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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation reconstructs the settlement of the Middle 

Jubba Valley of Somalia by ex-slaves, their descendents, 

and other Somalis· from 1850 to the present. It is an 

historical study of the construction of a social identity 

of the Jubba Valley agriculturalist population, and of the 

evolution of land tenure and land use patterns in the 

mid-valley. In examining the effects on valley farmers of 

new land tenure laws requiring registration of land, it 

shows how power dynamics are integral to the working of 

land tenure systems. 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS USED IN THE TEXT 

addoon 

banaan 

bilis 

darab 

doonk 

dhasheeg 

Gu 

jareer 
(tiin jareer) 

jiimo 

Jilaal 

jileec 
(tiin jileec) 

ku tirsan 

slave 

open, grassy area; grassy plain. 

Used to describe non-low caste ethnic 
Somalis, sometimes glossed as "noble". 

A unit of land measurement equal to 
40 paces by 60 paces; 6 darabs are 
considered equal to about 1 hactare. 

The lighter rainy season, from October 
to December. 

blood money paid or received, usually 
collectively, for a crime committed. 

Inland, higher ground. 

An inland, low-lying area that 
collects and holds flood and rainwater 
for long period of time and is 
characterized by heavy black and/or 
red soils. 

The heavier rainy season, from April 
to June. 

Literally "hard-hairs", 
used to denote those considered of 
Bantu origin, such as the Gosha. 

Riverbank land. 

The hot, dry season, from December to 
April. 

Literally "soft-hairs", 
used to denote ethnic Somalis. 

Literally "leaning on". Used to 
describe an individual or group that 
has attached itself to another Somali 
clan. 



nabadoon 

quintal 

reer 

reer baydiya 

reer goleed 

saab 

she egad 

siimow 

Somali shillin 

Xagaa 

Historically, the man who was 
responsible for mediating village 
disputes and distributing land to 
villagers. This position has been 
replaced by the village council. 
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A large sack used to measure maize and 
sesame. One quintal of loose maize is 
equal to 100 kilos. One quintal of 
sesame is the same volume, but its 
weight is unknown. 

A term referring to a family or 
extended family or larger group united 
in some way through kinship ties. 

Literally, people of the bush. Used 
to refer to Somali nomads. 

Literally, people of the forest. Used 
to refer to settled villagers of the 
Gosha. 

Low-cast9 groups. 

An affiliation to a Somali clan other 
than one's clan of origin. 

Used to describe areas where the river 
water percolates up through the soil, 
which sometimes causes an area to 
become swampy. 

(So. Sh.): 100 So. Sh. = US$1.00 
(official rate during the period of 
field research). 

The coolest season in the south, from 
June to September. 



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

In contrast to the chiefdoms, empires, and states 

of historic Asia and pre-Columbian America, an image of 

traditional African societies as stateless and tribally 

based, with egalitarian access to resources, has been 

pervasive. Ethnographic reports characterizing African 

societies as stateless, or, at most, "primitive states" 

(Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940), combined with the 

enduring image of the acephelous segmentary lineage 

system provided in the classic studies of the Nuer 

(Evans-Pritchard 1940) and Tallensi ,(Fortes 1945) helped 

fuel this perception of African societies as egalitarian 

and lacking stratification. 

The African country of Somalia (Figure 1.1) has 

been portrayed as an archetype of the stateless 

society. The aggressive egalitarianism of the 

segmentary lineage structure of Somali society is 

well-known from 1. M. Lewis' seminal work, A-Pastoral 

Democracy. This picture of social and political 

organization in Somalia, as with other studies of 

African countries, was created in isolation from the 

context of colonial rule. An analysis of traditional 

society - outside of colonial intervention - was usually 

the goal of the researcher in colonial Africa. 

17 
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with the end of the colonial era and the emergence 

of African states at independence, the ways in which 

colonialism fostered stratification and altered the 

political structure of traditional social groups has 

received a good deal of attention. The emergence of 

stratification with the state has become a topic of 

considerable research interest throughout Africa (see 

Berry 1989a, Lonsdale 1981 for general discussions). In 

some areas, stratification was a legacy of colonialism, 

such as when colonially drawn boundaries created 

minority groups within colonially-made new countries, or 

when a particular group was favored and left in power, 

to the exclusion of other groups, by the colonial 

government at independence. Somalia is somewhat unique 

in that colonial boundaries did not include other ethnic 

groups within the Somali state (although Somalis were 

left on the other side of the colonial boundaries in 

Kenya, Ethiopia, and French Somaliland, or Djibouti) . 

For this reason Somalia has been called the only true 

nation-state in Africa (Lonsdale 1981), not plagued by 

the destructive ethnic tensions found throughout 

post-colonial Africa (Lewis 1969). 

Despite its reputation as a supposedly 

IIhomogeneous ll nation, stratification has been emerging 

in Somalia with the development and growing power of the 

19 



state (see Samatar and Samatar 1987, Samatar 1989). 

Access to the state in contemporary Somalia has become 

an important avenue for using social prestige and power, 

and for obtaining access to resources of economic value, 

such as land and water. This dissertation is a study of 

how and why Jubba Valley farmers, called the Gosha, are 

being economically marginalized with the rising presence 

and strength of the Somali state. I will show how the 

contemporary process of the economic marginalization of 

the Gosha is rooted in the historic social position of 

the ancestors of the Gosha, and traditional forms of 

social power and dominance which have historically 

operated to subjugate the Gosha. These traditional 

forms of social power are being transformed into 

economic and political power with the development of the 

state. 

I went to Somalia to study the effects of the land 

tenure reform enacted in 1975 by the Government of the 

Somali Democratic Republic (GSDR). I lived in one of the 

most important agricultural areas of the country, the 

Middle Jubba Valley of southern Somalia (near BU'aale, 

see Figure 1.2), to study indigenous forms of land 

tenure and land use and to investigate the effects of 

the new land laws on Jubba Valley farmers. After 

arriving in the Valley, I quickly realized that the 

20 
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people among whom I was living were, as a group, 

considered by the rest of the country to be distinct and 

inferior due to their non-Somali origins. I had read in 

the literature that the people of the Jubba Valley, the 

Gosha, were ethnically different although culturally 

Somali, but scholars had only speculated as to their 

origin and no history had ever been written. A focus of 

my research became trying to uncover their history, 

partly as a way of seeking the roots of the ideology 

which categorized these people as inferior in Somali 

social cosmology. I found their history was a critical 

component in understanding their present status. 

The present status of the Gosha has significant 

implications for their access to resources. Whereas 

Somalia has historically been a country of pastoral 

nomads with little interest in permanent agriculture, 

Somalis are increasingly turning their attention to 

agriculture for a number of reasons:1 

First, the GSDR was placing great emphasis on 

developing the agricultural sector. since 1974, a 

primary objective of the GSDR has been to increase food 

1. These points are taken from Besteman and Roth 1988. 
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production and attain food self-sufficiency (Suleyman 

1985, Janzen 1983, Varotti 1983, Gunn 1987). Donor and 

government funds are being channeled into agricultural 

improvement projects, encouraging public awareness of 

and interest in potential economic return from 

agriculture. 

Second, investing in land may better preserve 

capital in a highly inflationary environment (over 46 

percent inflation per annum between 1980 and 1985) than 

other financial assets (Besteman and Roth 1988, Fadal et 

al. 1985). According to Roth (1988:5), financial assets 

in the form of bank deposits would have yielded a 31 

percent negative annual return in 1985, based on the 

World Bank's figure of a 14 percent nominal rate of 

interest on bank deposits. Furthermore, investors may 

be less willing to entrust their funds to banks 

following the banks' financial collapse in late 1987. 

Third, in 1983 Saudi Arabia imposed an import ban 

on live animals from Somalia. This ban, coming from the 

largest importer of Somalia's live animals, led to 

severe disruptions in the Somali economy (Dolley 1987) 

and encouraged investors to shift their attention away 

from livestock (Roth 1988). 

Fourth, the liberalization of grain prices and 

marketing since 1984 have increased returns to crop 
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agriculture. From 1971 to 1984, farmers were required by 

law (Law No. 51) to sell their crops to the state 

marketing organization, the Agricultural Development 

corporation (ADC). While ADC prices kept up with 

inflation until 1978, by 1984 the ADC purchase price for 

maize was 55 percent of the 1971 level in real terms 

(Holtzman 1987). Markets were liberalized in 1984, 

making sale to private, traders legal. As a result, 

open-market grain prices in 1984 soared to ten times the 

previously controlled prices paid by the ADC in 1983 

(von Boguslawski 1986), making agriculture more 

lucrative. 

The Middle Jubba area of Somalia is increasingly 

perceived as an area for future economic investment, 

drawing outside interests into the area. with 

increasing land scarcity and rising land costs in the 

more commercial areas of the Shabelle further north, 

economic incentives are shifting investors' attention to 

more remote, less exploited areas. In comparison with 

the Snabelle River Valley, the Jubba Valley has a 

relatively rich and unexploited base of land and water 

resources. 

The Jubba Valley has been identified as Somalia's 

"highest development priority" (ARD 1985 :'1). Proposed 

improvements are increasing investors' expectations of 
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economic opportunities in the region. The planned 

all-weather road between Jilib and Baardheere will ease 

transportation difficulties, thereby attracting 

in-migrant populations and reducing costs of marketing, 

and will generally better integrate the region into the 

national economy. The World Bank had proposed building 

a darn north of Baardheere, which would have been the 

second largest in Africa after the Aswan Darn. There were 

hopes that the proposed darn would improve flood and 

water control, decreasing losses to flooding and 

increasing opportunities for irrigation. 

The Land Law of 1975 introduced a title 

registration program which facilitated the acquisition 

of land in the Jubba Valley by non-residents. Across 

Africa, title registration has been implemented under 

the assumption that such programs are necessary for 

agricultural modernization and development. In keeping 

with the image of African societies as egalitarian and 

tribal, African land tenure systems were long thought to 

be "communal". Title registration, by encouraging 

individualization and removing communal controls over 

land, was seen as a necessary step in developing African 

agriculture. Land tenure has thus been envisaged as an 

economic institution, which can be altered according to 

economic principles (of the market) in order to obtain 
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economic results (more investment and capital 

intensification) 

In reality, title registration programs appear to 

have had an opposite effect in many African countries. 

Obtaining title to land has often worked to the benefit 

of urban elites and civil servants over rural dwellers, 

rural elites over rural commoners, men over women, and 

old over young. One of my arguments here will be that 

title registration in Somalia has facilitated the 

process of social stratification because rural Jubba 

Valley farmers, because of their social identity, are 

not able to access the state to obtain title. 

Power structures in contemporary African societies 

- much like other areas of thE world where this fact is 

more generally acknowledged - affect how resources get 

allocated, determining who gets right to what kinds of 

property. Perhaps issues of power in Africa have been 

somewhat overlooked due to the emphasis in anthropology 

on the egalitarian nature of African tribal society. The 

point I wish to bring out in this dissertation is that 

land tenure is fundamentally a social phenomenon. The 

social aspects of land tenure, by which I mean the fact 

that people get land by virtue of who they are as 

socially constituted ,persons in an African society, must 
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be understood and accounted for in any study of African 

agriculture. 

My point is thus that land tenure systems have as 

much to do with social relations as with agrarian 

ecology. An analysis of a land tenure system 

necessitates looking at who gets control over, use of 

and access to what kinds of land. The nature of one's 

rights in land is dependent on one's place in the social 

system, and on the dynamics of social relations. Social 

relations are a product of socially recognized and 

constructed identities. To really get at an 

understanding of a land tenure system and the nature of 

land tenure change, one must understand the social 

constructon and definition of identity. Furthermore, who 

gets access to resources may affect how those resources 

are used. In other words, land use can be analytically 

tied to land tenure by looking at the agricultural 

consequences of who is using the land. 

In what follows, I will develop understanding of 

the present social position of the Gosha by analysing 

the historic social construction of Gosha identity in 

Somali society. This history is critical to an 

understanding of how contemporary social relations are 

affecting access to resources in the Jubba Valley, to 
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the detriment of the Gosha, through the title 

registration program. 

POLITICAL HISTORY OF SOMALIA 

The political history of southern Somalia has been 

marked by changing administrations throughout the 

colonial and post-colonial periods. Prior to 1925, the 

British controlled the area west of the Jubba as part of 

the British East African Protectorate. British 

involvement in the Jubba area was limited to 

establishing peace between warring nomadic pastoral 

clans and having access to the port at Kismayo. Italians 

were granted control of the Benaadir ports of Mogadishu, 

Marka and Baraawa in 1891 through agreements with the 

Sultan of Zanzibar and the Imperial British East Africa 

Company (Hess 1966). The Benaadir coast, as far south as 

the Jubba River, was administered by Italian chartered 

companies, seeking to make a profit through trade, from 

1893 until 1905 (ibid.). The Italian government was 

forced to take direct authority over Italian holdings in 

Somalia in 1906 as a result of a nationwide scandal over 

the extent of slavery in the Benaadir. From 1905 until 

1923, all of southern Somalia was administered as an 

Italian colony under the name of Somalia Italiana 

(ibid.) (Figure 1.1). The British ceded the area west of 
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the Jubba (called the Oltre-Guiba) to the Italians in 

1925, thus expanding the area of the Italian colony. 

The Fascist Era of Italian colonial rule began in 

1923 and ended with the Second World War in 1941, when 

the Italians were defeated by the British in a number of 

battles in southern Somalia. From 1941 until 1949, the 

colony was administered by the British Military 

Administration. The united Nations placed Somalia under 

Italian trusteeship in 1950 in anticipation of 

independence in 1960. In 1960, formerly British northern 

Somalia and formerly Italian southern Somalia were 

united under one government as an independent country 

(see Lewis 1969). 

The liberal democratic government formed at 

independence grew increasing corrupt over the next 

decade, leading to its overthrow in a bloodless coup in 

October of 1969 (see Lewis 1980). A revolutionary 

government committed to an ideology of "scientific 

socialism" (see Laitin 1976, 1979, Samatar 1988) led by 

Major' General Siyad Barre was formed and controlled the 

country until its downfall in January 1991, after a 

prolonged civil war. An interim government has been 

formed since the overthrow of the Barre regime, but has 

yet to take control over the country, as inter-clan 
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rivalries and warfare continue to dominate national 

politics. 

ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION 

Chapter Two is a discussion of my research 

methodologies, including how I chose my field site. An 

explicit discussion of my technique for collecting and 

analysing oral histories is also included. Various 

notes containing important background information having 

to do with data collection are provided. 

Chapters Three and Four detail the history and 

social construction os identity of the Gosha. Together 

they constitute an analysis of the social position of 

the Gosha in contemporary Somali society. Chapter Three 

reconstructs the history of the Gosha, documenting their 

origins in slavery, their colonization of the Jubba 

Valley as fugitive slaves and their increasing 

incorporation into Somali society. Chapter Four 

discusses the roots of the ideology which classifies 

Gosha as inferior, addressing the symbolic significance 

of an inferior social identity. 

Chapters Five through Seven provide a detailed 

analysis of land tenure theory and land tenure dynamics 

in the Jubba Valley. Chapter Five is a comparative 

overview of the criticisms of customary tenure, the 

arguments in support of title registration programs, and 
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the effects of title registration elsewhere in Africa. 

Chapter six is a detailed analysis of customary land 

tenure and land use practices in the middle Jubba 

Valley. The effects of title registration on 

agriculture in the Valley is the basis for Chapter 

Seven. 

31 



FIELD SITE CHOICE 

CHAPTER TWO 

METHODS AND NOTES 

I chose the Middle Jubba Region, and Bu'aale District 

specifically, as the location for fieldwork because it is 

considered one of the most remote areas of the country (see 

Figures 2.1 and 2.2) and I thought it would provide the 

best opportunity to observe indigenous land tenure 

patterns. Bu'aale District (and indeed the Middle Jubba 

Region as a whole) appeared to be relatively 'untouched' by 

land speculators, relatively outside of the national market 

economy (although there are well develop~d avenues of trade 

between agriculturalists and pastoralists), and relatively 

unaffected by government policies and donor agency 

development interventions. In contrast, the Lower Jubba is 

relatively easily accessible by highway from Mogadishu, is 

more densely populated, and is the location for several 

large privately-run banana plantations and large state-run 

sugar and rice farms. The process of land expropriation is 

well underway, with several villages having lost all their 

farmland to outsiders or the state (Menkhaus 1989, Craven 

1989). The Gedo Region is also relatively easily 

accessible by highway and a graded gravel road. While 

population density is low and settlement dispersed, 
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FIGURE 2. 1: LOCATION OF MIDDLE JUBBA Rfl3ION 

River 

District 

Adapted from Ministry of National Planning, 1983, 
Somalia in Figures, MJgadishu. No scale. 
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agriculture is market oriented; onions are grown as a cash 

crop using diesel powered irrigation pumps (JESS 1989, 

Volume III). Furthermore, around 40 percent of the 

agricultural population of the Gedo Region live in the 

inundation zone of the proposed dam and were to be 

resettled downstream (ibid.). 

These factors, coupled with fieldworkers' reports that 

little displacement of smallholders by large farmers or 

speculators had occurred in the Middle Jubba (Riddell, 

personal communication, December 1986; Merryman, personal 

communication, January 1987), suggested access to land in 

much of the Middle Jubba Region was still organized along 

the lines of customary tenure. The Middle Jubba was perhaps 

the only agriculturally based area in the country where 

economic transformations and policy changes had not yet 

altered the social and economic organization of production 

to the extent found in the lower Jubba and Shabelle 

areas.1 The Middle Jubba thus offered an opportunity to 

study customary tenure as it existed in an area before land 

registration became dominant. 

In traditional ethnographic fashion, I chose to 

conduct fieldwork in one village in the Middle Jubba 

1. Additionally, Samatar (1989, 1988) writes about the 
transformation of agriculture in the relatively small 
farming area of the northwest. 
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Region.2 The village, Loc, was located within BU'aale 

District, 12 kilometers downriver from the regional and 

district capital of Bu'aale. With its population of 480 

to 500 people (around 83 households) Loc is one of the 

larger villages in the region. It used to be comprised of 

four separate villages, spaced several kilometers 

downstream from the present location. After a devastating 

flood in 1977, the GSDR resettled the four villages to the 

high ground of the present village to create an 

administrative center for the area, called a beel. The 

village is the political center for three other smaller 

villages in the area, bringing its administrative 

population to about 1000 people. Two of these villages are 

farming communities; the other is a semi-permanent nomad 

settlement located a few kilometers inland from'the river. 

I chose to live in and base my field research on this 

village for several reasons: it is accessible from the 

regional capital most of the year; its proximity to Bu'aale 

provided the opportunity to study registered farms; and as 

one of the larger villages in the region, it provided more 

variety than smaller villages. The center of the village 

was a large plain (banaan) used by nomads to access the 

2. I was accompanied and assisted by my husband, Jorge A. 
Acero, and by our field assistants, Maxamed Maxamed Raghe, 
Cali Ibrahim, and Cabdi Axmed. 
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river for their animals. I expected this would afford me 

the opportunity to study nomad-sedentary interactions and 

to establish relations with pastoralists. I resided in Loc 

for ten continuous months - from after the Gu rains in June 

1987 to mid-Gu in late April 1988.3 

DATA COLLECTION 

My study was explicitly historical in nature, as I 

wanted to reconstruct the settlement process, land use and 

land tenure patterns, and the construction of social 

identity of the ex-slave population over time. Such varied 

goals required varied and creative methodologies of data 

collection, encompassing quantititive; qualitative, written 

and oral materials. On the one hand, I wanted to 

reconstruct the history of what really happened: how the 

valley was settled, how access to land was organized, how 

land use patterns emerged and changed through time, how 

social organization affected land use. On the other, I 

wanted to determine what their history means to 

contemporary Gosha; how their history informs their present 

3. I intended to stay in the field from May 1987 through 
May 1988, but extensive flooding in Gu 1987 made it 
impossible to reach the village any earlier than mid-June, 
and an early onset of the Gu rains in April 1988 made it 
imperative to leave quicklY-or risk being stranded for 
several months. The months of May 1987 and May 1988 were 
spent in Mogadishu interviewing officials and working in 
the Somali National Library. 
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perceptions and actions. I will discuss my data collection 

techniques for each of these goals. 

Historical Reconstruction: Land Tenure and Land Use 

I began my fieldwork with a complete household census 

(N = 83) of Loc, which requested information on date and 

place of birth of all household members and their parents, 

as well as children not currently living in the household, 

and when and why household members or their parents settled 

in Loc. From this census I chose a random sample of 40 

village households for a two round questionnaire on 

agriculture, land tenure and attitudes toward land 

registration. Information was collected at the household 

level on marketing, livestock and land ownership; at the 

parcel level on size, soil quality, history of ownership 

and use, labor allocation, and production for the past . 

year; and at the plot level on intra- and extra- household 

use and rights in land. A section on the second 

questionnaire consisted entirely of questions about 

villagers' perceptions of title registration and tenure 

security issues. 

All cultivated farms used by all villagers were mapped 

for area and location, and all farms in the sample were 

visited at least once; most were visited several times. 

Areas were obtained by measuring all farms in the sample 

with a compass and pacer. Highly irregular boundaries, 
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with pockets and fingers of bushland extending into 

cultivated parcels, standing water and thick, shin-deep mud 

hindered meritorious mapping. While almost 70 percent of 

the measurements were within a 10 percent error, the rest 

were between 10 and 25 percent. The average margin of 

error was 9.2 percent. Furthermore, 50.4 percent of the 

cultivated farms were part cleared and partly in bush. The 

cultivated area of a farm in any given season tends to be 

only a portion of the total parcel area. Only the portion 

cultivated in the 1987 summer season was mapped, 

approximated as closely as possible, because this was the 

season for which production data was collected. Area 

measurements should therefore be taken as a general 

indication of total area cropped per season. Farms 

currently in bush were not mapped for area. We determined 

that threat of snakes and predators in the long grasses of 

the bush farms were a sufficient deterrent. 

In order to produce maps of land use in Loc over the 

past 80 years I combined data collected by various means. 

My formal questionnaires administered to the 50 percent 

village sample asked for the general history of land use of 

each parcel of land owned by the household, including: when 

and how the parcel was acquired; its condition at 

acquisition (whether in bush, cleared, partially cleared or 

in grass); whether the parcel had ever been farmed by 
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another farmer prior to its acquisition by the current 

household and if so, by whom and for how long; and whether 

the current farmer had ever fallowed the parcel and if so, 

when and why. 

This information appears to be quite reliable. 

Shortcomings exist when newcomers had purchased land or 

received land in bush that had been previously cultivated 

but the present owner did not know the details of previous 

cUltivation. 

Because it is a 50 percent sample, these data provide 

a general idea, rather than a complete picture, of village 

land use historically. Because every farm in the village 

was mapped, however, I have data on exactly how many farms 

there are, who they belong to and their size. 

I coupled this more detailed information with 

extensive oral histories of all the farmed areas in Loc 

collected from local elders. I interviewed over a dozen 

elders on land use histories, and found they could tell me 

who started farming which areas, when each area was first 

cleared for farming, why farming started in each area, when 

it was abandoned and why. These interviews were conducted 

out in the farms themselves or while examining aerial 

photographs of Loc's land base. These histories provided me 

with a general pattern of opening and abandoning of farming 

areas which I could correlate with the specific information 

40 



obtained through the questionnaires. The maps in Chapter 

six were produced from superimposing these data on aerial 

photographs of the Loc area. 

A Note on Production Figures 

Two points must be made regarding collection of data 

on agricultural production. First, farmers' reports were 

based on recall. Second, providing a definitive figure for 

crop yields in areas of flood recession (dhasheegs) can be 

very difficult. Crops are planted as the water recedes and 

harvested as they mature. Thus there is no "final 

harvest". Corn is consumed as it is harvested on a 

day-to-day basis. Production figures reported by farmers 

for dhasheeg areas must be considered educated guesses. 

A Note on Definitions of Land units 

Three definitions of terms used for units of land 

require careful clarification. A farm or parcel (terms used 

synonymously) is a unit of landholding that is 

noncontiguous with any other land held by the household. A 

household may have one or more farms or parcels acquired in 

a variety of ways. Each farm or parcel may include 

multiple plots or fields. A plot refers to an area of land 

within a farm or parcel that is assigned to an individual 

(generally a member of the household) by the household 

head. A field refers to an area planted in a single crop 

or intercrop. A plot may thus contain one or more fields. 
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Two or more plots belonging to the same person cannot be 

contiguous within a parcel; two or more fields of the same 

crop cannot be contiguous within a plot. Land measurements 

were made at the parcel level. 

A Note on Land ownership by Wives 

The 50 percent village sample included 37 households 

headed by men and 3 headed by women. Since the respondent 

to these questionnaires was the husband, all wives in the 

sample were interviewed separately about their land 

holdings, borrowed portions, their managerial rights and 

their rights to production on their husband's farm. This 

two-round questionnaire was also administered to the 

remainder of the female headed households in the village 

(five additional households) for information on women's 

land tenure and economic position. 

It is instructive to note that not a single husband in 

the sample reported the land his wife owned independently, 

even when specifically asked about his wife's land 

holdings. Only by separately interviewing the wives of all 

the men in the sample was this information revealed. This 

example is an important illustration of problems in data 

reliability that may result from interviewing only one 

member of a marriage about household economics and 

property. 

A Note on the Household as unit of Analysis 
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A few points must be made about taking the household 

as the unit of analysis in this research. In order to 

choose a sample for the formal questionnaires, a household 

was defined as those individuals who farm together, whether 

or not they live together. In almost half of the polygamous 

families, the wives live in separate compounds, maintain 

separate food reserves, eat separately, and farm separate 

plots of land, but the separate families and the land 

farmed by the separate families are managed by one person, 

the husband. In these cases, the entire polygamous unit is 

counted as one household. There are other examples of 

individuals who live and eat with a relative and the 

relative's family, but who maintain separate ownership of 

land. This case is counted as two households. There may be 

much trading of labor and distribution of food between 

these households, but land ownership is used as the final 

determinant here in the definition of what constitutes a 

household. 

A complication with this definition arises when a wife 

has her own land. In most cases land is held by men, and a 

household is then defined by a man's land holdings and who 

works and benefits from them as a group. This definition 

can be easily applied to polygamous groupings. When one 

wife has her own piece of land, however, her co-wife does 

not work it or benefit from it, and her husband does not 
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control it. The composition of a household defined by land 

ownership thus becomes somewhat less clear. In these cases, 

the wife's land has been included with the husband's as 

part of the land of the household. The section on womens' 

land tenure status will explicitly address the land holding 

patterns of women, so my working definition of a household 

will not obscure women's separate land holdings where these 

exist. 

A final point about households in the village is that 

they are very fluid in composition. Children may move 

between households of relatives, elderly parents may move 

between households of their children, and a high divorce 

rate contributes to the movement of women between 

households. By way of illustration, in 31 percent of the 

village households, the household composition of adults was 

different at the conclusion of research from ten months 

earlier, at the beginning of the research. This figure 

would be even greater if movements of children were 

included. 

It should be clear that within the community or area, 

many different kinds of social relationships are as 

important as the relationships between members of a 

household, and that household membership is very fluid. It 

was necessary, however, to somehow define a household for 

the purposes of administering the census and questionniares 
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on land use and tenure. As the focus was land, the most 

logical definition of a household was the people sharing 

stakes in property. The census, formal questionnaires and 

mapping of farms were the formal data gathering techniques. 

Living in the village, of course, meant days were filled 

with talk and observations. Informal interviews and 

discussions on topics ranging from family histories to soil 

types constitued a major component of fieldwork. 

Comparative study of Registered Farmers 

In order to compare land use and productivity of 

registered and unregistered farmers in the middle Jubba, I 

chose a sample of 15 registered farmers in the Bu'aale-Loc 

area. I initially attempted to build a random sample of 

names chosen from the district registry for interviews, but 

the majority of the names in the registry were unknown by 

officials and locals. I redefined the sample to include all 

the registered farmers in the Bu'aale area I could find, 

trying to locate and interview all the registered farmers 

in the Bu'aale-Loc geographical area. Where the titleholder 

himself could not be interviewed because he was not living 

in the area, the person managing the land was interviewed. 

In all, I interviewed 13 registered farmers (or managers of 

registered farms) living in Bu'aale and the only two 

registered farmers living in Loc. The interviews were 

approached as case studies. Each respondent was asked a 
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structured set of open-ended questions to respond to in as 

much detail as possible. The interviews were lengthy and 

informal, usually held over tea in a tea-shop or in the 

farmer's home. I followed up several of the interviews with 

visits to registered farms. 

Historical Reconstruction: Ethnohistory and The Settlement 

Process 

As so little has been recorded about the history of 

the population of the river valley, and much of what was 

recorded was conjecture, one of my primary goals was to 

pursue and record the history of the area in terms of 'what 

actually happened'. To develop a history of the settlement 

of the valley I utilized British and Italian colonial 

archival documents, Italian and German (in translation) 

travelers' and geographers' accounts, locally collected 

oral histories, and works by other scholars writing on the 

history of southern Somalia and the lower Jubba4. 

This methodology of utilizing written and oral sources 

in combination with ethnographic fieldwork is, of course, 

ethnohistory. I compared written reports from the early 

decades of this century with oral recollections recorded 

4. This is an ongoing process as there are many documents 
I have not yet read, including a journal in Swedish kept by 
a Swedish missionary living in the valley in the early part 
of the century. 
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during my stay to piece together an account of the extent 

of slavery in southern Somalia and the settlement of the 

mid-valley area by ex-slaves and others. Such an 

understanding required careful and selected use of 

documents, taking into account who produced the documents 

and under what conditions. 

The uses and potential abuses of utilizing written 

records in an ethnohistorical study have been reviewed by 

historians and anthropologists alike (see Wylie 1979, 

Trigger 1982, Cohn 1989, Sheridan 1988 and Vansina 1986). 

Sheridan (1989:10) cautions against the "idolatry of the 

document", or accepting written documents as fact. The 

written historical record may include biases, distortions, 

descriptions of poor quality based on poor fieldwork, or 

incomplete information. such problems exist in the 

documentary record of southern Somalia. For example, oral 

histories from Somalia and British colonial documents from 

the Northern Frontier District of Kenya tell of a system of 

forced labor on Italian colonial plantations, yet Italian 

documentary sources make no reference to this very 

important aspect of colonial history. This is due in part 

to the fact that Italian archival materials from the 

Fascist period - the period of forced labor in Somalia -

have been largely destroyed (Menkhaus 1989). 
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An example of a different sort of problem emerged with 

British Colonial documents reporting wildly varying annual 

population figures for the Jubba Valley. When I found 

official reports which stated that British authorities 

actually had no idea what the valley population was as they 

rarely ventured into the mid-valley area, and the figures 

provided in the reports were only guesses, I had to abandon 

the figures as a source of reliable information on 

population. As another example, colonial accounts of 

indigenous agricultural patterns refer to customary tenure 

as "communal tenure", a misperception that continues to 

find its way into contemporary ethnographic discussions. 

By critically comparing various accounts from a range 

of sources I was able to produce what I consider a reliable 

general history of the valley. I indicate in the text 

where I have had to make educated guesses due to a lack of 

reliable historical material. 

A Note on Historical Reckoning in Somalia 

Historical time is tracked in seven year intervals. 

Each year is called by the day on which the year began: 

Tuesday Year, Wednesday Year, etc. Years in which special 

or memorable events occurred are identified by those events 

as well. Thus the great drought of 1965 is remembered as 

"Jimce Basto" - "The Friday Year of Pasta" because people 

had to live on imported pasta. People would recall an 
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event as having occurred, for example, in the year after 

"Jimce Basto", or five Axads ago - five Sunday years ago. 

r am fairly confident of the dates r attach to events 

discussed in the text. 

Historical Reconstruction and the Present: Oral History 

Oral history is differentiated from oral tradition as 

being nonformal accounts of events witnessed and 

experienced by the teller, often collected in the form of 

personal recollections and life histories. While some 

scholars would allow accounts of life one generation 

removed - stories adults tell about their parents' lives -

oral history is distinct from oral tradition. Oral 

tradition, as it has been utilized since Jan Vans ina (1961) 

first argued for its inclusion in historical analyses, is 

"narrative describing, or purporting to describe, eras 

before the time of the person who relates it" (Miller 

1980:2) . 

Oral histories reveal not only information about an 

unrecorded past, but also provide a commentary on the 

prese~t. Viewed as a "system of meaning" (Basso 1987), 

conceptions of history are dynamic, constantly changing, 

being recreated each generation. The analysis of oral 

histories must thus be conducted with an awareness of why 

and how history may be manipulated to have contemporary 

relevance (see Glassie 1982). 
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Within the discipline of history, there has been much 

discussion about proper techniques, methods, and rigorous 

principles of doing oral history interviews (see Henige 

1980, Grele 1985, Plummer 1983, Watson and Watson-Franke 

1988, as well as the journal Oral History Review, published 

since 1972). Anthropologists have always utilized oral data 

as primary data, and are therefore a step ahead of other 

social scientists in developing sound techniques of 

interviewing the "historically inarticulate". Sensitivity 

to the context of data collection, the nature of the 

informant-interviewer relationship, the impact of the 

interviewer's presence, and the approach of cultural 

relativity in interviewing - topics of current discussion 

in the field of history - are part of the anthropological 

disciplinary heritage. Nevertheless, these issues and the 

broader questions of the reliability of the historical data 

collected, the most appropriate analytical approach for 

understanding the data, and the uncertainty about just what 

it is one is getting in an oral history are all important 

questions to be addressed by scholars in both disciplines. 

The basic issue in analysing oral histories is the 

familiar question of how to interpret subjective experience 

(Watson 1976). The historical information included in the 

retelling of an event is affected by a number of factors: 

the limits of memory, the effect of the cultural 



consciousness or the cultural context, ideology or dominant 

world view, egoism or the personal agenda of the teller, 

and the context of the telling.5 Humans, cultural 

creatures that we are, tend to remember in culturally 

appropriate ways. The cultural assessment of events may 

change with new circumstances. The way someone remembers an 

event of 1940 may be very different in 1941, 1960, and 

1988. Memory is part of the social consciousness, and thus 

the current interpretation of reality will affect the 

interpretations of past events. The way history is told 

can thus be thought of in part as a commentary on the 

present. 

Grele (1985) conceptualizes this aspect of oral 

history as being a relationship between the teller and the 

culture or cultural consciousness. cultural beliefs and 

dominant ideologies will affect the telling of history, and 

must be somehow recognized and accounted for. The 

5. Each of these issues has been discussed at length by 
various scholars. For discussions of the memory, see in 
particular Vansina 1980 and Thompson 1985. For analysing 
the effects of cultural beliefs and ideology on the telling 
of oral history, see Grele 1985 and watson 1976. For 
discussions on the impact of the interview situation on the 
telling of oral history, see Grele 1985, Mintz 1979a, and 
Okihiro 1981. The reflexive vein of anthropology has 
produced several works highly sensitive to the context of 
oral data collection. See as examples the collection of 
essays in Writing culture: The Poetics and Politics of 
Ethnography edited by Clifford and Marcus (1986). 
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techniques used in data collection - in interviewing - are 

critical in determining how one understands one's data.6 

Doing Oral History 

I will discuss how I handled some of the specific 

issues raised by historians on the collection and analysis 

of oral histories. 

1) Choice of informants 

In order to avoid what may be a temptation to iconize 

a single informant as a representative of society I 

interviewed numerous people. I collected oral histories 

from different people in a variety of ways. Toward the 

mid-point of my field research, I asked several men and 

women from Loc and surrounding villages if they were 

willing to meet with me regularly for interviews about 

local history. I chose people I thought would make the best 

historians based on several criteria, including interest, 

knowledge, availability and narrative skills. It was 

important to choose people who were comfortable with me, 

and who I knew well through daily interaction and 

6. Henige (1982:116-118) cites the example of the 
government-sponsored project to collect oral histories of 
ex-slaves in the American South. The interviewers tended 
to be white, somewhat condescending, and often used 
derogatory racial terms in their questions. As a result, 
most of the ex-slaves portrayed slavery as having been 
relatively benign, a picture which would not offend the 
dominant ideology. 
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conversation. Knowing the informants well helped me to be 

aware of how the teller's personality and idiosyncracies 

may influence his or her style of speech, as well as where 

sjhe "fits" in the society. For these few native historians 

(five in number) I set up a regular interviewing schedule, 

came to the interview prepared with certain topics and 

questions, and almost always tape-recorded the entire 

interview.7 since we met weekly for these interviews, they 

were more like an ongoing discussion. The interviews took 

place in their homes or mine, were private, and lasted no 

more than an hour or two each. 

In addition to these five informants, I interviewed 

about a dozen other men and women in more informal ways on 

their personal histories and recollections. I tried to 

choose people of various ethnic backgrounds, ages and from 

both sexes. Most of my historical informants were men, 

however. I was not very successful in eliciting historical 

material from women. Women are not considered acceptable 

repositories of cultural information, and because of this 

image were often not willing to attempt discussion on 

historical matters. Many of the elderly women were too 

7. sadly, one of the most knowledgeable of the local 
historians died during the course of my fieldwork. There 
was no one else in the village who could match him for 
historical knowledge. 
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sick to converse. I conducted all my historical interviews 

with my young male field assistant, which may have hindered 

women from comfortably talking to us in an interview 

context. My attempt to hire a female field assistant fell 

through, and I do feel my historical study could have 

benefited from the input of more women's views. 

In addition to these private, on-going interviews, I 

collected village histories through group interviews with 

village elders in eight villages and three nomad groups in 

Bu'aale District. In most of these cases, I only conducted 

one or two formal interviews in each place, after having 

visited the village several times. I identified local 

historians for these interviews by asking around in other 

villages about who would be the most historically 

knowledgeable person in each village. Other elders and 

young men often attended these village interviews, as they 

were usually held outdoors and were public. The public 

interviews were not marked by much discussion or debate by 

other listening villagers, although older women sometimes 

contributed comments or stories. Young village men seemed 

to listen with particular interest. The interviews with the 

representatives of the nomad groups were held privately. 

The representatives for two of the groups were elders who 

had lived in the area their entire lives, and for the other 
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group was tribal representative to the government, much 

respected by his powerful tribe. 

2) The Interview Context 

I began eliciting and recording oral histories after 

eight months in the field. As Mintz (1979a) notes, by 

conducting oral history interviews toward the end of field 

research, I was able to bring a good deal of ethnographic 

knowledge to the interview. Such knowledge included things 

like understanding special terms, having a familiarity with 

the dominant ideology, knowing the personalities of the 

people whom I was interviewing, and being able to compare 

stories people told about themselves with my observations 

of their lives and information obtained from them and their 

families in informal conversations. 

I took my field assistant/translator, Cali, to all my 

interviews. While my linguistic ability was such that I 

could easily follow what was being said, I would certainly 

have missed important nuances and subtleties without his 

assistance. Cali was an ethnic Somali (not a native of the 

Gosha) who was born and raised in the Ogaadeen region of 

Ethiopia. During the Ethiopian-somali war in the late 70s, 

Cali fled on foot into Somalia as a refugee. He had lived 

in the Middle Jubba Valley for almost a decade, and was on 

familiar and comfortable terms with Loc villagers when he 

moved there with me in 1987. As a refugee he shared a kind 
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of "outsider" status to Somali society with local 

villagers, and they perceived him as sensitive and 

sympathetic. At the same time, his ethnicity as a "pure" 

Somali elicited revealing comments about the "we-they" 

distinction between Gosha and ethnic Somalis that helped me 

understand Somali social organization. His presence in the 

interviews also helped informants talk more freely and 

comfortably and facilitated the use of proverbs and poetry, 

as they knew he could help me understand hidden metaphors 

and meanings or complicated concepts. 

His participation in the interviews was also helpful 

to me because we could discuss the interviews later, 

comparing impressions on why different informants provided 

different versions of an historical event, for example. His 

perceptive comments were critically important .to my 

developing understanding of somali/Gosha culture and 

history. 

Cali transcribed the tape-recorded interviews and we 

translated them together. Thus I am working from written 

documents and not the original oral material. I included 

notes in the margins on what was'happening in the course of 

a dicussion, such as hesitations or jesting, in order to 

retain some of the original context. 

3) creating History - Memory and Interviewing 
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The problems of memory are both physical and cultural. 

There is nothing to be done about overcoming the effects of 

aging on memory except to interview numerous people about 

the same historical issues. 

Issues of perspective and interpretation of a 

remembered experience are a different matter. The 

experiences of ex-slaves, even when personally remembered, 

may be obliterated in retellings of history in favor of a 

vision more in keeping with the dominant ideology. What is 

remembered by anyone is highly selective (Klein 1989, see 

also Henige 1982); what is told is even more selective. 

Klein (1989) writes about the difficulties of collecting 

oral histories from ex-slaves and their descendents who may 

be ashamed of their past. The desire to hide aspects of 

the past, to doctor or alter things which cause 

embarrassment, is particularly acute with ex-slaves, whose 

social position is usually tenuous and inferior. 

Interviews about the past of "those who would rather 

forget" (Klein 1989) must be done with care. My 

interviewing technique was that of active participation in 

eliciting and recording the teller's memories and 

experiences. 8 As Henige (1982:109-110) argues, the 

8. Grele (1985:246) says, "The most singular 
characteristic of an oral history ... is its creation 
through the active intervention of the historian." 
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interviewer must guide the interview, not allowing the 

teller "merely to reminisce". The informant should be 

persuaded "to go beyond the personal and idiosyncratic by 

making connections, discussing issues, and providing wider 

perspectives" (ibid.). I would push an issue to a certain 

point by introducing events I knew about or by suggesting 

alternative viewpoints. By this technique I could compare 

different tellings of the same event or historical period 

and try to understand why versions presented by different 

people might be in conflict. I would interject comments 

such as "You have explained (a particular event or series 

of events) this way. I am a bit confused, because I have 

heard (a different version) elsewhere. Can you help me 

clarify?" Such comments were always presented with care in 

order not to to embarrass or appear to be judging or 

criticizing a person for his story. 

I found this technique to be quite successful, as it 

gave the teller the option to deviate from his version of 

history to ruminate and comment on another version. such 

spur of the moment commentary and discussion was very 

useful in getting beyond a pat, neatly presented history to 
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an involvement with conflicts and disagreements among 

current conceptions of history. 

Variance or conflict between different historical 

accounts can be informative. Such divergence can be 

frustrating when one is trying to build a picture of what 

truly happened, but fascinating when approached as a 

manifestation of contemporary cognition. 

4) Confidentiality 

There are ethical dilemmas inherent in collecting 

information about politically sensitive issues. Ways of 

establishing trust, not aggravating political/ethnic 

tensions, and being attuned to the political climate during 

and after the field research period are complicated and 

context-specific issues. Some of the matters I and my 

informants discussed while building oral histories were 

illegal, such as acknowledging clan/ethnic distinctions. As 

such distinctions are fundamental ~spects of social life in 

somalia, people everywhere continue to speak of social 

relations in these terms. I adhered to the process of self 

selec~ion in my informants as to who was interested in 

talking about what subjects, and I never asked an informant 

to discuss issues which with he was uncomfortable. 

Doing these intensive historical interviews late in my 

field research helped in the fuzzy and difficult area of 

trust, but obviously what people were willing to tell me 
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was limited in ways I cannot know. I have changed the names 

of all informants and locations to retain anonymity. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

A BRIEF SETTLEMENT HISTORY OF THE JUBBA VALLEY 

I will begin my analysis of the social position of 

contemporary Gosha by tracing their history to their 

entrance into Somali society as slaves and their 

colonization of the Jubba Valley as ex-slaves. A 

reconstruction of this nature is vigorous ethnohistory, 

heavily dependent on oral narrative and histories and a 

careful utilization of documents from the colonial era, 

I will first set the geographical stage by 

synthesizing the currently available information on the 

prehistory of the Jubba Valley. In order to understand the 

importance of the Jubba Valley as a frontier refuge for 

ex-slaves, the question of who was utilizing valley 

resources prior to the arrival of fugitive slaves must be 

addressed. Following this regional historical background 

of the Valley, I turn my attention to the history of 

slavery in southern Somalia. My purpose is to provide an 

overview of the origins of slaves brought to Somalia, and 

of the numerical scope and qualitative nature of slavery 

in southern Somalia. Chapter four will examine in detail 

the qualitative aspects of slavery through personal 

accounts and oral histories; this chapter is intended as 

introductory background for the later analysis. 
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The settlement of the valley by fugitive slaves will 

be addressed next, first that of the lower Jubba and then 

that of the middle Jubba. Periodicity of settlement is 

important, as different groups of people had different 

motivations for settlement, different backgrounds, and 

different conceptions of a desirable social order. 

Following this general historical reconstruction, I 

provide a more detailed examination of the history of 

settlement of the Loc area. Through taking the approach 

of an increasingly localized focus, I will be developing 

an understanding of local dynamics withi the regional and 

national context. 

PREHISTORY OF THE JUBBA VALLEY 

The evidence currently available on resource use in 

the valley prior to the 19th century is scant and 

interpretations are varied. The best archaeological 

evidence comes from the upper valley, oral traditions corne 

from southern Somali pastoral groups and Bantu-speaking 

groups in the Tana area, and linguistic evidence can be 

utilized from the major language groups of the 

Ethiopian-Kenyan-somali border area. There is no direct 

evidence on prehistoric resource use from the middle or 

lower Jubba regions. 

Archaeological evidence from the upper valley (north 

of Baardheere) shows "archaic forms of Homo sapiens and/or 
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anatomically modern humans" (Brandt and Gresham et al 

1988:6) utilized the area since the Middle stone Age 

(dating anywhere from ca. 200,000 years B.P. to 30,000 

years B.P.) (ibid:82). By the Late stone Age (30-40,000 

years B.P.) hunter-gatherers were living in the upper 

valley (ibid.). While comparative data from elsewhere in 

Africa and "linguistic and indirect archaeological data" 

(ibid:7) from southern Somalia suggests pastoralism and/or 

horticulture could have been introduced into the valley by 

3-4,000 years ago, there is no direct archaeological 

evidence of such food-producing systems in the Jubba 

Valley (ibid.). In fact, the period of time dating from 

about 20,000 years ago to about .700 years ago represents a 

gap in contemporary knowledge of resource use in the 

Valley. 

contemporary reconstructions of population movements 

in the valley over the past 700 years have primarily 

utilized linguistic evidence and oral tradition. The 

Italian ethnographer Enrico Cerulli (1957, 1959) was very 

influential in shaping the first widely accepted view of 

how the Horn, including the Jubba Valley, was populated. 

Relying heavily on the Arabic manuscript The Book of the 

Zanj, Cerulli argued that Bantu-speaking groups had 

migrated as far north as the Shabelle River valley by the 

10th century. As proof, he cites a passage from The Book 
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of the Zanj which says that the Jubba was horne to a 

population called Kasur, or Wanyika, a sedentary 

agricultural population organized in an hierarchical state 

with its capital at Shungwaya (Cerulli 1959:115, de 

Carol is 1980:22-23). In the first half of the 16th 

century, according to Cerulli, these Bantu-speaking groups 

were forced west and south to the Tana and Sabaki rivers 

by a southward migration of Oromo, who are Cushitic 

speakers closely related to the Somali. The movements of 

the Oromo were in turn the result of pressure from Somali 

groups who were pushing south from their place of origin 

in the northern tip area of the Horn. On their way south, 

Cerulli claims, the Oromo dislodged the Bantu-speakers 

from the Shabelle river, and then defeated various 

Bantu-speaking groups in the state of Shungwaya. By the 

early 20th century, Somalis had taken control of the 

entire area now known as Somalia, but there were remaining 

pockets of Negroid peoples in the river valleys. These 

groups, according to Cerulli, represented the remnants of 

the Bantu-speaking agriculturalists of the Shungwaya 

state. This scenario thus suggests that non-Somali 

agriculturalists have lived in the Jubba Valley for 

centuries, some groups having held onto their territory 

and way of life through successive migrations and 
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invasions from pastoral peoples moving south from the tip 

of the Horn.1 

An opposing view (H. Lewis 1966, Turton 1975) of the 

peopling of the Horn of Africa has now gained widespread 

acceptance among scholars. Using linguistic evidence, H. 

S. Lewis (1966) argued that both the Oromo and the Somali 

originated in southern Ethiopia, and not in the northern 

part of the Horn. The Somali began their migrations south 

and east earlier than the Oromo, invading the Horn by the 

13th century. According to Lewis (1966:37), the aromo 

followed the Somali into the Horn in the 16th century, 

competing with Somali groups in the river areas over the 

next four centuries. By the 19th century, Somali groups 

had turned south again, eventually pushing the Oromo back 

to the Tana by the time the British intervened in the 

early 20th century. Turton (1975:520), accepting H. 

1. I. M. Lewis, an early adherent to Cerulli's argument, 
has recently been somewhat more ambiguous about the origins 
of the Somali (cf. 1988:5). Somali oral traditions are 
quite clear that Somali ancestors originated in Arabia, 
migrated across the Gulf of Aden, multiplied and spread 
southward through the Horn. While probably not 
historically accurate, this position reflects the strong 
links that Somalis feel towards Arabia (cf. Lewis 1988:5, 
Cassanelli 1982:16-17). For a recent proponent of the view 
that the great Shungwaya kingdom had its capital on the 
lower Jubba, see Allan (1983). For a recent review of the 
argument that the region called Shungwaya, including the 
Jubba valley, has "always ..• been inhabited" see Pouwels 
(1987) . 



Lewis's scenario, goes further to argue that the Shungwaya 

kingdom was a myth, "a purely imaginary invention of the 

late 19th century". Critically reviewing evidence from 

the Book of the Zanj and from oral tradition, Turton 

concludes " ... there appears to be a lack of clear evidence 

that there were Bantu-speaking groups in central 

Somaliland at any early date, while the evidence relating 

to Bantu-speaking people being in the river Juba is either 

confused or tainted" (ibid.:527).2 

We are thus left with the question, recognized by 

Turton, of who, if anyone, was living in the Jubba River 

Valley prior to the present population. It is, of course, 

possible that agriculturalists (although from the evidence 

Turton (1975) provides probably not Bantu~speakers) lived 

in the river valley centuries ago.3 European ~xplorers 

2. de Carolis (1980: 22-25, 34-38) provides a critical 
overview of the arguments put forth by Cerulli and Turton. 
This debate, in which most contemporary scholars side with 
Turton, underscores the potential problems inherent in 
analyzing and working with oral traditions. Simply stated, 
the historian must have an understanding of potential 
motivations for creating certain.mythologies and have 

. access to the data and knowledge for sorting the real from 
the mythical. Corroborating evidence from archaeological 
and linguistic sources can be of tremendous use. The 
reader interested in theoretical approaches to the study 
and analysis of oral tradition is referred to the following 
sources: Vansina (1985) (the classic text), Miller (1980), 
Henige (1982), and Steinhart (1989). 
3. Heine (1978) argues from linguistic evidence that it is 
very unlikely that Bantu-speakers inhabited southern 
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travelling up the river in the mid-1800s, however, took 

note of the dense jungle characterizing the valley, 

indicating that agriculture had not been practised there 

since at least the end of the 18th century, if ever.4 

The earliest known inhabitants of the river valley 

were a hunter-gatherer population known as the Boni, 

remnants of whom continue to inhabit the lower reaches of 

the valley. Today they are a marginalized population, few 

in number, and difficult to identify (de Carolis 1980). 

countering earlier views that the Boni were possibly a 

"bushmanoid" group, linguistic evidence analyzed by Heine 

(1978) supports the hypothesis that the Boni are one 

branch of the "Proto-Sam" linguistic group, of which the 

Somali and Rendille are other contemporary examples.5 

Somalia prior to the arrival of East Cushitic (Somali) 
pastoralists. He thinks it is quite possible that "large 
parts of the Horn were uninhabited by the time the East 
Cushitic pastoralists occupied it" (ibid.:49). 
4. Dundas (1893:216), for example, describes the forest 
between recently formed runaway slave settlements as 
"dense", "impenetrable" and "primeval". In the mid-valley 
area this dense forest stretched for several days' journey 
by boat along the river. 
5. Heine (1978) is attempting to reconstruct "Proto-Sam", 
the hypothetical ancestor language of the modern Sam 
languages. He thinks the hypothetical Proto-Sam community 
would date from 1700 - 2300 years ago, that Rendille 
separated out between 300 B. C. and 200 A. D., and that 
Boni split off between 200 A. D. and 600 A. D. Luling 
(1983) offers an interesting discussion of Somali 
subordination of the Boni following the probable 
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While there has been no published ethnographic research on 

the Boni, we know from 19th century European travelers' 

accounts that the Boni subsisted by hunting and gathering 

and trade with Oromo pastoralists (Kersten 1871, Dundas 

1893, ASMAI 1896).6 It does not appear that the Boni 

utilized the mid-valley area. 

The people we can confidently assert have 

continuallyutilized the mid-valley area since their 

invasion of the Horn are pastoral groups. In the course 

of their seasonal movements, pastoralists (the Oromo and 

Somali) stopped at watering places on the river and in 

adjacent dhasheegs (inland, low-lying basins of water) for 

their livestock. These water sources were and are 

particularly crucial during the long, hot dry season of 

Jilaal, an extremely difficult time for herder and beast 

alike. Judging from contemporary patterns and oral 

histories, however, the lower half of the valley was 

generally avoided by pastoralists except in times of great 

need, as it was dense jungle, infested with tse-tse fly 

(lethal to livestock) and malaria. The term coined by 

Boni-Somali split. 
6. Nanny Carder of the University of Georgia undertook 
short-term fieldwork with Boni groups in the lower Jubba in 
the late 1980's. Plans for longer term research were 
thwarted by the civil war. 
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Somalis to signify the lower valley reveals a widespread 

perception of.the area: "Gosha", which means "unhealthy 

jungle". 

The picture which emerges of the mid-valley prior to 

the mid 19th century is thus one of an area of "unhealthy" 

dense jungle, seasonally utilized by pastoralists at 

certain optimal watering points, perhaps once farmed by 

sedentary agriculturalists (but no longer?), and perhaps 

occasionally utilized by hunter-gatherers.7 There is 

certainly no evidence that a permanent farming population 

was living in the valley when the first groups of runaway 

slaves entered in the mid-19th centurY.8 The uninhabited, 

isolated area thus offered an ideal refuge for fugitives 

escaping slavery. 

SCOPE OF SLAVERY IN SOMALIA 

A reconstruction of the development of slavery and 

the impact of the slave trade is, of course, limited by 

7. Comparatively, there is growing evidence that pygmy 
foragers could not live in the tropical forest until 
resident shifting cultivators existed. 
8. As noted, there is no archaeological evidence 
indicating agriculture had ever been practised in the 
valley (Brandt and Gresham et al 1988). Archaeological work 
in the valley to date has been primarily surface study, and 
it is possible that archaeological excavations could 
provide a clearer picture of pre-historic use of the 
valley. 



the evidence currently available, which is particularly 

scant for pre-19th century Somalia. For the period up to 

1800, we have only tidbits left from early Islamic and 

Portuguese travelers describing conditions in the coastal 

towns. For the interior, we must extrapolate from more 

contemporary sources. Patterns of slavery in the 19th 

century are much more accessible through eye witness 

accounts, written accounts and colonial sources, and oral 

histories. In general, these sources reveal that slaves 

were utilized by Somalis for a variety of purposes during 

different historical periods: urban coastal families had 

used slaves in the Benaadir textile industry for hundreds 

of years; rural families obtained slaves for tending 

livestock, as concubines, and, by the 19th century, for 

agricultural labor. 

The ports of Somalia's Benaadir coast, including 

Baraawe, Marka, and Mogadishu, had long been a part of the 

Indian Ocean trade network.9 Initially exporting raw 

9. According to Luling (1971:17) and Lewis (1988:21-22), 
the Benaadir ports were settled by the 10th century by 
Arabs, with some Persians. Lewis (1988:22) describes the 
regional importance of the Arab-settled coastal ports of 
Somalia: " ... by the tenth century a ring of coastal 
emporia had been created, largely as a result of Arab 
enterprise, and through these ports Islam and Arab trade 
had gained a foothold which, consolidated and strengthened 
in succeeding centuries, was to become the foundation for 
Muslim expansion in North East Africa." 
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materials such as ivory, ambergris, dark woods and 

incense, the coastal cities began producing and exporting 

cloth by the 14th century when Ibn Battuta recorded 

impressions of his visit. Evidence from Portuguese 

travelers from the 16th century (Freeman-Grenville 

1962:150) indicates slaves were used in the textile 

industry, and probably also in domestic service, by urban 

families. These slaves were most likely Abyssinian, as 

European visitors in the mid 19th century noted the trade 

in Abyssinian slaves from Harar, Ethiopia (Christopher 

1844, Burton 1987 (1894}). The Somalis living in the 

interior at this time were pastoralists, not engaged in 

textile manufacture. The extent to which Somalis utilized 

slaves in pastoral pursuits prior to the 19th century is 

unknown, but evidence from the 19th century giyes reason 

to believe that pastoral Somalis may have kept slaves for 

as long as they were in the Horn. Pastoral slavery will 

be discussed further below. 

