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Diverse national and international efforts at rebuilding Somalia ever since its foundations 
collapsed in 1991 have registered but limited success. While the holding of major donor 
conferences and installation of Western-backed governments has evoked much hope and 
optimism time and again, the country in the Horn of Africa has remained the world’s 
“quintessential failed state.”1 In an attempt to steer Somalia out of conflict and fragility, 
national and international actors alike have sought to distil lessons from the past—an 
endeavor complicated by the fact that Somalia’s state history has allegedly been 
characterized by a seamless trajectory “From Tyranny to Anarchy.”2 Thus, the prevailing 
view holds that the breakdown of the 1990s constituted a logical consequence of the 
preceding authoritarian rule of the 1970s and 1980s, which is summarily dismissed as 
having marked the onset of state disintegration.3  

Building a functional state may thus seem to be a task that has yet to be invented by 
(or allegedly even for) the Somali people. However, discounting the rule of Mohamed 
Siyad Barre in its entirety and concluding that state making had not taken shape in Somalia 
to date fails to acknowledge historical realities as well as the initial successes and 
complexities of past attempts at state making. First, dismissing the military government of 
the 1970s and 1980s and its centralized structures of governance in their totality ignores 
the widely acknowledged fact that the Ogadeen War of 1977/78 constituted a watershed 
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for Somalia’s state trajectory,4 which hints at distinct developments in the pre-war as 
compared to the post-war era. Second, blaming Somalia’s post-1991 fate on the 
repercussions of Barre’s dictatorial rule is not only simplistic, but glosses over the fact that 
already the post-independence decade of the 1960s entailed seeds of state fragility and 
social fragmentation—sown, not least, during colonialism. Finally, normative assessments 
of central versus federal and democratic versus autocratic rule are problematic for 
confining the debate’s scope to different types of governance, which might not be the most 
vital variable in the state-making equation after all.  

This article argues that the early rule of Barre holds important lessons for state 
making, and furthermore proposes that the early to mid-1970s constituted the most 
promising state-making period in Somali history. Though not conforming to (neo-)liberal 
idea(l)s about governance and policy making, it was during this period that the country 
experienced increasing degrees of institutional and identity standardization, processes 
foundational to state and nation building, cum state making.5 Institutional standardization 
underlies state building and is conceived of as a process whereby a single set of “rules of 
the game”6 gains dominance within a given society—a condition in which all major role 
relationships are regularized by a preponderant organization. Likewise, identity 
standardization underlies nation building and is defined as a process whereby one common 
set of “rules of the mind”—sociocognitive elements such as language, social norms, or 
mental maps—becomes dominant within a politically defined population.  

This novel yet historically and theoretically rooted conceptual framework allows 
for an understanding of processes of state making and state breaking that shed new light on 
state-making trajectories. In contrast to neopluralist concepts that are normatively laden 
and focus primarily on different forms of governance, this prism focuses on particular 
processes that underlie state trajectories and reunites the long-divided concepts of state 
building and nation building. Moreover, the framework advances the debate on “hybrid 
political orders” 7  and “institutional multiplicity” 8  by depicting how the plurality of 
coexisting and competing rules is characteristic of state fragility—as evidenced by the 
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Somali state trajectory of the 1960s—and needs to be replaced by rule conformity and 
unity for state making to take root. Gaining a better understanding of whether and how the 
Somali state reached its “high tide” during the early to mid-1970s9 is not only crucial to 
shed further light on prevailing debates about state fragility and resilience, but also carries 
essential implications for contemporary efforts to build a more stable and peaceful Somali 
state.  

This article is based on a critical re-reading of existing scholarship and the analysis 
of further secondary data on the Somalia of the late 1960s and early to mid-1970s through 
the prism of rule standardization. The information thus discerned was amended by 
interviews conducted during field research in Somalia/Somaliland between 2008 and 2011. 
While the primary data obtained through these interviews was triangulated, the possibility 
of these interviewees having exhibited a certain bias cannot be excluded entirely. Although 
the majority of interview partners acknowledged their own enthusiasm for Barre’s state-
building project back in the days, the receptivity of the wider society to these efforts 
cannot be determined conclusively.  

