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Introduction

Ifa countn' is cursed to live under a shadow of its history. Ethiopia h s got a very ll'rv parallels in

the lantill of nations. and certainly occupies a unique position in Africa. A political culture

infbrmed by war and hero-worshipping. which had produced Ethiopian leaders for gcnerations. lies

at the centre of this Ethiopian predicament. In tàct. it is fair to charactcrize the history of Ethiopia

and the Ethiopian state as the history ofconflicr.

In a more recent history of üe country. the wars ofexpansion and cont;uest that lcd ro the creation

ofthe Ethiopian Empire-state in the last quarter olthe lgth century and the historical dynamics üat
defined its subsequent evolution, had resulted in a domination ofone or two ethnic groups over the

multitude of others. And as part of that process. the independence ol'various ethnic groups was

lorcetllly taken away. a mæsive alienation ofland liom the indigenous peoples was carried out for
a hundred of years; the cultures and languages olthe indigenous peoplcs were supprcssed while the

culture and the language of the dominating ethnic group were imp.scd on the subjected ethnic

groups. In a nutshell. in the process of the lorcelirl expansion of the l:mpire-state. the vanquished

ethnic groups were subjected to politico-economic domination, linguistic and cultural suppression

in the name of a "nation-building" project by successive Ethiopian govemments. such a process

continued up to the third quarter of the 20th century. until it becanrc unbearablc ro the various

hitherto subaltem ethnic groups in the country. put, simply, such a political ancl socio-curtural

domination and the forceful alienation olland f'rom rhe indigenous peoples. especiallr across much

of the south have provoked national resistance.fone form or anoüer hy the subjected peoples. 81,

the tum of 1960s this led to a low intensily conl)ict (1961-1974 in Balc and Eritrca ): a destrucrive

cii il uar ( 1975- 1991 in Eritrea. Tigray. the Ogaden and some parts ol'or6mo and Âlar) and back to
a low-intensity conflict since the change of regime in 1991 (oromo. rhe ogaden. Atar and some

parts of Amhara areas).

The rel'olutionary response which promised to cncl the class and nationll oppressign in mid-1970s

not onll fàiled to make a major departure lrom the past but also led thc country to a hloody militan.
interlude that decimated the cream of one dFanric generation. hr the same *ar.. the much



publicized democratization of the country since l99l is foundering: the hoped lirr a clean break

with past has failed to materialize. and once again. the reality on the glound seenrs ro frustrate the

expectations of many students of Ethiopian politics and the dreams ol'many ordinary citizens of

Ethiopia. Now. the most pertinent question is: what is the way out rrl such a ;xrlitical impassé

whose root is the competition for power and the cthnic conflict thereol".,

This paper seeks to trace the root causes of ethnic conflict in Ethitryia and attcnrpts to suggesl

genuine democratization as a sine qua non lirr brotherly relations l'or the various peoples of

Ethiopia and their peaceful development.

II. B d to the Root Causes of Ethnic Confli in Ethio

Ethiopia is a multiethnic and multi-religious society-created out ol'centuries ol' both peaceful

integration and wars of conquest among the various peoples of Ethiopia. The wars between the

Judiast. Christian and the Muslim ruling houses tbr several centuries. the Oromo cxpansion in the

l6rh and subsequent centuries, the wars of'Zanrana Mesafint'(Era of thc Princes) in the second half
of the l8'l'and the first half of the lgtl'century. etc: lorm part of thc carlier histl5 of conflict in
Ethiopia while the wars ofconquest and expansion into the eastem, soulhem as well as westem pan

of Ethiopia in the second of the l9'h century firrm the more recent ;rhenomena ()l'lhe countn s

histon ofconflict. By the end ofthe l9Ù'century. such a historical proccss had led t.:

l) the hegemony of the Shawan Amhara elite for a cenlury to come. as the result of

their role in the creation ofthe nrodern empire-state of l:thiopia;

