                                                  CHAPTER SEVEN

            
             SOMALIA: BACK TO THE FUTURE? 

1.) On the streets of Hargeisa - the capital of the self-proclaimed Republic  of Somaliland, the northern part of what used to be called Somalia -- there are audio and video tape shops on nearly every corner. Tapes of Somali oral poetry sell alongside the videos of the latest Hollywood movies of Sylvester Stallone and Jean-Claude van Damme. Poetry is routinely broadcast on the radio and beamed in by satellite TV from neighboring Djibouti. And one of the hottest new cassettes on the Somali market when I arrived last summer was the wedding video of one of the country's leading poets, Mohammed Ibrahim Warsame, known universally among Somalis by his nickname, "Hadrawi." Even the immigration officials who questioned me on my arrival brightened when I mentioned his name and proceeded to tell me about the poet's recent marriage in detail.  

     That the wedding video of a poet – a traditional Somali ceremony with guests seated on straw mats, drinking camel’s milk and eating dates but filled, like most wedding videos, with random footage of cars arriving and crowds milling around – should have commercial appeal is a perfect expression of Somalia in the year 2,000 – a strange hybrid of ancient nomadic culture and modern technology.

     The last thing most people recall about Somalia are the images of United States marines being dragged through the streets of Mogadishu and the withdrawal of United Nations troops in 1993.  But while Somalia no longer has a seat at the U.N., it has continued to be a part of the world of international media. There is no internationally-recognized government, but there are five different phone companies competing ferociously for business and a cellular phone system that offers the lowest rates in Africa. Satellite dishes sit perched atop many of the homes and shops where people watch European soccer and CNN. Indeed, in the absence of formal structures, with about a million Somali refugees scattered around the globe -  from Stockholm and London to Toronto and Minneapolis -- the Somalis have formed a kind of virtual nation, knitted together by a strange combination of electronic signals and traditional kinship relationships. 

     But all of these media are audio-visual. Somalia is still a largely oral society, the majority of its population made up of illiterate nomads. There are no publishing houses and the one real newspaper sells only 2,000 copies a day. Indeed, there is remarkably little writing to be seen by way of billboards and advertisements.  Many shops, rather than having written signs, have elaborately painted store-fronts that illustrate the goods and services they offer, clearly meant for a public that is largely illiterate. An ad for a cellular phone company consists of a picture of a camel with a transmitting tower on its back: symbolic of Somalia’s strange new hybrid culture. A sizeable fraction of the city's population of 250,000 live in make-shift huts in squatters' camps but most of the squatters have tape recorders and radios.  "If they had to chose between a tape recorder and a sack of rice, they'd take the tape recorder," one Somali said to me. 

     The Somali language was not written down until the 1970's and  poetry - as in ancient Greece at the time of Homer - is one of the principal forms of mass communication as well as entertainment. And in an oral society – even a post-modern oral society – the poet is king. In 1972, the dictator Mohammed Siad Barre chose the Latin alphabet as the official script for the Somali language and tried to use writing as a means of imposing the control of the state on the new Somali nation. But the inexpensive tape recorder arrived at about the same time and was, in many ways, better suited to transmitting Somalia's oral culture. Opposition to the Barre regime took the form of oral poetry dictated onto cassette. Although Barre tried arresting Hadrawi and other poets, the cassettes continued to circulate. Indeed, many Somalis believe that the beginning of the end of the Barre regime was a "poetic duel," a chain of poems, started by Hadrawi and another prominent Somali poet in 1979 which turned into a national debate about the government. When the overwhelming majority of the poems ended up criticizing the government and Barre proved powerless to stop the underground cassette traffic, it was clear that the government had lost its popular mandate. 

       A visit to Somalia seems like a trip to a post-Gutenberg galaxy invented by Marshall MacLuhan. In the early 1960's, MacLuhan, with surprising clairvoyance, wrote of the "fragmenting" effects of electronic media and the coming of "the global village." New, de-centralized, interactive media, he prophesied, would allow people to communicate globally while remaining grouped in small clusters. Borderless electronic media would erode the power of the traditional nation-state, he wrote, as well as end what he called "The Gutenberg Galaxy," the hegemony of the printed word, bringing about the return of a largely oral culture. MacLuhan's global village, in many ways, anticipated the internet but it also describes contemporary Somalia. 

     The recent introduction of writing into an oral society with the added presence of electronic media raises a host of fundamental questions. Is writing still a necessary precondition for creating a modern society? Or is it possible to leap-frog the 5,000 year history of writing and move directly from pre-industrial to post-industrial media? Will new media ultimately preserve or destroy Somalia’s traditional culture? Or will writing and electronic media mingle in new and unexpected ways that allow Somalia both to retain aspects of its oral culture while participating in the global economy?

2.) After a few days in Hargeisa, I traveled with an interpreter to see Hadrawi at his family home in Burao, a medium-sized city about 200 kilometers east from Hargeisa. We drove across the northern plain of Somalia, located on the Horn of Africa, that part of the eastern coast of Africa that reaches up toward the Red Sea and sits just across from Yemen and the Arabian peninsula. When we arrived, he was standing in front of the nomad hut he had built for his wedding several days earlier.  He is a distinguished looking man of fifty-seven with pensive, dark-brown eyes, a head of closely-cropped gray-black hair, mutton-chop sideburns and mustache with a light, stubbly beard. His skin is a reddish, dark brown, while he has a straight nose and features that seem more Arab than African, reflecting the longstanding contacts between Somalia and the Middle East. He wears a brightly-colored "shaal," the wrap Somali men traditionally wear around their waist together with a Western shirt. His dress, like so much in Somalia today, is a hybrid of indigenous and foreign elements. 

