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1. INTRODUCTION
 The fragile state discourse is currently strongly orientated towards comparing conditions in states 

experiencing deterioration to those that exist in an ‘ideal-type’ Weberian, and therefore western-
styled, model of the state. 

 States that do not adhere to some or all of these requirements for western statehood are classified 
in terms of the degrees to which they do not comply, hence the number of confusing descriptions 
such as ‘soft’, ‘weak’, ‘failing’, ‘failed’, ‘fragile’ and ‘collapsed’ states. 

 Through a process of state building, ‘fragile states’ are supposed to be repaired and reconstructed 
according to conditions that exist in a Western model of statehood. 

 As an alternative to the narrow state centric approach of the fragile state discourse, the paper will 
consider the use of the term ‘hybrid political order’ as an alternative that is better suited in 
explaining the unique internal dynamics in ‘fragile states’.

 A hybrid political order refers to the co-existence of forms of socio-political organisation that have 
their roots in both non-state indigenous societal structures and introduced state structures.  This 
re-conceptualisation is a clear attempt to move away from the prescriptive and often incompatible 
western style state which further opens new options for conflict prevention, development and state 
building.



 As a practical application of the concept, emphasis will be placed on 
Somaliland, often regarded as the best and most successful example of this 
form of governance 

 After a history of violence and instability Somaliland seceded from Somalia 
and since 1991 have managed to create a fairly stable and prosperous 
dispensation. 

 However, since 1993 with the institutionalisation of the hybrid system a 
slow process of deterioration started to set in which disadvantaged both the 
functioning of a democratic system and traditional authorities leaving the 
question: is Hybrid Political Orders a viable alternative the Weberian
approach when it comes to the reconstruction of post-conflict societies?   



2. WEBER AND THE FRAGILE STATE DISCOURSE  

 Weber describes the state as a…”corporate group that has compulsory jurisdiction, exercises continuous 
organization, and claims a monopoly of force over a territory and its population including “all action taking 
place in the area of its jurisdiction”. 

 The main point of departure in the definition of Weber is whether the state has the ability to exercise the 
overwhelming monopoly of force within its territorial jurisdiction 

 This body of literature has developed the notion of an ‘ideal-type’ (or strong) state against which 
conditions in failed states are measured. In defining such an ‘ideal-type’ state Eriksen (2006: 2 – 6) 
identifies two different approaches to state failure (based on their proponent’s understanding of the 
state). 

 The most prominent of these approaches finds its inspiration in the ‘Weberian’ definition of the state 
discussed in the previous section. Emphasis is strongly placed on the state’s ability to maintain order 
within its jurisdiction through the use of legitimate force. 

 The second underlying, or Lockean approach, is supported by authors such as William Zartman (1995) 
and Robert I. Rotberg (2003) who interpret the role of the state as that of a service provider. In this view 
states collapse when the latter can no longer provide the services for which it exists.

 Conceptual confusion – ‘fragile’, ‘failed’ or ‘collapsed’ ?



3. STATE BUILDING
 The importance of state building is highlighted by the United States and the UN who …“seem to have 

concluded that the conditions of global governance depend on the exclusive existence of independent 
states capable of controlling their territories, policing their populations and discharging their international 
obligations”.

 Smith (2008: 233) is adamant that despite the emphasis that has been placed on the importance of 
reconstructing the state in post-conflict situations, the successes of these efforts have been limited. This 
has prompted a number of scholars to re-evaluate the idea that ‘failed states’ had to be reconstructed in 
the image of the ‘Weberian’ state model.

 Although some states showed positive economic growth in the first five years, this could be ascribed to 
expenditures made by peacekeepers and donors, rather than a by fundamental change in the economic 
structure. In fact, economic growth tended to decline as peacekeeping operations winded down and 
donor’s started to reduce their expenditures.

 One of the most disappointing aspects of many state building projects is the inability of governments to 
obtain legitimacy amongst its population because of their failure to improve their well-being. Initially the 
population is hopeful and enthusiastic about the changing situation because of the influx of aid and the 
presence of peacekeeping forces. However, the feeling of euphoria is soon replaced by despair as 
citizens realize that their standard of living has not improved



4. HYBRID POLITICAL ORDERS  - AN ALTERNATIVE?

 While traditional authorities were regarded as old fashioned and out of date by 
colonial elites they resurfaced as important actors in the 1990s

 The reason for this is the failure of the Weberian model of the rational-
bureaucratic state to take hold in Africa

 Since then a considerable amount of scholarly literature has been produced on 
the resurgence of traditional authorities in sub-Saharan Africa

 Most studies have found that chiefs, elders and other traditional authorities had 
always been important and became especially important in the midst of state 
weakness, state collapse or state reconstruction after crisis.