The article is organized as follows. Section one introduces the prism of rule 
standardization, revealing that progress or regression in state making does not hinge on 
particular types of governance, but is largely dependent on creating predictable rule 
frameworks by enforcing common rule systems. Section two sets the empirical stage by 
briefly outlining the state-making project of the civilian governments during the first post-
independence decade. Against this background, section three analyzes the state trajectory 
of the early to mid-1970s. Building on a historical analysis of state making in the 1960s,10 
this section depicts how the rule plurality that had surfaced in the preceding decade was 
abated in favor of increasing institutional and identity standardization, allowing for an 
assessment of Barre’s early state-making project that challenges commonly held positions. 
Although a number of sympathetic accounts of some of Barre’s policies can be found in 
the literature,11 there is a dearth of analytical investigations into the dictator’s state-making 
efforts in the early to mid-1970s—a gap this article aims to address. A conclusion 
summarizes the article’s main findings and reflects on their broader implications.  
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State Making as Rule Standardization12  
Subsequent to a period dominated by the Washington Consensus and its optimistic 
emphasis on the market, an incremental realization of the need for “Bringing the State 
Back In”13  emerged based on the general acknowledgement that the state plays an 
“extensive role in strengthening and safeguarding human capabilities.”14  Ever since, 
largely liberal ideas have guided the international community’s handbooks on how to 
supposedly “fix” fragile states.15 While the decade after 1991 saw attention focus on 
“weak,” “failed,” and “collapsed” states,16 the post-2001 era experienced a shift to the 
more programmatic issue of “state-building.”17 

As the 2000s drew to an end, concepts of “twilight institutions,”18 the “negotiated 
state,”19 and “hybrid political orders” (HPOs)20 heralded a further rethinking of the state 
and issues of governance in contexts of contested statehood. Despite the valuable 
contributions made by conceptualizations that put notions of hybridity and pluralism at 
center stage, they also exhibit important limitations. Among other things, they are 
conceptually limited to distinguish those HPOs that are constitutive of state making from 
those that are detrimental to it. Moreover, they remain captive to the neoliberal “diversity 
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myth,”21 according to which societal pluralism is a precondition for, rather than an 
outcome of past and present state development. 

Re-Conceptualizing Contested Statehood 
There are grounds to argue that state making is propelled more by developments that 
enhance degrees of unification, homogenization, or standardization than by policies geared 
toward strengthening liberal pluralism. Levene,22 for example, argues that states did not 
exist to promote diversity, but, “on the contrary, their role is to streamline, make 
homogeneous, organize people to be uniform in some sense.”23 Such thinking is broadly 
compatible with classical approaches to state building,24 all of which propose that the 
conflicting plurality of actors needs to be replaced with a “Principe” or “Leviathan,” who 
holds a monopoly of the legitimate means of physical violence.25 

Casting such reasoning in the language of new institutional economics,26 according 
to which institutions can be understood as “humanly devised, recognized and enforceable 
‘rules of the game’ that govern the behaviour, rights and obligations of two or more 
individuals by creating regularised role relationships,”27 state making appears as a process 
by which “institutional multiplicity” or the patchwork of “political orders” is replaced by a 
framework that dispenses with ambiguities emanating from the coexistence of diverse and 
competing sets of “rules of the game.” Whether such standardization is achieved by 
introducing new institutions in addition to or in lieu of existing ones, or by altering the 
prevailing institutional framework by means of establishing hierarchies—which can be 
conceived of as institutions by other means as they, too, contribute to reducing 
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uncertainty28—is secondary; what is key is that the same institutions are broadcasted and 
enforced among a given population.  

Interestingly, it is in this line of thought that fragile and contested states have—
despite the celebration of pluralism—come to be understood as “places in which diverse 
and competing claims to power and logics of order co-exist, overlap and intertwine,”29 
allowing actors to “[switch] strategically from one institutional universe to another.”30 If 
this characterization of fragile states is correct, then their very quality defies the larger 
purpose of institutions, namely to “reduce uncertainty.”31 In order to overcome such 
institutional insecurity, the “hybridity” of “political orders” or multiplicity of institutions 
logically needs to give way to the enforcement of an authoritative set of “rules of the 
game” and “rules of the mind.” Thus, it is the standardization and hierarchization, rather 
than pluralization and equalization of rules that apparently lies at the heart of state 
consolidation. 

