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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is a comprehensive study of an important chapter of the labour history of
Ethiopia. It examines the history of labour relations in Ethiopia, particularly the relation
between trade unions and the state from 1946 to 1991. Based primarily on the CETU, MoLSA
and IES archives, union publications (Voice of Labour), magazines, student papers and other
publications of the period and pertinent oral informants, it traces the genesis and evolution of
incipient capitalism, wage labour, working class, workers' organization and labour relations in
Ethiopia. It also attempts to investigate the changes and continuities in the relation between
CELU and AETU/ ETU on the one hand and the imperial regime and the military regime on the
other respectively. This dissertation argues that even though labour relation is a tripartite
relation involving workers and their confederation, employers and their federation and the state,
the Ethiopian case was quite different in that it took place only between workers and their
confederation on the one hand and and the state on the other. Since the state was the largest
employer in the country, it dominated the employers' federation during the imperial regime and
virtually over took it during the military regime. The dissertation shows that the relation between
trade unions and the state in Ethiopia was full of conflict and hostility as the former often
resisted the intervention of the latter and sought to establish an independent labour movement in
the country and as the latter often tried to control the former and enhance economic
development at the expense of it. Though the study of labour relations in general and labour
history in particular is showing significant progress in the rest of the world, it is not yet given
due attention in Ethiopia. Therefore, this study may benefit historians and scholars from various
disciplines and future researchers on the subject as a starting point. Statesmen, social workers,

labour policy makers may also utilize the findings for public benefit.
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PREFACE

This thesis is a historical study of labour relations in Ethiopia. It mainly aims at reconstructing
the history of the intricate relation between trade unions and the state in Ethiopia from 1946
to1991. The point of departure, 1946, is the date of the establishment of the first trade union, the
Franco-Ethiopian Railway Workers’ Union, and the final date, 1991, saw the end of the military
regime and its command economy in Ethiopia. Exploring the changes and continuities in the
relation between the national confederation and the two successive regimes which controlled

power in the period under study is the major focus of this study.

Most of the sources used for this research were collected from September 2014 to January 2016.
It took me altogether nearly seventeen months. In addition, when ever the already collected data
needed to be reconciled and consolidated, I consulted again some archives for a brief period
during the write up. Archival materials of the MoLSA, CETU, IES and ENALA were easily
accessed and extensively employed for this thesis. On the other hand, I faced difficulty to access
the archives of a number of privatized industries which were kept under the protection of the
FDRE Board of Trustee for Public Enterprises. The gaps created by the inaccessibility of such

archival sources were, however, filled with oral information gathered from pertinent informants.

The thesis is divided into five chapters. The first chapter deals with the early development of the
Ethiopian labour movement from1946 to 1962. It mainly assesses the antecedents of workers'
organization, the formation of covert and overt labour unions and the endogenous and exogenous
factors that influenced the imperial government to give due attention to labour issues and

introduce labour policies. The second chapter discusses the role of the first labour relations

XX



decree, Decree N0.49/1962 for the establishment of a number of local unions and the national
confederation, the Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions (CELU). It also assesses the
attempted general strike of July 1963 that marked the beginning of serious conflict between

CELU and the state.

The role of the Ethiopian workers and CELU in the Ethiopian revolution from 1974-1977 is
briefly discussed in the third chapter. The solidarity that CELU had with the students and leftist
political parties during the revolution is also given due emphasis in this part of the thesis. The
fourth chapter deals with the relation between trade unions and the military regime. The
contribution of workers in the Somalia-Ethiopian war, the formation of COPWE, WPE and
PDRE is discussed in some detail. In addition, it also deals with proletarian internationalism and
the observance of May Day in Ethiopia and how the regime controlled AETU and reduced it to
one of its agencies. The last chapter deals with the role that trade unions and the state played in
educating the industrial labour force in Ethiopia. It gives due emphasis to union education,

workers' education and labour studies.

The main objective of this research is to assess the relation between national confederation and
the state in Ethiopia from 1946 to 1991. Attempts have been made to critically examine the
relationship between CELU and AETU/ETU on the one hand and the imperial regime and
military regime on the other respectively. Apart from assessing the usually observed antagonistic
relation between trade unions and the state, an attempt is made to present some important issues
on which trade unions and the state worked together for mutual benefit and the benefit of the

country.
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Needless to say, the labour history of Ethiopia has been denied due attention by practicing
historians. In addition, even though the confederation has been led by dozens of labour leaders,
no one has yet written a comprehensive history of the Ethiopian labour movement. True, Beyene
Solomon attempted to write the history of the Ethiopian labour movement, but he devoted the
major part of the book to his own autobiography. Moreover, though a number of BA theses were
produced on different local unions by students of the Department of Sociology, Economics, Law
and Political Sciences and International Relations, they were not written with historical
methodologies and did not show the changes and continuities in the Ethiopian labour movement
in a comprehensive manner. In this research, it is hoped to address the gaps so far createed in
labour history of Ethiopia in general and the relation between trade unions and the state in
particular in a comprehensive manner by employing historical methodologies. Thus, though
much remains to be done on the field, I hope this research will contribute to our understanding of

the labour history of Ethiopia.
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INTRODUCTION

This study endeavors to assess the history of the relationship between trade unions and the state
in Ethiopia. It covers the years between 1946 and 1991, which were crucial in the organization
and reorganization of workers to achieve their common interests. The period also witnessed the
organization and reorganization of the national labour confederation in order to achieve its
autonomy in the struggle against two different regimes [Imperial and Military] which controlled
power in Ethiopia in the period under study. It has taken the years 1946 and 1991 as departure
and terminal dates of the study. The year 1946 is very significant in the history of trade unionism
in Ethiopia as it marks the birth of the Franco-Ethiopian Railway Workers’ Union, the first trade
union in the history of the country. The year 1991 marks the downfall of the military regime and
the coming to power of the Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) which
dismissed workers organizations that were reorganized under the cardinal principles of
socialism.! This study focuses, mainly, on discussing the history of the relation between the
national labour confederation which now comprises 9 federations, 1429 affiliated local unions
and a total membership of 473,626, and the successive regimes which ruled the country in the
period under study. Nevertheless, the history of the relation between some local trade unions and
the state are also discussed in relation with the early development of labour organization, labour

movement, labour education and strike.

The introductory part presents a synoptic view about the genesis of trade unions in the Western

world and Africa. It gives due emphasis to how workers posed a sustained challenge to the state

'Négarit Gazéta, Labour Proclamation No. 64/1975, 6™ December 1975, p. 1.
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to get unionized, recognized and legalized. Thereafter, a survey of the historiography of trade
union-state relations in Africa in general and in Ethiopia in particular is presented. This is
followed by the assessment of the conceptual framework which employs two central themes i.e
'labour control and labour resistance.' The Marxist approach of labour relations is also discussed
so as to conceptualize the relations between trade unions and the military regime. Finally, the
scope and methodology of the study are dealt with. And, it concludes with the discussion of

sources.
The Genesis of Trade Unionism: A Synoptic View

Trade unionism is an offshoot of industrial capitalism. It developed as a direct consequence of
the industrial revolution. As the industrial revolution got momentum, the proletariat or the
working class which emerged as a result of the revolution began to engage in collective action
against the bourgeoisie class or the owner of capital and the means of production. The coming
together of a number of workers in England to defend their common interest ultimately resulted
in the birth of trade unions around the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.” Several
scholars have defined trade unions differently either on the basis of their functions or the legal
grounds through which they are instituted. The first definition is believed to have been given on
the basis of trade unions’ functions. It appeared for the first time in Sidney and Beatrice Webb’s
writings in the 1890s. They defined trade union as “... a continuous association of wage earners

for the purpose of maintaining or improving the conditions of their working lives.”’

John Rule, The Laboring Classes in Early Industrial England, 1750-1850 (London; New York: Longman:
1986), p. 255; Marcel van der Linden, Workers of the World: Essays toward a Global Labour History, Vol. I
(Boston: Leiden Publisher Ltd, 2008), p. 22.

*Sidney and Beatrice Webb, The History of Trade Unionism (London: Longmans, 1920), p. 1.
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Nevertheless, when and where the first trade union was established is still unknown. A few
prominent labour historians have, however, put forward their own assumptions on the matter. In
fact, associations of those engaged in particular trades have very long traditions. For instance,
Marcel van der Linden traced the historical origin of this kind of workers’ association back to
May 1345 when the captain (as he was known) of the Italian city of Florence arrested the wool-
carder Ciuto Brandini and his two sons because of establishing a union with its dues and elected
leader in Arte della Lana and instigating other workers in Florence to join them.® Similar
workers’ associations which were referred as guilds also appeared in medieval Great Britain.
But, the objectives and activities of medieval guilds and associations were very different
compared to the objectives and activities of modern trade unions. Medieval guilds engaged in
social activities to create a friendly community; rather than engaging in negotiations of
conditions of employment and improving the lives of member workers. Thus, a trade union with
the existing structure, objective and purpose is believed to have emerged around late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, when the rapid transition to an industrial society created the need

for organization which could defend the interests of workers and meet their aspirations.’

Regardless of the different explanations of its origin, the rise of modern trade union with its
existing characteristics is linked with the outbreak of the Industrial Revolution. It is believed to
have been started in Great Britain around the second half of the Eighteenth century. The British
economy which was the only effectively industrialized one by the late eighteenth century began
to dominate the rest of the world. Yet, in the year between 1780 and 1832 most English working

people came to feel an identity of their own and designated a different identity for their

*Linden, p. 221.
°N. Robertson and J.L Thomas, Trade Unions and Industrial Relations (London: Business Books Ltd, 1968),
pp. 7-8.



employers and rulers.® Following in the footsteps of Britain, the United States of America (USA)
and a good part of Western and Central Europe had stepped into the industrial revolution in the

early nineteenth century.’

Industrial revolution enhanced the production of goods using machines in unprecedented degree
and this in turn brought an increment in the wealth of the owners of the industries. On the other
hand, it also brought serious social consequences on some sections of the society. It resulted in
discontent and misery among the urban and industrial poor. Consequently, spontaneous revolts
of the industrial workers began to appear in Europe. The workers expressed their resentment
violently against the owners of industries who exploited them with very little wages and under
precarious working conditions. The shift from manual labour to machines increased the profits of
the capitalists at the expense of the labourers. The newly installed machines increased the quality
and quantity of production in each industry and this in turn contributed a lot to the development
of European countries. On the other hand, they also created unprecedented levels of high
unemployment in the Western world.® Consequently, workers who lost their work began to come

together and fight against their employers so as to defend their interests.

By the early nineteenth century, shoe makers, printers, paper makers, ship builders, tailors and
other artisans had already established regular societies though there was no legal basis for such
associations. By 1814, for instance, artisans in London and its environs developed new

consciousness that ascribed wages to organizational power. This consciousness was clearly

°E. P. Thompson, The Making of the British Working Class (London: Victor Gollanez,1963), p. 11; E. J.
Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution: Europe, 1789-1848 (London: Redwood and Burn Limited, 1962), pp. 68-69.

"Hobsbawm, pp. 68-69.

8Ibid., pp. 30-39.



evident in the links established both between trade societies in the same craft and with other

trades so as to get financial assistance in times of difficulties.”

Other political developments, particularly, the French Revolution of 1789, had also considerable
influence in developing workers’ consciousness concerning their class interests. Moreover, local
businessmen and farmers sympathized with the suffering of the workers and they too plunged
into the workers’ uprising of the 1840s. In fact, the workers’ reaction to the new system had
begun right from the onset of industrialization in Western Europe.'® In Britain, for instance, the
Luddites who were usually referred to as militant workers expressed their resentment against the
employers by smashing the machines which they thought were responsible for the misery they
endured. These mechanisms which were used by the Luddites in struggling against their
employers were also supported by the urban poor and farmers who considered themselves too as

victims of the emerging selfish capitalists."'

More importantly, since the 1830s workers had started to take collective actions and bargain with
their employers. The rise of the Chartist Movement in England in 1838 further strengthened and
led the already spontaneously started trade unions’ struggle in a more coordinated and peaceful
method. With the drawing up of a charter with six points in 1838, working men’s association in
London inaugurated a well coordinated and widely supported movement at the national level.
Though they were not trade unionists, the protagonists of the Chartist Movement had supported
the fragmented trade unions at factory level to form a strong national trade union confederation.

They adopted general strike as a mechanism to force the government to hear their voices. In the

%John Rule, The Labouring Classes in Early Industrial England, 1750-1850 (London: New York: Longmans,
1986), p. 267.

""Hobsbawm, p. 38.

"Rule, pp. 263-267.



years between 1838 and 1842, for instance, they pressurized the government to fulfill the
demands of trade unions by organizing general strikes. In fact, the 1842 strike was the most
successful strike in the history of the Chartist Movement. It helped them to win higher wages and
better working conditions. Nevertheless, though millions of workers signed petitions and actively
participated in the strike, the movement did not bring long lasting solution to the problems of
trade unions. Worse still, the government used force to quell demonstrations. Regardless of the
repressive laws and the continuous intimidations made by the government, however, the Chartist
movement pushed the impetus of the working class struggle in Britain to a higher level. Their
unrelenting and protracted struggle, eventually, resulted in the establishment of the United
Kingdom Alliance of Organized Trades in Sheffield in 1866 as a steppingstone for the
establishment of a national confederation. Yet, they also forced the government to decriminalize
trade unions in 1867 and this was soon followed by the birth of the British workers’ national

confederation, Trade Union Congress (TUC) in 1868."2

Compared to Great Britain, the beginning of labour movements in the United States of America
(USA) was very late and also adopted a different format of unionization. Even though some
scholars traced the origin of labour relations in the country back to the birth of the nation itself,
no significant movement was observed among the workers for almost a century despite the
unprecedented political and economic developments registered by the country in the same
period. Until the late nineteenth century, unions were not considered as legitimate organizations
in the country by employers and workers who demanded their corporate interests were also
punished by the legal establishment. At the beginning of the 1850s, however, a few national

trade unions were formed though they failed to survive for a long time. The 1860s, saw the

Rule, p. 329.



establishment of two strong unions, the National Labour Union (NLU) and the Knight of Labour
to defend the interests of the American work force. These two trade unions, eventually, came
together and formed the American Federation of Labour (AFL) in 1886." Some seventy years
later, AFL merged with another emerging labour organization, the Congress of Industrial
Organizations (CIO) and formed the American Federation of Labour-Congress of Industrial
Organizations (AFL-CIO) on 9 February 1955. In fact, the CIO had initially emerged as a
splinter group from AFL around the 1930s and soon developed as a strong union in America."
AFL-CIO was active in establishing international alliances.'” What makes the American labour
unions different from that of Britain is that they were pure labour unions and struggled not to
fullfill their political aspirations but rather to meet their corporate interests. Though not to the
extent of Europe, there were attempts to politicize the American labor movement. But, the
American labour unions have remained predominantly corporatist and result oriented rather than

ideologically driven.'°

The development of trade unions in the Western world contributed a lot to the birth of a wage
earning class and labour organizations in Africa. Wage labour is believed to have started in
Africa just after the advent of colonialism into the region. The creation of a wage labour force in
Africa is essentially the product of the establishment of European colonial administration and the

flow of capital into the continent. Nevertheless, other forms of labour had been practiced in

BJohn A. Fossum, Labour Relations: Development, Structure and Process, Seventh Edition (New York;
Boston: Irwin/McGraw-Hill Company LTD, 1999), pp. 25-31.

“Ibid., pp. 54-55.

BCollin Gonze, “American Labor and Africa,” Africa Today, Vol. 19, No. 2, 1972, pp. 34-35: Stable URL:
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4185231.

"®William H. Friedland and Dorothy Nelkin, “American Labor: Differences and Policies toward Africa,’
Africa Today, Vol. 14, No. 1, 1967, pp. 13-16, Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/4184740.); Fossum, p. 25.
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indigenous societies of Africa for a long time before the arrival of European colonizers.'’
Regardless of providing their labour with little or no wages, African workers had not formed
trade unions until the end of the Second World War (WWII). In many African countries,
therefore, trade unionism can be said to be a post WWII phenomenon. Before that, African
labour was in its embryonic stage, and workers did not have the consciousness to form an
organized work force that could undertake collective action against employers. The creation of
trade unions among workers who had no coherence among themselves was also very difficult
and even unthinkable. Moreover, any attempt to form trade unions had often faced stubborn

resistance from both employers and the colonial state.'®

Trade unionism in Africa was first started by the colonial settlers who established their own trade
unions around the early twentieth century. Nevertheless, the overall socio-economic and political
repression carried out by the colonial administrators and employers forced African workers to
come together for collective action. And this, eventually, helped them to establish a separate
trade union led by their own tribal leaders. In fact, the newly established African trade unions did
not have any unique structure; rather they appeared merely as extensions of the trade unions

which were formerly established by colonial settlers and professional industrial workers. "’

"Richard Sand Brook and Robin Cohen, “Introduction,” The Development of an African Working Class:
Studies in Class Formation and Action (London: Longman Group Ltd, 1975), p. 13. Charles A. Orr, “Trade
Unionism in Colonial Africa,” The Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol. 4, No. 1, 1966, p. 65. Stable URL:
http://www.jstor.org/stable/159416.

®Imanuel Gesis, “Some Remarks on the Development of African Trade Unions,” Journal of the Historical
Society of Nigeria, Vol. 3, No. 2, December 1965, pp. 365-367, Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/41971168;
Roger Scott, “Are Trade Unions Still Necessary in Africa?” Transition, No. 33, 1967, p. 27. Stable URL:
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2934112.

YGerard Kester, Trade Unions and Work Place Democracy in Africa (London: Ashgate Publishing Limited,
2007), p.107.
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In Africa, as elsewhere in the rest of the world, the origin and growth of trade unionism is closely
linked to the level of socio-economic and industrial development. Though trade unions began to
emerge in Africa in the early twentieth century, African workers took much time to get organized
and recognized. The recognition of African workers organization was first started in West Africa
and later expanded to North, South, Central and East Africa. Some economic areas which require
large manpower played an important role for the birth of trade unions in Africa. For instance,
miners, dockers and railway men are among the first to create trade unions in many African

countries including Ethiopia.*’

During the colonial period, just like the rulers of many African countries, the managers of the
industries were all foreigners. As a result, African workers had no room to voice their grievances
by petitions and strikes. When they tried to do so the colonial administrators took serious
measures against them. Thus, the creation of a strong African trade union was very difficult for
African workers before WWII. Yet, the election of tribal leaders to run African trade unions was
also against the will of the colonial powers and often created serious problems. Around the end
of the 1930s, however, a few colonial governments of the British colonies recognized trade
unions in their respective regions. Likewise, several trade unions were established in French

colonies during the 1940s and early 1950s.%!

The Second World War provided a new impetus to the labour relations of Africa by at least

introducing modern elements into the society in an unprecedented scale. African veterans of

*Angela Brench, Trade Unionism in Africa: A Study of its Growth and Orientation (London: Methuen and
Co. Ltd, 1967), pp. 10-11; Sidney C. Sufrin, Unions in Emerging Societies: Frustration and Politics (New York:
Syracuse University Press, 1966), pp. 20-21.

0rr, pp. 66-67; Gesis, p. 367; V. L. Allen, “The Study of African Trade Unionism,” The Journal of Modern
African Studies, Vol. 7, No. 2, 1969, pp. 290-291. Stable URL: http://www jstor.org/stable/1591227-28.
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WWII brought new consciousness back home and began to agitate their fellow countrymen to
struggle for their freedom against colonial masters. The nationalist consciousness which was
brought by war veterans further stimulated the workers struggle in the industries to establish
independent trade unions. In general, the development of African trade unions went hand in hand
with the political struggle for independence.” In fact, the struggle for independence in many
African countries could not be completed successfully without the active participation of African

workers and their trade unions.>

As the nationalist movement began to grow after WWII African trade unions also developed
concomitantly. In the first stage, trade unions served as vehicles for political expression of the
people in the absence of any alternative. They were also used as stages for the growth of national
awareness.”* The fight against colonialism and the demand for independence had been pursued
by trade unions with great determination in various countries. Strikes had, therefore, been not
only used as weapon for nationalist leaders but also as means of creating a feeling of solidarity
and an instrument of actions. When trade unions joined the nationalist movement and when the
latter resorted to armed conflict to achieve its ultimate goals, trade unions began to serve as the

only organized avenue by which the nationalist movement can make its position known.*

During the struggle for independence, trade unions represented the labour wing of the nationalist

movements. They played a considerable part in undermining the legitimacy of colonial powers

ZGesis, pp. 368-369.

“Hassan Sunmonu, “African Unions in the Struggle for Liberation,” International Union Rights, Vol. 15, No.
1, 2008, p. 5.

*Roger Scott, The Development of Trade Unionism in Uganda (Kampala: East African Publishing House,
1966), p. 9.

»Brench, p. 74.
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by undertaking strikes, mass demonstrations and boycotts. Not only did they use trade union
tactics but also the trade union platform to launch the struggle for independence. Even though
workers were politically conscious and struggled for national independence against colonial rule,
they rarely took the political initiatives by themselves. Nevertheless, the contribution of trade
unions to the liberation of many African countries from the yoke of colonialism was very
significant. A number of former African leaders and the founding fathers of the former
Organization of African Unity (OAU) had once been active trade unionists. To mention a few of
them, Patrice Lumumba of Congo, Ahmed Sekou Toure of Guniea, Julius Nyerere of Tanzania,
Keneth Kaunda and Frederick Chiluba of Zambia, Hamani Diori of Niger, Modibo Keita of Mali

were trade unionists. >

After national independence had been achieved, most African trade unions underwent a radical
change in their relation with the state and the political parties. The strong relationship which was
formed nearly on an equal footing between trade unions and political parties began to deteriorate
after independence. As a result, trade unions were exposed to heavy pressure from political
parties and were more or less forced to a position, in which they could only serve as instruments
of the governments for increasing productivity, avoiding strikes and restraining the demands of
their member workers. In many African countries, trade union-state relations have been
backsliding to the kind that trade unions had with colonial rulers. Towards the end of colonial
rule, they were recognized and allowed to make a nearly independent union under limited
concession with the colonial masters. During the struggle for African liberation, however, they

broke the shackles of their colonial masters and joined the political parties as an autonomous

%Sunmanu, p. 5; Gesis, p. 367; Sufrin, p.31.
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entity or a fully independent union. After independence, however, the autonomy of trade unions
began to be threatened by the newly formed indigenous governments. In many African countries,
they were again reduced to non-political instruments of social stability in the interest of the
ruling class though some of their members deserted them and controlled the political
leadership.?” Thus, political parties began to use trade unions as mere vehicles to express their
political objectives to the wider masses. Consequently, African trade unions were forced to

remain oscillating between autonomy and political affiliation.*®

As elsewhere in Africa, they appeared in Ethiopia around the end of WWII. Trade unions
emerged in industries which were run by foreign capitals. The management was also controlled
by foreign nationals. Though Ethiopia was not colonized and trade unions were not the direct
extensions of colonial settlers’ trade unions, they were nonetheless the result of European
economic imperialism like that of African countries. Although indigenous self help associations
established by workers served as staging grounds for trade unions in Ethiopia, the influence of
African and European trade unions cannot be disregarded. Bahru argued that: “...capitalism in

29 While African trade unions

Ethiopia grew under the shadow and influence of imperialism.
developed hand-in-glove with the independence movement, the Ethiopian trade union remained

at its infant stage until the 1960s.

27 :
Gesis, p. 375.
William Freund, “Organized Labor in the Republic of South Africa: History and Democratic Transition,”
in Jon Kraus (ed.), Trade Unions and the Coming of Democracy in Africa (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007),
pp-216-217.
Bahru Zewde, “Economic Origins of the Absolutist State in Ethiopia, 1916-1935,” in Society, State and
History: Selected Essays (Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 2008), p. 104.
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Statement of the Problem

Trade unionism is a worldwide movement. It is an offshoot of industrialization. As outlined
above, the growth of modern industrial organizations involving the use of modern technology
and employment of wage workers was followed by the blossoming of trade unions throughout
the world. They first evolved in Great Britain around the second half of the eighteenth century,
with the expansion of industrialization, and spread to the whole of Europe and North America
around the middle of the nineteenth century and later to the rest of the world including Africa. As
an individual, an employee was weak when bargaining with employers. The conditions of work
and life of workers became so poor that workers had to protect themselves from exploitation
through unionization. Thus, trade unions were organized as a result of the continuous
associations of wage earners for the purpose of improving their working conditions. In many
countries, eventually, they became a powerful force of their respective communities by taking

active interest in politics and government activities™

This phenomenon has not only been observed in advanced countries of the world but also in
developing countries like Ethiopia. Since Ethiopia has remained predominantly an agrarian state,
a well established trade union and an organized trade union movement appeared very late in the
country as compared to the rest of the world. Trade unions have been in existence in the country
for only half a century and have gone through ups and downs in their endeavor to improve the
conditions of work of their members. This was due, in part, to the small size of the country's

industrial work force but more importantly because the state viewed any type of organized

30y, Fossum, Labour Relations (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1995), p. 32; C.B. Mammoria, Industrial
Labor and Industrial Relation in India, Vol. 1, 1975, p. 127; Frank Burchill, Labor Relations (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan Ltd, 2008), p. 2.
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protest as a form of insurrection.”’ Needless to say, most of the industrial workers and civil
servants in Ethiopia remained for a long time largely unorganized. However, some workers’
associations came into existence, usually, with the thought of securing a better bargaining
position regarding wages and benefits in their relations with employers. Thus, they remained
weak organizations struggling to attain prestige and status. The absence of legal recognition of
trade unions for a long time enabled the employers to become hostile to workers’ attempts to
organize. As a result, trade unions’ efforts to defend their right generally ended up in failure until
their struggle helped them to achieve recognition when the government promulgated the labour

relations decree for the first time in the history of the country on 5 September 1962.%

The relation between trade unions and the state in Ethiopia has been characterized by lingering
disagreements. For instance, the state often considered trade unions’ demands for better wages
and other benefits as illegitimate questions. The role of the state in Ethiopian industrial relations
went beyond drafting appropriate labour policies and laws. This has seriously affected the
tripartite relations in all industrial enterprises of the country. For many years, the state has, for
instance, taken the role of employers in the tripartite relations with trade unions. Indeed, the
tripartite relation was mainly a bilateral one just between trade unions and the state. This was
clearly observed during the military regime when the employers’ federation was dissolved and
its role was taken over by the management bodies of state agencies. Therefore, these enduring

features of industrial relations of the country are the focus of this research.

3! Ajitu Megersa, “The History of Ethiopian Working Class Struggle and its Aftermath,” BA Thesis, Addis
Ababa University: Department of Political Science and International Relations, 1984, pp 15-16.
*Desta Alemu, “The Ethiopian Trade Union Movement Pre and Post Ethiopian Revolution,” In An. A.
Gromyko (ed.) Proceedings of the Ninth International Congress of the Ethiopian Studies, Vol. I. Moscow: Nauka
Publisher, 1988, p. 137.
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The study aims mainly at reconstructing the history of the intricate relations between trade
unions and the state in Ethiopia. It deals mainly with the history of the relation between the
national confederation and the Imperial and Ddrg regimes. Among others, it seeks to answer the
following questions: what major changes and continuities were observed in the relation between
trade unions and the state for about half a century? What were the major impediments that
hindered the national confederation to be independent? How did state policies and labour
movements influence the socio-economic developments of the country in general and trade
union-state relations in particular? And what were the major development areas on which trade

unions and the state worked together?

Literature Review

In Africa, the study of labour in general and labour history in particular is still in its infancy.
Even though African labour played an important part in the growth and development of the
world economy, it has not yet been given due emphasis in the scholarly literature as compared to
the Western world. However, some comprehensive works on the various issues of labour
including the history of the relation between trade unions and the state have been written by both
expatriates and African scholars. Among African scholars, Nigerians, Ghanaians, South Africans
and Kenyans have made good progress in labour studies. In particular, South Africa, with its rich
and troubled history of organized trade unions, has seen extensive studies on labour in general

and on the history of trade unions and the state in particular.*®

33Bill Freud, “Labor and Labor History in Africa: A Review of the Literature,” African Studies Review, Vol.
27, No. 2, 1984, pp. 1-2. Stable URL.: http://www.jstor.org/stable/524115.
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In many African countries, the study of labour has been dominated by economists, sociologists
and labour and industrial relation professionals. Nevertheless, historians have also studied the
history of African workers in relation to slavery and slave trade, colonialism and its adverse
exploitation, the anti-colonial movement and post-colonial developments. The history of trade
unions and the state is discussed mainly in literature which deals with the post independence
labour conditions in Africa. Once African countries gained their independence, trade unions were
plunged into power rivalry. One of the rivalries which broke out in postcolonial African
countries was between the political party which controlled state power and the trade unions
which had contributed a lot to the liberation of Africa and aspired for strong position after
independence. However, African states failed to work with their one time partners, the trade
unions; rather they engaged in repressive activities against any organized movement. It is this
crisis of labour movements after independence that has been emphasized in the scholarly
literature. More importantly, the antagonistic attitudes of the newly emerging states against trade
unions and the subsequent struggle between the two have received considerable scholarly

attention.

The antagonistic relationship between trade unions and the state in post colonial Africa has been
covered in the literature. The works of Jimi O. Adesina and T.M. Yesufu, Ukandi Damachi, R.
B. Davison, David Hemson, Jason Hickel, J. Douglas Muir and John L. Brown are a few
instances worth mentioning in this regard. The two Ibadan scholars, Adesina and Yesufu, clearly
addressed the antagonistic relationship between trade unions and the state in post colonial
Nigeria. They argued that workers organizations contributed a lot not only to the independence
of Nigeria but also to its political developments thereafter. They, however, regretted that the

sustained organizational capacity of trade unions to challenge the state remained futile. They
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further noted that politics affected the solidarity of the country’s trade union movement at both

the national and international level. And they were reduced merely to serving the state.**

Likewise, Damachi analyzes the tripartite relations among trade unions, employers and the
different regimes in post colonial Ghana. He concluded that the post-independence regimes were
repressive towards trade unions. He further noted that the rulers of independent Ghana repeated
the colonial control practices upon trade unions.” Davison also noted that so long as the state
continued as the dominant employer of labour and the principal source of capital in
postcolonial Ghana, establishing an effective and free trade union movement would be
difficult. The state has always conspired against trade unions and repressed any form of

. 36
organized movement.

Heckle and Hemson also noted that the government of post-Apartheid South Africa played an
increasingly repressive role as it tried to contain labour's growing involvement in political
issues. The relation between the African National Congress (ANC) and Congress of South
African Trade Unions (COSATU) could not continue as it was during the periods of anti-
Apartheid struggle. They further noted that though COSATU was trying to keep its

independence, the state intervention was always there. *’

¥Jimi O. Adesina, Labour in the Exploitation of an African Crisis : A Critique of Current Orthodoxy: The
Case of Nigeria (Oxford: CODESRIA,1994), pp. 81-82; T.M. Yesufu, 4n Introduction to Industrial Relations in
Nigeria (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962), pp. 146-147.
»Ukandi G. Damachi, The Role of Trade Unions in the Development Process, With a Case Study of
Ghana (New York: Palgrave, 1974 ), pp. 88-89.
R. B. Davison, “Labour Relations in Ghana,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science, Vol. 310, 1957, p. 134. Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1030655.
3Jason Hickel, “Subaltern Consciousness in South Africa's Labour Movement: ‘Workerism’ in the KwaZulu-
Natal Sugar Industry,” South African  Historical —Journal, Vol. 64, No.3, 2012, p.1 DOIL
10.1080/02582473.2012.661756; David Hemson, “Liberation and Working Class Struggles in South Africa,”
Review of African Political Economy, No. 9, 1977, pp. 81-82.
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Muir and Brown also argued that many postcolonial African states including Kenya considered a
strong trade union as a dangerous element for their development. Thus, they put severe
restrictions on the processes of unionization. After Kenya became independent a number of trade
unions were deregistered and harsh measures were taken against the process of unionization.
Even though the government of Kenyatta gradually introduced some reforms ensuring freedom
of association the relationship between trade unions and the state remained very rough.”® In
general, therefore, the literature on African labour has focused on the antagonistic relationship
between trade unions and the African states, and ignoring the mutual engagements of the two to

enhance the socio-economic and political developments of the respective African countries.

As in many African countries, in Ethiopia, the various issues of labour in general and the history
of labour relations or industrial relations in particular have not yet been given due attention by
historians. So far there is no comprehensive scholarly work on the history of the relation between
trade unions and the state in Ethiopia. It is even possible to say that the history of trade unions
and trade unionism in Ethiopia has been hardly touched by historians. Nevertheless, given the
interdisciplinary nature of the subject, there are some works written both by undergraduate and a
few graduate students of the departments of Law, Political Science and International Relations,
Economics and Public Administration. Although they did not strictly follow historical
methodology and are not comprehensive enough to show the changes and continuities in the
relations between trade unions and the state in Ethiopia, they are indispensable to push this study

forward.

3], Douglas Muir and John L. Brown, “Trade Union Power and the Process of Economic Development: The
Kenyan Example,” [Industrial Relations, Vol. 29, No. 3, 1974, pp. 479-480. Stable URL:
http://www.jstor.org/stable/23070895.

18



Though very few, undergraduate and graduate students of the Department of History have also
attempted to study the genesis and development of trade unions during the imperial period, local
trade union movements and the history of some industrial firms in the country. Nevertheless, this
does not mean that all aspects of the industrial relations in general and the history of the relation
between trade unions and the state in particular have been adequately studied. In other words,

there is a considerable gap that has to be filled from a historical perspective.

In the earlier research works of different scholars, the full picture of the genesis and
developments of trade unions and its socio-economic and political role in the country have not
been properly addressed. More significantly, the dynamics of the relation between trade unions
and the state in the period between 1946 and 1991 have not yet received appropriate attention.
Among the scholarly works conducted on the political economy of the country in general and

labor relations and trade unions in particular, the more important ones are reviewed hereunder.

These works can be fairly categorized into four groups. The first group consists of those works
which focus on the factors that affected a particular industrial enterprise or the total
industrialization process in the country. Nevertheless, the issue of trade unions is left out of the
scope of all these studies. Among others, the works of Shiferaw Bekele, Eshetu Chole, Duri
Muhammed, Kassu Tumiso and Shumet Admas are very relevant in this category. What is
common among these works is that they assess the development of a particular industry or the
overall industrialization process in Ethiopia but leave out the issue of industrial relations.
Shiferaw has, for instance, documented well the intriguing and very tense political situations
between Emperor Menilek II and two railway line construction companies, Compagnie Imperiale

des Chemins de Fers Ethiopiens and Compagnie Imperiale des Chemins de Fer Franco-
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Ethiopien de Djibouti a Addis Abeba over the construction process of the railway line, the first
industrial enterprise in the country. What has not been investigated by the writer, however, was
the question of workers and their organization, presumably because labour and industrial
relations were beyond the scope of his study.*” Eshetu and Duri argued that the post Ethio-Italian
war period witnessed the beginning of significant industrialization process in Ethiopia. They
further indicated that industrial development in Ethiopia was still very much in its infancy and its
contribution to the gross domestic product and the country’s employment relation was less than
ten percent.*” But, they do not deal with the dynamics of industrial relations in the already
established industries. Kassu and Shumet have also studied in detail the history of Arbaminch
and Aqaqi textile factories respectively. Even though both students made an attempt to
incorporate the problems that factory workers faced during production decline, they failed to
mention the role of trade unions in forging workers and developing their bargaining power in the
respective factories. The role of state functionaries in resolving industrial problems was not also
given appropriate attention.*!

The works of Getachew Taddesse, Efrem Amare, Mesfin Getahun, Alemseged Baldados,
Solomon Tasisa and Yamlaksira Shewan Gizaw are grouped under the second category which
describes the relationship among employees, employers and the state in a particular service or

manufacturing industry in Ethiopia. These studies deal with trade unionism and trade union

*Shiferaw Bekele, “The Railway, Trade and Politics: A Historical Survey, 1896-1935,” MA Thesis, Addis
Ababa University: Department of History, 1982, p. 154.

“Duri Muhammed, “Industrialization and Income Distribution in Ethiopia,” In Riveyemamu and J.F. (ed.)
Industrialization and Income Distribution in Africa (Dakar: CODESRIA, 1980), p. 16; Eshetu Chole, “Constraints
to Industrial Development in Ethiopia,” In An. A. Gromyko (ed) Proceedings of the Ninth International Congress of
the Ethiopian Studies, Vol. I. Moscow: Nauka Publisher, 1988, p. 151.

“'Shumet Admas, “A History of Akaki Mills to 1974,” BA Thesis, Adddis Ababa University: Department of
History, 1986, p. 25; Kassu Tumiso. “A History of Arbaminch Textile Factory from Foundation to 2006,” MA
Thesis, Addis Ababa University: Department of History, 2009, p. 54.
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movements at a particular industry level rather than exploring the national context. In fact, each
trade union and trade union movement was mentioned as part of the nationally organized trade
union by these scholars. Moreover, they gave much emphasis only to the organizational structure

and problems of the respective trade unions.*

For instance, Yamlaksira’s MA thesis and the BA theses of Getachew and Alemseged focus on
workers’ unions of private higher education institutions, Ethiopian Airline Workers’ Union and
Workers’ Union of Ethiopian Insurance Companies respectively. These studies assessed the
major hurdles that the instructors of higher education institutions, the workers of the Ethiopian
airlines and insurance companies had faced when they formed unions. The writers argued that
the absence of a comprehensive labour law and lack of awareness among the workers about the
role of trade unions were impediments to the development of trade unionism in Ethiopia.* On
the other hand, the BA theses of Mesfin, Efrem and Solomon deal with workers’ union in the
Ethiopian marble industry, Metehara and Wonji sugar industries respectively. They gave much
emphasis to industrial developments and labour organizations inside each industry. However,

they ignored trade union—state relationship in the respective industries.**

“Getachew Taddesse, “The Politics of Labor Movement in Ethiopian Air Lines Labor Union,” BA Thesis,
Addis Ababa University: Department of Political Science and International Relations, 1973, 6; Efrem Amare, “The
History of Metehara Sugar Factory from its Foundation to 1974,” BA Thesis, Addis Ababa University: Department of
History, 1989, p. 22; Mesfin Getahun, “The History of Ethiopian Marble Industry, 1937-1984,” BA Thesis, Addis
Ababa University: Department of History, 1989, 25; Alemseged Baldados, “A History of the Labor Union of
Ethiopian Insurance Corporation,” BA Thesis, Addis Ababa University: Department of History, 2000, p. 3; Solomon
Tasisa, “The Labour Organization of Wonji Sugar Workers,” BA Thesis, Addis Ababa University: Department of
Sociology, 1980, 10; Yamlaksira Shewangizaw, “Hurdles against Setting up Trade Unions: A Case of Selected
Private Higher Educational Institutions,” MBA Thesis, Addis Ababa University: Department of Management, 1999,
p- L.

BGetachew, p. 6; Alemseged, p. 3; Yamlaksira, p. 21.

#Solomon, p. 10; Efrem, p. 22; Mesfin, p. 25.
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The third group of studies deals with the labour legislations and policies introduced and
implemented by the imperial and military regimes to strengthen industrial relations and to
guarantee the formation of trade unions in the country. The works of Lynn G. Morehous, R.
Stutz, Seyum Gebre Egziabher and Tefera Haile Selassie are very relevant in this regard. These
scholars argued that labour remained unrecognized for a long period of time by the legislative
body of the country. They further indicated that it was Article 47 of the Revised Constitution of
1955 that recognized Ethiopians’ right to engage in any occupation and to form and join
associations for the first time in the history of Ethiopia. This recognition was, however, later
strengthened by the introduction of the civil code of 1960 and the labour relations decree of
1962.* In fact, Seyum has traced back the recognition of industrial relations by the legislative
body to 1944. He argued that Article III of the factories proclamation of 1944 set up a factory’s
board which was responsible for the establishment of appropriate conditions of work such as
hours of work and place of work for employees.*® However, the proclamation did not mention

workers’ wage and their right to form association; rather it was more about social welfare.

On the other hand, Morehous and Stutz argued that the labour relation decree of 1962 has
brought a significant change in the nature of industrial relations in Ethiopia. They further stated
that though this proclamation gave juridical recognition to trade unions, it restricted their role in
political matters.*’ It was, however, after this decree that CELU was instituted on 9 April 1963

and affiliated with the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), among others.

“Lynn G. Morehous, “Ethiopian Labor Relations: Attitudes, Practice and Law,” Journal of Ethiopian Law,
Vol. 3, No. 1, 1969, pp. 45-46, R. Stutz, “The Developing Industrial Relation System in Ethiopia,” A Teaching
Material, Addis Ababa University: Department of Economics, 1967, pp. 64-65; Tefera Haile Selassie, “Ya Industry
ena Y4 Mingest Sdratino¢ Astddadar Edegét,” in Shiferaw Bekele (ed.) Kd Dehendt Wodd Lemat:Eweqdten
Litewuled Mastdlaldf (Addis Ababa: Forum for Social Studies, 2006), pp. 83-90.

*Seyum Gebre Egziabher,“The Development of Some Institutions Concerned with Labor Relations in
Ethiopia,” A Teaching Material, Haile Selassie I University: Department of Public Administration, 1969, p. 12.

“"Morehous, p. 15; Stutz, p. 65.
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Despite tracing the genesis of labour law in the country, the scholars said nothing about the
procrastination of the state in introducing comprehensive policies and laws on labour and related

1Ssues.

Likewise, Tefera Haile Selassie argued that the labour relation in Ethiopia until the 1960s was
much similar with the period of slavery. It was characterized by a master-servant style relation.
He further noted that the growth of labour relations in the country has been lethargic as
compared to the labour relations in the newly independent African countries. However, as an
insider and a government functionary who was appointed to a high post in the Ministry of
Labour and Social Affairs in the period understudy, he didn’t clearly explain why Ethiopia
lagged behind African countries in labour relations. The author devoted much of his analysis to
showing how the imperial regime strove to make the foundational work or to establish a platform

for labour institution in the country.*®

The fourth group of studies has attempted to assess the nature of industrial relations in general
and trade unions in particular at the national context. Even though their analysis is quite
different, their scope of study is the same; they have all attempted to cover the nature of
industrial relations right from the establishment of the national labour confederation in the
country to the beginning of the military regime. The works of Beyene Solomon, Tewodros
Seyum, Desta Alemu, Ajitu Megeresa, Kiflu Mekuria and Gideon Mengesha are good examples

of this group.

*Tefera Haile Selassie, “Yi Industry ena Y# Mingest Siratifiod Astidadir Edegit,” in Shiferaw Bekele
(ed.) Kd Dehendt Wodd Lemat ...," pp. 101-102.
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Beyene’s works are memoirs. The first book, Fighter for Democracy: The Saga of an Ethiopian
Labour Leader, is written in English and comprises about twenty eight interconnected themes.
In his book, the author describes his life history and his role as a leader of CELU. In doing so,
however, Beyene narrates only the overall activities of CELU in the period between 1962 and
1974. He says little about the confederation after 1974.The second book, Yd Ilteyopiya Sdratdinoc
Andendt Mahebdr Wulddt, Edegdt, Wudeqdit, is written in Ambharic. But, it seems to be a mere
translation of some of the themes of the first book though some illustrations are added. In both
books, Beyene describes CELU’s organizational structure, foreign relations and the role it played
during workers’ strikes from its establishment to the beginning of the military regime. In his
analysis, Beyene gave much emphasis to the contribution that CELU made to the workers of the
country. Moreover, the author exposes only the shortcomings of the state while remaining silent
about the shortcomings of CELU's leadership. Beyene describes how the leadership worked to
strengthen the Confederation and overlooked the role of the majority of member workers. He
ascribed the weakness of CELU, as compared to other trade unions in Africa, to the small size of
the workforce, the poor educational background of members, and the predominant agrarian

economy of the country.*

Tewodros’s MA thesis, “A Short History of the Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions
(CELU), 1962-1975” is another work on the subject. In his thesis, the author deals with the
genesis of CELU, its overall activities and the role that it had played in the Ethiopian revolution.
Despite the numerous appendices that he has attached to his thesis, Tewodros depended heavily

on secondary sources, especially, on Beyene’s Amharic book. To his credit, however, he

“Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of an Ethiopian Labor Leader (Baltimore: Publish
America, LLP, 2010), p. 87; Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sdratdnoc¢ Andendt Mahebdr Wulddt, Edegdt, Wudeqdit
(Addis Ababa: Image Enterprise PLC, 2004 E.C/2012), p. 72.
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interviewed Abraham Makonnen and Beyene Solomon, the first two leaders of CELU, to verify

and complement secondary sources.

Desta’s article “The Ethiopian Trade Union Movement Pre and Post Ethiopian Revolution” is
also another relevant work to understand the Ethiopian trade union movement from its inception
to the end of the military regime. Nevertheless, Desta attributed the successive failure of
Ethiopian workers to undertake a general strike nationwide only to the conspiracy of the
Ethiopian government rather than the docile and subservient nature of trade union leaders and the
weakness of the organizational structure of CELU.”® True, as has been described by various
scholars, the intervention of the state in the overall activities of trade unions was quite evident
since the emergence of organized workers in the country. Moreover, the article overlooked the
positive relationship which was established between trade unions and the state for mutual

benefit.

The BA theses of Kiflu, Gideon and Ajitu share a common belief that trade unions are forces for
democracy representing the interest of the working class and their legality implies the
democratization of the social, economic and political institutions of the society. Even though the
work of Kiflu is from a historical perspective and the works of Ajitu and Gideon are from a
political science and international relations point of view, they all argued that trade unionism and
trade union movements are clear manifestations of an advanced and higher stage of socio-
economic formation of a given country that can only be attained with the coming of capitalism

and its socialized production. These works are written virtually based on oral information which

*Desta Alemu, pp. 140-141.
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was collected from participants of trade union movements and trade union leaders.”!
Nevertheless, these studies attributed the birth of trade unions and the beginning of trade union
movements in Ethiopia to the influence of the Organization of African Unity (OAU), the
International Labour Organization (ILO) and the neighboring African country’s trade unions,

disregarding its indigenous character.

The thesis of Thomas C. Killion, “Workers, Capital and the State in the Ethiopian Region, 1919-
1974” is one of the most important scholarly works on the subject. The author assesses the
dynamics of capital, workers and the state in the Ethiopian region right from the commencement
of railway transport from Djibouti to Addis Ababa to the demise of the imperial regime. He gave
due emphasis to those trade unions that emerged along the Franco-Ethiopian railway line, such
as the dock and maritime workers’ union in the port of Djibouti, French workers’ organization,
Somali and Yemeni workers’ organization and Ethiopian workers’ union. Moreover, due
attention has also been given to workers’ organizations in Eritrea. Killion argued that the
aforementioned trade unions were established in the Ethiopian region as a result of the influx of
European capital. He further noted that they were influenced by the ethnic and national
consciousness of the respective people. Nevertheless, the author failed to look at CELU as a
national confederation and also attributed the formation of workers’ organization in Ethiopia
only to the influx of European capital into the region. The scope of his study is also limited to the

. . . 52
imperial period.

'Kiflu Mekuria, “The History of Growth of Labor Unions in Ethiopia,” BA Thesis, Haile Selassie I
University: Department of History, 1973, p. 3; Ajitu, p. 5; Gideon Mengesha, “The Labour Movement in Ethiopia,”
BA Thesis, Addis Ababa University: Department Political Science and International Relations, 1988, p. 6.

2Thoms C. Killion, “Workers, Capital and the State in the Ethiopian Region, 1919-1974,” PhD Dissertation,
University of Stanford: Department of History, 1985, pp. 172-175.
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In general, the dominant issue which is given due emphasis in much of the literature is the
antagonistic relationship between the state and trade unions which has existed since the 1940s.
Issues like collaboration between trade unions and the state for mutual benefit is left
unmentioned, probably because trade unions have continued to express their grievances against
the government until the downfall of the military regime and thereafter. For instance, some
scholars stood in favor of the cause of the workers and their unions and demonized the state as
hostile to their right. They argued that it was the state that abused the industrial relations in the
country and prevented workers from striking. For instance, the works of Beyene and Desta are
very much in this vein.”> Beyene, for instance, argued that from the establishment of CELU the
political atmosphere in the country was very tense and the national security and the Imperial
Body Guard were intimidating and hindering all its undertakings.’® He further indicated that
even after Emperor Haile Selassie I issued the labor relations decree on 5 September 1962, some
members of CELU were arrested and others were physically intimidated. Consequently, he
added that CELU failed to conduct a successful general strike though it called a strike by
member workers several times.””> He further asserted that even though the military regime issued
Labor Proclamation No. 64/1975 on 6 December 1975 that would transform the structure of
CELU into a socialist oriented one, it continued to intimidate trade unions’ leaders whenever
they intended to organize a strike.’® In his analysis of the Ethiopian industrial relations, however,
Beyene did not explain why both the imperial and the military regimes stood against trade

unions.

>*Beyene, Fighters for...,p. 67; Desta, pp. 136-137.
**Beyene, Fighters for..., pp. 66-67.

>Ibid, p. 72.

Ibid, p. 166.
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Likewise, Desta argued that though Ethiopia became a member of ILO in 1923, trade unions had
remained unrecognized until 1962 because of lack of interest on the side of the imperial
regime.”’ He further indicated that even after the approval of the first labour relation decree, the
imperial government, taking advantage of its ties with the capitalist countries, invited foreign
specialists to assimilate industrial knowhow and their workers aspirations in order to fit the
ruling circles and consolidate their own economic and political position in the country.
Moreover, the proclamation restricted the leaders of trade unions from any involvement in
political activities.”® He added that even though the military regime issued a separate
proclamation for trade unions which is referred to as Trade Unions Proclamation No. 222 of
1982, they remained under strict supervision of one of the government agencies, the Commission
for Organizing the Party of the Working People of Ethiopia (COPWE). As a result, the leaders of
trade unions remained under continuous fear of arrest or intimidation by the state and failed to

undertake a general strike in the country.”

On the other hand, some scholars argued that it was the deviant political ideologies of trade
unions and their leaders that forced the government to work against them. Among others,
Andargachew Tiruneh, John Markakis and Nega Ayele argued that trade unions had virtually
anti government political stand like opposition groups or parties.”® Andargachew further
indicated that at the beginning, the trade unions had been corporatist in character but after some

decades they became more and more political and this strengthened the interventions and

"Desta, p. 136.

*Ibid, pp. 137-138.

YIbid, pp.140-141.

% Andargachew Tiruneh, The Ethiopian Revolution, 1974-1987 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1993), p. 23; John Markakis and Nega Ayele, Class and Revolution in Ethiopia (Addis Ababa: Shama Books Plc,
2006), p. 111.
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reprisals of the government against them.®' Similarly, Markakis and Nega argued that trade
unions were considered as opponents of the government because they staged strikes not only for
industrial demands but also supporting some political agenda.®® They further indicated that trade
unions, for instance, opposed the proposed education reform /Sector Review/ in support of the
Ethiopian Teachers Association (ETA) and the unequal distribution of land in the country
supporting peasants in 1974.% Both scholars treated trade unions as opponents of the
government or supporter of opposition groups rather than considering them as positive

democratic forces for the all round development of the nation.

Thus, most of the sources reviewed so far are characterized by narrowness of focus and
limitation of scope. They all emphasize the antagonistic relationship that existed between trade
unions and the state in industrial enterprises during the imperial period though some of them, of
course, assessed the military regime as well. This study, therefore, seeks to continue this
important line of investigation and offers an alternative that combines elements of all forms of
relationships including the antagonistic one that existed between trade unions and the state.
Moreover, the study will explore areas of collaboration between trade unions and the state and
how this in turn contributed to industrial development in the country and to bring peace among
major actors in industrial enterprises. It aims also to examine and analyze the following themes:
the antecedents of trade unions in Ethiopia, the similarities and differences in labour policies of
the different regimes, changes and continuities in the national confederation, the responses of the
state to trade union movements and the role of trade unions and the state in educating the

industrial labour force of the country.

% Andargachew, p. 28.
2Markakis and Nega, pp. 111-112.
S Ibid, p. 112.
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Conceptual and Analytical Framework

Trade unionism arises with industrialization. Nevertheless, it does not mean that it could not
appear in developing countries with low level of industrialization. Labour institutions which deal
with wage, working hour and conditions of working place were established both in developed
and developing countries at different times. Nevertheless, the way trade unions were operating
and the ideology that drove them varied from country to country in accordance with their level of
socio-economic and political development. Likewise, the relation between trade unions and the
state has grown in line with the overall development of the respective countries. Yet, the
ideology of the state and the state—capital alliance often influenced the relation between trade
unions and the state. Thus, this study argues that the conceptual framework used to analyze the
history of the relation between trade unions and the state in developing countries should be

different from that of developed countries.**

Ethiopia is one of the developing countries in the world. Since the country has been still at the
early capitalist stage of development one can witness the dominance of strong state-capital
alliance which in turn affects the relation between trade unions and the state. Trade unionism in
Ethiopia has had a precarious existence since the emergence of an organized labour movement in
the country around the early 1940s. Trade unions have particularly faced several challenges
being the target of succeeding governments, political factions, employers and unfavorable
economic policies. Worse still, they have been characterized by weak organizational structures

and often lack of unity.®

4Sufrin, pp. 33-34.
*Markakis and Nega, p. 60.
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Since the main purpose of this study is to examine the history of the relationship between trade
union and the state in Ethiopia the central organizing concepts are ‘labour control and labour
resistance’.®® They are employed as major concepts to describe and analyze the changing pattern
of trade unions-state relationship. The study argues that in developing countries or in countries
which are at the stage of early capitalism the state is always attached with capital and stands
against labour. Labour control is used to refer to the activities of the owner and collaborators of
capital including the state which are designed to assert authority over wage labour and control
the workers and their organization. On the other hand, labour resistance is used to denote those
activities of the workers and collaborators of wage labour which are conducted to obstruct the

domination of capital and the state and assert the autonomy of workers’ organization.®’

In emerging capitalist economies like Ethiopia, the state has always been linked with capital so
as to enhance investment, and surplus production by minimizing wage and controlling workers’
resistance. Consequently, the relationship between trade unions and the state has become
antagonistic. On the other hand, workers and their organizations have struggled to obstruct the
intervention of the state and assert their autonomy. John Markakis and Nega Ayele argued that
the strong bond established between the imperial regime and foreign capital to enhance
investment and surplus production by controlling wage labour provoked militant action on the
part of the workers. They further explained that ... constant and forceful intervention of the
state on behalf of capital provided a clear demonstration of the link between these two, and

promoted the rapid development of political consciousness among the Ethiopian proletariat.”®®

56Jeff Crisp, The Story of an African Working Class: Ghanaian Miners Struggle, 1870-1980 (London: Zed
Books Ltd., 1984), p. 1.

Ibid., pp.1-2.

%Markakis and Nega, p. 60.
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Bahru also argued that the collaboration between the state and capital helped the latter to get
admiration for its role in transforming the environment at the expense and misery of workers.®
Likewise, Killion argued that unlike the strong relationship that has existed between workers and
capital in developed labour relations because of the unique pattern of capitalist development in
Ethiopia, the state has always taken the role of capital and established relation with the workers.
Consequently, this created resistance on the part of workers and repression by the state. He
further noted that during the imperial period”...a virtual state-capital alliance had developed
between the imperial class and foreign capital.”’® Kiflu Tadesse also used the two concepts to
describe the participation of workers and their organization in the 1974 revolution. He argued
that the Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions (CELU) showed their resistance to the state

to form an independent organization and to get promulgated a new progressive labour code’’

Nevertheless, with the coming to power of the military regime after the 1974 revolution, a new
labour relation with the socialist model was developed. In this model, the state fully controlled
capital and became sympathizer of workers. Thus, an alternative conceptual framework, the
‘Marxist Labour Relation Aproach’ is also used to guide the relationship between the All
Ethiopian Trade Unions (AETU) and the military regime. This approach recognizes the existence
of an inherent conflict in labour relations. It also argues that the conflict in the industry is just the

reflection of class conflicts which pervades the whole of the society.”

