none of the women had 
expressed their scepticism to their men. Just four weeks earlier, a woman 
explained how the men “talk but refuse to act”. She vented some general 
frustrations that I had heard numerous times by now about the qaat chewing 
sessions and explained that she never knew what the men talked about but 
that her family suffered when he spent their money on qaat. 

But today, it is clear that Shermarke is overwhelmed by finally being able 
to attract food to more than 100 people here. Now, he has positioned himself 
as the key authority that manages resources and neatly navigates the 
political game of international relations in Xarun. As the women hesitantly 
sit on their newly obtained piles of food, Shermarke uses the moment to shout 
a few words to the sitting crowd. Pointing at one of the Arabic NGO workers, 
he explains that from this day forward, a fruitful relationship between the 
NGO and Xarun has started. He refers to the conversation he had with the 
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NGO the previous night and assures his focused crowd that now Xarun 
will be known as a place where “people have food in their stomachs, 
Insha’Allah”. This is followed by the mandatory religious praises to Allah 
for blessing Xarun and as soon as he stops speaking, people pick up their 
food piles and start running towards their homes. 

The short Arabic NGO worker in charge of the food distribution is 
satisfied with the process. As the final food piles are distributed he 
explains that this has been a much easier process than what he had 
experienced in other countries. “No one asks annoying questions, it is a 
quick in, quick out manoeuvre and everyone is happy…We don’t have to 
sit in government offices and wait for days for someone to give us 
permission. Everyone just left us alone, perhaps because they know we are 
doing good”. 

The distribution takes several hours and includes a lot of waiting, which 
allowed for me to engage in several long talks with other people present. 
Here it became clear that Xarun has gained a new strategic position in 
Somaliland geography. Especially one elderly woman expressed this well: 
“I had no plan to come here. I was passing by with my two sheep yesterday 
and someone told me about the available food”. The woman goes on to 
express that she now faces the dilemma of not being able to carry all the 
food home as she is old and weak. But she concluded that despite her 
challenge, she now knows that Xarun “is a place that is blessed” [lit.: 
Imika ayan ogahay in ay meshan fahay meel barakaysan].  

 
In Xarun, the Arabic NGO expressed his satisfaction with having been 

‘left alone by the government’. This is not always the case, as it became 
evident a few months later, where I was invited to follow a local NGO to 
another site in rural Somaliland to see a food distribution. 

 
A few months later, I had the chance to follow the work of a local NGO 

that in cooperation with a Danish fund and diaspora organization had 
mobilized food deliveries throughout rural Somaliland. This had no 
connection to the previous delivery in Xarun and the geographical 
location was also different. I was following the entire process from the 
initial phase of application writing to the execution of the food delivery 
through my voluntary work in Denmark, but it was a coincidence that we 
found ourselves in Somaliland at the same time. I decided to tag along as 
it provided a great opportunity to see other rural villages than those, I 
currently conducted research in. But after the two first deliveries that went 
according to plan, the woman in charge of the mission, Ayan, received a 
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call on her phone. We were asked to come to the official Diaspora Office 
located within the realms of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. As we show 
up the following morning, we are greeted with a formally dressed 
gentleman who sits at the end of the meeting table and every few minutes 
he slightly adjusts his shiny personal name plate that displays his official 
title within the Ministry. The reason he wanted to talk to us, he says, was that 
according to Somaliland law, all diaspora activity should be registered at 
his office. He explains about the registration process and that we cannot just 
drive around on our own without letting the ministry know beforehand. None 
of the local staff had heard about this procedure before.  And there were no 
papers to fill in or other procedures to follow. He did not take notes about 
the information they gave him of the funding and deliveries. But he did 
express a strong opinion about the localities of choice for the deliveries. 
“There are people in much more need [of the food]”, he said. As a prominent 
clan member of a clan living in another region of Somaliland, he knew how 
much suffering they face there, he argued. And then he directly expressed a 
wish to change the final delivery to another region, which happened also to 
be his hometown. He could quickly arrange it and mobilize people, he 
argued. Rather surprised by his straightforward way of asking about this, 
there was an awkward moment of silence. Confused about how exactly to 
respond to his wish, Ayan calmly explained that the funding was neatly tied 
to the specific location and that donors could not just accept such significant 
deviation from the official plan. The increasingly uneasy scene ended with 
the government official approving the food mission, which, I guess, formally 
happened when he said “OK”. But afterwards he repeatedly stated that they 
should have contacted him first, so that he could guide the deliveries to those 
places that needed it most. Everyone expressed agreement to follow this 
procedure in the future and the meeting ended with everyone shaking hands. 
We all sat silently in the car as we left the compound. When we reached the 
other side of the gate Ayan and the local staff broke out in laughter.  
 
Discussion and Analysis: A Place that is Blessed? 
 
The specific event described in the previous section is the culmination of 
several months of negotiation and strategizing in the pursuit of attracting 
resources. In many ways, the efforts made in the small village resonate well 
with the general “remarkable story of Somaliland” (Kaplan 2008) that 
“emerges from the ashes” (Mackie et al 2017), and that rises through internal 
processes of negotiation and problem-solving (Walls 2009). To comprehend 
what is at stake as the process culminates with a food distribution that attracts 
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resources and centralizes people, it is suitable to start by exploring the 
intrinsic link between resources and governance in the specific setting. The 
two sites of the case study helps to illuminate the materiality of the ongoing 
competition between state and traditional authorities and hence, what is at 
stake for them. But in essence the case reveals the multifarious forms, 
departures, trajectories and processes through which the state can expand 
into the margins.  
     At first, it becomes evident how the management of resource flows 
occupies a central role for local and non-local authorities as they both seek 
to undermine the rival claims of the right to distribution (see Sikor and Lund 
2009: 2). The distribution of resources is used by the respective authorities 
as a physical tool to manifest the legitimacy of the respective legal regimes 
of which they represent. This suggests that controlling these resource flows 
are neatly connected to the consolidation of one source of authority to the 
detriment of another. This becomes evident in the government official’s 
phone call to Ayan where he uses his official status to penetrate the 
humanitarian arena that she represents. By trying to capture (see Paris and 
Sisk 2009) the distribution, the state official concretely attempts to divest 
traditional authorities of their primary identity as political agents who 
manage the art of international relations and resource management - in this 
given context more successfully than the state. Meanwhile, the local 
authorities of Xarun seek to optimize the situation in the vicinity and as they 
have to bypass the state to do it successfully, they too seek to divest the state 
of its identity as a relevant authority in the margins. This resonates with the 
case study in the previous chapter where different segments of a populations 
sought to depoliticize each other. 
     In Xarun, Shermarke consolidates traditional authority, and especially 
himself, as the most relevant and appropriate source of service delivery in 
Xarun. In cooperation with his diasporic network he materializes a future in 
the present space by indicating promises of forthcoming resource flows. He 
brings excess to dearth through his oral claims where he places trust in the 
male-dominated decision-making processes and Allah as opposed to the 
state. Indeed, the material output from Shermarke’s efforts is striking as the 
food is ofloaded from the trucks, and the bright colours of the food piles 
contrast the amber-coloured arid landscape – just like state colours do on 
buildings in the urban areas. 
     Meanwhile at the diaspora office, the state official seeks to draw on the 
formal architecture of the state when he seeks to divert the resources. The 
two actors are thus engaged in an asymmetrical relationship where the crisis 
offers each of them a privileged opportunity to illustrate their ability to make 
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positive changes in the margins. Though both seek to provide service 
delivery, their institutions overlap and the two different institutions seek to 
optimize their private constituency suggesting that the asymmetry is not a 
contrast in perceptions of governance as much as an actual geographic 
competition between actors in different localities, with different degrees of 
access to institutions, and with two different geographical, not ideological, 
priorities. 

As the state agent attempts to direct the food specifically to a site that he 
would benefit from privately, it becomes evident that the state he represents 
has no institutional fixity (see Trouillot 2001), and the loopholes of the 
hybrid political order are exposed. Even within the government office, there 
are no signs of the state as a unitary force but instead there is an interest in 
producing the powerful effects and harvesting the beneficial outputs of 
governing resources and people. The state as it is represented at the 
government office is thus not a single “thing, system, or subject but a 
significantly unbounded terrain of powers and techniques, an ensemble of 
discourses, rules, and practices, cohabiting in limited, tension-ridden, often 
contradictory relation with one another” (Brown 1992: 13; Brown 1995).  

This unbounded terrain is a reflection of the complex reality that state 
agents are facing in Somaliland. He finds himself in a bureaucratic double-
bind (Bierschenk 2010) where he represents the state as the essential site of 
governance to manage the flow of resources. Yet, the state agent is more than 
‘just’ a state agent and does not only represent the interest of the state as he 
has to navigate a ‘plurality of norms’ (De Herdt and Olivier de Sardan 2015). 
The ‘real’ practices of the state agent illustrates the gap between formal 
procedures and actual practices. As also generally suggested in the ‘real 
states’ literature, such gap is not necessarily problematic as it offer a way for 
the hybrid state and its hybrid actors to entangle itself with service delivery. 
Clearly such dynamics indicate that the authority-making exercise between 
two institutions respectively unfold to the detriment of the other (Hoehne 
2013). 

Yet, the state agent is not simply trying to participate in the distribution, 
but instead he tries to redirect it to a specific location where it can be assumed 
that he has something else at stake beyond his loyalty to the state that is 
entangled in his loyalty to his clan. Concretely he seeks to redirect the food 
to his hometown and thus seeks to navigate the complex relationship of 
having to service both the state and his own constituency. This reveals the 
paradox of an institution that “operates in the twilight between state and 
society, between public and private” (Lund 2006: 686). His actions reveal 
that in the periphery, it is “local configurations of power” that play the 
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definitive role in organizing and distributing resources (Nugent 1994: 
356). And thereby, the definitive role in the distribution of power. 