The 19th century witnessed the dramatic growth of 

Zanzibar as an international trade emporium, visited by 

American, European and Asian merohants. Revitalized after 

becoming a "backwater" (Hess 1966:7, Abir 1968) during the 

years of Portuguese domination (16th - 17th centuries), 

the Benaadir ports had an active role in the trade network 

linking East Africa with Arabia. Somali ports, now 



dominated by inland Somali clans (Lewis 1988:39), were 

usual ports of call for ships and Arab dhows carrying 

trade items. An extensive system of caravan trade, manned 

exclusively by Somalis and primarily carrying ivory, 

supplied coastal ports with goods from the interior 

desired by foreign merchants. 10 

One important commodity being transported by these 
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dhows to Somalia were East African slaves. During the 19th 

century, the East African slave trade grew enormously due 

to demands by Arabs and by Portuguese and French for their 

plantations in the Indian Ocean. To meet the demand, the 

search for men and women to supply the trade penetrated 

deep into central Africa. Somalia did not supply slaves; 

as part of the Islamic world they were protected by the 

religious tenet that free Muslims cannot be enslaved; but 

Somali ports were continually visited by Arab dhows loaded 

with human cargo.11 

10. Cassanelli (1982:149-160) and Abir (1968) examine in 
detail the caravan routes, methods of trade, and political 
aspects of caravan trade among Somalis in the 19th century. 
In particular they discuss the primary routes from Boran 
country through Lugh and Baardheere to the Benaadir in 
southern Somalia. Pankhurst (1965) discusses northern 
trade routes, linking Harar with the Benaadir. 
11. In 1839, Sayyid Said, the Sultan of Oman, who the next 
year moved his court to Zanzibar, signed additions to the 
Moresby treaty saying that Somalis, being Muslims, were 
"free men" and were not to be sold as slaves. The agreement 
stated that any of the Sultan's subjects caught selling 



Concurrent with the rise of Zanzibar as a commercial 

center12 was the development of a plantation economy in 

the Shabelle River Valley of southern Somalia. Cassanelli 

(1982) links the development of plantation agriculture 

with Benaadir participation in the trade network and the 

growth of the slave trade. The Shabelle River valley is 

remarkable in that it parallels the coast for 200 miles, 

at some places lying less than six miles inland 

(Cassanelli 1982:161). Agricultural products from the 

Shabelle were easily accessible by urban coastal 

populations and merchants. The potential for increasing 

grain and cotton production to meet urban and foreign 

demand certainly existed ecologically in the fertile 

Shabelle Valley, where there was abundant land (ibid., 

Luling 1971). The problem in exploiting this potential. was 

the unwillingness of Somali pastoralists to engage in 

farming, an occupation considered demeaning, inferior, and 

harder work for the return. The answer to the 'problem' 

Somalis would be punished as pirates (Nwulia 1975:54). 
12. The Sultan of Oman, who nominally controlled the 
Indian Ocean trade network, saw the rising importance of 
Zanzibar as the center of this trade when he moved his 
court to that island in 1840 (Menkhaus 1989:94). Lewis 
(1988:37-38) and Alpers (1983) discuss the uneasy 
relationship between the Benaadir and East African ports 
and the Omani sultan in the 19th century. 
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was found in the availability of cheap, unrestricted human 

labor, obtainable through the flourishing, well-stocked 

slave trade. Somali pastoralists whose clan areas 

included parts of the Shabelle began acquiring slaves as 

agricultural laborers in order to produce durra (sorghum), 

sesame, orchella (a lichen used to produce dye) and cotton 

for the market (Cassanelli 1982)13. By the time of his 

visit in 1843, Lt. Christopher found the Benaadir to be 

"the grain coast for the supply of Southern Arabia" 

(1844:87). with the growth of the plantation sector, 

pastoralists could convert part of their wealth in 

livestock to wealth in slaves, produce for a market, and 

earn a cash income to reinvest in the pastoral sector 

(Luling 1971, Cassanelli 1982). The contemporary sedentary 

lifestyle of several of the Somali clans of the Benaadir 

can be traced to their 19th century involvement in 

plantation agriculture. As Luling explains for the Geledi 

of the Afgoye area, "The Geledi Nobles (pastoralists) 

13. The expansion of the utilization of slave labor in 
Somalia was part of a larger transformation that occurred 
throughout Africa. By the mid-nineteenth century there was 
a glut on the slave market caused by the decline in demand 
for slaves in the New World. Prices for slaves on the 
African coast fell by about one-half in the latter 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Africans became 
able to purchase slaves in larger numbers, causing a 
widespread growth in the scope of slavery in Africa in the 
nineteenth century (Manning 1983:853). 
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settled down not to farm, but to letting their slaves 

farm" (1971:108) .14 

This radical transformation of the hinterland of the 

Benaadir ports marked the growing involvement of Somalis 

with the outside world - both in terms of producing for an 

external market, and in terms of importing large numbers 

of foreigners of very different backgrounds into Somali 

territory and Somali society. 

Slaves imported in the 19th century were not the first to 

cUltivate the Shabelle River Valley as a primary 

occupation, however. Villages of non-Somali Negroid 

farmers were already settled in parts of the valley as 

full-time agriculturalists. Their origins are obscure. 

They may represent the remnant pre-Cushitic Bantu-speaking 

farmers Cerulli wrote about, perhaps now mixed with 

Somalis who settled down among them to farm, or they may 

represent descendants of slaves acquired by Somalis 

centuries ago, who established riverine farming villages 

as freedmen prior to the 19th century. Oral traditions 

offer little help: some insist these farming populations 

originated in slavery; others are more vague, saying they 

14. Luling's (1971) research on the social 'organization of 
the Geledi, tracing changes since the 19th century, is a 
very useful historical study. 
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settled the country together with Somalis (Luling 1971:47, 

Cerulli 1957:54). Whatever their origins, their physical 

features and occupations distinguished them from Somalis, 

and placed them in an inferior sociopolitical position in 

Somali cosmology.15 

To Somalis, these populations were ~onsidered habash, 

a derogatory term of Arabic derivation which was used to 

mean "Abyssinian slave" (Luling 1971:44 n. 2). Other terms 

used by Somalis to connote the Shabelle Valley 

cultivatorswere equally or more derogatory: ooji, addoon, 

and boon. Ooji and addoon translate as "slave"'; boon is 

the same word traditionally used by Somalis to designate 

the "lower" occupational castes in Somali societY.16 

Prior to the widespread purchase of slaves, Somali 

pastoralists and some Shabelle Valley cultivator groups 

had formed alliances based on a division of labor. 

Shabelle Valley cultivators (Somali-speakers) attached 

themselves as corporate groups to Somali pastoral clans, 

creating what Cassanelli (1982:163-5, 1988:314) calls 

client relationships.17 The "client-cultivator" groups 

15. The importance of physical features in constructing 
identity will be discussed in the next chapter. 
16. The use of all of these terms has been outlawed in 
contemporary Somalia. 
17. The best known of these groups today are the Shidle of 
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(ibid.) retained separate and clear rights to the land 

they worked, were represented in clan councils by elders 

in the pastoral clans to which they gave allegiance, 

participated in Somali warfare, and were entitled to a 

certain portion of blood compensation. Despite their 

economic autonomy, however, "client-cultivator" groups 

could not easily renounce their "client" status, 
since it rested on a position of perceived social 
as well as political inferiority ... The division 
of labor (between client-cultivators and 
pastoralists) was reinforced by an ideology of 
social superiority/inferiority and sanctioned by the 
language of corporate kinship (Cassanelli 1988:314). 

The position adopted by and given to Shabelle Valley 

cultivators vis-a-vis surrounding Somali pastoralists in 

some ways serves as a template for the social position in 

Somali society of the descendants of slaves imported in 

the 19th century now living in the Jubba Valley. In other 

ways, however, descendants of 19th century slaves adopted 

a very different corporate persona from that of 

"client-cultivators".18 The social and personal identity 

the Middle Shabelle and the Eyle of Bur Heybe (Luling 
1971:96). Cassanelli's use of the term "client" seems to be 
based on the juridical as opposed to economic relationship 
between Somali pastoralists and Shabelle Valley 
cultivators. He gives no indication that the cultivators 
paid tribute as a function of their client status. 
18. As I have not done fieldwork with any Shabelle Valley 
"client-cultivator" groups, I must base my comments upon 
the observations of those who have, primarily Luling (1971) 
in her study of the Geledi clan and Cerulli (1957, 1959). 
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of the descendants of 19th century slaves will be explored 

in the following chapter. 

The transition to a slave-based plantation economy 

(Cassanelli 1982) represented a departure from the pattern 

of corporate relationships and responsibilities based on 

notions of kinship and clientship that had characterized 

the dynamic between Somali pastoralists and Shabelle 

Valley cultivators. Slaves were the embodiment of kinless 

beings, divorced from the responsibilities that relations 

of kinship entail. Their production was not for tribute or 

trade; it was exclusively for the financial benefit of 

their owners. That the transition to plantation 

agriculture was widespread in southern Somalia is well 

illustrated in Cassanelli's (1982) account of 19th century 

commerce and economy in southern Somalia. That the slave 

trade introduced large numbers of alien, unattached people 

to southern Somalia is evident in the observations of 19th 

century European travelers and colonial authorities, and 

in the reminiscences both of those who were masters and 

those who were slaves. While not as informative as one 

Unfortunately, Luling reports that the "habash" of the 
Geledi were "uncommunicative" to her (1971:48). Cerulli's 
1934 plea for ethnographic fieldwork among the Negroid 
populations of the river valleys (1959:121), echoed by 
Luling in 1983, has still not been answered to any 
satisfactory degree. 
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might like, these accounts can be pieced together to 

obtain a general idea of the scope of slavery in southern 

Somalia. 

Numbers 

In tracing the history of the trade to Somalia of 

East Africans, Cassanelli (1989:162) found "the earliest 

dates that can be isolated with any certainty fall around 

1800, when Zigua slaves from the Mrima Coast were brought 

to the Bajuni Islands, and perhaps to Baraawe". The 

British Naval Captain W. F. W. Owens, reporting in 1833 on 

his voyages along the East Coast of Africa, noted that 

Mogadishu imported slaves (Alpers 1983:445). By the 1830's 

and 1840's, East African slaves were being brought to the 

Somali coast in increasing numbers by Arab dhows 

(Cassanelli 1989). Lt. Christopher, who explored the 

Somali coast for the Royal Geographical Society in 1843, 

reported consistently seeing slaves working the fields in 

the immediate hinterland of Baraawe, Marka and Mogadishu. 

In one area of farmland five miles inland from Marka he 

observed "many thousands" of slaves working (1844:85). 

The slave trade was carried on to this point largely 

by sea. With the British suppression of slavery and the 

stationing of British naval patrol boats (or 

"dhow-chasers") on the Indian Ocean in the 1860's, slave 

traders increasingly began driving slaves overland, across 
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the Jubba to the Benaadir, from where some were exported 

by dhow to Arabia (Cassanelli 1989:169). In 1875, the 

British Consul in Zanzibar, John Kirk, was told in Marka 

that slaves were being brought in great numbers by land, 

destined not for the coastal towns, but for the "extensive 

cultivated lands that lie one day's journey westward on 

the banks of a certain river" (the Shabelle) (Nwulia 

1975:141-142). Based on information he collected in Marka 

and Zanzibar, Kirk estimated that not less than 10,000 

slaves were being taken across the Jubba annually for the 

Somali plantations (Cassanelli 1989:169). Reports from 

European travelers certainly confirm Kirk's information 

that large numbers of slaves were being marched overland. 

In 1866, Brenner counted six slave caravans in four days 

passing through Baraawe (ibid.). The von der Decken 

expedition saw chains of black slaves, one group described 

as "unfortunate, half starved and totally exhausted" 

(Kersten 1871:291). Crauford, in his travels in Jubaland 

in 1895, learned of an inlet just north of Kismayu called 

Bunder EI Khadam where Somalis would bring slaves from the 

interior. The port was perfect for picking up and letting 

off slaves by dhow, as it was concealed from view from the 

sea. Crauford wrote "I am inclined to believe that at one 

time the Somalis made great use of this bunder in slave 

trading operations" (ASMAI1896:5). 



Transport of slaves on the high seas continued, 

although the stakes were higher. Letters sent between 

British colonial administrators and the Sultan of 

Zanzibar, who had agreed to a ban on the slave trade in 

1875, reveal the frustrations felt by all parties in the 

effort to suppress the slave trade.19 An 1868 letter 

fromthe British Consul, Mr. Churchill, to the Sultan 

discusses fifteen dhows of East African slaves heading for 

the Benaadir that were routed by British ships. Three of 

these dhows ran aground and the traders escaped inland 

with their slaves. One of those captured held 322 slaves, 

who were freed onshore (Menkhaus 1989:111). The British 

Annual Administrative Report for Zanzibar for the year 

1864-65 complains that slave traders took advantage of the 

lack of available patrol boats that year as three of the 

four British boats were out of commission. During that 

year, of 13 boats captured by the British, 10 had slaves. 

The total number of slaves was not reported, but it was 

reported that the cargo of 5 of the 10 boats totalled 162 

slaves (ASMAI 1865). From the complaints of British 

19. The letters can be found in: Anti Slavery Society, 
East African Slave Trade Committee, East African Slave 
Trade, Volume 2 (London 1874), pp. 32-34. I am indebted to 
Professor Kenneth Menkhaus for providing with copies of 
these letters. 
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administrators that the slave trade continues "almost 

entirely unchecked" (ibid.) it is clear that the figure of 

162 recaptured slaves for 1865 represents only a fraction 

of the total number of slaves taken by dhow from East 

Africa, and therefore only a small percentage of the total 

number of slaves taken into Somalia, by land or sea, in 

any year during this time period. 

Despite the Brussels conference of 1890 where the 

colonial administrative powers (British, France and Italy) 

officially ceased slavery, the slave trade between East 

Africa and Somalia continued unabated. The early Italian 

administrators in Somalia did nothing to discourage 

slavery; in fact, several Italian administrators, 

including the royal commissioner, bought slave girls as 

concubines (Hess 1966:78). An independent report ordered 

by the Italian government in 1903 revealed that slavery 

was flourishing; slaves were still entering the Benaadir, 

being openly bought and sold with the sanction of the 

local Italian authorities, who were also returning runaway 

slaves to friendly clans (ibid.). Baardheere and Lugh were 

described as "two veritable slave markets" (quoted from 

another report in Hess 1966:77)~ A census conducted in the 

trading town of Lugh in the 1890's showed two and a half 

times as many slaves lived in the town as free citizens 

(Luling 1971:120). 
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A newspaper campaign in Italy, coupled with the 

actions of the Anti-Slavery Society of Italy, brought the 

issue of slavery to national attention. The resulting 

scandal forced the government to accept direct control and 

responsibility for the administration of southern Somalia, 

which for ten years had been in the hands of chartered 

companies. 20 From 1903-04 the Italian colonial 

government issued three ordinances outlawing the slave 

trade (Hess 1966, Cassanelli 1988). The major thrust for 

the suppression of slavery, however, was directed at a 

transition to domestic servitude. The coastal towns were 

the focus of this transition. A 1903 household census of 

Benaadir towns found that one-third of the Mogadishu 

population of 6700 were slaves, 830 of the 3000 

inhabitants of Baraawe were slaves, and 720 of the 5000 

inhabitants of Marka were slaves. These urban slaves were 

textile workers, operators of sesame presses, domestic 

servants, and port and dock workers (Robecchi-Brichetti 

1904, cited in Cassanelli 1988:312 and in Alpers 

1983:451-2). From 1905-08, the government negotiated the 

freedom of 1300 slaves from Mogadishu, 850 from Marka and 

20. Hess (1966) provides an excellent overview of the 
history of the politics of anti-colonialism and 
anti-slavery in Italy. 
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150 from Baraawe (Hess 1966:88) The ex-slaves were told to 

remain in their masters' homes as servants (Hess 

(1966:100) calls them "bond-servants"), exchanging 

domestic service for room and board, or, more rarely, 

paying a daily tribute earned from wage labor 

(opportunities for which were quite limited) as rent 

(Cassanelli 1988:312) .21 

In rural areas of plantation agriculture, the 

transition to domestic servitude was not effected so 

neatly or easily. with the suppression of the slave 

trade, evidence suggests that plantation owners resorted 

to harsher forms of restraint to limit the freedom of 

their slaves, and therefore the possibility of escape. 

Tales of slaves being kept in leg irons, chains, or 

suffering severe beatings for escape attempts are not 

uncommon (cf. Menkhaus 1989, Hess 1966:99, Cassanelli 

1988:318). Italians did not take control of the hinterland 

of the coast until 1908, and it was 1914 before they could 

21. The Italian government was concerned about having 
large numbers of unassimilated, unemployed ex-slaves to 
contend with. Transition to domestic servitude was also a 
way to placate Somali clans incensed over Italian efforts 
to suppress slavery (namely the Biimal and Wacdan). Racist 
ideas were also prevalent. One colonial governor, in 
commenting on the gradualist policy of encouraging a 
transition from slavery to domestic servitude, wrote that 
there are "some races destined to be servants" (cited in 
Hess 1966:98). 
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claim control over the interriverine zone. Once they had 

established control, authorities were "very cautious" 

about applying the emancipation decrees in the interior, 

primarily to avoid rebellion by Somali slave-owners and 

the creation of a potentially rebellious, independent 

landless class of ex-slaves (Cassanelli 1988:319). 

It is clear that the number of slaves in the interior 

was much larger than on the coast. Cassanelli (1988:313) 

estimates that the riverine areas absorbed somewhere 

around 50,000 slaves from 1800 to 1890. By 1911, the 

Italian governor of Somalia, Cerrina-Ferroni, estimated 

the total number of slaves in southern Somalia at 

25-30,000 in a population of 300,000 (Hess 1966:100). 

Consequently the figure of 4,300 slaves reported liberated 

by the Italian government from 1900-1914 (ibid.) must 

primarily represent those from coastal towns. 

The figures given by Cassanelli and Cerrina-Ferroni, 

in turn, must primarily represent slaves working for 

plantation owners in the Shabelle River Valley. In 

reconstructing the slave mode of production along the 

Shabelle, Cassanelli (1982:173) suggests an average farm 

size per family would have been 5 to 10 hectares, which 

would require 5 to 8 slaves.22 Taking Ferroni's lower 

22. He bases his estimate on data collected by Luling 
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estimate of 25,000 (to account for urban slaves), these 

figures suggest there were about 3,800 families owning 

slaves in southern Somalia (in a total estimated 

population of 300,000) in the early 20th century. Using 6 

members as the average household size,23 and deducting 

the population of the urban areas, these figures result in 

an estimation that about 1/13 of the rural households in 

southern Somalia had slaves. Assuming that Cassanelli is 

correct in his statement that "slaves were fairly evenly 

distributed among landholders" (ibid. n. 71), it would 

appear that the numbers proposed by Ferroni and Cassanelli 

might account for the population of the clans in the 

Shabelle area only.24 These figures, therefore, do not 

(1971) in the Afgoye area. 
23. Roth et al (1987) recorded household sizes of 8.3 in 
the lower Shabelle among part-time farmers. The average 
household size where I worked was 5.9 for full-time 
agriculturalists. Nyhus and Massey (1986) report the 
average household size in the Bay Region among 
agro-pastoralists is 6.1. The JESS survey found an average 
household size of 6.1 for Jubba Valley agricultural 
households and pastoral households alike (JESS 1989). I am 
using 6 as my estimate. 
24. There are other reasons for assuming the estimates 
made by Cassanelli and Italian authorities did not take 
into account non-plantation slavery in the interior. 
Cassanelli is specifically discussing plantation slavery 
along the Shabelle when he offers his estimates. The 
Italians remained confined to the coast until. 1908, with 
the exception of the Italian outpost at the trading 
crossroads of Lugh on the Upper Jubba. While Italian 
reports are clear that Lugh was a slave-trading emporium, 
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seem to include slaves of a very different origin, used in 

the interior for very different purposes. While accurate 

statistics are not available, oral histories and British 

colonial documents suggest the acquisition of slaves by 

nomads for purposes of herding and warfare was widespread 

throughout southern Somali clans. Internal (obtained 

locally as opposed to imported from East Africa) 

acquisition of slaves has not been addressed in the 

literature, and yet was perhaps the primary method for 

acquiring slaves in southern Somalia for pastoral 

purposes. 

"Hidden Slavery" - The Pastoralists . 

The internal source of slaves were the Oromo. The 

great Somali migrations of the past 300 years pushed the 

Oromo to their present location in northeastern Kenya and 

southwestern Ethiopia, where raiding and warfare between 

the two groups continues to this day. Referred to in much 

of the colonial literature as the Galla, this group calls 

it is doubtful the Italians knew (or cared) that slaves in 
significant numbers were obtained by inland Somali tribes 
for purely pastoral purposes. Hess (1966), who reviewed 
much of the Italian colonial material, does make mention of 
slave-holding by nomadic tribes, stating that nomadic 
tribes beyond the Shabelle held "but few slaves" (100). He 
does not provide reference or support for this statement, 
and I believe he is mistaken, for reasons that will be made 
clear. 
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itself the Oromo. This term, as used here, covers the 

closely related Orma of the Tana River area and Boran of 

northern Kenya (cf. Lewis 1988:31, Kelly 1983:15). The 

Oromo inhabited the areas west of the Jubba River into the 

second half of the 19th century, when they were finally 

expelled by Somali Darood tribesmen. As late as 1865, when 

von der Decken made his journey up the Jubba, the west 

bank of the river was only inhabited by 'Galla' (Kersten 

1871). Many of the contemporary village and place names 

along the west bank of the Jubba River are Boran words, 

adopted into Somali by the conquerors of the area. Local 

lore tells of many great battles in the late 19th century 

between Somali and Oromo west of the Jubba - battles which 

were finally halted by British involvement in the area at 

the turn of the century. 

British colonial authorities were very concerned 

about Somali expansionist tendencies and Somali-Oromo 

wars, and carefully documented population movements and 

social relatio~ships between the two groups. According to 

British documents (from the Kenya National Arc~ives) and 

I. M. Lewis' (1988) reconstruction of events, Somali 

Darood tribesmen began crossing the Jubba river in small 

numbers as clients and allies of the Orma in the 1800's. 

Gradually, the number of Darood living under Orma 

leadership increased to the point that they were able to 
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take advantage of a smallpox epidemic among the Orma in 

1865, attacking their former overlords. The Darood 

insurgency was so strong that most of the surviving Orma 

fled beyond the Tana River, leaving the Jubba-Tana area in 

Somali hands (Lewis 1988:30). The Orma conquered by the 

Somali in some cases remained as clients and in others as 

slaves. Kelly (1983) found that clientship resulted when 

the Orma quickly acquiesced, whereas serfdom and slavery 

were the result of more violent confrontations, which 

tended to occur when the Orma had their backs to the Jubba 

or Tana Rivers. Orma conquered by Somalis and made serfs 

or slaves were called Warday, a term Kelly (1983:29) says 

is of Somali provenance.25 While of Orma origin, Warday 

took on many aspects of Somali culture, including the 

Somali language as a first language. Somalis still talk 

about how desirable Warday are as herder-slaves. 

Further north, Somali Ajuraan were also crossing the 

river as clients to the Boran. According to one British 

colonial administrator, the Ajuraan increased their ranks 

25. Warday may be derived from the Arabic word wird 
(watering place). Wirdiy would .be someone from a watering 
place. Alternatively, warday may corne from the Arabic warid 
(newcomer) or waridat (imports) (A Dictionary of Modern 
written Arabic. 1980. Librarie du Liban. J. Milton Cowan, 
ed. Wiesbaden: otto Harrassowitz.). I am grateful to 
Professor Tad Park for providing me with this information. 
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by "admitting any Islamic tribe who wanted to join, with 

the ultimate aim of ousting the Boran" (KNA 1925). The 

Ajuraan attacked the Boran, but were subdued by the 

British, who had established military and administrative 

posts in the area in 1912. The Boran continued to be 

pushed north by the expanding Darood, and many Boran were 

captured and kept as slaves (or 'clients') of Ajuraan, 

Darood and other Somali groups. 

The British self-image as gatekeepers against further 

Somali territorial expansion and protectors of Oromo and 

other groups perceived as threatened by Somalis is 

evident in this statement made by a colonial official in 

1916 about the Darood in the Jubba-Tana area: The Darood 

are a 

continual menace to the peaceful tribes in the 
vicinity. The Wagalla, the Wapokomo and the 
Korokoro had been driven from the left bank by 
murder and dacoity and there could be no doubt 
that the desire of the Somali was eventually to 
establish themselves in permanence on the river. 
Their record in the district was one long unbroken 
series of lawless act (sic): they had burned down 
coastal hamlets and massacred the inhabitants, 
they attacked the German Mission at Ngao and only 
a fortunate chance prevented the murder of the 
European residents, their constant raiding parties 
in the Dodori forest had driven capital from the 
province, they dealt actively in slaves, collected 
poll tax from the Boni, and being in possession of 
modern rifles they were from every point of view a 
serious obstruction to development and good 
government. (KNA 1916) 

In an effort to finalize the continuing 'fluid' 

situation between Somalis and Oromos, and to ease the 
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growing tension between the two groups in the Jubba-Tana 

area, a "Somali-Drma agreement" was conceived in 1919 

(Lewis 1988:31). The agreement stated that Dromo living on 

the left (east) bank of the Tana in subservience to their 

Somali conquerors could choose either to accept a formal 

position as serfs, or to move across the Tana to join free 

Dromo kinsmen, previously resettled by the British. Those 

who chose to move, however, had to forfeit half their 

livestock to their Somali masters as a condition of 

gaining their freedom. As Lewis says, "Under these 

conditions, it is perhaps not surprising that few of the 

Warday Galla moved" (1988:31). 

The next 17 years were characterized by a series of 

Dromo attempts to gain their freedom while retaining their 

livestock. The British consistently intervened to maintain 

the stipulations of the 1919 agreement (cf. Garissa 

District Intelligence Reports for the 1920's and 30's). 

Despite their official actions, the British recognition 

that the position of the Dromo living among the Somalis 

amounted to slavery is clearly evident in official 

documents. The District Commissioner of Garissa District, 

H. B. Sharpe, wrote in 1930 that "every Galla living with 

the Somalis is virtually a slave ... Children born of Galla 

girls among Somalis are virtually slaves and therefore 

exploitable" (KNA 1930). 
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The agreement ended in 1936 (Lewis 1988:31), when the 

British declared that the Warday had ceased to exist as an 

ethnic entity, having been fully assimilated as Somalis 

(Kelly 1983:29). This was not the case, and Warday 

continued to live - and may still live today - in bondage 

to Somali masters. 

Somali pastoralists in southern Somalia (including 

the Jubba-Tana area) clearly had control over sUbstantial 

numbers of pastoral slaves or serfs by the turn of the 

century. These slaves were primarily, if not entirely, of 

Boran and Oromo (Warday) origin. While numbers are never 

provided, and indeed may have been impossible to obtain, 

British colonial documents report Somalis "were said to 

hold a considerable number of slaves" in the Northern 

Frontier District (GBCO 1909-10) and that "all Somalis 

have living among them purely slave clans" (KNA 1932). 

While an estimation of the number of pastoral slaves 

living under Somali overlordship is impossible, it is safe 

to say that they numbered in the thousands at anyone time 

during the second half of the 19th century. 

During the 19th century, therefore, slaves in Somalia 

came from a variety of backgrounds and had experienced 

different forms of slavery, as urban domestics, 

agricultural laborers, and herders. Every year, some of 

these slaves escaped their enforced servitude and others 
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were granted their freedom. Following slavery, their 

options were limited, especially for fugitive slaves. As 

Cassanelli (1988) notes, ex-slaves who chose not to remain 

in their masters' homes as clients had three possible 

destinations: they could join one of the already 

established villages of "client-cultivators" in the 

Shabelle River Valley; they could join one of the 

religious brotherhoods which took in fugitives; or they 

could migrate into the Jubba Valley and join villages 

formed by other fugitive slaves.26 Many, if not most, 

ex-slaves chose the latter, as it put greater distance 

between ex-slave and former master as well as between 

ex-slave and colonial conscripted work parties which were 

limited to the Benaadir until the 1920s. The remainder of 

this chapter will sketch the settlement pattern of the 

Jubba Valley over the past century and a half, showing how 

the backgrounds of these different peoples had a role in 

the settlement of villages. 

THE PEOPLE OF THE FOREST - THE GOSHA 

26. A demand for wage labor had not developed in Somalia, 
and escaped slaves were replaced with newly purchased 
slaves, not paid laborers. Colonial documents do note that 
some ex-slaves liberated in the urban coastal towns turned 
to theft and prostitution to support themselves (cited in 
Cassanelli 1988:319). As discussed, these would be the vast 
minority of ex-slaves. 

93 



94 

From 19th century travelers' accounts, oral tradition 

and colonial documents, we have a good understanding of 

how the lower Jubba Valley was settled by fugitive 

slaves.27 The first fugitive slave villages were founded 

by 1840 by Zegua slaves escaping from Benaadir 

plantations. These slaves, who probably had sold 

themselves into slavery to avoid starvation during the 

1836 famine in their Tanzanian homeland, were intending to 

return home by foot (Menkhaus 1989). The settlements they 

formed by 1840 in the lower Jubba were located just above 

the Somali settlements lining the river north of the 

mouth. 

As the number of slaves imported to Somalia grew, and 

as knowledge of the refuge offered by the Jubba Valley 

spread, a continual stream of fugitive slaves made their 

way into the valley. In 1865, von der Decken estimated 

the fugitive slave population in the lower valley at 

around 4,000 living in a handful of villages (Kersten 

1871). By the 1890s, Dundas (1893) reported ex-slave 

settlements stretching from Yontoy to Mfudo (see Figure 

3.1), and Crauford (ASMAI 1896) estimated the total 

27. Several excellent secondary sources summarize this 
information: Menkhaus (1989), DeClich (1987), Cassanelli 
(1988), and de Carolis (1980). 
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ex-slave population at 25-30,000. Perducchi's village 

census in 1901 suggests the population had reached 40,000 

(DeClich 1987). The bulk of the population initially 

settled on the East Bank (DeClich 1987, de Carolis 1980), 

probably because of the threat from Oromo in the early 

years of settlement, and fear of Ogaden Somalis by the 

turn of the century. 

Based on these estimates, Menkhaus (1989:110) 

believes, and I concur, that at least 20,000 slaves made 

their way into the valley from 1865 to 1895. While the 

vast majority of these settlers were escaping plantation 

slavery, their numbers were augmented by slaves released 

on shore by British anti-slavery naval patrols (ibid:111, 

and see above). 

As colonial authorities began enforcing abolition 

decrees after the turn of the century, and as slaves, 

aware of the abolition decrees, were initiating their 

freedom with greater frequency, Somali masters in the 

Shabelle Valley resorted to harsher and more brutal forms 

of restraint. The report on slavery commissioned by the 

Italian government in 1904 found that "now nearly all 

slaves in the interior are chained by their legs" (Chiesi 

and Travelli 1904:351, cited in Cassanelli 1988:317). The 

same report quotes runaway slaves arriving in Mogadishu as 

saying the riverine "people talk of nothing else" but the 
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abolition decrees (ibid: 316). Cassanelli (1988) makes the 

point that the knowledge that anti-slavery ordinances were 

being enforced on the coast encouraged desertion by 

plantation slaves further inland in the first decade of 

the century, as there was less likelihood that Italian 

authorities would return runaways to their masters. 

As a result of abolition, the number of ex-slaves 

filtering into the valley after the turn of the century 

must have at least equalled Menkhaus' estimate for the 

1865-95 period. Despite the intention of the Italian 

authorities, it is clear that many plantation slaves chose 

not to remain in conditions of servitude with their former 

masters, especially after the brutal ways in which some 

slave owners handled their slaves in the early years of 

abolition. Luling (1971:117), for example, reports that 

after abolition many slaves even left Geledi, an area 

where slavery was "a relatively mild form of bondage" 

(ibid:119) , rather than choosing to stay with their former 

masters. 

Unfortunately, population records for the Jubba 

Valley kept by British and Italian authorities during the 

first two decades of this century do not offer any clear 

picture of population growth. British population 

estimates vary by up to 10,000 from year to year in no 

consistent direction, and administrators continually note 
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that they did not attempt regular forays into the upriver 

interior due to the harsh travel conditions.28 Population 

figures reported by Italians are equally problematic, as 

discussed by Karp (1960). A very rough estimate could be 

made that the Jubba Valley, including the religious 

settlements in the valley, absorbed not less than 40,000 

runaway and freed slaves during the past 150 years.29 

The Gosha Settlement Process: 1840 - 1895 

Ex-slaves settling in the Jubba Valley came from over 

a dozen different East African ethnic groups.30 

Nineteenth century eye-witness accounts from Europeans 

28. I compared population estimates from the following 
documents: KNA 1902, KNA 1914, GBCO 1910-17, KNA 1915-16, 
KNA 1919-20 and 1920-21. 
29. Cassanelli (1982, 1988) discusses the formation of 
some of these religious settlements, and, their absorption 
of fugitive and freed slaves. 
30. In his revisionist history of the lower Jubba Valley, 
Menkhaus (1989) applies a different periodicity than the 
more common "precolonial" (prior to 1895), "early colonial" 
(1895 - 1935), and "fascist" (1935 - 1941) delineation of 
historical periods. For the precolonial era, he 
differentiates the period from 1840 to 1875 as the years of 
early settlement and subordination to Boni tribes. The 
period 1875 to 1895 he identifies as the emergence of an 
independent, locally dominant "Goshaland". As my purpose is 
to briefly provide an overview of lower Jubba history as 
background for the later settlement of the Iniddle Jubba, I 
have collapsed these periods which Menkhaus treats in 
separate sections. I fully agree with Menkhaus' treatment 
of the periodicity of precolonial Gosha history. 
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report that in addition to Zegua31, the most numerous of 

the ex-slave population were Yao, Nyasa, Makua, Ngindu and 

Nyika (Colucci 1924:148, de Carolis 1980:26, Menkhaus 

1989). The homelands from which these slaves were taken 

are shown in Figure 3.2. 

Initially, fugitive slaves settled along the lines of 

their East African origin; thus Europeans noted Zegua 

villages, Yao villages, and, occasionally, mixed villages 

(Kersten 1871, Dundas 1893, ASMAI 1896). Villages settled 

by one ethnic group were somewhat exclusive: von der 

Decken reported that the inhabitants of the Zegua village 

of Manamsunde "are very reluctant to. adopt somebody who 

does not belong to them into their community; only if a 

refugee brings along gun and powder wili they welcome him" 

(Kersten 1871:303). 

Newly arrived slaves would thus search out 

communities formed by ex-slaves from their East African 

group of origin. In this way, villages formed prior to 

1900 in the lower Jubba were separate ethnic communities, 

speaking separate Bantu languages and marrying 

endogamously when possible (Menkhaus 1989). Swahili was 

used as the lingua franca between Gosha villages. 

Cultural, ethnic, and linguistic distinctions were 

31. Menkhaus (1989) maintains, contrary to earlier 
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particularly strong among slaves who had been taken from 

East Africa as adults for the slave trade. The most 

extreme example are the Mushunguli (Zegua originally from 

Tanzanian territory), who even today retain their Bantu 

language and sense of ethnic distinctiveness. The 

Mushunguli currently living in the lower Jubba have 

developed the strongest oral traditions of their group 

history: of their enslavement, slave experiences, escape 

from slavery, and thei~ settlement of the first Gosha 

villages. Menkhaus (1989) has recorded these traditions, 

and from them has developed a coherent and detailed 

account of the earliest years of valley settlement. 

By 1875, villages from Yontoy to Mfudu had been 

settled, and the influx of runaways was still high. 

Runaways could either settle in a village of their ethnic 

background, or could forge north into the jungle to settle 

new villages of their own. The next two decades saw the 

rise of what Menkhaus (1989:127) calls an "indepe,ndent 

Goshaland".32 In the early 1870s, Gosha villages were 

scholarship, that the Zegua and the Mushunguli are the 
same. I will use these terms interchangeably. 
32. The following reconstruction of lower Jubba history is 
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able to band together to defeat and subordinate the Boni 

(with the use of guns acquired from the Sultan of 

Zanzibar), to whom they had initially been forced to pay 
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tribute. Following this victory, the growing prominence of 

local leaders with spheres of influence outside their own 

villages and the forging of a political alliance with the 

sultan of Zanzibar further served to bring Gosha villages 

into a wider arena of joint political action. 

The most prominent remembered event of Goshaland 

history during this period (1875 - 1895) was the Gosha 

people's ultimate defeat of the Ogaadeen Somalis around 

1890, an event which has been recorded in oral tradition 

throughout the valley.33 Gosha villages were constantly 

under threat from surrounding Ogaadeen (who had pushed the 

Oromo away from the Jubba by the 1870s), and Europeans 

noted that many Gosha villages were fortified. Trade to 

this point had primarily been carried on between Ogaadeen 

and Gosha at a place called Regatta, a plain with wide 

visibility and little opportunity for subterfuge. Crauford 

(ASMAI 1896:4) mentions that Gosha would not venture into 

taken largely from Menkhaus (1989). 
33. In the middle Jubba the most remembered aspect of this 
battle is how Somalis begged not to be exterminated: 
"Bantu, leave us some descendants!" 



Somali territory, and Somalis were afraid to enter Gosha 

villages. The relationship between Gosha and Ogaadeen 

during this period thus primarily consisted of trading and 

raiding. The Gosha victory over local Ogaadeen is 

primarily attributed to the leadership of a man called 

Nassib Bundo who was a Yao ex-slave. Nassib had achieved 

prominence in the Gosha-Boni skirmishes and, as the self 

proclaimed "Sultan of the Gosha", his fame grew with his 

negotiations with prominent Somalis, the Sultan of 

zanzibar, the Egyptians, and, finally, with the British 

and Italian colonial authorities. Nassib has achieved 

superhuman proportions in Gosha oral tradition as a man of 

astounding magical abilities who was able to crush 

Ogaadeen Somalis with his fighting power and his magical 

prowess. Colonial authorities treated him as the most 

prominent of the Gosha big-men, and written accounts 

portray the· formation of a Gosha confederacy with Nassib 

as the leader. 

Menkhaus (1989) provides a convincing alternative to 

this picture of a pre-colonial Gosha confederacy united 

under Nassib Bundo. He argues that Gosha villages retained 

a high degree of linguistic, cultural and political 

independence and autonomy, with sometimes bitter rivalries 

existing between village or ethnic leaders. Intervillage 

affairs were marked as much by conflict as by cooperation 
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(which occurred primarily in military affairs, such as the 

Gosha-Boni fights and the Gosha-Ogaadeen skirmishes). 

Menkhaus' portrayal accords well with European eye-witness 

accounts, such as Crauford's (ASMAI 1896:3) view of the 

Gosha population as having no unity: "owing to divided 

interests and impatience of discipline, no concerted 

movement is at all probable." contemporary inhabitants of 

villages which formed in the middle Jubba at the turn of 

the century recount that they owed no allegiance to Nassib 

Bundo - his sphere of influence clearly did not extend 

upriver. 

While the Gosha did defeat Ogaadeen Somalis in a 

prominent battle around 1890, equally important in the 

initiation of peaceful relations between Gosha and Somali 

at that time were the spread of Islam among the Gosha 

(attributed to the efforts of the revered Shaykh Murjan), 

and the "pacification" of Ogaden Somalis by the newly 

arrived British colonial authorities. 

The picture that emerges of the initial settlement of 

the lower Jubba is thus one of groups of people with 

distinct languages and cultures settling together in 

villages on the basis of East African ethnic identity. 

These villages functioned independently and were socially 

exclusive, yet occasionally participated in military 

maneuvers against shared enemies: first the Boni and later 
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the Ogaadeen Somali. The fervor and obvious relish with 

which accounts of Nassib Bundo's victories and powers are 

told in contemporary times are more indicative of the 

pride and social memory of the development of a Goshaland 

of independent villages unattached to Somali masters or 

patrons than of a Goshaland that was politically and 

socially unified. 

By the 1890's, the settlement pattern was continuing 

to change. More fugitive slaves were arriving who had not 

maintained strong ties - cultural or linguistic - to their 

East African ethnic groups. Most likely, the majority of 

these were the slaves who had been kidnapped as children. 

Unlike the Mushunguli, most groups interviewed by Menkhaus 

in the lower Jubba report their ancestors were stolen as 

children. According to the elders of one village: 

(Our ancestors) were people stolen from the 
British territory (East Africa). There was a 
certain boat that went from Arab lands to British 
lands (sic), and the boat was at the British 
docks. All the children came around the boat and 
Arabs gave them dates to attract them, and then 
loaded the boats with these children. 
The boats left for Marka and the Arabs asked if 
anyone wanted to buy slaves. (Menkhaus 1989:99) 

Several of my informants in the Middle Jubba reported 

their fathers had similarly been kidnapped. 

These reports find confirmation in British documents 

of the time. The British Administration Report of Zanzibar 

for the year 1864-65, for example, complains that: 
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"Kidnapping (of children for slavery) by Arabs has also 

been carried on to a great extent, and the Government of 

Zanzibar appears perfectly unable to put a stop to it" 

(ASMAI 1865). Other secondary sources also emphasize the 

importance of children in the slave trade, for reasons 

that are simple: children are easier to manage, make 

lighter cargo, and are more easily assimilated and less 

likely to retain strong ties to their places of origin 

(Sullivan 1968, Miers 1974, Beachey 1976, Alpers 1975, 

Menkhaus 1989). The ramifications of being enslaved as a 

child are great in terms of the acculturation process to 

the host society, a point to which I shall return. 

These later runaways, who had largely been enslaved 

as children, were not easily accepted by already formed 

villages of ethnically united Yao or Zegua, As they held 

weak or no ties to a specific East African group, Somali 

clan affiliation became the template for settlement. 

Figure 3.3 shows how the villages settled north of Jilib 

by 1900 had begun to identify themselves by Somali clan 

names .cEelay, Jiddu, Biimaal, Oaafeed, Hawiye) rather than 

East African tribal names (Yao, Ngindu, Makua, 

Mushunguli). This pattern would continue in the settlement 

of the mid-valley area. 

By the turn of the century fugitive slaves had formed 

settlements in the Jubba Valley only as far north as 
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Mfudo. Peace between the Gosha and surrounding Somali 

groups had been achieved with the intervention of colonial 

authorities and the mediation by prominent local shaykhs. 

Islam had been introduced and spread throughout Goshaland, 

and the Somali dialect of Maay-Maay emerged as the lingua 

franca for Gosha communities. These factors, combined with 

the shift in the basis of settlement from East African 

tribal identities to Somali clan identities, marked the 

increasing 'Somalization' of the Gosha people. 

To summarize, the ex-slaves who first penetrated, 

cleared and settled the lower Gosha between 1840 and 1895 

formed villages along the lines of their East African 

tribal affiliations. Distinct Bantu languages and 

ceremonial cultures characterized the villages, which, 

despite cultural differences, shared common enemies. 

Relationships with surrounding Somali groups were 

confrontational at worst and cautious at best, and ties of 

affection or shared cultural values between Gosha and 

Somalis were minimal. Only towards the end of the century 

did a slight shift begin to occur in Somali-Gosha and 

intra-Gosha relations. This shift was due to a number of 

factors, including the colonially-imposed peace, 

unification*in Islam, and the fact that later settlers 

held stronger ties to Somali clans than to their East 

African groups of origin. 
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The Upper Gosha: 1895 - 1988 

Newcomers arriving in the valley by the turn of the 

century were immigrating for the same kinds of reasons as 

had earlier arrivals: to escape slavery, to start a new 

life - but were situated differently vis-a-vis Somali 

society and personal ethnicity. These newcomers colonized 

the jungle north of Jilib, eventually reaching the upper 

limits of the Gosha, just below what is now Saakow (Figure 

3.4). Settlers to the upper Gosha came from a variety of 

backgrounds, primarily consisting of: 1) Benaadir 

plantation slaves who received their freedom as a direct 

result of Italian abolition efforts between 1900 and 1914; 

2) ex-slaves and dependent "clients" from the Baay Region; 

3) pastoral slaves and serfs of Oromo heritage; 4) people 

of unknown but clearly non-Somali ancestry living as 

clients to Ajuraan Somalis on the upper Shabelle around 

Kalafo, Ethiopia; and 5) Somali pastoralists who were 

settling to take up a life of farming. Each of these 

groups contributed to the changing constitution of Gosha 

society, fostering the development of dynamic and complex 

relationships within the Gosha population and between 

Gosha and Somalis. 

My sketch of the settlement of the lower Jubba was 

drawn almost entirely from contemporary secondary sources 

and European eye-witness accounts written in the 19th 
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century. My data for the settlement of the middle Jubba 

(upper Gosha) comes almost entirely from my fieldwork. 

Mention of middle Jubba villages or inhabitants is 

extremely rare in the colonial documents I have examined, 

probably largely due to the fact that very little colonial 

activity was carried out in this region.34 

The first settlers to make their way into the middle 

Jubba were the later arrivals to the lower Jubba. As for 

the lower Jubba, many, if not most, of these settlers had 

been enslaved as children. The elders of one of the 

earliest villages formed in the upper Gosha (around 100 

years ago) related the story of their parents, the village 

founders: 

They were taken from Kenya when they were small. 
Arab men who had boats brought them up to here 
(Marka). Their people who birthed them (i.e. 
parents) didn't know when they were stealing 
them. They put them on boats .•• When we grew, our 
old fathers, they told us they were brought via 
Marka. 

This village identifies itself as Biimaal, the name 

of the Somali clan living around Marka. The children were 

probably brought to Marka in the late 1870s, and made 

their way into the Jubba in the 1880s. They settled first 

in several different villages in the lower Jubba, 

34. Unattributed quotes are from oral histories I recorded 
in the field. 
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continuing upriver to settle their own village at least by 

the turn of the century. 

The identification of settlements with Somali clans 

(or, for the area first settled in the lower Jubba, by 

African tribal affiliation) forced newcomers of different 

clan affiliation to search out places of their own to live 

and farm. Immigrants arriving around and after the turn of 

the century found land in the lower Jubba already claimed 

by the clans that had arrived first. cassanelli (1989) 

provides evidence that village founders and their 

descendants (gamas) in lower Jubba villages maintained a 

greater degree of control over land than newcomers 

(majoro). Newcomers were thus met with difficulties in 

obtaining land and being accepted in these already formed 

villages. Cassanelli's argument finds support in an 

explanation given to me by an elder of a middle Jubba 

village about why his father continued moving from village 

to village until founding the village in which my 

informant was born and raised: 

He carne to Bidi because of land. The land in the 
areas they settled before (in the lower Jubba) 
was all owned by the people that already lived 
there. They carne to this land for the sons of 
Bidi (the village they ultimately founded; 
meaning for their inheritance) ... That land 
(where they first tried to settle in the lower 
Jubba) was owned by Jiido, Garo, it was owned by 
those people, Daafed (Somali clans) ... Those 
people owned that land. Dabare (a Somali clan) 
was our settlement (in the lower Jubba), but that 
was not our land. 
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What he means by his last sentence is that initially 

ex-slaves claiming affiliation to Dabare settled together 

in the lower Jubba, but were unable to acquire land of 

their own. The frontier environment of the Gosha stifled 

the development of extreme social stratification between 

gamas and majoro, however, because disgruntled villagers 

could pick up and continue north.35 Newcomers unable to 

acquire sufficient land or political clout of their own in 

already formed villages of the lower Jubba thus continued 

pushing the frontier up the valley. There was a constant 

forming and reforming of new villages throughout the 

Gosha, and the expansion of the frontier continued into 

the mid-valley area through the first decades of the 20th 

century. Very little settlement of new villages occurred 

beyond the northernmost edge of the Gosha jungle.36 

Baay Region Ex-Slave Settlers 

35. This stifling of social stratification on the Jubba 
fontier is in marked contrast to the settling of the Amazon 
frontier where Moran (1988) found. that the frontier was an 
amplifier of the stratification system. In chapter seven we 
will see how the social dynamics on the Jubba frontier may 
be evolving toward those of the Amazon. 
36. I think this limit on Gosha settlement is due to a 
number of factors: the jungle provided protection and wild 
foods in times of stress. Moreover, dhasheegs, critical for 
flood recession agriculture, are limited to the area 
characterized by jungle. 
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Among the earliest settlers in the middle Jubba were 

ex-slaves/clients of Baay Region Somalis. In the Baay 

Region, where Somalis practised agro-pastoralism, slaves 

were used both for agriculture and for herding. As with 

slaves from Benaadir plantations, Baay region slaves 

escaped and carne into the Jubba, but others remained in 

relations of clientship with former masters after 

receiving their freedom, and carne into the Gosha later. 

These "client" ex-slaves called themselves by the Somali 

clan name of their former masters, and the villages formed 

by them in the southern part of the upper Gosha are 

identified, for example, as Laysan or Dabare, which are 

Somali clans from the Baay Region. The distinction between 

slave and client is very unclear, and contemporary 

villagers now refer to all their ancestors who carne from 

the Baay Region as having escaped slavery, even if those 

ancestors had remained for a time as clients. In 

describing the settlement of his village, one contemporary 

village headman explained: 

The people of this land, the origin of 
these people were people who were owned by bilis 
(ethnic Somalis).37 People used to run away. 

37. Somalis are ·called bilis, which Luling (1971) glosses 
as 'noble', but which literally means 'soft'. It is used to 
denote pure Somalis, as opposed to slaves or ex-slaves. 
Another term used to describe Somalis is jileec which means 
'soft hair' (or tiin jileec). This term is used in 
opposition to jareer, which means 'hard hair', and refers 
to people of East African descent or ex-slaves, whose hair 
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They were owned, the people who carne together 
there, that person from the bush, and he was 
attracted into this place, and another man who is 
attracted comes here. That's how they carne 
together ... They left (their former homes in Baay 
Region) because of slavery. People were owned by 
the soft hairs (jileec; ethnic Somalis) and some 
of the people were brought from Boran. The people 
who are in this land are hard hair (jareer; 
ex-slaves). They were people who were beaten to 
this side (forced to corne to this side from the 
west by the bilis). They were beaten from Boran. 
When these people were brought they were bought 
by the bilis. Then they used to say "This slave 
is mine." While he is with you (the slave) he 
runs away. This land was not settled. This 
settlement started in the lower Jubba. All this 
land was not settled. The people of Somalia who 
were in this land used to go in groups to capture 
(the Boran). 

The earliest settlers "attracted" later settlers -

people with whom they had been slaves, or with whom they 

shared some kind of kinship bond. Ex-slaves corning into 

the upper Gosha settled in small groups of related people, 

whose bond was often the Somali clan to which they had 

been enslaved. Informants relate how ex-slaves corning into 

the upper Gosha would go from village to village, asking 

after their relatives. 'Relatives' often meant people who 

had been enslaved to the same Somali clan; people who had 

experienced slavery together, rather than blood relations, 

although with time blood relations grew out of Somali clan 

affiliations. 

is considered kinkier and rougher than that of ethnic 
Somalis. The significance of these terms will be discussed 
in the next chapter. 
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It is clear from oral histories that Somalis were not 

interested in biologically reproducing the slave 

population (a point Meillassoux (1983) discusses for 

Africa in general). Generally marriage between slaves did 

not occur until after manumission or escape. Slaves 

marrying after receiving their freedom often obtained a 

wife or husband as a gift from their masters accompanying 

manumission. As the spouse offered as a gift was usually a 

fellow slave, both marriage partners would be affiliated 

to the same Somali clan, regardless of their own, 

distinct, African heritages. Through children, a new set 

of blood relations would thus be created, springing from a 

unity created through Somali clan ties. 

The elder of one village described how his village 

had been settled 83 years ago. His statement shows how 

relatives "attracted" each other: 

In those days the man who founded this land was 
called Yaaqub Welidi and he carne from Baydhoba, a 
place called Abbab Gala was his permanent 
settlement. H~ was among those who were brought 
by spears and stolen ••• His wife and his family 
(carne with him) ... The reason why they carne here 
was this land was not occupied, and when you corne 
you just take land. Like this is how we used to 
settle near the river. When he carne he settled 
here. There was a place he settled first called 
Xawall Maanyaw. He carne this way, as if he were 
looking for a good place for the animals (like 
nomads do). After that he came to this place, 
Buurfuule. It was a place which has a dhasheeg ... 
When he carne he was followed by the sons of his 
uncle whom he has attracted; "Yaaqub Welidi 
attracted us, where did he settle?" "Buurfuule he 
settled." "He has attracted us." That's how the 
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village was settled. 

As meaningful ties to East African groups of origin 

had been lost in the disruptive process of kidnapping, 

sale, and enslavement, affiliation to a Somali clan 

provided a shared bond for settlers of the frontier 

needing mutual assistance and support in the early years 

of settlement. Somali clan affiliation provided much more 

than just a shared bond, however. Its deep significance 

for mid-valley settlers as a symbolic tool will be 

discussed in the next chapter. Its pragmatic significance 

was perhaps a more immediate concern. 

She egad 

The earliest ex-slaves in the upper Gosha tended to 

affiliate with local, powerful Somali clans as a way to 

ensure protection. The process of formal affiliation is 

called sheegad. To be of sheegad status means one is not a 

true descendent of the original founder of the clan, but 

rather has affiliated with the clan in a formal ceremony. 

An individual wishing to be adopted by a clan makes his 

intentions known and the clan elders determine conditions 

of acceptance, which usually consist of payment of a fee, 

a gift of an animal, and fulfillment of a ceremony. Some 

scholars gloss she egad as 'client', as to be of sheegad 

status is to be somewhat inferior, but its meaning is 

better captured by the term 'affiliated'. A relationship 
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of affiliaton with Somali clans taken on by Gosha is also 

described by another term, ku tirsan, which simply means 

'leaning on'. To be ku tirsan to a Somali clan does not 

necessarily imply formal adoption.38 The way in which 

these terms are used by contemporary Gosha to describe 

their association with Somali clans, however, is not as 

clear as these definitions might imply. Gosha use the 

terms interchangeably, and do not seem to feel the 

distinction between she egad and ku tirsan is very 

important. 

Living alone or in small, highly dispersed clusters, 

the first settlers often affiliated (formally or 

informally) with a surrounding Somali clan for protection. 

Later arrivals to the upper Gosha often chose to affiliate 

to the same clan as had their previously settled 

relatives. As one elder explained: 

When all came to know each other, the man who was 
the strongest, they leaned on him. Nobody cares 
for the other clan (their former Somali clan). 
You can leave the other one and come and follow 
your brother and lean on the same strong clan as 
he is. 

The ku tirsan relationship ensured protection from 

38. I have come across the use of terms meaning "leaning 
on" to describe relations of clients or inferiors to social 
superiors from groups as diverse as the Kabyles of Algeria 
(Bordieu 1977) and the Efe of central Africa (Grinker 
1990) . 
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other Somali clans, but also implied a kind of debt owed 

by Gosha villages. The Gosha sometimes had to provide 

grain for nomads; nomads would come to the villages and 

expect gifts of grain from families who were "leaning on" 

them (ku tirsan). Nomads would only take food from those 

who were "leaning on" them, and would protect their 

'clients' from being subjected to other nomad groups. 

While the full nature of this relationship is not clear 

from oral histories, it seems that the relationship was 

limited to exchanging grain for protection in a kind of 

patron-client relationship. Local nomad and Gosha 

historians both agree that the Gosha "held full control 

over the land they lived on and farmed; in no sense were 

they considered squatters, tenants, or laborers for nomads 

on land held by nomads. Control over land and access to 

land was determined by the head or elders of each village 

for surrounding lands and was completely an internal 

matter. 

The earliest Gosha settlements cooperated with labor 

sharing and assistance in times of need, but there were 

also social divisions which were important. These 

divisions were based on Somali clan affiliation and also 

on degree of conversion to Islam. Settlers who had 

experienced closer relationships with Somali masters had 

already converted by the time of their entry into the 
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Gosha, whereas other ex-slaves (usually plantation slaves) 

had not yet become Muslims. One very elderly woman 

explained why it was her father moved from place to place 

in the upper Gosha before settling alone in an uninhabited 

area on the west bank: "The reason was he heard those 

'ooji' (non-Muslim slave) people eat children so he 

escaped with his children to this side. We were very 

small." 

Settlement Fluidity 

By the first decade of the 20th century, there were 

scattered villages all along the banks of the middle 

Jubba, with new villages continually being formed. Somali 

clan affiliation had become an important aspect of village 

formation. Villages were autonomous, independent 

sociopolitical entities, which nevertheless cooperated in 

times of hardship and marriage. Settlement in this period 

was very fluid, as people moved from village to village, 

and moved villages from one area to another, searching for 

the best agricultural land, the fewest mosquitoes, and the 

fewest human competitors (other farmers and Somali 

pastoralists). Hunting, fishing, and gathering of wild 

plants were critical to the survival of these earliest 

settlers in the upper Gosha. 

In addition to variances in the local environment, 

social conflicts, and problems with adjacent Somali 



pastoralists, occasionally events having to do with the 

colonial government caused movement of Gosha villagers. 

While the British and Italians made no efforts to 

establish a presence in the middle Jubba area early in the 

century, skirmishes between colonialists and Somalis 

resisting colonial rule sometimes affected the Gosha. The 

most extreme case was the 1916 murder of Lieutenant Eliot 

(remembered by Somalis as 'Elyan') at the British military 

outpost of Sarinley on the upper Jubba and the sacking of 

the town by Cawlyahan Somalis. The murder and the ensuing 

two years of warfare between British forces and Cawlyahan 

Somalis west of the Jubba are recalled vividly by Gosha 

villagers. Following the murder, the Cawlyahan went on a 

rampage against Gosha villages on the west bank, which 

were induced to supply the British with information on the 

whereabouts of Cawlyahan warriors. The west bank of the 

Jubba in the upper Gosha area was quickly abandoned as 

Gosha fled to the relative safety of the east bank. After 

the British subdued the Cawlyahan in 1918, the Gosha all 

moved back. 

Gosha villagers often used this ability to cross the 

river to avoid unpleasantness as a strategy. Until 1924, 

the British controlled the west bank of the river (then 

called Jubaland) and the Italians held the east bank. 

Gosha would frequently cross the river to avoid penalties, 
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taxes, punishments, or to illegally sell ivory. As one 

informant explained, 

"If someone kills somebody on the other side of 
the river, he could cross to this side and be 
saved, and nobody could speak against him. "You, 
donkey" he will say (to his pursuers), "have you 
seen what I did to you?" 
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Land was still abundant, and moving around was not only a 

way to escape colonial authorities and Somali 

pastoralists, but it also provided a way for the Gosha to 

become intimately familiar with their new environment. 

When the colonial presence reached its peak during the 

years of Italian fascist colonial rule, village movements 

as a result of colonial activity were much greater. 

Ormo Ex-Slave Settlers 

While ex-slaves entering the lower Jubba were almost 

entirely of East African origin (Kenya to Mozambique), 

some of the earliest settlers to the middle Jubba during 

the first two decades of the 20th century were Boran and 

Warday ex-slaves. Many Boran settlers came into the Gosha 

from the north, coming down the river from Baardheere, and 

from the west, coming into the Gosha from Afmadow up to 

Wajir (Figure 3.5). As with immigrants from the Baay 

region, the distinction between slave and client among 

Boran/Warday settlers is very unclear and the descendants 

of these settlers often simply say their fathers settled 

into the Gosha because they had lost all their animals. 
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Most of my informants were insistent that all immigrants 

to the Gosha had a history of enslavement, even though 

some experiences (such as those of the Warday) were 

'milder' than others. Many of the earliest Boran settlers 

did not actually settle permanently, but went back and 

forth from agriculture to pastoralism. This was possible 

because of the abundance of land and the stronger ties 

that Boran retained with pastoralists. This movement 

between different forms of subsistence has not continued, 

and few Boran descendants of the upper Gosha are presently 

trying to build or maintain a herd of animals with the 

intention of returning to a pastoral "lifestyle. Boran 

settlers have settled in large numbers in the mid-valley 

area around Bu'aale, and their immigration has been 

continual since the earliest decades of the 20th century. 

Since Warday were not directly affected by abolition 

efforts, many Warday remained in conditions of servitude 

into the 1960s and 1970s, and some probably still do. As 

Warday were manumitted or lost their cattle, they trickled 

into Gosha villages throughout the century. This is in 

contrast to the more concentrated arrival of early 

ex-slaves and Baay Region ex-slaves. 

Ajuraan "Reer Shabelle" 

Beginning in the late 1920s and continuing into the 

60s, people of non-Somali ethnic background began arriving 
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from Ethiopia, fleeing bloody tribal wars in their 

homeland. This group, loosely called reer Shabelle (the 

people of Shabelle) carne from the area around Kalafo, on 

the Shabelle River across the border in Ethiopia (Figure 

3.5). Their history is obscure. Cerulli (1934:3) says liThe 

Shabelle are a confederacy recognizing the authority of a 

lineage of Somali Ajuraan for the purpose of electing 

their chief" (translation from Lewis 1959:34). Cerulli 

also says about the area called Shabelle inhabited by 

Ajuraan: 

As the Adjuran are there proportionately few in 
number, the most part of the tribe being former 
slaves or freedmen, the Ogaden often call the 
group the Addon, viz. the slaves, who have been 
incorrectly considered by some ethnologists as a 
Bantu tribe or a Bantu-speaking people 
(1959:143). 