2\ the creation of Eritrea as a colonial c'ntity. largely out.l historic Ethiopia's northem

outpost:

i) the relegation of the Tigrean elite to a junior position irr the expandcd empire-state

of Ethiopia, a position with which they were never been comfortablc lirr a centurv to

come. and
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4) the subjugation of the southen.r lrthiopian peoples to tlual oppression: national as

r.vell as class

Needless to add. a centre-periphery relationship had been created both at the level ol'the elites and

their respective communities in much of the country. And what evolved as the rcsult of such a

phenornena was a political, economic and socio-cultural dominatiorr ol various ùthnic $oups

constituting the Empire-state by one or two ethnic groups controllin8 the political center. This

meant. a loss of power. wealth and privilege tirr the regional elites while it was a loss of land.

cultural identiry; etc.; for the masses of people. And contrary to the claims of the r:nrpire builders.

by the first years ofthe twentieth century- a full-fledged national

oppression was in the making, inflicting serious historical wounds itr the minds ol'the subjected

peoples and their respective elile.

These historical grievances were passed on to the succeeding genenttions who lrave tumed the

historic grievances to holier causes of 'liberatory' agendas. Hence. h1 the 1960s and 1970s both

ideologicalll and organizationally" the struggle to rcdefine the Ethiopian empire-state was in the

making. The challenges were both within-led by a radical student Movement and without b1'

regional and/or nationalist movements. The curnulative effects ofthesc have been a pcrtual crisis as

the result ofa stubbom resistance fiom the privileged elite who had ttcupied the primary position

at the center on the one hand. and the various lorms of rebellions. nnrstly from thc rnarginalized

regional elites who have begun to advance the "cmancipatory" goal ol'their respecti\ e peoples on

the other. The rise of Eriüean, Oromo, Tigrean. F.thiopian Somalie. Sidarla. etc., nx» ements in the

1960s and 1970s had been part of that historical process.

Although. the Ethiopian revolution ol 1974 was partly caused by national/ethnic oppression and the

various resistances provoked by it. the country's military regime. which was bll: to steal the

revolution llom the popular forces could not solve the deep roolctl conflict h1 its top-dou'n

approach of regional "autonomy" formula. [n fàct. its bloody military intervention. had further

aggravated the ethnic cleavages among the countrv's population.
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After lears of devastating civil wars the military regime wæ overthnrul in May lt)«)I, mainly bl,

the combined onslaught of regional/ethnic based movements. Sincc then. the victorious ethnic-

based movement which took over state-power in Ethiopia. has hccn carrying out a surgical

operation of the Ethiopian body-politics under a rubric of political dcnrocratization and economic

liberalization. And to this end, in the hope of transforming the countn liom what popularly known

as "barrack socialism" to a participatory democracy and free enterprisc. a four-year transition period

was completed in August 1995 resulting in thc- formation of a pernranent govcrnment and the

inauguration ofthe country's second republic.

During the tbur-year transition period: the institutions of multiparty derlocracy werc introduced and

three major elections were held in June 1992. 1994 and May 1995 arrd corresJxrndingly. a neu

economic policy which allowed the "free" operation of the market lirrces was initiated. All these

initiatives u'ere aimed at lransformating the Ethiopian state and socislr from authorirarian rule to

multiparty democracy. However, inspite ol the ollicial claims abour thc democratic nature of the

new regime. it is certainly clear that there is no clean break wiü üe country's authoritarian past. To

be sure. the coun§'s fundamental political question-which way powcr is to be translèrred-rhrough

the banel of the gun or the ballot box is not settled for good. In short. Ethiopia's transition to

democratic govemance has already been foundereil both urder the burtlcn ofthe autscratic past and

aulhoritarian present.

