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ABSTRACT The proposition that state formation is a function of warfare, rather than 
‘peacefare’, is presently hotly debated by academic scholars and the wider international 
community. While the debate has come to an impasse, fresh approaches are needed that 
contribute to our understanding of processes of state formation and the role warfare plays 
in its course. In this proposal, I argue that differences regarding the outcome of state 
formation projects can be explained by the elites’ varying ability to implement central 
administration across a claimed territory. Central administration is key to state 
formation, as it sparks institutional and socio-cognitive standardization, processes that 
lie at the heart of state and nation building respectively. Warfare can play a constitutive 
and catalyzing role for state formation under the condition that it contributes to the 
establishment of institutional and socio-cognitive consistency within the state’s borders. In 
order to solve the conundrum of state formation, its interdependence with central 
administration and warfare’s potential contribution, this project combines the to date 
largely unconnected concepts of state building and nation building, and applies qualitative 
research framed in comparative case studies in order to test the advanced hypotheses. 
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 “War is the greatest plague that can afflict humanity […], it destroys states” 
– Martin Luther (1483-1546; Charlton 2002)

 

1.  INTRODUCTION 

Echoing Luther’s view that war destroys states, international development agencies and an 

increasing number of scholars dealing with ‘failed states’ see (civil) wars in today’s developing world 

as “tragic vicious circles” (World Bank 2008), amounting to “nothing less than doom” (Mohamoud 

2006:15), and constituting ‘development in reverse’1. Along this reasoning, Tilly’s (1992:67) inspiring 

hypothesis that “war makes states, and vice versa” has been called into question by scholars like 

Kaldor (1999), Herbst (2000) and Leander (2004), arguing that the ‘new wars’ “do not make states, 

but rather unravel them” (Leander 2004:69) and that war and state failure “can only be stopped by 

outside intervention” (ibid.:78; Weinstein 2004:11). 

Simultaneously, the literature on ‘state failure’ has lost sight of the dynamics of state formation. 

Countries emerging from war are frequently seen as a ‘blank slate’2 with an institutional tabula rasa, 

offering a “particularly suitable time for radical policy reform” (Collier/Pradhan 1994:133). However, 

this liberal perspective on violence “may only be sustained by a form of historical amnesia” (Cramer 

2006:9), as, historically, war made states (Tilly 1992:67). Considering this impasse and the fact that 

political violence, in and of itself, is neither the prophet of order nor the daemon of decay, I advocate 

the need to disaggregate the ‘black box’ of warfare (Rasler/Thompson 1989; Kestnbaum/Skocpol 

1993:667) and the need to understand under what conditions and how what kinds of warfare may be 

constitutive to state formation. 

To address this conundrum, I draw mainly on literature on state and nation building. Since the 

assumed links between ‘state-building’, ‘nation-building’ and ‘development’ were broken in the 1980s 

(Eriksen 2006:1), there has, unfortunately, been an astonishing lack of exchange between these 

strands of literature. Approaches to state formation have generally been informed by models 

emphasizing institution building; however, “simply putting in place the formal rules is a recipe for 

disappointment, not to say disaster” (North 2005:161). ‘Bringing the Nation Back In’ and combining 

the knowledge of the two concepts of state and nation building promises to raise deeper insights into 

the phenomena of ‘state failure’ and state formation. I suggest that this can lead towards an improved 

understanding of the many states in the developing world that are still largely in a process of 

formation (Carothers 2002). Furthermore, the project draws on a third strand of literature, namely 

that concerning warfare. Overall, I will argue that insufficient attention has been paid to the 

determining role of central administration, which links state building, nation building and warfare.  

                                                 
1 cf. Cramer (2006:9), criticising the liberal position on war  
2 cf. Cramer (2006:255), referring to the dominant liberal viewpoint 
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The project’s main proposition is that state formation is principally a process of institutional and 

socio-cognitive standardization. Institutional standardization underlies state building and can be understood as 

a process whereby a single set of ‘rules of the game’ gains dominance within a given territory – a 

condition in which all major role relationships are regularized and their hierarchical organization is 

dominated by a preponderant organization. Socio-cognitive standardization, on the other hand, underlies 

nation building and is defined as a process whereby one common, standardized set of socio-cognitive 

elements, such as language or mental maps, becomes dominant within a society in a given territory.  

Another proposition is that these processes of institutional and socio-cognitive standardization are 

driven by central administration. Thus, a fundamental hypothesis advanced here is that outcomes of 

state building are largely determined by the varying ability of ruling elites to build central administra-

tive structures. Furthermore, it is hypothesized that warfare can foster and catalyze processes of state 

formation, if it promotes central administration and enhances institutional and socio-cognitive 

standardization across a specific territory. This research project suggests that warfare and associated 

state collapse do not produce ‘blank slates’ and the dead-ends commonly suggested by the 

international community, but argues for their potential to pave the way for new processes of state 

formation. By means of a comparative case study I will map divergent processes of state formation 

and trace the differences that account for the observed variation in state formation outcomes.  

Somalia and Somaliland lend themselves to investigate the issues at stake for several reasons.3 

Once perceived as constituting the only real African nation-state (Lata 2004; Reno 2003; Touval  

1963; Sheik-Abdi 1977; Adam 1999; Laitin/Samatar 1987:xiv), Somalia became known as a “full-

blown case of state collapse” (Milliken/Krause 2002:754; Adam/Ford 1997:106; Rotberg 2002:86; 

Mohamoud 2006:16; Foreign Policy 2007; Schneckener 2007). While Southern Somalia is after 17 

years and 14 peace-building attempts still in search of political stability, the northern break-away 

region of Somaliland has brought forth viable structures of governance (Reno 2003:2; Zierau 

2003:58; Doornbos 2002:808; Bradbury 1997:27; Mubarak 1996:150; Jirdeh 2004). It has under-

taken remarkable self-directed reconstruction (Bradbury 2008:4; Omaar 1994; Economist 1999:35; 

Klein 2002; Mehler 2002:78; Jhazbhay 2003:80; Gabush 2004:320; Kulessa/Heinrich 2004; Höhne 

2006:404; Forrest 2007:233) and developed into “one of the most stable polities in the Horn” 

(Bradbury 2008:1; ICG 2003:10; World Bank 2005:19). This astonishing development, particularly 

when compared with Somalia, constitutes the empirical puzzle the project will address.  

This proposal is structured as follows: section two briefly outlines the topicality, significance and 

objective of the research. The next section presents the research question, before outlining the 

analytical framework in section four. Section five discusses the conceptual framework that is to be 

applied. The proposed methodology is introduced in section six before section seven concludes.  

                                                 
3 see sections 6.1.1 and 6.1.2 for a more detailed discussion 
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2. RESEARCH TOPICALITY, SIGNIFICANCE AND OBJECTIVE 

Research Topicality 

‘State failure’ and violent conflicts are today among the international community’s main concerns. 

‘The South’ suffers from widespread state fragility, while ‘the North’ increasingly fears the violence 

emanating from ‘failed states’ (Economist 2002:51;4 see Bradbury 2003:8). The post-Cold War and 

particularly post-September 11, 2001 era has witnessed an “increased willingness by the international 

community to intervene in the domestic affairs of states, especially with the aim of ending conflict 

and rebuilding institutions in post-conflict societies” (Zaum 2007:1).  

This political topicality is reflected in recent academic debates. Subsequent to the Washington 

Consensus and an overly optimistic emphasis on the market (Milliken/Krause 2002:753; Berger 

2008:1; Robinson 2007:11f.), the need for “Bringing the State Back In” (Evans et al. 1985) has 

increasingly been realized. Research on issues of governance, state fragility and formation is 

flourishing, not least because “[f]rom a historical perspective, much of the developing world today is 

characterised by states in the process of formation” (CSRC 2005:2).  

