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By Marc Michaelson

“The process of democratisation in Ethiopia has certainly begun
to take hold but democracy is a social culture and not just a
system of governance. The culture of democracy has been lack-
ing in Ethiopia and will take time to develop as people assume
the responsibility for their own destiny...”

—Office of the Ethiopian Government Spokesperson®

In the shadow of late-1980s early-1990s global political turmoil — the
collapse of the Soviet empire and the unraveling of the iron curtain in Eastern
Europe — profound changes in the Horn of Africa went largely unnoticed.
The Sudanese civil war intensified and Somalia plunged into chaotic clan-based
violence, coining the term “failed state.” And, in a quiet but dramatic revolu-
tion in Ethiopia, a coalition of liberation movements ousted Col. Mengistu
Mariam’s autocratic Derg regime and embarked on an ambitious project of
redefining the state and reinventing government.

Never before had Ethiopia known even a semblance of democracy. For
more than two thousand years, feudal monarchy and dictatorship reigned su-
preme. Now, on the cusp of the third millennium, Ethiopia has embarked on
an exciting new, and undeniably more democratic, political project. A federal
republic of ethnic-based states has been formed, and the foundations of a more
participatory political culture are slowly taking shape. Should it survive the
dangers and challenges that threaten all fledgling political systems, the Ethio-
pian polity is destined for an era of immense change — change that will shake
the old political order to the ground and transform vast sectors of society.

These are bold pronouncements at such an early stage of Ethiopia’s fed-
eral experiment. The Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDEF) deposed the Derg dictatorship just eight years ago. The new constitu-
tion and the first elected government are each less than five years old. The
Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (FDRE), and all of its component in-
stitutions, are yet to celebrate their ten-year anniversary.

Patience is warranted — a dictatorship can not magically and instanta-
neously transform itself into a democracy. The country’s sluggish, outland-

! “The Process of Democratisation in Ethiopia - an overview,” Office of the Govern-
ment Spokesperson, 30 December 1998, as posted on web site - www.ethiospoke.net.



ishly inefficient bureaucracy will not change overnight.
In fact, it remains pretty much incapable of doing anything
overnight. In Ethiopia, resistance to change pervades the entire
socio-political spectrum — fat-cat businessmen jealously pro-
tect their riches; civil servants safeguard their privileged
positions; even poor peasants seek to preserve their rela-
tively stable subsistence lifestyles.

This endemic social conservatism and inertia not-
withstanding, all Ethiopians, even the most historically-
marginalized pastoralists, may soon feel a new breeze
blowing across the political landscape. It is this vast pos-
sibility and potential — as yet unrealized but still viable
within the political seed that’s been planted here — that
makes Ethiopia a fascinating place to explore now.

Political pundits are already arguing over the de-
gree of democracy exhibited within Ethiopia’s new
system of governance.? The early indicators are in-
conclusive. Supporters cite progressive systemic in-
novations and constitutional guarantees. Detractors
point to frugal protection of centralized power and

continued human rights violations.

Only over time will the degree of durable, authentic
political change in Ethiopia reveal itself. The current es-
say is thus limited in scope. This is not an historical as-
sessment of long-ago concluded events, but rather
preliminary observations of a still-unfolding political
process. Ethiopia’s current leadership is laying a new
path. I am merely taking a stroll along that path. trying
to keep my eyes open and observe a few of the changes.
Since definitive analysis is premature, I will be looking
for trends and directions, new developments in some
spheres and their absence in others.

Ethiopian political life in the 1990’s resembles Ameri-
can political life in the late 18th Century. A new constitu-
tion encapsulates the sacrosanct nature of human rights
and the hopes of the nation. A visionary leadership is
constructing, creating, and leading new political entities.
The future is uncertain. There is some dissent, but also
cautious optimism that the future may be profoundly dif-
ferent, and potentially much brighter, than the past.
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2 The debate over Ethiopia’s new political system has been heated both within and outside the country. An example of this

debate in the literature, among foreign analysts, was published in the October 1998 issue of the Journal of Democracy in a series
entitled “Is Ethiopia Democran(:?” Paul B. Henze, in his essay “A Political Success Story,” answers that question enthusiasti-
cally in the affirmative. Rlchard A. Joseph in “Oldspeak vs. Newspeak,” and John W. Harbeson in “A Bureaucratic Authoritar-
ian Regime,” are both much more critical of the current government, asserting that little substantive change has occurred.
Likewise within Ethiopia both approval and disapproval are expressed, less often in public than indirectly and in hushed
tones behind closed doors. Memories of Derg brutality against political dissidents are still fresh in people’s memories. Fear of
political informers, perhaps for good reason, still stifles open debate.
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® See constitutional overview in Chapter 2 of Fasil Nahum, “Constitution for a Nation of Nations: The Ethiopian Prospect,”
Lawrenceville, New Jersey: Red Sea Press, 1997.
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The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (FDRE):
The Politics of Ethnicity

CONSTITUTIONAL REFORM:PROTECTING
INDIVIDUAL AND NATIONAL RIGHTS

Ethiopia’s federal system was codified in a new con-
stitution, ratified on 8 December 1994. The Constitution
guarantees individual and group freedoms, opening new
spaces for political, social, cultural and economic
expression, and protecting Ethiopians from arbitrary and
targeted repression, both of which were common in the
past.

The 1994 Constitution considers human rights to be
“inalienable and inviolable.” Apart from vague guaran-
tees to life, liberty, equality and security, the Constitu-
tion specifies freedoms of religion, expression (press,
media and artistic), assembly (political parties, trade
unions), public demonstration, and movement. Specific
rights of women are also protected (including affirma-
tive action, maternity leave, and freedom from “harmful
customary practices,” an indirect reference to female geni-
tal mutilation).

State and religion, close bedfellows throughout Ethio-
pian history, have been explicitly separated. And citizens
are guaranteed a host of procedural rights including due
legal process (the right to counsel, a public trial, and an
interpreter).