“Bringing the Nation Back In” 
The scholarship’s ubiquitous focus on institutions glosses over another critical aspect of 
state making: identities in general, and the nation in particular. Yet, given inherent links 
between the state and society,32 “simply putting in place the formal rules is a recipe for 
disappointment, not to say disaster.”33 Consequently, Lemay-Hébert correctly argues that 
the process of (re)building states cannot be effective, if focusing on state institutions alone, 
but that it also needs to take sociopolitical aspects into account.34 As “the creation of 
institutions has concrete repercussions on the nature of the socio-political cohesion,”35 
state building and nation building are anything but “opposing forces.”36 Rather, they are 
dialectic processes, leading us to propose in a manner analogous to the dictum of Evans, 
Rueschmeyer, and Skocpol on the state, the need of “bringing the nation back in.”37 

As shown elsewhere,38 nation building can be understood in similar terms as state 
building; a process in which a common, state-related identity comes to be shared by a 
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territorially defined population. This process can be nurtured by spreading and 
standardizing existing sociocognitive elements (e.g., by declaring one vernacular as the 
official language) or by introducing a new set of “rules of the mind” across the whole 
population (e.g., by announcing a political ideology). That nation building is eventually 
about the standardization of social and/or cognitive patterns is the theme underlying 
numerous accounts of nationalism. Whether brought about by linguistic unification,39 
media and education, 40  industrialization, 41  urbanization, 42  or warfare, 43  the common 
denominator of these accounts of nationalism lies in the convergence of a society’s “rules 
of the mind,” i.e., identity standardization.44  

While Ottaway warns that “[a]ttempts at ‘homogenising’ a state from an ethnic 
perspective are not appropriate,”45 Conversi46 and Levene47 argue that “homogenization” 
played a central role in nation building. Connor, for another, even understands a nation to 
be a “social group that shares […] a sense of homogeneity.”48 Just as “[t]he powerful 
influence of myths, superstitions, and religions in shaping early societies came from their 
role in establishing order and conformity,” so nationalism to this day is “a major force in 
reducing the costs of maintaining order.”49 

Therefore, it has to be acknowledged that with regard to aspects of ethnicity, for 
example, the process of “homogenizing” necessitates neither the cleansing of ethnic 
minorities, nor cleaning the minorities of their ethnicity. In fact, such efforts can seriously 
backfire on state-making projects, as they are likely to elicit an affirmation of subnational 
identities, rather than allowing for the construction of an overarching identity. While the 
elimination of ethnic, religious, and other minorities has historically constituted a common 
means to arrive at institutional and identity standardization, the latter has also frequently 
resulted from adding another, overarching set of “rules of the mind,” such as a national 
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identity, to a society’s identity framework. Such a procedure could not only counter a 
society’s potentially perceived need for ethnic standardization—a process likely to be 
violent due to the rather rigid and exclusionary nature of ethnic identities50—but could also 
provide the basis for a better social integration of ethnic minorities.  

Advancing Somali State Making in the Early to Mid-1970s  

Fragility Sets the Stage 
Five days after the assassination of Somali President Abdirashid Ali Shermarke, the army 
carried out a bloodless coup d’état on 21 October 1969. Having occupied strategic 
locations within Mogadishu, coup leader Mohamed Siyad Barre immediately moved to 
dissolve the institutions of civilian government. 51 While he suspended the National 
Assembly and the Supreme Court, abolished all political parties, and abrogated the 
constitution within hours of the coup, Barre announced the drafting of a new constitution 
and the ruling of the country by decree in the interim. Subsequent months saw the creation 
of an “institutional tabula rasa,”52 followed by several institutional and administrative 
alterations,53 seeing the population benefitting from “improved economic performance, 
expanding social services and a better culture of governance.”54 

Indeed, the military take over marked a decisive turn in Somali state development. 
The most fundamental change was in the trajectory of prevailing rule frameworks, which 
was characterized by a switch from institutional and identity plurality to a process that 
registered a standardization of dominant “rules of the game” and “rules of the mind.” 
While scholars had described Somalia as being marked by ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and 
religious homogeneity in the years around and subsequent to independence in 1960,55 
suggesting that Somalis formed one of the rare true nations on sub-Saharan African soil,56 
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this claim was not supported by the underlying institutional plurality. This plurality, which 
had partly been inherited from colonialism, constituted a significant obstacle to state 
making.57  

