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Abstract: Somalia has experienced chronic insecurity and political 
instability for the past 3 decades. There has been concerted efforts from 
the domestic and international actors to stabilize and foster the creation of 
political system that serves all Somalis. Yet, fragmentation has been the 
socio-political norm since 1991, but the current scholarship is more 
focused on studying the institutional and political woes of federalism in 
Somalia, rather than the origin of the fragmentation. This study has used a 
theory-building process-tracing approach to tell the casual narrative that 
created fragmentation. The results show that there is not the usual single-
track state formation, but in there are multiple state formations happening 
simultaneously in Somalia, and that is causing fragmentation.  
 

Keywords: Fragmentation, clan identity, Somalia, state formation. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Somalia is in the Horn of Africa with a population of 15 million, this country 

counts itself among the few who are homogenous; ethnicity, religion, and culture, 

yet Somalia is often seen as the modern example of a failed state (Ssereo, 

2009:39). In 1991, Somalia experienced a turning point: a coalition of clan-based 

revolutionary groups overthrew Siad Barre, the country’s longest-serving dictator. 

The Hawiye-dominated United Somali Congress (USC) (see in the appendix for a 

full list of acronyms) delivered the final blow (De Waal, 2020:576). After Barre’s 

fall, the victors fought over remains. Clan-based violence erupted and continues to 

affect Somalis today. Peace missions repeatedly failed to protect civilians or create 

lasting stability (Elmi, 2014:2). Yet, the political reconstruction of Somalia is of 

interest to the international community, humanitarian organizations, and the 

individuals with the most vested interests are its people whether local or diaspora 

who yearn for a peaceful and prosperous Somalia. 

 

The Somali Federalist arrangement operates on the basis that the Federal 

Government of Somalia (FGS) is the central power, while Federal Member States 

(FMS) manage their regions. This system aims to ease tensions between major 

clans and create a foundation for decentralisation (Dahir and Ali, 2024:99). First to 

form in 1998 was Puntland (majority Darood specifically Harti) which is 

considered semi-autonomous that followed on the heels of Somaliland followed by 

Jubbaland (predominantly Darood with alliances between other clans such as 

Hawiye and others) in the southernmost region at the Kenyan border, Galmudug 

borders Puntland (predominantly Hawiye specifically the Habar Gidir clan with 

other groups holding minority stakes), also Hirshabelle named for Hiiran and 

Shabelle river (majority Abgaal and other Hawiye), and lastly South West State 

(Digir and Mirifle, specifically Raxanweyne), and the basis for these entities was a 

political vision consisting of a “clan citizenship as a key factor defining these 

administrations” (Ingriis, 2018:60; Hoehne, 2016:1396; Ali, Dahir, and Hersi, 

2019:66). 
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2. Purpose and Research Question 
 

Fragmentation has been the socio-political norm since the revolution and 

subsequent civil war that disassembled the state (De Waal, 2020:563). The void 

created by the state collapse has seen different actors rise and fall during different 

times, from the warlords in the 90s that engaged in violent contests for state-power 

to the Islamic Courts Union (ICU) that disarmed the  warlords through a coalition 

of clan, businessmen and citizenry, and brought a brief respite to the tumultuous 

times (Gaas, 2019:1; De Waal, 2020:566). Yet, the current political landscape can 

only be described as fragmented especially since the central government is 

constantly wrestling with the regional administrations over authority, sovereignty, 

and political legitimacy. Therefore, any meaningful state-building, 

democratisation, and efforts to bring about cohesion must understand where, why, 

and how fragmentation originated in Somalia. 

 

The research question is how did the contemporary political fragmentation in 

Somalia emerge? There are studies that cover the institutional problems of 

federalism in Somalia such as constitutional conundrum (Dahir and Ali, 2024), 

leadership (Hashi and Oo, 2022), and political culture (Zoppi, 2017), so I want to 

study the structural and historical processes that have created fragmentation in 

Somalia. Also, this approach is unique for it is uses a theory-building process-

tracing approach with a timeline that spans over 3 decades, and this mechanism 

includes different approaches and relevant theories that are combined create a 

causal narrative that can be generalizable beyond Somalia. 

 

3. Literature Review 
 

This research explores how state fragmentation has occurred in Somalia. To 

develop a better understanding of this study’s subject matter it is necessary to 

cover the literature that surrounds fragmentation which are the following: 

federalism & fragmentation, clan identity, and Somalia’s state formation. 

 

3.1 Federalism & Fragmentation 
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Federalism originates from the Latin word foedus, meaning the beginning of a 

merger between two or more political bodies i.e. a common way that federalism is 

understood is through Stepan’s view of “putting together” or “coming together 

models” (Yimenu, 2023:12). Despite lacking a formal definition federalism has 

been understood as the way of organizing a nation that has multiple governments 

that exercise authority over a shared people in the same geographical region (Dahir 

and Ali, 2024:4; Fiseha, 2024:93-140). African state after independence have 

failed to implement federalisation projects, despite meeting the key criteria of 

federalism being multi-ethnic & multinational and the reason is the colonial legacy 

of skepticism towards federalism because they associated it with the divide-and-

rule tactics from colonials, and that’s why they preferred unitary and centralized 

government (Yimenu, 2024:11: Fiseha, 2024:92). In the 90s, federalism and 

devolution had a renaissance with the surge of domesticating the Leviathan 

initiatives meant that there were peaceful or forceful redistribution of power from 

all-powerful authoritarians, for example, the overthrow of Siad Barre and 

Mengitsu Haile Mariam by rebels, and these events prompted African (non-) state 

actors to prefer a federalist arrangement or devolution as the way forward (Fiseha, 

2024:186). 

 

Federalism was the proposed power-arrangement for reconstructing the Somali 

state. Somalia is pursuing federalization without any past historical framework to 

draw upon, so it’s not grounded is neither in coming together or created by 

decentralizing a previously unitary state (Yimenu, 2024:13). This process 

highlights the dominance of clans compensating for the absence of a functioning 

state and suggests that federalism can operate despite the absence of a Western-

style democracy (Yimenu, 2024:19). Therefore, Somalia’s federalism is a distinct 

form of “putting together” federalism, better described as “building together,” 

where domestic and foreign actors, including Ethiopia, Kenya, the UN, the EU, 

and IGAD, attempt to reconstruct a collapsed state with no pre-existing national or 

subnational institutions, a weak centre, and an underdeveloped constitutional union 

between the FGS and FMS (Yimenu, 2023:13). 

 

Somalia has been experiencing fragmentation since the state collapse in 1991. This 

has manifested as a chronic insecurity, lack of or weak central government, and 
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power struggles between elites who have enriched themselves at the expense of the 

status-quo with stabilization efforts like the formation of the FGS, multiple 

national reconciliation efforts, and the security assistance from the African Union 

Mission in Somalia has yieled minimal results in facilitating cohesion (Ajú, 

2025:202-203). A common argument for Somalia’s fragmentation has been that 

external bad-faith actors have fanned the flames of the Somali conflict by funding 

clans and FMS against each other, yet it is not fair to blame Somalia’s problems 

entirely on external actors, rather the result of fragmentation is the culmination of 

over three decades of “short‐sighted political agendas and foreign actors to utilize 

it for their own interests, and broad coalitions have tried to cover the common 

looting of Somalia’s properties” (Marsai, 2025:61-65). 

 

3.2 Clan identity 

 

Somalia has four major clans: Hawiye, Dir, Daarod, and Digir & Mirifle alongside 

a clusters of smaller clans that composed of Arabs, Bravans, and Bantu peoples 

(Hashi and Oo, 2025:79; Ssereo, 2009:25). Somali society is organized through a 

patrilineal segmentary lineages known as clans which trace their descent back to a 

common mythical ancestor known as Saamale (Gaas, 2019:3-5; Ingriis, 2018:62; 

Norman, 2024:1439; Dahir and Ali, 2024:92-93). The patrilineal segmentary 

lineages is for structuring relations of solidarity and cooperation among Somalis, 

and people share the same descent through the father’s line as the same clan-

family (Irir), clan (Abgal), sub-clan (Wa’budhan), and the lineage (‘Eli) (Hoehne 

and Gaas, 2022:411; Ssereo, 2009:26; Haldén, 2008:13). 

 These lineages on the social level operate with the network logic 

whereby they identify and attribute an individual to a larger social unit which is 

the clan. In Somalia the social category of ‘ethnic’ is replaced by ‘clan’ (Ssereo, 

2009:39). Therefore, clan is salient for political affiliations because political actors 

hail from a clan, thus they are associated with their lineage, both socially and 

politically (Compagnon, 1998:73; Hoehne, 2016:1385). For example, there are 

clan-units which are “ethno-political-territorial entities” mobilized clan lineages 

that mobilized to engage in violent contests with each other to secure political and 
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economic resources (De Waal, 2020:561-563; Compagnon 1998:78-81; Bakonyi, 

2009:448-449). 