The state agent is unsuccessful in his attempt to satisfy his personal 
constituency. Yet, the scene illustrates how the state by no means has turned 
its back on the hinterlands. The state representative’s personal interest in 
governing the resource flows indicates activities where ‘the state’ 
officially gets involved with areas located outside the central-state-
triangle. In other words, the state’s potential presence in the hinterlands is 
related directly to the personal interest of the state agents and thus clan 
relations. Then it can be suggested that the state is “innervated by complex 
networks of patronage politics in which the formal and the 
informal…overlap and intertwine” (Mattheis et al 2019: 3). This hybrid 
arrangement makes it difficult to simply reduce “the relationship between 
state and citizens” to one where the state is undermined if traditional forms 
of order “continue to play a strong role” (Fanning 2018: 4). Quite contrary, 
due to the strong role of traditional leaders service delivery is enhanced. 
Also, local configurations of power and access to the state can offer a 
shortcut to resources to clans through state agents. The ability of the state 
agent to navigate between representing the state and being a clan member 
with certain obligations, reveals how competition not only unfolds 
between state and traditional authority, but also between differently 
positioned local authorities whereas some draw on state imagery and 
discourses and thus operate in the twilight between state and clan. To 
citizens, a plurality of competing experiences of local authority emerge. 
At some spaces, people associate resources with the state, and in others, 
they are associated with local leaders. 

It cannot only be subscribed to the personal interest and clan obligations 
of state agents that the rural areas have vast politically significance. The 
abilities of traditional authorities to centralize people and resources have 
deep implications for the formation of state as well as for traditional 
authority. 
 
Centralizing People and Authority  
 
The events in Xarun have rather astonishing implications as they re-
concentrate capital from the centres to the hinterlands that in the meantime 
emerge as new resource centres for a mall group of people in the vicinity 
have not experienced the state as a site for resources in the first place. Based 
on the unique Somali experience as described in Chapter 4, this statutory 
disconnection indicates the potential of enclaves inside the de facto state. 



  
 

 

159 

 

 

These enclaves could constitute sites of danger to the nation-state as the 
allocation of resources to emerging spaces while by-passing the state has 
historically connotations to several Somali independence movements, 
including the Somaliland state itself (see Samatar 1994). There were no 
indications of such tendencies or wishes in Xarun, which may be ascribed to 
the fact that none of them felt the presence of the Somaliland state in the first 
place.  

Shermarke’s exercise of gathering inhabitants in the vicinity and proclaim 
Xarun as a new centre within the periphery is a way of centralizing both 
people and resources. Such exercise is not insignificant for state-formation 
processes. The food deliveries create a political power base in Shermarke’s 
village where people from the surrounding hamlets turn in the pursuit of 
participating in the life-making exercise surrounding the distribution. This 
creates a centre in an area that did not have one prior to the deliveries. As 
such, the village transcends into occupying an increasingly significant 
position in the “physical and social landscapes” in the margins (Pierce et al 
2010: 55). Here, “the affective experience of locatedness – of being here – is 
iteratively created and recreated through social and political processes, 
which work to define and make specific places” (ibid). What is unfolding 
then, is the emergence of a place of increased visibility. But also a place 
where physical resources are distributed and returned with consolidation of 
authority as people obey the orders of Shermarke and became political 
subjects. 

The food deliveries are thus instantaneous exercises of place, meaning and 
authority-making or the creation of what Cresswell calls “a meaningful 
location” (2004: 7). Concretely, Shermarke first describes Xarun as forgotten 
to the Arabic NGO, but after the delivery it became ‘blessed’. Thereby, key 
actors make Xarun meaningful, and the village gains importance to an 
increased number of people, and thus become a place in the consciousness 
of a centralizing population.  

The transition that Xarun is facing is not centrally planned but is the 
outcome of complex international negotiations, local political skills and it is 
enhanced, “not because there is a well-developed infrastructure available” 
but rather because the state only endures through its paucity (de Boeck 2011: 
271). Firstly, the absence of the state was used as an argument amongst elders 
to illustrate the urgency of receiving international assistance. Shermarke’s 
interaction with the diaspora largely drew on a narrative of isolation that 
highlighted how Xarun was a forgotten place – i.e. forgotten by the state. 
Second, according to the NGO, the food delivery had been easy because they 
had been “unbothered” by state officials. The government office situation 
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revealed in detail why it was preferable to avoid state involvement in order 
to maintain control of the distribution. Flying under the state radar meant that 
Xarun could unfold in its own local and political moment.  

Mattheis et al argue that new regions can be “produced through practices 
that take advantage of their position in a…marginal setting” (2019: 2). The 
margins, then, are not ipso facto marginalised though they may not be 
prioritized by the state. This is because the state is by no means “peerless 
and preeminent” (Rezvani 2016: 269) suggesting that the margins may 
occupy a central role on other political stages. Judging from the excessive 
documentation of the food delivery in Xarun, it could be speculated that 
Xarun plays a central role for the Arabic NGO. But it also suggests that 
the state does not hold the capacity to serve as the only political centre in 
Somaliland. 

Despite the consolidation of traditional authority in Xarun, the 
increased visibility as a product of the centralization of people and 
resources is a demographic development that inevitably lies within the 
interest of the state as it contributes with factors necessary for making 
society legible (Scott 1998). The acquisition and control of populations lie 
at the very center of state-crafting (Scott 2017: 150). In that sense, the 
centralization of authority that Shermarke engages with clears the path for 
practices of control and legibility in spaces previously occupied by 
scattered populations – that is, people who are spread out through such 
vast territories that they were difficult to govern. In other words, subjects 
at the edges of the state are herded into state orders, which, again, may not 
be part of a grand state plan, but indeed the outcome of such processes 
(Sikor and Lund 2009). The power of the state depends “to a large degree 
on trapping its subjects into particular spaces and roles”, as Mann suggests 
(Mann 1986: 290). The centralization and governance of subjects was also 
“a central task of the early modern state and, through gradual innovations 
in conceptions of rule and discursive changes, the personal subjects of the 
monarch gradually became a category of the subjects of the state”, as 
Carvalho reminds us (Carvalho 2016: 59-60).  

Scott suggests that in the early processes of state-formation, there was 
a dominating imperative of “collecting people, settling them close to the 
core of power, holding them there, and having them produce a surplus in 
excess of their own needs” (Scott 2017: 150). This ‘core of power’ is by 
no means the same as the state. The surplus takes shape as food cards that 
are distributed to neighboring hamlets and villages resulting in the 
emergence of a centralized authority in Xarun, the collection – or lumping 
together - of people, alongside the exponential potential of attracting more 
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resources from NGOs or other actors. In other words; the influx of resources 
creates subjects that become easier governable through the centralization of 
the fringes. From such perspective people are “assumed to follow into the 
fold of the state” (Carvalho 2016: 64), which suggests a linear process of 
state-formation that is highly problematic as the state is not “developed 
above individuals” (Foucault 1982: 782 my italics), but instead, it is a 
sophisticated structure constructed and deconstructed by individuals at 
various cores of power - often at the periphery of the central state.  

The importance of this small-scale centralization of peoples is remarkably 
enhanced in the rural context of crisis where people often lead nomadic 
lifestyles. Scott reminds us that "pastoralists… have fought against 
permanent settlement, associating it, often correctly, with disease and state 
control" (Scott 2017: 8).  In that sense, the ways in which the current crisis 
is associated with state-making is remarkably significant. Not only does the 
crisis bring people physically closer together as people engage in life-making 
exercises. It simultaneously strictly limits the possibilities for maintaining 
pastoral livelihoods. Crisis thereby becomes a main vehicle for state-
formation in several ways: It derive people of those resources needed for 
upholding the xeer system. Also, in some rural areas, the local authorities 
fail to respond adequately to the crisis, forcing people to migrate to urban or 
urbanizing areas, leaving the fringes of the state behind, which eventually 
‘traps the subjects of the state’ in governable places (see Carvalho 2016). 
Meanwhile, those local authorities who do manage to attract resources, 
simultaneously attract people and thus engage in the same exercise that is 
deeply tied to the ways that states have expanded their ‘reach’ for thousands 
of years (Scott 2017). This makes Xarun a classic case of an expanding site 
where current struggles gain traction and shape the “material and discursive 
fields of social action and enable emergent conditions of possibility” (Moore 
2005: 6). 

The villages of Xarun and Sood share some political trajectories that are 
worth dwelling at. In their own respective ways, both produce political 
subjects. Both are sites in which the field of authority is broadened in the 
sense that Shermarke manages to establish a resource hub that draw people 
in. In Sood the local field of authority was broadened to include state actors. 
Similar for both, however, is that they are sites that transcend into the realm 
of the state in different ways as they become sites of encounter in the sense 
that people and authorities are drawn to them. In Sood, state authority slowly 
penetrated everyday governance norms, but in Xarun, the effectiveness of 
traditional authority guaranteed temporary access for citizens to those 
resources of which were in the highest demand during the crisis: food. In 
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other words; In Sood, the state arrived whereas in Xarun, resources 
arrived which makes it a site that is appealing to govern by non-local 
authorities. Both places provide insights into how a “multitude of 
individuals…with crisscrossing patterns of (multiple) allegiances” 
(Carvalho 2016: 60) amalgamate and become political subjects of a given 
authority. If not permanently, then at least momentarily as after all, no 
condition is permanent (Berry 1993). 

There is no clear indication that the increased attention of the state by 
any means is permanent. This, again, would suggest state-formation as 
linear processual developments. The rural hinterlands are not permanently 
tamed by any of the “diverse and competing authority structures” (Wiuff 
Moe 2011: 148) and people do not simply live in “precontact existence” 
to the state (Rosaldo 2003: 2). Increased state presence depends on the 
skills of key actors such as Shermarke to guarantee the continuity of 
resources to Xarun. It is by no means paradoxical that the efficiency of the 
traditional leaders attracts state presence. This is because they contribute 
to the making of “privileged sites of… ceremonies and political 
symbolism” (Walsh 2018: 144). The state, then, can be described as a 
‘seasonal institution’ (Scott 2017: 15) where its ability to consolidate its 
power relies heavily on the footwork of traditional authorities. The state 
is therefore “not a constant but a variable, and a very wobbly one” (Scott 
2017: 16) that faces hard competition from actors who possess greater 
expertise in performing those exact acts. 