%Bahru Zewde, “Environment and Capital: Notes for a History of the Wonji-Shoa Sugar Estate, 1951-1974,”
in Society, State and History: Selected Essays (Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 2008), pp, 120-221.
"Killion, p.10.
"'Kiflu Tadesse, The Generation Part II, Ethiopia: Transformation and Conflict, The History of the Ethiopian
Peoples’ Revolutionary Party (New York: University Press of America Inc, 1998), pp. 18-19.
S .Deery and D. Plowman, Australian Industrial Relations (Sydney: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1985), p.12.
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Marxists see labour relations as an element in the totality of social relations of production. The
Marxist approach argues that conflict in labour relations is not just an industrial problem; rather
it emanates from class struggle. Marxists believe that in the capitalist economy there is always an
imbalance of power between the owner of the means of production and the work force both
within and outside industries. They further note that the struggle of workers under their trade
unions is vital to bring the imbalance of power in the industries to equilibrium. According to this
approach, the role of the state is developing institutionalized mechanisms for controlling

conflicts between classes both within and outside the industries and achieving social stability.”

Thus, these approaches will be helpful to analyze the major problems which could affect the
tripartite relation in industrial enterprises and drove workers to strike. However, this thesis also
tries to show that there has not been only antagonistic relation between states and trade unions

rather there were also issues on which they worked for mutual benefits.

Methodology and Sources

The investigation focuses on the history of the intricate relation between the national labour
confederation and the state in the period between 1946 and 1991. Exploring the changes and
continuities in the relation between the national confederation and the two successive regimes
which controlled power in the period under study is the major focus of this study. It also assesses
how the changes and continuities were sustained during the transitional period of the incumbent

regime as an epilogue. Moreover, due emphasis is also given to individual unions when labour

Frank, p. 5; Deery and Plowman, 11; Michael Salamon, Industrial Relations: Theory and Practice, 4™ edition.
(Edinburgh: Pearson Education Ltd, 2000), p. 9.
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movements and strikes are discussed. Even though industrial relation is all about the relationship
among the three stakeholders, i.e workers and their unions, employers and their federation and
the state, this study does not give much emphasis to the employers’ federation. Since,
particularly during the military regime, almost all industrial enterprises were under government
control and employers were government appointees, the role of employers’ federation has been
virtually taken by the state agencies and it is insignificant for this study. But, some major points
will be seen in the discussion of tripartite relations. With regard to the state, this study will focus
on the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA) and the Labour Board which played an
important role in the labour relations of the country. Moreover, it analyzes the political economy
of labour and labour policies of the state which, of course, differed from regime to regime, and

also influenced the labour situation of the country differently.

The sources used in this study are mainly collected from the archives of several institutions,
government agencies, industries and libraries. I collected archives from these organizations for a
year and half from July 2014 to December 2015. Some organizations are worth mentioning in
this regard. The various collections which are available in the Institute of Ethiopian Studies (IES)
are very significant for this study. Among the various collections, the Ethiopian Herald, Addis
Zdamdn, the Voice of Labour, and several other magazines and bulletins provide important details
about the history of the relation between trade unions and the state in Ethiopia. The clandestine
papers of the leftist political parties such as Democracia, Abyot, Labader and Yisdfiw Hezeb
Dems and others are also important primary sources to understand the role of trade unions during
the 1974 revolution. The other important sources which are available in IES are microfilms
brought from British Foreign Office. They are very useful to understand the early developments

of FEthiopian labour movements in relation with the Franco-Ethiopian railway workers'
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movement. Due mainly to the efforts of Sven Rubenson, microfilms are brought from British
Foreign Office and are made available in the IES. In general, the researcher has benefited a lot
from the potential of these primary sources.

The Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA) was also one of the most important
institutions from which I collected pertinent archives from September to November 2014.
Several archives related to Labour Board, tripartite relations and correspondences between
MoLSA and the national labour confederation are deposited in its archive. Though the archives
were kept haphazardly and made the search for pertinent sources a herculean task, the researcher

benefited much from it.

The research also draws on primary sources deposited in the archive and library of the
Confederation of Ethiopian Trade Unions (CETU). I photographed a lot of archives from it. I
also photocopied several unpublished sources and a number of volumes of the confederation's
news paper, the Voice of Labour from the library. The national confederation’s correspondences
with local union leaders, the Labor Board, the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs and the

security apparatus are valuable primary sources collected from CETU's archive.

Attempts have also been made to gather archives from the defunct Franco-Ethiopian Railway
Company both at Dire Dawa and Addis Ababa, Dire Dawa Textile, Factory, Baher Dar Textile
Factory, Dire Dawa Cement Factory, Ethiopian Fiber Factory, Wonji-Séwa Sugar Factory,
Anbdissa Transport Company and Aqaqi Textile Factory. Nevertheless, I was not able to find
pertinent documents from the aforementioned industrial firms. For instance, the documents of the

Franco-Ethiopian Railway Company at Dire Dawa had been put between the roof and the ceiling
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in the administrative building and virtually changed into dust because of high temperature. The
documents which were found in Addis Ababa had been put underground and destroyed because
of runoff. Like wise, most of the documents of the Wonji- Séwa Sugar factory were destroyed
because of runoff from the Awash River. The archives of a number of other factories were taken
by the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (FDRE) Board of Trustee for Public Enterprises
when they were privatized. The Board collected only selected documents and put them under
strict control. Though I could not get pertinent sources to my research, the archives of Baher Dar

Textile were easily accessible and well kept.

Yet, attempts have also been made to access unpublished private diaries and memoirs written by
workers and trade union leaders. Among others, I benefited a lot from the collections of
Abreham Mikonédn and Abidra Abdbi. Since they were the major actors in the labour relations,
the personal records of such personalities contributed a lot to this dissertation. Nevertheless, the
search for these memoirs to supplement the published sources was the hardest task for the

researcher.

Thirdly, attempts have been made to use oral sources and fill the gap left by archival sources.
Oral sources can serve not only as sources by themselves but also as eyewitness accounts to
countercheck the information obtained from secondary and archival sources. Thus, extensive
fieldwork was conducted among the major institutions and industries located both inside and
outside the capital. This helped the researcher to gather data from leaders of trade unions and the
management bodies as well as workers. The interview was conducted by selecting very
knowledgeable individuals who were active participants in the events under study, mainly labour

leaders. But, since most of the top leaders of the organizations were residing abroad, I faced a
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serious problem to find them in person. Consequently, I was forced to interview some of them
through phone calls. This hindered me to interview as many top labour leaders as possible.
Regardless, 1 tried to get pertinent information by using every available medium of

communication.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF ETHIOPIAN LABOUR

MOVEMENT, 1946-1962

This chapter broadly discusses the early development of the Ethiopian labour movement and the
response of the state [government] to this unfolding phenomenon in the period between 1946 and
1962. The early development of Ethiopian labour movement clearly falls into three stages. In the
first stage, Ethiopian labourers in different industrial enterprises established self-help
associations to help member workers who were made redundant for various reasons. Sometimes,
leaders of the associations tried to mediate between the workers and the employers peacefully.
They also expressed their views concerning the situations of their member workers in different
forms. The associations not only served as a medium to help one another but they were also used
as important platforms to discuss their day to day experiences in the industry. It also helped
member workers to develop intimate relations among themselves and overcome homesickness as
most of them came from different areas living their relatives behind. In the second stage,
workers in the associations and outside began to develop class consciousness and began to
struggle to promote their class interests. They combined economic demands with nationalist
consciousness against foreign employers and the state. The self-help associations were soon
changed into covert trade unions. In the third stage, factory level covert trade unions joined
together to form cooperatives and employ laid off and injured workers. This snowballed into a

strong labour movement and resulted in the establishment of the Ethiopian Labour Unions
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(ELU), the first of its kind in the history of Ethiopia, and a precursor of the later Confederation

of Ethiopian Labour Unions (CELU).

This chapter mainly addresses the antecedents to the Ethiopian labour movement and how issues
of labour came to be incorporated into policies of the state. It also surveys how wage labour was
started in Ethiopia before the advent of capitalism to the country. How was foreign capital
penetration into Ethiopia welcomed by the state? How did the existing feudal political economy
provide space for capitalism to flourish in Ethiopia? To what extent did foreign capital
penetration hasten the proletarianization of peasants in the country? How did the "peasant
proletarians" develop their class consciousness and come to be categorized as a working class?
How were the enterprise based self-help associations transformed into covert trade unions? What
kinds of measures were taken by the state to deal with problems of labour relations? These are

among the wide range of questions that this chapter tries to address.

1.1 Antecedents to Workers’ Organization in Ethiopia

1.1.1. The Evolution of Wage Labour in Ethiopia

Ethiopia is an ancient and independent country in Africa.' It has a rich heritage. However, it is a
predominantly agrarian society.? True, labour is one of the most important factors of production
even in agrarian economic relations, but since it is beyond the scope of this study, it will not be

discussed in any detail. On the other hand, Ethiopia has had a very long history of handicraft

'Bahru Zewde, A History of Modern Ethiopia, 1855-1991, Second Edition, (Oxford: James Currey: Addis
Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 2002), p. 1.

’Desta Alemu, “The Ethiopian Trade Union Movement Pre and Post Ethiopian Revolution,” In An. A.
Gromyko (ed.) Proceedings of the Ninth International Congress of the Ethiopian Studies, Vol. 1 (Moscow: Nauka
Publisher, 1988), p. 135.
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production.” Nonetheless, despite the use of spectacular designs produced by handicraft workers
on the coins and relics of the Aksumite civilization and on the rock hewn churches of Lalibéla
which are clear evidence of the existence of skilled labourers, we find no mention of wage labour
and wage earning class or any labour organizations that could be compared to our present
workers’ organizations or trade unions. Presumably, the very substantial part of the production
then was undertaken either by slave or forced labour not by wage labour.” Alongside tribute,
surplus labour was used as one of the economic bases of political power before the twentieth
century. It was apparently extracted in the form of either chattel slavery or forced labour.’
Hence, providing labour service for a wage or in Amharic ddmwdz® [literally, the sweat of blood]

is a very recent phenomenon in Ethiopia history.

Needless to say, wage labour scarcely existed in traditional Ethiopia because slaves were often
chosen for work instead of hired labourers. Traditional Ethiopians preferred slaves to hired
servants because they considered the former as more industrious and dependable than the latter
until the early twentieth century. In fact, the absence of monetary economy also seriously
hindered the growth of wage labour in the country. Consequently, human labour had been

exploited mercilessly without any payment until the beginning of the twentieth century.’

*Eshetu Chole, “Constraints to Industrial Development in Ethiopia,” In An. A. Gromyko (ed.) Proceedings of
the Ninth International Congress of the Ethiopian Studies, Vol. I (Moscow: Nauka Publisher, 1988), p. 151.

“Richard Pankhurst, Economic History of Ethiopia, 1800-1935 (Addis Ababa: Haile Selassie I University Press,
1968), p. 393.

°Bahru Zewde, 4 History of Modern....p. 87.

®Three different Amharic terms such as ddamdwdiz [£a°@M], menda [9°%4] and assdb [A00] have been used to
refer to a wage in Ethiopia. They have been used interchangeably for a long time. The wage earner or labourer has
also been known as ddamdwdztdna [LoPOWT], menddna [9°785] and balassib [AAAA-0]. But, I did not get any clue
as to why ddmdwdz has widely been used to refer to wage in Ethiopia to this day. See also the dictionaries prepared
by Dista Takldwold, p. 356 and 787 and Ethiopian Language Research Center, p.457, 81 and 315.

"Richard Pankhurst, "Status, Division of Labour and Employment in the Twentieth- Century Ethiopia," in Alula
Pankhurst's (ed.) Ethnological Society Bulletin Vol. 1, No. 1-10 and Vol. II, No. 1, 1953-1961 , 2002, p. 428.
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Even though the commoditization of labour has significantly developed since the advent of
capitalism into Ethiopia at the end of the nineteenth century, but mainly at the beginning of the
twentieth century, human labour had been used in different forms in the country. Thus, it is
imperative to examine the trajectories of the commoditization of human labour before the advent
of capitalism into the country that contributed a lot to the birth and development of wage labour
and the working class movement. Besides chattel slavery, in traditional Ethiopia, labour was
used in the subsistence economy in which peasants who owned rist land and their family worked
to produce their own consumption, as well as those of their lords. Likewise, though they were

segregated, craftsmen and traders also laboured largely on their own account.®

In addition, peasants were forced to provide labour as elf °to the feudal lords and their
companions who required transportation service whenever they traversed through their villages.
In fact, so far there is no clear evidence concerning as to when such an institution of feudal
labour dues was introduced. Perhaps, it might have been introduced in the early medieval period.
For instance, Francisco Alvarez who arrived in Ethiopia in 1520 noted that his luggage was
carried by around five to six hundred people across the Mirdb River. He added that such

. 10
carrying system was named as elfa.

Likewise, the construction of the road from Addis Ababa to Addis Aldm in 1902 was fully

carried out by elf. Emperor Menilek II ordered all his local governors to send him around 1000

*Richard Pankhurst, “Italian and ‘Native’ Labour During the Italian Fascist Occupation of Ethiopia, 1935-
1941, A Paper Presented in the University of Ghana, Legon Conference on Innovation in African Economic
History in December, 14-20,1971, p. 1.

’Elf was a feudal corvee labour institution imposed on the peasantry. It describes transporting the personal
materials and goods of the lord in times of peace and provisions in times of war.

Francisco Alvarez, Narrative of the Portuguese Embassy to Abyssinia during the Years 1520-1527,
Translated by Lord Stanley Alderley (New York: The Hakluyt Society, Reprinted in 1970), pp.74-76.
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peasants each to construct this road. Thus, around 50, 000 forced labourers who came from all
over the country under the supervision of an Italian Engineer, Castagna constructed the road."'
This forced labour institution continued to be practiced in the country until it was totally

abolished on 23Tegemt 1925 EC (3 November 1932). The proclamation stated that:

- -0AGPLFIP (1004TY NIPFINLD- 1AL N19PTT AT AAGE NPANI® P1NZANYT FOHH U PAAD-
0% QA PPt PTG PAAET 0918 FOHH (HY P14 847 ATSTH0A §RAYAU= A1l TIrgP
Hagorge (Y 089 ®SY  ATHPOC OPOU M A78 NOAES NP7 LUDT AHY
AFOFICT: QAL avPy AC ATt 0AG +aoiing® NAPE htoich NAY OTFANTY
PIOITTDF TIHA Ko TS AC AAGTI® ALAY ARG AHHI° Gy PPRFTTOF TPI° AdPCHy
OGP hF DT PO (109 LOATAYA:

.. T have banned elf and miten'® which were illegal dues imposed over the land
owners in addition to land tax to avoid any possible penalty which would
appear as a result of their procrastination. Regional governors and appointees
have to hire your own labourers when you are travelling, and stop troubling
the poor by imposing elf and méten over them. You, Land owners! Realizing
that you are relieved from the liabilities of méten and elf by the law, you
should not refuse to sell fire wood and grass and lose the income that you
would earn from it and also you should not be idle and harass the passers-by.
The price will be set by the law.

Besides elf, yd hudad was also one of the corvee labour institutions where peasants were forced
to provide their labour on the farm of their lord and some of his functionaries.'* This type of
forced labour invested on the hudad generally took a third of the peasant's labour time."” A

number of other imperial estates were also cultivated by corvée labour.'® Several forms of yd

gulbdit eda (labour dues) were also imposed upon the peasants. For instance, peasants were

""Aleme Eshete, “The Peasant Worker Transformation in the History of the Ethiopian Proletariat, (1900-
1935),” A Paper Presented in East Africa Conference on Aspects of the Economic History of Eastern Africa,
Nazeret: December, 1982, p. 7.

“Mahteme Selassie Welde Mesqel, Zekrdi Néigdir (Addis Ababa: Berhan ena Silam Printing Press, 1962 EC),
p. 423; Aleme Eshete, “The Peasant Worker Transformation in the ...,” p. 16.

" Miiten was one type of feudal dues practiced in Ethiopia until the early twentieth century. It refers the grass
and firewood which were provided for the lords and his companions by the gdbbars whenever they travelled through
their village.

" Juanna Mantel-Niecko, The Role of Land Tenure in the System of Ethiopian Government in Modern Times,
Translated by Adam Robinski Krzysztof (Warsaw: Wydawnictwa Uniwerysytetu Warsawskiego, 1980), pp. 91-92.

“Bahru Zewde, A History of Modern...,p. 87.

'®Addis Hiwet, Ethiopia: From Autocracy to Revolution (London: Review of African Political Economy,
1975), p. 32.
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forced to construct the houses of the ruling class and of the clergy. They were also forced to

. . . . 1
construct granaries, grind grain, hew firewood and repair fences for local governors.'’

Peasants had also the obligation to work on the 7im and sdmon lands of church officials and the
church respectively.'® Habtamu Mingesté has discussed the type of forced labour used on the
rim and sdmon land extensively. He argued that the ruling class and soldiers relied heavily on the
labour of peasants to farm their land. For instance, most of the time, lords were granted land
along with peasants who provided labour to farm the land. Moreover, Habtamu referred the
system of using forced labour on the land of the church and its functionaries as zégendt. He
described that "...zégndt was the most common method of utilizing the labour of others in land
under the jurisdiction of churches.""’

Besides the use of chattel slavery and forced labour institutions as important sources of labour in
the country, however, the development of wage labour was also hindered by the traditional
culture which looked down upon and discouraged people’s inventiveness, creativeness and
tradition of craft and industry. Skilled craftsmen and other manual workers were considered
inferior and often segregated.”> Manual work had been considered inferior to all types of works
and no one was eager to engage in it. For instance, in his controversial book, Abyssinia: The

Powder Barrel, Roman Prochazka noted that "...In Ethiopia work has always been looked down

YIbid, p. 33; Bahru Zewde, A History of Modern...,p. 87;Teshale Tibebu, The Making of Modern Ethiopia,
1896-1974 (Lawrenceville: The Red Sea Press Inc, 1995), pp. 88-89; Mahteme Selassie Welde Mesqel, "The Land
System of Ethiopia," Ethiopian Observer, Vol. 1, No. 9, 1957, pp . 289-290.

" Juanna Mantel-Niecko, The Role of Land Tenure in the System of Ethiopian ..., pp.108-112; Patrick Gilkes,
The Dying Lion: Feudalism and Modernization in Ethiopia (London: Julian Friedman Publishers Ltd, 1975), p. 110.

YHabtamu Mengistie, "Land Tenure and Agrarian Social Structure in Ethiopia, 1636-1900," PhD
Dissertation, University of Illinois at Urbana Champaign: Department of History, 2011, pp. 183-184.

2OLynn G. Morehous, “Ethiopian Labor Relations: Attitudes, Practice and Law,” Journal of Ethiopian Law,
Vol. 3, No. 1, 1969, p. 3.
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on, as being a thing to be ashamed of."*' Even though handicraft workers were responsible for
long for the manufacture in many parts of the country of a wide variety of equipments of
considerable economic, social and military importance, they have lived in constant danger.*
Traditional elites and their subordinates looked down upon manual work and related activities
that initiated individuals for creativity, nimbleness and invention. The ruling class not only
assigned derogatory names to the craftsmen but also relegated them to the status of second class

citizens. Handicraft workers were resigned to their culturally imposed social position.>

Despite its discriminatory practices against artisans, however, the ruling class voraciously
consumed the products of those people. It was only after the middle of the nineteenth century
that some Ethiopian rulers including Emperor Téwodros II began to recognize handicraft
workers and appreciate their work. Handicraft workers, however, began to be legally recognized
only under Emperor Menilek II who realized their precarious condition, for the first time, and
issued a proclamation in favor of them on 25 January 1908 (7er 17, 1900 EC). The proclamation

stated that:

QT MNG@ PPOTALA +OT: ---HY PLP N LA meNE G99 (LA 1972E (Lo
m72e: LHNCALLT (LPINIA LATe hPATUE ACH 1657 NPdé AIPCH 9LeINDT Al
NHO-L LAANA PTLAADY e APATUE 1087 1918 OCET APPED-7 &H (L10 A7t 108 110
AT APATU- (90D U~ FALOAT U= - vvte QHPHE NPT @070 R4 AIC Az - RGP 17
A8V AOTALATU- 9928 099,000 AQT U~ 147 0& AFLCATS AJdméAd 10 - K918V 17
ATV e PHALN A7 PALN 1@+ XTE AAD-T aALA ALLAIE 800G % (LALAN OHTT (@~
A9 hg% LFOCAE B-TIIHI° ANLY AdPT ATIaPaPT PILFOCY PP AL PI ANdYU D4
ALLAT

2'Roman Prochazka, Abyssinia: The Powder Barrel (London: British News Agency, 1935), p. 22.

ZRichard Pankhurst, 4 Social History of Ethiopia (Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 1990), pp.
222-223.

Kebebew Daka, “The Role of Artisans’ Cooperatives in the Development of the Ethiopian Cottage
Industry,” A Paper Presented at the Institute of Development Research Seminar on Industrial Transformation in
Ethiopia, Nazereét, 18-20January 1980, p. 121.

*Mahteme Selassie Welde Mesqel, Zekrdi Nigdr ..., pp. 421-422.
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...Let those who insult the workers on account of their labour cease to do so! So

far, you called those who did metal works tdyeb [blacksmith]; those who wove
Sdmma [cotton sheet]you called Sdmmane [weaver]; those who wrote you called
tanqway [witch doctor]; those who served the church you called dibtéra
[chorister or scriber]; those who ploughed the land and produced all our crops
and are believed to be more esteemed than the crown you called gébéare
[farmer]; and those who brought you gold and curtain you called ndgade gétaba
atabi [ merchants who wash the back sore of pack animals]. If we are all inert
there will be no government and no country. ..You by your insults and
insinuations are threatening to leave my country without artisans who can even
make the plough. ...Hereafter anyone who insults these people is insulting me
personally. Anyone found insulting them again will be detained for about a
year. You, dignitaries! if you have difficulty to detain those insulters for about a
year, send me fettered.

So far scholars have not yet found clear evidence to provide answer for the question: when and
where did wage labour start in Ethiopia for the first time? In fact, it is very difficult to provide an
undisputable answer for the question. According to traveler accounts, however, the
commoditization of labour in Ethiopia can be traced back as the early nineteenth century. The
payment was, however, very irregular and mostly done in kind. Among others, mules, horses,
shields, spears, amole [bars of salt], and clothes were often used to pay labourers. For instance,
Henry Salt, a British Artist, collector of antiquities, government official and traveler, who visited
the court of Ras Wildd Selass¢ in northern Ethiopia in 1805 cited in his writing about the
existence of wage labour in Tegray. He noted that Ras Wilda Selasse¢ gave some pieces of cloth
which could not be worth more than ten dollars to each of his servants for their two years
service. Even one of Salt's companion, Mr. Pearce who served as an advisor for Ras Walda

Selasé's army for about nine months was paid only ten pieces of cloth.?

SHenry Salt, 4 Voyage to Abyssinia and Travels into the Interior of the Country (London: W. Bulmer and Co.
Cleveland Row, St. James's, 1814), p. 269.
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Likewise, Mansfield Parkyans, an English traveler and amateur artist who visited northern
Ethiopia from 1843-1845 produced a similar account. In his account, Parkyns described the
situations of labour in Tegray in comparison with what he saw in his country. He, for instance,
noted that a common servant in Tegray usually received about some pieces of cloth and four or

five madgas of corn for a year which altogether was worth not more than eight dollars.*®

Walter Plowden, who served as British consul to Ethiopia in the years between 1847 and 1860
also described that the labour relations practiced in the country was very similar with a master-
servant kind of relations. Wages were rarely paid. Workers made no demands; rather they merely
accepted an occasional gift of a horse, mule, cloth, sword or whatever other thing was given to
them. He further noted that wages were paid almost entirely in kind and they were not even
enough to cover their subsistence.”” Henry Stern, son of a German Jewish family who later
converted into Protestantism, visited Ethiopia in 1860. In his writing about Bégemeder during
the reign of Emperor Tewodros II, Stern stated that the average wage for workers who served a
reputable merchant or royal officer was not more than two or three dollars for the entire year. He

further added that even this meager amount was not always paid.*®

The extensive and widespread use of the Maria Theresa dollar in Ethiopia in the second half of
the nineteenth century contributed significantly to the impetus of wage labour development in

the country. Thereafter, wage payments in money became more common in many areas of the

**Mansfield Parkyns, Life in Abyssinia: Being Notes Collected during Three Years ' Residence and Travels in
the Country, Vol. Il (London: John Murray, Albemarle Street, 1953), p.320; Richard Pankhurst, " Status, Division of
Labour and...,), p. 428.

YWalter C. Plowden, Travels in Abyssinia and the Galla Country (London: Longmans, Green and Co, 1868),
pp. 141-142.

Henry A. Stern, Wanderings among the Falashas in Abyssinia, Second Edition (London: Frank Cass and Co.
Ltd, 1968), pp. 319-320.
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country. It made payment easier and contributed to the development of wage labour.”” The late
nineteenth and early twentieth century also witnessed the introduction of new currencies in the
country. For instance, Emperor Menilek II introduced a new national currency in 1894 and coins
and notes were minted subsequently. This development, eventually, resulted in the establishment
of the Bank of Abyssinia in 1905. Emperor Haile Selassie I also strengthened this endeavor by
minting new currencies. The introduction of new currencies and the establishment of financial

institutions further enhanced the momentum of wage labour development in the country.*

Another historical process which contributed a lot to the development of wage labour was the
abolition of slavery. As I have mentioned earlier slave labour was often preferred to hired labour
for work by the traditional society until the early twentieth century. This was perhaps one of the
main reasons for the failure of many Ethiopian Emperors to abolish slavery. Among others,
Emperor Tewodros II (1855-68), Emperor Yohannes IV (1872-89) and Emperor Menilek II
(1889-1913) had issued successive decrees to abolish slavery, but their endeavor proved futile.*!
The perpetuation of slavery in the country, however, began to face a serious challenge sometime
after the end of the First World War (WWI) when the League of Nations adopted the abolition of
slavery as one of the criteria for membership. Consequently, Emperor Haile Selassie I (1930-
1974) engaged in issuing successive anti-slavery proclamations to regulate and eventually
abolish it once and for all. For instance, a year after Ethiopia was admitted as a member of the

League of Nations, he issued an edict to abolish slavery on 31 March 1924. The abolition of

*Richard Pankhurst, "The Maria Theresa Dollar in Pre-War Ethiopia," Journal of Ethiopian Studies, Vol. I,
No. 1,1963, p. 12; Eshetu Chole, “Constraints to Industrial Development in Ethiopia,” In An. A. Gromyko (ed.)
Proceedings of the Ninth International Congress of the Ethiopian Studies, Volume 1 (Moscow: Nauka Publisher,
1988), p. 151; Richard Pankhurst, "Status, Division of Labour and...,", p. 428.
*Richard Pankhurst, "Ethiopian Monetary and Banking Innovations in the Nineteenth and Twentieth
Centuries," Journal of Ethiopian Studies, Vol. I, No. 2, July 1963, p. 64.
3'Richard Pankhurst, Economic History..., pp. 92-93.
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slavery demonstrated not only the modernizing zeal of the Emperor but also conveyed a message
to Europeans that Ethiopia was not in a position to accept any foreign "modernizer" or "mandate
for modernization". Regardless of the Emperor's attempt to abolish slavery, the country did not
escape the Italian invasion for which the pervasiveness of slavery in the country was taken as a
pretext.’” Be that as it may, it was after the defeat and evacuation of Fascist Italy from Ethiopia

that slavery and slave trade were abolished on 26 August 1942,

As a consequence of the abolition of slavery, wage labour began to grow in the country. In fact,
the demonization of slavery as a practice of an uncivilized society on the one hand and the praise
of wage labour as a manifestation of a civilized society on the other hand further hastened the
disappearance of the former and the development of the latter. This transformation was not
unique to Ethiopia; rather it was a worldwide phenomenon. For instance, Marcel Linden argued
that "...while wage labour grew quantitatively more and more important in the course of time, the
relative proportion of slavery as well as other forms of forced labour declined worldwide."**

Like chattel slavery, feudal labour dues were also, eventually, abolished and substituted by wage
labour. It was during the occupation period that Fascist Italians made serious attempt to stop
tribute and labour dues which were the economic basis of feudal Ethiopia. This was done just to
convey a message to the world that it conquered Ethiopia only to "civilize" its people. The Italian
attempt to abolish forced labour was later strengthened by Emperor Haile Selassie I who

proclaimed several decrees in the postwar period. The replacement of the age old geber system

*Christine Whyte, " Everyone knows the Laws Bring the Greatest Benefits to Mankind: The Global and
Local Origins of Anti-Slavery in Abyssinia, 1888-1942." A Journal of Slave and Post-Slave Studies, 2014, p. 13.
DOI: 10.1080/0144039X.2014.895137.
3Négarit Gazéfa, Proclamation No. 22 of 1942.
**Marcel van der Linden, Workers of the World: Essays toward a Global Labour History, Vol. 1. (Boston:
Leiden Publisher Ltd, 2008), pp. 63-64.
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by the newly introduced tax system that compelled peasants to send their tax directly to the
central treasury in cash, for instance, helped the emperor to forestall feudal labour dues which
were attached to the tribute system; this helped to consolidate his centralization policy. In the

proclamation issued on 3 November 1941 (23 Tegemet 1934 EC) the Emperor stated that:

L0AGt agett hao g 0LLANYUT TOICS aPhe Aardht? P& TFINLO- PINLD-Y
AAFO7 AAPCFAYAD: LUDI® PIFNGAD (IC APH100t 1@ P(49° 190t
TECOATA: PFANT 22¢ PP PRI PUIC Pavt QdA avPP Pm.h AAT® QU7
PaLAAND-T - (1F6-9° FBAYAU-[sic]”

...Having recognized the difficulties you [peasants] have been through
during the past five years, I exempted you half of the tax that you used to
pay previously. The tax will be set and paid in cash. Corvee labour and all
other labour dues including providing fire wood, grass, holyday gift and
ya tis [a tax paid per hut] are fully annulled.

Regardless of this proclamation, however, peasants continued to provide labour dues on the
farmlands which were under the imperial jurisdiction. Even though this proclamation did not
totally abolish corvee labour in the country, I argue that it signaled the inevitability of the demise

of all kinds of feudal labour dues after sometime.

Teshale Tibebu also argued that the abolition of feudal labour dues contributed a lot to the
subsequent development of wage labour in the country. He further asserted that the centralization
process replaced the geber system with modern bureaucratic taxation system by divorcing the
governors from their means of rule (tribute from gulf) and the peasants from their means of
production (land) hastened the demise of all kinds of feudal labour dues which were attached to
tribute.’® This process also marked the demise of corvee labour as it was attached to the geber

system and induced the peasantry to work for wages. The landless peasants became tenants and

3Gibra Wild Engeda Worq, Yd Iteyopiya Mirét ena Geber Sem (Addis Ababa: Tensaé Zigubaé Printers,
1948 EC or 1956), p.79.
%Teshale, p. 106.
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began to work as share croppers or contractual labourers in the lands of the former gultdnas who
took most the grants as free hold. This was most common in the southern part of Ethiopia though
to some extent it was also practiced in the northern part of the country.’” In the southern part of
the country, the gdbbars were, eventually, reduced to tenants as a result of the preponderant

privatization of land carried out during the centralization process.™

The centralization process transformed not only the tribute system but also the labour situation in
the country. For instance, the transformation of tribute into rent and gdbbars into c¢esdrina
[tenant] brought a fundamental shift in labour relations. Most of the labour services attached to
the tribute system were repealed and evicted and impoverished tenants began to sell their labour
on the basis of different arrangements of their choice.?” They worked for the land lord either as
sharecroppers renting his land or as contractual labourers. The rent was arranged as erbo aras
(one fourth cultivator); siso aras (one-third cultivator) and ekul aras (half cultivators); the terms
of contractual labourer were based on the agreement informally reached between the tenants and
the land lords.* The proletarianization of peasants was further enhanced by the promulgation of
Proclamation No.70 of 1944. Article 4 of the proclamation stated that all kinds of labour services
traditionally imposed upon the peasantry were totally revoked.* The proclamation helped
peasants to get paid for their labour and this contributed a lot to the development of wage labour
in the country. Regardless of the various attempts made by the government to create an

environment for the prolitarianization of the peasantry, the development of wage labour in the

*"John Markakis and Nega Ayele, Class and Revolution in Ethiopia, Third Edition (Addis Ababa: Shama
Books PLC, 2006, p. 29.

*Bahru Zewde, "Economic Origins of the Absolutist State in Ethiopia (1916-1935)," in Society, State and
History: Selected Essays (Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 2008), p. 105.

P Teshale, pp. 151-152.

“*Markakis and Nega, pp. 151-152; Teshale, pp. 153-154.

41Nc'igarit Gazéta, Land Tax Proclamation No. 70, 1944, 1% November, 1944.
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country before the dawn of the twentieth century was insignificant. True, the development of

wage labour in all countries with pre-capitalist economies was marginal, sporadic and sluggish.42

Though wage labour had started in pre-capitalist Ethiopia, it was with the advent of capitalist
relations of production and the subsequent development of industrial enterprises that dramatic
changes in wage labour development in the country. Some signs of capitalist relations of
production in Ethiopia began to be seen as a result of the intrusion of foreign capital into the
country under the aegis of imperialism around the end of the nineteenth century and particularly
at the beginning of the twentieth century.” The relation between wage labour and capital has
always been interdependent in capitalist relations of production. Wages are the sum of money
paid by the capitalist for a particular labour time or for a particular output of labour.** Regarding
the relationship between wage labour and capital, Karl Marx stated that "...the worker perishes if
capital does not keep him busy. Capital perishes if it does not exploit labour power, which in

order to exploit, it must buy."*

Thus, I argue that it was the advent of foreign capital and the
subsequent establishment of an incipient capitalist economy that resulted in the development of

wage labour in Ethiopia.

Ethiopia had often been referred to as a backwater because of its isolation from the world
economy for centuries. Since the late nineteenth century, however, Ethiopia began to integrate
into the world capitalist system. Ethiopia's integration to the world's capitalist economic system

was very slow and the country had an enclave status. Though it began in the late nineteenth

“Marcel van der Linden, p. 46.

*John Markakis and Nega Ayele, p. 37.

“Karl Marx, "Wage Labour and Capital," in Karl Marx and Frederick Engels Selected Works (Moscow:
Progress Publishers, 1968), p. 65.

“Karl Marx, Wage Labour and Capital & Value, Price and Profit (New York: International Publisher, 2006),
p. 32.
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century, the enclavistic capitalism showed great momentum in the early twentieth century with

the opening of small scale industries and banking system in the country.46

The Battle of Adwa was a land mark in this regard. It witnessed the beginning of a new chapter
in the relationship between Ethiopia and the outside world. It was after the Ethiopians'
resounding victory over Fascist Italians at the Battle of Adwa on 1 March 1896 that European
imperialists were forced to abandon their colonial ambition on Ethiopia and began to establish
economic relations with the country. The Ethiopians' victory in Adwa not only resulted in the
recognition of Ethiopia as a sovereign state but also helped the country to become a market for

free competition among the neighboring colonial powers such as Britain, France and Italy.*’

Adwa not only reversed the colonial aggression of Fascist Italy but it also restricted the full scale
assault of Western capital on Ethiopia's economy. As a sovereign state, Ethiopia did not allow
the direct control of its economy by Western capitalism which aimed at massive land alienation
and plundering the natural resources of the country. It was rather through trade and concessions
that western capitalism penetrated the Ethiopian economy. This penetration was mediated by

merchants, consuls and experts and advisors of the ruling class.*®

“Charles Schaefer, "Enclavistic Capitalism in Ethiopia, 1906-1936: A Study of Currency, Banking and
informal Credit Networks," PhD Dissertation, University Chicago: Department of History, 1990, pp. 322-323.

“’Aleme Eshete, “The Peasant Worker Transformation in the History of the Ethiopian Proletariat, 1900-1935,”
A Paper Presented in East Africa Conference on Aspects of the Economic History of Eastern Africa, Nazeret:
December, 1982, p. 1; Andargachew Tiruneh, The Ethiopian Revolution, 1974-1987 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), p. 5; Theodore M. Vestal, "Reflections on the Battle of Adwa and its Significance for
Today," in Paulos Milkias and Getachew Metaferia (ed.) Reflections on Ethiopia's Historic Victory Against
European Colonialism (New York: Algora Publishing Press, 2005), pp. 31-32; Robert L. Hess, Ethiopia: The
Modernization of Autocracy (Ithaca; London: Cornell University Press, 1970), pp. 58-59.
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Consequently, a number of foreign merchants and companies flocked to Ethiopia and began
incipient capitalist economic activities in the country in the first three decades of the twentieth
century. This opened the door for the country to join the capitalist world economic system,
although peripherally. For instance, the trade and market structures of Ethiopia in the prewar
period clearly showed the existence of peripheral capitalism in the country.”” The capitalist
economic system which began to flourish in the surrounding countries under the full assault of
imperialism and the influx of foreign capital into the country through concessions played a
significant role in the emergence of a new mode of economic relations of production or incipient
capitalism in Ethiopia.”® Nevertheless, unlike the western world, the emergence of incipient
capitalism as a new mode of production in Ethiopia was not the result of a bourgeois revolution.
It was rather initiated by the ruling class's modernizing zeal and the subsequent intrusion of
foreign capital into the country. Foreign capital was, of course, augmented by the locally
accumulated capital of the ruling class who engaged in businesses like real estate, hotel,
transport, small scale industries and later in large scale capitalist agriculture.”

As was common in countries at the periphery of the capitalist world economic system, the
movement of capital goods from capitalist countries into Ethiopia was much smaller as
compared to commodities. Moreover, the Ethiopian nascent bourgeoisie also engaged only in the
tertiary sector, not in big industries.”> Be that as it may, it was as a result of both foreign and
internally accumulated capital that the incipient capitalist economic relations of production

emerged in the country in the early twentieth century. The emergence of incipient capitalism

¥ Addis, p- 38; Markakis and Nega, p. 55; Teshale, p. 162.
*Teshale, p. 156.

*"Markakis and Nega, p. 55; Teshale, pp. 156-157.
S2Addis, p. 40; Teshale, p. 157.
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with the development of industrial enterprises further enhanced the impetus of wage labour in the

country.

Besides Ethiopian victory at the battle of Adwa, the modernizating zeal of Emperor Menilek II
also played an important role for the advent of incipient capitalist economic activities into the
country. He made the first serious attempt at modernizing and industrializing Ethiopia by
initiating the flow of foreign capital into the country at the end of the nineteenth century and
mainly at the dawn of the twentieth century. The Emperor started many enterprises in the
industrial, transport, communication and construction sectors. These included, among others,
ammunition factory, printing plants, railway line, telegraph and telephone line, saw mills, oil
mills, food factories, flour mills, alcohol distilleries and brick factories. The establishment of
these enterprises which largely depended largely on foreign capital in turn initiated the
development of wage labour in the country.” The Emperor further contributed to the
development of wage labour by issuing a proclamation asserting the dignity of labour on 25

January 1908.%*

The industrialization endeavor of Emperor Menilek II was further strengthened by Emperor
Haile Selassie I who came to power after a long and tumultuous struggle for succession. For
instance, some industrial enterprises were established a few years before the outbreak of the
Italo-Ethiopian war of 1935. Among others, Berhan ena Sdlam printing press, Artistic printing

press, Darmér tannery and St. George Brewery factory were the major industrial enterprises

*Raymond R. Gemby, "Industrial Development in Ethiopia," A Paper Presented in Haile Selassie I University,
in 1964, p.1; Aleme Eshete, pp. 1-2; Bakure Wolde Semait, "Industrial Development in Addis Ababa Area: A
Miniature Capitalist Penetration," Journal of Ethiopian Studies, Vol. 17, No. 1, 1984, p. 41.

**Mahteme Selassie Wolde Masqel, Zekrd Nigdr ..., pp. 421-422.
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which enhanced the development of wage labour before the occupation period.” Moreover, the
wage rates also grew up along with the overall industrial developments in the country. For
instance, miners in the gold and platinum mines of Wélldga were paid about five thalers per

month which was much higher than what had been paid at the beginning of the century.>®

Even though the period of Italian occupation did not witness as many factories as would have
been expected, a few food processing, building and construction industries were established. The
Italians engaged mainly in the construction industry to maintain effective administration over
Ethiopia. In the mean time, however, these construction activities which were conducted in
various parts of Ethiopia attracted a number of wage labourers and initiated the proletarianization
of the peasantry.”’ The Italians imposed yet another restraint on the trade and exchange of
bonded labour that eventually created a class of free but landless labourers which in turn
contributed a lot to the development of wage labour in the country.”® Hence, I argue that though
short lived, the occupation period substantially enhanced the development of wage labour in the

country.

The first decade of the post 1941 period was characterized as the period of restoration and
reconstruction of the Ethiopian state. Apart from this, most of the former industrial
establishments were controlled and some were looted by the British. As a result, there was no

much significant development of wage labour in the country in the period of British

>Bakure, pp. 41-42.

*Richard Pankhurst, "Italian and Native Labour...,"p. 1.

*’Reymond R. Gamby, p. 2; Eshetu Chole, Under Development in Ethiopia (Addis Ababa: Organization for
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Ethiopia (Addis Ababa: Shama Books PLC, 2010), p.223.
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paramouncy.”’ Nevertheless, a remarkable development of wage labour began to be registered in
the 1950s and 1960s when Ethiopia started a planned economy with the prime focus on import
substitution.”” For instance, the establishment of the Wonji-Sawa sugar plantation by a Dutch
company, United N.V. Handelsvereeninging Amsterdam (HVA) attracted a large number of
labourers mainly from Kidmbata, Hideya and Gurage and played an important role in the
development of wage labour and the subsequent formation of the working class and workers'

organization in the country.®'

1.1.2. The Making of the Ethiopian Working Class

Structurally, the term working class is often used to refer to a social category which had an
identity of its own through its relation with the various means of production. It is defined as
"...those who have no access to, or do not make use of their access to, productive means, but who
instead sell their labour power for a wage on the market."®* The working class concept first
originated in Europe in the nineteenth century and later expanded to the rest of the world.*> Even
though the formation of the working class is often conventionally depicted as the direct and
virtually automatic product of capitalist development, its development was obstructed by several
factors. The factors which affected the making of the working class vary from one country to
another depending on their socio-economic and political context. Regarding the formation of the

English working class, Edward Thompson noted that "...the working class did not rise like the

*Eshetu, Under Development..., p. 27.

Ibid, pp. 36-37.

'Bahru Zewde, “Environment and Capital: Notes for a History of the Wonji-Shoa Sugar Estate, 1951-1974,”
in Society, State and History: Selected Essays (Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 2008), p. 132; Killion,
p. 433.

52Sharon Stichter, "The Formation of a Working Class in Kenya," in Richard Sandbrook and Robin Cohen
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sun at an appointed time. It was present at its own making."®

John Rule also argued that a
working class could emerge when the labouring people developed consciousness of their self

interest.%

As elsewhere in the peripheries of the capitalist world economy, the creation of a wage labour
force and the subsequent formation of the working class in Africa was essentially a product of
the advent of European capital into the continent under the auspices of imperialism.®® Even
though Ethiopia has never colonized and exploited by European imperialists as they did in other
African countries, the making of its working class was substantially initiated by the intrusion of
European capital and the subsequent establishment of incipient capitalist economies in the
country. The pattern of the proletarianization of the peasantry in Ethiopia paralleled the pattern
of foreign capital penetration into the country. Likewise, the pattern of the making of working
class in Ethiopia paralleled with the pattern of the proletarianization process in the country. The
making of the nascent working class in Ethiopia can, therefore, be traced to the early twentieth
century when Emperor Menilek II initiated foreign capital penetration into Ethiopia through
trade and concessions and made the first serious attempt at modernizing and industrializing the
country. It was in his period that foreign capital began to penetrate the country's economy and
resulted in the emergence of largely foreign owned enterprises. And, it was these enterprises that,
eventually, initiated the proletarianization of a substantial number of peasants in the country.®’

The promulgation of a decree which was fully in the workers' favor on 25 January 1908 also

*E.P Thompson, The Making of the English Working class (London: Penguin Books, 1991), p. 8.

%John Rule, The Labouring Classes in Early Industrial England, 1750-1850 (London; New York: Longman
Group LTD, 1986), p. 385.
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further motivated them to work in the newly established enterprises. The decree imposed a
restraint on insulting workers on account of their work. An Ambharic term sdratdna was also
begun to be used to refer to a worker.® This motivated a considerable number of Ethiopians to
work for wages in the emerging industries and transportation enterprises. Thus, it was the
proletarianization of the peasantry that, eventually, resulted in the formation of the nascent

working class in the country.®

Regarding the proletarianization of the Ethiopian peasants Teshale Tibebu argued that "... as
elsewhere in the capitalist world economy, the formation of the proletariat in Ethiopia followed

n70 Nevertheless, the

the same "laws" and patterns of separation from the means of production.
author did not explain about the laws and patterns of proletarianization that operated both in
Ethiopia and the capitalist world. On the other hand, it would be difficult to argue that "the same
laws and patterns" of separation from the means of production were practiced both in the
capitalist world and in a country like Ethiopia where capitalist penetration was still uneven and
peripheral. In this regard, B. Munslow and H. Finch argued that even though the
proletarianization process in the Third World [including Ethiopia] was not yet clearly defined

and a vague one, it was not the replication of the proletarianization process practiced in advanced

capitalist countries. They further asserted that:

...the experience of the Third World has not been, on the whole, simply a
replication of the kind of proletarianization that occurred in Britain and the other
advanced capitalist countries, with the creation of a large scale permanent

*Mahteme Selassie Welde Mesqel, Zekrd Négdr..., pp. 421-422.
%Killion, p. 11.
"Teshale, p. 153.
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proletariat, divorced from ownership of the means of production and thus totally
dependent on the sale of its labour power for survival.’!

Sharon Stichter also argued that "...capitalism on the periphery breeds a distinctive proletariat
within a distinctive peripheral social context."”> Thus, it is very difficult to argue that Ethiopia
followed the same laws and patterns of proletarianizaion like other capitalist countries. Rather, I
argue that since Ethiopia was at the periphery of the world capitalist system and was
characterized by incipient capitalism, it followed a distinctive proletarianization process that

conformed to its pre-capitalist socio-economic system.

Since capitalist relations of production penetrated the Ethiopian economy through the Addis
Ababa-Djibouti railway axis, the proletarianization of the Ethiopian peasantry and the
subsequent formation of the nascent working class followed the same direction. More
importantly, the Franco-Ethiopian railway played an important role in this regard being an
epicenter for the emerging wage earners.”” It was by far the first large enterprise and the single
most important agent of the proletarianization of the Ethiopian peasantry, particularly, in the pre-
1935 period. It maintained the largest workforce employed in the country.”* Both peasants and
soldiers were attracted to work for wages in the construction of the railway line.”” When the
railway line became fully operational, it employed around 250 Europeans and 1500-1800

Ethiopians. As the traffic on the line grew with the commencement of international trade the

"'B. Munslow and H. Finch, "Introduction," in B. Munslow and H. Finch (ed.) Proletarianization in the Third
World: Studies in the Creation of a Labour Force Under Dependent Capitalism (London; New York: Routledge,
2011), p. 1.

Stichter, p. 26.

PKillion, 1985, p. 6.
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work force also expanded. For instance, on the eve of the Italian invasion the labour force

reached over 300 Europeans and around 3000 Ethiopians.”®

At the beginning, the workers in the Franco- Ethiopian railway line did not, however, seem to
have perceived themselves, or to have been perceived by other Ethiopians, as belonging to or
constituting a working class, that is, as possessing a collective social identity and agency.
Primarily, as elsewhere in peripheral capitalism, many of the Ethiopian workers were not yet
totally dissociated from their means of production; rather they were semi-proletarianized, gaining
part of their living from production on land. Secondly, they exhibited more ethnic solidarity than
class solidarity. As a result, the Ethiopian working class was still in the making and constituted

only a small part of the total population until the early 1960s.”’

Some scholars have even pushed the formation of the Ethiopian working class to as recent a time
as 1974. For instance, Thomas C. Killion argued that the Ethiopian working class remained as "a
class in formation" until the 1974. He further asserted that it was during and after the revolution
that the Ethiopian working class was identified as a unique category with its own identity with an
agency. He added that it was during and after the revolution that Ethiopians began to regard
workers as a distinct social category and perceive the nascent working class as a component of
the Ethiopian society.”® Nevertheless, it is very difficult to argue that the Ethiopian working class
was formed as a result of the revolution, and became the agency of the movement. True, the

public perception of the working class as a distinct category did develop during and after the

"Killion, pp. 159-160.
""Teshale , p. 153;Markakis and Nega, p. 157.
"Killion, p. 8.
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. . . . . . . 79
revolution because of the creation and use of terms like sdrtoaddr or labaddr or wozaddr’™ to

refer to the Ethiopian working class in the public and political discourses.

Even though the Ethiopian working class took some time to reach a modest level and fulfill the
criteria of a "working class" in the contemporary European sense of the term, the making of the
nascent working class solidarity was already started in the Franco-Ethiopian railway in the
1920s. The partial and racial based industrial hierarchy installed in the Franco-Ethiopian railway
and the devaluation of francs after the First World War (WWI) contributed a lot to the
development of the nascent working class in Ethiopia. Thus, it was along this Addis Ababa-

Djibouti Railway Axis that an embryo of the incipient working class was formed in the 1920s.

Even though the role of the Ethiopian workers was minimal in the 3-9 June, 1919 strike, it
helped them to cross ethnic lines which were often manipulated by the French management, and
enhance their solidarity in the work place. After the strike, the management solved the problem
by addressing only some of the demands of European workers. This partial measure of the
management brought Ethiopian workers together to defend their class interest. Thus, in the
second strike, which was held from 28 March to 9 April 1925, the Ethiopian workers participated

actively in the strike.®’

After the strike, some of the demands of the Ethiopian workers were addressed and a few
Ethiopians were trained to replace the Greeks. Nevertheless, working class solidarity was again

affected when workers resorted to their ethnic cleavage and were manipulated by the

"These terms are used to refer a worker who earns a living by working hard or by his sweat.
0Killion, p. 174.
8 1bid, pp. 190-191; Desta, p. 135.
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management during the period of Italian occupation and British military administration.®® The
impetus towards the making of the Ethiopian working class, however, revived in the late 1940s
when the Franco -Ethiopian railway workers started to fight for their class interest. Immediately
after the French resumed control over the management, Ethiopian railway workers began to
organize around some nationalist issues of equality of pay, benefits and job classifications
between Ethiopian and European employees, and Ethiopianization of the management. The
growing of the railway workers' class consciousness was also supported by some state officials
who tried to use workers' revolt as an instrument against the French management.* Moreover,
successive strikes carried out by the Franco-Ethiopian railway workers in the late 1940s

strengthened their solidarity and further enhanced the growth of the Ethiopian working class.*

The incorporation of some articles concerning the right of workers in the 1955 revised
constitution and the establishment of the Ministry of National Community Development in
January 1957 to deal with the various social malaises including the very pressing issues of labour
also indicated that the class interest of the Ethiopian workers began to get due attention in the
political discourse of the country.* The promulgation of a labour relation decree in 1962 further

enhanced the consciousness of the Ethiopian workers and helped them to reach a stage where
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they could fulfill the meaning of a "working class" in the contemporary European sense of the

term. %

1.1.3. The Emergence of Industrial Workers’ Self-Help Associations

Due to the significant role that self-help associations, particularly, edders or mdrddajas, played
in the development of workers' awareness regarding labour relations and the unfair treatment of
workers by their employers, they were often assumed as the pre-cursors of trade unionism in
Ethiopia. Regardless of international trade unions' influence in some respects as it was observed
in the Franco-Ethiopian Railway Workers' Union, self-help associations gave an independent and
indigenous character to the development of trade unionism in Ethiopia.®” It is because of this fact

that the study examines the role of self-help associations.

As in many other parts of the world, Ethiopia had and still has a number of indigenous voluntary
associations engaged in self-help and other social activities. Self-help associations were created
mainly to deal with major social malaises that afflicted members. They were, for instance,
instrumental in lessening the burdens of members in times of birth, disease, marriage and death.
Self-help associations were or still are responsible for providing communal aid in building
homes, financing funerals and supporting impoverished members of the group in times of need.
Ultimately, they aimed mainly at improving the wellbeing of members. They were often formed
among relatives, friends, neighborhoods or individuals who work together. Among others, edder
or mdrddaja (welfare association), mahebdr (social/religious association), equb (credit

association) and ddbo or wonfdl (agricultural labour groups) were the major self-help

86Nc’igatrit Gazeta, Labour Relation Decree No. 49, 1962; Markakis and Nega, p. 57.
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associations practiced in the country. The tradition of establishing self-help associations was

common both in rural and urban communities since the early twentieth century.88

As compared to other indigenous self-help associations, edder or mdrddaja was the most widely
practiced association both in rural and urban settings. It was established primarily to provide
mutual aid for members in burial matters but, eventually, came to be also used to address other
community concerns. It was also one of the most important community social insurances
practiced throughout much of Ethiopia. It embraced a wide range of community members
regardless of their sex, religion and social and economic status.*” Edder is believed to have
emerged in Addis Ababa in the early twentieth century. It began to show significant development
during the Italian occupation period when life became precarious and many people were killed
living no relative to bury them. The atrocities that Fascist Italians committed on Ethiopians
forced the community to form voluntary self-help associations. In the post-1941 period, the
number of edders in the country began to increase to unprecedented levels and eventually
underwent significant transformations as a result of the establishment of a number of industries

which also became the breeding ground for institutional edders.”
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True, institutional or factory edders were post-1941 phenomena. It was not established by the
community at village level; rather it was formed by individuals who work together in a particular
institution, factory or enterprise. The first institutional edder is believed to have started in the
transport enterprise. The formation of an incipient capitalism and the subsequent
proletarianization of the peasantry in the transport and communications as well as manufacturing
enterprises resulted in the establishment of workers' self-help associations to deal with the day to
day problems created in their work places. Since then, edders began to operate not only at
community and tribal levels but also at institutional and factory levels on the principle of mutual
benefit. At the time when the relation between employers and employees was like a master-
servant kind of relation, edders were the only viable medium for workers to deal with their
problems.”’ The emergence of incipient capitalism in the country since the early twentieth
century contributed a lot to the development of such mutual-aid associations in the industries.
Initially, edders were formed only at neighborhood level. Even though, community or territorial
edder was the oldest of all types of edders in the country, the development and expansion of
edders was, however, highly influenced by the growth of manufacturing industries in the post-

1941period.”

A number of factors pushed factory workers to organize edders in their workplaces. Among
others, the existing of a master-servant kind relation in the industries and the absence of a legally
organized workers' union to protect workers' interests initiated migrant workers to look for social
organizations that could substitute certain functions of the rural social structure. As industrial

enterprises in Ethiopia were dominated by foreign capitalists who were mainly interested in

*'Pankhurst and Andreas, p. 358; Alula and Damen, pp. 37-38.
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accumulating profits, they neglected the demands of workers and began to exploit them. Most of
the time workers were dismissed from work without due process. They had no compensation
during accidents. They were also paid only a meager salary as compared to foreigners. All these
factors triggered Ethiopian workers to form self-help associations and to help one another. It was
these associations which gradually developed into informal trade unions that could struggle for

the economic interests of the workers.”