Their language is Somali and their religion Islam. 

Informants' views varied; some were adamant that reer 

Shabelle had once been slaves centuries ago, brought from 

east Africa via northern Somali ports (such as Berbera), 

while others were equally adamant that they had always 

lived freely, and some were unsure. It is clear, however, 

that reer Shabelle, who are farmers with some livestock, 

lived in some kind of a dependent relationship with Somali 

Ajuraan on the Ethiopian Shabelle. Reer Shabelle are 

physically similar to descendents of plantation slaves in 

the Gosha. 
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The Ajuraan have a long and distinguished history in 

somalia, which has been carefully reconstructed and 

convincingly presented by Cassanelli (1982). According to 

oral tradition and Cassanelli's historical reconstruction, 

an Ajuraan confederacy developed into a state by the 16th 

century which encompassed much of southern Somalia. The 

power of the state waned during the 17th century, and 

currently pockets of Ajuraan exist throughout southern 

Somalia: on the upper Shabelle, on the lower Shabelle, in 

the middle Jubba around Baardheere and BU'aale, and across 

the border in the Northern Frontier District of Kenya 

(Cerulli 1957:64). The Ajuraan living between Baardheere 

and the middle Jubba are called reer Dooy Ajuraan (the 

geographical area is called Dooy) , and are ethnically 

Somali pastoralists, as opposed to the reer Shabelle 

Ajuraan, who are non ethnically Somali 

agriculturalists. 39 
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39. The term 'reer' contains several meanings that cannot 
be translated into a correspondingly succinct term in 
English. Reer signifies a group that recognizes a group 
status, unified by an element of kinship. The smallest unit 
could be a nuclear or extended family. Thus children and 
grandchildren of a man called Maxamed could call themselves 
reer Maxamed. The largest unit would be a group like reer 
Shabelle. 
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Ajuraan oral tradition tells that the first reer 

Shabelle Ajuraan to corne into the middle Jubba around 80 

years ago were instrumental in initiating peace between 

Gosha and Somali and in uniting reer Dooy Ajuraan and reer 

Shabelle Ajuraan. Reer Shabelle immigrants tended to 

settle together in villages and change location as a group 

if it became necessary to move. The presence of the reer 

Shabelle Ajuraan was to have a lasting impact on the 

social organization of the mid-valley area, as they were 

the first group to have no knowledge of a history apart 

from affiliation to a Somali clan. 

Colonialism 

with the penetration of colonialism into the upper 

Gosha, the emerging settlement and social organization 

along Somali clan lines was altered. The Italians, who 

obtained Jubaland from the British in 1925, had given 

concessions to Italian immigrants for the formation of 

large plantations on the lower Jubba to produce cash crops 

(especially bananas) for export to Italy (see Menkhaus 

1989). Italian plantation owners desperately needed a 

source of labor for the plantations.40 In the early days 

40. Cassanelli (1988) reviews the problem of the labor 
shortage for the Italians. 



of the colony, Italian colonial administrators forced by 

their government to pursue the abolition of slavery 

believed that ex-slaves would provide a ready supply of 

labor for the planned large-scale development of 

Italian-owned plantations.41 Colonial authorities had 

not counted on the existence of a frontier to absorb 

ex-slaves, who could make a decent living as free yeoman 

farmers. By 1935, when labor was not forthcoming for the 

plantations, the new fascist colonial authorities resorted 

to forced labor.42 

41. Hess (1966) provides a good historical background on 
this point, although he inexcusably ignores the forced 
labor system ultimately adopted by the Italians. 
42. The utilization of forced labor by colonial 
authorities was not uncommon in Africa (Lovejoy 1979, 
Roberts and Miers 1988). For comparison see the chapters in 
Miers and Roberts (1988), especially Twaddle (on Buganda), 
Ohadike (on the Igbo), Heywood (on Angola), and Northrup 
(on the Belgian Congo) • 
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Their target was the ex-slave communities of the 

Gosha. Informants stressed how the Italians definitionally 

separated the ex-slave population from the Somali 

population for purposes of conscripting laborers. One 

Gosha informant imitated the Italians: 

"I don't accept saying "I am Mushunguli", "I 
am Bartire", "I am Shabelle", "I am Cawlyahan", 
"I am Marexan". It doesn't exist. You are all 
lying. You all are Mushunguli Mayasid (Bantu). 
You have to participate (in the forced labor 
system)." 

The Italians began relocating men and women from 

their villages to the Italian plantations by force in 

1935. A village leader (duq-taraf) was paid to provide 

workers; initially for permanent work (remembered as the 

kolonya) and later for work on a rotating basis, the 

'torno' (remembered as teen). Elderly survivors of the 

kolonya system hold bitter memories of the Italian 

plantation experience. 

There was a time they (Italians) used to catch 
people by force which was kolonya. People went, a 
woman and her husband, they are taken together. 
It is kolonya. People were made to work on the 
farms ... There's no youth that has not farmed in 
the farms ... The Italians owned them 
(permanently). Let them be there. Forget them 
(meaning do not plan to see them again). We 
worked day and night on the farms. Even those who 
were born there worked there ... 
People were beaten and stepped on. A hundred 
strokes,fifty strokes, this is how people are 
beaten - one refuses to work, one is not able to 
finish his work because he is not strong, you 
know, and that is his strength (as much as he can 
do). There are people who cannot farm. "Let him 



be beaten". One hundred strokes on the buttocks. 
He will be beaten. Then he suffers, when he 
suffers and goes into the house, there's no one 
who gives him food. If a man gets sick, he 
doesn't get food. If he's beaten he doesn't get 
food. He is "cut into pieces". Die or be alive, 
yes. 

This man's sentiments were echoed throughout the 

villages of the lower Gosha and the southern part of the 
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upper Gosha by those who had been subjected to the forced 

labor campaigns of the Italians. 

The Ajuraan were a prominent clan in the mid-valley 

at this time. The local leader of the Ajuraan, a man 

named Sooyan, refused to send his people for kolonya. 

Sooyan was reer Shabelle and had migrated to the area 

about 80 years ago to settle among the nomadic reer Dooy 

Ajuraan. He was chosen to be the head of the settled 

Ajuraan in the area, many of whom were also reer Shabelle. 

When the system of forced labor began, he refused to allow 

the Italians to take anyone from the village of Duqiyo 

north (Figure 3.4), claiming they all came under his 

authority. As word spread of his refusal, reer Shabelle 

and others living in the lower Gosha, and thus subject to 

forced labor, fled into the upper Gosha and affiliated to 

Ajuraan. Many reer Shabelle also returned to Ethiopia to 

escape the kolonya. In the words of a reer Shabelle 

Ajuraan, 

It happened that we said "Come close. For this 
country, we are birds. If you cause trouble, 



we will go back ... We can't be oppressed. Our 
country is broad. We will go back and even fight 
the Amhara (Ethiopians). Otherwise leave us 
alone." 

While it is clear that people did return to Ethiopia, 

it is also clear that the system of forced labor and 

Sooyan's refusal brought many people into the upper Gosha 

to affiliate with Ajuraan. Before the Italians could take 

measures to curtail Sooyan's power and force his people to 

work, World War II had corne to Africa.43 

The war introduced another kind of disruption for 

Gosha villagers, although one preferable to kolonya in 

their eyes. Villagers were conscripted into the army, and 

were sent as far away as Ethiopia and Kenya. By 1941 the 

war in Somalia was over, the British having crushed the 

Italians in southern Somalia in a matter of days. Gosha 

from the middle Jubba returned to their villages and their 

farms, and continued their lives relatively undisturbed by 

the changing colonial powers claiming control over their 

country until 1960. 

Somali Settlers Since 1960 

In the last two decades, the majority of settlers 

43. British colonial documents from Wajir District report 
that Gosha ran away as far as Wajir to escape the Italian 
plantations "where they said life was not worth living" 
(KNA 1938). 
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have been Somali nomads from the surrounding bush. 

Beginning during the droughts of the 1960s (1962-3, 

1964-5) and the widely publicized abaar daba dheere (the 

long-tailed drought) of 1974-75, Somali nomads who lost 

their livestock to drought or disease have been settling 

into the Gosha communities, taking up farming, and 

recently, even intermarrying. As a result of the 1974 

drought, the Somali government attempted a massive 

resettlement of Somali pastoralists devastated by the 

drought into planned cooperative villages in the Jubba 

Valley. Hundreds of thousands of Somalis were transported 

to these towns to live as farmers. The largest 

resettlement community was Dujuuma in the mid-valley, 

which received 55,000 refugees. Conditions for agriculture 

in Dujuuma were very poor, and within a few years the vast 

majority of resettled pastoralists had abandoned the town, 

choosing to rebuild a life in the bush, to resettle on one 

of the large government projects in the lower Jubba as 

laborers, or to take up residence in one of the already 

formed Gosha villages with better agricultural land. 

currently the number of Somalis living in Gosha villages 

in the mid-valley is few, some villages having no ethnic 

Somalis living there at all. Settled Somalis tend to move 

back and forth to the bush, much as the Boran did in 

earlier decades, although families returning to the bush 



sometimes leave a family member in the village to retain 

control of and farm the agricultural land the family had 

obtained during their residence. 

The diversity of backgrounds of the people who 

settled the Jubba Valley over the past 150 years is quite 

broad. Ex-slaves corning into the Jubba were from 

different geographical areas within Somali territory44 

and from different ethnic backgrounds throughout East 

Africa. Some settlers carne as runaway slaves, some carne 

after manumission. Some carne as free children of slaves. 

The striking aspect of the Gosha settlement pattern as it 

evolved was the extent to which Somali social organization 

was adopted by the Gosha. This pattern is distinct from 

that which evolved in the lower Jubba, where East African 

ethnic affiliation played the primary role in determining 

who settled where with whom. 

Loc 

A reconstruction of the history of settlement of Loc 

village in the middle Jubba provides a more personal 

44. I mean Somali territory to include the Ogaadeen and 
part of the Northern Frontier District of Kenya. These 
areas are dominated by Somalis but currently belong to 
Ethiopia and Kenya respectively. The unification of these 
areas and Djibouti with the Somali Republic has been a 
primary goal of the Somali government. 
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senseof the people who settled the area, how they were 

drawn to the Gosha, and how they made a horne. Loc is 

atypical of other middle Jubba villages in that it is 

comprised of people from different backgrounds affiliated 

to at least four different Somali clans. The area now 

encompassed by Loc was originally settled as five separate 

settlements, called, from north to south, Cabdow Yusuf, 

Gora, Loc, Loc Yare, and Bunbunle (Figure 3.6). In 1977 

the government relocated these villages to the 

higher-ground (banaan) site of present day Loc, creating 

an ethnically mixed community.45 As such, Loc provides a 

broader picture of the past, by incorporating the 

experiences of a wide variety of people in its history. 

The first person to settle the Loc area was an 

ex-slave called Isaaq, who had corne from the Baay Region. 

He settled first in several different villages along the 

east bank, but because of his difficult personality had 

continual clashes with other settlers. All his children 

but one died of malaria in various villages, and finally, 

45. The relocation also included another village, Hore, 
located across the river. After resettlement, Hore 
villagers successfully petitioned for permission to move 
back, arguing that by living in Loc they were at least an 
hour's walk from their farms, which, combined with the 
danger of having to cross the river to reach their farms, 
was causing them great hardship. 
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just after the turn of the century, he found an 

uninhabited, open grassy spot on the west bank where he 

settled with his one surviving daughter (who is the 

elderly woman quoted earlier). He began farming in the 

nearby Dhasheeg Gora, after which his settlement was 

named, eventually marrying the woman who came to help him 

at harvest-time from a Laysan Gosha village several miles 

to the south. She bore him a son, but died from 

complications arising from childbirth. The child's elder 

half-sister nursed the baby through his infancy, and he 

survives today as the Loc village headman. 

Of Nyasa background and Laysan affiliation as a 

slave, Isaaq affiliated with a branch of the powerful 

Ogaadeen clan, Tolomoge, after settling Gora. It was 

clearly to his advantage. According to his daughter, when 

a Somali from another clan raided the family compound and 

carried off Isaaq's wife, ostensibly for slavery, Tolomoge 

Somalis intervened and returned the woman. Isaaq's part 

of the bargain was to take Tolomoge goats to Alessandria 

for sale. While the daughter did not phrase the 

relationship in patron-client terms, this is the meaning I 

would attach. Interestingly, Isaaq's descendants still 

refer to themselves as Tolomoge, although everyone else 

calls them Laysan. 



within a decade of Isaaq's homesteading of Gora, he 

was joined by several brothers and their close relatives 

from the Baay Region, all affiliated to Laysan. They 

cleared farms in the dhasheeg and intermarried with each 

other and with runaway Laysan slaves in villages to the 

south. The population of Gora never became large; 

starting with Isaaq and his daughter at the turn of the 

century, Gora grew to around 10 inhabitants with the 

arrival of the relatives from the Baay Region after 1910. 

Two decades later these arrivals had found spouses and 

begun producing children, bringing the population to about 

40. During the droughts of the mid 1960s, the population 

grew to its highest point, probably around 70 people as 

people from other villages in the valley and the Baay 

Region were attracted to Loc because of its proximity to 

the very large Dhasheeg Gora. Following the droughts, some 

people left to return to their former villages and others 

died having never married or produced children. By the 

1970s, the population was around 60 people (10 families), 

where it stayed until unification in 1977. While 

relatively insular vis-a-vis the other settlements in the 

immediate vicinity, Gora Laysan exchanged spouses with 

Laysan living in villages just to the south, maintaining 

special relations with these villages to the present day. 
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Shortly after Isaaq settled in Gora, an 

Ajuraan-affiliated Boran pastoralist family (reer Sabdow, 

or the Sabdow family) settled just across the grassy plain 

(banaan) to the south, and began farming Dhasheeg Loc. 

They did not completely sedentarize, and for several 

decades moved back and forth to the bush. At this same 

time, an Ajuraan ex-slave of East African origin called 

Baraki settled just to the south of Dhasheeg Loc, in an 

area called Bunbunle. Baraki was one of the men imported 

and sold into slavery by Qaasin Baraawe, a well-known 

merchant and slave trader of Baraawe. Baraki and his 

children along with Sabdow and his family were the first 

to settle in the vicinity of Dhasheeg Loc, and their 

descendants have lived together for the past 90 years. 

Reer Sabdow attracted dozens of their relatives over 

the next few decades. They lived in Loc, to the north of 

Dhasheeg Loc, or in Bunbunle. Additionally, several other 

individuals of Boran heritage who were affiliated with 

Gaaljecel found a home in Loc during the 1920s and 1930s, 

after years of searching. Some of these Boran families 

settled permanently, having lost all their livestock, but 

others continued with an agro-pastoral lifestyle until 

being completely wiped out by the droughts of the 60s and 

70s. In the late 1930s, the village of Loc was augmented 

by people escaping forced labor on Italian plantations, in 
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addition to relatives of reer Sabdow continuing to arrive 

from the Dooy region. Several families joined Loc village 

during this time. By the early 1940s, Loc was a 

combination of Ajuraan and Gaaljecel Boran who had either 

settled entirely or retained livestock in the bush, and 

Ajuraan and Gaaljecel ex-slaves of East African heritage. 

By 1942, Loc village had about 8 families and 

Bunbunle had about 13 families. Families and individuals 

moved easily between the two settlements, often for 

marriage. In 1942 Loc village was abandoned. The move was 

necessitated by the proximity to Gora, which was a 

different clan, and the intrusions of colonial authorities 

who were interested in building a road up the valley which 

would pass through Loc. Older Loc villagers hold 

unpleasant memories of these (Italian) colonialists; 

contemporary local poetry tells of the behavior of 

Italians passing through Loc, demanding grain, livestock 

and chickens, and raping women. Some families fleeing Loc 

moved to a spot they called Loc Yare (little Loc) on the 

eastern edge of the dhasheeg between the dhasheeg and the 

river, and the rest moved further south to Bunbunle. These 

areas were less accessible to colonialists, requiring a 

hike through the jungle to reach from the dirt road. Loc 

Yare had about 40 people in the early 1940s, and Bunbunle 

had about 40 as well. By 1945, the inhabitants of Loc Yare 



determined that the area was too swampy, mosquito-ridden, 

and susceptible to floods, and about half left for the 

higher ground of Bunbunle. 
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In 1945, a charismatic holy man named Shaykh Nasibow 

came from Jilib with a few relatives to settle on the spot 

where Loc had been located. He formed a small religious 

brotherhood, and several of the families remaining in Loc 

Yare (representing Ajuraan, Gaaljecel and reer Shabelle) 

joined him. 

brotherhood. 

Several newcomers also settled with the 

By the early 1960s, the population of Loc 

had grown to about 50 people. Many settlers died 

childless, being unable to find wives, and no or very few 

newcomers arrived after about 1960, so the population 

hovered around 50 until unification in 1977. 

The village of Cabdow Yusuf was formed just a few 

years prior to Shaykh Nasibow's arrival in Loc. Cabdow 

Yusuf was settled by about ten families, all reer 

Shabelle. These families had left the Kalafo area in the 

1920s and 30s, living in a number of villages in the 

valley before establishing the new settlement of Cabdow 

Yusuf in 1943. The population of Cabdow Yusuf grew 

steadily until the 1960s with new immigrants from 

Ethiopia. Throughout the last few decades prior to 

unification there was much movement of reer Shabelle 

families and individuals between Cabdow Yusuf and other 
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reer Shabelle villages, including Bu'aale. By unification 

Cabdow Yusuf had a population of around 100, taking into 

account the continual movement of residents. 

Bunbunle grew rapidly in the decades after 1940 as 

Ajuraan Boran ex-pastoralists continued arriving to join 

previously settled relatives. By the late 1940s arrivals 

from Dooy, from Loc Yare, and the birth of new children 

brought the population to about 100 people. A small 

continual stream of new arrivals from Dooy and Afmadow 

areas and new births increased the population to about 150 

by the late 1950s and to around 200 by the early 1970s. At 

the time of unification, Bunbunle's population was just 

over 200. 

Bunbunle differed from the other villages in its 

almost constant influx of Boran Ajuraan from t~e Dooy and 

Afmadow regions, augmented in the 1970s with several 

Somali pastoral families hit by the drought. Boran 

immigrants were following brothers, cousins, parents and 

children to the Loc-Bu'aale area, which was growing as an 

area of settled Ajuraan. The story of one family, reer 

Sabdow, illustrates this process of families no longer 

able to survive as pastoralists following relatives to 

Loc. The story of Sabdow and his family, retold here, is 

quite similar to that of other families coming to Loc to 

join previously settled relatives as agriculturalists. 
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Sabdow's story 

Sabdow was a pastoralist who moved within the middle 

Jubba-Dooy area with his herds. His ethnicity is 

considered Boran, although it is unclear whether just his 

mother or both parents were Boran. He had been visiting 

the Loc area his entire life, cultivating farms there 

since the first decade of this century. Sabdow did not 

settle permanently in Loc until 40 years ago; before that 

time he came and went depending on droughts and floods. He 

had several wives and many children who were born in the 

Dooyarea (Figure 3.7). His eldest living son, Ibrahim, 

now 57, similarly kept farms in Loc, ·had several wives, 

and lived an agropastoral lifestyle until wiped out by a 

drought 27 years ago. He divorced two of his wives, and 

settled Loc permanently with one of his remaining wives. 

He kept another wife in Dooy with their children, finally 

bringing her and their children to Loc nine years ago. 

Ibrahim's brother, Cali, now 43, followed Ibrahim to Loc 

about 13 years ago, bringing his children but divorcing 

their mother and leaving her behind in Dooy. She came to 

Loc eight years ago to be near her children, eventually 

marrying a local man. A third brother and a sister also 

came to Loc from Dooy, each eventually marrying locally. 

Sabdow had divorced the mother of these children, a 

woman named Caddey, and she remarried a man named Deerow, 
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who lived an agro-pastoral lifestyle between Loc and the 

Dooy Region. Deerow's son by another wife, a man now in 

his mid-50s named Xassan, similarly lived between Bunbunle 

and the bush. Xassan had married Sabdow's daughter Sumuney 

(his father's second wife's first husband's daughter), 

living an agropastoral life for several decades. Xassan 

has lived permanently in Loc for at least the past 20 

years, but is one of the only villagers to still own 

livestock in the bush, cared for by a relative. Caddey and 

Deerow followed their respective children to Bunbunle in 

the early 1960s, and had a son, Cali, now in his early 

30s, who was brought up in Bunbunle as a farmer. 

Another of Sabdow's sons, named Xeffow (now dead) 

married a Dooy woman named Halima and they had a son 

Cabdiraxmon. Xeffow took a second wife, Habiba. They lost 

all their livestock to disease, and followed Xeffow's 

brothers to Loc around 20 years ago, settling as farmers. 

Halima had formerly been married to a man named Yusuf. 

Yusuf was the son of another of the earliest settlers of 

Bunbunle, a man named Cali Muuse. Cali Muuse had had three 

sons, one of whom lived in Bunbunle, the other two, 

including Yusuf, living as pastoralists in the Dooy, which 

is where Yusuf married Halima. After their divorce, Yusuf 

remained in the Dooy as an agropastoralist with his three 

children by Halima until 1974, when he brought his 



children to settle in Bunbunle with their mother and his 

brothers. Their livestock had all succumbed to disease, 

and they followed their relatives to take up a life of 

farming. Their children, now 43, 33 and 32 years old, 

continue to live in Loc, one son having married his 

mother's niece (mother's brother's daughter), a girl 

living in the Oooy region, whom he brought to Loc. 
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This complicated story of names, relations and 

movements continues with more of Sabdow's children from 

the Oooy, and Sabdow's wives' children by different 

husbands arriving to join brothers and cousins. As far as 

I have retold the story, 27 people over several decades 

came to Loc from Oooy as a direct result of kinship 

relations with Sabdow, the first arrival. Their pattern of 

immigration and eventual sedentization is quite typical of 

other Boran-derived families in Loc. People settling in 

Loc and Bunbunle often initially retained livestock in the 

Oooy in addition to acquiring farmland in the Loc area. 

Movement between village and bush ensured continuing 

communication between relatives. As various members of the 

quite extended family (extended by divorces and 

remarriages) lost livestock to disease or drought, they 

followed their relatives who had become successful farmers 

to the Loc area. Mothers followed children, brothers 

followed brothers, men and women followed aunts and 



uncles, and adult children followed elderly parents. The 

pull was due both to ties of kinship by marriage, and to 

the fact that other Boran Ajuraan ex-pastoralists were 

settling into the area (such as the extended families of 

Cali Muuse and Deerow). 

The most recent settlers to Loc-Bunbunle have been 

primarily Somali pastoralists of the Bartire clan. 

Bartire territory encompasses the bush area surrounding 

Loc, and there is much familiarity between Bartire and Loc 

villagers due to relations of trade and exchange. Several 

Bartire acquired farms in Loc, eventually settling 

permanently with family members. Some intend to return to 

a pastoral life after rebuilding their herds; others claim 

to have no desire to return to what they describe as a 

"life of hardship and want" in the bush. 

By the 1970s, immigration to the Loc area from areas 

outside the Valley had significantly waned. The vast 

majority (80%) of people currently living in Loc were born 

there or in a nearby village. The remainder had immigrated 

from villages in other regions or' from the bush (I did not 

determine the birthplace of one percent of Loc's 

population). 

In 1977 the government forcibly relocated the 

villagers of Cabdow Yusuf, Gora, Loc and Bunbunle to the 
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site of Loc. At every high flood, the villages of Cabdow 

Yusuf and Bunbunle would become flooded, and villagers 

would wait out the flood in Loc or Gora. The year 1977 was 

a very high flood, and the government justified the move 

on the basis of flooding and because consolidation would 

facilitate administration. Loc was created as the 

administrative center for the area, a beel. Its 

jurisdiction covers the village of Hore across the river, 

another sedentary agricultural village a few kilometers 

away, and a seasonal nomad settlement of Bartire to the 

west. 

Following consolidation, Loc became a mixed village 

of about 500 people of Boran, East African and Somali 

descent. Loc villagers are primarily Ajuraan, Gaaljecel, 

Laysan and Bartire. A careful collection of personal 

histories from villagers of Loc revealed the following 

composition: 26.6% are Reer Shabelle, 24.8% are of Boran 

heritage, 15.7% are descendants of agricultural slaves 

from the Baay Region (most or all of East African 

descent), and 8.9% are ethnic Somalis who have recently 

settled from the bush. The remainder (12%) consist of the 

local shaykh's family from Jilib, who is clearly of Bantu 

ancestry, but whose family history I did not try to 
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obtain46; women who have married into the village from 

the Saakow area; descendants of men who moved into the 

area two generations ago who were ex-slaves, but no-one is 

sure about exactly where they escaped from, and some 

(5.9%) who were of unknown heritage (in-marrying women, 

children of divorced women whose father lived elsewhere.) 

A rough approximation of Somali clan affiliation would be: 

over half the village is Ajuraan, about a fifth is Laysan, 

and the remainder is equally split between Bartire and 

Gaaljecel. 

CONCLUSION 

For the past 150 years, the Jubba Valley has received 

people who originated in areas stretching from southern 

Ethiopia to Mozambique. Beginning with the culturally and 

linguistically insular Mushunguli, the valley was invaded 

by waves of fugitive plantation slaves from East Africa 

before and after the turn of the century, by a constant 

influx of Oromo ex-slaves since the early part of the 20th 

46. Collecting this information required much diplomacy, 
as to be of slave heritage is to be inferior, and 
discussing this issue is illegal. The shaykh is something 
of a local dictator and a prickly personality who claims to 
be Qurash, of the Prophet's tribe. I did not wish to offend 
him or anyone else by inquiring about his ancestry. 
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century, by a later flow of reer Shabelle, and, most 

recently, by unsuccessful pastoral Somalis. with each 

group the character of the Jubba Valley population was 

altered both in terms of Gosha self-perceptions and in 

terms of the position of the Gosha in Somali society. 

Today, only the Mushunguli retain a sense of cultural 

distinctiveness. Descendents of slaves in the rest of the 

valley see themselves as firmly part of Somali society. 

The most important point from this background is that 

ex-slaves and their descendents entered and colonized a 

frontier and used Somali clan structure as the backbone 

for social organization in the settlement process. The 

background I have provided on the origin of slaves brought 

to Somalia, and the settlement of the valley by these 

slaves and their descendents, sets the stage for an 

analysis of the formation of social identity and patterns 

of access to resources in the Jubba Valley. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SOMALI HEGEMONY AND GOSHA SELF IDENTITY 

There has been debate in the literature both about the 

nature of slave-holding in African societies (cf. Klein 

1978) and the changes in social relations brought about by 

the ending of slavery in Africa. The transition from 

slave-holding to post-slavery in Africa has been 

conceptualized by "traditionalists" as having been smooth, 

where ex-slaves remained where they were and gradually 

assimilated (although never completely) to th~ host society 

(Miers and Kopytoff 1975, cf. Roberts and Miers 1988). 

Conversely, "revisionists" (primarily Francophone and 

Marxist scholars) held that abolition "resulted in a 

radical restructuring not only of the relations of 

production, but of family structure, kinship relations, and 

strategies for the accumulation of wealth" (Roberts and 

Miers 1988:31). The actual result was usually somewhere in 

between, especially where ex-slaves who left their owners 

at abolition were able to obtain independent access to land 

or other resources, forming what Mintz (1979b) has called a 

"reconstituted peasantry" (see also Mintz 1973:102). The 

Gosha are an example of such a reconstituted peasantry. 
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Although perhaps economically independent, the 

reconstituted peasantry formed by ex-slaves existed within 

a larger society, and thus were faced with reconstructing 

social relations and a social identity as freedmen.1 It 

is to the cultural and ideological forces shaping this 

process for the Gosha that I now turn. The Gosha are 

clearly part of Somali society, being culturally and 

linguistically Somali, members of Somali clans, and full 

Somali citizens. But they equally clearly hold an inferior 

position in Somali society, a position which they tacitly 

seem to accept. I want to examine the ideological basis of 

how inferiority is defined, showing how the process of the 

social construction of Gosha identity is rooted in the 

context of Somali hegemonic conceptions of the social 

order. 

There is no more bald example of subordination - both 

ideologically and in the division of labor - than slavery, 

one of the most extreme contexts for hegemonic dominance. 

1. I take the general characteristics of the peasantry to 
be: some engagement in cash-generating agriculture, a 
dependence on family labor, and a "structural subordination 
to the state and other external forces" (Mintz 1973:102). 
Mintz's point (1973) that every peasantry is a product of 
its specific and unique history and Klein's point (1980) 
that there is a sUbsistance cultivator-peasant continuum 
that defies clear-cut distinctions and contains much 
overlap are important in my conception of the peasant 
status of the Gosha. 
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The creation of a slave originates in a violent act of 

warfare and/or kidnapping, where an individual is ripped 

out of his homeland, stripped of kin, personal autonomy and 

a localized history shared with a group, and injected into 

a foreign society as a social dependent (Meillassoux 1975, 

Klein 1978, Cooper 1977, Patterson 1982). This status as a 

person divorced from a collective history is passed on to 

those born into slavery. 

After being made a slave, the enslaved person must be 

resocialized into his or her new status. The Somali context 

of resocialization after enslavement is a picture-perfect 

template for the operation and maintenance of hegemony. As 

defined by G. Williams (1960), hegemony is 

an order in which a certain way of life and thought 
is dominant, in which one concept of reality is 
diffused throughout society, in all its institutional 
and private manifestations, informing with its 
spirit all tastes, morality, customs, religions 
and political principles, and all social relations, 
particularly in the intellectual and moral 
connotations ("Egemonia in the Thought of Antonio 
Gramsci" , Journal of the History of Ideas, Oct/Dec 
1960, cited in Abercrombie 1980). 

The concept of hegemony recognizes the wholeness of 

the social process (Williams 1977:108), and is a 

particularly appropriate way to describe the experience of 

slaves in Somalia.2 

2. Femia (1973) and Lears (1985) are excellent reviews of 
the concept of hegemony. 
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This chapter addresses the symbolic significance of 

the inferior social status of the Gosha in Somali society. 

I first discuss the ideological basis of Gosha inferiority, 

examining historical connections between religious ideology 

and definitions of race that I believe are significant in 

the Somali context. Then I describe the material and 

symbolic manifestations of Gosha inferiority, especially in 

the areas of social and juridical interaction. The force 

behind the power of Somali hegemonic dominance in 

Somali-Gosha interaction is located in Somali social 

organization, and I explain why this is the case. In the 

following discussion of nonhegemonic aspects of Gosha 

personal identity, I show that there are parts of Gosha 

people's individual pasts that continue to playa role in 

social life. I use examples of Gosha resistance to Somali 

domination as way to analyze Somali social power in the 

following section. The main points I wish to establish are: 

that the Somali ability to categorize the Gosha as 

inferior, and the Gosha's largely tacit acceptance of their 

position, is an indication of the social power held by 

wider Somali society over the Gosha, and why this power is 

so pervasive that it qualifies as hegemony. 

"JAREER" - THE PERPETUATION OF DISTINCTION 

Despite the fact that the Gosha speak Somali, practice 
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Islam, share Somali cultural values and consider themselves 

members of Somali clans and full Somali citizens, they are 

considered to be a separate and inferior group by Somalis. 

The use of the inoffensive term 'Gosha' to describe the 

riverine population is only one indication of the Somali 

perception of this population as a distinct social group.3 

other, derogatory terms, often referring to physical 

characteristics, are also used by Somalis to label and 

identify the Jubba Valley descendents of slaves as a 

separate lower status group. The most prevalent, and to 

me, most interesting, term is a word meaning 'hard hair', 

jareer. An investigation of the meaning of this term shows 

how it is indicative of Somali ideological conceptions of 

the social order. I will examine how this term is used, as 

3. I will continue to utilize this term, although I am 
aware of the literature on deconstructing ethnicity which 
suggests anthropologists should avoid using 
group-delimiting terms when seeking to understand 
historical creations of identities and ethnicities (see 
Handler 1985). The term 'Gosha' literally refers to the 
people. who inhabit the Gosha area, although in Somali usage 
it primarily refers to the descendents of slaves who 
inhabit the Gosha. The term is more manageable than the 
ponderous 'descendents of ex-slaves who inhabit the Jubba 
River Valley'. By my use of 'Gosha' I do not intend to 
encourage or support a perception of group unity of the 
ex-slave population. Rather, an investigation of this 
perception is one main point of this chapter. Similarly, I 
am not in any way suggesting Gosha are not full members of 
the Somali nation. 
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an appeal to history, in order to emphasize the 

distinctiveness of the Gosha population. This discussion 

will address why the image implied by this term is so 

negatively valued in Somali social cosmology, relegating 

the Gosha to subordinate/inferior status in the hegemonic 

Somali social hierarchy. 

The Racial/Religious Ideology of "Hard Hair" 

Once I had settled into a village in the Jubba Valley, 

non-locals would tell me I was living with 'hard hairs' , 

people with hard hair. The Gosha themselves, when I asked 

them about their origins, would say meaningfully, "Our hair 

is hard". It was clear that having hard hair carried heavy 

cultural weight, even if, to me at least, the hair of those 

said to have hard hair was virtually indistinguishable from 

the hair of those said to have soft hair, the latter being 

ethnic Somalis. 

After many months and much discussion and observation 

on perceptions of difference, I came to realize that jareer 

is used for a whole complex of features said to be 

possessed by the Gosha. The term itself literally refers 

directly to hair, but it encompasses other traits which are 

negatively valued as well. Jareer has relevance to 

morphology: bone structure and facial features. The shape 

of the nose carries special significance, with broader 

noses being seen as significant markers. The Gosha are said 
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to have broad, flat noses, and even among Gosha villagers 

derogatory teasing is directed at people who have this 

characteristic. Bone structure in general is included in 

the jareer label. Gosha are said to be bulkier; more 

specifically, Somalis are said to have longer, more slender 

fingers. The descriptive term used for Somalis in 

opposition to jareer is jileec, (or, more commonly, bilis) 

which means "soft". 

Most significantly, people who are jareer are also 

considered 'black', as opposed to Somalis, who are said to 

be 'brown' or 'white'. These terms are not necessarily 

descriptive of skin color, as some Somalis have very dark 

skin and some villagers have very light skin, yet the 

villagers are always called 'black' in relation to Somalis. 

Taking these distinctions at their most overt level then, 

the ex-slave descendants are singled out as a group, united 

under one label, based on their physical appearance.4 Due 

to fairly strict practices of endogamy separating Somalis 

and slave descendants, physical distinctions have been 

4. Miers and Kopytoff (1977:47) recognized the potential 
importance of physical distinctions in post-slavery Africa 
in saying: "The use of differences in ethnicity and 
physique as criteria for status discrimination in African 
societies requires more study." Patterson (1982:61) notes 
that throughout the world, hair type can be a "symbolic 
badge of slavery ... in any multiracial society hair type 
carries real symbolic potency." 
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maintained. The important issue is how and why these 

physical distinctions became correlated with inferior 

status. 

As the descriptive terms like 'black' or 'brown' do 

not necessarily characterize actual physical complexion, 

they can be seen as symbolic in their meaning. Throughout 

Northern Africa, the distinction of slaves being called 

'black' - regardless of the complexion of their masters -

is prevalent (Willis 1985b). As slaves, and populations 

from which slaves were taken, converted to Islam, a 

transition from equating 'slave' with 'infidel' to equating 

'slave' with 'black' occurred, with 'black' being 

negatively valued for its association with slavery and its 

real or purported connection with paganism (ibid.).5 The 

use of the term 'jareer' to mean 'black' in Somalia is thus 

linked to the historical transition in Islamic 

slave-holding societies from emphasizing paganism to 

emphasizing racial difference in slaves. When used in 

Somalia, it is a resuscitation of the history of slavery of 

the referent, clearly rooting him in the legacy of 

subordination and inferior social status. 

5. Akbar Muhammad (1985) and B. Lewis (1971) explore 
possible roots of the "unfavorable attitude" Arabs 
historically held toward blacks. 
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The question of the ideological construction of 

slavery and race in Islamic societies has been much 

discussed in the literature.6 writing about plantation 

slavery on the Kenyan coast, Cooper (1981) argues that 

Islam was used by plantation owners to legitimate the 

social hierarchy where the master has the right to dominate 

the slave. Being a Muslim, the master could conceive of 

his relationship to his slaves as benevolent (rather than 

overtly dominant) by seeing as his role the conversion of 

pagan slaves to Islam. Religion, Cooper says, was thus 

used to rationalize domination. Ideology, in the form of 

religious beliefs, was "an active agent, as much a part of 

domination as whips or social dependence" (ibid.:278). 

willis (1985c) and Lovejoy (1983) similarly discuss how the 

jihad (religious holy wars) could also become a raid for 

slaves, due to the ideology that enslavement, through 

conversion and eventual manumission, frees a person from 

the despicable status of unbelief. As willis says, 

"parallels between slave and infidel began to fuse in the 

heat of jihad" (1985c:17). 

In Somalia, "black infidels" (in Somali terminology) 

were captured and purchased as slaves. The transition from 

6. Good general sources include: Willis (1985a - two 
volumes), Cooper (1981), and Fisher and Fisher (1970). 
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labelling slaves as infidels to labelling them as 'black' 

after their enslavement and conversion is clear.7 While I 

can not claim that Somali slave owners were 

self-consciously using Islam to justify economic and social 

power structures, it is clear that Somalis saw the basis of 

their superiority as religious. Speke recorded in 1855 

that Somalis believed the slave trade was their Quranic 

right (Fisher and Fisher 1970:22), an opinion found 

repeatedly in colonial documents from the era of abolition. 

The image of benevolence towards social dependents (slaves) 

certainly existed to a greater or lesser extent among 

Somali slave owners; this can be seen in my oral histories 

and those collected by Luling (1971). It seems to have 

been stronger among Somalis who captured Oromo for pastoral 

slavery (often in the context of the jihad) than among 

plantation owners who purchased slaves from Arab traders. 

In both contexts, however, conversion of slaves to Islam 

was an imperative, a duty of the master. As Cooper 

(1981:284) says, plantation slavery, and, to an even 

greate~ degree I would argue, pastoral slavery, was 

7. It is interesting that Patterson (1982:7) notes a 
similar transformation took place in the American South, 
where the basis of the "we-they" distinction changed from 
religious (Christians vs. heathens) to racial (white vs. 
black). 
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ideologically constructed as a form of (enforced) 

dependence (through slavery) and benevolence (through 

Islam). By converting the slave, the master ensured that 

the slave internalized the religious basis of his 

subordinate status (ibid.:290); the converted slave could 

never be "as good" (ibid.:291). 

The jareer label, then, while referring to a complex 

of features believed to physically characterize the Gosha 

population,S has as its greatest significance the cultural 

values embedded in being jareer. It is a term which refers 

to history - that of non-Somali pagan slave origins; a 

history devalued in Somali culture and ideology. 

In the context of colonial intrusion and the 

imposition of classificatory labels based on imposed 

eurocentric racial categories, Somalis' abhorrence of being 

classified as 'black' was particularly manifest. During the 

1920's, for example, there was a great effort on the part 

of Somalis and British administrators to have the 

classification of natives into racial categories revised so 

that Somalis could be categorized as Europeans or Asians 

S. As not all slave descendents went to live in the Jubba 
Valley, there are jareer who live outside of the Gosha as 
well. These individuals are called jareer, and are 
culturally lumped with the jareer living in the Gosha, but 
would not be called Gosha as they do not live in the Gosha. 
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rather than "black natives", as Somalis considered 

themselves derived from Arabia, not Africa. One letter 

written to the Chief Native Commissioner from Somali Darood 

elders in 1922 says, 

The government officials who have visited our country 
know we are descendents from Arabia, and this we have 
already proved and we can prove we assure you we 
cannot accept to be equalled and compared with those 
pagan tribes either with our consent or by force even 
if the government orders this we cannot comply with, 
but we prefer death than to be treated equally with 
these tribes for as the government knows well these 
tribes are inferior to us and according to our 
religion they were slaves who we used to trade during 
past years. (KNA 1922a) 

The tribes to which the writers r.efer are all those living 

in what was then British East Africa which the British 

colonial authorities lumped together with Somalis as 

'Natives' under the authority of the Chief Native 

commissioner. 

British administrators in Somalia accepted the Somali 

vision of the social order and echoed their call for a 

separate category. The District Commissioner for Kismayu 

District wrote in 1922 that determining the "racial status" 

of Somalis was "the most important Somali question of 

today" and that Somalis should be· taken out of jurisdiction 

of the Native Authority Ordinance and placed under an 

ordinance of their own (KNA 1922b). The Senior Commissioner 

in Kismayu wrote the same year to the Chief Native 

Commissioner of British East Africa to emphasize that with 
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Somalis "You are dealing with the most advanced brain on 

the East Coast" (KNA 1922c). In 1924 Somalis rebelled 

against the Registration Act, believing that the Act would 

cause them to be treated like 'Kikuyu' (a generic term used 

by Somalis to mean black Africans). Intelligence reports 

complained that Somalis refused to acquiesce to British 

desires that Somalis take up farming, saying: "A running 

story is being spread that if the Somali uses a hoe he 

immediately becomes a Kikuyu, the result being that 

agricultural operations have received a very severe 

setback." (KNA 1924). The connection here between 

agricultural work, black Africans and slavery should be 

obvious. 

While upholding the perception of Somalis as distinct 

from and superior to 'black Africans', colonial 

administrators clearly included the Gosha in the latter 

category. British colonialists applied the Swahili plural 

prefix and called them 'The WaGosha', indicating their 

perceived status as a unified social group. Italian 

colonialists referred to all Gosha as 'liberti', or 

liberated slaves, thus emphasizing their non-Somali 

origins. Colonial authorities administratively separated 

the Gosha as a social category, delineating a separate 

Gosha political district called 'Goshaland', proposing a 

native reserve for the Gosha, and during the Fascist years 
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of colonial rule, singling out the Gosha for forced labor 

campaigns to which Somalis were not made subject (see 

Chapter Three). 

Elderly Gosha remember how the colonial governments 

distinguished Gosha from Somali nomads. In the words of one 

man: "After the British government came in ... the 

government differentiated in this way: reer goleed (people 

of the jungle) and reer baydiya (people of the bush; 

nomads), or jareer and bilis." During another discussion 

he used different terms: ""This is soft hair (tiin jileec); 

this is slave (adoon)" - during the time of the British 

they were separated in this way." Recall the speaker quoted 

earlier mimicking the Italians in their insistence that the 

Gosha were a single Bantu-derived group. 

While colonial authorities certainly did not create a 

separate ethnicity for the Gosha, their policies and 

actions encouraged the perception of Gosha and Somali as 

highly distinct social groups.9 For Somalis, the symbolic 

basis of the subordination of the Gosha is rooted in the 

history of slavery and supported by a religious ideology of 

9. Anthropologists in the 1960s began recogn1z1ng that 
some African groups considered to be tribes were actually 
colonial constructs or products of the colonial 
sociopolitical structure. See Colson (1968), Richards 
(1969), Asad (1970), and Mafeje (1971) for early examples 
of this realization. 
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racial difference. For European colonialists, similar 

racially based conceptions of superiority and slave status 

were undoubtedly influential in their categorization of the 

Gosha as well. The result for the Gosha was a stigmatized 

identity of inferiority, upheld by definitions of racial 

difference. 

SOMALI HEGEMONY AND THE SOCIAL SIGNIFICANCE OF INFERIORITY 

How then, did Somali ideological conceptions of 

'inferiority' translate into everyday life? What were the 

material and emotional aspects of having an identity as an 

inferior member of society? The clearest exmaples are found 

in the organization of Somali society, the nature of 

Somali-Gosha interaction, and the contemporary political 

structure. 

Somali Social Organization 

The backbone of Somali social organization is a 

segmentary lineage system. Somali society is divided into 

six major "clan-families"10, each comprised of members 

descended from related ancestors who are said to have 

immigr?lted from Arabia.11 These clan families are "vast 

10. The terms utilized by Lewis (1961) to define Somali 
social and kinship groups are now widely used in the 
literature. I employ his terminology here. 

11. As I have noted, clans and terms referring to clans 
have been outlawed by the Somali government. My use of the 
'ethnographic present' does not in any way imply a lack of 



165 

confederations of kinship groups whose members claimed 

descent from a common ancestor some twenty-five to thirty 

generations removed" (Cassanelli 1982:17). Clan-families 

are divided into clans, numbering from 10,000 to 100,000 

members each (Lewis 1980:10). Some of the largest clans, 

like ogaadeen, are in turn divided into sub-clans (see 

Figure 4.1). Clans are further segmented into patrilineal 

lineages. Groups of lineages, through political 

"contracts", form units of political action, providing the 

basis for mobilization for war and payment of compensation 

or blood money, called diya. These diya-paying groups can 

consist of a few hundred to a few thousand members. While 

it is uncommon for entire clan-families to act as a unit, 

diya-paying groups and lineages join forces at higher 

levels of inclusiveness against other groups of lineages in 

segmentary opposition for warfare and payment of diya. 

This segmentary lineage structure has, probably for 

centuries, formed the basis for political and legal 

organization in Somali society.12 Clan membership also 

provides an identity within Somali society. Somalis meeting 

recognition or appreciation of this law. 

12. I. M. Lewis' (1961) ethnography A Pastoral Democracy 
still provides the most detailed information available on 
the social structure of northern Somalia. 
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for the first time would identify themselves by their 

lineage and clan status and then often trace their 

individual genealogies to determine the kinship relation 

between them. I. M. Lewis (1961) likens clan membership 

identification to street addresses in the United states. I 

would add that clan identification is also an 

identification of allies and enemies, of social history and 

experience, within the larger social milieu. One is not a 

part of Somali society if one is not a member of a clan. 

I have shown how the Jubba Valley ex-slave population 

utilized Somali social organization to organize themselves. 

As will become increasingly clear, the result was not a 

Gosha society modelled after Somali society, with a unique 

ethnic, linguistic and tribal identity, but rather an 

acceptance of Somali society as their society.13 That the 

Somali clan structure was so pervasive in the establishment 

of ex-slave villages attests to the power of Somali 

cultural hegemony, the basis for which was the 

incorporation through slavery of socially kinless beings 

into Somali society. 

In the Somali context, the newly imported slave was 

thrust into a new society with a strong grid of social 

13. For comparison, see Atkinson (1989) on th~ Acholi of 
Uganda. 
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organization that defined the social identity of his 

master. This identity, in somewhat altered form, was 

extended to the slave, as he was the personal property of 

his Somali master. Religious conversion rooted the slave 

more firmly in Somali conceptions of the social order. 

comparative studies show the assimilation of slaves in 

Muslim areas, while never complete, occurs to lesser 

degrees in areas where there exist non-Muslim groups which 

ex-slaves can join (Levtzion 1985, Baier and Lovejoy 1977). 

Such independent, non-Muslim groups did not exist in 

Somalia, denying the slave the option of rejecting the host 

society in favor of another extant society once he had 

obtained his freedom. 

As many of the slaves acquired and/or owned by Somalis 

were children during the time of their enslavement, they 

grew up speaking Somali and practising Islam, often as part 

of Somali households. The acculturation of slaves brought 

to Somalia as children or born in Somalia was thus much 

more extreme than for slaves brought as adults, who bore 

children only after obtaining their freedom. The continuing 

cultural and linguistic distinctiveness of the Mushunguli 

of the lower Jubba, especially in contrast to the later 

arrivals to the middle Jubba, illustrates this point. 

For ex-slaves in the Jubba River valley, many of whom 

had been slaves as children, growing up speaking Somali and 
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practising Islam and identified as part of a particular 

clan by virtue of association with their masters, Somali 

social organization provided a point of reference and 

orientation within Somali society. Their choice to 

participate (or their passive acceptance of participation) 

in Somali social organization was determined by their 

history of being forcibly removed from their social group 

of origin and incorporated in a particular way into a new 

social group, their acceptance of Islam, and their lack of 

options to join independent non-Somali communities. The 

attraction, necessity~ and cultural forces encouraging 

ex-slaves to take on Somali clan identities as their own 

identities in the settlement of the Jubba Valley was an 

important factor in inhibiting the development of a sense 

of separate Gosha cohesion as a distinct social group. 

Somali Social categories 

Accepting a social identity as members of Somali 

clans, however, ensured a continuing status as inferior. 

Somali clans, while fiercely egalitarian with regard to 

leadership and political control, contain divisions of 

unequal status. Helander (1986) has called these divisions 

nobles and commoners. Nobles are clan members who can claim 

direct descent from the clan's founding ancestor. Somalis 

from other clans who have been adopted by a clan - due to 

marriage or other kinship affiliations - are also included 
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as nobles. Several different groups fall under the category 

of commoners, including those who are sheegad members and 

those considered 'low-caste'. Luling (1971) refers to the 

latter, called saab, as occupational castes, as they are 

known for performing certain tasks, like leatherwork and 

metalwork. On sight, saab are indistinguishable from 

nobles unless it is known that an individual is of this 

status. As discussed above, slave descendants are always 

identifiable as sheegad, due to their physical appearance. 

The primary division between nobles and commoners is based 

on a notion of IIlineal purity by which all nobles, 

regardless of actual clan membership, claim to have a 

common origin at a mythical level of ancestry II (Helander 

1986:99). Ex-slaves were excluded from IIlineal purityll and 

were thus conjoined with the other lower status groups in a 

relation of social inferiority to Somali nobles. 

While in northern Somalia the distinction between 

slaves (and presumably ex-slaves) and saab is clear (Lewis 

1955:125), in the south these distinctions are much more 

blurred, as there exist a wider variety of 'commoner' 

groups, whose relation to each other is quite complex 

(Helander 1986, Luling 1983).14 In addition, there are the 

14. The social organization of southern Somali clans of 
the interriverine area differs somewhat from clans of the 
north. Southern clans, in general, are characterized by 
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villages of "client-cultivators" in the Shabelle Valley 

which are autonomous and independent land holding units 

attached to Somali clans in a kind of client relationship. 

This relationship defines these villages as inferior within 

Somali society, although less markedly than the 

occupational castes. 

The ex-slave villages established in the Jubba River 

Valley prior to the turn of the century initially resembled 

the "client-cultivator" villages of the Shabelle. They were 

autonomous and independent entities having full control 

over their resource base. For reasons I have discussed, 

with time new arrivals to the valley began identifying 

themselves as part of Somali society by using Somali clan 

affiliation as a mark of social identity. in seeking to 

include themselves in Somali society through clan 

membership, Gosha villagers were placed in the same general 

category as outcaste groups, both being defined by lack of 

lineal purity. 

There are ways, however, that the Gosha distinguish 

themselves (and are distinguished by other Somalis) from 

greater degrees of miscegenation, adoption, and 
heterogeneity, and by their greater involvement in 
cultivation, which places them in an inferior position to 
northern Somali clans, which perceive of themselves as 
'purer' (Lewis 1955, 1971). 
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saab groups, who are considered ritually impure and thus 

prohibited marriage or dining partners. While rules of 

endogamy operate for both Gosha and saab, Somali nobles 

will eat with Gosha in their homes, yet will not share food 

with saab individuals. Cerulli (1959) notes that among 

Mijurten Somalis, slaves freed through manumission were 

considered distinct from the low caste of the clan, but had 

some of the same limitations, most notably the limitation 

on intermarrying with noble Somalis. The willingness of 

Gosha to describe themselves as jareer may also be seen as 

an attempt to distinguish themselves from the jileec 

appearance of the saab groups, ensuring that they are not 

viewed as ritually inferior.15 In other words, the basis 

of their inferiority is that of historical accident 

(through the misfortune of having been born non-Muslim and 

captured as slaves), and not destiny, as with the saab.16 

15. I am indebted to Jon Haukur Ingimundarson for 
suggesting this line of thought to me. 

16. Patterson (1982) notes that slaves were never 
assimilated to outcaste status groups anywhere in the 
world. He describes the bond between the master and slave 
as one of "perverse intimacy" (50) which could be 
undesirably weakened by an ideology of ritual avoidance and 
spatial segregation. Slaves could be used in any capacity, 
whereas contact with outcastes was limited. 
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The ideological basis of Gosha inferiority thus rests 

on the juxtaposition of history, religious ideology, and 

Somali social organization. The distinct physical features 

of Gosha villagers continue to bear witness to their 

history of enslavement as non-Muslims. An ideology of 

racial/religious distinctions subjectively defines 

ex-slaves as a category of people classed as inferior. The 

context of slavery allowed Somali social and cultural 

hegemony to emerge and govern one of the essential 

processes of slavery, resocialization. Since Somali social 

organization contained categories of inferiority into which 

ex-slaves could fit, the basis for a continuing status of 

social inferiority of ex-slaves and their descendants was 

firmly established. Ideological perceptions of inferiority 

thus allowed for the subordination of slaves in the 

material context of labor and kinship, giving continual 

meaning and force to Somali hegemony in the social 

positioning of the Gosha. 

The Material Significance of Inferiority 

The material ways in which this inferior status was 

historically manifested in Somali-Gosha relations is 

somewhat debated Ln contemporary reconstructions. While 

both Gosha and Somali historians agree on the historical 

significance of certain important events, the general tenor 
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of the relationship between Gosha villagers and surrounding 

Somali nomads varies in different versions of history I 

recorded. A comparison of these versions provides an 

important commentary on both the differences in the 

perception of the past held by Gosha and local Somalis, and 

on the image each wishes to portray in the present. 

In recalling their history, Gosha elders portray 

earlier decades of life in the Jubba Valley as marked by 

independence, freedom of choice, and relative autonomy from 

Somali nomads. They are clear about their decision to 

affiliate with Somali clans, but they insist that choices 

existed. About the settlement of the upper Gosha, they tell 

a history of life relatively unaffected by the actions of 

Somali nomads (with the exception of instances like the 

Serenli uprising), where Gosha had full and complete 

control over their territory, their farms, their production 

and their persons. 

The local pastoralist elders I interviewed, on the 

other hand, painted a picture of a much greater degree of 

oppression. To quote from one interview: 

After the Elyan wars (the Serenli uprising) Cawlyahan 
(a Somali clan) occupied from Baardheere to Mareerey. 
Everyone living there came under Cawlyahan. 
We took them (the Gosha) for whatever we wanted 

- to work our fields ••• when we were moving 
with the cattle we picked young people to help 
with the moving - we would take young people 
and they would live with us, as our slaves. 
In jilaal we came close to the river, into 
the Gosha. The Gosha worked their fields and 
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Cawlyahan's fields. Families had links to particular 
families, so when your family heard you are 
near, they came running with baskets of corn and food 
to help you and serve you. At that time they were all 
sheegad to cawlyahan ... Everyone was Cawlyahan, came 
under cawlyahan, had to work for Cawlyahan and pay 
tithes to Cawlyahan. 

While this image of strong dominance may contain 

elements of exaggeration as the speaker is an Cawlyahan 

elder, elders from other pastoralist tribes agreed that 

pastoralists oppressed the Gosha in earlier decades: 

Reer goleed were just poor people and Cawlyahan used 
to swallow people. Ogaadeen likes war. They used to 
rob the reer goleed. They were hard to them ... People 
in the Gosha used to be oppressed ... Those people who 
are in the bush, who migrate (nomads) and who are 
bilis (nobles) used to oppress. 

Only occasionally was there an admission by Gosha 

elders that pastoralists had oppressed Gosha settlers. One 

day I interviewed an elder who was very upset because in 

the previous few days nomads had come into his fields and 

finished off his crops while he was away visiting another 

village. In anger he discussed the history of injustices 

committed against the Gosha by surrounding pastoralists, an 

issue he had never emphasized in our earlier conversations: 

Reer goleed farmed farms and land. The nomads just 
used to come down for water to the river, especially 
in the jilaal, but for themselves they didn't farm it. 
It was reer goleed who started to farm the land, and 
reer baydiya only came to take it when the crop was 
ready. Like now, when they don't have enough ("when 
they are hot") and the government is not close by, 
then they take the crop by force ... When the crop is 
mature or when it's on the stalk, even until they are 
burying it they used to take by force. On the other 
hand, they would even come into the storage pits and 
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take a portion ... If you imagine the way of thinking 
of reer baydiya, just the two days I have been in 
(another village), my field which you see here, which 
I have harvested; there was grass bushes, beans, 
potatoes, squash, all the weeds grown up which we 
couldn't clear the days I have been away; like the way 
they used to force the people before, they let the 
cows go in and finish the stalks and everything. I 
just came from planting in the dhasheeg, I just 
washed my feet now, so these two days we had these 
problems. Even now they are a bit afraid of the 
soldiers and the government or they would have 
robbed everything like before ... Everyone was robbed 
by the person he was leaning on. A person who leans on 
one cannot be robbed by another. The reason was they 
were afraid of the one you are leaning on. If he is 
Cawlyahan he can't rob the Bartire one. He is afraid 
of Bartire. They only robbed their own. 

Another point of contention between pastoralist and 

Gosha elders was that of the choices available for clan 

affiliation and the changes brought by independence and the 

revolution. After Somalia received independence in 1960, 

clientship and institutionalized inferiority was officially 

banned. After the 1969 revolution, the revolutionary 

socialist government abolished 'tribalism', outlawing clan 

distinctions, ethnic distinctions, patron-client 

relationships and any other formal relationships based on 

social inequality. Gosha say that with these laws (which I 

will call the laws of nationhood), 

our being a foreigner ended ... We all became one. 
All before that we were foreigners. There is no 
reer baydiya and there is no reer goleed. Somalia is 
one. This is soft hair (tiin jileec), this is slave 
(adoon) (ended). 

Local pastoralists have a narrower conception of the 

change in status the Gosha received with these laws. 
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Pastoralist elders say the laws gave the Gosha the freedom 

to choose with whom they wanted to affiliate, a decision 

which had been forced upon them prior to the revolution. 

The Cawlyahan elder quoted above emphasized the restriction 

on cawlyahan Somali dominance over the Gosha as a result of 

the laws: 

At that time (before the revolution) they (the Gosha) 
were all sheegad to Cawlyahan. After the revolution, 
they all affiliated with original tribes like Ajuraan. 
If they had said they were another tribe before the 
revolution, they would have been punished. The Gosha 
were not free until the revolution, because then the 
government said everyone is Somali, no more 
slaves. 

Several pastoralist elders emphasized the official 

protection from overt forms of dominance the laws granted 

the Gosha, but without noting that any greater degree of 

assimilation of the Gosha to Somali society occurred with 

the laws. In a particularly striking way, one elder 

extended the image of the ku tirsan relationship to say the 

Gosha are now "leaning on" the Somali government ("Hada 

wixi waa ku baxeen dowlad Soomaaliyeed ay ku 

tirsanyihiin."). 

