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Abstract: The Amhara settled in Jigjiga and its surroundings following Emperor Minîlik‟s
imperial expansion to Ogaden in the 1880s. This resulted in the creation of garrisons and
settlements in Ogaden. The Amhara were governors, soldiers and their followers who settled
in the Somali land during the reigns of Emperor Minîlik and Emperor Haile Sillassie. The
aim of this paper is to discuss the impact of Somali nationalism on the Amhara-Somali
ethnic interaction in Jigjiga town and its surroundings from 1940s to 1990s. The study
solely relied on qualitative data that were gathered through in-depth interviews and desk
reviews. The gathered data were carefully analyzed and interpreted after they were
crosschecked and classified into themes. The findings of the study indicate that there had
been historical contradictions and resultant frequent violent and non-violent conflicts
between the Amhara settlers (the political majority) and the Somali (the host community
who were the political minority). The Somali identified the Amhara as representing alien
rule that was imposed on them just to exploit and oppress them, while the Amhara
developed contempt for the native Somali, being obsessed by the stiff resistances they posed
against them and the imperial rule. The contradiction and dissension between the two groups
had been in the making since the arrival of Minîlik‟s conquering army in the Somali area but
organized violent skirmishes and conventional wars began to take place since the 1940s due
to the internal and external political factors; especially the Somali nationalism.
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1. Introduction
Some scholars tried to trace back the relation between the peoples of the present-day Somali and
northern parts of todays Ethiopia to the Aksumite period. For instance, Habte-Silasse (1972), citing
from Conti Rossini, indicated that the people to the east of Rhousi, the Sesea, who today are called
Issã (one of the Somali clans), were obedient to the king of Aksum and there was a “duty payable on
goods” levied on the Somali tribes. Walda-Mãriam (1964) also states that the Somali were known as
the “peoples of the Land of Incense” and they were subjected to the king of Aksum. However, it is
hardly possible to fully recognize the assertion that the Somali clans were under the control of the
Aksumite kingdom during the Aksumite period due to the absence of concrete historical evidences.
The word „Somali‟ itself did not appear in historical documents until the 15th century. The different
clans or groups of the Somali like the Darod and Issa occupied most of the northern, western, and
eastern territories of what is today Ogaden through a series of migrations and expansions from the
Somali proper (Lewis, 1989). The Somali people were simply known by the peoples of central
Ethiopia as the inhabitants of the eastern part of ex-Hararge province which later came to be known as
Ogaden (Hassan, 1999). According to Eshete (1994), Ogaden, which includes Jigjiga, was not
subjected to any Ethiopian central authority until the end of the 19th century.
Sources show that in the 1850s, the present day Jigjiga and its surroundings were inhabited by the
Oromo and the Hãwîyya, Dir, Ishãq, and Darood Somali clans. These clans were predominantly
pastoral populations who moved freely in the area following their herds. There were no boundaries;
they could move up to the coast and to the interior up to Harar plateau in search of pasture and water.
The Somalis were tied to one another by lineage system. In many pastoral clans, there were titles such
as gãrãd, suldhãn, and ugãs which were dominant in the leadership area of pastoralists; while the
titles like shêk were common among the sedentary people. Political and economic conflicts were
mediated by Islamic leaders (Barnes, 2000; Lewis, 1959). Before Minîlik‟s conquest of the area, the
Somali clans had “independent political existence” with stable political hierarchy. There was a
customary law known as heer or Hêr which served as “unwritten constitution” to regulate the relation
between lineages (Eshete, 1988: 13-14; Lewis, 1960).
In the second half of the 19th century, the Somali people experienced invasions by competing
European powers. In consequence, their land was divided among colonial powers with their respective
boundariess. As they were divided in their loyalty to different colonial powers, namely, the British,
the Italians and the French, raids, war and looting became common between and among same people
of different colonial territories. In the east, south, and west, there was an increasing pressure from
Europeans, while in the north, the army of Minîlik was pushing. Being “caught in a spiral over which
they had no control”; the Somali were “confused, bewildered, and [became] powerless” (Diriye, 2000:
20). Generally, it was a very hard time for the Somali people. Picture sketched on fabric by the
members of the Somali Youth League (SYL) in 1940s, shows the condition of the Somali at the time.
The picture is a sketch of a man whose legs, hands and neck were tied up with ropes and pulled in
different directions by five men. The picture of the man whose head is to the south direction
symbolizes the Somali territory, while the five men who were pulling the ropes tied to the man stand
for the five colonial powers which were scrambling the Somali territory. The person pulling the rope
tied to the neck to the south direction represents Italy, the two persons pulling the ropes tied to the
right and left hands towards the west and east represent Great Britain, and the persons pulling the right
and left legs towards north and east were Ethiopia and France respectively (See appendix 1). Above
all, the conflict between Ethiopia and Somalia highly impacted the Somali people and their perception
towards the people from central Ethiopia. Nevertheless, the short reign of Lij Iyasu interlude was a
very important time for the Somali people of Ethiopia. The time witnessed improvement in the
relation between central government and the Somali people, and also between the Amhara and Somali
(Hassan, 1999; Cedric, 2000).
Starting from Minîlik‟s occupation of the Somali territory in 1890s, garrisons were established in
Somali as administrative centres. The Somali view these administrative centres as “occupation army”.
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The Somali view anyone who is Christian from central Ethiopia as Amhara or “Hãbãsh”. They view
the Amhara as representative of alien rule. The Amhara governors of the area also did nothing for the
local community. The first conflict between the two ethnic groups started with Gêrri-Jãrso Somali
uprising in 1942. After which the Somali started to intimidate the Amhara supported by external
forces like the British who administered the area from 1944 to 1954 (Matshanda, 2019). Later they
encouraged and provided weapon for the Somali and SYL which had become militant and created
hatred against the Amhara. Under British administration, there were around 300,000 people in and
around Jigjiga: Amhara constitute 5000, the Oromo 10,000 and the rest are Somali (Lewis, 1959).
After the establishment of Somali republic in 1960s, the development of Somali nationalism- the idea
of “Greater Somalia”, and “Pan-Somalism” - added fuel to the Amhara-Somali conflict. This paper
appraises the emergence and evolution of the Amhara-Somali conflictual relation in Jigjiga and its
surroundings, and the role of Somali nationalism in the gradual escalation of the conflict from 1940s
to 1990s.