An interesting aspect is that the processes described in this section are 
instigated mainly by traditional authorities as opposed to state authorities. 
This implies that state-making unfolds from the outside in, and from the 
inside out. While this is a case of the prior, Anna Rader analyzes the pre-
election process of distributing voter cards in Somaliland. Such process is 
a state-led state-building exercise that serves to “confirm Somaliland’s 
status as a modern and effective state worthy of recognition” (Rader 2016: 
1). This exercise unfolds simultaneously with the processes described in 
this chapter and thereby illustrates the multiple innervations and variety 
of state-making trajectories. This entails a continuation of a social 
platform that fails to produce a coherent national experience of stateness. 
The gender lens can illustrate this point further. 

The observation of the food delivery in Xarun reveals no shortage of 
manifestations of gendered infrastructures. During the process, people 
were strictly divided according to gender and it was in a strictly gendered 
space that the initial planning of the food distributions took place. The 
illustration in the beginning of this chapter exemplifies this strictly 
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gendered segmentation as people intake their different roles during the food 
distribution. Women physically receive the food piles though the labour 
connected to carrying it away is performed by the men. In that sense, what 
unfolds is a place-making exercise where Xarun emerges as a site of life, 
people and abundance (see Massey 2005). A sharp contrast to its 
surroundings. Xarun is consolidated as a space that testifies to the 
significance of traditional leadership as the primary authority, but also the 
domestic role of women. 

The way this exercise unfolds is especially significant when seen in the 
light of the tendencies in other rural settings such as Sood. In Sood, the 
gendered transition led to adjusted forms of domination where direct 
physical and psychological violence in terms of forced marriage and rape, 
was replaced by a more latent and more implicit and less gender-specific 
threat of violence to the broader population as the state entered the arena of 
governance. 

In Xarun, the shape of domination is not immediately renegotiated as in 
Sood, but rather, the traditional gender division becomes solidified as the 
success of the gendered decision-making processes translate into physical 
resources. This includes the solidification of patriarchal norms though this 
was exactly what segments of the population in Sood rebelled against as they 
perceived is as unfair. In other words; where gender roles are renegotiated in 
Sood, they are consolidated in Xarun where the segmentation of society has 
proved beneficial to the population. 

The dynamics described above eventually results in the consolidation of 
the mafresh as a legitimate political institution. By successfully obtaining 
access to resources, elders in Xarun ascertain the institutional significance of 
the mafresh as the centre for the distribution of resources. The institutional 
ability to demonstrate actual material outputs is significant because it reveals 
where the “decisions about how resources are distributed in society” (Sikor 
and Lund 2009: 2) are made. These sites can be within or outside the realm 
of the state and determines “how classes of ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ are 
made” in urban offices alongside rural Somaliland (ibid). Furthermore, the 
flow of resources in Xarun shows who possesses the authority to define those 
groups and to renegotiate the status of them.  

What is at stake when it comes to authority in the rural hinterlands is thus 
tied to the control to renegotiate geographical places, manipulate 
demographic movements, and effect the mobility of people to migrate 
between the categories of ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’. The right to govern thus 
entails the right to manipulate the fundamental social movements that can 
result in the further ability to attract resources. As such, the empirical data 
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provides insights to “how polities emerge” (ibid) at an early stage and how 
exactly, in the context of legal pluralism, authorities overlap and compete to 
consolidate their right to govern through service provision. Resources attract 
people, hence resources become the main “mediator of social relations, 
bearing one’s personal success in reinventing tradition” (Zanoletti 2019: 36). 
In other words, the case shows how “processes that make up state, 
legitimacy and authority” (Sikor and Lund 2009: 3) are gradually 
unfolding.  
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SECTION 3: Conclusion 
 

This chapter has uncovered some of those politically significant dynamics 
unfolding in a specific rural setting that experiences an increased flow of 
resources. The single event of food distribution did not result in an 
immediate expansion of state authority, but it created certain flows of people 
and resources that are critical for state-formation processes. In that sense, the 
case served to illustrate what this thesis has set out to do, i.e. explore the 
undercurrents of state-formation. 

The two localities combined suggest that in the rural margins processes of 
state-formation unfold, yet the state is not the main driver of these processes. 
In fact, it seems that Xarun is a place that in some ways appear politically 
superior to the nation-state that surrounds it. Both in terms of delivering 
public goods, but also in asserting itself as a political entity with a credible 
polity that the inhabitants can harvest the outcome of.  

The case above suggest that traditional and state authorities co-exist in a 
symbiosis of competition and cooperation. This challenges some of the 
existing literature on governance in areas of limited statehood (e.g. Lilyblad 
2014). Lilyblad refers to ‘non-state’ actors as “illicit authorities” as they 
bring “challenges to states’ juridical territorial sovereignty” (2014: 74). What 
the case above suggests is quite the contrary. At first sight it seems plausible 
that these traditional actors challenge state authority. However, through 
service delivery they become actors that largely contribute to state-making 
processes at a level that seems impossible for the state to achieve. It was 
therefore argued that instead of challenging states, the expertise of local 
governance authorities not only brings relief to areas off the priority list of 
the national government. It also centralizes groups of people that are largely 
perceived as ungovernable. This process, it was suggested, was enhanced by 
the crisis that enticed people at the fringes to gradually be herded into the 
fold of the state (Carvalho 2016). It then became evident that state-formation 
can be “nurtured rather than contradicted” (Bergamaschi 2014: 291) by these 
seemingly contradictive processes  

The state is thus actively formed in moments where a plethora of 
competing institutions amalgamate into paradoxical relationships where one 
seeks to enhance control to the detriment of the other (Hoehne 2013). In the 
symbiosis between traditional and state authority new competing order 
emerge that include gendered sites where new struggles will integrate the 
state in a variety of ways. “As such…institutional changes and instability 
ought not to be primarily analysed as obstacles to state formation… but as 
its very components and ingredients” (Bergamaschi 2014: 293).  
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Overture 
 

Just after hitting the main road after a long day in the field, my research 
assistant, SPU and driver were finally heading back to our hotel. My driver 
is a careful, young motorist and he has received strict orders on being extra 
careful when driving with foreigners. There are almost no vehicles on the 
road but occasionally we meet livestock herders along the road. After a 20-
minute drive an oncoming truck emerges in the horizon. It drives at full speed 
and my driver slowly steers to the side of the road to give space. The truck is 
absolutely packed with red chairs. There must be hundreds of them piled on 
top of each other. On the top of the pile, two young lads are clinging on to 
those ropes that tie the chairs together. Perhaps ten seconds before the 
vehicles intersect, a goat walking in the sand escapes its flock and runs 
directly towards the road. The truck has no chance of breaking in time. It 
hits the goat, but instead of breaking afterwards, the driver decides to 
continue. The owner of the goats screams at him and waves his walking stick 
as to get attention. My SPU is formally a police officer but has taken on the 
job of following me around to make a little extra on the side. He shouts 
something to the driver in Somali. We turn the car around, chase down the 
truck and as we approach it, the SPU rolls down the window and waves his 
AK47 out the window. The truck stops immediately. The SPU and the truck 
driver both get out of their vehicles. They calmly engage in a conversation 
and a few minutes later, the truck driver and SPU both enter the vehicle and 
we all head back to the goat herder whose goat was killed. The truck driver 
is squeezed in between me and the SPU who now sits on the backseat.  

As we return to the goat herder, we all leave the vehicle and my SPU 
introduces the two parties to each other as they stand silently across each 
other. The truck driver is looking down the sand. It seems as if he is aware 
of his misdeed. Then the two parties start talking to each other by explaining 
their individual clan affiliations. Afterwards the goat herder continues to 
explain that this matter cannot easily be solved because the goat that was hit 
was pregnant. Everyone simultaneously has a quick glimpse at the dead goat 
splattered on the asphalt. The truck driver acknowledges this fact. Then they 
start talking about compensation. They start negotiating the price and the 
truck driver reveals that he has to deliver the chairs to a wedding in one of 
the coastal towns – and that he is already running late. He is interested in 
solving the matter quickly. They start negotiating, and after a while, the SPU 
tells my team that it is time to head home. We enter the car as the negotiation 
between the involved parties continue outside. Then we leave. Slightly 
confused about how the truck driver was to return to his truck and what was 
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to happen next, I start asking questions about the scene that just unfolded 
before my eyes. My SPU then kindly but certainly reminds me that he is a 
police officer. What just happened was him fulfilling what he described as a 
moral duty. “I am obliged to maintain peace between clans and guarantee 
law and order. I am the police”, he explains. Out of curiosity on the price 
for accidentally killing someone’s goat, I asked him what the disputing 
parties agreed upon. “Now”, he said, “they have to solve this dispute, this 
is a clan matter”. He explained it to me as if it was completely obvious. I 
guess the truck driver will have to walk back to his truck. He is going to 
be very late for that wedding.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: Policing Somaliland’s rural margins 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“When you work in the villages, you have to move like snakes in the night 

… We are not welcome there” (Informant 92, police officer). 
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Introduction to the chapter 
 

