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I.INTRODUCTION

In order to attain such goals, it is incumbent upon all concernctl to Strive tolvards the

prevalence of an overall political environrnent characterised h1' tolerancc. reciprocal

accommodation, and respect for human rights and the rule of lau. The taking shape and

development of good govemance on the basis of the consent of citizens and well-

considered principles . therefore . becomes indispensable to attain prescribed goals. Such

an atmosphere is eventually bound to bring about a formidahlc social healing which

undermines the taking effect ofbiases. prejudices. and reciprocal hltreds. I1 is to be noted

that these are allowed to take eflect on the grounds of such traits as ethnicit) . religion

and other primordial conceptions.

With this in mind. this paper makes a brief appraisal ol' the current situation.

Furthermore. it attempts to point at the possible solutions prcsumed to lcad to the

resolution of the fundamental contradictions impeding the coming into being of a civil

societl'that could ptay an active role in ef'Ècting democratic transli)rmation .

l

This paper examines past and present impediments that hamperctl the taking shape and

development of civil society in Ethiopia. In doing so it tries to itlentifu the political and

socio-economic forces and factors that played the pivotal role lirt the prevalcnt state of

affairs. The current situation is characterised by the diminished role of civil society in

coltributing towards democratic transformation. The author belicves that thc persistence

of past bottlenecks and drawbacks is compounded by the fragnlcrltation ol' society as a

result of the ascendance ofethnic politics at present. One could thusjustifiahll argue that

there is a need to withstand the challenges of the current politics of ethnic polarisation

which could be detrimental to the well-being and prosperity of all the peoples ot'Ethiopia.

The recognition of such a danger, therefore. makes it obligatory to ûanscend the mutual

and reciprocal antagonisms and suspicions that pervaded sevcral aspects of societal

inleractions. This could be achieved by wolking towards the cotrstruction of a l'ormidable

cir,il socieÿ based on democratic principles. This undertakirrg also calls for the

prevalence of the rule of law anchored on equality of persons. cultures, and values of

ethnic communities. the entrenchnent ol basic rights and freedoms that could nurture

social. political and economic development of the peoples of Ethiopia. and the

unhampered and equitable participation ol' all eligible citizens in deternrining their

common destiny and deciding on issues ol'ctlttttnon concem. etc.



2. BACKGROUND

Ethiopia is a land of diversities posing as a mosaic of ethnic and languagc groups.

cultures. contrasting ecological zones and physical conliguratiotrs. It is strategically

located in the region commonly known as lhe Horn of Africa with u populatiorr of over 50

million inhabiting a territory ol about l.l million sq. knr. The markcd ethnic

heterogeneity characterising the polity is an outcome of protracted migration and

continuous settlements resulting from conquests . displacemenls und resettlcnrcnts. The

ethnographic profile of the country depicts the existence of nunrerous groups speaking

about eighÿ languages and over a hundred dialecls.

1'he history of the land , which el'olved as a result ol struggles lbr hegemonr and easy

access to the amenities of life . is alleged to have impacted on sonle of the nra_jor events

that are being witnessed at present.

It is claimed (Gebru 1991 ) that state fornration in Ethiopia lrxrk place in a setting of
cultural heterogeneity the process of which was required k) go through protracted

struggles and perpetual conflict. Available historical records show that the iniriation of
the state took shape in the northem part marking the genesis of thc Axumite Kingdom as

early as few centuries before Christ. During subsequent pcr.iods , this Kingdom

lransformed itself into a kind of quasi empire by annexing and incorporating rerritories

and localities around and beyond the Red Sea coastal areas antl to the fronticrs in the

South away from the center (Tadesse I 972 . l'homson 1975 . Africa Watch I 99 I ) .

Christianity was introduced into. and adopted in Axum around the first decades of the

fburth century. This played a vital role in shaping the behaviors arrd responses of the state

and creating an atmosphere of mutual convenience and complemcntarity on thc one hand.

and rivalries and competitions on the other. During the finll decades ol' the last

millennium. the centre of the state began to shift towards thc south ol' rhc ancienl

heartland. This is alleged to have been caused by such factors as demographic pressures

calling for new and more conducive hospitable spots. insurgencies by sub.icct peoples

theatening the security ofthe state. and the progressive intrusion ol'lslam that sas hostile

to the establishment. Hence the decline and làll of Axum as the ccntre ofinflucnce.