Research Significance 

State failure and warfare are among the most serious challenges affecting humanity. In 2007, one 

tenth of the world’s states was considered being in a process of ‘failing’ (Foreign Policy 2007), while 

their accompanying violent conflicts demanded an uncountable number of lives and resulted in the 

displacement of some 25 million people (IDMC 2008). Although these crude statistics only scratch 

the problem’s surface, they exemplify its magnitude and underscore the significance of research in 

this field. As our knowledge regarding post-conflict reconstruction experiences and processes of state 

formation5 still remains fragmented and incomplete (Cramer 2006:276), much more work is needed 

to understand how viable states can be built.  

Research Objective 

This research aims to contribute to developing a better theoretical understanding of state building,6 

nation building7 and the role of warfare in these processes. The project’s primary objective is to 

identify the key variables and dynamics that inform processes of state and nation building. Starting from 

Tilly’s (1992:67) “war makes states” proposition, the research pays particular attention to the role of 

                                                 
4 referring to the US National Security Strategy of 2002 
5 State formation circumscribes any efforts undertaken by diverse actors in order to build a viable state, consisting of a 

sound institutional set-up (i.e. state building) and socio-cognitive framework (i.e. nation building).  
6 State building refers to the establishment of institutions of government. 
7 Nation building implies the creation of a nation, addressing issues of identity rather than government. 

“Indeed, the importance of warfare […] cannot be underestimated.” 
– Kalyvas 2005:89
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warfare in and for state formation and aims to understand under what conditions, why and how warfare 

may be beneficial for such processes.  

Secondly, the project aims to expand our still limited empirical knowledge on state formation in 

general and ‘autonomous state formation’ (Weinstein 2005) more particularly, by investigating state 

dynamics in the Horn of Africa by means of qualitative research.  

While contributing to academia’s theoretical and empirical knowledge, the project seeks to 

dismantle some arguments that have lately risen to popularity, but which are believed to be 

misleading. Firstly, the research challenges the ‘new wars’-theorists who postulate that war was a 

“political retrovirus […] about nothing at all” (Enzensberger 1995, as in Cramer 2006:77; Kaplan  

1994; Schlichte 2003:27) and could not possibly have beneficial effects on state formation (Holsti 

1996; Kaldor 1999; Duffield 2001). Similarly, the project questions the argument of the ‘war makes 

states’-sceptics, who suggest that warfare no longer exercised a state developmental role (Desch 

1996; Herbst 2000; Clapham 2001; Leander 2004). Contrarily, the project proposes a more specific 

differentiation while emphasizing the continuities of potential benefits of past and present wars.  

Secondly, as valuable as conceptualizations of war as rational economic strategy are (Keen 1994; 

Reno 1997; Duffield 2001), they tell us little about the forms of social transformation during conflict 

(Bakonyi/Stuvoy 2005:363). This research takes a broader, societal view and argues that warfare not 

only renders (financial) benefits to individuals, but may also be conducive to overall social progress.  

Thirdly, this research will subject to critical scrutiny the propositions that state formation is no 

longer on Africa’s agenda and that “[…] the chances of success for state-building in the early 21st 

century are […] constrained, if not completely obsolete” (Berger/Weber 2008:198). I suggest that 

despite superficial symptoms of decline, processes of state formation have not vanished from the 

African continent and that “[state] collapse is likely to inaugurate fresh or renewed processes of state 

formation” (Doornbos 2002:798; Eisenstadt 1988). 

Fourthly and lastly, the research confronts analyses put forward by theorists of globalisation 

(Griffin/Khan 1992; Perraton/Goldblatt 1997; Jenkins 2004) who argue that room for national 

action is dwarfed in face of the powers of globalisation. While acknowledging that the politico-

economic environment undoubtedly “affect, in a multitude of ways, the evolution of all these patterns 

across the economic and political terrains” (CSRC 2005:7; see also Krause 1998:130; CSRC 2001; 

Moore 2004:309; Migdal/Schlichte 2005:10/33) and additionally increase “political and economic 

expectations” (Khan 2002:4), partially even leading to the “overburdening of the political, 

administrative and, in part, also military capacities” (Debiel 2002:5) of states, the project explores the 

proposition that even the most vulnerable political entities do not merely float in the currents of 

globalization, but still have ‘room for manoeuvre’ (Clay/Schaffer 1984; Duffield 2001).  
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3. RESEARCH QUESTION 

Having outlined the general framework, topicality, significance and objective of the research, I 

now return to the theoretical issues by introducing my primary research question (Q):  

Q:  Why and how has Somaliland – in contrast to Somalia – succeeded in undertaking a 
process of state formation, what are the main processes involved, and under what 
conditions can warfare exercise a constitutive role for state and nation building?  

 
 
 

 

 
4. ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

Before entering theoretical conceptualizations, I briefly outline the analytical framework that is to 

be applied to this study, in order to clarify the underlying construct of ideas.  

 

4.1 Defining Analytical Tools 

4.1.1 The State 

Much has been theorized about the state. It has been attributed an “extensive role in streng-

thening and safeguarding human capabilities” (Sen 1999:5), but was conceptually declared a “messy 

concept” (Mann 1988:4). The Weberian (1919) state concept is valuable, but has trouble dealing with 

cases where the lines between state and society, or formal and informal are blurred (Migdal/Schlichte 

2005:2). Marxist and functional approaches that interpret the state as the necessary fulfilment of 

certain ends (Marx 1848; Zartman 1995; Rotberg 2004), on the other hand, fail “to anticipate the 

new and diverse forms of state institutionalization” (Migdal/Schlichte 2005:3; Khan 2002:14). 

Lastly, the new institutional economics (Coase 1960; North 1990) picturing the state as a set of 

institutions that sanction the creation, enforcement and change in property rights, ignores in its 

narrowness the factors that allow the state to achieve these stated goals. Thus, in an attempt to 

combine the virtues of Marxist, Weberian and institutional concepts, I understand the state as 

a hierarchically organized and centrally administered matrix of organisations and institutions, which has the 
authority and capacity to dominate the ‘rules of the game’ that regulate political, economic and socio-cognitive 
interactions across a claimed territory. 

The state has frequently been called into question as an appropriate analytical tool (Foucault 

2000:123), particularly for sub-Saharan Africa (Linklater 1995:178ff.; Heyer 1997:11; Migdal/ 

Si vis pacem para bellum (lat.: if you want peace, prepare for war) 
– cf. Simmel 1964:13 

“States are not simple war machines and warfare does not automatically 
lead to a strengthening or weakening of the state.” 

– Schlichte 2003:38 
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Schlichte 2005:3). Nevertheless, this project employs it as a central analytical concept, partly because 

the process under investigation is state formation, at the basis of which lies, by definition, the state.8 

Secondly, the state is far from being political ‘scrap-iron’, but remains the foremost political actor in 

today’s world (Howard 2002:103; Tilly 1992:4). Even in the ‘stateless state’ of Somalia, “the coup of 

1991 was more of an attack on a regime’s inequitable policies than a repudiation of the modern 

state” (Little 2003:168). Lastly, “[s]tate-making was essentially an internal undertaking” (Holsti 

1996:44), further justifying a national focus. 

4.1.2 The Nation 

If the state is considered a ‘messy concept’, “[t]he concept of the nation is one of the most 

puzzling and tendentious items in the political lexicon” (Tilly 1975:6) and “one of the [most] difficult 

areas of social science” (Bereketeab 2000:15). There is a plurality of nation definitions, reaching from 

emphasizing their “distinct ethnic identity and history” (Mann 1993:215) to characterizing them as 

‘imagined political communities’ (Anderson 1983:6).9 In my understanding of the nation, I join those 

who postulate that “nations and nationalism have primarily developed in response to the 

development of the modern state” (Mann 1986:44; Tilly 1992:116; Breuilly 2006:xxv; Chasteen 

2003:xx) and define it as 

an imagined, yet politically organised community that is characterized by a shared and state-related socio-
cognitive framework.  

The application of such an ambiguous concept as the nation is justified firstly by the argument 

that nation building constituted an important part of state formation, making the usage of this 

concept imperative. Furthermore, “the ‘end of the era of nationalism’, so long prophesised, is not 

remotely in sight”, but nation-ness still represents “the most universally legitimate value in the 

political life of our time” (Anderson 1983:3). Finally, there is widespread understanding that the 

European experience of state and nation building was diffused to non-European societies through 

colonialism (cf. Bereketeab 2000:40; Tilly 1975; Smith 1983; Mazuri 1983; Diamond et. al. 1988; 

First 1983; Young 1994). 

