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There is an lsso proverb that says: Even the jockal makes
out kis will before traveling across this country.

As the last place in Africa still ruled by French coloni-
alism, the French Territory of Afars and Isses (FTAI) may
look like o shacking anachronism in 1974.(1) A hope-
lessly arid land of 23,000 square kilomeaters with 130, -
000 inhabitants, 85,000 of whom live in the city of
Djibouti — that is the primary and decisive feature of
this French colony. |n reality, this demogrophic con-
centration in the moin city constitutes ane of the par-
ticular features that detarmine the social and political
questions of the territory. Apart from ifs function as a
port, Dijibouti also has an international airport and s
the terminal of o railway that links Addis Ababa, the
Ethicplan capital, to the sea; the railway is the deci-
sive axis of the Ethiapian economy. In addition to this
economic dimension, Djibouti and the FTAI represent

a linchpin for French imperialism in its strategic aims

in the region relating to the Indian Ocean, the Arcbian
peninsula, the route of the il tankers from the Arab-
Iranian Gulf, and the Red Sea. In spite of its desire to
cversee half the planet from Djibouti, French cole-
nialism hos nonetheless managed to survive here only

by dint of the most sordid tricks, the-most impertant of
which remain border rivalries and the ethnic fragmenta=
tion of this region of Eost Africa.

During the nineteanth century, toking advanitoge of the
opening of the Suez Canal, Frence hoped to maoke the
port of Djibouti a rival of Aden. But this remained a
pretentious ombition. At the time of the arrival of the
French, there were two ethnic groups in this region:
the Afors, or Damakil, Tn the North and West (obout
three-fourths of the territory) and the lssas (a group re=
lated to Somali sthnic groups) in the South. The Afars
and lssas hod long been Muslims, Both groups are essen=
tially nomadic and are assembled in "tribes" that are
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sorts of family clans, Nevertheless, the social organi-
zdatian and the relations among "tribes" varied among
the two ethnic groups. (2] Almost axclusively engaged
in pastoral activities, these populations did not satisfy
French colonialism's need for o work force, particularly
for the comstruction of the rallway (1897-1917) and the
port, This work was done partly by Arab warkers from
Yamen and Aden and above all by Somalis of the lssag
group, which originates from what was then British
Somaliland. Thissitwation was quite fovorable to French
colanalism’s palicy of division,

Mareover, the Afars and lssas were not redtricted to the
lands of the FTAI, There are about 250,000 Afars in

all, four-fifths of whom live in Ethiopia. All the Afar
people, whether they live in Ethiopia or the FTAl, have
their own internal structures, among which are the nine-
teen "great sultanates. " The FTAI includes the sultan-
ates of Tadjoura and Gebard, as well os part of the sul=
tanates of Aoussa ond Roheita, Afar society is very rig=
oroutly ctratified into "age classes" within which cer=
tain tribes and notables are dominant.

The 155@5; en the othar |"ﬂ:u'::lIr heiung ta the |ﬂ[ger, So=
mali group. The palitical unification of the great ma-
jority of this group was not realized until 1980, when
the Republic of Somalia was created. Superficially, it
can be admitted that the cohesion of the Somali group
is weaker than that of the Afars.

The Somall portion of the lssas tend their flocks in the
FTAl as well as in Ethiopie ond Somalia. When the bar-
ders were drawn between Ethiopio and the French and
British colonies during the nineteenth century, the recl
interests of these populations were not at all taken into
account, Meither the areas of human travel nor the
limits of the sultanates were respected, Hence was barn
a profound resentment among the populations and a ter-
rible confusion of ethnic and political questions.



The presence in Djibouti of a strong contingent of Arabs
stimulated discontent among those people on the fringes
of Afar or lssa nomadism who aspired to live on the re=
sources of the port, lssa petitions were oddressed to the
governor demanding the withdrawal of foreigners, mainly
Arabs., Before the second world war, the Arobs con=
trolled a good part of port real estate.