Since most of the workers who worked in industrial enterprises came from rural areas in search
of better life in the urban centers, they could not easily cope up with the new social life. As
persons began moving to urban areas they sought institutions that could replace certain functions
of the traditional rural social structure. Thus, edders were found to be important among workers
to substitute for their rural broad kinship groups to help their members in times of need. Thus,
regardless of their ethnic, age and gender difference, factory workers organized self-help
associations for mutual benefit. They were employees' organizations in the truest sense of the
term. At the beginning, there was no interference from management. Even those organized as
fellow employees rather than on ethnic lines had no relation with the employers. Factory edders
involved in solving the problems caused by employer favoritism, unexpected accidents,
dismissals and illnesses. Thus, the problem of labour relations and the repression of the
employers was the dominant factor that forced workers to form self-help associations or edders

that could deal with their day to day problems.”*

Besides the small size of the work force in the country, hostility on the part of the management,

and indifference on the part of the government were the major hurdles in the development of

“Informants: Abira Abibi; Taddssi Amard and Abreham Mikonin
*Morehouse, p. 4.
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formal workers' organizations in Ethiopia. Thus, it was the absence of formal workers'
organizations or trade unions in the factory that, presumably, created a good opportunity for self-
help associations to flourish. Thus, edders began to serve as effective and important type of
mutual protection and benefit for the emerging industrial work force. These associations
provided immense support to the workers in the case of death, loss of job, illness, accidents etc.
Interestingly enough, they also emerged independent of both the management and the

government.95

Initially, the formation of self-help associations in any industrial establishment was not, of
course, legally recognized. Needless to say, in most industrial plants, the self help associations
were formed without the knowledge of the employers. Nevertheless, since edders did not pose
any immediate threat to management, it was allowed to expand without any obstruction. In some
factories, employers even had no information concerning the establishment of such mutual aid
associations. The right to establish self-help associations was, of course, later recognized by the

revised constitution of 1955. Article 47 of the revised constitution of 1955 stated that: "e975@-9°
AL L 1D (W9 aPOlt TIGFDII° 9L Al hPOS- ATPTC TITTFD-T9° P0d- TIVNC ATISIPS NTIGFD-79° T9YNC

KA aoopy a1 hao-:""® Moreover, the promulgation of the civil code in 1960 further facilitated
the formation of associations by explicitly stating their rights and obligations. For instance,
sections 5 and 6 of the code provided the rights and obligations of the associations and their

dissolution and liquidation. Articles 451 to 482 all dealt with associations.’”’

%Jeffery B. Tenner, "Industrial Relations in Ethiopia," A Paper Presented in the Department of Business
Administration, 1966, p.1.

%"Every Ethiopian has the right to engage in any occupation and, to that end, to form or join associations, in
accordance with the law." See also, The Revised Constitution of 1955.

"The Imperial Government of Ethiopia, Civil Code (Addis Ababa: Berehin ena Silam Hiyli Selassé I
Printing Press, 1960), pp. 94-101.
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On the basis of the newly introduced legal provisions, therefore, a number of edders began to
emerge in industrial plants. At the beginning, these self-help associations, however, served
merely as agents of fund-raising in time of accidents like death in the family, loss of job, and
during weddings. Eventually, as the question of labour grew in the factories, edders began to
serve as a stage for workers to raise their economic demands. Member workers began to express
their resentment of the management besides raising fund to help the laid-off workers. Moreover,
they often went to the palace carrying the Ethiopian flag to submit petitions to the emperor. They
also began to urge their leaders to engage further in coordinating the workers' movement and
challenging the management to meet their demands. As a result, the leaders of edders began to
take over a leadership role whenever the workers revolted against employers and the state. A
growing sense of working class identity and workers' strength exemplified by the experience of
the railway workers and the successive spontaneous strikes carried out by workers at various
factories encouraged the edders to focus not only on social matters but also on economic
protection and protection against the illegal actions of the employers and the state. After 1961,
they elevated themselves into covert labour unions providing the workers with a base for

collective actions.

The transformation of edders from being only social agents into unofficial labour unions initiated
a number of workers to be registered as members. They, thus, began to be regarded as protective
devices for the workers against employers and the government. It was this solidarity created by

these industrial edders that eventually formed an important platform for the development of

*Seleshi Sisaye, "Labour in Contemporary Ethiopian Politics: The Case of Confederation of Ethiopian
Labour Unions and its First General Strike," A Paper Presented to the 71st Annual Meeting of the American
Sociological Association in New York, 1976, p. 2; Kiflu Mekuria, “The History of Growth of Labor Unions in
Ethiopia,” BA Thesis, Haile Selassie I University: Department of History, 1973, p. 11; Tamrat, p. 21; Desta, p. 136;
Arnold Zack, "Trade Unionism Develops in Ethiopia," Boston University: Papers on Africa,1968, p. 105.
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labour unions.” Thus, the genesis of trade unions in Ethiopia was associated with the indigenous
traditional self-help associations. Edders were the precursors of modern trade unions in many
industrial establishments. In general, traditional self-help associations were the precursors of
trade unions in Ethiopia. Among others, the Franco-Ethiopian Railway Workers Unions, the
Wonji-Séawa Sugar Estates Workers Unions and the Ethiopian Fiber Factory Workers' Unions

developed from such traditional self-help associations.'®

For instance, the Ethiopian railway workers began to face several problems since the time of
construction. They were paid meager wages and segregated in various ways by the management.
Although they expressed their resentment against the management at different times, they could
not get any appropriate answer because of the management's indifference towards Ethiopian
workers. While European workers forced the French management to yield to a number of their
demands and improved their material life between1919-1935, the Ethiopians could not do that
because the management broke their solidarity by exploiting their ethnic and religious
differences. Thus, ethnic cleavage weakened Ethiopian workers' solidarity in the Franco-
Ethiopian Railway transport industry in the interwar periods.'”’ From 1936-1946, the
management of the Franco- Ethiopian railway was under Fascist Italy and the British military
Administration. Ethiopian workers had no right to demand their right. True, Britain agreed to
relinquish the management of the section of the railway which lies in the Ethiopian territory

within three months time after the Ethiopian government became ready to manage the railway by

“Desta, p. 136.

"“Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of an Ethiopian Labor Leader (Baltimore: Publish
America, LLP, 2010), pp. 54-55.

""Killion, pp. 169-170.
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itsel But, because of the French conspiracy, the British officials changed their mind and

transferred the control of the railway to the French on 1 July 1946.'%

Like the Ethiopian government, Ethiopian workers did not want the return of the French to
manage the Franco-Ethiopian railway because they believed that the management would come
with its former biased management style. Thus, following the 4™ May 1946 agreement that
confirmed the coming of the French to manage the railway, Ethiopian workers began to organize
and strengthen their solidarity by crossing ethnic barriers through self-help association.
Moreover, the workers were inspired by the nationalist rhetoric disseminated by the government
which opposed the transfer of the management of the railway to the French. Thus, some veteran
workers who were working in the central workshop in Dire Dawa such as Ejigu Gudayu, Tésdma

Aba Saber, Awad Abdi and Farah Robil¢ established a self-help association.'®

This self-help association attracted a number of Ethiopian workers, who began to engage in
defending the economic interest of member workers. For instance, the Ethiopian workers struck
on 1 July 1946 opposing the return of the French management and the $E 0.25 salary increment
proposal for the Ethiopians as opposed to the 100 percent increase to European workers. The
strike was organized by the leaders of the self-help association and some militant members
attacked the Greeks and other European workers in Dire Dawa. The governor of Dire Dawa,

Colonel Kassa Abrdha blamed the damage on the British Military Administration, which had

"2Article 5/1 of the Anglo-Ethiopian Agreement of 19th December 1944 stated that: The government of the
United Kingdom will(a) relinquish the control and management of the section of the Franco-Ethiopian Railway
which lies in Ethiopian territory within three months of receiving from the Imperial Ethiopian government a formal
assurance that satisfactory arrangements have been made for its continued efficient operation, and (b)and transfer
the control and management of the section of the railway referred to in (a) above to the organization specified in
the formal assurance.

1K illion, pp. 393-394.

1Y Malaw Iteyopiya Siratiioc Mahebdr, "Y4 Iteyopiya Sératifiode Enqeseqaé," Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 30.
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evacuated its police force from Kézira area without notifying the governor. The workers resumed
work on 15 July 1946 through the intervention of the Imperial government.'® This self-help
association grew eventually into a formidable workers' union with the establishment of Syndicate
des Cheminots Ethiopiens or Ethiopian Railway Workers' Union on 22 July 1946.'%

Like in the Franco-Ethiopian Railway, self-help association played a significant role in the
Wonji-Siwa workers' organization. Since the Ethiopian workers in the railway had taken
experience from the European and Djiboutian workers' organization in the railway, they did not
take much time to transform their self-help association into a workers' organization. It took them
not more than two months. On the other hand, since the workers in Wonji-Sawa sugar plantation
had no such exposure, mutual aid associations were used as important platforms for workers'
struggle against the employers. Thus, a number of edders were established in Wonji- Siwa sugar

plantation since early 1954.'"

The Wonji-Siwa sugar estate was established on the basis of a concession given to the Dutch
company, United N.V. Handelsvereeniging Amsterdam by the Imperial Government of Ethiopia
on 25 June 1951 (18 Sdné 1943 EC). Once the company received the concession, it started the
pioneering work to change the difficult and semi-arid environment of Wonji into a workable
place. At the beginning, the tasks of clearing acacia trees and bushes; digging irrigation canals;

draining swampy places; constructing roads, bridges and aqueducts; launching anti malaria

%Ministry of Interior Archive, Mol/ 17.2.139.6. A telegram sent from Colonel Kassa Abriha to Wilda
Giyorgis Wilda Yohanes, Ministry of Pen and Interior on 03 July 1946 or 26 Sdné 1938 EC; A telegram sent from
Colonel Kassa Abréha to Yd Harar Gezat Enddrase and to Wilda Giyorgis Wéldd Yohannes on 13 July 1946 or 06
Hamle 1938. A $0.25 increment was apparently made for all Ethiopian workers who worked at different wage level.
Thus, it is difficult to reckon it in percent.

%Killion, pp. 399-400.

"nformants: Abreham Mikonin; Kitima Késimo and Siméles Tikle.
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campaigns, reclaiming and cultivating the land required enormous amount of labour. The work
was started only by 7 staffs, 119 non staffs and 808 seasonal workers. This was followed by the
construction of factories, residential houses and labour barracks which also demanded a large
labour force. In both phases, the company faced serious shortage of both skilled and non skilled

108
labourers.

The shortage of manpower was partially solved when the company set up the first labour
recruiting team led by an Italian labour recruiter, Stella, in 1953. The team was sent to recruit
labourers from the densely populated areas of the country like, Wéllayta, Gurage, Hadiya and
Kémbata, in the same year. The team recruited around 1500 workers from a number of ethnic
groups though the Kdmbatas were the dominant group. They were found to be physically able to

cope with the harsh conditions of cane cutting and other difficult tasks conducted in the estate.'”

The problem of labour began to be solved when the company created local contractors among
the Kambatas who had strong relationship with the management. Thereafter, the K&mbatas were
not directly hired by the company; rather they were hired by the labour contractors and their
number reached 3000 within five years. The total number of workers employed in the company
reached 4,980 in 1956. Among the total workers, 4,900 were Ethiopians and the rest were

110

chemists, technicians and agricultural experts from the Netherlands. ™ The number of workers

employed in the Wonji- Séwa sugar estate in the 1960s increased dramatically. For instance, the

'%HV A-Ethiopia, "Annual Report for the Year 1973-74," pp. 23-24; Wonji-Sawa Sugar Plantation Workers'
Unions, "Y# Wonji Sekuar Mamerica Derejit Wozadir Ager Yitegel Tarik," unpublished, 1977, p.1; Wonji- Siwa
Sugar Factory , The Golden Jubilee of Wonji- Siwa  Sugar Factory, A Bulletin prepared for the 50™
Anniversary,2004, p. 10

109Wonji- Siwa Sugar Factory , The Golden Jubilee..., p. 13; Killion, p. 433; Bahru Zewde, “Environment
and Capital: Notes for a History of the Wonji-Shoa Sugar Estate, 1951-1974,” in Society, State and History:
Selected Essays (Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 2008), p. 132.

"%Richard Pankhurst, “The Wonji Sugar Estate,” Ethiopian Observer, No. 5, June 1957, p. 148.
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total number of workers employed in the Wonji- Sawa sugar estate reached over 14,000 and the

whole community of the estate was well above 30,000 by late 1960s.""!

As one of the largest labour markets in the country, Wonji attracted a large number of labourers
from both near and distant areas. Besides the availability of labour markets at Wonji, workers
,especially cane cutters, came from various areas of the country attracted by their kinsmen who
had formerly worked there and went back home collecting some amount of money that could
supplement their agricultural production. Yet, the aversion to manual labour among the Jille
Oromo, the original inhabitants of the area, also opened a good opportunity for other workers to
work in Wonji-Séwa sugar estate. '

Even though workers came to Wonji in large numbers from the various parts of the country, they
could not find satisfactory living conditions in the estate. In Wonji-Siwa sugar estate, workers
were classified as permanent and seasonal. Most of the factory workers, office workers,
technicians, health workers and field experts were employed as permanent workers. On the other
hand, most of the workers who worked in the plantation, especially cane cutters, were seasonal.
Seasonal workers were paid on a daily basis as labourers and encountered several serious

challenges as compared to the permanent ones.'"

The first challenge was the hostile
environment. As it was a very hot and marshy area, Wonji was infested with deadly malaria.

Consequently, many workers began to die of malaria. Moreover, the cane cutters were forced to

live in thatched roofs built around the farm areas. As a result, they faced poor housing and

"Duri Mohammed, “Private Foreign Investment in Ethiopia 1950-1974,” Journal of Ethiopian Studies,
Vol. 7, No. 2, 1969, p. 64.

"’Bahru, “Environment and Capital:-...,” pp. 131-132.

"BKillion, p. 433.
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medical care, lack of clean water and electricity and shortage of food. Workers were also forced

to work from dawn to dusk with only a loaf of bread made of spoiled maize.'*

The workers also faced equally daunting social challenges from their employers. As it was
common in any industry established by foreign capital, the management of the Wonji-Siwa
sugar estate was totally controlled by the Dutch and other Europeans. A few Ethiopian staff
members and clerical workers were placed next to Europeans in the industrial hierarchy. They
were followed by permanent factory and plantation workers. The seasonal workers were
relegated to the bottom of the industrial hierarchy. The last two groups of workers in the

115
In

industrial hierarchy were often subjected to the harsh methods of the Dutch management.
fact, it was the lowest group of workers, especially the cane cutters who faced the harshest
treatment in the company. Since they were not directly recruited by the company, the
management was a distant master to the cane cutters. The company paid the local labour recruiter
per recruit and he in turn paid to the capo (headman). The capo was the ultimate boss of the cane
cutters. He in turn paid the gongdra hdlafi or machete controller on the basis of the gari or
wheeled carriage loads he delivered and at last the money was disbursed down to the individual
cane cutter based on the weight of the cane which later changed on the number of furrows he cut
down. Since most of the cane cutters were illiterate and could not understand their contract they
were easily manipulated by the capos and took whatever amount of money they were paid

6

because if they refused they would be fired automatically.''® Thus, the seasonal labourers

received only meager amount of wage for the difficult job they carried out throughout the day.

"1“Regassa Bayissa, “Labour Migration to the Commercial Farms of the Upper Awash Valley, 1950s-1990,”
MA Thesis, Addis Ababa University: Department of History, 1993, p. 67; Bahru, “Environment and Capital:
Notes...,” p. 132.

"3Killion, p. 434.

"*Bahru, “Environment and Capital: Notes...,” p. 132; Regasa, p. 68.
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For instance, during the 1950s seasonal workers received an average daily wage of less than

E$0.90.'"

The problems of the management were both structural and personal. Structurally, the
management segregated in services and showed disparities in salary scales. Some social services
like play grounds, swimming pools and lounges were reserved only for Europeans and a few
Ethiopian staff members.''® The houses of the management were also modern villas with all
amenities. On the other hand, the houses of most of the permanent workers were very small and
made of mud, and with few amenities.'" Personally, individual workers were often treated
brutally and inhumanly. As most of the management personnel and foremen came from
Indonesia with a background of brutal methods of management and a colonial mentality, the
workers in Wonji-Siawa sugar estate began to face harsh treatments. The Duch foremen abused
Ethiopian employees on different occasions. A number of horrific accidents were often reported
on both the seasonal and permanent workers. On one occasion, for instance, a foreman was said
to have thrown a bucket of hot engine oil on the face of an Ethiopian worker who subsequently

drowned himself into the Awash River and died. '’

The precarious living conditions coupled with the mismanagement of the Dutch made the
workers very militant. They began to consider the Dutch management as "colonialist" and

demanded that it would be replaced by an Ethiopian one. All these developments, eventually,

""Wonji-Sawa Sugar Plantation Workers' Unions, "Y4 Wonji Sekuar Mameri¢a Derejit Wozadir Ager
Yitegel Tarik," unpublished, 1977, p. 2; Wonji- Siwa Sugar Plantation Workers' Unions, Wonji ena Tegelu, A
Bulletin published by the workers' union on 5 7er 1970 EC, pp. 4-5.

8K illion, p. 434.

""Mulugeta Bariaselassie, “The Challenges of Health and Disease Control in Ethiopia: The Case of Wonji-
Shewa Sugar Estate since 1954,” MA Thesis, Addis Ababa University: Department of History, 2001, p. 47.

2%Wonji- Sdwa Sugar Plantation Workers' Union, "Y4 Wonji Sekuar Mamer4da Derejit Wozadir Ager
Yitegel Tarik....," p. 2.
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pushed the workers to strengthen their work place solidarity by establishing traditional
associations. Consequently, several mutual aid associations were organized by workers of
different departments.'”' Between 1951 and 1953, individual complainants expressed their
resentment against the management but they could not bring any change. Since there was no
legal provision and workers' organization to protect the workers' interest in the industry until the
imperial government issued the first labour relations decree in 1962, self-help associations,
especially edders, became forerunners of the workers' organization. They played the role of de
facto workers' union and rallied workers against bad working conditions and whenever there was
discontent against the management because of illegal dismissal of workers and low wages.
Likewise, edders were organized in Wonji-Sawa sugar estate. The first edder was believed to
have been organized by the cane cutters who resided in a village called Kuriftu around the
beginning of 1954. It was named as Abbo Edder. Following the cane cutters, workers from the
maintenance department and a few workers from the factory also organized the Garage Edder.
The formation of edders in the factories opened an avenue for workers to discuss industrial
problems and strengthen their solidarity. They played an important role in agitating workers
against low ages, mismanagement and bad living conditions. The first strike was carried out in

1954 and lasted about three days.'*

As a consequence of the strike, wages were raised from E$0.75 to E$0.90 and the spoiled maize

flour was substituted by cash payment. A similar strike was also undertaken in December 1956

Informants: Abreham Mikonén; Berhdnu Mamo and Ariga Enesaw
12277
1bid.,
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for four days. Nevertheless, the second strike did not bring any improvement on the living

conditions of workers; rather it resulted in the dismissal of the leaders of the strike. 123

A month after the second strike, a new edder called Cat Edder was formed by the workers in
agricultural service department, laboratory and medical service department, machine department
and a few workers who were dissatisfied by the activity of the garage edder. 1t was in this edder
that the earliest clandestine movement was started. It was the most vibrant edder in Wonji-Siwa
sugar estate. It was led by Abreham Mikondn who later became the president of the
Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions (CELU). It first aimed at providing help for
dismissed workers but eventually it began to serve as forum for discussions on labour relations in

the company and a launching pad for the formation of the labour union.'**

The cat edder was
successful in influencing and persuading other edders to come together and form an atdqgalay or
a general edder in 1959. The coming together of factory workers and plantation labourers
together helped the leaders of the general edder to collect a great deal of money for member
workers who were dismissed from work. Every member was required to contribute E$2 for the

general edder fund. Yet, they were also sometimes required to provide additional E$2-3

whenever the number of those laid-offs became too high for the already contributed fund. 123

Apart from providing help to laid-off workers, edders could not bring a significant change on the
life conditions of workers. Thus, a few workers further pushed the social role of the general
edder to include economic issues. Moreover, since the management continued to be indifferent

to workers' demands, they determined to take their case to the emperor in Addis Ababa. This

'ZWonji- Sdwa Sugar Plantation Workers' Union, "Y4 Wonji Sekuar Mameréca Derejit Wozadir Ager Yitegel
Tarik,...," pp. 2-3; Regassa, p. 71.
2Informants: Abreham Makonén, Berhdnu Mamo and Ardga Enesaw; Regassa, p.72; Bahru, “Environment
and Capital: Notes...,” p. 135.
25Informants: Abreham Mikonin, Kitima Késimo and Similes Tikle; Killion, p. 436.
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marked the transformation of the general edder into a covert labour union in 1961. The
clandestine movement was started by a three day strike which lasted from 26 to 28 March 1961.
A committee of thirteen workers was setup and sent to present their 27 demands to the emperor.

It was led by Abraham Mikonin, who was elected as a leader of the general edder.'*

Similarly, the Ethiopian Fiber Factory Workers' Union also traced its root to the self-help
association established in the factory on 12 October 1958."*" Even though the imperial
government had made tremendous attempts to establish a fiber factory in the country before the
Ethio-Italian war, it was during Fascist Italian occupation that the factory was erected. The
Italians brought sack and rope making machineries from Dundee (Scotland) as it was home to
this kind of industry. Though the fiber factory was erected by British Engineers in 1940, it
remained dormant because of the breakup of relationship between Britain and Italy as the latter
joined Hitler in the Second World War (WWII). The factory began production shortly after
liberation.'*® But, the Ministry of Finance transformed the government owned company into a
share company. Accordingly, an Egyptian company, the Sabean Utility Corporation bought 85%

of the share and the remaining 10 percent and 5 percent shares were taken by Ethiopians and two

'TES/MS 3818. Abreham Mikonin,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratifio¢ Andenit Mahebir Amisirarit Tikekeldna Se'el,"
A Paper Presented to the International Institute of Ethiopian Studies, Tir 21, 1968 EC, p.1; Regassa, p.73; Wonji-
Séwa Sugar Plantation Workers' Union, "Y4 Wonji Sekuar Mameriéa Derejit Wozadir Ager Yitegel Tarik...," pp.
4-5.

127y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératifioée Mahebir," Y Iteyopiya Siratifioée Enqeseqase," Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 37.

!2Richard Pankhurst, "The Industrialization of Ethiopia," Ethiopian Observer, Vol.l1 No.5 1957, p. 165; Abiyu
Woubineh, "History of Ethiopia Fiber Products Factory between 1940-1992," BA Thesis, Addis Ababa University:
Department of History, 2000, pp. 1-2; Assefa Addo, "Economic Significance of Fiber Processing Industries in
Underdeveloped Economies: A Case Study of the Fiber Factory of Ethiopia," BA Thesis, Addis Ababa University:
Department of Economics, 1984, p. 23; Ahmed Jemal, "Analysis of Development of Ethiopian Fiber Industry," BA
Thesis, Addis Ababa University: Department of Economics, 1987, p. 1.
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English men respectively. The company began its production with a total capital of E$499,300

and with 200 workers. %’

As it was common elsewhere in other industries in the country, the labour relation in the
Ethiopian fiber factory was characterized by a kind of master-servant relation. The employers
were virtually indifferent to the precarious living conditions of the workers. For instance,
workers had no transport service, travel allowance, medical service, severance pay and other
fringe benefits. Moreover, workers were denied paid annual leave, sick leave, mourning leave
and maternity leave. The employers exploited the labour of Ethiopian workers by providing only
meager wages. Yet, workers also faced several abuses at personal level by the managers of the
factory. A number of shocking abuses were also committed by Mr. Charles Neish, the manager
of the factory, on workers, especially on women workers. The incident of May 1957, however,
shocked all workers in the company and brought them together to defend their rights. It
happened on one of the workers of the company. She was seriously sick and requested the
management a sick leave through her friends. Nevertheless, Mr. Neish refused to give a sick
leave unless she came in person. She was brought by her families being unconscious and
sleeping in bed. Consequently, she died on the way back home. The incident became a hot topic
for discussion among workers and drove them to organize a self-help association or edder on 12
October 1958. Abidra Gimu was elected as the first president of the edder. After that, the edder
began to serve both as a forum for discussions about labour issues and a center of support for

laid-off workers. It enhanced also their solidarity and edder leaders began to present their

Py34 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratifiote Mahebir,"Yi Iteyopiya Siratiiio¢ Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 37;
Assefa, p. 25; Abiyu, p. 4.
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petition to the emperor. Even though workers expressed their grievances several times to the

management, they could not get response to their demands. '*°

In the first petition that they presented to the emperor on 10 October 1960, the Ethiopian fiber
factory workers demanded job security, paid maternity leave, paid sick leave, paid annual leave,
paid mourning leave, good working conditions and the reduction of working hours from 10hrs to
8hrs.The emperor ordered afinegus ESdt¢ Gidda, Vice Minister of the Ministry of Interior to
solve the workers' problem and promised the workers that their problem will be investigated and
addressed within a month. Moreover, he ordered them to elect representatives who could follow
up their cases and the rest to continue their work. Nevertheless, the problem was not yet solved
after a month and the workers went again to the palace to express their grievances on 9
November 1960. Indicating that the problem was still under investigation, afdnegus ordered the
workers to continue their work. In the meantime, the afdnegus was killed together with other
Ministers in the attempted coup d'état on 12 December 1960 and their demands remained

. 131
shelved for some time."*

On the other hand, the manager tried to divide the workers and weaken
their solidarity. For instance, he demoted two representatives from their former position.
Moreover, the manager penalized representatives whenever they went to the palace to follow up
workers' demands. The workers were also divided as anti- and pro-management. This created
clash between the manager and his supporters on the one hand and the workers' representatives
and their supporters on the other. The continuous conflict between the two groups began to

attract the attention of the government and the Board of Directors of the Sabean Utility. Even

though the government pressurized the board to take action on the manager, it continued to give

Informants: Gimitu Nigas, Gilitaw Felaté and Fikadu Aminjo; Yi Milaw Iteyopiya Saratifiod
Mabhebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Séaratdno¢ Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 37.
Blys Milaw Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératiiio¢ Eneqeseqasé, " Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 39.
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a deaf ear until it found another individual who could possibly replace him and manage the

factory.'*

In the meantime, Abdra Gdmu, the leader of the Ethiopian Fiber Factory Workers' Edder,
discussed with member workers about the necessity of forming an alliance with other similar
factory edders to pressurize both the government and employers and get their demands properly
addressed. He also asserted that the establishment of a strong national self-help association
would help them to collect enough fund for laid-off workers. Thus, Abéra proposed that a strong
national self-help association should be created among the various industrial edders in and
around Addis Ababa. After convincing his colleagues, Abdra wrote an invitation letter to several
factory edders in Addis Ababa on 26 May 1961 to send their representatives to a meeting on 28
May 1961. The meeting was held around the Ethiopian Fiber factory near Balca Hospital.
Among others, Abdra Gimu, Sikurlah Yusuf and Yifa Dédsimo from Ethiopian Fiber Factory,
Worqu Démessé and Ddjane Mdkonnin from Fogstad Wood Works, Abdra Abédbd and Géibra
Mikael Wildd Médhen from Mosvold Wood Works, Biyidnd Mékonndn from Heavy Freight
Transport Enterprise and Sifiraw from Vaskin Wood Works attended the meeting. They
discussed and agreed on the importance of the formation of a national self-help association to
improve the living conditions of workers all over the country. The national self-help association
was set up to carryout development and cooperative activities. The Ethiopian fiber factory
workers took the responsibility to prepare the regulation of the association. Abédra and his
colleagues prepared the draft and brought it for discussion on 2 July 1961. After conducting a hot

discussion on some articles of the regulation and forwarding some additional points to be

32Beyene Solomon, Yé Iteyopiya Siratirnoc Andendit Mahebir Wuldit, Edegdt, Wudeqgdt (Addis Ababa: UG,
2004 E.C), p. 30; Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératdiio¢e Mahebir,"Y4d Iteyopiya Sératdno¢ Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976
EC, p. 39.
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included, they agreed to ratify it at the next meeting to be held after two weeks. On their next
meeting, on 15 July 1961, they included more representatives from shoe factories, transport
firms, cotton mills, food processing plants, the Addis Ababa branch of the Franco-Ethiopian
Railway Workers' Union and developed the regulations. On the same day, fifteen edders
endorsed the regulations and formed Yd Iteyopiya Sdratdnoc Yd Sera ena Yd Heberdt Sindika
(Ethiopian Workers' Development and Cooperative Syndicate) as the first national self-help

association in Ethiopia.'*®

The leaders of the syndicate were also elected on the same day. Thus, while Abidra Gimu became
president and Didména Ldmma was elected as vice-president in absentia, even though Ayild
Wiildayais, the vice president of the Franco- Ethiopian Workers' Union in Addis Ababa branch,
had participated in the series of meetings. Regardless of Abéra's effort to convince the leaders of
the Franco-Ethiopian labour union to join the national self-help association, they raised several
issues and remained reluctant for a long time. Besides the president and the vice-president, a
secretary general, treasurer and other twelve members were also elected. They also rented a one

room office from Sekurlah for twenty birr and employed two individuals.'**

The national self-help association aimed mainly to help raise the standard of living of the
Ethiopian workers in general and member workers in particular by establishing income
generating industrial enterprises. It envisaged establishing small scale industrial enterprises in

which laid-off workers could get immediate employment opportunity. More importantly, it

133 Abidra Abibd, "Yi Mosevold Siratdfiod Anisas,” A Personal account, 1996, p. 2; Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya
Sératdno¢ Mahebdr,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sdratdno¢ Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 42; Beyene Solomon, Ydi Ilteyopiya
Sdratdnoc Andendit ..., pp. 32-34.

Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Siratdiiioc Andendit ..., pp. 33-34.
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planned to establish sustainable income sources for old, injured and sick workers, and laid-off. 135
Regardless of their lofty goals, the registration process in the Ministry of Interior took much
more time than expected though all formalities were fulfilled. This created dissatisfaction among
the leaders and member edders. Consequently, though every edder was required to collect fund
from its members starting 11 September 1961 as stipulated in the regulation, a great number of
edders refused to contribute. Consequently, Abidra's cooperative movement failed to meet its

ultimate goal and remained nominal."*°

With the interventions of enlightened individuals both from the state bureaucracy and Addis
Ababa University, however, the leaders modified the national self-help association and their lofty
ideals and transformed it into a covert national labour union, Yd Ilteyopiya Sdratdino¢ Heberdt
Derejit Sindika (Ethiopian Workers' Mutual Associations Syndicate). The representatives of the
Franco-Ethiopian railway workers union were in the forefront to bring this transformation when
the Fiber factory workers became reluctant to change the old ways of workers' organization, the
self-help scheme. After the transformation, the leaders aimed at handling employees' grievances
and improving their economic status and working conditions through collective actions. This

marked the beginning of a covert national labour movement in the country.'’

1.2. The Formation of Covert Workers’ Organizations, 1946-1962

As explained earlier in this chapter, workers' self-help associations or edders were used as

important platform to strengthen workers' solidarity. Interestingly, they also served as important

B3poice of Labour, Special Issue, April, 9, 1970, p.14.

¢y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratdfioé Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p.43;
Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sdratdinoc Andendit ..., pp. 33-34.
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forums for discussion about social and labour issues among member workers. They emerged as
independent institutions to serve primarily member workers. Since they were covert and
conducted their activity clandestinely, some employers had no idea about the edders established
in their industries. Nevertheless, even though they were independent and were able to provide
fund for dismissed workers and their family, they could not address the economic demands such
as wage increment, pension, severance pay and other fringe benefits. Their petitions submitted to
the management and sometimes to the state officials including the emperor got no response.
Needless to say, edders' social emphasis could not help workers to breach the material alliance
between management and the state. The strong alliance that existed between management and
the state could not give room for workers to stage a nationwide strike. Besides the strong alliance
between management and the state, workers did not have the consciousness to develop effective

strategy to achieve their material interest as most of them were illiterate. 138

A few literate and conscious member workers, however, began to shift the focus of mutual aid
associations from their usual social functions into economic needs of member workers. Thus,
clandestine movements were, eventually, started inside these mutual aid associations. The
leaders of the associations often tried to link up workers' demands with very sensitive and
powerful nationalist issues such as Ethiopianization of the management and equal pay for
workers of the same position regardless of their race to develop their consciousness. This also
helped them to attract a few educated persons who could advise them on how to form a

clandestine labour organization that could break the strong material alliance between

8Desta, p. 136; Killion, p. 448.
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management and the state and protect their economic interest. As a result, in many industries,

. . . . 139
edders were transformed into unofficial labour unions or covert labour unions.

1.2.1. The Franco-Ethiopian Railway Workers’ Union

The Franco-Ethiopian railway workers' union was organized during the late 1940s, at a time
when serious confrontation began between the French company and the Imperial State of
Ethiopia on the issue of control of the management of the railway. The confrontation between the
French company and the imperial state on railway freight tariff broke the alliance between them
and contributed a lot to the emergence of the Franco- Ethiopian railway workers' organization.
The management of the railway line had been controlled by the Fascist Italians (1936-41) and the
British Military Administration (1942-1946) respectively. As a result, the imperial government
believed that the 1908 concession signed between Emperor Menilek II and the French company
Compagnie Imperiale des Chemins de Fer Franco-Ethiopien de Djibouti a Addis Abeba was
already abrogated by the French company during the occupation period. Therefore, the imperial
government claimed to control the railway. Even though the 1908 concession signed between
Emperor Menilek IT and the company was already violated by the latter'*°and Britain also agreed
to handover the management of the Franco-Ethiopian railway to the Imperial Ethiopian
government in the Anglo-Ethiopian agreement signed on the 19" December 1944, the transfer of

the railway to the Ethiopian state was skillfully obstructed by the French government and failed

Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga..., p. 55; Killion, p. 448.

Article 11 of the 30™ January 1908 concession states that: ...the company might not convey troops or war
materials into or out of Ethiopia without a written order from the Ethiopian government, under pain of forfeiting the
railway." Nevertheless, the company permitted the Italians to transport war materials using the railway line without
the consent of the Ethiopian government.
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to be materialized.'*' The emperor's attempt to control the management of the railway through
the American company, J.G. White Engineering Company of New York also did not succeed
because of French protest to both Britain and the United States to protect its interest in Ethiopia.
The imperial state opposed the restoration of the concession mainly because it threatened the
sovereignty of Ethiopia as clearly witnessed during the Italian invasion. Nevertheless, after the
emperor realized that he could not stop the French company from regaining the management of
the Franco-Ethiopian railway, he started to negotiate with France to get control of the disputed
Afambo region in the border between Ethiopia and Djibouti and acquire more shares of the
Franco-Ethiopian railway stock and port facilities in Djibouti. The negotiation was concluded
with the signing of an agreement on 4 May 1946. This agreement helped the French company to
regain the management of the railway line a month before the end of the time stipulated in the
Anglo-Ethiopian agreement of 1944 for transferring the railway line from the British Military

Administration to the imperial state of Ethiopia. '**

The agreement testified to the failure of the Imperial government not only to get control of the
management of the Franco-Ethiopian railway but also to make conspicuous modifications on the
1908 agreement. Consequently, though Ethiopia had the right to take over the management of the

railway, the British Military Administration transferred it to the French company on 1 July 1946.

"I Article V of the 19" December 1944 Anglo-Ethiopian agreement states that: "The government of the
United Kingdom will (a) relinquish the control and management of the section of the Franco-Ethiopian railway
which lies in the Ethiopian territory within three months of receiving from the imperial Ethiopian government a
formal assurance that satisfactory arrangements have been made for its continued efficient operation, and (b)
transfer the control and management of the section of the railway referred to in (a) above to the organization
specified in the formal assurance."

"“IKillion, pp. 393-394; IES/G.B. FO/371/53450. A letter sent from British Legation in Addis Ababa to
Ethiopian Ministry of Foreign affairs on 12 June 1946.
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Regardless of the signing of the 1946 agreement, the imperial state of Ethiopia continued to

oppose the French takeover of the management of the company until the 1950s.'*

The Ethiopian railway workers also opposed the transfer of the management of the Franco-
Ethiopian railway line to the French company. In fact, at the beginning, the Ethiopian railway
workers looked at the transfer of the management of the railway line only from the perspective of
their corporate interest. Thus, they expected that the French management would introduce better
socio-economic benefits to the Ethiopian workers as they did to the Djiboutian ones.
Nevertheless, as the company continued to use the pre-war freight tariff and discrimination
policies on the Ethiopian workers, they began to oppose and look at the matter from a nationalist
point of view. This was evidently exhibited when the company proposed to provide a 100%
salary increase to European workers and only E$0.25 to Ethiopians. The Ethiopian workers
heard this proposal before the French takeover of the management of the railway line and held a
spontaneous general meeting in the premise of the company on 29 June 1946. In the meeting,
they discussed the importance of unity to defend their interest and agreed to form a mutual aid
association. The mutual aid association was apparently created not to work on the social
concerns of member workers; rather it was used to strengthen the solidarity of workers and
defend their interests. This was witnessed when they went on strike immediately after the French
management resumed control over the Franco-Ethiopian railway on 1 July 1946. On the other
hand, the Ethiopian railway workers' movement to organize and defend their economic interest

was also welcomed by the imperial government which was at the same time offended by the new

"SIES/G.B.FO/371/53450, A letter sent from the British legation in Addis Ababa to Foreign Office and
British Middle East Office, Cairo on 4™ March 1947; IES/G.B. FO/371, 63148/J737. A letter sent from the British

Consulate in French Somaliland to Foreign Office, London, British Middle East Office, Cairo, Egyptian Department
of Foreign Office and British Legation in Addis Ababa on 26™ January 1947.
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freight tariff introduced by the company. Besides strengthening the road transport and making it
a formidable competitor to the railway, the state also began to use workers as an instrument to
pressurize the French company. This created a good opportunity for the leaders of the nascent
mutual aid association to agitate a number of workers against the company. When the company
became indifferent to workers' demands, they went on strike and submitted their petition to
Colonel Kassa Abriha, the governor of Dire Dawa district. Though they could not get
satisfactory response from the governor, the workers were encouraged to elect their own
representatives who could discuss with him concerning their demands. This marked the
transformation of the workers' organization into an overt labour union.'**

The state continued to undermine the economic position of the Franco-Ethiopian railway line
both by strengthening the road transport that linked Addis Ababa and Djibouti and by
encouraging workers to struggle for their corporate interest and dignity. Blatta Kidand Maryam
Abidra, who was both member of the Board of Directors of the Imperial Motor Transport
Company (IMTC) and as controller in the Franco-Ethiopian railway, played an important role in
weakening the economic power of the railway. The imperial government believed that
encouraging the competition by deploying as many trucks as possible would force the French
company to reduce the unreasonable freight tariff increase. On the other hand, the imperial state
officials also did not hold back the growth the workers' movement in the company hoping that it
would create pressure on the management. Thus, the workers continued to show their resentment
to the management and demanded the end of the discrimination which had been practiced by the

company on FEthiopian workers with regard to salary, benefits and job classification. Even

144y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratifio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratiiio¢ Eneqeseqasé, ” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 30;
Kiflu Mekuria, “The History of Growth of Labor Unions in Ethiopia,” BA Thesis, Haile Selassie I University:
Department of History, 1973, p, 6-7.
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though workers' demands focused on the protection of their economic interest, they also had
nationalist tendencies. The Ethiopian railway workers had already learnt a lot about the
importance of workers' organization from the Djiboutian Railway Workers' Union or Syndicate
des Cheminots de Djiboutien which was formed around the end of 1945. This further encouraged
them to continue to strengthen their solidarity and struggle against the management by
transforming their covert association into an unofficial but overt labour union. Even though the
role of the imperial state in the transformation of workers' association into an overt trade union

was unclear, it did nothing to stop them.'®

In the same day when the French resumed control of the railway management on 1 July 1946, the
Ethiopian railway workers went on strike in Dire Dawa. Though the strike lasted only for half a
day, it caused damage on workshops and on the houses of European workers, especially, on
those of the Greeks. It was particularly violent in Dire Dawa because the strike coincided with
the transfer of the municipal government from the British Military Administration to the
Ethiopians. More importantly, the lifting of the British police force from Kézira by the military
administration without prior notice to the imperial government aggravated the destruction. The
Greeks were seriously affected during the strike. The governor of Dire Dawa attributed this
devastation to the British Military Administration. In his report to the Ministry of Interior, for
instance, the governor expressed the idea that he found concrete evidence concerning the
conspiracy carried out by some British military officers to destabilize the security of the town

and discredit the local officials. The governor also discovered that the British military officers

"Killion, pp. 395-396; Kiflu, pp. 6-7.
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provided money to workers who went on strike. Be that as it may, the strike ended in the
afternoon of the same day when the French company agreed to look into and respond to the
workers' demands by the 15™ of July 1946. As a result, the workers resumed their job in the same

afternoon. '*®

Even though the company tried to respond to some of the demands raised during the strike, it
could not satisfy the workers. Nevertheless, the strike was suspended until the end of the year. In
the meantime, workers were exerting concerted effort in transforming their mutual aid
association into a strong and covert labour union which would defend not only their social
concerns but also their economic interests. Thus, the mutual aid association was fully
transformed into a covert labour union called the Ethiopian Railway Workers' Union or
Syndicate des Cheminots Ethiopien on 22 July 1946. On the same day, workers elected their
leaders. Thus, Ejigu Gudayu was elected president, Assdfa Gibrd Maryam as secretary, Zaldqa

Haylu as treasurer and other eight workers were also elected as members of the leadership.'’

In fact, the establishment of the Ethiopian railway workers' union was not hidden from the
government. Since the state needed the organization to use as an important weapon to pressurize
the company, it apparently did not hinder the activity of the workers. Interestingly, Blatta Kidani
Maryam Abdra, the Ethiopian controller in the railway, and a few other imperial officials in the
transport sector and the Ministry of Communication knew the activities of the workers but did
nothing to stop them. Thus, even though the exact role of the state in the organization of the

Ethiopian railway workers' union was not clear, it was welcomed by them. But, the state did not

"ENALA, Mol/17.2.139.06. A telegram sent from Colonel Kassa Abriha to Wildd Giyorgis Walda
Yohannes, Ministry of Pen and Interior on 03 July 1946 or 26 Sdne 1938 EC.

7Y% Milaw Iteyopiya Saratifioé Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Eneqeseqasé,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, pp 30-
31; Kiflu, p. 6.
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officially or legally recognize the Franco-Ethiopian workers' union until the early 1960s.
Immediately after its establishment, however, the workers raised several nationalist issues,
including, Ethiopianization of the management, equality of pay, benefits, job category, pension,
insurance and establishment of training programs and printing of regulations in Ambharic
language. It also demanded the end of all discriminatory activities and inhuman treatment
practiced by the management against Ethiopian workers. But, the French management continued
to operate the railway line on the basis of the pre-war regulations with only slight modifications.
This further aggravated the resentment of Ethiopian workers and they began a two months strike
on 11 January 1947.'*

In fact, the Ethiopian section of the railway operation had begun to stagger since 9 January 1947
because of the absence of key employees from their workplace. The actual strike was, however,
begun when 800 to 1000 Ethiopian workers supported by other Ethiopians closed down the
Ethiopian section of the railway line on 11 January 1947. Consequently, transit trade into and
from Ethiopia came to a complete standstill and created great inconvenience in the region. As the
strike took a dangerous turn, the Director General of the Franco-Ethiopian railway in Paris,
Monsieur Gerbal arrived in Djibouti by air from Paris on 19 January 1947. The workers in
Djibouti dropped their plan to strike when they heard that the director general came with full
power to negotiate and with generous terms. Thus, the Djiboutian workers' agitation for strike
was settled by providing a 25 percent wage rise and family allowances. Thereafter, the director
general flew to Addis Ababa to negotiate with the Ethiopian workers. The director faced a much

more serious problem in Ethiopia as the Franco-Ethiopian railway workers' union raised far-

148y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratiiio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratiiio& Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, pp 30-
31; Killion, pp. 400-401.
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reaching nationalist demands that would bring significant changes in the industrial hierarchy and
the management of the railway line. Since the Ethiopian workers presented their economic
demands which were highly intertwined with nationalist political tendencies, the negotiations

proved fruitless.'*

Moreover, the strike was supported by the local population and the imperial government. For
instance, Ethiopian merchants stood behind the workers by providing financial support. It was
also reported that the emperor supported the strike by providing a sum of E$ 80, 000 form his
personal treasury. Nevertheless, it was not made clear whether the fund was given to keep the
momentum of the strike or merely to support the impoverished workers. Using the various
supports provided by the population and the state, the leaders of the Ethiopian railway workers'
union continued to oppose every deal proposed by the French company and remained adamant
regarding their nationalist and corporate demands until the end of January 1947. As the strike
continued, however, its effect began to be conspicuously observed in all economic sectors in the
country. This in turn created division within the government and among the merchants who
benefited from the strike and affected by it. The stamina of the strikers was also seriously
depleted and workers were looking for an immediate compromise with the French company to

terminate the strike around the end of February.'°

On the other hand, a few imperial officials from the transport sectors and the Ministry of
Communications worked to prolong the strike. More importantly, Blatta Kidand Maryam Abéra

vitiated the negotiations. The motor transport company had been in crisis because it was unable

"IES/G.B. FO/371, 63148/1737.
130y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratiiioé Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Saratiiioée Eneqeseqase, ” Kefel 1, 1976 EC 1976, p.
32.
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to compete with the railway. Thus, Blatta Kidand Maryam Abéra attempted to use this good
opportunity to strengthen IMTC at the expense of the railway. For instance, the IMTC charged
E$35 British pounds per ton of freight from Addis Ababa to Djibouti, while the railway charged
E$13 and trucks to Assdb charged only E$12. Citing the French railway officials, the British
legation in Addis Ababa reported as follows concerning the negotiations being carried out

between the French company and Ethiopian representatives on 10 February 1947.

...In the meantime, Blatta Kidand Maryam Abéra is according to French railway
officials, deliberately spinning out the negotiations at Dire Dawa. If this is the
case, the Ethiopian government who is of course, well aware of this attempt by
the imperial transport company to feather their own nest at the expense of the
country is pursuing a short sighted policy.""

Even though the IMTC was making profit during the strike by transporting goods'>* from
Djibouti to Addis Ababa, it was at the same time opposed by the strikers who felt that their
problem would not get attention if the IMTC continued to transport goods in place of the

railway. Thus, they attacked and destroyed some of the trucks and severely beat up the drivers.

Even though Blatta Kidani Maryam Abira and his supporters wanted to prolong the settlement
of the problem, the company and the syndicate agreed on a compromise around the end of
February following the intervention of both the French and the Ethiopian governments. Under
the auspices of both, a committee of seven individuals comprised of all stake holders was set up
to investigate the demands of the syndicate. Accordingly, while Prime Minister Endalkac¢aw

Mikonnén, Blaten Geta Zawde Bélayendh, Minister of Communications, and Blatta Kidani

IIES/G.B. FO/371, 63148/J786. A letter sent from British legation in Addis Ababa to Arnold Overton, British
Middle Eastern Office, Cairo; Governor of Eden, Egyptian Department of Foreign Office, London on 10 February
1947.

2IES/G.B.FO/371. 63148/J851. A letter sent from British Consulate in Djibouti to British legation in Addis
Ababa, British Middle Eastern Office, Cairo and Egyptian Department of Foreign Office, London; British Legation
in Addis Ababa on 3 February 1947.
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Maryam Abdra, represented the imperial government, Monsieur Russeau, the Director of the
railway, and Monsieur Gerbal, administrator and representative of the company, were delegated
by the French company; and Ejigu Gudayu and Assdfa Gébrd Maryam joined the committee
representing the syndicate.'” The committee discussed the demands of the workers and finally
reached an agreement on 6 March 1947. Workers were asked to return to their jobs within the
next two days. In the agreement, the French company agreed to meet some of the demands of the
syndicate within a few days and the remaining other demands within six months time. For
instance, the company agreed to provide wages slightly better than what it had promised on 1
January 1947. It also agreed in principle to dismantle job classification and racial segregation in
the industrial hierarchy. But, since Ethiopian workers had no French education, they were unable
to pass the written examination and rise to higher positions in the industrial hierarchy. Even
though the company also agreed to establish a training center for Ethiopians in Dire Dawa, this
did not materialize until 1953. The agreement mainly focused on the national issues and left
aside the corporate interests of the workers. Thus, the Ethiopian railway workers were still not
quite satisfied with the benefits they received from the agreement. Moreover, the process of
replacing European managers with Ethiopians was intentionally obstructed and delayed by the

154
French.

The procrastination of the establishment of a training center in Dire Dawa seriously affected the
Ethiopianization process in the industry. Since Ethiopian workers lacked appropriate technical
skill and French education, they could not pass the examination and hold higher positions in the

industrial hierarchy. Even though job classification and racial discrimination were officially dis

'33y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratiiio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Saratiiio¢ Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 154.
¥¥Killion, pp. 405-406.

94



continued, they remained intact in the company. Moreover, the introduction of a strict industrial
working system, politique de rigueur, in 1948 to enhance productivity and balance the high
labour cost and massive capital expenditure that appeared in the immediate post-war period
further aggravated the resentment of the syndicate. Thus, workers went on strike on 17 August
1949. It started in the repair shops and expanded to the other sections of the company. The
Ethiopian mechanics in the locomotive sections attacked a number of French management
personnel. Since the railway police and the local police did not intervene, several buildings were
damaged, trains were derailed and other European workers were also injured. The French
claimed that the strike was ignited by the government and they requested the Ethiopian state to
take responsibility, pay indemnity and arrest the workers who had attacked French personnel.
Nevertheless, the government refused to take responsibility and the French announced a lockout.
After a month, however, an agreement was reached and the lock out ended on 22 September

1949.1%

The deepening of antagonistic relations between the Imperial government and the French
company and the growing militancy of the Ethiopian railway workers in the late 1940s indicated
that the French could no longer continue dominating the management of the railway in the old
way. Moreover, the restructuring of the Ethiopian economy and the federation of Eritrea with
Ethiopia undermined the French economic interest in the Horn of Africa."® The development of
the road transport from Asséb to Addis Ababa and air transport exerted considerable pressure on
the Franco-Ethiopian railway. Even though the company reduced its tariff in 1954, it was unable

to attract merchants and other passengers. Consequently, the company began to decline and came

3Killion, pp. 11-12; Kiflu, p. 7.
156K illion, p. 116; Kiflu, p. 7.
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to depend on French loan and financial assistance. ">’ The sharp decline of the Franco-Ethiopian
railway line forced the French state and the company to negotiate a new concession with the
imperial government of Ethiopia. As a result, the concession was signed on 12 November 1959
providing for equal financial and administrative power for both signatories. Thus, the Ethiopian
government's share rose from 25 percent to 50 percent. Moreover, according to Article 2 of the
concession, the legal personality of the railway was transferred from French to Ethiopian and its

headquarters was also changed from Paris to Addis Ababa.'®

On the other hand, as the alliance between the Ethiopian government and the French company
began to show significant development in the 1950s, the syndicate began to lose its support from
the state. Moreover, as government shifted its economic policy towards expanding the industrial
sector in the 1950s, workers' organizations, including the Franco-Ethiopian railway workers
union, began to be considered as threats to the development endeavor. Despite the development
of the Ethiopianization of the railway and the appointment of a few Ethiopian workers to higher
posts in the industrial hierarchy, the Ethiopian railway workers union began to be considered as a
dangerous organization by the imperial government. Consequently, the activities of the syndicate
were disparaged, its demands rejected or ignored, and strikes harshly repressed by the state. For
instance, the 1954 strike, which was carried out on the same day as the Eritrean dock workers
strike, was stopped for fear of state reprisals. The late 1950s in particular marked the decline of

the syndicate as a result of the decrease of the number of workers in the company in general and

'¥7Sylvia Pankhurst, " Beginning of Modern Transport in Ethiopia: The Franco-Ethiopian Railway and its
History," Ethiopian Observer, Vol.1, No.12, 1958, p. 389.

SSENALA, Mol/17.2.139.06.

96



the firing of a number of active participants in particular. The worst government's crackdown of
the syndicate, however, came in 1957 when the leaders were fired and offices were closed until
the middle of 1960. Following the coming of liberal managers and strong workers' leaders,
however, the syndicate revived again in late 1960 and made significant contribution to the
struggle for the legal recognition of trade unionism in the country and the formation of the

national confederation, the Confederation of the Ethiopian Labour Unions (CELU) in 1963. 159

1.2.2. The Wonji-Siwa Sugar Estates Workers’ Union

The Wonji-Siwa sugar estate was one of the state-supported enterprises in post-war Ethiopia. It
was established by the Dutch company, United N.V. Handelsvereeniging Amsterdam (HVA) in
1951. Among other things, the company was attracted by the state support promised under the

% The total

terms of the 1950 Investment Decree and the low wages of Ethiopian workers.'®
initial capital invested by the company was E$23 million. The company became profitable within
a few years time and continued to increase its capital and expand its production. Thus, a new
company, HVA-Ethiopia, was formed in 1958. While 80 percent of the capital was covered by
the company, the remaining 20 percent of the share was sold to the imperial Ethiopian
government and members of the royal family; this raised the capital to E$28 million. This was
soon followed by the establishment of Sdwa sugar factory in1962 with a total capital of

22 .4million. Thus, the total capital invested in the sugar industry of the country reached E$50.4

million. HVA and HVA-Ethiopia further developed another company, HVA-Mitéhara, with a

Kiflu, pp.7-8; Killion, 423-425.
'Richard Pankhurst, “The Wonji Sugar Estate,” Ethiopian Observer, No. 5, June 1957, p. 148.
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capital of E$ 56 million in 1965. The company controlled 51percent of the share while 49

percent was taken by Ethiopians.'®'

Wonji-Séwa sugar estate was one of the major enterprises that employed considerable number of
workers. Nevertheless, like the Franco-Ethiopian Railway workers, the Wonji-Siwa sugar estate

162 The traditional

workers were highly segregated and exploited by the Dutch company.
associations of the industrial workers set up to solve their social problems could no longer help
them to improve their living conditions. Even though edders played significant role in
strengthening the solidarity of workers and preparing the ground work for the later establishment
of labour unions, they could not fully address both the economic and social problems that the
workers often faced in their work places. As a result, workers eventually transformed their
associations into unofficial labour unions or covert labour unions to safeguard their economic
interests.'®’

Thus, after a series of discussions on the importance of unity to collect enough fund and support
laid-offs, they agreed to form afdqalay edder or a general self-help association. This move was
spearheaded by the Cat edder. The leaders of the general self-help association, eventually, took
new functions, including the presentation of workers' grievances to the management. The fund
collected by the general edder was used to support edder members who were fired for protesting
and instigating workers to struggle against abuses by the management. When the HVA

management became indifferent to their demands, the leaders of the general edder presented

their petition to the local authorities. Since the liaison officer and the police often stood on the

''Ehetu Chole, Underdevelopment in Ethiopia (Addis Ababa: Organization for Social Science Research in
Eastern and Southern Africa (OSSREA), 2004), p. 429; Duri, pp. 61-62.

