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Abstract 

This working paper offers an outline of Somali migration in the 2oth Century, primarily to the West. The 
paper argues that the overall geopolitical development from colonialism to the so-called new post cold war 
world order significantly has structured migration from the Somali region to the West. In order to 
contextualise Somali migration, the paper briefly goes through the biggest events in Somali history from the 
turn of the 19th Century: Colonialism, independence, and civil war. Different cohorts of migrants include 
nomads and traders crossing African colonial boundaries; sailors and soldiers in the British Royal Navy both 
during and after colonialism; student and professional migration to the colonial powers, and after 
independence to the former Eastern bloc up until 1977, and to the West after 1977; oil workers and white-
collar workers to the Gulf; and refugees following the outbreak of civil war in 1988. Three ‘migration stories’ 
told by three Somali-Danes shows how historical events and conditions as well as personal initiatives and 
coincidences have framed their journeys and destinations. Finally, the paper concludes that Somali migration 
seems to continue within Europe, where Somalis who have obtained Western citizenship move on to the UK, 
but also to Somalia and Somaliland.  
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1999, 22). Some of them became asylum seekers 
in the West. Aisha was one of them (See Box 2).  

3.2 Students 

In many ways, Aisha is a remarkable woman. She 
was among the first girls in the British 
Protectorate to pursue education and later a 
professional career. This opportunity must be 
seen in relation to her family background, where 
her father was an administrator in the 
Protectorate and her mother part of a well to do 
merchant family. As Aisha explains, it was only 

children whose parents were in the government 
or trade, who received education, for two  

reasons: because they could afford it and because 
they could understand the value of secular 
education. In this way, Aisha has been one 
among very few girls. Secular education was not 
very widespread or valued during colonisation or 
after independence, though Barre initiated big 
literacy campaigns in the early 1970s as well as 
introducing Somali orthography in 1972.   

Box 2:  The journey of an educated woman: The Story of Aisha 

The mother of my father was born in Aden. My grandfather married my grandmother and they settled 
as nomads in Somalia. One day my father got a job in Jijiga as a medical assistant through his uncle. 
Jijiga was then a part of the British Protectorate (the reserved area), which is now a part of Ethiopia. 
The uncle took care of my father’s education, as he already spoke Arabic and knew the Koran. He 
received further education in a Secondary School and then went to Aden for more education. His uncle 
could do this because he was a part of the Camel Corps in the Protectorate. After he came back, my 
father got trained as an administrator. He worked different places –the British transferred him all the 
time; they did not want him to settle. He retired in 1963.  

My mother came from a town in the Western part of the Protectorate, she is from a merchant family. 
Her uncle was a trader between Djibouti [the capital in the former French Somaliland and present 
Djibouti] and this town. My mothers and her siblings were split in different families, when my 
grandmother asked my mother to cook for them. My grandmother opened a shop selling sorghum. After 
that she bought cows and lambs, became a nomad and collected the whole family. My mother’s family 
became very famous, because they earned a lot of money from trade. One of my uncles went back and 
forth. He did trade from Iraq. He also became a politician and was elected as a Member of Parliament. 
When my father and mother married each other, my father worked in my mother’s hometown. I was 
born in the town district in a place, which is now in Ethiopia. My mother had seven children: five girls 
and two boys. I am the oldest girl.  

My father was famous for the fact that he was the first man to send three girls to school! When I was 
small, we settled in Hargeisa and I went to a Koranic school from when I was four to six years old. 
When I was six years old, I knew the Koran by heart and I could speak Arabic. My sister and I then 
went to the only girl school at that time. We got a special permission and started directly in the second 
grade. Later one of my other sisters also went to that school. Somebody teased my father about his 
girls going to school, but he always defended us; he always thought that it was better to be educated.  

After the school I first worked as a clerk. From 1964-69 I worked in an office. I did all kinds of work. In 
1969 I married my husband, who was in the administration. I then made the big mistake of giving up 
my work and went into administration myself. In 1972 we moved to Mogadishu. I became a 
professional secretary and studied public administration, but I never pursued further education as much 
as I wanted to. In 1977 we went to Kuwait. One of the reasons was that I wanted my girls to go to 
school. I worked in different offices with administration and as a secretary. I also worked in different 
embassies. Also in Kuwait, women’s work also proved more promising than men’s work, so I had to 
work and I worked all the time.  

In 1990 I came to Denmark as a refugee, due to the Gulf war. My husband stayed. To get asylum I had 
to teach my children their clan lineage, which I had n
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world tended to drift away from Somalia. The US-
led UN intervention called Operation Restore Hope 
was a total failure and since 1991, Somalia has 
effectively been without a central government 
(Gundel, 2003; Kleist, 2003a; Marchal et al., 
2000; Bradbury, 1997). A number of peace talks 
and conferences have taken place, but so far no 
lasting peace agreement has been reached. In 
2000, a three-year Transnational National 
Assembly was established and there are currently 
ongoing negotiations of what will follow3.  

4.1 Refugees  

With an estimated 429,000 Somali refugees in 
2003, Somalis are ranked by UNHCR as the fifth 
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As the tables show, the number of refugees has 
changed over the years. On the one hand, the 
decrease in the number of refugees in the 
neighbouring countries reflects the fact that 
substantial numbers of Somali refugees have 
undertaken so-called voluntary repatriation, often 
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Table 4: Asylum applications lodged in 
selected Western countries, 1993-2002 

Country  1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 
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