 

Figure 1: Somali Clan system Taxonomy (Haldén, 2008:16) 

 

The literature has three competing views about how clans are constructed and 

operate in Somali socio-politics. Firstly, there is the primodialist view pioneered 

by Lewis (1961) who argued that clans are a primodial feature of Somali politics 

that inherently create enduring conflict and division, yet Luling (2006:474) 

criticizes Lewis assertion of the primordiality of clan affiliations and conflicts that 

characterises them as static entities that 'just are' who do not have motive nor will 

because its function is predefined by history. Secondly, the instrumentalist namely 

Kapteijins (2004 as cited in Gaas, 2019:1) and De Waal (2020:568) assert that the 

clans are instrumentalized by elites who direct the political and economic goals of 

the clan, thus "politicising" clan identities for their personal goals. Lastly, third 

perspective which is the favoured view for this study is clan dynamism which 

treats the clans as an entity that is in constant flux with shifting configurations in 

goals, principal actors, and also who is manipulating who i.e. the clan or the elite.

 Therefore, the clan dynamism approach is characterized by the clan 

institutions and elites being in constant flux by responding, configuring and 

reconfiguring as necessary to meets the demands of the situation (Gaas, 2019:10) 
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although the lineage aspect will remain constant rather it is the way the clan 

address a certain condition that is evolving, for example, clans outside of Siad 

Barre’s circle (Dhulbahante, Ogaden, and Mareehan) rose up against Barre (SNM: 

Isaaq, USC: Hawiye, SSDF: Majeerteen), and immediately following Barre’s fall 

the rebel’s front fragmented with the USC splitting into Ali Mahdi and Aideed 

factions as smaller clans aligned with either side for their violent contest for the 

capital (Dahir and Ali, 2024:87; De Waal, 2020:570; Marsai, 2025:55). 

 

3.3 Somalia’s State Formation 

 

Somalia has been dubbed a “nation in search of state” in the famous book by 

Samatar and Laitin (1987), and this encapsulates Somalia’s experience with state 

formation for Somalis are a homogenous society that share the same culture, 

religion, ethnicity (Ssereo, 2009:39). Somalia experienced different forms of 

governments since independence from the short-lived Republic that ended with the 

second Presided Abdirashid Sharmarke being assassinated (1960-1969) to the 

Barre’s dictatorship (1969-1991) that experimented with scientific socialism, yet 

any notion of a centralised state formation efforts halted with the revolution 

followed by the state being dissembled by the rebels (De Waal, 2020:563; Issaev 

and Zakharov, 2024:217; Mursal, 2022:293).  

 

Traditional state formation literature considers Somalia as the most durable 

example of a state that is fragile and weak before the civil war, and collapsed and 

failed after the 1991, and this is due to using the Western state model as the main 

yardstick to measure the Somali state (Hagmann & Hoehne, 2009; Hagmann & 

Péclard, 2010; Raeymaekers, 2005 as cited in Péclard, 2009:2; Mursal, 

2022:293).  African states in general are considered to be weak due to the lack of 

state autonomy or distinction between private and public sphere, yet this 

perspective draws on the Weberian political sociology that favours the model of a 

legal-rational state model, and that begs the question whether this is relevant for 

the reality of African states who have imported state models from their colonial 

experience (Péclard, 2019:4).    

 Yet, it is more productive to move beyond such narrow definitions of 
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the state that is ahistorical and deterministic of African state formation trajectories 

in favour of treating state formation as a process. For the state is not a ‘finished 

product’ rather it is the result of a historical processes that is ongoing with its 

periods of progress and regressions, so the issue of a lack of distinction between 

the private and public in the overlap between state and society is not a deficiency 

in African states rather ethnic groups have served a key functions such as security, 

conflict resolution, and social organisation outside of the state (Lund, 2016:1200; 

Péclard, 2019:7). Thus, the state as a process perspective allows for the inclusion 

of key events that are usually viewed as detrimental such as civil wars, in a 

different light, as moments where the visions for a different political order are 

violently contested in the grand scheme, yet this is not to trivialize the great 

suffering civil wars causes, and these events are the rupture moments where for 

better or worse it breaks with the past political order (Péclard, 2019:7-11; Lund, 

2016:1202). 

 

Figure 2: Tillyian State-making Model (Made with ChatGPT 5) 
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Tilly has presented his seminal argument that “war makes states and states make 

war”, and he used this adage to describe how Western European modern states 

formed (Kaspersen et al, 2017:13-14). Tilly (1990:14) centres in his analysis the 

“organization of coercion and preparation for war” as a means of state formation 

by exemplifying that those who hold concentrated means of coercion utilize them 

to increase their populations and resources which they control, made war with 

rivals, and “exerted stable control over populations in substantial territories, and to 

gain routine access to part of the goods and services produced in the territory; they 

became rulers” (Tilly, 1990:14).     

Tilly’s causal narrative is inspired by the Neorealist school has been 

criticised for inheriting its flaws especially valuing structural changes more than 

the actor-centric approaches and Tilly’s approach is criticised for not considering 

the times when wars do not always create states rather it depends on the causal 

dynamics around war, for example, war and ruling over territory was an expensive 

and administratively arduous endeavour requiring rulers to give concessions to 

their subjects, thereby leading to the groundwork for parliaments and a 

professional bureaucracies, yet what if the cost for waging war was not only cheap, 

but it yielded financial and political benefits without requiring concessions from 

the rulers? (Sharma, 2017:181-182). This was the case during the warlordism era 

in Somalia where the leading factions of Ali Mahdi (Abgal) and Aideed (Habr 

Gidir) both used their clan-units and alliances with smaller clans as their foot 

soldiers for coercion and extraction with no permanent army, extractive 

bureaucratic apparatuses and bargaining, in that case, can a state be formed? and 

the answer to that is a resounding, no (Sharma, 2017:184-186; Hoehne and Gaas, 

2022:422).      

 Therefore, I would argue that it is more productive to not wholly 

apply Tilly’s model of state formation onto African states for there are different 

patterns of interactions to consider such as globalization, colonial legacy, imported 

state models from Western Europe and the mobilisation of ethnic identity for war-

making, so separating Tilly’s State-Making Model (See Figure 2) into two core 

components; Tillyian process and Tillyian effect, the former is the war-making and 

capital accumulation aspect, whilst the latter is the state-making through building 

modern democratic state with a strong impersonal bureaucracies, and this approach 
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helps with analysing the complex dynamics that are play in state-making for there 

are occassions where you can have the Tillyian process without the Tillyian effect 

(Péclard, 2019:2-15; Gutiérrez, 2023:563-565). 

 

4. Theory 
 

Process tracing is a research method that aims to explain causal mechanisms 

utilizing empirical detail from the specific case to analyse the way that a causal 

process occurs in a case (Beach, 2017:1; Beach and Pedersen, 2019:1). Process 

tracing can be typically used for case studies to gather a better understanding of 

causal processes that produced the outcome of a specific historical case and can 

provide greater understanding on the specific causal mechanisms that bridge 

causes to outcomes (Beach and Pedersen, 2019:1). The process part is the narrative 

of what occurred in the case and the tracing is the causal mechanism that connects 

the cause or sets of causes to the outcome through tracing the “empirical 

fingerprints” left by the causal mechanism in the case (Beach and Pedersen, 

2019:2). Therefore, process tracing is not only focused on causes and outcomes, 

but places greater value in the “hypothesized causal mechanisms in between” as 

mechanisms do not cause effects directly; instead, they operate as processes 

produced by causes to create outcomes (Beach and Pedersen, 2019:1).  

 

Broadly speaking, there are three types of process-tracing; theory-testing, 

explaining-outcome and theory-building process-tracing. Theory-testing begins by 

creating a “plausible hypothetical causal mechanism based on existing theorization 

and empirical research” this means that the researcher will apply existing theories 

to understand the process that led to the outcome then that is followed by 

collecting empirical research to assess that the mechanism is present as theorized 

or the theory has to be altered, therefore theory-testing uses a deductive reasoning 

approach for it applies the theory to test the specific hypotheses against the 

empirical data (Beach and Pedersen, 2019:9-10). Explaining-outcome process-

tracing is an approach that aims to trace causal mechanisms to create a detailed 

account of a specific historical outcome, and it uses an abductive approach to build 

explanations (Beach and Pedersen, 2019:11-12). Theory-building approach is the 



 

13 

 

chosen method for this study. Theory-building process-tracing is different from the 

other approach that start with a hypothesis or a preliminary sketch. This approach 

uses an inductive form of research that starts with the empirical material and 

creates a system to analyse the material to build a causal mechanism that connects 

a cause or sets of causes to the outcome in either a single case or multiple cases for 

generalization (Beach and Pedersen, 2019:10-11). Theory-building is an empirics-

first approach that starts with the empirical material by using it to shed light into 

the causal mechanisms with the goal in mind to address the question of how did 

we get here? (Beach and Pedersen, 2019:269). 