In 1946 the First reprasentative council was "elected .
Four Afars, three Arabs, and three Somalis, only one
of whom was lssa, were members of the indigenous bady .
That same year, a Somali of the Godaboursi group,
which originates from then British Somaliland, was sent
te the Council of the Republic s a representative of
the territory. This situation fostered conflict batween
the lssas and other Somalis, while also creating the il=
lusian that there was @ community of interests of Afars
and lssas ogainst “foreigners.” Thus, a Club of Somali
and Danakil Youth was formed in 1946; its slogan was
"land to the lssas and Danakil (Afars) " Its |eader wos
Mahmoud Harbi, along with Hassan Geuled, the pres-
ent head of the opposition, and Ali Aref Bourhan (an
Afar), the present prasident of the council and a stooge
of France.

In 1950 an election was held; beforehand, the lssas hod
convinced Paris to redraw the electoral lines in such @
way a5 o definitively weaken the repressntation of
Arabs and non-lssa Somalis. lssa notables were then
able to dominate the whaole of indigenous political life.
In 1953 Hosson Gouled (an lsia) was elected councillor
of the republic, and in 1957 Mahmoud Harbi became
first vice-president of the government council . Never-
theless, in 1958 when de Goulle proposed his famous
referendum on the Franch Community, Harbi campaigned
far @ "no" vote and waged a battle for independence.
His appeal won only about 25 percent of the vote ina
country in which electeral trickery is o permanent in-
stitution and @ good part of the tribal notables cast votes
for thair entire family and ¢lans. Moreover, {and this
was o result of this very factor), a majority of Afars
\F‘Dl‘ﬂd “YE"“

The French government later dissalved the territorial
assembly and promulgoted a new election low reducing
the weight of the lssas, The administration threw itself
into © campaign o attract the Afars, who were still not
very numerous in the city of Djibouti, and in 1959 it
was an Afar, Ahmed Dini, who acceded fo the post of
vice president of the council; In 1960, another Afar,
Ali Aref, took over the past. In 1963 yet another new
elictoral law further strengthened the representation
of the Afars in the territorial ossembly. The colonial
administration reigned as moster in close liaison with
the Afar chiefs and notables.

French identity cards were denjed to some lssas on the
most miserable pretexts of administrative processing.
This situation, aggravated by nomadism, led to an ab-
surd imbroglio in which brother and sister had different
nationalities and thus not the same rights. Young Issas
who had always lived in the FTAl were refused French
nationality and were thus denied any jobs in the admin=
istration, the essential sector of salaried labor. This
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mass of unemployed youth constituted the turbulent sec-
tor of a poverty-stricken urban population,

Discontent was generally diverted by the fact that the
Erench odministration on the whole accarded French
nationality and electoral rights fo the great mass of
Afars, even those who had lived in Ethiopia. Thus,
conflict between the two ethnic groups, a genuine di=
version of the masses, was liable to break out at any
moment. This was topped off by the effects of the clos-
ing of the Suez Canal in 1967, the widespreod corrup-
tion of indigenous leaders, and so on.

When it was announced that de Goulle would visit the
territary in August 1964, a secret opposition committee
ineluding both lssas and some oppositional Afors was
founded. While en route to Phnom Penh, where he was
preparing to give the United States some lessons in de-
colonization, de Gaulle stoppad in Djibouti, where he
witnessed a murderous riot during which the demonstrat=
ing population was machine=gunned by colonial troops.

One month later, the French government decided to
propose o "referendum” on the future of the territary.
The weual trading in influence, trickery, and the policy
of attracting the Afar chiefs produced the ysual resulis:
The referendum came down to a simple arithmetical op-
eration, the manipulated Afar group giving a victory

to the "yes" vote, One figure sheds a good deal of
light on these assertions: between 1958 and 1965 the
Somali electorate increased 55 percent, while the Afar
electorate increased 197 percentl

Following the referendum, the indigenous political team
led by Ali Aref stabilized its power fo some extent. It
went 3o far as to publicly call for the expulsion of all
Somalis from public and private employment. Thus, the
1,200 Somall docken were replaced by Afar workers.
Somalis who hod not immediately returned to their jobs
Th the administration after the referendum were laid

off. And, in the supreme note of irony, the territory
changed its name: It woe no longer called "Franch So-
maliland, * but instead "the Territory of Afars ond lssos. "
The council elected in July 1967 included two lssa
ministers.