      The wedding hut was a large, igloo-shaped structure, a rounded,  dome-like tent, about ten feet high and fifteen or twenty feet in diameter, built with a frame of slender, flexible tree branches, covered with animal skins and mats of straw, artfully woven into elaborate, geometric patterns. It stood somewhat incongruously inside the walled courtyard  of a modern, green concrete house. The nomad hut, however, was part of Hadrawi's current poetic strategy. "The purpose of the wedding for me was to show the Somali people that their forefathers left something for them, even if they don't follow that example, that they should not live in a vacuum and lose their identity," Hadrawi said. 

     Poets in Somalia enjoy a status that combines the role of prophet, intellectual and rock star. Traditionally, Somali poets were believed to possess the gift of prophecy and many Somalis whom I met -- those in the West as well as those living in Somalia - insisted that "things that Hadrawi wrote twenty years ago came true exactly."  Hadrawi says that all he did was describe what seemed obvious at the time: that the corruption and repression of the Barre dictatorship  would eventually bring about its own downfall. Many of his poems - as is the case with many leading Somali poets - are put to music and performed by popular singers, so that among Somalis he is as famous as a pop musician. Thus, when he decided to take a third wife (Somalia is a Muslim country and Islam allows men to take up to four wives), the wedding was an event of national importance. Thousands followed the wedding procession, the president of the newly-constituted Somaliland sent $10,000 to help defray costs of the celebration (which Hadrawi insisted he would give away to worthwhile social causes) and several cassette shops in Somalia sent cameramen to film the event. 

      Somalis are seeing more and more wedding videos of their relatives in Europe and North America and have begun to imitate them. So, by allowing his wedding to be filmed, Hadrawi was trying to send a counter-message, to resist the pressures of Westernization and return to tradition. "It will be seen in Toronto, Minneapolis, Norway - wherever there are Somalis!" he said with a certain amused pride. Hadrawi is not unaware of the contradictions of his situation, but in a technological world, Hadrawi feels he has no choice but to fight fire with fire. 

      Along with the $10,000, Somaliland's President, Mohammed Ibrahim Egal, also sent a large number of security forces to the wedding.  "There were rumors that it was not a wedding but a camouflage for a big political meeting and so there were a lot of security people present," Hadrawi explained with a laugh. "Poets in Somalia are not just admired, they are feared," said my interpreter, Saeed, "because if a poet writes a negative poem about you, people may repeat it for the rest of your days." 

      Inside, the hut, we sit down on straw mats and goat skins and the women who created the hut showed us how they had outfitted it with traditional hand-carved plates, bowls and implements. At a certain point, as they demonstrated how they would use a wooden jug to make butter from camel's milk, they started singing as they moved back and forth, as if churning butter.

      "Somalia is a nation of poetry, even children of a few years old who herd sheep have songs they have created themselves," Hadrawi says. "If you are tending a herd or making handicrafts, poetry becomes your companion. If you ask for something, it is traditional to ask with poetry. People cannot do their jobs without poetry. At a certain point, poetry became a necessity, like food. It became the only thing that could move society."

      In traditional Somali society, every clan had its own poet and the poet played a key role in both making war and making peace. "If the American presidential election had taken place in Somalia, both Bush and Gore would be poets, or they would have had poets on their staff, the campaign would be conducted in verse," said John Johnson, an expert on Somali poetry who teaches at Indiana University in Bloomington, which has what may be the largest collection of Somali poetry in the world - almost all on tape. 

      Hadrawi explained that he had grown up in a hut like this one, living the nomadic life, raising goats and camels. Then, at the age of ten, he was sent to stay with an uncle who lived in Yemen so that he might get a formal education. He learned Arabic fluently and some English and was thus exposed to writing, albeit in foreign languages. Educated Somalis who had been exposed to writing were experimenting, at the time, with different systems for writing down their own language. Hadrawi used the Latin script to transcribe his work, (as did some others at the time) but since there was no agreement on standard spelling, each Somali writer was making up his own private orthography, which only he could understand without difficulty. Nonetheless, Hadrawi was among the first generation of Somali poets to compose poetry in written rather than oral form - something he says he regrets.

     "I would love not to write my poems without pen and paper, but to recite it all by heart," he said. "Poetry was a repository of all knowledge. It was our dictionary, our encyclopedia, it told you everything you needed to live. In the past, there was actually a competition over how much knowledge a person can carry in him. In earlier times, if someone had had to refer to a book to recite a poem, people would have laughed at him. Our traditional poets used to recite poems without buying any bloc notes. They used to recite hundreds of poems from their minds, here," he says, touching his head. "The more dependent you become on pen and paper, or on other technology, the more you lose your values."  