Apart fiom striving to retain whatever was at its disposal . the sllte was sinrultaneousll,
engaged in the exercise of territorial expansion by way of annexalions and incorporation
of principalities alleged to have led independent existence beforc. Brandishing historical
claims as justifications for his actions and employing an admixture of diplomacy and
military prowess, Menelik II prevailed on a ibrmidable empire which he hclpcd to take
shape. The advent of the empire srate under Menelik is widcll' held resp.nsible for
uslrering the phenomenon of "modernity " on the one hand and cllècting thc subjugation
ofpeoples of the annexed rerritories. Mekuria (l9gg ) and Markakis (1994 I argue that
the coercive incorporation of the people o| the conquered lands srored the potential for
conflict in the nature of relationships formed between those wh. ctlntrolled thc state and
those u lro became its subjects.

Both during his regency and after assuming supreme power in 19]0, Haile Sclassie I was
preoccupied with carrying out of tasks for consolidating the acconrplishments initiated bv
Menelik II. until he was ousted by the revolutionary upslrgc.r'1974, Hairc serassie
strived to infuse changes that were in line with new developnrcnrs. both at home and
abroad. However. utmost attention was lent to factors that werc tleemed to làcilitare rhe

l

ln the process ofsuch a retreat . the interplal between old and ncu elements in the lorm

of encountering different peoples with distinct attributes was cxperienced. The new

posture ofthe polity thus assumed a myriad ol diverse national arrd religious gnrups with
dilfering economies. polities. ideologies and kinship systems. Subsequent pcriods were

marked by series of instabilities prompted by regional and dyrrastic rivalrics. internal

centrifugalism and extemal invasions. Significant among thesc rvere. the convulsions

entailed as a result of the drive to maintain the "Solomonic" lirre at the hclm of state

po\r'er as opposed to the aspirations of other pretenders (l3th ccntury ) . thc rise and

expansion of Ottoman power triggering the assertive stance of l:thiopian Muslims (l6th
century ) and the weakening ofcentral authority caused by the pro litèration ol'rrarlordism
and fragmented regionalism as expressed in what is known as thc "Era of l)rinces,' (the

lSth and the first half of the l9th centuries ). chaos and anarchy was rcrminated

fbllor,r,ing the rise of rheodros II (1855 - 1869 ) who reasserrcd both thc image and

authority of the state. Theodros' successors. Yohannes IV and Menelik II. Iirllowed the

former's path in their attempts to consolidate the state.

3. POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS UNDERHAILE SELASSIE



enlrenchment of his omnipotence and personalised rule. l he relatively increased

integration of the country into the wider iiamework of the global political cconomy. the

progressive retreat of some aspects oftraditional values resulting liom increascd exposure

to modem life. etc. contributed to the changes experienced the tirne. Greatcr awareness

relating to developments in other parts ol the world on thc one hand. and better

understanding of the situation in the country by many Ethiopians on the othcr. triggered
dernands and claims for fair and equitable distribution of socicral values. Ir is worth
noting. however, that the nature of the svstem was neither wilting nor capable of
providing avenues and leeway for betterment ofstate of affairs dcspite the intro«luction of
series of reforms in many fields. At a later stage the relirrrns and other modest

accomplishments of the period under discussion were viewed as measures intended to
provide efficiency to the centralised and autocratic rule headed h1. the person ol'Emperor
l{aile Selassie.

Failing to transcend the confines of limited goals and pulposcs lor which they were
designed, the haphazard reforms introduced by Haile selassic did not succeed in
containing the effects of claims and demands which developed int. formidablc challenges
over tinre. These challenges were exprcssed in varying fomrs like calling r'or further
refbrms and adjustments within the framework of existing struclurcs on lhe one hand. and
calling for the need to dismantling the cntire establishment und replacc it with a
completely different arrangements on the othe"r.