Ethiopians may own “private property,” but notland.
Confoundingly “the right to own rural and urban
land...belongs only to the state and people. Land is an
inalienable common property...”* The continued nation-
alization of land may reflect the TPLF’s old desire to pro-
tect peasants, but it is an incongruous, pseudo-communist
anachronism nonetheless, and undoubtedly a hindrance
to free-market economic growth. This Article is one of
just two that failed to obtain consensus on the Constitu-
tional Council. The minority opinion advocated the right
to private land ownership.

Perhaps the most noteworthy sections of the Consti-
tution address the rights of nationalities. For example,
while Amharic continues to be the “working language of
the Federal Government,” Article 5 states that “all Ethio-
pian languages shall enjoy equal state recognition” and
enables each region to “determine their respective
working languages.” This is no petty change. Previ-
ously, it was an illegal and punishable offense to speak
Somali or Oromifa on a bus, in school or in other public
spaces. Ambharic was the language of the land, and had
to be spoken by all peoples. Since some 80 ethno-linguis-
tic groups live in Ethiopia, linguistic rights are essen-

tial components of equality and freedom.

Furthermore, Article 39 guarantees “every nation, na-
tionality, or people...the unrestricted right to self-deter-
mination up to secession.” This is perhaps the most
frequently quoted section of the Constitution. Every-
where in the country, this provision is proudly cited as a
preventive mechanism against abuse from the center, im-
parting confidence to those who have been historically
repressed. Ato Dawit Yohannes, the articulate Speaker
of the House of People’s Representatives, put it this way:
“Our federation is based on voluntary consent. If any
group decides they want toleave, they can. We don’t hold
loyalty to the current boundaries of Ethiopia above loy-
alty to the people’s will.” While Ato Dawit insists that
this view is shared by all top government leaders, it
is certainly not an opinion held by all Ethiopians,
many of whom are nationalistic to the core, and are
still wincing from the “betrayal” of Eritrea’s secession
in 1993.

CONSTITUTIONAL IMPLEMENTATION:
PERFORMANCE GAPS

The Ethiopian Constitution is a strong document that
outlines comprehensive freedoms and a flexible, partici-
patory form of government. If implemented entirely, it
will transform Ethiopia from a centralized feudal mon-
archy into a modern liberal democracy. Thus far, the
Constitution has been unevenly applied; some free-
doms have been protected, but others have been com-
promised.

Political prisoners, both Derg officials and opponents
of the current government, have languished for years in
prison. Many have not been charged, and nearly all have
been denied due process of law. The 1999 Human Rights
Watch World Report reported that some 10,980 political
detainees had been visited by ICRC (International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross) by the end of 1997.

Freedoms of association have also been trampled
upon when groups are considered unfriendly to the
EPRDFE. The Confederation of Ethiopian Trade Unions
(CETU) and Ethiopian Teacher’s Association (ETA) have
both been repressed. ETA’s president Dr. Taye Wolde
Semayat has been imprisoned on dubious grounds, and
his successor Assefa Maru was shot and killed by police
onMay 8, 1997. The government claims these groups are
involved in armed insurgency movements, but has yet
to furnish evidence. Likewise, independent human rights
organizations like the Ethiopian Human Rights Council

* Article 40.3, “Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia,” December 8, 1994.
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(EHRC) have been denied government permits, despite
repeated applications.

Several journalists have been jailed for publishing
negative portrayals of government loyalists. Editors and
writers of Tobia (the most popular Amharic-language pri-
vate newspaper in the country) and other private papers
have been imprisoned. In January 1998, Tobia’s offices (and
records) were destroyed in a suspicious fire. Private jour-
nalist access is also restricted — they are not invited to
Ppress conferences, nor granted interviews with high-rank-
ing public officials. Government journalists have reported
from the war front with Eritrea, but private journalists
have been denied permission to travel to the border.

Despite several failings, the freedom of the pressis a
relative success. During the Derg era, no private press ex-
isted. Also, compared to neighboring Eritrea, where the
government controls and strictly censors all media,
Ethiopia’s press is quite free. Eighty-two private news-
papers, ten private magazines and two private news
agencies are currently operating in Ethiopia.® Only
with(¥ime, experience, and political maturity will long-
denied freedoms and individual rights become deeply
entrenched and more consistently respected.

Compounding the problems of political detainees are
the wholesale failings of the judiciary system. The judi-
ciary branch remains utterly dysfunctional and is far from
independent. Justices are instructed to pass judgment in
favor of the government and deliver harsh sentences on
EPRDF opponents. Several judges who failed to comply
with the wishes of party loyalists have been sacked.

Thus, some of the constitutional guaraniees, noble
in theory, have been inadequately and unevenly imple-
mented. To be fair, the new system is still in its infancy,
and it will take time to establish effective government
structures and courts. The Civil Service Training College
in Addis Ababa is training lawyers and judges to build
judiciary capacity. However, the EPRDF has not shown
the same enthusiasm and sense of urgency in building
an independent judiciary as it has in other arenas.

The EPRDF government’s most dramatic progress to
date has been in the area of national rights. In other parts
of the world, ethnic minorities continue to be brutally
repressed. To place Ethiopia’s progress in perspective,
take for example the Kurds” ongoing struggle in Turkey.
One Kurd explained a recent run-in with the law: “I was
arrested last month at a checkpoint, for no reason, just
because I'm a Kurd....All we want is education in Kurdish,
to be able to say we are Kurds, not Turks. If the govern-
ment let us have that, the war would cease the next day.”*
All peoples of Ethiopia now have what the Kurds have

not — the freedom to speak and learn in their mother
tongue, the right to raise their own national flags, and to
stand up in public and show pride in their heritage.

GOVERNMENT STRUCTURE: A FEDERATION OF
ETHNIC STATES

At the central level, a bicameral Parliament governs
the FDRE. A 548-member Council of Peoples’ Represen-
tatives functions as the primary legislative body, while a
108-member Council of the Federation acts as watchdog
of the federal system and Constitution. Members of both
bodies serve five-year terms. The Parliament elects the
Prime Minister who, along with his Council of Minis-
ters, composes the Executive Branch. A theoretically in-
dependent Judiciary Branch represents the third tier of
national government. These structures are mimicked at
the regional level. Each state elects its own parliament,
which then elects a president to oversee regional gov-
ernment affairs.