While the Ise Somalis residing in French Somalia (today’s Djibouti) shared a 
political vision distinct from the ones of other Somali communities,58 Ogaden Somalis 
moulded an identity of their own given the different institutions they had been subjected to 
under Ethiopian rule.59 But also within the newly formed Somali Republic, institutional 
and identity fragmentation prevailed as the two territories differed in administrative, legal, 
fiscal, and linguistic terms, among others.60 The fact that the 1960s also witnessed 
increasing social stratification based on urban-rural, regional, and linguistic differentials,61 
and that Somali society developed into a “semi-anarchy” of clan-based camps further 
indicates how the 1960s were marked by a pluralization rather than standardization of 
rules.62 This “disorder that had discredited and deadlocked the previous parliamentary 
system” stood in stark contrast with the “order that the military brought to Somali 
politics.”63 

Streamlining the Administration: Setting the Conditions for Rule Standardization  
With the take over of the military government, administrative structures experienced a 
significant boost and reorganization. At the central level, Barre replaced the cabinet and 
the National Assembly with the Supreme Revolutionary Council (SRC), which consisted 
of twenty-five high-ranking members of the security forces and ruled, in the form of an 
executive committee, along the institutional and ideological framework set out in the First 
Charter of the Revolution of 1969. The SRC was complemented by a subordinate Council 
of the Secretaries of State, which was composed of fourteen mainly civilian secretaries 
who were responsible for the day-to-day government operations. 64  While the SRC 
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commissioner Major-General Jama Ali Korshel, who was put in charge of Internal Affairs in addition to 
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“embarked on an energetic revitalization of the country’s government, economy and social 
services,”65 the organizational alterations were mirrored on lower administrative echelons.  

The regional governors and district commissioners, which had formally existed 
under civilian rule,66 were replaced with regional and district revolutionary councils.67 
According to law no. 9 on local government reform of 9 August 1972, “[l]ocal councils, 
composed of military administrators and representatives appointed by the SRC, were 
established under the Ministry of Interior at the regional, district, and village levels to 
advise the government on local conditions and to expedite its directives.”68 Whether these 
administrative alterations were designed to provide “control of the masses”69 or rather 
constituted a genuine attempt to bring governance closer to the people,70 they considerably 
enhanced the administrative penetration of Somali society,71 thereby laying the grounds for 
implementing common rule systems throughout society within the state territory.  

Yet, the administrative restructuring was not only geared at boosting those sets of 
institutions and identities devised by the central government, but also helped to counter 
alternative rule frameworks such as the clan. With the decentralization law of 1974, the 
eight regions and forty-seven districts that had existed during civilian rule were 
reconstituted to fifteen regions and seventy-eight districts.72 The new regions and districts 
were designed in such a way as to cut across traditional clan boundaries and were, where 
necessary, renamed so as to exclude tribal or clan names, placing emphasis instead on the 
settlement (digmo) as the basic unit of association and identification in an effort to 
extirpate lingering lineage loyalties. 73  Thus, this territorial reorganization directly 
confronted the institutions and identity of clan.  
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Similarly, the Somali Land Law of 1975 can be understood as a measure to 
standardize administrative practice. Introduced in an attempt to regulate Somalia’s 
agricultural economy, the law was “designed to legislate land allocation and legalize 
inherited claims by a registering process.” 74  This measure challenged customary 
institutions of inheritance and land allocation, seeking to abolish customary ownership in 
rural areas, 75  and withdrew those traditional authorities charged with adjudicating 
customary land tenure cases the economic basis to maintain their set of rules and, thus, 
power. Instead, the state established itself at the pinnacle of rule making and attempted to 
broadcast uniform rules across the territory. This theme of shifting rule-making powers 
from the sphere of kinship/clan to the state is one to which we shall return shortly.  

Given that “[t]he military, both before and after the coup, has respected lines of 
authority, and its members have adhered closely to their rôles,”76 the militarization of the 
administrative apparatus served the important function of making it more effective and 
efficient.77 Furthermore, it provided the state with so much control over the population that 
even skirmishes among Somali nomads in the hinterland were effectively stopped and 
disputants were coerced to bring their conflict to the central government. 78  Lewis 
emphasizes that “[t]he command structure of the Somali army thus forms the backbone of 
the state,” 79  and Compagnon observes that, by the mid-1970s, the administrative 
architecture reflected the tight control that the SRC maintained on all levels of 
administration via its military intermediary.80 