The reluctance ofthe system to respond to the democratic aspiralit»rs of socictr revolving
around political, economic and socio-cultural issues rendered state-society rclations to
assume a crisis-ridden facade. Demands fbr equity. sociar justicc. democratic govemance
and fair distribution of societar values basica[y remained unanswcred and evcntually led
to the popular upheaval and mass protests which culminated in trre events ()r'the 1974
re'olutionary upsurge. The system lost regitimacy because it was widery r iewed as
plodding' evasive. basicarly conservative and mainly interested in perpetuating itserfthan
bringing about change for the bettermenl ol'socieÿ (Keller lggg) .
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The l9T4Revolution: An Attempt to Effect Democratic
Transformation of Society

In addition to the structural drawbacks conditioned by the effects of the workings of the

Ethiopian political economy. a brief summary of immediate cluses that triggered the

Februarv 1974 popular upheaval would be worth while :

First. the progressi'e deterioration of qualitl' of for many Ethiopians. particularly in the
rural areas. resulting from increased lailure in entitlement and rggravated hr. hosts of
natural adversities :

Third. the apparent opening up of an arena of struggle, rivalry and compelition among
splinter groups within the ranks ofthe ruling elite;

Fourth. the wavering loyarÿ of the members of the armed forccs owing to discontents
relating to administrative and logistical mattcrs i

Fifth, widespread disaffection caused by consumer price hikcs due to intcrnational
economic factors like the 1973 oil shock :

sixth. the taking shape ofnationalist / regionalist and religious dissidence which resented
the manner in which the regime had tackled issues affecting aspirarrts;

Apart from concurrence on the generar goar of dismantling thc .rralrrs 4r, it did not
appear that all forces of change had given rnuch thought to whal was needetl t. be done
fbllowing the fall of imperiar rure . As Marcus (1974 ) affrrns. rhere werc no political
parties that could generate competing agentra f'or action. posing as the armed *ing of the
then unfolding popular protest and nrass discontent, the provisionar Military
Administrative council. a/r'as rhe Dergue. was tbrmed by the arnrcd forces. 'fhis 

body
u'as composed of a group of non-conrmissioned and junior offrcers as elected
representatives of the various units and contingents of thc defense ant! security
establishments. The Dergue was thus vested with responsibiritics for carrying out the
f'unctions of the state. on an interim basis. "untir such time that a popurarry erected
constitutional government takes over " .

J
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Second. growing student activism, labour unrest. peasant uprising and markctJ dissidence
on the part of üe urban elite which militated against the establishrnent vocally calling for
socio-economic and political refomrsl



Series of major ideological and policy shilis presumed to symobolise drivc rowards an

overall betterment by eflecting fundamental changes were made. lleform measures began

to unfold around the first months of 1975 beginning with the nationalisation ol'rural and

urban land and providing for the creation ol'new units of local govemment in the form of
peasant Associations (PAS ) and Urban Dwellers' Associatiorrs (UDAs ) ,'public',

ounership of the commanding heights olthc nrodem economic scctor (Banks. insurance

cornpanies. manufacturing enterprises ...) was also declared sinrultaneously . Further.
dismantling the edifice upon which the old order has rested in terms of lirncrionaries.

institutions. values and overull modus operuntli became one of lhc rnajor preoccupation of
the earlv period. To this end, considerable measures of politicizltion and mobilisation.
complemented by a host of legislation in tunc with the new drives. were effectctl . These
relate to legal sanctions designed to address a plethora ol' demands and claims
surrounding such issues as ethnic and religious equality, civil liherties and tlemocratic
rights. etc. as enshrined in the National Democratic Revolution lrrogram (PMAC lg76)
u'hich clearlv spelt out the socialist-orientation of the revorutiona^. drive .

In the wake of the eventful occurences ol'the early years. groupings with varying
political frames of mind also came into the scene. Most anxlng these inr.oked the
Maxist-Leninist solution as regards the imporlant issues of c.ncem at the time. The
tactics and strategies of the political groups. however, displayed significant <liscrepancies
culminating in mutual animosities. such hostile rerations werc *ot merery confined to
verbal exchanges and inter-party polemics. but assumed a stance ol'pfty5ical violence and
reciprocal destruction .