 

 
 

                                                 
8 The ‘state’, referring to the framework and instruments of political power, is to be distinguished from a ‘regime’, 
which denotes the way in which these instruments are used. 
9 Traditions of national thinking include premordialists (e.g. Geertz 1965; van den Berghe 1981), perennialists (e.g. 
Seton-Watson 1965; Connor 1994), ethno-symbolists (e.g. Hutchinson 1994, Smith 1983), as well as modernists (e.g. 
Giddens 1985; Mann 1986, 1993; Tilly 1992; Anderson 1983). 
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4.2 Institutional Framework 

In order to analyse dynamics of state and nation building, I apply an institutional framework. 

General consensus has been established that “institutions matter” (Bardhan 2000:245) and that they 

“are critical to all levels of human interaction” (Wunsch 2000:489). Thereby, institutions are generally 

understood as the ‘rules of the game’ that “reduce uncertainty by providing a structure to everyday 

life” (North 1990:3). While building on North’s (1995) understanding, I follow the conceptual 

modifications of Harriss (2002) and Putzel (1999), who argue that institutions are not merely 

“constraints that structure human interaction” (North 1995:23; my emphasis), but can also play an 

enabling role. Consequently, I understand institutions as  

(a) mechanisms of social order and cooperation and (b) systems of rights and obligations based on recognized 
and enforceable rules that govern the behaviour of two or more individuals by creating regularised role 
relationships.  

An institutional perspective is chosen, mainly because such a framework allows capturing the 

processes of state formation better than classic definitions of the state would allow, partly because the 

latter depart from an already existing state.  

A final note is to be attributed to the concept of ‘institutional multiplicity’10 – describing a 

situation in which “individuals and organisations appear to operate often simultaneously in multiple 

institutional systems, governed by very different sets of incentives” (CSRC 2005:8) – which promises 

to be instructive for this study. This analytical prism is not only useful in capturing the situation in 

many ‘fragile states’, but is particularly apt to conceive of situations prior to the establishment of the 

state. Both of the questions of why the organisation of the state comes into existence and how it 

evolves are fundamentally influenced by the (pre-)existing institutional framework (North 1990:5). 

While agreeing that institutional diversity11 is desirable (North 2005:42), this research argues that state 

formation can only come about through a process of (institutional and socio-cognitive) standardization, 

which replaces (institutional and socio-cognitive) multiplicity by their respective consistency. This 

argument can be traced throughout this proposal. 

 
 

                                                 
10 A term and concept introduced and coined by the Crisis States Research Centre (CSRC), LSE 
11 Understood as a complex institutional matrix, which does not suffer from the dependence on one single set of 
institutions 
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5. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK – CONCEPTUALIZING STATE FORMATION 

In order to theoretically conceptualize processes of state (de)formation, I will firstly revisit past 

accounts of state formation and scrutinize the proposition that “war makes states” (Tilly 1992:67). 

Secondly, I introduce an alternative approach, which seeks to improve our understanding of state 

formation and advance our knowledge regarding the question of what kind of warfare may be 

constitutive for it. While the terms of ‘state building’ and ‘nation building’ frequently have been used 

interchangeably (Zaum 2007:1), their concepts usually have been treated as distinct. Combining these 

frameworks and emphasizing their common basis of central administration, I argue that it is institutional 

and socio-cognitive standardization within a claimed territory that ultimately drives state formation.  

 

5.1 Past Accounts of State Formation 

5.1.1 Classic Accounts of State Building… 

Theorizing about state formation has a long history and valuable insights can be taken from 

classical accounts. Social contract theory, as developed by Hobbes (1651), Locke (1694), and 

Rousseau (1763), describes a situation in which a given society experiences a situation of homo homini 

lupii. The philosophers hypothesise that this situation, in which competition among equals causes 

anarchy, can only be overcome, if the competing players cooperate rather than defect, and delegate 

some of their powers to a supreme primus inter pares, the Leviathan. Being endowed with the means to 

exercise coercion, this hegemon enforces certain ‘rules of the game’ that regulate role relationships 

and contribute to an overall more peaceful coexistence.  

The same principle logic is applied by pragmatist-realist informed approaches to state building. 

Macchiavelli (1513) postulates that state building was a power-driven process and resulted less from 

diverse players’ cooperation than defection in a situation of unequal access to power, in which a new, 

self-proclaimed Il Principe executes ‘coerced state building’ through the application of (immoral) force. 

Although starting from different origins, both accounts share the argument that state formation is a 

competitive process resulting in a situation in which some actors (through negotiation or 

enforcement) succeed in establishing a preponderant power position.  

5.1.2 … and their Current Political-Economic Interpretations 

These classic accounts are mirrored in recent works. Already in his state definition, Weber (1919) 

placed as central the ‘monopoly on the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory’. This 

“To see how administrative units could, over time, come to be conceived as fatherlands […] 
one has to look at the ways in which administrative organizations create meaning.” 

– Anderson 1983:53
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is taken up by scholars who apply a political-economy interpretation to the classic accounts. Olson 

(1965), supported by the collective action literature, postulates that state formation takes place, if 

‘roving’ bandits turn into ‘stationary’ ones, thereby starting to employ their coercive capacity in 

socially productive ways. Similarly, the accounts of Huntington (1968), Cohen et al. (1981), McNeill 

(1983), Tilly (1985), Mann (1986), Rasler/Thompson (1989) and Colley (1992) argue that state 

formation was a violent process of diverse elites’ competition for the means to concentrate capital 

and coercion. In “a highly suggestive analysis of European state formation” (Pereira 2003:387) these 

scholars show that states formed due to warfare, that war was possible thanks to the concentration of 

capital and coercion, and that military power was gradually ‘caged’ by civilian institutions.  

5.1.3 Warfare – An Independent Variable? 

What these historic accounts share is their emphasis on the crucial contribution of threat, 

violence and war for state formation. Against conventional assumptions it is postulated that “violence 

[…] is an integral part of the processes of accumulation of power by the national state” (Cohen et al. 

1981:901; Bradbury 2003:10). Tilly’s (1992:67) statement that “war makes states and states make 

war” is infamous in this context. In summary of these historically informed political-economy 

accounts, Clapham (2001:1) states that “the experience of warfare has played a central and indeed 

essential role in the processes of state and nation formation in Europe” (Tilly 1992; Colley 1992; 

McNeill 1983; van Creveld 1991/1999). 

The argument that ‘war makes states’ has not remained undisputed. In the shadow of the ‘new 

wars’ literature (Kaldor 1999/2007; Duffield 2001; Jung 2003), scholars such as Leander (2004) and 

Herbst (2000) cast doubt on the hypothesis that warfare really held as the independent variable for 

state formation. While the two academic blocks continue to defend their respective views, a third 

position has established itself around the inconclusive argument that “[t]he effects of contemporary 

wars on statehood are ambivalent” and that there was “no single unambiguous causal relation 

between states and wars” (Schlichte 2003:38; Clapham 2001:8; Cohen et al. 1981:902).  

As this ‘war (un)makes states’-debate stands, it faces the unresolved challenge that its very object, 

warfare, remains dubious and ill-defined. This partly results form the fact that the discourse spans 

considerably in time and space. Given this impasse, I argue along the lines of Cramer (2006) for the 

necessity of disaggregating the ‘black box’ of warfare, in the belief that “[not] all types of violent 

conflict are equivalent in their historical significance” (ibid.:48). As political violence, in and of itself, 

is neither the prophet of order nor the daemon of decay, Tilly’s (1992) analysis would gain much by a 

greater differentiation regarding which wars make states (Rasler/Thompson 1989; Kestnbaum/ 

Skocpol 1993:667). Before analyzing under what conditions and how warfare may be constitutive for state 

formation, an alternative approach to state formation is introduced.  
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5.2 Institutional Interpretation of State Formation 

As mentioned previously, this project conceives of state formation in broader terms, as a 

combination of state and nation building. Thus, these concepts will be discussed separately, while 

showing that they are connected by the common denominator of central administration, which forms 

the basis for institutional and socio-cognitive standardization. 