 

Briefly, my research question is how did the contemporary political fragmentation 

in Somalia emerge? The reason why I have chosen this approach is that theory-

building process-tracing is best suited for analysing causal mechanisms to 

determine how an outcome was produced, and I am certain that there is a 

relationship between the cause and outcome namely revolution and fragmentation 

for the former was the trigger that led to state collapse and the ensuing civil war, 

therefore it is safe to assume that is where the road to fragmentation started, so I 

need to use the empirical material to determine whether the material is actually 

evidence of the mechanism, and I will use theoretical approaches based on the 

empirical evidence to build the causal narrative from the trigger to outcome 

(Beach and Pedersen, 2019:10-200; Beach, 2017:19). Each part of the mechanism 

will be analysed in-depth to thoroughly cover the empirical evidence to a) assign a 

relevant theory, and b) justify how and why each part links together from the 

tigger to the outcome (Beach and Pedersen, 2019:171). Therefore, this theoretical 

approach is appropriate for studying fragmentation in Somalia for it provides the 

necessary tools such as the empirics-first that allows for the causal mechanisms to 

be constructed bottom-up based on the empirical evidence to form the causal 

narrative and shedding light on this little-studied phenomenon (Dahir and Ali, 

2024:88; Beach and Pedersen, 2019:286). 

 

5. Method 
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5.1 Dependent and Independent Variables 

 

The dependent variable is fragmentation in Somalia, and I want to study the 

historical processes and patterns that have created this outcome. My independent 

variables are the following; clan identity, revolution, state-formation and civil war, 

and I view them as intervening variables are necessary conditions that have 

collectively impacted and led to the fragmentation in Somalia and each have 

manifested actors (clan units), conditions (ruptured territoriality, etc), and 

configurations (clan federalism) (Mahoney, 2016:495). On the revolution I want to 

specifically look at how the revolution has created the condition of rebel 

fragmentation, clan-units, and ruptured territoriality; the notion that the idea of 

who can claim, rule, and be sovereign over a territory collapsed with the state in 

Somalia and this encouraged warlords mobilise against each other to capture, 

extract, and rule over territories in Mogadishu (Hoehne, 2016; Lund, 2016). 

 

5.2 Methodological Framework 

 

The methodological framework is an inductive theory-building process-tracing 

approach that systematically builds causal mechanisms from empirical data instead 

of using a theory that tests hypotheses, and I have opted for a detailed process-

tracing that seeks to account for all the events that have led to the outcome by 

selecting internet-based documents alongside acknowledging any potential biases 

with each source and recognizing all possible variables to mitigate any form of 

spuriousness in the study (Landman and Carvalho, 2017:47-308; Beach, 2017:19). 

The qualitative methods are better fit for purpose when engaging with non-

numeric data that I can use to makes sense of a political phenomenon in a 

descriptive way since I want to "generate theoretical propositions out of empirical 

observations" (Lamont, 2015:78; Landman and Carvalho, 2017:81; Powner, 

2015:152). The internet-based data is for the ease of access and due to the time 

constraints its not practical to conduct an extensive fieldwork which would the 

ideal approach for this study, so this approach will consist of collecting and 

analysing peer-reviewed articles in renown journals also reputable books from 
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specialist scholars in the field of state formation, federalism, and Somali politics 

(Lamont, 2015:79; Landman and Carvalho, 2017:91; Powner, 2015:152-153).  

The materials I have chosen are the following; peer reviewed articles 

alongside books that focus on Somali socio-politics such as Trade Makes States, 

Does War Make States?: Investigations of Charles Tilly’s Historical Sociology, 

Understanding the Conflagration of Somalia, Federalism and Decentralization in 

Africa, Federalism, Devolution and Cleavages in Africa - Federalism and Internal 

Conflicts and other such material that explores governance, federalism, and state 

formation in Somalia. I determine empirical material to be articles and books that 

are grounded in the Somali political reality, and some articles use fieldwork from 

Somalia through semi-structured interviews, for example, the articles are mostly 

based on Somalia and Africa, so they are empirical material, yet books like Does 

War make States is theoretical. This material offers insight into the components 

that create the conditions of what produces union in the case of the theoretical 

texts such as Does War make states and Federalism, Devolution, and Cleavages in 

Africa complement each other and I can use that to understand how fragmentation 

is occurring. I will find empirical material to evaluate what it might be evidence by 

categorizing what value they have for explaining the causal mechanisms within the 

empirical narrative and an added benefit is that the theory-building approach does 

not require the material’s empirical certainty to be asses, yet I will be separating 

theoretical and empirical evaluations to bolster their uniqueness for the former I 

want to make expectations about the evidence more specific such as precisely 

describing the trajectories each theory specifically implies, and the for the latter I 

will be collecting reliable secondary sources (Beach and Pedersen, 2019:200-213; 

Powner, 2015:140).  

 

The main drawback from the empirical material is that it is not easy to determine 

the logic of clan the author(s) who are writing about Somalia are using to 

determine the measurement accuracy of the empirical sources (Beach and 

Pedersen, 2019:205). For this has serious implications on the accuracy of their 

findings, for example, the clan primodialists view clan as a source of conflict, the 

clan instrumentalists view that clan is manipulated by elites, and the clan 

dynamists view clan as a complex entity that has its own agency whilst at times it 
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is manipulated, yet it configures according of the needs of the times (Gaas, 2019:1-

16). Thus, the primodialist will view the fragmentation as inevitable whilst 

instrumentalist will contend that elite manipulation has caused the fragmentation 

due to clan being a defining feature, and the dynamists will present an argument 

that it is the complex interaction between historical grievances and current clan 

feature of federalism has made fragmentation the current characteristic of the 

federalist system. 

 

On the issue of validity and reliability this study has adopted a theory-building 

process-tracing, therefore it focuses on a empirics-first approach (Beach and 

Pedersen, 2019; Beach, 2017). This theoretical framework provide flexibility of 

not having to confirm the material’s empirical certainty rather I can just assess the 

empirical uniqueness of the material I have gathered (Beach and Pedersen, 

2019:200). The usual way to ensure the validity of the material is to use 

triangulation by using other sources to confirm the main sources, but this study has 

only used secondary sources in peer-reviewed articles from reputable journals and 

books, so I have had to ensure to avoid a key pitfalls which is making sure that the 

material has relevant information, the sources are reliable, the secondary data is 

high-quality to determine a high measurement validity and internal validity, 

although it could be bolstered by including semi-structured interviews that can 

more effectively corroborate or contradict the findings (Diatta and Berchtold, 

2023:759-769; Beach and Pedersen, 2019:103).   

 Reliability can be assessed using my knowledge of the case to 

evaluate the sources (Beach and Pedersen, 2019:210). This study ensures content 

validity and construct validity; the former is through thorough analysis of all the 

relevant components of fragmentation through the empirical mechanism to include 

the “full range of the concept, covering each of its aspects” whilst ensuring that 

measures conform to the theoretical expectations since the approach is empiric-

first where the theoretical aspects are applied after evaluating the empirical 

material (Halperin and Heath, 2020:189-190).  

 

The issue of generalisability is relevant for determining the external validity of this 

study, and on that note, this study can offer insight into the countries that have 
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undergone state collapse and protracted civil wars such as Libya and Sudan by 

understanding the ways that fragmentation can emerge and persist, yet this study 

focused intensely on the Somali context, so it has sacrificed strong generalizability 

for the findings cannot be applied 1-to-1 with other cases, but there are key 

insights that can be useful such as the rebel fragmentation, the prevalence of Big 

Men, and the clan-units (the mobilization of ethnic identities for political-military 

means).  

