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Introduction

The rise of Somali nationalism
in the early 20th century was
inextricably linked to the power
of oral poetry. This potent form
of communication, deeply
embedded in Somali culture,
served as a vital tool for
mobilizing resistance against
colonial powers and forging a
shared national identity.
Nowhere is this more evident
than in the case of Sayid
Muhammad Abdille Hassan, a
charismatic religious leader
who spearheaded the Dervish
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resistance against British,
Italian, and Ethiopian forces.
His masterful use of *gabay*, a
traditional Somali poetic form,
fueled the flames of Somali
nationalism, shaping both the
movement'’s ideology and its
popular appeal. This article
explores the profound
connection between oral poetry
and Somali nationalism,
focusing on the pivotal role
played by Sayid Muhammad
Abdille Hassan.

Sayid Muhammad Abdille
Hassan and the Dervish
Movement

Sayid Muhammad Abdille
Hassan (c. 1856-1920)
emerged as a powerful religious
and political figure in late 19th-
century Somaliland. He skillfully
combined Islamic religious
teachings with a potent anti-
colonial message, attracting
widespread support among
Somali clans. Central to his
strategy was the effective
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deployment of oral poetry. His
*gabays* weren't merely
artistic expressions; they were
powerful political tools,
mobilizing his followers,
condemning colonial
oppression, and articulating a
vision of Somali self-
determination. These poems,
often recited and sung at
gatherings and battles, instilled
a sense of collective identity
and purpose, fostering a
powerful sense of Somali
nationalism. The *gabay*
became the soundtrack of the
Dervish resistance.

The Power of *Gabay* in
Shaping Somali Nationalism

*Gabay*, with its intricate
structure, rhythmic patterns,
and capacity for conveying
both profound emotions and
complex political ideas, proved
ideally suited to the needs of
the Dervish movement. Sayid
Muhammad Abdille Hassan's
*gabays* frequently addressed



Oral Poetry And Somali Nationalism The
Case Of Sayid Mahammad Abdille Hasan

themes of:

e Resistance to Colonial
Rule: His poems
powerfully denounced the
encroachment of foreign
powers, evoking strong
anti-colonial sentiment
among his listeners. He
used vivid imagery and
metaphors to portray the
injustices of colonial rule
and inspire defiance.

e Somali Unity: Despite
the clan-based social
structure of Somali
society, the Sayid's
poetry stressed the
importance of Somali
unity against a common
enemy. His *gabays*
transcended clan
divisions, fostering a
sense of shared identity
and destiny.

e Religious Piety and
Jihad: The Sayid’s poems
incorporated Islamic
themes, framing the
resistance as a holy war
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(*jihad*) against the
infidels. This religious
dimension further
amplified his message
and strengthened his
followers’ commitment.

* National Identity: The
poems skillfully
constructed a narrative of
Somali history and
heritage, promoting a
sense of shared past and
common cultural values,
thereby strengthening a
nascent Somali national
identity.

Unlike written literature which
could be controlled by colonial
powers, oral poetry,
communicated directly through
the spoken word, allowed the
Sayid to bypass censorship and
reach a vast audience directly.

Oral Poetry as a Medium of
Propaganda and
Mobilization

The effectiveness of Sayid
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Muhammad Abdille Hassan’s
use of oral poetry lay in its
immediate impact. Unlike the
slower dissemination of written
material, poems could be
instantly shared, memorized,
and disseminated across vast
distances. Poets, often trained
in the art of memorization and
performance, played a vital role
in spreading the Sayid’s
message, transforming the
*gabays* into a form of
powerful propaganda. This oral
tradition ensured the rapid
spread of anti-colonial
sentiment and boosted morale
among the Dervish fighters.

The poems also served as a
powerful tool for mobilization,
galvanizing followers into
action. The rhythmic and
emotive nature of the *gabay*
made it deeply engaging and
memorable, instilling in
listeners a sense of urgency
and commitment to the cause
of Somali independence.
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Legacy and Influence

Despite the eventual defeat of
the Dervish movement, the
legacy of Sayid Muhammad
Abdille Hassan and his use of
oral poetry remains profound.
His *gabays* continue to be
recited and celebrated in
Somalia today, serving as a
testament to his leadership and
the power of resistance. His
legacy shaped the development
of Somali nationalism and
continues to inspire movements
for self-determination and
cultural preservation. His skilled
use of oral poetry serves as a
powerful example of how art
can be a tool for political
mobilization and nation-
building, significantly impacting
the creation of a shared Somali
identity. Studying his work
allows us to understand the
complex interplay between oral
tradition, political activism, and
the forging of national
consciousness.
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Conclusion