2. Research Methods
The purpose of this study is to assess the relationship between Amhara and Somali people who are
living in and around Jigjiga city in 1940s and 19190s and to see the impact of the regional
developments, particularly the Somali nationalism. The study used qualitative research approach,
specifically descriptive design. The study utilized both primary and secondary data sources. The
primary data were gathered from archives and informants. This include: newspapers, letters, minutes,
correspondences, photographs in the National Archive and Library Agency (NALA) in Addis Ababa,
Archives of the Municipality of Jigjiga (AMJ), Harari Regional Office Archive Centre (HROAC), and
Sherif Harar City Museum (SHHCM) were thoroughly investigated. Unfortunately, most of the
archival documents in Jigjiga and Gode were destroyed during the Ethio-Somali wars of the 1960s
and 1970s. This forced the researchers to heavily rely on secondary and oral sources. Secondary
sources like books, journals and newspapers from library of the Institute of Ethiopian Studies,
Haramaya University, Arthur Rimbaud Museum, Somali Regional State Culture and Tourism Bureau
were intensively reviewed.
In-depth interviews were made with Amhara and Somali elders from Jigjiga and Harar who has
been living in the area during the period covered by this study. To identify informants, snowball
sampling technique was used. After randomly identifying one elder, he/she was asked to lead the
researchers to other potential informants whom he/she thinks would have information on the issues
being discussed. Guide questions were used to collect data, but most of the information were obtained
by probing based on respondents‟ answers. The collected data were carefully analyzed and interpreted
after they were crosschecked and classified into themes. The study focused on a time period between
1940s and 1990s, because the former witnessed the first Somali uprising against Amhara settlers,
while the latter period was a time in which ethnic federalism was established in Ethiopia which
significantly empowered the Somali people and heightened the tension between Amhara and Somali
peoples in the town of Jigjiga and its surroundings.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Political Developments and Conflicts in the Ogaden Region before the 1960s
From its conquest in 1890 to 1896, Jigjiga was administered from the garrison at Qočhar. This was
because there were Amhara farmers in Qočhar who supplied necessary provisions to the soldiers and
thus eased the administration. In 1896, a permanent post was established in Jigjiga because it served
as a better site to launch campaigns deep into the Ogaden and to control the caravan trade routes.
Nevertheless, it was from 1890 that Jigjiga began to serve as the gathering place for the cattle
collected from pastoralists as „tribute‟ (Eshete, 1988).
The Somali in Jigjiga viewed the garrison as the base of “occupation army” (Samatar, 1985: 184).
This implies that they conceived the Amhara as alien force that subjugated them forcefully. Besides,
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the administration from the garrison centres did nothing for the welfare of the Somali people. The
digging of some wells and provision of water started only after the appointment of civil governors.
Nevertheless, not all governors worked to improve the living conditions of the Somali; Abdãllã Tãhã,
Takla-Hãwãriyãt Takla-Mãriyãm and Gärmãme Nawãy were exceptions. The rest of the governors
served for shorter terms, and because of insecurity and instability of the area, Jigjiga fell under the
military administration time and again. But, the more the Ethiopian governors relied on the garrison,
the deeper the alienation of the Somali was (Samatar, 1985).
Most of the violent conflicts that happened in the Ogaden in the 1960s had their roots in the 1940s
and 1950s. One of the earliest and direct confrontations between the Amhara and Somali was the
uprising of Gêrri-Jãrso Somali clan against the Amhara settlers in the 1940s. Although this conflict
did not start in Jigjiga, it had a direct impact on Amhara-Somali relation in the town. In 1948 the
Gêrri-Jãrso Somali made a surprise attack on the garrison at Qočhar from the British Reserved Area.
The nãftãgnã or Amhara settlers of Qočhar escaped to the nearby hill and they were rescued by the
Ethiopian army that was sent from Harar through Jigjiga. The rebels retreated to the Reserved Area.
Although the Ethiopian army chased the rebels, the British forbade the army from crossing the border
into the Reserved Area. The revolt also targeted the Amhara settlers in Gursum where villages were
set alight and hundreds of people were killed. Then, the rebels marched to Harar, but they were
crushed on their way to Harar by the Ethiopian army. The rebels armed themselves with Italian rifles,
received help from the British, and used Reserved Area as a safe haven from the attack of the
Ethiopian army (Eshete, 1994, 1988, 1991).
The revolt in Qočhar and Gursum immediately spread to Jigjiga. The Somali in Jigjiga started to
intimidate the Amhara settlers and minor clashes occurred. It was reported that the Amhara women
were beaten by the Somali at market places, and the Amhara started to leave their settlements in fear
of the measures taken by the Somali. This development left a “deep scar” on the relation between the
Amhara and the Somali in Jigjiga (Informants: Kãsãye Hãbta-Mãriyãm, Sofia Dastã and Mohammad
Heban, Jigjiga, January 2017). Greenfield (1965) indicated that in the 1940s, government troops
supporting Christian settlers violently clashed with the Ethiopian Somalis on the hills between Jigjiga
and Harar. Most probably, this was also the continuation of the uprising, in which the government
soldiers engaged to protect the Amhara settlers in the region who were threatened by the Somali.
The record of the conversation between General Asfãw Walde, governor of the Ogaden, and the
British official, Mr. D.A Hextall, in 1949, showed the Ethiopian governors‟ awareness of the support
of the British to the Somali revolt. Asfãw told his counterpart that he had heard a rumour about the
British providing escape-route and weapons to the rebels. After denying this allegation, Mr. Hextall
replied that the Somali “believe that [Ethiopian] officials in the Ogaden were anti-British. They
reasoned that if this was so, the British would feel the same” and would help them (Minutes of
Conversation between Brig. Gen. Asfãw, and Mr. D.A Hextall, S.C.A.O. September 1949). That was
also why some of the Somali were repeatedly complaining to the British officials about Ethiopian
rule.
Conflicts with and oppositions to the Amhara continued in the 1950s due to internal political
developments that resulted in the uprising known as Gerri-Didha. As conflicts in the area intensified,
the police forces were gradually replaced by military forces. The Third Division of the Ethiopian
Army, which was commanded by Brigadier General Darasse Dubbale (later replaced by Brigadier
General Amãn Mikãel Andom in 1960), was responsible for the security of Jigjiga and its
surroundings (Negash, 2004). Parallel to the above developments, there were local political
organizations which added fuel to the instability of the area. One of these political organizations was
the SYL.