     Listening to him, I thought of one of Plato's dialogues in which Socrates argues that writing is not a device of memory but of forgetfulness. "I agree with Socrates!" Hadrawi said happily, when I mentioned it. In many ways, modern Somalia is struggling with the same issues that ancient Greece faced in the fourth century BC. -- the transition between oral and written society, between a clan society and a modern state governed by written law. But, despite the prominence of poets in Somalia today, Hadrawi is pessimistic about the future, which he sees as increasingly dominated by Western media and technology. "My poetry is the expression of a world that is coming to an end," he says, matter-of-factly.

3.) The introduction of the written Somali language can be traced to a particular time and place. On the evening of  October 20, 1972 -- the third anniversary of the coup d'etat that brought Mohammed Siad Barre and his socialist Supreme Revolutionary Council to power - most of the city of Mogadishu was out in the streets lined up along the parade route. Suddenly, a helicopter appeared overhead, swooped down above the crowd and began to drop thousands of brightly-colored leaflets as if in a heavenly dispensation. People picked up the pamphlets and puzzled over them. They were not in a language that anyone in the crowd recognized: they were not in Arabic, or Italian or English. "They began to fight with their tongues to read the new writing," the government English-language newspaper later reported. But gradually, some people in the crowd began to realize, “This was Somali!"

     At the same time, since only a small percentage of the crowd could read, the written message was accompanied by poetic songs proclaiming the new script on Radio Mogadishu in the homely metaphors of nomadic verse:

In the history of the world, our Language was taking no part;

But the sunrise appeared uncovering our Language from darkness;

The fence was cleared, so the livestock could graze.

Give me your pen, the words I write for you.

It is not a Foreign Language; the tongue does not slip,

Like milk, it can be swallowed smoothly.

     Somalia - a semi-arid land with few natural resources - had been spared colonialization until late in the 19th century when the Italians established themselves in the South and the British set up a colonial base in the North. The colonial administrations used their respective tongues as the languages of government, but because the colonialization of Somalia was late and rather superficial, only a small percentage (probably less than ten percent) of the population learned how to read and write English and Italian. When Somalia gained its independence in 1960, the two former colonies agreed to merge, forming a single Somali nation, with its capital in the South at Mogadishu. Since the new Somali state was trying to combine the old Italian and English administrations, the lack of a common language quickly became a major problem. All official documents had to be in both languages. The civil servants in the North tended to know English, while those in the South knew Italian, and very few knew both, creating a bureaucratic nightmare. Moreover, since few Somalis knew any foreign language, writing constituted a barrier that excluded the vast majority of citizens from access to government. The government agreed that it needed to create a script for the Somali language, but deciding which script to use had become a paralyzing political issue. 

      Some pushed for the Arabic script, which some Somalis learn while attending Koranic schools as children. But Arabic, which does not have vowel symbols, is not well-suited to the Somali language, which has twenty-two different vowel sounds, more vowels than consonants. The Latin alphabet appeared a more practical solution: its five vowels could be used in different combinations to approximate the intonations of Somali speech. Moreover, educated Somalis, who had studied English or Italian, already knew Latin letters and the government could continue using its store of European typewriters. But the alphabet faced stiff political opposition. The Muslim sheiks coined a clever slogan, "Laatiin, Laa Diin," playing on the similarity between Latin and the Somali word for "godless." Somali nationalists also regarded the Latin script as a residue of the country's colonial domination. At one point, when the government put up a few street signs in Somali with the Latin alphabet, a riot ensued.  Some nationalists insisted that to be truly independent, Somali must have its own indigenous alphabet and several Somali intellectuals created their own sets of symbols which they proposed as alternative scripts. One contender even went to the trouble and expense of having several typewriters custom-made in order to show that his script could be adapted to modern technology. (But this script had a problem, too: some characters were composed from right to left, others from left to right, making rapid cursive writing difficult.) Soon, there were twenty-three candidates competing to become the national script. But many of the indigenous scripts ran afoul of clan politics: any Somali script came to be associated with the clan of its inventor and was therefore regarded with suspicion by the other clans, which then backed scripts generated by their own clansmen. Faced with this Babel of scripts and a set of thorny political problems, the early independent governments chose the path of least resistance: doing nothing.

      The government's paralysis in solving the language problem was emblematic of the failure of the first post-independence governments, which were characterized by inefficiency, corruption and inter-clan squabbling. This paved the way for Siad Barre who took power in a bloodless coup in 1969, promising order, progress, socialism and an end to the clan system. He was met with ululation and wild joy in the streets. "I welcomed the revolution like everyone else," Hadrawi said. "We were nationalists." 

       In fact, far from repudiating writing, Hadrawi had been writing in Somali well before the introduction of an official script. And after returning from his studies in Yemen in 1967, he wrote and performed a couple of poetic plays that helped establish his reputation as a poet. He was invited to teach at the National Teachers Education College, near Mogadishu, one of the new national universities that had sprung up with independence.  “Because it was clear that he was a great poet, we insisted on having him at the college as a teacher,” says Said Sallah, a Somali poet who now lives in Minneapolis, Minnesota, a city with a significant Somali refugee community. Sallah was amazed to hear that Hadrawi now was against written language since they collaborated together on a play together called “Knowledge and Understanding,” produced in 1972, that openly called for the written Somali script, just months before the launch of the government’s literacy campaign.