The case of Sayid Muhammad
Abdille Hassan vividly
demonstrates the significant
role oral poetry played in the
development of Somali
nationalism. His mastery of
*gabay* allowed him to bypass
colonial censorship and
mobilize widespread support for
his anti-colonial resistance. His
poems effectively conveyed
messages of resistance, unity,
and religious piety, shaping the
ideology and popular appeal of
the Dervish movement. The
lasting impact of his work
highlights the enduring power
of oral tradition in shaping
political movements and
national identities.
Understanding this historical
context is crucial to
comprehending the
complexities of Somali history
and the continued relevance of
oral poetry in Somali culture.

FAQ
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Q1: What is the significance
of *gabay* in Somali
culture?

Al: *Gabay* is more than just a
poetic form; it's a deeply
ingrained aspect of Somali
culture, holding significant
social, political, and historical
weight. It's a vehicle for
transmitting knowledge,
expressing emotions, and
shaping social norms. It is used
for celebrations, storytelling,
conflict resolution, and political
commentary. Its importance is
such that mastering *gabay* is
a sign of prestige and skill.

Q2: How did Sayid
Muhammad Abdille
Hassan's poetry differ from
other Somali poetry of the
time?

A2: While employing traditional
*gabay* structures, Sayid
Muhammad Abdille Hassan’s
poetry differed significantly in
its explicit political content.

10
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Previous *gabays* often
focused on clan affairs, love, or
heroic deeds. The Sayid's
poems were explicitly anti-
colonial, promoting Somali
unity and calling for resistance
against foreign powers. This
direct political engagement
marked a significant shift in the
use of Somali oral poetry.

Q3: What were the main
themes addressed in Sayid
Muhammad Abdille
Hassan's *gabays*?

A3: His *gabays* primarily
focused on themes of
resistance against British,
Italian, and Ethiopian colonial
powers, the importance of
Somali unity in the face of
foreign aggression, religious
piety and the concept of
*jihad*, and the construction of
a shared Somali national
identity.

Q4: How did the oral nature
of the poetry aid the

11
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Dervish movement?

A4: The oral nature of the
poetry was crucial for several
reasons. It allowed for rapid
dissemination of the Sayid's
message, bypassing colonial
control of written media.
Memorization and recitation by
trained poets ensured its
widespread reach, even in
remote areas. The immediate
and emotional impact of the
spoken word made it
exceptionally effective in
mobilizing followers.

Q5: What is the lasting
legacy of Sayid Muhammad
Abdille Hassan's poetry?

A5: His *gabays* continue to be
recited and revered in Somalia.
They represent a powerful
symbol of Somali resistance,
national identity, and cultural
heritage. They serve as a
potent reminder of the struggle
for independence and the
importance of Somali unity.

12
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They also provide valuable
insights into the socio-political
landscape of early 20th-century
Somaliland.

Q6: How did the Sayid’s use
of oral poetry contribute to
the formation of Somali
national identity?

A6: By emphasizing shared
history, culture, and the
common enemy of colonialism,
the Sayid’s *gabays* fostered a
sense of unity among diverse
Somali clans. The poems
created a narrative that
transcended clan divisions,
fostering a shared sense of
belonging and purpose—critical
components of national identity
formation.

Q7: Are there any modern-
day equivalents to Sayid
Muhammad Abdille
Hassan’s use of oral poetry
for political mobilization?

A7: While the scale and
historical context differ,

13
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modern-day examples exist.
Rap music, protest songs, and
spoken-word poetry are
frequently employed by
activists and political
movements globally to mobilize
support, express dissent, and
inspire action, echoing the
power of the Sayid’s *gabays*.

Q8: Where can | find more
information about Sayid
Muhammad Abdille Hassan
and his poetry?

A8: Scholarly works on Somali
history and literature provide
detailed accounts of Sayid
Muhammad Abdille Hassan’s
life and work. Many academic
databases and libraries hold
relevant materials. Translations
of his *gabays* are also
becoming increasingly
available, offering deeper
insight into his message and its
impact. However, accessing
original Somali language
sources is essential for a
complete understanding.