After the withdrawal of the British colonial powers from Jijiga in 1948, the task of politicizing and
creating hatred against the Amhara was inherited by the SYL which was founded on 15 th of May 1943
in Mogadishu. Originally, it was called Somali Youth Club and aimed at fraternity, liberty and
progress of the Somali, and the end of clan barriers. The first president of the league, Abdulqadir
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Saqawã-Din, came to Addis Ababa in August 1946 and had a discussion with the Emperor. By 1946,
a letter sent from Ya-Jãginôch Mãhibar (Ethiopian Patriots‟ Association) to the SYL in Mogadishu
encouraged the leaders to unite and work with the government of Ethiopia. A petition was also
presented by the members of the League to the chief military administration in Mogadishu to unite
with Ethiopia. Nevertheless, starting from May 1947 its moderate stand and readiness to cooperate
with the Ethiopian government immediately waned and it eventually started to urge for the unification
of all Somali people, propelled by Ernest Bevin‟s project of “Greater Somalia.” Bevin, who proposed
the idea of Greater Somalia to the British Parliament was a British foreign secretary. The objective of
Britain and Greater Somalia was to incorporate Ogaden into other Somali inhabited areas and
administer under its trusteeship (Eshete, 1991). After this, the Club shifted its name from Somali
Youth Club to Somali Youth League (A letter from Ya-Jãginôch Mãhibar to SYL, Ginbot 23, 1939
EC. See full letter in appendix 2).
The shift in attitude towards the Ethiopian government equated with the Amhara or Hãbãsh was
dramatic. Barnes stated that members of the league in Jigjiga were worried about the movement to
join Ethiopia and sent a letter to Mogadishu, stating: “the Ethiopians are colonisers, they are stronger
than us, they are barbarous and arrogant, they will consume you, they want to cheat you, to take landnever allow them [to do this]” (Barnes, 2004: 45-46).1 From this moment on, the SYL started to work
against the Ethiopian government and the Amhara settlers. Barnes got the above information from an
informant, but in view of what they did in Jigjiga and the Reserved Area, we can gauge that the
British also might have had a role in this change of attitude. 2
After this, the SYL officially began working under the slogan: “long live Somali, death to Ethiopia”.
It had already opened its branch in Jigjiga in 1946 with the permission of the British officials. To
worsen the Amhara-Somali relationship, the League started to agitate openly the Somali in Jigjiga to
struggle for the unity of all Somali people. Although the British officials knew that the League was
against Ethiopia, they gave indirect encouragement. The League frequently organized demonstrations
in Jigjiga near the residences of Amhara settlers and government offices. The demonstrations were
full of insults and provocative slogans against the Amhara settlers (Eshete, 1994: 330; Barnes, 2000).
This shows how the British successfully created hatred towards the Amhara and encouraged the
dream of Greater Somalia in the minds of the leaders of SYL.
The Ethiopian officials in Jigjiga struggled much to control the situation, but they were unable to
manage it since they had no power and right to do so. When the League became more and more
violent, Major Damaqa Rãttã, the then acting governor of Jigjiga, asked the British officials to
interfere. Nevertheless, the British officials were hesitant to take measures. It was because of this that
when the British officials proposed Zeila port in exchange for Ogaden, though he knew he would
never achieve this, Emperor Haile Sellasie put a precondition for them to prohibit the SYL from
hoisting its flag in the area and from propagating the idea of Greater Somalia in Jigjiga (HayleSilassie, 1999).
With the urge from Damaqa Rãttã, Britain which is also losing interest in the League, was forced to
shut the League‟s office in Jigjiga. However, the League continued creating problem on both Amhara
soldiers and settlers in and around Jigjiga. In 1948, a letter from the secretary of SYL to its head
office in Moqadisho stated that the Somalis in Jigjiga are ready and only waiting for an order and
supplies to fight the „Hãbãsh‟ who were in control of Jigjiga (Secretary of SYL to Shilãsô SYL office,
Tirri, 1948 EC.). Furthermore, the politicization of the Ethiopian Somali and the creation of deep1

See also a letter sent from Ya-Jãginôch Mãhibar to Ya-Sumalia Bãlãbãtoch hizbnã Mãhibar, dated Sane 20, 1939 EC., No.
syl 010, in the archive of SHHCM.
2
As an example, we can raise at least two points: first, they were claiming Jigjiga and strongly opposing the presence of
Christian Amhara in the area. Second, they also developed the idea of “Greater Somalia”, which gave the League new
mission. Thus, although, no source is found showing the direct involvement of British officials in this SYL‟s attitudinal shi ft
toward Ethiopia so far, the existing fragmented pieces of evidences can help us conclude that they have involved in some
way.
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rooted distrust and suspicion between the Amhara and the Somali residents of Jigjiga was its main
task (Hayle-Silassie, 1999).
The league‟s idea closely matched with that of Britain and Italy because its founders and leaders
profited from the presence of these colonial powers. For instance, shêk Hassan who benefited a lot
from the British and Italian rule, viewed the restoration of Ethiopian rule with great suspicion and he
became “overtly anti-Ethiopian and [was] seen as a great protagonist of Somali unity” (Barnes, 2000:
191, 192). Barnes also stated that a large number of those active members of the League in Jijiga were
those groups who benefitted from the Italian and British rule (Eshete, 1994; Barnes, 2000). The young
Somalis in Jigjiga quickly became attracted to the ideology of the league; especially to its objectives
of forming united Somalia and forging a sense of brotherhood under the slogan of “Somalia for the
Somalis”. The Somalis called the unionization „Somali Wêyn‟ or „Midnamada Somalida‟, denoting
„Greater Somalia‟ and „Somali unity‟ respectively; it was also called Hannolãtto (Informants: Kãsãye
Habta Mãriyãm, Jigjiga, January 2017).