       But the way writing was introduced soured Hadrawi him on the idea. "There was no substance to it," he said. "[Barre] should have translated world-knowledge into Somali. Instead, he only used the script for political propaganda." Emulating Mao's China and Castro's Cuba, Barre sent all high school and university students out to the countryside for a year to teach the nomads in the bush how to read and write about the feats of the revolution. Barre kept all publishing under strict government control and even made it difficult for an individual to own a typewriter. The principal newspaper was called "The October Star," which printed a picture of Barre on its cover every day and was written in the hagiographic style of the average socialist dictatorship. With little of interest to read, many reverted to illiteracy. Hadrawi went to work for the government’s Information Office but became increasingly disillusioned.

       Barre also tried to get an iron grip on poetry.  "Siad Barre was one of the most sensitive people to the dangers of poetry," Hadrawi said. "He had a strategic plan to use poetry instead of fighting against it. He used it for his own influence with power and money. He tried to control all the poets and everything else in the area of literature. All the Somalia media, Radio Mogadishu, Radio Hargeisa, was focusing on the propaganda of the regime."

      This kind of one-way broadcast communication ran against the grain of Somali culture. "People were not used to this kind of 'dictation culture,'" Hadrawi said, using the phrase "dictation culture" in English. Somali nomads are used to a life of considerable freedom and autonomy and their culture is surprisingly egalitarian. They move around in relatively small encampments of several families who are used to making decisions collectively. There are two famous Somali proverbs that address this: "The man who dictates separates himself from others," and "Even the sultan needs to be taught." 

      The old oral tradition now found a new ally: the cassette player. "Since Siad Barre had taken over the radio, the medium of cassettes became stronger," Hadrawi said. "People felt they had lost something when their literature had been taken away from them, so that's when the underground literature started," Hadrawi said.  Inexpensive tape recorders became a staple of Somali life in the  early 1970's when Somalis working overseas brought them back in large numbers and gave them to their families so that, in the absence of writing, families could exchange oral "letters." Thus, Somalis already used to making their own tapes, would copy or re-record poetry cassettes and circulate them. 

       Somalis began using the tape recorder to transmit dissent in poetic form. Somalis have a long tradition of conducting what are called "poetic duels" or "poetic chains," as a means of conducting public debate. One poet will write a poem on a given theme, using a particular alliterative scheme -- Somali poetry is based on the alliteration of a particular letter or sound in a poem rather than a rhyme -- and other poets will then answer addressing the same theme and using the same alliteration. The chain has a competitive element, like a poetry slam, with the poets vying with one another to come up with unusual words or clever neologisms to vary the alliteration while remaining on point. At the same time, the poetic duel is conducted in metaphorical language that allows society to deal with thorny problems without provoking irrevocable conflict. "Allegory cools down speech," an old Somali proverb says. This became a perfect means for dealing with government censorship because the standard tropes of Somali poetry - a bitter drought or a cleansing storm - might have a subversive meaning or could just be about the vicissitudes of nomad life. "People need entertainment,” Hadrawi said. “Somalis like to sit around and listen in the afternoon as they chew Qat [a green-leafed plant that is a mild stimulant, pronounced "caat"]. So everybody would listen to the tapes and then they would compare interpretations the next morning." 

       Hadrawi became one of the most popular poets on this informal cassette market because of his political independence. "I was one of the few people who refused to change the nature of my poetry to praise Siad Barre," he said. Hadrawi had already attracted the suspicions of the government through the play "Knowledge and Understanding", which toured throughout Somalia. Several of the poetic songs, written by Hadrawi and put to music by one of Somali’s leading singers, had become popular favorites. One of them, entitled "Saxarla," (pronounced Saharla,) sparked a poetic "duel" that is known as the "Sin-ley" poems, meaning "S-chain" in Somali, because of the "s" sound in "Saxarla." Although "Saxarla" was a love song, the character in the play named Saxarla was a blind woman thought to represent the newly-independent Somalia groping around in the dark and the tone of impatient longing seemed to suggest a hidden political meaning. As a result, the Sin-ley chain of poems evolved into a political debate - albeit masked in allusive poetic language.

       To some the song’s desire to rescue Saxarla appeared to be a desire to free Somalia from dictatorship, to others it was a call to liberate the Somali-speaking territories in Kenya, Ethiopia and Djibouti. “There were so many interpretations,” said Said Sallah, one of Hadrawi’s closest collaborators at the time. Poems on cassette began pouring in from different parts of Somalia and from Somalis in other countries, with strange symbolism – five little sheep, five lamps – to represent the different regions of Somalia. And there were poems about a famous spear that served for a cryptic discussion of  the government’s military might – all topics that were impossible to discuss openly. “In Somalia, poetry is not an intellectual exercise, as in the Western world, it is the life of the people,” said Sallah, who contributed two of the approximately forty poems in the chain. Indeed, poetry is so much a part of Sallah’s life that he named his eldest daughter Saxarla in honor of Hadrawi’s song. And even though he and his family all live in the United States, all of Sallah’s children and grandchildren have names beginning with the letter “S”, following the alliterative scheme of the Sin-ley poetic chain. “We are the S-family,” he said with a laugh, when I interviewed him on the phone.

      “The Sinley [chain] was very important because it was the first time that people really questioned the identity of Somalia,” says Ali Ahmed Jamail, who was in Somalia at the time, left during the civil war of the 1980’s and now teaches comparative literature at the City University of New York in Queens. 