'’Regassa, p. 65.
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side of the management and attacked the workers, the leaders of the general edder often chose to
present their grievances to Getataw Maiadhine, the governor of Yidrdr and Kiardyu Awraja.
Nevertheless, the governor had no power to interfere in the internal affairs of the industry. Thus,
militant leaders of the general edder formed a clandestine committee of thirteen members to
present workers' grievances directly to the emperor in early 1961. This marked the rise of a

covert labour union in Wonji-Sdwa sugar estate. o4

The thirteen committee members led by Abreham Mikonin called a three day strike that lasted
from 26 to 28 March 1961. While the strike was going on, the committee travelled to Addis
Ababa and presented a 9 pages petition to the emperor. The petition incorporated both nationalist
and corporate demands including better working conditions, equal benefits and facilities,
Ethiopianization of management and technical positions and an end to illegal dismissal of
workers who protest against management abuses. Moreover, in their petition, the workers wrote
an ultimatum to the emperor expressing that if their demands were not met within a month, they
will leave Wonji cognizant of the fact that it was sold to the Netherlands. As a result, the
emperor took the petition seriously and set up a committee consisting of three individuals from
the Ministry of Trade and Industry including, the Minister, Endalkacdw Miakonnén and sent them

to Nazareth town on 27 March 1961 to settle the problems. The committee discussed with the

1%*y3 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératino¢ Mahebir,"Yi Iteyopiya Siratiio¢ Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 49;
IES/MS, 3818, p.1; Killion, p. 436.
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workers' representatives and the management of the company and met the major demands of

workers and also agreed to meet the remaining demands in the foreseeable future.'®’

After the discussion, the workers were able to secure most of their demands, including daily pay
rise from E$0.90 to E$1.10, institution of annual leave, an end to arbitrary dismissal of workers,
24 hours ambulance stand-by for plantation workers, recognition of maternity leave, payment for
overtime, eight hour working day, promotion only of Ethiopians to posts subordinate to those
occupied by the Dutch, promotion of all seasonal workers with the exception of plantation to
permanent, and providing leave with pay for workers' representatives whenever they travelled to
submit their petition to the concerned body. The settlement was considered as a victory of

- - 166
workers over the management though some issues remained unresolved.

The committee, which was meeting with government officials and the management at Nazareth
continued to act both as leaders of the general edder and the newly created covert labour union
inside the general edder. Even though the leaders made great attempt to include all members of
the general edder as members of the covert labour union, a few workers backed down fearing the
double contribution. On the other hand, the management did not like the growing of a covert
trade union inside the general edder and tried to create division between members of the general
edder and the labour union. It succeeded in convincing and expelling a few clerical and

managerial employees from both the general edder and the nascent labour union. Thus, it

1TES/MS 3818, p. 2; Wonji-Sawa Sugar Factory Workers' Union, Wonji ena Tegleu, No.1 Tir, 1970, p. 6;
Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sératirnioce Andendit ..., pp. 39-40; Wonji- Sawa Sugar Factory Workers' Union,
“Y& Wonji Sekuar Mamréca Derejit Wézadar Ager Ya Tegel Tarik," Unpublished, December, 1983, p. 4.

1%Wonji-Sawa Sugar Factory Workers' Union, “Y# Wonji Sekuar Mamrééa Derejit Wizadir Ager...," pp. 4-5;
Bahru Zewde, “Environment and Capital: Notes...," p. 135; Wonji-Siawa Sugar Factory Workers' Union, Wonji ena
Tegleu No.lI Tir, 1970, p. 6; Regassa, p. 73.
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succeeded to form a new edder to challenge and weaken the general edder and the labour union.
The group of workers who established the new edder with the tacit support of the management
were referred to as "Combist" (after the Congolese secessionist leader Moise Thombe), as
opposed to the group of workers who founded the labour union and named as "Lumumbist"(after
the nationalist leader Patrice Lumumba). This division created havoc among the workers of

e M. 16
Wonji-Séwa sugar estate.'®’

The legalization of the labour union was not, however, yet achieved. Even though the emperor
expressed his consent verbally for the committee members and recognized their right to organize
a labour union, and the committee also publicized it to its members, the registration process
faced serious problems in the Ministry of Interior. For instance, in the letter written to the
Ministry of Interior Public Security Department on 24 August 1962, the committee members of
the covert labour union expressed that the workers were tired of requesting the Ministry to get

168 In the meantime, however, the leaders began to contact

legal recognition for their association.
Mesfin Wolde Mariam, a professor in Addis Ababa University and Doctor Bereket Habte
Selassie, the attorney general in the imperial Ethiopian Government. These two scholars
introduced Abriham Mikonén to other industrial edder leaders in Addis Ababa and began an
organized labour movement in the country. Moreover, the leaders of the covert labour union

began also to get support from the local authorities like Gétacdw Méadhane, the governor of Yarér

and Kirdyu Awraja.'®

"*"Wonji-Siawa Sugar Factory Workers' Union, “Y# Wonji Sekuar Mamri¢a Derejit Wizadir Ager...," p.
6; Bahru Zewde, “Environment and Capital: Notes...," p. 135.

1 Wonji-Sédwa Sugar Factory Workers' Union, Folder No-file No. 5. A letter written from the committee
members of the covert labour union to the Ministry of Interior on 18 Ndhdsé 1954 EC or 24 August 1962.

Wonji-Siwa Sugar Factory Workers' Union, “Y# Wonji Sekuar Mamric¢a Derejit Wizadir Ager...," p. 6;
Beyene Solomon, Y& Iteyopiya Sératinoc¢ Andendit ..., p. 43.
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The success of the Wonji-Séawa sugar estate workers' movement could be attributed to their
militancy and the general policy shift of the imperial Ethiopian state in the 1960s. For instance, it
was because of the militancy of workers that the leader of the labour union was reinstated after
he was fired by the management following the March 1961 agreement. Despite the divisive
management strategies, the leaders of the covert labour union worked relentlessly to address the
demands of member workers. As a result, it was able to secure support from both the permanent
and seasonal workers. This enabled the leaders of the covert labour union to continue their
relationship with other labour groups in Addis Ababa and pressurized the government to issue
the first labour relation decree on 5 September 1962. Accordingly, the Wonji-Sawa Sugar Estates

Workers' Union received legal status three months later.'”

1.2.3. The Ethiopian Fiber Factory Workers’ Union

As happened to many Ethiopian factory workers, the Ethiopian fiber factory workers were
exploited by the management. For instance, they were forced to work for more than 10 hours a
day for meager wages and under poor working and living conditions. They were also paid only

an average of E$ 0.5 to 1.70 per day.'”!

Workers were not allowed to get annual leave, maternity
leave, insurance, payment for overtime and severance pay. Moreover, Charles Neish, the

manager of the company, abused workers personally and fired them whenever they showed

. 172
resentment against him. "’

Ethiopian fiber factory workers were able to establish edder to help one another under the

leadership of Abdra Gdmu, an old and respected Kdmbatan, on 12 October 1958. The formation

"Bahru Zewde, “Environment and Capital: Notes...," p. 135; Regassa, p.73.
"I Abiyu, p. 29; Richard Pankhurst, "The Industrialization of Ethiopia," Ethiopian Observer-..., p. 165.
172y 3 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératiiio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Saratifio¢...," p. 37; Abiyu, p. 29.
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of edder enabled them to support member workers in times of illness, death, marriage and
dismissal from work. The edder could not, however, address all the intricate and wide ranging
problems that the workers were facing in the factory. True, it enhanced the solidarity of workers

and helped them to present their demands both to the management and the emperor.'”

The manager of the factory was indifferent to workers' demands. Workers who complained
against the management were often intimidated and if they could not refrain from such acts they
would be automatically fired. When the workers were unable to get response for their demands
from the management, they stopped work and went to the palace to submit their petition to the
emperor in late 1960. While the government was investigating their problems, a coup d'état was

attempted on the emperor in December 1960 and the workers' demands was stalled.'”

Abira and his colleagues then tried to form alliance with other edders to enhance the fund for
laid-off workers and also to strengthen the pressure on the management and the state and get
their demands heard. Nevertheless, the national self-help association could not work as expected
and the working and living conditions of the Ethiopian workers in general and the Ethiopian
fiber workers in particular remained precarious.'”

In the meantime, the Ethiopian Fiber Factory workers went on strike. It started on 19 October
1961 and ended on 12 November1961. On the second day of the strike, the strikers closed the

gate of the factory and denied the manager, Charles Neish and his supporters' entry into the

3y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératdio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratdno¢ ...," p. 38; Beyene Solomon, Ydi
Iteyopiya Sdratinoc Andendit ..., pp. 28-29; Abiyu, p. 30.

7y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratiiioé Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratdfiod...," p. 38; Beyene Solomon, Yi
Iteyopiya Sdratdinoc Andendit ..., p. 28

"Informants: Gimacu Négase, Gilataw Felaté and Fikadu Aménjo.
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compound. Consequently, the manager and his supporters clashed with the strikers and around
13 workers, most of them from the manager's group, were seriously injured. The conflict was
stopped with the intervention of a joint force from the regular police force and the special army.
Despite the control of the conflict, the strike continued until the 19™ October 1961. The police
also discovered that other workers from fifteen different factories were ready to follow suit and

176 . . . .
® The conflict, however, continued outside the premises

express their resentment through strike.
of the factory and some of the key supporters of the manager were severely beaten by the
strikers. Consequently, the police arrested three individuals including Taddssd Neguse, Negusse
Girbrd Tadiq and Abatd TdSoméd and sentenced each to six months imprisonment. This created
division among the Ethiopian factory workers. The Hédeya and Kédmbata workers led by the
chairman of the edder, Abdra Gimu formed one group and stood against another group which

was largely composed of Oromo. This division affected the solidarity of workers for some

. 1
time. 77

At the end of the strike, the government and the board of directors of the Sabean Utility
Corporation recognized the plight of the workers and fired the manager and the government
expelled him from the country within 24hrs. In addition, some of the demands of workers were
met. Among others, the Ethiopian fiber factory workers were able to secure annual leave of 14 to
25 days depending on their years of service, maternity leave for a month of which 15 days were

paid, and working hours were reduced from 10 hrs to 8 hrs per day. Above all, the workers were

*IES/MS 2992, A Letter sent from the 2nd Brigade of the Imperial Body Guard to the head quarter of the
Imperial Body Guard Division on 11 Tegemet 1954 or 21 October 1961.
177 Abiyu, p. 31.
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satisfied with the removal of the expatriate manager. It inspired them to act in unison in the

future.'”

Having the expatriate manager removed and some of their demands addressed, the leaders of the
Ethiopian fiber factory edder continued to strengthen the cooperative movement which was in
decline together with the Franco-Ethiopian workers' union and other factory edders. In the mean
time, however, some scholars both from the state bureaucracy and Addis Ababa University
contacted them and expressed their willingness to support and guide them. This was the turning
point in Abira's cooperative movement. It was no longer used as a way to form a national
workers organization. The Ethiopian Workers' Mutual Assistance Cooperative Syndicate was;
rather transformed into a covert national labour unions (Ethiopian Labour Unions). The contact
was first started between Mesfin Wolde Mariam, who had been hearing the plight of the
Ethiopian workers in Wonji-Siwa sugar estate for a long time from his friend, Gétatiw
Maidhane, the governor of Yérdr and Kéirdu Awraja, and Abrdham Mikonén, the leader of the
covert labour unions in Wonji-Séwa sugar estate. The governor was considered as progressive by
the workers because he knew their miserable state very well and worked with them to address
those problems. For instance, he worked hand in hand with the 13 committee members to avoid
workers' casualities and to address their demands peacefully. He discussed with the committee
members about the inhuman treatment that the workers faced in the hands of the Dutch

management. Consequently, irritated by the appalling conditions of workers, the authorities of

178y Milaw Iteyopiya Siratiiio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratanog...," p. 39.
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the surrounding area began to change their mind and to encourage the workers, especially, after

the March 1961 strike.'”’

Having discussed the appalling conditions of workers in Wonji-Siwa with Abreham, Mesfin
Wolde Mariam approached Bereket Habte Selassie and began to work together to help and guide
workers in their struggle against the employers and the state. In doing so, Bereket managed to get
Beyene Solomon, one of the founders of the cooperative movement of workers in Addis Ababa
through Habtdab Bayru, a worker in the Ministry of Trade and Industry and who had
acquaintance with many active workers when they came to appeal to the Ministry. Beyene
Solomon, who was working in the heavy freight transport, brought other workers who were in
the cooperative movement and worked to push the cooperative further into a covert national
labour union. The two scholars brought Abreham and introduced him to the representatives of
the cooperative movement including Abdra Giamu, Sikurilah Yusuf, Beyene Solomon, Assifa
Wildd Maryam, Abédra Abdbé, Ayild Wilddyds, Wiarqu Damessé and Déjéne Mikonndn on 1
July 1962. The representatives of the cooperative syndicate welcomed the scholars
wholeheartedly and were encouraged by their support. In the meeting, the attorney general also
notified the workers that the government was working to issue a labour decree which would be
advantageous for them to get organized in advance.'™®

In their second meeting which was held after a week on 8 July 1962, the scholars expressed to
the workers that they came to give advice and guide them in their struggle against the employers

and the state to defend their right. They met in an old quarry outside Diabaco Cotton Factory in

""Wonji-Siawa Sugar Factory Workers' Union, “Y4 Wonji Sekuar Mamri¢a Derejit Wézadir Ager...," pp. 5-6.
180 Abdra Abdbd, "Y4 Mosevold Siratifiod Anisas," A Personal account, 1996, 1;IES/MS 3818, p- 3; Beyene
Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sdratdnoc¢ Andendit ..., p. 45.
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the vicinity of Addis Ababa and at the end of the meeting, the scholars warned the participants
not to tell anybody that the meeting had taken place with them. On the other hand, they took
responsibility to prepare a new regulation for the workers' organization by adapting and
translating the regulation of the Kenyan Labour Federation. The coming of these scholars further
emboldened workers to strengthen their solidarity and to fight for their right. They also opened
the door for the Ethiopian workers to establish relationship with the African American Labour
Center (AALC), American Federation of Labour-Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-
CIO) and International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU). In addition to the scholars,
the militancy of the workers of Wonji-Siawa sugar estate and the leadership skill of Abreham

Mikonnén changed the momentum of the cooperative movement into a purely labour

movement. 18l

Regarding the role of the scholars in the formation of national workers' organizations or labour

unions in Ethiopia, for instance, Abreham noted that:

LSBT LARCT PR ALUD- YN ABCRS PR PPUET AAIMIPT KE W&t MG
RIRPPTFAG PAAT CET AGAGTFI 16777 AvPadbns ATINFANC A2ETFA SPATRNT
AA7E WANI® 90477 (IHU- 90718 AGPEavse L, N A PPAe PATEEE AT TWNC TESHS T
P105T7 A 027 AATT? A0 AVFPOPT AT AG9° tavnd? A8.0 ANO O-OTT NAPMPAL M-k
PILTFAHT CRCET ALATT Wi AOTITTT RWIRPPTATANC H &ATTE OHYI L hi AOPLTD

PATLAUT NEPOPA, 0G4y Ay 1S

... Though we were ignorant, we found scholars who were sympathetic to the poor
people and provided us new ideas and ways on how to approach and get workers
from various organizations organized. In doing so, somebody introduced me with
Mr. Beyene Solomon who later succeeded me as president of the Confederation
of the Ethiopian Labour Unions. Thereafter, we discussed on the ways to organize
workers in Addis Ababa and the provinces. At this stage I heard the existence of
another labour movement in the country that I did not realize it before.

81 Abdra Abibd, "Yi Mosevold Siratifiod Anisas," A Personal Record, 1996, p-1; Y4 Miélaw Iteyopiya
Sératdno¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sdratdnoc...," p.47; Beyene Solomon, Yd lteyopiya Sératdiioce Andendit ..., p.47.
'2TES/MS 3818, p. 3.
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In the meantime, however, the workers discovered that the scholars had come with their own
hidden agenda. They further noted that the scholars came not merely to help them but rather they
wanted to use workers' organization to gain personal benefit and as a weapon against the
government, and to bring a change in government. For instance Abrdham put the conspiracy

made by some of the scholars as follows:

AR (1FAS (VI 226 AL PTLTT ADT AT M8FG Pi. T8CRE OND 2T OhAD-

Navpet NARAR PO SCB-FT AC8T ANOND+ NHE AgPmPI® K5I /P9NG ALIY/ Tt @+
PICH TCES £.94 @EI° PI§ AILTP7 LANS 29°N4-9° 104 AHCS Md A% 9° AP0 b @8
aAAD* MATF (P07 A7 ACANCH ATPNELAS PoNFDT 9°1t +hte Aavtat @-am NSt
ATLINGFD A@-P 1NC:: LOCTTT “TINC NAFCEE TOT PP @LLA Pav vt AD-T +LC7T
et TCEPT Addar- NavasPrt AATLEIATA Ut (AR AR HE AOMOIt@: A1PHFD- NAD-

P, (1.8 La0-gD Y(1guz: 183

...Some individuals who were employed both in governmental and private
organizations attempted to get benefit from foreign organizations on behalf of the
labour union and make us subordinate to their ideology. I also knew that they
were preparing to approach labour unions members through ethnic and tribal
affiliations and work as enemy to create division amongst us and replace us with
their supporters. There were also individuals who tried to control the labour
unions systematically merely to use it as a weapon to create a party after regime
change.

Supporting Abreham's account, Beyene also argued that the scholars were not interested only in
helping and guiding workers' struggle but also they conspired to create an organized body which
would serve as a center whenever a movement for regime change started. He further noted that
" RILY P07 AQLHTT aoit Agrhgne 0290 AP T APCE T OG- AP NATERE U1 PANTSLC AD-D
AT PFREES ATRTET S0P AT AOPSFO- ANLTR 0F Ao ean- 104" The workers'

blame on the scholars was not entirely groundless because they approached them right after the

'"SIES/MS 3818, p. 6.

1841 These scholars were not motivated to defend workers' right and help them; rather they sought to use
organized and united labour unions as a weapon to fulfill their plan of bringing an administrative change in
Ethiopia." See also Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sératdinoc Andendit ..., p. 46.
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attempted 1960 coup d'état. True, not only scholars but also other Ethiopians in different walks
of life were inspired by the coup and agitated for change. But, Mesfin did not buy the workers'
blame. Nevertheless, as the workers did, Mesfin suspected that Bereket might have worked to
that end. He further noted that Bereket took $500 sent from AFL-CIO for the confederation and
also agitated Eritrean workers to control the leadership.'® Even though I could not find Bereket's
response to prove what has been claimed by Mesfin, in his memoir, Bereket noted that his
serious contact with Ethiopian workers started when he was commissioned by the government to

examine the complaints of the railway workers in late 1957. He further added that:

...I visited every railway station from Addis Ababa, through Dire Dawa, to as far
as Dewelle, on Djibouti border, interviewing as many workers as time allowed.
Before I set out, I met the General Manager M.Auriot, who presented the
company's side by dismissing the workers complaints as immaterial. When 1
began asking some hard questions, he realized that I was not impressed shifted
ground. In a word, he made a subtle offer of a bribe. I remember saying
"Monsieur le directeur, je suis vraiment surpris de vous entendre dire cela." (Sir,
[ am realllgyg surprised to hear you say that.) I then got up, shook his hand and left
briskly."

From this account one can deduce that Mesfin's claim on Bereket might not be alleged.

After the second meeting, the workers directly went to the office of the cooperative which was
virtually closed after the two employees had resigned three months earlier and the house rent was
three months in arrears too. Thus, they contributed money and paid their debt and continued to
use the office for meeting. In the meantime, the scholars finished drafting the regulations and
gave them to the workers to organize a national labour union. As a result, the regulation was
ratified and as per the new regulation, Yd lteyopia Sdiratioce Yi Sera ena Yd Hebrdt Mahebdr or

Ethiopian Workers' Development and Cooperative Syndicate was transformed into Yd lteyopia

" Informants: Mesfin Wolde Mariam and Abreham Mikonén.
1% Bereket Habte Selassie, The Crown and the Pen: The Memoirs of a Lawyer Turned Rebel (Asmara: The
Red Sea Press Inc., 2007), p. 170.
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Sdratioc¢ Yd Hebrdt Derejit Mahebdr or Ethiopian Workers' Mutual Association Syndicate or
later called Ethiopian Labour Unions [ELU] on 15 July 1962. On the same day, officials of the
confederation were elected. Accordingly, while Abdra Gédmu was made honorary president,
Abreham Mikonnidn was elected as president and Beyene Solomon became secretary-general.
Moreover, Ddmina Limma was elected as vice president and Dijiné Mikonnin and Sikurélah
Yusuf as treasurer and vice treasurer and Abédra Abdba as auditor. After a week, the president
and the secretary accompanied by some other officials went to the Ministry of Trade and
Industry to submit their regulations and get the ELU registered. However, Lej Endalkacaw
Maikonnén told them that they should submit it to the MNCD which was responsible to deal with
issues of labour. Even though the officials of the Ministry, including the Minister, Gétahun
Tésdmma, accepted their application, they did not officially register it; rather they told them to
continue establishing workers' organization at factory level until the government issued a labour
decree. Thus, the leaders of the confederation began to develop a regulation for local unions and
initiated them to get organized. On 29 July 1962, they called workers' representatives from
various factories and discussed on how they could conduct election as per the regulation
developed to organize workers' union at factory level. Thus, before the issuance of the labour
decree on 5 September 1962, workers were already organized at factory level and set up a

national labour union which was later elevated to a confederation.'®’

187Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sdratino¢ Andendt ...pp. 48-49; Y& Milaw Iteyopiya Sératinoc
Mahebér,"Y4a Iteyopiya Sératinog...," p. 51.
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1.3. The Growth of State Engagement with Workers’ Organizations

Although Ethiopia had been a member of the International Labour Organization (ILO) since
1923, it did not yet legalize freedom of association and recognize the formation of labour unions
until the issuance of Decree No. 49/1962. Since the imperial government did not allow
employees and employers to establish their own organizations until the early 1960s, Ethiopia had
never been fully represented in various ILO assemblies for nearly 40 years. Despite its
membership, Ethiopia was not interested to ratify the ILO's conventions in the years between
1923 and 1963. It took a long time to establish labour institutions that could govern labour

relations and labour unions that could defend the interest of workers in the country.'®®

The government did not legalize freedom of association apparently because it feared that
associations, more importantly labour unions, could emerge as potential political forces in the
country. Moreover, since most of the officials in the ruling class had their own interest in the
industry, they were not willing to introduce significant reforms concerning labour. As a result, at
the beginning, labour and management were left alone with no government interference. The
imperial Ethiopian government stayed aloof from getting involved in labour relations. What was

good to the management was simply taken for granted by the government.'™

The government
intervened only when law and order were disrupted as a result of industrial discontent. Strikes
and work stoppages were regarded as serious crimes committed against the imperial Ethiopian

government. Workers were not allowed to form any organization in defense of their rights and

interests, including labour unions, which were identified with strikes and other workers'

Y oice of Labour, Special Issue, April 9, 1970, p. 13; Desta, p. 136.
"Getachew Araya, "Labour Movements in Ethiopia," A Seminar Paper presented to the Department of
Business Administration, 1963, in Students' Paper Miscellanea, p. 8; Hess, p.81.
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movements.'” This created an opportunity for employers to recruit cheap, helpless, submissive
and unorganized workers who could be treated as commodities. Consequently, labour was
severely exploited by management and this eventually resulted in the development of a master-
servant kind of relationship between management and labour. Workers were used when they
were strong and in good health and kicked out when they showed a decline or loss of their
strength and energy. The government was virtually indifferent as the employers exploited
workers and developed a master-servant kind of relations between them. The employers had full
power to hire and fire workers whenever they wanted to do so. They had also the freedom to use
workers for long hours of toil at barely subsistence level of payment, and secure quick and
enormous wealth.'”! Needless to say, the government did nothing to ameliorate the precarious
conditions of workers and change the backward labour relations in the country. As a result, the
master-servant kind of relationship of labour and management characterized Ethiopian industry

until the early 1960s.

True, the imperial Ethiopian government guaranteed workers the right to express their grievances
through petitions to government officials including the emperor since 1931. Article 28 of the
1931 constitution stated that: "...All Ethiopian subjects have the right to present to the

government petitions in legal form."'"

Thus, workers often carried the flag of the country and
travelled to the palace to submit their petition to the emperor and get their demands addressed. In

addition, in 1944, the government introduced some legal measures that could at least show its

intention to improve labour relations in the country. This was particularly reflected in the

"'Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution 1974-1991: From a Monarchical Autocracy to a Military
Oligarchy (London; New York: Kegan Paul International, 1997), p. 63.

'Berhane Gebre Negus, "Labour Relations Decree (September, 1962): Possible Impact on Labour and
Management," BA Thesis, Haile Selassie I University: Department of Economics, 1964, p. 4.

192The 1931 Constitution.
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promulgation of Proclamation No.58/1944 to supervise factories and improve the overall
conditions of workers. The proclamation enabled the Ministry of Commerce and Industry to
issue regulations to protect labour in the factories. It also stipulated the establishment of
Factories' Board consisting of the Ministry of Commerce and Industry, the Director General of
medical services of apparently the same Ministry, and an engineer appointed by the Ministry.
The board was given the power to supervise all factories, and machineries in the country to make
rules concerning health, safety of factory workers, prevention of factory accidents, regulation of
hours of work, determining salary scale and maintaining the security of workers etc.'”
Nevertheless, the proclamation did not explicitly recognize workers' right to freedom of
association. Even though it did not mention freedom of association and workers' right to form
organizations, it indicated that the government was well aware of the problem of workers and
began to take the initiative to ameliorate their precarious conditions. It also marked the beginning
of the government's conscious move to address workers' problems. On the part of the workers,
although they faced difficult working conditions and were trying to complain individually or in
groups to the management of their respective factories and to government authorities including

the emperor; they were not yet aware of the right to freedom of association.

The Franco-Ethiopian Railway workers, for instance, began to demand the right to freedom of
association in 1946 following the issuance of the factory proclamation. Even though the imperial
Ethiopian government did not recognize the workers' right to form labour unions, it expressed its
sympathy to them as they raised nationalist concerns like Ethiopianization of the management. It
was, for instance, reported that the emperor supported the Franco-Ethiopian workers from his

personal treasury during the two months strike in 1947. Thus, one can argue that workers had

3 Ndgarit Gazéfta, Proclamation No. 58 of 1944, 29™ April, 1944.
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begun to demand the right to freedom of association since the end of the 1940s. Despite the
development of workers' consciousness of freedom of association, employers continued to treat
them with distrust and contempt. As a result, workers often marched to petition both the local

authorities and the emperor whenever they faced serious problems in their work places.'**

The 1955 revised constitution also testified to the imperial Ethiopian government's endeavor to
recognize workers' right to freedom of association. Like the provision crafted in Article 28 of the
1931 constitution, Article 63 of thel955 revised constitution guaranteed workers the right to
petition the government. In this constitution, workers were also guaranteed freedom of
association. Article 47 of the constitution, for instance, asserted that "...Every Ethiopian subject
has the right to engage in any occupation and, to that end, to join or, form associations in
accordance with the law." In fact, the provision did not specifically recognize the formation of
labour unions, but it vaguely allowed every worker to join or form any association. The
provision mainly encouraged workers to establish self-help associations like edder or mdrdidaja
in the factory where no legally recognized labour union was formed. It also allowed every citizen
to choose his/her occupation freely and to join associations 'in accordance with the law'.
Presumably, for fear of the last sentence, workers were unable to push their demand beyond
establishing a self-help association.'” Prior to the issuance of the civil code in 1960, though a
number of self-help associations were established in various factories, they remained officially
unregistered. The leaders of the associations did not know the criteria to be fulfilled for

registration and even where to be registered.'”® Regardless of its ambiguity in recognizing

14 Killion, p. 402.

'%The Revised Constitution of 1955.

%*Seyum Gebre Egziabher,“The Development of Some Institutions Concerned with Labor Relations in
Ethiopia,” A Teaching Material, Haile Selassie I University: Department of Public Administration, 1969, 15.
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workers' right to form labour unions, however, the provision legalized freedom of association for

the first time in the history of the country.

The civil code of 1960 was also another important legislation which incorporated several articles
regarding workers' right to freedom of association. As compared to the 1944 factory
proclamation and the 1955 constitution, the civil code of 1960 gave much emphasis to labour
relations. Section 5 and 6 of Article 451-482 of the civil code discussed the right and obligation
of workers' associations and their dissolution and liquidation.'”” Moreover, Article 479 clearly

indicated where associations would be registered. It stated that: “e1¢ -+ 9L205C P910CE KeA0AT
A7M0CT AL ACIME PPI0<7 aPSAMC A6 W94 AT1LL AleT I mPTLrE PATFODT PIPEPT vt

NFLTT RPF avat ACIHH eFad="""® Moreover, Articles 2512 to 2593 of the provision also

discussed the formation of contracts, the duties of the employee and employer, wages due to the

employee and the termination of contracts. '’

More importantly, Article 406 sub article 1 and 2 of the provision defined labour unions and
envisaged the necessity of a special legislation to further strengthen them in the foreseeable

future. It defined labour unions as follows:

. RANCFTFOT e17HA TP AoPhAhd ORI AT ATOOT Povf 26 WiLL0 APUT Phdkkav:

ANANPTF:E Pav@ g 0t (APRNPTF) (7lavaht AR AT 091004 GF®- | RICHT
PrlavAnE AR I F 02549° ATHY ONAOPT A28 e TNC T19°HD (Y IP04-& hIRPT LI0TF

pay.avg. erGis 200

...Groupings or labour unions (syndicate) formed with a view to defending the
financial interest of their members or to represent a particular occupation shall be

Y Ndgarit Gazéta, Civil Code of the Imperial Ethiopian Government, Proclamation No.165 of 1960, pp. 94-
101. The English translation of Article 479 can be put as "The Ministry of Interior may prescribe, within the frame
work of the existing laws, and other measures it thinks fit with a view to placing the offices of associations in a
position to exercise an efficient control on the associations."

81bid, p. 101.

1bid, pp. 530-549.

1pid, p. 86.
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subject to special laws. However,... in the absence of special such laws, they shall
be subject to the provisions of this chapter.

Though the government regarded labour unions as ordinary associations and decided to control
them through the laws provided for such associations as stipulated in the provision, it expressed
the necessity of introducing special laws specifically to govern the functions of labour unions. It
also helped the workers and their associations to take their case to the court and to present their
petitions to government officials including the emperor. Moreover, the civil code formed the
basis on which the subsequent labour relations decree of 1962 that recognized the formation of
labour unions was based. Despite a guarantee of freedom of association to the workers under the
two legislations, the 1955 revised constitution and the civil code of 1960, the government did not
recognize labour unions until the early 1960s. Since the early 1960s, however, the attitude of the
government towards labour organizations changed significantly and it eventually recognized
labour unions in 1962. Although the government finally decided to recognize labour unions, it
must be realized that, it took a very long time to do so, and even then, it was because of some
endogenous and exogenous pressures that the government was forced to recognize labour

unions.>"!

1.3.1. Endogenous Factors

The internal pressures emanated from the workers themselves, their mutual aid associations, and
some concerned Ethiopian scholars who were working in the state bureaucracy and in Addis
Ababa University. Workers often struggled individually and in groups against the management

for better pay and working conditions. They had also already established self-help associations

21 Getachew, p. 8.
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and this in turn already strengthened their solidarity. As shown above, these associations were
eventually transformed into covert labour unions by demanding workers' economic concerns.
Thus, the impetus of workers' and their associations' struggle for better working conditions, pay
and legal recognition of labour unions pressurized the government to change its policy towards
labour. Scholars also believed that the formation of labour unions would improve the precarious
living and working conditions of workers in the country. Thus, they agitated workers to intensify

their struggle to that end.

Until the late 1950s, the Franco-Ethiopian railway workers movement was the only noteworthy
protest of workers in Ethiopia. With the expansion of industries in and around Addis Ababa,
however, the Franco-Ethiopian railway workers' movement served as a role model for workers in
other parts of the country to express their discontent with management and government officials.
The struggle of workers for better pay and better working conditions picked momentum around
the end of the 1950s. More importantly, the latent workers' interest in the formation of labour
unions unfolded in the aftermath of the 1960 attempted coup d'état. The workers' movement
augmented by the introduction of a planned economy in the country further pushed the
government to introduce policy changes towards labour which in turn contributed a lot to the
subsequent development of labour institutions including labour unions in Ethiopia.**?

The abortive coup of 1960 played an important role in initiating the popular masses to agitate
against the long reigning monarch. It was very decisive in discrediting the regime in the eyes of
the popular masses, including workers, students and other civil servants. The attempted coup

d'état of 1960 was interestingly perceived by the society including workers as a beacon of change

2 Tefera, p. 88; Gebre Negus, p. 7.
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that enlightened and encouraged them to challenge the imperial government in subsequent years.
It also marked the beginning of democratic opposition from below. It also gave an impetus to

mass protests from all walks of life.”

For instance, in the immediate aftermath of the coup,
popular groups from all walks of life started to sympathize with the rebels' cause. On the other
hand, the attempted coup also awakened the government to introduce reforms affecting major
labour issues to mitigate any similar attempt against the government in the future.”®® This has
pushed some scholars to argue that the imperial government's policy change towards labour in
the early 1960s was not mainly made to modernize labour relations; rather it was merely done as
a survival strategy.**

Even though the workers did not go out on strike in support of the rebels like the students, they
were highly inspired and encouraged by their deeds and afterwards began to express their
demands to government officials through mass demonstrations. This was clearly observed in the
immediate aftermath of the coup when a number of workers in several factories went out on
strike. Consequently, the government labeled the leaders of the strike and militant workers as
sympathizers of the rebels and began to intimidate and harass them. For instance, the
government infiltrated security personnel inside the Wonji-Siwa sugar factory suspecting that

the strike was instigated by members of the imperial body guard who had been active

participants in the attempted coup.**®

2B Addis, p.93; Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution..., p. 88; Andargachew Tiruneh, pp. 29-30
Bahru, 4 History of Modern..., p. 211.

Tekeste, p. 207.

205 Bereket Habte Selassie, The Crown and the Pen: The Memoirs ..., p. 145.

26 TES/MS 3818, p. 2.
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Regardless of the government intimidation and crackdown, however, workers continued to go
out on strike demanding an end to the brutal management system of the Dutch company. They,
for instance, carried out a strike from 26-28 March 1961 and demanded better pay and working
conditions. The problem was resolved after the Ministry of Commerce and Industry sent three
top officials, who discussed with the representatives of the workers and agreed to some major
reforms on labour.*”’ During late 1961 and early 1962, workers struck at the new Indo-Ethiopian
textile plant in Akaki. The workers expressed their resentment against the management and
sought to raise the low wages and improve the bad working conditions through a series of

strikes.?"

Likewise, the workers of Darmér shoe factory, the Bole Airport, and road transport enterprises
held a strike against their respective management around the end of 1961.%” Even though some
of these strikes were quelled through the violent intervention of the security forces, they further
pressurized the government to hasten its decision to legally recognize workers' organizations as a
means of controlling the emerging labour movement. Moreover, the strikes brought workers
from different factories to get to know each other and led to a practical move to establish a
national workers' organization in 1961. Nevertheless, during the years between 1960 and 1962
workers' organizations in Ethiopia were governed by the regulation of association.”'® After the
successive Franco-Ethiopian railway workers' strikes staged in the late 1940s there was no
notable workers' protest in the country for about a decade. Thus, one can say that around a

decade passed before there was another outbreak of labour unrest in Ethiopia. In late 1961 and

2TES/MS 2992; Wonji-Siwa Sugar Factory Workers' Union, “Yd Wonji Sekuar Mamri¢a Derejit
Wiézadér Ager...," p. 3.

28[ES/MS 2992; Bekele, p. 48.

2°9Beyene Solomon, Yd lteyopiya Séiratdirnoc Andendit ..., p. 50.

210Stutz, p- 41; Arnold Zack,"Trade Unionism Develops in Ethiopia," Boston University, Papers on Africa,
1968, pp. 104-105.
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early 1962, however, a series of strikes and demonstrations occurred in Addis Ababa and its
environs. For instance, the construction workers at the new Bole International Airport, workers at
the HVA-Ethiopia Share Company, the Darmar Shoe factory, the Indo-Ethiopian Textile Share
Company and the Truck and Taxi drivers in Addis Ababa took actions to protest against their

. o 211
low wages or poor working conditions.

The other internal pressure which forced the government to give due attention to labour matters
including labour unions emanated from some enlightened bureaucrats in the Ministries of
Commerce and Industry, National Community Development and scholars in Addis Ababa
University.?'? Encouraged by the abortive 1960 coup, those individuals tried to initiate and
encourage workers to organize and defend their interest. In this regard, Méasfen Wéldd Maryam
and Bereket Habte Selassie played an important role in the formation of labour unions. In
addition, Seyum Gebre Egziabher and Germa Amard, Ambassador Emeru Zilidqd, Hébtab Bayru,
Getacdw Madhiane from the Ministry of Community Development contributed a lot to the
organization of workers.?"> For instance, scholars organized different seminars in cooperation
with international labour organizations to develop the awareness of workers concerning labour
relations. The CELU was also organized after a seminar was delivered to the workers by ICFTU

experts and scholars from Addis Ababa University.

In addition to a series of workers' strike demanding legally recognized labour unions, the policy
changes introduced by the imperial Ethiopian government also contributed a lot to the formation

of such labour unions in the country. The government had already begun a planned economy by

MStutz, p. 37.
22Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution..., p. 63.
213Beyene Solomon, Yd lteyopiya Sératirnioc Andendt ..., p. 45.
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launching the First Five Year Plan (FFYP) in 1957. The FFYP covered the period from1957 to
1961. The plan showed not only the policy change brought by the government but also its
commitment to undertake a program of national planning for economic and social development

for the first time in the history of the country.*'*

During the First Five Year Plan (FFYP), although the primary emphasis was on the development
of the infrastructure necessary for economic development, cement factories, oil refineries, textile
factories, hydroelectric dams and a number of service industries were established. The
establishment of these industries in turn required considerable additional labour force of various
occupations and skill.>"> On the other hand, the growing number of workers in the FFYP created
very serious struggle in labour relations. Consequently, the industrial production began to be
affected by a series of strikes. It was at this time that the government began to realize the need
for regulation of labour matters to solve the hurdles to industrial production. More importantly,
in the Second Five Year Plan (1963-1967), the government gave formal recognition to the need

for labour legislation to mitigate the problems observed in the FFYP. It stated that:

...With economic development, labour legislation gains increasing significance,
as more people are employed labour relations become more complex, and
consequently should be legally regulated. Steady employment is not only a
present day social demand but also a condition for achieving skill and
qualification as well as more efficient work. It is, therefore, necessary to enact
laws which will regulate the right and obligations of the workers and
employers.*'®

Above all, the government also began to express its own desire to put an end to the industrial

disputes that were brewing in almost all enterprises. During the first five year development plan

2“Imperial Ethiopian Government, The First Five Year Development Plan, 1957-1961 (Addis Ababa: 1957), p. 2.

21bid., pp. 23-24.

2®Imperial Ethiopian Government, The Second Five Year Development Plan, 1963-1967 (Addis Ababa October,
1962), p. 293.
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period a number of work stoppages and some lock-outs were observed. Evidently, these were
obstacles to fast economic development which had to be rectified before the second plan period
started. Thus, the proclamation was the result of a well thought out plan to create harmonious
and prosperous labour relations which would foster a steady economic development.”'” Thus, I
argue that the decline in industrial production observed at the end of the FFYP as a result of a
series of workers' strikes forced the government to realize the necessity of a comprehensive
labour legislation to regulate labour relations in the country. The enactment of the labour law not
only regulated the labour relations but also recognized workers' right to freedom of association to

the extent of establishing labour unions.

Moreover, the growth of the government's commitment towards labour matters was also
witnessed with the establishment of the Ministry of National Community Development (MNCD)
under Order No. 15 of 1957.%'® True, the Ministry of Work was one of the first ministries

instituted in the country by Emperor Menilek IT on 26 October 1907.2"

Nevertheless, at that
time, it was designed mainly to carry out bridge and road construction, and to create awareness
among the people about the value of work. The question of labour relations had never been given
due attention by the Ministry for long time. Labour problems had been managed merely by ad
hoc committees which were often set up by the emperor or by the Ministry of Commerce and
Industry whenever grievances were presented to the government. It was only in 1957 with the
establishment of the MNCD that the government began to incorporate labour relations as a major

focus area of the Ministry.”** The creation of the Department of Labour Relations in the MNCD

under order No. 15/1957 on 29 January 1957 further initiated workers to struggle for their right.

*"Imperial Ethiopian Government, The Second Five Year Development Plan..., p.377; Gebre Negus, p.8.
2¥Ndgarit Gazéfa, Order No. 15 of 1957.

*"Mahteme Selassie Wolde Mesqel, Zekr Ndgdr..., p. 54.

Ndgarit Gazéta, Order No. 15 of 1957, 29™ January 1957.
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Thus, I argue that the establishment of the labour department in the Ministry can be taken as one

of the manifestations of government's endeavor to ameliorate labour relations in the country.

The impetus of government's endeavor towards labour was clearly manifested when the newly
established Ministry organized and conducted a seminar on industrial relations, man power and
employment services from August to October 1962. The seminar was organized to provide
officials employed in various government offices and who were expected to assume
responsibilities for labour affairs. It was conducted by experts from the International Labour
Organization and scholars from Haile Selassie I University. The seminar encompassed various
labour and labour related issues including the constitution and government of Ethiopia, labour
management, the new labour legislation and administration and the Ethiopian economy with

- 221
special reference to labour.

The seminar confirmed the inevitability of a labour relation decree
in the foreseeable future. Indeed, while the seminar was going on, the government passed the

labour relations decree on 5 September 1962, the legislation that granted the formation of labour

unions.

Likewise, the existence of a strong labour movement in Eritrea triggered the Ethiopian
government to issue the labour relations decree of 1962. The Eritrean labour movement had its
genesis during the Italian colonial period (1890-1941) and it showed significant development
during the British administration (1941-1952) when workers began to enjoy the right to freedom

222

of association.”” After Eritrea became autonomous as a result of the federation proclamation on

*'Ministry of National Community Development, Seminar on Industrial Relations, Manpower and
Employment Services, August-October, 1962, p. 1;Tamrat, pp.25-26

*2Fjtsum Gebre Giyorgis and Luchien Karsten, "The Dynamics of Industrial Relations in Eritrea,1991-2006,"
in Geoffrey Wood and Chris Brewster (ed.) Industrial Relations in Africa (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007),
p. 22.
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11 September 1952, labour unions were formed in the country. This was further legalized by the
promulgation of the Eritrean Employment Act of 1958. This in turn pushed the imperial
Ethiopian government to issue a labour relations decree to guide labour related actions in

Ethiopia.”*

By 1962, a combination of workers' initiative, scholars' intervention, shifting state policies and
the issuance of the Eritrean Employment Act in 1958 had forced the government to realize that
the time had come to do something about labour relations. The government began preparing a
program to legitimize labour unions and to delineate procedures for handling labour disputes.
Unable to resist the pressure any longer the government issued the first labour legislation in the
history of the country on 5 September 1962. This meant that the previously organized covert
labour unions had obtained de facto state recognition as Ethiopian Labour Unions (ELU) which

was later transformed into CELU.?**

1.3.2. Exogenous Factors

The change in attitude on the part of the imperial Ethiopian government towards labour and
labour institutions was also stimulated by exogenous factors. Among others, International
Labour Organization (ILO), International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) and
African trade unions pressed the Imperial Ethiopian government to promulgate a labour relation
decree and recognize workers' right to freedom of association. The international and regional
labour unions sent some of their experts to advise and give both moral and material support to

the leaders of Ethiopian workers and urged the government to give legal status to workers'

223
Stutz, p. 38.
24K llion, p. 447; IES/MS 2992; Arnold Zack, "Trade Unionism Develops in Ethiopia," Boston University
Paper on Africa, 1968, p.104.
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associations. In the first African regional conference of the ILO which was held in Lagos,
Nigeria in 1960, ILO encouraged member countries including FEthiopia to ratify
recommendations and conventions concerning the freedom of association and protection of right

to organize for collective bargaining.225

Other than the apparent influence of the ILO on the development of workers' organization in
Ethiopia, there were also other international and regional trade unions which influenced the
government to give due attention to labour matters. Among others, ICFTU worked hard to
strengthen the labour movement in Africa, presumably, in order to contain the influence of the
socialist-oriented trade union, i.e World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU), in the
continent. As it did in other African countries, ICFTU made great effort to influence the
Ethiopian government to get legalized labour movement in the country. It used its Eastern,
Central and Southern Africa branch office to support the Ethiopian labour movement. The visit
of Tom Mboya, a member of the Kenyan Legislative Council, the General Secretary of the
Kenyan Federation of Labour (KFL) and the president of the East, Central and Southern Africa
branches of ICFTU from 2-10 October 1958 clearly indicated the involvement of the ICFTU in
the Ethiopian labour movement. It was reported that Mboya was invited and welcomed by the
Young Men's Christian Association (YMCA), but he primarily discussed the position of labour

unions in Ethiopia with government officials and the emperor.**®

Thus, the coming of Tom
Mboya might have been secretly arranged by the ICFTU by using the invitation from the

association as a pretext.

25Stutz, pp. 33-35.
28Ethiopian Herald, 4 October 1958.

125



The purpose of his visit, as he mentioned to Geoffrey Furlonge, the Ambassador of Great Britain
to Ethiopia, on 3 October 1958 was to investigate the condition of trade unions in the country; to
encourage the Ethiopians to start a branch of ICFTU in the country and to arrange for at least two
or three trade unionists training in the ICFTU training center at Kampala, Uganda. He also
discussed with the emperor about Ethiopian workers' organizations and their legal recognition. In
his discussion, Mboya explained the importance of organized labour for development to the
emperor and urged him to legalize labour unions. He also claimed that the emperor had shown
himself very sympathetic to his projects and had promised him every assistance. Moreover, in his
speech at the National Library Tom Mboya expressed his disappointment at the absence of
labour unions in Ethiopia. He also noted that Ethiopia had so far been unrepresented at meetings
of African Trade Unionists and he hoped to see Ethiopian labour leaders at the opening of the
new trade union college, African Labour College in Kampala on 3 November 1958. He also held
discussions with the Ministry of Community Development about the importance of trade unions

to the country.**’

In the press conference that he gave before he left Ethiopia, Tom Mboya said that "I have been
assured that the government is not against the formation of labour unions. On the contrary, I have
been assured that the government will encourage them. I will be very happy to see Ethiopia
participating in our future activities." Moreover, he expressed his strong wish that labour unions

will develop and grow in Ethiopia and that they will work in the future with labour unions

27[ES/GB, FO/371, 379/ 131303, A Report from British Embassy to the Governor of Nairobi, Governor of
Uganda, Governor of British Somali Land, the Foreign Secretary of Great Britain and the political Officer of the
British forces in Eden on 12 October 1958; Arnold M. Zack, "Trade Unionism Develops in Ethiopia," in Jeffrey
Butler and A.A. Castagno, Boston University Papers on Africa: Transition in African Politics (New York: Praeger
Publishers, 1968), p.112.
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throughout Africa.””® As he was the first international trade unionist who was permitted to come
to Ethiopia to discuss labour affairs, Mboya had a personal impact on the Ethiopian labour
movement. The connection that Mboya established with Bereket Habte Selassie helped him to
convince the emperor. For instance, it was with the help of Bereket that Mboya organized a

public speech at the National Library.**’

Thus, I argue that the visit of Tom Mboya motivated the
imperial Ethiopian government to legalize the labour movement and try to use the organization

for the development of the country.

The imperial Ethiopian government also faced pressure from African trade unions. Since WWII
the labour movement in Africa showed development. Thus, they played an important role during
the decolonization process. True, many independent African states had already recognized trade
unions. Like African states, trade unionists were trying to establish a regional trade union. Thus,
it would be inconsistent for Ethiopia, which was beginning to show its power and influence in
the political, economic and social affairs in Africa to remain without labour legislation. It would
be disgraceful for Ethiopia to deny recognition to its labour unions. More importantly, the
government feared that it would create a negative impression on the African heads of states in
the forth-coming African summit conference which was to be held in Addis Ababa in May

1963.2%°

The development of Ethiopia's role in African politics since the end of the 1950s and mainly at
the beginning of 1960s and its keen interest to be seen as better than other African countries

resulted in the recognition of workers' right to freedom of association. The formation of the

*Ethiopian Herald, 11 October 1958.
*Bereket, pp. 144-145.
2%Gebre Negus, pp.7-8. Arnold Zack, "Trade Unions Develops...," 1968, p. 106.
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Organization of African Unity (OAU) with Addis Ababa as its head-quarters in 1963 was also an
important factor for the government to change its policies on labour. The fact that there was a
viable labour movement in most member countries of OAU and the acknowledged role of labour
movement in economic development throughout the world stood in contrast with the modest

51 Above all, T argue

labour gains in Ethiopia and helped bring into focus the need for change.
that the more active role that Emperor Haile Selassie I played in African affairs in general and
during establishment of OAU in particular and his aspiration to be perceived as Africa's premier

leader by African heads of state resulted in the introduction of an opportunistic policy changes

towards labour. Indeed, this move, undoubtedly, changed the labour relations in the country.

Conclusion

The last decade of the 19" century and more importantly the early 20" century marked the birth
of an incipient capitalism in Ethiopia. The advent of private foreign capital into the country
following the battle of Adwa resulted in the emergence of a nascent capitalist economy in
Ethiopia. The influx of private foreign capital further reinforced the mercantile activities in the
country. Accordingly, the Franco-Ethiopian Railway was constructed as the first transport
enterprise in the country. Even though the beginning of wage labour in Ethiopia can be traced
back to the early 19™ century, it was the construction of the Franco-Ethiopian Railway line that

hastened the proletarianization of the peasantry in Ethiopia.

The pattern of the proletarianization of the peasantry in Ethiopia paralleled with the pattern of

foreign capital penetration into the country. Likewise, the pattern of the making of working class

B1Belete Belachew, "Ethiopia in African Politics, 1956-1991," PhD Dissertation, Addis Ababa University:
Department of History, 2012, p. 283.
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in Ethiopia paralleled with the pattern of the proletarianization process in the country. The
making of the nascent working class in Ethiopia can, therefore, be traced back to the early
twentieth century when Emperor Menilek II initiated foreign capital penetration into Ethiopia
through trade and concessions and made the first serious attempt in modernizing and
industrializing the country. True, the embryo of the Ethiopian working class was first observed in
the Franco-Ethiopian Railway that initiated the proletarianization of a substantial number of

peasants in the country.

As the number of Ethiopian workers increased in the company, they began to get organized in
the form of self-help association and help each other in time of marriage, death and other social
events or problems. The self help association helped workers to strengthen their solidarity and
develop their class consciousness. Eventually, they transformed their association into a labour
union, the Franco-Ethiopian Workers' Union in July 1946. It was also reported that Emperor
Haile Selassie I supported them to get unionized and defend their interest. Thus, it can be argued
that the Ethiopian labour movement was started by the Franco-Ethiopian Railway Workers'

Union and later expanded to other industrial plants across the country.

In general, the early development of the Ethiopian labour movement passed through three
different sages. In the first stage, Ethiopian labourers in different industrial enterprises
established self-help associations to help member workers who were made redundant for various
reasons. In the second stage, workers in the associations and outside began to develop class
consciousness and struggle to promote their class interests. They combined economic demands
with nationalist consciousness against foreign employers and the state. At this stage, the self-help

associations transformed themselves into covert labour unions. The self-help associations
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established in Franco-Ethiopian Railway, Ethiopian Fiber Factory and Wonji-Séwa Sugar
Plantation, for instance, were soon transformed into covert labour unions. In the third stage,
factory level covert labour unions joined together to form cooperatives and employ laid off and
injured workers. This evolved into a strong labour movement and resulted in the establishment of
the Ethiopian Labour Unions (ELU), the first of its kind in the history of Ethiopia, as a precursor

of the later Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions (CELU).
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CHAPTER TWO

CONFEDERATION OF ETHIOPIAN LABOUR UNIONS (CELU)

AND THE IMPERIAL REGIME, 1962-1974

Exogenous and endogenous factors induced the imperial Ethiopian government to issue a labour
relations decree and recognize employers' associations and labour unions for the first time in the
history of Ethiopia. Once the formation of labour unions was legally recognized, a number of
workers in several industrial plants began to establish local unions. The establishment of a
number of local unions in turn resulted in the birth of CELU, the first national labour
confederation in the history of Ethiopia. Besides its active involvement in the tripartite relations
with the employers' association and the imperial Ethiopian government, CELU called a general
strike three months after its establishment. It also worked tirelessly to strengthen its
organizational structure and improve the appalling living conditions of members. Furthermore, it
managed to establish relationship with international labour unions, inter alia, the African
American Labour Center (AALC), the American Federation of Labour-Congress of Industrial
Organizations (AFL-CIO), the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) and
the International Labour Organization (ILO). On the other hand, the state formed strong alliance
with management and worked to control CELU. Thus, the formative period of the Ethiopian
labour movement was characterized by the struggle between CELU, which was working with
determination to be a vibrant and independent confederation, on the one hand and the state,

which feared the growth of strong labour unions as a threat to its political power on the other

hand.
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This chapter deals with the overall relationship between CELU and the imperial Ethiopian
government between 1962 and 1974. Among other things, it tries to delve into such questions:
What was the impact of the labour relations decree on the development of labour unions in
Ethiopia? How did CELU emerge and begin to threaten the state? How did the 1963 attempted
general strike change the relationship between CELU and the state? To what extent was
tripartism practiced during the imperial period? How did the imperial Ethiopian government

support CELU's endeavor to establish a viable relationship with international trade unions?

2.1. The Enactment of the First Labour Law and the Recognition of Workers’

Organizations

The early 1960s marked the change in the imperial Ethiopian state's policy towards labour
because of external and internal pressures. International and regional labour organizations, as
well as indigenous and traditional self-help associations, played an important role in this regard.
More importantly, the ever growing insistence of workers on creating associations and the
increasing number of their petitions presented to the emperor, and the clandestine support and
advice of the intellectuals and the enlightened civil servants pressurized the imperial Ethiopian
state to enact a labour relations decree on 5 September 1962. The various industrial disputes that
were frequently submitted to the emperor through popular petitions for resolution made the
emperor and his government aware of the political dangers that might ensue if a trade union
movement was to be suppressed when it had support of the majority of the workers. As a result,
the emperor held a series of discussions on the urgency of preparing a labour law with his

Council of Ministers in 1961. The emperor and his government envisaged that the labour law
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would not only change the precarious conditions of the country's labour relations by
guaranteeing the freedom of association for workers but it would also contribute to the political

stability and socio-economic development of the country.'

Following the report of the council of ministers on the necessity of labour laws not only to
improve the labour relations but also to facilitate the socio-economic development of the
country, the emperor authorized them to set up an inter-ministerial committee and study the
overall situation of labour in Ethiopia. The council of ministers in turn appointed a subcommittee
of three, including; Yelema Daressa, Endalka¢dw Mékondn and Ddjjazmcé Zawde Gabra Selasse,
to study the conditions of labour in the country. The sub-committee set up a technical committee
comprised of Seyum Héridgot, Mohdmmid Abdulrahman and an expert from the MNCD. This
technical committee continued to carry out its task together with labour experts who were
working in Ethiopia. Among others, Donald E. Paradis, who was then the advisor in the Prime
Minster office, and Count Von Baudissin, a German labour expert who was employed as an
advisor in the Ministry of National Community Development (MNCD), provided pertinent

analyses of labour relations to the subcommittee.”