What lie at the heart of the failures of Ethiopia,s successive regimes to transform thc counrry are:

the aspiration for ethnic hegemony and politics ofexclusion. During lhc imperial pcriod. the quasi-

divine and omnipotent Emperor with the claim of the mandate of heaven had institurionalized the

hegemonl of the Amhara elite under the guisc of a 'nation-building' project. l)cspite. its far-

reaching land reform and other polilical measurcs. the military regimc llso failed tq go beyond the

politics of exclusion. In the same manner. the rruch publisized EPRDI-led transition is yet another

"ethnocratic state" under the guise ol multiparty democracy. Hencc. the root causes of ethnic

conflict in Ethiopia have remained the lust for domination and hegenrony by the successive ruling
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elite ofthe country and the resultant politics ofexclusion

The Contradictory Visions of the Competing elite for

Power and the Ethiopian Democratization Problematique

Ethiopians moved into the "Era of Multi-Partv Politics" in May I t)r) | with thc legacy of the

autocratic and/or authoritarian past, but with a hope to create a new political systenr ol govemance.

However. as we shall see below, the victorious guenilla force was busy transforming the Ethiopian

state and society according its own image. The T'I,LF/EPRDF has startsd to move at its own pace as

well as at its own terms to implemenl its own hidden political agenda. ln lact. the TpLF

circumvented all the acid test for democratic transitions by going hack over its publicly stated

promises of "free and fair" elections and decentralized state power. It um with easc and comfort. it
got approved the Charter it itselfhad authored at the July Conference. irrstituted thc nragical 87-seat

council in which its dominance was ensured and initiated a number ol' lirr-reaching policy measures.

AII these were anchored in the Transitional Govcrnntent controlled bv itself.

Besides the politics of exclusion being practicerJ bl the successive dorninant elitcs 6i the countrl.
the hearr of the ethnic problem in Ethiopia lies in the contradictory visit»ns and/or dcmands ofthe
competing ethnic nationalisms of various ethnic groups consdruting rhe country. (.hief of which

are: Oromo. Amhara, Tigray, Afar. Ethiopian Sornalies. etc.

More specifically. the Tigrean nationalist cast the present problenr ol Ethiopia as a revanchist

aspiration of the Amhara elite, hiüerto the donrinant elite of the c()urltry as well as the narrou

nationalists conspiracy of üe hitherto marginalized ethnic groups-Onrrno. Ethiopian Somalie. etc.

The new policy measures have had the resultant etlects of alienating lnd marginalizing the non-

EPRDF-political parties: firther ethnicing the country's body-politic anrl thus laying tlor.r.n the basis

for the inauguration of new authoritarianism in the country. Thc sad part ol' this Ethiopian

predicament is the further polarization of the country's inter-ethnic relalior.rs.
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On the other hand. the Amhara elite accuse thc l'igrean elite as a narn)w nationalisr force with a

hidden agenda of disintegrating Ethiopia while the Oromo elite accuse the Tigrcan elite for its

failure to democratize the country and fulfil the Oromo's quest for scll'-determination. Hence. the

visions of the various elites are both contradictory, and the negation ofcach other's drcams.

To be sure. each of the above visions carries in itself the political and ideological objectives of

rationalizing and promoting üe interest ofthe various forces locked in scrious political struggle. To

put more precisely, the Tigrean nationalists vision is to ensure the pernranency of thc hegemonl. of

the Tigrean elite: the Anthara elite's vision is to rc-establish the status t l() ante of ths irnperial dals

rvhile the Oromo elite's vision is to go beyond the present status tlo by creating the 'Oromil'a'

republic. As a result of such a vision. all the competing elites of Ethiopia are pittcd against each

other.

What should be clear at this stâge ofour discussion is that. although history is invokctl to justifo the

position of the competing nationalists in the Ethiopian political landscape, the cenrral issue is the

present "struggle for power. resource control and status". In fact. it is atxrut access 11l political power

and the privileges thereof by the elites ofthe competing ethnic groups irr the country and it involves

self-administration and political representalion. language and the cnrployment ()pportunities it
creates. control of resources and work mobility. the cultural ethos and symbols ol'cach group. etc.

This means. the issue is who controls the Ethiopian state and the natit»ral cake untler its control:

vlho decides over the shares "who gets what and ho*.much". whose culture and language should

occupY the dominant position and whose is to he relegated to a secontjarl status? ln practical terms.

these conflicting demands of ethnic groups have led to a verl complex and interwoven

multidimensional confl icts in Ethiopia.