 

5.3 Empirical mechanism 

 

I have opted for a theory-building process tracing approach where I outline the 

processes and conditions then apply appropriate theoretical contributions to the 

empirical narrative to assess how ‘well’ they explain the outcome (Beach and 

Pedersen, 2019:272-273). Therefore, my aim is to use a theory-building approach 

to build a new mechanism that accounts for the key elements of the outcome and 

to research this little studied phenomenon (Beach and Pedersen, 2019:286). Thus, 

after reading the empirical material I have designed this empirical mechanism to 

explain the outcome: 

Figure 3: Theory-Building Process-Tracing Graph (Made with Google Gemini AI) 

  

The theory-building approach will start from the 1991 revolution as the main 

trigger and end with fragmentation in the contemporary day. I will seek to analyse 

this spatial timeline to construct a causal graph to understand how has 

fragmentation occurred by applying a theory to each milestone and discussing how 

each causal mechanism has contributed to the next one in the process by adopting 

a systems understanding of mechanism to unpack the causal process to detail the 
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in-between set of causes from the trigger to the outcome and trace every part of it 

empirically, and I aim to provide insight into how things work by tracing each part 

of the overall mechanism empirically to establish a stronger causal inference 

within each part and from the trigger to the outcome (Beach, 2017:5; Ricks and 

Liu, 2018:843-844).  

 

The timeline will have some noticeable temporal inconsistencies such as overlaps 

(civil war: 1991-2005 overlaps with regional administration formation 1998) and 

jumping between times (regional administration formation: 1998 followed by 

peace conferences: 1996-2004), and I will elaborate on how each part has caused 

the next part empirically in the analysis. The analysis section will focus on 

outlining the empirical mechanism by detailing the causal narrative and discussing 

how each part from the trigger had led to the outcome. And the results and 

discussion section will unpack the empirical mechanism and highlight what the 

causal narrative means and answer the research question. The end date will be the 

contemporary day because after reviewing the empirical material I have 

determined that the patterns of interaction between the FGS and FMS have 

remained the same since the formation of the federal institution, so my analysis 

will focus primarily on the historical processes that have led to the current 

fragmentation. 

 

6. Analysis 

 

6.1 Trigger and Outcome 

 

The trigger for this mechanism is the revolution against Siyad Barre that 

successfully overthrew him in 1991. For this study seeks to capture a ‘true’ start of 

fragmentation; I have chosen the trigger to be the 1991 onwards because that is the 

true start for the trigger due to the presence of several factors; the rebel 

fragmentation who mobilized into clan-units, and ruptured territoriality, and this is 

what set the tone for fragmentation in terms of a clan-based territoriality cleavage. 

The nature of fragmentation has been turbulent from 1991-2012, yet the pattern of 

interaction have remained relatively constant since the founding of FGS to the last 
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FMS being formed as of writing called Waqooy Bari North East otherwise known 

as Sool, Sanaag, and Cayn (SSC). Therefore, the timeline is as follows: from 1991 

-  2025, I want to select the notable events that have led to fragmentation. 

The outcome is fragmentation and this fragmentation is not just a lack of cohesion 

i.e. unity, rather its a multi level issue that concerns territory, political authority, 

sovereignty and social and political cohesion.  

 

Fragmentation is understood as the division into smaller political units that 

compete for political authority, thus political authority is negotiated and 

renegotiated as the actors struggle against each other also fragmentation is a sense 

of incompatible interests that do not have a legitimate avenue to resolve disputes 

internally. There is the added sense that fragmentation means that sovereignty 

itself is fragmented and that there is no overarching state, yet Somalia’s 

sovereignty does not go beyond rhetoric (Herring et al, 2020:186-188). Thus, 

fragmentations is not merely a one-dimensional phenomenon like a lack of unity 

rather it is a layered concept that covers political authority, legitimacy, and 

sovereingty that analyses the current political climate and judges the interaction 

between actors to determine whether there is fragmentation or cohesion. 

 

6.3 Scope Conditions 

 

Whilst the common narrative that follows is that Somalia’s state ‘failed’, since the 

fall of Siyad Barre for ‘state failure’ carries a sense of finality for Somalia state-

building up until that point, yet as this section will show that state building has 

carried on and it has only shifted away from the traditional state formation models. 

This section will detail the scope conditions that are present throughout the entire 

study.  

 

The crucial conditions here are the following: clan identity, ruptured territoriality, 

Tillyian process, and Big Men & state fragmentation. Clan has been a means of 

power and later distributing state resources, so that the warring factions in the civil 

war became stakeholders in the new state-building initiative, yet I have chosen the 

clan dynamism perspective that seeks to treat clan(s) as an actor with agency, yet 
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can be influenced by external actors and events whilst having agency in its own 

right (Gaas, 2019:10). Ruptured territoriality is another condition that focuses on 

the new beginning of statehood in Somalia as the most significant legacy of the 

revolution i.e. the idea of territoriality along traditional state norms being shattered 

and that actors can only establish themselves through clan identity and war-making 

to secure their regional states and political power in the centre (Hoehne, 2016). 

Tilly’s war-making and state-making is another condition that explains the patterns 

of interactions that have been occurring between the actors in the civil war, 

regional administrations, and the central government, so it is important to clarify 

that the scope condition that I emphasize here to be present is the Tillyian Process 

which is the process of war-making without the Tillyian effect i.e. creation of 

modern democracies with strong bureaucracies, thus this is a constant condition 

since the civil war due to different actors engaging in this behaviour without the 

result that Tilly intended.  

 

Political elites who have significant socio-political power, so much so that they 

dominate political and economic landscapes within institutionally fragile and 

informal states are referred to as Big Men (Ylönen, 2024:34-35). These Big Men 

benefit from weak states as they operate individually as power centres and 

compete with their fellow Big Men for more political and economic power through 

domestic and international means by soliciting the aid of foreign actors at the 

expense of the state’s foreign policy (Ylönen, 2024:35-36).  

 Thus, these Big Men perpetuate and maintain state fragmentation, so 

that a centralized state and competent institutions do not emerge due hindering 

their flexibility to concentrate and maintain power through violence and finances 

that results in state fragmentation which can be linked to the overthrow of Barre 

which saw power transfer to his rivals (Aideed, Ali Mahdi, and others), with the 

state institutions dismantled led to a violent contest between the Big Men who 

sought to increase their power at the expense of their rivals (Ylönen, 2024:37-43). 

The Big Men have been a constant feature in Somali politics since Barre’s 

downfall where there was a free-for-all in Big Men as Warlords, and that was 

temporarily dismantled by the ICU who had taken effective control over Southern 

Somalia, and that was followed by the regional administrations taking precedence 
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and the formation of the FGS, thus ushering in the era of oligopoly of Big Men at 

the helm of regional administrations and the FGS. 

 

These scope conditions have been present since 1991 to 2025 and they underpin 

the pattern of interactions between the actors, and have been pivotal in shaping the 

current socio-political configuration, and the next section will detail how these 

scope conditions have influenced the events, actors, and activities that have led to 

fragmentation. 

 

(X) Revolution: Ruptured Territoriality (1991) 

 

Siyad Barre’s days were numbered as pressure mounted with the different clans 

mobilization against him and this was the same story that was playing out in 

nearby Ethiopia where Barre’s Marxist counterpart Mengistu Haile Mariam was 

under similar pressure whereas the Ethiopian autocrat fled amidst the mounting 

pressure, Barre refused to read the writing on the wall, so everything fell apart as 

his regime collapsed.     

 Therefore, the fall of Siyad Barre represents a rupture moment in 

Somali socio-politics for a ruptures are referred to as “open moments when 

opportunities and risks multiply”, so this means that ruptures are events or 

moments where the political and social order is reconfigured for example norms, 

institutions, and polities are changed, thus, the end of authoritarianism are ruptures 

and their create a “new beginning” (Lund, 2016:1202-1204; Hoehne, 2016:1381). 

Simply put, when there is a structural change that changes the previously 

established order, this is referred to as a rupture, so risks and opportunities are 

multiplied for the actors must navigate a new, uncharted territory that will either 

lead to them in a worser or better position than before. 

 

Having established that the revolution is a rupture moment that has reconfigured 

the political and social order, what does this mean? Although the clan lineages 

gained more political, social, and military salience due to the void that the state 

collapse left behind, yet the most important component here is territory rather the 

idea of territoriality (Lazzolino and Stremlau, 2023:59). According to Hoehne 



 

22 

 

(2016:1385) idea of territoriality is the notion of territorial sovereignty and 

political legitimacy i.e. who has authority and rules over a respective territory, and 

this is shown through the fact that historically speaking territories were ruled by 

clans/subclans, and that is where the clan leaders titles such as Sultan, Imam, 

Gaarad, and Malaak among others were those who ruled over their territory with a 

council of elders, and this was ruptured with the coming of colonisation. As the 

colonialists especially in Italian Somaliland (present-day Puntland to the Kenyan 

border) who replaced traditional authority with the colonial authority, and 

decolonisation serving as another rupture moment lead to the idea of territoriality 

being centred on the Somali Republic was taken over by Siad Barre who coopted 

this idea of territoriality and used it to wage war against Ethiopia under the guise 

of reuniting the 5 Somalis (British Somaliland, Djibouti, Italian Somaliland, 

Ogadenia in Ethiopia, and NFD in Kenya), so he can retain the reigns of power 

that was slipping from him due domestic discord (Lund, 2016:1203). 