The first job of the technical committee and the experts was to conduct basic research and
identify the most important provisions to be included in the draft labour relations decree.

Besides conducting a thorough investigation of the existing statutory provisions, the committee

'Thoms C. Killion, “Workers, Capital and the State in the Ethiopian Region, 1919-1974,” PhD Dissertation,
University of Stanford: Department of History, 1985, p. 447; Arnold M. Zack, "Trade Unionism Develops in
Ethiopia," in Jeffery Butler and A.A Castagno (ed.) Boston University Papers on Africa: Transition in African
Politics (New York; Washington; London: Frederick A, Praeger Publishers, 1968), p.107.

2Seyum Gebre Egziabher, "The Rise of the Confederation of Labour Unions (CELU) and Ethiopian
Employers' Federation (EEF) under the Haile Selassie Regime," Un Published Monograph, Medgar Evers College
of the City University of New York, 2005, pp. 33-34.
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made a comparative study of various labour legislations promulgated both in developing and
developed countries. It also carried out a comprehensive analysis of some of the conventions and
recommendations adopted by the ILO. The committee also visited various places in the country
and held discussions with different sections of the society. This gave it a virtually complete
picture of the general situation of labour in the country. The result of all these studies confirmed
that the labour situation in the country was very precarious and needed an urgent legal

instrument to improve it.’

The labour relations decree passed through several stages of assessment before it was issued as a
decree and became an integral part of the country's law. Labour experts under the direct auspices
of the technical committee prepared several drafts and submitted them to the government for
consideration. The architect of the labour relation decree was Count Graf Von Baudissin, a
German labour expert from West Germany who was employed as an advisor in the MNCD in
May 1961. He submitted the first draft to the government on 13 July 1961. The draft focused
mainly on three major and core issues of labour such as collective bargaining, labour disputes
and methods of conciliation, and regulations and the date of entry into force of the Decree. The
draft was further enriched by constructive comments given by some pertinent government bodies
and submitted for the second time to the Council of Ministers on 25 July 1961. After a thorough
discussion of the second draft, labour advisors and experts redrafted the document for the third
time and submitted it to the technical committee on 23 November 1961.* Having made a
thorough revision of the document, the technical committee presented the third draft to the

Imperial Institute of Public Administration for further scrutiny. The institute on its part made

3Georg Graf von Baudissin, "Labour Policy in Ethiopia," International Labour Review, Vol. LXXXIX, No.
6, 1964, p. 555.
*Seyum Gebre Egziabher, "The Rise of the Confederation...," pp. 42-43.
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some amendments and submitted the draft to the International Labour Organization (ILO) for
evaluation and comments in February 1962. Having incorporated the comments of the
international labour organization, the technical committee submitted the final draft to the Council
of Ministers in June 1962. The involvement of foreign labour experts, advisors and interested
agencies on the drafting of the decree indicated that the imperial Ethiopian government was fully
aware of the serious condition of labour relations in the country and worked to introduce a strong

legal machinery to improve the situation.’

Apart from this, the imperial Ethiopian government also organized a seminar on industrial
relations, manpower and employment services on 6 August 1962 to create awareness among
officials regarding the proposed labour relations decree. The seminar continued to be given until
the beginning of October 1962. The seminar was organized by the MNCD in cooperation with
the ILO. It provided officials then employed in various governmental departments and expected
to assume responsibilities for labour affairs with a general introductory training in labour
relations, manpower and employment services. The seminar was mainly given by two ILO
labour experts, Professor Henry Richardson and Robert Jones.® At the end of the seminar,
Getahun Téssdma, the then minister of the MNCD, declared that the government was concluding

its preparation to issue a labour relations decree. He stated that:

...Human nature is not always predictable. Labour particularly, tends to be
sensitive to authority and discipline. Very often its behavior may even be irritable
and yet we have to concede that in the economic progress of a country labour is a
vital factor, which can make or mar the industrial progress of a nation... [Thus,]...

n

Seyum Gebre Egziabher, "The Rise of the Confederation...," p. 44; Seleshi Sissay, "Labour in
Contemporary Ethiopian Politics: The Case of the Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions and its First General
Strike," A paper presented to the 71st annual meeting of the American Sociological Association in New York City,
September, 1976, p. 5.

Ministry of National Community Development, Seminar on Industrial Relations, Manpower and
Employment Services, August to October 1962, Monograph, 1962, p. 1.
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the government which is responsible for guiding the development of the country
has to play an effective role in the affairs of labour...[therefore] the proposed
legislation is meant to encourage labour to organize itself into labour unions and
the employers in association.’

While the seminar was going on, based on the recommendation of the emperor, the Labour
Relations Decree 49/1962 was issued on 5 September 1962. Nearly a year later, the legislative
body made some modifications and proclaimed it as Proclamation No. 210/1963 on 2 October
1963. True, with the issuance of the labour relations decree and the legal recognition of labour
unions, the protracted struggle of the Ethiopian workers began to give concrete results. The
issuance of the decree was certainly a hallmark in the Ethiopian labour movement. It was the
first labour legislation in the history of Ethiopia that granted the workers the right to establish
labour unions. It encouraged workers to get organized and defend their interests. It also helped
them to understand the ultimate value of unity or being organized. It was also following the
promulgation of this decree that workers were able to establish the national confederation,

CELU, on 9 April 1963.

Even though the factory proclamation of 1944 addressed some concerns of workers, it did not
mention labur relations. Likewise, despite the incorporation of some issues of labour in the 1955
revised constitution and in the Civil Code of 1960, labour relations were not given due emphasis.
One cannot, however, deny that the Eritrean Employment Act of 1958 was an important
experiment from which the labour relations decree of 1962 borrowed its basic provisions. Be that

as it may, it was with the enactment of the labour relations decree of 1962 that the legal

"Ibid., pp. 2-3.
*Berhane Gebre Negus, "The Labour Relations Decree of 1962: Possible Impact on Labour and
Management," BA Thesis, Haile Selassie I University: Department of Economics, 1964, pp. 8-10; Thoms C. Killion,
“Workers, Capital and the State...,"p. 449.
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instrument for collective bargaining between the workers and the employers was instituted.” The
decree also granted workers the right to form labour unions and bestowed equal bargaining
power upon the management and workers. The Department of Labour, which would have the
power to solve industrial problems, was also set up within the MNCD. The Labour Board, which
was responsible for resolving labour disputes between labour and management, was also

established.'®

The main objective of the labour relations decree, as stated in the preamble, was to promote a
higher standard of living for the Ethiopian people by establishing a harmonious relationship

between labour and management. It stated that:

...The promotion of a higher standard of living for our people is greatly
dependent upon the harmonious and voluntary cooperation of labour and
enterprises...and such cooperation should have as its objectives the creation of
prosperous labour conditions in all enterprises; and... the settlement of labour
disputes through collective bargaining between employers and employees or their
lawfullynestablished representatives; and... the establishment of principles may be
applied.

The labour relations decree of 1962 aimed at fulfilling three major functions: Primarily, it
legalized the formation of labour unions and employers' association for the first time in the
history of Ethiopia. Secondly, the decree encouraged both labour unions and employers'
association to resolve industrial disputes through collective bargaining. The decree encouraged
the conclusion of collective bargaining agreements and even empowered the MNCD to draft and

circulate model collective bargaining agreements to management and labour unions and guide

‘Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of an Ethiopian Labor Leader
(Baltimore: Publish America, LLP, 2010), p. 66; Seyum Gebre Egziabher, "The Development of Some
Institutions concerned with Labour Relations in Ethiopia," A Monograph, Haile Selassie I University: Department of
Public Administration, 1969, p. 26.

1OGeorg Graf von Baudissin, "Labour Policy in Ethiopia,"..., p. 553.
11No'igarit Gazeta, Labour Relations Decree 49/1962, September 5, 1962, p. 136.
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them in their negotiations. Apart from this, the Department of Labour in the MNCD gave
training for conciliators recruited from their own staff and promised to use non-government
personnel acceptable to both sides as conciliators and arbitrators. Thirdly, the decree recognized
the establishment of a Labour Relations Board with the prerogative to resolve industrial disputes

whenever the parties failed to reach an agreement on their own. '

The contribution of the decree to the development of the Ethiopian labour movement can be seen
from the extent of the rights that it granted to workers and their unions. It granted them freedom
of association, the right to protection, and the right to bargain collectively. It also brought some
changes in the labour relations of the country. For instance, following the issuance of the decree,
there was a marked increase in labour unions' activity. Workers began to organize unions at

. . . .13
enterprise level and increase their membership.

As the decree was prepared without the participation of workers, however, it did not include the
provisions that workers demanded most. Among other things, the right to strike and the question
of minimum wage were not addressed by the decree. Despite workers' struggle for a
comprehensive labour law, the decree was not a concession to their demands; rather it was
portrayed as a grant by the imperial Ethiopian state. As a result, some of the provisions in the
decree were more in the nature of restrictions than concessions. The restriction was even
reflected on the right of workers to form unions. The right to form unions was not given to all
workers; for instance civil servants were excluded. Since the government was by far the largest

employer in Ethiopia, this provision seriously affected the growth of labour movement in the

2Arnold M. Zack, "Trade Unionism Develops...," p. 108.
BArnold M. Zack, "Trade Unionism Develops...," p. 109; Kiflu Mekuria, "The History of the Growth of
Labour Unions in Ethiopia," BA Thesis, Haile Selassie I University: Department of History, 1973, p. 17.
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country. Moreover, according to Article 20 (c) of the decree, domestic servants, agricultural
workers working in farms employing less than ten permanent employees and industrial workers
in firms employing less than 50 workers were also excluded from any of the provisions regarding
either employees or public servants. Article 22(c) of the decree also put further restrictions on
unions by ruling out political involvement of labour as illegal and by limiting the opportunity to
exercise the right to strike. It stated that: "...Employers' associations and labour unions shall not
pursue political aims or engage in any political activities whatsoever.""*

Interestingly enough, the labour relations decree attributed the existence of labour unions only to
the good will of the imperial Ethiopian government. The decree empowered the MNCD to
implement the labour relations decree. Article 3(g) of the decree, for instance, empowered the
Minister "to petition the courts to dissolve employers' associations or labour unions in
accordance with Article 461 of the Civil Code of 1960."" In addition, the decree gave
tremendous power to the Labour Board which was dominated by government officials. The
Board was empowered not only to consider, mediate and arbitrate labour disputes but also to
prohibit unfair labour practices, to direct workers and organizations to refrain from such acts, to
decide upon temporary matters prior to final settlement, to issue decisions and awards, and to
enforce them by appropriate means. It had also the power to provide recommendation to the
minister to dissolve labour unions. Article12/a (iv) of the decree, for instance stated that"... the

16
" " Thus, one

Board has the power to recommend to the minister the dissolution of organizations.
can argue that since the decree bestowed significant prerogatives on the MNCD and the Labour

Board, labour unions were forced to remain dependent on the goodwill of the government for

1“Nc'igarit Gazeta, Labour Relations Decree 49/1962, September 5, 1962, pp. 146-147.
BIbid., p. 140.
Ibid., p. 143.
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their existence and for the legislation of labour laws. Employers and labour unions were only
required to bargain in good faith once they were registered in the ministry. In addition, since the
provisions of the decree did not address all the demands of workers, it continued to be the center
of disagreements between workers and the state until it was substituted by another
comprehensive labour law. Workers continued to demand for a comprehensive labour law eight
months after the promulgation of the first labour law. Thus, the enactment of the labour relations
decree of 1962 and the legal recognition given to the labour unions were primarily inspired by
the desire of the imperial Ethiopian government to get a good image among African leaders as it
was actively engaged in African issues following the establishment of the Organization of

African Unity (OAU). It was not a genuine response to the workers' demands.

Be that as it may, the decree contributed a lot to the development of labour movement in
Ethiopia. For instance, it opened the door for workers to organize a national confederation and
engage in collective actions. It was also a turning point in the history of the Ethiopian labour
movement. Following the proclamation, local unions were recognized and began to get
registered in the MNCD. Within a short period of time after the proclamation a relatively large
number of plant unions were also established. In the first six months after the decree, for
instance, more than thirty plant unions representing more than ten thousand members were
registered with the MNCD.'” Thus, one can argue that the enactment of the labour relations
decree and the automatic recognition of labour unions resulted in the establishment of a number
of local unions in several industrial enterprises. The formation of local unions at enterprise

level, eventually, resulted in the birth of the national confederation.

R, Stutz, “The Developing Industrial Relation System in Ethiopia,” A Teaching Material, Addis Ababa
University: Department of Economics, 1967, p. 14.
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2.2. The Rise of the Confederation of Ethiopian Labor Unions

Even though the first organized labour movement and the subsequent formation of labour unions
in Ethiopia is believed to have been begun by the Franco-Ethiopian railway workers in Dire
Dawa on 22 July 1946'%, it required around two decades to develop into a confederation. The
initiative to organize a national confederation was taken by the Ethiopian Fiber Factory workers.
More importantly, the Ethiopian fiber factory edder leader, Abdra Gimu, played an important
role in the establishment of the first national workers' self-help association that incorporated
workers outside their company. The establishment of this association laid down the foundation
for the establishment of the country's first national confederation. Abdra's cooperative
movement, which started in May 1961, eventually, resulted in the creation of Yd Ifeyopiya
Sdratdnoce Yd Sera ena Yd Heberdt Sdindika, Ethiopian Workers' Development and Cooperative
Syndicate, as the first national self-help association in Ethiopia on 15 July 1961. The primary
aim of this country-wide self-help association was to support all members in need, especially
those who had been illegally dismissed from work.'” After a year, however, with the intervention
of educated individuals both from the state bureaucracy and Haile Selassie I University, the
cooperative movement was transformed into a covert national labour union, Yd [Iteyopiya

Sdratdinoce Yd Heberdt Derejit Sindika, Ethiopian Workers' Mutual Association Syndicate or

'%Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératéioce Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratifioée Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC
1976, pp 30-31.

Abdra Abibd, "Yi Mozvold Siratifiote Anisas," A Personal Record, 1996 EC, p. 2; Yd Milaw
Iteyopiya Saratdno¢ Mahebdr," Y4 Iteyopiya Sératidnoce Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 42; Beyene Solomon,
Yd Iteyopiya Sdratdnoc Andendt Mahebdr Wuldit, Edegdt, Wudeqgdit (Addis Ababa: Image Enterprise PLC, 2004
E.C (2012), pp.32-34.
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Ethiopian Labour Unions (ELU).? Thus, it was from this covert national labour union that,

eventually, the national confederation evolved.

In addition to the unrelenting endeavor of the Ethiopian workers to form a national confederation
and the imperial Ethiopian government's policy change towards workers' organization, the
intervention of the ICFTU contributed a lot to the birth of the CELU. ICFTU had already
established a number of affiliated labour unions in the neighboring countries. It was from these
countries that it began to influence the Ethiopian labour movement. For instance, Tom Mboya,
member of the Kenyan Legislative Council, General Secretary of the Kenyan Federation of
Labour (KFL) and president of the East, Central and Southern Africa branch offices of the
ICFTU played an important role in this regard. He befriended Bereket Habte Selassie and
persuaded the emperor to recognize workers' organizations in the country.?' The latter also urged
the leaders of the covert national labour union to work with the ICFTU. In the meantime, Bereket
met Howard T. Robinson, an African-American, in charge of the education department at the
ICFTU at Bole Airport while the latter was transiting to Kenya. He introduced Robinson with
Abreham Miékonin and Beyene Solomon and discussed the labour situation in Ethiopia. After
the discussion, Robinson promised them to send labour experts to Ethiopia to support labour
activities immediately after the government promulgated a labour relations decree. After the
promulgation of the labour relations decree, the ICFTU sent D. Ramanujam, a Ceylonese labour

expert who was working in the organization to Addis Ababa from Brussels to help the Ethiopian

“Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of-.., p. 55.
*'Bereket Habte Selassie, The Crown and the Pen: The Memoirs of a Lawyer Turned Rebel (Asmara: The
Red Sea Press, Inc, 2007), pp. 144-145.
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workers and organize the national confederation.”? This marked the intervention of international

labour unions for the first time in the history of the Ethiopian labour movement.

On the other hand, ICFTU had also already started communication with the imperial Ethiopian
government and received permission from the emperor to work with the Ethiopian workers. As a
result, it sent D. Ramanujam, who launched a training program for union leaders on various
issues of labour in Addis Ababa. The training program was organized in cooperation with the
University, particularly, the Department of Public Administration, which was the only
department offering courses related to labour relations, and the MNCD. While the ICFTU
covered the financial expenses of the program, the university arranged one of its student
dormitories, Saba Hall for the training. The seminar was conducted by Howard T. Robinson and
D. Ramanujam from ICFTU, Dr. Seyum Gebregziabher and Raymond R. Gamby from Haile
Selassie I University, and Georg Graf von Baudissin from the MNCD. The training was attended

23 But, different

by around 40 workers' representatives who came from 33 different enterprises.
sources give different figures for the number of participants. For instance, while Stutz puts their
number at 60, Seyum has only 35 workers.?* The seminar, which lasted from March 4 to16, 1963
(Ydkatit 25 to Mdgabit 7, 1955 EC), was officially opened by Getahun Tdsdma, minister of the
MNCD. It was also reported that the seminar was well organized and enthusiastically attended.
The main objective of the seminar was to educate the labour leaders about the basic features of

labour unions. The seminar dealt with, inter alia, major characteristics of democratic union

leadership, problems of union leadership, impediments for collective agreements, union

“Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of..., pp. 65-66; Seyum Gebre Egziabher,
"The Rise of the Confederation...," p. 51.

B Addis Zimdn, Yikatit, 26, 1955 EC (March 5, 1963); Mdgabit 9, 1955 EC (March 18, 1963).

#Stutz, p.114; Seyum Gebre Egziabher, "The Development of Some Institutions concerned...," p. 56.
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administration, democratic union meetings, and the constitution and the labour laws of the

25
country.

Besides acquainting union leaders with the various issues of labour, the seminar created a
platform for the birth of the national confederation. Even though it is difficult to argue that
CELU was the direct result of the seminar, it is possible to assert that the seminar enhanced the
awareness of workers concerning how to establish and lead a confederation. Apart from this, it
was at the closing of the seminar that CELU was formed and the constitution which had been
drafted earlier was unanimously endorsed and adopted in the same place. When CELU was
formed, it comprised 29 local unions with a total membership of 15,000 workers. On the same
day, a general election was held and the first leaders of CELU were elected. Accordingly,
Abreham Mikonin from Wonji-Sdwa Sugar Factory Workers' Union was elected as president
and Zilaqd Wildd Mariam from Dire Dawa Cotton Mill Workers' Union was made vice
president. Furthermore, Beyene Solomon from Heavy Freight Transport Workers' Union was
appointed as secretary general, Alimu Bogald from Ethiopian Fiber Factory Workers' Union; as
assistant secretary, Haylu Aga from Ethiopian Airline Workers' Union; as assistant secretary,
Dijiné Mikonin from Fogstad Woodworks' Workers' Union; as treasurer, Sekurlah Yussuf from
Ethiopian Fiber Factory Workers' Union as assistant treasurer, and Abdra Abdbéd from Mozvold
Woodworks Workers' Union was elected as auditor. While the president, vice president and the
auditor were elected for two years by the General Assembly, the rest were appointed by the

General Council for unspecified terms. On the same day, a Board consisting of 15 members was

B Addis Zimdin, Yikatit 26, 1955 EC (March,5 1963); Ethiopian Herald, March 17, 1963 (Mdgabit 8, 1955
EC); Y4d Milaw Iteyopiya Sdratino¢ Mahebair,"Y4 Iteyopiya SaratdnoCe Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p .58;
Seyum Gebre Egziabher, "The Rise of the Confederation...," p. 52; Stutz, p. 114.
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set up.?® Nearly a month later, CELU was registered with the Labour Department of the MNCD
and officially started functioning on 9 April 1963. In a letter written to all concerned institutions
of the imperial Ethiopian government dated 1 May 1963 (23 Miyazeya 1955 EC), the MNCD
announced that: "...PAACKE WEFTF £CEF K1 TWAC hTLEHE 1 +7 1955 a49° B°C (W F OB P44.PL.
Py hGaFo-Par="?’ The president of CELU also dispatched it to all member local unions and
to a few international labour unions with a covering letter dated to 2 May 1963 (24 Miyazeya

1955 EC).*®

Figure 2.1. Participants of the First Seminar Organized by ICFTU at Saba Hall in HSIU.

Source: Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy:..., p. 134.

At the beginning, CELU was not a well structured organization. The absence of qualified

personnel and the prevailing financial constraints were the major factors that hindered CELU

R .Stutz, p. 114; Ya Milaw Iteyopiya Siratiiio& Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératifioé Eneqeseqasé,” Kefel 1,
1976 EC, pp. 59-60; Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of..., pp. 68-69.

v _We would like to notify that the Confederation of Ethiopian Trade Unions is legally recognized and
allowed to function as of April 9, 1963." See also Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Union's Archive hereafter
(CETU): CETU, Box No. 48, File No. 03, A letter written from Téfdra Hayld Selase to all concerned organizations.
The letter announced the establishment of CELU to all concerned organizations.

#CETU, Box No. 9, File No. 1, A letter written from Abreham to Ministry of Pension and Property
Distribution Miyazeya 24, 1955E.C (May 2, 1963). It deals with the formation of CELU.
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from establishing a good organizational structure. A number of positions at the department level
were left vacant until the third term election in 1967. More importantly, most of the departments
such as Education Department, Legal and Economic Department, Institutional Building
Department, Information Department, Administration Department and International Relations
Department were virtually vacant. The works of each department was carried out by the other top
officers of CELU. However, after the third term election, all the departments were filled by

qualified personnel.”

Figure 2.2. The Structure of CELU
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Source: The First Constitution of CELU, Miyazeya 1, 1955EC (April 9, 1963), pp. 2-4.

PInformants: Gibra Selasé Gibra Mariam, Gétadiw Mingésa and Abédra Abédba
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Since its establishment, CELU tried to be a democratic organization. It aimed at improving the
socio-economic and moral conditions of workers all over the country. It also aspired to help
affiliated local unions throughout the country. All duly registered local unions had the right to
become member of the confederation. According to Article 2/b of the first constitution of CELU,
any local union which aspired to join CELU had to submit a written application together with its
rules and regulations to the Secretary General of the confederation. Article 2/c of the constitution
also stated that the executive committee had the power to accept or reject membership
applications. Nevertheless, if the executive committee rejected the application, the applicant had
the right to appeal to the General Assembly of CELU which met every two years.”” In order to
avoid such circumstances, however, the confederation often distributed samples of regulations to
all the newly organized local unions. As a result, membership was almost automatic. Apart from
this, at the beginning, rejection of the application of local unions for membership was rare
because CELU was engaged not only in organizing local unions but also in increasing its
membership. Thus, it is possible to argue that CELU served as an agent in organizing local

unions and registering them as members of the confederation.

Regardless of the number of members, each local union, whether it had 50 members or 8000
members, had a fair, if not equal, say in the confederation's administration and the formulation of
its policy. Each local union was represented in the General Assembly and in the General Council
of CELU's organizational structure proportional to the size of its membership. The General
Assembly was the highest organ of the confederation. It met every two years in April to hear

progress reports, determine general policies and to pass resolutions. Every member union was

O1bid.
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represented by at least one member. But, a union with more than 1000 membership was

represented by two members and one additional member for every 1000 until it reached seven.

The General Council, however, met every three months and was a policy making body. It
controlled and coordinated CELU's administration and voiced the opinions of labour in between
General Assembly's meetings. The General Council included the executive officers of CELU and
representatives of member unions. Member unions with a total membership of above 1000 were
represented by two delegates whereas unions with a total membership of below 1000 were
represented by only one delegate. Moreover, it was only those delegates whose unions had paid
their annual dues who were allowed to attend the General Councils' meeting. Between the
meetings of the General Council, very urgent issues including those which needed major policy
modifications were decided by the Executive Committee. It constituted members elected from
the general council and the officers. It was chaired by the president and met every month; it
reported its work to the General Council. The Executive Committee also organized a
subcommittee which was only called upon occasionally. Most of the members of the Executive
Committee were officers, including; the president, vice president, secretary general, assistant
secretaries, treasurer, assistant treasurer and auditor, who carried out the day today routine works

of CELU.*!

*'CETU, Box 9, File No. 04, It is a compilation of the various regulations developed by CELU in 1955 EC
(1963); The First Constitution of CELU, Miyazeya 1, 1955EC (9 April, 1963), pp. 4-5.
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Figure 2.3. The First Executive Committee of CELU
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Source: The First Constitution of CELU, Miyazeya 1, 1955EC (9April 1963), pp. 2-4

The organizational strength of an institution is partially determined by its financial strength.
Even though CELU managed to set up its organizational structure, it could not work to the
satisfaction of member unions because of financial problems. True, according to Article 4 of the
constitution, new members had to pay E$ 1 for registration fee during admission, E$3 annually
thereafter.”> The membership fees and registration fees were not, however, enough for CELU to

carry out its activities. As it was common in other labour unions in developing countries, CELU

2Ibid,, p. 1.
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had too many book memberships and too little members who actually paid their dues. At the

beginning, the financial position of CELU was highly precarious.*”

Nevertheless, the leaders of CELU tried to solve this problem by encouraging the check-off
system in which employers deduct dues from members and passed it on to the treasurer of the
local union or directly sent the money to CELU. The application of this system in a few
industrial plants helped CELU to get dues regularly. But, since the local unions themselves were
not yet well organized, CELU remained reluctant to force them pay their dues. On the other
hand, employers also often refused to deduct workers' dues. As a result, many member unions
had arrears and faced difficulties to participate in the General Assembly and General Council

. 34
meetings.

After some time, however, CELU managed to get substantial amount of financial assistance from
ICFTU and AALC. These international trade unions contributed a lot to the growth of CELU.
They helped CELU not only financially but also in expertise. For instance, since the
establishment of CELU, a few ICFTU and AALC experts came voluntarily to help CELU. Apart
from this, the strong relationship created between CELU and international trade unions further
encouraged a number of workers in various industrial plants to join CELU. This further

strengthened the amount of dues collected from members. ™

3Tamrat Bekele, "The Emergence of Labour Unions and Government Policy in Ethiopia," MA Thesis,
California State University, Hayward: Department of Business Administration, pp. 31-32; Seyum Gebre Egziabher,
"The Development of Some Institutions concerned with ...," pp. 58-59.
*Voice of Labour, A Special Issue for the Seventh Year Anniversary of CELU and the Inauguration of its
New Headquarters, April 9, 1970, p.17.
3Seyum Gebre Egziabher, "The Development of Some Institutions concerned with ...," p. 62.
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2.3. The Institutionalization of Tripartism

Since its establishment in 1919, ILO has been considered as the only international organization
in which voting power in setting standards and policies was distributed among governments,
employers and workers. It promoted cooperation among the three partners to bring about social
justice. These three partners have been taking part in all discussions and decision making
concerning labour matters. This tripartite structure in the work and governance of ILO has been
viewed as a unique feature of the organization. It is one of the basic features of the ILO that

provided equal status to the representatives of the three parties in its General Conference.*®

Tripartism can, thus, be defined as "...the process by which workers, employers and governments
contribute to the setting of workplace standards and the protection of workers’ rights
worldwide."*” The concept of tripartism is defined based on Article 3(i) of the ILO constitution.

It stated that:

... The meetings of the General Conference of representatives of the members
shall be held from time to time as occasion may require, and at least once in every
year. It shall be composed of four representatives of each of the members, of
whom two shall be government delegates and the two others shall be delegates
representing respectively the employers and the workpeople of each of the
members.*®

Gerry Rodgers, Eddy Lee, Lee Swepston and Jasmien Van Daele, The International Labour

Organization and the Quest for Social Justice, 1919-2009 (Geneva: International Labour Office, 2009), p. 12.

william R. Simpson , "The ILO and Tripartism: Some Reflections," Monthly Labor Review, Vol. 117,
No. 9, Special Issue Commemorating the 75" Anniversary of the International Labor Organization September, 1994,
pp- 40-41, Stable URL: http://www jstor.org/stable/41844334.

*¥"The original text of the Constitution, established in 1919, has been modified by the amendment of
1922 which entered into force on 4 June 1934; the Instrument of Amendment of 1945 which entered into force on 26
September 1946; the Instrument of Amendment of 1946 which entered into force on 20 April 1948; the Instrument
of Amendment of 1953 which entered into force on 20 May 1954; the Instrument of Amendment of 1962 which
entered into force on 22 May 1963; and the Instrument of Amendment of 1972 which entered into force on 1
November 1974."
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True, despite its limited membership, the Governing Body of ILO is also tripartite. Apart from its
constitution, the ILO also promoted tripartism by issuing three important instruments such as
Recommendation No.113/1960 (A Recommendation on Tripartite Consultation at Industrial and
National Level)”, Recommendation No.152/1976 (A Recommendation on Tripartite
Consultation on ILO's Activities),*® and Convention No.144/1976 (A Convention on Tripartite

Consultation to Promote the Implementation of International Standards.)*!

The tripartite structure was not only institutionalized in the headquarters of ILO in Geneva but
also expanded to member countries. The founding members of ILO, for instance, began to
institutionalize tripartism as the same time with the organization. Nevertheless, some members
institutionalized it much later than the ILO and even long after being a member of ILO.*
Ethiopia can be taken as an example in this regard. Even though it joined ILO on 28 September
1923, it had never been represented with delegates who could meet the tripartite structure of the
organization until 1963. This was mainly because Ethiopia had no employers' association and
labour unions yet.* In June 1963, however, Ethiopia sent its tripartite delegation to the 47" ILO
General Conference for the first time. The delegation comprised of Getahun Téssdma (Minister

of MNCD) and Colonel Dawit Gébru (State Minister of MNCD) from the government, and

*http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12100:0::N0:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT _ID:312289

“International Labour Organization, Trade Unions and the ILO: A Workers' Education Manual, Second
edition (Geneva: International Labour Office, 1988), p. 21.

*http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12030:::NO:::

“Gerry Rodgers, Eddy Lee, Lee Swepston and Jasmien Van Daele, The International Labour
Organization and the Quest for Social Justice, 1919-2009 (Geneva: International Labour Office, 2009), p.15.

43Lynn G. Morehous, “Ethiopian Labor Relations: Attitudes, Practice and Law,” Journal of Ethiopian
Law, Vol. 3, No. 1, 1969, p. 6; Georg Graf Von Baudissin, "An Introduction to Labour Developments in Ethiopia,"
Journal of Ethiopian Law, Vol. 11, No. 1, 1965, p. 108.
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Abreham Maikonin and Dr. Seyum Gébird Egziabheér from CELU and Ethiopian Employers'

Federation (EEF), respectively.**

Apart from sending a tripartite delegation to the ILO General Conference, the MNCD established
a tripartite institution to enhance the socio-economic development of the country. True, this was
supported by the imperial government which realized that economic and social development was
an all-embracing process requiring national efforts, involving all the people in the country,
including labour and management. Socio-economic development cannot be achieved only
through the dynamic and impartial leadership of the government but also through the active
participation of interested groups. Recognizing the role of interest groups in the socio-economic
development of the country, the imperial Ethiopian government issued a labour relations decree
which guaranteed the workers and the employers to form labour unions and employers'
association respectively. It also legalized the establishment of a tripartite institution, the Labour
Relations Board. Institutionalizing the tripartite structure in the country helped CELU and EEF
to play a vital role in the socio-economic endeavor of Ethiopia. In general, tripartism helped
these interest groups to realize that they had a responsibility to give their support to all genuine

measures taken by the government for the economic and social development of the country.®

The Labour Board comprised of five members appointed for a three years term by the emperor
upon the recommendation of the MNCD, was instituted and began its function on 20 February
1963 (Yékatit 13, 1955EC).*® True, its establishment was already guaranteed by the labour

relations decree of 1962 and supported by the government. In principle, while the three members

“Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 1, Hamlé 1, 1955EC (July 8, 1963), p. 2.

“Voice of Labour, A Special Issue for the Seventh Year Anniversary of CELU and the Inauguration of its
New Headquarters, April 9, 1970, pp. 39-40.

Addis Zimdn, Néhdsé 25, 1955EC (31 August 1963).
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of the Labour Board were appointed by the government, employers' association and labour
unions were represented by one member each. Be that as it may, all the original members of the
Labour Board were, however, appointed by the government. Perhaps, this was apparently a result
of the vagueness of Article 5(a) of the labour relations decree concerning the composition of the
Board. It stated that: "...the Board shall consist of five (5) members appointed by Us upon the
recommendation of the Minister, one of whom shall be designated as Chairman. An adequate
number of deputy members shall also be appointed." It further stated in Sub article (b) that
"...employers' associations and labour unions may be invited to nominate candidates for
appointment as members and deputy members of the Board."*” Thus, because the phrase 'may be
invited' was so vague, employers' associations and labour unions were not represented in the
Labour Relations Board in its first term election. The original members of the Board were Blatta
Terfé Sumeyd (Chairman), Blatta Qetaw Yetatiqu, Yelma Haylu, Blatta Kefli Egzi Yehidego
and Seyum Hardgot. They were all government officials and lawyers by profession. Contrary to

the vagueness of Article 5, CELU argued that "...qevEavg - 1H, (oot U7 v-A kP 15T OhbeFF oy

W18 LPCM ANTRLIO: MWHAR +C 0L T NF FarCm@- L0 AT 1043 LUI° LU INF PTO- PNTT £CPE 19

A0 NP AG PALAGTIP PT PAASPT AEI° 19 ePA AATOC P FI0vT VALTET OAL (LAT® AN 10+ 0714 10C:

NAU- a0 T7 p-kI® +RIOF O ATFOT AND- 10CS AMATT ThéET A8 ASCIPA:" Y

Apart from the composition, the Board members were also criticized for lack of practical
experience about labour relations disputes. Consequently, the government was forced to keep the

tripartite nature of the Board by taking representatives of employers and workers as members.

Y Négarit Gazéta, Labour Relations Decree 49/1962, September 5, 1962, p. 141.

8 _The main reason for this was that since the labor relations board, labour unions and employers'
associations were still infant organizations, it was found better if the government took the responsibility and
appoints all members of the Board. In the second term, however, both organizations sent their representatives as
members of the Board." See also Voice of Labour, A Special Brochure Prepared on the Occasion of the 5™ CELU
Annual Conference and Anniversary , Mdgabit 28, 1960 (6April 1968), p.10.
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Thus, the composition of the Board was changed in the second term election; it began to include
not only the representatives of the government but also representatives of employers and
workers. While Yelma Haylu, Blatta Kefla EgziYehddego (Chairman) and Tefera Haile Selassie
were appointed by the government as members of the Board, Dr. Seyum Gebre Egziabher and

Aldm Abdi were also elected as members of the Board from EEF and CELU respec:‘[ively.49

The Labour Board was a semi-independent statutory body which had authority over the labour
relations of the country. According to Article 12 (a) of the labour relations decree of 1962 the
Board had the power "...to consider, conciliate and arbitrate labour disputes, including the power
to decide upon temporary measures, if appropriate, prior to final settlement, to issue decisions
and awards."” It had also the power to consider any complaint of unfair labour practice and to
enforce its decisions and awards by appropriate means. Labour disputes which the labour
relations section failed to settle were referred to the Labour Relations Board. Decisions and
awards issued by the Board were legally binding. Appeals to the Supreme Court were allowed

only on the question of law and not on the question of facts.”'

Whenever an employee had a complaint against his employer, he had three options: to appeal to
his employer, to sue his employer in court or to take his complaint to the Labour Relations Board
in the MNCD. The last choice was the most frequently used method to resolve labour disputes.
An employee who brought a complaint to the MNCD filed it in the labour relation section of the
Labour Department, a division of the Ministry. All disputes brought by local unions were first

seen in this section. Its power was strictly conciliatory. Its functions would come to an end when

“Stutz, p- 93; Seyum Gebre Egziabher, "The Development of Some Institutions concerned with ...," p. 67.
5ONc'igatrit Gazeta, Labour Relations Decree 49/1962, September 5, 1962, p. 143,
Slyp-

Ibid.,
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it failed to bring the parties to an agreement. Then, the matter was brought to the Labour

Relations Board for arbitration.>?

In carrying out its responsibilities, the Board had the right to require the parties to appear at its
hearings and to present their testimony and evidence, and to enter the premises of any enterprise
to obtain information relative to any matter which it had under consideration. It was also possible
for the Board to delegate these rights to staff members. At first, disagreement arose among
members of the Board over the amount of time and effort that should be expended in
conciliation, aimed at voluntary settlement of a dispute, before it reverted to arbitration. Finally,
it was decided to relegate the conciliatory activity to the labour relation section and concentrate
more on the arbitration process.” Nevertheless, the decree gave due emphasis to conciliation, a
process that required the two parties to solve their complaints through voluntary means.**

The labour relations decree urged the Board to settle all labour disputes submitted to it through
conciliation. Therefore, when any dispute was submitted, an attempt was made either by the
Board itself or staff members to help the parties settle the dispute themselves through the
conciliation process. This process involved the convening of a meeting and the offering of advice
and suggestions for the settlement of the dispute which the parties were free to accept or reject.
True, the Board was also empowered by the law to arbitrate any labour dispute submitted to it.
When the conciliation effort failed, the Board began to conduct an arbitration hearing, which was
similar to a court procedure in that testimony was taken under oath, witnesses were subject to

examination and cross examination, arguments were made and a decision or an award was given

*2Morehouse, p. 52.
3Stutz, pp. 93-95.
*Arnold M. Zack, "Trade Unionism Develops...," p. 87; Georg Graf von Baudissin, "Labour Policy...," p. 559.
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which was binding on the parties to the dispute. The only course of appeal against a decision of
the Board was to the Supreme Imperial Court on questions raised concerning the interpretation of
the law, and if the court found that the Board erred on a question of law or that the Board's

procedure violated the law, the case was returned to the Board for final action.>

The Board worked two days a week, only in the afternoon. Regardless of the short time
allocated for arbitration, it solved several cases raised by the workers. It often focused on appeals
presented in groups, rather than individually. It referred individual cases to the regular court.™
Article 33 of the labour relation decree allowed workers to take their cases to the regular courts.

It stated that: "...2a9°9°rt: A2.2A° NLHD- 37 PAD-T TG D79 ULt AP DLIP PNCE DAy MLI° 107

P9, P NPT TTIGDI° (s DT SCE&C L (P GC& AT @RI avpsf (LT A& (HY £7301

prado- Aehahao9e:">" But, the Board often referred individual cases to the court using this

provision as a pretext apparently to reduce its burden. Regardless of the procrastination of many
cases submitted to it, however, the Board settled 31 cases by conciliation and closed 20 cases by
arbitration or decision in the period between 20 February 1963 (when the Board started work)

and 31 July 1963 (when the Board received a general strike ultimatum from CELU) *.

Apart from the Labour Board, there were several other tripartite institutions. For instance, the
Labour Standard Advisory Board was a tripartite body that provided the MNCD advice and

recommendations on general or specific issues relating to labour conditions, and assisted the

Stutz, pp. 58-59.

Voice of Labour, A Special Brochure Prepared on the Occasion of the 5™ CELU Annual Conference and
Anniversary, Mdgabit 28, 1960 (April 6, 1968), p.11.

*""Nothing herein contained shall be deemed to prevent an employee from enforcing the terms of his contract
before the appropriate courts or bodies so long as such enforcement is not inconsistent with the terms of any
collective agreement or decision or award of the Board then in effect." See also Ndgarit Gazéefa, No. 18, Labour
Relations Decree 49/1962, September 5, 1962, p. 150.

*Stutz, p. 95.
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minister in formulating labour standards or working conditions so as to ensure the physical
integrity, the health and well-being of workers.” The Employment Advisory Board was also a
tripartite body established to advice the Public Employment Administration on various
employment problems in the country.”” Moreover, the Manpower Information Advisory
committee was a tripartite body that assisted the manpower, research and statistics section in the
Public Employment Division This section was responsible for the gathering of labour statistics
and manpower information.®’ These tripartite institutions ultimately created a constructive set of
labour relationships that depended on the degree of mutual confidence and respect between

management, labour and the government. >

In general, tripartism was an important institution which created a platform for the government,
employers and workers to work together for the common good and for the socio-economic
development of the country. True, the three parties shared a common interest on several issues
like the raising of the national income, the improvement of the standard of living, the raising of
productivity etc. Nevertheless, they had also divergent interests concerning the modus operandi
to achieve socio-economic development in the country. The orderly harmonization of divergent
interests, that is the desire for economic development on the one hand and the maintenance of the
rights and interests of workers and employers on the other hand constituted the core of industrial
relations. On the other hand, the government on its part realized that a prosperous and contented
labour force was a prime necessity for the peaceful industrial and agricultural development of the

country. With this objective in mind, the government tried to provide a fair deal for both labour

**Seyum Gebre Egziabher, "The Development of Some Institutions concerned with ...," pp. 90-91.
6OGeorg Graf Von Baudissin, "An Introduction to Labour Developments in Ethiopia," Journal of Ethiopian
Law, Vol. 11, No. 1, 1965, p. 108.
z;Seyum Gebre Egziabher, "The Development of Some Institutions concerned with ...," pp. 88-89.
Stutz, p. 87.
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and management to create a good condition in which both employers and unions could work in
harmony. It was such tripartite cooperation based on such principles that not only resulted in
enormous benefits for the employers' federation and labour unions but also provided tremendous

impetus for the socio-economic development of the country.®

2.4. The Attempted General Strike of 1963

Even though the labour relations decree was issued to enhance the mutual benefit of both the
workers and employers, it was not enthusiastically accepted even if not utterly rejected by the
management. The employers believed that the decree was introduced to benefit only the workers
and they continued to violate it on different occasions. They also thwarted the formation of
labour unions in their respective enterprises. More importantly, foreign investors who owned
several enterprises continued to treat their workers with heavy hand. For instance, they fired
workers at whim, thereby breaking rules and procedures. This made the conditions of workers in
some enterprises more precarious than ever before. Consequently, a number of cases were
brought to the newly established Labour Board though the employers were not yet ready to
accommodate the demands of workers. The leaders of local unions were the target of employers'
intimidation. The employers' assault on the leaders of local unions increased after the president
of CELU left for Geneva on 4 June 1963 to participate on the 47" session of the annual General
Conference of ILO. It was the first conference in which Ethiopia participated with full delegation
for the first time since it became a member of ILO on 28 September 1923. The delegation

included Abreham Mikonin, president of CELU, Dr. Seyoum Gebre Egziabher, and General

SVoice of Labour, A Special Issue for the 7" Anniversary of CELU and the Inauguration of its First
Headquarters, Miyazeya 1, 1962 EC (9April 1970), pp. 40-41.

159



Secretary of the Ethiopian Employers Federation which was in the process of formation and
Getahun Téssdma, Minister of the MNCD. Nevertheless, since African countries including
Ethiopia boycotted the meeting because of the participation of Apartheid South Africa, Abreham
could not get the chance to speak about the conditions of Ethiopian workers to the participants of
the conference who came from 107 countries. However, he held separate discussions with a
number of trade union leaders and was able to get immediate invitation to visit their organization

and support from some of them.**

While he was in Europe, Abreham heard about the influx of a number of newly established local
unions into CELU and he was pleasantly surprised by the achievement of the confederation
within two months of its establishment. Nevertheless, when he returned on 14 July 1963 and
tried to share his experience with the newly formed local unions, he encountered a lot of
shocking labour problems and observed despair among a number of member unions. In addition,
he found that some workers had been dismissed from work and their case was being considered
by the Labour Board in the MNCD. Nevertheless, the Labour Board, which had been organized
to solve labour disputes created between labour unions and management, failed to give
appropriate solutions to local unions' petitions submitted to it. In fact, employers were not yet
ready to respect the provisions of the labour relations decree. Surprisingly, the government kept
silent while a number of workers were fired by the management from several industrial plants.

The MNCD did not force the employers to attend court and accept judgments. *°

*Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No.2, Himle 20, 1955 EC (27 July1963), pp. 5-6; Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 1,
Hdmle 1, 1955EC (8 July1963), p. 2.

8Informants: Abreham Mékonén and Beyene Solomon; Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 3, Nihdsé 4, 1955EC
(August 10, 1963), pp.1-2; 1ES/MS 38/18, Abreham Mikondn, "Y& Iteyopiya Sdratino¢ Andendt Mahebéir
Tekekeldana Se'el,” A Paper Presented in the Conference of Ethiopian Studies on 29 January 1976, p.7.
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Having understood the dire situation of local union members, Abreham began to take appropriate
steps in accordance with the constitution before a general strike was declared against employers
and the government. Even though his measures were ridiculed as premature and
counterproductive, Abreham continued to uphold workers' grievances, risking his life.
Accordingly, he held a meeting with the leaders of all member unions from 27-28 July 1963 (20-
21 Hémle 1955 EC) and discussed as to how to solve the prevailing workers' problems. At the
closing of the meeting, the participants agreed to present their complaints to the Labour Board
and the management. Moreover, they set up a committee of 14 members to study the problem

and draft a list of complaints.®®

In the draft complaints, the committee stated that since May 1963, unions were suppressed at the
Nikola, Fogstad, and Vaskin Woodworks, Aqaqi Steel Factory, Addis Ababa Bricks Factory,
Indo-Ethiopian Textile Factory, Ethiopian Fiber Factory, Dire Dawa Textile Factory and Dire
Dawa Cement Factory. It further noted that the leaders of several local unions, including; Aqaqi
Steel Factory Workers' Union, Fogstad Woodworks Workers' Union, Dire Dawa Textile Factory
Workers' Union, and Diabaco Cotton Mill Workers' Union were dismissed in July 1963. In
addition, the committee reported that workers from Lazaridis Cotton Mill were arrested when
they attempted to petition the emperor concerning the fired union leaders. Thus, on the basis of
these complaints, a petition of ten points was prepared by the General Council of CELU to the
MNCD demanding the reinstatement of dismissed union members, the release of the arrested
workers, clarification of the legal rights and benefits of union members, and state support for

these rights in the face of employers' resistance. In conclusion, the petition threatened that if the

SIES/MS 38/18, pp.7-8; Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 3, Ndihdse 4, 1955EC (10 August 1963), p. 2.
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MNCD did not act upon these demands within 60 days, CELU would call a general strike.
Abreham signed the petition or ultimatum and circulated to the employers and the various offices

of the government with a covering letter dated 31 July 1963 (Hdmlé 24, 1955 EC).%

The government received the ultimatum with great anger but remained silent for about two
weeks while discussing on its content and the possible measures to be taken against the leaders
of CELU. A month before the scheduled general strike, however, Gétahun Téssdma telephoned
to Abreham and asked him to come to his office and discuss on some of the problems of
workers which needed to be addressed. During the discussion, Gétahun stressed that CELU was
still an infant organization which was established five months ago, in the face of serious
opposition raised from some government officials. He further added that if CELU could not
refrain from its action, it would strengthen the reservations of those officials about its
establishment. He also urged the president of CELU to retract the decision and work hand in
hand with the ministry to solve the problems. He further added that the problems should only be
solved through consultation with the management and the ministry rather than through
confrontation. He also asked Abreham to order member unions to call off the general strike by
writing a formal letter to them indicating that he had already reached an agreement with the
MNCD on the appropriate solution of the problems. Abreham agreed to call off the general strike
and left the ministry. The next day, however, Abreham changed his mind and broke the promise
that he had made to the minister. Moreover, he wrote him a letter indicating that it was beyond

his power to call off the general strike as the decision was made by the General Council.®®

%7 Abreham Mikonin's Private Collection, A four page ultimatum written from Abreham to the Labour
Department in the MNCD in Hdamle 24, 1955 EC (July 31, 1963), pp. 1-4; IES/MS 38/18, pp. 8-9.
%Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of..., pp. 72-73.

162



Abreham told me that he refused to call off the intended general strike because he believed that if

he did so, he would automatically lose the trust of the workers.*

Following its failure to convince the president of CELU to call off the intended general strike,
the Department of Labour in the MNCD opened a campaign against the leaders of CELU
through television, radio and news papers. It insisted that CELU must withdraw its demands, for
there could be no dispute between unions and government, but only between unions and
management. It also demonized the leaders of CELU as traitors who worked to sabotage the
socio-economic development of the country. Moreover, it belittled the call for general strike as a
premature decision. The intended action of CELU was considered as a deliberate act to hold back
the development of industry in the country. In the press statement it released, the Department of

Labour stated that:

...The department of labour has tried repeatedly to convince the CELU leaders of

the illegality of their intentions, but unfortunately has failed to persuade them to,
withdraw from their rash ill-considered line of action which would imperil the
interests of thousands of law abiding citizens. These leaders were advised that
insistence upon their intimidation must be regarded by the government as a
deliberate plot designed to destroy labour peace and to create trouble at an
important period of economic and social progress of the country. It was also
pointed out that the department of labour could not sit back inactively whilst
illegal action as announced by CELU leaders endangered peace, tranquility and
industrial development. It is now the responsibility of the labour relations board to
consider the case as a matter of urgency, to order such measures as are necessary
to implement the law, recommended appropriate steps to safeguard the real
welfare of the community, and to protect it from illegal intimidation. ™

In addition to the pressure and intimidation made by the Department of Labour, the government

controlled media continued to call for security measures to be taken against the leaders of CELU.

®Informant: Abreham Mikonén.
"Ethiopian Herald, 3 September 1963 (Néhdsé 28, 1955EC).
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For instance, the Ethiopian Herald, in its September 5, 1963, edition, discredited the legal basis

of the intended general strike as follows:

... There is a point beyond which patience ceases to be a virtue. And that is the
point the Department of Labour in the Ministry of National Community
Development has now reached at the unlawful CELU ultimatum to paralyze the
capital with an all out labour strike unless demands are fulfilled on the terms
dictated by labour. The Ethiopian labour legislation does not empower CELU to
trigger- off a general strike. But some CELU leaders want to take the law in their
hands and pretend as a legislative body, 'a parliament' of a kind. Such an illegal
move must be made to bear legal measures.”’

In addition to its attack through the media, the Labour Department raised financial matters to
discredit the leaders of the confederation. They were, for instance, asked to submit the financial
accounts of the organization for auditing by the ministry. The Labour Department also tried to
associate CELU's intended general strike with international trade union experts who were
working in the confederation as volunteers. The mounting pressure and intimidation from both
the officials of the Labour Department and the security apparatus created serious concern for the
leaders of CELU. Thus, the leaders of CELU decided to petition the emperor on 3 September
1963 concerning its unfair treatment by the ministry and the security apparatus. On reaching the
palace, however, the petitioners were denied access to the emperor by the palace guards. When
they were denied an audience at the palace, Abidra and his colleagues adamantly refused to leave.

After spending a lot of time near the gates of the palace, however, they were told that some of

"'Ethiopian Herald, 5 September 1963 (Ndhdsé 30, 1955EC)
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their colleagues who entered through another gate had already been inside and had already had a

discussion with the emperor and left the palace. But, that was a trick by the palace guards.72

On the same day, some Board members of CELU had gone to see Ras Emru, a nephew of the
emperor and who had a reputation as a 'liberal' to mediate between CELU and the emperor.
Although Ras Emru expressed his sympathy, he told the leaders of CELU that he could not
mediate between them and the emperor. He further adviced them that they should withdraw their
demand and exhort Abreham Mékonin to resign, if they wished to save CELU from complete
destruction. Moreover, Ras Emru promised them that he could search for a job for Abreham in
the MNCD in return for his resignation. The response of Ras Emru shattered their hope of
getting justice from the emperor. Having understood the situation had become unpredictable and
very dangerous, Abreham wrote a letter of resignation and submitted it to the office of the
confederation on 3 September 1963 (Ndhdse 28, 1955EC). In his letter written to the General

Council of the Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions, Abreham stated that:

BRI AT SCET ArPAPO BN LH TIPC hOh HE L0 PAST avaGhA
OMPAAD- 0k I°CT, a0l AATERP AePTF SCET TSHEYE T 019110 410910 ao$ety
UATUIP A289°F @t 10+ Au-79° (LIPT MPAAD: H0hk A A AMNIT PADT AOFEPT anna-

FOVLHI® N9PNDS IC AMFTOAPAU-: ALHD- 17 hIPA 24 ¢7 1955 94.9° p-AFu-g® +aNaatfo-
0L2LITU-t @AY ao(lA (FHITTE 1427 ATLavAnt@- Pav it AANANT APCLAAU-:: LUI° VAN
OtAL A0 AZRALU~T NTINTT 919°F AAFDALS 039 9°h7eT H TaICT 07UNs AL

N99.4.m4 PaPAD~Y PATCLEP OCATT &CBF A2&rE TNCT QUTTE (oav’ it NHG 100, 28 7
1955 @.9° B9°@ PINLHT 1AL PAPh: aPPET VTS ATAIAD-: T

...As you all know, being elected as president of CELU on the basis of the
election carried out by the General Assembly, I have been serving from the
beginning of the movement of the Ethiopian labour unions to this day with
diligence. I still remember the General Assembly's commendation of my service
with great gratitude. For the time being, abiding by the collective decision that

2Kiflu Mekuria, p. 19; IES/MS 38/18, p. 12; Informants: Abreham Mékondn, Abédra Abdbd and Tadéssd
Amari.

3 Abreham Mikonin's Private Collection, A letter of resignation sent from Abreham to the General Council
of CELU on 28 Ndhdse 1955 EC (August 3, 1963).
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you made on 31 July 1963, I submitted the matter [the problems of the Ethiopian
workers] to the concerned government officials. But, since they have come to
suspect that I raised the issue for my own sake and in order not to endanger the
confederation,, I wish CELU all the best and hereby resign from my post as of 3
September 1963.

Figure 2.4. Abreham Mékonin, the First President of CELU

Source: Wonji-Siwa Sugar Plantation Workers' Unions, Wonji ena Tegelu, A Bulletin
published by the workers' unions on Ter 5, 1970 EC, p.16

In another development, on the evening of 3 September 1963, Abidra Gdmu reportedly
committed suicide. Even though his death was officially declared as suicide, Thomas killion who
interviewed Abira's daughter noted that she believed that her father was murdered by state

security agents. He further argued that "...in any case, whether he died by his own hand or that
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of the secret police, the cause of his death was state repression."”*

According to him, the death
of Abidra marked the climax of the conflict between the confederation and the state.
Nevertheless, most of my informants argued that his death was suicide. For instance, Gibra
Selas¢ Gédbrd Mariam, who met Abéra after he returned from the palace, noted that he looked
very distraught and emotionally unstable. Moreover, Abreham Mékonén stressed that Abdra had
a pistol when they went to the palace and that had created disagreement with the palace guards.
He added that, even before they went to the palace, Abédra had been talking to some of his
colleagues that he planned to kill the emperor; if he refused to accept their demands. His plan
was apparently a bluff, but the security agents focused on him as soon as they arrived at the
palace; probably, news of the alleged assassination plan might have reached their ears. He further
argued that it was the intimidation of the security agents and the appalling condition of workers
that apparently tempted him to commit suicide. This assumption is further strengthened by
Dawite¢ Ayana, the wife of Abdra Gdmu. Dawité lived with Abdra for about nine years. She
noted that he was very upset when he came home in the evening of September 3, 1963. She
further asserted that after a few minutes, when he tried to take out his pistol from around his
waist a shot was heard and soon he began to bleed. Thereafter, she said, I cried and the workers
of the fiber factory came to their house as it was located adjacent to the factory and they took
him to Bal¢a Hospital, where he died. She believed that it was because of this accident that he

lost his life.”