The three previous cases, including Sood in the prologue, have illustrated 
how small-scale struggles between different segments of a population cause 
undercurrents of frustration that have potential to translate into processes that 
are conducive for state expansion. At village level in Sood, such processes 
were explored from a small rural-centric perspective. In Meel, a rural town, 
similar dynamics suggested how local processes of life-making created 
publics and counter-publics – political sites of competing interests. In Xarun, 
we explored the authoritative competition of resources management between 
local and extra-local authorities alongside the rural-urban connection 
intrinsic of state-formation processes. All three cases have different 
dynamics and serve to illustrate the multifarious forms and trajectories that 
state-formation entails. All were analysed as processes departing in the 
margins and gender was used as a lens to highlight how demarcation 
augments such processes. 
     It became clear that gender occupies a central space in the structuring and 
restructuring of local societal orders. Gender norms, it was shown, function 
as a key axis of exclusion (Fraser 1990) and thus a central means of dividing 
society in ways that enhance competing trajectories in which people place 
their hopes and dreams for the future. In Sood, gender played a defining role 
in renegotiating social norms. And in Xarun the consolidation of strictly 
gendered divisions of labour unfolded as the traditional legal regime 
manifested its authority, relevance and gendered divisions of labour. The 
‘gender lens’ has thus cleared the path for a closer observation of those 
political struggles unfolding in small places in the rural areas. The lens 
allowed a way in for exploring the social friction of the excluded. These 
struggles and articulations constitute what is described as undercurrents - 
that is: the underlying feelings that somewhat contrast the dominating 
societal order and that hold the potential to reach the surface (Nuttall 2014) 
and translate into gradual political change. The gendered focus has allowed 
the study to illuminate these deviating trajectories that state-making 
processes go through, which again testifies to the multiplicity of political 
developments unfolding in the diverse rural margins. Through the 
exploration of both traditional and formal authorities, these deviating 
trajectories become further illuminated. 
     It has become evident by now that several actors who have “little do with 
the state” (Hagmann and Péclard 2010) engage in acts that, often, 
unintentionally contribute to the expansion of the state (Sikor and Lund 
2009). These actors, however, do not operate in a vacuum but in cooperation 



  
 

 

171 

 

 

with national and international partners – urban and rural, state and beyond. 
The intention of this chapter is therefore to contribute to the exploration of 
the complexity of the rural political processes unfolding in the margins. This 
is done through a strict focus on those agents who have a whole lot to do 
with the state, i.e. the Somaliland Police Force. By exploring the, often 
peripheral, articulations of state-formation dynamics from competing 
perspectives, it becomes possible to include an extra set of key actors 
involved in state-making. This helps to illuminate the ambivalent and diverse 
factors that shape these processes. 

The final empirical chapter serves to put the prior cases into perspective. 
It presents a brief biographic encounter with state agents to underpin the 
analytical point of state-formation as being a process shaped by a variety of 
competing interests and motives triggered by factors such as competing 
portals through which individual actors experience their world. Through the 
exploration of incentives, routines and perceptions of police officers who 
work at the intersection between rural and urban space, it becomes possible 
to shed light on further details regarding the trajectories of state-making in 
the hinterlands. This chapter is a brief exploration of how those state agents 
at the forefront of state-expansion participate in the statutory consolidation 
of authority – practically and discursively. So far, the chapters have mainly 
been occupied with traditional authorities and those dynamics surrounding 
their engagements in local and international politics. The main contribution 
of this chapter is to make sense of the way state representatives see 
themselves as actors in this symbiosis with traditional authorities. 

To illustrate how the interplay between different institutions unfold in 
practice, this chapter engages with biographic inquiry to illustrate the 
dubious embodiments (see Jefferson 2009) of state-making processes from 
the perspective of two police officers who describe their routines, practices 
and beliefs as representatives of the state law.  

This impending case study speaks to the previous cases by providing an 
example of how individual experiences amongst state authorities also shape 
specific trajectories of state expansion. This is done to consolidate the 
argument that state-formation and experience are neatly entangled at all 
levels of the state expanding exercise. Together with the previous cases, this 
one does not merely emphasize the empirical challenges of assuming that the 
state is the main source of power – but also the assumption of traditional 
authorities as the main seat of power (Sharma and Gupta 2006).  

In this final empirical chapter, it is useful to conclude with a case that 
observes state expansion from those actors on the other side of the table – 
from the view of state representatives. This chapter is structured in the 
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following order: At first, a background to police and policing in 
Somaliland is offered which includes a very brief historical overview. This 
is followed by the introduction to Ahmed and Bashiir, who are two police 
officers that work in an urban setting, yet occasionally visit the rural 
margins as part of their job. Their narratives are analysed and in the final 
section, concluding remarks are presented.  
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Section 1: General overview. 
 

Background to policing. A Very Brief Historical Overview of the 
Somaliland Police Force 

 
The Somaliland Police Force is an institution that is comprised of clan and 
state entanglements. The overture to this chapter reveals this in practice. It is 
also an institution whose actions predominantly can be conceptualised as 
practical norms where officers tap into a system of pragmatic solutions (see 
Bailey 2001) in order to get their job done. In many ways, the Somaliland 
Police Force does not deviate significantly from other police forces on the 
continent, that also anchors into a colonial past.  

The Somaliland Police Force has its roots firmly planted in the colonial 
past. The first time Somalilanders experienced policing in a centralized and 
institutional form was in 1884 when the British authorities formed a 
constabulary set in place to police the strategically important coastal towns 
(Jama 2019). Later, the police force grew to having personnel of more than 
300 employees and by 1912 a camel-riding police force was established in 
order to increase state presence in the interior (ibid). Structurally, the force 
was led by British personnel and the Somali staff were by default lower 
ranking. But the police force still found it difficult to police outside the 
coastal towns and a few years later the British authorities established the 
Illalo Force. This was not formally part of the police force but consisted of 
local Somalis who served to assist the formal police in the hard-to-reach rural 
areas. The colonial state, then, “sought a coercive force that penetrated the 
whole nation and brought the state’s demands, authority and norms to the 
people” (Baker 2008: 12). In 1959 this force consisted of 900 men who were 
to bring offenders to the official courts, guard prisoners, patrol townships 
and accompany nomads (Jama 2019).  

After independence, the police force principally continued in its colonial 
form though the senior positions were replaced with local staff (Jama 2019b). 
More people were incorporated into the force, which mainly were people 
who could draw on their experience as being part of rebel groups, and a 
majority of them had no formal training. Many of the informants I spoke to 
were former members of rebel groups and few of the south-central Somali 
Police Force. 

Today the police force is surrounded with a lot of secrecy and few people 
know how many people actually work within the Somaliland Police Force. 
The force faces several challenges. Many officers complain about the very 
limited means. This includes run-down transportation forcing officers to use 
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the private vehicles of senior staff, though often these cars have no or little 
petrol. Meanwhile there is no budget put aside for repairing and maintaining 
vehicles, and almost all officers interviewed complained about not getting 
their salaries on time. There is a vast shortage of ammunition and officers 
have to buy their own uniforms and weaponry. In sum, the state expects 
officers to increase their presence in the rural areas but strips them of those 
means needed to perform acts of stateness. This paradox is met by 
innovative measures – or what has famously been coined as practical 
norms that help to increase predictability and establish order for the 
individuals involved (see Titeca and de Herdt 2010: 588). This was 
evident in the prologue where officers stroke a deal with the local 
authorities of covering all food and travel costs associated with their 
service. Such practical norms are only learned on the ground, not in the 
police academy. As such the officers are learning the real skills and norms 
of policing after having studied at the Police Academy where it seems that 
they learn ideals and a certain state-language. A point the empirical 
section will expand on further. 

The main police stations are located in the largest urban towns but there 
are several police posts throughout smaller towns as well. In the smaller 
rural areas, however, the presence of statutory police forces is limited to 
specifically urgent or pressing situations that have implications for wider 
clan relations and have potentiality to escalate (informant 57110). 
 
Why study the Police? 
 
The police are interesting to study in the pursuit of uncovering the interplay 
between local and central institutions in the context of legal pluralism and 
state-making. Mainly because these uniformed state representatives 
symbolise the sovereignty of the state as they physically show up in areas of 
limited statehood. As such they are the hauliers of a very constraining legal 
system as it transgresses into areas that embrace flexibility and ad hoc legal 
procedures. In that sense, the police authority has deep connotations of state-
making as shifts from “collective responsibility to a public policing system 
parallels the rise of state power” (Baker 2008: 10). 
Meanwhile, their main duty is to protect and maintain the internal security 
of the country in accordance with article 15 in the Somaliland Police Force 
Law (Jama 2019B). Enforcing state law onto places that already are 
dominated by other forms of legal procedures and processes, is a duty that is 
difficult to inflict peacefully. This is often because police officers are 

 
110 Interview, November 2017, male, age 30-40, urban setting 
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accountable to their hierarchical superiors and institution while they 
simultaneously are responsible for keeping peace between the clans they 
meet and interact with through their work. Officers are therefore navigating 
the complex arena of clan and state interests, which is likely to affect the 
ways in which they enforce the law and manipulate local legal regimes. In 
other words, the activities of state policing are one of many ways that the 
state make a “mark on its population” (Jefferson 2009: 137).  

The police force therefore has a very ambiguous link to the state itself. 
Formal police institutions are one of several privileged state institutions that 
can be referred to as constituting a basic link “between the state and society” 
(Marenin 1982: 379). In the Somali context of a bloated security sector it 
serves as an institution that is “fundamental to the state’s effort to maintain 
its power and authority” (ibid). In that sense, it is difficult to absolutely 
divorce police and state power. Police officers therefore constitute the flesh 
and blood of state law as without them, this law “would have form but no 
substance” (ibid). It thus may be said that the traditional authorities constitute 
the blood and flesh of the xeer and without them, the traditional legal regime 
would equally be subject to the absence of substance. Therefore, the officers 
also face a just as ambiguous relation to ‘traditional’ authorities. Mainly 
because they both are embodiments of the two extremes of competing ideals 
of judicial frameworks.  

Concrete research on the police force in Somaliland comes with several 
challenges that scholars generally meet in their pursuit of studying the police 
in Africa (see Kyed and Albrecht 2014; Baker 2008). Basic information is 
perceived as confidential, which is also why this chapter does not seek to 
provide a deeper analysis of the general institution of the police in 
Somaliland. But rather, of those individuals making up that institution. What 
this approach offers is experiences of the performance and practice of 
authority based on narratives from two policing actors who personally 
experience the daily processes of state formation from within the state. For 
the police authorities themselves, terms such as state-formation or state-
making is rarely included in their vocabularies. Many could identify as the 
foot soldiers of the state, and also as representatives of a structure that they 
oftentimes saw as a challenge to traditional forms of local governance. 
Common for most of the officers interviewed was that they saw this structure 
of the state as a dominating form of governance and as the most important – 
or ‘modern’ - law to follow. 