What is most interesting about Ethiopia’s new gov-
ernment is not the western-style democratic model of the
center, but rather the decentralization of power and the
composition of the regions. In the new federal structure,
Ethiopia’s vast and diverse populace is divided into the
following nine ethnically-based regional states and two
autonomous urban zones:

Tigray National Regional State

Afar National Regional State

Ambhara National Regional State

Oromiya National Regional State

Somali National Regional State

Benishangul-Gumuz National Regional State

Southern Nations, Nationalities and
Peoples’ Regional State

Gambella National Regional State

Harari National Regional State

Dire Dawa Administrative Council

Addis Ababa Administrative Council

The guiding principle of Ethiopia’s federal system is
devolution of authority — to regional governments, and
even down to the woreda (district) and kebele (neighbor-
hood) levels. The primary responsibility for prioritizing,
planning and implementing development activities has
shifted from the central government to the regions. As
Almaz Meko, Speaker of the Council of Federation, ex-
plained, “This is not just representative democracy, but
participatory democracy. We are trying to educate people
to govern themselves and not just look up to the federal
level to do things for them.”

In practice, the ethnic state system is working more

5 “IFJ /1P1 Ethiopia Mission Report” from visit of October 12-17, 1999, International Federation of Journalists/International

Press Institute.

¢ “Turkey’s Dead Zone,” Jeffrey Tayler, Worldview, Vol. 12 No. 2, Spring 1999, pp. 41-42.
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effectively in some areas (Tigray, Amhara and Oromiya
Regions) than others (Benishangul-Gumuz, Gambella,
and Somali Regions). These performance variations are
due, at least in part, to differences in resource availabil-
ity, human capacities, and historical factors. The success-
ful regions are well-organized, governed by experienced,
accountable and well-educated elites, and have the basic
infrastructure (roads, electricity, telecommunications) to
attract investment and spur economic development.

Performance variations aside, even the theory behind
Ethiopia’s federal structure is controversial. Ethnic pu-
rity is more myth than reality. Each of the first five re-
gions (Tigray, Afar, Amhara, Oromiya, Somali) are
populated largely by the resident majority. However, the
situation becomes more cloudy, and ethnic governance
more problematic, in areas like the South, where dozens
of nationalities reside. Likewise, in heterogeneous urban
centers like Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa, numerous eth-
nic groups live intermingled.

In Ethiopia, various ethnicities have lived together
for decades, if not centuries, in relative harmony. This
tolerance of difference — ethnic, religious, cultural —is

a major asset. Ethiopia’s peaceful transition to an ethnic-
based federal system contrasts starkly with the Yugosla-
vian experience, where long-repressed ethnic hatred has
been brutally unleashed. Ethiopians accept and seem to
appreciate their diversity. However, narrow emphasis on
ethnicity may entail trade-offs, and could compromise
the development of a strong, common, national identity.

The selection of the ethnic states was itself enigmatic.
For example, Harari National Regional State, the small-
est of the nine, has a total population of just 131,000. The
Harari ethnic minority numbers 9,000 (6.8 percent of the
region), but is guaranteed the lion’s share of political
power in the region.” Authorities describe the unbalanced
composition of Harar’s government as an effort to pro-
tect the national rights of an historically-repressed group.
While the Harari people may have been targeted by past
regimes, they are still the wealthiest and best-educated
in the region. Furthermore, past injustice does not vali-
date a skewed system where the Oromo majority (51 per-
cent) and Ambhara (32 percent) are relegated to secondary
positions.

But set aside the peculiar internal workings of the

7 Harari Regional State is governed by a bicameral parliament. The 14 seats in the Harari House are reserved for Harari
people. The 22 seats of the People’s House are open to all ethnic groups. In the 1995 election 4 of these seats were won by
Hararis, 17 by Oromos and 1 by an Ambhara. Thus, of the 36 parliamentary seats in the region, the Harari people (6.8% of the

population) controlled 18 seats (50%).
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Harari Regional government. How did 9,000 Harari
people, a mere 0.015 percent of Ethiopia’s population get
their own state when much larger groups like the 6 mil-
lion Sidama people were lumped into the Southern
People’s state? Hararis are one of the smallest of
Ethiopia’s 80-plus ethno-linguistic groups. Their attain-
ment of such a prominent position within the new fed-
eral system is a mystery.

Regional self-governance in a country where the cen-
ter has always jealously protected political power is no
small feat. For the marginalized — Somali, Afar, Oromo
and others — self-rule is new, and inevitably a learning
process. Progress may be slow, but the new system itself
is cause for celebration. Corruption, inefficiency and lack
of capacity present challenges to be confronted and over-
come. Such problems with self-rule are to be expected in
the early years, as democracy takes root and local popu-
lations learn to govern their own affairs.

More serious are the political manipulations that
threaten pluralism. Local government kebeles and woredas
are packed with political cadres expected to act in the
interest of the ruling Party. Even in the regions, the EPRDF
maintains a tight grip on power. Throughout the coun-
try, Tigrayan “advisors” have been posted in regional
government bureaus. Many observers believe these “ad-
visors” are actually decision-makers, commanding their
puppet-like counterparts on all issues of consequence.
Others do not believe the “advisors” manipulate regional
affairs, but rather provide capacity-building support to
regional administrations that are admittedly lacking in
skilled manpower.

The “advisor” debate notwithstanding, political mav-
ericks are regularly forced from office by EPRDF cadres,
often on fabricated grounds of mismanagement or cor-
ruption. Today, political survival in Ethiopia demands
party loyalty above all else. Independent thinking and action
is frowned upon and punished, even if popular and in the
best interests of constituents. The primacy of loyalty, and
threats used to maintain it, must be relaxed in order for a
richer, broader-based pluralism to emerge.