Thus, I argue that since the daughter of Abdra was below nine years old when he
died, what Killion described about the death of Abidra by interviewing his daughter is highly

suspect.

"Thoms C. Killion, “Workers, Capital and the State...," p. 467.
"Informants: Abreham Mikonén, Gibri Selasé Gabra Mariam and Dawité Ayana.
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The death of Abdra Gdmu who was considered as 'the father of the Ethiopian labour movement'
shocked all workers in the country. A number of workers attended his funeral which was held in
the Church of Ledédta Mariam on 4 September 1963. This militant labour leader was born in
Kédmbata Awraja in Wuha Gébéta Qdbadlle in 1912. He came to Addis Ababa in search of a better
life during the Italian occupation period. He was employed in the Ethiopian fiber factory since its
erection. As already described in chapter one, Abédra's contribution to the development of the
Ethiopian labour movement was immense and unforgettable among many Ethiopian workers.
Recently, as a tribute to his exploits, the confederation named its newly established multifaceted

training center located at Dibri Ziyet after him.”®

Figure 2.5. Abédra Gdmu and the Training Center named after him

Source: Voice of Labour, Vol. 3, No. 50, Mdgabit 20, 1999EC (March 29, 2007).

"Voice of Labour, Vol. 3, No. 5, Mégabit 20, 1999EC (14March 2007), p. 1.
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On the same day Abéra was buried, the President and General Secretary of CELU went to Ras
Emru's house and pleaded with him to mediate between CELU and the emperor. Nevertheless,
he reiterated that unless the president of CELU resigned, the emperor was not ready to discuss
with the leaders of CELU. Thus, they called the General Council for a meeting on 5 August
1963 (Ndhdse 30, 1955EC) to decide on Abreham's letter of resignation. After a thorough
discussion, the General Council unanimously accepted the resignation of the president and also
retracted the 60 day ultimatum. On the same day, the executive committee prepared a letter and
sent to the Labour Relations Department of the MNCD indicating the resignation of Abreham as

president of CELU and the retraction of the 60 day ultimatum. It stated that:

AP ROCYIR ooty RAFRRP O PPT LCE T ATETE TWNC TEHLTE U@ (ALPINCINT
8% FFDT AGAF DAY 847 100 28 P7 19559.9° 2970047 mPAA 10k NePANAN PPLO-TT7
VAN FhhA A0 hHy N80 2C APSH? N@vAh UANI® MPAAD- T0h PHPOAAD: AAUT
NTN% Qe @07 PASOTHSFD ao Py N9T0C AP1007 APE.U9° V90 24 7 19559.9° (1&TC
v11/101/10/55 AeeOSP0TP 961@<7 0L /60/ ¢7 0 TIBI° TIamTPLL L1907 PALHT
@PGTYY RS hGarahdar:.”

...We recall that Mr. Abreham Mikondn had been serving as president of the
Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions. Nonetheless, he called the General
Council for a meeting on 3 September 1963 and submitted a letter of resignation.
We are, thus, respectfully notifying you that the General Council accepted his
resignation. Likewise, we humbly inform you that we have also cancelled the 60
day ultimatum written to your office with a letter number v11/101/10/55 on 31
July 1963.

Déamédna Lamma, Tdgayd Abdbd and Beyene Solomon presented the letter to the labour tribunal
in the labour relations department of the MNCD. Following this development, the government
announced the resignation of the president and the withdrawal of the sixty day ultimatum for a

general strike issued by CELU on Ethiopian Television. Despite Abreham's resignation, the

77CETU, Box No. 42, File No.1, A letter sent from the General Council of CELU to the Labour
Relations Department in the MNCD in Ndéhdse 30, 1955 EC (3 September 1963)
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leaders of CELU decided to pay his salary until he was employed by the MNCD as an

archivist.”®

Like many government officials who derided CELU's decision of calling a general strike as
premature and unwise, Abreham also retrospectively noted that it was a premature one. In
retrospect, Beyene Solomon and Gébré Selassé Gabrd Mariam also argued that Abreham and the
whole leadership over estimated the strength of the organization and the consequences of the
action. Thus, they noted that they should have handled the matter more skillfully; rather than
rushing to call a general strike. Abreham also believed that it could have been possible to handle
the problems more delicately than through confrontation. Regardless of his retrospective
judgment, however, he still has no regret on his decision because he believed that he did
everything for the sake of the workers and the confederation.”

Since the 60 day ultimatum of CELU had created panic among government officials, their
response to the confederation threat was very repressive. For instance, the officials of the labour
relations department in the MNCD and the security agents intimidated the leaders of the
confederation into retracting the intended national strike. They also used the government
controlled media as an instrument to demonize and defame labour leaders. This finally resulted
in the resignation of Abreham as the president of CELU and the retraction of the intended
general strike. Moreover, the intimidation and pressure of the government was not confined to
the leaders of the confederation; rather it was also extended to the experts of international trade

unions who had been giving voluntary service in the confederation. They were considered as

"®Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of..., pp. 76-77.
PInformants: Abreham Mikonin, Gibri Selassé Gabra Mariam and Beyene Solomon.
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conspirators who provided illegal advice to the leaders of CELU. Those liberal scholars who
clandestinely and publicly supported CELU also stopped their support. State control over CELU
began to be strengthened after the aborted general strike.®” Thus, I argue that the relationship
between the state and the confederation began to follow a new direction. Consequently, CELU's
hope to be an autonomous institution eventually disappeared and it was forced to become

subservient to the state.

Thomas Killion also argued that "...the debacle of the attempted general strike effectively
determined the relations between CELU and the state for the succeeding decade. The illusion of
CELU's autonomy was destroyed, and one former leader believed the strike attempt 'probably set
CELU back five years' in terms of workers' organization and militant action."®'

Following the aborted general strike, several leaders of local unions stopped participating in the
confederation. A number of workers also lost hope in the confederation and refused to pay their
annual dues. Consequently, CELU faced serious financial problems. During this period, CELU
was greatly weakened both financially and in terms of its institutional legitimacy. The leaders of
powerful local unions preferred to consolidate their local power rather than expose themselves to
the pressure and intimidation that the state exercised over CELU's leadership. Consequently, the

leadership of CELU was transferred from trade unionists to non trade unionists or bureaucrats.*

9CETU, Box No. 42, File No.1, A letter written by the General Council of CELU to the labour relations
department in the MNCD on Ndhdse 30, 1955EC (3 September 1963)

81K illion, “Workers, Capital and the State...," p. 467.

% Informants: Abidra Ababi and Gétadiw Mingasa.
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2.5. CELU under Crisis, 1964-74

Immediately after the resignation of Abreham, CELU was thrown in organizational crisis in
general and in a leadership vacuum in particular. Even though the Board of CELU decided the
tasks of the president's office were to be covered by Zéldqd Wéldd Mariam, the vice-president,
and Beyene Solomon, the Secretary General, until the next election period, it did not go as
expected since the former was working outside Addis Ababa (in Dire Dawa textile factory) and
CELU had no budget to pay him. Above all, Zédldqd was sentenced to three years imprisonment
on account of attacking Tadéssd Bezunih, a liaison officer in Dire Dawa textile factory.** The
Board also passed an immediate and crucial decision on the membership fee collection system.
So far, every member union collected 3birr from each member annually. In order to solve the
financial crisis of CELU, the Board decided that the membership fee should be collected three
times a year. Even then, CELU could not solve its financial crisis.** Beyene described the crisis
of CELU and the responsibility of leading CELU given to him as follows:

...After his resignation, Abreham continued to draw his former salary without

working. Zelleqe Wolde Mariam, the vice president had to return to Dire Dawa

because that was his work place, so the burden of the presidency fell squarely on

me. This problem was exacerbated because one of the assistant secretaries, Hailu

A'ga did not bother to show up at the CELU office after his election while the

second one was dismissed by the executive committee for poor conduct.

Furthermore, some of the member unions failed to live up to their commitments

for paying their monthly dues. Consequently, CELU was not able to pay the

salaries of the recruited office staff, Abreham and myself. We were also unable to

pay 'pocket money' to the two university students, Gebre Selassie Gebre Mariam

and Mesfin Gebre Michael, who have been assisting us in organizing and

coordinating our activities. In order to address this acute financial problem I
proposed that all salaries be reduced by half, and with immediate effect.®

BVoice of Labour, Vol. 111, No. 48, Mdskdrdm 30, 1999 EC (10 October 2006), p. 14.
¥Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Eneqeseqasé, ” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p .71.
%Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of..., pp. 77-78.
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Moreover, the newly assigned leaders of CELU preferred to use personal appeal to the emperor
which was already guaranteed by the constitution, instead of democratic organization and action
as a mechanism to get their demands heard and addressed. In doing so, CELU dropped its
organizational ideals to be an independent trade union and came under the control of the state.
The leaders of CELU began to demonstrate their loyalty to the emperor on different occasions.
For instance, they went to the palace on 9 January 1964 and expressed their gratitude for the role
that the emperor played in the promulgation of Proclamation No. 210/1963 on 1 November 1963.
Moreover, they also went to the palace on 15 February 1964 and showed their solidarity to the
emperor against the government of Somalia. They read to the emperor the letter that they wrote
to the prime minister of Somalia, Abdirashid Ali Shermarke. In the letter, they stated that all the
50, 000 members of CELU were determined to defend the sovereignty of the country. Following
this, Beyene was immediately assigned as a member of the fund raising committee chaired by
Ddjazmac Kefel¢ Eregitu for the defense of the Ogaden region of the country from the invasion

of Somalia.

On the other hand, the decision of Beyene and his supporters was not accepted by the militant
workers and leaders of local unions who were working to make CELU an independent and
strong confederation. The leaders of local unions stopped paying their dues to the confederation;
rather they continued to strengthen their own union. They also continued to praise Abreham
Maikondn and Abdra Gidmu, who had sacrificed themselves for the cause of CELU. This

opposition, eventually, resulted in the outbreak of a series of internal power struggles for control

Beyene Solomon, Yé Iteyopiva Séiratiiioc Andendit Mahebér Wulddit, Edegdit, Wudeqdt (Addis Ababa:
Image Enterprise PLC, 2004 E.C/2012), pp. 86-87.
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of CELU. This internal power struggle in turn created good opportunity for the government to

strengthen its control over CELU by manipulating their differences.®’

Besides expressing their loyalty to the MNCD and the emperor, the leaders of CELU (Beyene
Solomon and his colleagues) continued to strengthen their relationship with international trade
unions to get the confederation out of crisis. For instance, CELU received some grant from
ICFTU and hired two university graduates, Gébrd Selass¢ Gébrd Mariam and Maésfen Géibra
Mika¢l, who had completed their education in July1964, on fulltime basis by paying each 500
birr. In September 1964, before they left for USA to continue their studies sponsored by AALC,
they brought two of their colleagues, Fesseha Seyon Tékie and Tdsfa Gébrd Mariam to take over
their position in CELU. The coming of these four university graduates boosted the critical need
for qualified personnel in CELU. As soon as they were employed, they began to serve as
interpreters, advisers and educators for the leaders of CELU. Moreover, they were assigned to
teach workers to raise their consciousness about trade unionism through newsletters (Voice of

Labour), film shows and educational material.®®

Moreover, the executive committee of CELU, in cooperation with ICFTU, organized a two week
seminar to the leaders of local unions at Haile Selassie I University from September 4-18, 1963.
The seminar was given by two ICFTU labour experts, Howard Robinson and Ivan Gore, and
prominent scholars from HSIU and the bureaucracy.® The seminar was apparently organized to
approach local union leaders who had begun to withdraw after the resignation of Abreham and

challenge the new leadership.

¥7Killion, “Workers, Capital and the State...," pp. 467-468.
*Informants: Beyene Solomon, Fesseha Teyon Tiki¢ and Gébri Selass¢ Gabra Mariam.
¥Voice of Labour, Vol. I, No. 4, Nihdsé 18, 1955EC (24 August 1963), p. 9.
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The first serious challenge to Beyene's administration came in 1964 from Aldmu Bogali,
assistance secretary and legal officer of CELU. Aldmu began to conspire against Beyene while
the latter was attending the 48™ General Conference of ILO in Geneva in June 1964. It was in
his absence that Aldamu tried to remove Beyene from office by organizing his supporters into a
committee that would investigate and charge the secretary general with incompetence and lack of
constituency (trade union). A number of smaller unions such as Mitchell Cotts Company
Workers' Union, Besse Company Workers' Union, Ethiopian Fiber Factory Workers' Union and
Ethiopian Airlines Workers' Union supported his idea and worked to remove the secretary
general. But, Alimu failed to convince the leaders of large industrial unions like the Franco-
Ethiopian railway workers' union, Wonji-Séawa Sugar Estate Workers' Union, Diabaco Cotton
Factory Workers' Union and others which represented the majority of CELU members.The
leaders of these large industrial unions gave their support to Beyene because he provided them
with short term training which was allocated on the basis of membership. As a result, he was
able to control the president position with the support of these unions in the General Assembly in
three subsequent elections. When the committee failed to remove Beyene, Alimu continued to
try to convince the leaders of large industrial unions not to give their vote to Beyene in the 1957
election. Nevertheless, Beyene and his colleagues discovered the plot and fired him before the
election under the pretext of disciplinary problems.”

But, one can argue that Beyene's crude description of the dismissal of Aldmu by the executive
committee for 'poor conduct' was merely a cover.”' The conflict between Alimu and Beyene set

the pattern of conflict in the confederation in the years to come. Since Aldmu was an educated

Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1975 EC, p. 7; Thoms C. Killion, “Workers, Capital and the State...," p. 474.
'Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of..., p. 77.

175



person, for instance, his principal supporters were white collars workers. White collar workers
were more militant, politically active and progressive in the struggle against the management and
the state. On the other hand, the majority of blue collar workers and the leaders of CELU became

. . . . 92
complacent after some economic changes were introduced by the imperial government.

After the dismissal of Aldmu Bogald, Beyene and the four university graduates consolidated their
control over CELU's administration. This was clearly observed in the second election of the
leaders of CELU which was held on 8 April 1965. Before the election, the General Assembly,
which comprised one hundred delegates, unanimously agreed to make some amendments on the
constitution of CELU. As a result, the two years term of office was changed into four years for
the officers of CELU. Accordingly, Beyene Solomon was elected as president, Alam Abdi as
vice president and Fesseha Seyon Tiki¢ as secretary general. Tdsfa Gidbrd Mariam and Mésfen
Damse were also elected as assistant secretaries. Moreover, Ibrahim Ahmad was elected as
treasurer, Ddjane Mékondn, assistant treasurer, and Abdra Abdbd and Wirqu Agéndhu as
auditors. Before the election, some participants of the General Assembly urged the meeting to
exclude those candidates whose unions were in arrears and those who represented no union.
Despite the opposition of those trade union leaders, however, Fesseha Seyon Tiki¢ and Tésfa

Gibri Mariam were elected as secretary general and assistant secretary of CELU.”

In doing so, Beyene and his supporters breached Article 6/c which restricted the participation of
union members in arrears in the General Council and Article 20/b which forbade the

participation of workers who did not have a union of the CELU's constitution. Interestingly

2 Abira Abibd, "Yd Mozvold Siratifio& Anisas," A Personal Record, 1996 EC (2004), pp. 2-3; Thoms C.
Killion, “Workers, Capital and the State...," p. 474.
B Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1975 EC, p.7.
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enough, the MNCD and the international labour experts who were working with CELU did not
oppose the election of university graduates who did not represent any union affiliated to
CELU.” They were apparently employed in the headquarters of CELU as professional experts,
not appointed as trade unionists to lead the confederation. Even though they were employed to
fill the professionals' gap in the confederation, they eventually transformed themselves as leaders
of the labour unions in the country. They manipulated the low educational background of Beyene
Solomon and dominated the leadership of CELU until the eve of the 1974 revolution. Since they
were subordinate with the state, they did not face opposition from the emperor. Nevertheless,
they were at the center of the trade unionists' strong and critical stand until the end of the

imperial regime.

Figure 2.6. Labour Bureaucrats from 1965-1973

Source: Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sératdinoc Andendt Mahebdr Wulddt, Edegdt, Wudeqdit
(Addis Ababa: Image Enterprise PLC, 2004 E.C), p.167.

%The First Constitution of CELU, April 9, 1963, p.4.
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A year after the election, GibrdSelass¢ Gidbrd Mariam and Misfen Gébrd Mikael returned from
the USA with a Masters Degree in Economics and were appointed as legal and economic head
and education and information head respectively. Accordingly, they became members of CELU's
executive committee. Therefore, one can argue that, after 1965, CELU's leadership was virtually
dominated by men who did not represent any local union. Even, the constituency of the president
himself was not fully accepted by militant white collar workers. Nevertheless, his relationship
with the emperor and his officials, and international trade unions helped him to defeat his
opponents. Moreover, even though some members of the General Assembly opposed the election
of the two university graduates who were not represented by any trade union, Beyene convinced
the General Assembly to approve the position of university graduates by underscoring the
indispensable role they played in the establishment of CELU. He also silenced some prominent
critics by providing opponents a three month to one year training abroad. In 1965, for instance,
13 workers were sent to Kampala labour college, 10 to West Germany, 2 to Switzerland and 3 to
Egypt. He used international scholarship and training as important weapons to keep his

opponents away from CELU. %

Be that as it may, some militant white collar workers continued to raise question on the ethnic
composition of CELU's leadership. They opposed the domination of CELU by Tegréia speakers
(Eritreans and Tegreans). Since labour bureaucrats such as Fesseha Seyon, Miésfen and Gébra
Selase including the president were from Eritrea and Tegray their ethnic solidarity aroused

suspicions among the other workers. For instance, the issue of ethnicity was at the center of the

SVoice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 1, 1975, p.7.
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3 and 4™ election of CELU conducted in 1967 and 1971 respectively. Thus, internal power

struggle characterized CELU for a decade after 1963.”

To balance the ethnic struggle in the General Council and General Assembly, Beyene organized
the Eritrean workers and brought them into CELU in September 1966. In fact, trade unions'
activities in Eritrea had been temporarily stopped by the imperial government for fear of the
upsurge of instability in the region following the termination of the Federal Act on 14 November
1962. But, when he organized the Eritrean workers, Beyene promised Getahun Téssdma,
minister of MNCD, that he would organize them only in line with the interest of the government
and it would also be a plus for the government's effort to pacify the region. Besides the minister
of MNCD, Lt. Mika¢l Amide, Director General of the Labour Department in the MNCD and
Emeru Zilagd who was then working for a Bulgarian Company in Eritrea helped Beyene in
convincing Leul Ras Asréti Kassa, the Emperor's Enddrase in Eritrea. Accordingly, Beyene was
allowed to organize the Eritrean workers in accordance with the 1962 labour relations decree.
Thus, he was able to convince the Eritrean workers to drop the 1958 Labour Relations Act and
get organized under 29 unions. The confederation also organized a seminar for the newly elected
local union leaders together with other leaders from the rest of Ethiopia in Asmara on 26
November 1966.”” Following the seminar, a CELU branch office was opened in Eritrea under
the leadership of Amanuél Kahsay who was the leader of Qandw workers' union. CELU also

helped it in developing bylaws. Within a year the branch office boasted a total of 46 affiliated

*Thoms C. Killion, “Workers, Capital and the State...," p. 475; Y Milaw Iteyopiya Siratifio&
Mabhebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Séaratdno¢ Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p .71.
"Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of..., pp. 94-95; Voice of Labour, A special Brochure
prepared on the occasion of the 5™ CELU annual conference and Anniversary, Mdigabit 28, 1960 EC (April 6, 1968),
p.-19.
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unions with a membership of 15,000.”® Nevertheless, I argue that though many of the Eritrean
workers were in favor of Beyene until he left CELU in 1974, there were also individual Eritreans
who opposed his sycophantic relationship with government officials. Yet, apart from helping
him to control power, Eritrean workers' organizations could not stop the internal power struggle

in the confederation.

On the other hand, the opening of a branch office of CELU in Asmara also sparked opposition
from union leaders in Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa. Even though it was opened in accordance
with Article 13 of the constitution of CELU, it created grievances among the local unions in the
rest of Ethiopia who did not have such a CELU branch. Consequently, a similar branch was
opened in Dire Dawa nearly a year after. But, the demand for a branch office by local unions in
and around Addis Ababa was not met until 1971. This aggravated the relationship between the
leaders of CELU and local unions in Addis Ababa and its environs. During the 3™ and 4"
election, representatives of local unions in and around Addis Ababa raised the question of a
branch to the General Assembly. Some militant white collar workers even pushed their demand
further into establishing a separate confederation in the country. When the challenge increased

from time to time, CELU opened another branch in Addis Ababa in 1971.%

Meanwhile, Beyene and his colleagues tried to attract local unions/ enterprise based unions by
raising the major pressing demands of workers to the government. For instance, they requested
the MNCD on 10 March 1966 to amend some of the major provisions of the existing labour laws

of the country. Among other things, Articles related to the right to strike, freedom of association,

CETU, Box No. 26, File No. 02, the bylaws of CELU's branch in Eritrea.
PVoice of Labour, Vol. VIIIL, No. 3, Himlé, 1963 EC, p. 6.
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health insurance, pension, collective bargaining, warning and termination, severance pay, and
minimum wage needed to be amended.'” But, the ministry failed to amend any of the articles
requested by the leaders of CELU. Consequently, the General Council which met from 6 to 9
April 1968 proposed basic modifications to the existing laws. More importantly, it decided to
point out major articles of the Civil Code and Proclamation No. 210/1963 that needed urgent
amendment. Nevertheless, this attempt also proved fruitless because the government did not take

any action to improve the labour proclamation.'"’

On the other hand, Beyene and the four were reelected in 1967. Moreover, the Vice-President
position was also taken by Wilditdnsay Tékld Haymanot, the leader of A. Bésse Company
Workers' Union. This election further strengthened the domination of CELU by Tegrania
speakers. The disproportionate ethnic composition of the leadership of CELU continued to create
rift among member unions in the rest of Ethiopia. As a result, it affected the unity and strength of
the confederation. Apart from this, the leaders of CELU were criticized in the General Assembly
for their failure to solve the persistent demands of workers. For instance, in its annual labour
conference held at the Chamber of Commerce building on 1 May 1969, several delegates
referred to CELU as "a bridge between the government and the labour force" which failed to
carry out its responsibilities properly. The leaders of the confederation were also rebuked for

their poor communication between labour and the state.'%*

"yoice of Labour, A Special Broacher prepared on the occasion of the 5™ CELU annual conference and
Anniversary, Mdgabit 28, 1960 EC (6 April 1968), pp .6-8; Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératéno¢ Mahebér,"Y4 Iteyopiya
Sératédnoc Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 73.

"lys Milaw Iteyopiya Siratanoé Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératifioé Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p .73.

2Ethiopian Herald, 2 May 1969 (Miyazeya 24, 1961); Thoms C. Killion, “Workers, Capital and the State...,"
p. 476.
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The leaders of member unions and workers continued to express their grievances against the
leaders off CELU for their failure to communicate their demands to the state and improve their
living conditions. This continuous opposition forced the leaders to call a General Council
meeting from November 22 to 24, 1969, to discuss the possible action to be taken against the
government. They proposed three actions: to stage a demonstration on the following Sunday; to
carry out a national work stoppage for 5 minutes; or to undertake a national work stoppage for 24
hours. After they discussed the three options, the participants agreed to go on strike on 7 January
1970, Ethiopian Christmas day. Accordingly, they sent a letter on 24 November 1969 indicating
their decision to the MNCD and to the Ministry of Interior. Moreover, the General Council
decided to withdraw labour representatives from the various committees organized in the MNCD

including the Labour Relations Board.'"

In the meantime, the emperor set up an imperial enquiry committee composed of Ziwde
Géabrahiwit, Minister of Interior; Yelema Daréssa, Minister of Finance; Gétahun Tdssdma,
Minister of National Community Development, and Dr. Seyum Hardgot, State minister in the
Prime Minister's office to study the problem and propose possible solutions. The imperial inquiry
committee met with the executive committee of CELU on 1 January 1970 and discussed the
outstanding problems of workers. After the meeting, the imperial inquiry committee agreed to
study the problem and propose appropriate solutions for all the problems raised by the executive
committee of CELU. It also promised to amend Proclamation No. 210/1963. On their part, the
leaders of CELU retracted the intended strike. Nevertheless, despite workers' persistent call for

the improvement of labour laws, the government continued to give very little attention to the

1%y3 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératiiio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratifio¢ Eneqeseqasé, ” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 80.
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demands of workers.'™ Thus, one can argue that the threat to call a general strike by the leaders
of CELU was apparently a bluff intentionally made to cool down the workers' grievances against
them. But, the government's indifference to workers' demands and the failure of the leadership to
undertake the Christmas strike further aggravated the workers' grievances against the leadership

and the state.

In the meantime, many high school and university graduates began to join the work force and
this in turn enhanced the number of militant white collar workers who had been struggling to
make CELU strong and independent. The newly recruited white collar workers brought to the
labour unions the combination of nationalist and socialist ideals from the student movement.
They opposed the subservient leaders of CELU and the conservative management and state
machinery forthright. Despite the growing of opposition forces against the leaders of CELU,
Beyene and the four university graduates were also reelected for the fourth term election of
CELU in April 1971, and continued to dominate the confederation. Since they were not trade
unionist, they did not feel the pain as much as the workers did. Consequently, the momentum of
the opposition grew to the extent of floating the idea of creating a new confederation. This was
orchestrated by some 30 trade unions in and around Addis Ababa and Eritrea. But, they were

denied permission by the MNCD.'*

The leaders of CELU tried to cool down the opposition in and around Addis Ababa by opening a
branch office in May 1971. It was the third branch office of CELU, besides the branch offices

formerly established in Asmara and Dire Dawa. It was opened to serve the workers in and

1%y34 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratdiioé Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratifiod Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 83;
Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of..., pp.116-117.
1%Thoms C. Killion, “Workers, Capital and the State...,"pp. 478-479.
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around Addis Ababa and encourage the unorganized workers to organize and join the national
confederation. It was also responsible for collecting monthly dues and submitting them to the
confederation and studying the problems of workers in and around Addis Ababa. A committee

106 . .
Nevertheless, since it was

of five workers led by Gétacdw Asmaré was set up to run the office.
not organized in timely manner, it could not address the grievances of workers to the satisfaction

of the leaders of CELU.

On the other hand, the problems of workers in Eritrea were also aggravated by power struggle
between the supporters of Beyene and his opponent, Médsfen Abrédha. Their difference was more
personal and to some extent ideological. Beyene often tried to appoint his favorite man to lead
the Eritrean branch office against the will of the majority of the workers. For instance, he
supported Amanu¢l Kahsay to continue as president of the Eritrean branch office in the fourth
term election. But, the majority of workers elected Mésfen instead of Amanuel in April 1971.
The election of Misfen was not accepted by Beyene, who convinced the executive committee of
CELU to remove him from office. However, because of his popular support he was reinstated by
the CELU general assembly in April 1972.""” Beyene opposed the election of Misfen apparently

because he was suspected of having strong link with the armed struggle in Eritrea.

The struggle of workers began to show momentum in 1972 and 1973. For instance, the General
Council which met from 11 to 13 February 1972 decided that unless all the promises of the

government implemented they would present the case to the General Assembly in the next

%Voice of Labour, Vol. VIII, No. 3, Hiamlé 1963, p. 6.
"Ibid., p.479.
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meeting.'®State employees in agriculture and essential services began to demand freedom of
association. Accordingly, the government promised to amend Proclamation No.210/1963 to
provide freedom of association for some government offices. Emboldened by the workers'
struggle and the promises provided by the government, CELU also began to organize
government employees at different offices. Nevertheless, this did not stop the internal power
struggle in CELU. The state which was also in crisis because of the outbreak of devastating
famine in the northern part of the country began to make concessions with labour to stop strikes.
But, the leaders of CELU did not believe that the state was in the process of collapsing in late
1973 and continued their subordination to it.They were working to get concessions from the
government; rather than to lead the workers' struggle for a dramatic change.'” Thus, I argue that
the strong subordination of the leaders of CELU to the state and the enduring internal power
struggle contributed a lot to the failure of the Ethiopian labour movement to be an agent for the

1974 Ethiopian revolution.

2.6. The Role of the State in CELU’s Foreign Relations

The imperial Ethiopian government supported CELU whenever it tried to establish relationship
with international trade unions. One can even argue that it was the government in the name of the
Ethiopian workers that began foreign relations with International Labour Organization (ILO)
when Ethiopia became a member on 28 September 1923.'"° The relationship was created
simultaneously along with the imperial government's grand effort to gain international

recognition for the country. To gain international recognition for his nation, Ras Téafdri Méakonén,

108 CETU, Box No. 48, File No. 1, A letter sent from CELU to the Prime Minister office, MNCD and Ministry
of Interior on 17 February 1972. It requested for the amendment of the labour law.

1bid., p. 481.

"9 http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f2p=1000:11003:::NO:::
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the then regent and heir to the throne applied to join the League of Nations in 1919, but the
application was rejected on the pretext of the existence of slavery, slave trade and arms trade in
the country. Nevertheless, following the introduction of some reforms addressing the concerns of
member nations, Ethiopia was admitted to the League of Nations by unanimous vote on 28
September 1923.""" Since ILO was one of the agencies of the League of Nations, Ethiopia also

became a member of ILO automatically when it joined the League of Nations.

Following his diplomatic achievement, Ras Téfari made his grand tour to Europe in 1924. In
fact, he undertook an extensive foreign tour not only to Europe but also to other countries. En
route, he also visited Palestine and Egypt. While he was in Switzerland, Ras Téfdri visited the
League of Nations and nearby agencies including the ILO on 28 July 1924.""> Perhaps, it was
during this tour that the regent heard for the first time about the importance of labour unions for

the socio-economic development of the country from the Director General of ILO.

Even though ILO persistently urged the imperial Ethiopian government to ratify fundamental
conventions, recommendations and protocols of the organization, its contribution during the
establishment of CELU on 9 April 1963 was insignificant. Nevertheless, the relationship
between them came to be further strengthened following CELU's participation in the 47"
General Conference of ILO in June 1963. CELU was represented by its leader, Abreham
Maikonén. After the conference, while the representatives of the government and employers'
association came back home, Abreham stayed over in Europe for more than a month to

strengthen CELU's relationship with ILO, international trade unions and national trade unions.

"Theodore M. Vestal, The Lion of Judah in the New World: Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia and the Shaping
of American's Attitudes toward Africa (Denver: Praeger, 2011) pp. 21-22.

"2Richard Greenfield, Ethiopia: A New Political History (London: Pall Mall Press, 1965), p. 121; Haile Selassie
1, Hiwote ena Yd Iteyopiya Ermeja, (Berhan ena Silam Qddamawi Haile Selassie Matdmiya Bet,1965), p. 89.
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He visited, for instance, Italy, France, Belgium, Austria and Yugoslavia and discussed with the
leaders of national trade unions on how they could support CELU. Moreover, he also managed to
talk to the leaders of international trade unions like ICFTU and AFL-CIO concerning the

progress of CELU. This opened an opportunity for CELU to strengthen its foreign relations.'"

The emperor also allowed ILO to convene the second African regional conference of the ILO in
Addis Ababa on 30 November 1964. The conference was opened by Emperor Haile Selassie I
and attended by a total of over 350 delegates from 33 African countries. In the conference, the
government expressed its commitment to implement ILO's conventions and recommendations
and improve the situation of labour in the country. The emperor also made extensive discussions
with David A. Morse, Director General of ILO and with other African labour leaders and

representative concerning the condition of labour in the country.'*

In addition, an agreement
was signed between the Imperial Ethiopian Government and the organization to establish an
office for the ILO in Addis Ababa. The agreement was signed by Mamo Tadéssé, State Minister
in the Prime Minister's office and Acting Minister for Foreign Affairs of the Ethiopian

Government and by Mr. David A. Morse, Director General of the ILO on 10 December 1964.'"

"BIES/MS 38/18, p. 7; Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 1, Himlé 1, 1955EC, p. 2.
"“Ethiopian Herald, November 29,1964 (Hedar, 20,1957EC); December 3, 1964 (Hedar 24, 1957)
"SEthiopian Herald, 11 December 1964; Addis Zimdn, Tahesas 2, 1957 EC.

187



Figure 2.7. The Imperial Ethiopian Government and International Labour Organization Signing
an Agreement.
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Source: Addis Zdimdn, Vol. 24, No. 294, Tahesas 2, 1957EC (December 11, 1964)

The Imperial Ethiopian Government also contributed its part to strengthen CELU's relations with
international trade unions. Even though the government had pro-west inclination, it was not
driven by ideology of any sort. Thus, it created a platform for CELU to strengthen its
relationship with both pro-west and pro-east international trade unions. The International
Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), the American Federation of Labour-Congress of
Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), African-American Labour Center, inter alia, were pro-west
trade unions. CELU also had relationship with pro-east trade unions like, World Federation of

Trade Unions (WFTU), Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (Pro- labour union foundation established by the
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Geman Social Democratic Party), and Bulgaria trade unions though it was not as strong as the

pro-west. He

As stated earlier, ICFTU played an important role in the establishment of CELU in 1963. Even
though the Ethiopian workers had begun contact with ICFTU with the help of a few 'liberal'
scholars, it was with the intervention of the government that ICFTU came to support CELU in
training, material and finance. Even before the workers began to have contact with ICFTU, the
emperor and his officials had already met Tom Mboya, the representative of ICFTU in Eastern,
Southern and Central Africa, and discussed the importance of organized labour for the socio-
economic development of the country on 3 October 1958. It was during that time that the ICFTU

promised to support the Ethiopian workers, if the emperor allowed them to get organized.'"’

Thus, the actual relationship between the Ethiopian workers and ICFTU was started when
ICFTU sent two labour experts, Howard T. Robinson and D. Ramanujam to Ethiopia and
organized a seminar for Ethiopian workers on various issues of labour. The seminar was
organized for forty workers' representatives who came from 33 different enterprises. It was
officially opened by Getahun Tdsdma, Minster of MNCD and lasted from March 4-16, 1962
(Ydkatit 25 to Mdgabit 7, 1954 EC). It was also after this seminar that CELU was organized and
also automatically affiliated to ICETU.'"® In his speech during the opening of the seminar, D.
Ramanujam praised the readiness of the government to work with ICFTU and improve the
condition of labour in the country. On behalf of the ICFTU, he expressed his sincere

indebtedness to the imperial Ethiopian government for creating conducive environment for

"°Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of..., pp. 84-85.

"7Ethiopian Herald, October 4, 1958; October 11, 1958.

" Addis Zéimdin, Yikatit, 26, 1955 EC; Mdagabit 9, 1955 EC; Voice of Labour, Special Issue, 9 April 1970
(Miyaziya 1, 1962 EC), p. 17.
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ICFTU which came to support the Ethiopian workers. D. Ramanujam also mentioned that
ICFTU was ready to help the development of Ethiopian labour unions in accordance with their
request and in compliance with the laws of the imperial government.'” Accordingly, the
government allowed ICFTU's labour experts to come to Ethiopia and support CELU mainly in
the labour education department. They provided a series of seminars not only to the leaders of

CELU but also to the leaders and members of local unions of various plants.'*’

The emperor continued to strengthen the relationship between ICFTU and CELU by allowing
ICFTU to organize its 4™ African Regional Conference in Africa Hall, Addis Ababa, from April
8-12, 1964 (Mdgabit 30-Miyazeya 4, 1956 EC). Around 100 workers' representatives from 33
different African countries attended the conference. In his welcoming speech, the emperor
expressed that his government was committed to work with ICFTU and other sister African trade
unions. He also stressed that: "...AATA0A0Fu-0F 748 OT1915 PAGSh oIt aosPTF OHY A8
TANANT QA AGSN AT (RLP1ID- A .97 AL (-FavAnkt GATIPTF WILIPFave. &'k (4 AA7:=" Moreover, at
the end of the conference, the emperor invited the participants to an official dinner at Giyon
Hotel."?! The relationship between ICFTU and CELU reached its peak when Biyéni Solomon
was elected vice president of the former in 1965.'% Thus, I argue that the role of the government

in the relationship between CELU and ICFTU was very significant.

"9Ethiopian Herald, 5 March 1963 (Ydkatit 26, 1955 EC), p. 3.

2Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 4, 24 August 1963 (Néhasé 18, 1955 EC).

2! Méindin Bulletin Vol. 8, No. 7, Miyazeya 1956 EC (April 1964), p. 21.

1221 We strongly hope that when you discuss the agenda of your conference, you will be guided by the
objectives enshrined in the constitution of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) that the African Heads of State
ratified in this same hall." See also Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of..., pp. 84-85.
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Figure 2.8. Gétahun Tissima opening the 4" ICFTU- African Regional Conference in Africa
Hall.

Source: Mdndn Bulletin Vol. 8, No. 7, Miyazeya 1956 EC (April 1964), p. 21.

The government also supported the relationship between CELU and the African American
Labour Center (AALC), an auxiliary of the American Federation of Labour-Congress of
Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO). After a thorough discussion between the emperor and
Irving Brown, Director of AALC, it opened the AALC-East African Regional Office in Addis
Ababa in April 1968; and Jerry Funk was appointed as its first director from 1968-73. True,
before CELU established relationship with AALC, Maida Springer of the AALC visited Ethiopia
and discussed with the leaders of CELU. Her visit created the basis for mutual understanding of

the two organizations. Apart from this, the AALC rendered some financial support to CELU.'*

B1bid., p.84.
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Figure 2.9. H.LM. Emperor Haile Selassie I Talking to Mr. Irving Brown, Director of AALC.

Source: Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of... p. 145.

The AALC was formed in 1965 by AFL-CIO to support the development of African labour
unions and contain the influence of international labour unions with communist orientation in
Africa. Through AALC, besides working on matters of its own concern, the AFL-CIO reported
that it rendered valuable assistance to Africa's economic development and the strengthening of
its emerging democratic institutions. It also supported workers' struggle for the liberation of

Africa along side the nationalist movements in Africa.'*

The relationship between CELU and AALC was further strengthened after AALC constructed a
two story building office for CELU in Addis Ababa. The new headquarters was built with the aid
of AALC and was designed to fit the needs of CELU. It was hoped to provide enough offices for

the different departments and to avail services that would assure a proper work flow for the

124Collin Gonze, "American Labor and Africa," Africa Today, Vol. 19, No. 2, Spring, 1972, pp. 33-35; Stable
URL: http://www jstor.org/stable/4185231
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organization. It was also hoped to serve as a symbol of a united active labour force that worked

to build a better future.'?

It was constructed near the former Mexico square on 2000 square meters of land graciously
donated by the emperor. The corner stone of the building was laid down by the emperor on 9
April 1968. The AALC spent about E$623, 885.88 birr to finish the building. The work was
started after a year on 9 April 1969 and inaugurated in the presence of the Emperor, government

officials and representatives of ICFTU and AALC on 9 April 1970."%

Besides the building, AALC continued to provide material and financial assistance to CELU
until 1974. A number of AALC labour experts also came to Ethiopia at different times and
organized seminars for Ethiopian workers. More importantly, it contributed a lot in the
organization of a vocational training center for Ethiopian workers inside Téafdri Méakonin

8."%7 It also provided scholarship for CELU officers and workers.

secondary school in April 196
For instance, AALC granted a Masters Degree scholarship for two CELU officers, Gibri Selase

Gebremaiam and Misfen Gibri Mikaél in September1964.'**

Byoice of Labour, Special Issue, April 9, 1970 (Miyazeya 1, 1962 EC), p.7.

2y oice of Labour, Vol. VII, No. 4, August 1969 (Néhdsé 1961 EC), p. 4. ; Beyene Solomon, Y
Iteyopiya...,p. 103; Voice of Labour, Vol .1II, No. 49, Tahesas 5, 1999EC, p.16.

2"Voice of Labour, Vol. VII, No. 3, July 15, 1969 (Hdmlé 8, 1961EC), pp. 5-6.

128CETU, Box No. 48, File No. 04. A letter sent from Lt. Mika¢l Amde, labour director in the MNCD to
CELU on Genbot 19, 1956 EC (27 May 1964). It stated that the Ministry expressed its support to the scholarship
provided to CELU by the AALC.
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Figure 2.10. Emperor Haile Selassie I and Beyene Solomon Inaugurating CELU's First
Headquarters.

Source: Voice of Labour, Special Issue, 9April 1970.

CELU also got state support to strengthen its relations with the Organization of African Trade
Unions Unity (OATUU). It was following the establishment of the Organization of African
Unity (OAU) on 25 May 1963 that the leaders of spontaneously organized African trade unions
aspired to establish a continent wide confederation of trade unions. The Labour Commission of
the OAU made significant effort in this regard, but it took a decade to see OATTU established.
It, for instance, sponsored all African trade union organizations to meet under one roof and
deliberate on the issue of Pan-African workers unity from April 6-14, 1973 for the first time in

the continent's history.'” The African Trade Unions Confederation (ATUC) with its head office

12 Ethiopian Herald, 5 April 1973.
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in Dakar and the All African Trade Union Federation headquartered in Dar-es-Salaam also

attended the meeting. '

In his opening address, His Excellency Lt. Mika¢l Amide, state minister in the MNCD, praised
the role that those trade unions played in the struggle for liberation and urged them to continue
the fight as a united front. In addition, "...he wished that Africa Hall, the very birth-place of
African Unity in 1963, will again witness the ceremonies for yet another solemn oath for a pan-
African Trade Union organization." He also added that the Ethiopian workers were ready to

work with the new organization. The meeting unanimously elected the secretary general of
CELU, Fesseha geyon Tékie, as chairman of the constituent congress in which all affiliates of the

pro-west; ATUC and the pro-east; All-Africa Trades Union Federation (AATUF) and other

independent unions were represented to discuss the draft constitution. ™

The Emperor granted an
audience to the participants of the All African Trade Unions conference on 13 April in 1973.
Representing the participants, Dennis Akumu of Kenya and Lacine Sill of Guinea-Conakry
praised him for his dedication to the cause of African unity and also for his determined efforts to
bring peace and happiness for Africa. They also extended their gratitude to the Emperor for the
wise counsel he gave them and the warm hospitality given by the government and people of
Ethiopia for the participants of the conference. The emperor on his part praised African labour

unions for their fortitude and unity of purpose in the fight against reactionary forces in the

continent's struggle for total liberation and called upon African trade unions to intensify their

3%nternational Labour Organization, Labour Education (Geneva: International Labour Office, No. 43,
1980/82), p. 5.
"'Ethiopian Herald, 7 April 1973.
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efforts not only to protect the immediate interests of their members but also to go beyond that

narrow path and work for the progress and welfare of the people of Africa as a whole.'*

Figure 2.11. Emperor Haile Selassie I, Posing with Participants of the African Trade Unions
Conference.

Source: Ethiopian Herald, 14 April 1973 (Miyazeya 6, 1965 EC)

At the end of the conference, delegates of 29 of the 33 African countries decided to establish the
Organization of African Trade Union Unity. They also agreed that the headquarters of the new
organization be in Accra, Ghana. On the other hand, trade union delegates from Senegal,
Mauritania, Mali and Tunisia refused to sign the charter of the organization. But, the signatories
of the charter of OATUU elected Lacine Silla of Guinea president of the new organization and
Dennis Akumu of Kenya its Secretary General. The meeting also elected five vice presidents,

including Beyene Solomon, president of CELU, from Ethiopia and other vice presidents from

Ethiopian Herald, 14 April 1973 (Miyazeya 6, 1965 EC); Addis Zimdn, Miyazeya 6, 1965 EC (14 April
1973)
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Niger, Togo, Morocco and Cameroun.'” Like the OAU, OATUU aimed at liberating African
people from the yoke of colonialism. The opening preamble of the Constitution urged trade

unions to support governments. It stated that:

...The role of the African Trade Union Movement shall therefore be economic,
political, cultural and social and undertake all economic actions in order to
liberate Africa from the structures of exploitation that have been transplanted and
established on the continent and especially encourage agrarian reform and
industrialization. It is therefore, necessary that Africa trade unionists participate
not only in the implementation but also at the conception stages and the control of
work programs of the plans drawn up by African governments for the attainment
of these objectives.'**

Though the imperial Ethiopian government had a pro-west policy in the 1960s, it was not driven
by ideology. This helped the leaders of CELU to visit any countries in the world and seek
assistance from them irrespective of their ideological orientation. True, CELU had stronger
relationship with international trade unions based in the West than in the East. But, even though
the relationship between CELU and international trade unions based in the East was not as strong
as that of the West, it tried to accommodate both. For instance, CELU was also invited to attend
the 1964 May Day celebrations of the Soviet Workers' Union in the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics (USSR) and Beyene Solomon attended the event with no problem from the

. 135
government side.

This was not, however, the case for many African trade unions. Their
foreign relations were guided by the ideological lines which were advocated and adopted by their

136
governments.

3 Ethiopian Herald, 14 April 1973 (Miyazya 6, 1965 EC) ; Addis Zimdn, Miyazeya 6, 1965 EC; Vol. 32, No.
90, Miyazeya 7, 1965 EC)

B wame Ocloo, "African Unions Time for a Rethink," International Union Rights, Vol. 5,
No. 1, 1998, pp. 6-7; Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/41935633.

33Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy: The Saga of..., p. 85.

136Roger Scott, "Are Trade Unions Still Necessary in Africa?" Transition, No. 33, October-November, 1967,
pp. 27-31; .Stable URL: http://www jstor.org/stable/2934112.
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Conclusion

Most of the Ethiopian workers were not yet formally organized until 1962. The Franco-Ethiopian
Railway workers who established their union under the good will of Emperor Haile Selassie I
had not yet even received legal recognition. In 1962, however, both exogenous and endogenous
factors induced the imperial Ethiopian government to issue a labour relations decree or Decree
No0.49/1962 and recognize employers' associations and labour unions for the first time in the
history of Ethiopia on 5 September 1962. Once the right to form labour unions was legally
recognized, a number of workers in several industrial plants began to establish their own local

unions.

Thus, the years from 1962 to1974 can be taken as the formative years in the history of the
Ethiopian labour movement. It was the period in which labour relations in Ethiopia was legally
instituted. This in turn resulted in the birth of the Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Union
(CELU) on 9 April 1963 and the Ethiopian Employers' Federation (EEF) on 11 April 1964.
Accordingly, Ethiopia was able to send a full tripartite delegation to the 47" International Labour
Organization's annual conference held in Geneva in June 1963. It was also the period during
which CELU strengthend its foreign relations with the support of the state. On the other hand,
the formative period of the Ethiopian labour movement was also characterized by the struggle
between CELU, which was determined to be a vibrant and independent confederation, on the one
hand and the state, which feared the growth of strong labour unions as a threat to its political

power on the other.
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The antagonistic relation between CELU and the state reached its climax at the end of July 1963
when Abreham Mékonin, the first president of CELU sent an ultimatum of general strike to the
MNCD. The attempted general strike, however, ended with the forceful resignation of the
president. After his resignation, CELU was made to be very subordinate to the state under the
leadership of the former General Secretary, Beyene Solomon and labour bureaucrats. The
coming to power of labour bureaucrats who had no unions of their own created internal division
among the leadership of CELU. The internal power struggle among the leaders of CELU

continued unabated until the outbreak of the 1974 revolution.

In general, the strong subordination of CELU to the state and the enduring internal power
struggle among its leaders contributed a lot to the failure of the Ethiopian labour movement to
establish an independent national confederation and to be an agent for the 1974 Ethiopian

revolution.
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CHAPTER THREE

CONFEDERATION OF ETHIOPIAN LABOUR UNIONS (CELU)

AND THE ETHIOPIAN REVOLUTION, 1974-77

The year 1974 witnessed deep and occasionally violent political and social changes in the history
of Ethiopia as a result of the collapse of the age old monarchy.' It marked a decisive turning
point in Ethiopian modern history though popular democratic opposition against the monarchy
had already been started since the 1960s.”> Even though most accounts of the Ethiopian
revolution take the mutiny of the noncommissioned officers of the 24" brigade of the 4™ division
stationed at Négéle Bordna on 12 January 1974 as the start of the revolutionary events, it was in
mid February of the same year that the popular masses, including workers, students, teachers,
religious fathers and urban dwellers began to be involved in the revolution and assaulted the

staggering monarchy.’

Historical accounts so far produced on the 1974 Ethiopian revolution emphasized only the role of
junior military officers and students, and downplayed the role of urban dwellers in general and

workers in particular. This paradigmatic fixation on students and junior military officers was

'Marina Ottaway, “Social Classes and Corporate Interests in Ethiopian Revolution,” Journal of Modern African
Studies, Vol. 14, No. 3, 1976, p. 469; Colin Legum, Ethiopia: The Fall of Emperor Haile Selassie I's Empire
(London: Africa Contemporary Record Ltd, 1975), p. 30; Addis Hiwet, Ethiopia: From Autocracy to Revolution
(London: Review of African Political Economy, 1975), p. 104.

*Addis, p. 103.

*Heinz Kaufeler, Modernization, Legitimacy and Social Movement: A Study of Socio-Cultural Dynamics and
Revolution in Iran and Ethiopia (Zurich: University of Zurich, 1988), p. 112; Rene Lefort, Ethiopia: An Heretical
Revolution, Translated by A.M Berrett, (London: Zed Press, 1983), p. 159; John Markakis and Nega Ayele, Class
and Revolution in Ethiopia, (Addis Ababa: Shama PLC, 1978), p. 93: Andargachew Tiruneh, The Ethiopian
Revolution 1974-1987: A Transformation from an Aristocratic to a Totalitarian Autocracy (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), p. 38; Marina Ottaway, Ethiopia: Empire in Revolution, (New York: Africana Publishing
Company, 1978), p. 1.
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apparently created because of the radical ideas raised by the students and the culmination of the
revolution under the leadership of the military. Though it has been downplayed, the working
class movement was one of the popular movements that paralyzed the imperial regime and
tightened the tempo of the 1974 Ethiopian revolution by carrying out a series of strikes in several
industrial plants. True, the revolution was accelerated when Ethiopian workers began to express
their strong resentment against their employers and the government. This came about when
militant white collar workers who lost their trust on the government because of its false promises
began to pressurize the leaders of CELU to call a general strike. Even though the leaders of
CELU had presented the workers' grievances to the Ministry of National Community
Development (MNCD) and the emperor since July 1963, they could not get appropriate
response. The promise of the emperor to modify the first labour law was also very sluggish and
created resentment among the workers. Further, the leaders of CELU who demanded change
were intimidated and harassed by the state. Due to persistent intimidation and pressure, for
instance, Abreham Mikonédn, the president of CELU, was finally forced to resign in August

1963.*

Following the resignation of Abreham, the state began to control the activities of CELU more
strictly. On the other hand, the leadership of CELU passed on from militant trade unionists to
uneducated rank and file trade unionists and labour bureaucrats who represented no trade unions.
The labour bureaucrats [university graduates] who came to support trade union leaders and
eventually climbed to the leadership position did not feel the pain of the workers as much as

trade unionists. In addition, they often avoided confrontation with the state and remained very

*CETU, Box No. 42 , File No.1, A letter written from the General Council of CELU to the Labour Relations
Department in the MNCD in Ndéhdse, 30, 1955 EC (3 September1963).
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subordinate to it. Moreover, CELU was also entangled in internal power struggle from 1965
to1973. This power struggle forced the leaders of CELU to strengthen their relationship with the
government to the point of being subordinate to it. Consequently, the various demands of the
Ethiopian workers were suppressed until the outbreak of the revolution. It was under such
circumstances that the militant white collar workers joined the revolution by carrying out

successive strikes in several industrial plants.”

Even though the leaders of CELU were not ready to break their subordination to the state, the
militant white collar workers pressurized it to call for a general strike that would totally paralyze
the regime. The militant white collar workers had already started struggling against the
employers and the government prior to the outbreak of the revolution. Their educational and
social relations with the student movement reinforced the struggle of the white collar workers
against the state during the revolution.® The revolution was, thus, used as an opportunity by the
workers to put pressure on the state and get their demands appropriately heard and thereby
enhance their bargaining position vis-a-vis the employers and the state. As it was one of the
legally organized sections of the society in the country, workers played an important role in
keeping the momentum of the revolution together with students until it was hijacked by the
military. Even after the military takeover, CELU served as a battleground between the civilian
leftist groups and the military. Since both the military and the civilian leftist groups aspired to
establish a socialist state, they focused their attention on the working class of the country. The
infiltration of these opposing factions into CELU created deep cracks among workers which in

turn resulted in its demise and the birth of an underground rival trade union, the Ethiopian

Thomas C. Killion, “Workers, Capital and the State in the Ethiopian Region, 1919-1974,” PhD Dissertation,
University of Stanford: Department of History, 1985, p. 493.
SIbid.,pp. 494-495.
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Workers Revolutionary Union (EWRU), which was subsequently superseded by state-sponsored

All Ethiopian Trade Unions (AETU).

Despite the active involvement of the militant white collar workers in several labour protests and
strikes that enhanced the tempo of the revolution and in spite of the fact that workers were the
only legally organized sections of the society, they were not able to get any benefits from the
revolution. The small number of workers in general and enlightened workers in particular, the
enduring subordination of CELU's leadership to the government, the organizational problems of
the confederation, and the infiltration by several leftist groups were the major factors that
inhibited CELU from exerting a serious challenge and bringing about change in the status quo of
the labour relations during the revolution and thereafter.” Be that as it may, the question of who
led the 1974 revolution (the workers or the petty bourgeois) became a central question among the
two leftist groups, EPRP and AESM. It was not also given conclusive answer by scholars who
wrote on the revolution. Some other scholars even argued that neither the petty bourgeoisie nor
the working class led the revolution. They further argued that the revolution was a spontaneous

movement until it was hijacked by the military.®

This chapter, therefore, tries to investigate: How did students and workers influence one another
during the revolution? What effect did the first general strike bring on the revolution? How did
the military and the civilian leftist groups influence workers and their organization during the

revolution? How did the Ethiopian Workers Revolutionary Union (EWRU) emerge? and What

"Edmond J. Keller, Revolutionary Ethiopia: From Empire to People's Republic (Bloomington and Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press, 1988), p. 149.

¥Kiflu Tadesse, The Generation: The History of the Ethiopian People's Party, Part I from the Early Beginnings
to 1975 (Trenton, New Jersey: The Red Sea Press, Inc, 1993), p. 114.
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role did the workers in general play during the revolution? These are some of the major questions

that this chapter tries to investigate.

3.1 CELU and the Student Movement

In order to understand the role of CELU in the 1974 Ethiopian revolution, it is imperative to
delve primarily into the relationship between the labour and the student movements. True, in
Ethiopia, the labour movement preceded the student movement. The labour movement began in
the 1940s, a decade before the student movement.” The latter was born in the University College
of Addis Ababa (UCAA) around the end of the 1950s. The students of the UCAA started their
movement by raising critical comments on the activities of the student council. They criticized
the student council as subordinate to the Dean and demanded to be an autonomous organization.
They also opposed the authority of the UCAA administration.'® Nevertheless, while the student
movement strengthened itself and began to influence the society beyond the campus and outside
its class since the 1960s, the labour movement had remained corporatist and failed to voice the
demands of the various other sections of the society until the 1974 revolution. The absence of
enlightened leadership was one of the constraints of the confederation that confined it to
defending only its corporate interests.'' Though the labour movement managed to form its
national confederation at the same time as the student movement began to shift its focus from
poetry contests to the pressing issues of the society and entered into the process of radicalization,

it chose to focus on its internal problems than to go hand in hand with the student movement.

Y Milaw Iteyopiya Siratifio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératinoé Eneqeseqase, ” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 31.