5.2.1 State Building 

In light of institutionalism, modern political thought on state formation reveals aspects hidden 

from the political-economy interpretation. Applying an institutional perspective, the Hobbesian ‘actor 

anarchy’ turns into an ‘institution anarchy’, in which diverse institutional set-ups compete with one 

another.12 The situation preceding state formation can be pictured as an ‘anarchy’ among institutional 

‘pre-state frameworks’, which is resolved by introducing a preponderant organisation – either in that 

form of a (negotiated) Leviathan, or an (enforced) Principe – that takes control over and regulates role 

relationships within the ‘institution anarchy’ across a given territory. Thus, resolution is found and 

(institutional) order brought about by creating a hierarchically organized matrix of organisations and 

institutions which is dominated by a Leviathan that centrally administers the ‘rules of the game’, which regulate 

political, economic and socio-cognitive interactions across a claimed territory. 

This project pictures the institutional framework of the state as a hierarchical matrix, not only 

because sociological phenomena generally show a “hierarchy of relationships” (Simmel 1964:25), but 

also because hierarchies are nothing but the logical extension of institutions – both provide a means 

to ‘regularize role relationships’ and “structure human interaction” (North 1995:23). And as 

“institutions are not necessarily or even usually created to be socially efficient”, but “are created to 

serve the interests of those with bargaining power to create new rules” (North 1990:260f.), it is in the 

interest of the Leviathan/Principe to uphold a state’s hierarchical, institutional structure.  

Naturally, the creation of such a hierarchically organised ‘state-matrix’ is a political and contested 

issue, as diverse players claim the position of the Leviathan/Principe. Therefore, the struggle for the 

hierarchy’s apex might not be resolved through negotiation, but requires (violent) power struggles. 

Thus, Tilly (1992) and his academic followers have a point by postulating that ‘war makes states’. 

However, this may be only half the story. Firstly, from the observation that a hierarchically organised 

‘state-matrix’ is created through warfare cannot be inferred that war per se led to state formation. 

Secondly, the establishment of a ‘state-matrix’ is not to be equalled with its maintenance – state formation 

is not a ‘once and for all’-issue, but a dynamic process that needs to be sustained.  

 

                                                 
12 Following the conceptualization of the CSRC, such a situation could be depicted as ‘institutional multiplicity’ 
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5.2.2 Nation Building 

The school of nation building has also, albeit quite differently, contributed to ideas on state 

formation (see e.g. Anderson 1983; Gellner 2006; Smith 1998). Thereby, scholars have shown how 

socio-cognitive elements, such as a common language, script and education, hopes, fears and idea(l)s, 

national holidays, mental maps and ideology have contributed to the formation of the ‘nation-state’ – 

a term that did not come about without reason.  

Analogous to the state, the nation is not born into a tabula rasa. Prior to the emergence of national 

state identities exist other identities with shared socio-cognitive frameworks, such as cultural or 

religious ones. Just as is the case for an ethnic group or church, a state needs to develop and maintain 

a shared socio-cognitive framework, namely “a means of reducing the divergent mental models that 

people in a society possess and constitute the means for […] unifying perceptions” (North 2005:27). 

This socio-cognitive framework of the nation is generally territorially bound to the state and provides 

the population with an additional, overarching identity. It can be said that the idea of the nation is 

born into a situation of socio-cognitive multiplicity and that nation building ultimately strives for ‘reducing 

the divergent mental models’ and creating socio-cognitive consistency. Just as “[t]he powerful influence of 

myths, superstitions, and religions in shaping early societies came form their role in establishing order 

and conformity”, so is also nationalism to this day “a major force in reducing the costs of maintaining 

order” (North 2005:42; my emphasis). 

My argument that nation building is a process of socio-cognitive standardization derives from the 

nationalism literature. With the example of language, Anderson (1983) shows that while multiple 

vernaculars – reaching e.g. from ‘holy’ Latin to ‘barbarian’ Bavarian – anticipated an ‘imagined 

community’, their sacrifice for standardized German enabled nationalism to evolve. Such social 

standardization is mirrored by cognitive standardization, e.g. by nation-wide newspapers evoking 

common fears, or by centralised schools conveying the same imagination of the state’s territory. This 

is what Connor (1994:92) tries to capture by defining a nation as a “social group that shares […] a 

sense of homogeneity”. Therefore, whether brought about by industrialization (Gellner 2006), 

warfare (Mann 1986; Tilly 1992; Breuilly 2006) or imagination (Anderson 1983), socio-cognitive 

standardization is the basic red line that runs though all of these explanations of nationalism.  

 

5.3 Central Administration – The Independent Variable 

All social groups and forms of (complex) interaction are underpinned by role-regulating 

institutional frameworks. This applies to pre-modern hunter-gatherer communities as well as to 

modern nation-states, to civil society as well as to the army. A main difference, however, lays in the 

presence or absence of dominating players or organizations that (re)structure these frameworks. The 
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(hierarchical) character in which the ‘rules of the game’ are organised, enforced and standardized, i.e. 

the way in which they are administered, is a key differentiator between social groups. 

In the following section I argue that it is central administration across a claimed territory and its 

population that lies at the heart of state and nation building – or institutional and socio-cognitive 

standardization respectively. Furthermore, central administration is also suggested being the decisive 

differentiator for warfare. As all three phenomena are rooted in central administration, I postulate that 

this factor is eventually superior to warfare as an independent variable for explaining state formation.  

5.3.1 Central Administration Impacting State Building… 

That administration, i.e. the “management of public affairs” (OED 1989), is central to state 

building, is an obvious and well-established argument (Tilly 1992; Herbst 2000; Reinhard 1996). 

Previous sections introduced state building as a process in which a ‘hierarchically organized matrix of 

institutions’ ‘regulates political, economic and socio-cognitive interactions across a claimed territory’. 

In order to manage such a complex institutional matrix, central administration is necessary. 

Central administration is a major means and ends for accomplishing institutional standardization 

and, thus, replacing institutional multiplicity with institutional conformity. In fact, central administration aims 

at harmonizing existing and eventually competing ‘rules of the game’. This process is driven by Il 

Principe who has an inherent interest in institutional conformity as this facilitates his (central) management 

of the complex institutional ‘state-matrix’. Central administration – understood broadly as state-society 

communication that includes the exchange of services and exercise of power – thus lies at the basis of 

institutional standardization and thereby the creation and maintenance of a hierarchically organized and 

centrally administered matrix of organisations and institutions, i.e. the state.  

Central administration benefits state formation partly by enhancing the (institutional and 

territorial) reach of Il Principe. Furthermore, it allows Il Principe to penetrate the territory and society 

under his control deeper, more efficient and effective. Lastly, it enables Il Principe to delegate parts of 

his monopoly over power and institutions to other players and organizations in a controlled manner. 

Thus, the higher the degree of central administration, the higher the level of institutional standardization, 

and therefore the more effective and efficient the hierarchically organized ‘state-matrix’.  

5.3.2 … Nation Building … 

Administration provokes also socio-cognitive standardization and conformity. The argument that the 

formation of group identities depends notably on administrative structures is not new and has already 

been made in other contexts. Barth (1969), e.g., argues that the sharing of a common culture is less 

the definitional characteristic of an ethnicity, but rather an ‘implication of result’ of its organisation.  

In the context of nationalism, Anderson (1983:53) postulates that “administrative organizations 

create meaning” and that centralised bureaucracy and political penetration have been instrumental in 
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forming nations. The way a regime interacts and communicates with society, or, said differently, the 

form of administration exercised, profoundly influences society’s feeling of belonging and identity, i.e. 

nationalism. Administration is attributed such a significance that Giddens (1985:116) includes 

“unitary administration” in his definition of a nation and it has convincingly been argued that state 

administration have been a primary source of nationalism (Jenkins/Plowden 2006:1; Mann  

1986:44; Tilly 1992:116; Breuilly 2006:xxv; Jacquin-Berdal 2002:35). One reason for the importance 

of social organisation on identity-creation is that administration is much firmer than the rather fluid 

borders of language, history or culture.  