Not only the SYL, but several other political organizations mushroomed in the region starting from
the end of the 1950s. These included Jemãtu Ogaden (Ogaden Unity), Jendu Illãhi (Soldiers of Allah),
Nasser Allah (the people of Allah), Hizbu Illãhi (the people of Allah), Hãqu Illãhi (Truth of Allah)
and Bah Ogaden (True sons of Ogaden). Most of these organizations were born in Somaliland and
operated in Jigjiga through their secret agents. They also held underground meetings in Jigjiga
(Nagãsh, 2004; Eshete, 1988). According to Eshete (1988: 126), the Ethiopian governors were aware
of the situation. Colonel Tafarrã Gabra-Mãriyãm, governor of Jigjiga, in his letter to the chief police
officer of Jigjiga district stated:
በጅጅጋ ከተማ ተቀማጭ ሆነው ከቦረማ፤ ሐርጌይሳ በርበራ እስከ ሞቃድሾ እየተሊሊኩ በጅቡቲ
ከሚገኙ ኢሳዎችም ጋር እየተሊሊኩ የክሇብ ማኅበርን ውስጥ ውስጥ እየዯገፉ እንድስፋፋም
ይጥራለ፡፡ በዘይሊ በር በኩሌም ቀስ በቀስ ጦር መሣሪያ እያስገቡ የዓሊማው ተከታይ ሁለ
እንዲዯራጅ ይረዳለ [. . .] ስሇዚህ ጥብቅ ክትትሌ ይዯረግ፡፡
Having their centre in Jigjiga, they have a network of connection as far as Boramã, Hãrgeysã,
Barbarã, and Moqãdishû, and also with the Issãs in Djibouti to help spread the idea of the Club
[SYL]. Gradually, they started smuggling arms through Zeila to support the arming of all the
supporters of the Club . . . Therefore, strict follow up should be made.

From all these political organizations, Nasser Allah and Hizbu-Illãhi were very strong. The main
aim of both parties was to organize the whole Somalis in Ethiopia to struggle for the creation of the
future independent Somalia Republic and to promote the idea of Pan-Somalism. Hizbu Illãhi had
around 3000 “freedom fighters” equipped by Somalia and Egypt. Nasser Allah circulated different
pamphlets which promoted secession from Ethiopia. Their pamphlets mostly blamed the government
of Ethiopia for neglecting the Ogaden and promoting the domination of Amhara in the administration
of the area. Ato Kãsãye Habta Mãriyãm, who was one of the Ethiopian officials at the time, stated that
every morning one of the tasks of the Ethiopian soldiers in Jigjiga was to collect the pamphlets from
the streets of Jigjiga and burn it (Informants: Kãsãye Habta Mãriyãm, Jigjiga, January 2017). These
parties also organized rallies around the administration offices in the town. The weak Ethiopian
administration in the area allowed them to run freely with their anti-Ethiopian and Amhara political
sentiments (Nagãsh, 2004). The Amhara residents of the town were the main victims. Most of the
time they were intimidated by the Somali youths who carried with them pamphlets and propaganda
that were filled with anti-Amhara sentiment (Informants: Kãsãye Habta Mãriyãm, Jigjiga, January,
2017).
3.2. The Ethio-Somali War of the 1960s and 1970s and Its Impact on Amhara-Somali Relation
The pre-1960s developments were responsible for the conflicts that reached their climax in the 1960s
and 1970s. Although there were many factors that contributed to the conflicts between the newly
independent state of Somalia and Ethiopia beginning from the early 1960s, the issues that had
significant impact on Amhara-Somali relations were: the development of Somali nationalism, the
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emergence of Somali Republic, the idea of “Greater Somalia”, and the creation of “Pan-Somalism”.
All of these causes were interrelated and had an impact on the Somali-Amhara ethnic interaction.
The development of Somali nationalism influenced the Somalis in Ethiopia. After the independence
of Somalia and the emergence of Somali Republic, the Somali language became the official language
of the republic and radio program started broadcasting using the Somali language. The Somali
language also became a written language. The implication of these on the Ethiopian Somali at the
time was clear; they were attracted by this development. As Lãtã (1999: 175-176) indicated, the
Somali‟s self-esteem, which was already high, “assumed new proportions.” The message from RadioMoqãdishû also emphasized the Ethiopian Somali‟s legitimate right to self-determination. Although
after a time the Ethiopian government opened a local radio station to counteract this development,
(Ya-Sumãliyã Ripablik Mangist Ba-Ityophyã lay Silafatsamãchaw Wararã, Memorandum of Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, Press and Information department, 1969?) the Ethiopian Somali were strongly
fascinated by the newly born Somali Republic. New forms of consciousness of “Pan Somalism” were
developed and expanded, and many Ethiopian Somalis were “attracted to the homonymous postcolonial state which many of them wanted to become part of [it]” (Tareke, 1991: 126). As a result, the
Somalis in Jigjiga became completely negligent of domestic affairs and Amhara governors. The
intimidation of the Amhara settlers by the Somali also increased in their effort to show their firm
allegiance to Somali nationalism (Informants: Hussein Ahmed, Topiyaw Abebe and Kãsãye Habta
Mãriyãm, Jigjiga, January 2017).
At the beginning, it was evident that the settled Somali agriculturalists in Jigjiga and Ogaden area
were “less fervent” about the Pan-Somalism. But, gradually they were attracted to it (Nagãsh, 2008:
283). With the approaching of Somali independence, Ethiopian governors became more anxious and
vigilant of the local Somali. Even the Emperor visited the Ogaden and made a speech at the gathering
of the Somali. His speech showed his concerns about the new state, which pursued the claim of its excolonizer. The Emperor presented them with another option. Part of his speech was recorded as
follows (Touval, 1999: 142):
The people of ex-Italian Somaliland are to achieve independence in the near future. We are confident
that they will also remember [that] unity is strength, even as the Eritreans recognized that unity is
strength. Not only they, but the whole world will recognise that we are united by race, colour,
[economy], and that we all drink from the same great river [. . .] As to rumours of greater Somalia,
we consider that all the Somali peoples are economically linked with all Ethiopians and, therefore, we
do not believe that such a state can be viable . . . separated from Ethiopia.

The government also took several other measures to win the hearts of the Ethiopian Somali. Wells
were dug; hospitals and schools were built; titles and pensions were distributed; tax collection ceased;
and other development programs made to help the Ogaden Somali. Nevertheless, these efforts could
not win the hearts of the Ethiopian Somali and the situation continued to deteriorate (Markakis, 1974).
