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Introduction
Djibouti, a compact yet geopolitically prominent nation in the Horn of Africa,
commands attention on both regional and international stages. Despite its modest
size, Djibouti’s political system, history, and social dynamics are intricate, shaped by a
unique blend of historical legacies, ethnic composition, and evolving institutions. The
nation's journey, from colonial outpost to independent state, is a compelling narrative
that both illuminates and complicates our understanding of governance, power, and
democracy in the Horn.

This book, "The Politics of Djibouti: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Djibouti," is designed to offer readers a comprehensive exploration of the country’s
political environment. We begin with an examination of the land and its people,
providing necessary context for understanding how geography and demography have
influenced political evolution. From the earliest days as French Somaliland to the
pivotal referendums of 1958 and 1977, Djibouti’s past continues to cast a long shadow
over its present.

At the heart of Djibouti’s political system lies a presidential republic structure, as
defined by its constitution. Yet, the everyday realities reveal an executive-heavy
framework dominated by one party and a powerful presidency. The transition from a
one-party state to a nominal multiparty system has been fraught with challenges, and
the political arena remains characterized by restricted competition, ethnic
undercurrents, and lingering questions around human rights and the rule of law.

Ethnic dynamics, especially the relationship between the Issa and the Afar, permeate
the political sphere, influencing everything from party formation to public
administration. While the constitution speaks to equality and pluralism, practical
implementation has been continually tested by periods of unrest, civil war, and
ongoing contestation over representation and power sharing.

The country’s status as a hub for foreign military presence and international
partnerships further complicates its political narrative. Djibouti walks a delicate
line—balancing the pursuit of national sovereignty and development with the
opportunities and risks of hosting powerful international actors on its soil.

Through a careful, chapter-by-chapter analysis, this book aims to unpack these
complexities. Ultimately, "The Politics of Djibouti" invites readers to critically assess a
political system marked by continuity and change, strengths and weaknesses, and the
interplay of local and international forces. As Djibouti continues to evolve,
understanding its politics remains both an intellectual and practical imperative for
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scholars, policymakers, and global citizens alike.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and People of Djibouti
Djibouti occupies a strategic sliver of land in the Horn of Africa, a region known for its
sometimes dramatic topography and even more dramatic geopolitical significance.
Bordered by Eritrea to the north, Ethiopia to the west and southwest, and Somalia to
the south, its eastern flank meets the vital waters of the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden.
This position, at the southern entrance to the Bab el Mandeb Strait, makes it a critical
choke point for global maritime traffic flowing between the Mediterranean Sea and the
Indian Ocean. Its small area, approximately 23,200 square kilometers, is roughly the
size of the state of New Jersey in the United States, highlighting its compact nature.

The landscape itself is a study in extremes, a rugged and often unforgiving tableau
shaped by volcanic activity and tectonic forces. In the north, you find rugged
mountains, while the west and south feature low desert plains punctuated by parallel
plateaus. Mount Moussa rises to 2,028 meters, marking the highest point, while the
saline Lake Assal sits at a staggering 155 meters below sea level – the lowest point in
Africa and the third lowest on Earth. This dramatic elevation range contributes to
varied microclimates within the country, though generally, Djibouti is characterized by
a hot and arid to semi-arid environment.

Rainfall is scarce and unpredictable, a defining feature of the climate that significantly
impacts the country's hydrology and vegetation. While coastal areas endure hot and
humid conditions year-round, the interior tends to be hotter and drier. Temperatures
can soar, particularly in the hot season from May to September, often exceeding 40°C.
The cooler season, between October and April, offers some respite, with temperatures
ranging from the low twenties to around thirty degrees Celsius. Despite the overall
aridity, sudden and intense downpours can occur, transforming dry wadis into
temporary, raging torrents.

This harsh environment means that arable land is extremely limited, rendering large-
scale agriculture largely unviable. Subsistence farming exists in a few wadis, yielding
small harvests of vegetables and dates, but it is not a significant economic activity.
Nomadic pastoralism remains a traditional way of life in rural areas, with communities
raising sheep, goats, and camels. Forest cover is minimal, less than 1 percent of the
total land area, and what exists has often been impacted by grazing and the demand
for firewood.

Despite the challenges, Djibouti possesses some natural resources. Salt is a notable
resource, exploited at Lake Assal and contributing to both exports and the informal
economy. There is also potential for geothermal energy, with efforts underway to
harness this resource, though significant results are yet to be realized. Other reported
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mineral deposits include gold, granite, limestone, and marble. The country's unique
geological setting, at the juncture of major rift systems, makes it a fascinating area for
volcanologists and a site of frequent seismic activity.

The population of Djibouti is relatively small, estimated to be just over one million
people. It is one of the least populated countries in mainland Africa. However, the
country has a high urbanization rate, with a significant majority of the population
residing in urban centers. The capital, Djibouti City, is home to well over half of the
total population, making the country virtually a city-state in terms of population
distribution. Other major towns include Ali Sabieh, Dikhil, Tadjoura, Arta, and Obock.

Demographically, Djibouti is a young country, with a large proportion of its population
under the age of fifteen. The ethnic makeup is primarily composed of two Cushitic-
speaking groups: the Somali and the Afar. The Somali are the majority, making up
around 60% of the population, with the Issa clan being the most prominent. Other
Somali clans, such as the Gadaboursi and Isaaq, have also settled in Djibouti,
particularly drawn by opportunities related to the railway and port in the past. The
Afar constitute about 35% of the population and traditionally inhabit the more sparsely
populated western and northern areas around the Gulf of Tadjoura.

While both groups are predominantly Muslim, historical and ongoing political dynamics
have often revolved around the relationship between these two communities. Beyond
the two main groups, there are smaller populations of Arabs, primarily of Yemeni
origin, as well as Ethiopians and a legacy European presence, mainly French and
Italian. This mix of ethnicities contributes to a diverse cultural landscape, though the
political narrative has often been dominated by the Issa-Afar dynamic.

Arabic and French hold official language status, a reflection of historical ties and
regional influence. French is a legacy of the colonial era and remains important in
government and education, serving as the primary language of instruction in schools.
Arabic is also officially recognized and holds religious and cultural significance, with a
local dialect, Djiboutian Arabic, spoken colloquially. However, the languages most
widely spoken by the population are Somali and Afar, the mother tongues of the two
major ethnic groups. Many Djiboutians are multilingual, navigating between these
various languages in their daily lives.

The religious landscape is overwhelmingly Muslim, with around 94% of the population
adhering to Islam, predominantly the Sunni branch. A small Christian minority also
exists, making up approximately 6% of the population. This strong Islamic identity is a
significant aspect of the country's social and cultural fabric.

Djibouti's administrative structure divides the country into six regions: Ali-Sabieh, Arta,
Dikhil, Djibouti City, Obock, and Tadjourah. Djibouti City also functions as an
independent entity with its own administrative framework. These regions have elected
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councils, part of a decentralization effort initiated in 2006, aimed at providing a degree
of local self-governance.

In essence, the land and people of Djibouti present a fascinating paradox. A small, arid
territory with limited natural resources, it holds immense strategic value due to its
location. Its population, though small in number, is diverse and shaped by distinct
ethnic identities and historical movements. This blend of geography, demography, and
historical experience provides the foundational context for understanding the political
forces and dynamics that have come to define the Republic of Djibouti.
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