However, there are several positive signs as well. In
Africa, ruling elites often become entrenched, corrupt and
entirely unaccountable. They govern strictly out of self-
interest, padding their personal bank accounts and deal-
ing favors to their supporters. Ethiopian politicians
certainly have not been immune to such abuses of power.
Lucrative contracts are often awarded to politically-
friendly companies. However, other indicators point to
ongoing scrutiny of bureaucrats, and increasing account-
ability.

While many officials have been fired for political rea-

sons, many others have lost their jobs because of corrup-
tion and mismanagement. No one is immune from evalu-
ation, and those who engage in shady dealings are
eventually sacked. Hence, six presidents have governed
Somali Region in so many years. In Oromiya Region 4,000
officials at all levels of regional, district and local gov-
ernment were dismissed after a recent round of evalua-
tions.® Most recently, the President of Harari State,
Abdulahi Idris, “resigned” amid an investigation into a
scandal over a regional water project.’

That widespread corruption continues is disconcert-
ing; that it is being confronted, and perpetrators are be-
ing held accountable, is unquestionably positive. Job
security seems increasingly tied to performance. Not to
glorify the situation — Ethiopia’s civil service continues
to be plagued by a legacy of inertia and inefficiency; the
cumbersome bureaucracy remains strewn with senseless
obstacles and disincentives. But some changes are evi-
dent. And in Ethiopia, where who you are has always
been much more important than what you do, early rum-
blings of meritocracy are noteworthy.

EMPHASIZING ETHNICITY: POLITICAL PARTIES

Of the 65 registered political parties, only seven are
“national” parties; the other 58 are ethnic-based. Take,
for example, the Burgi Peoples’ United Democratic Move-
ment (BPUDM); the Denta, Debamo, Kitchenchla Demo-
cratic Organization (DDKDO); and the Benishangul
North Western Ethiopia Peoples’ Democratic Unity Party
(BNWEPDUP), the latter not to be confused with the
Benishangul Western Ethiopia Peoples” Democratic Or-
ganization (BWEPDO). The political landscape is clut-
tered with herds of nominal ethnic political parties. Most
are fairly irrelevant, and power remains concentrated in
the hands of a few major parties.

The formation of nearly all political parties on the
basis of ethnic and clan identity has, in an extremely short
period of time, created a political culture of separation,
exclusion, and us-vs.-them-ness. In Harar, | met with lead-
ers from the opposition Harari Democratic Unity Party
(HDUP). They lost the 1995 election, and claim the pro-
cess was neither free nor fair. Their party members
were threatened, harassed and jailed. However, as a
“Harari” party, their natural constituency is less than 7
percent of the region’s population. I asked, “Why not
transform yourselves into a multi-ethnic party, ap-
pealing to a much broader base of the population?”
Despite their desire to represent “the poor” and other
non-ethnic-specific groups, they couldn’t really under-
stand the question. Their political mentality has been
so strongly influenced by the current dogma — essen-
tially that political parties should be ethnically-ex-
clusive — that they couldn’t envision, much less

8 Interview with Dawit Yohannes, Speaker of the Council of People’s Representatives, 8 September 1999.
% “Harar State Chief Resigns,” The Monitor, Vol. VII, No. 2, September 14, 1999, p. 1.
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perceive the benefits of, establishing a non-ethnic party.

Even Professor Asrat Woldeyes, an outspoken advo-
cate of national unity, established an Amhara party
(AAPOQ), rather than a more inclusive, non-ethnic party.
Several prominent opposition political parties, including
Asrat’s All-Amhara People’s Organization (AAPO) and
the Council of Alternative Forces for Peace and Democ-
racy in Ethiopia (CAFPDE), have been suppressed, their
leaders intimidated and jailed. The nation mourned and
supporters took to the streets earlier this year when Pro-
fessor Asrat died just months after his release from prison.

Political foul play aside, the emphasis on ethnic-based
politicking also ignores the many common needs and
aspirations that connect Ethiopians. For example, peas-
ants share similar development agendas, regardless of
whether they are Amharas, Oromos, or Tigrayans. For
the protection of cultural issues and national rights, eth-
nic parties can be useful. But in tackling poverty and other
issues that bind most Ethiopians, the focus on ethnicity
is less appropriate.

The fragmentation of Ethiopia into ethnic polities
governed by ethnic parties is thus both a potential bless-
ing and curse. If ethnic political parties bring government
closer to the people, molding services to local realities,
and interacting with constituents in a language they un-
derstand, all the better. Howevey, if these parties and their
constituents become too insular, regarding other
ethnicities and their representatives with suspicion, jeal-
ousy and hostility, dangerous ethnic conflicts could erupt.
In this ethnic federal system, a delicate balance must be
maintained, enabling ethnic pride and self-governance
fo flourish in tandem with national unity, a cooperative
spirit and respect for diversity.

EMPHASIZING ETHNICITY: CIVIL SOCIETY

A similar appeal to ethnicity is penetrating civil soci-
ety. Since 1991, local non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) have sprung up all over the country. These pri-
vate organizations seek to complement government de-
velopment efforts, and can often do so creatively,
efficiently, and with less bureaucracy. Over the past eight
years, the government has sought to regulate and increase
accountability in the NGO sector. These measures often
interfere with internal program operations, as NGOs must
obtain endless permissions, and fight to bring in foreign
staff and equipment. These impediments notwithstand-
ing, civil society is flourishing, and the EPRDF deserves

credit for creating an environment where NGOs can op-
erate. Again, such achievements are most impressive
when put in context. During the Derg, local NGOs were
essentially nonexistent, and in neighboring Eritrea, the
government has virtually eliminated NGOs."

Most of Ethiopia’s big local NGO players have been
organized according to ethnicity. In Tigray, REST (Relief
Society of Tigray) and TDA (Tigray Development Asso-
ciation) have carved up the regional pie by sector for their
mutual consumption. In Amhara Region, the Amhara
Development Agency (ADA) dominates, as does the
Ogaden Welfare Society (OWS) in Somali Region. These
organizations maintain extremely close ties to regional
government, and some observers question whether they
are really non-governmental organizations at all. A con-
troversial term, GONGO (government-operated non-gov-
ernmental organization) has been bandied about to
describe the phenomenon.