Some of the techniques used by the government to handle the situation were not successful; instead
they fueled the problem. As a result, the 1960s were characterized by repeated state of emergencies in
and around Jigjiga, and large-scale operations by the government of Ethiopia. Looting re-emerged as
common mode of compensation, and the local Somali civilians who were armed by the government
used the opportunity for clan vengeance. The ethnic and religious difference between Amhara and
Somali coupled with Somali nationalism worsened the problem, and increased the suspicion between
the two groups. For instance, let us look at one Amhara official‟s assessment of the Somali at the time
(Markakis, 1974: 144, 145):
It must be known that these people cannot be faithful citizens of the empire and cannot be trusted
because they are deceitful, they spread rumours, and when they find the opportunity, they side with
whichever is the stronger side, adjusting their political attitudes and views. And when this [is] not
possible, they pillage and rob the peaceful populations.

Finally, when the new Somali state emerged on July 1, 1960, the SYL made the idea of “Greater
Somalia” the official guiding principle of the state, and a „cornerstone‟ of its domestic and foreign
policies. The first prime minister of Somalia after independence, Abdi Rashid Sharmarke, who was
one of the founding members of the SYL, officially declared that they had special responsibility to
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help the Ethiopian Somalis to be free. The constitution of the emerged state and specially article seven
makes irredentism an official policy. It was only one year after its independence in 1961 for the first
time and later in 1964 for the second time that Somalia started the invasion of Ethiopia but it was
defeated in both wars. Thus, they changed their strategy to assisting internal dissidents and instigating
the Somalis in Ethiopia against the government. The Western Somali Liberation Front (WSLF), which
was “nothing other than Somali forces operating in disguise”, became the main instrument for this
plan (Hayle-Silassie, 1997; Tareke, 1991: 139).
The Ethiopian revolution of 1974 had a different meaning in the Somali region especially in Jigjiga.
It was seen as a revolution against “Amhara chauvinism.” The government officials, staffs in public
administration, the judicial and court system were the main targets of the Somali oppositions
(Mezlekia, 2000: 128). Though the Darg regime was preoccupied with the war in the north, the issue
of Ogaden was the most serious problem of the time (Keller, 1990). The increasing instability and
resistance in the Ogaden region at the time necessitated the use of „terror‟ to subjugate the rebels
(Tekle, 1990: 39). This further deepened the hatred and suspicion between the Amhara and the
Somali. It is possible to say that Amhara and Somali people in Jigjiga started to conspire against each
other in every part of their life. Some of my Amhara informants also talked about the difficulty at the
time in managing their relation with the Somali people. The idea of Tsige Kibre, one of my
informants, reflects the view of most of the informants who lived at the time. She said “we were
forced to be very cautious in every part of our life” (Informant: Tsige Kibre, Jigjiga, November 2017).
The WSLF, which was founded by a young captain named Yusuf Dhêre Mohamed Sugãl, actively
started its operation in and around Jigjiga after the revolution of 1974 and the removal of the emperor
from power. Yusuf was educated and trained in Syria. After he had returned home, he met with Siad
Barre in 1973 to discuss about the fate of Ogaden and he established Ururka Dhalinyara Soomaali
Galbeed or the West Somali Youth Organization. By 1975, he almost controlled 60% of the Ogaden
region (Somalispot, 2020; Lewis, 1989). WSLF started to attack police and military posts, and similar
to SYL, it began „terrorizing the Christian‟ Amharas in Jigjiga. There were minor terrorist activities,
including throwing hand grenade in the area around the Amhara resident and offices (Informants:
Taklatsãdiq Hayle-Gîyôrgis, Tsige Kibre and Tsehãy Ababa, Jigjiga, November 2017). At one night
in mid-1976, the soldiers of WSLF attempted to capture the fort at Jigjiga, but after a long fight, they
retreated and left the town with almost all of the Ethiopian Somalis in the southern part of Jigjiga. In
the next morning, the government soldiers searched the houses of the Somalis who left the town and
arrested whoever they found. They were lined up along the walls of the prison in Jigjiga and executed.
My informants estimated that around two hundred Somalis lost their lives that day. Sadly, these
Somalis had nothing to do with the events that happened the night before. Some Adare people in the
town were also targeted. It is evident that religion was used as a pretext for one to be categorized as an
enemy (Informants: Tsagãye Habta-Silãsê and Amãre Tashome, Jigjiga, December 2017).
Mezlekia reported the same event stating that the soldiers of the Darg surrounded those Muslim
residents in the southern half of the city, and then “lined them up against a wall and shot them dead.”
Each Somali caught was jailed. Those who imprisoned were panicked, trembled and pleaded if
somebody would serve as a witness for them. They cried out: “Ato Abraha [Amhara name], you know
who I am; please tell these people that I am not a rebel! Aster, I attended your wedding; please vouch
for me! Save my life!” (Mezlekia, 2000: 210-211). But, it was hard for the Amhara settlers to
intervene to save the Somalis. The Somalis knew that the soldiers and administrators who committed
this horror were „Amhara‟. It was after this incident that the Somalis became more convinced that
they must drive the Amharas out of the Ogaden and must not trust Ethiopian administration. They
held that there should be other universe somewhere that could accommodate the “overblown
chauvinism and arrogance of the Amharas” 3 (Mezlekia, 2000; Informants: Tsagãye Habta-Silãsê and
Amãre Tashome, Jigjiga, December 2017).
3

It was also stated that the Somalis from Afar believed that “Amharas each had a short tail between their legs”, a story told
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In 1976, the Western Somali Liberation Front (WSLF) and the Somali National Army (SNA)
invaded the Ogaden and Jigjiga. At that time, Jigjiga became the main battleground. It can be said that
the Ogaden war was a war fought to control Jigjiga. The WSLF and SNA mobilized to capture Jigjiga
and to cut off the Ethiopian soldiers in the Ogaden from the centre. The distance between Harar and
Hãrgeysã is only 270 kms, and Jigjiga was „located at a crossroads‟ between the two towns. It was a
strategic gateway to the main trade, urban, and industrial centres of eastern Ethiopia, Dire Dawa and
Harar. Tãreke (1991: 139) indicates that Jigjiga „exchanged hands twice‟; it became the “site of one of
the bitterest struggles of the war, with both sides grimly determined to defend or capture it.”
Consequently, the people in Jigjiga experienced the worst period in their lives during and after the
war.