In Africa, as elsewhere, socio-cognitive consistency in the form of nationalism has generally been a 

legacy of colonialism. Mayall (2006:553) states that it was the bureaucratic, colonial state in Africa that 

“pulverised traditional society and laid the foundations for an imagined modern community” (see also 

Smith 1983:56). Analogous arguments are made for Latin America, where “[t]he wars of 

independence broke the colonial viceroyalties apart, […] always along existing administrative lines, into 

fragments that had been, themselves, units of colonial governance” (Chasteen 2003:xx; my 

emphasis). Concluding, Smith (1991:59) states that “activities of taxation, conscription and 

administration endowed the population within its jurisdiction with a sense of their corporate identity 

and civic loyalty” (as in Bereketeab 2000:38f.). 

5.3.3 … and Warfare 

Tilly (1992) argues that state formation is brought about by warfare and that the latter depended 

on the ruler’s ability to concentrate the means of coercion and capital. These tasks as well as the 

control of territory and its population by enforcing certain ‘rules of the game’, raise the need for 

central administration. Only by means of central administration can Il Principe recruit soldiers, extract 

resources, direct armies and organise the hierarchical institutional matrix at his command effectively. 

But despite the fact that central administration is key in determining the nature of warfare, it has 

received only little attention in the warfare literature. This is unfortunate, because the criterion of 

central administration is the link that connects warfare with state formation.13 

5.3.4 Sketching the Lack of Central Administration 

Central administration across a claimed territory, its means to carry through standardization and its ends 

to create institutional and socio-cognitive conformity, are vital for state formation. It is these parts that form 

the pillars for the sustainable formation of a hierarchically organized matrix of organizations and institutions.  

If central administration is not carried through (sufficiently), thereby failing to initiate institutional 

and socio-cognitive standardization within the ‘state-matrix’, competing institutional sub-matrixes 

                                                 
13 see section 5.4 



 

 14DEVELOPMENT STUDIES INSTITUTE (DESTIN)   ●   LONDON SCHOOL OF ECONOMICS AND POLITICAL SCIENCE (LSE) 
 

DOMINIK HELLING    ●     STATE AND NATION BUILDING IN THE HORN OF AFRICA     ●     RESEARCH PROPOSAL MAY 2008

with their own socio-cognitive frameworks will emerge along alternative (historical) lines of authority, 

hence challenging the state’s institutional set-up. Thus, a state’s failure to eliminate and/or 

accommodate competing frameworks and ensure an effective central administration results in 

institutional and socio-cognitive multiplicity inimical to state formation. Concretely, such ‘state 

failure’ leads to the evolution of alternative structures of organisation (such as ethnic or religious 

groups), which are more effective in the ‘management of public affairs’.  

This argument can be inferred from Migdal (1988) who postulates that states that are unable to 

provide central services will be challenged by alternative forces within society that are capable to do 

so. In this light, Englebert (2000:67), supported by Holsti (1996), Azam (2001:430) and Khan/Gray 

(2006), rightly states that “[e]thnicity provides a level of institutional identification to fall back on in 

times of contestation of the state.” From a political science perspective, the organization, or say 

administration, of political entities is key to overcoming fragmentation. Thereby, “[t]he more complex 

and heterogeneous the society, the more the achievement and maintenance of political stability 

becomes dependent upon the working of political organization” (Huntington 1968:9).  

This reasoning allows two conclusions. Firstly, political units weak in central administration are 

likely to be challenged by competing sub-units that are more effective in issuing institutional and 

socio-cognitive standardization. Secondly, it is exactly these sub-units that bring about ‘state failure’, 

which ensure the ‘post-state’ regularization of the ‘rules of the game’ (cf. Brons 2001:3).  

 

5.4 Warfare – An Antecedent Condition 

In order to assess the role of warfare in the process of state formation, we need to investigate 

under what conditions and how warfare can contribute to institutional and socio-cognitive standardization. That 

it is not the presence or magnitude of war, but rather its structure and form which is decisive for its 

impact on state formation has been stated by Bates et al. (2002:599), Kalyvas (2005:92) and Cramer 

(2006:45). While Pandora’s Box has not yet been disclosed, central administration promises to be a 

decisive key. Thus, I hypothesize that warfare is constitutive to state formation under the condition 

that it enhances central administration across a claimed territory and population. 

5.4.1 War(fare)’s14 Role for Institutional Standardization…  

In Uganda, Ethiopia and Eritrea, “the first step towards reconstituting (or constituting) the state 

was a military victory” (Ottaway 2002:1013). More generally, one of the most robust findings of the 

war termination literature is that military triumphs result in more sustainable peace (Weinstein 2004:5; 

Licklider 1993; Toft 2003; Fortuna 2003). Recalling that state formation is about the transformation 

                                                 
14 It is deemed useful to analytically distinguish between ‘war’, i.e. the hostile contention by means of armed forces, 
and ‘warfare’, i.e. the ‘art’, or more profoundly, the ‘way’ of organising war. 
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of a situation of institutional and socio-cognitive multiplicity into one characterized by institutional and socio-

cognitive consistency and hierarchy, I firstly argue that war can contribute to this end by eliminating or 

accommodating competing Principes and their respective frameworks of organizations and institutions. 

Elimination of competing institutional and socio-cognitive frameworks as a Principe’s means to 

secure his preponderant position vis-à-vis his rivals is plain. Principally, war removes competitors that 

are deemed too risky, challenging or incapable to be incorporated into the existing framework. Of 

course, and for several reasons, does not every war end in the complete annihilation of the 

competitive society and/or its institutional framework – accommodation of competing organizations and 

institutions is an alternative. War, understood as “an act of force to compel our adversary to our 

will…” (Ropp 1959:13; cf. Nathan/Lamb 2000:9) can thereby facilitate the process of (institutional 

and socio-cognitive) accommodation, which entails a procedure of institutional standardization, in order 

to bring the ‘new’ institutions into line with the already existing ‘state-matrix’.  

Secondly, warfare also impacts institutional standardization within the ‘state-matrix’, because it 

leads to “the formation of an organ of the strictest efficiency” (Simmel 1964:87f.). In this ‘organ’, 

namely a society’s military structure, everything is intensified: the institutional matrix’s hierarchy, 

institutional standardization and socio-cognitive homogeneity. This institutional standardization 

within a ‘state-matrix’ taking place during warfare is further summarized by Simmel (1964): “A state 

of conflict […] pulls the members so tightly together and subjects them to such a uniform impulse that 

they either must completely get along with, or completely repel, one another” (ibid.:92; my emphasis). 

With wars’ end, its impact on the institutional structures does not vanish immediately, which is why 

post-conflict societies are generally marked by structures of violence (Debiel 2002).  

Thus, war(fare) can have positive impacts on institutional matrixes and their standardization, 

which is why “[h]historically, improvements in state administrative capacity are associated with 

warfare” (Goldsmith 2007:34). 

5.4.2 …Socio-Cognitive Standardization… 

“Nationalists themselves are divided about the role of war” (Smith 1998:78) – while ‘liberal’ 

nationalists hope for its elimination, ‘historicist’ nationalists have established that warfare and 

“military factors are vital in shaping the emergence and course of modern nationalism” (Mann 1986; 

as in Smith 1998:80). Consequently, scholars like Renan (1882), Howard (1979), Turton/Fuki (1979), 

Ferguson (1984), and Holsti (1996) argue that it was “very difficult to create national self-

consciousness without war” (Howard 1979:108) and “[s]cholars of colonialism suggest that the most 

important factor in the formation of national consciousness in colonised societies is the resistance to 

foreign domination” (Bereketeab 2000:181; Hodgkin 1956; Emerson 1960; Leonard 1982; Smith 

1983; Anderson 1983). I argue that warfare can contribute to nation formation under the condition 
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that it enhances socio-cognitive standardization across the institutions and organisations that are 

accommodated within a state’s territory.  