These somewhat different portrayals of the history of 

relations between Gosha and local Somali pastoralists are 

not mutually exclusive, or even strongly contradictory, 

although the interpretations of different events are 

contested. There is agreement, or at least acknowledgement, 

that Somalis did raid Gosha, although all agree that the 
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Gosha were in full control of the land they farmed, being 

in no way tenants or squatters on land owned by 

pastoralists.17 The Gosha version, which is not part of 

publicly acknowledged history but which occasionally 

emerges in certain contexts, paints a picture of Somalis 

opportunistically taking advantage of Gosha as easily 

targeted settled villages. Conversely, Somali elders 

portray their domination and raiding of the Gosha as having 

been their right and having been much more extreme than 

Gosha will generally claim. These different portrayals may 

be a factor of the different significance 'raiding' held 

for Gosha and Somalis. For Somalis, who argued that Gosha 

were required to give allegiance to particular dominant 

local pastoralist clans, such 'raids' may have been 

considered a forceful way to exact owed tribute. For 

Gosha, such raids may have been seen as only occasional 

events during a time characterized largely by peace. While 

frequency of raiding may be inaccurately represented in 

everyone's accounts, the important point remains that 

historically, local Somali pastoralist groups were able to 

exert domination, however infrequently in reality, over 

17. This is unlike the situation in Mauritania, where the 
"nobles" (white Maure or Bidan) claim ownership to land 
farmed by their ex-slaves (Haratin) (Park 1988, McDougall 
1988) . 
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Gosha villagers. 

Furthermore, there is agreement that independence and 

the revolution brought changes to the Somali-Gosha 

relationship, but the form these changes took is 

contested. The Gosha claim the laws of nationhood gave 

them a sense of belonging in Somali society, reinforcing 

their desired status as equal Somalis. Local Somali elders 

ignore any change in status these laws were to have brought 

the Gosha, emphasizing instead that the laws lessened the 

ability of the pastoralists to overtly dominate the Gosha. 

The pastoralist version of the historical relationship 

thus emphasizes a patron/client aspect, where the Gosha 

were subjects or pawns with no choice in the construction 

of their social identity. Conversely, Gosha emphasize their 

historical autonomy from surrounding groups of pastoralists 

in their forging of a social identity within Somali 

society. Particularly important to the Gosha is their 

formal legal recognition as equal members of Somali 

society, which within the context of Somali social 

structure translates as true membership status in Somali 

clans. 

Both conceptions of history are legitimate, and it is 

probable that both portray the history of relations between 

Gosha and Somali equally correctly. What is most 

significant here, however, is the different meanings 
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contained in contemporary interpretations of past relations 

given by Gosha and local Somali pastoralists, as each group 

attempts to mold its vision of history to serve modern 

ends. The Gosha, in their struggle for an accepted, equal 

Somali identity, minimize past conflicts based on 

inequality and emphasize legal recognition of their equal 

status. Pastoral Somalis have nothing to gain by 

recognizing or accepting a change in status of the Gosha. 

It is not that they are militating against accepting a 

change in status, but rather that the issue is not primary 

for them, and their ideological conceptions continue to be 

of the Gosha as jareer; as ex-slaves.18 

Some contemporary examples will illustrate that, 

despite disagreements about how inferiority was manifest in 

earlier decades in the Jubba Valley, there are still 

various ways the continuing perceived inferiority of the 

Gosha is now locally experienced in nomad-farmer 

interaction and public fora. Somalis can, and do, publicly 

insult Gosha as inferiors. In one incident which occurred 

during my stay, a Gosha youth was talking with a Somali 

18. This recognition that different groups may hold 
different perceptions of a shared history or historical 
event has produced some excellent anthropologically 
historical research. The best that come to mind include 
Netting (1987), Fowler (1987), and. Lederman (1986). 
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girl at the marketplace in the regional town. An older 

Somali woman (the wife of a government official) 

interrupted their conversation, loudly remonstrating the 

girl for talking in public with "a slave". As she was 

reprimanding the girl she attempted to shove the youth 

away; he responded angrily by striking her. For his action 

he was jailed for several days by the police and was fined 

a rather sUbstantial amount. The woman was not, however, 

reprimanded or fined for her insults. 

Gosha are also occasionally victims of physical, as 

well as verbal, abuse. In another telling incident, a Gosha 

boy was working on his father's farm when he noticed some 

cows entering the field and approaching piles of newly 

harvested sesame. As he attempted to herd them out of the 

field by slapping their hindquarters, the nomad youths who 

were to have been watching the animals for their father 

attacked and severely beat the Gosha boy. The boys were 

separated by the farmer and the uncle of the nomad boys, 

but the Gosha boy had been beaten quite badly and required 

several days of medical attention at the regional 

infirmary.19 The father of the nomad boy was able, through 

19. As we had one of the only half a dozen working 
vehicles in the region, we were frequently called upon to 
transport injured, beaten or sick people to the regional 
infirmary. In our capacity as chauffeurs of the infirmed we 
knew about almost every physical confrontation in the Loe 
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unofficial gratuities, to keep the case out of the courts, 

and paid only a small fine to the injured boy's family. 

Despite village-wide outrage, the victim had little public 

recourse. These examples, while among the more extreme, are 

indicative of the kinds of small injustices continually 

experienced by the Gosha, serving to remind them of their 

assigned social status. 

A striking thing is the infrequency with which the 

Gosha tried to exact compensation for wrongs they had 

suffered. Even when compensation was ordered through clan 

mediation, the Gosha victim rarely received the full 

amount, and often received considerably less or no payments 

at all. Gosha seemed to be excluded from seeking redress 

through the state judicial system. 

Furthermore, in Somali society if an individual has 

committed a crime, and is ordered to pay a fine of blood 

money or compensation, his clan members are expected to 

contribute toward the payment of this fine. Thus Gosha 

villagers, as members of Somali clans, contribute in the 

payment of blood money for crimes committed by Somalis of 

their clan living elsewhere in the country. When an urban 

bureaucrat of one of the Somali clans represented in Loc 

area between nomads and farmers. 
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got caught embezzling funds from the government and was 

fined a sUbstantial amount for his crime, representatives 

of the clan showed up in Loc to inform the villagers of the 

same clan membership that they had to pay a certain amount 

as their portion of his fine. However, the reverse does 

not seem to be true. When a Gosha was levied a large fine 

for a crime, only Gosha contributed. Ethnic Somalis of the 

same clan membership were not asked to contribute. 

Political Implications 

Obviously the legalized 'equality' of the Gosha is 

more ideological (in socialist terms) than real. The 

"small injustices" continually experienced by the Gosha are 

political as well as social statements. within the context 

of the state, such injustices clearly amount to 

discrimination when Gosha victims of abuse are unable to 

legally receive compensation through the judicial system. 

The political/judicial/military dominance of ethnic 

Somalis, despite the "laws of nationhood", provide a forum 

where the ideology of social status based on history and 

perceived ethnicity may have significant political 

implications. Before examining these political implications 

further, I would like to turn to a detailed consideration 

of the disjuncture between the "perceived ethnicity" of the 

Gosha on the part of ethnic Somalis and personal forms of 

Gosha self identity. 
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GOSHA IDENTITY FROM A GOSHA POINT OF VIEW 

While Gosha individuals were cut off from maintaining 

membership in a group with a shared, recognized ancestry, 

knowledge of one's personal ancestry does exist. Such 

knowledge offers a way to structure social interaction 

within the Somali clan structure, and is an aspect of 

personal identity imported from outside of Somali society, 

even though the reason for this importation (slavery) 

remains undiscussed. 

I will focus on the significance of these different 

personal ancestries to examine some of what I believe are 

the most important and most interesting aspects of Gosha 

identity. These aspects are largely unrecognized in Somali 

perceptions of Gosha social identity, as well as in the 

scant ethnographic information available on the Gosha.20 

In seeking to understand and explain the social 

construction of identity of the Gosha I will be focussing 

on the more general concept of identity, rather than 

ethnicity, for several reasons. In the anthropological 

literature ethnicity has corne to be seen as fluid and 

situational, the assumption being that people have a choice 

in determining their ethnic group membership (cf. G. 

20. With the notable exception of Menkhaus 1989. 
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Bentley 1987, Van den Berghe 1975, O'Brien 1986, Cohen 

1978, Galaty 1982, Kenney 1981, Turton 1979, du Toit 

1978» .21 Ethnic identity can be used here, ignored there 

(Vincent 1974). In Somali-Gosha relations, the ethnic 

barrier is impermeable for reasons of racial definition. We 

have seen how, for the Gosha, their physique marks them as 

separate and inferior due to the association with their 

initiation into Somali society as slaves and infidels. The 

Gosha have the choice to affiliate with Somali clans, but 

do not have the ability to identify themselves as ethnic 

Somalis. Exclusion from being considered ethnically Somali 

does not constitute the Gosha as an ethnic group of their 

own, however. A stigmatized identity does not create 

ethnicity.22 

21. This emphasis was developed in opposition to the 
formerly prominent "primordialist" view of ethnicity, where 
ethnicity was seen as immutable and persistent (O'Brien 
1986, Bentley 1987). Interestingly, du Toit (1978:4) 
emphasizes the fluidity of ethnic identity, especially 
"when the criterion of color is ignored." I cannot think of 
a place where the criterion of color is so ignored as to be 
inconsequential. 

22. Although, according to Comaroff's (1987) definition, 
which opposes Weber's notion of status groups, the 
categorizing of the Gosha as a group and their placement in 
an inferior status position may be enough to constitute 
them as an ethnic group. I don't quite agree, as a 
positively valued collective consciousness as a group seems 
to me important in the definition of ethnicity (see also 
Yelvington 1991, G. C. Bentley 1991). I am not sure that 
such a consciousness is present or, certainly, 
well-developed among the Gosha. 
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Gosha Self Identity 

To this point, the discussion of Gosha identity has 

focussed largely on the outward social identity of the 

Gosha as an undifferentiated, unified social group. This 

perception has dominated the infrequent mention of the 

Gosha population in the ethnographic literature as well: 

Cerulli (1957:144), the most p~ominent Italian ethnographer 

of the Somali, refers to the "Wagoscia" as a "tribe" 

formed by ex-slaves; Lewis (1955), following colonial 

procedure and perhaps Cerulli, also refers to them as "the 

WaGosha"; Nelson (1982) generically refers to them as 

"habash" and "non-Somali"; and Luling (1983:42) also uses 

the term 'Wagosha', but at least acknowledges that this is 

"apparently a name given collectively to a number of 

different groups." 

How the Gosha see themselves, however, is quite 

different from this external perception of the Gosha as 

somehow a clan of their own. They see themselves as a group 

of people of very different origins living and working 

together in one geographical area.23 As we have seen, 

23. Gosha themselves will thus say things like "we came to 
live here with the Gosha", or "We Gosha believe •.. ". This 
use of the group term is based primarily in geography and 
recognition of outside perceptions of Gosha unity. 
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historically this is indeed the case. While all are 

products of subjugated ancestors (although some of the 

oldest Gosha themselves lived as slaves), these ancestors 

carne from different regional areas and experienced 

different forms of slavery. While acculturation to the host 

society continued with every generation (far outpacing 

assimilation), slave children and free descendants of 

slaves retained a knowledge of the distinction between 

being of East African versus being of Oromo heritage. This 

distinction was largely due to the differences in the 

nature of enslavement - to differences in the experience of 

slavery between the two groups. A brlef comparison of the 

slavery experiences of East African plantation slaves and 

Oromo herder slaves will bear this point out. 

East African Slaves 

While East African slaves brought to Somalia to work 

the plantations might live with the master's family, 

relations between slave families and owner families seem 

generally not to have been intimate. Lt. Christopher's 

(1844:79-80) observations are revealing: 

..• the hospitality of our host produced excellent 
mutton boiled with rice; the only peculiarity 
being that the slaves, seated at some distance, 
were eager to receive the bones picked by their 
masters, which underwent a second, third, and 
fourth gnawing from successive hungry mouths 
before they were finally scattered as useless ... 
The slaves and their wives (are) the labourers, 
housed miserably in small half-roofed huts, their 
usual food parched Indian corn and fish from the 
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river ... There were many thousands of men employed 
in cUltivation here; their only shelter is formed 
by the loose stalks of the common millet piled up 
in a conical shape, and allowing three or four 
persons to sit together in the interior. They are 
thus screened from the sun, but exposed, of course, 
to the rain, and whole families thus pass their lives. 

While it is possible that slave families only 

inhabited the millet huts during peak agricultural seasons, 

Christopher's observations provide a picture of slaves 

living relatively separately from their masters. This 

picture of a clear separation between plantation slaves and 

masters finds confirmation in Cerulli's research and in the 

oral histories I collected.24 

East African slaves purchased for plantation work were 

considered private property, whose diya value was equal to 

their market value, which varied according to age and 

gender. Unions between Somali masters and slaves of East 

African origin were discouraged and considered 

dishonorable, according to Cerulli (1959), who thinks this 

is because of the East African origin of slave women, who 

were considered inferior and unattractive. A slave woman 

who bore a child by her master remained a slave, and her 

child was considered a freed person. Freedom was often 

24. Cerulli's (1959) investigations into the character of 
slavery among the Mijerten, who obtained slaves from East 
Africa, and the Marexaan, who captured Oromo as slaves, is 
unique and informative for comparative purposes. 
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achieved by escape, rather than manumission, which was the 

usual Islamic practise. At abolition, despite efforts by 

colonialists to force ex-slaves to remain in positions of 

dependent clientship with their former masters, most freed 

slaves headed south for the Jubba Valley. Due to the 

increasingly harsh treatment suffered by slaves during the 

earliest years of abolition, many slaves were not inclined 

to remain in a relation of direct subservience to their 

masters. After settling in the valley, a fugitive slave 

might identify himself as a member of his master's clan, or 

he could choose to affiliate to another Somali clan. 

Oral histories I collected in the middle Jubba 

indicate that marriage between ex-slaves of East African 

descent often did not occur until after their entry into 

the Jubba Valley. People escaped individually, making their 

way into the valley, where they would find a mate who may 

or may not have been enslaved to the same Somali clan. The 

earliest East African ex-slave settlers thus did not 

generally come into the valley as family units, lessening 

the st~ength of their identification as a family with the 

Somali clan of their master. 

Oromo Slaves 

The life of pastoral slaves was considerably 

different. Oromo women and children, as opposed to men (who 

were usually killed), were taken most frequently as slaves 
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in the raids that characterized the 19th century. These 

women and children were taken into the family life of their 

abductors, while still, of course, remaining subjects. 

Oromo women, valued for their beauty, were kept as 

concubines, as domestic servants, or given in marriage to 

other slaves. After a concubine gave birth to her master's 

child, she (as well as the child) became free, considered 

of equal status to other Somali wives (Cerulli 1959). 

The differing motivations for acquiring Oromo women 

and East African women have been recognized for Africa in 

general by Meillassoux (1983), who categorizes African 

slave-holding societies as: 1) self-sustaining domestic 

societies where men taken prisoner are killed or integrated 

and women prisoners are made wives, 2) merchant societies 

which hold a productive class of slaves where women are 

valued for their labor and not for their reproductive 

capabilities, and 3) aristocratic societies where women are 

acquired solely because they are women (for sexual 

purposes). Both the first and second categories 

characterize Somali society, where the difference in the 

destiny of slave women is determined by their origin and 

ethnicity. 

Abducted Oromo children were taken in as children of 

the master. Only very young children were taken, as they 
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were easier to abduct and adopt. As one of my informants 

explained, referring to his father's experience: 

(The Master says about the slave-child), "This is my 
child", and then when you grow up you will be told 
your history and then you will understand that you 
don't belong to them. But you were brought up by 
them and are affiliated. You won't talk about 
your former tribe because you grew up with this tribe. 
Children only know who they're brought up by. 

The life of an Oromo slave could be measured by the 

same standard as the life of a Somali in the payment of 

blood money. One punishment for renegade Oromo slaves was 

to be sold to work the farm - clearly considered demeaning 

and undesirable work. Oromo slaves were never acquired for 

agricultural work directly; their abilities as pastoralists 

were recognized, as was their lack of knowledge of 

agriculture. Freedom was usually attained through 

manumission - an act that served as a further bond between 

Somali master and Oromo slave.25 A descendant of a 

herder-slave described the act of manumission: 

The child you yourself took, you will make him 
a slave. If he is obedient to you, you will set 
him free (when he's old enough). You will give 
him livestock. You will give him a wife. If it 
was a woman, you will give her a man. You will 
set her free. The small child who was stolen, 
if he reaches the age of (late teens) and is 
mature, you set him free. If he was obedient, 
he accepted his service, wherever you send him, 

25. In Murdock's (1959) world sample Somalia is listed as 
having a high rate of manumission. 
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he fulfills it. You set him free. You give him one 
animal. You call people, you call him himself: 
"Cali (a man's name), come." "This morning this 
man's head is free." Or you will say, if I was 
your slave, "The man called Jimcalle, he was 
obedient to me. This morning I want to set him 
free, to give him an animal." Other people are 
called. They will be a witness. You can't set free 
on your own. After that the man who used to be owned, 
tomorrow in the morning he can go where he wants. 

Following manumission, slaves often chose to remain in 

a patron-client type relationship with their former 

masters. Since nomads in the interior remained out of reach 

of colonial authorities until the second decade of the 20th 

century, and in many ways remained out of reach throughout 

the colonial period, it is unlikely that herder-slaves were 

subjected to the harsh treatment experienced by plantation 

slaves during abolition. Herder slaves, ·upon manumission, 

were much more likely to remain in a relationship with 

their former masters, adopting the nomadic way of life with 

their small 'inheritance' of livestock and continuing to 

live in the vicinity of the master's clan. One former slave 

explained to me how this might occur: 

If you are obedient, you may say "I want my father 
Cali, I won't go anywhere. I will be with you. The 
animals you gave me will breed, as I am your son. 
I might say I have heard that I was born from that 
tribe, didn't you set me free? Now I am the same 
with your children. They call me brother. I have 
worked for them. You brought me for slavery, because 
you didn't have children before you got married." 
When (the master's) children become mature enough, 
the master doesn't need (the slave). After that 
you will say to him, "Your children are enough for 
you. I leave this morning." You take your animals 
and you read fataxaad (an Islamic blessing) for 
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each other. 

Upon manumission, a master would frequently provide 

his male slave with a wife. Families entwined in relations 

of clientship or affective attachment were thus formed 

within Somali pastoralist society. contrary to settlers of 

East African ex-slave heritage, settlers to the Valley of 

Oromo ex-slave heritage often arrived as families, seeking 

other family members. Stronger ties to their Somali clans 

of affiliation were maintained through family linkages in 

this way. Oromo ex-slaves moved into the Gosha to join 

relatives in ex-slave communities when their herds died off 

from disease or drought. 

A comparison of Slavery Experiences and Backgrounds 

The slavery experience of Oromo pastoral slaves and 

East African agricultural slaves thus differed in important 

ways. East African slaves were acquired through purchase, 

as children and as adults. They worked separately from and 

under the control of their masters, and often lived 

separately as well. Sexual unions between plantation slaves 

and Somali masters were discouraged, thus enforcing the 

social distance maintained between master and slave. 

Plantation slaves often acquired their freedom through 

escape, marrying after their entry into the Gosha. 

Herder slaves were involved in relations of greater 

intimacy with their masters. They were taken in as family 
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members: as adopted children or legitimate (in Somali eyes) 

sexual partners. Freedom was obtained through manumission, 

which was often accompanied by the gift of livestock and a 

spouse. Herder slaves did not generally come immediately 

into the Gosha upon their release from slavery, but 

remained as pastoralists until losing their animals to 

drought or disease. Herder slaves were thus even more 

indoctrinated into Somali cosmology than plantation slaves. 

Somali clans could have slaves of both Oromo heritage 

and East African heritage, used for different purposes. 

Once these slaves attained their freedom, they and their 

children could then be affiliated to the same Somali clan, 

despite their separate areas of origin. In this way, 

villages formed along Somali clan lines in the Jubba Valley 

could contain people of both Oromo and East African 

heritage, who claimed affiliation to the same Somali clan. 

within a village, while working together and cooperating on 

village matters, people of different ancestries tend to 

live separately, and marry endogamously, although this is 

changing. It is important to note that there are no 

prohibitions against intermarriage. Rather, endogamous 

marriage patterns seem to be a result of the preference for 

parallel or cross cousin marriage. I was unable to detect 

any suggestion that distinctions in social status were 

recognized by virtue of ancestry within Gosha society. 
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In addition to these settlers who had a recent history 

of slavery were reer Shabelle immigrants. As the origin of 

the reer Shabelle people of the upper Shabelle is unclear, 

they are not connected so overtly with a slave past. 

Nevertheless, their status as jareer is undeniable, which 

ensures their inclusion in the category of commoners. 

Unlike other Gosha, however, reer Shabelle have a very long 

history of acculturation to and affiliation within Somali 

society, as well as a well-known area of origin to which 

strong attachments are still held. Reer Shabelle define 

themselves as a group, and see themselves as distinct from 

other Gosha of East African or Oromo heritage. As one 

example, many of the adult men currently living in Loc who 

had grown up together in the reer Shabelle village of 

Cabdow Yusuf continue to converse in their own "secret 

language", which is not understood by other, non-reer 

Shabelle villagers. Again, such recognized ethnic 

distinctions do not translate into status distinctions in 

mid-valley Gosha society. 

For Gosha individuals, then, their sense of who they 

are is quite complex, with many social and cultural 

components. At base, there is their knowledge of their 

ancestry - whether Oromo or East African or reer Shabelle. 

While this knowledge is widely shared among the Gosha, it 

is not necessarily culturally transmitted across 
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generations as part of a body of information to be proud 

of, because of the association with slavery (although this 

is less true for reer Shabelle). As one man of Oromo 

descent explained about his father, the child of a slave: 

He didn't say "Where is my father from? Which tribe 
was he?" He didn't ask for that. He was told after 
some time where his father came from, but he himself 
didn't ask about his father. "Father where are you 
from?" he didn't say. But we, when we were mature 
enough, our father said to us, "I am Yabadalay. 
I am Ajuraan. I am Waaqle. I am Wale Mage (all Somali 
clan and lineage names)." He just told us those. 

Having a heritage of slavery is not publicly discussed, but 

rather is a fact Gosha would prefer forgotten. Young men 

and women tend to be uninformed about their grandparents' 

histories, and, more importantly, they are not interested 

in the details. 

Somali clan identity emerged by the 1930s as the most 

important intra-Gosha organizing force. Clan affiliation 

was based on either deep ties (with an affective bond) 

which grew out of clientship to Somali families, or was 

based on more pragmatic choices made in order to join a 

village, or receive protection from a neighboring clan. 

Such choices may not have been accompanied by personal ties 

to Somali members of that clan. For the younger 

generations, their Somali clan identity is a very important 

part of their self identity. 

Additionally, there is one's village affiliation. 

Territorial ties are emphasized much more among Jubba 
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Valley villagers than among their nomadic Somali neighbors. 

Villages, rather than lineages or clans, hold and allocate 

land, and the village functions as a single entity in the 

payment of blood money, which among Somalis is a lineage 

affair. Increasingly, village compositions cut across 

ethnic and clan lines.26 The government policy outlawing 

territorial control by clans effectively supports the 

practice that anyone can live and get land anywhere (in the 

Gosha, at least) regardless of clan affiliation. 

Because of its heterogeneity, Loc village provides a 

good example of how these different aspects of identity 

emerge and become important in practice. With outsiders, 

the village stands as a single unit. If a villager is 

involved in a dispute with an outsider, the village as a 

group stands as his support, and contributes to pay his 

fine. In the case of the young man who had struck the woman 

in the marketplace, the entire village, regardless of clan 

affiliation, contributed toward the payment of his fine. 

26. Dr. Thomas Sheridan (personal communication, Feb. 
1991) observes that across the world, where the breakdown 
of tribal structure and cohesion occurs as a result of 
conquest or colonization, the village emerges as the most 
important unit of cultural identity. Both political and 
ecological factors are important, he notes, such as: the 
need to control a bounded resource, the compression of 
ethnicity due to conquest/colonization, and the need for 
conquerors to impose boundaries on the conquered. 
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villagers may even contribute towards a diya payment owed 

by a clan represented in their village other than their 

own. When a local Ajuraan leader carne to Loc to inform 

Ajuraan villagers of their share of the fine levied against 

an Ajuraan civil servant for fraud, all villagers, Ajuraan 

or not, contributed toward the payment. 

within the village, Somali clan identity becomes 

important. Village neighborhoods tend to be organized such 

that members of one clan live near each other (Figure 4.2). 

This became particularly apparent to me when I spent too 

much time in one neighborhood or another, and residents of 

neighborhoods of a different clan affiliation would express 

hurt or jealousy. When we decided to hold the preparations 

for a feast we were giving the village in the Ajuraan area 

of the village because there was more open space, a few of 

the residents of the Laysan area refused to attend, 

expressing outrage that we had chosen that part of the 

village over their neighborhood. When conflicts occur 

between villagers, each party relies on witnesses for 

support in stating his case. These witnesses are always of 

the same clan (usually because they are relatives). 

If conflicts occur between members of the same clan, 

original tribal identities define potential supporters; 

such as an Ajuraan of Oromo ancestry vs. an Ajuraan of reer 

Shabelle. Again, this is often due to the fact that 
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relatives are frequently called as witnesses to support 

one's case. Marriages are often arranged between members of 

the same clan and same ancestry. 

Gosha identity is thus both self-fashioned and 

externally imposed. The concept of identity captures 

external labels, reflexive perspectives and the dynamic 

between the two in an historically informed way. Personal 

identity for the Gosha is constituted within Somali society 

from a variety of factors, including a superficial 

knowledge of one's ancestral past, affiliation to a Somali 

clan which provides a place within Somali society, and the 

label of having a past stigmatized and devalued in Somali 

discourse and culture. 

within the Gosha, different ethnic backgrounds are 

recognized in general (Dromo vs. East African Bantu vs. 

reer Shabelle), and have some importance in shaping 

personal identity. These ethnic backgrounds provide a link 

to the past, however tenuous and muted the recognition of 

this link may be. Ethnic backgrounds structure interaction 

only to a very limited extent, however. with an increasing 

incidence of intermarriage, the basis for a recognition of 

differing ancestries is rapidly losing its significance. 

Patterson's (1982:5) characterization of the slave as "a 

geneological isolate" is a moving and apt description. The 

slave has a past, 
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but a past is not a heritage ••. Slaves differed 
from other human beings in that they were not 
allowed to freely integrate the experience of their 
ancestors into their lives, to inform their 
understanding of social reality with the intuited 
meanings of their natural forebears, or to anchor 
the living present in any conscious community 
of memory. 

Ethnic commonalities are increasingly de-emphasized in 

favor of stressing Somali clan affiliation, which provides 

a far more important basis of social interaction, and which 

for most individuals has been their life-long orientation. 

A reconstitution or renaissance of original ethnicity along 

East African tribal lines never occurred in the upper 

Gosha. The pragmatic reasons are straightforward: settlers 

were descended from such a wide variety of ethnic 

backgrounds, the cultural basis for which was forgotten or 

suppressed, there was little cultural knowledge, available 

to hold people together in this way, and no incentive. 

The "sociocultural" reasons are more complex, and 

point to some very difficult and interesting research 

questions on the nature of inferiority and superiority and 

what options groups of inferior status have in the face of 

hegemonic perceptions of inferiority. The Gosha are 

struggling to find acceptance in Somali society by 

rejecting their history as a source of personal identity, 

because this history is negatively valued in Somali 

hegemonic discourse and culture. A group identity has not 

been actively forged by the Gosha because of the variety of 
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backgrounds and slavery experiences. They are a group 

because they are perceived by Somalis as a group, not 

because they see themselves as united by ties of kinship or 

ethnicity. The one thing that could serve to unite them -

historical experience of sUbjugation - is viewed as 

something to be buried, forgotten, even denied, not to be 

resurrected in order to fashion some kind of group unity. 

It is difficult to predict what form personal and 

group identity for Gosha villagers may take in the future. 

conceptions of identity - from both an internal and an 

external perspective - continue to change, as Somali 

society changes with the development ·of the state and a 

stronger sense of nationhood. It has only been a generation 

or two since the last slaves obtained their freedom, so 

clearly the process of identity formation is dynamic and 

continuing. 

While emphasizing the power of Somali hegemony in 

creating the Gosha, I have shown how Gosha conceptions of 

personal identity carry more th~n the knowledge of 

stigmatization and inferiority. In the remainder of this 

chapter I want to pursue other of these non-formal, 

non-public aspects of Gosha behavior and thought. 

GOSHA FORMS OF RESISTANCE TO SOMALI HEGEMONY 

The men who are now seen as the progenitors of the 

concept of ideology, Marx and Engels, wrote that different 
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classes have their own systems of belief born out of 

different life experiences and incompatible interests 

(Abercrombie 1980, Bloch 1989, Williams 1978). However, 

their use of the term 'ideology' to describe how different 

social classes corne to subscribe to the belief system most 

beneficial to the ruling class took precedence in the 

social sciences. The recent revival of interest in 

Gramsci's writings and his concept of hegemony furthered 

this view of ideology as "cement" (Abercrombie 1980:117) 

used by the dominant class to control "the means of mental 

production" of the subordinate classes (ibid:114). Recent 

scholarship has recognized the rigidity of such a 

perspective, by turning to pursue the neglected aspect of 

class relations first described by Marx and Engels (1985), 

that of separate life experiences and incompatible 

in~erests. 

This line of thought is evident in Gramsci (1971:333) 

as well, who recognized that hegemony is never complete and 

that the "subaltern classes" do indeed experience some form 

of "discontent" with their lot. Taking this notion of 

discontent even further, Williams (1978:112-113) says, 

(Hegemony) has continually to be renewed, recreated, 
defended and modified. It is also continually 
resisted, limited, altered, challenged by pressures 
not at all of its own. We have then to add to the 
concept of hegemony the concepts of counter-hegemony 
and alternative hegemony, which are real and 
persistent elements of practice. 
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Heretofore I have focussed primarily on the dominance 

of Somali hegemony in Gosha identity formation and life 

experience. While I have not overstated the case, even in 

this context of a group formed out of disparate backgrounds 

united only in their geographical area, means of 

subsistence, and ancestral history of complete loss of 

personal autonomy, examples of resistance to Somali 

hegemony exist. While Gosha - willingly and unwillingly, 

consciously and unconsciously - submit to aspects of Somali 

cultural (and ideological) hegemony (social structure, 

meaning of jareer, the historical basis of their 

inferiority in Somali eyes), and, certainly, "Islamic 

hegemony" (Lambeck 1989), this hegemony is not complete. 

Examining examples of resistance or nonhegemonic thought 

provides more than a satisfaction at hearing the muted 

speak up - what Abu-Lughod (1990:42) calls the 

romanticization of resistance; it also serves as a 

"diagnostic of power ... (forms of resistance can) tell us 

more about forms of power and how people are caught up in 

them" (ibid.). 

Resistance can be seen in the retellings of history 

described above, where Gosha refuse to acquiesce to the 

view that they were dominated by Somali pastoralists in 

past decades. While Gosha individuals explicitly place 

themselves within the Somali social structure, they also 
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rebel in small ways against the inferior position into 

which they are categorized. sometimes this resistance 

emerges in the form of denial, as we have seen in the 

histories. At other times it takes the form of stressing 

the autonomy of the Gosha. Every man and woman in the Gosha 

has heard the glorified story of how Nassib Bundow 

conquered and massacred the Somalis who had been troubling 

the nascent Gosha settlements after the turn of the 

century. This story has now became oral tradition, and is 

the only traditional narrative that pits Gosha against 

somali, celebrating Gosha dominance. The widespread 

knowledge of this story is certainly indicative of a 

certain pride Gosha hold of their past resistance of Somali 

domination. But it must be noted that in the upper Gosha, 

the story of Nassib Bundow is frequently accompanied by an 

explanation that Nassib did not rule the upper Gosha and 

that therefore upper Gosha villagers had nothing to do with 

this warfare against Somalis. 

Gosha resistance is also manifest in other stories and 

narratives about the magical abilities Gosha people are 

said to have formerly possessed. Particularly prominent 

among these stories are themes dealing with the ability of 

the Gosha to control crocodiles and send them to do their 

bidding. Often the crocodiles were sent to redress 

grievances held by a Gosha individual against a Somali. 
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stories about Gosha men longing for, but being repudiated 

by, Somali girls often contain an element of revenge; the 

Gosha man sends a crocodile to kill the girl who had 

rebuffed him, and sometimes her family as well, or to 

forcibly bring her to him.27 

These mythical forms of rebellion thus contain 

elements of recognition of rejection on the basis of 

cultural superiority and a forceful means of punishing the 

one who is seen as responsible for the rejection. These 

stories also play upon Somali fears about the magical 

abilities of the Gosha. I opened this chapter by describing 

how non-Gosha told me I was living with "hard hairs". 

Equally prominent in their characterizations of the Gosha 

were statements about Gosha knowledge and use of magic. 

Despite the fact that the practice of magic is .now illegal 

and punishable by imprisonment, Somali fears of Gosha magic 

continue to be quite strong. This combination of both fear 

and loathing of a group seen as inferior has been noted 

elsewhere in Africa (Grinker 1990). It is not, of course, 

accidental that the Gosha choose to emphasize magical 

knowledge in these stories, which. are well-known by 

27. On the purported magical knowledge of crocodiles held 
by jareer boatmen on the Shabelle River, see Franciosi and 
Lombardi (1989). 
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Somalis. 

Resistance is not only manifest in the "mental 

productions" of art (stories and traditions) but 

occasionally takes physical forms as well. Recall the story 

of the young Gosha man being condescendingly pushed by the 

Somali woman in the marketplace. He did not react 

passively, but rather struck her back. 

An even more marked and emotionally charged event -

one which made me realize that forms of resistance existed 

and were important - also occurred during my stay. One 

afternoon we were returning to Loc village by car from 

another village where we had spent the day recording oral 

histories. Loc village was in an uproar. Women and girls 

were dashing about the village, crying and agitated. The 

few men around were outfitting themselves with spears, bows 

and arrows, knives and machetes and running off into the 

bush. The daughter of one of our friends was running after 

her brother calling for him to stay in the village, saying 

"Let the old man go and die (meaning her father), but don't 

you go as well - what if you both die? You have to leave us 

one!" He paid her no heed and followed his father into the 

bush. The village head, a quiet and peaceful man, was at 

his horne although his son had left, and he and his family 

avidly described what was happening. Two Gosha youths had 

been out in the bush, miles away from the village, 
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collecting a root used to make baskets. The boys had gotten 

separated in their work, and one boy heard some nomads 

approach his companion, who was hidden from him by the 

bush. He thought he heard the nomads attacking his friend, 

stealing his watch and beating him severely. Rather than 

come to the aid of his friend and risk being murdered, and 

thinking he was being pursued, he ran the long distance 

back to Loc, arriving exhausted and hysterical and saying 

that his friend had been attacked by nomads and was 

probably dead. The village reaction was immediate. Almost 

every fit man and youth in the village took up their 

weaponry and headed off for the spot described by the boy. 

We had arrived just as the last men were leaving. 

The remainder of the afternoon and evening were spent 

tensely, with women nervously talking about what could ,be 

happening; how they were sure their men were being 

massacred as nomads are often armed with guns. The wife of 

the village head was pacing and angrily lamenting, "What if 

they're Marexan or Cawlyahan? They have guns! What is this 

reer goleed thinking about bows and arrows? They'll be 

useless against their guns!" We were also very upset, 

feeling helpless and useless. Gradually the men began 

returning. The boy's story had been completely a result of 

his avid imagination. When the nomad youths approached the 

boy he had become a bit nervous and had called out to his 
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friend. The other boy had heard him calling and immediately 

took off running, thinking he was being attacked. The boy, 

however, was neither robbed or attacked. The men had run 

many miles and were quite angry at the boy who had reacted 

so extremely, saying they would never believe him or come 

to his aid again. 

The point of this story is the violent and strong 

reaction of the village men to the alleged attack on one of 

their sons. They had no intention of letting such an 

attack go unrequited, and seamed to be quite willing to put 

their lives on the line to this end. This event occurred 

just after the attack on the Gosha boy in his field, and 

after several other incidents involving livestock belonging 

to nomads damaging farmers' fields. Loc villagers were fed 

up and spurred into action with the news of the most 

heinous attack yet. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

We can use these types of resistance to identify what 

forms of power Gosha see as most important and most 

threatening (Abu-Lughod 1990). In their version of local 

history, Gosha emphasize their independence as individual 

members of Somali society, not subject to formalized 

continual demands by local Somali groups. In this 

perspective, Gosha are resisting a group categorization as 

dependent inferiors (of a client nature). In retelling 
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their history of magical abilities, again Gosha individuals 

are stressing their autonomy and independence within Somali 

society. The stories often have to do with matters of kin 

relations where Somali ideology poses a barrier to 

intermarriage; through their magical knowledge Gosha men 

are able to forcibly overcome this barrier. 

These examples suggest that external power is 

perceived as being located in the Somali ability to 

categorize Gosha as inferior. Gosha hold no quarrel with 

their incorporation into Somali society; rather resistance 

to barriers against their equal incorporation emerge as 

important. Resistance here is ideological, not economic. 

If resistance is diagnostic, then these forms of Gosha 

resistance indicate power is ideological. 

The examples of physical resistance point to a 

different power dynamic that intersects with ideological 

power but has a separate component. Gosha perceive direct 

threats to their persons and production as localized 

nomad/sedentary disputes and not necessarily evidence of 

Somali/Gosha conflict. Somali nomads have the reputation 

of being fierce warriors and prone to armed confrontations 

- with each other, between clans, and with foreigners. The 

Gosha see their physical confontations with Somali nomads 

primarily in these terms - as an indication of the Somali 

propensity toward fighting - and not so much as a result of 
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their inferior position. They are aware, of course, that 

their inferiority (as well as their sedentary lifestyle) 

marks them as more probable and easier targets for banditry 

and theft. Their formal ways of resolving disputes with 

nomads only address the material aspects of the dispute, 

however: "How much produce was stolen?"; "Did the Gosha boy 

injure the cows as he was herding them out of his field?"; 

"Whose cows were responsible for eating the beans growing 

along the path?"; etc. Differences in social status are 

never brought into the debate in any overt way; rather, 

debate and resolution stay focussed on localized 

nomad/sedentary interactions. Perhaps violent responses by 

Gosha are partly a result of, on the one hand, this 

knowledge that Somalis commit injustices against Gosha with 

an ideology of superiority, combined with, on ~he other 

hand, an inability to successfully, formally challenge the 

values which mark them as inferior. 

In contemporary society, the implications of an 

ideology which categorizes Gosha as inferior are 

resoundingly political. Bureaucratization, the growing 

dominance of the Somali state, and the drive toward 

nationhood mean that the position of the Gosha in Somali 

social organization defines their place in the political 

structure and hierarchy of the Somali state. Over the past 

150 years the Gosha have perhaps been fortunate in being 
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able to have formed a "reconstituted peasantry" (Mintz 

1979b) of landowners with relative autonomy and full 

control over their production. with the rise of the state, 

this reconstituted peasantry has become a minority group in 

Somali political society. In replacing 'social structure' 

with 'national polity' as the focus (Vincent 1974), the 

lack of options for identity within Somali society define 

the Gosha as a minority group in the national political 

context. Whereas ethnic identity is fluid and situational, 

minority status is not. Vincent (1974:377) defines a 

minority group as a 

subordinate self-conscious segment of complex state 
societies with special physical or cultural traits 
which are held in low esteem by the dominant 
segments. Membership is transmitted by a rule 
of descent; minority members tend to marry 
endogamously. 

Somalia is like other African countries, where the 

state has become a - if not the - primary means of 

obtaining access to resources (see Berry 1989a, 1989b, 

Lonsdale 1981). The political status of the Gosha, seen as 

a clear continuation of their subordinate social status, 

holds ominous potential for their economic 

disenfranchisement by those better positioned vis-a-vis the 

state. The loss of control over their land and water, a 

process already begun, is the most extreme form of economic 

disenfranchisement. In what follows, I turn to a detailed 

consideration of how control over land and water has 
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historically been organized in the Jubba Valley, and how a 

usurpation of this control by those people with the 

political backing of the state is already taking place. The 

remainder of the dissertation is an examination of why the 

new land tenure laws enacted by the Somali government pose 

a serious threat to Gosha farmers. The position of the 

Gosha in Somali society and political structure has great 

significance in determining how Gosha farmers are affected 

by the land laws. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

LAND REGISTRATION IN COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVE: 
THEORY AND EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE 

Land tenure provides a picture of the power relations 

in an agriculturally based society. Attempts at land 

tenure reform or changes in land tenure laws are 

necessarily bound up with power structures, as between 

state and peasantry, landlord and tenant, large landholder 

and smallholder. Sometimes tenure reform is part of a 

specifically political agenda directed at altering power 

structures, such as has been the case in some Latin 

American countries. In other contexts, such as colonial 

Africa, land tenure reform was seen as a way to modernize 

agricultural production and facilitate commercialization. 

Before turning to the case of Somalia, I want to undertake 

a comparative review of the consequences of tenure reform 

(in the form of title registration) in various African 

countries. This review examines the motivations of 

colonial and independent governments in Africa for 

implementing title registration programs, and what the 

effects of such programs have been. 

Colonial authorities, post-independence planners, land 

tenure experts, and economists frequently held an "ideal 

type" model of African customary tenure, which I review in 

the first part of the chapter. This model, while clearly 

based only on imperfect or muddled empirical evidence, has 
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had great staying power and influence on ideology about 

customary tenure shortcomings and tenure reform 

requirements in post-independence Africa. 

While staying largely intact, the "ideal type" model 

has been gradually modified as planners and economists 

recognized that customary tenure does change independently 

of introduced reforms. This recognition led to the 

generation of models describing the evolution of customary 

tenure. In reviewing the ways African customary tenure and 

tenure change has been conceptualized, I will discuss the 

arguments given by planners, based on these models, for the 

necessity of tenure reforms. Title registration is the type 

of tenure reform generally espoused by Western development 

planners. The type of reform adopted by the government of 

Somalia, inctividualization and registration, has had 
I 

widespread popularity in Africa (in various guises). 

The chapter will conclude with a discussion of the 

consequences of title registration in some African 

countries. This section provides comparative material for 

the detailed study of land use, land tenure, and the 

consequences of tenure reform in Somalia, presented in 

Chapters 6 and 7. 

CUSTOMARY TENURE - THE "IDEAL TYPE" 

customary tenure in Africa, while very diverse across 

the continent, has frequently been treated by economists as 
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a single unchanging entity throughout Africa (Ault and 

Rutman 1979, Hunter and Mabbs-Zeno 1986). Generally, 

customary tenure is thought to be a system in which land is 

held by a group or community whose members have use 

rights. There is no private ownership of land, but every 

member of the community is guaranteed access to land 

(Gershenberg 1971). Use rights are envisioned as a "bundle 

of sticks" (Simpson 1954, 1976) or as a "cluster of rights" 

(Gluckman 1944), with different individuals holding 

different rights, such as the right to farm, to graze, to 

obtain water, to gather wild plants, etc. Some economists 

and planners believed ultimate "ownership" of the land was 

vested in the tribal chief (see Miskin 1953). Gluckman 

(1945) introduced the concept of the "hierarchy of estates" 

in which the ultimate authority over land was ~hought to 

rest with the tribal chief, who allocates land to villages, 

where the village head, in turn, allocates land rights to 

families or villagers. Others have challenged this 

"hierarchy of estates" model (White 1958), but the main 

point that rights in land are those of use rather than of 

ownership is generally accepted by all. 

Periodic reallocation of land by group authorities, as 

a result of a bush fallow system of cultivation, was long 

seen as typical of customary systems. Due to group control 

of land (at the tribal, lineage, village or family level), 



217 

sale, rental or mortgage of land under customary systems 

was believed to be forbidden. Thus the overlapping use 

rights in land and the prohibition of the sale of land, 

both resultant from group control of land, are seen as the 

major characteristics of African customary tenure. Due to 

the purported communal control over land, this generalized 

"ideal type' model of African customary tenure was often 

called "communal tenure" or "corporate tenure" (Cohen 

1980). 

During the decades of colonial control, colonial 

governments carne to the conclusion that customary tenure 

was a hindrance to increased agricultural productivity and 

development. The reasons were simple, straightforward, 

and, in retrospect, uninformed. The first formal official 

document detailing this viewpoint, the East Africa Royal 

Commission Report (1961 (1955» was the most influential 

impetus in the drive to alter African customary tenure. 

Reviewing customary tenure in the British colonies of 

Uganda, Tanganyika and Kenya, the Commission found that the 

division of labor and specialization in production they 

believed was necessary for a modern exchange economy and 

agricultural development did not exist in African agrarian 

systems. To move from a sUbsistence economy (which they 

thought would fail to provide future food and economic 

security) to a "modern" economy would require legal 
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intervention to replace "the rigidities of African tribal 

society" (ibid.:52). "static tribalism" (ibid.:51) led to 

the inefficient use of land, as farmers were rest}-~cted by 

communal control from making the best use of their land. 

The Commission argued that the European introduction of 

cash crops, coupled with land scarcity resulting from 

population pressure, would lead to increased litigation and 

the breakdown of the community into "a jostle of 

individuals for survival" (ibid.:287). This breakdown would 

be inevitable, due to the persistence of communal customs 

and the "inexorable logic that the customary system, if 

continued, will destroy the security of the whole tribe" 

(ibid.:289). Individualization, through adjudication and 

registration, was therefore essential to combat the 

"widespread limitations and dangers of leaving the present 

usage to evolve on its own" (ibid.:313).1 

This strongly worded condemnation of customary tenure 

continued to be echoed by scholars, planners and African 

leaders who argued that customary tenure was the most 

important constraint to economic development (Okoth-Ogendo 

1976, Ng'andwe 1976, Barrows and Roth 1990, Cohen 1980, 

1. Cohen (1980: 364) notes that the primary motivations 
for introducing privatization and registration in Kenya (in 
the wake of the Mau Mau rebellion) were political, not 
economic. 
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Downs and Reyna 1988, Okali 1989). The former Land Tenure 

Advisor to the Overseas Development Association, J. C. D. 

Lawrance, proclaimed: "The crucial problems in tropical 

Africa usually stem from the fact that most of the land in 

each country is still held under customary tenure" 

(1972:1). The President of Malawi, Dr. Banda, said upon the 

passage of new land laws in his country that the customary 

tenure system in Malawi was "entirely out of date and 

unsuitable for economic development of the country ... the 

present methods of land holding and land cUltivation are 

uneconomic and wasteful" (cited in Simpson 1967: 221). A 

planner with many years of development experience in Africa 

claimed: 

Efficient use of land is a basic necessity for 
the progress of any country largely dependent 
on an agricultural economy and family farming 
under customary patterns of tenure is incompatible 
with the use of modern technology and equipment, 
largely dependent as these are on relatively high 
capital commitment and large scale operation 
(Makings 1967:16). 

The financier of many land law reform efforts in Africa, 

the World Bank, said the communal system "tends to be both 

static in its technology and relatively insular" (1975:19) 

and it lacks the mechanisms for adoption of external 

advances because it lacks an elite with power to become 

educated (ibid.). 

In addition to its 'static', 'rigid', and 

'restrictive' nature, customary tenure was considered a 
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hindrance to development for a number of reasons, the 

primary reason having to do with security of tenure. 

Tenure insecurity can be defined as the landholder's 

perception of the probability of losing land within some 

future time period. More broadly, it is the landholder's 

perception of the likelihood of losing a specific right in 

land such as the right to cultivate, graze, fallow, 

transfer or mortgage (Besteman and Roth 1988).2 Simpson 

(1954) recognized that threats to tenure security may come 

from a number of sources, including the central government, 

the local authorities, other individuals (such as old 

claims, squatters) and even from the occupier himself, as 

he may choose to leave his land because of witchcraft, 

fights with neighbors or community rejection. others place 

the blame for insecurity of tenure under customary systems 

more squarely on the system itself. Mifsud (1966) (the 

2. Tenure insecurity has been variously defined, but I 
believe this definition is the best. Another definition of 
tenure security sometimes used in the literature is "the 
ability of an occupant to undertake land transactions that 
would best suit his interests - for example, to offer land 
as collateral for a loan" (Feder and Noronha 1987:159). The 
issue is one of security of use versus security of 
transaction rights, and to define tenure security on the 
basis of ability to sell or mortgage seems to me to be an 
intrusive application of western notions of property 
rights. As one example of the complexity of a definition, 
women in customary tenure systems frequently have had 
absolutely secure use rights to land and transaction rights 
to borrow and lend but not to sell. 
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former Legal Research Officer of the legislative branch of 

the FAO) argued that uncertainty results from the 

"vagueness" of customary land law because the law is not 

systematized or static.3 The unwritten nature of customary 

law was said to be conducive to misinterpretation and 

dispute (Seidman 1968). Furthermore, the introduction of 

English law into Britain's former colonies created a 

situation where two sets of laws existed, which was thought 

to cause confusion about which law applied to a given 

situation. 

customary law frequently became the basis for case 

law, which in turn often produced statutory law (Simpson 

1976, Mifsud 1967). Lawrance (1972) argued that what is 

called customary law was frequently some combination of 

unwritten law, case law and English law and that a 

clarification was necessary in order to determine clear 

tenure rights under the law. A further argument was that 

the existence of many different sets of customary laws in 

anyone country causes confusion about land tenure (Mifsud 

1966). Generally, then, uncertainty of tenure was seen as 

resulting from dual systems of law, the absence of a 

3. What Mifsud (in his capacity as a Western educated 
lawyer) interprets as "vagueness" others interpret as 
flexibility, a point discussed further below. 
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written legal code, and the variation of customary laws 

across anyone nation. 

Increased tenure security is oft_en seen as a 

prerequisite to increasing agricultural productivity for a 

number of reasons: 1) incentives to invest in the land will 

be greater if a farmer believes s/he is assured of 

receiving the future benefits of that investment, 2) 

holding a secure title to land can increase the likelihood 

of receiving credit against the value of the land. Credit 

is often seen as a critical factor in agricultural 

development and increasing productivity, 3) cheaper and 

easier transaction costs associated with exchange of lands 

where ownership is certain will lead to a more "efficient" 

farming pattern,4 and 4) farmers will farm a parcel of 

land in a conservationally sound manner if they are assured 

continuing future personal rights to that parcel (an echo 

of the 'tragedy of the commons' argument). 

Proponents of the argument against customary tenure 

4. A definition of "efficiency", as used by these authors, 
is somewhat vague. They argue that transactions in land 
would allow the "most efficient" farmers to obtain land, 
and the "least efficient" farmers, because they would not 
be able to make money due to their inefficiency as farmers, 
would give up land. It is not clear whether efficiency is 
measured by productivity per unit of land, productivity per 
unit of labor, output/input, capitalization, or some 
combination of factors. 
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viewed the prohibition of sale of land as a primary 

impediment to agricultural development, being at the root 

of the first two reasons listed above (Simpson 1976, 

Johnson 1972). An individual will not be interested in 

adding investments to his land if he cannot recoup the 

investment through eventual sale (Seidman 1968). 

Furthermore, because of the communal aspect of land 

holdings and allocation, a farmer has no incentive to 

improve his farming methods (King 1977). Similarly, there 

is little incentive for a lending agency to provide loans 

to farmers if their land has no economic (market) value. 

without credit, farmers will be unable to obtain funds to 

invest. Thus, the argument that customary tenure is an 

impediment to growth rested on the constellation of factors 

of group "ownership" of land, "vagueness" of customary land 

law and overlapping legal systems leading to insecurity of 

tenure. Tenure insecurity results in an inability to secure 

credit, which, combined with the prohibition on sale or 

transfer of lands, decreases an individual's incentive for 

long term investment in his land because he would not be 

able to realize a profit on his investment from eventual 

sale of the land and because he may not feel secure in his 

rights to that land. Group control of land further 

inhibits loans because the group would not allow a 

non-group member to dispossess a group member (Baron 1979). 
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An extension of this argument claimed that potential rural 

innovators could thus be denied the opportunity to acquire 

land due to restrictions on acquisition by non-group 

members. 

Policy makers and economists argued that the inability 

to transfer or sell rights in land further limited 

agricultural development for reasons of efficiency and 

economies of scale. Simpson (1976), the land tenure 

specialist with the British Colonial Office, believed that 

the "good use" of land was almost entirely dependent on its 

transferability. He cites the Report of the East Africa 

Royal Commission on Land and Population (1953-1955:346): 

Policy concerning the tenure and disposition of 
land should aim at the individualization of land 
ownership, and at a degree of mobility in the transfer 
and disposition of land which, without ignoring 
existing property rights, will enable access 
to land for its economic use. 

Johnson (1972), an economist, further elaborated the 

argument in his analysis of how tenure systems facilitate 

wealth maximization, which in his model would in turn lead 

to a rapid development of agriculture. In Johnson's 

opinion, a lack of clear definition and allocation of 

property rights in land would result in high transaction 

costs and therefore exchanges would be inhibited. High 

transaction costs mean that a potential buyer w,ould have to 

spend a great deal of time trying to determine the definite 

owner of the land he is interested in purchasing. 
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uncertainty of ownership would affect investments because 

of impossibly high transaction costs: 

Vague definitions and insecure allocation of 
property rights might result in less than full 
employment of the land .. A combination of 
sufficiently high cost of searching out for 
one's legal rights to a parcel of land and a 
sufficiently high cost in terms of punishment 
meted out is one is found using land to which he has 
no such legal rights, might be such as to make it 
profitable simply to let the land lie idle (ibid:263). 

Minimizing transaction costs by providing for clear 

ownership would lead to increased investments and an 

efficient pattern of land use. Furthermore, the person 

using the land, if conditions of undisputed access are met, 

would suffer from his misallocation of the land because he 

would not realize profits. Therefore there is an incentive 

for efficient allocation of resources when the person using 

the land can clearly receive the benefit from wealth 

created by using the land. Private property is proposed as 

the best approach to meet Johnson's necessary conditions 

for agricultural development. 

Planners also believed that customary prohibition of 

sale or transfer eliminated the potential for the creation 

of larger farming units, which are often thought to be more 

conducive to development than small scale farms, as Netting 

(1988) has discussed. Farmers would be unable to take 

advantage of "economies of scale", and thus investments 
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(especially capital intensive investments) would be 

discouraged (Baron 1979, Makings 1967). 

The fourth result of tenure security listed above, 

conservational farming, was seen as dependent upon 

continuing rights in a certain parcel of land. Clausen 

(cited in Seidman 1968) asserts that customary tenure 

systems of shifting cUltivation lead to "soil mining" 

because the usufruct farmer has no personal interest in 

maintaining soil fertility. The well known "tragedy of the 

commons" argument (Hardin 1968) was extremely influential 

in the formulation of this view. 

other issues of "efficiency" in land use have also 

entered the argument, bringing together concerns about 

conservational farming and productivity. Customary tenure 

was seen as facilitating uneconomic fragmentation which led 

to poor utilization of land (Mifsud 1966, 1967, Baron 1979, 

Lawrance 1972, Seidman 1968). Fragmentation can result 

from customary laws of succession and from the customary 

adage that every (usually male) group member is guaranteed 

access to land. As population grows, land shortages 

result, and uneconomic fragmentation occurs. The supposed 

"evils" of fragmentation for economic development have been 

reviewed by J. Bentley (1987) and include decreased 

efficiency resulting from the farmer having to travel long 
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distances between parcels and the irregular shapes and 

small sizes of parcels hindering use of machinery. 

A final argument against customary tenure was that it 

perpetuates clan rivalries and tribal divisions (Mifsud 

1967, Lawrance 1972). Group control of land means that 

outsiders or "strangers" would not be allowed permanent 

access to that land, as rights to land would be granted 

only to group members. Limiting access to land to group 

members could cause an unequal distribution of land, 

especially in situations where there is high population 

density in one area, and therefore scarcity of land, and 

low population density in a neighboring area. Residents of 

the area where land is in scarce supply would not, under 

customary systems, be able to get more land from a 

neighboring area controlled by another group. Planners 

decried the inefficient allocation of resources they 

claimed resulted from such a system (Baron 1979). 

Recognizing tribal boundaries may also be repugnant to a 

government trying to unify a country across tribal lines. 

In sum, the usual argument that customary tenure 

systems are inappropriate for economic development has 

rested on the assertions that customary tenure: 1) is 

static and restrictive, 2) causes tenure insecurity, 3) 

provides a low incentive for investment, discourages 

conservation and improvements, and facilitates uneconomic 
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fragmentation, 4) inhibits land transfers, 5) results in an 

unequal distribution of land, and 6) perpetuates clan or 

tribal rivalries. 

While I have phrased these arguments in the past 

tense, this vision of customary tenure has continued to 

hold sway in many circles. Uchendu makes a forceful point 

in saying 

These arguments of tenure experts have been picked 
up by rural development specialists and international 
donors, so that the need to modify customary tenures 
into patterns more conducive to economic growth 
is almost an accepted truth (cited in Cohen 1980:355). 

Planning documents and articles continue to be published 

upholding at least portions of the ideology of customary 

tenure as a hindrance to development. As one recent, much 

cited article states, for example, "The rule that a person 

in possession of property has only a right of occupation, 

not genuine ownership, is not conducive to productivity." 

After making this bold statement, the authors go on to note 

that "This is largely a matter of inference, for there are 

no detailed studies of the link" (Feder and Noronha 

1987:158). The "tragedy of the commons" argument has also 

continued to be highly influential in development ideology 

about ."communal tenure", as McCay and Acheson's (1987) 

critique implies. 

An important task is to determine if these criticisms, 

individually or taken as a group, have any justification or 
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if they are simply predictions (or inferences) based on 

Western notions of property and a lack of empirical 

knowledge. The view of customary tenure as static and rigid 

has certainly been modified, replaced by models of how 

customary tenure evolves. This recognition of the dynamic 

nature of customary tenure by planners and economists is 

due largely to the work of anthropologists, who have 

demonstrated how customary systems in different cultures 

have adapted to changing socioeconomic circumstances (Ault 

and Rutman 1979). I will discuss the basic model of the 

evolution of customary tenure, as this model has 

implications for the ideology of how and when tenure reform 

should be introduced. 

MODELS OF CUSTOMARY TENURE CHANGE 

The concept of the evolution of tenure systems is not 

new. In the 19th century Henry Maine introduced his model 

of the evolution of property rights from those based on 

status (kinship) to those based on contract. Morgan (1985) 

further emphasized the importance of property rights in the 

evolution of societies. The unilineal nature of these 

models of evolution was revived in the technological 

emphasis of the neo-evolutionists of the 1950s (White 1959; 

see Netting 1982). 

More recently, recognition of the importance of 

factors specific to a culture and its environment (in the 
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broad sense) have altered our understanding of the nature 

of tenure change. The Danish economist Ester Boserup (1965) 

rejected the technological emphasis found in models of 

change proposed by the neo-evolutionists in favor of a 

dynamic view of the effects of rural population growth. 

Boserup's influential model, which has been widely 

empirically validated (Netting 1990), posits a relationship 

between rural population density and land use patterns. 

Increasing population density encourages agricultural 

intensification, defined as a shortening of fallow cycles. 