At the end of 1976, when the WSLF and SNA were approaching Jigjiga, there were evacuation
programs in Jigjiga. WSLF and SNA were almost besieging Jigjiga to separate it from the rest of the
country; there were no vehicles and martial law was declared. The government first decided to defend,
and then forbade the citizens from leaving the town even for medical purposes. Some high-ranking
government officials started evacuating their families and properties. In September 1977, when
Somalia‟s army approached Jigjiga, the residents started leaving the town. The government finally
decided to evacuate; especially the Amhara and the Somalis who were working with the government
(Mezlekia, 2000). These times were the hours of trial for the people of Jigjiga. Some of my
informants, both from the Amhara and the Somali, do not even want to remember the ordeal. Weyzro
Sofiã Destã said “it was one of the most unforgettable and horrific events in my life.” There were
pregnant women, the elderly, and children; there was no food, water and shelter. No one looked after
the other (Informants: Sofiã Dastã; Girma Gabra-Mãriyãm and Hãylu Gabbiso, Jigjiga, August
2017).4 There were lions, hyenas, and bugs, but the most dangerous creature at the time was the “twolegged beast”- a man. The Somalis were already bombing Jigjiga. All Amhara and some Somalis left
all their belongings behind and run for their lives. Their first destination was the camp established
around the Mountain of Kãrãmãrã, on the way to Harar. But, since the Somali continued their attack,
Harar became the next refugee camp. Nagã, who was among the Amhara flees, indicated that the
“exodus claimed more civilian lives than the attack by the military.” (Mezlekia, 2000: 217-237).
In 1977, during the six-month long occupation of Jigjiga by the WSLF and SNA, the Amhara
people lived in camps near Dire Dawa and Harar and remained there for a few more months
afterward. After re-enforcement sent from Russia and Cuba, the Ethiopian army started driving the
Somalia army out of Jigjiga. But, this was not easy and the damage and the death toll were large on
both sides. The soldiers on both sides deliberately destroyed and looted the town, and tortured and
killed the civilians therein. De Waal (1991: 77, 78) indicates that when the WSLF and SNA were on
their way to occupy Jigjiga, the Ethiopian army “summarily executed civilians” before abandoning the
town. Similarly, during the retreat of February to March 1978, the Somali soldiers were “instructed by
[their] senior officer to destroy as much of the town as [they] could” before leaving.
Before and during the war, both the Amhara and the Somali were in dilemma as to which side to
take. It was not a simple decision given that both options could have a devastating consequence. It
was like choosing between two evils. For instance, consider the case of Nagã Mazlakiã and his
friends. Opposing the Darg regime, they joined the camp of WSLF and fought against Ethiopian
soldiers. But, the Somalis were always suspicious of them; they were separated and put under constant
surveillance. Finally, when the army of SNA joined WSLF, Nagã and his friends learned that they
were helping a group that was going to invade their own country. They also understood that their fate
would be problematic. After staying with the rebels for seven months and much suffering, they
to envision the people who were capable of committing such atrocities. Nevertheless, the impact of such a tale on the relation
between these two groups was the escalation of wrong perception of the Amhara that heated the hatred to this day (Mezlekia
, 2000: 168, 203; Informants: Tsagãye Habta-Silãsê and Amãre Tashome, Jigjiga, 2017).
4
Informant Ato Hãylu Gabbiso, who was a Physician at the time, also remembered the difficulty of the time as „horror‟ and
„tragic‟.
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decided to return home; luckily, the government granted amnesty for the rebels who voluntarily gave
up arms (Mezlekia, 2000). Similarly, the Somalis swayed between Ethiopia and Somalia (Brons,
Elisa, Tegeng, and Mohamed, 1993).
When the WSLF controlled Jigjiga for six months, “the Somali army was regularly violent and
abusive to the inhabitants of the areas it occupied” (De Waal, 1991: 76, 77). Oromos and Somalis who
cooperated with the government or suspected of giving vital information to the government faced
harsh treatment. But, many Oromos and Somalis fled to areas controlled by the sergo (that constituted
many Oromo and Somali soldiers). For the Somali, clan loyalty demanded vengeance on those who
committed a crime against the clan member. Looting, killing and other large-scale violence occurred.
Houses, shops, offices, and any other property of the Amharas and Somali who befriended with the
Amhara were destroyed (Informants: Sofia Dastã, Tsagãye Habta-Silãsê and Mohammad Heban,
Jigjiga, August 2017).
The main result of such instability and war was the overflow of large number of refugees into
Jigjiga, which is relatively safe compared to its surrounding villages. This rapidly raised the number
of Somali residents in the town. Pastoralists and settled farmers moved to towns for security and in
search of jobs. This also negatively influenced the relationship between Amhara and Somali after the
war. The youths who migrated from villages to towns in search of jobs, which were very scarce, were
vulnerable to the recruiting of the insurgents (Cooperative Housing Foundation [CHF] International,
2006; Lewis, 1989). They joined opposition groups like the ONLF starting guerrilla fights which
mostly targeted the Amhara residents of Jigjiga (Informants: Mãrqos Batichô and Addisû Horã,
Jigjiga, January 2017). Also, a large number of youths from central Ethiopia moved to Jigjiga to
involve in trading of contraband goods that became rampant owning to the absence of government
control in the area.
It is also important to see the conditions in Jigjiga before, during, and after the war in relation to
property ownership and how it affected the relation between the Amhara and Somali. In 1976, a group
of the Somali people came to Jigjiga with the WSLF army and looted all properties left behind by the
Amhara who escaped to Harar and Dire Dawa. When the WSLF and SNA were expelled from Jigjiga,
the Somalis of Jigjiga accompanied them to Hãrgeysã and Mogadishu. Then, the Amharas in their
turn reclaimed all the property and land of those Somalis who escaped to Hargeysa. After the end of
the war, due to the relative stability in Ethiopia and the lack of it in Somalia, the Ethiopian Somalis
gradually started returning to their hometown, Jigjiga. But all of their properties have been seized by
the government and given to the Amharas. This created a problem between the two parties that
continued for more than eleven years after the war. The following letter from the governor of Jigjiga
shows the problem of that time.
የኢትዮጵያ ዜጋ የሆኑት የሱማላ ብሔረሰብ አባልችና ላልችም ወዯ ሱማሉያ በመሰዯድ ከ 11
ዓመት በኋሊ ወዯ ከተማችን መመሇሳቸው ይታወሳሌ:: ዳሩ ግን የቀድሞ ይዞታቸው የነበሩ
ቤቶች ኮብሊይ ናቸው በሚሌ በመንግስት ወይም በቀበላዎች ቁጥጥር ስር ዉል እንዯነበር
የማይታበሌ ሀቅ ነው፡፡ (A letter from Alamãyehu Rãtã to Gwãd Miliyon Qitsillã, Yekatit 1982 EC).
