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Introduction 

During the Cold War, the Horn of Africa was the African region that assisted to the highest 

number of challenges to the post-colonial order by armed groups and secessionist movements of 

various kinds. Opposing political forces could aspire to create new national homelands, restore 

existing state entities introduced by colonialism and subsequently sacrificed on the altar of 

diplomacy, or put together different strands of territory that had been assigned to neighboring 

countries during decolonization. This trajectory affected the project of state building in Eritrea, the 

vicissitudes of the Somali-inhabited territories in the Ogaden region of Ethiopia and in the 

northeastern districts of Kenya, and the armed struggle conducted by ethnic-based movements in 

Ethiopia in the second half of the twentieth century. 

The independence of Eritrea in 1993 sanctioned the end of the Eritrean war for independence. 

In Somalia and Ethiopia, on the other hand, the territorial integrity of the state is still threatened by 

centrifugal forces that base their claims on historical grounds. 

  

Secessionist movements in contemporary Ethiopia. 

The Ethiopian federal architecture recognizes the right to self-determination of the various 

ethnic groups inhabiting the country. This right of self-determination authorizes them to establish 

administrative units over a parcel of territory inhabited by a specific ethnic group, but also to proclaim 

secession – at least in principle1. This system of distribution of the national territory and its natural 

resources along ethnic lines was conceived to contain the predominance of a powerful political 

center and soften the grievances of peripheral groups, but has inevitably stimulated a race for the 

multiplication of ethnic identities. In fact, Ethiopian communities saw in the recognition of the status 

of ethnic minority a preferential way to obtain exclusive access to part of the country’s natural 

resources, as well as to positions of power in the public administration2. 

The current internal division of Ethiopia owes to some extent the administrative reorganization 

introduced during the Italian military occupation (1936-1941), when the colonial administration 

divided the country into ethnic-based national homelands with the purpose of defusing the political 

power of the Crown and the associated Amhara political élite3. The ethnic question was gradually 

internalized and became the main intellectual battleground during the armed struggle against the 

DERG, but its apparent solution through the creation of regional states on an ethnic basis did not 

put an end to the centrifugal ambitions of several elites within ethnic communities such as the Oromo, 

the Somali, the Afar or the Anuak. 

The unresolved nature of the Oromo issue emerged again in 2016, when the country was 

crossed by a series of protests following the attempt of the municipality of Addis Ababa to expand 

its jurisdiction over agricultural lands belonging to the regional state of Oromia. The declaration of 

the state of emergency and the subsequent repression by the police froze the Oromo dispute in the 

short term, but did not eliminate the root causes of discontent. The arrest of the Oromo opposition 

leader Merera Gudina somehow helped to radicalize the position of demonstrators, creating a 

potential bridge with the agenda of the secessionist movement Oromo Liberation Front (OLF). The 

rhetoric advanced by the supporters of an independent Oromia state is based on the idea that the 

                                                 
1  Assefa Mehretu , Ethnic Federalism and its Potential to Dismember the Ethiopian State, Progress in Development 
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current Oromo ruling class is a subordinate ally of the Tigray people's Liberation Front (TPLF), which 

is trying to impose its dominance over the country through a politics of divide and rule. The Oromo 

opposition in the diaspora similarly presented the recent clashes on the border between the regional 

states of Oromia and Somali through the same lens: the Somali Regional State has been accused 

of acting on behalf of third parties with the aim of creating new fronts of crisis and diverting the 

Oromos from the primary objective of the fight for independence. 

A possible internal political crisis in Ethiopia could re-trigger the secessionist demands of other 

ethnic groups such as the Somalis. This eventuality may seem paradoxical in 2017, given that the 

counter-insurgency campaign carried out since 2007 against the secessionist rebels of the Ogaden 

National Liberation Front (ONLF) has been in many ways a real success. Today, the potential risks 

to the territorial integrity of the Ethiopian state would not come so much from the ONLF, but from the 

very protagonists of its defeat. For the first time in one hundred and fifty years of history, in fact, the 

Somali region is governed by a Somali elite with a wide margin of autonomy from central power and 

in possession of an independent military body - the Lyu Police - composed only of ethnic Somali 

citizens. Although the ruling class of the Somali Regional State is undoubtedly pro-Ethiopian, a 

potential regime change likely to jeopardize the political achievements obtained by the Somali elite 

in recent years could easily trigger new secessionist demands, this time supported by a well 

equipped military apparatus trained to fight in a hostile terrain4. 