""Randi Renning Balsvik, Haile Selassie's Students: The Intellectual and Social Background to Revolution,
1952-1977 (East Lansing MI, 1985), p. 83.

"Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution 1974-1991: From a Monarchial Autocracy to a Military
Oligarchy (London; New York: Kegan Paul International, 1997), p. 64.
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The radicalization of workers came to the fore in early 1974, about a decade later than that of the
students. This was apparently because of the shift of leadership from militant trade unionists to

subservient labour bureaucrats who chose to subordinate the organization to the state.

The first contact between workers and students began when ICFTU, in cooperation with MNCD
and HSIU, organized a seminar for workers at Haile Selassie I University from 4 to 16 March
1963. The seminar aimed at encouraging workers to form unions that could transcend the
prevalent self-help mode. It was at this conference that two students, Gébrd Selas¢ Gébra
Mariam and Mésfen Gébra Mikael, came from the Department of Public Administration of HSIU
and worked as interpreters for the representatives of ICFTU.'? The coming of these students
marked the beginning of the relationship between workers and students. After the end of the
conference, students continued to assist the leaders of CELU in organizing and coordinating their
activities. Regarding the support of the students, Patrick Gilkes also noted that the students
helped CELU in its administration and in preparing the Voice of Labour.” He added that "...it
was largely their influence that encouraged the movement to operate literacy campaigns,
organize thrift and credit cooperatives and hold seminars for them around the counter."'*
Moreover, they brought two graduates, Tdsfa Gabra Mariam and Fesseha Seyon Tdke from the
Department of Public Administration and Business Administration, respectively, in September
1964. Nevertheless, since the newcomers were immediately elected as Secretary General and
Assistant Secretary in 1965, they were apparently satisfied with the posts and did nothing to

influence labour politically. Regardless of their active participation in the student movement,

they did not make any visible attempt to radicalize the Ethiopian workers. Besides being HSIU

Addis Zimdn, Yikatit 26, 1955EC or 5 March 1963.

Bpatrick Gilkes, The Dying Lion: Feudalism and Modernization in Ethiopia (London: Julian Friedmann
Publishers LTD, 1975), 167.

“Ibid.
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students in the heyday of the student movement, some of them even participated in the leadership
of the movement. Gidbrd Selas¢ Gébrd Mariam, for instance, served as president of the student
union of the College of Public Administration in 1962/63 and treasurer and secretary of the

National Union of Ethiopian University Students (NUEUS) in 1963/1964."

Nevertheless, apart from providing technical skills, the students did not do that much to
radicalize the labour movement and transform it into a political force. They were apparently
silenced by the benefit and position they were provided by the confederation. Regarding the role
of these students inside CELU, Randi Balsvik also noted that "...they provided necessary
technical skill but little in the way of turning the labour movement into a political force."'®

Though the students argued that they demanded for socio-economic and political reforms for all
Ethiopians, they did not give due attention to the demands of the workers until the 1974
revolution. One can even argue that the student movement focused more on addressing the
problems of peasants than other sections of the society. They demonstrated against the backward
land tenure system of the country which they believed as the main cause for the impoverishment
of peasants. This was clearly manifested in the slogans that students carried in various
demonstrations. For instance, the 1965 slogan, 'Land to the Tiller' and the 1966 slogan, 'Is
Poverty a Crime?' mainly reflected only the appalling life conditions of peasants and the urban
poor. The 1967 protest in defense of civil liberties and the 1969 demonstration motto, 'Education

for All' also focused on the demands high school students, teachers and the general public. The

BInformant: Gibri Selasé Gibrd Mariam; CETU, Box, No. 42, File No. 2. It contains the profile of Gabra
Selas¢ Gabra Mariam.
"®Randi Renning Balsvik, Haile Selassie's Students..., p. 81.
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1969 demonstration was mainly inspired by the high school students.'” In 1971 and 1972,
secondary school students joined the university students to demonstrate against the rise in bus
fares and food prices, the arrest and detention of the destitute, and in favor of land reform.'® In
1973, students' demonstration was against the inadequate response of the government to one of
the century's worst famines. They protested that the famine victims were not given appropriate

assistance.

But, this does not mean that there was no attempt to establish solidarity between workers and
students at all before 1974. There were times when students attempted to strengthen their
solidarity with the rest of the Ethiopian people including workers. In a letter written to all
concerned bodies, including CELU, on 11 April 1967, students announced that more than three
hundred students were arrested on 10 April 1967 while demonstrating against the ratification of
the peaceful public demonstration proclamation by the imperial government. In the letter, they
called upon all the Ethiopian people, including workers, to join the struggle.”® Moreover, during
the demonstration that they conducted on 15 October 1970 near the Ministry of Finance, the

students expressed their solidarity with the peasants and the workers in the following stanza.

NA®- (AD~ ATAD-I° DL,

ML (LTHY HI° FHAAY 0L

PINGPT WA T LOHLS. +17
4§ 4.5 90 L7

METT KT ATID-.8 nRe !

""Bahru Zewde, The Quest for Socialist Utopia: The Ethiopian Student Movement ca. 1960-1974 (New York:
James Currey; Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 2014), p.153.

"®Randi Renning Balsvik, Haile Selassie's Students..., p. 297; Alem Asres, "History of the Ethiopian Student
Movement (in Ethiopia and North America): Its Impact on Internal Social Change, 1960-1974," PhD Dissertation,
University of Maryland: Department of Education, 1990), p. 86.

""Randi Renning Balsvik, Haile Selassie's Students..., p. 303; Alem, p. 87.

PInstitute of Ethiopian Studies, Clandestine Literature (IES/CL) 2395/05/03. A letter sent from Addis Ababa
University College Students to all concerned bodies in Miyazeya 3, 1959EC (11 April 1967).

2[ES/ CL, 2395/05/08, It deals about placards used by students during the demonstration that was conducted
on Jegemet 5, 1963EC (15 October 1970).
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What are you waiting for? Strike him! Strike him!
Why do you keep silent when ruled by a tyrant?

The guardian of peasants and the protector of workers,
Freedom fighter, freedom fighter, goes into the forest,
To drive down the tyrant into hell.

Above all, the death of Telahun Gezaw on 28 December 1969 made the students very desperate
and suspicious and pushed them to establish alliance with the rest of the Ethiopian people,
particularly, the workers. This was clearly described in the subsequent announcement of
USUAA. It noted that the students should no longer struggle alone; rather, they should work
hand in hand with the workers. Regarding the importance of solidarity between students and

workers, USUAA further asserted that:

RETE MU @0t (FoSPT AL PCTE APE A Add. AMCHT AR a7 AFHYLY £t
ANF ALAVOT AATIR AAG 147 aP0 MATY OATLOY (1914 AT PTLOARDT WTPOP(,

APET L AP0 MNP, 030D AeFNE IPTD APTPT AT (Lt 8T T Lo+ OAGT
KOG Aot NT PORETT aPALP heAPOAT LAT AANTPAET £40 NOHLS 77 AT TOANLT RTTTTY

ATIEAN BCMGAZ... PFTICPTG PANALS LU UHN A28 T AHAAT L1C ! TG NN av vt
Lw-ep?

...Since the repressive and exploitive government has declared war on students,
you should not forget that you are at war. Staging demonstrations separately will
expose you easily to be attacked easily by the enemy. Thus, you should wait
patiently for some time until a new organization is born from the student
movement. ...No matter how many are jailed and no matter how many are dead,
we shall step into the shoes of those who passed away, carrying out their
obligation and taking over the weapons of those who have fallen, we are
determined to shed our blood along with the workers until we get victory. Long
live the unity of poor students and workers! Down with the repressive and
exploitative government!

In addition, in its general assembly held on 23 May 1971, USUAA passed a decision concerning

the demands of workers and expressed its unfailing solidarity. It stated that "...0&%.0 A00 @-OF P

2[ES/CL 2395/04/10. Students announcement following the death of their leader on 28 December 1969.
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@&t OPE AABLIPL NG D Qav@N (HaeMMTy R W9mI°C WImePAT: (et ®- avE7 ATI0NNC

NAOSET IC A 0RLINT BTC a0 AASPTFT NaPL1G LOALD-T ACIPE NTNP ASOMHAT="

Similarly, the confederation also expressed its solidarity with the students whenever they faced
problems in their struggle against the government. CELU began to show such solidarity on 10
April 1967 when students went on strike against the ratification of the Peaceful Public
Demonstration Proclamation which was promulgated as Proclamation No. 243/1967 on 11
February 1967. The demonstration was repressed by security personnel and a number of students
were thrown into jail.** The next day, students wrote a letter to CELU requesting for solidarity.
In response to their request, CELU wrote a letter to Prime Minister Aklilu Hébtdwold on 13

April 1967. The letter reads:

oo PAFELEL AT ATETE TNC mPAL PNCOT TLOH.E 4 7 1959 4.9° NPSD- dét O AR
AOTFRL OO0 ALCY N126F M 215 gavt &PC 6 QA PAHA QAP AASE A-NAA OND-F APS:
®C 243/1959 tavpnt hoegSt (&4 PRTCAE ToI60F (AASEe V1 et Arbe 45
OFAM@ a1+ AATIR AAE ALCID- (U~ ATPs TCHP 218 Y Ade&e TRt av@nt vl
AQNNOSOT OC AL aoPLFFD7 HTYHN LUIP (H T8 h78a0M (9991 AG AAaranQ-E (AR
WI8OAP PLLIDT D77 hP1Pe. PHEMLDT AP0t (ARG LH @O NAAT® €99% AT hi
P8Ot FhhAT vh9PS ATALTT 04T &Pt AP8dqE PHHTT FPUCT BT QAGTFRS
A8.ndok 0TINNC AMPPT (VT NN LADT AQFE0T NPCN NBU-E PITPCA U7 WTIAIN TS

...The General Council of CELU held a unique and an urgent meeting in its
headquarters on 12 April 1967 and looked thoroughly into the Peaceful Public
Demonstration Proclamation No. 243/1967 published on Ndgarit Gazéta Vol. 21,
No. 6.The council realized that a disagreement was created between the students
and the security personnel when the former demonstrated against the
proclamation before its ratification using their right as per Article 45 of the
constitution. Having understood the huge damage brought by the disagreement,
the council rebukes the party that hindered the peaceful resolution and we humbly

v Since inflation has doubled in Addis Ababa, we demand a commensurate pay rise for workers. We also
condemn the measure taken by the government in favor of the employers whenever the workers struggle to defend
their rights."; IES/ CL, 2395/05/17. A resolution of USUAA passed on 23 May 1971.

*Balsvik, Haile Selassie's Students..., p. 185.

BCETU, Box No. 48, File No. 01 A letter sent from CELU to Prime Minister, Aklilu Habtiwold,

Miyazeya 5, 1959 EC (13 April 1967).
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request both parties to resolve the problem peacefully in a short period of time,
and to treat wounded students, set free imprisoned students and open closed
schools urgently. Regarding the proclamation, the council will disclose its opinion
in written form within a short period of time.

Nearly four years later, CELU also wrote the following letter to Prime Minister Aklilu

Habtdwold on 31 May 1971 demanding the opening of schools. It reads as:

PRSP ACPET RTETE TAC PA@: FANT Th £CBF heetPrd® 1AL 2L:C8-E AQneT VATt

PAFD- A ACXOTT MG N4ST AT @ALT AILPTFD- 1PLHO- AATLLMG NB&P TaCT
AOVEERT oMt 1 @ 10 PEATE ATISPEP PR FOUCT aPsPT h AT LU NAL
UL PRIACAT TUI6PTFG O-OH WU P7L8MG PUNTE £LF +916PTF © W28 havt +IPUCT 11,
TPt AT mPAA PATHE TAY 2C FAAL TFOIC NavPr Net+E A9t APt LTLON7T W78
NANS9Y. 3A9° N4hAct @700 48 NPAN L7LOAT 11C aPPY AR10D-9°: +T4PF ntIPuCTH
MNF GLLT UIGET 00D V2N FAYF P91LLGPE NaPPRI® (1AL £7¢- T9IC QAT NAU-T U-3F
ANGT@ PAMNFFD APT @L 0P TPl OF9IC AL TF9CT aPEMC 1@ AAHLVI® +I°VCT
PIYCLATT TUI6PT 0918 TINFIIC ALTAI® FIUCT ATLLAT Ut 17 PATOTI° 188 PHI°UCT
M0PF APLNEAENFO 0TTNNC ALANNT QY AT8PT 17 £CE 7 AdALO-T av+O0C AdPamt
e4H8 aOUPRT AFUTG ATIA9N T 2°

..CELU is an organization that works on issues related to human labour. Besides,
since its members are family leaders, responsible citizens and tax payers, it is
their obligation to provide suggestion on the recurrent national problems. Whether
students or school administrators created the problem, when more than a thousand
of university students and many thousands of high school students drop their
education for a year, it hinders the general national development plan. Thus, this
problem is not something to be given less attention and to be easily decided by
academicians at a faculty council level, but it is a high priority issue which needs
higher level decisions. Besides affecting the country's demand for skilled
manpower, students' dropout from school would result in the coming of
inefficient professionals to the market and this worsens the problem when
unemployment is still a big challenge. Hence, we kindly urge you to open the
schools to all interested students without any forceful action though it was
difficult for you to teach uninterested students forcefully. We would also humbly
notify that our organization will extend all the necessary support to make this
happen.

2CETU, Box No. 48, File No. 01, A letter sent from CELU's !1*Assistant Secretary General,
Téasfa Gabrd Mariam to Prime Minister Aklilu Habtdwold, Genbot 23, 1963EC (31 May 1971).
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The 1974 revolution further strengthened the solidarity between workers and students in their
struggle against the imperial government. The adoption of most of the slogans of USUAA by
CELU and its affiliates indicated that they had been struggling hand in hand against the imperial
regime. On some occasions, they even demonstrated against the same grievance at the same
time. On some instances, the workers' demonstration was immediately followed by that of the
students. In early 1974, USUAA's communication department briefly underlined the importance
of consolidating solidarity with peasants, workers, high school students and the whole Ethiopian

people to overthrow the imperial regime. It noted that:

... NARAR 0718 PIOASTFDT hCIPEPT AANTIAGATYU- £20 (P0F@« (HFAD: o018 i
TANFUT PRI NFPFAC AT 7790990 hHY ALLAT ANNGDG ADHALS PAACKL UHA
APLTLAF PTLAHNT RGP OHY 044G A%F (HU PFI0 LHET (ATEXE P9TT PATLES
PUATE £LE FIGPT (100 WH8U-I° MPAAD- PAFCRE UHA 4847 N9IAFANC hE OC NATE:
avyg N WILTLIUN a0 WIPTF A0

...Continue your struggle in every place by every possible means, until we notify
you the measures which we intend to take through various means. We do not
dissolve for being jailed; if we do, that is not too much as we do it for the
Ethiopian peasants and workers who brought us up to this level. We believe that

in this turbulent period of struggle, all primary and high school students and the
whole Ethiopians will coordinate their forces and struggle with us in one sprit.

A joint demonstration between workers and students was conducted for the first time on 18
February 1974. The strike was started by taxi drivers and transport workers against a 50%
increase in the price of fuel which was mainly caused by the global oil crisis. The strikers were
soon joined by thousands of students and the urban unemployed who began to attack the
properties of the ruling class. On the same day, teachers also struck against the unpopular
education program called the "Sector Review" adopted by the government in December 1973.

These joint strikes pressurized Prime Minister Aklilu Hébtdwold and his cabinet to resign on 27

[ES/CL, 2395/05/35, An announcement made by the Communication Department of USUAA around early
1974.

211



February 1974.%® Even though the leaders of CELU opposed the 50 percent increment and the
sector review, they did not call for a general strike or were not ready to lead the strike of
transport workers, teachers, students and taxi drivers. The leaders of CELU were reluctant to
organize and lead demonstrations apparently because they were still subordinate to the state.
They also apparently believed that the imperial regime could not be overthrown by any kind of

mass demonstration or revolution.

Even though Endalka¢dw Mikondn was appointed as prime minister on 28 February 1974, he
immediately faced stiff resistance from the students, teachers and workers.” CELU held its
General Council meeting from 23-29 February 1974 and sent a 17 point demand to the
government. In its final demand, CELU stressed that it would call a general strike for about four
days if the government failed to respond to all of its demands. Nevertheless, the prime minister
downplayed CELU's ultimatum and tried to appease its leadership at the final hours.
Consequently, CELU called a general strike from March 7 t010.>° The workers did not go out to
the street; rather they stopped work and spent the four days in their house. Some workers,
however, expressed their grievances in industrial plants and at the CELU headquarters. As they
had done during the strike of transport workers and taxi drivers, the students did not go out for
demonstration during the March 1974 general strike.”' Since workers did not take to the streets
as the transport workers and taxi drivers had done a week before, the students had apparently no
room to go out and participate in the general strike. Be that as it may, USUAA expressed its

solidarity with CELU by disseminating different anti government and pro-CELU leaflets.

*Killion, p. 548; Andargachew Tiruneh, pp. 38-39.

PKillion, p. 549.

0y Milaw Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Eneqeseqasé,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 96; Voice
of Labour, Vol. X1, No. 1, Mdgabit 1966EC.

3'Killion, p. 550.
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The solidarity between workers and students continued even after the deposition of the emperor
on 12 September 1974. In its General Assembly meeting held on 18 September 1974, for
instance, USUAA resolved to strengthen its solidarity with the progressive groups including
CELU. It noted that: "..FAF719° o1 LCEAT G ANA0T IC WrPPAAT: MFALI® hA.AAT IC PATY
oG PIIPMADN AILIFTTT (€07 KTIAINTE (OPE PAD- €94 FoN® HANTT AdtaNCsa=""? They
supported the resolution of the workers passed in their General Council meeting held from
September 15-17, 1974. It mainly demanded the removal of the military regime and the

establishment of a people's government which was initiated by the students.™

In general, the concerted effort of the civilian left on the one hand and the military on the other
pushed the revolution to its peak and brought Emperor Haile Selassie I’s power to an end on 12
September 1974. The civilian left comprised, among others, radical students, teachers, workers,
civil servants, urban petty bourgeois and unemployed youth. Among the civilian left, the students
and the workers exerted the most audacious and sustaining challenges against the imperial
regime.”* Therefore, one can argue that it was the solidarity created between the two parties that
kept the momentum of the revolution from February to the end of June. But, from the end of

June onwards, the military dominated the scene and appropriated the revolution.

32" We will continue our struggle with progressive individuals and organizations. We restate our unwavering

and obstinate unity, particularly with CELU. Our existing common historical mission made us to cooperate one
another. See also IES/CL, 2395/05/46, 1t deals about the resolution of USUAA passed on Mdskdrdm 8, 1967 EC (18
September 1974).

3Markakis and Nega, p. 141.

*Legum, p. 32; Lefort, p. 55.
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3.2. The First General Strike and the Radicalization of CELU

Following the failure of the attempted general strike in July 1963, CELU had been calling for the
amendment of the labour relations proclamation, particularly provisions related to treatment of
workers by employers, wages, working conditions, and freedom of association in government
organizations. Though very sporadic and uncoordinated, local unions in different plants
continued protesting against the government and the employers. Their protest was, however,
purely apolitical for a long time and focused on demanding only the improvement of workers'
corporate interests. Nevertheless, most of the protests undertaken by these unions were repressed
by the security personnel of the regime. Despite this successive repression, however, local unions

continued to express their resentment by presenting their petition to the emperor.™

Pressurized by the local unions, the leaders of CELU also presented the grievances of workers to
the MNCD at different times before the outbreak of the revolution. Nevertheless, since they were
subservient to the state and did it half-heartedly, the actions of the leaders of CELU could not
bring the desired changes. They did it merely to cool down the grievances of workers. On 10
March 1966, for instance, the leaders of CELU submitted a nine page proposal to the MNCD
demanding the amendment of some of the articles of the labour relations proclamation 210/1963.
Among others, articles related to the right to strike, freedom of association, health insurance,
pension, collective bargaining, warning and termination, severance pay, and minimum wage

were included in the amendment proposal. But, the MNCD failed to respond to any of the

3Lefort, pp. 26-27.
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proposed amendments.*® Consequently, the General Council of CELU met from 6 to 9 April
1968 and again proposed basic modifications on some of the articles of the Civil Code and
Proclamation No. 210/1963 that needed urgent amendment. But, this attempt also ended without
any result since the government did not take any action to improve the labour relations
proclamation or other labour related provisions of the Civil Code.”” Regardless of the imperial
government's indifferent attitude towards their demands, however, workers and local unions'
leaders continued to pressurize both the leaders of CELU and the imperial government. As a
result of the continuous agitation of workers, therefore, the leaders of CELU decided to call a
meeting of the General Council from 22 to 24 November 1969 to discuss the possible action to
be taken against the government. Even though the General Council agreed to make a one day
general strike on 7 January 1969 (Ethiopian Christmas Day), it failed to materialize as it was
done merely to cool down the disgruntled workers.”® One can argue that, besides imperial
government interference, CELU's repeated failure to conduct a general strike was apparently

attributed to its very weak, subservient and divided leadership.

Despite the stubborn attitude of the imperial government to the demands of workers and the
failure of the subservient leaders of CELU to pressurize the government, the workers continued
to express their grievances since the first attempted general strike. It was when workers were in
such a state of mind that the revolution broke out in February 1974.% As a result, the revolution

was seen as a splendid opportunity by the workers to pressurize the government. Thus, haunted

3Voice of Labour, A Special Brochure Prepared on the Occasion of the 5™ CELU Annual Conference and
Anniversary, Mdgabit 28, 1960 (6 April 1968), pp. 6-8; Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sdratino¢ Mahebér,"Y4 Iteyopiya
Saratino¢ Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 73.
i;Yﬁ Milaw Iteyopiya Saratino¢ Mahebdr,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératdno¢ Eneqeseqase, ” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p.73.
1bid., p .80.
3K Jufeler, p. 112; Lefort, p. 159; Markakis and Nega, p. 93: Andargachew Tiruneh, p. 38; Marina Ottaway,
Ethiopia: Empire...,p. 1.
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by the persistent grievances of workers and emboldened by the national situation, the leaders of
CELU called a meeting of the General Council from February 23 to March 1, 1974 and adopted
a seventeen point resolution by incorporating the various demands of workers and the society at
large.* Thus, one can argue that the outbreak of the revolution contributed a lot to pushing
CELU to call a general strike for the first time in its history. The outbreak of the 1974 revolution
brought the Ethiopian workers out of their situation of extreme torpor and encouraged them to
undertake a general strike that further accelerated the course of the revolution. On the other

hand, this also marked the beginning of the radicalization of the Ethiopian workers.

The workers had begun to participate in the popular movement sporadically before the general
strike. On 18 February 1974, for instance, the teachers went on strike seeking a higher wage and
protesting the educational reform "Sector Review". It was on the same day that the taxi drivers
also struck against a 50 percent increase on petrol price. The teachers and taxi drivers were also
supported by students, the unemployed youth, workers in the transport sectors and some sections
of the urban population who took control of Addis Ababa’s street voicing their demands and
reflecting their accumulated grievances against the government. This brought the traffic of the
city to a standstill. Factories, shops and public service providers were also closed. In fact, the
main factor which pushed the urban population to support the taxi drivers was the economic
crisis of the country in general and the inflation problem in particular.*’ This widespread
demonstration paralyzed the economic and administrative structure of the capital and some major
provincial towns. This popular uprising was also a serious challenge to the police force in the

city. Moreover, the security of the country was precarious because of the mutiny of the army for

YIES/CL, 2390 /1/05, A letter sent from CELU to MNCD, Prime Minister Lej Endalkacaw, its Affiliates and
International Labour Organizations Yekatit 22,1966 EC (1 March 1974).
“'"Markakis and Nega, p. 100; Addis, p.105; Kiufeler, p. 113; Marina Ottaway, Ethiopia: Empire..., p. 3.
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pay increment since January of the same year. Consequently, the emperor, in a televised speech
on 23 February 1974, announced that his imperial government had reduced the petrol price

increase from 50 percent to 25 percent.**

The taxi drivers’ and transport workers' strike, undoubtedly, played a significant role in forcing
the government to change its reaction to the public discontent, probably for the first time in the
country’s history. The strike can also be taken as one of the major factors that forced Prime
Minister Aklilu Habtdwold and his cabinet to resign on 27 February 1974. Even though CELU
did not play a significant role in coordinating the taxi drivers during the strike, it denounced the
subsequent police repressions and the undemocratic responses of the government to the
demonstrators.” More importantly, the February popular upsurge not only demonstrated the
incapability of the ruling class to continue ruling in the old way but also formed a real landmark

in the subsequent development of popular movements in the country.**

Even though CELU had no significant role as an organization in the social unrest that had been
paralyzing the country in February because of continuous intimidation by the government, it had
been planning to undertake a general strike in the beginning of March 1974. The General
Council of CELU met from February 23 to March 1 and discussed the situation of the country in
general and the government’s indifferent attitude towards the demands of workers in particular.
At the end of the meeting, the General Council issued a resolution which comprised a list of
seventeen demands. Seventeen executive members of the general council, led by the deputy

president, Aldm Abdi, signed the resolution on the first day of March and presented it to the

21 efort, p. 53; Kaufeler, p. 113; Melaku Abate, “A History of the Role of Teachers in the Ethiopian
Revolution, 1974-77,” MA Thesis, Addis Ababa University: Department of History, 2006, p. 35.
Y3 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratifiod Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératifio& Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, pp. 96-97.
44 .
Addis, p. 98.
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MNCD and the Prime Minister, Lej Endalka¢dw Méikondn who had been appointed on 28
February 1974 following the resignation of the former Prime Minister, Aklilu Hibtdwold. At the
end of the resolution, CELU threatened the government with a general strike if its demands

would not be appropriately addressed.*’

On the other hand, while the General Council met and passed the resolution, the president of
CELU, Beyene Solomon, was in Europe to attend the World Peace Council and the ILO
Governing Body meetings, which were held in Moscow and Geneva respectively.*® Interestingly
enough, Fesseha Teyon Tike, the Secretary General of CELU, who participated in the General
Council meeting, opposed the incorporation of minimum wage and freedom of speech in the
resolution. He also reported his reservations on some points of the resolution to the president.*’
Nevertheless, emboldened by the army, students and teachers who mutinied and struck in
January and February, the General Council disregarded the concern of the President and
Secretary General of CELU and passed the resolution hoping to solve not only the protracted
problems of workers but also the problems of society at large. The disagreement between
members of the General Council and the leaders of CELU on some of the resolution reflected
that there was a clear division between the radical opposition composed of politically motivated
white collar workers and the subservient leaders of the confederation who wanted to remain in
power at the expense of the toiling workers. The debate held during the General Council's
meeting from February 23 to March 1, 1974 indicated that the leadership was still subservient to

the state. While the members of the General Council tried to incorporate the demands of the

Y4 Iteyopiya Siratiio¢ Andenit Mahebir, "Yi Iteyopiya Sératifioé Andendt Mahebir Mageligawod," Yikatit
12, 1966 E.C, pp. 1-6; IES/CL, 2390/01/05; Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratinio¢ Mahebér,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sdratiioc
Eneqeseqase, " Kefel 1, 1976 EC (1984), pp. 98-104; Ethiopian Herald, 7 March 1974 (Ydkatit 28, 1966 EC)

*Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy..., pp. 122-123.

7Y Milaw Iteyopiya Siratdiioé Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratéiioé Eneqgeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC (1984), p.
80; Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy...,pp. 122-123.
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society, the leadership of CELU continued to raise demands very similar to those raised during

the previously attempted general strike of 1963 and 1969.*

Regardless of the reservations of the leadership towards some of the demands, however, the
General Council passed the resolution and submitted it with a cover letter to the new prime
minster on 1 March 1974. It was the day after his accession to power that he was confronted with
this general strike ultimatum.* Copies of the same letter were also sent to the MNCD and all
local unions and to concerned national and international organizations. In the cover letter, the
General Council of CELU stressed that the persistent indifferent attitude of the imperial
government to the demands of workers pushed it to pass such a momentous decision. It noted
that:

L RRERE G ET WY TINC 0T G PP ATLmOP 07T (PLEO- eFmPdt

PG TAET 9O9° AR Ok ANTITTIFD AL L PATEEE AT W28 NG

mPAL 9°NC O FANAN POMDT @A AGHFT Navte 2¢- AL W18.LD(t ATTINCTS Wt T
Moo A28 HA0GE QADATE PmPAL 9°NC (LE? @43 DHY 2C A0S 099829 AW avpPry

AQF @ PAv

...Since all the demands that CELU had been requesting to safeguard the rights
and benefits of workers did not get any result, the General Council of CELU met
lately for the last time and passed a decision. As the Council also agreed to
convey its decision to all workers and their unions to work accordingly, I notify

that we sent the decision of the council enclosed with this cover letter.

The council also hoped that the general strike would ultimately improve the socio-economic

conditions of the workers and enhance their bargaining power.

*Killion, p. 551.

Y Addis Ziméin, Yikatit 28, 1966EC (7 March 1974).

SOIES/CL, 2390/01/5, A letter sent from CELU to MNCD, Prime Minister Lej Endalkacéw, its affiliates and
International Labour Organizations on 22 February 1966 EC (1 March 1974).
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The list of seventeen demands included minimum wage, starting salary, salary adjustments,
exemption from income tax on labour pension’s fund, pension schemes, modification of
provisions governing dismissals without adequate reasons or justifications, formations of new
unions, strikes, labour publications, free education, price control, temporary employment, job
opportunities and priorities. Indeed, the list of demands can be roughly grouped into three
categories. The first category purely constituted workers' corporate interests. It comprised of
demands such as modification of Proclamation No. 210/1963, introduction of the right to strike,
introduction of minimum wage, improvement of starting salary scales, salary adjustments,
exemption from income tax on labour pension funds, introduction of pension schemes,
alterations in provisions dealing with the firing of employees without adequate reason,
employing workers only on permanent basis, and the publication of Voice of Labour. The
second category includes the demands of students and teachers. It requested the government to
let students discuss the essence of the "Sector Review" before implementation, to provide free
education for all and, to give immediate response to the demands of teachers. The third category
of the list of demands can be described as general demands raised by the society at large, such as
price control, prohibiting government officials from being board members in industrial
establishments, giving employment priority to Ethiopians and creation of job opportunities for
the unemployed. The last or the seventeenth demand of the resolution threatened the government
with a general strike as of March 7, 1974, if it failed to address the aforesaid demands until the

6™ of March 1974.%!

*'[ES/CL, 2390/01/05; Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératifioé Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératéiio¢ Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1,
1976 EC, pp. 102-103; Addis Zdmdn, Yekatit 28, 1966EC(1March 1974).
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At the beginning, Lej Endalkacdw was not surprised by the ultimatum of the confederation. He
did not take it seriously; rather he was reassured by CELU's previous failures to carryout strike
threats. As a result, he continued to downplay its capacity to undertake a general strike and
denied the leaders of CELU an immediate response. In the meantime, however, he called the
president of CELU to his office and asked him to retract the ultimatum. The president, however,
responded that it was beyond his authority to retract the ultimatum but he promised to try to
convince the General Council which had passed the resolution in his absence to do so.
Nevertheless, after realizing that the president could not convince the General Council, the prime
minister called some members of the council of ministers which was in the process of formation
on 6 March 1974 and passed a decision that the government needed three to six weeks to solve
all the problems raised by the confederation. Moreover, he announced that since some of the
demands required legal provision and hence the decision of the legislative body, the parliament,

. 52
time was needed.

After the decision of the council of ministers, the prime minister called the executive members of
CELU to the imperial palace to get an audience with the emperor to discuss the issue.
Nevertheless, before they met the emperor, the prime minister approached them again to revoke
the call for a general strike and wait patiently until he organized his full cabinet and
appropriately addressed their demands. His last minute attempt to negotiate with the executive
members of CELU was, however, rebuffed outright by the latter. Consequently, they returned to

their office without seeing the emperor.” Thus, it is possible to argue that the ultimatum was a

S24ddis Zimdin, Yekatit 28, 1966 EC; Ethiopian Herald, 7 March 1974; Seleshi, p. 10; Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya
Sératdno¢ Mahebdr,"Y4 Iteyopiya Saratino¢ Eneqeseqase, ” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 95; Informants: Beyene Solomon
33Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy:..., p. 26.
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landmark in which CELU began to engage in the political upheaval, besides pursuing its

corporate interests.

As a result, the general strike was started as planned on 7 March 1974. It continued to paralyze
the country's economy for about four days. As it was explained in the ultimatum, the strike was
mainly caused by the protracted labour relation problems in the country. True, the stagnant
economy and the subsequent inflationary problems of the country also further escalated the
problems of workers and pushed them to call a general strike. The latter was, in fact, a national
problem that affected every sections of the society including the workers. But, the national
problem emboldened CELU to stick to its decision of undertaking a general strike.
Consequently, more than 85,000 workers were believed to have participated in the strike
throughout the country. Beside CELU's actual dues-paying 55,000 members, every worker
regardless of his/her membership to a local union participated in the general strike. Moreover,
organized workers in the public sector who were not yet recognized as unions joined the strike.
The strike was, of course, very strong in Addis Ababa. During the strike, workers did not take to
the streets as the students had done a week before, but they stopped work and remained at home.
Some workers, however, went to the headquarters of the confederation and expressed their

readiness to confront every challenge to their organization.™

*Voice of Labour, Vol. XI, No. 1, Mdgabit 1966EC; Killion, p. 550; Beyene Solomon, Fighter for
Democracy.:..., p. 127; Addis Zimdn, Mdgabit 3, 1966EC (12 March 1974).
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Figure 3.1.The Ethiopian Workers gathered in their Headquarters during the General Strike

, WETEF AIRIE WUC 0 CONFEDERATION

OF ETHIOPIAN LABOUR i0ns

Source: Mdsekdrdm, A Marxism-Leninism Ideological Bulletin, Vol. I, No. 4, 1973 EC, p. 28.

Union officials gathered in and around the Headquarters of CELU during the general strike. It
was the first successful general strike in the history of the confederation. It paralyzed the
economy of the country in general and the capital city in particular. Industries were closed;
shops, hotels and other public services were shutdown. Transport services were seriously
disrupted, especially, in Addis Ababa. On the other hand, while the strike was going on, a serious
discussion was also in progress between the government and the leaders of CELU. As a result,
the strike came to an end after the government and the leaders of CELU reached an agreement on
10 March 1974. The agreement was reached after lengthy negotiations among officials from the
prime minister's office, the MNCD and the leaders of CELU on the basis of the decision which
was previously made by the Council of Ministers. On the same day, the emperor approved the

agreement during an audience he granted at the Jubilee Palace to the leaders of CELU and the 14

3Voice of Labour, Vol. XI, No. 1, Mdgabit 1966EC.
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committee members of the Chamber of Deputies set up to settle the strike. In the discussion, the
emperor also praised the workers for their peaceful strike and promised them that the
government was committed to solve the problems in accordance with the provisions outlined in
the signed agreement. On the other hand, the leaders of CELU agreed to call off the strike and

thanked the emperor for his keen interest to solve their problems.®

After the agreement was signed, the leaders of CELU called off the strike and urged all
Ethiopian workers to resume their work the next day. In a letter written from CELU to member

local unions on 11 March 1974, the vice president of CELU, Aldm Abdi, noted that:

. WEET PPIOG ao- 1 AAFMOPI® NTINT hett 28 7 BIPC MmPAA Pwit T 2¢- TISIP
W18.L° FONG 2407 TIBTIFTT AGOF AN T PFI° TELETFT Ot OTT LI 14648.9 AT
oMt L1160 PATDII° hOAFDNTE Av-T PPPGTED: PERPT avdng® @-mt AT @ hov Pt
2C NOPPrE and? QAT NP0CTU- A2&TI0 AWPOFOPT ALLITUT TNNC ASIPAISAT:
PAIPIOYETI® ANNTE NHY IC ANS ALCT? AhGA:"’

...We would like to recall that we went on a general strike since 7 March 1974
by claiming that workers' rights and benefits were not respected. It can also be
recalled that we promised to disclose the result for our demands through radio
as soon as we get it. Now, since our demands brought good results and we
concluded it in agreement with the government, thanking for your cooperation,
we notify you to resume your work. We sent the copy of the agreement
enclosed with this letter.

In the agreement, the two parties agreed to resolve all the seventeen demands within ten days, for
those requiring legislative actions six months. The government also promised to present some of

the demands which required legislation to the parliament and to follow up the implementation of

S Addis Zimdn, Mdigabit 3, 1966EC (12 March 1974); Ethiopian Herald, 11 March 1974 (Mdgabit 2, 1966EC);
Voice of Labour, Vol. X1, No. 1, Mdgabit 1966EC; Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy:..., p. 127; Voice of
Labour, Vol. XI, No. 2, Miyazeya 1966EC; Tefera, The Ethiopian Revolution..., p. 96.

'IES/ CL 2390/01/14. A letter sent from CELU to its affiliates in Mdgabit 2, 1966EC (11 March 1974).
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each solution and take strict measures on officials creating trouble.”® Even though CELU called
off the strike after the signing of the agreement, the government failed to honor the agreement.
Most of the terms of the agreement remained on paper. This resulted in the outbreak of sporadic
strikes in different plants.” Despite the failure of the government to comply with the agreement,

however, the general strike marked the highest point in the struggle between CELU and the state.

Be that as it may, the Ethiopian Employers' Federation (EEF) requested the government to take
legal action against CELU for conducting "an illegal general strike". The spokesperson of the
federation noted that CELU struck only after a three day notice instead of providing a sixty day
notice as stipulated in the labour proclamation. Thus, CELU was held responsible for the
employers' loss of more than $10 million birr during the four day strike.®® The spokesperson of
EEF further added that every worker who participated in the strike should be liable to fines. On
23 March 1974, the spokesperson of the federation also disclosed that EEF already submitted a
petition to the Labour Relations Board seeking a ruling on the "illegality" of the strike and asking
for confirmation of the rights of the employers to exercise their prerogative to take measures in
accordance with the law.®' But, the labour confederation described the employers' action as sort
of adding insult to injury and strongly condemned the federation's callous attitude towards
workers.*

Despite the EEF's lamentation, the general strike exhibited the militancy and revolutionary zeal

of the working class. Regarding this, Addis Hiwet noted that "... the general strike proved the

*[ES/CL, 2390/01/14, A letter sent from CELU to its affiliates in Mdgabit 2, 1966EC (11March 1974);
Ethiopian Herald, 12 March 1974 (Mdgabit 3, 1966 EC).
Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Eneqeseqasé,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 104.
%Ethiopian Herald, 20 March 1974 (Mdgabit 11, 1966 EC).
%'Ethiopian Herald, 24 March 1974 (Mdgabit 14, 1966EC).
52Ethiopian Herald, 22 March 1974 (Mdgabit 13, 1966 EC).
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effective revolutionary strength of the young Ethiopian working class." He further added that "...
the general strike was indeed a turning point not only in the participation of organized workers in
the popular movement but also in its effect on the subsequent development of the popular
democratic upsurge."® The general strike also contributed a lot to the radicalization of the
working class, especially the white collar workers. As it was the first general strike in CELU’s
history, workers exhibited their militancy and radical moves against the state. Besides their
corporate interest, workers raised purely political questions on behalf of teachers, students, and

other sections of the society.**

But, the significance of the general strike in radicalizing the Ethiopian working class has
remained a debatable issue among prominent scholars. Disregarding the radical political issues
raised by CELU, Seleshi Sisay, Marina Ottaway and Rene Lefort argued that CELU was not
ready for radical reforms; rather it worked hard to fulfill its corporate interests and increase the
number of its member unions by organizing new unions in both parstatal and statal industrial
firms. Seleshi further noted that the purpose of the general strike was merely to improve the
socio-economic and material conditions of the workers and had no radical political objectives.
He relegated political questions raised during the general strike as general questions that could
not show the political aspirations of the workers.® Ottaway and Lefort also argued that CELU

was not attracted by radical reform; rather, it aimed at only fulfilling workers’ corporate interests

% Addis Hiwet, p. 106.

#Killion, p. 550; Seleshi Sisay, "Labour in Contemporary Ethiopian Politics: The Case of the Confederation of
Ethiopian Labour Unions and its First General Strike" A Paper Presented to the 71% Annual Meeting of the
American Sociological Society in New York City, September 1976, p. 8; Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sératdinoc¢
Andendt Mahebdr: Wulediit Edegdt, Wudegdt (Addis Ababa: Image Enterprise PLC, 2004 E.C/2012), p. 139; Addis
Zdmdn, Mdgabit 3, 1966 E.C (12 March 1974).

55Seleshi, p. 8.
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and increasing the power of the organization.®® Ottaway further stressed that “...the CELU
leadership was not yet interested in launching a revolutionary workers’ movement.” She further
argued that the leadership of CELU made great attempt in the general strike to air its specific
grievances rather than promoting the radical questions raised by the society at large.®’ During the
strike, for instance, the president of CELU also affirmed that the strike had no political

i 68
objectives.

Contrary to the aforementioned arguments, however, some scholars argued that the general strike
strengthened the militancy of workers and pushed them to reflect very radical ideas during the
1974 revolution. They further argued that workers in different industrial plants, for instance,
demanded the dismissal of managers, free education, price control, freedom of expression and
the right to strike. These were all, undoubtedly, radical questions raised by the workers and other
civilian leftist groups. The proponents of this argument even dared to argue that the general
strike can by itself be considered as a radical move highly influenced by the tide of the
revolution because CELU had never carried out a general strike before. Among others, Patrick
Gilkes stated that the general strike heralded the militancy of the workers and intensified

(13

radicalism in Ethiopia. He further argued that “...such a radicalization of the industrial

proletariat is of considerable importance considering the class divisions of the Ethiopian state

»% Kiflu Tadesse also argued

and introduce a new dimension into the political possibilities [sic].
that .. .the role of the Ethiopian workers at this stage of the movement became more pronounced

when the Ethiopian working class, led by its more radical wing of labour leaders, staged a four

®Marina Ottaway, Ethiopia: Empire..., p. 43; Lefort, p. 55.

%"Marina Ottaway, Ethiopia: Empire..., pp. 42-43.

Y4 Iteyopiya Sératdiio¢ Andendt Mahebar, “Yi Iteyopiya Siratifio¢ Engeseqasé...,” p. 139; Lefort, p. 142;
Ethiopian Herald, March 12, 1974 (Mdgabit 3, 1966 EC), p. 1.

®Gilkes, p. 169.
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day strike.”””

Bahru Zewde also further stressed that the four day general strike witnessed the
transformation of CELU from a state of extreme torpor or lethargy into a militant organization.”!
Thus, one can argue that the ensuing general strike not only witnessed the high point of workers’
organized action against the government to defend their corporate interests but also marked the
emergence of a radical group of workers in the organization. More importantly, the four day

general strike demonstrated the existence of radical white collar workers in every industrial

establishment.

Apart from the radicalization of most of the white collar workers, however, the leaders of the
confederation were not ready to lead them in the direction of a defined political goal. Being the
only legally organized institution during the outbreak of the revolution, CELU should have
played a much better role in mobilizing the society for the revolution. It had the opportunity to
benefit a lot from the revolution and occupy a conspicuous political place in the country after the
revolution. But, it ended up [through no fault of its own] becoming a battleground for the civilian
left and the military who struggled to control power and establish a socialist Ethiopia over the
ruins of the monarchy.” The failure of CELU to get appropriate benefit from the revolution was
apparently attributed to the internal division of the organization, the enduring subservience of the
leadership and the persistent repression waged by security forces. Regarding the internal division
Seleshi noted that while the radical white collar workers used the general strike as an important
stage to reflect the political demands of society and push for political reform in the country, the
leadership of CELU and the blue collar workers merely expected improvement of their economic

conditions from the general strike. He further added that since the workers had different

"Kiflu Tadesse, The Generation: The History of the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Party from the Early
Beginning to 1975, Part I (Trenton: Independent Publisher, 1993), p. 111.

""Bahru Zewde, 4 History of Modern Ethiopia, 1855-1991 (Oxford: James Currey Ltd, 2002), p. 231.

7Killion, p. 554.
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expectations from the general strike in accordance with their socio-economic status and level of
political consciousness, they failed to push the general strike beyond four days with a view to
leading the revolution and seizing political power.”> Be that as it may, the absence of party
politics in the country and the barring of labour unions from any political engagement apparently

restricted CELU from aiming to control political power.

Besides radicalizing the white collar workers, the general strike consolidated the unity of
workers for collective action and this in turn helped CELU to increase the number of its affiliates
or member unions. In spite of numerous attempts to divide the labour movement on various
grounds and in spite of the inadequate preparation for the strike because of the short notice given
to them, workers exhibited their unity and militancy. It was a historic occasion in which workers
demonstrated their strength, unity and responsibility. Besides unifying the workers themselves,
the general strike had a mobilizing effect on the rest of the Ethiopian people. For instance, it was
during and after the general strike that the labour movement began to be a voice for the
Ethiopian toiling masses. The radical white collar workers played a significant role in this
regard.”* Regarding the mobilizing effect of the general strike over society, Addis Hiwet noted:
"...In short, the general strike opened a new vista: a movement rich and varied in its forms of
manifestations-the lower echelon against the highest echelon, the Ethiopian Third Estate against
the Feudo-Bourgeois dictatorship of decades, plebeians against patricians, the forces of lower

. . 75
classes against the ruling classes."

73 :
Seleshi, p. 9.
“Voice of Labour, Vol. XI, No. 1, Mdgabit 1966EC; IES/CL 2400/01/02, A paper anonymously written and
demonized Endalka¢dw Méakonén on Yekatit 22, 1966EC (1 March 1974).
" Addis, p. 107.
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The other significant effect of the general strike was the growth in the membership of CELU.
The demand of some employees of statal and parastatal organizations to form unions was one of
the causes of the general strike. In the aftermath of the strike, employees of several plants
organized their own unions. The agreement signed between CELU and the government opened
the door for previously unorganized employees of both statal and parastatal organizations to

form unions. The agreement is stated as "...Aa®70vt wetFT av+804¢ 11954 4.9° (OO« FOHHT
OHhF e T OAT PHHCHLDT TS TP Ut PULLTT PUITTFD-I° a0 NP LCoT wertFT NAPE ¢TC

210/56 hrbe 21 apalt navalvk 00T NG ATIREP +2p2AFPA=""" Thus, using the provision of
Article 21 of the proclamation, a number of unions were established across the country in the
aftermath of the general strike. In Siawa and Eritrea alone, for instance, employees of more than
60 private and government organizations formed unions and applied for registration to the
MNCD. Among others, employees of Ethiopian Electric Light and Power Authority (EELPA),
Imperial Telecommunications Board, Imperial Highway Authority, National Bank of Ethiopia,
Imperial Tobacco Monopoly, Addis Ababa Municipality, Addis Ababa Water and Sewerage,
Haile Selassie I Foundation, Agro-Industrial Development Bank, Central Pharmaceutical
Corporation and many others organized trade unions and applied for registration. The formation
of these unions increased the number of trade unions in the country to 180 (with 90,000)

registered active members within three weeks alone following the end of the general strike.”’

At the beginning, CELU was established with 29 affiliated unions with a total membership of

15,000 in 1963. Within five years, the number of unions grew to 108 with a total membership of

76 All employees of governmental agencies, whose rights and interests have been covered by the civil service
regulations of 1962 and subsequent regulations, are granted the right to form unions in accordance with
proclamation 210/1963 Article 21." Addis Zdmdn, Mdgabit 3, 1966 EC (12 March, 1974).

"Voice of Labour, Vol. XI, No. 1, Mégabit 1966EC; Ethiopian Herald, 28 March 1974 (Mdgabit 19, 1966 EC).
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55, 000.”® Ten years later, membership in terms of unions has grown seven-fold to 146 and five-
fold to 71, 000 in terms of the number of its registered workers.” Within five months of the
1974 revolution, the number of affiliated member unions to CELU reached 227 within an
estimated total membership of 200,000.*° Despite the increase in the number of labour unions in
the country, the demands of workers remained unresolved for a long time after the general strike.
Consequently, discontented workers in the public sector continued to undertake sporadic strikes

against the government. '

3.3. CELU at the Crossroads: The Infiltration of the Nascent Leftist Parties

"Every major socialist revolution has its leftist opposition, and the Ethiopian revolution proved

no exception."®

On 10 March 1974, following the signing of an agreement with the government, CELU called
off the strike. On the same day, Prime Minister Endalkacdw Médkonén called the leaders of
CELU to the Imperial Palace for an audience with the emperor. On the occasion, he promised to
the leaders of CELU that his government was committed to solve their problems and urged them
to be patient. The leaders of CELU, on their part, agreed to urge members of CELU to resume

their work by the next day, 11 March 1974. They also announced to each local union that the

"®A Special Brochure Prepared on the Occasion of the 5th CELU Annual Conference and Anniversary, Mdgabit
28, 1960 EC (April 6, 1968), p. 17.

Voice of Labour, Special Issue for CELU's 10 Years Anniversary, Miyazeya, 1966EC (April, 1974).

“Voice of Labour, Vol. XI, No. 3, Genbot 1966EC (May 1974).

*'Markakis and Nega, p. 112.

%2Marina Ottaway, Ethiopia: Empire..., p. 99.
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agreement was concluded in favor of the workers and urged them to cooperate in the

implementation.®

Even though the prime minister promised to deal with all the demands of CELU in accordance
with the agreement reached, he failed to keep many of his promises in the subsequent months.
He also engaged in organizing security personnel and repressing unions that went on strike in
various plants. As a result, unions affiliated to CELU, together with the formerly unorganized
statal and parastatal employees, went on strike against the new prime minister and his
government in the aftermath of the general strike.** Most of the employees demanded the right to
form unions and the removal of corrupt and irresponsible managers. A wave of workers' strikes,
boycotts and militant actions by employees of both statal and parastatal organizations pressurized
the staggering imperial regime from the beginning of March till the end of April. Among others,
employees of the Post Office, Ministry of Finance, Haile Selassie I University, Addis Ababa
Municipality, the emperor's own Haile Selassie I Foundation went on strike against the
government. These strikes strengthened the momentum of the popular movement by paralyzing
the political and socio-economic activities of the country in general and Addis Ababa in
particular. In addition to voicing their corporate interests, most of the strikers demanded the right
to form unions and the removal and punishment of officials who were suspected of corruption
and abuse of power."

Employees of statal and parastatal organizations believed that they were not public servants and

demanded the right to form trade unions as stipulated under the provision of Article 2/f/IV of the

8Voice of Labour, Vol. X1, No. 1, Médgabit 1966EC; Addis Zdimdn, Mdgabit 3, 1966EC (12 March 1974).

¥Killion, pp. 550-551.

®IES/CL,1776/01/16.2, Yd Siifiw Hezeb Demes No. 14, Hedar10, 1967EC (19 November 1974)
;Markakis and Nega, p. 113.
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Labour Relations Proclamation 210/1963. The proclamation stated that: "...a person employed by
any industrial, commercial or other profit making enterprises administered by the government or
its administrative or technical departments shall not, for the purpose hereof, be not considered a
public servant."*

Most of the employees in parastatal organizations took this article as granting them the right to
form trade unions and applied to the MNCD for registration. Despite the provision of the
proclamation, however, the MNCD refused to register and recognize the newly formed trade
unions. Interestingly enough, though the provision precluded employees of the public sector to
form trade unions, they went on strike and demanded the right to form trade unions besides
voicing their legitimate demands, such as health safety, pension, insurance, pay raise and the

removal of callous managers.

The strike was spearheaded by employees of parastatal organizations immediately after CELU
called the general strike off. Employees of the Ethiopian Civil Aviation Authority, for instance,
went on strike on 11 March 1974 demanding the right to get free medical service, insurance,
pension and the right to form unions. As a result, both international and local flights were
interrupted completely for about two days. After an arrangement was made between the
government and the representatives of the workers' committee, however, they resumed work and
international flights resumed on 13 March 1974.%7 Likewise, on 14 March 1974, about 350
employees of the Ethiopian Tobacco Monopoly in Addis Ababa went on strike demanding the

dismissal of corrupt officials and the right to organize trade unions. Besides demanding the right

86Na‘igarit Gazeta, Labour Relations Proclamation No. 210/1963, 1 November, 1963.
8 Addis Ziimdin, Mdgabit 5, 1966EC (14 March 1974); Killion, p. 553; Andargachew Tiruneh, p. 44; Markakis
and Nega, p.112.
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to form trade union, they requested immediate pay increase, overtime pay, bonus and better
health care. They also demanded the dismissal of Tadédssd Yaqob, the Chairman of the

88
company.

Another stiff opposition against the government came from the employees of the Ethiopian
Telecommunications Board Authority. On 11 March 1974, they submitted 38 demands, to the
chairman of the Board, Béiteru Admase, including the right to form trade unions and the removal
of some officials. Nevertheless, the chairman denied them the right to form trade unions and get
their corporate demands. The Labour Relations Board in the MNCD also refused to recognize
and register their trade union, thereby supporting the decision of the organization. These actions
annoyed the employees' representatives and pushed them to work as a union as of 2 April 1974
without any recognition from the concerned bodies.® Though they tried to function as a union,
the Labour Relations Board in the MNCD refused to accept their appeal and to work with the
unrecognized trade union. As a result, the employees went on strike from April 30 to May 3 until
the National Security Commission (NSC) forced them to start work. Despite the repression
waged against them, they continued their struggle until the end of June. In May, the NSC
focused its repression on the employees of the Telecommunications Authority.”® Moreover,
employees of the Ethiopian Electric Light and Power Authority (EELPA), National Bank, the
Post Office and etc also struck against the government.”’ Most of the employees of the statal and
parastatal organizations, besides voicing their corporate interests, demanded the right to form

unions and the dismissal of corrupt officials.

®Ethiopian Herald, March 15, 1974 (Mdgabit 6, 1966EC).

¥IES/CL, 2390/01/42, A letter sent from the committee to all employees 2 April 1974 (Mdgabit 24, 1966 EC).

% Andargachew Tiruneh, p. 49; IES/CL2390/01/56, A letter sent from the committee to the army and the people
of Ethiopia.

! Andargachew Tiruneh, pp. 47-48.
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In addition to the strikes carried out by parastatal organizations, employees of statal
organizations went on strike against the government in the aftermath of the general strike.
Among others, employees the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Health, Ministry of Justice,
Ministry of Agriculture, Haile Selassie I University and Addis Ababa Municipal Services went
on strike.”> On 22 March 1974, for instance, the employees of the Addis Ababa Municipality
elected their representatives and submitted a twenty three point list of demands to the Mayor,
Haild Giyorgis Worgendh. The demands included a range of rights and benefits, including the
right to form trade unions, pay rise, insurance, overtime payment, severance pay, minimum
wage, health safety and many others. Moreover, they threatened the mayor with strike on 28
March 1974 if he failed to respond to their demands appropriately by 27 March 1974.”> The
mayor, however, disregarded the demands and ultimatum of the workers' representatives and
began to intimidate them through newspapers and other media outlets starting from 23 March
1974.%* Regardless, the workers went on strike on 28 March 1974. The strike made the roads of
the city to be filled with trash and garbage. Consequently, the police tried to clear the trash from
the roads of the city on 5 April 1974 until the employees reached an agreement with the mayor.

But, the workers stepped up their demands by asking for the removal of the mayor.*

Similarly, employees of the Ministry of Finance submitted twenty two demands to the Minister,
Néga$ Dista, on 27 March 1974. They demanded, among others, the right to from unions, the

removal of some corrupt and irresponsible officials, pay rise, overtime payment. But, Négas

“Killion, p. 553.