It is remembered that the Somalis who are Ethiopian nationals and others who took refuge in Somalia
returned to our town after 11 years; but the reality is that the property and houses [of the Somalis]
were seized by the government or kebele officials on ground that they belong to non-returnees (For
the full letter see appendix 3).

Another letter sent to the governor of Jigjiga labelled the Somali as „traitors‟ in the statement:
“እናት አገራቸዉን ከድተው ከጅጅጋ ከተማ ወዯ ሰርጎ ገብ ወንበዴዎች የኮበሇለ ግሇሰቦች . . .”
(those individuals from Jijiga who betrayed their motherland and joined the camp of the rebels or
infiltrators) (A letter from Girmã Yosef to Ya-Jijigã Awrãjã Astadãdari Tsihifãt Bet, Yekatit 1969
EC). On the other hand, the Somalis indicated that they were taken into exile by WSLF and SNA and
forced to stay in Somalia by the government of Somalia. After their return, they complained to the
Ethiopian government the challenges they faced to restore their citizenship and properties as follows:
በሶማሉያ ወረራ ጊዜ ከጅጅጋ ከተማ በጠሊት ታፍነን ወዯ ሀርጌሣ በመወሰዳችንና ተመሌሰንም
እንዳንመጣ በሶማሉያ መንግስት በሚዯረግብን ቁጥጥር ሳንችሌ ቀርተን አሁን በሰሜኑ ሶማሉያ
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በተካሔዯው ጦርነት ምክንያት ከህዝቡ ጋር ተሰድዯን መጥተን እናት ሀገራችን ከገባን በኋሊ
በኢትዮጵያዊነታችን ጅጅጋ ከተማ እንዳንኖር ብዙ ተጽእኖ ዯርሶብን . . . (Hãshi Mahammad Are
and others to Misrãq Hararghe Astadãdar Akabãbî Tsihifãt bet, dated Sane, 1981 E C).
We were forced and taken hostage from Jigjiga by the enemy to Hãrgeysã during the Somali war, and
the Somalian government prohibited us from returning home. Now because of the war that occurred
in northern Somalia we are able to return back to our mother country together with many people.
Soon after our return, we are unable to live in Jigjiga as an Ethiopian citizen (For the full letter, see
appendix 4).

Although the government gave them permission to live in Jigjiga after a long debate, it was hard for
them to get back their material property or their land. The effect of the war and uncertainty of the time
tested the loyalty of both the Somali and Amhara to one another. In an attempt to exploit the
lawlessness of the time, the relation between Amhara and Somali in Jigjiga changed to looting,
robbery and arbitrary seizure of each others‟ properties.
It was at this time that one journalist wrote “civilians caught between two fighting forces behave in
a most unpredictable manner that would put to shame the learned men of the academia” (The
Gathering Storm-V, March 2012). For instance, the father of one of my Somali informants owned a
bakery in Jigjiga at that time. He said “when the Ethiopians won, my father baked breads for their
soldiers and when the WSLF and SNA controlled Jigjiga, he started doing the same for the Somali
soldiers. In both cases, he was told that he was serving his country” (Informant: Ahmed Mahmud
Abdalla, Jigjiga, March 2017).
Another effect of the war that affected the relation between Amhara and Somali in Jigjiga was
related with the harsh measures taken by the government. The insecurity in the area forced the
government to establish military bases around Jigjiga and the border area, and the soldiers‟ measure
was strict since the area was under a state of emergency. To control the expanding banditry activity,
and illegal trade for security purposes, the Somali pastoralists‟ movement over the border was
restricted. Most of the trade of Ethiopian Somalis at the time was tied to the coast of Somalia. Thus, it
was impossible for the Somali to stop crossing the border. Many Somalis were killed and their
livestock were confiscated as they tried to cross the border (De Waal, 1991; Samatar, 1985).
For the Ethiopian soldiers, on the other hand, it was difficult to exactly identify the Ethiopian
Somali from Somalis outside of Ethiopia. The Somali on both sides are the same in culture, religion
and lifestyle. Above all, what complicated the problem was, some Somali soldiers and rebel groups
operated in the area “disguised as pastoralists” (Nagãsh, 2004: 54). Thus, most of the killings over the
border area during Hayle Silãsê and the Darg period, particularly, were undertaken “by mistake and
misunderstanding” and these deepened the image of the Amhara to be seen as murderers and cruel
among the Somali society (Informants: Girma Gabra-Mãriyãm, Mãrqos Batichô, and Amãre
Tashome, Harar, October 2018).
The long-term effect of the Ogaden war was the defeat and disintegration of the WSLF “only to reemerge as the ONLF in 1984” (Opalo, 2010: 3). The ONLF, like its predecessor, also influenced
negatively the relation between the Amhara and Somali in Jigjiga. By the 1990s, the ONLF allied with
the Tigray People‟s Liberation Front (TPLF), Oromo People‟s Liberation Front (OLF), and Eritrean
People‟s Liberation Front (EPLF) to overthrow the Darg regime. In 1992, after the TPLF-led EPRDF
regime had assumed power, a parliamentary election was held, and ONLF won 80% of the seats of the
Somali Regional State. After 1994, however, disagreement with the ruling EPRDF party arose
because the ONLF called for secession. This resulted in clash with the central government. As a
result, ONLF started a “low-level insurgency” against the Ethiopian government with the support
from Eritrean and Somalian Islamists (Integrated Regional Information Networks [IRIN], 2012;
Informants: Girma Gabra-Mãriyãm, Mãrqos Batichô, and Amãre Tashome, Harar, October 2018).
ONLF turned to guerrilla fight and attacked a number of government offices and military camps in
Jigjiga. The Ethiopian government found it difficult to deal with it because the ONLF operated
between the borders of Somalia and Ethiopia. The return of the Ogaden clan to the Ogaden region
after the Somalian civil war of the 1990s also facilitated the ONLF recruitment, strengthening its
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power (Shinn, 2009). The Ethiopian government held ONLF accountable for a number of attacks and
bombings conducted usually on Amhara-owned hotels or cafeterias in Jigjiga town. Starting from its
establishment until 2000, the ONLF continued throwing explosive devices and attacking the Amhara
and their properties in Jigjiga (Informants: Hiss Mawlid Ahmed, Mãrqos Batichô and Sofia Dastã,
Jigjiga, August 2018).