Nevertheless, this terrible ethnic antagonism could not
be maintained unfailingly as sedentarization and urban~
ization grew in Djibouti, as Somalia and Ethiopia bol-
stered the centralizing power of their state opparatuses,
as poverty and repression remained the common lot of
the populations. The opposition between the two groups
must be interpreted in the light of objective facts. The
French presence, which created o centralizing admin=
istratian, halted the clan wars and placed all clans
under the same tutelage, while still basing itself on the
subjective rivolries and interests of the notables. French
favors were successively bestowed upon the Arab and
Somall outsiders at the time of the construction of the
railway, on the lssas from the end of the second world
war until 1958, and on the Afars since that time. The
period is now tavorable to the emergence on the polit-
ical scene of new generations of Afars and lssas, anti-
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colonialist and ready to marge themselves into o common
crucible of struggle.

An agitated region

The ethnic questions that partially fueled political life
in the French Territory of Afars and lssas constitute but
a sample of the incredible naticnal and ethnic imbro-
glic of this whole region of Africa, and especially Ethi-
opia and Somalia. Obviously, the problem of borders
relates above all to the battle over the division of eco-
nomic resources,

In 1952 the United Mations granted Ethiopia permission
to attach Eritrea te its territory in the form of a federa-
tion, a decision that in 1962 was converted into a co-
lonial and purely and simply repressive annexation.

The ports of Massoua and Assab (in Eritrea) represent
nat unimportant props for Ethiopian trade, MNonetheless,
for various reasons these ports are not at all prepared
for significant investment. That is why Djibouti, linked
to Addis Ababa since 1917, remains the essential outlet
to the sea for the Ethiopian economy. Since the railway
was completed, the future of the French Territory of
Afars and lssas has virtually constituted an element of
internal palitics in Ethiopia. The railway became an
Ethioptan company in 1959 and its headquarters was
transferred to Addis Ababa. In the lost analysis, Ethi-
opia can consider the French presence s a guarantee
for its own interests,

Things are of the same order from the Somali standpoint.
In 1941 British Minister Lord Bevin raised the jdea of

a "Greater Somalia" assembling all the Somali ethnic
groups scattered among Kenya, ltalian Semalilamd,
Ethiopian Ogaden, British Somaliland, and Djibouti
inta o British protectorate. This fdea was later taken

up by Semali nationalist circles. In 1960, after the
creation of the Republic of Somalia, which unified the
Italian and British ex-colonies, these aspirations were
used by the new state to bolster its credibility among
the populatiors. Tension in the region increased rapidly,
In 1963 and 1964 there were sharp clashes between the
Ethiopion and Somali armies. An intervention by the
Organization of African Unity in 1967 rendered the
conflict more discreet, Somalia, a country of three mil=
lien inhabitants, has only a small army and could not
oppose the Ethiopian army, which is aided and trained
by the United States and lsrael.

This situation later evalved. The Mogodiscio regime
{Somalia) made a diplematic turn toward the Soviet
Union, obtaining encugh military aid so that before

the outbreak of the Angolan crisis, Somalia was the
second largest customer for Soviet arms in Africa, after
Egypt. With the announcement of a possible change in
status for the French Territory of Afors.and lssas, the
conflict between Somalia and Ethiopio heated up again.
Ethiopia, which insists on denying the existence of the
Eritrean nation and which is clinging to Ogaden, the



subsoil of which contalns oil, now stands very close to
French policy. For its part, Semalia is exhibiting firm-
ness, relying on African diplomacy, which in its ma-
jarity favors independence for the FTAL.

The time of decolonization

Portuguese decolonization and the departure of the
Spanish from West Sahara makes Fronce the last eolo-
nial power in Africa. Since the announcement of the
independence of the Portuguese colonies, it has become
obvious that Parie eannot remain silent about the status
of the FTAL. Most of the African states, even thase
that are closely linked to French imperialism, have
turned toward suppart for the project of independence
for Djibouti, At this time, the Ligue Populaire Africaine
pour |'lndependence (LPAl — African People's League
for Independence), led by Hussan Gouled, came for-
ward n the eppeeition. Al Aref, a corrupt small=time
politician who sees himself os o genuine feudol poten-
tate, began suggesting that the LPAI represented noth-
ing and was enly o den of dangerous agitators funded
by foreigners (presumably Somalis). The French govern—
ment, essentially seeking to preserve it awn interests,
Initially put pressure on Ali Aref to ot least hold out
the possibility of o dialogue with the LPAL, A real
weathervane, Ali Aref was the warmest advocate of re-
maining in the French Republic until the French gov=
ernment itself began to speak of a "process leading to
independence." On May 22, 1975, Olivier Stirn,
French colonial minister, received some representatives
of the LPAI, thus recognizing the represantativity of
the group. On September 12, 1575, reporting on an
interview he had hod with French President Giscard
d'Estaing, Ali Aref stated: "In the future, our ambi-
ton is to peacefully integrate ourselves into the con-
cert of nations which form our environment and with
which we feel the need to cooperate fraternally and
loyally. We are going to make new contacts abroad,