Several horizontal associations have sprouted in the
form of trade associations, unions and interest groups.
Unlike the vertical connections of ethnic organizations,
horizontal associations create linkages that transcend eth-
nic parochialism. Some of these groups, however, have
been attacked by the government. For example, mem-
bers of the Ethiopian Teacher’s Association (ETA) and
Ethiopian Free Journalists Association (EFJA) have been
arrested and harassed.

The EPRDF government has begun laying the founda-
tion for a pluralist society, but appears internally conflicted
when it comes to accepting different perspectives and relin-
quishing control. Pluralism demands tolerance of different
viewpoints and opinions, and requires equal application of
the law to all groups, even unpopular ones. Tolerance must
embrace all social arenas, not just ethnicity. The EPRDF has
begun to establish a more open society — one which holds
superb potential, but also requires less government control,
interference and repression.

ASSESSING ETHIOPIAN FEDERALISM: THE
EARLY YEARS

While the ethnic basis of the new system is contro-
versial, federalism itself is an appropriate response to the
highly centralized political organization of the past.
Throughout history, a privileged (mostly Amhara) elite
ruled the country, concentrating nearly all power in the
center. Thus, the desire to protect the rights of every group
and grant them increased control of their own affairs, is

10 The Eritrean government is extremely committed to a philosophy of self-reliance. Some NGOs assisted Eritrea during the
liberation struggle. Since independence, however, the government has sought to phase-out NGOs. In 1997, claiming the tasks
of rehabilitation were completed, the Eritrean government closed down most international NGOs. In April 1999, however, the
government requested NGO emergency assistance to help service deported and displaced populations (humanitarian casual-
ties of the border war with Ethiopia). Only a few international NGOs have returned (e.g. Oxfam International and Save the
Children/UK). Eritrea also has very few national NGOs, and a correspondingly poorly developed civil society. In any event,
Ethiopia has thus far proven much more open and accommodating to civil society actors of all types.
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commendable. The question remains, however, whether
a system constructed on ethnic lines will prove viable for
the nation as a nation. Or, will it lead to the balkanization
of the country?

Such fears are not entirely unfounded. The northern
province of Eritrea seceded in 1993, prior to the drafting
of the Constitution. Other rebel movements — the Oromo
Liberation Front (OLF), Ogaden National Liberation Front
(ONLF) and some Afar groups — would certainly like to
slip through the secession loophole. That constitutional
guarantee, however, requires legal activity, not armed
insurrection. In a destructive spinoff of the border war,
Eritrea has attempted to distract and destabilize Ethio-
pia by providing support to rebel groups and Somali
warlord Hussein Aideed’s clan faction. During the past
few montbhs, fierce battles have engaged the Ethiopian
military in the south and deep within Somalia.

While rebel movements still garner some home-
grown support, their legitimacy is waning, In this era of ethnic
self-governance, where the right to secession is constitution-
ally guaranteed, the concept of a “liberation movement” is
outdated. National rights are guaranteed, and self-governance
is gradually sucking the wind out of secessionist sails.

Identity-based political organization is a slippery
slope. While the Constitution does not specify exact pro-
cedures, Article 47 provides “The nations, nationalities,
and people within the states...the right to establish, at any
time, a state of their own.” This could lead to an endless
fractionalization of the Ethiopian polity with every eth-
nic sub-entity and sub-sub-clan exercising its right to self-
determination. The Southern Peoples’ State could break
into more than 30 ethnic mini-states, and the Somali Re-
gion could disintegrate into sub-clan fiefdoms. All of this
may sound farfetched and alarmist in the short-term, but
destabilization is a real danger in the long run.

Council of the Federation Speaker Almaz Meko
points to the opposite trend — some ethnic groups have
voluntarily coalesced into larger, umbrella political units.
During the transitional period, Southern People’s State
was initially divided into four separate regions; the people
of the area eventually decided to join forces, creating one
larger state. With the exception of a few border disputes
between regions, Almaz says no other substantive con-
flicts have surfaced.

The otherwise disastrous border war with Eritrea has
fostered a renewed sense of national unity. Whereas the
EPRDF had previously focused people on their ethnic
differences, the war with Eritrea reminded everyone of
their essential Ethiopian-ness. Somalis, for example, never
before volunteered to fight on behalf of Ethiopia. Their
current participation indicates they (and other marginatized

groups) now feel a greater stake in the country.

When scrutiny is balanced by relativity, Ethiopia’s
progress on the road to democracy has been impressive.
Compare Eritrea. The northern nation that seceded from
Ethiopia in 1993 has formed a one-party state where po-
litical dissent is not tolerated, all press is censored, and
civil society is stifled. The Eritrean government is ex-
tremely popular, but it is not democratic.

Yet much of Ethiopia’s democratic potential remains
just that — potential. The Constitution is an excellent
document, spelling out a broad range of individual and
group rights. Still, a large gap remains between the theory
and the execution of its provisions. In some arenas the
pace of reform has been speedier than in others. These
performance variations are only partially due to a lack of
capacity; change has also been hindered by inertia and
inadequate commitment.

Many African governments have hijacked democratic
processes in the interests of “national security” and
other false pretenses to preserve power. But in Ethiopia,
the lingering war on the border has not deterred the
EPRDF from announcing the country’s second demo-
cratic elections, due to be held on May 14, 2000. Opposi-
tion political parties are concerned that the playing field
is uneven. The EPRDF holds a near-monopolistic grip on
power, and has intimidated most would-be contenders.
Another worrisome sign is the government’s appar-
ent resistance to foreign election observers."

The first election of the new millennium represent a
great opportunity, and one the EPRDF should not squan-
der. By ensuring an open environment -— enabling all
parties to compete equally, and rejecting repression, in-
timidation, and coercion — the EPRDF can show the
people of Ethiopia and the rest of the world that it is seri-
ous about democracy.