 
Policing 
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It is important to clarify that the absence of a formal police force in rural 
areas by no means suggest an absence of policing. Baker suggests, 
“[p]olicing has always existed. Communities everywhere have sought to 
maintain communal order and to correct and discipline those who depart 
from communally acceptable behavior” (Baker 2008: 10). McMullan further 
argues that “[t]he basic weapon that the citizens of the early modern era 
learned to use to defend their security and combat danger was their own 
intense sociability – a complex of human relations and institutions predicated 
on collective, local, informal and voluntaristic reactions to disorder and law 
breaking ... As a concept, police was a community duty” (McMullan, 
1998:95). Therefore “the focus should be on policing…rather than on what 
organizations call themselves. How police style themselves is less important 
than what they do or do not do” (Hills 2016: 6). Still, policing seems to “feed 
into official politics in rather unexpected ways” (Kyed 2014: 57).In the 
prologue, local policing efforts and dissatisfaction with local legal processes 
eventually led to the negotiations between overlapping authorities. The 
outcome of the legal negotiations in this case strongly incites a strict 
investigation of the distinction between the police – i.e. the institution itself 
that flags the colours and logos of the state - and the act of policing. The 
latter indicates the “mode of ordering and regulation in accordance with 
some prior definition of order and disorder” (Hills 2000: 6). The modes can 
be maintained by a multiplicity of actors who may or may not be on the 
payroll of the state (Baker 2008). Policing is therefore “associated with a set 
of practices and functions rather than with a particular institution or agency” 
(Kyed and Albrecht 2014: 15). Often because “states were never strong 
enough to live up to their claims of a policing monopoly” (Baker 2008: 10). 
Indeed, “even the richest state could not meet popular expectations of crime 
control” (ibid: 17) and “the ‘state monopoly’ discourse does not fit people’s 
experience” in most parts of the world (ibid: 18). 
     In that sense, policing is an organized form of order maintenance (Jones 
and Newburn, 1998: 18) that are “defined as a set of practices that can be 
exercised, and governed, by various state, private and communal actors” 
(Kyed and Albrecht 2014: 2 my italics). Such actors, however, should not be 
understood in isolated terms but rather as portions of wider networks that 
engage in a variety of rituals and activities to accumulate authority and 
decision-making ability. Policing actors thus “collaborate, compete and 
enrol each other to make a particular order and to constitute authority” (ibid). 
As Baker argues, “citizens never ceased to provide their own local solutions 
and have initiated new forms with or without the approval of the state” 
(Baker 2008: 19). 
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Indeed, the prologue serves as an excellent example of how competing 
experiences amalgamate into the emergence of new practices of authority. 
More specifically, the introductory case revealed that despite 
dissatisfaction with traditional authorities they are not necessarily 
undermined by the authority of state police. Similarly, when state police that, 
in rural areas already is dominantly perceived as being inefficient, fail to live 
up to their duties, they are not necessarily undermined by ‘traditional’ 
authorities. Rather, both authoritative regimes seem to enhance the 
credibility of each other as they engage in a mutual-beneficial relationship 
that essentially contributes to the broadening of the authoritative field. The 
fact that policing is a relational and complex task exercised by a myriad of 
authorities reveal the wide spectrum of experiences that citizens can have to 
‘it’ – and thus a wide array of experiences of the “plurality of power centers” 
(Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan 2014: 16) that all work to accumulate 
power. 

The Police 
 

It is indeed difficult to think about the police without a state as much as it is 
to think about a state without a police force (Hills 2016). The connection 
between state and police have been a hot topic in police studies over the 
years. O’Connor describes the police as “mere tools of the state” that serve 
as the frontline of a class struggle in the pursuit of producing a liberal world 
order (in Marenin 1982: 380). Certainly, within the field of police studies, 
there is continuously debate on whether the true role of the police relates to 
crime or to the maintenance of certain forms of order (Loader et al 2016: 5). 
But though policing can be described as a transversal object (see Espagne 
2012), which Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan defines as “a recognizable 
family of institutions, processes, practices and ideologies that are dispersed 
throughout the world in part as a result of transfers that took place over recent 
centuries on the back of European colonialism and imperialism” (Bierschenk 
and Olivier de Sardan, 2014: 21), the practices within the institutions are 
deeply shaped by local demands and limitations. As Marenin argues, police 
officers constitute a multiplicity of individuals that act and adjust “differently 
to the demands and dangers of their jobs” (Marenin 1982: 380-1), and as 
such they are state representatives in their own peculiar ways (Jefferson 
2009: 137) and based on their own peculiar experiences as this chapter 
shows. From that perspective, various settings produce different types of 
police personalities and institutional norms. Therefore, there is “no typical 
police organization or officer” (Marenin 1982: 381; also: Hills 2016; Baker 
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2008). His point that different settings breed different institutions can indeed 
be useful for understanding the flexibility that lies within the institution as it 
is performed by individuals who also have personal interests and are deeply 
entrenched in the societies in which they work. 
     In that respect, police and policing are complex matters and despite their 
transversal roots, policing and police institutions from other parts of the 
world reveal little about these matters in the specific setting of Somaliland. 
Policing can therefore not be reduced to e.g. “simply” being crime-related or 
order-keeping. Neither can crime-prevention and order-making be reduced 
to tasks that somehow ‘naturally’ belong for the state to deal with (Baker 
2008). In fact, policing is far from being “an exclusively criminological 
activity” (ibid: 21). 
     But it is fair to conclude that in the peripheries, the role of the police in 
maintaining order seem to be minimal in comparison to informal and 
traditional authorities (Marenin 1982: 391). Yet the traditional institutions 
and state institutions operate in a complicated relationship of private 
interests.  In this sense, private interests and state interests may be co-
produced and entangled rather than one being dominant to the detriment of 
the other (Jensen and Hapal 2014: 37). In that sense, “[p]olicing actors 
operate within a wider political arena of overlapping jurisdictions and 
competing claims to authority, not within one fixed socio-legal order or 
among peacefully coexisting systems of policing” (Kyed and Albrecht 2014: 
16). 
     Essentially, it becomes clear that it is policing that is vital for social order, 
not ´the police´ (Hills 2016). That being said, the boundary between the two 
is blurry: some policing actors may have no relations to the formal police 
and some police officers may show no sign or interest in classic police work. 
The latter may frequently be sent to protect the border of the de facto state 
and essentially work as military personnel. Similarly, the military often takes 
on elementary policing tasks. 
     In the context of state-formation and legal pluralism, policing is thus 
especially interesting as the activities surrounding it, reveal the limits of a 
given source of power. In the introductory case, there was competition of the 
right to police and as dissatisfaction with one authority escalated, another 
source of authority entered the arena. This again testifies to how Somaliland 
can be described as a “multi-centred governance system in which a variety 
of institutional formations take on a security function” (King and Albrecht 
2014: 179111), which again testifies to the importance of de-emphasizing “the 
state as the ultimate seat of power’ (Sharma and Gupta 2006: 9). 

 
111 This is originally about Sierra Leone. 
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As Baker conclude, “[m]ost of the policing in post-conflict states is not 
carried out by the state police and judiciary but by nonstate organizations. 
In the great majority of circumstances, people look first to nonstate 
agencies for crime protection and crime response” (Baker 2009: 39). This 
has falsely made some observers assume that it is the very absence of state 
police that forces citizens to use alternative means. Such assumption 
reveals the gap of research in rural areas. The case of rural Somaliland 
reveals that it is the state police that potentially function as ‘the alternative’ 
to the more legitimate local processes of policing that happens outside the 
formal sphere of the state. Indeed, “for the enforcement of …locally defined 
moral and social order, there is only one available provider” – and it only has 
a slight connection to the state (Baker 2009: 31). 

Against this backdrop, it has become clear why police officers and their 
opinions, perceptions, routines and understandings of their societal position 
matters tremendously. The following section offers an insight into police 
work through the presentation of two officers’ work as state representatives.  
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Section 2: Officers at Work 
 

Ahmed: Solving Crimes. 
 

Ahmed is sitting on the floor outside his house, which is located on a bumpy 
road in one of the urban centres of Somaliland. Ahmed has been the go-to 
guy regarding getting information on the police authorities in Somaliland. 
He is a cheerful person who is excited to share his knowledge and 
experiences about his time serving the Somaliland Police Force, which he 
has done for 13 years. Initially, I was hoping that Ahmed could clarify some 
structural questions I had regarding the police in Somaliland, but like most 
of the police officers interviewed for this study, Ahmed was mostly 
knowledgeable regarding his own unit and the work of himself and his 
closest colleagues. Ahmed is a lively character, almost always laughing and 
when he tells stories about his police missions, it is not unusual that he re-
enacts the scenes using both his arms to mimic his beloved AK47. 
     Ahmed wears his uniform with pride. He proudly – and often loudly – 
articulates the positive development of Somaliland – and he is particularly 
happy to tell about his several deployments to the border areas with 
Puntland where he has served Somaliland in protecting its sovereignty. 
Occasionally, Ahmed is sent to smaller villages. To him, the rural areas is a 
matter of great concern. He refers to the poor education and the poverty in 
the villages as evidence that the traditional authorities are the weakest link 
in the hybrid political order. “If they [traditional authorities] could 
guarantee stability, then why do rural people suffer?” he once asked 
rhetorically. He is not slow to bash the rural traditional authorities as poor 
leaders. He sees the xeer as an important historical institution, but, as he 
says, “no one should live above the law”. 
     Most of Ahmed’s daily tasks consist of “solving crimes”. This mainly 
includes preventing people from smuggling gin from Ethiopia in small 
plastic bags. But also taking away weapons from those few people who still 
illegitimately possess them. Much of his work consists of waiting around and 
observe suspicious behaviour. Or, when the president is driving through 
town, they have to make sure that everyone clears the path and behave 
“civilized”. At one point I asked him who he mainly serves: general citizens 
or the politicians. He provided the clear answer of “the Somaliland people”. 
He continued: “we maintain public safety! People can call us on 991, no 
911, wait I mean 999 and we will show up. If people see something 
suspicious, they can call us, and we will come”. In fact, it was quite clear 
that Ahmed is very well aware that there are ideals and realities regarding 
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police work in Somaliland. I think we both knew that this was not the reality 
of policing. The phone serving as a direct link between police and citizens 
was more of an ideal than a reality.  