The immediate “battle for the renewal of the administration”81 enabled the SRC to 
transmit its power throughout the country.82 Consequently, different observers spoke of a 
“bureaucratization of public life”83 and a “fantastic expansion of the bureaucracy,”84 which 
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“brought about internal discipline.”85 The resulting standardization of institutions was 
enhanced by changed recruitment patterns for administrative personnel. Civil servants 
were now nominated on meritocratic rather than clan parameters86 and the civilian 
administrators of the previous government were either replaced by young police and army 
officers,87 or required to undergo military training and political education, as ideological 
conviction was considered “an indispensable quality.”88 As “those found to be incompetent 
or politically unreliable were fired,”89 the state machinery soon comprised a unified class 
of administrative technocrats with military obedience.90 Coupled with the expansion of the 
civil service,91 rule standardization could be realized on a broad level. 

Challenging Alternative Rule Systems: Confronting Clannism 
The reorganization of the administrative architecture had been carried on a flood of anti-
tribalism and anti-nepotism, 92  as the aforementioned Somali Land Law of 1975 
exemplifies. Aiming to eradicate “the divisive force of tribalism and clan rivalry”93 and to 
arrest trends of social stratification,94 the military government embarked on a “war on 
tribalism.”95 Interestingly, this was anything but a novel policy to Somali people, as the 
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civilian governments of the 1960s and the nationalist parties prior to that had also sought to 
eliminate clannism in pursuit of unity.96 Just as was the case for previous elites, the 
military dictatorship “saw the destruction of tribal society as a necessary step toward the 
creation of a new social, political, and economic order based on ‘scientific socialism.’”97 
Compared to his predecessors, however, Barre progressed further in this endeavor, at least 
in the medium term.  

Condemning “tribalism” as the “most serious impediment to national unity,”98 
Barre stated in a menacing address to regional judges that:  

[t]ribalism and nationalism cannot go hand in hand.… It is unfortunate that our 
nation is rather too clannish; if all Somalis are to go to Hell, tribalism will be their 
vehicle to reach there.99  

The dictator thus banned the use of specific terms that carried a clannish connotation, 
replacing, for example, the traditional Somali term of address “cousin” (ina’adeer) with the 
socialist notion “comrade” (jaalle) and renaming local lineage headmen (akils) “peace-
seekers” (nabad-doon).100 Moreover, “[t]he legal and political functions of clan elders, the 
aqils, were placed under increased state control.”101 This was evidenced in the fact that the 
establishment of the Regional Courts of Appeal on 11 March 1971 was accompanied by a 
Supreme Court ruling that sharia practitioners and akils could not represent litigants in the 
Supreme Court,102 thereby clearly undermining clan institutions. Furthermore, the dictator 
confronted clannism by decreeing that social events were to be held in the orientation 
centers, rather than within the traditional context of clan families. This effectively put 
social interaction under the purview of the state, rather than the clan, thereby strengthening 
the former at the expense of the latter. Barre’s repression of the clan also entailed the 
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replacement of traditional blood compensation (diya) given by one clan to another by the 
death sentence for the perpetrator in cases of murder.103 

A central tool to boost the state’s new rule framework while simultaneously 
repressing competing sources of institution making and identity formation lay in 
“orientation centres,” which were established in every permanent settlement throughout the 
country.104  These “indoctrination centres”105  were the loci where public lectures on 
“scientific socialism” were held, and where also other social events that had originally 
taken place in the traditional framework of the clan, such as weddings and funerals, were 
hosted. Consequently Dool argues that “[t]he centres penetrated into the heart of the 
society,”106 not least as the nomadic population was encouraged “to regard the orientation 
centre at a regularly frequented water point as the hub of social and political activities.”107 

The orientation centers “were reinforced by other agencies which checked 
deviations from official policy.”108 Prominent amongst these were the National Security 
Service, founded on 3 January 1970, and the National Security Courts, established on 15 
February 1970, which jointly dealt with a wide range of “political” offences including 
nepotism and tribalism, as well as with such charges as “lack of revolutionary zeal” and 
treason.109 The internalization of revolutionary fervor was further assured by members of 
the people’s vigilantes, called the “Victory Pioneers” who were mainly recruited from 
amongst the unemployed.110 Soon after its formation in the summer of 1972, this organ 
counted some 20,000 members and was feared among the population, as it collaborated 
closely with the revolutionary councils that could—according to decree no. 1 of 10 January 
1970—arrest anyone suspected of subverting the revolutionary government.111  

The national campaign against tribalism culminated in early 1971, when effigies 
representing tribalism, corruption, nepotism, and misrule were symbolically burnt or 
buried in the Republic’s main centers. 112  As “[t]he intense clan factionalism that 
characterised the political life at the end of the 1960s was still fresh in memory,”113 the 
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population largely welcomed the rigorous policy,114 and “Somali nationalism had reached 
its peak.”115 No matter if motivated by a broader ideological vision or a personal agenda 
for political survival,116 the displacement of plural (clan) identities with a singular (state) 
identity contributed to identity standardization. 