14
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Oral Poetry and Somali
Nationalism: The Case of Sayid
Muhammad Abdille Hassan

Introduction:

The tenacious spirit of Somali
nationalism found a powerful
vehicle in the vibrant tradition
of oral poetry. This essay
explores the profound
connection between these two
components, focusing
specifically on the effect of
Sayid Muhammad Abdille
Hassan, a influential religious
and political leader who utilized
oral poetry to cultivate a strong
sense of Somali identity and
opposition against colonial rule.
His employment of poetry
wasn't merely ornamental ; it
was a essential tool in his
struggle for independence,
forming public opinion and
inspiring his followers. We will
investigate how his poems
epitomized the dreams of the
Somali people, mobilized them
against tyranny, and laid the

15
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foundation for future nationalist
movements.

Main Discussion:

Sayid Muhammad Abdille
Hassan, also known as the
"Mad Mullah," emerged as a
prominent figure in early 20th-
century Somalia. His
emergence coincided with a
period of intense colonial
competition between European
powers contending for control
of the region . Hassan, a
religious Sufi scholar, skillfully
combined religious fervor with
nationalist sentiment. He
understood the power of oral
poetry as a means of
transmission within a largely
illiterate society.

Unlike documented literature,
oral poetry held a central place
in Somali community. Poems,
often crafted and delivered by
skilled poets, acted as
newspapers , transmitted
genealogies, recorded history,

16
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and conveyed societal beliefs.
Hassan skillfully utilized this
custom to serve his ideological
aims.

His poems, characterized by
emotive imagery and musical
structure, conveyed messages
of Somali solidarity , opposition
to colonial power, and the
importance of spiritual . He
frequently invoked traditional
Somali emblems and historical
stories to strengthen his appeal
. His poems were not just
received; they were felt,
becoming part of the shared
consciousness of his followers.

For example, his poems often
praised the bravery of Somali
soldiers and denounced the
oppression of colonial power.
This fostered a sense of shared
grievance and inspired
rebellion. His skillful use of
metaphor and simile painted
vivid pictures of combat ,
bravery , and collective
identity, making complex

17
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concepts accessible to a wide
audience .

The impact of Sayid
Muhammad Abdille Hassan's
oral poetry extended beyond
his immediate followers. His
poems propagated throughout
Somalia and beyond, becoming
a symbol of Somali
independence. Even after his
death, his legacy persisted
through the delivery of his
poems, shaping the narrative of
Somali history and contributing
to the growth of Somali national
identity.

Furthermore, the analysis of
Sayid Muhammad Abdille
Hassan's poetry provides
invaluable insights into the
socio-political context of early
20th-century Somalia. His work
shows the complex dynamics of
colonialism, resistance, and the
evolution of a distinct Somali
national identity. It highlights
the role of oral tradition in
influencing political

18
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consciousness and uniting
people towards a common
purpose.

Conclusion:

Sayid Muhammad Abdille
Hassan's adept use of oral
poetry as a tool for mobilizing
Somali nationalism serves as a
significant case study of the
interplay between oral tradition
and political movement. His
poems, conveyed through
generations of oral recitation ,
continue to reverberate with
importance today. Studying his
work provides a insightful
understanding of Somali
history, culture, and the
powerful impact of oral
traditions in shaping national
identities and driving defiance
against oppression .

Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQs):

1. Q: Was Sayid Muhammad
Abdille Hassan solely
responsible for the rise of

19
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Somali nationalism?

A: While Sayid Muhammad
Abdille Hassan played a crucial
role, Somali nationalism was a
multifaceted process shaped by
multiple factors including pre-
colonial traditions, interactions
with other nations, and the
effect of colonial rule.

2. Q: How was oral poetry
conveyed across different
Somali groups ?

A: Oral poetry was
communicated through a
structure of poets, storytellers,
and community gatherings.
Poets would travel, reciting
their poems and spreading
news and thoughts.

3. Q: What are some of the
obstacles in studying Sayid
Muhammad Abdille
Hassan's poetry today?

A: The chief difficulty is the
reliance on oral transmission ,
making accurate reconstruction

20
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and examination challenging .
Variations in delivery can lead
to different interpretations .

4. Q: How does the study of
Sayid Muhammad Abdille
Hassan's poetry add to our
knowledge of Somali history
and culture?

A: His poetry offers invaluable
insights into the social, political,
and spiritual context of early
20th-century Somalia. It reveals
the hopes and struggles of the
Somali people during a period
of significant change .
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