From another perspective, neoclassical economic theory sees 

the development of a market as the driving force behind 

intensification. An understanding of the effects of both 

demographic and economic changes have been incorporated 

into models of tenure change, replacing the concept of a 

single evolutionary path along which all societies passed. 

While the view that land tenure "naturally" evolved 

from an originally purely communal situation through a 

tribal stage to become increasingly individualized was 

popula~ among colonial authorities (see Simpson 1954 and 

Feder and Noronha 1987:147-8), more recent scholarship has 

tried to more explicitly recognize the agents of change by 

drawing on Boserup's theory and neoclassical economic views 

of the market. A widely accepted scenario has been 

generated: with low population densities and abundant land, 



231 

usufruct systems exist in which individuals do not have 

permanent rights to land and land use is extensive. As 

population pressure increases, agricultural markets emerge 

and farming technology improves, land will become 

increasingly scarce, resulting in shorter fallowing cycles 

and fragmentation. Land use intensifies and tenure will 

move in the direction of increasing individualization of 

rights. Land values will increase and rights of transfer 

(loan, lease and sale) will eventually emerge. Different 

authors emphasize different agents of change as primary, 

but this model has widespread approval.5 

The model of the evolution of property rights thus 

sees the tendency toward individualization as an inevitable 

outcome of a system evolving in response to external 

(economic) and/or internal (population growth) changes. 

Differences among scholars in interpreting this model are 

found in the perception of the path individualization will 

take. Simpson (1976), Larsson (1971), Baron (1979), the 

East Africa Royal Commission and many others argue that if 

5. For example, Uchendu (cited in Cohen 1980) emphasizes 
the market, Bruce (1988) emphasizes the commercialization 
of agriculture, Larsson (1971), Ault and Rutman (1979), 
Netting (1982) and Cohen (1980) emphasize population 
pressure (but clearly include other factors), and Feder and 
Noronha (1987) emphasize advances in farming technology 
more than other authors. 
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left on its own, such an evolving system will lead to 

disastrous results, such as increasing litigation over 

ownership and use, increasing fragmentation and inefficient 

land allocation, and increasing confusion as usufruct gives 

way to privatized holdings. Advocates of land registration 

programs think the individualization process must be 

controlled and directed to avoid the ills of customary 

tenure which will continue to provide a negative 

influence. Although individualization will occur, factors 

of customary tenure such as tenure insecurity, low 

investment, tribal division and fragmentation will remain 

or even escalate. 

Arguing that characteristics of customary tenure 

include, for example, low investment, poor farming 

techniques and fragmentation, these planners s~e government 

intervention as essential, arguing that land tenure must be 

changed from above in order to effect a positive change in 

land use. Land tenure is seen as a basically economic set 

of relations, with economic implications, in need of 

economic solutions (the solutions being, for example, the 

legalization of sale, the ability. to mortgage, the 

facilitation of investment). Land registration is the 

program usually recommended, as it will encourage 

individualization, seen as essential for economic growth, 



233 

while controlling for the "undesirable" elements of 

customary tenure. 

other economists and anthropologists, on the other 

hand, see land tenure changes as adaptive to changing land 

use requirements. Ault and Rutman (1979) argue that land 

tenure change to accommodate individualization of ownership 

occurs through court interpretation of customary law in 

cases involving disputes over individual rights. Change is 

slow, but inevitable. In their words, 

In contrast to a widely held view that a communal 
land tenure system is an indicator of a classless 
or egalitarian society, communal land tenure systems 
in tribal Africa were generally sets of individual 
rights that had yet to be defined or exercised 
(1979: 181) . 

From this perspective, intervention is not needed except in 

more extreme cases, and would be desirable primarily to 

avoid landlessness and land concentration (Netting 1982). 

For these scholars, the customary system, left on its own, 

will evolve to meet its needs. 

Despite empirical evidence supporting this latter 

interpretation, development ideology has continued to be 

guided by the belief that tenure reform and title 

registration is a necessary prerequisite for agricultural 

development. currently, many African countries have 

enacted land registration programs aimed at individualizing 

rights to land. These rights may be in the form of 
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freehold, as in Kenya, or long term individual leasehold on 

nationalized land, as in Somalia.6 

TITLE REGISTRATION - A REQUIREMENT FOR PROGRESS? 

Land registration is "the systematic recording of 

plots of land and of the various rights and interests in 

these plots" (Miskin 1953:72). Basically, it is a system of 

record (Dowson and Sheppard 1952). The earliest system of 

this sort was the Torrens system, introduced in South 

Australia in 1858. The British followed with a system of 

titles at the turn of the century, and most industrialized 

countries now have some method of registration, either of 

titles or deeds. Due to the success of these systems in 

Europe and North America, planners believed they were also 

important and necessary for developing countries (Hunter 

and Mabbs-Zeno 1986, see also Hellen 1977). The East 

Africa Royal Commission Report in 1955 and the Swynnerton 

Plan for Kenya in 1954 were extremely influential both in 

dictating why individualization efforts were necessary for 

Africa and in delineating the proper methods for 

introducing them. 

The advantages offered by land registration are seen 

6. The perceived socialist alternative to 
individualization, cooperativization of production, has 
also held appeal in some African countries, notably 
Ethiopia and Tanzania (see Cohen 1980 for descriptions) . 
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as mitigating the "ills" of customary tenure, specifically 

by: 

1) Providing security of tenure. The registry is the final 

and absolute authority on who owns what land (what Simpson 

(1976) calls "the continuous finality of the register") 

(Dowson and Sheppard 1952, Spry 1956, Larsson 1971, Simpson 

1976, Henssen 1982). 

2) Facilitating and providing security for conveyancing 

. (Spry 1952, Larsson 1971, Lawrance 1972, Simpson 1976). 

Simpson (1976), citing chagga coffee in what was then 

Tanganyika, cocoa and groundnuts in West Africa, cloves in 

Zanzibar, and cotton in Uganda, recognizes that there can 

be enough security of tenure for the development of cash 

crops under customary systems. However, he argues, 

customary tenure is unable to adequately adjust to economic 

pressures due to land sales. In his words, 

Unless some form of registration is introduced 
when dealing starts in areas of customary tenure, 
there will inevitably grow up methods of private 
conveyancing which will almost certainly be 
inefficient and will bring in their train all the 
misfortunes which flow from uncertain title 
(1976:170) . 

3) Facilitating the acquisition of credit and providing 

creditors with security (Dowson and Sheppard 1952, Larsson 

1971, Lawrance 1972). 

4) Guaranteeing boundaries and providing an unambiguous 
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definition of the parcel (Dowson and Sheppard 1952, Miskin 

1953) . 

5) Decreasing disputes and litigation caused by uncertainty 

over land ownership (Dowson and Sheppard 1952, Larsson 

1971) . 

6) Establishing and giving security to secondary rights by 

recording the rights and interests of all parties (Dowson 

and Sheppard 1952). 

7) Facilitating tax collection (Larsson 1971, Henssen 

1982) . 

8) Giving the central government control and a primary data 

base for land reform, land consolidation, for development 

planning and a means to prevent fragmentation (Dowson and 

Sheppard 1952, Spry 1956, Mifsud 1967, Larsson 1971, 

Lawrance 1971, Henssen 1982, Simpson 1976). 

9) Providing a way to prevent land speculation (Mifsud 

1967). 

10) Unifying under one system land held under customary 

tenure and land held by title from colonial governments 

(Lawrance 1971, Simpson 1976). 

11) Dowson and Sheppard (1952) also cite the security given 

to absentee landlords as an advantage, but simpson (1976), 

who revised and updated their manual Land Registration, 

disagrees that this is a benefit. 
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All the proponents of land registration agree that 

land registration programs are not necessary in all 

situations, but are essential in areas where a market 

economy is developing and a tendency toward 

individualization is occurring, with land sales becoming 

more frequent, particularly to outsiders who are growing 

cash crops (Mifsud 1966), when litigation is high, or when 

a change in land use is planned (such as a development 

scheme) (Simpson 1954, 1976). They differ, however, on the 

purpose of land registration. 

Land Registration - Policy or Procedure 

Simpson (1954, 1976) and Mifsud (1966) are emphatic 

that land registration should be an administrative 

procedure to recognize existing rights, and not to grant 

new ones. Land registration should be an exac~ picture of 

what is actually happening on the ground; of the "real 

state of affairs" of land holdings (Miskin 1953). They 

argue that granting title will not change an 'obstructive' 

system of tenure to a good one, and will not lead to 

improved use of land and increased agricultural output. 

Rather, the point of granting title is to facilitate 

conveyancing, which will lead to a more efficient pattern 

of land use, and will provide a record of all holdings for 

government use. 
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Lawrance (1972), Larsson (1971), Henssen (1982) and 

others, on the other hand, see land registration as a tool 

for changing the system of land tenure. Land registration, 

in their opinion, can be used to 'eliminate smoothly' 

(Henssen 1982) the undesirable aspects of customary tenure, 

or to 'alter' customary tenure (Lawrance 1972). Larsson 

(1971) says registration can speed up development, and can 

be used by a government to enforce its political ideology, 

such as by registering holdings in the form of individual 

ownership, group ownership, or state ownership with 

usufruct rights. Obol-Ochola (1969) emphasizes that a land 

law should be determined by the national ideology such that 

land tenure is a reflection of national policies. 

Finally, most of these authors recognize that there 

are potential problems with land registration and its 

effects. A government must have the funds and the 

administrative organization to enact and enforce the law, 

or confusion may result. Through registration, large land 

inequities may become visible to the public, sparking 

social unrest (Henssen 1982) (although nothing is said 

about registration facilitating the creation of large land 

inequities). With the recording of secondary rights, the 

list of people who must approve the sale of a parcel may 

become so long that conveyancing may be greatly hindered. 
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In the Sudan, for example, a list of owners for a single 

parcel could number over five hundred names! (Miskin 1953). 

The biggest problem is considered to be the ability to 

sell and mortgage land resulting from land registration 

laws. citing cases in the Punjab, South Africa and Uganda 

of titled peasants who took loans on their land which they 

could not repay, thereby losing the land, Miskin wonders if 

people "should be protected against the results of their 

ignorance and fecklessness" (1967:76). In a much quoted 

passage, Simpson (1967:227) argues, "There is no surer way 

to deprive a peasant of his land than to give him a 

registered title which is freely negotiated as a bank 

note." Therefore restrictive legislation, or at least land 

boards, should be set up to prohibit or carefully monitor 

and give approval to land sales. It is interesting that 

facilitating conveyancing is seen 'as one of the most 

critical attributes of land registration, and yet planners 

argue such conveyancing should not be allowed to freely 

take place. 

H. M. West (1969:212) perhaps sums up the beliefs of 

some of these proponents of land registration, who 

recognize problems - sometimes serious problems - may exist 

with registration, yet nevertheless remain convinced of its 

necessity: 

It may be argued that experience to date in 
introducing registration of title to developing 
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countries has not been encouraging; that existing 
systems are faltering and do not warrant the 
expenditure they entail; or that a titles register is 
too sophisticated an institution for operation in a 
developing country at the present time. But what 
alternative do we have, except confusion in land 
affairs? (liThe Role of Land Registration in Developing 
Countries." Chartered Surveyor 102 (Nov), cited in 
Simpson 1976.) 

Alternatives, of course, do exist. The best 

alternatives may emerge from a clearer appreciation and 

understanding of customary tenure. 

CUSTOMARY TENURE - IS IT THE OBSTACLE THEY SAY IT IS? 

There is enough empirical evidence about customary 

tenure systems and indigenous tenure change to render 

dubious the perception of customary tenure as a hindrance 

to development. I will briefly review some of the major 

points. These points provide comparative evidence for 

evaluating customary tenure in the Jubba Valley. 

Scholars working across Africa have questioned whether 

such characteristics as low security of tenure, low 

incentive for improvements, restrictions on sale of land, 

inability to obtain credit, fragmentation and inefficient 

use of. land, and unequal distribution of land between 

groups due to inflexible tribal boundaries are truly 

important (or existent) aspects of customary tenure. 

Several authors argue that security of tenure in a usufruct 

system may be very great (Haugerud 1983, Okeyo 1980, Cohen 

1980). As Cohen (1980:360) puts it, liThe fact is that 
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holders of corporate tenure land have far stronger rights 

to it than most observers recognize." other researchers 

have agreed, based on ethnographic data, that security of 

tenure in customary systems is assured when an individual 

maintains social rights in a community (Gershenberg 1971, 

Brock 1969, Ng'andwe 1976). In short, there is nothing 

inherently insecure about holding land in a customary 

system of tenure. 

Research has clearly shown how customary systems based 

on usufruct have adapted to meet rising needs for tenure 

security brought on by increasing population pressure, 

market penetration, and land scarcity. Land transactions 

in response to these and other factors emerged throughout 

Africa, particularly in West Africa and Kenya, before and 

during the colonial period, especially with the growing 

importance of high-value export crops. Researchers from 

allover Africa cite examples of sales occurring under 

customary tenure (see Cohen 1980, Feder and Noronha 1987, 

Barrows and Roth 1990, Haugerud 1989, Shipton 1988, 

McKenzie 1989, Gershenberg 1971, Brock 1969, Berry 1975, 

Ault and Rutman 1979, Hecht 1985 j Netting 1982, Land Tenure 

Center 1985, Hunter and Mabbs-Zeno 1986, among others). In 

an interesting twist, Feder and Noronha (1987:154) discuss 

how colonial authorities refused to recognize land 

transactions under indigenous tenure occurring in Ghana, 
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southern Nigeria, Kenya, Tanzania and Malawi, thereby 

rendering such transactions illegal and thus increasing the 

insecurity of the buyers.7 

Farmers in customary systems had ways of improving 

their tenure security through investment. Ng'andwe (1976), 

for example, notes that among the Kunda, once an individual 

puts investment into land it is his and inheritable by his 

children. In most cases, any investment in the land 

belongs to the investor. Planting valuable trees on 

farmland in West Africa, for example, was used as a way to 

secure rights to both trees and land (Bruce 1988, Goheen 

1988) . 

with respect to credit, Brock (1969) and Gershenberg 

(1971) question whether credit has been a serious obstacle 

to African economic development and whether customary 

tenure has been an obstacle to credit being allocated in 

the agricultural sector. As Feder and Noronha (1987:155) 

point out, under customary systems of tenure "the 

widespread prohibition against mortgaging land does not 

stop land being used as collateral in informal 

transactions". Gershenberg, citing examples in Kenya and 

7. They think such prohibitions stemmed in part from 
dogmatic colonialist ideology that land sales did not occur 
under "communal tenure" and in part from the desire to keep 
Africans from selling land to non-Africans. 
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West Africa, notes that much development has occurred 

without credit, and that credit may, in fact, work as a 

disincentive, by allowing a farmer to work less hard. 

Researchers also argue that customary tenure does not 

necessarily produce fragmentation. Rather, risk 

minimization efforts and ecological factors may be a more 

important cause of fragmentation. Brock (1969) questions if 

fragmentation is really an impediment to productivity, a 

point J. Bentley (1987) discusses in detail, concluding it 

often is not. Gershenberg (1971) notes that there is no 

surety that large scale (or consolidated) holdings will be 

any more productive than fragmented holdings. In fact, 

evidence from around the world suggests ,that smallholders, 

including those with fragmented holdings, tend to be more 

productive than large-scale farms (see especially Netting 

in press), a point corroborated even by the World Bank 

(1975). 

Similarly, inefficient use of land due to shifting 

cultivation, Gershenberg (1971) argues, has nothing to do 

with customary land tenure; there are many examples of 

permanent cultivation under customary tenure systems. 

Shifting cUltivation is a result of a variety of factors, 

which may include low pressure on resources, ecological 

circumstances, and technological opportunities, and is a 

manifestation of land use, not land tenure. 
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The argument that a group with abundant land would not 

allow outsiders access is historically shallow and not 

empirically validated. Examples abound of immigrants 

acquiring land by becoming villagers or group members (see, 

for example, Bruce 1988, Bauer 1987, Shipton 1988). Sales 

to outsiders under customary tenure do take place in areas 

with a land market (Berry 1975, Hecht 1985). strict 

restrictions on acquisition of land by outsiders does not 

appear to occur until conditions of rising land scarcity 

emerge (Bruce 1988, Shipton 1988). Thus the argument that 

customary tenure, through rigid tribal boundaries, leads to 

unequal distribution of land between groups has little 

basis in fact. 

In general, recent research has continually emphasized 

the flexible and adaptive nature of customary tenure 

systems. Scholars emphasize the lack of uniformity and the 

society-specific aspects of customary tenure (Okoth-Ogendo 

1989, Cohen 1980). As Bruce (1988:23) says, "Indigenous 

land tenure systems in Africa are commonly specific to 

particular ethnic groups, evolved in the interaction of 

culture and environment over centuries". The process of 

indigenous land tenure change appears to be frequently 

mediated through the courts. Economists Ault and Rutman 

(1979) made this observation for Africa in general. Bruce 

(1988), a lawyer, notes how courts in west Africa 
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(especially Ghana and Nigeria) fashioned new legal concepts 

to facilitate tenure change. Cheater (1987), an 

anthropologist, describes the role of the courts in 

zimbabwe in legislating changing tenure practices. 

In addition to being community-specific and flexible, 

customary tenure systems often contain different forms of 

tenure - what Bruce (1988:27) calls "multitenure systems". 

Different tenures operate for different types of land use. 

In Africa the common distinction is between farmland and 

grazing land, where rights to farmland may be more 

individualized and rights to pasture more corporate. 

Different tenures may apply to the same area in different 

seasons, such as when farmland used individually in the 

rainy season becomes open access pasture land in the dry 

season. similarly, different tenures may apply to different 

user groups. Customary tenure systems may have tenure rules 

specifically for sharecroppers, for women on their 

husbands' land, or for rights of way and rights of water 

(Bruce 1988). Customary tenure systems are thus not only 

community-specific, but often also contain elements that 

are area-specific and group-specific within the community. 

Delineation of rights may thus change by season and by 

purpose. This flexibility of customary tenure may be what 

colonial authorities interpreted as legal "vagueness" in 

the definition of rights. 
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A final and very important point is that in some 

contexts social factors may be more important than 

economic, demographic, or ecological factors in the 

formation and change of an indigenous tenure system. Tenure 

under Islamic law, in which rights to property are private, 

is the prime example. In a very interesting argument, 

Linares (1981) compared three Diola villages in Senegal to 

determine the roots of widely varying modes of cUltivation. 

She concludes that social and ideological forces, including 

differences in religious adherence (Islamic versus pagan) 

were more important in shaping agricultural practices than 

economic or demographic factors. Conditions of initial 

settlement or conquest, ideologies of hierarchy and social 

rank, may affect tenure patterns in unpredictable ways. 

Examples include specific kinds of social relations 

emerging from a history of conquest or slavery producing 

different ideas about appropriate labor organization and 

land ownership rights. 

In summary, customary tenure in Africa is clearly not 

static, following a unilineal course of evolution. 

Customary tenure is community specific, and while it is 

clear that corporate tenure has evolved in the direction of 

individualized tenure rights to land in many areas, the 

exact path taken varies by local context. Demographic, 

economic and ecological factors, as well as political, 
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historic and religious factors are important in forming 

customary tenure systems and shaping the way they change 

with new circumstances. Thus neither the "ideal type" 

vision of customary tenure nor the, model of customary 

tenure change are generalizable across all cultures, 

although certainly the latter model has more validity than 

the former. As for the former, empirical evidence simply 

does not validate the extreme emphasis on supposed specific 

aspects of customary tenure sai~, to hinder development. 

Rather, customary systems of tenure have been found to be 

highly adaptive to land use needs and microecological 

circumstances, highly flexible to changing socioeconomic 

and demographic contexts, and responsive to pressures for 

investment and land transfers. 

An analysis of the necessity for tenure reform in the 

form of individualization and title registration would not 

be complete without a discussion of the effects of title 

registration programs already implemented in various 

African countries. While evidence is slim, and few studies 

have been directed explicitly at an analysis of the impact 

and success of registration, the evidence that does exist 

is informative. 

A REVIEW OF THE EFFECTS OF TITLE REGISTARTION 

Has title registration had the predicted result of 

increasing investment and productivity through increasing 
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tenure security? Has access to credit improved? Has 

registration stimulated a land market, facilitating the 

transferal of land into the hands of the most productive 

users? Have land use practices changed for the better? The 

evidence suggests that the answer to all these questions is 

negative, or, at best, inconclusive. 

Much of the research on the effect of title 

registration has come from Kenya, where the most ambitious 

freehold tenure system in Africa was first introduced in 

the mid 1950s. Scholars report that tenure security for 

most farmers in Kenya decreased with registration. Among 

the Luo in western Kenya, "decreased ~ecurity resulted 

largely from an increased tendency to sell land to meet 

immediate cash needs (Shipton 1988). In Meru district, 

Haugerud (1989) reports decreased security was due to 

vastly increased litigation and disputes over boundaries 

and use rights brought on by the need to ascertain absolute 

ownership for registration. The Mbeere also experienced 

"considerable tenure insecurity resulting from the land 

consolidation and registration process" due to fears of 

land alienation and rules against fragmentation (Barrows 

and Roth 1990:273). Disputes in this area intensified as 

well. In their review, Barrows and Roth (1990) report only 

one study (from Kisii) which suggested that most local 
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farmers, with significant exceptions, perceived an increase 

in tenure security with registration. 

The source of tenure insecurity seems to corne from the 

requirement of registration that a flexible system of 

overlapping use rights be reduced to a simple system of 

absolute ownership rights. Studies throughout Africa show 

that land reform "has accelerated conflict as opposed to 

promoting the agricultural development envisaged" (Downs 

and Reyna 1988:18). Conflict has erupted between family 

members who held various rights of access under customary 

law which are not recognized in the granting of a title. 

such rights include customary use rights held by women on 

their husbands' land or by unmarried, divorced or separated 

women on the land of their male kin, rights of widows on 

their sons' land, and rights held by sons on their fathers' 

land. with title registration, these groups and others 

holding secondary rights stand to lose these rights of 

access. As Haugerud (1983:73) ominously explains for Embu 

District, Kenya, "Since only the possessor of a registered 

title had the right to sell land or to apply loan charges 

to it using the title deed as security, the way was left 

open for often lethal disputes within families". 

Examples abound of women losing the guaranteed rights 

to land they had held under customary tenure because land 

is almost always adjudicated in the man's name (see Okeyo 
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1980, Haugerud 1983, MacKenzie 1986, Davison 1988a, Shipton 

1988). The loss of rights women have experienced during 

adjudication for development schemes is particularly 

extreme (Hahn 1984, Palmer 1985, Carney 1988, Davison 

1988b). In the Kikuyu District of Kenya the courts were so 

clogged with cases brought by wives whose husbands had sold 

the land they (the wives) were working for the family (as 

was the titleholder's right under the law) that the MP made 

it mandatory for spouses to give prior consent to the sale 

in person to the court. This stipulation resulted in a 

dramatic decrease in land sales (MacKenzie 1986).8 

In reality, many secondary rights do continue to 

operate, although under less secure conditions. Haugerud 

(1983, 1989) and Coldham (1979) found that the picture of 

landholding presented in the registry in Kenya bore little 

resemblance to patterns of land use and acquisition in 

reality. Customary tenure continued to govern patterns of 

lending, borrowing, subdivision, sales and succession, the 

vast majority of these transactions never being registered. 

8. A study done by MacKenzie (1986) in Kenya suggests that 
women's rights may become more circumscribed under 
customary systems with conditions of increasing land 
scarcity, although she reports that women created ways to 
increase their security over landholdings. By rigidifying 
titles in men's names, women would be denied the option of 
discovering new ways to access and obtain personal security 
to land. 
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Practices based on kin relations, Haugerud argues, have 

endured as the basis for defining access to land. As 

Coldham (1979) notes, if people will not accept the new 

system and continue to operate under the old system, the 

registration system will not operate effectively. The 

coexistence of two systems of tenure both exacerbates the 

confusion associated with a legal simplification of tenure 

rights, thus contributing to a decrease in tenure security, 

and attests to the resiliency of customary tenure.9 

.If there has been little change in tenure security 

with registration, what has been the effect on investment? 

Barrows and Roth (1990:290), summarizing evidence from 

Kenya, Uganda and Zimbabwe say, 

On balance, there is little empirical evidence 
to support the hypothesis that registration, 
through increased tenure security, has increased 

9. Barrows and Roth (1990:289) recognize these factors, 
yet suggest that "security may increase after expectations 
adjust". They fail to define what they mean by 
"expectations" and they do not identify whose security they 
think will improve, however. It seems somewhat optimistic 
(and of questionable desirability) to expect that people 
who depend on access to land in Africa (such as women who 
lose land to men or small farmers who lose land to 
wealthier individuals), yet whose rights to land tend to be 
negated by registration, will adjust their expectations to 
the point of giving up their hopes of continuing land 
rights. Altering the registration process to ensure 
dispossession of important rightholders does not occur 
would certainly be a more positive approach. 
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investment in agriculture. There is also no 
evidence that the demand for capital increases 
if tenure is changed to freehold. 

Part of the problem is that limited loan funds are 

available and smallholders, even with title, are perceived 

as poor credit risks. Okoth-Ogendo (1976), for example, 

notes that credit has not been available to titled 

smallholders in Kenya. Land as collateral can be 

problematic because it cannot be easily liquidated (Brock 

1969) and banks may find foreclosed land difficult to sell 

in areas where the borrowers' kin reside (Shipton 1988). 

"Title-rationing", due to constraints on credit supply, has 

meant that larger, wealthier and more influential farmers 

who usually engage in a variety of entrepreneurial 

enterprises have been the overwhelming recipients, to the 

exclusion of farmers with smaller holdings (Okoth-Ogendo 

1976, Barrows and Roth 1990). Evidence from throughout 

Africa suggests such farmers do not acquire or utilize 

their loans for agricultural investment, however. Rather, 

loans tend to be used for non-agricultural enterprises and 

urban investment (partly as a means of economic 

diversification) (Shipton 1988, Goheen 1988, Haugerud 1983, 

1989). Shipton (1988) suggests credit was used as a 

"marketing device" to encourage farmers to register their 

holdings in Kenya, although access to credit did not 
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actually improve for smallholders with the acquisition of a 

title. 

Neoclassical theory predicted that another effect of 

registration, through increased tenure security, would be 

the stimulation of a land market which would create an 

efficient system of land distribution. We have seen that 

land sales in many areas began long before the introduction 

of title registration programs, indicating that 

registration was not a requirement for the creation of a 

land'market. How did registration affect sales? Several 

studies from Kenya suggest that sales increased in areas of 

lower population density, and decreased in areas of higher 

population density (Haugerud 1989, Shipton 1988). Sales 

were often not registered, which increased confusion over 

ownership and in some areas led to a proliferation of 

"double deals" (Shipton 1988). In areas where land sales 

increased, the stimulation of the market by the 

registration program did not lead to a transferal of land 

into the hands of the most productive or efficient 

farmers. Rather, land speculation was the motivation for 

land acquisition through purchase (Haugerud 1989). 

Speculators were not buying land for agricultural purposes, 

but rather as part of a diversified economic portfolio or 

in order to acquire cash loans for non-agricultural 

undertakings. Haugerud (1989) reports the land market in 
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Embu District and in less densely settled zones of Meru 

District was largely driven by speculation and the 

purchasers did not invest in agriculture. On the contrary, 

she found (1983) many holdings purchased for speculative 

purposes were not even being cUltivated. 

with speculation comes not only a transferal of land 

into the hands of those with greater purchasing power, but 

also the displacement of poorer, small-scale farmers. 

Speculators have tended to be politically well connected 

individuals with available cash obtained through wage or 

salaried agricultural employment. In Nigeria, for example, 

Okpala (1979) predicted land concentration by elites would 

result from the passage of the Land Use Decree of 1978, as 

historically elites tended to be able to get access to 

government land for their private use. Koehn (1983:462) 

found land concentration in the hands of public servants, 

Nigerian businessmen and representatives of large 

multinational firms had indeed resulted, explaining, 

Possession of a certificate of occupancy serves 
as the required 'ticket for admission' to many of 
the most lucrative domestic opportunities for 
accumulating privately held capital, commodities, 
status and political power that are available 
today in Nigeria. 

Processes of land concentration, defined as the 

accumulation of land by one group versus another, are 

accompanied by processes of deconcentration, whereby people 

lose formerly held rights to land (Downs and Reyna 1988). 
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The land appropriated by the state or private individuals 

(who may acquire it outright or through the state) is 

usually land already held by others under customary tenure 

rules. The process of the alienation of smallholders 

without political connections from their land and land 

concentration by those with such connections has resulted 

in increasing socioeconomic inequality throughout Africa .. 

studies documenting at ~east the initial stages of growing 

inequality based on land concentration by elites exist from 

Nigeria (Koehn 1983, Reyna 1987), Niger and Mali (Reyna 

1987), Cameroon (Goheen 1988), Kenya (Haugerud 1989, 

Okoth-Ogendo 1976, Bruce 1988), Botswana (Bruce 1988), and 

Malawi (Phipps 1976). 

The link between title registration, landlessness and 

growing rural poverty has been particularly emphasized by 

scholars writing about Kenya. Addressing land reform in 

Kenya, Okoth-Ogendo (1976:176) argues that by altering the 

pattern of land distribution, land registration has altered 

the power relations of society, which has been "largely to 

the detriment of the bottom quartile of rural society". The 

World Bank (1975), which assisted in the adjudication of 

farmland in Kenya, admits the poorest smallholders 

benefited the least. Cohen (1980:365) spares no words: 

When the Africa-wide trends discussed earlier, 
such as population growth, land pressure, 
commercialization of farming, or mechanization, 
are combined with Kenya's freehold tenure policies, 
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landlessness and rural poverty result. 

In a particularly strongly worded argument, Thome 

(1984) condemns titling programs, arguing that the benefits 

distribution is unequal. citing Latin America as a case in 

point, he claims land registration and titling caused a 

dispossession of smallholders from their land. 

Registration procedures are often lengthy, complicated and 

expensive, and when the individual is responsible for 

initiating the registration process, the program becomes 

inaccessible to most smallholders. 

Those with superior access to title registration, 

through political connections, knowledge of bureaucracy, 

and financial resources to pay for a title may be urban 

elites with no previous connection to the land they are 

able to register, or local rural elites, called "modern big 

men" by Goheen (1988). In both cases, title registration 

programs appear to facilitate the process of 

concentration. As Goheen (1988:304) perceptively argues 

for the case of land accumulation through registration by 

traditional local elites in Cameroon, 

As long as traditional valu~s hold, the real 
source of rural differentiation is not likely 
to come from the traditional system per se, not 
from the relationship of the small farmer to the 
large farmer, but rather from the relationship 
of the rich farmer to the bureaucracy from which 
he can obtain differential access to the factors 
of production: both the land and the capital 
(loans) that makes it possible to hire labor and 
make urban investments. 
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other researchers found small-scale social conflict 

brewing as a result of the loss of traditional rights by 

small farmers and their alienation from their land by the 

state and by rural or urban elites because of registration 

programs. In Malawi, following the passage of land 

registration laws and the curtailment of customary tenure, 

farmers who resented state intervention and felt they had 

experienced a loss of tenure security often retaliated with 

reprisals, such as cutting fences (Phipps (1976, see also 

Mkandawire 1983). In northern Ghana, unregistered farmers 

as a form of protest burned the rice in the large fields of 

their registered neighbors, who may be locals or outsiders 

(Goody 1980). Following land adjudication and registration 

in Kenya, those who lost land in the process in the Mbeere 

area have engaged in personal forms of revenge and sorcery 

(UN 1976). 

Finally, it is not at all clear that title 

registration has directly resulted in increased 

productivity. Where land has been acquired by elites 

primarily for non-agricultural purposes, (such as for 

speculation or cash borrowing power), increased investment 

and productivity has certainly not resulted. As Haugerud 

(1983, 1989) reports, the largest (registered) holdings in 

Kenya are not the most innovative or productive. Barrows 

and Roth (1990) are unable to conclude whether title 
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registration or other factors were more important where 

productivity had increased in their review of the success 

of title registration programs in Kenya, Uganda and 

Zimbabwe. 

In sum, these authors argue tenure security, 

investment, and land markets do exist under customary 

tenure. Registration offers little advantage over 

customary systems at present, and has not provided the 

benefits to warrant the great expense it requires. The 

land registration programs reviewed by the authors cited 

above have failed in increasing security for smallholders, 

in increasing access to credit, in preventing land 

speculation, in unifying multiple legal systems and in 

increasing productivity in any clear way. These programs 

have, on the contrary, given outsiders greater access to 

land and/or have allowed for the consolidation of control 

over land in the hands of local elites, facilitating land 

speculation, land grabbing, and increasing social conflict. 

The assumption that a legal change in land tenure would 

produce a desirable behavioral change on the part of land 

users has not been borne out. The resiliency of customary 

tenure, the fact that land use patterns and transactions 

appear to continue to be largely governed by customary 

tenure, suggests that customary tenure contains important 

characteristics that title registration programs, as 
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implemented, do not. Whereas customary tenure has shown 

itself to be adaptive and flexible, title registration has 

turned out to be the more cumbersome and rigid system. 

The issue of land speculation and smallholder 

displacement is of primary concern. Thome's (1984) 

warnings in this regard are particularly alarming in 

suggesting that title registration programs in Latin 

America furthered this process, which could easily be 

repeated in other developing countries. Netting (1982) 

similarly cautions about the potential for unequal . 

distribution resulting from intense population pressure 

and/or the imposition of new tenure rules. Registration 

programs face two problems in this regard: codifying 

already existing inequalities of rights of control (due to 

a history of conquest or slavery, for example) and allowing 

for the development of new ones through unequal access to 

the registration procedure. Social factors aside, there is 

also the productivity issue: evidence does not suggest that 

larger registered farmers are more productive than smaller 

unregistered farmers, and national agricultural 

productivity will most likely suffer with smallholder 

displacement. 

It may be argued that many of the failings of 

registration systems are due to improper implementation 

rather than to any shortcomings in the theoretical system 
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itself, or that registration has not been introduced at the 

'ripe' time as identified by supporters of titling 

programs. While this is to some extent undoubtedly true, 

these problems have been observed in several different 

contexts. The only way to judge registration programs is 

to look at the success of those already implemented. 

One must ask why, given their poor record to date, 

registration programs continue to be introduced, to receive 

support, to have a place on the development palette. Hunter 

and Mabbs-Zeno (1986) present an interesting analysis of 

the arguments in support of land reform in the form of 

titling programs for Africa. Foreign advisors and donor 

agencies, they suggest, are pushing individualization of 

title based upon the experience in Europe where development 

followed land reform of this nature. Policy makers, 

therefore, assumed the latter was necessary for the 

former. Hunter and Mabbs-Zeno list numerous reasons why 

the European experience is not applicable for Africa, 

noting also that the period of transformation in Europe was 

marked. by "immense and long-lasting rural suffering" 

(1986:112) . 

Shipton (1988), in wondering why the title 

registration program in Kenya continues to be implemented 

despite its at best inconclusive success, suggests there 
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may be some kind of bureaucratic habitus in operation. 

Perhaps 

government officials feel they must justify a 
course to which they have already committed 
themselves ... Can one conclude that the state 
has a will of its own, beyond those of its 
individuals? There is clearly a structure of 
myths, a buttress of collective representation, 
now bolstering the privatization program. 

other scholars take a less generous view of the 

motivations for undertaking a title registration program. 

Bruce (1988), Cohen (1988) and Downs and Reyna (1988) all 

suggest that legislation regarding access to land may be 

fashioned by the powerful to maximize their power. As Bruce 

(1988:38) writes, 

Tenure reform models are chosen as much to maintain 
and enhance power as to realize more lofty objectives. 
The extent of experimentation with tenure reform 
in the post-independence period is probably 
explicable by the fact that the elites achieving 
power at independence had little vested interest 
in indigenous tenure systems and have been seeking 
ways to use tenure reforms to create new 
constituencies and enhance their power bases. 

Title registration programs have provided one easy way for 

elites to accumulate resources. 

By assuming that land tenure systems are sets of 

economic relations, the proponents of title registration 

programs in Africa overlook the fact that land tenure is 

fundamentally a system of social relations. A forced change 

in land tenure inexorably means a change in social 

relations. In a context of unequal access to the resources 
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of the state, unequal knowledge of bureaucracy, unequal 

degrees of literacy, and bureaucratic corruption and 

inefficiency, these studies suggest that literate and 

politically savvy individuals are better placed to take 

advantage of title registration opportunities. By 

determining how members of society can access land, a 

tenure system 

prescribes the degree of control that may be exercised 
over land resources and thus the manner in which 
they can be used and how benefits from use are 
distributed. A tenure system summarizes the set 
of relations which emerge through the power 
processes of society (Okoth-Ogendo 1976:152). 

CONCLUSION 

Two main points emerge from this comparative review of 

customary tenure systems and the effects of title 

registration programs. The first is that customary tenure 

systems vary across Africa, have evolved in different 

social and ecological contexts, and have proven to be 

flexible and adaptive. Title registration programs 

implemented throughout Africa to encourage 'modernization' 

by displacing customary tenure have not produced the 

social, economic or agricultural -benefits envisioned. 

Increased agricultural productivity and a more efficient 

use of land cannot be said to have resulted. 

The second main point is that negative consequences of 

title registration have emerged. Growing socioeconomic 

inequity, land speculation, the use of loans for 
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non-agricultural purposes, and social conflict have 

surfaced as important consequences of title registration 

throughout Africa. Even those planners who realized the 

potential for developments of this sort believed they were 

either a necessary side-effect of title registration or 

that such problems could be solved through the same 

legislation that legalized tenure reform (Cohen 1980, see 

Simpson 1954). By failing to seriously consider 

sociopolitical factors, regional and national power 

struggles have been allowed to enter, and in some cases 

dominate, the arena of land tenure. 

This chapter has set out fundamental issues concerning 

customary tenure and title registration in Africa. 

Comparative evidence provides a background for evaluating 

the effects of registration in other African countries. 

The remainder of the dissertation will focus on land 

tenure, land use, and social relations in Somalia. with 

the theoretical and empirical background presented here, we 

can find similarities and differences that further our 

conceptualization of customary tenure and contribute to our 

knowledge of the implications of individualized titling 

programs in Africa. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE HISTORY OF 
INDIGENOUS LAND TENURE AND LAND USE PATTERNS 

It is necessary to have a clear and detailed picture 

of indigenous Gosha land tenure and land use patterns in 

order to fully evaluate the impact of the 1977 tenure 

reform laws both in social and ecological terms. 

Furthermore, this detailed picture can contribute to our 

developing understanding of how indigenous tenure systems 

change over time. This is a theoretical question of some 

significance, for, as we have seen, land tenure reforms are 

frequently implemented based upon long-held assumptions 

about the nature of customary tenure change. 

Unfortunately, such assumptions are based on imperfect or 

incomplete empirical evidence, and, as Okoth-Ogendo 

(1988:12) has said, "There is a need, in short, for a more 

rigorous analysis of how tenure regimes change." The 

information presented here challenges some basic points 

held in assumptions about the nature of tenure change, and 

can thus contribute to the comparative evidence available 

on indigenous land tenure patterns. 

In this chapter I turn to the local level dynamics of 

land use and land tenure in Loc village. Tracing the 

settlement and evolution of land use patterns since the 

first settlers arrived in Loc offers the opportunity to 



265 

view customary tenure over time in detail for one area, to 

address questions raised by critics of customary tenure, 

and to investigate the impact of title registration on 

indigenous land tenure and use practices. We will see how 

the land tenure system and land use pattern in Loc evolved 

historically to match conditions of demography, local 

ecology, an individualist orientation in frontier 

settlement, and, to some extent, Islamic rules for property 

holding. I will also show how the nature of the 

relationship between land tenure and land use in Loc 

verifies an important part of the perspective favored by 

ecological anthropologists for how customary tenure systems 

evolve; specifically, that land tenure systems emerge to 

meet land use needs. 

The land tenure pattern in Loc developed in concert 

with successful land use practices because of the relative 

isolation of the area from outside economic or political 

forces. Historically there was little competition for 

land, and the social inequality that characterized the 

relationship between Somali pastoralists and sedentary 

Gosha had no effect on land rights because agricultural 

land was not desired by the pastoralists. Furthermore, 

until recently there was little state involvement in local 

agriculture through development projects, policy reforms, 

or market intervention. This detailed discussion of the 
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history of local level land use and land tenure practices 

will allow us to analyze the effect of growing state 

intervention, changing agricultural policy and tenure 

reform through title registration in the middle Jubba 

Valley. 

My discussion of agriculture in Loc will be preceded 

by a brief overview of the geographical characteristics of 

the middle Jubba, and Bu'aale District in particular. Then 

I will describe the local ecology of Loc area, including 

soil and land types, and give a short description of 

contemporary village demography and economy. with the 

ecological and socioeconomic setting in place, I turn to 

focus on the contemporary pattern of how land is held and 

used by Loc households. The remainder of the chapter will 

be historical in nature, detailing land use patterns over 

time and correlating these with population change and other 

factors. Changing patterns of land acquisition over time 

will be discussed for the village in general. Then I will 

discuss strategies of land use employed by villagers which 

serve to minimize risk and maximize flexibility. The final 

section addresses the degree of stratification in Loc 

society, including the question of opportunities for 

indigenous land concentration. The conclusion summarizes 

the most important aspects of customary tenure and land use 

practices in Loc. These characteristics should be kept in 
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mind for the consideration of title registration in the 

following chapter. 

THE MIDDLE JUBBA REGION - GEOGRAPHICAL AND POLITICAL 
ISOLATION 

The administrative region called the Middle Jubba 

encompasses Jilib, BU'aale and Saakow Districts (Figure 

6.1). In socioeconomic terms, however, the area to the 

south of the Fanoole barrage has much more in common with 

the Lower Jubba Region, and is usually considered 

separately from the rest of the Middle Jubba in 

socioeconomic research (JESS 1989:A-15, Menkhaus 1989:19). 

The socioeconomic region of the middle Jubba, which I will 

identify by using the small case "m", thus consists of the 

riverine area from the Fanoole barrage to about 40 

kilometers north of Saakow town (Figure 6.2). 

The middle Jubba is distinguished by its geographical 

isolation. There are no all-weather roads in the area and 

thus transport is limited to dirt tracks which become 

impassable three to four months of the year during the 

rains. The capital of the region, BU'aale, is considered 

an undesirable outpost by civil servants. Communications 

infrastructure to Bu'aale is poor, there being no postal 

service, no telegraph, and, during my stay, no operating 

telephone. The police station was equipped with a two-way 

radio, as was the Ministry of Agriculture office, the 

latter radio seldom working. Bu'aale has no banks (and 
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therefore no credit facilities) and very little in the way 

of agricultural support services. During my stay there was 

no operating agricultural extension service, no commercial 

or government marketing of agricultural inputs, only six 

tractors to serve all of Saakow and Bu'aale Districts, and 

frequent diesel shortages. 

Other amenities and social services are also in short 

supply. There was one secondary school in Bu'aale (the only 

secular school of any lcind in the entire district) and no 

hospital. The one diesel powered generator in Bu'aale ran 

only infrequently during the year I lived in the area due 

to a lack of diesel. There is nothing approaching a typical 

bustling African market where all kinds of agricultural and 

non-agricultural products are available. The marketplace 

is usually inhabited by no more than a few adults or 

children, selling a few dozen tomatoes, lemons or bananas, 

or possibly onions. 

While the main (dirt) road through Bu'aale is lined 

with low cement buildings intended to house government 

offices, few regional civil servants actually spend any 

time in Bu'aale. Most choose to live elsewhere, visiting 

their offices in Bu'aale a few times a year. Governmental 

posts consist of the positions of Governor, Vice Governor, 

Ministry officials for various Ministries (Agriculture, 

Education, Transportation, etc.) and lower level positions 
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in the Ministries. There is a Regional Party Representative 

under whom serve district and local Party officials. The 

National Secret Service (NSS, modelled after the KGB) has 

local representatives as well. Local level officials, in 

addition to party representatives, include the Mayor of 

Bu'aale, a judge who periodically visits BU'aale to hear 

cases, the police, and a government-appointed mediator. 1 

Men employed by the government as tax collectors live 

and/or pass through the area, but their impact is small, 

their collections meager, and it is unclear what percentage 

of the amount they collect is actually passed on to the 

government. Governmental representatives of the official 

marketing board, the Agricultural Development corporation 

(ADC) also have a presence in the area. until 1984 it was 

illegal to sell one's production anywhere but to the ADC. 

Despite this law, a black market flourished as ADC prices 

were quite low. Farmers sold a small amount to the ADC 

officer, and sold the rest through other means. with price 

liberalization in 1984 and the legalization of private 

1. In the past, certain men held the prominent and 
important position of Ugaas within their clan, which made 
them mediators for interclan disputes. After the 
revolution and the outlawing of clans, the government 
continued to officially recognize through monetary 
compensation some of these men as mediators for local level 
conflicts without officially recognizing their clan based 
status. 
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trading, the ADC is currently of minor importance in the 

area. Now marketing is handled by itinerant private 

traders who somehow manage to get to the middle Jubba where 

they make their purchases and then hitch a ride or jointly 

hire a truck to drive them back to Mogadishu. 

The middle Jubba is thus politically and economically 

as well as geographically isolated. Consequently, until 

recently the agricultural population of the area has 

remained relatively unaffected by governmental policy and 

intervention in local farming practices. 

MIDDLE JUBBA ENVIRONMENT AND ECOLOGY 

The area known as the Gosha, characterized by dense 

jungle along the river banks, begins just north of Saakow 

town and continues south throughout the middle Jubba 

region. In the upper valley above Baardheere, the Jubba 

River flows in a deeply incised narrow channel cut through 

limestone plateaux and hills and is bordered by a narrow 

floodplain. North of Saakow town the river becomes only 

weakly incised, and the floodplain begins to widen and 

differentiates into levees and inland low-lying depressions 

(dhasheegs). The limestone landscape gives way to plains 

mostly marine in origin. Around Bu'aale the floodplain 

width is about a kilometer or two (Dheshmukh 1988). 

Every few years the river overflows its banks, 

inundating part or all of the floodplain. Floods and rains 
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occur in a bimodal pattern, but are highly unpredictable. 

In general, the river rises in April/May and again in 

october. statistics of flooding show a 

wildly erratic seasonal and annual pattern. 
Thirty year records show a range of annual flow 
from 2,700 million cubic meters (mcm) (1980) to 
10,200 mcm (1977), while measured daily discharges at 
Luuq can range from 2,000 cubic meters per second 
(cumec) in October to less than 10 cumecs in March 
in some years (Tillman 1987:3). 

Rainfall patterns similarly fluctuate. Recent records from 

Jilib (in the lower valley) show a range in annual rainfall 

from 472 mm (1980) to 925 mm (1983) (PEWS records). Average 

annual rainfall in the BU'aale area is estimated at about 

400 mm (GTZ 1984). 

According to Deshmukh (1988) tall riverine evergreen 

forest characterized much of the floodplain until recently. 

Because of clearing and burning for agricultur~l purposes, 

the contemporary floodplain landscape contains a 

vegetation complex of occasional forest patches 
plus a range of grasslands, bushlands, woodlands 
and thickets as areas are cleared and cultivated 
or abandoned, burned, grazed or used for wood 
extraction (ibid.: 7). 

Soils in the Bu'aale area consist of heavy alluvium 

soils around the river, giving way to plains of deep, 

generally heavy soils with widespread clays, alternating 

with plains of deep coarse materials (sands and silts). The 

Bu'aale - Loc area lies 50 to 100 meters above sea level, 
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at one degree North of the Equator (RMR Map Series #64 and 

#331) • 

Four seasons divide the agricultural calendar in 

southern Somalia. Gu is the season of heavy or more 

predictable rains, lasting from April into June. It is the 

most important growing season, and farmers generally only 

recognize droughts in the Gu season. Gu is followed by the 

cool Xagaa, a season punctuated by occasional rains and 

characterized by cooling winds on the riverbanks, many 

mosquitoes, and bonfires at night in every compound. Xagaa 

lasts into September. October to December is the Dayr 

season of lighter, unpredictable rains and increasing heat. 

Overbank flooding of the Jubba occurs more frequently in 

the Dayr season than in Gu, due to heavier rains in 

Ethiopia. The long, hot, dry season, called Jilaal, 

stretches from January to the first rains of Gu, which 

usually arrive in April. 

Land and Soil Types 

Land in the middle and lower Jubba valley is 

categorized by locals into three types: inland, low-lying 

depressions which collect and hold floodwater, rainwater, 

run-off and underground flow from the river for long 

periods of time, called dhasheegs; inland, higher ground, 

flooded much less frequently, called doonk; and riverbank 

land called jiimo. Soils are categorized into black 
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(caramaddow), red (caragaduud), and white (caracaad), of 

which the first two and the latter two sometimes occur as a 

mixture. Sandy soils existing at the water line of the 

river and heavy silt deposits left after river flooding in 

the dhasheegs are recognized as distinct from the above 

soils, but are not fundamental categories like black, red, 

or white, and they hinder, rather than support, 

agriculture. 

Dhasheegs 

The middle portion of the Jubba River Valley is 

distinguished from the upper and lowest part of the valley 

by the prevalence of dhasheegs (Figure 6.3). The dhasheegs, 

rather than the riverbanks, are the focus of flood 

recession agriculture. Dhasheegs are characterized by heavy 

black soils, sometimes mixed with or covered by a layer of 

red (river deposit) soil, which retain water and can yield 

up to twice as much as surrounding rainfed lands (doonk). 

Dhasheegs fill with water from heavy rains, from 

underground flows, and from overbank flooding of the river. 

water can remain in dhasheegs for weeks, months or even 

years, as opposed to doonk or jiimo where floodwaters drain 

after a few days or, at most, weeks, and heavy rains run 

off within a day. When full, dhasheegs resemble shallow 

lakes, and are cUltivated from the perimeter toward the 

center as the water evaporates. Heavy floods can deposit a 
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foot or more of river silt which must be cut through in 

order to plant seeds in the black soils of the dhasheeg. 

The vast majority of mid-valley farmers practice no 

form of mechanical irrigation and are thus dependent upon 

rainfall and seasonal flooding to meet their water needs. 

In an area characterized by such unpredictable water 

availability, dhasheegs provide the key to survival. 

Because dhasheeg soils are so fertile and retain moisture 

for long periods of time, farmers say "there are no 

droughts on dhasheeg land". Dhasheegs will always produce 

something, even with minimal amounts of rainfall, whereas 

doonk farms are only cultivated in seasons of good rainfall 

or extremely high flooding. Dhasheegs thus represent a kind 

of intensive agriculture in an area characterized by 

shifting cultivation, as dhasheegs are permanently 

cultivated, at least once and often twice a year.2 

Dhasheeg land is valued for other reasons as well. 

Labor inputs are lower, as flooding checks the regeneration 

of bush, so no land preparation is necessary prior to 

planting. Weeds are less of a problem than on doonk land. 

Because dhasheegs are basins completely cleared of forest 

2. Dhasheeg agriculture, as with other forms of flood 
recession agriculture, is a perfect example of what 
Richards (1983:29) calls a natural irrigation system. See 
Park (in press) for a discussion of flood recession 
cUltivation as a kind of intensive agriculture. 
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and bush, watching for animal pests is much easier (hippos, 

warthogs, monkeys and cattle and camel herds of 

pastoralists are a primary source of lost production), and 

neighbors can share guarding duties. 

The channels which connect dhasheegs with the river 

are manipulated by farmers through the erection of earthen 

levees and retaining walls, built by hand or with the use 

of a tractor. Technological control over water entering and 

leaving dhasheegs through these channels remains crude, and 

occasionally farmers will not be able to keep rising river 

water from flooding a dhasheeg already planted or with 

maturing crops. Such instances are disastrous for farmers, 

who experience devastating losses as well as time delays 

before they can replant their flooded farms. Such a flood 

occured in May 1987, just prior to my arrival in the 

valley. 

Dhasheegs were of critical importance in the settling 

of the valley by fugitive slaves. Oral traditions from the 

earliest fugitive slave arrivals to the valley tell how 

they settled near a dhasheeg, obtained seedg through a 

reciprocal agreement with a neighboring Somali group and 

Arab traders living near the mouth of the river, and began 

farming in the dhasheeg (Menkhaus 1989, my fieldnotes). The 

forest provided abundant food until returns from 

agriculture were enough to meet sUbsistence needs. As 
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migrants streamed into the valley over the next several 

decades, dhasheegs were critical in determining settlement 

patterns and in the survival of fledgling villages. All 

villages were founded near a dhasheeg (Menkhaus 1989, my 

fieldnotes) and "most of the cUltivation was done in 

dhesheks" (cassanelli 1989:223). An early Italian 

administrator writing on the settlement of the Gosha called 

dhasheeg agriculture "importantissimo" (Zoli 1927, cited in 

Menkhaus 1989:162). As newcomers pushed the frontier into 

the mid-valley area, it is important to note that very 

little settlement of new villages continued beyond the 

geographical area characterized by dhasheegs. 

Doonk 

Doonk soils are white, red, a mix of white and red, or 

highland black. During and after rains doonk land is 

preferred because the flood waters drain more quickly from 

the higher land, enabling earlier cUltivation than in the 

dhasheegs, and reducing the risk of disease-causing 

bacteria that sometimes come with water standing too long 

in dhasheegs after a heavy flood. However, doonk land 

produces poorly, if at all, during droughts. Doonk land is 

always farmed after floods, rarely during droughts, and 

usually in seasons of average or more than average 

rainfall. Labor demands are greater on doonk land than on 

dhasheeg land. Following a season or a year or more of 
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fallow, the bush growth on doonk land must be cut and 

burned, and the soil prepared by hoe or tractor. Crops 

maturing on doonk land must be weeded two or three times in 

the course of a season. While doonk land may be allowed to 

rest for several years because of weed growth, there is no 

set pattern for fallow. Rather, periodic abandonment of 

land is determined by patterns of flooding and droughts, 

weed growth, labor availability and other factors. 

Fertility appears to be maintained primarily by flooding. 

Patterns of fallow and use will become .clearer in the 

detailed discussion of the history of land use in the Loc 

area. 

Jiimo 

Riverbank land is valued for its siimow, or 

underground water which percolates up through the soil .and 

which is said to be particularly beneficial for fruit 

trees. Jiimo is also valued for the cool breezes of Xagaa, 

but is otherwise categorized with doonk land. Jiimo soils 

are white, red, or a white-red mix, often with red soil on 

the riverbank giving way to white soils slightly inland. 

Sandy soils sometimes occur on the crest of the bank as 

well. Patterns of fallow and use are identical with those 

of doonk, there being no specific pre-determined rotation 

of land. 
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seasonality 

Land preparation on doonk (and jiimo) land for the Gu 

planting begins in March, after the fallow period of Jilaal 

(Figure 6.4). Bush growth is cut by hand, left to dry and 

then burned. A tractor may be brought in to turn the soil, 

but usually land preparation is done by hand with a hoe. 

Doonk and jiimo land is planted, usually with corn, shortly 

after the Gu rains begin. If Gu rains are quite good, 

farmers may plant some sesame within a month of planting 

corn, either as an intercrop or alone in an caramaddow area 

of the farm. To plant, a hole is made with a hoe into which 

four or five corn kernels or a small handful of sesame 

-seeds are dropped. 

Farmers thus usually plant their doonk and jiimo farms 

first, unless there is a serious drought, and wait to plant 

their dhasheeg farms until they are sure the river will not 

flood or until after the waters from the floods or heavy 

rains have started to recede. The continual pattern of 

flooding and cUltivation inhibits bush growth, so land 

prepar~tion in dhasheegs is minimal. As dhasheegs 

frequently dry little by little from the edges of the 

dhasheeg towards the center following a flood or heavy 

rains, planting follows the receding water line. After 

particularly heavy floods it may be necessary to dig 

through silt deposits in order to plant. 
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Doonk and jiimo land require two or three weedings, 

accomplished with a short handled hoe. The Gu maize is 

ready to harvest after ninety days, which falls around the 

beginning of Xagaa. Corn is eaten fresh during the last 

several weeks of its gestation, or is cut from the stalk at 

harvest time using a sickle, left to dry, and shelled by 

hand. Women pound the kernels using a mortar and pestle, 

sift off the chaff, and then grind the kernels into a meal 

using a hand-powered circular stone grinder, grinding 

enough cornmeal each day to feed their families. Mature 

sesame stalks are cut with a sickle, piled to dry in the 

field, then threshed by hand. Sesame that is kept for 

household use (rather than sold) is ground in a mortar 

using two pestles which are heaved into the mortar 

concurrently, then churned in different directions. Men as 

well as women do this heavy work of extracting sesame oil. 

Planting in the dhasheegs may still be underway as 

crops planted in doonk areas are being harvested, because 

water in dhasheegs may have just started to recede in late 

Gu. Planting, harvesting, and weeding may therefore go on 

continuously for two or three months on a dhasheeg farm, 

with one end of the farm being planted while the other is 

being harvested. Doonk and jiimo land is usually planted 

all at once because rainwater runs off quickly, and 
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floodwater, if a flood occurs, drains more quickly than on 

dhasheeg land. 

with the onset of Dayr rains, doonk and jiimo land is 

planted in sesame. If the rains fail, or if active weeding 

and harvesting is still occurring in the dhasheegs, farmers 

may elect to forego planting a Dayr crop on doonk land. 

Sesame is planted in Dayr as farmers say it requires more 

heat and less water than maize. Even when sesame is not 

planted by the farmer, volunteer sesame may grow if seed is 

left from the Gu harvest. As sesame is grown primarily for 

sale and not direct subsistence, it is reserved for the 

riskier growing season. Farmers ensure their sUbsistence by 

planting their essential food in the more predictable Gu 

growing season. 

Following the Dayr harvest, if there is one, doonk and 

jiimo land is left fallow for the Jilaal. Planting, weeding 

and harvesting may still be going on in the dhasheegs, 

however. The Jilaal brings pastoralists to the river, and 

farmers often make contracts with pastoralists to allow 

their livestock to graze on the stubble and bush growth of 

the fallow fields. When the onset of the Gu rains draws 

near, farmers begin again the process of cutting and 

burning, in preparation for the Gu planting. 

LOC ECOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS 

The village of Loc and its farmland are located about 



285 

12 kilometers downriver from Bu'aale on the west bank of 

the river. As the main track into the middle Jubba is to 

the east of the river, Loc is even more inaccessible by 

road than Bu'aale. As with other villages in this area, 

Loc controls a clearly demarcated expanse of farmland, 

sharing boundaries with farmland belonging to other 

villages (Figure 6.5). These boundaries were formed over 

time by mutual consent between villages and are seen as 

definitive. The land belonging to Loc totals approximately 

751 hectares. 

Land owned by Loc farmers includes all land and soil 

types previously discussed. Ten percent of the land base of 

Loc is dhasheeg, the remainder being doonk/jiimo. Local 

farmers distinguish large stretches of farmland as 

geographically separate, named areas (Figure 6.6). The 

signification of these areas is based on soil types and the 

circumstances under which they were initially cleared. 