      "People were changing my poems and making them political," Hadrawi said. Listeners either inferred political meaning in the poems or, in some cases, actually changed the words and re-recorded them. "People were starved for reality and they wanted a chance to talk about social issues and so they read them into the poems. They created their own folk form. People decided to have their own free literature and that's when the revolution started." 

      Siad Barre paid close attention to the phenomenon and is said to have amassed a formidable collection of tapes. At a certain point in 1973, he called Hadrawi to the presidential palace. "'Ask me whatever you want, any job that you want, as long as you don't write poems that are against us,' he said." Hadrawi responded by writing his most overtly political poetry yet. He wrote a poetic play called "The She-Camel" describing the slaughter for a feast that is enjoyed only by a few while the multitude watch from a distance, an apparent reference to the growing corruption and cronyism of the Barre government. The central poem seemed to allude to an upcoming struggle. 

With the news of a slaughtered she-camel

Everybody hurried to the scene.

The fun will be to see the others

Who saw the smoke from the high peaks

And will come rushing down the slopes and the ridges.

Laughter is a crime.

The hero gave his neck.

In the shed there was a snake.

      The poem also contained a clear response to Siad Barre's attempt to buy him off: "I will not eat the demeaning scraps from your table." 

      “It was was obvious he was talking about Siad Barre,” said Professor Jamail at CUNY. ”It is a beautiful poem, aesthetically.” 

      The play was performed before the censorship board, attended by the Vice President and two ministers of the government. “The play dealt openly with social problems like prostitution and lack of education,” -- problems that were not supposed to exist in Barre’s socialist paradise – according to Said Sallah, who helped produce it. The censors demanded numerous changes, but Hadrawi refused. The play was never performed publicly, and Hadrawi was arrested and then sent to live under house arrest in solitary confinement about 350 miles from Mogadishu. But the poem "The She-Camel" was put to music and circulated widely on tape while Hadrawi was in confinement.

      Hadrawi was released in 1978 -- and found a political situation he could no longer ignore. The previous year, Barre started a war with Ethiopia in order to annex the Ogaden region, which is inhabited by many ethnic Somalis. But by 1978, the Ethiopians mounted a major counter-attack, sending hundreds of thousands of ethnic Somalis across the border into Somalia, creating the beginning of a twenty-year refugee crisis. Not only did the war create a humanitarian disaster, it stirred up latent ethnic tensions within Somalia, which Barre consciously exploited. Most of the Somalis in the Ogaden belong to Barre's own clan, the Darod, and so many Somalis viewed the invasion as an effort to increase the strength of his own clan. Moreover, he tried to solve the refugee crisis by promising his displaced clansmen land that was already occupied by others. Thus, after declaring that he had eliminated the clan system, it became increasingly plain that Siad Barre was doing the exact opposite. It also became clear that Barre had no desire to resolve the refugee crisis: their presence in Somalia (whose numbers were deliberately inflated to increase foreign aid) became a cash cow for Barre and his circle, which was increasingly composed of men from his own sub-clan and immediate family. Since his adversary, Ethiopia, received aid from the Soviet Union, Barre began to play Cold War politics to win massive amounts of military and foreign aid from the U.S. and Europe. Thus the father of Somali socialism turned overnight into the bulwark against Communism in Africa. Within a few short years, Barre had revealed that all of his grandest proclamations were an empty sham, amounting to little more than an increasingly rapacious and brutal grab for power and wealth.

     "People were absolutely miserable," Hadrawi said, describing the atmosphere after his release. 

      Not long after returning to Mogadishu, Hadrawi was roused from bed at 5:00 am by agents of Siad Barre and was told to come right away to the President's Palace. Barre, a chronic insomniac, who chain-smoked Benson & Hedges cigarettes much of the night, was in the habit of waking up whomever he wanted to see. "He told me to bring various men of literature with me and he tried to convert us to his ideas," Hadrawi said.

       The poets listened and politely but firmly declined. "We couldn't swallow it. People wanted deeds and not demagoguery," Hadrawi said. In one poem from this period, he answered Siad Barre's request for support with a direct slap in the face.

How can I say something good about you?

Where shall I start?

You are not brave enough.

You are not kind enough.

You are not wise enough.

You are a dust storm

and a summer drought

You are an empty wind 

and a bad harvest.

You are made of a bad clay.

     And then in December, 1979,  Hadrawi and one of the poets who attended the meeting, Mohamed Hashi Dhamac, (known by his nickname "Gaariye," ) decided to launch another poetic duel that would directly confront the regime. "We said to one another: 'History will not forgive us if we don't respond.' That was the beginning of the end. From that day on, we made war on the regime."

     The duel was composed of poems beginning with the letter "d," and has become known as the "de-ley" (or "d-chain") poems. And if the "sin-ley" poems were ambiguous in their meaning, now the poets directly took on the new reality of Somalia, reeling from its refugee crisis and swimming in stolen foreign aid money.

      In his poem "Debatiel," Hadrawi wrote:

Where does all this money come from?

It doesn't come from people's work.

Who has paid for 

All these colorfully decorated houses?

Where do these Japanese cars come from

When most people have nothing?

They do not come from the sky.

These people are flaunting their wealth instead of hiding their shame.

Don't they know that they will have to stand for their crimes?

That there will be a day of reckoning?

      The poems began to circulate on cassette. "People would listen to them, and then copy them and distribute them," Hadrawi said. The poems stirred up the latent, unvocalized dissent that was underneath the surface of Somali life. Some sixty different poets joined in the chain, contributing a total of about 120 poems. 