His engagements with gin smugglers also reveal this duality of a certain 
language of policing and the practical norms surrounding the handling of 
such cases. Gin smuggling in Somaliland is a very visible crime. Small 100ml 
plastic bags often circulate in the diaspora community and at parties 
amongst the diaspora. They are easily available – also in a few restaurants 
throughout town. The first time I discussed this clearly present crime with 
Ahmed, he described this very matter as one of great urgency to prevent. He 
had several times arrested people, often from the diaspora, who smuggled 
gin. He and his unit would put the perpetrators to jail until they had paid the 
fine that was defined according to the amount of alcohol they confiscated. 
To Ahmed, the banning of alcohol in Somaliland is a law that intersects with 
national but also Islamic traditions. Thus, by solving the illegal distribution 
of gin he “solves crimes against Somaliland and crimes against Allah. It is 
a very serious crime”, he affirms.  

From my interviews with him, alcohol was a returning topic. He spent 
much of his time stopping potential smugglers, often based on intel from his 
superiors. But the particular crime of smuggling gin was also connected with 
opportunities outside his immediate mandate. At a later interview it became 
clear what “solving crimes” actually meant. The previous night, Ahmed and 
one of his colleagues had pulled over a car that was driving around late at 
night. Ahmed and his colleague wanted to search the vehicle. The driver was 
part of the diaspora community temporary living in town. He admitted to 
having a few bags of gin. “So we tell him to drive to the police station”. But 
the driver then apparently handed over his phone to Ahmed who talks with a 
man on the other end. “I could hear he [the man on the phone] was a man 
of importance. Someone that can handle the matter and set this person 
straight, teach him the right ways…So we decided to let him go home and 
receive his punishment elsewhere”. I was curious about the details, it 
sounded to me like there must have been some kind of interchange of money. 
“How did you know who the man on the phone was?”, I asked. “He told me 
his clan background and we are from the same clan, so I know him”. Ahmed 
saw no reason to take the driver to the police station because the driver needs 
to be “disciplined by religious authority, not police authority” as he claimed. 
“Was the crime solved”, I questioned. “Of course. My work was done in that 
matter”. Not knowing how to ask him in a discrete manner if he received a 
bribe, I decided to openly just ask: Did the driver then give you and your 
colleague money”? “No!”, he said- “Only for chewing after work”. 
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Not having been present at the scene, it is of course difficult to get a 
sense of the real atmosphere during this situation. I wonder if the driver 
was nervous, sweating or he calmly played a game with the officers that 
eventually got him out of trouble. Maybe he got into trouble at home from 
calling whoever the person on the phone was. Maybe it was part of his 
repertoire to get out of trouble when being stopped by the police. Maybe 
he simply bribed Ahmed and his colleague. 

 
Bashiir: Navigating the Hybrid Order  

 
Bashiir has been a police officer for 4 years. He is a young man with 

an interesting past. In fact, he is a returnee in Somaliland as he spent 
much of his early childhood in the Southern Highlands of Tanzania where 
his family had relocated in the 1980s due to the civil war. Bashiir has lived 
most of his life there. However, being of Somali origin in Tanzania, the 
family never felt fully integrated into their local society and during his late 
teenage years Ahmed relocated to Somaliland where he had been told 
about the rising economy due to the influx of returning diaspora. He 
travelled from Southern Tanzania all the way up to Hargeysa by bus – a 
journey that took him “very many days”. As he arrived to Hargeysa, his 
family welcomed him and offered him a place to stay. Being young, the 
family figured that he could have a career in the military or the police 
force. His Somali family raised money so that he could go to the police 
academy and buy an AK47 alongside a uniform, which is mandatory 
before joining the police. He still has one of the lowest ranks within the 
police force. He is entitled to a modest salary that he almost exclusively 
passes on to his family for rent and for the loan for his uniform, education 
and weapon. Bashiir is concerned about his future prospects. In Tanzania 
he went to school and according to himself he has a longer and much 
better education than most of his Somali colleagues. Not having lived for 
many years in Somaliland, he explains that it is difficult to completely 
understand all the social rules of his new residence. He is therefore very 
concerned with obeying the law and orders of his superiors. He explains 
that he tries to stick to formal protocol as he still feels uneasy about how 
to navigate in times when you “either follow the law or not”. He 
elaborates, “one time we took someone to the station but just after few 
hours he left as a free man. I know something was going on, something 
that was not right. But me, I just try to do my job”. He explains that many 
of his colleagues seem “to know everyone here”, but that this is not the 
case for him. His relations are with his co-workers and with his immediate 
family where he stays, and to whom he feels that he “owes everything”. 
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Simultaneously, Bashiir wants to be known “as a man of the law”, and 
hopefully gain respect in the police force by strictly following the rules. 
But Bashiir remains at the bottom of the hierarchy even though his 
colleagues are being sent to missions all over Somaliland and gradually 
gain better positions. He mainly sees this as a result of being categorized as 
being a returnee, something that is not a strength in all aspects of society. 

Bashiir has mainly been to the rural areas in relation to his work. He 
explains that occasionally small internal struggles escalate and the police 
will have to show up. Mostly, things are settled, but occasionally they bring 
certain people back to town for further investigation. He generally talks 
about the rural areas as spaces that have not yet become modern, and often 
with grave concern in his voice. To Bashiir, clannism makes Somaliland look 
unmodern and he generally speaks of clans as something that slowly must be 
replaced. “What is better is that all people are equal under the law, and what 
is better is that no one can explain to police officers what they must and must 
not do”. Bashiir largely perceive of the Somaliland state as one that is under 
construction. An institution that is “not yet” present in the rural areas but 
“will come” and not until then can independence follow. “First”, he says, 
“all the old systems must [be] remove[d]”.  

 
Discussion and Analysis of narratives 

 
The two narratives above provide an entrance for comprehending hybridity 
in practice. Both in its concrete form, as seen during Ahmed’s encounter with 
a gin smuggler, but also the social challenges that follow. Of course, Bashiir 
is a returnee, and he faces some challenges specifically connected to this 
status. His specific background provides a way in for his understanding of 
the meaning of the state institution and how it is to be enacted. His narrative 
thus helps to clarify how gender cannot be perceived as the only axis of 
experience, though for the purpose of this study, served a great way in for 
illuminating how competing experiences emerge. Yet, a different study 
could have highlighted returnees as vehicles for competing forms of 
perceptions of the state as these groups also constitute a significant part of 
the population. By including a single returnee here, it becomes evident how 
a plurality of significantly competing perceptions of fundamental aspects of 
society in a state currently in the making intersect. At that intersection, 
hybrid or practical solutions are formed and institutionalized. As such 
Somaliland is a privileged site for observing how competing experiences 
translate into real practices.  



 
 

 

184  
 

 

 

The fluid and entangled structures of state and clan are difficult to 
navigate for Bashiir, and thus probably for a whole lot of other people who 
find it difficult to understand when one system applies and another one 
does not. Bashiir imports his own experience as a portal through which he 
practices police work. This form then coexists with Ahmed’s excellent 
skills at navigating the hybrid arena of clan and state. The result is that the 
state is represented and enacted differently through the respective officers. 
As such, the hybrid institutionalism entails such large degree of 
individualism that neither of the regimes manage to provide solid 
structures. This brings forth a central point for this thesis. State expansion 
in Somaliland is an exercise often enhanced through individual motives or 
the motives of a specific segment of the population. Thereby, state agents 
are performers in a largely incoherent political structure referred to as the 
state. Within this structure, they can draw on the common idea of the state 
as a coherent entity to strive for personal enrichment and social status at 
the political stage that really matters, that is the clan level.  

Bashiir does his best to uncompromisingly serve the state by strictly 
following the rules. That is the way he sees it. This is also the way Ahmed 
saw his own position in the state. But unlike Bashiir, Ahmed manages to 
navigate the complex state structure that encapsulates the formal and 
informal institutions into a single hybrid form. Ahmed circumvents the 
ideal state in order to apply the practical, hybrid implementations needed 
for making sure that the potentiality of clan disputes does not reach the 
surface. Ahmed does not only embody the state by flagging its colours and 
uniforms, he embodies the hybrid state in its full form by being able to 
easily navigate the amalgamated state-clan social sphere. Bashiir, on the 
other hand, works with the state and the clan as two separate categories 
whereas he strategically attempts to embody a state that mainly exists as a 
discourse. In his attempt to do so, he fails to fully embody the local 
institutional reality that defines everyday encounters between citizens and 
the state. The state is expressed differently through the two officers who 
represents two different ideals of what the state is supposed to look like: 
Ahmed has a practical approach to maintaining peace between clans. 
Bashiir seeks to implement a faceless bureaucracy and he sees the ideal 
state as being a goal. To him, he is serving the state while he waits for 
forms of governance to slowly become standardized and easier for him to 
navigate. It is interesting, however, that Bashiir sees the state as the 
standard against which he determines his actions instead of the clan, 
considering that he owes his family “everything”. 
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In either case, it shows that to Ahmed, police work unfolds in close 
collaboration with other authorities in Somaliland. In the specific 
situation, Ahmed gets to do favours for clan elders and assert their 
authority by handing over tasks for them to solve. Also, there is an 
economic incentive that also needs to be considered. Ahmed is an officer 
that is very well aware of the ideals of the police and aware that being on 
duty he should not receive money in such a situation he described. But by 
engaging with the competing register of authority, he circumvents this 
challenge. The money then, are not handed over to him in his position as 
police officer but in his position as clan member who does a favour and 
receives some compensation for doing so. His focus on the chewing being 
after work suggests his awareness of the formal police discourse, the imagery 
of an easily accessible police force with a phone number resonating with the 
American Emergency Hotline serving the citizens. This discourse, he knows 
is much more complex especially as his formal role of police officer is 
negotiable even when he is wearing his uniform that serves as a symbol of a 
faceless bureaucracy and as the “most visible marker of the distinction” 
between him and the rest of the population (Beek 2017: 206).  

