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The failure to establish a functioning government 
and put an end to the violence in Somalia over the 
past 18 years suggests the warring parties do not 
want to change the status quo and that the 
international community does not fully understand 
some of the underlying causes of the hostilities. If 
the problem has not been clearly defined, any 
strategies to solve it will most likely not succeed, 
which the multiple-failed governments and 
international peace conferences bear out.  While 
Somalia can be classified as a failed state, 
describing it as in a state of chaos is mistaken. The 
northern region of Somaliland and the central 
region of Puntland are and have been politically 
stable and peaceful for most of the past 18 years. 
 
On the other hand, the current armed occupation of 
southern Somalia by Al Shabaab, and earlier by 
other clan-based militias from central and northern 
Somalia, fits a predictable pattern of hostile 
takeover and exploitation of the south�s arable land 
and labour by outsiders that has occurred in this 
region for hundreds of years. The sedentary and 
unarmed ethnic minority groups in southern 
Somalia are not even engaged in the fighting over 
control of their home region. Like Somaliland and 
Puntland, southern Somalia needs to be free of 
violent outside occupation so as to govern its own 
people and provide for its own security. For a just 
and sustainable peace in Somalia to prevail, the 
international community must recognise the rights 
and wishes of southern Somalia�s minorities and 
intervene to empower them to reach these goals.  
 
Somalis and the international community hoped 
that the latest political solution in the country 
would finally achieve its goals, thus bringing 
stability to a country that has been in anarchy and 
lawlessness since the early 1990s. This latest 
incarnation came in the form of the recently-
selected president, Mr. Sheikh Shariff, who 
promised to unify the clans and bring peace to this 
shattered land. The international community has 
endorsed Shariff�s new administration and pledged 
millions of dollars to support it. 
 

The flawed and discriminatory 4.5 
system 

 
The people and process responsible for elevating 
Mr. Shariff to the presidency mirror those that 
selected previously failed administrations and 
paradigmatically favours ethnic groups from the 

politically and militarily dominant nomadic clans 
from the central and north of Somalia at the 
expense of the numerically equivalent � but 
politically and militarily weaker � southern 
�minorities� (Bantu, Bajuni, Banadiri, and Barawa,)  
who are the backbone of Somali crop agriculture 
and coastal commerce and fishing. An example of 
this flawed political process is the discriminatory 
and disempowering practice of reducing the 
southern minorities� share of political 
representation. This formula, known as the �4.5 
system,� reduces their share of political 
representation to 50% of that allocated to each of 
the four other major umbrella clan groups (roughly 
speaking: Isaaq in the far north; Darood in the 
north/centre; Hawiye in the centre; and Digil and 
Mirifle, of which the Reewiin or Rahaween is the 
prominent sub clan, in the south). 
 
Without democratising the political process to 
ensure the economic, civil and security interests of 
the southern minorities, we can expect the 
dominant clan militias from the centre and north to 
continue fighting over Somalia�s most productive 
and valuable assets in the south. This void in 
political and physical security helps to perpetuate 
the human rights abuses and anarchy that have 
plagued Somalia and the entire Horn of Africa for 
so long. It is not coincidental that the fighting in 
Somalia is entirely confined in the south while the 
central and northern regions are relatively peaceful 
and stable. Although the southern minorities have a 
history of defending themselves against subjugation 
and armed attacks, they are neither armed, nor 
organised enough to forcibly oust their oppressors. 
A stable and secure south would deprive dominant 
clan militias of a lucrative battle ground over which 
to fight and eliminate a fertile breeding ground in 
which extremist groups can thrive. A just and 
sustainable peace in southern Somalia would also 
allow the long-persecuted southern minorities to 
resume production and marketing of food sufficient 
to feed the nation and enable refugees in Kenya, 
Ethiopia and Yemen to finally return home. 
 

The myth of one people, one culture 
 
The myth that Somalia is composed of one people 
with the same culture, one language and one 
religion has been promulgated by Somali 
nationalist ideologists and Western scholars (M. 
Eno, 2009). In reality, Somalia has many distinct 
languages, ethnic groups, and theoretically the 
same Sunni sect of the Islamic religion.
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Distribution of the Dialectal Groups in southern Somalia 
 

 
This map was taken from Victims and Vulnerable Groups in Southern Somalia, an Occasional Paper by Lee 
Cassanelli, published in May 1995 by the Research Directorate, Documentation, Information and Research 
Branch, Immigration and Refugee Board, Ottawa, Canada. The map, of course, shows the areas where 
minority languages are spoken, which are not necessarily where all of the minorities live. For instance, the 
Banadiri and some Shabelle Bantu speak Maha dialects. Not all areas where the Maay language is spoken 
are occupied by minority groups. The Digil and Mirifle, for instance, overwhelmingly speak Maay and 
constitute a separate major clan grouping in the Somali Constitution.  
 