      Given the traditional role of poets in Somali society, everyone in the country understood the gravity of this challenge. One poet responded by sounding a note of worried caution:

All things that were hidden

Are now unveiled

Gone are the days of genteel language

Lo the poets have formed two antagonistic camps.

     The regime tried to step in and ban them, but people continued taping and recording poems just the same. "We were expecting to be imprisoned every night, but nothing happened," Hadrawi. The reason, he said, is that Barre understood that his own position had become dangerously weak. "If he had the support of the people, he could have smashed us in a minute as he did in 1973," he said. "Instead, it shook the foundation of the state."

       “The tapes were everywhere, you could find them in Italy, England, Sweden, Egypt,” said Professor Johnson, who began collecting the de-ley tapes when he was doing research in Somalia during the 1980’s. “Poetry represents social debate in Somalia. The poems were flying back and forth, you’d have to duck to miss one.” Johnson tracked down tapes most of the de-ley poems and assembled for Indiana University what is probably the largest collection of Somali poetry – almost all on cassette – bribing a government censor in order to smuggle them out of the country. “It was called ‘the socialist hand-shake back then,” Johnson said. “That fellow is probably still drinking the tea I bought him.”

       The view that the "de-ley" chain was a crucial turning point in Somali life is shared by many non-poets as well. "The poetry was more important to us than guns and cannons," says Abdulrahman Yousseff, (known as "Bobe") a freedom fighter for the Somali National Movement, (SNM). "These songs opened up discussion for people. They were becoming educated and informed. They would sit around listening to the songs and talk. People generally didn't listen to these songs alone. They listened with other people and they had to screen the people whom they were listening with and so these were the basis of political groupings. So Siad Barre was not wrong to be afraid of the poets."

      In January, 1981 - about thirteen months after the beginning of the de-ley poetic chain -- the Somali National Movement (SNM) - one of the first and largest groups of armed resistance against the regime -- was formed, operating from a base in Ethiopia. The movement was composed heavily of people from Northern Somalia, where sentiment against the Barre regime was particularly high. Hadrawi and his fellow poet Gareeye remained in Mogadishu until May 1, 1982, when -- taking advantage of the national holiday for May Day, the international workers' day - they slipped out of the city, were driven north to Hargeisa and then were spirited across the border into Ethiopia by jeep in the middle of the night. "That same afternoon, there was an announcement on the independent radio of  the movement that we had joined the opposition," Hadrawi recalls. "I said: 'Hargeisa, awaken!' And the armed poetry started." 

       The support of some of Somalia's leading poets lent prestige and respectability to the armed resistance and the SNM radio frequently broadcast their poetry from a station in Addis Abbaba, the capital of Ethiopia. When Siad Barre made peace with Ethiopia in 1988, in order to convince Ethiopia to expel the Somali resistance groups, the SNM used a mobile radio transmitter which moved around strapped to the back of a camel. In 1988, the SNM captured Hargeisa, the capital of the North, prompting a ferocious response of the Barre government. The Somali Air Force bombed the city and razed much of it to the ground, killing an estimated 50,000 people. 

4.) In 1991, Siad Barre fell from power and the country was carved up into several pieces each controlled by warlords associated with different Somali clans. Some scholars have theorized that the lack of a solid tradition of written law - an objective standard of norms that applies equally to all sectors of society - has forced many African countries to fall back onto their ethnic and clan affiliations, and that this has, in turn, contributed to the ethnic massacres in places like Somalia, Rwanda, Liberia and Uganda. Radio broadcasts - urging one group to kill another - are thought by many to have played a key role in the genocidal killings of Rwanda. (In this, they followed the lead of Hitler and Mussolini who first used radio for mass propaganda.) Is there something inherent about the emotional appeal of oral discourse (the immediacy of radio and television) that makes it particularly well-suited to whipping up the crowd? And is there, by contrast, something about the quiet detachment of the printed word, a critical distance in the act of silent reading that acts as a break to our most violent passions? Indeed, the collapse of the nation-state in Somalia, taken over by bands of illiterate teenagers with Kalashnikov rifles and Sony Walkmen could be a grim, MacLuhanesque fable of post-modern neo-orality run amuck, reminiscent of Stanley Kubrick's "Clockwork Orange." But the experience of the mini-state of Somaliland offers a more intriguing, complex and reassuring picture.

     With virtually no international aid, Northern Somalia has rebuilt itself from the ground up with remarkable speed. Hargeisa, which was a semi-deserted pile of rubble with only a few thousand residents in 1991, is now a bustling city of 250,000. Houses are being built, businesses are opening and almost all of it is happening with minimal government involvement. Somali refugees living in the West are returning or sending money to their relatives to invest and rebuild. "The Somalis are making a kind of spontaneous experiment in Reaganomics," says Mohamed Said Mohamed, who, although the Minister of Finance, is known throughout Hargeisa by the nickname Gees. Schools are reopening with a mix of private and public money. There is a functioning bus service run by a private company. A courier service delivers mail. People are using private doctors and clinics and a beautiful new maternity hospital - built entirely with private donations -- is going up in a part of Hargeisa that never had a hospital in years when Somalia was one of the world's largest per capita recipients of foreign aid. "We want a central government, but a central government that is not very powerful," he said. "We are just a referee for law and order." New technology has helped to make this possible. It used to take a large central government to offer things like telephone service, now it is done by a series of private companies. There is no central bank but a series of wire-transfer and courier companies that move money in and out of the country with relative ease.