An ethnic group that has gradually turned from being a staunch Ethiopian nationalist towards 

pursuing a separatist agenda is represented by the Anuak, an ethnic group that live in the 

southwestern state of Gambella and in neighboring South Sudan. In this case, the shift towards a 

pro-independence sentiment has been to a large extent the result of contingent circumstances, in 

particular the loss of political supremacy within the Gambella regional state following the massive 

migration of ethnic Nuer from South Sudan while fleeing the Sudanese civil war. Within a few 

decades, the Anuak elites have turned from being champions of Ethiopian nationalism against the 

invasion of Sudanese individuals from the other side of the border towards the adoption of a narrative 

that depicts them as a threatened minority within their ancestral lands, with the result that, in recent 

years, increasing number of people have joined separatist armed movements operating along the 

international border5. 

Another open issue concerns the status the Afar ethnic group that inhabits the territories of 

northeastern Ethiopia, southeastern Eritrea and Djibouti. The marginal position enjoyed by the Afar 

in the three states has been so far a cohesive factor of Afar nationalism, whose final goal is the 

creation of an independent and ethnically homogeneous Afar state. In this case, however, centrifugal 

tensions have been effectively contained by Eritrea, Ethiopia and Djibouti, which often resorted to 

Afar armed groups within the framework of proxy wars against the neighbor, in particular in the case 

of Ethiopia and Eritrea. 

  

Somalia 

Somalia is probably the biggest paradox of any discussion concerning the issue of separatism 

in sub-Saharan Africa. The Somali state was born out of the fusion between British and Italian 

Somalia in 1960. The Somali nation lived with the myth of the reunification of lost Somali territories 

until the disintegration of the state in 1990. The five-points star indicates the missing pieces for the 

realization of Somali irredentism: Djibouti; the Ogaden region of Ethiopia and the northeastern 

                                                 
4  On possible secessionist tensions in the Somali Regional State, see for example: http://www.satenaw.com/ethiopia-
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5  Dereje Feyissa , Playing Different Games: the Paradox of Anuak and Nuer Identification Strategies in the Gambella 

Region, Western Ethiopia , Berghahn Publisher, Oxford, 2011. 
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districts of Kenya are the lands inhabited by ethnic Somalis who ideally aspire – according to the 

narrative presented by Somali nationalists – to be reunited to the motherland. To this end, Mogadishu 

fought various conflicts with neighbors between 1960 and 1990, placing itself outside of the 

framework of international legality sanctioned by the Organization for African Unity. 

Today, the situation is apparently reversed. Political elites from the Isaaq clan declared in 1993 

the birth of a new independent state – the Republic of Somaliland – whose sovereignty reportedly 

extends over the territory of the former British colony of Somaliland. Somaliland was a success story 

in terms of capacity to avoid political violence and promote internal reconciliation while gaining 

legitimacy from international partners. Ethiopia and Kenya are increasingly oriented towards 

according diplomatic recognition to Hargheisa, with whom they already have intense political and 

commercial relations. Another hidden ally of Somaliland’s quest for independence is Great Britain, 

which has sympathized with the secessionist tendencies of its former colony since the beginning. 

The remaining part of the Somali territory is subject to a process of Balkanization stimulated 

by fifteen years of clan-based civil war. In the long term, the current federal structure of the Somali 

government is likely to promote the further disintegration of what once was the unitary state of 

Somalia. 

  

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
The crisis of the post-colonial state is not unique to the Horn of Africa alone, but in this region it was 

stronger than elsewhere thanks to a complex intertwining of factors. Among them were the 

independence of Eritrea in 1993 and South Sudan in 2011, which sanctioned the legitimacy of 

separatist claims in the region. 

The difficult relations between Ethiopia and Egypt contribute to foster the centrifugal demands of the 

so-called "ethnic minorities" in Ethiopia, since these centrifugal forces are functional to the design of 

Il Cairo to prevent the construction of dams in Ethiopian territory, on the high course of the Nile River. 

The same argument may be applied to Somalia, whose federal government is the victim of a 

diplomatic offensive conducted by neighboring Gulf countries. In this case, international pressure 

offers new opportunities to regional elites in search of international partners without the 

intermediation of Mogadishu. 

The eventual disintegration of the existing states in the area - Ethiopia in particular - could have 

disastrous consequences for the stability of the entire region. The trajectory of South Sudan reminds 

us that independence is not the recipe for stability, but may instead open the way to unprecedented 

conflicts between neo-state entities and produce new subordinated minorities, which will likely raise 

arms against the new capital in order to defend their own ethnic national interest. 

  

  