 While the relationship between state and traditional authorities have been 
described as tense in most states the Republic of Somaliland has been 
described as a rare success story. 



 The concept of Hybrid Political Orders has been developed by researchers (with special reference 
to Volker Boege and his associates) from the Australian Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies 
(ACPACS) based on field research that has been done in several South Pacific islands but also in 
African states.

 Although a number of other theoretical concepts (which include informal institutions, clientalism, 
neopatrimonialism, para-statehood and legal pluralism) have attempted to explain the above 
mentioned realities, Kraushaar and Lambach (2009: 3 – 4) are of the opinion that HPO has 
several advantages over these alternative approaches.

 Firstly, in contrast to the approach followed by the fragile state discourse, HPO is a non-state 
centric concept and therefore does not evaluate political phenomena in terms of their relation to 
the state.

 Secondly, the concept does not hold an opinion on the effectiveness of government arrangements 
and does not suggest any particular mode of interaction between formality and informality. 

 HPO has a much broader focus than any of the other concepts and does not limit itself to specific 
social fields or types of interaction between formal and informal institutions.



 Hybrid political orders are regarded as institutions that combine customary 
forms of governance with institutional forms that are often associated with the 
Western state model. 

 The hybrid political order discourse provides an alternative perspective on those 
dispensations that are traditionally perceived as dysfunctional, or from a fragile 
state theoretical perspective as those that are weak, failed or even collapsed.

 The hybrid political order perspective takes a completely different approach as it 
argues that "Instead of assuming that the complete adoption of Western models 
is the most appropriate avenue for conflict prevention, security, development 
and good governance, we should focus more attention on models of 
governance that draw on the strengths of social order and resilience embedded 
in community life of the societies in question and work with the grain of actually 
existing institutions on the ground (Boege, Brown & Clements, 2009: 14).



 In most of the recent debates about post-conflict state building, questions are 
being asked about alternatives to military and political interventions and how to 
equip states that are characterized by internal upheaval, poverty and/or 
structural instability with more legitimacy and effectiveness.

 The emphasis is placed more strongly on the relevance of powers besides the 
classical Weberian model of the rational-bureaucratic state. 

 In the literature Hybrid Political Orders are discussed as a heuristic tool to 
understand how power and legitimacy are negotiated in areas where the 
Western model of the liberal democratic state does not work.

 In many cases the state claim authority within a particular territorial area yet in 
large parts of that territorial area pockets of ‘ungovernability’ can be found where 
the state seem to have lost its control and authority (‘stateless’ areas).

 Not Hobbesian anarchy – complete absence of institutions



 On the contrary, in many areas customary non-state institutions of governance 
which have existed prior to the era of colonial rule have survived colonialism as 
well as national liberation.

 In fact …“customary law, traditional societal structures (extended families, clans, 
tribes, religious brotherhoods, village communities) and traditional authorities 
(such as village elders, headmen, clan chiefs, healers, bigmen, religious 
leaders, etc.) determine the everyday social reality of large parts of the 
population in developing countries even today, particularly in rural and remote 
peripheral areas.”

 As in the case of Somaliland they are presented as an alternative model of 
successful statehood where traditional authorities were integrated within 
government. 

 These authorities engaged peace-building and state formation in the early 
1990s. 



5. SOMALILAND AS A HYBRID POLITICAL ORDER





5.1. STATE FORMATION
 During pre-colonial times traditional authorities in Northern Somali society 

was leaderless  and permanet positions of power and state-like structures 
were absent. People lived as pastoral nomads. 

 1827 – 1960: Period of colonialism – British Protectorate of Somaliland and 
Italian Somalia

 1960 – 1969: Somalia gaining independence + unification of British and 
Italian territories

 1969 – 1991: military dictatorship of Said Barre



5.2. Breakaway and transition of Somaliland
 After taking control in Somaliland, the SNM (Somali National Movement) rather 

opted for a strategy of reconciliation with the non-Isaaq clans who were mostly 
loyal to the regime of Said Barre rather than engaging in retribution. 

 Conference in Berbera – 15 to 27 February 1991 Reconciliation among different 
tribes – focus on peacebuilding + endorse Somalilands sovereignty

 Conference in Burao – 27 April to 18 May 1991. As a result of this conference 
the SNM announced the independence of Somaliland in May 1991 + SNM led 
interim administration to rule for next two years. Ali Turr elected as president. 

 Borama conference in 1993 – most defining event in Somali history. The 
conference oversaw the peaceful transition of power from the SNM to the new 
civilian administration headed by the Mohammed Haji Ibrahim Cigaal. 