By any measure, the sea-changes in Ethiopia’s po-
litical system will take time to bear fruit. A functional
and efficient democratic ethos takes time to form and
flourish. Democratic political culture does not just ap-
pear and miraculously burrow into the collective politi-
cal conscience overnight (particularly in a largely illiterate
peasant population). Federal democracy is a complex and
continually evolving system. On August 5, 1999, Presi-
dent Bill Clinton, leader of a 223-year-old democracy, is-
sued a proclamation on the intricacies of American
federalism. Ethiopia’s new federal democratic republic
is destined for growing pains. However, the fundamen-
tal changes that such a system represents for the country
and its people, the hope and possibility that it contains,
should not be overlooked because of the inevitable prob-
lems it experiences in its youth. D

1 “No foreign observers in the coming election; opposition parties look askance at election” Tomar, September 1, 1999 as
translated in Ethiopian Weekly Press Digest, Vol. VI, No. 36, September 9, 1999, p. 10.

Institute of Current World Affairs



10

AAPO
ADA
BNWEPDUP
BPUDM
BWEPDO
CAFPDE
CETU
DDKDO
EHRC
EPDM
EPLF
EPRDF
ETA
FDRE
GONGO
HDUP
ICRC
NGO
OLF
ONLF
OPDO
OWS
REST
SEPDP
TDA
TPLF

Acronyms
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Benishangul North Western Ethiopia Peoples’ Democratic Unity Party
Burgi Peoples’ United Democratic Movement
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Council of Alternative Forces for Peace and Democracy in Ethiopia
Confederation of Ethiopian Trade Unions

Denta, Debamo, Kitchenchla Democratic Organization

Ethiopian Human Rights Council

Ethiopian People’s Democratic Movement

Eritrean People’s Liberation Front

Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front

Ethiopian Teacher’s Association

Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia

Government-Operated Non-Governmental Organization

Harari Democratic Unity Party

International Committee of the Red Cross

Non-Governmental Organization

Oromo Liberation Front

Ogadeen National Liberation Front

Oromo People’s Democratic Organization

Ogadeen Welfare Society

Relief Society of Tigray

Southern Ethiopian People’s Democratic Party

Tigray Development Association

Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front
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Hargeisa 7.3, 7.5, 7.10, 13.4, 13.6
hariebeest 11.11

Hartisheikh 13.1, 13.3, 13.4, 13.6, 13.8
Heret village 3.7

highland peoples 14.3

Hiwot Trust condoms 11.3, 11.4

House of People’s Representatives 14.4
human rights 14.4

hydroelectric power 5.9

ICRC (International Committee of the
Red Cross) 4.6, 8.3, 14.4

infrastructure 11.11

injera (flat bread made from fermented
batter) 1.3, 5.7, 6.9, 10.7, 11.3

Inter-Governmental Authority on
Development (IGAD)
3.4, 47, 5.1, 6.2

intermarriage 5.4

International Committee of the Red
Cross (ICRC) 8.3

International Court of Justice 9.4

Italian colonization 5.3

ltaly 5.4, 9.1

lyasu, Lijj 10.4

J

Janmeda 1.6, 3.1

Japan 9.1

Jijiga 13.1,13.3, 13.5, 13.6, 13.7, 13.8
Jijiga Customs Office 13.8

Jinka 11.7

judgment 14.5

K

Kagame, Paul 4.7, 9.2

kai wot (meat in pepper sauce)
11.3, 11.13

Karchally prison 10.4, 10.5

Kazanchis 12.3

kebele (local government) 12.8, 14.5

Kebre Beyih 13.8

Kenya 5.2, 9.1, 11.10

Key Afer 11.7

Khartoum 5.10

khat 1.8,6.2,76,7.7,7.8,7.10,11.1,
13.3, 13.5

kickbacks 7.8

King Caleb 5.2

King Ezana 5.2

kitfo (ground beef with spiced butter)
1.9

Kolmay village 11.5

Kombolcha 3.1

Konso 11.5, 11.7, 11.11

L

labor supply 8.9
Lake, Anthony 4.8, 9.1, 9.3
lakes 1.4

Abaya 11.11

Bishoftu 1.4

Chamo 11.11

Entries refer to ICWA Letters (MM-1, etc.) and page, with Letter number given before each page entry.
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land 14.4

language 14.4

Latvia 9.9

Legesse, Asmarom 3.8, 9.8
Libya 9.1, 9.9

life styles 11.7

livestock 7.9

lowland peoples 14.3

machiato (espresso and milk) 6.4
Mago National Park 11.12
Mahdi, Ali 7.3, 7.4
main market 12.1
mamitay (little mom) 10.7
Marcus, Harold 5.2
Mariam, Mengistu Haile 3.4, 4.4, 5.1,
7.3,9.7,141,143
Maru, Assefa 14.4
masinko (traditional one string violin)
10.8
Massawa 5.7
media 3.3, 6.8
Megennanya 12.3
Mehare, Zait 3.7
Mekelle 3.1, 4.4
Meko, Almaz 14.5, 14.9
Mekonnen, Yigzaw 8.6
Menelik 1.6, 7.2
Menelik Il 14.3
Mengisteab, Dawit 8.7
Mereb River 3.7, 5.4
merkato 12.1
Mig-24 helicopters 9.9
Mig-29 interceptors 9.9
Ministry of Defense 8.6
Ministry of Information 8.6
missir (lentils) 10.7
Mitchell, Leslie 8.8
Mituku, Aboosh 12.8
Mogadishu 7.6
Mombasa 8.8, 8.9
Moyale 11.10, 11.11
Mubarak, Hosni 4.8
Mulki 3.7
Museveni, Yoweri 4.8