From Rule Control to Thought Control: Boosting National Identity 
The “war on tribalism” Barre had declared early on was destined to “create a stable sense 
of national identity,”117  and was substantiated with a “crash programme of nation-
building.”118  On the first anniversary of the revolution on 21 October 1970, Barre 
announced “scientific socialism” as the country’s official and overarching ideology. While 
the civilian governments had played the non-alignment card during the Cold War, Barre 
“adopted “Scientific Socialism” to unite the nation and eradicate its ancient clan 
divisions.”119 Succinctly, this was stated in the slogan “tribalism divides where Socialism 
unites.”120 Whether “scientific socialism” was “a political instrument to repress the civil 
rights and freedom of the citizens,”121 or constituted more a “bluff” than a “good hand,”122 
this ideology, which “mobilized and excited Somali citizens,”123 aided in the creation of a 
unified framework of “rules of the game” and “rules of the mind.”124 

The objective to create common identity markers and dispense with divisive 
differences among Somalis—particularly between those communities that had been 
subjected to distinct colonial rule—also undergirded the long-desired introduction of a 
Somali script. While the linguistic legacies had challenged post-independence unification 
in important ways,125 civilian governments had been unable to resolve this issue. As the 
Somali language was “the most powerful sign of their nationality”126 and played “a crucial 
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role in the formulation of Somali identity,”127 it came to be a key criteria for Somali 
citizenship.128 In line with the proposition that Somalis constituted not only a “nation in 
search of a state”,129 but also a “nation of poets in search of an alphabet”,130 the leadership 
realized the importance of not only being able to speak but also read and write the same 
language.131 Hence, on the third anniversary of the revolution, Barre announced the SRC’s 
decision to utilize Roman characters for writing Somali and, in a speech on 8 March 1974, 
postulated that alphabetization “will be the weapon to eradicate social balkanization and 
fragmentation into tribes and sects. It will bring about an absolute unity.”132  

And, indeed, “[t]he conscious attempt to link nationalist sentiment and 
modernization by creating an “imagined community” of people who could speak, read, and 
write the same language could not be more clear.”133 Once the Somali script was adopted, 
replacing English, Italian, and Arabic as the official tongues, the government wasted no 
time in introducing its blanket implementation within the administration134 and in all 
schools.135 Partly due to the introduction of a common script and the fact that “[b]ooks on 
every subject were immediately translated into Somali and introduced into the schools with 
military precision,”136 Somalia acquired, for the first time in its history, a “standardized 
educational system.”137 The latter was further homogenized with law no. 61 of 23 July 
1972, which ruled that all private schools were to be integrated into the public system.138 
Barre abolished school fees in 1971 and “as a result of the new emphasis on literacy and 
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language, new schools were built, even in some of the most remote areas,”139 increasing 
levels of education.140 

Six months after Barre’s announcement introducing a common script, a National 
Literacy Campaign was launched on 8 March 1973. Both the Urban Literacy Campaign 
(1973/74) and the Rural Development and Literacy Campaign (1974/75) were considered 
“highly successful”141; they boosted adult literacy rates from 7–10 percent in the late 
1960s to 60–65 percent a decade later.142 Another aspect of this success could be found in 
the political realm. According to Laitin  

The new rulers have not faced regional fission, and their use of authoritarian 
control only partly explains why they have not. Their attempt to build a Somali 
nationality in the Somali language rather than one in the English language is, it 
seems to me, part of that explanation. Somalia’s regions were united on a domestic 
issue, and common external enemies were no longer necessary to maintain Somali 
unity.143 

Similarly, Lewis proposes that the “literacy campaign has quickened sentiments of national 
identity and self-awareness.”144  