And at the centre of these struggles are the elites which are the main stake-holderr more 1han an)

other section ofthe Ethiopian society and as such the prime mover ofcthnic politics in the country.

The central question around us is hou the countn could be fully dcrnocratized untier a political

en\ ironment of a highll' politicized ethnic nationalisrr'l
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To ansuer this key question, it is necessary to understand the following real issues in the Ethiopian

delnocratization i.e. the pitfalls of past attenrpts at resolving ethnically motivatcd conflicts in

Ethiopia: the nature of the demands of competing nationalism of thc various ethnic groupsl the

specifics of the collective rights and individual rights to be guaranteed to enhance the

democratization process: the contradictory aspects of th two group ol'rights; the ;xrssible meeting

points.if any. olthe two group of rights and whether there can be a fadc-off betwecn the rw*o group

of rights: to what extent democratization can cqually satisfy both thc individual and collective

denrands of ethnic groups or whether it can ever resolve the ritltlle between individual and

collective empowennent of citizens? the possihle location of such urriversal and basic issues as

social justice in the continuum and/or hierarchv of rights; to what cxtent ethnic-hased political

parties with their own political economic and cultural programmes cocxist and wor.k harmoniouslr.

with the multi-ethnic parties wiü their all-inclusive political agendas and the possihlc modalities of
mediating their rivalry and competition or at times contradictory perspcctives and programmes; to

what extent an ethnic-based federal state structure can resolve thc dilemma ol' democratizing

multiethnic polities grappling with and caught between balancing group rights and individual

freedoms: the role ofcivil society organizations that usually cross-cul thc ethnic divitles. and finallv

the consequences of failing to democratize the F.thiopian state and socicll,.

\ hat makes the above identified problems more complex is thc differing goals of ethnic

nationalism. That is, ethnic nationalism can be rcsistance against domirration and social

injustice with the aspiration of the right to sell:determination. to improve one's relaliye position in
the competition for "political power. resource control and status"l ft) tlefend the group,s existing

privileges or to regain its lost status. Ifwehavek) translate these goals into the Ethippian siluation.

the goal of resistance against domination with the aspiration to thc right of scll-determination

conesponds to the case of the oromo: the question of improving one,s relative position can

correspond to the southem Eüiopian groupings: the srruggle to defend cxisting privilcges goes with
Tigrean nationalism, while the aspiration to regain lost status can he identificd rvith Amhara

nationalism. And understanding these competing goals of ethnic nationalism in l:rhiopia is ve^,

I



important both to comprehend the complexity of ethnic nationalisnr in the country and suggesl

appropriate solutions for the resultant crisis. l'he democratization entcr?rise undcl such political

environment can be imProved if:

a) the ruling elite begins to think in terms of the sense of history and d$'elop a political

will so as to prepare the ground genuinely for democralie transformation:

b) the opposition is unified around a democratic platlornr and seriousll challenge the

existing status quo by mobilizing the ordinary folks for a democratic causel

c) the emerging ciül society could intervene positively in the workings of the political

socieÿ.

These f'actors can positively reinforce each other and help the denrocratization process in the

country. Especially. understanding the disastrous effects of Zero-sum-game politics by the

goveming elite is very critical in lessening the agony oftransition in Etlriopia'

As qe can easily grasp Ilom our preceding discussion, the chronic ptrblem of cthnic conflict in

Ethiopia and the resultant crisis thereof is organically linked with the country's war culture and its

elites consistent adherence to Zero-sum-game politics. In such a politicitl environmcnt. the political

will on the part of the elites leading the various nationalism is central in creating accommodative

political structures around the principles ofdenrocracy and democratic Sovemancc. 
'lb be sure. it is

only then that a 'New Social Contract' can be reached between and anl(rrtg the variotrs ethnic groups

of the country. and ethnic harmony is created fbr a common gootl. And finall1 civil socieq

movements such as the Brotherly Peoples can make an important contribution towards the goal of

creating harmonious relations across ethnic dividcs in a democratized 'New Ethiopia'.
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