The previously exposed argument that socio-cognitive standardization chiefly results from central 

administration, applies even the more to groups at war, in which the ‘state-matrix’s’ characteristics are 

intensified. Not least, this can be taken from a simple comparison between an army and civil society, 

in which the distinct hierarchically organised and centrally administered army (generally) trumps the 

much looser structured civil society in terms of institutional and socio-cognitive standardization.  

Warfare’s contribution to socio-cognitive standardization expresses itself also otherwise. Starting 

with the army’s consistent uniforms that turn every individual into a uniform soldier and ending with 

the sheer unitary play-back of ideologies among military personnel, warfare can significantly 

contribute to the standardization of an (‘imagined’) community. Accordingly, Jacquin-Berdal 

(2002:41) states that “[…] the role that war plays in spreading national identity among individuals 

who until then had only a vague understanding of the meaning and implications of their national 

belonging, cannot be overlooked.” Instead, it can by highlighted that “the armed forces do much 

more than make war” (Pereira 2003:394; Davis 2003:18) and that army and warfare are probably the 

greatest manufacturer of standardization. 

5.4.3 … and State Formation 

Warfare is “paradoxical in that it can both facilitate the creation of states […] and also bring 

about their demise” (Ropp 1959:13). The question of under what condition “war generates stable […] 

institutional arrangements” (Weinstein 2005:9) can tentatively be answered as follows: warfare 

positively influences state formation under the condition that it enhances institutional as well as socio-

cognitive standardization across a claimed territory.  

In conclusion and by means of returning to the question, if war was an adequate independent 

variable for state formation, the presented material suggests seeing warfare in the sense of Clausewitz 

(1780-1831), namely as “the continuation of politics by other means” – war(fare) is a catalyst that can 

foster institutional and socio-cognitive standardization, but, per se, does not cause state formation. I 

close by positing that warfare is conceptually to be treated as an antecedent condition, i.e. “a phenomenon 

whose presence activates or magnifies the action of a […] hypothesis” (van Evera 1997:10). 
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6. METHODOLOGY  

6.1 Comparative Case Study Research Design 

I plan to undertake qualitative research framed as a “structured, focused comparison” (George/ 

Bennett 2005) of a manageable number of case studies for three reasons. First, the study focuses on 

processes and patterns, rather than variables, making such an approach appropriate (Ragin 1987;  

Cramer 2006:136). Secondly, many of the potentially decisive variables identified above are hard to 

grasp without a detailed investigation, which rules out statistical methods in favour of a small-N 

comparative analysis (cf. Acemoglu et al. 2003:84). Finally, van Evera (1997:30) argues that “[m]ost 

theories of war are best tested by case-study methods.” 

The research is comparative in three aspects: (A) in time, comparing past and present processes of 

state formation; (B) intra-case, comparing processes of state formation within different parts of former 

Somalia (national comparative study); and (C) inter-cases, i.e. comparing processes of state formation in 

Somalia and Somaliland with Eritrea and South Sudan (international comparative study). The division 

of the case of Somalia into ‘sub-cases’ or ‘subunits’ along chronological and geographical lines, allows 

increasing the number of observations, “making many observations from few” (King et al. 

1994:217ff.; Lijphart 1971), and confronting the problem of underdeterminancy of research design.  

6.1.1 Selection of Case Studies 

According to orthodox procedure, the “fundamental problem of inference” (King et al. 1994:91) 

should be counteracted by ensuring variation in the independent variable (ibid.:140f.). Such a 

‘controlled comparison’, however, is largely incompatible with social science research, which is why 

case-selection on the dependent variable is a legitimate alternative as long as sufficient variation in the 

values of the dependent variable is ensured (Ragin 2004:7; King et al. 1994:129; van Evera 1997:52; 

Geddes 2003:116; George/Bennett 2005).  

Somaliland has been chosen as the focus, which will be compared primarily with other ‘sub-units’ 

of former Somalia.15 Consequently, the following cases are to be investigated in depth: (1) Somaliland 

(1991-2008), (2) Somalia (1960-1977; 1978-1991), and (3) Ex-Somalia (1991-2008). The across-case 

comparison will allow identifying those variables that strongly influence the outcome of the dependent 

variable and, undertaking a longitudinal study ensures limited variation of background conditions. In a 

                                                 
15 Note on terminology: Somalia refers to the Republic of Somalia, which was established in 1960 through a union of 
the British Protectorate of Somaliland and the Italian Colony of Somalia; Ex-Somalia refers to today’s political unit on 
the territory of the former Italian Colony, including Puntland; Somaliland denotes the in 1991 self-declared 
independent state within the borders of the former British Protectorate.  

“It is rather to the strength of bureaucratic control and territorial definition, 
as well as educational impact, that we need to look” 

– Smith 1983:58 
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second step, the findings are to be subjected to a comparison, based on secondary literature, with 

processes of state formation in Eritrea (1991-2008) and South Sudan (1983-2008). 

6.1.2 Justification of Case Study Selection 

One selection criteria was sufficient variation on the dependent variable (King et al. 1994:140), 

which the selected cases ensure. Secondly, these cases fulfil the demands of a ‘most similar research 

design’ (Przeworski/Teune 1970:32f.; Berg-Schlosser/Siegler 1990:156; Klugmann et al. 1999:11) and 

facilitate the identification of causal mechanisms, as the values of the dependent variable are very 

high. Besides, the time span in each case is similar (roughly 20 years each). Fourthly, all cases lend 

themselves to the study of the relationship between war(fare) and state formation, which in the Horn 

has been “far more intensive, and of much longer duration, than elsewhere [in Africa] and where this 

relationship can correspondingly be tested far more effectively” (Clapham 2001:2). Lastly, the case 

studies are interesting in their own right, but have received very little academic attention to date.  

The works of Lewis (1982, 1993, 2002) have greatly improved our knowledge of Somali society 

and scholars Laitin (1987), S. Samatar (1991), A. Samatar (1992), Gilkes (1994), Drysdale (2001),  

Bakonyi (2001), and Bradbury (2003), have contributed to our understanding of ‘state failure’ in 

Somalia. Furthermore, there is an abundant literature on international intervention in Somalia 

(Keen 1994; Lyons 1995; Prunier 1997; Drysdale 2001). At the same time, our knowledge of post-

war reconstruction in Somaliland is mainly restricted to the works of Brons (2001) and the War-torn 

Societies Project (WSP) (1999, 2005) as well as some articles (Prunier 1994, 1998; Adam 1994; 

Ahmed/ Green 1999; Mohamed 2002; Bekalo et al. 2003; Zierau 2003; Höhne 2006).  

Unsurprisingly, this scarce literature exhibits certain gaps. One unanswered question is why 

Somalia’s nation building project of the early and mid-1970s crumbled. The traditionalists 

(Lewis 1994; S. Samatar 1991; Simons 1995) argue that it was “the continuity of clan politics [that] 

has destroyed the state” (Mohmoud 2006:20). Correct as this is, this answer does not get to the heart 

of state (de)formation dynamics, partly because it puts the clan instead of the state at centrepoint. I 

suggest that Somalia’s state failure was a consequence of inadequate central administration and 

institutional standardization, or, more generally, “political artificiality” (Drysdale 2000:114). 

Another puzzle that remains insufficiently explored is why the outcomes in state formation 

dynamics since 1991 have been so different within Somalia. Answers are offered that emphasize the 

differing colonial legacies (Lewis 1980; Shultz 1995; Reno 2003; Bradbury 2003) and/or the 

(dis)functioning traditional structures (Brons 1994; Prunier 1998; WSP 1999). Although pointing in 

the right direction, I suggest that this is again only half the story. I argue that the different state 

formation outcomes are ultimately determined by the ability or inability of elites to establish central 

administration introducing institutional and socio-cognitive standardisation across a specific territory.   
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A third gap I address regards the role of warfare in state formation. Preliminary work on nation 

building and its influence through warfare was undertaken by Jacquin-Berdal (2002). However, her 

work needs to be amended by investigating the impact of warfare on state building. As suggested 

above, the ‘black box’ of warfare needs to be opened through an examination of administration.  