      Gees, a former professor of physics who studied at Eastern Michigan University, is a large man with big tortoise shell glasses and a warm, affable manner. When I saw him in his somewhat ramshackle offices at the Ministry of Finance he was dressed in a brown Western-style polyester leisure suit, but when I visited him later that day at home in the afternoon, he was dressed in a long white kaftan and sandals smoking tobacco on a water-pipe and listening to Somali music on a tape-recorder. He invited us into his "mefrish," a receiving room lined with cushions on the floor, where Somalis congregate in the afternoons and drink tea and chew "Qat." "It's only a mild stimulant," he said, "It's not like cocaine," he said, by way of explanation as he began to chew on a few green leaves.

     "The government accounts for only five percent of the GDP," Gees explained. Half of this goes toward paying unemployed former militia fighters who overthrew the government of Siad Barre to lay down their guns. The traditional post-colonial African government was modeled after the Western nation-state, centralized government with a strong leader at the head of a big government, but this proved, in Somalia, and elsewhere to be an unmitigated disaster, leading to massive corruption and murderous dictatorship. There is something appealing about the small-scale state in Somaliland. "I walk to and from home to the office, and anyone can come up to and talk to me," the minister said.

      Gees and others admit that Somaliland needs international recognition and governmental involvement in order to accomplish certain basic goals: build and repair roads, set up a banking and credit card system and create a postal system that serves the entire country. But the forced experiment in self-reliance - and the disastrous history of foreign aid in recent Somali history - indicates that the experiment in Somaliland, of a weak state in a market society, could provide a potential model for the rest of Africa as it tries to find a way out of decades of repression and economic stagnation. Somalia, like many African societies, is much more de-centralized by tradition than industrialized nation-states and adopting a form of government that is more consistent with their culture may produce happier results than applying a Western model to a society that functions in fundamentally different ways. "We are a clan society and it is better to admit it and try to use the positive aspects of clanism than to pretend that it doesn't exist," said Gees.  "We are more practical. We tried to develop a system that would be suitable to our type of society, which is a clan society, and yet have a society in which every individual is equal under the law." Somaliland has set up a parliament of clan elders, who have been instrumental in bring peace to Northern Somalia and in maintaining order. It is adopting a new constitution that requires that each candidate for parliament win at least twenty percent of the vote in all six regions of Somaliland in order to be elected. This is to prevent any single clan from ruling at the expense of other groups. "We found the draft of the Nigerian law on the internet," he explained.

       But, I asked, doesn't a clan system make the government vulnerable to the problem of patronage and corruption in which jobs and resources are distribution based on clan affiliation rather than merit? "Yes, this is a problem," Geys said. And, as if on cue, several men entered the "mefrish" at that moment. "These are my clansmen," he said, as he motioned to them to sit, "I cannot refuse them hospitality," he said with a laugh as our meeting drew to an end. "And so, this is why it is important that our government remain small: there is less patronage for the government to distribute and fight over."

      New technology may also help to make Somaliland's new government more accountable than its old ones. Somaliland's president, Mohammed Ibrahim Egal, has a fax machine in his office which jams with angry faxes whenever he makes an unpopular move. He has tried changing his fax a number of times, but because the phone companies are private and not public, the new number always leaks out and Somalis within the country and around the world routinely bombard the president with their opinions. Government critics maintain that Egal, who was prime minister of united Somalia during the 1960's and was subsequently jailed for graft, is still a corrupt authoritarian Somali ruler of the old school. He has, on occasion, had journalists of the independent Somali newspaper "Jamhuriya"  jailed when the paper attacked him, but the jailings have been brief and have become increasingly infrequent. Many believe that the fax machine in his office - which he has started to mention humorously and almost affectionately in recent public speeches - has had the effect of reining him in. "Gradually, I think the government has come to realize that having an independent source of information is actually to their advantage," says Yusuf Abdi Gabobe, editor of "The Republican," the English-language weekly version of "Jamhuriya." 

      Although literacy was greatly retarded by nearly twenty years of civil war, it is slowly making a come-back. Schools are teaching both Somali and English and Somalia's independent newspaper, has a small but loyal readership. Although "Jamhuriya" prints only 2,000 copies a day, Gabobe insists that its low circulation is limited more by lack of paper stock than by lack of popular demand. The paper, despite crude graphics and only eight pages of text, nonetheless contains frank coverage of Somaliland's issues and problems, including unvarnished articles about nepotism and corruption in the government. On a continent where most countries have a servile and muzzled press, Somaliland is a small, encouraging exception.

      While the popular culture remains oral, Somali's educated elite is gradually rebuilding itself, greatly re-enforced by the tens or even hundreds of thousands of Somali refugees, who took advantage of the displacement of the long civil war to attend university, get Phd's, medical degrees or start businesses overseas. The town of Buruma – on its own initiative -- has built its own university and already has a library of 75,000 books, almost all in English, sent by Somalis living in the diaspora. This wave of partly-Westernized Somalis - like Gees and others - has injected new blood and new influences into Somali society. It is difficult to meet a Somali who does not have close relatives who have lived or live in the West.