 

The rupture of Barre’s fall led to a reconfiguration back to the traditional notion 

that binds descent groups more strongly to certain locations thereby leading to 

political authority over territory being ascribed to clan ties and the microcosm of 

Mogadishu is a representation of macrocosm of Somalia for the city was divided 

amongst political elites from different clans who occupied districts and warred 

amongst each other, and the same happened in the rest of the country that got 

divided along clan lines (Hoehne, 2016:1391-1392).   

 The post-1991 rupture logic still holds strong despite the rise of 

Islamic Courts Union who ousted the warlords had the potential to serve as another 

rupture moment, yet that was prevented through a combined effort of the Ethiopian 

invasion, warlords, and the Transnational National Government (TNG) who 

collectively dismantled the ICU (Hoehne, 2016:1393). Yet, the current logic is that 

territoriality is inexorably based on clan identity that dictates who lays claim and 

rules a territory i.e. who has the right to political authority and this has remained 

the rule of the day since the revolution, yet there are some territorial disputes 

(Puntland vs Galmudug, Galmudug vs Hirshabelle, and Puntland vs SSC), but the 

territories are being instituted in the federalist arrangement which makes it the 
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defining feature of territoriality in post-rupture Somalia (Hoehne, 2016:1397-

1407). 

 

Civil War: Rebel Fragmentation to Clan-units 
Mobilization (1991-2005) 

 

The rebel groups who overthrew Siad Barre had nationalistic names such United 

Somali Congress (USC), Somali National Movement (SNM), and Somali 

Salvation Defense Force (SSDF), yet the ugly truth has surfaced with the brothers 

in the revolution turning on each other the moment their common enemy was 

ousted and the rebels fragmented to mobilize their clans-units. The civil war was a 

violent contest between different actors who struggled for dominance in post-

rupture Somalia and much like how the rupture reconfigured the notion of 

territoriality, so did the warring political elites and their rebel groups fragmented to 

reconfigure into a new/old type of entity namely a clan-unit. To clarify, the 

timeline starts from the outbreak of conflict and it ends with the overthrow of the 

warlords by the ICU. 

 

Rebel fragmentation is an event where rebel organisations experience a breakdown 

of cooperation through several individuals coordinating their exit, yet they are still 

fighting (Woldermariam, 2018:25). The main reason why the rebel alliances 

worked is due to their shared of survival against their common enemy i.e. Siad 

Barre, so once the goal of survival and ousting Barre was achieved they viewed 

their alliances as unproductive towards their new goal of securing state-power; 

terriotory, finances, and the crown jewel being Mogadishu in post-colonial Africa 

control over capital is synonymous with control over the country by emerging as a 

formal and internationally recognized political entity (Elmi, 2014; Woldemariam, 

2018:44-45; Haldén, 2008:36). Rebel fragmentation has significant consequences 

for both the duration and intensity of the civil war for the dynamics of the conflict 

shifted from cooperative to competitive, and this created many “veto players” 

armed factions, and they configured themselves into clan-units (Woldemariam, 

2018:13) 
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Clan-units are political, military, and territorial formations of clan ties, and this 

means that clans, which are an organic social organisation in Somali society, 

become a means to organise violence against other clan-units (De Waal, 2020:565-

566). As Magan (2016:51) notes, when the state collapsed, clan structures took on 

new significance, yet their manifestation was not straightforward. For instance, 

within the Hawiye clan-family, subclans such as Abgal and Habargidir emerged as 

distinct political-military entities, demonstrating how clan-units operate 

independently even within the same larger clan group. Each utilised their 

respective clans in claiming Mogadishu as their “territory,” and these entities 

extended their political goals from toppling the dictator to accumulation, relying 

on their clans or allied clans for recruitment and calling upon their clansmen for 

funds to sustain the war machine (Bankyoi, 2009:436; De Waal, 2020:573; 

Hoehne, 2016:1388; Compagnon, 1998:74-84). This resulted in the violent 

struggle between the clan-units who captured districts, government buildings, 

roads, ports, and the airport in their bloody endeavour to capture state-power, yet 

Mogadishu was the epicenter of the violence and two key actors emerged as the 

main contender; Aideed and Ali Mahdi with other warlords from other clan-units 

carving out their piece of Mogadishu.   

 

The key contribution here is combining Rebel Fragmentation (Woldemariam, 

2018) and Clan-units (De Waal, 2020). The former explains the reasons why the 

rebel groups fragmented after the revolution, and the latter explains that the rebel 

groups reorganized into clan-units. These approaches complement each other by 

covering the transition of the rebel groups who had nationalistic names where a 

cover for the reality that they were dominated by a specific clan.  

 

The events of the civil war had paved the way for the relatively stable Northen 

Somalia to start establishing their autonomous administrations. The first to engage 

in this activity is Somaliland who had seceded unilaterally, and Puntland was the 

first autonomous administration who viewed itself as a part of Somalia. The 

violent contest in the South enabled the political elites in Puntland to create the 

first regional administration in the federal system, thereby inspiring the building 
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blocks argument that the Somali state should be built in seperate blocks that are 

then united to form an overarching state. 

 

Autonomous Regional Administration Formation: Tillyian 
Process in The Tropics (1998) 

 

Tillyian Process in the Tropics is a combination of the Tillyian Process and the 

theoretical application of Tilly’s framework in Somalia by Hagmann and Stepputat 

(2023). Tillyian process refers to the interaction between war-making and capital 

accumulation, whilst Hagsmann and Stepputat map and categorize the state-

building patterns of the FGS, FMS (Puntland and Jubbaland), Somaliland, and Al-

Shabaab they include the influence of Somali businessmen and impact of trade 

(ports, roads, and markets) in the state-making discussions by categorizing which 

path the actors have taken between coercive-intensive and capital-interactions or a 

mixture of both (see figure 4 and 5), for example, the Somali businessmen were 

instrumental in disarming and dismantling the warlords by favouring the ICU in 

2006 (Hagmann and Stepputat, 2023:179; Gutiérrez, 2023:565). The key 

contribution here is that by combining these two approaches I can marry two 

approaches that are thick and thin; Tilly in the Tropics is thick whilst Tillyian 

process is thin and they can collectively offer key insights on the development of 

Puntland, Galmudug, and the FGS. This section will be focusing on the formation 

of Puntland for this is most developed amongst the FMSs, and the case of Puntland 

represents the path that other regional administrations might take. 



 

26 

 

 

Figure 4: State-building Trajetories Part 1 (Hagmann and Stepputat, 2023:176) 
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Figure 5: Part 2 (Hagmann and Stepputat, 2023:177)  

 

Puntland had formed in 1998 and benefitted from not experiencing the violent 

contest that was happening in south-central Somalia, thus allowing Puntland to 

embark on its state-building project that was significantly influenced by its control 

over key trade routes and the port of Bosaso. As Hagmann and Stepputat 

(2023:180) highlight that “resources mobilisation centred around the economic 

hubs in Hargeisa, Garowe and the interregional trade corridors of Berbera and 

Bosaso respectively, which allowed Somaliland and Puntland to fund 'state 

making’". Similarly, the Puntland territory is dominated by the Majeerten from the 

Daarod clan who are the same clan as the ousted dictator Barre, so former 

politicians from Daarod had taken the opportunity of Barre’s exit to loot state 

funds that they had taken back to Puntland and transitioned into businessmen who 

financially contributed towards the formation of Puntland (Hagmann and 

Stepputat, 2023:179). Thus, coercion and finances have served as key contributors 

to the creation of the regional administration. 
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Puntland's state-building has oscillated between "coercion" and "capitalised 

coercion" approaches (Hagmann and Stepputat, 2023:179). The administration has 

engaged in territorial disputes with neighboring Somaliland (2007-2018) and 

Galmudug (2015-2017), while simultaneously working to eliminate internal 

competitors like al-Shabaab and other militant groups. Puntland has deployed the 

two previous logics (ruptured territoriality and clan-units; SSDF’s home is 

modern-day Puntland) mainly ruptured territoriality has allowed her to form its 

own territory based on clan lineages namely establishing itself on ‘Daarodland’ 

hence the reason for why Puntland warred against Somaliland due to the Eastern 

region of Somaliland is considered the land of the Harti who are a subclan of 

Daarod, so the Harti have established a strong political cohesion in Puntland with 

their Daarod-kinsmen bringing them into conflict with Somaliland over territorial 

control since the lands that the Dhulbahante reside in stretches across eastern 

Somaliland and Western Puntland (Hoehne, 2017:1394-1399; Issaev and 

Zakharov, 2024:230).     