 

6.2 Research Strategy 

In order to identify the causal chains and mechanisms between administration and different state 

formation results the method of process-tracing is applied, as it is “an indispensable tool for theory 

testing and theory development” and “particularly useful for obtaining an explanation for deviant 

cases” (George/Bennett 2005:207). Using the method of structured focused comparison, the project 

standardises the data requirements, asking general questions for each case (George/Bennett 2005:67).  

Researching the project can be broken down in several ways. To clarify my research strategy, I 

subsequently elaborate on (1) a thematic classification, expose (2) a chronological division, which entails a 

crude methodological partition, and close by presenting (3) the project’s timeframe.  

6.2.1 Thematic Allocation 

Administration and its centrality can be observed in numerous sectors and ways. Yet, this research 

will concentrate on long-established key aspects of state and nation building, namely security, taxation 

and (legal) communication. As war(fare) has theoretically been established as an antecedent condition, 

the change and development of these indicators will be scrutinised particularly in periods of conflict.  
 

Security 

A state’s raison d’être is the containment of violence within its territory (Brons 2001:27). Tilly 

(1992) and other scholars argue that historically the struggle over territory has crucially contributed to 

outcomes of state building. Although the importance of the territorial aspect has been called into 

question,16 the provision of security across a claimed territory appears to remain central for state 

building (Milliken/Krause 2002:756; Seton-Watson 1977; Tilly 1975; Smith 1983). Particularly, the 

Horn of Africa disposes of a relationship between warfare, territory and state formation that has been 

“far more intensive, and of much longer duration, than elsewhere [in Africa]” (Clapham 2001:2).  

A state’s ability to provide security across its claimed territory is a central component of its 

viability. Thus, the existence and degree of central administration shows, amongst others, in the elite’s 

ability to monopolise and hierarchically structure the means of violence and apply them throughout 

the territory.  Analyzing a state’s de jure and de facto organisation and utilization of the security sector is 

                                                 
16 Talk has been about the “end of territoriality” (Badie 1995; Ruggie 1993), “the rise of the virtual state” 
(Rosecrance 1999), and the “debordering the world of states” (Albert/Brock 2000), particularly for sub-Saharan 
Africa, where states have generally not penetrated their territories (Herbst 2000; Ottaway 2002; Zaum 2007). 
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critical to learn about the central character of state administration and security provision. Key 

questions for investigating the central character of security for each case include: 

• Which player/organization is in charge of the security apparatus within the claimed territory 
and to what degree does he/it dominate de facto security provision and rule enforcement? 

• Does the security sector act in tune with the rules and regulations commanded by the political 
actors in exercising its duties and are the latter implemented uniformly across the territory? 

• How can the prevailing security system be characterized, what are the (pre-)colonial legacies, 
where are its roots (polities, clans, ethnicities, etc.), and to what extent is it centralized? 

 

Taxation 

The importance of taxation for state formation has long been realized and resurfaces (Tilly 

1992; Herbst 2000:130; Moore 2004:299; Hesselbein et al. 2006; Bräutigam et al. 2008), after it 

had been “missing from the new scholarship on state-building” (Bräutigam 2008:2; cf. Chesterman et 

al. 2005; Fukuyama 2004; Levy/Kpundeh 2004). Taxation informs state building, as “[m]uch of the 

institutional apparatus of modern government and economic management has its origins in this 

compulsion to finance wars” (Cramer  2006:178; Moore 2004). Additionally, it also benefits nation 

building, partly because “[t]he experience of being taxed engages citizens in the political process” 

(Moore 2008:35). As taxation is contested between state and society and thus demands quite 

elaborate state capacity in terms of (central) administration and enforcement mechanisms, “[t]here is 

no better measure of a state’s reach than its ability to collect taxes” (Herbst 2000:113). Consequently, 

the nature of a tax regime and, thus, its ability to contribute to institutional and socio-cognitive 

standardization, is a valuable indicator for a state’s administrative capacity. 

Based on the different characters of tax regimes17 I will focus on (1) income tax, (2) taxes on 

property, and (3) taxes on international trade and transactions. This choice is partially based on the 

fact that (1) and (2) require enhanced administrative capacity in terms of monitoring and enforcement 

(Lieberman 2002:99), whereas (3) generally yields high profits and can easily be captured. Key 

questions include: 

• How did the taxation regime develop, what changes did it experience, and has there been 
significant extension or diminution of the tax system across a certain territory? 

• Who levies taxes and for what reasons, is the system uniform across the claimed territory, and 
does the tax collecting organization dispose of the means of surveillance and enforcement? 

• Does the weakness or outright absence of a taxation system within a polity’s claimed territory 
correlate with ‘regional fragility’ and the emergence of institutional and socio-cognitive multiplicity?  

 

 (Legal) Communication 

A third condition for state formation and indicator for a state’s administrative outreach and 

potential to foster institutional and socio-cognitive standardization is its ability to (literally) ‘broadcast’ 

                                                 
17 Differing e.g. in their inclusiveness, outreach, required surveillance and enforcement mechanisms 
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its power. Regarding the process of nation building, the importance of “communicat[ing] with one 

another on matters of common interest” (Touval 1963:25; my emphasis) has frequently been stressed. 

Thus, of importance is not only linguistic standardization (Anderson 1983; Hobsbawm 1977; 

Hobsbawm/Ranger 1983; Gellner 2006; Abdi 1998), but also topical standardization, as it is 

important for a community’s ‘imaginability’ to share issues of common concern, fear and joy and to 

have a common pool of information. Furthermore, “it is the media themselves, the pervasiveness and 

importance of abstract, centralized, standardized, one of the many communications, which itself 

automatically engenders the core idea of nationalism” (Gellner 2006:121f.). 

A state’s ability to communicate matters of common interest and legal concerns as well as the 

population’s (volunteer) absorption of such information via (state-owned) media provides important 

clues on the state’s administrative reach and its potential to manipulate and administer its population’s 

hearts and minds. For matters of state formation it is thus of interest, how a regime communicates 

with its population and if it has enough (credible) voice to spread the same topics and similar 

emotions across the territory. Main questions asked across cases include:  

• What news do people share predominantly, where do they get those news from, how 
inclusive/exclusive is this source of information, and who dominates the respective media? 

• Is the population kept informed about Il Principe’s activities and aspirations, how does this 
communication look like, and does it dispose of a one-way or reciprocal character? 

• How did ‘nodes of communication’ develop in phases of war(fare) and regime-changes and 
within which territory are people concerned with and accept laws issued by the regime? 

6.2.2 Chronological/Methodological Allocation 

In chronological terms I will firstly explore Somalia’s (failed) state formation projects (1960-1977, 

1978-1991 and 1991-2008), secondly Somaliland’s experience of state formation (1991-2008), and 

thirdly compare the respective findings to processes in Eritrea (1991-2008) and South Sudan (1983-

2008). This translates roughly into a tripartite methodological division: two phases mainly marked by 

archival work with possibly brief field trips to Somalia, Eritrea and South Sudan (security/resources 

permitting), and one expanded phase of field research in Somaliland.18 

 

Phase I: State Formation (Failure) in Somalia 

Researching Somalia’s state formation project (1960-1977) and its failures (1978-1991 and 1991-

2008) clearly has to be historically informed. Concentrating on the above outlined indicators, I will 

reconsider existing literature19 and archived documents.20 Additionally, I will interview key actors.21 

                                                 
18 See section 6.2.3 „Envisaged Time Table“ for further detail and elaboration 
19 Literature of the academic sort as well as the respective grey literature, spanning from documents of the donor 
community to media resources 
20 Key resources will be the National Archives of the Public Records Office London, London’s diverse libraries, and 
worldwide accessible online archives 
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The relatively long time period that is to be analyzed will be sequenced and research will concentrate 

on key crisis moments (episodic analysis), which will be studied in depth. For Somalia, these key 

moments are (1) the colonial to post-colonial transition around 1960; (2) the political transition from 

civil to military government around 1969, (3) the Ogaden-war against Ethiopia of 1977/78, (4) the 

Somali civil war of 1988-1991, and (5) the establishment of the TNG22 in 2000 and TFG23 in 2004. 