Following Figure 6.6 from north to south, I will describe 

each area in terms of soil/land type, providing definitions 

of the names where these were known. (Figure 6.7 is an 

approximation of soil distribution.) 

Gulmugde (area of jungle) is classified as doonk/jiimo 

and is characterized by red soil on the riverbank and black 

soil just inland; Korkamare is mostly dhasheeg, although a 



FIGURE 6. 5: . LOC LAND AREA 

, 

I = F o.rM lo.nd 
: = Jubbo. river 

O' = Villo.ge 

\ 
\ 
\ 

l~. ~ N 

286 



287 

FIGURE 6.6: NAMES OF IDC F1IRMING AREAS 
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secondary dhasheeg in terms of size and includes the 

surrounding doonk white soil; Shanley (shan = five; place 

cleared by five men) is doonk land of black soil; Jeerey 

(place of crocodiles) is jiimo with a soil pattern like 

Gulmodge; siimow is a dhasheeg-like area characterized by 

underground water flow which seeps to the surface when the 

river is high, thus waterlogging the soil; Erabley is 

predominantly black soils because of its proximity to 

Dhasheeg Gora, but is considered more like doonki Dhasheeg 

Gora is the largest local dhasheeg, holding water for years 

at a time; Calibulahaan (named after the man who first 

cleared land there) is highland doonk of part white and 

part black soils; Kaxarey is highland doonk of white soil 

which abuts the northernmost black soil of Dhasheeg Loc; 

Danballey (after the Danbal tree (Acacia elatior) which was 

prominent on the riverbanks here) is doonk/jiimo of white 

or red soils on the riverbank and a pocket of black soil a 

bit inland; Jarbolley (grassy edge area) is a transition 

zone of mixed soils between Danballey and Dhasheeg Loc; 

Dhasheeg Loc is black soil sometimes overlaid with red 

river deposit; Kaysineey is doonkijiimo of primarily red 

with some white soils; Dooday (place of disputes) is doonk 

of white soil; Huriwaa is doonk/jiimo with a soil pattern 

like that of Danballey; Bunbunle is part doonk/jiimo of 

white and red soils and part dhasheeg (of black soil 
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sometimes mixed with red); Iskorex is doonk/jiimo of mixed 

soils; and Bancarab is doonk/jiimo of mixed soils.3 The 

previous locations of the five villages (Cabdow Yusuf, 

Gora, Loc, Loc Yare and Bunbunle) which were relocated onto 

the present village site in 1977 are also shown in Figure 

6.6. 

LOC DEMOGRAPHIC AND ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS 

The population of Loc in 1987-8 was 480 - 500 people, 

living in about 83 households. The average number of people 

per household was 5.9, with a wide range of one to 

fifteen. Almost 40 percent of the households were nuclear 

families (husband, wife and their children), the remainder 

being polygynous, extended of multiple family (where 

married children and their own families live within the 

household) or some other combination. It is worthy of note 

that over 20 percent of the households in the village were 

polygynous. Ten percent of the households were composed of 

3. Names change over time and people may refer to one area 
by more than one name. In some cases smaller areas within 
these general areas may also be named, such as the Dhasheeg 
Wayn (Big Dhasheeg) area within Dhasheeg Loc. I am 
discussing these named areas in some detail as I will be 
referring to them throughout this and the next chapter. I 
do not want to overstress the importance of these names and 
the distinctiveness of these areas to which they refer. 
Villagers were amused by my attempts to elicit definite 
boundaries separating one named area from another. Areas 
are seen as general rather than specific. As for the names 
themselves, villagers would laugh and say IIWhat's in a 
name? The name isn't so important!lI. 
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divorced or widowed women with unmarried children. (Table 

6.1 shows the demographic characteristics of the 50% 

village sample.) 

Figure 6.8 shows the age structure of the current 

population. The low number of people born in the late 

60sthrough the 70s reflects the impact of the two 

devastating droughts that hit Somalia during this time. 

There was probably high infant and child mortality, as well 

as population loss due to people leaving Loc for government 

and donor run relief centers. 

All households in the village depend on SUbsistence 

farming. within a household, the husband is considered the 

head of the family. It is his responsibility to ensure that 

he has enough land to feed his family. If he has more than 

one wife, the wives and their children may all live 

together in one compound, or, if relations between co-wives 

are unfriendly, the separate families may live in separate 

compounds with the husband residing wherever he chooses. In 

a nuclear household, the husband and wife farm together. 

In a polygynous household, the husband assigns to each wife 

a plot of land which she is responsible for working to feed 

herself and her children. Occasionally sons will be 

assigned their own plots (Table 6.2). 

Wives grow only maize on their assigned plots, and 

each wife's maize harvest is kept in a separate storage pit 
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Table 6.1 
village Sample Demographic Characteristics 

CHARACTERISTICS 

No. of male headed households 

No. of female headed households 

Percentage of sample households which are:* 

nuclear 
polygynous 
extended 
other 

Average family size: 

Total 

adult male 
adult female 
child (under 15) 

*Does not add to 100 because some families are both 
polygynous and extended. 

DATUM 

37 

3 

37.5 
22.5 
32.5 
12.5 

1.7 
1.6 
2.6 

5.9 
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Table 6.2 
Households with Wives', Sons,' or sisters' Plots 

NUMBER AVERAGE AVERAGE 
IN NUMBER OF AREA OF 

SAMPLE PLOTS/HHLD PLOTS 
(HA) 

Households with wives' plots 7* 2.1 0.4 

Households with sons' plots 2 5 0.4 

Households with sisters' plots 2 1 0.2 

*AII of these households are polygynous, and represent 
87.5 percent (7/8) of those polygynous households in 
which all wives reside in the village. 
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(bakaar) which remains under the control of the husband. 

The husband generally retains one parcel or part of a 

parcel for growing sesame, on which each wife is expected 

to work. The husband decides what is to be grown and when 

and how to plant, and he retains control over the harvest. 

A woman cannot sell the production from the plot she is 

assigned without consulting her husband, although wives on 

their own can exchange small amounts of corn for meat and 

milk for the family. 

In his role of organizing production, the husband is 

responsible for determining labor needs, allocating labor, 

and obtaining outside workers when needed. Labor is 

provided primarily by household members. Needs for 

additional labor can be met in three ways: through informal 

labor exchange, through the use of traditional work groups 

(goob), and with hired labor. Friends or farmers with 

neighboring fields will sometimes help each other for a day 

or two on an informal, casual basis. The motivation may be 

desire for companionship, as working side by side on one 

farmer's field one day and the other farmer's field the 

next day provides a change to gossip and talk. The 

motivation may be more practical, such as on neighboring 

dhasheeg farms where farmers can help each other 

consecutively as water drains from the farms. Adult 

children living separately from their parents may sometimes 
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give their parents a hand for a day or two if the latter 

are experiencing a labor crunch. Since the planting times 

of different areas are staggered, one farmer may have free 

time while his neighbor or brother has peak labor needs. 

Through informal piecemeal assistance families and friends 

help each other meet their needs. 

The goob is a more formal form of labor assistance. A 

goob is a group of men and women, ranging in size from two 

or three people to a dozen or more, who agree to work for 

free on a person's farm. The farmer requesting assistance 

provides a meal of cornmeal mush, and there is often a 

festive air to such work parties with much parading and 

singing by the work group following the day's work. To 

organize a goob a farmer makes requests for assistance of 

friends and neighbors. Turning down such a request is 

condemned, as is making too many requests for goob 

assistance in the course of a season. The latter is seen 

as an abuse of friendship. Seventy-three percent of the 

households in my sample had used goob labor during the Gu 

and/o~ Dayr seasons of 1987. 

Hired labor is becoming increasingly common, although 

it is still by far the least important source of labor. 

Many village men earn a little extra income through working 

for fellow villagers or absentee farmers for a few days a 

year. Wages vary from 20 to 80 So. Sh. per boosto (100 So. 
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Sh = us $1.00; 1 boosto = 20 paces by 20 paces) depending 

on the task. No one in the area works strictly as an 

agricultural laborer and no villager is dependent on hired 

labor. Sixty-five percent of the sample households had used 

hired labor, most for only a few days, during the 1987 Gu 

and Dayr seasons. 

While the local economy is a sUbsistence economy with 

barely any means to accumulate wealth and few options for 

investment, some men have sources of income in addition to 

agriculture, such as carpentry, shopkeeping, or through 

being a shaykh. These activities are secondary to 

agriculture in terms of both time and income, however. 

Younger men will sometimes work for other villagers on 

their farms for a small fee. As no one makes a living as 

an agricultural laborer, such work opportunities are used 

to augment one's farm income. Some families own a few cows, 

which are kept in the bush by pastoral relatives or 

friends, but villagers do not consider themselves livestock 

owners, and animals do not represent a major source of 

wealth for villagers (Table 6.3). Once or twice a week a 

villager may purchase from a visiting pastoralist a cow or 

goat to butcher and sell. During the dry season, some 

villagers make a practice of purchasing sick or very weak 

cows from pastoralists passing through the village. The 

villager nurses the animal back to health and resells it 



Table 6.3 
Livestock Ownership 

(n = 40) 
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V ILL AGE SAM P L E 
Number Percent 

Households that own: 

Cows 
Camels 
Sheep/goats 

11 
1 
5 

Average number of animals per household 
which owns each type: 

Cows* 
Camels 
Sheep/goats 

3.6 
2 
4 

Percentage of sample households in which 
at least one member reported having once depended 

25.0 
2.5 

12.5 

on livestock for his or her livelihood: 35.9 

* One household is excluded because it consists of one 
young unmarried man whose family lives as pastoralists, 
owning 60 cows. He considers these animals his also. 
These 60 animals were not included as part of the village 
herd in the averaging to obtain a figure of 3.6. 
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several months later at a profit. Some villagers also keep 

goats which provide milk for children. They can sell the 

goats to pastoralists or to other villagers since village 

ceremonies often include a feast of goat meat. Table 6.3 

thus provides a snapshot of one point in time of a dynamic 

system of buying and selling animals. 

In addition to the larger transactions involving 

animals, smaller transactions take place daily during the 

Xagaa and Jilaal seasons when nomads are in the area. Gosha 

women exchange maize for camel and cattle milk. Money is 

seldom involved in these transactions, the exchange being 

on a one to one basis. In order to buy milk, I had to find 

a villager who would sell me maize for cash, which I could 

then exchange for milk, as nomad women would not accept 

money (as one pastoralist woman put it, "What can I do with 

money? I can't eat money!"). 

The sale of agricultural products provides the major 

cash income for families in Loc, although this income is 

low and irregular. The primary crops grown by villagers 

are maize and sesame, although most farmers plant small 

amounts of pumpkins, squash and beans, and a few farmers 

were experimenting with growing tobacco. Maize is grown 

for horne consumption and sesame is grown primarily for 

sale, after household needs for sesame oil have been met. 
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Additional revenues come from the sale of honey, which is 

gathered by local men in the Xagaa. 

Growing enough food to meet household needs in any 

given year, much less producing a surplus for sale, is by 

no means assured. Table 6.4 shows how often sampled farmers 

reported not being able to grow enough maize to meet the 

needs of the family. Most families experience a shortage 

at least some seasons. Animals, insects, and plant disease 

problems, droughts or floods, labor shortages, and/or poor 

health are the usual causes of poor harvests. Most sampled 

families (70 percent) reported being able to produce a 

surplus of maize for sale at least some of the time, 

although few families could consistently produce a surplus 

above sUbsistence needs. Table 6.5 shows how many 

households reported selling maize and sesame. 

In order to get a clearer idea of income and 

expenditures, and to get an idea of what financial 

resources households have available during the course of a 

year, I collected detailed household financial (cash) 

accounts from several village households for the year of Gu 

1987 to Gu 1988. Two are reproduced here (Table 6.6). The 

first case is a farming family that is relatively well off, 

which means they are successful farmers, rarely in debt, 

and usually able to meet their food needs. The second case 

is a family of average income. As can be seen, in Case 2 



Table 6.4 
Food Security 

(n = 40) 

EVERY YEAR MOST YEARS 

How often do you 
grow a surplus of 12.5% 7.5% 
maize to sell? 

How often are you 
not able to grow 0% 12.5% 
enough to meet the 
needs of your family? 
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SOME YEARS NEVER 

70% 10% 

82.5% 5% 
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Table 6.5 
Maize and Sesame Sales of Sample Households 

(n = 40) 

AVERAGE PRODUCTION/ 
PERCENTAGE OF HOUSEHOLDS 

Percentage of households which sold 
after 1987 Xagaa harvest * 

Average amount sold per household 

Percentage of households which sold 
after 1987 Xagaa harvest 

Average amount sold per household 

maize 

sesame 

Percentage of households which bought 
maize following late 1987 harvest ** 

Percentage of households which have an 
additional source of income 

AMOUNT/ 
PERCENT 

35 

0.7 quintals 

90 

3.9 quintals 

42.5 

35.9 

* In a devastating flood in the mid-Gu season (May), 
virtually all the crops of the village were destroyed. 
Villagers replanted after the floodwaters receded, and 
they did not harvest until the late-Xagaa season (August). 

** An average per household cannot be calculated because 
18 percent of the respondents who reported buying maize 
said that they did so every day and had no idea how much 
in total was bought. 



Table 6.6 
Sample Household Budgets 

Case 1 

Income (cash) 

Farm: 
Sesame 
Beans 
Honey 
Corn stalks 

Total income 

Expenses (cash) 

Farm: 
Sesame seed 
Hired extra labor 
Tractor 

Medical Needs 
Clothing (for 5 people) 
Household Items (bed, bowls) 
Religious contributions 
Goats (12 @ 3,000) 
Food (sugar, meat) 

Total expenses 
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80,800 
6,400 

32,000 
1,500 

120,700 

2,400 
35,000 

3,000 
6,250 

10,180 
4,300 
2,600 

36,000 
21,820 

121,550 



Table 6.6 con't 

Case 2 

Income (cash) 

Farm: 
Sesame 
Maize 
Honey 

carpentry 
Agricultural Labor 

Total income 

Expenses (cash) 

Farm: 
Hired extra labor 
Sesame seed 

Clothing (for 3 people) 
Medical needs 
Religious contributions, pilgrimage 
Chickens (4 @ 250) 
Food (tea, sugar, oil, wheat 
flour, meat, extra maize) 

Total expenses 
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8,000 
2,200 
5,400 
1,000 
6,400 

23,000 

1,000 
400 

4,540 
500 

2,300 
1,000 

17,320 

27,060 
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the household's expenses carne to 4,060 So. She more than 

its income. The farmer had borrowed from the government 

two quintals of corn in order to survive the Gu 1987 flood 

which he was planning to pay back after his next harvest. 

The loan was necessary because he had been unable to 

produce enough maize to meet the needs of this family (of 

three), a shortage due in part to the delay in harvesting 

caused by the 1987 Gu flood. 

These examples are quite representative of other 

households in the village and underscore the sUbsistence 

orientation of local farming families. There are no 

wealthy families which could be considered a rural elite. 

The families closest to destitution are generally widows or 

divorced women with small children who must seek the 

assistance of their brothers or the brothers of their 

deceased husbands in order to meet minimal food needs. 

CONTEMPORARY LANDHOLDING CHARACTERISTICS 

A description of contemporary land holding 

characteristics and the ways in which land is acquired in 

Loc will provide a snapshot view of land holding patterns 

for the 1987-88 year. Following this synchronic picture of 

customary tenure and use patterns after 80 years of 

settlement, I will turn to the (perhaps) more theoretically 

important issues of the evolution of tenure patterns which 

have led to the current situation. This discussion will 



306 

allow me to make some theoretical contributions to the 

debate about the nature of customary tenure and indigenous 

tenure change. 

Landholding Characteristics 

The most important point to be made is that land is 

acquired and owned on an individual basis. Farmers attempt 

to hold land in each of the three land types, as each type 

produces better under different conditions. This risk 

aversion strategy creates a system of fragmented holdings, 

with househoJds holding an average of 3.8 discontiguous 

parcels of land scattered throughout the village land base 

(Table 6.7). In any given season, some of these parcels may 

be left in fallow. 

In 1987-8, households were cultivating an average of 

three farms, the range being one to five farms (Table 6.7). 

The average total area under cUltivation per household was 

3.4 hectares (or 0.5 hectares per resident). Most families 

(65 percent of the sample) have farms currently in bush, in 

addition to those under cUltivation. A farm in bush is a 

farm l~ft uncultivated for a year or longer. Fallowing of 

land is not generally practiced for fertility reasons, 

although fallowing probably aids in soil rejuvenation. 

Soil fertility, even under permanent cultivation, appears 

to be maintained by periodic river flooding. Depending on 

its elevation, all village land (except the high plain on 



Table 6.7 
Village Sample Land Characteristics 

(n = 40) 
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CHARACTERISTIC DATUM 

Average number of parcels per household: 

Partially or totally cultivated 
Fallow or bush 
Total 

Average area of land per household: 

cultivated (ha) 
Fallow or bush (ha)* 
Total (ha) 

Average area of land per parcel: 

Cultivated (ha) 
Fallow or bush (ha)* 

3.1 
0.7 
3.8 

3.4 
1.2 
4.6 

1.1 
1.8 

* These figures are presented with two important 
caveats: 1) the area in hectares was not measured by 
the research team; the figures reported for bush farms 
are derived from the area in darabs reported by the 
farmers, and so must be taken as loose estimates; and 
2) it is certain that farmers underreported their 
landholdings in bush, due in part to the fact that 
bushland is seen as susceptible to appropriation by 
outsiders. 
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which the village is situated) is flooded with varying 

degrees of frequency. The highest land (Calibulahaan and 

Kaxarey) may receive flooding for two to four years out of 

every ten. 

The boundaries of farms currently in bush, while 

commonly not clearly marked, continue to be recognized by 

the community. What bushland is owned, and by whom, and 

what bushland is unclaimed are generally well known by 

villagers. Land left in bush by a farmer cannot be 

claimed by anyone else until the farmer has made it clear 

that he intends to abandon his parcel. While a family will 

sometimes abandon a farm altogether because of low 

fertility or lack of labor, it usually keeps tight control 

over its land in bush since this land provides an important 

reserve for children who are marrying, for inh~ritance, or 

for family members moving into the community. The average 

number of farms held in bush by households in 1987-8 was 

0.7, with a range of zero to three. 

The practice of holding discontiguous parcels of land 

allows families to spread their holdings over different 

land types (most farms being primarily of one type). Most 

households (68 percent) do hold land in all three types. 

Fewer (22 percent) hold land in both dhasheeg and doonk or 

jiimo. A minority of ten percent (n=4) hold land in only 

jiimo or doonk. Three of these four households have 
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extensive holdings in productive doonk areas. The fourth 

is a man considered of sub-average ability who relies on 

relatives and the shayhk for food support. In all, 88 

percent of the households in the sample have farmland in 

dhasheeg, 85 percent hold farmland in doonk, and 85 percent 

have jiimo. Figure 6.9 shows the landholdings of three 

households. This map illustrates how these three 

households minimize risk by maintaining farmland of all 

three land types. Household 1 holds seven parcels of land: 

three are doonk, three are dhasheeg, and one runs from the 

riverbank into the dhasheeg. Household 2 holds four 

parcels: one is doonk, two are dhasheeg, and one is jiimo. 

Household 3 holds six parcels: one is doonk, three are 

dhasheeg, and two are jiimo. 

Multiple parcel ownership, including retaining rights 

to parcels in bush, is a critical aspect of the land-tenure 

and land-use pattern of the area. Over 97 percent of the 

sample households have more than one parcel, with 55 

percent owning four or more (Table 6.8). 

The number of parcels of land held village-wide in 

each land type is inversely related to the amount of land 

in each type within the total village lands (Table 6.9). 

Thirty eight percent of the parcels in the sample are 

dhasheeg land, yet only 28 percent of the total cultivated 

area represented in the sample is dhasheeg, and only 10 
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FIGURE 6.9: LANDHOLDINGS OF THREE HOUSEHOLDS 
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Table 6.8 
Breakdown of Number of Parcels Held per Household 

LANDHOLDINGS 

One parcel only 
Two parcels 
Three parcels 
Four parcels 
Five parcels 
Six parcels 
Seven parcels 
Eight parcels 

Total 

PERCENTAGE OF SAMPLE 

3.0 
15.0 
22.5 
32.5 
17.5 
7.5 
0.0 
2.0 

100.0 
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Table 6.9 
Distribution of Farms and Area by Land Type 

COMBINATION 
DHASHEEG DOONK JIIMO OF TYPES TOTAL 

(n=47)* (n=41) (n=32) (n=4) (n= 
124) 

Average area per 0.7 1.0 1.6 1.1 1.1 
cultivated parcel (ha) 

Percentage of total 7.9 33.1 25.8 3.2 100 
number of cultivated 
farms 

Percentage of total 27.6 32.2 37.2 3.0 100 
cultivated area 

Percentage of house- 87.5 85.0 85.0 17.5 NjA 
holds with holdings 
in this land type 

Average area per 1.0 1.1 1.2 0.1 3.4 
household (ha) 

* Five parcels missing. Three parcels could not be measured 
because they remained under water during the entire period 
of field research. Two parcels were located in another 
village across the river and were not included in 
calculating this average. 
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percent of the total village area is dhasheeg. Doonk land 

comprises 33 percent of the farms in the sample and 32 

percent of the total cUltivated area. Twenty-six percent of 

the parcels are jiimo, whereas 37.2 percent of the total 

cultivated area is jiimo. These figures underscore the 

desirability of dhasheeg land, as these parcels are more in 

number and smaller in size than parcels of either of the 

other two land types. 

The primary aspects of landholding in Loc are thus: 1) 

land is individually owned; 2) farmers fragment their 

holdings to minimize environmental risk; and 3) individuals 

can own land in bush. 

LAND ACQUISITION AND CUSTOMARY TENURE 

Land can be acquired in a number of ways, including by 

request from the village council, through inhe~itance, 

purchase or gifting, or, in the past, through independent 

clearance. Informal, seasonal access to land is available 

through borrowing. I will discuss each method of 

acquisition. 

Village Council and Independent Clearing 

Initially the most common way to acquire land was to 

claim a parcel by clearing and farming it. In the early 

part of this century settlers could claim whatever land 

they wanted. With growing population, there was a need for 

supervision to ensure a newcomer did not clear fallow land 
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that was already claimed by someone else. As was the 

practice throughout the valley, as more settlers carne to 

the Loc area, the initial settlers took on the title of 

nabadoon (which literally means "peace-bringer"), 

supervising the acquisition of land by villagers and 

newcomers and mediating disputes over land. The practice of 

declaring one's intentions to the nabadoon and receiving 

clearance from him to, begin farming a parcel ensured that 

disputes over land ownership were minimized. In no way was 

village land thought to be owned by or under the control of 

the nabadoon, however. 

Furthermore, while land within the village boundaries 

was considered village land and could be allocated by the 

nabadoon, it was not farmed communally. Once a man had 

cleared a portion of land, it was considered his and could 

not be repossessed by the village. The farmer could sell, 

lend, give, or leave the land in fallow, and it was 

inherited by his progeny or kin. In the past, according to 

Colucci (1924), the communities in some parts of the valley 

apparently retained some control over the alienation of 

land in that a person could not sell his land in order to 

vacate the village. So while each village held its own 

area of land, portions of which could be allocated by the 

nabadoon, farmers held individual rights to specific 
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parcels, thus retaining almost all the characteristics of 

personal property. 

Throughout Somalia the government replaced the 

nabadoon with a governmentally chosen village council 

(guddiga tuulada) in 1977 (selected in Loc with input from 

villagers), but the council is responsible for the same 

activities as were the former nabadoons. Two members of 

Loc's four man village council are the sons of men who had 

been nabadoons (in Cabdow Yusuf and Gora). Since the 1977 

relocation to the present village site and the 

government-mandated creation of the village council, 

customary law has held that anyone desiring to acquire a 

new parcel of land must request it through the village 

council. An individual may either ask the village council 

to identify an available parcel or find a piece of land 

which he would like and then request that land from the 

council. Allocation can thus either precede or follow 

occupation. The council is responsible for making sure no 

previously existing claims exist and for determining the 

boundaries of the parcel if it adjoins another farm. 

Whereas only 3.3 percent of the parcels in the sample had 

been acquired through independent clearance, 26.3 percent 

of the parcels in the sample had been acquired through the 

village council, 58 percent of the sample households having 

obtained land in this way. The parcels acquired through 
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independent clearance were owned by very old men who had 

claimed them in their youth. (See Table 6.10 for a 

breakdown of how land was acquired by number of parcels and 

by households and Table 6.11 for a breakdown of mode of 

acquisition by land type.) 

The existence of the council allows the community to 

retain a very limited degree of control over village lands, 

but the current role of the village council regarding 

matters of tenure is largely limited to dispute mediation, 

generally over boundaries (discussed below). The council 

has no authority over sales, outsiders acquiring land, or 

land use. If a farmer has a very large parcel and is not 

farming a portion of it, the council may ask him if he 

would be willing to give up a portion for reallocation to 

another villager, but the council has no way to enforce the 

request. Generally the farmer will agree, however, in the 

interest of good village relations. Similarly, if a farmer 

has a parcel or a part of parcel which he no longer wants, 

and has no one to whom to give, lend, or sell it, he may 

tell t~e village council that they can allocate the land to 

someone else. As in the past, while village lands are 

recognized by boundaries to the north and south (to the 

east is the river and to the west is uncultivable bush) , 

land is considered to be held individually, with full 

rights maintained by the farmer. 
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Table 6.10 
Mode of Acquisition by Percentage of Total Number 

of Parcels and by Percentage of Households 

MODE OF 
ACQUISITION 

Inherited 
village Council 
Purchase 
Gift 
Cleared on Own 

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL 
NUMBER OF PARCELS 

48.7 
26.3 
14.5 
7.2 
3.3 

PERCENTAGE OF 
HOUSEHOLDS WHICH 

ACQUIRED LAND THIS WAY 

72.5 
57.5 
42.5 
22.5 
15.0 



Table 6.11 
Land Type by Mode of Acquisition 

(percent) 

MODE OF DHASHEEG DOONK JIIMO COMBINATION 
ACQUISITION (n=53) (n=49) (n=42) (n=8) 

Inherited 66.1 38.8 38.1 50.0 
Village council 15.1 30.6 35.7 25.0 
Purchased 9.4 18.4 14.3 25.0 
From gift 9.4 8.1 4.8 0.0 
Cleared on own 0.0 4.1 7.1 0.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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TOTAL 
(n=152) 

48.7 
26.3 
14.5 
7.2 
3.3 

100.0 
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As a brief example to illustrate the rights held by 

individuals to specific parcels of land, a villager who 

held a large riverbank farm was forced to leave the 

community because he had seriously harmed a woman through 

sorcery. His kin (he had no immediate family) harvested the 

maize in his field and used the production to pay the fine 

owed the victim. After harvest, a relative used the field 

for his own crop. Half a year later, the farmer quietly 

returned, again took up residence in the village, and 

returned to farming his original field. The village 

council had never discussed what was to be done with his 

land after his departure or his right to it once he 

returned, since this was considered a matter for the farmer 

and his extended family. 

Inheritance 

Currently, the most prevalent way to acquire land is 

through inheritance. When a man dies, his land passes to 

his male children, even though the Koran says the widow is 

to inherit her own personal portion. Generally under 

customary practice only sons inherit land, despite the fact 

that both Islamic law and state law (Law No. 23, Article 

155) stipulate that daughters must inherit land as well. If 

there are a number of sons remaining in the village, they 

may choose to divide equally each of their father's farms, 

or they may agree on a way to divide the farms between 
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them, keeping each farm intact. The village council 

intervenes only in cases of disputed inheritance. Less than 

half of the inherited parcels in the sample (41 percent) 

had been subdivided at inheritance. (Of all the farms in 

the sample, 36 percent had been divided at the time of 

acquisition.) The manner of division is dependent upon farm 

size, location, land type, and the number of sons. If there 

is only one son remaining in the village (because the 

others are living elsewhere), the resident son assumes 

control of all his father's land. The other sons will 

receive their share if they return to the village. If the 

sons are young at the time of their father's death and 

there is a grown daughter and no widow, the daughter may 

manage the farms until her brothers come of age. If there 

is a widow, she may farm her deceased husband's land "in 

trust" for their children, or the man's family (his 

brothers or older sons by another wife) may take the entire 

farm and keep it until the children are old enough. In the 

latter case, of which there were two in Loc, the widow is 

nearly destitute and completely dependent upon her family 

or other relatives for support until her children come of 

age (and inherit the land to support her) or until she 

remarries. Forty-nine percent of the parcels in the sample 

had been acquired through inheritance, and 73 percent of 
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the sample households had acquired at least one parcel 

through inheritance. 

Purchase 

In addition to individual clearing of land, 

inheritance, and the past and present·practice of seeking 

land through the nabadoon or village council, there are 

other ways land can be acquired under customary tenure. The 

more prominent is through purchase, an avenue of 

acquisition not generally thought to exist in many African 

customary tenure systems. Sales have always been allowed 

under customary tenure in the Jubba Valley, and the 

restriction on sale in order to vacate noted by Colucci 

(1924) is no longer in force, if it ever was in this part 

of the valley.4 Currently, when a landholder is leaving 

the area for good, he usually sells his land. He can sell 

to whome~er he wishes, including nonvillagers. A farmer 

desiring more land, or wanting land of a particular type, 

may purchase a farm rather than borrow to gain the tenure 

security that accompanies purchase. Fifteen percent of the 

4. Colucci (1924, pp. 256-57) reported that when a 
villager abandoned his location. in the valley, he lost any 
right to personal property acquired since settling in the 
village. Leaving a village was seen as betraying an 
obligation to the community. Sale of hut or land was not 
allowed, and in this sense the community held the final and 
ultimate authority over all village territory. I, however, 
found no confirmation of this old rule in oral histories. 
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parcels in the sample had been purchased, and 43 percent of 

the households in the sample had bought land. 

In the past, the only outsiders who wanted to buy (or 

acquire) land were those who wished to settle in the 

village. By the 1970s, the newcomers to the Loc area 

(Bunbunle in particular) were actually giving cash payments 

to local nabadoons in return for rights to a piece of land, 

or were finding that they could obtain their first parcel 

of land only through purchase. The sale of land has always 

been quite low, with a few sales occuring in the south 

prior to relocation and a few in the north just after 

relocation. Most recently the few sales that have taken 

place have only been to outsiders. 

Gift 

Giving of land is also an option. A man with more 

farms than he can manage may give a farm (or a portion of a 

farm) to a friend in need of land. This transaction, which 

is not handled in any formal, public way, is recognized by 

the community as a legitimate transferral of tenure rights. 

Twenty-three percent of the sample households had received 

land as a gift, totalling seven percent of the parcels. 

Borrowing 

Finally, borrowing a farm or a portion of a farm is a 

common strategy for meeting seasonal land needs. The 

majority of families in the village will borrow a portion 
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of a friend's or a relative's farm during the course of a 

year. The motives vary: after a flood people try to borrow 

more high land; during a drought or the Jilaal, dhasheeg 

land is in high demand; when a young girl becomes engaged, 

she may borrow a small portion of land to earn some income 

for household items for her wedding. No payment is 

required as land is lent on the understanding that the loan 

will be reciprocated if the lender this season must borrow 

the next. Farmers recognize that there is risk in lending 

land to borrowers (friends or relatives) who may later try 

to claim it. This problem is partially offset by the 

manner of lending. Usually just a portion of a parcel is 

lent, and lending is almost always for one season only. 

For the six month period of July 1987 to January 1988, 55 

percent of the households in the sample borrowed land, and 

62.5 percent lent land. Of those lending land, 42.1 

percent of the loaned plots were to family and 57.9 percent 

were to friends. Land rental (for a fee) currently does 

not exist. 

customary tenure is thus characterized by enduring 

individual rights to land, which can be obtained through 

inheritance, allocation by the village council, purchase, 

or gift. Each village has its recognized area of village 

lands, within which villagers are expected to make and 

cUltivate their farms and over which the village council 



has allocation authority and dispute mediation 

responsibility. 
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In addition to the right to inherit, sell, give, lend, 

cultivate, or leave land uncultivated, each farmer has the 

right to determine who can graze their animals on his 

land. In the Jilaal, many pastoral groups move into the 

area in search of pasture and to be near the river for 

water. Farmers can make individual arrangements with 

pastoralists, allowing a particular family grazing rights 

on a specific piece of land. The village council does not 

have the authority to overrule these contracts or to force 

any farmer to allow grazing rights to anyone. Pastoralists 

will often petition the village council for the right to 

herd their animals along the paths on village land as they 

move their herds through the area. Granting pastoralists 

access to pathways, however, does not mean granting them 

grazing rights on the parcels which border the pathways. 

For grazing rights, pastoralists must contract with 

individual farmers. These arrangements are usually made 

between families who have a history of interaction (often 

based on clan membership) or between families who are 

related (often of Oromo ancestry). Pastoralists benefit by 

gaining access to browse for their animals, and farmers 

benefit from the manure left behind in their fields and 

because the foraging of animals reduces the amount of bush 
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growth with which they will have to contend at planting 

time. 

Finally, trees may be owned, bought, or sold by an 

individual exclusive of the land on which they are planted. 

Thus a parcel can be alienated separately from any trees 

which grow on it and vice versa. This is not uncommon in 

the village. 

Dispute Mediation 

The way in which disputes over land are handled is an 

important and integral part of the customary tenure system. 

Land disputes in Loc are generally of five types: 1) 

boundary disputes, 2) inheritance disputes, 3) disputes 

over land that has been lent out, 4) disputes with 

pastoralists whose animals have damaged a farmer's crop, 

and 5) disputes caused when an outsider registers a 

farmer's unregistered parcel under his own name. Disputes 

are fairly common, with 63 percent of the sample reporting 

their having been involved in a dispute (Table 6.12). 

Moreover, it is likely that farmers underreported their 

past involvement in land disputes. Farmers tended to report 

only those land disputes which they won, except in those 

cases where the farmer's land had been registered by 

someone else. It is unlikely that farmers remember or 

considered it relevant to report disputes that happened 

longer than a few years ago. For some farmers, it appeared 



TYPE OF DISPUTE* 

Reported Disputes 

Boundary Disputes 

Inheritance Disputes 

Disputes over 
Borrowed Land 

Disputes with Outsiders 
Registering Land 

Total 

Table 6.12 
Disputes 

NUMBER OF PERCENTAGE 
DISPUTES OF DISPUTES 

NjA NjA 

16 61. 5 

2 7.7 

2 7.7 

6 23.1 

26* 100.0 
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PERCENTAGE 
OF SAMPLE 

62.5 

40.0 

5.0 

5.0 

15.0 

65.0** 

* Disputes with pastoralists whose animals have entered 
a farmer's field without permission occur frequently, 
and farmers were unable or unwilling to recall all the 
incidences. 

** One household reported having been involved in two 
different disputes. 
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to be a matter of pride to claim never to have been 

involved in a land dispute. Nevertheless, Table 6.12 

provides a good indication of the kinds of disputes that 

have been prominent in the village in the past few years. 

Boundary disputes are frequent, usually caused when 

one farmer plants on another farmer's parcel. Boundary 

disputes also occur when a farmer clears an area in bush, 

encroaching on a bush area claimed by another farmer. In 

such cases, the village council is usually called upon to 

establish the original boundaries. with witnesses, the two 

disputing farmers present their cases before the council. 

The village council looks at the area under dispute, then 

sets the new boundary or determines tenure rights. Their 

decision is usually made quickly and is almost always 

respected by both parties. Occasionally a farmer who is 

unhappy with the council's decision may go to the district 

police or to the regional Ministry of Agriculture office to 

argue his case further. These bodies were involved in only 

two of 16 reported boundary-dispute cases in the sample. 

Villagers prefer to have all matters settled within the 

village, and people are generally reluctant to involve 

district or regional officials in local disputes. 

Similarly, governmental offices generally prefer to have 

local matters settled locally and will sometimes refer a 
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case back to the village council for further discussion 

rather than take it on themselves. 

Dispute mediation is frequently handled by the village 

council in conjunction with recognized elders of the 

village. The three village judges (garsoore) may also be 

called upon to assist the council in reviewing a case. 

These judges are considered unbiased and fair men and are 

frequently involved in handling administrative and judicial 

matters of the village. Occasionally disputes will be 

mediated by elders or friends of both parties with or 

without the involvement of the village council. Elders or 

judges were involved in mediating a third of the reported 

boundary disputes. 

Inheritance disputes between coinheritors are rare 

(n=2 in ~he sample). Elders and relatives mediated these 

disputes with members of the village council. 

Occasionally a dispute arises when a man who has been 

borrowing a farm or a portion of a farm tries to claim it 

as his own. These disputes are rare (n=2 in the sample). 

In one case, the landowner went straight to the police, who 

called the village council as a witness. In the other 

case, the regional MOA officials were called because the 

man trying to claim the land was from another village and 

therefore not subject to the authority of the local village 

council. 
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Disputes with pastoralists occur daily during the 

Jilaal, when many have moved into the area to be near the 

river and dhasheegs. The wronged farmer and the village 

council try to determine who is responsible for the animals 

which damaged the farmer's crops, and, if the person can be 

found, a fine is usually demanded. In very serious 

matters, such as when a physical confrontation has occurred 

between a farmer and a pastoralist, the village council and 

village elders will meet with the elders of the 

pastoralists's group to determine fault and payment. These 

disputes are never over landownership or boundaries, just 

over unauthorized grazing and crop damage. Since these 

disputes occur with such frequency, farmers were unable or 

unwilling to remember all the incidences of disputes with 

pastoralists. Thus this category is not included in Table 

6.12. Suffice it to say that squabbles with pastoralists, 

ranging in severity from the farmer's taking no action, to 

the exchange of a few harsh words, to the infrequent 

occurrence of physical confrontations, are a part of daily 

life during the Jilaal. 

Villagers say offences committed by pastoralists (of 

the non-physically abusive variety) fall into two types. 

The first is when a farmer grants a pastoralist grazing 

rights on a parcel, but the animals get into and damage a 

neighboring field. Guilt is fairly easy to ascertain in 
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these cases. The other type of offence occurs when 

pastoralists send their animals into a planted farm to 

graze on purpose, usually in secrecy at night when the 

farmer is not around. If the farmer is lucky enough to 

capture the offending beasts, he can tie them up until the 

owner comes to claim them, and then accuse the owner before 

the village council. 

The dynamics of dispute mediation between pastoralists 

and farmers over crop damages from livestock are 

interesting. The farmer may have a great deal of difficulty 

in locating the guilty party, and often the accused denies 

any knowledge of wrongdoing. Mediation sessions between the 

two groups can be quite heated. While payment of damages or 

compensation is usually not levied in cases of boundary or 

inheritance disputes between villagers, fines are sometimes 

levied on pastoralists when guilt is certain. Even when 

compensation was ordered, it was extremely rare for a 

pastoralist to pay the full amount, or even anything at 

all. The fined pastoralist could disappear the next day, he 

could refuse, or, more frequently, he could plead for 

leniancy or a pardon, claiming kinship or a history of good 

relations with the village. The interesting point is that 

villagers seem to always allow pastoralists to get out of 

paying fines, although they are unhappy about the ploys 

pastoralists use. villagers complain that "pastoralists 
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will say, "We are the same people", just lying, to get the 

villagers to b~ nice and do what they (the pastoralists) 

want." The villagers do in fact usually do what the 

pastoralists want, although they clearly remain resentful. 

It was after a series of such cases that the village men 

took up arms to defend the Loc youth they believed had been 

attacked by pastoralists as he was collecting roots in the 

bush. This ability to successfully refrain from actually 

having to pay compensation is one example of the continuing 

social superiority of the pastoralists. 

The final kind of dispute is perhaps the most 

serious. Fifteen percent of the farmers in the sample 

reported losing a farm (unregistered) to someone who had 

registered the land in his own name. The village council 

and the regional MOA officials were involved in all of 

these cases, but the final authority rested with the 

regional officials. The village council is powerless to 

argue successfully on behalf of the village farmer in such 

cases, because they have no legal basis for making a claim 

to unr~gistered land. The most the village council can do 

is to find another parcel of land for the farmer. This 

situation is discussed in detail in the next chapter. 

LAND ACQUISITION AND CUSTOMARY TENURE - THE HISTORICAL 
PICTURE 

The earliest arrivals to the Loc area farmed the most 

accessible, highest quality dhasheeg land on a first corne, 
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first served basis. As later settlers arrived, they 

claimed and farmed land further into the dhasheeg, which 

was less accessible, or land on the edges of the dhasheeg. 

While still good quality, this land is less desirable than 

the land claimed first. The land further into the dhasheeg, 

due to its location nearer the center, can become 

waterlogged; conversely, land on the fringes of the 

dhasheeg may not receive enough water. 

Most dhasheeg land was claimed by about 40 years ago 

and inheritance became the primary means of acquisition. 

While the majority of dhasheeg land is currently obtained 

through inheritance, a small amount of dhasheeg land 

continues to be acquired each year by other means, either 

through the village council, by purchase, or as a gift. 

Dhasheeg parcels acquired through the village council over 

the past 20 years have generally been the poorest quality 

dhasheeg land, land still characterized as being of 

caramaddow soil, but located on the extreme periphery. 

Purchased dhasheeg land has always been uncommon, and has 

occurred only when a farmer is moving away from the area 

and chooses to sell his land rather than gift it. 

Receiving dhasheeg land as a gift has been equally rare, 

and in Loc has taken the form of either very long term 

borrowing (borrowing in perpetuity) or donations to 
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important religious leaders in the community (the village 

shayhk and his family). 

While some villagers have been able to acquire 

dhasheeg parcels through means other than inheritance in 

the past 40 years, until very recently (with the reopening 

of Korkomare) the average area of these noninherited 

parcels has been smaller than the average area of parcels 

inherited. In general, dhasheeg parcels acquired over the 

past 40 years have been gradually decreasing in size, 

regardless of how they were acquired. 

These data thus show that, while inheritance is by far 

the most important avenue for acquisition of dhasheeg land, 

people are continuing to acquire dhasheeg land through 

other means. The area of newly acquired parcels has been 

declining over time (with the exception of farms newly 

opened in Korkomare, discussed below). A slight squeeze on 

dhasheeg land is beginning to be felt, and consequently 

villagers during my stay were actually travelling to 

smaller neighboring villages to borrow plots of dhasheeg 

land for a Jilaal crop. 

In contrast to the case of dbasheeg land, which was 

rapidly claimed and is now difficult to acquire, the 

acquisition of doonk and jiimo land has been expanding over 

time. The number of inherited and noninherited doonk 

parcels village-wide has been increasing through time, as 
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would be expected. contrary to expectation, the. area of 

doonk parcels inherited has also been increasing through 

time, perhaps an indication that doonk land was not 

important to inherit in the earlier years of settlement 

because it was so abundant, but has become more important 

to inherit as population has grown. The area of 

noninherited doonk parcels has remained relatively 

unchanged through time. The purchase of doonk land has 

always been uncommon. Buyers have often been newcomers to 

the community who had no other way to acquire a first farm 

(four of nine cases in the sample). The remaining parcels 

were sold by four different men who were moving away at the 

time of village relocation. All parcels were cleared at 

the time of purchase, and the prices paid were certainly 

worth the value of having to clear a new doonk parcel. 

This purchase of cleared doonk parcels thus seems to 

represent a constraint on labor rather than land. The data 

for doonk land suggest it is still relatively easy to 

acquire. 

The acquisition of riverbank (jiimo) land has been 

expanding at a faster rate than that of doonk land, 

especially in the past ten years. As expected, in general 

the number of inherited and non inherited parcels 

village-wide has been rising over time. The average area 

of riverbank land inherited has been falling very slightly 
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through time, but the average area of noninherited 

riverbank land has been rapidly rising over the past 20 -

30 years. The purchase of riverbank land by villagers has 

been very rare (n = 4 in the sample) and has taken place 

only in Huriwaa. In contrast to the case of doonk land, 

these four parcels were in bush or only partly cleared at 

the time of purchase (in the 70s) and were bought by 

newcomers as a first farm. These purchases represent a 

squeeze on land in the Bunbunle area prior to relocation, 

and they have all been left in fallow since the village 

move. Sales to outsiders (people with no intention of 

living in the village) have just begun in the past few 

years. 

The tendency for the areas of newly acquired 

noninherited jiimo land to have risen can be attributed to 

several factors: 1) in 1984 the state lifted price controls 

for agricultural produce, which farmers say encouraged them 

to grow and sell more and they expanded cUltivation on 

unclaimed jiimo; 2) with the relocation of the five 

villages, there was a rapid increase in the acquisition of 

virgin doonk and jiimo in the outskirts of the new village 

site; and 3) there is a growing fear of losing riverbank 

land to outsiders if it is not cleared, reflecting a 

realization of its growing economic importance. Farmers are 

still adjusting to the 1977 change in location, abandoning 
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some of their old farms located several hours' walk from 

the village, and clearing new ones closer to the village. 

The land near the village (Kaxarey and Calibulahaan 

especially) is poorer in quality than the land they had 

previously farmed, but some farmers have been forced to 

choose closer farms because of labor constraints. The land 

along the riverbank nearest the village has been a prime 

area for clearing of new farms as a result of this move. 

To summarize thus far, the land base is still adequate 

for villagers' needs. There is not much of a squeeze on 

land in any of the land types. Dhasheeg parcels have been 

decreasing in size through time, but the reopening of 

Korkomare in response to population pressure and a need for 

more dhasheeg land has alleviated the squeeze, at least 

temporarily. There is clearly not yet been a shortage of 

doonk/jiimo land, as it remains relatively easy to acquire. 

An examination of village-wide land use patterns over 

time will help illustrate these processes of the expansion 

of cUltivation of different land types, and will clearly 

demonstrate how villagers have been able to use their land 

base to meet long term needs for the past 80 years. 

strategies of Risk Minimization 

Figures (6.10) through (6.15) reconstruct land use 

patterns for different eras throughout the history of 

settlement of the Loc area. To help explain the processes 
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these maps depict, data on population change for the five 

villages provided in Chapter 3 is presented again here in 

tabular form (Table 6.13). 

Figure 6.10 shows what land was being farmed in the 

earliest years of settlement, in the second decade of this 

century. Isaaq T. had settled Gora, farming a large area 

of Dhasheeg Gora and a small parcel in Calibulahaan in 

years of high water. The few families living in Loc were 

farming in Dhasheeg Loc, a small portion of land just south 

of Dhasheeg Loc, and a portion of land stretching from 

Dhasheeg Bunbunle to the river bank. Recall how in these 

early years families moved between the Loc and Bunbunle 

sites on a yearly or seasonal basis. By the late 1920s and 

early 1930s Gora had grown to about 20 people and the area 

cultivated in Dhasheeg Gora and Calibulahaan expanded 

proportionately (Figure 6.11). Cabdow Yusuf was founded by 

reer Shabelle immigrants in 1942. The first settlers of 

Cabdow Yusuf (about 30 people) began farming the area known 

as siimow, the dhasheeg closest to their new village. By 

1945 Cabdow Yusuf had grown further with the immigration of 

more families from the east bank of the river and 

Ethiopia. The area under cUltivation in Siimow reached its 

highest point. 

The few families living in Loc moved to Loc Yare in 

1942 to escape the occasional presence of the Italians and 
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Table 6.13 
Population Change over Time for the Loe Area Villages 

T I M E P E R I 0 D 
by 1929 1942 1945- 1950s 1960s 19708 1977 

VILLAGE 1949 

Gora 10-15 30 - 40 40 70 -60 0 
-. 

Cabdow 
Yusuf 0 30 - 50 -70 -100 -100 0 

Loe 10-30 0 20 40 -50 -50 -450 

Loe Yare 0 40 0 20 0 0 0 

Bunbunle 40-50 -40 100 150 180-200 -200 0 
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one man moved his family to an area of mango trees (planted 

decades earlier with seed provided by the British) in 

Kaxarey. This family farmed the Kaxarey riverbank. Loc 

Yare grew to about 40 people by the mid 40s, farming 

Dhasheeg Loc and Jarbolley. Eventually a few men of Loc 

Yare cleared and farmed a small portion of Danballey. 

By 1945-6 many families from Loc Yare had abandoned 

the site and moved south to Bunbunle, leaving about 20 

people in Loc Yare. The newcomers to Bunbunle greatly 

expanded the area cultivated in the environs of the 

village, encompassing the entire Dhasheeg Bunbunle, much of 

Dooday, and the riverbank south of the village. 

By the 1950s, Gorahad continued to grow and Gora 

villagers were farming more of Calibulahaan (Figure 6.12). 

Cabdow Yusuf villagers had begun to abandon the Siimow area 

for permanent cultivation, due to problems with 

unpredictable waterlogging causing crop losses. Cabdow 

Yusuf farmers cleared and farmed pockets of land throughout 

the northern area of what is now Loc village lands, 

including portions of Gulmogde, Korkamare dhasheeg, 

Shanley, Jeerey and Erabley on the edge of Dhasheeg Gora. 

By 1948 everyone had left Loc Yare, most resettling in 

Loc to join shaykh Nasibow and his followers who had 

settled on the Loc site in the mid 1940s. Danballey had 

largely been abandoned, although the family living at 
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Kaxarey continued to farm there. Shaykh Nasibow's 

followers continued to expand cUltivation in Dhasheeg Loc 

and Jarbolley. Bunbunle was growing rapidly during this 

time, and by the late 1950s all land in Bunbun1e and 

Dhasheeg Loc was taken. A few men cleared and began 

farming Huriwaa riverbank land to expand the land base. 

In general this time period was a period of relative 

stability and growth, punctuated by some movement of nomads 

back and forth between village and bush. The great drought 

known as Arbaca Shahi (the Wednesday Year of Tea) hit in 

1962, bringing new, temporary settlers primarily to Cabdow 

Yusuf, Gora and Bunbun1e, although some villagers also left 

for relief centers. 

In the late 1960s until 1977 (Figure 6.13) Cabdow 

Yusuf continued to grow, but with much movement of people 

between Cabdow Yusuf and other reer Shabe11e villages 

across the river. As a result areas were cleared and 

abandoned every few years with the movement of people. The 

map shows a representation of the general areas in the 

north ~hat were being cultivated at some point during this 

time period. Note that Siimow had been entirely abandoned 

for permanent cUltivation. Gora had not grown much, as 

many of the earliest (male) settlers had died childless. 

The entirety of Ca1ibu1ahaan had been claimed by this 



period, although parcels were not necessarily annually 

cUltivated. 
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Shaykh Nasibow died in Loc, but several families of 

his followers had remained, continuing to farm in Dhasheeg 

Loc and a bit of Kaxarey. Bunbunle was large and crowded 

by this point, having reached its population peak of about 

200 people. Bunbunle farmers were continuing to expand 

northward, claiming all of Huriwaa, Dooday and Kaysinay and 

starting to reclear Danballey. Sales of land in the south 

seem to have begun in this time period. Cultivation in 

Huriwaa peaked in the early 1970s but the area was 

abandoned by the mid-late 1970s because of weeds. I was 

unable to ascertain the specific cUltivation history of the 

remaining blank areas in the Dooday/Huriwaa/Kaysineey area 

of Figure 6.13, although from the aerial photographs these 

areas look like they had been cultivated at some point. 

The widespread drought Abaar Daba Dheere (Long-Tailed 

Drought) of 1974-5 brought some destitute pastoralists to 

Bunbunle, but many villagers left for relief centers during 

the drought, returning later. 

A huge flood marked 1977, causing the government to 

relocate the villages onto the Gora-Loc plain (Figure 

6.14). Bunbunle was so far away from the new village site 

that people began abandoning their farms to the far south, 

especially in Bancarab. A portion of Bancarab was farmed by 
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a consortium of villagers who formed a cooperative in 

accordance with government policy and ideology. The 

cooperative worked for 2 years, but was eventually 

abandoned and the entire area reverted to bush. People 

began claiming and farming land immediately to the south of 

Loc, causing Kaxarey and Danballey to greatly expand. 

In the north, the cUltivation pattern was not nearly 

as altered. Cultivation in Gulmogde and Jeerey expanded, 

but Erabley and Shanley were abandoned as "lonely places", 

prone to attacks by wild animals. Several parcels of 

cleared land in Calibulahaan were purchased by villagers 

after the relocation, marking the start of land sales in 

the north. 

The picture of cultivated area during my stay is shown 

in Figure 6.15. In the south some farmers have·begun 

returning to Huriwaa and Kaysinay. The cooperative in 

Bancarab having been abandoned, a couple of farmers have 

returned to reclear their original parcels in Bancarab. 

Cultivation in Kaxarey and Danballey had greatly expanded, 

but farmers are beginning to think about reclearing their 

farms south of Bunbunle, as the soils of Kaxarey are so 

poor that farmers predict the area will have to be 

abandoned before long. The soils of Bunbunle and Iskorex 

are said to surpass those of Kaxarey. 
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In the north, Calibulahaan continues to be almost 

fully claimed and farmed every few years after high floods. 

People have returned to their farms in Erabley and Shanley 

and there has been enormous expansion of cUltivation along 

the riverbank as people rush to claim and clear land in 

Jeerey and Gulmogde. Maturing young men of the village 

have been granted land in Gulmogde and Korkamare to farm in 

order to be able to marry. siimow is farmed, when 

possible, as a commons (discussed below). The population of 

Loc is continuing to grow rapidly, but it appears there is 

still enough land to meet the demand for the short term 

(another 30-40 years I would guess) without any change in 

agricultural practices. 

Taken as an overall picture, the historic pattern of 

land use at the village level in this extensive system of 

cUltivation (which incorporates a type of recession 

agriculture which could almost be called intensive) shows 

how well the village has been able to utilize its land base 

to meet long term needs. As we have seen, the dhasheeg 

areas, including the,area of siimow, were the first 

cultivated and, with the exception of the area of Siimow, 

have been continuously cultivated ever since. The Siimow 

is too swampy to be consistently and dependably cultivated, 

causing its abandonment for permanent cUltivation about 40 

yea'rs ago. Now it is considered a village commons. 
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villagers emphatically argue that no one can permanently 

claim land in the Siimowi it is open to all, equally, on a 

seasonal basis. Whenever the Siimow is cultivable, farmers 

rush in to stake out a seasonal plot, keeping the village 

committee quite busy mediating boundary disputes. The 

recognition of the Siimow as a temporary overflow area for 

opportunistic farmers ensures that village households have 

short-term access to dhasheeg-type land if they have a 

seasonal need for such access. 

The maps also show that doonk and jiimo areas have 

been variably cultivated over time. Farmers like to 

cUltivate farms near each other for companionship and 

informal labor assistance, and because it reduces the 

threats from predators (hippos, wild boar, monkeys, as well 

as the occasional lion) to which isolated farms are more 

subject. A few farmers will move into an area together and 

begin clearing individual parcels, to be followed by other 

farmers. Eventually some of the farmers may leave their 

parcels because of weed growth or labor constraints. 

Gradually, remaining farmers in that area may also leave 

their parcels because the work required to ward off 

predators outweighs the return. All the land in that 

particular area may thus revert to bush, and farmers can 

maintain their claims to individual parcels in that area 

until they (or their children) decide to return to reclear 
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and cUltivate their farms. This was the case for Huriwaa, 

Shanley and Erabley, as well as parts of Gulmogde. 

Conversely, farmers abandoning an area may make it clear 

that they do not wish to continue to hold claim to their 

land in that area. If the farmers do not wish to sell 

their land, or if there are no buyers, the land then comes 

under the authority of the village council which can 

redistribute it to other farmers. 

The decision on the part of the village councilor 

group of farmers to open a new area to cUltivation is 

primarily a product of: 1) pressure on land due to rising 

population (especially true for the area around Bunbunle, 

where population was growing most rapidly); 2) village 

movement, as can be seen most clearly with the abandonment 

of the southernmost farms after the 1977 relocation, and 

the clearing of farmland in Kaxarey and Danballey following 

relocation; and 3) intense weed growth in doonk and 

riverbank areas that had been cultivated continuously for 

ten or more years (seen especially in Huriwaa, and perhaps 

in Kax~rey in the near future). 

The point that should now be clear is that within the 

local land tenure system villagers as a group have been 

able to exercise options in choosing which land to farm 

over long periods of time. The village has been able to 

meet the demands brought on by rising population, the needs 
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of young men who have not yet inherited their fathers' land 

but who desire farms of their own in order to "get enough 

production" to obtain a wife, the need to let some areas 

return to bush as the most effective combatant against 

increasingly pervasive weeds, the need of villagers who are 

moving fom one village to another within the Loc area to 

acquire land closer to their new home, etc. The ability to 

meet these various needs, of course, has been dependent 

upon an abundance of land. If the village land base were to 

remain the same, the village could continue to meet its 

needs for many decades to come. with improved technology 

such as irrigation, it is possible that the village could 

meet its needs for a considerably longer time. 

I will summarize the key points about the evolution of 

customary tenure in Loc. Land tenure practices evolved out 

of the individualized settlement pattern in the valley and 

in Loc, begining about 80 years ago for Loc. Tight communal 

restrictions never evolved in the Loc area (or middle 

Jubba) because of low population density and the frontier 

nature of the area. The orientation toward individualized 

property holdings in Islamic land law served more as a 

reinforcing ideology than as a cause, as land tenure 

practices were already developed before the introduction of 

Islam into the valley. 
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Within the highly individualized nature of land tenure 

in the Loc area, there have been changes in the mode of 

acquisition of land over time. Initially land was acquired 

through individual claiming and clearing. By the 1940s, 

this means of acquiring land was preempted by inheritance 

and the practice of seeking sanctions through the nabadoon. 

These strategies remain the two primary ways to obtain 

land. Sales of land in the south began in the 1970s, at 

least partially as a result of increasing population 

pressure. But sales in the south were only to newcomers, 

who went on to acquire land through the village council 

within a few years of settling Bunbunle. Sales of cleared 

doonk land in the north began after relocation. Sales of 

land were not necessarily just an indication of growing 

land scarcity, in keeping with a simple model of the 

evolution of land tenure systems. Rather, sales, while 

always uncommon, have always been allowed. Sales of land 

took place for a number of reasons not necessarily directly 

correlated with population growth: newcomers could prove 

their intentions to become villagers through purchase, 

people moving away had an opportunity to acquire a few 

shillings for cleared land, and villagers saw the purchase 

of cleared doonk land as an opportunity to avoid the 

enormous labor inputs required to clear a parcel of virgin 

forest. It is also important to note that there is no 



354 

indication that prices for land have been increasing over 

the past 20 years. 

Finally, fragmentation of holdings has always 

characterized agriculture in the area. Fragmentation is 

necessary to take advantage of microecological variations 

in order to minimize risk associated with an unpredictable 

climate. Fragmented holdings are not an indication of 

rising population or a breakdown of the agricultural 

system. Even when this risk avoidance strategy is not 

effective, farmers are assured of obtaining access to 

farmable land through the well-established practice of 

borrowing. 