In a similar fashion. the PMAC was arso stritè-ridden as manirc,sted in serics of bloody
purges that took place in its ranks repeatedh. Eventually. a facti.n within thc I,MAC led
by Mengistu Haile Mariam emerged as rvinner. After ph.vsicalry elinrinating its
remaining rivals within the ruling councir in January 1977, thc t\4engistu crique placed
itself in a position that enabled it to shape the destiny of the counrrl, in the ycars ro come.
ci'ilian opposition was contained following the effective and violent dcsrruction of
alnrost all the important political groups between 1977 antr 19g0. Âricr firmry
enrrenching itself in power through ruthless emproyment of the rcpressive nrachinery of
the state, the Mengistu regime had to reckon with few remaining chalengc. These
included the then outspoken Somali irredentism and the intensilictl insurgent activities in
Eritrea and Tigray .



5. State - Socie§ Relations : 1974 - l99l
Whether the allegiance that the revolution has managed to command in the earll days was

to persist. or the erosion of this support base was to follow in thc coming years depended

on the accomplishments or drawbacks of its exponents. Followirrg the decinration of the

nascent civilian opposition groups. the Mengistu dictatorship nranifested aurhoritarian

tendencies expressed in gross abuses aimed at curbing all forms ol'dissent and criticism.
Massive purges and ruthless repression against the leadership antl rank and lilc members

of the various components of civil societl' suspected of harbouring discontent ol'one kind
or other became the order of the day. such state of affairs did not spare even thc ranks of
the armed lbrces and other pockets of powcr which uere once vio,red as the strong allies
of the regime. The whole country. with thc cxception of the insurgents in thc North. was
engulfed in chaos, anarchy and terror.

The TPLF and EPLF were considerably strengthened owing to thc ever growing support
of their local populations which were antagonised to the regime. 'rhe disillusioned elite
fron other nationalities opted fbr initiating nationalist movenrcnts with such leading
slogans as the right to self-determination. 'l hese believed that thc lofty ideals ol'the 1974
Revolution have been supplanted by the thcn emerging naked despotism .

under the Dergue. ideology-driven projects a[eged to address poriticar, socio-culturar
and economic maladies were launched uithout taking note ()r' objectivcrl existing
concrete situations. These were far from bcing congruent with thc desires antl rvishes of
the people and devoid of legitimate rationale and justificatio. l'or their raking effect.
Besides' a mix of both man made and natural ràctors red to the r.king shapc ot'a severe
fàmine situation as of the early 1980s which culminated in a lilrnidable catastrophe in
1984/85. The alienation of the masses ofthe people due to faulry and defecrire policies
and praxis entailed a progressiverl, widening antagonism against the regimc and laid a
fa'ourable ground for the proliferation or'arnred opposition ,r()vements. r'hese were
spearheaded by narionalist fronts mainly based in Eritrea and rigray . Thc rcsponse to
such developments on the part of the Mengistu regime was to makc intensivc use of brute
f'orce * ithout recourse to look for other solulions that could entl the crisis. llence the
escalation of a full-fledged civil war. In spite olthe regime's atternpt to resorl to political
girnmicks by way of inaugurating a bogus "Republic" aimed at rending a tlemocratic
sernblance to its autocratic rule, the armed opposition staged u considerablc challenge
culminating in the demise of the Dergue aroun<j mid l99l .
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6. Appraisal of the Current Situation : Politicised Ethnicitv in the
Post-1991 period

Atier dismantling the political and war machinery of lhe Dergut'. the incumbcnt EpRDF
fbrmed a Transitional Govemment in collusion with other groups rnost of which claimed

to represent ethnic groups inhabiting the diflèrent parts of the country. The Iransitional
Go'ernment was formed on the basis ol'a charter designed to serve as an interim
corlstitution. The Charter endorsed respect fbr human rights in accordance r.lith the UN
Declaration of December 1948: lreedonrs of conscience, exprcssion. association and

unrestricted peaceful political activities; thc right of nations / nationalities antl peoples ro

sell determination : the establishmenl of national i regional councils for self-rulc. etc.