One of the changes the introduction of the Somali script and literacy campaign 
entailed concerned the media landscape as the Barre government sought to disseminate its 
ideology. The availability of a Somali script implied that the foreign language newspapers 
were subjected to competition—competition that the authoritarian political climate quickly 
decided in favor of Somali newspapers. In fact, the two daily newspapers at that time, the 
Arabic Najmat October and the Italian Stella d’Ottobre, and the weekly English paper 
Dawn, closed down on 21 January 1973, being replaced with the government’s daily 
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newspaper Xiddigta Oktoobar (October Star). 145  The latter not only provided the 
population with news, the latest achievements of the government, and information about 
“scientific socialism,” but also supplied its readers with a “thought for the day” in general 
pursuit of ideological hegemony.146  

Furthermore, Barre vastly increased radio propaganda.147 During the 1970s, a 
network of loudspeakers was installed in every city quarter and each orientation center, 
diffusing the song Guulwaadde Siyaad, which opened and closed the daily radio 
transmissions. This song, which was part of Barre’s personal cult and had started being 
broadcasted in 1971, was listened to and sung by civil servants, pupils, urban blue-collar 
workers, and others at least once a day.148 With the exception of the Somali Service of the 
British Broadcasting Corporation, the state had a “monopoly of the media of 
communication, and plays, songs and poems were widely used to convey the message of 
the revolution to the illiterate masses.”149  While the International Center for Public 
Enterprise in Developing Countries (ICPE) 150  judged that Somalia’s communication 
outside the main cities remained “primitive” even during the reign of the military 
government, Markakis assesses that the Public Relations Office “grew octopus-like into a 
multifaceted organisation whose tentacles reached every corner of Somali society.”151 

A State Marked by Rule Standardization 
The years prior to the Ogadeen War have frequently been described as “successful.”152 
While Omar justifies this judgement with reference to the country’s “enhanced image 
abroad,” there are good reasons to argue that some progress was also achieved on an 
internal level. Viewed through the rule standardization prism, the early to mid-1970s were 
characterized by the standardization of an authoritative set of “rules of the game” and 
“rules of the mind.” In this sense, other observers considered that “Barre elicited a higher 
degree of societal cohesion in Somalia than had previously existed,”153 and that “[w]e may 
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take the years 1974–76 as the high tide of the Somali state system.”154 Having used strong 
state organs to build nationalism,155 the Somali state appeared to have reached—despite 
certain shortcomings—an unprecedented level of standardization of its institutions and 
identity systems.  

Quite in contrast to civilian rule, which had largely witnessed a fragmentation of 
“rules of the game” and “rules of the mind,” military reign brought about a process of 
institutional and identity standardization. While alternative rule systems were either 
banned (clan), co-opted (regional), or subdued (religious), the state’s rules were broadcast 
through an elaborate administrative infrastructure and with military precision. Hence, the 
argument that the Somali “state collapse” started with the drift towards one party rule in 
1969156 appears to be unjustified. Similarly, and in light of the fact that the military take 
over enjoyed popular support during the early years,157 also the proposition that Barre’s 
government was, from 1970 onward, only concerned with political survival,158 can be 
scrutinized.  

Yet, while rule standardization had significantly increased during Barre’s early 
reign, numerous “building sites” remained. One example can be found in the clan with its 
long-established institutions and identity systems, which still played an important role in 
society.159 Hence, Gorman points out that “[t]here were still clan differences, especially 
among the nomadic sections of the population, and there was still some resistance to the 
assertion of central and hierarchical governmental authority over the highly individualistic 
Somali.”160 Another, antithetic building site lay with the Somali Revolutionary Socialist 
Party (SRSP), an organization without roots in history, which failed to instil significant 
participation of the population in the fortunes of the state.161 Also other policies designed 
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to enhance state control failed, thus missing out on enhancing levels of standardization 
even further. 

From the mid-1970s onward, some policies not only failed, but initiated a reduction 
of levels of standardization. One of these was the introduction of the Family Law of 1975. 
In a speech to mark the United Nations’ (UN) decision to make 1975 a year to improve the 
place of women in society, on 11 January 1975 Barre announced that the inheritance law 
was to be extended to female members of society,162  thus meddling with religious 
institutions. While most religious leaders did not rebuff the law, “some traditionalist 
religious leaders in the north [saw it] as further evidence of their belief that the SRC was 
trying to undermine the old structure of Islamic society.”163 Although none of the Somali 
Islamist movements164 was strong enough to credibly challenge the rule of Barre,165 ten of 
the religious leaders were sentenced to death.166 The government’s rash response shocked 
many Somalis and the incident served to radicalize Islamic groups in Somalia, some of 
whom were to resurface in new Islamic movements in the civil war three decades later.167 
As Abdullahi has it, this clash between the military government and religious leaders 
gradually led the two forces of Islamism and clannism to “unite in favour of regime 
change.”168 By the mid-1970s, further divisions emerged, leading to a renewed corrosion 
of common rule frameworks.  