While analysing these key periods in Somalia’s (failed) state formation history, I will concentrate on 

how systems of security, taxation and communication changed and what role war(fare) might have 

played in these dynamics.  

 

Phase II: State Formation in Somaliland 

Researching Somaliland’s process of state formation will be based primarily on field work. A first 

field visit is planned for October 2008,24 while a prolonged research period is scheduled for the time 

from February to June 2009. The field visits are to amend knowledge previously gained through the 

study of secondary resources and will provide me with the ability to collect primary data.  

In order to assess the security sector I will seek interviews in the ministries of defence25 and 

interior,26 aiming to find out about the history, coherence, and (central) administration of the security 

forces. Furthermore, interviews with UNDP27 and other key actors that have helped build 

Somaliland’s police forces are to be conducted in order to shed further light on the organization of 

the security sector. Additionally, the research envisions trips to Borama (Awdal-region), Berbera 

(Sahil-region), Burao (Togdheer-region), and Erigavo (Sanaag-region), which will provide me with the 

opportunity to observe the functioning and structure of the security sector and its connection to the 

centre. Interviews with ex-members of the SNM28 will allow me to trace whether and how the 

organization of the security sector was a product of war(fare).  

To investigate the taxation system and its effects on administration and state and nation building, I 

plan to interview personnel of the ministry of finance29 and commerce and industry.30 Reviewing the 

government’s accumulated material on taxation31 and visiting the aforementioned regions and their 

                                                                                                                                                         
21 Including members of Somalia’s diaspora in London and (former) aid agency workers; initial contacts have already 
been established with UNHCR, UNDP, and the scholarly community in the United Kingdom and Germany 
22 Transitional National Government  
23 Transitional Federal Government 
24 This not only allows conducting first field research, but comes at a time, when local elections will be held 
25 Mr. Adan Mire Mohamed 
26 Mr. Abdilahi Ismail Ali 
27 United Nations Development Programme 
28 Somali National Movement 
29 Mr. Huseen Ali Duale 
30 Mr. Ossam Qasim Qodax 
31 Including e.g. special taxation laws and statistics 
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administrations32 will inform me about the nature of the prevailing taxation system and e.g. the degree 

to which Law No. 12 of the Unified Tariffs for Local Government – which centralises all revenue 

collection – is implemented. Again, interviews with key informants are to provide me with insight 

about the roots of the taxation system (in warfare) and its current character.  

In order to assess communication I will seek to interview officials in the ministries of information,33 

justice,34 and post and telecommunication.35 I will aspire to trace the (nature of) exchange of 

information between the centre and periphery and analyse the value attached to it. The degree to 

which e.g. the Regions and District Law36 is realized by respective regional councils and, in fact, the 

latters’ mere presence and recognition of the Somaliland government “provides a means of judging 

the territorial reach of the state” (Bradbury 2008:232). 

The role of war(fare) and its impact on the development of the organization of security, taxation, 

and communication – and ultimately (central) administration – will in parts be traced through 

interviews with former members of the SNM.37 Further informants are possibly members of the guurti 

(council of elders) and the Supreme Court.  

In order to facilitate my field research activities in Somaliland, I will seek affiliation with the 

Academy for Peace and Development, Hargeisa, as a research fellow.38 Existing contacts of the Institute of 

Development and Peace (INEF) at the University of Duisburg-Essen (Germany), where my second PhD-

supervisor is based, will be of further help. 

 

Phase III: State Formation in Eritrea and South Sudan 

In a final step, the findings resulting from the comparative study of Somalia and Somaliland are 

to be compared to Eritrea and South Sudan, in order to investigate in how far the underlying state 

formation processes are similar. Additionally, this phase will investigate whether or not administration 

holds as the main explanatory variable and warfare as antecedent condition for explaining state 

formation outside Somaliland in the wider Horn of Africa. Information are sought primarily through 

secondary resources, but may also include brief field visits to Asmara (Eritrea) and Juba (South 

Sudan) in order to gain first hand information and conduct interviews with key informants.  

                                                 
32 Including district and local government bodies as well as the administration of the port of Berbera, which is the 
“government’s main source of revenue” that provided an income of an estimated US$10-15 million per year 
(Bradbury 2008:111) 
33 Mr. Ahmed Haji Dahir Elmi 
34 Mr. Ahmed Hasan Ali  
35 Mr Liban Ducaleh “Casyr” 
36 Law No. 23/2002, which formalised the division of Somaliland into six administrative regions 
37 E.g. with Abdi Yusuf Duale (former SNM member and now Programme Coordinator of the Academy for Peace 
and Development (APD), Hargeisa) or Abdulaziz Mohamed Samale (First Deputy Speaker of the Somaliland 
Parliament, to whom a first contact has already been established) 
38 I have been in contact with the Academy’s director, Mr. Mohamed Said Gees, and received positive feedback 
regarding this inquiry 
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6.2.3 Envisaged Time Frame  

 
 
 
 

 
Timeframe  Action to be taken 

Oct 07 – Jan 08  Literature review phase 1: Familiarization with diverse analytical and 
theoretical frameworks; Formulation of research questions and first 
hypothesis; Presentation (and eventual readjustment) of research project. 

Feb 08 – Apr 08  Literature review phase 2: Establishment of firm theoretical framework; 
Definition of hypothesis and development of methodological approaches; 
Submission of research proposal to the DESTIN upgrading committee. 

May 08  Upgrading panel; Exams in diverse (methodology) courses at the LSE 
(Mi451, Mi453, Mi454) as well as Arabic language course. 

Jun 08 – Dec 08  Literature review phase 3: In depth study of (failed) state formation 
project of Somalia; Besides historical review and archival work, interviews 
with key informants of the Somali diaspora and donor community are to 
be conducted. 
Draft composition of chapters 1 (theoretical framework) and 2 (failed state 
formation project of Somalia). 

Jul 08  Intensive language course (Arabic) at the LSI (Bochum, Germany) for 
three weeks. 

Oct 08  Field work phase 1: Somaliland; Establishment of personal contacts, 
conduction of first interviews and observation of the local elections. 

Jan 09 – May 09  Field work phase 2: Somaliland 
Stopover in Nairobi (Kenya), UN Country Office: First contacts have 
already been established in order to facilitate and accelerate field research; 
Interviews will contribute to my insights into the (failed) state formation 
project in Somalia and Somaliland; Eventually brief field visit to Somalia. 

Jun 09 – Sep 09  Data analysis and draft composition of chapter 3 (state formation in 
Somaliland). 

Oct 09 – Feb 10   Literature review phase 4 and possible field work phase 3: State formation 
projects in Eritrea and South Sudan 

Mar 10 – May 10  Draft composition of chapter 4 (state formation in the Horn of Africa).  

June 10 – Oct 10  Comparative analysis of case studies, completion and submission of PhD 
dissertation project. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

The project’s relevance lies in it scrutinizing current explanations of state formation and 

advancing an alternative approach, which combines valuable insights from the literature on state 

building, nation building and warfare and addresses some of the literatures’ key gaps. Its originality is 

grounded in the proposition that it is central administration that lies at the heart of state formation, as it 

sparks processes of institutional and socio-cognitive standardization across a certain territory, thereby 

stabilizing a society’s hierarchically organized matrix of organisations and institutions. Under the condition that 

warfare contains dynamics catalyzing these standardizations, it is constitutive for state formation. The 

research will also contribute to developing a deeper understanding of why the Somalia state building 

project collapsed and what lies behind the seemingly successful process of state formation in 

Somaliland – both terribly under researched to date. 

 
 

“War was a great stimulus to state building, and it continues to be, 
if not a great stimulus, then at least a major factor.” 

– Rasler/Thompson 1989:2
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