Household strategies 

within the general clearing and abandoning of large 

areas of farmland, individual households have strategies 

for acquiring and disposing of land and for determining 

which of their farms they will cUltivate in any given 

season. Climatic factors are important in determining which 

parcels will be cultivable at what times. If rains are 

good, a household will quickly plant doonk and jiimo farms 

to take advantage of the moist soils. Dhasheeg land will 

be cUltivated when the soil is dry, which may be early in a 

season of poor rains and no flooding, or six months later 

in a season of heavy rains and/or flooding. Some inland 

areas are planted only after a flood, such as Calibulahaan, 
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as the soil is not productive enough to cUltivate annually 

with only the (unpredictable) rains. Thus soil type, 

location and climatic conditions dictate which parcels are 

possible to cUltivate in any given season. Given the 

portfolio of possibilities, which parcels and how much land 

in each parcel will be cultivated depends on a variety of 

secondary factors. Labor availability in the household is 

critical, as the majority of agricultural labor is provided 

by household members with occasional assistance from 

friends, relatives, or hired labor. A wife who is nursing 

a small baby, a husband or grown son who is ill, a daughter 

who has married out of the household, a divorce or new 

marriage of the household head are all factors that vary by 

season. Recall the enormous variability in household 

composition over my one year period of field research noted 

earlier. Health and illness are very important in 

determining if a family member is able to work in any given 

season. Malaria is universal, and other serious diseases 

like tuberculosis, schistosomiasis and a variety of other 

illnesses considered to be the result of magic or evil 

spirits plague members of the community. The extent to 

which a household is in debt may also be a factor. A family 

with food needs and higher than normal needs for cash to 

pay back loans may need to work harder (farm more land) 

than they would under less financially strained 
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conditions. The amount of seed a farmer has available may 

determine how much of his land he plants. If rains are 

late, and labor scarce, families may face a labor 

bottleneck and have to choose which parcels to plant based 

on the amount of labor required for land preparation, which 

parcels are better suited by their soils for producing the 

crop the family particularly needs at that time (food vs. 

cash) etc. 

A case study can help reveal how family strategies 

actually work. Cabdi Nuur is a man in his late 50s. His 

first wife, Xalima, is also in her 50s and they have three 

children still living at home with them: a son, Keerow, who 

is 20 years old, another son, Axmed, who is 16 years old, 

and a daughter Xabiba who is 15 years old. Their 12 year 

old grandson by a daughter who lives in Bu'aale also lives 

with them. Cabdi's second wife Caddey is 26 years old and 

has a one year old baby daughter. Cabdi has three farms: a 

doonk/dhasheeg farm of 2.1 hectares in Jarbolley, a doonk 

farm of 1.7 hectares in Danballey, and a 2.8 hectare 

doonk/dhasheeg farm in Korkomare. 

All of the growing crops in Cabdi's Jarbolley and 

Korkomare farms were wiped out in the devastating 1987 Gu 

flood. Some corn was left standing in the Danballey farm. 

The water receded from the Danballey farm first, and Cabdi 

and Xalima replanted all at once with sesame in early June, 
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as he needed cash to repay debts incurred for purchasing 

food during the peak of the flood. As water receded from 

his Jarbolley farm, he lent three plots to relatives whose 

land was still under water. He assigned Xalima a large plot 

on which to grow maize, which she and her children planted 

bit by bit beginning in early June as the water receded. 

He assigned his younger wife a much smaller plot for her 

maize, as she was burdened with a baby and could not work 

much. She too planted her portion little by little 

starting in early June as the water receded. Cabdi planted 

the rest of the Jarbolley farm (the dhasheeg portion) in 

sesame, beginning in early July, planting bit by bit as the 

water receded. By the time he had finished planting his 

sesame in late July, it was time to weed the sesame on the 

Danballey farm and the maize on the Jarbolley farm. 

Harvesting of the Danballey sesame was accomplished in late 

August, after which the gradual harvesting of the Jarbolley 

maize began, continuing into September. In early September 

harvesting of the Jarbolley sesame began, which continued 

for several weeks as it matured. 

By late September Cabdi's Jarbolley and Danballey 

farms were completely harvested, and the water had finally 

begun to recede on his Korkomare farm. Cabdi had acquired 

this farm 20 years ago after the birth of his first son, 

but he had left it idle since 1977. In 1986 Cabdi and 
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Keerow recleared it in order to grow crops for Keerow's 

marriage in Jilaal. Beginning in late September 1987, 

Keerow planted some maize, but primarily sesame to be sold 

to finance his wedding. As both Keerow and his younger 

sister Xabiba were marrying that Jilaal, neither Jarbolley 

nor Danballey were planted during the Dayr as there was 

much work to be done at horne in preparation for the wedding 

and not much rain. After Keerow's crop was harvested, 

Cabdi and Xabiba borrowed a portion of dhasheeg from 

friends in the next village to the north of Loc on which to 

plant sesame to cover their remaining wedding expenses and 

to get them through until the Gu crops were ready. 

This description shows how Cabdi was able to allocate 

labor over the course of the year to different farms and 

different crops in order to meet the household ,demands for 

food, cash, and the differing abilities of individual 

household members (a young wife unable to work much, an 

older wife with several unattached children to help her, an 

older unattached son and daughter whose labor he still 

controlled). The next year would undoubtedly bring changes 

in his strategy of land use and allocation of labor, with 

the loss of control over the labor of his son and daughter, 

the increased working ability of his young wife (providing 

there is not a new child) and grandson, and a different set 

of priorities for food versus cash crops. 
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The primary point here is that households face 

conditions for production that vary by season. They are 

able to make choices about how they will use their land in 

response to the highly variable conditions of life (and 

health) and climate. Having access to enough land to cover 

their bases, and to have the option of abandoning land for 

periods of time without losing claim to it, are critical to 

the success of local farmers in maintaining themselves year 

after year. 

In addition to seasonal strategies, households also 

have long-term needs that shape the evolution of the 

household "life cycle". The number of parcels a household 

owns and cUltivates depends on the position of the family 

in its "life cycle", which is fairly predictable. A young 

single man or married couple with parents still alive may 

have just one farm, acquired through the village council, 

whereas an older man with two wives and a married son 

living with his wife and their children as part of the 

household may have five farms. Tables 6.14 and 6.15 show 

that the amount of land cultivated by a household is larger 

for larger households and for households with older heads. 

Parcels previously held in bush may be brought under 

cultivation, or parcels may be acquired through the village 

council by purchase. 
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Table 6.14 
Average Measured Cultivated Area Held 

by Age of Household Head 

AGE OF 
HOUSEHOLD HEAD 

(years) 

20-29 
30-39 
40-49 

50+ 

(n=40) 

AVERAGE TOTAL 
CULTIVATED AREA 

(hectares) 

1.3 
1.9 
3.4 
3.7 
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Table 6.15 
Avera~e cultivated Area Held by Size of Household 

SIZE OF HOUSEHOLD 
(no. of members) 

1-2 
3-5 
6-8 
9+ 

AVERAGE TOTAL 
CULTIVATED AREA 

(hectares) 

1. 3 (1 missing) * 
2.1 (2 missing) 
3.8 (1 missing) 
4.8 (3 missing) 

* missing cases indicate those households which held a 
parcel in dhasheeg land which was under water during the 
period of field research and thus could not be measured. 
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Again, a case study will illustrate how household 

needs for land change with long-term changes in household 

composition. Axmed carne to Bunbunle as an adolescent in 

1973. He had grown up as a nomad with his family in the 

Baardheere area, coming to Bunbunle with his mother and 

siblings to join his maternal uncles after their herd had 

been decimated by disease. After arriving in Bunbunle, he 

and his older brother bought their first farm, a cleared 

doonk parcel in Iskorex (Axmed's portion was 0.2 hectares). 

As they were newcomers, their only means of acquiring land 

was through purchase (in this case from the nabadoon). Four 

years later, in anticipation of his marriage, Axmed 

requested through the village council a jiimo farm in 

Danballey (0.9 hectares) which he received. A son was born 

six years ago and a daughter three years ago. with his 

wife pregnant with their third child in 1986 the village 

council granted his request to clear a third farm in the 

black soils just north of Dhasheeg Loc (0.6 hectares). His 

elderly and ailing mother moved into his compound to be 

supported by him in this year as well. In 1987 Axmed's 

wife's sister (from Baardheere) had come to live with them 

to provide additional labor for childcare and farm work 

until their young baby is weaned and Axmed's oldest son is 

big enough to help on the farm. 
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This case shows the progression from newcomer to 

villager and from young single man to husband and father of 

a growing household. His case is a typical representation 

of the stages of growth households in Loc experience. 

Individual strategies 

Individuals within a household, and women in 

particular, may also have personal agendas they wish to 

carry out for a season. A brief discussion of women's land 

tenure will demonstrate the constraints under which women 

work and the ways in which they seek to minimize these 

constraints. 

As a rule, women do not generally inherit farms. 

Women labor on their husbands' farms, and in polygynous 

households receive use rights to demarcated plots with 

which they are to feed themselves and their children. 

Wives have no authority to independently decide what to 

grow or how. to utilize the harvest as the husband is 

responsible for determining how much can be sold and what 

will be done with the proceeds. As one farmer bluntly 

explained about the labor of his wives and children, "They 

are my slaves." Only under certain circumstances might 

women be able to inherit land. When there are no sons and 

no other close male relatives who can make a serious claim 

to a man's land, his land may be inherited by his daughter. 

Seven women in my sample (of 43 women in the 40 households) 
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had been successful in inheriting farms from their 

fathers. Three more women had temporarily inherited farms 

from their fathers which they will have to hand over to 

their younger brothers when these boys become old enough to 

farm for themselves. One woman had bought two farms in 

addition to those she had inherited from her father. She is 

cultivating these farms with her grown son who stands to 

inherit them, and villagers usually refer to these farms as 

belonging to the son. 

When a daughter is an only child, or when she 

successfully argues to be included in her father's 

inheritance, she prefers to pass her'land on to her sons, 

because this ensures her support in old age.5 Women are 

keen to help their sons get land, because their sons will 

have responsibility for them when they can no longer work 

for themselves. 

5. Daughters may attempt to persuade their fathers to 
leave them land, and may even go so far as to bring the 
matter before the village council. In one case, a man died 
leaving his elderly widow, three adult sons and one adult 
daughter. One of the sons was permanently ill and wanted 
only one small farm. Another son left the village to take 
up a life of pastoralism and thus took no farms. The third 
son inherited the remaining farms, which were more than he 
needed or could farm. The daughter was divorced and in need 
of land, so she and her mother tried every means possible 
to have some of the father's land pass to her. The son 
holding the land refused, so they went to the village 
council. As the mother put it, "I screamed and I yelled, 
but they wouldn't listen." The women were not successful in 
their efforts. 
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The vast majority of women who have their own farms 

manage and maintain their farms separately from their 

husbands and their husbands' farms. The men could not and 

did not interfere with their wives' land. The only 

influence a husband can wield over his wife's farm is not 

to allow her enough time to work it herself. When a woman 

marries, her primary obligation is to her husband's farms. 

only if she has enough time or labor at her disposal (which 

usually means older children) can she farm her own land for 

herself. The husband does not control either the 

production or the profits from his wife's farm, although 

she will consult him about selling the production if she 

wants cash (as opposed to using the production solely for 

household consumption). As a woman grows older and 

functions more as a unit with her grown son, she is able to 

operate with greater autonomy from her husband and invest 

more time and money (primarily that of her sons) in her own 

farms. 

Two wives in the sample farmed their inherited land 

jointly with their husbands. Their land was considered part 

of the pool of resources of the household, headed by the 

man, and not as a separate resource held by the wife. In 

both of these cases, the women were single wives, not 

co-wives. Those women who managed their inherited farms 
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independently tended to be one of two or three wives of the 

same man. 

Households headed by women comprised ten percent of 

the households in the village (eight out of 83). These 

women are either widows or have husbands living elsewhere. 

(All divorced women in the village live with their brother 

or father.) There tend to be very strong relationships 

between women who are heads of households and their grown 

sons, who have inherited the father's land. While the land 

is ostensibly owned by the sons, in all cases the mother 

and son stressed their equality in managing the farm 

together. Decisions about the farm are made jointly, work 

is shared and profits divided. One woman said about her 

grown son's share of the profits from their jointly held 

farm, "It's his money but I'm the bank, so I keep it all." 

From their husbands, all women are entitled to a 

meher, or wedding payment, which may be money or land. Men 

may make this payment at any time during the marriage but 

are obligated to give it in the event of divorce -- but 

only if the husband wants the divorce and the wife does 

not. If the wife initiaties the divorce, she forfeits her 

right to her meher. There were no divorced women in Loc 

who had received land as their meher at divorce, although 

one woman was borrowing a small portion of her former 

husband's farm, which she was \-lorking alone to support 



Table 6.16 
Farm Holdings of Husbands and Wives (a) 

(hectares) 
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PARCELS PARCELS PARCELS 
FARM HOLDINGS CONTROLLED CONTROLLED CONTROLLED 

BY WIVES WHO BY ALL WIVES BY HUSBANDS 
HOLD LAND IN SAMPLE 

Average 
parcel size (ha) (b) 0.5 N/A(C) 1.1 

Average Total 
Cultivated Area 0.6(d) .09 3.5 
(ha) 

(a) Of the 40 wives in the sample, there are seven wives 
who hold land and 37 husbands. 
(b) As defined earlier, a household may hold several 
different parcels of land. 
(c) On parcel of one of the households was under water 
during the period of field research and could not be 
measured. 
(d) Since most wives in the sample do not hold parcels 
of their own, this figure cannot be calculated. 
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Table 6.17 
Average Cultivated Area by Sex of Household Head 

(hectares) 

HOUSEHOLD HEADS AVERAGE CULTIVATED AREA 

Female-headed households (n=8) 1.2 

Male-headed households (n=37) 3.0 
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their young children. At divorce a woman goes to live with 

her brother, and he is responsible for providing her with 

land which she uses to feed herself and her children. As 

various women said to me, "We are wives. We don't have our 

own land. When I marry, I farm my husband's farms; when I 

remarry, I will farm my new husband's farms." 

As can be seen from Tables 6.16 and 6.17, women 

control a minimal amount of land. Among the wives who hold 

land, their average parcel size is half that of their 

husbands' (Table 6.16). The total area held by land-holding 

wives is almost one-sixth that of the husbands'. If the 

area is averaged among all wives in the sample, then women 

are seen to control an average area of .09 hectares each. 

Finally, comparing the average area controlled by the sex 

of the household head, Table 6.17 shows that male-headed 

households control almost three times as much land as 

female-headed households. Of course, these figures also 

reflect the fact that male-headed households are larger and 

have more labor than female-headed households and thus 

require more land. 

Women who do have full rights over land -- either 

temporarily because their brothers will reclaim the land 

when they corne of age or permanently -- thus control much 

smaller areas than men. Most women will never have their 

own farms, however. Nevertheless, women strategize to gain 
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some independent control over land. Women in polygynous 

marriages or who are heads of households and who have grown 

sons will often try to work out some kind of a 

co-management relationship, as described above.6 Another 

strategy women frequently employ is to borrow a portion of 

a friend's or relative's farm for a season, a year, or 

longer. The husband is usually not consulted. Women can 

plant what they want and assume control of the production 

from these borrowed plots, using their production either 

for household use or for petty cash. The husband does not 

interfere with his wife's management of her borrowed plot. 

Women say they borrow with such regularity in order "to get 

something of their own." This option available to women is 

very important in allowing women some independent economic 

activity to meet personal needs, such as a new article of 

clothing, household items for a betrothed daughter, or a 

little extra food for the children. Thirty-three percent of 

the wives in the sample had borrowed land during the 1987-8 

agricultural year, several having borrowed more than one 

plot. Talking into account other women in the sample who 

are able to get access to land through their sons, I found 

6. I call these working relationships a "mother-son 
corporation", where decisions are made jointly, labor is 
shared and proceeds are shared. The husband/father does not 
participate in decisions or profits made by these 
"corporations". 
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that 40 percent of the women in the sample were able to 

temporarily get land through means other than independent 

ownership. 

This strategy of borrowing is also occasionally 

utilized by young sons and even daughters still under the 

control of their fathers, although with much less 

frequency. A son may borrow a plot in the year prior to 

obtaining his own personal farm. Married women borrow much 

more frequently as the vast majority of women will never be 

able to independently own farmlRnd. 

Villagers thus appear to have wide room for 

maneuverability within the contraints posed by a variety of 

factors. The village as a community has been able to alter 

the areas of land under cUltivation in response to the 

movement of people to different settlement sites throughout 

the Loc area, to meet the demands of a growing population, 

to rotate farming areas for fertility reasons, and to meet 

the desire of farmers to cUltivate parcels side by side. 

within this general picture, households have a variety of 

ways to adjust to seasonal and life course variables. 

Households can keep several parcels under control, farming 

them or fallowing them in accordance with labor 

availability, food needs, and cash needs. Households also 

have a variety of ways for obtaining land over time, either 
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to meet seasonal or long-term needs. Finally, women, who 

must operate under cultural constraints which deny them 

independent, permanent access to land, are able to exercise 

several options to ensure at least short-term access to 

personal farms. 

The picture presented thus far of customary tenure 

arrangements and land use patterns is one of flexibility 

and adaptibility. What about equity? I have discussed at 

length the genesis and contemporary manifestation of 

stratification between Gosha farmers and Somali 

pastoralists. To what extent are local Gosha communities 

also marked by internal stratification? stratification 

between men and women is clear and has been discussed for 

the context of unequal access to land. 7 What about 

stratification between households? Between ethnic groups or 

groups of people with affiliation to one or another Somali 

clan? 

Such issues are quite important. Berry (1989), Bruce 

(1988) and others (such as Goody 1980) have written about 

7. Women are subordinate in a variety of realms. While 
such a discussion is external to my point here, suffice it 
to say that Islamic limitations operate (for example, on 
ability to divorce, on participaton in formal religious 
practices), physical subjugation is practised (in the form 
of complete female circumcision and infibulation, and wife 
beating is more than a rare occurrence), and women's 
ability to formally participate in local politics is 
barred. 
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the ability of indigenous elites to amass resources 

(through land concentration) to the detriment of their 

neighbors. Is there such an elite group in this case who 

could stand to gain from changes in land tenure practices 

and law? 

STRATIFICATION 

Evidence for stratification within the community could 

be in the form of unequal opportunities for wealth 

accumulation, for local-level political representation, or 

for establishing connections with the regional or national 

political arena. I will examine each in turn. 

Possible avenues for wealth accumulation in Loc are 

few, as I have discussed. There is little in the way of 

differentiation of livestock holdings or opportunities for 

off-farm employment. within the agricultural sector there 

are similarly few opportunities for wealth accumulation. 

Differences in landholdings could provide the only evidence 

for stratification. 

There is a strong correlation between the amount of 

land held by a household and the size of that household, 

suggesting differentiation is based on factors relating to 

the household life cycle. However, no such correlation 

exists with the amount of dhasheeg land held. Whether or 

not one is descended from one of the earliest settlers is a 

much more important determinant of the amount of dhasheeg 
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land held. The average amount of total dhasheeg land held 

by the descendents of the earliest settlers is 2.6 hectares 

per household. The average amount held by everyone else is 

1.7 hectares per household. 

Differentiation is also seen in the quality of land. 

The earliest settlers claimed the best dhasheeg land. Later 

acquisitions, and especially the most recent acquisitions, 

are poorer quality. So while dhasheeg land continues to be 

accessible by request to the village council, much of the 

best dhasheeg land has been claimed for generations by the 

descendents of the first settlers. In the most extreme 

case, the vast majority of Dhasheeg Gora is owned by one 

farmer in the village. His father (Isaaq T.) had been the 

first settler in the area, laying claim to about six 

hectares of the dhasheeg, encompassing the best land. He 

left only one son, the present owner, who has maintained 

control over the entire holding. 

The only evidence for stratification of households in 

the community (as opposed to men over women and elders over 

youths) in terms of agriculture is thus found in the 

unequal control of dhasheeg land. Unequal access is seen in 

the quantity and quality of dhasheeg land held, with 

descendents of early settlers having better access due to 

inheritance. What stratification exists, however, is 

mitigated by several important factors affecting access to 
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dhasheeg land. First, the size of inherited parcels is 

declining over time. Dhasheeg land is the type of land 

most likely to be divided at inheritance. with continued 

high population growth, partible inheritance (among male 

heirs), and no outmigration (or very little), this tendency 

will certainly continue. The size of newly acquired 

dhasheeg parcels (through the village council) had 

increased with the opening of Korkomare, although this land 

is not of the quality of Dhasheeg Loc or Dhasheeg Gora. The 

tendency for inherited parcels to decrease in size will 

facilitate an evening out of the amount (although not 

necessary the quality) of dhasheeg land held per household, 

at least over the next decade or so.8 

A second factor affecting stratification is the 

practise of lending and borrowing land between households. 

All families depend on being able to borrow land from 

friends and relatives to meet seasonal needs, which, as I 

have shown, will vary depending on factors of climate, 

labor availability, need for cash, etc. In times of high 

flooding or heavy rainfall, farmers with extensive dhasheeg 

8. with finite dhasheeg land, r1s1ng population, and the 
commercialization of agriculture, it is of course likely 
that stratification of access will increase, after a 
certain threshold, due to competition for the valuable 
resource. By that time, inheritance would not be the key 
factor. 
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land but small upland holdings will borrow highland plots; 

in times of drought, families with small amounts of 

dhasheeg land will borrow dhasheeg plots~ 

stratification in dhasheeg holdings does not have 

implications for differential wealth accumulation; it does 

have implications for ability to ward off starvation. The 

reciprocal obligations involved in lending and borrowing 

are to avoid starvation, not to amass wealth. Thus no 

farmer would refuse a request to borrow, as to do so might 

very well jeopardize the sUbsistence of the would-be 

borrower's family. 

A third factor serving to "equalize" access to 

dhasheeg land is the existence of a swamplands commons, the 

Siimow. Since the Siimow was abandoned for permanent 

cUltivation the adage that no one can claim private rights 

to land in the Siimow has been in effect. As I have 

discussed, whenever the Siimow is cultivable farmers 

independently carve out and plant a parcel for the season. 

Planting is done on a first come, first served basis, and 

is equally open to all. The existence of an area of 

dhasheeg-quality commons provides another means by which a 

farmer with little dhasheeg land of his own can obtain 

seasonal access. 

Finally, another important tenure condition applies to 

dhasheeg land which has a muting effect on stratification 
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of holdings. Different tenures apply to different areas 

under different climatic conditions, and these tenures 

change with seasonally changing land use needs. As I have 

discussed to this point, individual tenure applies to the 

cUltivation of dhasheeg parcels when the basins are dry. 

When the basins are full, however, the dhasheegs become 

commons; anyone can fish, harvest lily tubers (an important 

food) and utilize the water of the dhasheegs wherever they 

wish.9 When full, dhasheegs are open to pastoralists for 

watering their livestock as well. 

In terms of local-level political participation, it is 

important to note that ethnicity does not emerge as 

important in internal stratification within Loc village. 

While membership in one ethnic group or another apparently 

was quite important in the earliest settlement pattern of 

the lower Jubba, the fact that Loc was formed by the 

consolidation of five previously settled villages has meant 

that Loc is a polyethnic, polyclan village. No one ethnic 

group is dominant, either in terms of internal village 

political affairs, or in terms of having superior access to 

valuable resources. I could find no evidence that one group 

experienced a greater or lesser ability to participate in 

9. Vondal (1987) reports a similar pattern in Borneo 
swamplands. 
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local politics. This equality is certainly due in part to 

the fact that the village council has members from each 

ethnic background and Somali clan represented in the 

village. I know of one man who changed his Somali clan 

affiliation when settling in Loc because there were no 

other villagers of his original clan. Adoption of a 

locally-represented clan has certainly not hurt his 

political standing; he one of the village garsoore. I am 

sure there are other cases of contemporary village 

residents who changed their affiliation upon settling in 

Loc as well. 

The ability of some villagers to form or maintain 

important political connections with authorities outside 

the village is a fuzzier matter. During my stay there were 

two men living in Loc who would qualify. Both were born in 

Bu'aale and had lived most of their lives in the town, but 

had family connections to Loc. Both inherited land in the 

Loc area and eventually came to live in Loc as adults in 

order to farm their land. One is the local party 

representative, appointed by the government. Through his 

connections in BU'aale he was able to register his farm, 

but in the process also registered as his own a neighboring 

farm then in bush (for a combined registered area of six 

hectares recorded in the registry). He is treated with 

suspicion and even dislike by other villagers, and believes 
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he is the victim of sorcery perpetrated by the man whose 

farm he surreptitiously registered. 

The other man was once the ADC representative for the 

village, but was caught embezzling from village accounts 

and served time in prison. After his release, he was able 

to return to Loc, where his parents, siblings, wife and 

children live, and resume his farming activities. While 

serving as the ADC representative he registered an area of 

land which included his farm and a large portion of the 

Siimow, over which he has not yet attempted to exercise his 

rights (for a total of eight hectares recorded in the 

registry). While he is much more a part of village life 

than the local party representative, being able to 

participate in village affairs as an elder, he is thought 

of as untrustworthy, and a bit lecherous. 

Despite their somewhat ambiguous position as part 

villager and part outsider, both of these men live in the 

village and can participate in village affairs. other than 

gossip (and possibly sorcery) there is little the villagers 

can do to limit the outside activities of these men; nor 

would villagers see such action as their right or duty. 

While these men may be marginally better off than other 

villagers, the disparity is more apparent than real at this 

point. More important is the fact that they were able to 

gain registered rights to village land for their personal 
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benefit at the expense of their neighbors wh·ile living as 

villagers. It remains to be seen what the implications may 

be for growing inequality between these two men (and 

perhaps others in the future, currently living outside 

Loc?) and the rest of the village. At present, their 

control over land is relatively limited, their local 

influence extremely limited, and their standard of living 

equivalent to that of other villagers. 

In sum, local stratification is neither obvious nor 

important in structuring social or economic life in Loc. 

There is no local ruling elite, no class or group that is 

economically better off, and no group that is politically 

better connected than other villagers. While there may be 

individuals who have been or may in the future be able to 

establish political connections with regional or national 

level figures or agencies, their numbers are few and their 

influence extremely limited. The major threat to the 

economy and sUbsistence of Loc and other Gosha villages is 

located to a far greater extent outside of these villages. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Customary tenure in Loc raises questions about the 

model of tenure change discussed in the previous chapter. 

In Loc there is low population density and little marketing 

opportunities, yet ownership is individualized and private, 

and land sales occur. Individualized holdings seem to be a 
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result of the way the area was settled - on an individual 

basis over decades. The frequent movement of people 

between villages perhaps inhibited the emergence and 

cementing of a local dominant authority. Such an authority 

does appear to have been important in the settlement of the 

lower Jubba. This is perhaps because settlement in the 

lower valley was more nucleated due to threats from 

pastoralists, whereas settlement in the mid-valley was 

initially more dispersed. Islamic law was of some 

importance in upholding the individualized patterns of 

landholding developed by the settlers of the frontier. 

Assuming a land market would not exist in an area of 

seemingly abundant land is to overlook the fact that some 

land is better than the rest. Even with plenty of land 

available, farmers in Loc were willing to pay for land of 

higher quality or land on which the arduous task of 

clearing had already been accomplished. Prices were low, 

indicating an undeveloped land market, yet sales do occur, 

indicating there is some monetary (market) value attached 

to good soil and/or cleared land. Other forms of transfer 

have also occurred for decades in Loc in the form of gifts 

and long and short term loans. 

Privatized holdings and land sales are clearly not the 

result of advanced population pressure and 

commercialization of agriculture in Loc, as the model of 
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customary tenure change would suggest. This fact lends 

support to the argument that customary tenure systems are 

area-specific and are subject to cultural as well as 

demographic and economic influences (which in Loc center on 

an ethos of individuality and independence, social 

equality, and the laws of Islam). Clearly, development 

planning must take into account empirically derived data 

about specific tenure patterns rather than holding to the 

assumption that customary tenure in Africa is generalizable 

and predictable. 

Other aspects of customary tenure in Loc are worth 

reviewing for understanding the effects of the title 

registration program. Tenure security has been very high, 

for men on specific parcels and for women on their 

husbands' land. Disputes over ownership or inheritance are 

extremely rare. Disputes over boundaries are much more 

frequent, as boundaries are not clearly marked. These 

disputes, however, far from being an indication of the 

breakdown of customary tenure, are quickly and easily 

resolved. I only heard of one case where the Bunbunle 

nabadoon tried to repossess a parcel of land from a boy who 

was the sole heir to his deceased uncle's property. When 

the boy became an adult he successfully reclaimed the 

parcel, which he then gave to his sister. This case appears 
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to have been quite atypical. Security of ownership 

resulting from land transfers has also been very high. 

Lack of investment in Loc is a result of lack of 

opportunity, not lack of desire or tenure security. 

Farmers are very eager to acquire small pumps for 

irrigation. In early 1988, a group of Loc farmers with 

contiguous parcels organized themselves, pooled their 

resources, and intended to make a down payment on a water 

pump which they would use cooperatively. certain that they 

would be able to purchase a pump to be paid for in 

installments from a businessman in the area who had 50 

pumps for sale, they began digging channels to carry 

irrigation water from one parcel to the next. To their 

disappointment, they were turned down by the businessman. 

One of the village farmers involved then began. constructing 

a bucket-and-Iever system on his ri~erbank farm to attempt 

hand irrigation using the channels already dug. The 

attempt to organize a cooperative in Bancarab was similarly 

undertaken with the hope of receiving inputs promised by 

the Somali government to farmers who organized 

cooperatives. The inputs never materialized, however. Loc 

farmers similarly show interest in experimenting with cash 

crops such as tobacco and cotton, but seeds are difficult 

to acquire and marketing is problematic due to poor roads 

and transport. Many farmers try to plant fruit trees on 
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their riverbank farms, some year after year, but most 

attempts are foiled by floods or wild animals. 

Tenure insecurity is similarly not to be blamed for 

lack of credit opportunities. There are no banks in the 

middle Jubba and formal credit has simply not been 

available, title or no title. Informal borrowing is 

commonplace, as Loc farmers request loans from BU'aale 

businessmen or civil servants which they repay after 

harvest. 

Another issue on the list of criticisms of customary 

tenure in Africa has been that of inflexible tribal 

boundaries and a refusal to accept immigrants. On the 

contrary, immigration has been the basis of Loc society, as 

with the rest of the middle Jubba. Immigrants have been 

able to acquire land, more recently through purchase first, 

and then through the village council, and become full 

participating members of the village. 

Another criticism was that of poor farming and 

fragmentation. Fragmentation characterizes Loc 

agriculture. Rather than being a sign of inefficient use 

of resources, however, fragmentation is the best way to 

utilize Loc land and minimize risk. Through fragmented 

holdings soil fertility is maintained, microecological 

variations are used as a resource, and parcel rotation is 

possible. 
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The final points that must be emphasized about Loc 

customary tenure are its flexibility and its lack of 

dependence on a social hierarchy. Flexibility exists in 

the transition between different tenures for different 

seasons and different areas. The tenure system allows 

households the ability to meet seasonal constraints by 

fallowing land without threat of its loss and through the 

widespread practice of borrowing. Because the refusal of a 

request for a short-term plot loan is socially condemned, 

borrowing and lending also serve to equalize access to good 

land. Finally, Loc has little in the way of social 

stratification, with elites that could take advantage of 

their position to amass land. 

In the next chapter we will see how title registration 

in Somalia affects land use practices such as fragmentation 

and fallowing, and land tenure characteristics such as high 

tenure security and ability to transfer land. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

LAND REGISTRATION IN SOMALIA 

The 1975 Land Law was an attempt to individualize 

tenure in order to facilitate development and modernization 

and consolidate state control over the development process. 

In introducing the land tenure law of 1975, the military 

socialist government brought all land under the control of 

the state to be given out on a leasehold basis. Making the 

state the sole owner of land and determinant of who got 

access to land was part of the government's plan to empower 

the state by abolishing the clan basis of Somali society. 

As such, the government was clearly using title 

registration (in the form of state leasehold title) as 

policy, not procedure. 

In addition to the political agenda, the impetus for 

the 1975 land reform in Somalia was also based in a desire 

to modernize what was perceived as an "archaic" tenure 

system (Gunn 1987:110), which led to overuse of land and 

low pr,oductivity. As Hoben (1988:205) explains, 

Both the liberal democratic regime of the 1960s 
and the military socialist regime that followed 
were committed to the expansion of the modern sector 
and viewed the indigenous production systems of the 
traditional sector as inherently stagnant. 

After reviewing how successive governments in Somalia 

have attempted to create a state domain and describing the 
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details of the 1975 Land Law, I discuss the effects of the 

law on local farmers in the middle Jubba Valley. The 

primary issues are the implications of the state's 

obliteration of local control over land and the effects on 

agricultural practices and productivity. 

LAND LEGISLATION IN THE COLONIAL PERIOD 

Colonial interest in exploiting Africa's agricultural 

resources made defining control over land a critical 

concern of colonial governments across Africa. Some 

policies allowed for a well-defined area of land at the 

disposal of the colonial authorities, such as in the 

creation and delineation of "native reserves" and European 

settler areas in British controlled Kenya and Rhodesia. 

Other approaches allowed for individually owned European 

plantations to be carved on a piecemeal basis out of land 

previously held by indigenous groups. 

British and Italian colonists in southern Somalia 

differed in their interests regarding the exploitation of 

Somalia's natural resources. Whereas the British developed 

a European-dominated agricultural sector in Kenya, their 

intentions in Somalia were considerably less expansive. 

During the first two decades of this century, the British 

colonial government in southern Somalia made little attempt 

to develop land tenure laws or introduce European 



settlers.1 Rather, their interests lay in establishing 

peace and having access to the port at Kismayo. 

Italians, on the other hand, had a great vision of 

building a strong plantation economy in southern Somalia, 

and colonial authorities actively encouraged their 

countrymen to corne to Somalia to farm.2 Thus the first 

provision issued by the Italians in Somalia, in 1895 

(Article I of the Provisional Regulations), stated: "All 

uncultivated land not belonging to any adjudicated owner 

belongs to the Royal Italian Government" (ibid.). While 

this provision was never put into practice, it served as 

the basis for the future land tenure policies of the 

Italian government in southern Somalia. 

As Italian colonial interest in the agricultural 

potential of Somalia grew in the early 1900s, ~n area 

388 

recognized as state domain had to be created. In the next 

land law, Law No. 161 of 1908, Parliament recognized native 

customary land rights but upheld the principle of state 

domain originally created by the 1895 provision. What 

comprised the state domain was defined in Royal Decree No. 

695 of 1911 and Governor's Decree No. 815 of 1912. The 1911 

1. During the British Military Administration of.Somalia 
following World War II (1941-1949) the British did take 
over and continue to farm some formerly Italian-owned 
plantations on the lower Jubba. 
2. Hess (1966) provides a good overview of Italian visions 
of agricultural success in Somalia. 
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decree indicated that Italians were to be governed by 

Italian law and Somalis by customary law. Italians were 

granted concessions to which they had full rights, but 

natives retained rights only to lands which they were 

"effectively" cultivating or permanently utilizing. All 

other lands were at the free disposal of the state. In the 

1912 decree, the governor articulated his authority to 

decide which lands were appropriately utilized by Somalis, 

thereby granting himself the ability to determine where 

native rights to land under customary law were acceptable 

to the colonial government. In the words of one legal 

scholar, "what was supposed to be the adjudication process 

of customary land rights became, therefore, a procedure 

for the assessment of the Somalis' need for land" (Guadagni 

1978, p. 23). In recognition of future expansion needs due 

to population growth, the 1911 decree had allowed for the 

creation of native reserves out of state land. The 

Governor's Decree of 1912, however, made it clear that 

these areas were to remain state lands, thereby freezing 

the amount of land allowed to Somalis according to the 

colonial government's interpretation of use and rights 

under current customary law. As Guadagni (ibid., p. 25) 

points out, the purpose of the colonial land legislation 

was to eliminate tribal collective tenure and to set the 

conditions for individual ownership, particularly by 

foreigners. 
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In the 1912 decree, an adjudication process was laid 

out which contained provisions for local participation in 

reviewing claims and counterclaims and for the use of the 

Somali language in announcing the decree. This process was 

never carried out systematically, being used only in a few 

areas that Europeans wanted for plantations (often by 

displacing Somali farmers) (Guadagni 1978). As a result, 

no state domain was ever actually created in southern 

Somalia. 

Two further decrees regarding the adjudication of 

lands were enacted by the Italian governors in 1918 (Decree 

No. 2096) and 1928 (Decree No. 7061). To avoid having to 

deal with native claims when adjudicating a parcel for a 

foreigner, these decrees served to remove Somali 

participation from the adjudication process and to shorten 

the time period during which complaints could be filed from 

30 to ten days. 

The land tenure policy of the Italian colonial 

government allowed for the creation of several large 

Italian-owned plantations and represented the first 

attempts at establishing a state domain and adjudication of 

individual rights to land. While customary law was 

recognized and had its place in the land tenure policies of 

the colonial government, it was clear that the government 
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could overrule customary tenure when it was in its interest 

to do so. 

Colonial land tenure laws did not affect landholdings 

in the middle Jubba, as no European settlers expressed 

interest in establishing plantations so far upriver. The 

lower Jubba Valley experienced the greatest impact (see 

Menkhaus 1989, Craven 1989, Hoben 1988). These colonial 

land tenure laws, which recognized customary tenure while 

providing for state control over and allocation of all land 

deemed "unused" and facilitated the granting of concessions 

to Europeans, remained largely intact until independence in 

1960. 

THE LAND LAW OF 1975 

Following independence, a commission was formed to 

propose land tenure reform. The government was oriented 

towards privatization, but resulting draft legislation 

never became law. In the first seven years after the 

October Revolution of 1969, the GSDR passed more than 22 

laws regulating the agricultural sector (Robleh and Hussen 

1977). Among the most important of these are Law No. 73, 

the Agricultural Land Law of 1975 (presented in translation 

in Appendix A), and a 1987 circular revising the guidelines 

for registering land (presented in Appendix B). Other 

important laws provided for the establishment of farming 

cooperatives, created a national marketing board, and dealt 
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with the resettlement of nomads and refugees in riverine 

areas. 

The Land Law of 1975 follows in the long line of land 

legislation, going back through colonial times, which 

attempted to take control over access to land out of the 

hands of traditional groups and place it under the 

authority of a central government. The law of 1975 goes the 

furthest by extending state domain to include all lands and 

by ignoring customary control over and rights to land. (Of 

course, the major difference between colonial land law and 

the 1975 Land Law in this regard is that prior legislation 

involved Italians attempting to control land for European 

exploitation.) According to the law, all individuals who 

were using land were to register their holdings within six 

months of the passage of this legislation. Individuals 

currently wishing to obtain access to land are to complete 

a process of registration, laid out in the law, granting 

them usufructory rights through leasehold title to a 

specific parcel for fifty years. In all cases, individuals 

holding registered titles are tenants of the state and can 

claim no individual ownership of the land they have 

registered. 

Under its policy of scientific socialism, the 

revolutionary government was seeking to unify a 

"faction-ridden" clan society and "to integrate society 



393 

and ... act as the central agent of social and economic 

progress" (Selassie 1986: 11). Developing the agricultural 

economy and increasing agricultural production were primary 

goals of the GSDR plan for national economic progress. 

Land reform, within the ideological boundaries of 

scientific socialism, was seen as critical to the 

achievement of these goals. Land reform was thus oriented 

toward "working the land together", emphasizing 

cooperatives and noncapitalist forms of development 

(Ministry of Information and National Guidance 1975). From 

the viewpoint of production, the land law was an attempt to 

bring as much land as possible under cUltivation and to 

increase output by equitably distributing land resources 

for their most efficient use (Robleh and Hussen 1977). 

Initially, the emphasis for development was on 

large-scheme cUltivation in the form of state farms and 

cooperatives. The land law gives preferential treatment to 

these categories regarding ceilings on size and procedures 

for leasehold acquisition. The yields of these schemes, 

however, have been low, far lower than the national 

average, despite modern capital investments (Labahn 1986). 

Currently, more emphasis is being placed on private sector 

development, including private farmers. 

The Ministry of Agriculture (MOA) is responsible for 

implementing the land law. Concessions may be issued to 
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cooperative societies, state farms, autonomous agencies, 

private companies, and private individuals. Ceilings on 

registered land are set at 30 hectares of irrigated land 

and 60 hectares of nonirrigated land for private 

individuals. Banana plantations are limited to 100 

hectares, and there are no size limitations for 

cooperatives, state farms, private companies, and 

autonomous agencies. Only one title per family (or 

individual) is allowed. Since it is compulsory to register 

one's land, this stipulation means that a family can 

legally farm only one parcel. with the exception of 

cooperatives and state farms, concessions are for 50 years 

and are renewable. The sale, lease, rental, subdivision, 

or mortgaging of a concession is illegal, although heirs 

may take up the lease after notifying the registry. 

Subsequent MOA circulars seem to have relaxed provisions 

banning buying or selling of land or exchange of leases, 

although it remains unclear what kinds of exchanges are 

allowed. 3 Leaseholders have the right to use their 

registered land as collateral for credit. Finally, 

3. Point 16 on the 24 May 1987 circular from the Ministry 
of Agriculture on "Guidelines for the Giving of Farm Land" 
says, "The changing of hands of farmland and changing of 
certificate will be executed by the Ministry after the two 
parties reach an agreement between themselves and bring a 
notarized agreement" (English translation). It is unclear 
what "agreements" are allowed under the circular. 
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registered land must be developed, for agricultural 

purposes only, within two years of title acquisition. The 

government retains the authority to repossess land that is 

not being managed in accordance with the law. 

A 24 May 1987 circular from the MOA on "Guidelines for 

the Giving of Farm Land" (see Appendix B) revised the 

registration process initially laid out in the 1975 Land 

Law. According to the circular, an individual wishing to 

register a parcel must write an application letter to the 

District Agricultural Officer (DAO) of the MOA. The DAO is 

then supposed to post a notice of the application at the 

District Party Secretary's office, the District 

Commissioner's office, the Police Station, the Ministry of 

Agriculture, and the village center where the requested 

land is located. After 30 days, a committee made up of the 

Department of Land and water Resources (DLWR) (which became 

the Department of Irrigation and Land Use in 1988) district 

officer, a district policeman, the applicant, a draftsman, 

and the chairman of the village committee where the land is 

located is responsible for adjudicating the claim, marking 

boundaries, and drafting a map. The DLWR officer and the 

policeman each write a report to their superiors specifying 

farm location, area, soil type, and present use, and 

confirming that the parcel is free of dispute. The DAO 

sends a report to the Party Secretary for approval. 
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A district registration number is assigned and all 

previous reports, the map, and the original application are 

forwarded to the Regional Agricultural Officer (RAO) for 

approval and issuance of a regional registration number. 

The RAO is responsible for taking the documents to the 

director of DLWR of the MOA in Mogadishu. The director 

checks the application for conflicting claims before 

sending the file to the Minister of Agriculture for 

signing. All leaseholds must then be approved by the 

minister. Once signed, the registration procedure is 

complete, and copies are returned to the landholder and 

various DLWR offices. The registration process may also be 

started at the national level by an individual or 

cooperative seeking land. In this case, a letter is 

written to district or regional agricultural coordinators 

directing them to find unregistered land. 

Land Registration statistics 

Nationwide, 12,561 titles, covering 256,000 hectares, 

had been issued by 1986, 11 years after the passage of the 

land law (GSDR 1987). Over 75 percent of this registered 

land is listed as irrigable, though not necessarily 

irrigated. Land close to a river is usually listed as 

irrigable, but may not actually be irrigated due to a lack 

of capital, technology, or interest on the part of the 

farmer. Most registered land lies in the river valleys. 
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According to the regional Ministry of Agriculture 

office, approximately 300 titles had been issued in BU'aale 

District since the first title was issued in 1978, and 779 

titles had been issued in the Middle Jubba Region through 

1987 (Table 7.1). The figures are somewhat different at the 

national office in Mogadishu where records indicate that 

223 titles had been issued for Bu'aale District and 479 for 

the region (Table 7.2). It is difficult to determine the 

accuracy of these figures due to the disorganized state of 

record~keeping. It may be that the difference in the 

number of titles recorded at the regional and national 

levels is due in part to pending leasehold requests which 

have been recorded in the regional office but not yet in 

the national office. Table 7.3 shows the recorded 

characteristics of registered farms in the Middle Jubba 

Region. 

While the initial motivations for creating the Land 

Law of 1975 are not fully clear, the effect of the law has 

been to encourage registration on an individual basis. A 

shift in emphasis from group to individual leaseholds has 

been occurring, as disillusionment with cooperatives has 

spread. only 39 of the registered titles in Bu'aale 

District are listed as being cooperatives, for example, and 

none of these were actually functioning as cooperatives in 

1987-88. 
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Table 7.1 
Number of Farms Registered in the Middle Jubba Region, 

by Year, as Recorded in the Regional Office* 

YEAR 

1978 
1979 
1980 
1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
1987 

Total 

NUMBER OF FARMS REGISTERED 

43 
12 
23 
43 
17 
31 
81 

247 
156 
126 

779 

* Titles registered by year for Bu'aale District alone 
were not available. 

Source: Bu'aale Regional Registry Office, Ministry of 
Agriculture. 



YEAR 

1977 
1978 
1979 
1980 
1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
1987 

Total 

399 

Table 7.2 
Number of Farms Registered in the Middle Jubba Region 

by Year and District, as Recorded in the 
National Land Registry, Mogadishu 

JILIB SAAKOW BU'AALE TOTAL 

1 6 7 
2 2 42 46 
1 1 12 14 
7 11 18 
8 1 5 14 
1 3 5 9 

12 5 18 35 
17 11 40 68 
40 6 45 91 
58 17 26 101 
44 4 28 76 

191 67 221 479 

Source: National Registry Office, Ministry of Agriculture 



DISTRICT 

Jilib 

Saakow 

Bu'aale 

TOTAL 

Table 7.3 
Characteristics of Registered Farms, 

Middle Jubba Region, 1988 

NO. OF IRRIGATED RAINFED TOTAL MALE 
FARMS HECTARES HECTARES HECTARES 

198 19,362 945 20,307 183 

79 1,423 174 1,597 71 

235 7,720 399 8,119 228 

512 28,505 1518 30,023 482 

400 

FEMALE 

15 

8 

7 

30 

Source: National Registry Office, Ministry of Agriculture 
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LOCAL EFFECTS OF THE LAND LAW 

The law making title registration the only legal way 

to acquire and maintain rights to land has gone largely 

unheeded by mid-valley Gosha villagers. Village farmers are 

well aware of the land registration law and know they are 

supposed to register their farms to comply with the law and 

to avoid losing their land. Despite this knowledge, only 

two of the 400 or so farms in Loc (including bush farms) 

were registered by villagers. Other Loc villagers have 

attempted to register their land but have not been 

successful. In January 1986, the Regional Agricultural 

Office had a smallholder registration drive and collected 

217 applications. Many Loc villagers (60 percent of my 

sample) made this initial application. However, the 

applications have gone no further due to a shortage of 

funds, and had been sitting in the district office for two 

and a half years awaiting action by the time of my visit. 

Many of the villagers who made this initial application 

believe they have registered their land. 

T~ose who did not participate in the drive give 

several reasons for why they are not actively pursuing 

registration. Cost is the primary reason, given by 71 

percent (11 of 16) of my sample who had not begun the 

registration process. Farmers who pursued registration 

following their applications during the registration drive 
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were told that they had to pay more for the process to 

continue. Based on the experience of others and on what 

some farmers were told by authorities, village farmers say 

the process would cost 3,000 to 8,000 So. She per parcel 

(100 So. She = US$1.00). This cost would cover unofficial 

gratuities, payments to witnesses and the draftsman, and a 

possible trip to Mogadishu to complete the process. Most 

local farmers do not have the means to cover such an 

expense (recall the household budgets presented above) and 

do not have the clout or connections to get the process 

done for free, as the law states.4 

Lack of knowledge is another reason why village 

farmers have not registered their farms. Unfamiliar with 

the workings of government, farmers do not know how to 

pursue the complicated registration procedure. Government 

officials and others who are more knowledgeable about the 

registration process and government practices are in a much 

more favorable position to register land. Most village 

farmers are illiterate, which means a government official 

or educated person would have to provide assistance in 

filling out the forms. Such services, if available, have a 

4. Unofficial gratuities were considered essential due to 
the low salaries of government officials. A regional 
agricultural officer's monthly salary is the equivalent of 
US$20. 
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price. Government officials in the Middle Jubba are ethnic 

Somalis, not Gosha, and there are few social connections 

Gosha could utilize to seek assistance with the 

registration process. For registration, as for other 

judicial matters, Gosha are effectively barred from 

government services. 

Another, more subtle factor affecting local farmers' 

thoughts about registration is an unwillingness to respond 

to government attempts to exert control over Gosha land and 

villages. state intervention in what are considered local 

affairs is deemed unnecessary at best and feared at worst. 

Direct state involvement in local life in the past has held 

primarily negative consequences for villagers, such as 

forced relocations and military raids to kidnap men for 

conscription into the army. Many Gosha felt th~t providing 

the state with information about their private holdings 

would make them more vulnerable to expropriation. The 

thought of allowing the state to become the only authority 

in the allocation of land, dictating where local farmers 

can hold land and how they must farm it, is anathema for 

many. A reluctance to acknowledge. the state's preemption of 

customary tenure is common. Several farmers argued that 

they should not have to register their land with the 

government because their families have always held this 

land without a title, and they do not need one now. In the 
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words of one Loc villager, "My history speaks for me. My 

father farmed this land and now I do. The land itself and 

its history is my piece of paper (my title)." A number of 

farmers said that if they lost their land through not 

registering it, then it would be "God's will". 

The perpetuation of customary tenure as the primary 

means of gaining access to land in the middle Jubba is in 

direct opposition to the land law, which makes gaining 

access to land through any means other than title 

registration illegal. The result is two overlapping systems 

of land tenure, one legal, one illegal. Local villagers, 

due to barriers to their participation in the registration 

process, continue to hold land under customary tenure, 

which means that they hold no actual legal rights to their 

land. Only those who obtain land through the registration 

~ystem are recognized as legal landholders. 

Who are the legal landholders? Despite the fact that 

locals generally are not registering their land, land 

registration is becoming more widespread in the district 

and the region. Titles in the district are being issued 

disproportionately to newcomers to the area and not to 

people who are permanently settled farmers. Indeed, the 

biggest fear of local farmers is that their land will be 

"stolen" by an outsider who registers their farm in his own 
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name.5 Ninety-eight percent of the respondents in my 

village sample said that they thought there was a "very 

serious" threat from outsiders coming to the area and 

taking people's land. When I asked who represented the 

biggest threat to keeping land, 82 percent of the sample 

said "outsiders" and 15 percent said "officials" (Table 

7.4).6 One man was very explicit in specifying 

"slender-fingered" outsiders (e.g. ethnic Somalis). One 

villager responded that he thought the village council 

represented the biggest threat, because they could give 

land away (or sell land) to outsiders. Another villager 

responded that local people feared that their enemies in 

the village would tell outsiders where their land was 

located, especially their bushland, so that the outsider 

5. Local landholders use the term "outsiders" to describe 
non-residents, usually traders, businessmen, or government 
officials from Mogadishu or regional capitals. 
6. A few factors which may be influencing the answers 
provided to some of these questions deserve mention. At 
the time of the interviews, a major land dispute between an 
outsider and two local families in the village was under 
way. The outsider was attempting to register a very large 
tract of land which included several villagers' farms. 
This case may have influenced farmers to place more 
emphasis on the threat of land expropriation by outsiders 
than they might have at another time. Some villagers were 
also initially suspicious of my motives, fearing that 
perhaps I was intending to steal their land. (I believe 
this last concern had completely subsided by the final 
months of my field research.) Nevertheless, none of these 
caveats should diminish the fact that villagers in this 
area are extremely worried about losing their land to 
outsiders. 
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Table 7.4 
Tenure Security Questions of Sample Households 

QUESTION 

How much of a threat do you 
think there is from outsiders 
coming and taking peoples' land? 

Who represents the biggest 
threat to keeping land7* 

How likely do you think it is 
that more farmers in this area 
will lose their land to outsiders 
in the next 10 years? 

How worried are farmers in this 
area about losing some or all 
of their land?** 

RESPONSE PERCENT 

serious threat 97.5 
Not so serious threat 0.0 
Not a problem 2.5 

outsiders 
Officials 
Village council 
Enemies 

Very likely 
May happen 
Unlikely 

Very worried 
Somewhat worried 
Not worried 

82.1 
15.4 

2.5 
2.5 

73.0 
13.5 
13.5 

72.5 
10.0 
12.5 

*Does not add to 100 because two respondents named more 
than one. The responses were independently volunteered, not 
chosen from a predetermined list of possible answers. 

** One case missing. 
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could claim it through registration.7 

The threat of land expropriation by outsiders is very 

real in Loc. By 1988, seven farms in Loc had been 

registered by outsiders, not including the cooperative 

(Table 7.5). Two additional farms had been registered by 

men brought up in Bu'aale, but currently living in the 

village, who have strong ties to urban areas. Leaving 

aside the cooperative, the registration of six of these 

nine farms caused the dispossession of Loc villagers. The 

outsiders who registered land in Loc bought or had been 

given by a villager or the village council a small piece of 

land on the riverbank, the boundaries of which were 

recognized by the village. six of the seven outsiders who 

had acquired land in this way then registered a much larger 

area than they had actually bought or been allocated, 

claiming land up to 1,000 paces inland from the river. The 

two villagers who registered their land also employed this 

strategy, including their neighbors' farms in their claimed 

registered area. Eighteen percent of the households in my 

village sample had lost land in this way to seven 

registered farms, two households having been dispossessed 

of two farms. As the registered farmers begin to exercise 

7. This was an open-ended question and answers were 
volunteered. A pre-set choice of answers was not provided. 
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Table 7.5 
Registered Farms in the Village 

INFORMATION RELATIVE TO REGISTRATION NUMBER/PERCENT 

No. of farms in village not held by villagers: 7(a) 

No. of registered farms held by outsiders: 7(a) 

No. of farms held by villagers: -400 

No. of registered farms held by villagers: 2 (a) 

!1, 
0 of village sample households who lost land 
to outsiders through registration: 12.5 

% of village sample households who lost land 
to other villagers through registration: 7.5 

% of farms owned by villagers in sample 
registered by others that were: 

in bush 

cUltivated 

(a) Excluding the cooperative 

44.5 

55.6 



409 

their tenure rights and evacuate local unregistered farmers 

from land the villagers are currently still cultivating 

within the boundaries of these registered farms, the 

percentage will greatly increase. 

Villagers who have lost land to registered farmers 

have tried a variety of approaches to reclaim their land. 

Some have used the village council as their 

representatives, others have appealed directly to the 

Regional Ministry of Agriculture, and some have tried other 

avenues of revenge, such as sorcery. The story of one 

family that lost two farms is illustrative. The family 

consists of eight siblings whose parents are dead. The 

oldest child, a son, is away serving time in the 

military.8 The next three children are daughters, all 

married. The remaining four children are boys all under the 

age of 14. The six farms owned by their father have not yet 

been divided, and are under the control of the eldest 

daughter until the young boys corne of age. Due to a lack 

of labor, the siblings let a riverbank farm in Jeerey 

return to bush, but still maintained their claim to it. 

One of the registered village farmers, Ibrahim, recleared 

their farm last year, claiming it as part of his registered 

8. He had been kidnapped by the military in one of their 
periodic raids on Gosha villages. 
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farm.9 The oldest daughter summoned her older brother 

(the soldier), who returned to Loc to confront Ibrahim. 

Ibrahim offered to buy the farm. The brother refused to 

sell, arguing that his younger brothers needed the farm for 

the future. The soldier said he would pay Ibrahim the cost 

of clearing the land, but would let Ibrahim continue to 

farm it until the family needs it. Ibrahim verbally agreed 

to this counter-offer, although, in reality, it is very 

probable that the land is actually legally still registered 

as Ibrahim's. It is certain the matter is far from 

resolved. 

The oldest daughter then discovered that one of the 

family's cleared farms had been registered by the other 

registered villager. On this occasion, she went directly 

to the officials in the regional Ministry of Agriculture, 

who refused to hear her case. A representative from the 

village council then went to the Ministry on her behalf, 

and the Ministry officials suggested that the local 

registered farmer could continue to allow the original 

9. This family of siblings is only one of the families 
whose land Ibrahim registered as his own. Ibrahim accuses 
another neighbor whose bush farm he claimed of attempting 
to intimidate him through magic. Ever since Ibrahim 
registered the farm and moved to Loc, he says, his children 
and wife have been very ill and he himself has suffered 
from a number of rather horrible skin conditions, including 
raised welts and infected boils. 
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owners to farm the land, although the land would remain 

legally his. The registered farmer agreed to let the 

siblings farm the land during his lifetime, but with the 

understanding that the agreement would cease with his 

death. The siblings are unhappy with this resolution, 

arguing that the "five boys without a father" must have 

something to inherit. 

So far, primarily land currently in bush is perceived 

as being threatened, largely because of the 1987 Ministry 

of Agriculture decree (Guidelines for the Giving of 

Farmland - see Appendix B), which states that bushland 

cannot be held in a way not in accordance with the land law 

(Art. 18). This means that land in bush cannot be legally 

claimed by anyone, and that land which is in bush at the 

time of registration must be developed for permanent 

cUltivation within two years. The perception that bushland 

is more threatened remains, even though 13 percent (five 

farms) of the farmers in the study sample had lost cleared 

land to registered farms, and eight percent had lost 

bushland. Furthermore, 56 percent of the villager farms in 

my sample which had been "stolen" through registration were 

cleared (Table 7.5). 

There are extreme cases of cleared and cultivated land 

being registered by outsiders. In one instance which 

occurred in Hore, the village across the river from Loc, a 
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group of people from the regional capital registered 200 

hectares of land as a cooperative. Local farmers had been 

cultivating this land, which is a major field system for 

one village, for years. The farmers learned that their 

farms had been registered as a cooperative by local 

townspeople, and they wrote to the MOA requesting that they 

be included as cooperative members. They were turned down 

on the premise that titles cannot be altered. The people 

(from Bu'aale) who registered the land as a cooperative 

told me they did so to keep it from being claimed by people 

from Mogadishu. 

Villagers have not only lost rights to land through 

direct dispossession, as described above, but have also 

been pawns in land dealings ultimately not to their 

benefit. After the GSDR began promoting cooperative farming 

in the late 1970s, a group of 21 village farmers who held 

land in the southernmost area of Bancarab formed a 

cooperative. They joined their farms together in one large 

area of 41 darabs (about 8 hectares), organized labor on a 

rotating basis, and shared harvests. After a few years, 

four Ajuraan Somalis (officials in Mogadishu) came to Loc 

and offered to register the cooperative for the villagers. 