Conclusion  
Unable to perpetuate processes of rule standardization, the military state-making endeavor 
ultimately faltered just as had been the case for the civilian state-making projects both 
prior and subsequent to it. Rather than undermining the validity of the rule standardization 
prism, this development points to the fact that processes of rule standardization are not 
immune against regression, and that state making occurs along a continuum, rather than in 
linear steps. In contrast to the state-making project of the 1960s, however, which had failed 
to overcome the rule plurality inherited from colonialism, the state-making endeavor of the 
early to mid-1970s was characterized by increasing institutional unification and identity 
cohesion. As Laitin has it, “the emergent social stratification based on urban-rural, 
regional, and linguistic differentials that became recognizable by the late 1960s was 
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discarded by the military government.”169 Thus, rather than being solely marked by 
processes of “state collapse,”170 Barre’s early rule brought about an enhancement of state 
making. By means of rendering state administration more effective, challenging alternative 
rule systems such as the clan, boosting an overarching ideology and, thus, common 
political identity, and providing and enforcing common institutions, Barre propelled state 
and nation building in Somalia, which “experienced for the first time the establishment of 
an efficient state.”171 

The common argument that the differences in state trajectories stemmed from 
divergent institutions and policies172 can be scrutinized on the basis that there has been a 
considerable continuity with regard to the policy objectives and concomitant rules from the 
civilian to the military leadership. Both the civilian and military government(s), for 
example, aspired to acquit themselves of clannism and had a similar take on traditional 
authorities, tried to ensure a particular clan balance, attempted more or less successfully to 
introduce a script for the Somali language, and tried to stimulate national sentiments.173 
Thus, it seems that the major difference between these two state-making endeavors in the 
1960s and 1970s lay less with different policy objectives or types of governance, but rather 
with the degree to which the respective leadership was successful in bringing about rule 
standardization. As Lewis remarks with regard to the policies of the military government: 
“These ambitions and slogans are not new; and dissatisfaction with the previous civilian 
leaders centred not on their aims, but on their failure to implement them effectively and 
sincerely.”174 

What the developments under Siyad Barre’s early rule also show, is that 
achievements in the spheres of state and nation building are not confined to liberal 
democracies. For what it is worth, the prism of rule standardization breaks with normative 
approaches to state making, revealing that even authoritarian African regimes can further 
state and nation building. Although treading such a path in pursuit of greater political 
stability might, for many reasons, not be desirable, this insight sheds important light on the 
currents underpinning state making. Thus, this article hopes to act as an important 
corrective to historical amnesia and normative bias, which have been catalyzed, for one, by 
the brutal policies of Siyad Barre’s rule of the late 1970s and 1980s, and dominant Western 
worldviews and policy paradigms on the other. While the dictatorial regime’s increasing 
brutality subsequent to the lost Ogadeen War against Ethiopia in 1978 prompted many 
observes to ignore or discredit the regime’s earlier accomplishments—especially with 
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regards to its efforts in building a unitary Somali state—such understandable, yet 
questionable comportment clouds a more apt analysis of the Somali state’s development.  

In light of these findings, the article acts as a corrective to the widely held 
proposition that the success or failure of state-making endeavors depends on particular 
policies or forms of governance. While these are certainly of importance and while 
relevant debates should not be discarded, the analysis of Somali state-making trajectories 
of the 1960s and 1970s shows that, after all, such discussions might not be the most 
important ones to be had. Under the condition that the standardization of “rules of the 
game” and “rules of the mind” is indicative of state making, it might be more salient to 
think about means to allow for rule standardization processes to take place. Against this 
backdrop, I hope that this article’s proposition that Siyad Barre went further than any other 
Somali leader in attempting to lay the foundations for a strong (and unitary) Somali state 
provokes productive debate that helps to overcome historical amnesia and normative bias, 
and contributes to future attempts at reconstructing the Somali state.  

 

 