Alongside the initial optimism prompted hy the ousting of the Mengistu dictatorship. a
constiluency ofdiscontent opposed to somc policy directions an<l rneasures ol'the EpRDF
surfaced immediately after the overthrow oT the Dergue. These rcllte ro the prohibition of
sorne multi-ethnic political groups from participating in the ncwly initiatcd political
process. the official endorsement of ethnic politics. the secession of Eritr.ca. and the
wholesale disbanding of the defense and security forces. The currrolling ol'all the reins
of power by the TPLF-led rransitionar (iovernment enabled rrre EpRDF t. steer the
countrv in accordance with the tenets enshrined in its political programmc. ln order to
lend its sacrosanct catchword - the right ol'nations / nationalitics to self-detcrnrination -
the TPLF / EPRDF introduced policy measures for instituting narional /regi,,al state -
governnents (TGE 1992). These were esrablished on the h,sis of ethnr>linguistic
co,siderations and were designed to pose as the constituent parts of the thcn envisaged
Federal state of Ethiopia. subsequentlr,. national/regional and lower levcl units and
nuclei of local govemment on which the FIpRDF candidates prcsided overuhelmingll,
$ere sel up. The approach employed to efl'cct the decentralisatiorr drive was also dubbed
as a breakthrough that could nurture a sensc of belonging vital t. rhe ,'building olthe new
Ethiopia" based on the free will ofthe diflèrcnt ethnic groups.

Thus ethnicity became the epicentre of political life and nation-buikling. Articlc i9 of the
FDRE constitution categorically pronourrced "the right of n.tions/nati.rralities and
peoples to self-determination including and upto secession,'. Thc passing or'r\rticre 39
was unparalleled in the history or constitrtion making in Ethi.pia. In thc past. such
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exercises regarded territorial integrity as sacrosanct. Crafting an cthnicity-bascd fèderated

Ethiopian entity could inherently pose practical problems owing ro the ovcrlapping of
several crucial variables and attributes. These include socio-cultural and dcnrographic

factors. claims and counter-claims on localities of human scttlement and natural

endowments, and potential competition on fàctors pertaining to economic resources.

One could thus justifiably argue that given the EPRDF's formula ol decentralisarion. it is

extremely difficult to draw a clear line based on ethno-linguistic homogeneity .

Territorial contiguit-v also endangers the proposed project of ethnic federalisnr. More

specifically. pockets of the areas inhabited bl the larger ethnic groups can hc found in
more than one regional entity. This was historically determincd by settlcrnents and

population movements of the past in various fbrms. Following the taking cllcct of this
project. claims and counter-claims pointing at certain areas as thc source for conrpetition
and ri'alry are already on the rise. lhus the ethnic federalisrn formula has already
precipitated the pitting of people against people (RAGPEHA 1995 ) .

Another problem that can be expected to arise from the ill-corrceived deccntralisation
approach of the EPRDF relates to the uncven resources endou urents of thc different
regions. whereas some regions enjoy advantages in terms of land size and fertilirl.. skilled
manpower . minerals . and structural featurcs of production. othcrs are fountl at a lo$.
level in these respects. This is likely to result in regional imbalances which could lead to
fierce competitions culminating in the prevalence ofan overall atnrosphere ol'conflict. In
this regard, there are already ample signs ol'discontent among sorne ethnicall) tlrganised
groups whose members feel that they could he better-off in disengaging fronr the federal
partnership anchored on the new arrangenrent. These groups ll.cl that orhcr who are
disadvantaged in terms of endowment continue to benefir ilt their expense. The
politicisation of ethnicity that gathered momentum and gainetl currency in post-I991
Ethiopia is thus bound to lead to another 

'icious 
cycle of anrag.nism unlcss remedial

rectification measures are introduced in gootl tinte. As Bahru ( 19,)2 ) cautionctl:

To deny the principol ol. nttionul self-determinatiott is both

unprincipled and impolitic . But to cleÿale that principla . . to the

lewl of creed ond not to ralulc it to the country ,s pressirtg t!.,onomic

needs ond the internqti(»tol q,ntcfl (.d,1 only bring trouble .

M' contention againsl the present arrangcmenl of things with rcgard to thc nationariq-
question in Ethiopia is that it will entrench a sense of parocrrialism antl cc,ntrifugal
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the ethno-regional divide could flourish. Moreover. the currcnt trend inrpedes the

articulation of interests of Ethiopian society on the basis of unity und equality. However.

it should be noted that this assertion does not imply that there arc no issues ol'ethnicity
which still need to be addressed. 1'he redressing of historical wrongs pcnaining to

inequalities ofall kinds that surfaced over tlre centuries and nurturcd a sense ol'alienation
and marginalisation is indispensable. This calls for concerted lcgal/constitutional and

practical actions on the part of both society and govemment in a manner that aims at

resolving the underlying antagonisms and pertinent problems.

