
Lifestyle 
Somali society is based on the nuclear 
family, which consists of a husband, 
wife, and children. A typical family 
owns a herd of sheep or goats and a 
few burden camels. Some may also 
own a herd of breeding and milking 
camels. The more camels a man has, 
the greater his prestige.  
 
The Somali consider themselves war-
riors. The men often leave the women 
in charge of the herds, so that they 
might train to become more effective 
fighters. They are a very individualistic 
people, sharply divided by clans. 
Fights often occur between the clans, 
resulting in many deaths.  
 
There are four major Somali clan 
groups. The two largest are the 
Somaal and the Sab. The Somaal are 
primarily nomadic shepherds. The Sab 
usually settle in communities and live 
as farmers or craftsmen.  
 
The nomads live in portable huts 
made of wooden branches covered 
with grass mats. Their diet includes 

Country 
The People's Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, is 
a fertile mountain plateau surrounded by the de-
serts of the Red Sea coast, and borders on So-
malia, Kenya and Sudan.  
 

Ethiopia is in a state of shock from 
death, famine and war, and of the na-
tion losing its sense of identity and 
purpose, which has left the country 
divided on regional and ethnic lines. 
Communism has left the land spiritu-
ally, economically and agriculturally  
bankrupt.  
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milk, meat, and wild fruits. The more 
settled Somali farmers live in perma-
nent, round huts that are six to nine feet 
high. They have a more varied diet, 
which includes maize, beans, rice, 
eggs, poultry, bananas, dates, man-
goes, and tea.  
 
Having an abundant supply of food is a 
status symbol among the clans. Each 
family periodically holds banquets for 
their relatives and friends. A family's 
prestige is determined by the frequency 
of its feasts, the number of people in-
vited, and the quality and quantity of 
food served.  
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Beliefs 
Although the Somali are 99% Shafiite 
Muslims, numerous pagan beliefs and 
traditions have been intermingled with 
their Islamic practices.  Somali women 
have never worn the required Islamic 
veils. Villagers and urban settlers fre-
quently turn to the wadaad, a religious 
expert, for blessings, charms, and advice 
in worldly matters.  
 
They believe in a supreme male "sky 
god." They perform rainmaking rituals, 
abstain from eating pork or fish, and 
make animal sacrifices. They believe in 
spirit possession, and in spirits that live in 
trees, water sources, and on hilltops. 
 
Needs 
Very few Somali children attend school, 
and over half of the adults are illiterate. 
They did not even have a written script 
until 1972.  
 
Access to modern health services is very 
limited. Droughts, famines, and wars 
have created numerous problems. Malnu-
trition alone has accounted for the death 
of thousands of Somali since the 1970's.  
 
There are only 215 known believers 
among the 2.1 million Somali living in 
Ethiopia.  
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