The Banadiri people primarily live in the Lower Shabelle’s Banadir (Mogadishu) and Merka (Merca) Districts 
(See map on back cover of Journal � Ed.). The Baraw a primarily live in Brava District. The Banadiri and the 
Barawa are related and live mostly on or near the coast from Mogadishu southwards towards Kismayu. The 
Bajuni tend to live on the coast and on the islands between Kismayu and the Kenyan border in the Lower 
Juba�s Badhadha and Kismayu Districts. While Mogadishu is considered a Banadiri city and Kismayu a 
Bajuni one, Bantu peoples are also native to these cities and the southern coast.   The Bantu with southeast 
African ancestry primarily live in the Lower Juba�s Jamama District and the Middle Juba�s Jilib, Buale and 
Sakow Districts. The indigenous Bantu groups live in the Lower Shabelle�s Brava, Sablale, Kurtun Warrey, 
Qoryoley, and Afgoye Districts. The authors estimate that minorities comprise approximately 50% or more of 
each district mentioned above, although due to civil unrest, Mogadishu and Kismayu are being depopulated of 
minorities and some districts may now have less than 50% minority representation. 
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The Somalis from the dominant and historically 
nomadic ethnic groups predominantly inhabit areas 
in central and northern Somalia that are largely 
unfit for large-scale crop agriculture. These 
nomadic groups speak the Somali Maha language 
and, while not having blood links with the Middle 
East, borrowed heavily from nomadic Arab culture 
(A. Hersi, 1977; M. Mukhtar, 1995).  These 
dominant clans also maintain subjugated classes of 
people within their clan hierarchy called the 
Beidari/Gaboye, whose members are regarded as 
low in Somali society as the Untouchables are in 
India (Asha Samad, 2002; Abdi Kusow, 2004; M. 
Eno & O. Eno, 2010). 
 
The Digil and Mirifle is not a dominant clan group 
but since the 1992 war has armed itself to earn 
equal political status (M. Eno & O. Eno, 2009b), 
though not yet equal social status, with the three 
other self-ennobled groups. The Digil and Mirifle, 
who overwhelmingly speak the Maay language and 
are composed of agro-pastoralists within southern 
Somalia, is a united clan comprised of members 
from a variety of lineages. In fact, many members 
of this clan have negroid physical features and are 
indistinguishable from the Bantu minorities who 
live farther south. During the war in the early 
1990s, the Reewiin were severely affected by much 
of the mass starvation and warfare devastating its 
members. 
 

The Juba and Shabelle river valleys 
 
Southern Somalia�s Juba and Shabelle River 
valleys are predominantly occupied by the 
sedentary farming people known as the Somali 
Bantu or locally called the Jareer. Most of the 
Bantu resident in the Shabelle River Valley are 
indigenous to Somalia and predate the arrival of the 
nomadic Somalis (Cerulli, 1959; O. Eno, 2004). On 
the other hand, the Bantu sub-stock living in the 
Juba River Valley is largely made up of the 
descendants of slaves from Mozambique, Tanzania, 
and Malawi (Besteman, 1999; O. Eno, 2004; K. 
Menkhaus, 1989). The coastal commercial and 
fishing communities in the southern coastal cities 
comprise the Bajuni, Barawa and Banadiri and are 
possibly the only groups in Somalia with a credible 
claim to Middle Eastern ancestry (Hersi, 1977; M. 
Mukhtar, 1995). (See map � Ed.) They primarily 
speak different dialects of Somali Maha and Maay, 
Bantu languages indigenous to southeast Africa, 
Swahili and Swahili-like languages such as Bajuni 
and Chimbalazi (A. J. Ahmed, 1995). 
 
In addition to the disdain and discrimination 
exerted against the minorities by the �nobles,� the  
minority communities are also treated as assets 

readily available for the exploitation and economic 
gains of the pastoral nomad. While this social 
system was discriminatory and as unjust as any in 
the world during times of peace, it has been more 
devastating to the minorities during times of war. 
Due to their lack of political and military power, 
the minorities have been and continue to be 
economically exploited, their human and civil 
rights violated, and politically and culturally 
subjugated with impunity by dominant clan militias 
and religious extremist groups. The international 
community, including donors and non-
governmental organisations that in good faith 
provide legitimacy and development assistance in 
the south through disingenuous Somali government 
agencies and NGOs, could very well be 
unintentionally contributing to the subjugation and 
exploitation of the minorities. 
 
The sedentary minority groups built the valuable 
agricultural, maritime trading and fishing industries 
in Somalia that helped drive the nation�s economy. 
Control of this southern region has long been 
coveted by Somalis and foreigners for its 
productive assets. Today, with little economic 
activity beyond exporting goats, piracy, NGO 
projects and the unregulated urban trade of 
imported goods, Somali militias and Islamic 
extremist groups are once again fighting in the 
south for control of this region, implying that 
whoever wins control of this area will ultimately 
gain the power to control the rest of the country (I. 
Farah et al, 2002). 
 
The dominant clans have conspired with one 
another to create and maintain a social, civil and 
economic system in Somalia in which they place 
themselves at the top of society while minority 
groups occupy the lower rungs. The unwritten but 
systematic apportioning of national wealth and 
opportunities to the dominant clans resulted in the 
minorities being methodically discriminated against 
or intimidated from accessing higher education, 
prominent government posts, and political 
representation (BRT-Somalia, 1995; M. Eno, 
2008). This ethnically-based hierarchical system 
has ensured that few minorities climbed the socio-
economic ladder in Somalia and that economic, 
land tenure, security, civil rights, and other interests 
of the minorities were inadequately represented. 
 
 
The historical fight to control southern 

Somalia�s markets 
 
Control of the south was fought over as early as the 
late 15C when Portuguese warships attempted but 
failed to establish dominion over the commercial  
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The photographs were taken from 
www.colby.edu/somalibantu 
the website created by 
anthropology students at Colby 
College in Waterville, Maine,  
USA, under the direction of 
Dr. Catherine Besteman who  
has published several works 
on the Somali Bantu who have 
settled in the USA as refugees. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                            
 

Somali Bantu in the village of 
Banta, Somalia, 1987-1988 

  
The photographs were taken by Jorge 

Acero whose wife Catherine Besteman 
was undertaking anthropological 

fieldwork at the time. 
 

All photographs ' Jorge Acero 
 

 
 
(Left) Amina Abdulle and her daughter 
Hiloley, both of whom subsequently 
died in a refugee camp after fleeing the 
civil war in the early 1990s. 
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Two stages in the construction  
of accommodation for a bride. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Somali Bantu sheikhs in the village of Banta. 