The officials explained that registration would benefit the 

villagers by providing tenure security (no one else could 

"steal" the land) and by offering the possibility of 



capital improvements through loans. The officials were 

considered trustworthy because they were of the same clan 

membership as the villagers, and they explained that they 

would undertake the registration because as government 

employees they understood the registration process. The 

villagers agreed. In return for registering the 

cooperative, the officials wanted to include their own 

names on the cooperative membership list and demanded six 

percent of the cooperative's maize harvest for that season 

(23 quintals of the 400 quintals of harvest) as payment. 

They took the harvest and have never returned. Demoralized 

and faced with a drought, villagers abandoned most of the 

land in the cooperative within a year. Early in 1988, some 

bank representatives came to the village wanting to see the 

land held by the cooperative. The officials ha~ registered 

200 hectares as the cooperative, and with the title in 

their possession, had applied for a loan using the 

cooperative land as collateral. since the villagers' names 

were included on the list of cooperative members, they 

would be liable for the loan as well. Nervous about the 

situation, and believing that the. loan was not requested 

with the intention of using it for capital improvements for 

the cooperative, the villagers demurred from showing the 

farm to the bank representatives, saying it was too far 

away and too overgrown. In pursuing the matter, one Loc 

413 
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villager went to Mogadishu and learned that the officials 

had applied for a loan, the purpose of which was unclear. 

The loan situation was still unresolved when I left the 

field, but several villagers had individually begun farming 

the area again, clearing and planting their original farms. 

Of course, now that the area has been registered as a 

cooperative, these farmers do not hold any independent 

individual rights to their original farms. 

In placing faith in their "clansmen" and allowing the 

cooperative to be registered, Loc villagers have not (yet) 

received any benefit. The officials got their names on a 

title to land which they retain in their possession, they 

stand a chance to acquire loans for private purposes for 

which non-beneficiaries (Loc villagers) would also be 

legally responsible, and they received a sUbstantial 

payment for their efforts to register the cooperative. Loc 

villagers lost any individual rights to their farms, and 

have not benefited economically from the formation of a 

legal cooperative. 

As a result of what they have experienced over the 

past several years, Loc farmers perceive that the threat of 

losing land to outsiders will only increase in the future. 

Seventy-three percent of the sample said that they thought 

it was "very likely" that more farmers in this area would 

lose their land in the next ten years. Seventy-two percent 
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of the respondents said that the area's farmers are "very 

worried" about losing all or some of their land (Table 

7.4). One widow with seven young children who had lost two 

bush farms to registered farms reacted to my question by 

musing, "We've already lost our farms, what else do we have 

to fear?". 

Tenure-inse~urity is clearly increasing for the vast 

majority of local farmers as a result of the spread of 

state leasehold tenure. Since almost all farms are 

unregistered and are operating under customary tenure 

arrangements, the potential loss of tenure rights is 

considerable. A farmer's rights to a piece of land, under 

customary tenure, were a community affair; these rights 

were secured through community recognition and by the 

nabadoon or village council in particular. In the past, 

newcomers to the community could obtain land comparable in 

size to other farms in the area by request from the 

nabadoon or village councilor by purchase. Farmers knew 

that their land could not be claimed by another person, 

particularly not by an outsider. 

In the presence of state leasehold tenure, customary 

tenure is more uncertain. A person can appear in the 

village and claim ownership to land which includes 

villagers' farms, and the villagers have no recourse if 

title has been granted. While notices which inform the 
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public of any application are supposed to be posted so that 

counterclaims, if they exist, can be made, such notices are 

posted only in the registry office, a half-day's walk away, 

and not in the village. Villagers have had very little 

success in reclaiming rights to land registered by someone 

else. 

Information obtained from district registry records 

reveals what the extent of potential dispossession of Loc 

farmers by registered farms could be. Not including the 

cooperative, registry records show 390 hectares of land in 

Loc are registered by individual farmers, or 52 percent of 

Loc's land base.10 The two farms registered by Loc 

villagers constitute less than five percent of the total 

area registered in Loc11 and two percent of the total land 

area in Loc. If half the cooperative is included (as part 

of the cooperative extends into the land area of the next 

village to the south), then 65 percent of the land in Loc 

is registered. No maps were included with the registration 

materials on file, which precludes an exact assessment of 

10. The area registered by two farmers is not entered into 
the registry, but local opinion was that each individual 
was laying claim to 100 hectares. If the registered areas 
for each of these farms was only 30 hectares, then a third 
of Loc's land base would be registered, which is still a 
considerable amount. 
11. Or 7.6 percent of the total registered area if the two 
farmers whose land areas are in question are taken to hold 
30 hectares each. 
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how many farmers would be dispossessed by the activation of 

tenure rights by registered farmers. Assuming none of the 

registered farms overlap, I superimposed possible 

boundaries of the registered farms on a map of Loc land 

area to present a rough visual assessment of the extent of 

registration (Figure 7.1). A comparison with Figure 7.2 

shows that much of the land legally owned by registered 

farmers is being actively cultivated by Loc farmers. Much 

of the blank area in Figure 7.2 is claimed land currently 

in bush. Registered farmers are perfectly within their 

rights to demand that unregistered Loc village farmers stop 

cultivating on registered land. Probably every single 

family in Loc would be dispossessed of some or all of their 

land if this were to occur. 

Title registration has clearly not provided any 

advantage to local farmers, who have been largely excluded 

from participating in the registration process. The 

earliest official proponent of title registration in Kenya, 

the Swynnerton Plan, predicted that some smallholders would 

be dispossessed in the registration process, but argued 

that this was a necessary step toward the "more productive 

and efficient use of land" which registration would bring. 

Is the dispossession of smallholders in the middle Jubba 

Valley leading to a "more productive and efficient use of 

land" by registered farmers? For those farmers who have 
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FIGURE 7. 1: RffiISTERED LAND IN lAX: 

1= Villo.ge F o.rMlo.nd boundo.ry 

II = Jubbo. River 

0= Villo.ge 

Q= Dho.sheeg 

. ~ -:- Registered lo.nd 

1 kM 
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FIGURE 7.2 

. Lo.nd currently beln~ cul tivo. ted 

I = VllLo.ge F o.rMlo.nd boundo.ry 

/I ·0 Jubbo. River 

0= 0 Villo.ge 

c)= Dho.sheeg 

~;:~ = Cul tiVo. ted lo.no 

1 kM 0 
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registered, has registration had the often-predicted impact 

on their farming practices of encouraging capital 

investment and higher productivity by providing a higher 

degree of tenure security? My data suggest the answers to 

these questions are negative. 

REGISTRATION AND REGISTERED FARMERS 

The information collected from the registry records 

and in the 15 registered farmer interviews, along with 

visits to some of the registered farms, provides the basis 

for important general observations on the impact and 

success of title registration. After discussing problems of 

record-keeping and the registry, I will turn to an 

evaluation of the farming practices of the registered 

farmers themselves. 

The Registry and Record-Keeping 

Registry records shows that the farmers in the sample 

registered parcels between 20 and 100 hectares in size 

(some had registered more than one parcel). A comparison of 

these figures with the information the farmers provided me 

about how much of their land they were cultivating suggests 

the registered farmers were cultivating only 2.5 to 50 

percent of their registered land base (one farmer in the 

sample was not cultivating his farm at all). 

I quickly discovered that there were serious problems 

with the recording of land areas in the registry. Land 
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areas recorded in the registry tend not to correspond with 

the areas actually cultivated. It appears that a person 

will register whatever he can, having little idea of 

exactly what land the registered area actually 

encompasses. For example, a dispute occurred in the 

village over the boundaries of some farms that had been 

left in bush for several years. One villager suggested 

that these farms were within the boundaries of a large 

registered farm in the village. The owner of the 

registered farm had no idea if the farms in question were 

part of his land, but he said that if they were, then no 

one could farm them. The village committee, the disputing 

farmers, and the owner of the registered farm subsequently 

had to check on exactly what total area had been registered 

to ascertain which lands it included. Because registry 

records and maps are so poor, they were unable to determine 

whether the land was within the boundaries of the 

registered farm, so the registered farmer allowed a 

resolution between the two disputing farmers to proceed 

without his involvement. 

Because titled farmers do not have a clear idea of how 

much land is registered, they also do not know precisely 

what proportion of their registered farm is being farmed. 

Land registry records give one set of figures, the farmer 

provides another set, yet actual measurements of cultivated 
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area correspond to neither. This confusion is caused by 

sever?l factors: a) a registered area is recorded in 

hectares at the land registry, whereas the local system of 

measurement is the darab (40 paces by 60 paces; 1 darab 

equals about 0.2 hectare), thus forcing people to register 

land in a measuring unit with which they are unfamiliar; b) 

the maps included with the registration application, if 

included at all, tend to be poorly made - usually only 

free-hand sketches of the parcel and river - and are 

uninformative as to exact parcel location; and c) there is 

no overall map that shows which areas have been registered 

in the Middle Jubba registry office. 

Not only were area figures problematic, but the 

specification of location was as well. The registry listed 

nine farms, ranging in size from two hectares to 200 

hectares, as being located in Loc which officials and 

locals identified as being located elsewhere in the Bu'aale 

area. The identification of Loc as the location of these 

farms seems to either have been a mistake or sloppy 

recording. There were three additional farms listed as 

being in Loc which locals had never heard of, and which 

were unidentifiable by officials. Four of the registered 

farms located in Loc were not listed as such in the 

registry. 
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Furthermore, some of the registration materials were 

accompanied by maps that were wildly incorrect. For 

example the records for the cooperative in Bancarab 

included two maps of the cooperative location and area, 

reproduced in Figure 7.3. As can be seen, the maps are 

generalized sketches and inconsistent with each other. 

Additionally both maps are inconsistent with the geography 

of the actual physical location. 

The state of record-keeping in the registry is thus 

highly disorganized, misleading and uninformative, and, 

apparently, often incorrect. Many of these problems are 

administrative in nature. Local registry offices suffer 

from lack of funding to cover record-keeping costs, such as 

for paper, pens, ink, copying, and typewriter ribbon and 

parts. A trivial amount of funding is made available for 

vehicles and fuel for travel both to the areas to be 

registered and to Mogadishu for final processing of 

registration applications. such trips are required by law 

of Ministry officials, which means that the officials must 

cover such costs privately if they are to do their job. 

The extremely low salaries of civil servants, around So. 

She 2,000 per month, thus necessitates unofficial 

gratuities. Finally, there is an extreme shortage of 

trained personnel for drafting and surveying. 
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The poor state of the registry precludes its use as a 

data base for land ownership, which is one of the arguments 

for a land registry system. with the uncertainty and 

inefficiency inherent in the present system, the potential 

for abuse is enormous. A person who has never set foot in 

Loc, for example, can draw up a map and register 100 

hectares of land. His name would be in the registry as 

owning 100 hectares of land in Loc, and at some point he 

could show up in Loc and legally claim 100 hectares. People 

can register any amount they wish, without having to 

produce a technically correct map, which means that 

registered farmers often have no clear idea of their farm 

boundaries. Such confusion allows for the dispossession of 

local farmers at will; if a registered farmer believes an 

unregistered farmer is cultivating land within his 

boundaries, he can force him to abandon his farm. 

Registered Farmer Characteristics and Farming Practices 

One of the arguments in favor of title registration is 

that it will encourage investment and productivity and will 

facilitate a transfer of land into the hands of the most 

efficient users. Data from the sample of registered farmers 

in the Bu'aale area challenge this assumption. An overview 

of the general characteristics of the farming practices of 

registered farmers, enhanced by a discussion of specific 



426 

case studies, will provide background for an analysis of 

productivity. 

Most of the farmers in the sample had no farming 

experience before acquiring and registering their farms. 

For 79 percent of the registered farmers sampled (11 of 14, 

with one missing), the registered area represents their 

first farm. Furthermore, many of the sampled farmers are 

not themselves involved in the cUltivation of their land. 

The owners of 27 percent of the registered farms in the 

sample (4 of 15) had been transferred to new locations, 

leaving their farms to be cUltivated by friends or 

relatives. One farmer has not cultivated his registered 

farm in several years, leaving it in bush. 

Despite their inexperience as farmers, some of the 

sampled farmers had invested in water pumps for their 

farms. Thirty-three percent of the sample of registered 

farmers (5 of 15) had purchased water pumps and were 

attempting to grow, with varying degrees of success, 

irrigated crops such as onions in addition to the 

traditional crops of maize and sesame. Registered farmers 

are not significantly different from nonregistered 

smallholders in the use of inputs. Most registered farmers 

use tractors for land preparation but use hand labor for 

all other tasks. The use of fertilizer and herbicides is 

nonexistent among both groups, although registered farmers 
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have greater access to pesticides through the regional 

agricultural office (Table 7.6). Two farmers in the sample 

had applied for loans, which were refused. The rest had no 

interest in applying for loans, two farmers saying that 

they believed they would have no chance. 

Only two registered farmers in the sample (13.3 

percent) actually worked on their farms themselves while 

also hiring labor. The rest were fully dependent on hired 

and/or sharecropped labor for all agricultural tasks, from 

land preparation to watching (guarding against animals). 

Registered farmers thus have utilized water pumps and 

hired labor to a greater degree than nonregistered farmers, 

but input use remains about the same. Only a minority of 

registered farmers in the sample were attempting to grow 

commercial crops. Degree of investment alone is meaningless 

unless increased investment results in increased 

productivity. Registered farmers in the sample reported low 

levels of production. Unregistered villager farmers are 

farming a much higher percentage of their household land 

base and are receiving, on average, higher yields per unit 

of land. 

Village farmers reported producing an average of 180 

kilos of loose maize per darab (3.6 quintals of ears of 

maize per darab) (Table 7.7). For sesame, villagers 
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Table 7.6 
Input Use: Comparison of Registered Farmers 

with Unregistered village Farmers 

PERCENTAGE OF FARMERS WHO HAVE USED: 
Pesticides Herbicides Fertilizer Tractors 

village farmers 7.5 0.0 0.0 85.0 

Registered 
farmers 

20.0 0.0 0.0 86.6 



429 

Table 7.7 
productivity: Comparison of Registered Farmers 

with Unregistered Village Farmers 

RESPONDENT REPORTED PRODUCTION 
Loose Maize Sesame 

(kilos per darab) (quintals per darab) 

Village farmers (n=40) 180 0.9 

Registered farmers 
without pumps (n=7) 102 0.58 

Registered farmers 
with pumps (n=7) 90 0.35 



obtained an average yield of 0.9 quintals per darab.12 

Table 7.8 shows the production figures reported by the 
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fifteen registered farmers. Averaging the figures reported 

by registered farmers for their last harvest provides some 

comparison. Average figures show that registered farmers 

without a pump produced 102 kilos of loose maize per darab 

(n = 7) and 0.58 quintals of sesame per darab (n = 7). 

Registered farmers who used pump irrigation averaged 90 

kilos of loose maize per darab and 0.35 quintals of sesame 

per darab, though it is unclear why those using irrigation 

would produce less. (As with the yields presented above for 

unregistered village farmers, these figures are based on 

the registered farmers' reported yields per reported darab 

and are not based on measured area. These figures are 

intended only to be suggestive, since they are not 

representative of any single harvest season and because the 

sample number was small.) 

These data clearly suggest that unregistered 

smallholders are considerably more productive per unit of 

cultivated land than registered farmers. Furthermore, 

registered farmers are only farming a small percentage of 

12. These calculations are based on the assumption that 2 
quintals of ears of maize = 1 quintal of loose maize = 100 
kilograms of loose maize. I was unable to actually weigh 
quintals, however. The weight of 1 quintal of sesame or 
onions is unknown. 
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Table 7.8 
Reported Production of Registered Farmers 

The figures below are those reported by the registered 
farmers for their last harvest, the date of which is listed 
below the production amount. A zero means the crop was 
planted but there was no harvest. 

CASE 

Case 1 

Case 2 

N 0 
Maize 

k ears/ 
darab 

1 

P U M P 
Sesame 
q/darab 

0.8 
Gu Gu 

1986 1987 

Case 3 0.2 
Gu 

1987 

Case 1.6 

Case 5 

Case 6 

Case 7 

Case 8 

Case 9 

Gu 
1987 

0* 
Dayr 
1986 

0* 
Gu 

1987 

Maize 
k ears/ 
darab 

1.6 
Gu 

1987 

o 
Dayr 
1984 

2 
Gu 

1987 

P U M P 
Sesame Onion Tobacco 
q/darab q/darab rolls/ 

darab 

.06* 
Jilaal 

1987 

o 
Dayr 
1984 

8.3 
Jilaal 
1988 

11. 3 
Jilaal 

1987 

10 
Gu 

1987 

o 
Dayr 
1984 

50 
Gu 

1987 
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Table 7.8 can't. 

CASE N 0 P U M P P U M P 
Maize Sesame Maize Sesame Onion Tobacco 

k earsj qjdarab k earsj qjdarab qjdarab rollsj 
darab darab darab 

Case 10** -- 3.6 20 
Gu Jilaal 

1987 1988 

Case 11 3.6 0.7 
Xagaa Xagaa 
1987 1987 

Case 12 *** 1* 8.7 
Xagaa Xagaa Xagaa 
1987 1987 1987 

Case 13 5 1.5 
Gu Xagaa 

1986 1987 

Case 14 1.6 0.7 
Xagaa Xagaa 
1987 1987 

Case 15 1.3 0.4 
Xagaa Xagaa 
1987 1987 

* got disease. 
** Does not own a pump but uses water from his neighbor's pump. 
** Did not know his harvest. 
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their land base, letting the remainder lie idle. A 

comparison of the registered area in Loc according to the 

registry with the area on each of these farms actually 

cleared (and at least partially cultivated) according to 

the measurements of my assistants is illuminating. 

Including the cooperative and the two farmers whose land 

area is unclear, but which locals believed to be 100 

hectares each, the amount of land cleared on registered 

farms is 4.5 percent of the total registered area. Dropping 

the two farmers whose land area is in question as missing 

values, the percentage of total registered area that is 

cleared becomes 5.9 percent. Dropping the cooperative, the 

total area cleared becomes 12 percent of the total 

registered area. 

It is important to note that some of this land left 

idle on a registered farm was once land actively cultivated 

by local farmers. Not only are registered farmers less 

productive per unit of land than unregistered local 

farmers, but in some cases they are actually responsible 

for taking land out of production. 

Case Studies 

Three case studies illustrate the varying level of 

success and provide a more detailed portrait of farmers who 

have registered their land. 

Case 1 



434 

The farmer is a young official who acquired his farm 

seven years ago, two years after moving to the area. He 

registered it first, and five years later began clearing. 

Registration was free because he is connected to the 

registry office. His registered area is 30 hectares, of 

which 10 hectares are cleared and only 5 hectares are 

planted. He is a successful farmer in that he is able to 

produce enough to cover the cost of his expenditures and 

earn a profit. After acquiring a water pump, at a cost of 

So. She 170,000, .he produced 80 quintals of loose maize per 

darab (1.6 quintals of ears of maize per darab). The 

following season, he planted onions and produced 8.3 

quintals per darab. At the time of our interview, his 

on~ons were ready to harvest, but due to the rains the 

roads were impassable and he was very worried about getting 

his onions out of the valley to market. He planned to rent 

a large truck and a tractor to carry his produce to 

Mogadishu (because of the poor conditions of the roads in 

the valley, a tractor would be necessary to pull the truck 

through particularly muddy spots). His greatest concern is 

with transportation for his crop. He hires all his labor, 

has never used inputs, and has no intentions of applying 

for a loan. 

Case 2 
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The farmer is a middle-aged government official who 

acquired and registered his farm five years ago when he was 

transferred into the area. He obtained 'a farm because all 

government officials had land, although he had "never 

thought of farming before." This is his first farm. He 

registered the land to ensure that it was his. He 

completed the registration process himself which cost him 

nothing due to his official governmental position, but a 

trip to Mogadishu to see the process through cost him So. 

Sh. 10,000. He registered 52 hectares and claims to have 

cleared 16 hectares, although I measured the cultivated 

portion of his farm at 14 hectares. He is a moderately 

successful farmer in that he is usually able to produce 

enough to earn a profit. For his first season, his 

production was 120 kilos of loose maize per darab (2.4 

quintals of ears of maize per darab). In his second 

season, the farm had a poor return of 50 kilos of loose 

maize per darab (1 quintal of ears per darab), causing him 

to lose most of the So. Sh. 70,000 he had spent on seeds, 

rental of a tractor and a bulldozer, and hired labor. To 

explain his poor harvest, he cited problems of weeds due to 

a shortage of labor. The last season's sesame harvest was 

0.8 quintals per darab. He had spent So. Sh. 90,000 for 

seeds, a hired tractor, and hired labor, and earned So. Sh. 

97,000 from his harvest. He also had planted mango trees 
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which were destroyed by monkeys, lemon trees which dried 

up, and tamarind which was pulled up by the tractor. He 

has never used inputs and relies on hired labor for all his 

farm work. His biggest complaint was losses due to insects 

and poor weeding. He is interested in acquiring a pump so 

that he can grow fruit trees, but has no interest in 

applying for a loan. 

Case 3 

The farm is owned by a government official who had 

been transferred to another town. The leaseholder's wife's 

relatives, who hold professional jobs locally, have been 

farming the land for the past three years. The registered 

area is 100 hectares, of which 10 hectares are being 

farmed. This is not a successful farm. In the 1987 

postflood season, the harvest was 10 kilos of loose maize 

per darab (0.2 quintals of ears of maize per darab), a very 

poor harvest due to weeds and monkeys. The entire harvest 

was consumed by the farmers, and they received no monetary 

return to offset the So. She 35,000 spent on seeds and 

hired labor. The crops planted prior to the 1987 flood, at 

a cost of So. She 25,000, were destroyed by the flood. The 

1986 Dayr season yielded 25 kilos of loose maize per darab 

(0.5 quintals of ears per darab), another poor harvest, and 

no sesame, because it all died. The total amount spent for 

seeds and labor was So. She 50,000, none of which was 
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recouped. Of his experience the farmer said, "We always 

put money in and get nothing out." They have used no inputs 

and do not have a pump. 

Registered farmers, because they are not working the 

land themselves, face difficulties not experienced by the 

smallholders. There is no pool of available landless labor 

for hire in the area, and registered farmers complain of 

production losses due to poor weeding and lack of labor to 

guard against crop pests (baboons, monkeys, warthogs, and 

hippos). Because of the high cash expenses (on hired 

labor, hired tractors, and seed) and low returns, two 

registered farmers in the sample plan to abandon their 

registered farms. 

with their problems of labor shortages, their lack of 

interest in farming the land themselves, their lack of 

interest in credit, and, for 40 percent, their 

disinclination to invest (in such items as a pump or fruit 

trees), it is important to note the reasons given by these 

registered farmers for why they obtained a farm. The 

demand for land by outsiders stems from a number of 

factors. Farming may not be financially profitable for 

most registered farmers, but there are few other economic 

opportunities in the area and there is widespread belief 

that the Middle Jubba is destined to prosper with an 



438 

all-weather road and future development projects, which 

will cause land values to soar. One registered farmer, who 

obtained his 20 hectare farm for free, said that he was 

recently offered So. Sh. 700,000 for it (or So. Sh. 35,000 

per hectare; yet before the land law, villagers had sold 

each other farms for about So. Sh. 1,000 per hectare). The 

farmer thinks the value of his land will reach 2 to 3 

million shillings in the future. Second, a farm provides 

the means to feed a family, an important consideration for 

poorly paid civil servants. By producing food crops, a 

farmer assures a food supply for his family, though perhaps 

not a surplus for sale. Finally, prestige is a very 

important motivation for obtaining a farm. All government 

officials transferred to the area register a farm. As Case 

2 put it, "I had never thought of farming before, but when 

I got here, I saw that all government officials had land, 

so I got a farm too." It usually costs them very little, 

since they are able to get the land for free or for a 

nominal price. They can process the registration papers in 

Mogadishu when they are there on official business. 

Although it is unlawful to sell 1.and, this had not kept a 

land market from developing, and many registered farmers 

consider their land an investment. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
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Land grabbing and land speculation are emerging as 

primary concerns of smallholders. Since the Middle Jubba 

has been slated for economic development, this situation 

might have been inevitable, but the formal land 

registration system has facilitated the process by 

providing speculators with an official means to get large 

areas of land. The tenure insecurity of local farmers has 

increased as a result. Almost all farmers in the sample 

said that they feel a serious threat from outsiders' taking 

farmland, and that farmers in the area will very likely 

lose their land in the next ten years. While most farmers 

say that the threat encourages them to work harder (to 

clear more land), growing tenure insecurity is taking a 

social toll by decreasing landholders' confidence in the 

future. 

The state leasehold system is undermining the tenure 

security provided by customary tenure allocation, but it 

does not offer an appropriate alternative to the system it 

is replacing. First of all, the land registration system 

itself is not accessible to smallholders, due in large part 

to constraints of time, knowledge~ money, and political 

connections. Second, the rules of the 1975 Land Law 

regarding land use are at variance with the successful 

practices of smallholders in several important ways: 
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1) Multiple parcel ownership is an important 

risk-avoidance strategy for smallholders. While newcomers 

may register one large parcel which encompasses two or 

three land types, smallholders hold separate farms, each 

primarily of one land type. Insisting on limiting 

household registration to a single parcel would either 

force a farmer to choose only one land type or encourage a 

massive reallocation and consolidation of landholdings such 

that every farmer had one parcel with multiple land types. 

The latter is neither ecologically nor socially feasible. 

2) Because of the fluid nature of households, the rule 

of only one title holder per household could jeopardize the 

rights of other household members. Women, in particular, 

are assured access rights to land under the customary 

system. Under that system, a woman is guaranteed use 

rights to land to provide for herself and her children (if 

a man does not provide his wife with enough land, this is 

sufficient grounds for divorce). Thus, ~nder customary 

tenure, while men ostensibly control land, this control is 

reflected only in their management of land use. Men do not 

hold a monopoly over access to land. If state leasehold 

tenure were enforced and only men's names were recorded as 

titleholders, male managerial rights would be transformed 

into ultimate rights governing both use and access. Thus 

men would be given more control over land than they hold 
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under customary tenure, and women would have no legal 

recourse if access rights were denied by the titleholder. 

Since titles to land are almost always issued in the 

husband's name (Table 7.3), women stand to lose their 

security of access to land. 

3) Many smallholders and all villages maintain a 

reserve of bushland. This land is critical to the future 

of the village - for population growth, for inheritance 

reserves, and for offsetting potential soil-fertility 

losses on cultivated land. The 1987 circular stating that 

no one can claim rights to bushland is constraining 

families and villages in their planning for present and 

future land needs. In Loc, several families with small 

children have already lost bushland, which represented the 

children's inheritance, through registration by outsiders. 

Land reserves might eventually disappear anyway because of 

population growth, but the leasehold process has greatly 

accelerated land reserve depletion, causing anxiety among 

villagers. 

The 1975 Land Law also carries the potential for wider 

range effects: 

1) Deforestation, potentially caused by provisions in 

the land law that require all land to be developed and 

used, holds serious consequences for land conservation. 

Under the law, registered farmers must clear their entire 
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farm or risk having the land expropriated by the 

government. Several registered farmers in Loc are clearing 

their land with bulldozers, but are not planting due to 

lack of labor and cash for inputs (seeds). The cleared soil 

is thus left exposed. Unregistered farmers say that they 

are working hard to clear all their bushland to prevent 

others from registering it. Increasing rates of 

deforestation in the Middle Jubba have already been noted 

by researchers and locals (Deshmukh 1987, Riddell and 

Samatar 1988). The effects of land use on deforestation, 

permanent cUltivation and land fertility will become 

especially relevant if the dam at Baardheere is 

constructed, since flood control would curtail 

fertilization of the flood plain. 

2) Farms in the Middle Jubba tend to be small, usually 

a few hectares. Single families, on the other hand, by 

calling themselves private companies, can register more 

than 100 hectares of land under the state leasehold system. 

At least three registered farmers in my sample had utilized 

this strategy. A vast discrepancy thus results between 

landholdings of the majority of farmers in the region and 

those of newcomers. Enormous welfare losses to local 

farmers can result if land is transferred from villages to 

single individuals. Unless appropriate policy measures are 

undertaken, land distribution will become more concentrated 
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as economic development accelerates, with greater wealth 

inequities appearing. 

3) Land registration has not had a major impact on 

encouraging capital investment or increasing productivity 

in the Jubba. While registered farmers are investing more 

capital in the form of hired labor, productivity per unit 

of land is lower than for smallholders. The majority of 

the registered farmers interviewed are inefficient 

producers, holding large areas of land which they cannot 

farm effectively. One reason for this low productivity 

lies in their motivation for acquiring land, that is, their 

speculation on the assumption that land values in the 

Middle Jubba will increase dramatically. Another reason is 

the few opportunities available for investment in the 

region. Communications and transport infrastructure are 

practically nonexistent. There is no agricultural 

extension program, few available inputs (such as 

fertilizer, pesticides, herbicides), little access to 

improved seed varieties, no banks and therefore no credit 

facilities, only six tractors to serve the entire district, 

and frequent diesel shortages. 

Land registration in the Jubba Valley has had similar 

effects as elsewhere in Africa. It has been an 

inefficiently and incompletely implemented system causing 

the continuing existence of two contrasting tenure regimes, 
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only one of which is legally recognized. Because it is 

inappropriate and inaccessible to most local farmers, who 

hold land under customary tenure, the vast majority of 

Jubba Valley farmers are experiencing increasing tenure 

insecurity. Registration has introduced new forms of 

conflict over land and boundaries. Holding title has not 

facilitated or encouraged the acquisition of credit, and 

agricultural investment has been low. The productivity per 

unit of land of registered farmers, even for those who have 

invested in their farms, has been lower than for 

unregistered local farmers."" The one thing title 

registration can be said to have done is facilitate land 

speculation and land concentration in the hands of urban 

elites and bureaucrats. 

Land registration has not been appropriate nor carried 

out efficiently in the Middle Jubba region. As discussed in 

Chapter 4, registration is often considered beneficial in 

areas characterized by high population pressure, numerous 

disputes over farmland, land speculation, increasing 

commercialization, and breakdown of customary tenure. 

While it may be debatable whether'title registration is the 

best way to mitigate these problems, it is clear that they 

did not exist in the Middle Jubba prior to the introduction 

of state leasehold tenure. To the contrary, my research 

suggests that problems of tenure insecurity, land 
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intervention in the form of titling programs. 

Alternatives 

445 

There are several possible alternatives which could be 

employed to rectify the present situation. First and 

foremost, the government of Somalia must have a very clear 

idea about the purpose of land registration if they wish to 

continue the program. carrying out an assessment of title 

registration in the Middle Jubba was somewhat hampered by 

the fact that I was unable to determine the exact 

motivation for implementing land registration in the area. 

The desired results (for example, increasing production, 

creating a tax base, and so on) of such a costly program 

should be well articulated. If land registration is not 

necessary for achieving certain well-defined results, it 

should not be implemented. If the government determines 

that land registration is essential for producing some 

desired end, then it should be carried out systematically, 

not sporadically as was the case. Titling programs can be 

undertaken on a systematic basis in those areas in which it 

has been determined that registration is the key to some 

clearly stated, desired result. 

Furthermore, alternatives to individualized titling 

should be explored. One alternative would be to register 

land at the village level, allowing customary tenure to 



446 

continue to govern control of and access to resources. 

Multiple parcel holdings, bushland, and sales would be 

allowed, women would retain access rights to land, and 

equity could be maintained. Systematic registration at the 

village level would reduce the cost involved, since village 

lands are clearly demarcated in the Middle Jubba. This 

alternative would thus utilize existing social structures 

for combining title registration with customary tenure. 

Finally, the most important point is that a change in 

land tenure does not necessarily produce a change in land 

use. To effect a change in land use, the resources made 

available to farmers must be improved. Jubba Valley farmers 

are intimately knowledgeable about their ecological 

surroundings and have proven to be successful farmers in an 

area characterized by extreme environmental uncertainty, a 

lack of technological options, a lack of a market, and 

geographical isolation. Local farmers should be the target 

population in any attempt to increase productivity or 

encourage investment. 
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CONCLUSION 

STATE, POWER, AND STRATIFICATION 

Somali society is becoming increasingly stratified 

with the growing dominance and power of the state. The 

basis for emerging forms of economic and political 

stratification is historically traceable to traditional 

forms of social stratification that, for the Gosha, were 

relatively devoid of serious economic consequences. with 

the 1975 Land Law, however, the political power held by 

ethnic Somalis connected to the state took on economic 

overtones with the alienation of Gosha farmers from their 

land. 

Historically, land in the Jubba Valley was not in 

demand, as agriculture was an undesirable undertaking to 

Somalis. While agriculture had been lucrative to Somalis 

using slave labor in the Shabelle River Valley, the Jubba 

was too remote for slave-dependent plantations, and with 

abolition, Somali interest in agriculture waned. The Jubba 

Valley become a refuge and a frontier for ex-slaves. 

Ex-slaves competed with each other for land, but 

competition was relieved and stratification stifled because 

of the ability to push the frontier upriver. The existence 

of the frontier led to a relatively nonstratified Gosha 
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society, where power inequities existed primarily between 

men and women and elders and youth. Access to land was open 

and available to all with membership in a community, and 

control over land was firmly in the hands of ex-slave 

settlers and their descendents. 

The 1975 "statist" (Hoben 1988) reform of land tenure 

introduced by the military socialist government proclaimed 

the state the sole owner of all land, making access to land 

legally obtainable only through the state. This new land 

tenure law, together with the rising valuG of agricultural 

land and the lack of investment opportunities, resulted in 

a radical alteration of the dynamics of access to land. The 

Jubba Valley became a frontier again, but this time a 

frontier for Somali bureaucrats and urban elites. Whereas 

the ex-slave colonizers of the frontier had claimed 

uninhabited land, however, urban Somalis are claiming land 

already utilized by descendents of the ex-slave pioneers. 

The land tenure reform has meant that those with 

access to the stat~, either because they control the state, 

are part of the state bureaucracy, or have connections to 

those in the state, are well-placed to gain access to 

land. The Gosha, because of their position in Somali 

social organization and political hierarchy, are largely 

excluded from legal avenues of gaining access to land. The 

state has set up the power hierarchy, with the st~te on 
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top, and those who have access to the state thus have 

access to valuable resources. The Gosha, their social 

position defined by their history and Somali ideology, do 

not have access. The land law, by facilitating alternative 

access to land rather than through the indigenous customary 

tenure system, in combination with the nonunified nature of 

Gosha society as a result of Somali cultural hegemony, is 

resulting in marginalization and displacement of Gosha 

farmers. The greatest significance of being jareer in 

contemporary Somalis is thus perhaps not so much bound up 

with Somali sentiment as it is with state development and 

bureaucratization. The implications of being jareer carry 

greater weight because of increasing competition for 

valuable resources. The relationship between a land tenure 

system and the power structure in a society ha~ been noted 

throughout Africa (Berry 1989a, Okoth-Ogendo 1976, Cohen 

1980) . 

The connection between the state, power, and class 

formation has been similarly recognized throughout Africa 

(Lonsdale 1981). As Lonsdale (1981:162) explains, 

Ready access to state institutions is therefore 
literally what makes classes dominant. It economizes 
their class effort with an external constraint. 
Institution-building is therefore more correctly 
construed as class-formation than political 
development. It is an exclusionary process before 
it is an integrative one. Dominant classes have 



internal access to the state apparatus as its 
operators; dominated classes have external access 
only, as supplicants. 
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In Somalia, I would argue that access to the state has 

not made classes dominant, nor has it allowed dominant 

classes to dominate more effectively, but rather has been 

the motivating force behind nascent class formation and 

economically based stratification. To this point, access to 

the state has been primarily a means of private 

accumulation, an "atomistic", rather than class-based, 

phenomenon (Samatar and Samatar 1987). Taken broadly, the 

link between the organization of power in Somali society 

and access to state institutions clearly distinguish Gosha 

(as members of a minority group) from ethnic Somalis, 

although the transformation to class-based distinctions has 

only begun. 

The Gosha, of course, are not the only group in 

Somalia without access to power. Their position is unique, 

however, in that they are doubly subjugated. Even Gosha who 

are members of Somali clans with political influence do not 

receive the benefits of that connection. To the contrary, 

a power dynamic works within these clans to the detriment 

of Gosha people, where better positioned clan members use 

the kinship idiom to get local approval for obtaining small 

areas of land, which they are'then able to enlarge through 

their political connections. The Gosha are distinct for 
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other reasons as well, as they have historically controlled 

what is now becoming a valuable resource. Additionally, 

their situation carries implications for ex-slave groups 

throughout the world. 

Furthermore, as Berry (1989a,b) has pointed out, the 

conditions and strategies of gaining access to land have 

implications for agricultural performance and investment. 

By making access to the state an important condition of 

gaining access to title in Somalia, the title registration 

system has biased title apportionment against the Gosha, 

the current Jubba Valley farmers. People acquiring title 

are doing so for speculative and prestige-related purposes, 

and not necessary in order to actively engage in farming. I 

argue that the transferral of land into the hands of 

speculators and non-farmers is one important reason why 

agricultural production in Somalia has been continuing to 

fall over the last ten years. Because of the power 

dynamics involved in acquiring a title, individualization 

of land in Somalia has not resulted in increased 

productivity, nor do I believe that it would if given 

another ten years. Models of individualization through 

title registration are unable to take into account how 

power dynamics in emerging states may skew the registration 

system, resulting in radically different effects than those 

envisioned. It is time for this general theoretical model 
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of property rights to be abandoned in favor of solutions 

solidly based on local level agricultural dynamics. 

In recognition of the problems with the implementation 

of the land law in the Jubba Valley, the GSDR froze all 

land registration in the Valley in 1988, pending a revision 

of the law. Any further consideration of a new land law was 

preempted by the civil war, which resulted in the overthrow 

of the military socialist government in January 1991. 

Perhaps in ~he ongoing formation of a new Somali state, a 

truer form of nationhood in the form of participation of 

all Somali citizens will emerge. 



APPENDIX A 
LAND LAW NO. 73 OF 21ST OCTOBER 1975 

AGRICULTURAL LAND LAW 

The Chairman 
SUPREME REVOLUTIONARY COUNCIL 

Having seen: the First and Second Charters of the 
Revolution; 
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Recognizing: the necessity of issuing a Law that organizes 
agricultural land in order to achieve the 
economic development and production of 
Somali farms; 

Considering: the decision of the Supreme Revolutionary 
Council and that of the Council of 
Secretaries; 

HEREBY DECREES 

The following Law: 

PART I: GENERAL INFORMATION 

ARTICLE 1: Definitions 

The following words are intended to mean: 

1. LAND: Any type of land that is farmed; 
2. CONCESSION: Permission to use agricultural land for 

a fixed term; 
3. CERTIFICATE: A document evidencing the right to use 

the land; . 
4. SECRETARY: The Secretary of State for the Ministry 

of Agriculture; 
5. GOVERNMENT REGULATIONS: Government Regulations to 

explain and implement this law; 
6. FAMILY: A household comprising the husband, his 

wife and their children who have not yet reached 
the age of maturity; 

7. COOPERATIVE: Recognized agricultural cooperatives; 
8. THE FAMILY: The person who is responsible for the 

management, etc., of the farm under concession and 
the payment of tax on the farm. 
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ARTICLE 2: Land Ownership 

Having regard to the tenets of this law, land of the 
Somali Democratic Republic irrespective of whether it is 
used or not is the property of the State. 

ARTICLE 3: Land Administration 

The Secretary of State for the-Ministry of Agriculture 
is vested with the power of supervising the land as well as 
the responsibility for its management in accordance with 
this Law. 

PART II: CONCESSION OF AGRICULTURAL LAND 

ARTICLE 4: Grant of Concession 

The Secretary of State has the authority to grant 
concessions of agricultural land to cooperatives, State 
Farms, autonomous agencies, municipal governments and 
private farmers whether an individual, family or company 
while observing the conditions specified by this Law. 

ARTICLE 5: Previously Owned Land 

1. All those who have concessions of agricultural 
land prior to this Law should apply for a new 
concession to the Secretary of State for 
Agriculture within six months from the operative 
date of this Law to enable them to re-register it. 

2. A concession that has not been re-registered shall 
be cancelled on the expiry of the period mentioned 
above. 

3. This Article does net apply to Agricultural 
Cooperatives established by Law. No. 4.10. 1973. 

ARTICLE 6: Limit to Concession 

Each family or individual can only be issued one 
concession. It is not permitted for a family or an 
individual to be granted two or more concessions in the 
district in which he resides or in any other. Likewise, it 
is not permitted to grant a concession to absent persons. 
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ARTICLE 7: Term of Concession 

Having regard to the provisions of this Law, the term 
of the concessions will be as follows: 

1. For private farmers whether Somalis or aliens (an 
individual, family or a company) the term of 
concession is fifty years which is renewable. 

2. Concessions for Cooperatives, State Farms, 
autonomous agencies and local governments shall 
have no time limit. 

ARTICLE 8: Size Limit of concessionary Land 

1. An individual or family can be granted 30 hectares 
of irrigated land or 60 hectares of rainfed land 
excluding banana plantations, and the like. 

2. The size of banana plantations and the like that 
can be granted to an individual or family is 100 
hectares inclusing of the perimeters. Land that 
could be granted to special agricultural companies 
will be specified later in Government regulations 

3. These size limitations do not apply to State Farms, 
cooperatives, local governments, autonomous 
agencies and private companies. 

4. Those who are in possession of land in excess of 
the size limitations specified in this Article 
will be permitted to continue using it for 2 years 
commencing from the operative date of Law. 

ARTICLE 9: Expropriation of Excess Land 

1. Any Ian din excess of the limitations specified in 
paragraphs one and two of Article eight shall be 
expropriated within two years from the operative 
date of this Law by the Ministry of Agriculture 
under a decree from the Secretary. 

2. The procedure of expropriation and the party paying 
the compensation for the expropriated property will 
be provided for in the Government Regulations. 



ARTICLE 10: Expropriation for the General Good 

1. All land whether farmed in the past or present 
could be the subject of expropriation for the 
general good. 

2. The procedure for the expropriation of the land 
for the general good and the payment of 
compensation shall be provided for in the 
Government Regulations. 

ARTICLE 11: Redistribution of Land 
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1. with respect to Articles 9, 10, and 15 of this Law, 
expropriated land shall be distributed among the 
landless farmers, Cooperatives, or state Farms. 

2. Regional, District and Village Revolutionary 
Committees shall be responsible for the task of 
redistribution of the land. 

ARTICLE 12: Restrictions on the Concession 

1. Land granted under this Law cannot be transferred, 
sold or leased. 

2. If the concession holder suffers a permanent 
injury so that he is unable to farm the land, 
then he can transfer ownership of his farm to 
the state or his heirs. 

3. Partition of the land is prohibited. 

ARTICLE 13: Rights of the Farmer 

The person tilling the land has the right to: 

1. Range of Activities: 

a. plant the land and produce, and bring out its 
blessings; 

b. plant perennial crops; 

c. build a home or other buildings for the 
services and development of the farm; 



d. rear animals on his farm and provide all 
services they need; 

e. join an agricultural cooperative by 
contributing his land; 

2. Legal and Financial Aspects: 
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a. the right legally enjoyed by a person granted 
the right to the use of his goods; 

b. all the rights permitted by this Law including 
the use of the produce which shall be his 
property; 

c. he is entitled to defend his rights in the 
courts and in other state offices and is, 
further legally entitled to obtain their 
protection and support without any 
discrimination on the basis of his birth, 
citizenship, religion or any sort of racial 
discrimination. 

d. he may borrow money from banks on the land, 
based on the value of his farm; 

e. he is entitled to be treated under the 
benefits granted by the Law on foreign 
investments giving his the right to repatriate 
a portion of his profits from the farm if the 
money expended on the farm and related 
services originated from abroad. 

ARTICLE 14: obligations of the Farmer 

1. The farmer has the following obligations: 

a. he should not use the land in a manner 
different from the terms of the concession; 

b. he must farm the land in the most efficient 
manner thereby increasing its blessing and 
producing the highest yield; 

c. he must not transfer or sell to any other 
person or rent to another; 

d. he must not partition the land except for the 
portion that he ought mandatority to exploit; 
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e. if he has employees, he must give them, as 
provided by the law, adequate remuneration 
commensurate with their work and he is barred 
from levying on them customary charges; 

f. he must pay the land taxes provided for in 
this Law or in the Government Regulations. 

ARTICLE 15: Revocation of the Concession and its Transfer 

1. The concession could be withdrawn from the holder 
when the following reasons are found: 

a. when the government expropriates the land in 
accordance with Article 10 of this Law; 

b. when the user of the land contravenes this Law 
or the Government Regulations; 

c. when the user of the land fails to fulfill 
the conditions of the concession; 

d. when the inheritor of the concession holder 
has not desire to cUltivate the land as 
provided in Art. 16 of this Law; 

e. when the concession holder fails to cUltivate 
or abandons his land for two years after 
obtaining the grant; 

f. when the user of the land transfers, sells, or 
leases the concession to another as provided 
in Art. 12 of this Law; 

g. the concession holder's title can be 
transferred when the state expropriates a 
portion of his land as provided in Art. 9 of 
this Law. 

2. The land from which the concession has been revoked 
shall be redistributed as provided in Art. 11 of 
this Law. 

ARTICLE 16: Inheritance 

1. Upon the death of the concession holder, title to 
the concession devolves to those entitled to 
inherit from him. 



459 

2. In such an event the names of the heirs to the 
concession shall be entered in the land register. 

3. If the heirs do not desire to cUltivate the land in 
accordance with the terms granted to the concession 
holder, the concession will be revoked from them 
and the land will be redistributed to the landless 
peasants resident in the area. The new 
beneficiaries shall reimburse the dispossessed for 
any expenses incurred. 

PART III: TAXES AND OTHER EXPENSES 

ARTICLE 17: Payment of Taxes 

1. Every user of the land is obliged at all times to 
pay the land taxes of the State and all other types 
of taxes imposed on the land. 

2. Taxes will be levied per hectare according to the 
fertility of the land. 

3. Conditions for the payment of tax and the procedure 
for payment will be provided for in the Government 
Regulations. 

ARTICLE 18: Expenditure on the Development of the Land 

1. If the land which is the subject of a concession 
has been previously developed by the State, local 
government or an autonomous agency, the new title 
holder shall reimburse them. 

PART IV: Land Registration 

ARTICLE 19: Land Registration 

1. The Ministry of Agriculture shall have a Register 
for Agricultural Land in which is entered the names 
of the users of the land· and the conditions of 
their concessions. 

2. The representative' of the Ministry of Agriculture 
of each district shall register the agricultural 
land in the district. 
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3. Having regard to this Lawall entries in the land 
register shall be based on the concession deed, an 
official document or a court decision concerning 
the land. 

4. Any entries made in the register should be agreed 
upon by the District Commissioner and the Regional 
Agricultural Coordinator of Agriculture. 

5. Upon arriving 
entries in the 
will be issued 
details of the 

at a decision relating to the 
land Register, the concession holder 
with a certificate enumerating the 
land. 

6. The District Representative of the Ministry of 
Agriculture shall then transmit to the Ministry of 
Agriculture a copy summarizing the above mentioned 
matters. 

ARTICLE 20: Inspection and certification of the Land 
Register 

Any interested party can examine the land register 
during office hours upon payment of fees to be stipulated 
in the Government Regulations if he wishes to obtain a 
written certificate. 

PART V: MISCELLANEOUS PROVISIONS 

ARTICLE 21: Exclusion of Land for Security Reasons 

The Chairman of the Supreme Revolutionary Council 
having heard the opinion of the Secretary of State for 
Agriculture and the advice submitted by the Secretaries of 
State for the Interior and Defense, can exclude by decree 
any given land from private farming for reasons of national 
security. 

ARTICLE 22: Delegation of Authority 

The Secretary of State for Agriculture can delegate 
the authority vested in him under this Law to the heads of 
the Ministry of Agriculture in the regions and districts. 
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ARTICLE 23: Penalties 

Anyone who contravenes this law shall be liable to 
punishment of imprisonment from two to ten years or a 
pecuniary fine of She 2,000/- to She 10,000. The concession 
shall also be revoked. 

ARTICLE 24: Competence 

The ordinary courts are competent to adjudicate on 
suits arising under this Law where the state is not a 
party. 

ARTICLE 25: Government Regulations 

The Chairman of the Supreme Revolutionary Council, 
after hearing the advice of the Secretary, is empowered to 
issue Government Regulations to explain this Law. 

PART VI: FINAL PROVISIONS 

ARTICLE 26: Repeal 

Any law that is in conflict or incompatible with this 
Law is hereby repealed. 

ARTICLE 27: Entry Into Force 

This Law shall enter into force on the date of 
publication in the Official Bulletin of the State. 

MOGADISHU, 21.10.1975 

The Chairman 
Supreme Revolutionary Council 
Maj. General Mohamed Siad Barre 



APPENDIX B 

Ministry of Agriculture 24 May, 1987 Circular on 
Guidelines for the Giving of Farm Land 

SOMALI DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC 
MINISTRY OF AGRICULTURE 
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Mogadishu, 24-5-1987 

Number: WB/XW/F-95/796/87 

Regional and District Secretaries of the Party 
Their Centers 
Regional and District Chairmen of the Government 
Their Centers 
Commandants of the sections and stations of the 
Regions and Districts 
Their Centers 
Regional and District Coordinator of the Ministry of 
Agriculture 
Their Centers 

cc: The First Minister of the S.D.R. 
Mogadishu 
The Minister for Internal Affairs 
Mogadishu 
The Assistant Secretary General of the Somali 
Socialist Revolutionary Party 
Mogadishu 
The Department of organization and Public Awareness of 
the Somali Socialist Revolutionary Party 
Mogadishu 
The organization of the Somali Cooperative Movements 
Mogadishu 

SUBJECT: GUIDELINES FOR THE GIVING OF FARM LAND 

~s everyone knows for some time now the Ministry of 
Agriculture suspended the registration and concession of 
farm land (circular reference WB/XW/F-95/157/87 of 16/2/87 
and WB/XW/F-95/541/87 of 12/3/87) so as to finalize the 
suits and conflicts that have arisen over cultivated land 
and farm land used as reserve or grazing land, and also to 
give priority to small scale farmers with land of 1-12 ha 
or less in the registration of farm land. Now that the 
objectives of these affairs are being realized (the 



suspension of registration}, the administrators who are 
involved or participate in the registration are being 
informed that starting from the day May 19, 1987, 
registration of farm land is open using the following 
guidelines: 

1. Registration Request 
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Anyone who is a Somali citizen whether using farm land 
or not, can request the use of such land by writing an 
application with a legal stamp to the Coordinator of the 
Ministry of Agriculture for the district in which the 
requested land is situated. 

2. Size of land to be Allocated 

The size of the land to be allocated will be based on 
the 8th article of the Land Law, number 72, which is: 

a. The size of land permitted and that will be 
allocated to a person or family is 30 ha. of 
irrigated land and 60 ha. of dry or rainfed land. 

b. The size of land permitted for banana or fruit tree 
cUltivation that will be allocated to a person or 
family will be 100 ha. including the boundaries of the 
land. The land that will be given to private 
companies and cooperatives will be stated in the 
clauses of this guideline. 

c. Notice of the Land: for a period of 30 days the 
land requested must be pinned on the notice boards of 
the District Party Secretary's office and the offices 
of the District Chairman of the Government, Commander 
of the Police Station, Coordinator of the Ministry of 
Agriculture for the district in which the land is 
situated, and the centers of the village and 
community. 

3. Boundary Making 

When the notification period is over a committee made 
up of the following will go together: 

a. The Land and Water Officer of the district; 

b. A policeman from the police force of the district; 

c. The registration applicant; 



d. A draftsman; 

e. The Chairman of the committee of the village in 
which the land is situated. 
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The committee will first make a boundary for the farm 
using a bulldozer if the land has trees (cutline); if the 
land is bare a ditcher will be used. Then the measuring 
will be done by the land and water officer, who will be 
responsible and answerable to any error in the measurement 
or overlapping with another farm, and a draftsman; they 
will face appropriate measures should this happen. The 
draftsman will make an actual farm layout with the exact 
area, its angles and hectares. The draftsman must render 
an actual farm layout ("plan meteria") bearing his stamp, 
signature, name and date. A farm without boundaries as 
indicated above or does not exist shall not be registered. 

4. Land Officer's Report 

Following the delimitation of the boundary, the Land 
and water Officer will send to the Coordinator of the 
district for the Ministry of Agriculture a report defining 
the following: 

- the village where the farm is; 

- the distance from the village or a fixed landmark 
with a name or meaning; 

r.-.. -~-~--- number cf- hectares; 

- the type of soil in his opinion; 

- if it is a previously cultivated farm, how it was 
used under this law, if it exists, or if it is new; 

- that it is not the subject of a dispute. 

It is the responsibility of 'the Coordinator of the 
Ministry for the district to verify the report. 

The Police representative should send a similar 
report, for security purposes, to the officer in command of 
the police station. Then the Commanding Officer, if 
convinced, will send to the Secretary of the SSRP, the 
Administration Chairman and the Coordinator of the Ministry 
of Agriculture for the district a report stating that there 
is no dispute over the land. 
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5. Order to register 

The Coordinator of the Ministry of Agriculture will 
order the Land and water Officer to begin the registration, 
receive and verify that the layout conforms to the 
measurement previously made out by him. At the same time 
the Coordinator will srite a report to the Secretary of the 
SSRP and the Administrative Chairman who will then take 
into consideration the rports of the Coordinator, the 
commanding police officer, the situation of the area, the 
peace and scope of production, and will then confirm the 
registration of that farm. 

Petitioner's Declaration: The Petitioner after reading 
or having someone read for him the obligations written on 
the back of the Land certificate shall sign in front of the 
Coordinator of the Ministry of Agriculture that he accepts 
and will abide by them. 

6. Giving of District Registration Number 

After the Petitioner signs the Land Certificate the 
farm will be given a district registration number. 

7. Giving of District Registration· Number 

The Coordinator of the Ministry of Agriculture of the 
district will forward in writing (if it cannot be given to 
the Petitioner), once every two weeks, all the farms that 
have completely satisfied the requirements stated above of 
the district which consists of: 

a. the registration request of the Petitioner; 

b. the farm layout; 

c. the Land and water Officer's report; 

d. the report of the commanding policy officer; 

e. the confirmation of the Secretary of the SSRP and 
the Administrative Chairman of the district; 

f. the certificate (original) and three signed copies; 

g. the report of the Coordinator of the Ministry of 
Agriculture of the district. 
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The Regional Coordinator, if satisfied by the 
documents he receives and considering the regional plans, 
will then order the Regional Officer for Land and Water to 
issue a regional registration number. 

8. Forwarding to the Headguarters 

The Regional Coordinator for the Ministry of 
Agriculture, especially the regions of Hiran, Lower 
Shabelle, Middle Shabelle, Gedo, Middle Jubba and Lower 
Jubba will take at least on the first of every month to the 
Directorate of Land and Water of the Ministry of 
Agriculture the documents (the Petitioner cannot handle 
them) which have been verified. The Directorate will issue 
a note acknowledging that the documents have been received 
showing clearly the number, names and districts. The 
registration and holding of documents of the region will be 
complete when the Regional Coordinator hands over the 
delivery note of every farm and his signature. 

9. Forwarding for signature to the Ministry of 
Agriculture 

The Director of Land and Water, after verifying that 
the preceding requirements have been completed for every 
document, will forward in writing to the Minister stating 
that the documents are complete and the farm is not on 
government land or land held for national use (in the near 
or distant future) and that there will be no problems 
arising in the area. 

10. Company Registration 

The companies that want to cUltivate farm land will 
have to follow the procedure contained in Articles 1, 2, 3, 
of the S.D.R. Decree No. 23·of 16-10-1976 on Agriculture. 
After satisfying Article 3 the company will apply to the 
Minister so that he can allocate the size of land that will 
be given in accordance with Article 4 of the Decree. The 
companies that do not satisfy these requirements will not 
be given farmland. 

11. Registration of Cooperative Farms 

Since farm cooperatives are mostly mUlti-purpose and 
have formed a cooperative on farm land, their registration 
will be as follows: 



a. every member's land will be registered in the 
normal manner of every citizen; 
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b. after every member has a farm land and certificate 
they will then collectively apply to be registered as a 
cooperative in the district and region; 

c. the Regional Coordinator will enclose the other 
documents and his report so as to issue a Ministerial 
Decree; 

d. after the Minister signs and the Auditor General 
confirms it, it will be sent to the National Cooperative 
Organization so that it can register and issue the 
certificate of the Cooperative organization. 

12. Registration of Farms situated in Towns 

The land in the urban areas comes under the 
responsibility of the authorities of the area and can be 
issued as a farm land by the Mayor and will be registered 
on his permission stating that it will be used for 
cUltivation. 

The Mayor can be involved in the registration of farm 
land in this case only. 

13. Opening of New Land 

New land that has not previously been cultivated 
cannot be opened without the following procedures: 

A committee consisting of the Coordinator of the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Coordinator of Livestock, National 
Range Agency, Secretary of the SSRP, the Adminstrative 
Chairman and the Community Chairman must write a report to 
the region taking into consideration the balancing of 
benefits, natural changes, desertification, protection of 
livestock and wild animals, climatic changes and the 
economic activities of the people living in the area and 
their neighbors. They will then forward their decision to 
the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, and Internal 
Affairs to confirm or to submit their views. 

14. The Registration of Farm Land in the Regions of 
Rangelands 

Land for farming cannot be granted in the rangelands 
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since normally their rainfall is less than adequate for 
rainfed cUltivation and desertification is rapid. since 
the towns of these regions and districts need vegetables 
for a balanced diet, the towns that have permanent water 
(all year round) or where underground (well) irrigation is 
possible, land can be allotted up to 0.25-0.5 ha. in which 
vegetables will be grown and the land should not be beyond 
the town limits. 

15. Boundaries of Land Irrigated by the Shabelle River 

Since the land that can be irrigated in the Shabelle 
Valley is more than the volume of the seasonal amount of 
water available and the capacity of the water 
administration and the protection of the grazing land, it 
is not permitted to have a canal parallel to the river 
exceeding 20 kms. Land beyond this limit should be used as 
rainfed land or grazing. 

Registration Priority: small scale farmers with land 
of 1-12 ha or less will have first priority in 
registration. 

16. settling of Farm Land Disputes 

The Settling of disputes over farm land is the 
responsibility of the disputes committee of the 
inter-riverine areas at the district, regional and national 
elvel that already exist. 

17. Transfer of Farm Land 

The transfer of farm land and changing of certificate 
will be executed by the Ministry after the two parties 
reach an agreement between themselves and bring a notarized 
agreement. 

18. Expansion of Residential Zones 

Land that was previously farmed cannot be converted to 
land for residential purposes without permission from the 
Minister of the Ministry of Agriculture. 

19. Reservation of Land 

Bush land cannot be held as a reserve for a village, 
community or person in a way that is not in accordance with 
the Land Law. 



Finally the officials to whom this circular is 
addressed are being informed that they should broadcast 
this to the public and that they (officials) are 
responsible for the implementations and safeguarding of 
these guidelines. 

Good Execution, 

469 

Minister of the Ministry of Agriculture 

(Abdirazzak Mohamed Abukar) 
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