 Therefore, Puntland's state formation exhibits elements of the 

Tillyian process without necessarily producing the Tillyian effect. The state's 

development has been shaped by the interaction between trade flows, coercion, 

and capital accumulation, yet as Mosley (2015:13) notes, "Puntland represents the 

only functional member state without aspirations of sovereignty". Thus, the 

formation of Puntland, clan-units, and ruptured territoriality set the tone for any 

reconciliatory efforts; that a unitary and centralized government was out of the 

question, and this is the what set the tone for the peace conferences and the 

trajectory for the Somalia post-conflict state. 

 

Arte, Mbagathi and Sodere Peace Conferences: Limited 
Access Mediated State Framework (1996-2004) 

 

The Limited Access Mediated State Framework (LAMSF) consist of two core 

components; Limited access order and Mediated state, the former refers to the 

resolution that is made between fighting factions wherein the elites are granted 

limited access to priviledges over the economy, so that they can extract their rents, 

thus creating condition where the elites are economically invested into maintaining 
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stability for they would comprise their own rents (Menkaus, 2018:24). Mediated 

state highlights the reality that the central government is weak, thus it has 

“negotiate its authority through and with sub-state actors”, so this makes balance 

of power a crucial factor in elite bargaining and the central government’s 

increasing its power may undermine the balance between the clans, and regional 

administrations (Menkaus, 2018:24). 

 

Sodere peace conference served as an impactful peace conference for 

that was where the groundwork for the power-sharing framework of 4.5 system 

was laid down and agreed upon by the present parties (Menkaus, 2018:12; Ahmed 

and Hajimumin, 2022:370). This arrangement is characterised by the 4 major 

clans; Dir, Daarod, Hawiye, and Digir & Mirifle and all minor clans are 

considered .5 together, thus this system guarantees that political positions in the 

executive, and legislative are shared according to clan lineages with the 4 clans 

being awarded 9 seats each and the minor clans collectively sharing .5 seats at the 

National Salvation Council (de Waal, 2020:576; Issaev and Zakharov, 2024:224; 

Marsai, 2025:58). This clearly set the precedent for the contemporary power 

sharing arrangement where the following Arta and Mbagathi peace conferences 

not only followed this precedent but developed it further. 

 

The Arta peace conference (2000) that was held in Arta, Djibouti was considered a 

significant way forward, and this is due to two reasons; the inclusion of women, 

civil society, and clan elders also the establishment of the TNG, and the drafting of 

the Transitional Federal Charter (TFC) (Elmi, 2014:98). Focusing on the outcome 

which saw the establishment of the TNG and the TFC which were the first of their 

kind even surpassing the Sodere peace conference by forming a governmental 

organisation and a charter that can be used for future state-building endeavors 

(Elmi, 2014:99; Marsai, 2025:57-58). Yet, the TNG was very limited due to the 

intense fighting that continued and the organisation could not bring meaningful 

peace also the TFC was agreed upon as a way to arrange the federal arrangement 

that Somalia would, yet at that time only Puntland and Somaliland were the only 

established political administrations, and the latter wants independence and the 

former was operating autonomously. 
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The Mbagathi peace conference lasted for two years and ended with the formation 

of the Transitional Government (TG) (this is different to the TNG for that was 

established when there was a hope for a national/unitary government, yet to shift 

towards a federal character and to drop any notion of a unitary government, this 

pivot towards TG and later becoming the Transitional Federal Government TFG) 

(Elmi, 2014:22-23; Hoehne, 2016:1398). A critique of this peace conference is that 

the TG or later TFG was imposed by Kenya and Ethiopia on the Somali people 

without national debate or referendum, yet they used their proxy warlords ensure 

that the form of federalism that Somalia would take is obscured and ambiguous, 

and this is reflected in the argument that was being pushed after the conference 

that the state is not federal, but the government is federal by naming it as the 

Transitional Federal Government of the Somali Republic (Elmi, 2014:23; Zoppi, 

2017:57; Haldén, 2008:39-40). 

 

Elite bargaining at peace conferences aimed to divide the spoils between the key 

actors, so that the core objective can be achieved; peace (Menkaus, 2018:23). The 

federalist arrangement had a certain appeal for the elites that would allow them to 

access and divide the spoils, and this arrangement found its most vocal advocates 

in the elites that oversaw the regional administrations (Puntland) that had active 

seaports and airports who had access to the best opportunities for elites rent-

seeking (Menkaus, 2018:19-23).    

 Thus, the elite bargaining for them to divide spoils was acknowledge 

as a fragile and vulnerable system that is a temporary stopgap to stop the violence 

and pave the way for direct elections, and one way that this could achieve this is 

through changing the elites with a new group by getting the political cartels in the 

warlords to have a share of spoils that they are fighting, so they become invested 

in establishing a system without the violent contest, and they are then replaced by 

a new group who would seek a better governance (Menkaus, 2018:23-27). The 

reason why all these peace agreements failed was primarily due to the multiple 

armed actors who all had grievances against each other, and the spoilers who did 

not want the conflict to end due to benefitting from the current socio-political 

circumstances had incentivized them to be holdouts to continue to extract financial 

benefits from peace conferences (Woldemariam, 2018:13-14). 
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Despite the dubious processes and outcome of the conferences, yet there is a key 

point that cannot be disputed which is that this process forwarded the federal 

agenda in a significant way for better or worse the shift of the TNG to the TG and 

later to the TFG had settled the debate between federal and unitary; Somalia’s 

future lied in federalism regardless of capacity, suitability, or even feasibility as 

this became a non-negotiable in the future Somali political framework. 

 

Implementation of the Constitution, Transitional Federal 
Charter, and Federal Government Formation: Clan-
Democracy (2011-2012) 

 

The federalist framework being set in stone from the Mbagathi peace conference, 

the Sodere peace conference sketched the 4.5 system, whilst the Arta process 

shows that a general agreement amongst the then warring factions can be reached 

had led to two critical junctures; the implementation of the TFC that led to the 

formation of the FGS. Clan-democracy is a “strategy for conflict and crisis 

regulation in the African context” and the author uses the term conflict regulation 

in a inclusive way to describe both conflict management and conflict resolution 

(Ssereo, 2003:25). Moreover, this is manifested through the selective application 

of democratic principles with tribal allegiance such as the organisation of elections 

and the constituency representation are present within the system with clans being 

the represented instead of the ‘people’ (Ssero, 2003:39). 

 

The TFG and regional administrations (principally Puntland and Jubbaland for the 

other FMS would form later on) had signed a transit map in September 2011 that 

outlined an action plan that would lead to the election of a permanent government 

in a year, and in August 2012, the Constitutional Assembly in Mogadishu adopted 

an interim consititution that officially defined Somalia as a federation (Issaev and 

Zakharov, 2024:226-227; Hoehne, 2016:1398; Yimenu, 2023:11-12). Moreover, 

the constitution stated that the federal government had exclusive powers in areas 

such as defense, foreign policy, money creation, and immigration, yet the 

consitution allows for areas of shared jurisdiction in which both levels of 

government could legislate (Issaev and Zakharov, 2024:227). Yet, this is 
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juxtaposed with the constitution also stating that each state has its own government 

and legislature (Issaev and Zakharov, 2024:227). Thus, this has sent mixed signals 

for what the intention for the federalist arrangement and the constitution which is 

shrouded in purposeful ambiguity (Zoppi, 2017:57). These events led to the 

formation of the first permanent government which had the backing of the regional 

actors and the international community as the sole legitimate sovereign political 

entitiy, and the key challenge for the FGS was to build national unity under the 

federalist arrangement whilst ruling over the FMS (Issaev and Zakharov, 

2024:227; Yimenu, 2023:28). Yet, the cracks started to show, when Puntland and 

Mogadishu started to quarrel over the reluctance of the TFG to share financial and 

humanitarian aid, delaying the transition, and defying the provisional constitution 

(Issaev and Zakharov, 2024:230-232).  

 

(Y) Fragmentation: Hybrid Fragmented Governance and 
Clan Federalism (2012-2025) 

 

Despite the formation of the first permanent government since 1991 and ending 

the mass violence that destroyed the country in the 1990s and 2000s. The 

inauguration of the first President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud (2012-2017)  and his 

term saw some turbulence between the FGS and FMS, yet it was the centralizing 

efforts of Mohamed Abdullahi Farmaajo (2017-2022) with his aim of reducing the 

power of FMSs and his reluctance to compromise saw the rift widen, yet 

Mohamud’s 2nd term also endeavoured to centralise and increase the FGSs power 

(Marsai, 2025:60-63). Therefore, the current state can be described as 

fragmentated. 