Ahmed’s role as a police officer is also to keep peace between clans. This 
was a duty he took very seriously, and that specific task also reveals the 
complexity of police work. If Ahmed truly was talking to a prominent clan 
member on the phone, going against his orders to let the suspect go, would 
not be seen as a state agent simply doing his job. Ahmed had already revealed 
his clan affiliation and going against the will of the elder would be Ahmed 
as a private person and part of a wider complex clan network, causing 
internal trouble with his clan. In that sense, he has to navigate the complex 
arena of being clan member and state representative.  

Ahmed’s narrative also helps to reveal further aspects of, especially, the 
opening scene of this thesis – and thus the general undercurrents of state-
making in the wider sense. In fact, Ahmed’s narrative helps to shed light on 
the complexity of hybridity by revealing the ability of uniformed personnel 
to switch back and forth between competing legal registers. The officers in 
the prologue gain direct access to the top of the authoritative hierarchy 
amongst traditional authorities as they finally manage to enter the area of 
Sood. As they then become part of the legal regime there, they, like Ahmed, 
utilize their formal authority to cultivate relationships beneficial for them at 
personal levels. This testifies to the significance of expanding the ‘reach’ of 
the state – especially for those engaged in the outreach. The ‘gin encounter’ 
reveals the shape that state expansion takes when departing from the urban 
centres. Here state agents legitimately distribute legal matters and possess 
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the privilege to define them as being within the legal realm of the state or 
the traditional authorities.  

Ahmed’s movements in and out of these registers should not be seen as 
him not taking his job seriously. In fact, he refers to his duties as serving both 
moral and religious purposes. In fact, his social navigation should rather be 
considered evidence of how seriously he takes his job, while also having 
to make ends meet in his private household. Finally, Ahmed does not see 
himself as moving in and out of different legal registers. To him, clan and 
state are entirely amalgamated – both as flexible units that can serve the 
greater purpose of keeping peace. 

Ahmed and Bashiir both work in urban centres. It has previously been 
argued that state-formation processes in the rural areas do not unfold in a 
rural vacuum. Instead, they are entangled in urban processes where 
attitudes, perceptions and especially routines of those actively expanding 
the reach of the state must be appreciated in order to comprehend the ways 
state-formation trajectories innervate from the state and out. Ahmed and 
Bashiir are both state agents serving a de facto state that is still in the 
making and it is this process that they embody in different ways. They 
both represent the state-formation process in their own peculiar way (see 
Jefferson 2009: 137). 

Both perceive of the rural hinterlands as primitive places dominated by 
systems of governance that they describe as being backwards. Yet, 
Ahmed’s biography in particular, is interesting. At one point he expresses 
dissatisfaction with traditional authorities. This dissatisfaction must be of 
these actors in their pure form – that is traditional leaders in the rural 
margins that do not interact with the state. Because he later defines the 
urban-based traditional leaders as “the right way” to solve the case of the 
gin smuggler. Ahmed then represents a specific form of state assertion, 
one that encapsulates the formal demands, social norms and plural 
institutions. By comparing his ways of asserting the hybrid state with 
Bashiir’s actions, it becomes evident just how different imaginaries and 
strategies of state-making that co-exist within the state itself and how these 
are effected by personal experiences.  

It seems, that Ahmed’s ability to navigate in the clan sphere makes him 
a solid navigator in the state sphere – or more specifically: it shows that 
the two spheres amalgamate into a hybrid where institutional layers erode. 
Bashiir, however, does not see this amalgamation and continues to operate 
as if the state constituted a separate unit which perhaps explains why his 
colleagues are rising in ranks but he does not. 
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To Beek “the stateness of the police emerges out of…mundane 
interactions” (Beek 2017: 205). Different officers “select and deselect 
registers to evoke multiple moral orders” (ibid). Yet, the transgressions 
between registers that Beek later refers to are challenged by this study that 
rather suggests a complete amalgamation of state and clan interests. As 
such, the penetration into the rural hinterlands is not an expansion of the 
state as such, but rather, an expansion of the operational zones in which state 
agents can enact replicas of stateness – or simply: their own interests, which 
may or may not serve the greater good. This is done by hiding behind a 
discourse of a state united in a coherent institution. State expansion through 
state agents should thus first and foremost be perceived of as a physical 
expansion of those zones in which state agents can operate more or less 
freely. It then becomes evident that governance cannot be conflated with 
government – in fact that state agents cannot be conflated with the state. 
Instead, they are hauliers of discourses. The de facto state is therefore at work 
but mainly through agents who have little to do with it – mainly because it 
does not actually exist as a unitary unit. The expansion of the reach of the 
state is thus a reflection of individual interests in expanding those areas in 
which state agents can enhance their social or economic status through 
potential service provisions.  

This suggests that police officers become powerful because they travel to 
the rural areas, they do not travel because they are powerful. Their uniforms 
become tools of access rooted in the discourse of a state emerging against all 
odds. This suggests that the state and the traditional authorities form a wide 
array of socio-political arenas. This resonates with Kyed and Albrecht who 
suggest that “policing activities provide a route to authority and resources” 
(Kyed and Albrecht 2014: 15). 

The officers, then, draw power from an emerging discourse of the state as 
a unitary and coherent source of power. Ahmed and Bashiir -despite different 
navigations in the state bureaucracy - can therefore not be disconnected from 
power, but paradoxically, power can be disconnected from the de facto state 
that they represent. 
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Section 3: Conclusion 
 

In a “conservative patriarchal society” (Yusuf 2012: 94) that is “profoundly 
uneven” (Walls 2011: 69), “patriarchal to the bone” (Ingiriis and Hoehne 
2013) and, “non-inclusive in gender-terms” (Walls et al 2017: 9), it is 
striking how these strict demarcations of people that entail stringent divisions 
of labour mainly relate to customary laws, tradition and decision-making 
processes. In contrast to these strict divisions of labour that are observed in 
society, the state agents operate in a much more fluid political space where 
traditional and formal legal regimes amalgamate. Such hard divisions of 
people coexisting with hybrid institutions that softly blend state and clan 
affairs is constitutive of modern Somaliland. This makes Somaliland a 
privileged site for observing how competing understandings of fundamental 
societal orders emerge and translate into competing political demands. Here, 
gender is by no means the only category that can be used to illustrate how 
segments within a population are demarcated, and how small-scale struggles 
between such segments translate into political actions. By looking at the two 
coexisting ways for Bashiir and Ahmed to practice their authority, it is clear 
that they embody the state in their own peculiar ways (Jefferson 2009: 137), 
which helps to illustrate how experiences and counter-experiences of 
authority emerge. 
     State-making in Somaliland is a complex endeavour that includes a wide 
array of actors. Some have little to do with the state (Hagmann and Péclard 
2010), and others are essential parts of the machinery of the state (Bierschenk 
and Olivier de Sardan 2014: 20).  These actors share one trait: they all operate 
in a context of limited statehood, i.e. states with “parts of the territory or 
policy areas in which the central government lacks the capacity to implement 
decisions” (Risse 2015: 1). As Risse and indeed this study solidifies, “[t]hese 
areas are not ungoverned spaces or lacking governance. Collective goods are 
often provided under extremely constrained domestic sovereignty—by a 
variety of state and non-state, local and transnational plus international 
actors” (ibid). Indeed, Risse has a great point that governance is not lacking 
in this country that does not exist (Renders 2012). The right to govern, is a 
highly contested endeavor in a territory where a multiplicity of actors with 
various privileges compete to solidify authority through various means. 
     This brief and final empirical chapter served the purpose of illustrating 
how internal and coexisting societal navigations are at play even within a 
single institution of the state. This chapter has underlined a plurality of 
perceptions, articulations, understandings and strategies that all contribute to 
the testimony of the messy nature and unpredictable paths of state-formation. 
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As such, the chapter has provided a peak into the ‘real’ practices of an unreal 
state at work where it became evident that the state, as we call it, does not 
operate through coherent strategies of domination. Instead, an ever-present 
state discourse provides a way for individuals to benefit from competing 
authoritative spaces that state agents otherwise are excluded from. 

Being associated with the state is only beneficial in some aspects of social 
interaction. Indeed, it seemed as if the government official from the Diaspora 
Office in the previous chapter used his position to benefit his clan. With 
consideration to Ahmed who benefits personally from the ‘gin incident’, it 
becomes clear that being a state agent can be a privileged site for the 
individual. Meanwhile, the rural hinterlands are especially interesting here 
because they are not a homogenous character that operate on similar terms. 
In Sood, prior to the day when the police finally arrived, the police were not 
welcomed at all, and they had to sneak in “like snakes in the night” as one 
officer explained. They were not perceived as legitimate sources of authority. 
Police officers and the authority that they represent can therefore not be taken 
for granted in the rural margins where rival forms of policing and order-
making thrive.  

Due to the strong state symbolism of the state uniforms that Ahmed and 
Bashiir wear, one can quickly come to see them as embodiments of the state. 
It is more complex than just that. They are indeed embodiments of the state. 
But this embodiment is of a state that is in the making and where the clear 
definition of what a Somaliland state is in practice and how exactly it 
practices its authority and through whom is still unclear. The hybrid political 
order is thus not only a practical arrangement, it is also a complex reality 
where those who know how to navigate it benefit more so than those who do 
not. Both, however, use their position to manipulate the current setting in 
their own ways.  

Power comes in a plurality of varieties and police officers enact this power 
differently. Police in Somaliland reveals that there are not a single source or 
arena of power, but power is produced and controlled by individuals with 
various relations to the state and despite the presence of a territory of 
enhanced state presence, the state has no physical centre. 

