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What Somalia’s post-colonial political trends 
can tell us about peace-making challenges  
By Liban Ahmad

Twenty  years ago a dictatorial government of Somalia was overthrown by a group of clan-based 

opposition groups. The ouster of the regime precipitated collapse of a central government and  re-
sulted in the emergence of many trends such as warlordism, piracy, semi-automatons administra-
tions, secession and Islamist  organisations.  warlordism   caused the famine in 1991 and prolonged 
the suffering of Somalis. All efforts to set up a central government  an authority to rule Somalia 
Transitional federal  Government and  Transitional Federal Parliament  protected by African peace-
keeping forces , are based in Mogadishu,  also a base for TFG’s  enemy, Harakat al-Shabaab al-
Mujahideen,  which rules three fourth of Southern and south-central Somalia.  The TFG is recognised 
as the legitimate government of Somalia. It is the second transitional administration formed since 
2000. Twenty years after the collapse of central government, Somalia political problems are as pro-
tracted   as they were more than 15 years ago. Recent debates on Somalia have revolved around the  
type of government  Somalis need to reconstitute an effective and “reconstructive” state. 

Why are Somalis finding  it hard  to reconstitute a state despite  two major reconciliation conferences 
held in 2000 and 2004 out of which two successive transitional administrations emerged? The an-
swer to this question lies partly in the three epochal changes in Somalia’s  post-colonial history and 
partly in post-1991 political trends. 
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On July  1 1960 Somalis of the Ex-British  Somaliland and Somalis of ex-Italian Somaliland united to 
from the Republic of Somalia. It was a vote  for change. In October 1969  members of the Somalia’s 
first democratically elected  parliament   failed to agree on who was to be appointed a new president 
after president Abdirashid Ali Sharmarke  was assassinated in Las Anod; bickering over succession 
prompted the military to  overthrow the civilian government on October 21 1969 in a bloodless 
coup.  Somalis supported  the new regime   although it abolished political parties and denied Soma-
lis the right to political freedoms they had taken for granted under a  civilian rule.   In 1978 the first 
armed opposition  movement was formed. Somali National Movement, United Somali Congress and  
Somali Patriotic  Movement,  followed in the footsteps of the first opposition group . They shared 
one goal : to overthrow a brutal  military dictatorship. 

Somalis’  capacity  to reconcile  their political differences was adversely affected  by political  trends 
that have made reconciliation   efforts more ineffectual at the national level.  Before the collapse of 
the state in 1991 there were  three major political  trends, two of which were on the same side  politi-
cally  against the third trend: the opposition  groups   and the Manifesto Movement were on one 
side against the military regime.  The clan-based opposition groups’ approach to toppling the mili-
tary dictatorship was flawed but they were successful in making the case for taking up arms against 
the  regime  as militias  of the clans of the opposition groups  had volunteered to join the armed op-
position groups   based in and outside Somalia.    

After the overthrow of the regime  opposition groups in the south     metamorphosed into warlord 
militias.  In ‘Somaliland’, a unilateral secession was declared in 1991.  In 1990s there were other po-
litical, humanitarian and security  trends in Somalia such as the famine in southern regions  and the 
subsequent  US-led humanitarian intervention in 1992. In what is now known as Puntland an semi-
autonomous administration was set up in 1998; two other  administrations—Galmudug and Ximan 
iyo Xeeb were formed in Mudug and Galguduud  regions . A transitional administration 
(Transitional National Government)  was formed  in 2000 after a reconciliation conference in Dji-
bouti. It was replaced by another transitional  administration ( Transitional Federal Government) in 
2004  after a reconciliation  conference had been held in Kenya.

I have  identified fourteen   of the post-1991 trends.   Some  of these trends , such as warlordism, are 
no longer ongoing, but they paved the way for other trends: the emergence  of Islamist organisations  
such  as the former Union of Islamic Courts and its successor, Harakat al-Shabaab al-Mujahideen, for 
example.    The duration of each trend, quantified in years, along with the political era in which the 
trend has been/ was ongoing have been  taken  into account. Armed opposition groups , the Mani-
festo Group and the military regime (1969-1991)  were three trends of the same political era. Dura-
tion of trends of   each political era were added together. 
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Table 1.0: Classification of trends into duration and status 

Pre-1991 trends ( i.e. 1969-1991)   were,  in total,  ongoing,    for 35 years whereas  the total years of 
post-1991 trends,  made up of ongoing  trends and trends  that ceased to exist, is  83 years. (see ta-
ble 1.0 and  chart.1.0).

Continued on page 4

Trend Duration (in years) Status

Military regime
21 (1969-1991) ceased

Armed Opposition 
Groups

13 (1978-1991) ceased

Manifesto Group
1 (1990-1991) ceased

Warlordism 15 (1991-2006) ceased
Somaliland (secession) 19 (from May 1991) ongoing
Puntland 12 ( from August 1998) ongoing
Galmudug 4 (from 2006) ongoing
Ximan iyo Xeeb 2 (from 2008) ongoing
Islamist organisations 4 (from 2006) ongoing
Piracy 5 (from 2005) ongoing
UNOSOM 2 (1993-1995) ceased
Famine 1 ( 1992) ceased
Transitional National 
Government 

4 (2000-2004) ceased

Transitional Federal 
Government 

6 (  from 2004) ongoing

Alliance for the Relib-
eration of Somalia

3 (from 2007) ongoing

Rahanweyn Resistance 
Army

2 (from 1999-2001) ceased

Sool, Sanaag and Cayn 
Leadership Council

1 ( from 2009) ongoing

Ethiopia's intervention 2 (2006-2009) ceased
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Chart 1.1: Comparison of trends quantified in years 

Somalis need a political change but the type of political change Somalis need is not known. Poli-
ticians involved in the ongoing trends have vested interested in wielding  political   influence. 
This makes the process of reconciliation more challenging because  Somalis have been over-
whelmed by political trends and conflicting political agendas. Since the same, failed  post-
colonial political elites are still politically influential, it is difficult  to sell a narrative of political 
change to Somalis who seem to prefer the status quo to  a change for the worse.  
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