 

Hybrid Fragmented Governance (HFG) describes the current Somali political 

structure for those who governing do not have agreed authority relations (who’s in 

charge) nor do they have an agreed way of settling disputes over those authority 

relations (ratified constitution). Therefore, Somalia’s political system is 

characterised as being hybrid for there several forms of authority that operate 

alongside with each other namely there is a hybridization of traditional forms and 

modern forms of authority where the former is represented by clan elders and 
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Islam and the latter is the state apparatuses (Herring et al, 2020:186). Clan 

federalism is an explanation of the current fragmented nature of Somalia’s political 

landscape for it is characterized by self-government and divided governments, yet 

the underlying logic is clan identity underpins who rules the regional 

administration, despite most FMSs are formed through negotiations with several 

clans that reside in the region, but there is a one sub-clan that dominates the 

political arrangement akin to a leviathan (Issaev and Zakharov, 2024:246). 

 

The political landscape had altered from the pockets of warlords that violently 

struggled with each other by leveraging their clan-units to organised clan-based 

regional administrations. With Jubbaland and Puntland being the forerunners 

compared to their other regional counterparts who would later form such as 

Hirshabelle and Galmudug this means that Puntland and Jubbaland have bypassed 

the constitutional processes for the formation of FMS; Clause 1 of Article 49 of 

the provisional constitution states that the Lower house of the parliament shall 

determine the number and boundaries of the federal member states whilst Clause 6 

of the same article states that two or more regions can voluntarily merge to form a 

federal member state (Mosley, 2015:9).    

  Hishabelle and Galmudug had difficult births for they struggled with 

differences between the various clans such as the disagreements between the 

Hawadle and Agbal clans (they are both subclans of Hawiye clan) for the former 

and the latter saw protracted negotiations between Habargidir (Hawiye) and 

Marehan (Daarod) required external actor involvement to form these regional 

administrations (Marsai, 2025:59). Interestingly, as of writing the formation of 

Waqooy Bari is underway with the FGS overseeing its construction, and this 

process is being disputed by both Somaliland who claims the entire region and 

Puntland who claims the Sool part of Sool & Sanaag, and what will this mean for 

the federalist system? 

 

The key contribution for this section is the combination of the HFG and Clan 

federalism. These two approaches which are grounded in Somali politics offer key 

insights on their own, HFG is useful for analysing the nature of authority 

especially how authority is negotiated vertically and horizontally, whilst Clan 
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federalism highlights that the FMSs are founded on, organised along, and operate 

on clan identity. By combining these two approaches it helps to encapsulate the 

nature of fragmentation in Somalia. Below is the theoretical framework that I have 

built using the empirical evidence and I will be explaining this framework in the 

next section. 

 

 

Figure 4: Theoretical mechanism after applying the theory-building process-

tracing (Gemini) 

 

7. Results & Discussion 
 

The empirical mechanism and resulting theoretical framework presented above 

paints a complex picture that requires discussion to make sense of the framework. 

The fragmented nature of Somalia’s political landscape is demonstrated by the fact 

that the state never failed rather it was disassembled during the fall of Siad Barre 

that led to the ruptured territoriality and clan-units capitalising on this opportunity 

both figuratively and literally to establish themselves whilst the focus is mostly on 

the violent contest in Mogadishu (De Waal, 2020:563).   

  

The clan-unit formation is linked to the rebel groups that formed to overthrow Siad 

Barre who were clan-based groups with nationalistic names, and now they 

fragmented to mobilize into the clan-units have become commonplace actor with 

the intersection of ruptured territory and clan-units leading the formation the 

regional administrations with their notion of territoriality being based on 

traditional clan territory and the clan-units who were rebranded into their 

respective armies i.e. the Puntland Security Force (PSF) and Jubbaland Dervish 

Force (JDF) that utilize coercion to achieve their FMS political goals even at times 
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against the FGS, therefore each armed force has three entities competing for their 

loyalty: the clan, the FMS, and the SNA/FGS (Majid et al, 2021:31). 

 Whilst the tone for peace negotiations were set by the agreement on a 

clan-based power-sharing system and an ambiguous federalist arrangement that 

allowed political elites to set-up the future political framework for their benefits 

shows that the key actors did not want to clearly define the federal system for fear 

that they could not instrumentalise the process later on for their spoils and future 

rents (Ylönen, 2024:39).     

 The clan-unit’s struggle left a legacy that underscores the current 

configuration of Somali politics in a fundamental way. The current configuration 

of federalism is that the FMS predominately founded as descent-based entities that 

are conducting themselves like partitioned sovereign entities that operate on state 

logics by operationalizing clan identity alongside cross-cutting ties for physical 

security, political, and mobilization within a fixed and bounded territory that is 

demarcated and defended like the borders of a nation-state, thus these clan-units 

are the basis for organising warmaking, in short state-making (Hoehne, 

2016:1390-1396; De Waal, 2020:564-565).  

 

The implementation of the constitution, TFC, and the formation of the FGS was a 

positive signal towards the establishment of a permanent government and a 

constitution that can lead to a rule-based society. Yet, the constitutions had 

problematic articles that contradicted each other (Clause 1 of article 49 and Clause 

6 of Article 49) also the fact that the constitution has not been ratified with the 

public through a referendum despite being used for nearly 14 years is not a good 

sign. Also, the FGS despite being internationally recognised it has had an 

adversarial relationship with the FMSs who had formed way before or shortly after 

FGS itself.  

 

The HFG and clan federalism illustrates the true nature that fragmentation in 

Somalia is that there are multiple state formation trajectories that are 

occurring/occurred simultaneously with two distinct types of state formation: top-

down and bottom-up. The state-building trajectories of Puntland and Somaliland 

have followed the TPTP course where they’ve engaged in alliance-formation and 
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war-making to establish themselves within their territories and through territorial 

disputes with each other, thereby hardening their internal identities as a result, 

engaged in state-making through eliminating or incapacitating competitors to their 

rule, with protection they’ve managed to provide basic protection to their citizenry 

with minor difficulties from external competitors, and lastly they extract their 

revenues from Berbera port, Bosaso port and their corridors respectively (see, 

Figure 3; Hagmann and Stepputat, 2023:176).  

On the other hand, the FGS and Jubbaland have not engaged in war-

making for the former was formed from an internationally mediated and supported 

process and the latter was formed from an internally mediated process with the 

clans such as Ogaden and other minor clans in agreement with backing from 

Kenya, with state-making the FGS experienced this through the cooperation 

between SNA and AMISOM against Al-Shabaab and conflicts with FMS and 

other various armed groups such as clan units whilst Jubbaland had defeated Al-

Shabaab with local militia and AMISOM also the ongoing conflict with Al-

Shabaab and FGS, in terms of protection both the FGS and Jubbaland are very 

limited, and lastly, they extract from their respective ports whilst the FGS has the 

added benefit of the international airport and checkpoints Hagmann and Stepputat, 

2023:177).  

 

The bottom-up state formation applies to Puntland and Jubbaland whilst the top-

down refers to the FGS, and that has serious implications such as the FGS is more 

reliant on external donors for its funding for administrative functions and security 

needs from AMISOM which makes it more prone to cronyism by misappropiating 

funds whilst Puntland does receive external funding, but not to the extent as the 

FGS and it can offer more robust protection within its territory (Murtazashvili, 

2015:80). Whilst the federalist arrangement was supposed to serve in the 

“building-blocks approach” of state formation and creating a ‘two-track’ state 

building; the simultaneous of the central government and regional actors, yet it has 

created a competing-track of state-building where any measure that the FGS tries 

to exert its authority is met with refusal and derision (Hoehne, 2016:1398; Zoppi, 

2017:56).  
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The current fragmentation means that Somalia is has a federal government in name 

only for the central government cannot exert its will for each time it has done so 

against Puntland and Jubbaland it has been rebuffed. At the height of the stand-off 

between the FGS and FMSs; the FMSs (Puntland, Jubbaland, Hirshabelle, and 

Galmudug) had cut all communication with Mogadishu and refused all mediation 

talks with the FGS and they had demanded a third party to mediate, and in October 

2018 Puntland established an independent armed forces to fight against Al-

Shabaab citing that FGS cannot be trusted with the country’s security (Marsai, 

2025:62-63; Hashi and Hock, 2024:124).   