Essentially, the intention of this final empirical chapter was to put the 
previously presented empirical data into perspective through a state-centric 
analysis and illustrate how those dynamics described throughout the thesis 
are not confined to the realms of traditional authority or rural areas. This 
objective served the purpose of illustrating the pivotal role that experience, 
which entails gender, has on state-making processes and that whether state-
formation unfolds from the outside in or the inside out the trajectories are 
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complex and the road is paved with obstacles that are defining for the ways 
the state penetrates the rural hinterlands in particular and society in general. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: Conclusions 
 

The empirical data presented throughout this thesis show, in a variety of 
ways, how the authority of the state is simultaneously consolidated and 
dissolved in the heterogenous rural margins. Using gender as a way in for 
exploring the extreme variations in the quality of services provided both in 
terms of state and traditional leadership cast light on those dynamics at play 
that encourage individuals to engage in actions that challenge fundamental 
perceptions of local forms of order. These dynamics were referred to as the 
undercurrents of state-making. 

The cases presented in this study speak to each other in a number of ways. 
The case in the prologue revealed a classic case of state-formation processes 
where “localized struggles between different segments of the population… 
extend the reach of state institutions to areas which hitherto have had only 
episodic, mediated, or otherwise limited presence of state institutions” 
(Stepputat 2013: 30). To fully grasp how, in a society that is “profoundly 
uneven” (Walls 2011: 69) and “patriarchal to the bone” (Ingiriis and Hoehne 
2013: 314), a group of women can contribute to the renegotiation of 
fundamental terms of local authority, it is useful to explore those 
undercurrents that are roused by the exclusion of women from decision-
making processes. Here, the second case-study of qaat chewing and decision-
making helped to elucidate those societal structures that cause various 
grievances that are rooted in the exclusion that rural women experience. And 
more significantly, how these experienced injustices are verbalised and 
translated into counter-discourses amongst those women distressed by the 
dynamics of exclusion. Concretely, the two cases put together reveal that the 
hybrid of traditional and state law “has become a ‘crippled’ hybrid” (Hoehne 
2018: 186), and this becomes especially evident by observing how women 
are treated within this structure. As such, the ‘gender lens’ offered a great 
entrance point for observing the inequalities that encourage some actors to 
‘pull’ the state closer. In that sense, the empirical data on qaat chewing 
reveals the multi-dimensional aspects of state-formation processes: Its trade 
and infrastructure allowed for the state to consolidate its presence or 
‘concrete-ness’ through “performative acts of stateness” (Dorman 2006: 
1088) such as signing papers and collecting taxes. Meanwhile, it maintained 
a strict patriarchal tradition where men experience enlightenment as they 
make ‘smart’ decisions without involving the authority of the state. Together, 
the cases illustrate how gender and state-making are entangled as the 
demarcation of people based on gender allows for the emergence of counter-
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experiences, counter-discourses, and competing goals and aims for the 
future of society. 

But the findings are multidimensional and even peripheral. The third case 
study of a food delivery in Xarun helped clarify such diversities: While those 
experiences rooted in strict gender demarcations had translated into counter-
discourses in some areas, the successful service provision provided by 
traditional authorities in Xarun manifested the xeer as the most solid and 
reliable institution for governing the margins. This meant that elders 
proved to Xarun and its vicinity that men’s role as decision-making and 
political actors is indisputable (also see El-Bushra et al 2002). Here, the 
traditional authorities do not draw on “the language of the state” (Lund 
2006b: 688) but rather on the language of the xeer. Through such 
discourse, the event actively reproduces traditional ideas and ideals of 
gender and while doing so, masks it as a humanitarian exercise though it 
is simultaneously a political exercise that produces hierarchies through the 
production of gender as “purportedly natural characteristics” 
(Hawkesworth 2016: iii). The ‘food delivery case’ further illustrated that 
“Whether one is dealing with the state,…police, or husbands, the heavy 
price of institutionalized protection is always a measure of dependence 
and agreement to abide by the protector's rules” (Brown 1992: 8). 

The final case that presented two brief outtakes from the life stories of 
two police officers underpinned the claim that state-formation processes 
have a vast variety of institutional departures. Concretely, the case 
illustrated that though the prior cases presented in this thesis mainly were 
occupied with state-making in the margins, the rural areas do not operate 
in a vacuum. They too are shaped by those actors who occupy one of the 
most central positions within the state when it comes to its physical 
representation.  

The case helped illuminate the simultaneity of state-formation 
processes and how they unfold from within the state as well as from its 
remote corners (Flyvbjerg 1998). The case was especially used to put the 
previous cases into perspective and illustrate how gender does not serve 
as the only axis of experience, but that the visions and dreams and 
perceptions that people have of the ways in which authority is to be 
consolidated, depends on a variety of intersecting dimensions. 

Common for all three cases is that they revealed how competing 
political projects unfold side-by-side within households, villages, and 
even institutions. It is in such ambivalent context that the Somaliland state 
currently is struggling to define its own role as a suitable and relevant 
authority internally, while also striving for recognition externally. 
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Regarding the State 
 

One of the key enquiries of this thesis has been to explore how authority 
operates in practice or how exactly it is ‘at work’ in local rural societies. And 
more significantly, how ‘its’ outputs are experienced on the ground between 
different segments of the population. To do so, it is not sufficient to have a 
‘firm grounding’ in “the workings of state and public bureaucracies” 
(Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan 2014: 3) because the state in itself by no 
means occupy a central position when it comes to service delivery. Or put 
differently, a strict state-centric approach underestimates the influence of 
local-specific practices and their historical rootedness in terms of the actual, 
or ‘real’ practices of governance. 

To some degree, this study left the state behind as it explored practices of 
authority in rural localities all located outside what Hoehne refers to as “the 
central-state-triangle” (Hoehne 2018). Despite such geographical focus, this 
study remains a study of the state. However, the exploration of state-
formation processes in a state that does not formally exist raises some 
significant analytical challenges. A most obvious one is the question of what 
exactly it is that is expanding and forming, where ‘it’ comes from and how 
‘its’ arrival is experienced locally. More concretely, what does the specific 
form of de facto state formation entail? Here, the final empirical chapter 
alongside the prologue can help addresses this challenge. As the state arrives 
in Sood, ‘it’ does not arrive as a coherent entity, but in the shape of state 
agents who should not be reduced to simply being embodiments of the state. 
These state agents are representatives of the state and of themselves and their 
individual life-making projects. They use the state uniforms to obtain the 
right to govern the hinterlands and thus gain access to those material 
compensations that follow. Such dynamics allow for state agents to get their 
job done in the hinterlands while simultaneously position themselves in a 
favourable position for potentially enhancing their personal access to 
resources. Such total amalgamations of public and private realms that 
translate into practical solutions offer a peak into the ‘real’ practices of 
governance, as actions instigated by state and traditional leaders respectively 
and in concert. 

A full comprehension of the who’s and how’s of state-making is a 
complicated effort. As this thesis argued, there are numerous micro-
dynamics and events that accumulate and serve the agenda of state-formation 
in one way or another. The late singer and poet, Leonard Cohen, captures 
this exact complexity in his poetry as he sings, long live the state by whoever 
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it’s made. Here Cohen recognizes how the complex entity of the state is a 
product that remains in the making, but also that it is difficult to fully 
comprehend who it really is that makes it. The Somaliland state is currently 
in the making, and it is not an exercise of which the state has a full control 
over. Rather, state-making is a continuous exercise of entangling the 
unintended outcomes of local negotiations of authority and the wishes and 
commands of the central state. 
 
Main Contributions of the Study  
 
Throughout this thesis it has become clear how state-formation in the rural 
hinterlands is an amorphous and non-linear set of affairs that are entangled 
in processes that reach beyond the nation-state. It was shown that such 
processes often consolidate or renegotiate fundamental societal orders such 
as gender roles. But just as significantly, it was shown that gendered 
demarcations can themselves become vehicles for the renegotiation of 
strictly uneven forms of order. 
     This study has contributed to the field of African Studies generally and 
Somali Studies more specifically in several ways. The main contributions 
are expressed through the geographic focus on rural areas alongside the 
analytical attention towards gender. And especially by addressing the link 
between the prior and latter. Both gender and rurality (see Cloke 2006) have 
suffered from a shortage of academic scrutiny within the field of Somali 
Studies. In terms of gender, this comes with some exceptions, of course (see 
e.g. Walls 2013; Walls et al 2017; Kapteijns 1995; Timmons 2004; Ackley 
2017). But like most research in and on Somaliland, these exceptions then 
suffer from an urban bias. This is unfortunate because the rural areas of 
Somaliland can reveal unique insights into the ambivalent dynamics that 
constitute state-formation, even in the margins where the state largely 
remains physically absent. For example has Carvalho expressed how there 
remains “little understanding of how a multitude of individuals—often with 
crisscrossing patterns of (multiple) allegiances—became the unified and 
homogeneous group of political subjects of the state” (Carvalho 2016: 60). 
Rural Somaliland offers a privileged site for the exploration of such exact 
processes.  Indeed, the case study of Xarun provided insights into a process 
of centralizing people in an “uncentralized society” (Lewis 1961: 3). 
     While this study fully recognizes that Somaliland is a polity of great 
unevenness in terms of gender equality, the study backs up the claims mainly 
put forward by Ingiriis and Hoehne that the role of women have shifted over 
the years, yet their social status remains low, “particularly in the more rural 
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settings despite [their] tremendous engagement for improving the Somali 
condition” (Ingiriis and Hoehne: 328). But what both Walls (2011) and 
Ingiriis and Hoehne suggest is that “women in Somali society are frequently 
active ‘behind the scenes’; this makes their roles more difficult to assess” 
(Ingiriis and Hoehne 2013: 314). This is why the terminology of 
undercurrents was introduced: it helped to illustrate those dynamics that are 
immediately unobservable but have great effect on wider political processes. 
The specific contribution that this study makes to the ‘behind the scenes’ 
argument, is by illustrating those active processes of verbalizing inequalities 
and also provides examples on how such discourse can translate into actions 
that have deep implications for state-formation processes. As such, women’s 
role in the rural margins is pivotal (Walls 2011), this study shows how. The 
prologue illustrates this well as it is the women who possess the power to 
bring the state to Sood. This is a key political achievement.  
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