N

nakfa 5.7, 6.3, 8.7, 8.8

National Committee for Somali Region
Trade Promotion (NCSRTP) 13.5

national parks 11.11

ndemin adderu (good morning) 10.6

ndemin nachu (how are you?) 10.6

Nebiyou, Hanna - Miss Ethiopia 1997
114

Nechisar National Park 11.11

nepotism 7.8

newspaper 14.5

NGOs (non-governmental

organizations) 6.7, 7.9, 14.8
Nigeria 5.2
Nile River 5.9

o

OAU (Organization for African Unity)
34, 47, 48, 55, 9.1, 92, 94, 103

OAU initiative 9.5

OAU peace plan 9.10

Ogaden National Liberation Front
(ONLF) 14.9

Ogaden Region 7.3

Ogaden War 7.3

Ogaden Welfare Society (OWS) 14.8

OLF (Oromo Liberation Front) 5.9

OPDO (Oromo People’s Democratic

Organization) 14.3

“Operation Restore Hope” 7.3

Operation Sunset 9.10

Oromiya National Regional State
14.5, 14.6

Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) 14.9

Oromo People’s Democratic Organiza-
tion (OPDO) 14.3

P

PACT 8.8, 10.7

Parliament 14.5

party loyalty 14.7

Petros, Col. Bezabieh 4.4

PFDJ (People's Front for Democracy
and Justice) 5.2, 6.6

Piazza 12.3

pickpockets 1.7

police 1.7

political parties 14.7

Political prisoners 14.4

population 11.3

port of Djibouti 6.3

press 6.8, 14.4, 14.5

press restrictions 14.5

propaganda 9.5

prostitution 11.1

Prudence pills 11.4

Prudence-brand family-planning pills
113

Purdy, Chris 11.3

Q

Qaddafi, Muammar 3.4, 4.8
Qatar 9.9

R

radio advertising 11.4

Ras Hailu of Gojjam 10.3
Ras Mikhael Seul 5.3

Red Sea 4.8, 5.8, 8.6
Red Sea Airline 8.5
refugee repatriation 6.8
Region 5 13.1

regional states 14.5
religion 1.4, 14.4
Republic of Somaliland 7.3
Resolution 1177 4.8
REST (Relief Society of Tigray) 14.8
Rice, Susan 4.7, 9.2

Rift Valley Fever 7.9

rights of nationalities 14.4
Robinson, Mary 4.5

Romania 9.9

Rubattino Shipping Company 8.1
Russia 9.9

Rwanda 4.7

S

Sahnoun, Mohammed 9.1
sales incentives 11.5
Saneti Plateau 11.12
Save the Children 10.7
Save the Children/UK 13.4, 13.8
Sawa national military training camp
46, 55, 9.8
secession 14.4
Selassie, Haile 5.2, 5.4, 10.3, 14.3
self-determination 14.4
SEPDF (Southern Ethiopian Peoples’
Democratic Front) 14.3
Setit 4.3
Sewa Province 11.6
Shabiya 9.5, 9.7
Shambuco 3.6, 9.10
Sheba 1.6, 14.3
Shewa 8.3
shir (traditional Somali congress) 7.4
shiro (crushed bean/chickpea sauce)
10.7
Sidamo 11.9, 11.12
Sidamo province 11.2
Sidist Kilo 12.3
Sierra Leone 5.2
Sifreye Genet 3.7
Silte village 12.1
Simien fox 11.12
smuggling 13.5, 13.8
Solomon 1.6, 14.3
Solomonic descent 14.3
Solomonic Dynasty 5.2
Somali 11.9
Somali clans
Abgal 7.3
Dulbahante 7.4
Gadabursi 7.4
Habr Awal 7.5, 7.8
Habr Ja'llo 7.6, 7.7
Habr Yonis 7.6, 7.7
Hawiye 7.3
Isaaq 7.3, 7.5, 7.6
Somali National Movement (SNM)
73,7.4,75
Somali National Regional State
14.5, 14.6
Somali oratory 7.7
Somali Region 13.5, 13.6
Somali Salvation Democratic Front
(SSDF) 7.3
Somalia 5.2, 7.1, 13.5, 14.9
Somalia-Ethiopia border 13.5
Somaliland 8.8, 13.1, 13.4, 13.5, 13.6
Somaliland, Republic of 7.1, 8.1, 9.1
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constitution 7.8
elections 7.8
government 7.8, 7.9
history 7.2
independence 7.2
NGO's 7.9
private sector 7.10
Protectorate 7.2
secession 7.5
Southern Nations, Nationalities and
Peoples’ Regional State
11.9, 14.5,14.9
Soyama 11.5
Sudan 5.2, 5.9
Sukhoi SU-27 fighter planes 9.9

T

tabot (holy slab) 1.6

tala (traditional barley beer) 1.8, 10.4

Taye Wolde Semayat 14.4

TDA (Tigray Development Association)
14.8

teff 5.7

tej (honey wine) 1.8

telecommunications 7.10, 13.6

“tena yistilling” (good health) 10.6

Tesfaye-Mikael, Worku 3.6

Tesfazion, Afeworki 8.6

tibs (sautéed meat) 1.4, 10.7

Tigray National Regional State
14.5, 14.6

Tigray Province 3.2,4.2,4.4,5.3, 11.6,
11.9,11.11

Tigrayan “advisors” 14.7

Tigrayan nationalism 5.6

Tigrinya 3.8

Tilahun, Ato 13.8

Tilahun, Mekbib 11.3

Timket, the epiphany 10.4

Timket, the Ethiopian Orthodox

Church’s celebration 1.6

Tobia 14.5

Togdheer Region 7.7

Togochale 13.5

TPLF (Tigray People’s Liberation Front)
3.4, 5.1,5.2,5.3,5.4,5.5, 5.6,
5.7, 9.3, 95,9.8,11.9,143

tradition 1.8, 11.8

transportation 1.4, 11.10, 13.4

Tsegaye, Ato 13.9

Tsorona 9.10

“Tuur,” Abdirahman 7.5, 7.6

TV advertising 11.4

U

U.S. Embassy travel warning 6.1

U.S. Marines 7.3

U.S.-Rwanda facilitation process
9.1, 9.2

U.S.-Rwanda initiative 9.5

U.S.-Rwanda Peace Plan 4.7

U.S./U.N. interventions 7.3

Uganda 5.2, 5.9, 9.1

Ukraine 9.9

UN Cartographic Office 4.7

UN Cartographic Unit 9.4

UN Commissioner on Human
Rights. See Robinson, Mary

UNICEF 3.7, 13.5

United Nations 4.7, 5.5, 9.2, 9.4

United Nations OCHA (Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian
Assistance) 3.6