 This shows the reality that describing the FMS as regional 

administrations does not do reflect what they actually are; modern states albeit not 

the type of states that Tilly described, yet I would argue that Puntland is more 

developed than the FGS with the FGS being similar to Jubbaland in terms of how 

effective they are able to deploy the Tillyian Process. This begs this question 

which is how best can we describe this arrangement if federalism is not the 

appropriate designation? It is a confederation of States more akin to the United 

States under the Articles of Confederation or the Early Swiss Confederacy before 

the consolidation of the Swiss Federation with Hirshabelle, Southwest state, and 

Galmudug being the vassals of the FGS and Puntland alongside Jubbaland being 

counterparts/rivals to the FGS. Yet, it is necessary to point out that loyalties play a 

crucial role in whether an FMS will align with or against the FGS. Therefore, 

significant centralizing efforts by the FGS might lead to war with FMSs and 

Somaliland, so the status quo benefits the FMSs (Fiseha, 2024:185-186; Haldén, 

2008:5) 

 

In sum, the FMSs are operating like partitioned states that form their national 

identity along clan lines, and their extensive territorialization has even started 

regional violence amongst themselves (Somaliland Vs Puntland, Galmudug Vs 

Hirshabelle, Waaqoy Bari create conflict SFG, Puntland, Somaliland) over 

territorial disputes and protecting their ‘people’, thus these entities are now 

competing for their survival with the absence of a strong central state who holds a 

monopoly of violence rather the legacy of the state collapse has seen the FMS’ 

each hold legitimacy to use violence based on the clan logic now turning into state 
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logic leading to the formation of a new political order of legalized and legitimate 

clan identities in the form of clanustans within the political arena whereby entities 

are seizing, securing, and reproducing their power (material, social, and historical) 

within the fragmented Somalia (Hoehne, 2016:1385-1407; De Waal, 2020:574-

581; Menkaus, 2006:83-93; Ingriis, 2018:61-81; Dahir and Ali, 2024:92-94). 

Tilly’s (1990:69) argues that the local and regional power-holders (FMS) have 

“control of concentrated means of force that could, if combined, match or even 

overwhelm those of the state”, and this couldn’t be truer for that is the precarious 

situation that the FGS faces for the FMS’s core component namely the clan units 

are entities founded for accumulation to wage war, so now the FGS‘s power being 

constrained to Mogadishu means that it is surrounded by potential enemies who 

are opportunistic Big Men i.e. FMS Presidents that wants a weak central 

government, so that they operate their FMSs like independent states (Ylönen, 

2024:44-45).  

 

The FMSs have gained the power and option of unilaterally exiting due to the 

aforementioned state characteristic, thus they have bargaining power to contend or 

outright defy the FGS as demonstrated by Puntland by revoking recognition, due 

to engaging in the clan-cum-administrative boundary-building process in the 

cultural, economic, political/military/coercive domain to form into these bounded 

territorialized state-like entities (Bartolini, 2005:45; Retuers, 2024; Marsai, 

2025:62-63; Abdirahman, 2021:31). Thus, these FMS being organised by clan 

units that have adopted “modern state logic”, and this is exemplified by “the 

control of clearly demarcated territory and exclusive claims to resources and 

people within it” since they’ve consolidated their territory and asserted their 

supremacy by holding legitimate use of coercion under their FMS name (Puntland 

Army, etc) which is synonymous with the dominant clan, therefore, it is clear that 

these FMS have formed into mini-states (Hoehne, 2016:1382-1385; Ingriis, 

2018:58; Marsai, 2025) 

 

8. Conclusion & Future Work 
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Somalia socio-political structure has changed significantly since its independence 

from a democratic republic for the first 9 years with free and fair elections seeing 

the smooth transfer of power on the surface, yet the people were slowly losing 

confidence in a system that was marred by corruption, and that had set the scene 

for the coup and dictatorship of Siad Barre who ruled with an iron fist for the next 

21 years until he was overthrown and the victors dismantled the Somali state. The 

remaining fragments reknitted themselves in the North with Somaliland 

unilaterally seceding and Puntland forming on its own terms through their local 

state formation initiative with a combination of coercion and capital-intensive 

patterns. This set the tone for any future state-building projects that it would be 

through a federalist arrangement for there were too many grievances and mistrust 

to form a unitary state. 

 

The study has demonstrated high reliability for the theoretical and methodological 

approaches have been clearly outlined alongside the systemic operationalisation of 

key concepts and material, for example I have used peer-reviewed articles and 

books that focus on Somalia to derive my empirical insight, and I measure the 

fragmentation with every theoretical framework to build the empirical process-

tracing approach (Halperin and Heath, 2020:191). Also, the process will be clearly 

outlined, so that researchers can replicate this study to determine the external 

reliability. On the issue of generalisability, as mentioned above this study has 

sacrificed external validity by choosing a single-case and studying that case 

intensely, yet the insights yielded here can be useful for case such as Libya and 

Sudan that are experiencing civil wars and chronic insecurity with ethnic and 

political cleavages.  

 

This study has used a theory-building process-tracing approach to understand the 

origin and enduring features of fragmentation in Somalia. With the mistrust and 

grievances from the civil war where clan ties were mobilized by Big Men into 

political-military clan-units that engaged in the violent contest for Mogadishu had 

resulted in the collapse of the Somali state. After tracing the historical process, it is 

clear that the reason why Somalia is fragmented is due multiple and at times 

simultaneous state formation patterns by the socio-political-military actors (Clan-
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units and Big Men Presidents) in the FGS, Puntland, Jubbaland, Galmudug, and 

others. The state formation patterns have varied from coercive-intensive to capital-

intensive or even capitalised-coercion depending on their circumstances, yet they 

have have been either bottom-up and top-down with the former being the regional 

administrations and the latter is the FGS. The bottom-up pattern is more resilient 

as demonstrated by Puntland who has better means of protection and war-making 

compared to the FGS who engages in top-down state-building is mostly reliant on 

external actors and finances (Hagsmann and Stepputat, 2023:176-180). In sum, 

Somalia’s federal institution is federal in name only, for the regional 

administrations (Jubbaland and Puntland) who are engaged in their own state 

formation projects have resisted the de jure legal and political sovereignty of the 

FGS, so the current federal arrangement is more akin to the United States under 

the Articles of Confederation or the Early Swiss Confederacy before the 

consolidation of the Swiss Federation.  

 

After the study painted the bleak picture of fragmentation, this prompts the 

question, is unity even possible? This is like asking in the mid-to late 90s when the 

UN failed, is peace even possible? Yet, peace has made significant inroads, so 

what not unity? Somalis are still figuring out the federalist arrangement and it will 

take time and patience for this is a ongoing chapter of Somalia road to state 

formation and I believe that Somalia can soar despite the arduous adversity ahead. 

For there is a powerful Somali proverb (Maahmah) that succinctly explains 

Somali’s resilience, tenacity, persistence, and optimism; Rag tashaday cir tararay 

wey toli karaan taako labadeede meaning “If people come together, they can even 

mend cracks in the sky”. 

 

Future work 

 

This study has laid the groundwork for studying the fragmentation in Somalia 

through a theory-building process-tracing approach. Future studies that focus on 

analysing the Somali political system can adopt a discourse analysis to study how 

the regional administrations perceive themselves and the central government i.e. 

the nature of clan is an ever-present spectre, yet with the regional administrations 
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carved along clan lines, what does that mean for citizenship and an overarching 

Somali identity when the groundworks are being laid for a 1-person 1-vote 

election. The studies on Somalia’s federalism can go beyond the current legalistic 

and institutional discussions to study the systemic issues that plague Somalia such 

as clan identity, clan-units, and the consequences of ruptured territoriality on 

sovereignty and political legitimacy. Also, a future study on fragmentation can 

adopt a process-tracing approach for several cases with similar circumstances such 

as Libya and Sudan to determine the aggravating factors of fragmentation in 

Muslim majority African Countries to suggest possible solutions. 
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Appendix 
 

Acronyms 

FGS: Federal Government of Somalia 

FMS: Federal Member States 

ICU: Islamic Courts Union 

SSC: Sool, Sanaag, and Cayn 

TNG: Transitional National Government 

TFG: Transitional Federal Government 

TG: Transitional Government 

HFG: Hybrid Fragmented Governance 

USC: United Somali Congress. 

SSDF: Somali Salvation Democratic Front. 

FGS: Federal Government of Somalia. 

SNM: Somali National Movement. 

DOM: Daarod, Ogadeen, Mareehan. 

 

AI Use 

This study has used AI as a supportive function. For making diagrams and graphs 

as visual aids also AI has been helpful with the writing aspect in a limited 

capacity. With the visual aids, I have clearly labelled which LLM I have used to 

construct them, and for the writing aspect, AI has been useful in recommending 

synonyms and providing writing tips for several passages in the study.  
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