in particular with the Organization of African Unity,
with a view toward preparing the Final stage in our po-
litical evolution."

Nevertheless, this outward appecrance on the part of
the French government and Ali Aref does not represent
an abardoning of imperialist claims, The French army
and police lose no opportunity to harass and imprison
the militants of the LPA| or to repress the populations.
On December 29, 1974, Ali Aref affirmed that Djibouti's
accession to independence was imevenible, “The ma-
jority of the population, 90 percent of them, " he said,
“want this independence, but not at any price. . . .
We want a military and economic guarantee from France
as well as a guarantes fram the OAU that our berders
will be respected.” He Further asked for the mainte-
nance of o French military base, stressing that this mili-
tary presence would not only guarantee the infegrily

of Djibouti but would also preserve equilibrium ond
peace in the region.

Ethiopia and Somalia have since recognized the terri-
tary and have rencunced any annexation, but Somalio

has protested vigorously against o “neccolonial project”
that would maintain an imperialist military threat on
its borders.

The opposition

In February 1972 the Union Populaire Africaine { Afri-
can People's Union), an organization with a large lssa
majority, led by Hassan Gouled, fused with the Ligue
pour |'Avenir et I'Crdre (League for the Future and
Order), which included Afars around Ahmed Dini Ahmed
who opposed Ali Aref. The new group fook the name
Ligue Populaire Africaine {African People's League).
Until 1573, this organization concentrated essentially
on making electoral gains. But on the occasion of a
decres of the Constitutional Council on November 28,
1973, sanctioning a policy of electoral fraud, it de-
cided to give up any electoral competition. In Febru-
ary 1975 the group Action pour la Justice et e Progrés
{Action for Justice ond Progress), o pro-Giscard forma-
tion (1), joined the League. After that, the African Peo-
ple's League adopted the name Ligue Populaire Afri-
caine pour |'lndependence (African People's League
for Independencel. Since Movember 1974, Hassan
Gouled hod been woging o compaign for negotiated
indepandence. The LPAI has won recognition from bath
the QAU ond the Amb Leogue.

In France; the LPAL is supported and aided by the re=
formist opposition, mainly the Socialist party, to which
the LPAl seems closely linked. The LPAI constitutes o
peculiar political Formation. Although led by a feam
certain of whese members (such as Hassan Gouled) are
dubious old politicions, it now rests on o genuine inter-
ethnic mass base, which lends it the role of o guasi-
mass organization in the suburbs of Djibouti. Meither

of the twio armed groups, both of which are based abroad,
can claim such a base.

The Front de Libération de la Céte des Somalis (FLCS
= Somali Coast Liberation Front), which was respon-
sible for the kidnapping of about thirty French children
from a schoolbus, is generally under the influence of
the Samali government. This influence may intensify

if we are to believe the current rumars that the group's
former leader Is now in prison in Mogadiscio and that
he has bean replaced by a successsr who is closer o
Somali positions.

As for the Mouvement de Libération de Djibouti (Dfi-
bouti Libemtion Movement), which is supported and
aided by Ethiopia, it has now been reduced fo isuing
appeals that conform to the pro-French palicy of Addis
Aboba, For the immediate future one thing is certain:
The French govermment will not be able to aveid a dia-
logue, even if indirect, with the LPAL. This organiza=
tion, reformist, would most likely be sotisfied with o
liberal program,

In addition, generally speaking, the gecgraphical and
social configuration of the Franch Territory of Afars
and lssos broadly limits the possibilities for a guerrilla
campaign waged through infiltration. The overall situa-