United Nations Security Council 4.8

United Nations Task Force (UNITAF)
7.3

United Somali Congress (USC) 7.3

United States 9.4

United States Agency for International
Development 11.3

urban zones 14.5

USAID (United States Agency for
International Deve 12.8

USAID OFDA (Office of Foreign
Disaster Assistance) 3.6

\']
Value-added recycling 12.11
w

war 14.9
Warsama, Abdi Ibrahim 7.7
Welo Province
5.2, 5.6, 8.3, 11.6, 11.11
Western Somali Liberation Front
(WSLF) 7.3
White Horse Whiskey 1.8
Woldeyes, Asrat 14.8
women 14.4
woreda (district) 14.5
Woyane 9.5, 9.7

Y

Ya'abelo 11.2, 11.11

yehabesha dabo (Ethiopian bread)
104

Yemen 5.3, 7.9

Yilma, Teshome 11.3

Yirga triangle 5.6

Yohannes IV 5.3

4

Zagwe dynasty 5.2

Zaire (now Congo) 5.2

Zalanbessa 3.2,3.4,4.2,4.3,55,9.10

zebra 11.11

Zenawi, Meles 3.4,4.2,4.5,51,5.4,
6.2,9.2,95,14.3

Zimbabwe 4.8, 9.1
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INSTITUTE FELLOWS AND THEIR ACTIVITIES

Adam Smith Albion. A former research associate at the Institute for EastWest Studies at Prague in the Czech Republic,
Adam is studying and writing about the republics of Central Asia, and their importance as actors within and without the former
Soviet bloc. A Harvard graduate (1988; History), Adam has completed the first year of a two-year M. Litt. Degree in Russian/
East European history and languages at Oxford University. [EUROPE/RUSSIA]

Shelly Renae Browning. A surgeon specializing in ears and hearing, Dr. Browning is studying the approaches of traditional
healers among the Aborigines of Australia and the indigenous peoples of Vanuatu to hearing loss and ear problems. She won
her B.S. in Chemistry at the University of the South, studied physician/patient relationships in China and Australia on a
Thomas J. Watson Fellowship and won her M.D. at Emory University in Atlanta. Before her ICWA fellowship, she was a
Fellow in Skull-Base Surgery in Montreal at McGill University’s Department of Otolaryngology. [SOUTH ASIA]

Chenoa Egawa. An enroiled member of the Lummi Indian Nation, Chenoa is spending two years living among mesoAmerican
Indians, studying successful and not-so-successful cooperative organizations designed to help the Indians market their
manufactures, agricultural products and crafts without relying on middlemen. A former trade specialist for the American
Indian Trade and Development Council of the Pacific Northwest, Chenoa’s B.A. is in International Business and Spanish from
the University of Washington in Seattle. [THE AMERICAS]

Paige Evans. A playwright and former Literary Manager of the Manhattan Theatre Club in New York City, Paige is looking at
Cuba through the lens of its performing arts. With a History/Literature B.A. from Harvard, she has served as counselor at the
Buckhorn Children’s Center in Buckhorn, Kentucky (1983-84), as Arts Editor of the International Courier in Rome, Italy (1985-
86), and as an adjunct professor teaching a course in Contemporary American Playwrights at New York University. She
joined the Manhattan Theatre Club in 1890. [THE AMERICAS]

Peter Keller. A “management assistant” — in effect No. 2 man to the superintendent — at Redwoods and Yosemite
National Parks before his fellowship, Peter holds a B.S. in Recreation Resource Management from the University of
Montana and a Masters in Environmental Law from the Vermont Law School. As a John Miller Musser Memorial
Forest & Society Fellow, he is spending two years in Chile and Argentina comparing the operations of parks and forest
reserves controlied by the Chilean and Argentine governments to those controlled by private persons and interests
such as Doug Tompkins, founder of the Esprit clothing line. [THE AMERICAS]

Whitney Mason. A freelance print and television journalist, Whit began his career by founding a newspaper cailed The
Siberian Reviewin Novosibirsk in 1991, then worked as an editor of the Viadivostok News and wrote for Asiaweek magazine
in Hong Kong. In 1995 he switched to radio- and video-journalism, working in Bosnia and Korea for CBS. As an ICWA Feliow,
he is studying and writing about Turkey’s role as nexus between East and West, and between traditional and secular Islam.
[EUROPE/RUSSIA]

Marc Michaelson. A program manager for Save the Children in The Gambia, Marc has moved across Africa to the Horn,
there to assess nation-building in Eritrea and Ethiopia, and (conditions permitting) availing and unavailing humanitarian
efforts in northern Somalia and southern Sudan. With a B.A. in political science from Tufts, a year of non-degree study at the
London Schoot of Economics and a Master’s in International Peace Studies from Notre Dame, he describes his postgraduate
years as “seven years’ experience in international development programming and peace research.” [sub-SAHARA]

Jean Benoit Nadeau. A French-Canadian journalist and playwright, Jean Benoit studied drama at the National Theater
School in Montreal, then received a B.A. from McGill University in Political Science and History. The holder of several
Canadian magazine and investigative-journalism awards, he is spending his ICWA-fellowship years in France studying “the
resistance of the French to the trend of economic and culfural globalization.” [EUROPE/RUSSIA]

Susan Sterner. A staff photographer for the Associated Press in Los Angeles, Susan received her B.A. in International
Studies and Cultural Anthropology at Emory University and a Master’s in Latin American Studies at Vanderbilt. AP gave her
a wide-ranging beat, with assignments in Haiti, Mexico and along the U.S.-Mexican border. Her fellowship topic: the lives and
status of Brazilian women. [THE AMERICAS]

Tyrone Turner. A photojournalist (Black Star) whose work has appeared in many U.S. newspapers and magazines, Tyrone
holds a Master's degree in Government and Latin American politics from Georgetown University and has produced international
photo-essays on such topics as Rwandan genocide and mining in Indonesia (the latter nominated for a Pulitzer). As an ICWA
Fellow he is writing and photographing Brazilian youth and their lives in rural and urban settings. [THE AMERICAS]
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