Above all, the crisis of the state of Somalia, which is still a source of instability in the region, was
partly the outcome of the Ogaden war. After the end of the Ogaden war, hundreds of thousands of
refugees and guerrilla fighters crossed the border to Somalia, many of whom were equipped with
modern weapons obtained from the USSR and USA. Immediately at the end of 1978, a coup was
attempted on Siyad Barre‟s government, which was followed by continuous instability and civil war,
leading to the state crisis in the 1990s (Clark, 1992/93). That is why some scholars regarded the
Ogaden war as a “turning point in the Somalia‟s downward trend” (Farah, 2007: 9). The Ogaden war,
in combination with other factors that are not the targets of this study, made Jigjiga and the
surrounding area a zone of conflict and instability with the effects being observed even to the present.
After EPRDF came to power, there were lots of changes in Jigjiga. The municipality office was
strengthened and the official work-language was changed from Amharic to Somali. But, the main
difference between the pre-1990s system and the one implemented by the EPRDF was the fact that
almost all administrative positions were held by ethnic Somalis, while there were only two or three
ethnic Somalis in the high-level administration offices in the former period (Informants: Abdullahi
Ahmed, Mohamad Heban, Faysal Ibrahim, and Hasan Deg, Jigjiga, March 2017). The Somali people
who had been marginalized in the administration and decision-making process in the pre-1990s
system became central or core at least in their hometown, using the new system of ethnic federalism.
This and other developments facilitated the growth of culture and the Somali language in the Somali
region in general, and Jigjiga town and its surroundings in particular.
In addition, the Somali People Democratic Party (SPDP), which was formed in June 1998 by the
joint alliance of the Ethiopian Somali Democratic League (ESDL) and a group that broke away from
the ONLF (Shinn, 2009) also played an important role for the creation of relative peace in Jigjiga
town and its surroundings. Some of the most influential members of SPDP, who had a significant role
in the political decisions of the central government, were Dr. Abdulmajid Hussein and Ambassador
Mohamoud Dirir. Although at first the SPDP was considered as “EPRDF‟s puppet” by ONLF (even
later by some other Somalis), it was gaining popularity among the Somali people. 5 Nevertheless, the
impact of ethnic federalism on the relations between the Amhara and the Somali in Jigjiga was
insignificant, and ethnic tension was still in progress. Although the situation was not as in the previous
periods, there has been some signs that showed the continuation of hatred and bitterness among some
Somalis toward the Amharas-caused by the painful memories of the past and their desire for
vengeance.

4. Conclusion
The relations between the Amhara and the Somali people in Jigjiga and its surroundings from 1940s
to 1990s were mostly marked by differences than similarities. These differences were effectively used
by the Somali nationalists to create hatred between the two groups. Since Minîlik‟s time, the Somali
of Ogaden, in general, and those in Jigjiga and its surroundings, in particular, were developing distrust
and suspicion towards the settlers who had remained with their distinct identity with no or little
intermingling with the local population. The settlers indeed looked down up on the natives who were
completely different from them in their socioeconomic and sociocultural conditions. The settlers, like

5

For instance, although controversial, by the 2000‟s Ethiopian Election, it won 19 seats from the general 23 seats designated
to the Somali region in the national parliament. By the 2010‟s general Election, it won 75 seats for the city council in 13
Kebeles in Jigjiga Wãrãdã. In addition, African Elections Database showed that the party won 161 seats out of 182 seats in
the Somali Region on the 2005 Regional assembly elections.
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the European colonizers elsewhere in the world, considered their presence in the conquered territories
as part of a mission to civilize the subjects.
The Somali considered the settlers as representatives of alien culture and ruling system that were
imposed on them from outside. This system exposed them not only to humiliation in the hands of
others but also to economic and political destitution. The „us‟ and the „they‟ conception which took
root gradually had led to irreconcilable differences and conflict of interests fomented by the formation
of SYL and Somali nationalism. Though factors for the conflict between the Amhara settlers and the
host community were stocking from the time of the arrival of Minîlik‟s army in the region, it can be
argued that conflicts began to escalate in the 1940s/50s and reached climax in 1960s/70s due to
conducive internal and external political environments of the time, particularly Somali nationalism.
During the violent conflicts of the 1940s/50s between the Amhara settlers and the natives, the balance
of power always tilted towards the settlers as they were always backed up and supported by the
Ethiopian army.
In 1960s/70s, conflicts were transformed from settlers versus the host community to national
confrontation between Ethiopia and the Republic of Somalia. The Somali dissidents from Ogaden, in
general, and Jigjiga and its surroundings, in particular, sided with Somalia in their attempt to get rid of
the settlers and free themselves from the Ethiopian rule. The roles of SYL, WSLF and later on ONLF
were immense in this. However, after the defeat of Somalia in 1977, the old order was restored and
opened another round of conflict between the settlers and the Somali throughout the Darg and the
EPRDF regimes. However, conflicts were not just limited to violent skirmishes between the settlers
and the host community, they were also extended to overall resistance to Ethiopian rule with the
establishment of ONLF in 1984. Though the EPRDF regime had brought changes and introduced
some reforms to the Ogaden, particularly in the political arena, the reforms could not satisfy the
ONLF to quit its struggle for the liberation of the Ogaden. Hence, the contradiction between the
Ogaden and the Ethiopian government, on one hand, and the conflict between the settlers and the host
community, on the other, had never got any lasting solution in the period between 1940s and 1990s.
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Appendices
Appendix 1:
Picture on a fabric showing the condition of Somali during the scramble for Africa, it was believed to
be sketched in 1940s by SYL for its propaganda in Jigjiga.

Source: Sherif Harar City Museum
Appendix 2:
A letter from the Ethiopia‟s Yajãgnoch Mãhibar (patriotic association) that encourage SYL to join and
work with Ethiopia
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Source: Sherif Harar City Museum
Appendix 3:
A letter that states about the Ethiopian Somali who returned from Somalia after eleven years and tried
to reclaim their land and property
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Source: Harari Regional State archive centre, File no. 39, 38
Appendix 4:
A letter from the Ethiopian Somali which states that they were taken hostage to Somalia by force and
ask for the right to live in Jigjiga as Ethiopian citizens

Source: Harari Regional State archive centre, File no. 11, 83
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