      Hadrawi is one of the many refugees who have moved back recently to Somaliland after spending periods of time in London and Norway while Somalia was embroiled in civil war and inter-clan violence. He was granted a hero's welcome and his return was seen as a major recognition of the legitimacy of the self-proclaimed Republic of Somaliland. Although treated like a de facto poet laureate, Hadrawi's feelings about the country he has helped to create is decidedly ambivalent. 

     "The people of Somaliland love Somaliland: what is small and good is better than what is big and doesn't work," he said, comparing the new small Republic of Somaliland to the old, unified Somalia. "Much good has been accomplished, usually despite the government. The government is supposed to represent the nomads, but it is the government of technology, people in three-piece suits living off the taxes of the nomad people," he says harshly. 

      The same technology that helped make him famous - and which he continues to use - the tape recorder and the video - are now increasingly the conduit of foreign cultural influences and part of a global consumer economy that he sees as undermining Somali society. "We are slaves of technology," he said. Somalia is increasingly part of the global world, but the problem, according to Hadrawi, is that it absorbs much more from the outside than it transmits. "Everything that you see in Somalia costs money - these glasses, these plates - and advertising creates a thirst for more and more. Every day, I buy so many things that come from Britain and America, but nothing that I make is sold in Britain or America. It is good to have an exchange, but there is exchange only if I am in a position to offer something. Today we are under one global concept and it is not good for mankind. When there is diversity - the diversity is what makes life beautiful. Uniformity in taste is totally useless." 

       While oral culture has been given new life by technology, he sees this as like the bright light at twilight, harbinger of the end and not the beginning of something new. "Poetry is alive, but the conditions of life that it expresses are at end," he said. "We've lost a lot of our skills and our knowledge and our culture because of this modern civilization."

      This rejection of technology and globalization is now the focus of his work and the rationale behind his elaborately-staged nomad wedding. He is aware that he is part of Somali's most cosmopolitan and technologically-savvy generation of poets. He rails against writing yet he went to great pains to have a book of his verse published in Norway. He lambastes technology but uses it to record his poetry and allows his wedding to be videoed and encourages its distribution. "I use video but I have my misgivings," he said. "It has a role in the present world. It is a reality that exists, although it has its negative aspects. But I have recently written a poem of over 800 lines about how technology is undermining our civilization." And he proudly pulls out the Xerox of a new set off poems, with elaborate computer-generated graphics. "It is all pure gold," he says. In his new anti-technological mood, he has even written a poem against Darwinian evolution. Despite all this, he insists that he envies his purely oral poetic predecessors who relied entirely on their memories, but whose work - since very little of it was recorded or copied down - has since faded from memory into the mists of legend. 

       While it would be easy to dismiss Hadrawi's current anti-technological stance as romantic, Luddite nostalgia, he is registering an epochal change in Somali life: that the world in which he grew up, a highly distinct, pastoral nomadic life, which developed over centuries in considerable isolation, is disappearing. What Hadrawi finds so appealing about this world is that they did not just keep their poetry in their head, but that they kept an entire cosmos in their heads. And that a truly oral world is one in which poetry reigns supreme: "They knew their life by heart, they know how to answer their needs and expectations," he said. "People knew the names of all the plants and trees and what their properties were. Man felt at home in his environment. A great deal of knowledge, that has been slowly accumulated for hundreds and hundreds of years is now coming to an end. It is knowledge that has been molded slowly and carefully." 

      Yet, what Hadrawi may not fully recognize is that he is very much a product of the hybrid culture that is growing up in Somalia, a defender of tradition and an agent of many of the changes he deplores. The traditional Somali poets tended to be closely tied to their clans and limited in their range. Hadrawi's universalism -- even his critique of globalization and technology -- is the critique of an educated man who has read and traveled. He is a man with one foot in the old, oral world and one in the new world both of writing and the tape recorder. 

      "This is a transitional period, when our society is moving from the past to another kind of history, roles are changing and the role of poetry is changing," said Rasheed Ahmed, a good friend of Hadrawi, who was a socialist newspaper editor during the early Barre years and now the head of Somaliland's War Crimes Commission, which is investigating human rights violations during the Somali civil war. A man with a light brown skin and green eyes, he has the scholarly air and graying beard of an Islamic mullah, but offered a remarkably lucid and worldly analysis of Somalia's dilemma in excellent English. "Life is more complicated now and poetry is no longer enough. The Somali nomad is integrated into the global economy, with trade of livestock to the Middle East and buying products from abroad. The Somali nomads used to make their own clothes, but now the camel man is wearing jeans. But he is still a pasturalist and his education and his skills are still the same. The world of technology is imposing itself on our world - you find it in every corner of our life. But the Somali nomad does not produce technology but is a consumer of the products of the Western world. And it makes for an imbalance in our life. Poetry is important. It's a necessity for the Somali mind. But poetry can't tell people everything they need to know about the world. Poetry can give you feeling, but it cannot solve your problems. Poetry does not speak the language of facts and figures and to solve our problems we need analysis, research, planning. Hadrawi raises some important questions. But the answer it not to isolate ourselves and go back in time, even if we wanted to, it would be impossible. Development cannot be stopped. We have to use technology. We have to reconcile with technology and to impress our own personality on it, Somali culture and national characteristics on it."
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