The Role of Elders
in Somali Culture

An Exploration of Authority,

Tradition, and Guidance
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e | can identify elders’ roles as negotiators,
peacemakers, counselors, and clan
representatives in Somali culture.

e | can name the criteria for elder status
Including age, socioeconomic status, authority,
and recognized titles.

e | can explain the functions of “Xeer” by
analyzing how it operates as a customary law
system, including its principles of
consensus-building and restorative justice.



Essential Questions:

How do elders
influence
conflict
resolution and
social order in
Somali
culture?

What role do
women play in
this traditional
framework?
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8KWZAkYcjvo

The Role of Elders in Somali Culture
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Seeking Guidance from Elders

Importance of Elders:

O

Somalis seek the advice of elders before taking
any significant action.

Criteria for Being Considered an Elder:

O

©)
©)
O

Age

Socioeconomic Status

Authority

Clan Chiefs and Religious Leaders: Titles such
as Ugaas (clan chief) or Sheikh (religious leader)
signify recognized elder authority.




Problem-Solving Role of Elders

e Elders as Problem-Solvers:
o Elders play a crucial role in resolving
disputes and issues within the community.

e Utilization of “Xeer” (customary law):

o System employed by elders to guide their
decisions.

o Built on established practices and
historical cases, ensuring consistency in
rulings.

o The principles are deeply respected within
Somali culture, reinforcing the authority of
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Understanding Somali Customary Law: “Xeer”

e Definition:

o “Xeer’is an unwritten,
centuries-old body of law
developed by pastoral and _
farming communities in Somalia. e

e Characteristics:
o Oral tradition and
community-based practice.




Oral Tradition and Elder-Based Mediation

e Oral Tradition:
o Principles and precedents of “Xeer” are
passed down orally through
generations.

e Elder-Based Mediation:
o Disputes are settled by elders known as
“xeer begti”’ or “odeyaal’.
o Elders act as mediator-judges, with
authority based on wisdom, experience,
and respect within their clan.




Emphasis on Consensus

Consensus-Building:

o Elders deliberate in a public councill,
known as “shir.”

o Adult males of the community may
attend.

o The process continues until a

consensus-based resolution is

reached.



Focus on Compensation

e Restorative Justice:
o “Xeer’ emphasizes compensation
for the victim rather than punitive
justice.

o Collective responsibility can
obligate a clan to pay "blood
money" (“mag” or “diya”) for
offenses like murder or theft.




The Role of Women

in Somali Eldership

e Women in Peace-Making:
o While men traditionally dominate the role of
elders, women play a crucial role in
peacemaking within the community.

e Emerging Leadership:
o In recent years, women have begun to be
appointed as clan chiefs, known as “Ugaaso”.

e Cultural Resistance:
o This new tradition faces resistance and is often
disregarded by some Somali men, highlighting
ongoing gender dynamics in leadership roles.




Parallel Justice System (“Xeer”) and Sharia Influence

e Parallel Justice System:

o “Xeer” is widely used for resolving
domestic matters, resource
management, and criminal offenses,
even in areas with formal courts.

o Provides a cost-effective and

accessible alternative to the state

judiciary.
e Sharia Influence:

o Though “Xeer” predates Islam in Somalia, it has been influenced by

Islamic legal principles that inform the elders' decisions.



Vocabulary
Words

e Xeer: Customary law

Synonyms for Ugaas (Clan chief)
e Sultan Malaag

® |sim Garaad

e [slaam Nabaddoon