 The newly formed civilian government is based on a hybrid system 
combining traditional institutions of clan governance with many of the formal 
government institutions of the Weberian state (Walls & Kibble, 2010: 40)

 According to Mesfin (2009: 5) “It was portrayed as a dynamic hybrid of 
Western form and traditional substances and consisted of an executive 
president, and independent judiciary and a bicameral parliament comprising 
an upper House of Elders incorporating the Guurti and a lower House of 
Representatives the members of which were nominated on a clan basis by 
an electoral college of elders”. 



5.3. A new constitution and subsequent elections
 In 2000 a 45-member committee, appointed by the President and parliament formulated a 

draft constitution and copies thereof were distributed among the whole Somali population.
 According to Herbst et.al. (2012: 80 - 81) the constitution formally provided for an executive 

branch of government consisting of a directly elected president and vise-president and 
appointed ministers; a bicameral legislature consisting of an elected House of 
Representatives and an upper chamber of elders (the Guurti)  as well as an independent 
judiciary. 

 Local elections in 2002, presidential elections in 2003, election for House of 
Representatives, 2005

 The exercise proved that Somaliland had the ability to hold relatively peaceful democratic 
elections which they funded mainly by themselves with additional support from foreign 
donors. 



 According to the constitution the end of the term for members of the House 
of Elders was supposed to be October 2006

 However, in May 2006 the Elders supported a presidential decree to extend 
their term for another 4 years – resulted in strong protests

 Between 2008 – 2009 the Guurti again played a doubtful role in the eyes of 
ordinary citizens regarding repeated postponements of presidential + 
legislative elections

 Presidential elections postponed three times with the blessing of the Guurti
 Presidential elections were finally held on 26 June 2010 two years after the 

date  set by the constitution 
 This also delayed local and legislative elections



6. HYBRID POLITICAL (DIS) ORDER?

 Two observations can be made regarding the declining influence of 
traditional authorities in Somalia. 

 Firstly, the relationship between state and traditional institutions in the 
hybrid political order of Somalia was, apart from a brief period after the 
Boroma conference in 1993 and before the Hargeysa conference in 2007, 
never balanced. At first traditional authorities within or outside of the SNM-
Guurti dominated the political scene. In 1993 the powers of traditional 
authorities became institutionalised in the House of Elders which can be 
regarded as the foundation of Somaliland’s hybrid political order. However, 
after 1993, under the rule of Ibraahim Cigaal, a process began that led to a 
decrease of the elders’ powers in the government. 



 Secondly, the Guurti have recently become an increasing barrier for the democratisation
process that had begun with the adoption of the of the constitution in 2001. 

 The stronger the successive governments in Hargeysa became, the more they gained 
control over the Guurti members. 

 The situation was further worsened when elders started to get used to and enjoy urban life 
and government payments and their estrangement from their own traditional communities. 
Especially President Daahir Kahin manipulated the power of the House of Elders to 
endorse his own political programs sidelining the lower house of parliament, which since 
the 2005 elections was dominated by the opposition. 

 The extension of the term of the Guurti in 2006 by presidential decree and the extension of 
the term of the president by the Guurti in 2008 and 2009 is a clear indication of the degree 
to which the imbalanced hybrid at the centre of Somaliland politics hindered democratic 
progress (Hoehne, 2013: 206-207). 



 The literature on Hybrid Political Orders correctly observe that there is an 
important need to focus on powers besides the state e.g. traditional authorities, 
especially when focus is placed governance and on post-conflict societies (failed 
and collapsed states) where Western models of state building have not been 
that successful. 

 However, this discourse has so-far failed to specify the exact conditions under 
which these orders come into existence and the direction in which they develop 
over time. 

 The literature does not ask questions about power imbalances amongst the 
different partners within Hybrid Political Orders. 

 From the above research it is argued that power imbalances are the normal 
state of affairs in Hybrid Political Orders and that this influences the further 
developments in such orders.



 The current situation in Somaliland (2013) is one of a "crippled" Hybrid Order that advances 
neither effective democracy nor traditional governance, but undermines both the Western 
orientated state and the home-grown traditional system. 

 In conclusion it can be argued that, in the case of Somaliland specifically, Hybrid Political Orders 
may be effective in assisting the transition from a war-torn or very fragile context into a more 
stable form of political existence. However, such hybrids are almost always imbalanced to some 
degree. 

 Despite these vulnerabilities Somaliland has still managed to create a fairly stable political and 
economic climate, has reconciled most of the differences between its different clans and has been 
able to do this without international support. It finds itself adjacent to Somalia, regarded by many 
as the best example of a collapsed state where, since 1991, all attempts to create stability has 
failed dismally.

 Valuable lessons can be learnt from the practical application of HPO in Somaliland because the 
role of traditional authorities in post-conflict reconstruction will have to be acknowledged. 