7. What is to be Done ?

The pretensions of the successive Ethiopian political regimcs that vowcd to effect
positive societal transformation have failed to pass the litmus test of time an«l legitimate
aspirations of the people. The discrepancy between rhetoric and practice which has been
the hallmark of mainsrream Ethiopian politics entailed f;rr-reaching inrplications
negatively impinging on the sense of belonging to the polity and the lcgitimacy of
govemments. This negatively affected thc entrenchment of,lutual trust and respect
among the various ethnic groups and sections ol Ethiopian sociel) .

The pseudo constitutional stances of the inrperial govemment i,rbued wirh the divine
right mlthology miserably failed to provide the expected "public good". Thc self-styled
"socialist" military regime, that supplanted the monarchy, intensilied social an«l political
polarisation in society thereby laying the ground for an overall c,,flict üat cngulfed the
entire country at one point in time. The EpRDF-led regime of thc post-199r ycars. which
brandished its untested democratic credentiars on its way to powcr. is preoccupied with
series of measures that cannot address the basic problems of denrocracy and all-rounded
positive transformation. The misgivings of the three regimes dilli.r only in tcrrns of their
extent with regard to specific aspects ol'lifè pertinent to statc-society rclations. The
drawbacks that negatively afrected the basic concems of the peopres or. r:thiopia as
uitnessed in the working of the different go'ernments remained rhc same in cssence.

The current state ofaffairs, which is the cumurative effect ofpersistent undoings over the
years. warrants the consideration of a host of remedial measurcs aimed at curing the
lomridable maladies characterising prevalcnr problems. It is rightly believcd that the
unabated continuation of negative policies. perceptions and praclice courd culminate in



devastating consequences if kept unchecked. It is, therefore, incumbent to propose the

fbllowing and work towards their realisation :

a) The prevalence ofthe rule of law formulated on the basis ofthc tiee conscnt and

panicipation of eligible citizens:

b) Establish a system and mechanism for exercising rights and ctlect accounrability of
citizens and officials alike'

c) Encourage channels and media for the populace to express thcir views on issues and

important matters of individual. group. and societal concem and facilitatc conditions

for the right of ethnic groups/nationalities to advance their cultures. languages, values

and other positive traits;

d) Recognise the rights of Ethiopian nationalities to run their own affairs and atlminister
themselves on the basis of agreed-upon dentocratic rules and procedures;

e) create a conducive socio-economic and political environmenr tbr the prolilèration ol
civil society organisations. professional associations, self-help g,roups, unions. etc.

f) Promote the notion and sense of pan-Ethiopian nationalism on a par with tlemocratic
ethnic nationalism.

g) sensitise on rhe compatibility of ethnic belonging with thar .l' the Ethiopian idenrit_v

and encourage the need to nurture a scnse of common destiny by emphasising the
congruence ofthe interests ofthe brotherll. peoples of Ethiopia.



Conclusion

The termination ofthe civil war. the lifting of press censorship arrd the flourishing of the

private print media. the relative lreedom relating to unrestricted r)lovement ol'goods and

people. and the introduction ofa relatively liberal economic policy replacing thc centrally

planned economic model are some of the achievements witnesscd since thc tall of the

Dergre. Besides, attempts 1o institute denrocratically elected constitutional governments

at various levels have been made. A federal fblm of govemment with relativcll expanded

political space signiÿing local autonomy has been witnessed. ( )flcial statistics depict

that there are encouraging signs of recover) concerning most scctors of tlrc economy.

These and other similar accomplishments constitute the credit column ol'the balance

sheet.

on the other hand. many people are suffering fiom the impacts and harsh cl'lècts of the

"Structural Adjustment Programme" embraced by the new reginrc. The ethnicisation of

politics is also viewed as having undermined the prospects for unity and cohcsion among

members of society. Ample instances of human rights abuses undcrmining ol'the rule of

lau. manipulating elections, etc. are reported as sins committed hy the new incumbents.

As Abbink (1995) argues, though much has changed as compared to the former

government. the foundations of new power structures and ol' what is defined as

democracy and accountability presently underway deserves closc scrutiny. Given that

events of the last few years have been marked by serious defaults and drawhacks, it is

high time to undertake the proposed rectification measures to avert thc inevitable

convulsions of the future.
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