“IES/CL, 2390/01/15, A Letter sent from the Representative Committee to the Mayor in Mdgabit 14, 1966EC
(23 March 1974).

“IES/CL, 2390 /01/16, A Letter sent from the Representative Committee to the Workers in Mdgabit 16,
1966EC (25 March 1974).

“IES/CL, 2390/01/43, A Letter sent from the Representative Committee to the Coordinating Army Committee
in Mdgabit 19, 1966 EC (28 March 1974).
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failed to respond to their demands in a timely manner. As a result, the employees went on strike
for one and a half day and resumed work only after they eventually received a fair reply to their
twenty two demands from the Ministry on 16 April 1974. Even though all their demands were
not yet appropriately addressed, they got three of the ministry's officials dismissed in accordance
with their request and the minister also agreed to meet all of the remaining demands within a
short period of time. Nevertheless, the minister rejected the workers' demand to form trade
unions on the ground that there was no legal provision that guaranteed civil servants the right to

. 96
form unions.

Even though the strikes conducted in March and April were dominated mainly by employees of
statal and parastatal organizations, employees of some CELU affiliated unions that had been
weakened by unlawful acts of their respective management bodies were also reorganized and
went on strike and challenged both their employers and the state. For instance, Lazaradis Cotton
Company Workers Union, Addis Ababa Grocery and Laundry Workers Unions elected their
leaders and started functioning with a new spirit and threatened the management with strike.
Similarly, in Eritrea, Ethio-Field Workers Union, Ethio-Textile Workers Union, and Ima Sweater
Factory Workers Union were reorganized and petitioned the government for better benefits.”’
But, there were also times when both employees of private, semi-government and government
organizations went on strike together against employers and the state. In April 11 and 13, for
example, employees of the Anbdsa Bus Company (Lion Bus), Addis Ababa Municipality,

Railway and Augusta Garment Factory struck together demanding the dismissal of their

TES/CL, 2390/01/41, A Letter sent from the Minister of Finance, Négas Dista to the Employees of the
Ministry; Ethiopian Herald, 17 April 1974 (Miyazeya 9, 1966 EC).
"Voice of Labour, Vol. 11, No. 1, Mégabit 1966 EC (March 1974)
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respective managers.”® Thus, one can argue that employees of statal and parastatal organizations,
supported by employees of some CELU affiliated unions, contributed a lot to the momentum of
the 1974 revolution, particularly in March and April when the soldiers returned to their barracks.
CELU also expressed its solidarity by recognizing the newly established trade unions in statal

and parastatal organizations.

In March, the Prime Minister was engaged in organizing his own cabinet and trying to
addressissues in the army. Once he met the demands of the army and brought under control in
March the alleged plot against him by members of the former cabinet, the Prime Minister turned
against the popular movement in April. In a letter written to CELU on 30 April 1974, for
instance, the Minister of Defense labeled the leaders of CELU as conspirators and threatened to

close the organization's office.

Perhaps, one of the factors for the failure of the prime minister to keep his promises and engage
subsequently in the repression of trade unions was the opposition that came from the leaders of
the Ethiopian Employers' Federation (EEF) against the already signed agreement between CELU
and the government. On 20 March 1974, EEF filed its case against CELU in the Labour
Relations Board asking it to declare the general strike 'illegal' and to abrogate the agreement
reached between CELU and the imperial government. It argued that since CELU called the strike
after only a three day notice instead of giving a 60 day notice as stipulated in the labour
proclamation, the government should regard it as 'illegal' and make CELU responsible for every

loss that the employers incurred as a result of the general strike. In the charge filed against

Roice of Labour, Vol. X1, No. 2, Miyazeya 1966EC (April 1974); Voice of Labour, Vol. X1, No. 3, May 1974;
IES/CL, 1775/01/1.24 ,Democracia,Ter 21, 1967EC (29 January 1975)

PVoice of Labour, Vol. XI, No. 2, Miyazeya 1966EC (April, 1974); Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sératdirnoc
Andendt Mahebdr: Wuleddt..., pp. 140-141.
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CELU, the employers also disclosed that they had incurred a loss of over $10 million because of
the general strike. It also requested the Board that the employees should not be entitled to any
remuneration for the strike period.'” But, CELU rejected the legal action filed against it and
warned the federation to step back from aggravating the already fragile economy of the country.
In a written reply submitted to the Labour Relations Board of the MNCD on 21 March 1974, it
rebuked EEF for trying to repudiate the agreement entered between it and the government and
incite another general strike. It considered the charge as an insult against the confederation and

strongly condemned the federation for its callus attitude towards workers.'"!

On 20 April 1974, the Labour Relations Board, however, decided in favor of the EEF by calling
the general strike illegal. The Board decided that the four day general strike called by CELU on
March 7 was a serious act committed outside its mandate. It also rejected the workers’ demand
for payment for the work-stoppage period which was in contravention of the Labour Relations
Proclamation. The Board considered all aspects of the general strike according to Proclamation
210/1963 which required a 60 day notice for such an act and decided that the work-stoppage was
"illegal'. It also noted that even though the government signed an accord with CELU, it cannot
over-ride the already established laws. The leaders of CELU, however, rejected the decision of
the Board indicating that the Board had neither the jurisdiction to consider the question of
legality of the general strike nor the power to abrogate the agreement reached between CELU

102

and the government. "~ The decision of the Board, however, further aggravated sporadic strikes

in the country around the end of April and the beginning of May.

'Ethiopian Herald, 21 March 1974 (Mdgabit 12, 1966EC).
""'Ethiopian Herald, 22 March 1974 (Mdgabit 13, 1966EC).
"2Ethiopian Herald, 24 April 1974 (Miyazeya 16, 1966 EC).
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Those sporadic strikes had no chance, however, to be transformed into a general strike because
of the brutal repression waged by the government. Even though the new prime minister had
established a committee called the Coordinating Committee of the Armed Forces and the Police,
led by Colonel Aldm Zéwed Tédssdma from the Air Borne Brigade in the middle of April, it was
not effective in quelling strikes. As a result, a new notorious committee, the National Security
Commission (NSC), was established by the Minister of Defense, Lieutenant General Abiye
Abidbi in collaboration with Prime Minister Endalkac¢dw Mékonén at the end of April. It was
mainly used to suppress the strikes by employees of statal and parastatal organizations.
Following the decision of the Labour Relations Board in favor of the employers, by calling the
March general strike 'illegal', on 20 April 1974, the government began to apply very harsh laws

on strikes and demonstrations. '

On 29 April 1974, the prime minister urged employees of governmental agencies to refrain from
any kind of demonstrations and strikes. But, he granted them the right to petition the government
peacefully. He also noted that the government was ready to use security forces against those who
went on strike transgressing the law.'®* A committee in the Ministry of Defence also sent a stern
warning to CELU to stop inciting the employees of the public sector to go out on strike. In the
letter, the committee called all affiliated unions to CELU to refrain from any activities damaging
to the country's peace and tranquility and the welfare of the people. It also noted that if CELU
continued to agitate any employee of the public sector, the government would automatically

close the headquarters of the confederation.'®

'% Andargachew Tiruneh, pp. 51-52, Marina Ottaway, Ethiopia: Empire..., pp. 37-38.
'%Ethiopian Herald, 30 April 1974 (Miyazeya 22, 1966EC).
"% Ethiopian Herald, 1 May 1974 (Miyazeya 23, 1966EC); Marina Ottaway, Ethiopia: Empire..., p. 38.
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In a letter addressed to Prime Minister Lej Endalkacaw Mikonén, with copies to the emperor, the
Parliament, the Ministries of National Defense, Interior and National Community Development
and Social Affairs, the General Council of CELU noted that the confederation fought for the
maintenance of law and order and for attaining industrial peace. But, it also expressed its outright
rejection of the letter of the committee organized under the Ministry of Defence in which the
government conveyed its intention to use CELU as a scapegoat for the sporadic unrest and

strikes by government employees. In the letter, it stated:

..evhAn® TLAEC Phkbor haig TLeNHE 22 ¢7 1966 4.9° AAACERE A& HPT AT TNC
Pam-t? TINMIPEL (P1LI° tavdtGAz. Ph . A 9T mPAL PNC (L TINMIPELDT aPCIOC

A A9 10P0L3P LS Okt POt hPOGE WL W28 AICT ASMé W84 &Cot +HPEE
NTIeD-PD-G OALATPD OTEN h79.HD NavhAang TL0EC oo o 0ot eHAm@<7 “ImTIPEL
NAPPAASE P t5m7%S LhHAFT 197F ATI0G4 T A% Lz 0o PANST O,
PIIRNCET Pl FR av T 0oLTh HFE NaPATHS: D090 7 PAP UHT (19991A0% (& HaT oo\ Fa-7
2o NTLOALNFD TIGFDII° G011  ACIPE NICETN AaPEEI® AOA “IhNCT Nov-t N Fm7dd
A8 POAFT 1TFYTS K97

...We have looked in surprise at the warning which was given to CELU by a
committee organized under the Ministry of Defense on 30 April 1974. ... The
council of CELU analyzed the warning and rejected it on the ground that it was
decided based on unknown and uncommitted crime by regarding CELU, which
have been working in accordance with its regulation and the labour relations law,
as an organization which foils to destroy the nation. And, expressing its deep
sorrow to the new cabinet which broke its promises of safeguarding the freedom
of the society and the workers, and passed the ultimatum that threatened the right
of workers, we humbly disclosed that all affiliated unions should wait prudent to
withstand in cooperation to any possible action to be taken against the right of
workers.

After late April 1974, the government used the NSC to reassert its authority. It was mainly used
to break strikes by employees of Telecommunications Board, Ethiopian Electric Light and Power

Authority, Imperial Highway Authority, Heavy Freight Transport and Postal Service. The

'Ethiopian National Archive and Library Agency (ENALA), 17.1.18.83.07, A Letter written from
Beyene Solomon to Prime Minister Endalka¢aw Mékonén, Miyazeya 23, 1966 EC(1 May 1974); Voice of
Labour, Vol. XI, No. 2, Miyazeya, 1966EC (April, 1974).
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commission also issued public warnings and threatened to close the labour confederation if it did
not refrain from agitating public servants to strike. During May and June, the state suppressed
strikes in private enterprises. In June 1974, for instance, 300 striking motor transport workers

were arrested and some members were also wounded by the police at the CELU headquarters.'"’

Employees of the Telecommunication Board were the ones who faced the most severe repression
by the NSC. The representatives of the employees of the Telecommunication Board applied for
registration on 11 March 1974 to the Labour Relations Board. Since the Board refused to register
them within a month, they declared that their union was a legally established one as of 11 April
1974 as per Proclamation No. 210/1963. On 23 April 1974, however, the Board ruled that it
would not recognize the establishment of a union by employees of the Telecommunications

Board because the country's labour law did not allow government employees to form unions.'*®

On 10 May 1974, the representatives of the employees of the Telecommunications Board
submitted a thirty eight point petition to the commission and requested it to address their
demands in consultation with the management of the company. The commission, however,
disagreed the removal of six top officials of the Board demanded by the employees on the
ground that there was not enough evidence to remove them.'” On 25 May, the representatives of
the employees of the Board held a meeting with all workers of the Board and conveyed to them
that the commission had refused to address their problems. This announcement was also
followed by intimidation and arrest of most of the representatives of the employees. On 31 May,

the employees of the Board announced their situation to the Ethiopian people, claiming that the

YES/CL, 1775/01/1.1, Democracia, No. 1, probably early July 1974; Killion, p. 555.
'%Ethiopian Herald, 25 April 1974 (Miyazeya 17, 1966 EC)
IES/CL, 2390/01/31, A Letter written from the Representatives of the Employees of the Telecommunication
Board to Brigadier General Gerema Faldka, one of the Surrogate of the NSC in Genbot 2, 1966 EC (10 May 1974).
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commission continued to misrepresent their demands and to repress them. The repression of the
commission continued and this forced them to resume work on 6 June with the sole demand now

that their detained colleagues be released.''”

In addition to the employees of the Telecommunication Board, the National Security
Commission intervened in the dispute between workers and management in several plants.
Among others, it tried to resolve the dispute between the employees of the General Postal Office
and Diabaco Cotton Spinning Factory and their respective managements. It had the highest
security power in the nation and was responsible to control all strikes and demonstrations.'"'
Besides its stern warning to CELU, it also kept a close watch on the headquarters of the
confederation in suspicion of any possible strike. It almost took over the duty of the Labour
Relations Board. It had the power to hear the petition of workers and organizations. "The
commission was just a state within a state."''> As a result of the repression of the NSC, the strike
by employees of the public sectors and other civil uprisings eventually came to an end in June

1974.

Despite its repression under the NSC, the leaders of CELU had no clear political objectives to
give political direction to the labour movement during the heydays of the revolution from April
to September 1974. Since they were ambivalent on the momentum of the revolution, they
continued to be subservient to the state. Moreover, CELU's poor organizational structure and
lack of enlightened and politically conscious leadership also undermined its ability to play a

leading role in the political developments during the revolution. As a result, its role was confined

"OIES/CL, 2390/01/32 A Letter from the Employees of the Telecommunication Board to the Ethiopian People
in Genbot 23, 1966EC (1May 1974); Andargachew Tiruneh, p. 53.
" Andargachew Tiruneh, p. 54.
"2Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution..., p. 102.
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to fighting for the corporate interests of its members. Unlike other trade unions' leaders who
controlled political power in ex-colonial Africa, the leaders of CELU did not work to bring any

change in the system of government and control political power.'"

In addition, the small size of CELU's membership, the corporatist nature of the organizational
structure of the confederation and the absence of political organizations in the country might
have hindered the leadership to engage in any political struggle in the country. Furthermore, I
also share the argument of Marina Ottaway regarding the failure of CELU to lead the 1974

'

revolution. She asserted that: "...the claims made later by radicals that military intervention
snuffed out a revolutionary workers' movement remain unconvincing. From the radicals'
viewpoint, the spontaneous civilian agitation in early 1974 came too soon, before they had the
capacity to channel popular discontent into a political movement."'"* This gave an opportunity

for the military to control power. The civilian leftist parties which tried to share power at the

eleventh hour became prey to the military.

On 28 June 1974, the NSC was dissolved by the newly formed committee comprised of radical
junior officers, the Coordinating Committee of the Armed Forces, Police and the Territorial
Army (the Ddrg as it is more commonly known) that transformed the corporatist civil uprising
into a revolution that culminated in the dissolution of the imperial regime. The committee came
to the forefront and seized state power and continued arresting many members of the ruling class.

True, this move was supported by the civilian left including, CELU. The dissolution of NSC and

113Tf;tfera, The Ethiopian Revolution..., p. 64; Killion, p. 556.
"“Marina Ottaway, Ethiopia: Empire..., p. 39.
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the formation of the Ddrg temporarily enabled CELU to resume its campaign of organizing trade

unions in government organizations throughout the month of July and August.'"
On 8 July 1974, the Ddrg requested CELU to support the newly introduced national objective,
"Iteyopiva Teqddm" ("Ethiopia First"). It further urged workers to stop demonstrations and

engaging in any adverse activities that hindered the development of the country. It added that:

LATEEL FPLIC (17LA GAT] OB avl - MFLLP WiPOP0 Thdt NAU-T+ OPF POFLLPD- LC
MPAA AR1SE 0TS aPTAN ¢HMG ACIPE Nav@-\L AL NAPTE £27¢- TI$IPG PwietGoT m-HoN:
AT (1£9°% AUHN ALTFG £9¢ TP SHAATNTT %A% Dol A%ILL0 PhdsC TaC
AT8LATCATE (AST N-d NP 2PE FANNF O-A30- avAh AANGHATE PA IS 276G wertG T
N7 ooANE FEET av e FONETU- AT8LALT NANNCT AGananT: "

...The military movement which was started with the objective of "Ethiopia
First" is now heeding for the overall progress and development of the country
with the well thought-out measure of the Ddrg. Since work stoppage, labour
dispute and strike would hinder us from achieving our very objective, the
development and mutual benefit of the people, we kindly request you to continue
your full cooperation on issues of industrial labour relations until our decision
came on track.

The coordinating committee refined its motto, "Ethiopia First", as a philosophy with thirteen
major points on 10 July 1974. One of the points of the policy framework or the philosophy was
drafted in line with the aspirations of the workers. It stated that: "...When we say "Ilteyopiya
Tegeddm", we mean for Ethiopians to be able to work together and benefit together, every citizen
should have an equal privilege to medical and health care in order to enhance physical and
mental well-being."""” The General Council of CELU welcomed the abolition of the NSC which
used to function under the Ministry of Defence and had stifled the labour movement in the

country. It also expressed CELU's solidarity with the Ddrg in the effort of realizing its policy

115Andargachew Tiruneh, p. 64; Tefera Haile Selassie, p. 103.

"SCETU, BOX, No. 42, File No. 05, A Letter sent from the Chairman of the Ddrg to CELU in July 1, 1966EC
(8 July 1974)

"Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution..., p. 135.
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framework as outlined in the new philosophy. In a press release given on 11 July 1974, the
General Council expressed its readiness to participate in the realization of the new philosophy,
"Iteyopiya Teqdim".'"® Besides supporting the abolition of the NSC and the policy framework
of the Ddrg, the General Council that held its meeting from July 6 to July 10, 1974 at the
headquarters of CELU requested the coordinating committee to meet the demands of workers

outlined in the agreement formerly concluded between CELU and the government.'” In its July

editorial, the Voice of Labour, the confederation's monthly magazine, also stated that: "...eA1¢%¢

WAt FT R TWOC AMC AT AZANT Aché-® MC ANNT PTPLA A%N %A1 FA0SIFTFOT NPLTLe

1AMt 9°0C $LI° LCET ATG 10 hACKE TPLI® PTLAD: 076 £ MATCLLOLT HIL hAO P04

Pav-HAONG RO 0T drzds" 20

Even though CELU expressed its full cooperation to the Ddrg, the leaders of CELU did not
escape from the attacks of the coordinating committee. The Ddrg waged its attacks not only on
the leaders of CELU but also on the entire aristocracy and the emperor throughout July and
August. During those months, the leader of CELU, Beyene Solomon, realized that his
subordination to the imperial regime could no longer continue. It was thus, the military takeover
of power that apparently forced Beyene to resign before his third term expired. But, he notified
the 276 affiliates of CELU found across the country that he had decided to resign by the end of

next February for "personal reasons". Beyene had served the confederation for 12 years as its

"8Ethiopian Herald, 12 July 1974 (Hdmlé 5, 1966EC).

"9Y3 Tteyopiya Sératino¢ Andenit Mahebir, “Yi Iteyopiya Sératifio Enqeseqasé..., p. 103; Voice of Labour
Vol. XI, No. 5, July 1974.

120n _The Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions (CELU) was one of the first forefront organizations to give
its full support to the new motto of the Coordinating Committee of the Armed forces, Police and Territorial Army.
"Ethiopia First" has kindled a new spirit, new hope, sympathy and a sense of sincerity amongst Ethiopians." You can
also look in the Voice of Labour, Vol. X1, No. 5, Hdmle 1966EC (July 1974).

245



Secretary General and later as its President. He submitted his resignation letter to CELU and its

affiliates on 29 August 1974.'%

Since the demands of the workers were not solved up to the end of August, CELU leaders,
prompted by the white collar workers, were determined to raise those demands once again as
their top agenda in the upcoming General Council meeting which had already been planned to be
held from 15 to 16 September 1974. It was while CELU was preparing for its General Council
meeting that the Ddrg assumed power by deposing Emperor Haile Selassie I on 12 September
1974. Though the demands of CELU were not yet answered, it supported the actions of the Ddrg
against the emperor and his subordinates.'”> As it was the first organization to send a letter
supporting the measures taken by the coordinating committee from the end of June to early
September, it was also the first in opposing the coming to power of the military on 12 September
1974. As a result, the relationship between the Ddrg and CELU began to deteriorate right from
the very day when the Ddrg assumed power. The main source of their disagreement was
Proclamation No. 1 of 1974. As the General Council annual meeting had already been planned to
be held from 15 to16 September 1974, the president of CELU wrote a letter to the office of the
provisional military government on 14 September 1974 and requested permission to hold its
meeting as already planned. Nevertheless, the government failed to respond to CELU’s letter;

rather it regarded the letter as anti-revolutionary propaganda. 123

"2IEthiopian Herald, 1September 1974 (Ndhdsé 26, 1966EC); Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Siratdiiioc Andendit
Mahebdr: Wuldit..., p.142.

2y Iteyopiya Sératinio¢ Andenit Mahebir, "Ya Iteyopiya Sératdiio¢ Andendt Mahebir Méagélacawoc," pp. 1-
2; IES/CL 2390/01/49; Democracia, IES/CL, 1775/01/3.2, Vol. 3, No. 2, 1968, pp. 1-8; Markakis and Nega, p. 141.

BBeyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Siratéiioc Andencit Mahebdr: Wuldit. .., p.144.
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In its first proclamation [Proclamation No. 1/1974], issued on 12 September 1974, the Ddrg
announced the deposition of the emperor, the suspension of the 1955 constitution, the
designation of the Crown Prince as successor to the throne, the establishment of a Provisional
Military Government, the ban on all civil liberties including the right to strike and stage
demonstrations.'** Among the provisions of the proclamation, the ban on civil liberties restricted
the workers' right to strike and to form unions. It was against the workers and their
confederation. Article 8 of the proclamation, for instance, stated that “... it is hereby prohibited,
for the duration of this proclamation, to conspire against the motto ‘Ethiopia First; to engage in
any strike, hold unauthorized demonstration or assembly or engage in any act that may disturb
public peace and security.” Article 9 of the same proclamation also stated that "...a military court

shall be established to try those who transgress the provision stated in article 8."'*

Moreover, at
the same time as the General Council of CELU held its meeting, the PMAC issued another
proclamation [Proclamation No.2 of 1974] on September 15 and reaffirmed its power both as

head of the government and head of the state until a permanent government was established as it

was indicated in article 6 of Proclamation No. 1 of September 12, 1974.'%

These proclamations were opposed not only by CELU but also students, high school teachers, a
university teachers’ group known as forum, the clandestine leftist organizations which were best
known by their influential underground papers, Democracia and Ydsdfiw Hezeb Dems [the Voice
of the Masses] and sections of the military such as the Engineers Corps, the Body Guard and the

Army Aviation.'?’

124ngarit Gazeta, No. 1, Proclamation No.1 of 1974, September 12, 1974.
125 .
Ibid.
126ngarit Gazeta, Proclamation No. 2, 1974, September 15, 1974.
"2"Bahru Zewde, A History of Modern Ethiopia...., pp. 236-237.
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Regardless of the response of the PMAC, the General Council of CELU met from 15 tol6
September and passed a resolution on the country’s situation. Even though the civilian left and
CELU had approved the overthrow of the old regime and other activities of the Ddrg from June
22 to September 12, they opposed outright the Ddrg's simultaneous ban on all strikes,
unauthorized demonstrations and public meetings. Above all, they wanted to be part of the new
government and share state power. In its resolution, CELU demanded the dissolution of the
Ddrg and the establishment in its place of a 'Provisional People's Government" and the
reinstatement of the fundamental civil rights suspended by the Ddrg. Moreover, it stressed that
the change was not only the work of the military; rather it was the outcome of years of struggle
of workers, students, teachers and other concerned Ethiopians. Thus, it demanded the
reinstatement of all the democratic rights which were banned by the Ddrg and the postponement
of Development through Cooperation Campaign Program commonly referred to as Zdmdca until
political power was transferred to civilians. CELU also condemned the draft constitution and the

appointment of Mdred Azmac Asefawossin as Crown Prince and head of the state.'®

Regarding the establishment of a "Provisional Peoples' Government", the General Council of
CELU argued that government should be composed of representatives of the Ethiopian Labour
Unions, the committee that were formed in the various provinces during the February popular
movement, the armed forces, the Ethiopian Teachers' Association, the University Teachers'
Union and University Teachers' Forum, the Civil Servants Association, the Ethiopian Students
Union, the Ethiopian Businessmen's Association and the Ethiopian Women's Association, etc.
The resolution also demanded a new constitution guaranteeing the right to assembly, speech,

press, peaceful demonstration, and including the right to form political parties. Moreover, it

Z8Markakis and Nega, p. 142; Lefort, p. 71.
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called for the postponement of the program called Development through Cooperation Campaign
until a provisional people's government was formed. If the Ddrg failed to implement these

demands, CELU threatened to call a general strike to be held on 25 September 1974.'%

The resolution of CELU was drafted by Geremacdw Limma, a member of the Ethiopian Peoples'
Revolutionary Party (EPRP) who had infiltrated the confederation and had been assigned to
work in the Education Department on 11 September 1974."°° Hence, one can argue that the core
ideas of the resolution emanated from the EPRP. Interestingly enough, for instance, the
resolution was virtually similar with the announcement made by the EPRP through Democracia

a day before the General Council of CELU held its meeting. It stated that "... haaet er0s+an
ANOTG T40ET ¢ Neo+ANC AHAR S0 TEEPTT 130G AT NPT PolovAET coPSTFO-7 T0P KH8ANF

(HY 218 Ao oot PAF@- TEEPT:- PHO-% gnCO aP@-LI°: av<r LML LP av(If-F/ PavqC Pavgq:
PaoANAN TIINC P9I89°/7 LLSE NAHAN PN avpt 998907 LOFLLP AMH AL 180 ada9:="" In
addition, on 18 September 1974, after the General Council of CELU disseminated its resolution,

the EPRP lauded it as a timely one and expressed its support to the confederation. '**

The resolution of CELU was rejected by the Ddrg as an anti-revolutionary step taken by the
remnants of the old regime and operatives of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). The Ddrg

further stressed that the leaders of CELU should retract the resolution and announce this to their

PIES/CL, 2390/01/64, CELU's Resolution against the Military takeover Power in Ethiopia in Mdsekdrdm 6,
1967 EC (16 September 1974), Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy..., p.148; Christopher Clapham,
Transformation and Continuity in Revolutionary Ethiopia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 45;
Andaregachew Tiruneh, p.73; Markakis and Nega, p. 141.

BBeyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy..., pp. 48 &271.

BIn _CELU has to raise questions of the people in collaboration with other organizations and it should know
that it is its primary concern. At the moment, questions that should be raised are: the total dissolution of the Crown,
the respect of all democratic rights/ the right of speech, writing, assembly, and to form association, establishment of
Provisional Peoples Government and the limit of the power of the military regime." See also IES/CL, 1775/01/1.9,
Democracia, No. 9, Mdskérdm 4, 1967 (14 September 1974).

BAES/CL, 1775/01/1.10, Democracia, No. 10, Méskérdm 8, 1967 (18 September 1974)
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members or face closure. Not intimidated, the leaders refused to retract on the ground that they
could not do that because it was the responsibility of the General Council and simply agreed to
call the General Council on 19 September for the Ddrg members to present their demand. Thus,
the General Council was called and a similar stern warning was given by Major Endald Téssédma,

a member of the Dérg, and the meeting ended without agreement.'*®

Nevertheless, members of the General Council met on 23 September to arrive at a conclusive
decision. Before the meeting was started, however, Major Débéla Dinsa and a gun slinging
lieutenant came and took the confederation's President, Beyene Solomon, Vice-President Geddy
Gibre and Secretary General Fesseha Seyon Téki¢ and put them behind bars in the Fourth Army
Division headquarters. Even though the top leaders were detained, the meeting was conducted
under the leadership of another Vice President, Aldm Abdi, and decided to undertake a general

strike on 25 September 1974."*

After arresting the leaders of CELU, the Ddrg began to control
CELU by convincing Aldm Abdi to call off the general strike without the knowledge of the
General Council. Alam, who was ambitious, was persuaded by what the Ddrg promised to him to
write a circular letter to a number of local unions announcing the postponement of the general
strike for an indefinite period, which was totally against the spirit of the previous resolution.
Consequently, some local unions stopped their work while others went to work. A general
confusion was created amongst the local unions and the general strike failed to materialize.

Following this, some local unions’ leaders began to oppose Aldm strongly. This marked the

beginning of a serious antagonistic relationship between the civilian left, particularly, the

3Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy..., p. 151.
4Marina Ottaway, Ethiopia: Empire..., p. 59; Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sdratdnoc¢ Andendt Mahebdir:
Wulddt..., pp. 50-51; Beyene Solomon, Fighters for Democracy..., pp. 151-153.
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supporters and members of EPRP, and the Ddrg over control of the revolutionary state in which

CELU became a battleground.'®

Except some attempts made by the employees of Ethiopian Air Lines and Commercial Bank, the
general strike failed to materialize because of the Ddrg's stern warning and lack of coordination
among the remaining leaders of the confederation. On the other hand, Beyene Solomon argues
that the general strike was intentionally aborted by the Vice-President, Alim Abdi, who had
already started contact with the PMAC and aspired to be President of CELU. He added that the
vice president wrote a letter that expressed the adjournment of the general strike for an indefinite

period and confused many workers of several plants.'*®

This aborted general strike marked the
beginning of the direct intervention of the PMAC in CELU affairs. The PMAC approached the
vice president to break any opposition that would possibly be formed inside CELU. On top of
this, it also continued to disparage the former leaders of CELU and other progressive white collar
workers who opposed Aldm Abdi as agent of imperialism. This created a rift between the vice
president and the radical white collar workers who were against both the military takeover of
power and the remnants of the former leaders of the confederation. The radical white collar
workers were also eventually supported by the newly emerging civilian leftist organizations,
especially the Ethiopian Peoples' Revolutionary Party (EPRP). From then on, CELU continued

to be plagued by internal division and external intervention by the PMAC and EPRP. *’

PIES/CL, 2390/01/65, CELU's Resolution passed on Mdsekdrdm 13, 1967 (23 September 1974) and
threatened the Ddrg with a general strike to be held in Mdsekdrdm 15, 1967 EC (25 September 1974); Tefera Haile
Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution..., pp. 127-131

Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy:..., p. 153.

%" Andargachew Aseged, Bacer Yitigica Rijem Guzo: Miison Bi Iteyopiya Hezeboc Tegel Wust (Addis

Ababa: Central Printing Press, 1993), p. 259.
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Besides the military, CELU was influenced by the clandestine political organizations which had
their origins outside Ethiopia before 1974. The two most important civilian leftist organizations
were the Ethiopian Peoples' Revolutionary Party (EPRP) and the All Ethiopian Socialist
Movement (AESM). The leadership of the former returned to Ethiopia in July 1974. The party
announced its presence by circulating its weekly clandestine paper, Democracia in the same
month. Even though the leadership of the latter did not return to Ethiopia until the beginning of
1975, it managed to circulate its underground weekly paper (Voice of the Masses) since August
1974. From then on, the two civilian leftist organizations began to consider themselves as
champions to address the causes of the early 1974 popular uprising and stood against the
military.”®® Even though both parties expressed their solidarity with the working class as
Marxist Leninists and wrote a number of articles that reflected the conditions of workers in their
weekly clandestine papers, it was apparently the EPRP that managed to infiltrate CELU to a

higher degree and tried to use the potential of the confederation in its struggle against the Ddrg.

It was at the beginning of September 1974 that EPRP began to infiltrate CELU and establish its
cell inside the confederation and in various plants. Kiflu Tadesse, Geremac¢dw Liamma, Tddla
Fantayd and Seyoum Kibddad were the first EPRP members who infiltrated CELU in September
1974 and began to establish EPRP cells inside the confederation and its affiliates. The first strong
cell was established in the Markato area among the Retailer Workers' Union under the leadership
of Samuel Aldmayédhu, who later became one of the most important members of the Central
Committee (CC) of EPRP."* Besides its clandestine weekly paper, EPRP used the confederation

as a good avenue to express its resentment of and opposition to the Ddrg. For instance, even

P8Andargachew Tiruneh, p. 75.
3 nformants: Kiflu Tadesse, 14 November 2014, Amsterdam; Gébra Selass¢ Gabrd Mariam, 12 February
2015, Addis Ababa; Abédra Ababd, 10 May 2015, Addis Ababa.
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though EPRP continued to demand the establishment of a "Provisional Peoples' Government"
through its clandestine leaflets since July 1974,"*" it was apparently after CELU included it in its
resolution of 16 September 1974 that the question of such a government was highly popularized
and reached the popular masses. Thus, one can argue that the demand for "Provisional Peoples'
Government" in the resolution of CELU can be seen as a clear manifestation of the infiltration of
the EPRP into CELU."*! In fact, the idea of Peoples’ Government was voiced for the first time in
the country's history by the civilian left during the establishment of Endalkacaw cabinet but it

began to be more widely disseminated after the Dérg came to power by the same group.'**

The Ddirg's repression of CELU and the infiltration of the civilian leftist parties further divided
and weakened the confederation. Be that as it may, CELU was also suspected of infiltration by
Eritrean insurgents. Although the Ddrg could not confirm that the three leaders under arrest were
Eritrean nationalists, their arrest reflected the increasing tendency of the military to view
Eritreans who were members of the confederation as Eritrean insurgents. The growth of the
Eritrean nationalists' activity in the early 1970s at the same time increased the Ddrg's suspicion
over Eritreans.'* In general, from September 1974 to September 1975, the civilian leftist parties
allied with the white collar workers to seize control of CELU and use it as a base for resistance
against the Ddrg. From September 1975 through early 1977, however, the Ddrg succeeded in
subordinating workers' organizations to its ideal of reconstructing a nationalist/socialist state.
Thus, CELU became one of the principal battlegrounds in the struggle for control of the

revolutionary state. This struggle was waged between the two major petty bourgeoisie political

MOIES/CL, 1775/01/1.1, Democracia, No. 1, Apparently Hiamlé 11, 1966 EC (18 July 1974)

"I Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution..., p.134.

"2IES/CL, 2400/01/1, A Paper written by Anonymous Writer against the Coming to Power of Endalkadaw
Maikonén in Yekatit 21, 1966EC (28 March 1974).

"Killion, p. 559.
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groupings: the civilian left (students, teachers, white collars, state employees) and the military
left."* The ideological conflict between the two leftist groups affected individual members of
CELU and further aggravated personal rivalries that had already existed in the confederation. By
1975 tension within the leadership of CELU became severe and disrupted the function of the
confederation. Successive meetings of the General Council ended without any result.'**

Following the imprisonment of the three leaders of CELU, the General Council was divided
between two rival factions to seize control of the confederation. The first group was led by the
former vice-president, Alim Abdi, who had allied with the Ddrg to keep CELU’s historical
subordination to the state. Aldm was also supported by a few unions outside the capital,
including Wonji-Siawa sugar estate and factory and the Franco-Ethiopian Railway Workers
Unions. Aldm tried to consolidate his power by using the support he got from the Ddrg and the
aforementioned unions. In Addis Ababa, however, the majority of local unions led by the radical
white collar workers and the EPRP members who had infiltrated it and attempted to seize control
of CELU from the remnant leaders of CELU opposed Aldm and the Ddrg. These local unions
were also supported by employees of the public sector. In early January, for instance, the leaders
of 80 radical local unions in Addis Ababa formed a committee of 15 members led by Marqos
Higos, the leader of the Pan Africa Insurance Workers Union and sympathizer of the EPRP, and
began to challenge Aldm for the confederations’ leadership. Similarly, a committee with 13 trade
union members was also organized in Eritrea. The two committees requested Aldm Abdi to call
the General Congress, but he refused to do that by providing several pretexts. It was a tactic to

consolidate his power by postponing CELU's regular meetings. With the intervention of

“1bid, pp. 546-47.
5 Ajitu Megersa, “The History of Ethiopian Working Class Struggle and its Aftermath,” BA Thesis, Addis
Ababa University: Department of Political Science and International Relations, 1984, p. 31.
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representatives of the Ddrg in the MNCD, he agreed to call the General Congress on 2 February

146

1975. But, it was postponed again indefinitely. ™ Even though the General Congress was later

called to meet from 1 to 2 March 1975 at the request of the radical white collar workers, it failed
to materialize because of the conspiracy by Alim and the Ddrg. 147

Consequently, the majority of the leaders of local unions which affiliated with CELU accused
Aldm Abdi of sabotage and malpractice and demanded his immediate removal. They argued that
Aldm deliberately hindered the union representatives' meeting from taking place knowing very
well that he would be ousted by a unanimous vote. They also accused him of informing unions'
representatives in Asméra not to come to attend the meeting which was planned to be held in the
headquarters of CELU and also for instructing enterprise owners in Asmara not to give
permission for the unions' representatives to travel. However, unions' representatives in Addis
Ababa met inside the headquarters on 2 February 1975 and called on him to resign from his
post. Even though he tried hard to prevent the meeting and made a futile attempt to disband the
representatives by flatly refusing them the facilities of the gathering hall of CELU, the meeting
was held in his absence and condemned him for all problems created in the confederation. Not
only unions' representatives but also the workers serving at the headquarters of CELU
themselves submitted written complaints against him for corruption and blocking the aforesaid
representatives meeting. '**

Annoyed by the conspiracy of Aldm Abdi with the Ddrg officials, the committee established by

the unions' representatives of Addis Ababa met on 19 April 1975 and demanded the removal of

MIES/CL, 1775/01/1.24, Democracia, Ter 25, 1967 EC (29 January 1975)
147 Andargachew Aseged, p. 259.
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Aldm Abdi from CELU. The officials in the MNCD, however, rejected the demand and
continued to support the remnants of the old leadership. Consequently, the committee met on
IMay 1975 and decided to remove Aldm Abdi from CELU as of 26 May 1975. In its resolution,
the committee also ordered all workers in the headquarters of CELU not to accept any

' In the meantime, the committee held another meeting

instructions from Aldm Abdi anymore.
in CELU's headquarters from 16 to 18 May 1975 and invited him to chair it but he refused on the
ground that the meeting was illegal. It was at this time that they physically removed him from his
office and locked him in the photocopy room. He was released after the commander of the Fifth
Police Station agreed to bail him out. Immediately after he was released, Alam informed the
Ddrg about the situation. Consequently, some Ddrg members, Major Endald Tédsdma, Téka Tulu,

Dédbilla Dinsa and Démess¢ Déressa, intervened and disbanded the meeting after fierce

confrontation with the workers.>°

The struggle between the radical white collar workers and Aldm Abdi to control CELU was, in
fact, aggravated by the struggle between EPRP and Dérg who also struggled to control the
confederation. Following the decision of the committee to remove Aldm Abdi, the military
realized that CELU was slipping out of its control and began to be dominated by EPRP members
and supporters. Thus, on 19 May 1975, it closed the headquarters of CELU until a provisional
committee was legally elected to lead the confederation. In its announcement, however, the
military allowed local unions to continue their activities. It also promised that CELU would be
reopened after the workers legally elected new representatives. On the other hand, it also tried to

infiltrate both the confederation and local unions with its own agents in order to divide and

9y 3 Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Andenit Mahebir, “Yi Iteyopiya Siratifio¢ Engeseqase..., pp. 107-108.
150Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sdratdinoc¢ Andendt Mahebdr: Wulddt ..., pp, 197-198; Markakis and Nega,
p. 173.
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weaken the labour movement. The Ddrg also began to regard strikes and demonstrations as

insurrections and treat them severely. "'

The closure of the headquarters of CELU was, however, violently protested by members of local
trade unions, students, teachers and other civilian leftist groups. Since the Ddrg feared the strong
relationship that CELU had already established with the other civilian radicals and the possible
opposition which would come from these groups, CELU was allowed to function under the
leadership of a provisionally elected committee after almost ten days of closure. Thus, Berhanu
Bayeh, a Ddrg member and chairman of the legal affairs committee, called around 300 labour
leaders who represented 265 local unions to the palace on 31 May 1975; these elected around 65
committee members who would manage the confederation and facilitate the election of “true
labour leaders” who will lead workers in line with the aims and objectives of Ethiopian
socialism. On the same day, the confederation was reopened and the responsibility of handling
the confederation was given to the newly elected committee of five members, Marqos Hégos,
Tadla Fantayd, gumeyé Téafara, Ebrahim Ahmid and Maisfen Abrdha. Thereafter, CELU was
reopened and the General Congress of CELU continued its meeting in its head quarters for the
next four days from June 1 to 4 and elected the provisional leaders of CELU. Though the Ddrg
tried to get its favorites elected, the radical white collar workers who dominated the meeting
elected Marqos Hédgos, the chairman of the Pan African Insurance Company Union and a

sympathizer of EPRP, as president, Mésfen Abrdha, the Chairman of Saba Bottle and Glass

Y4 Iteyopiya Siratifio¢ Andendt Mahebir, “Y4 Iteyopiya Siratifioé Engeseqase...," p. 109; Beyene
Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sératdnoc Andendt Mahebdr: Wulddt..., pp, 199-200.
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Factory Workers' Union, as vice president, and Téssdma Déréssa from Awas Valley Project

Workers' Union as Secretary General. In addition, 10 other members were elected. >

As a result of the infiltration of strong EPRP sympathizers into the provisional leadership, CELU
launched an opposition campaign against the Ddrg within weeks. The EPRP used one of its
sympathizer, Marqos Hdgos, the chairman of the provisional leadership of the confederation, to
pass a new resolution against the Ddrg. Thus, the provisional leadership led by Marqos Hégos
met from June 1 to 4 June 1975 and passed a resolution of 14 points that condemned the
interference of the Ddrg in the internal affairs of the confederation and the closure of CELU, and
demanded the promulgation of a new labour law, introduction of minimum wage, social security,
and salary increment, pension, severance pay, insurance, women's right, labour foreign relations.
In addition, the resolution demanded the removal of what the Ddrg called ¢ a@-r vPs#+ (apostles
of change) from ministries and other government agencies. The provisional leadership also
warned the Ddrg that unless their 14 demands were appropriately addressed and if the
government tried to intimidate workers as a result of the resolution they would call a general
strike on 12 September 1975.'>

Regarding the infiltration of EPRP into CELU, Christopher Clapham argued that EPRP, which
considered itself as the vanguard party of the working class, had strong links with CELU. More
importantly, after the Ddrg’s takeover of power on 12 September 1974, EPRP called for the
immediate establishment of a civilian government and this was subsequently echoed by CELU.

Afterwards, the demands of EPRP and CELU became virtually identical and the number of

'32Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sératdiiioc Mahebdr: Wuldit. .., pp. 199- 200; Goh, Vol.1, No. 8, Himlé
1975EC, pp.16-21.
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EPRP sympathizers inside the confederation grew considerably.'” Though the role of the
committee was unknown, the EPRP also managed to establish a Mixed Committee comprised of
the top leaders of CELU and the Ethiopian Teachers' Association (ETA) on 17 June 1975."> It

was apparently established to solidify the civilian leftist struggle against the military.

As soon as the resolution of the General Congress of CELU reached to the Ddrg, Colonel
Mengistu Haile Mariam, Lieutenant Colonel Atnafu Abate, and other two senior Ddrg officials
went to the headquarters of CELU on 6 May 1975 and tried to convince the provisional
leadership of CELU that the government was ready to solve the demands of workers after they
had organized the state along the socialist model. Though they failed to reach a consensus, the
officials advised the provisional leadership of the confederation to call off the general strike
planned for 2 September 1975. Despite intimidation by the Ddrg officials, however, the
provisional leadership, supported by the white collar radicals and their EPRP allies, continued to
challenge openly the Ddrg for control of the state. On the first anniversary of Emperor Haile
Selassie I’s deposition, CELU members once again demonstrated in favor of popular democracy

and against the Ddrg."*®

In addition, the provisional leadership called a special and urgent
General Congress meeting to be held in the headquarters of CELU from 18 to 21 September
1975. After the meeting, the leadership of CELU and members of the congress passed a
resolution that condemned the political reform introduced by the Ddrg. The resolution also called

for the transfer of power from the military to the civilians with the recognition of all democratic

rights such as freedom of speech, of the press, the right to organize, to assemble, to strike and to

4Christopher Clapham, Transformation and Continuity in Revolutionary Ethiopia (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988), pp. 54-55.
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demonstrate. It also accused the Ddrg of hijacking the revolution from the toiling masses and
hindering the development of the country. The resolution incorporated all the major demands
that had been demanded by CELU since the first general strike. Finally, the resolution warned
that if the government failed to provide appropriate response and tried to intimidate workers as a

result of this resolution, CELU would immediately call a general strike."”’

Local union leaders tried to distribute the resolution among members and to agitate them for a
general strike. On 25 September 1975, the secretary of the Ethiopian Airline Workers' Union was
apprehended by the security personnel while distributing the resolution to member workers at the
airport. Consequently, serious confrontations broke out between the workers and the security
personnel and seven workers were killed and dozens were wounded in the clash, and many
others were thrown into jail. The provisional leaders of CELU responded by calling a general
strike on 28 September 1975, but this failed to materialize as many active members had already
gone underground before they organized the strike. Even though some local unions struck at
plant level, the strike could not expand to other plants because of the stern measure taken by the
government. Though it failed, the attempted general strike had the support of the EPRP and other
civilian leftists. Frustrated by the demonstrations conducted here and there, however, the
government issued a statement against the provisional leadership on 30 September 1975. On the
same day, the government proclaimed a state of emergency in Addis Ababa and launched

indiscriminate arrests launched in every enterprise. A number of labour leaders, including the

157y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Saratiiio¢ Mahebir, "Y4 Iteyopiya Sératiio¢ Tarik.....," Kefel 2, 1976 EC (1984), p. 25.
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provisional leaders of the confederation and other active local union leaders were arrested.'”®

Thus, one can argue that September 1975 marked the demise of CELU as a confederation.

In the meantime, however, the government continued to issue statements to intimidate the
provisional leadership of the confederation. For instance, it issued a statement entitled: "A-0¢-3-F7%
26 (T189° A&7 hePaNa!" (“Our revolution will not be deterred by strikes™). Similar statements
that demonized revolutionary workers continued to be disseminated through various media
outlets. The government also tried to use divide and rule tactics to divide the workers though that
was not as easy as they had expected. After realizing that all those measures could not bring
change, the government tried to appease the workers by promulgating a new labour law,
Proclamation No. 64/1975, on 6 December 1975." Most of the workers, however, rejected the
new labour law and the call for the reorganization of unions according to the law. Moreover,
they continued demanding the release of their leaders. Likewise, EPRP rejected the new law as
"code of slavery". It also noted that the new labour law failed to protect workers' right to strike,

minimum wage and health insurance.

It further asserted that in proclaiming the new labour
law, the Ddrg mainly aimed at pretending to the workers that it had responded to the demands of
workers and thereby tried to cover the inhuman measures it had taken against workers, and to

give legitimacy to the AETU.'®!

Regardless of its political aims, the new labour law improved
workers' right to form associations by reducing the number of workers eligible to form a union

from fifty to twenty.

*¥Markakis and Nega , p. 174.
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After the failure of the attempted general strike, the leaders of CELU were arrested and most of
the leaders of local unions in Addis Ababa went underground. As a result, CELU became a
defunct organization. With the promulgation of the new labour law on 6 December 1975, CELU
was dissolved and ceased to exist. Nevertheless, some of the former leaders of CELU and radical
leaders of local unions who had escaped jail went underground and continued to oppose the
reorganization of unions according to the new law. They also put pressure on the government to
set free labour leaders who were kept in prison. As a result, several labour leaders, including

Marqos Hégos, were released on 20 March 1976.'%

But, Licutenant Colonel Fesseha Déista, one
of the top leaders of the military regime, argued in his memoirs that the labour leaders were
arrested to buy time until the government promulgated the new labour law. He further argued
that once the law was proclaimed, the government had no reason to keep them in prison. Thus,
the release of labour leaders from prison was preplanned, and not in response to the pressure of
EPRP.'® The labour leaders who came out of prison were not allowed to work independently.
As a result, they went underground in May 1976 and many of them were eventually killed
suspected of being members of the EPRP between late 1976 and early 1977. For instance,
Marqos Higos was killed on 26 March 1977 in a gun battle with the security forces.'®*

After the promulgation of the new labour law and the dissolution of CELU, the government
began to engage in reorganizing trade unions at plant level. Those unions which were organized

in similar industries came together and formed nine different federations of industrial unions

which together resulted in the birth of a new national trade union that replaced CELU, the All

Y21ES/CL, 1775/02/4, Labader, Special Issue, 3, Probably March 1976; IES/CL, 2393/04/2/2.2, Abyot, Vol. 1
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Ethiopian Trade Unions (AETU), on 8 January 1977.'% The reorganization of labour was mainly
undertaken by the Provisional Office for Mass Organizations Affairs (POMOA) which was
created by the Ddrg on 20 April 1976 to control the activities of the various mass organizations,
including labour. From February 1976 to January 1977, the POMOA took full responsibility in
organizing and controlling labour on behalf of the military regime.'® It consisted of fifteen
members drawn mainly from leftist parties and civilians. Almost half of them were members or
sympathizers of AESM. They organized themselves into four permanent subcommittees in the
areas of philosophy dissemination and information, political education, current affairs, and
organization affairs, including labour.'®’

One can also argue that the influence of AESM on the labour movement became conspicuous
after the establishment of the POMOA which was dominated by its prominent members. It

continued to influence labour until the end of 1977.'6

In fact, though it was not as strong as the
EPRP, AESM had strong connection with trade unions outside Addis Ababa even before the
establishment of POMOA. For instance, it had a strong cell in the Wonji-Siwa Sugar Factory

Workers' Union under the leadership of Milkiso Olanjo.'®

In general, throughout 1975 and 1976, CELU had been influenced by many civilian radical
groups as well as the military which controlled power. It became a battle ground during the
protracted conflict between the civilian leftist groups and the military to get control of state

power. The infiltration of military agents and members of the student based parties into CELU

1 Christopher Clapham, Transformation....p. 55.
1Kiflu Tadesse, The Generation PartII..., p. 24.
1" Andargachew Tiruneh, p. 162.
18 Andargachew Aseged, pp. 296-297.
“Informants: Gabra Selasé Gabra Mariam, Semiles Tiklé and Ardga Emesaw
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hindered the confederation from playing a leading role during the revolution and benefit from it.
On the contrary, the revolution aggravated CELU's internal power struggle and resulted in its
demise. The military which controlled power replaced the confederation with a highly controlled

hierarchical national trade union, the All Ethiopian Trade unions (AETU), on 7 January 1977.

3.4. The Birth of an Underground Trade Union: The Ethiopian Workers

Revolutionary Unions (EWRU)

Even though the General Congress of CELU held its meeting from 18 to 21 September 1975 and
decided to undertake a general strike, this failed to materialize because of the stern measure
taken by the Ddrg against the provisional leadership of CELU and the leaders of its local
affiliates. As a result, a number of active labour leaders from both the confederation and local
unions were thrown into jail. In the meantime, however, some labour leaders who had escaped
imprisonment came together and began an underground movement. At the beginning, they
established a committee called "¢+ hoi4" ("resurrection committee") to call another general
strike and to continue the labour struggle. According to Kiflu Tadesse, the resurrection
committee constituted mainly the strike committee formerly established in Gulédle and Markato
areas to organize the aborted strike. The first members of the committee were: Yerdfu Béadane,
President of the Glass Factory Workers' Union in Guléle, Abbas Bélay, President of the Mérkato
area Tailors' Union, Génét Tardqan, President of the Lagdssd Faldkd Transportation Workers'
Union, and Kiflu Tadesse, a member of the EPRP's leadership of the workers' committee
consisting of Germacdw Limma, Zéru Kehsen, Aldmayédhu Telahun and Kiflu Tadesse. It tried
to create awareness among active workers who were in disarray regarding the nature of an

underground struggle and how to sustain the momentum of the struggle illegally. It also tried to

264



help the arrested leaders and their families. This activity encouraged a number of workers to join
the underground struggle and a new resurrection committee was established to widen the front of
the struggle. The second committee consisted of Téssima Déiréssa, the secretary of the
provisional leadership of CELU, TaSagér Berhidne, a member of the Ethiopian Commercial Bank
Workers' Union, Hailé Abbay, a member of the Ethiopian Telecommunication Workers' Union,

and others.!”°

While the resurrection committee was working with the EPRP workers' committee to call
another general strike, the government proclaimed a new labour law, Proclamation No. 64/1975
on 6 December 1975. It was issued to appease the workers who were agitating clandestinely to
undertake a general strike. Even though the new labour law seemed progressive with regard to
the formation of unions, it could not resolve the antagonistic relation between workers and the
military government. Radical worker activists together with infiltrated EPRP members continued
to attack the new labour law. They regarded it as "a code of slavery" that denied workers the
right to strike, minimum wage and health insurance.'”"

Despite expressing its opposition to the Ddrg, the resurrection committee was unable to organize
a general strike between September and December 1975. Thus, the committee abandoned its
plan to call for a general strike and engaged in transforming itself into an underground labour
organization to maintain the momentum of the working class struggle. Thus, the Ethiopian
Workers Revolutionary Unions (EWRU) was formed by members of the resurrection committee

in December 1975. During the formation of the organization, the committee outlined its short

K iflu Tadesse, The Generation: Part II..., pp.18-19; Kiflu Tadesse, Ya Tewuled: Yildwut Maebil b
Iteyopia, Vol. I (Addis Ababa, 1991), pp.77-78.

"IES/CL, 1775/02/22, Labader, No. 20, Tahesas 10, 1968 EC (20 December 1975); IES/CL, 1775/02/3,
Labadir, Special Issue 2, February 1976; IES/CL, 1775/02/2, Lab Addr, Miyazeya 23, 1968 EC (1 May 1976).
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and long term objectives. After three months, the General Congress comprised of 27 workers
held its first meeting around Qébina River in the house of Daro Nigas, a member of EPRP and
the president of Berhan ena Sdlam Printing Press Workers' Union. The congress ratified the
constitution of EWRU and its program. It also created the organization's symbol and clandestine
paper, "?A.A.A.97 &9°8" (Voice of the EWRU). At the end, the congress elected the leadership of
the organization comprised of nine members and a secretary.'”> The leadership was, however,
very nominal and the organization was mainly led by Kiflu Tadesse and other EPRP labour
committee members.'”® According to Kiflu, at the beginning, the Politburo of EPRP rejected the
proposal of forming an underground labour organization. But, after the EPRP labour committee
studied and presented a comprehensive proposal regarding the importance of an underground
labour organization to defend the interests of workers, the Politburo recognized the establishment

of EWRU.'7*

In the short term, EWRU mainly focused on struggling for the release of labour leaders who
were arrested in September 1975 and providing assistance to their families. In the long term,
however, EWRU aimed at struggling for the protection of democratic rights, the making of an
independent CELU, the dissolution of proclamation 64/1975 ("code of slavery") and the
promulgation of a comprehensive labour law, the formation of free farmer, youth and women's

associations, and the protection of all workers' interests by arming radical members.'"

2K ifilu Tadesse, The Generation: PartII..., p. 23.
" nformant: Kiflu Tadesse, 14 November 2014, Amsterdam.
¥Kifilu Tadesse, The Generation: Part II..., pp. 20-21; Informant: Kiflu Tadesse, 14 November 2014,
Amsterdam.
"“IES/CL, 1775/03/2/1.1, Voice of EWRU, Vol. 1, No. 1, Siiné 14, 1968 EC (21 June 1976); Kifilu Tadesse,
The Generation: Part I1..., p. 22.
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EWRU was not a replacement of CELU or one which was set up concurrently to CELU. It was
rather an organization that carried on the struggle of CELU clandestinely when the legal struggle
of workers was not possible. It was a union that struggled to have CELU firmly set up and to do
away with the military that challenged the legal existence of CELU. It was organized to defend
CELU and make it independent. In its clandestine paper, Voice of EWRU, for instance, the
organization described the importance of an underground labour organization to defend the

interest of workers when the legal means ceased to be available. It asserted that:

L RAEXE ANALC NGO TN ATPL PDFLEPDT aPNVE KD QU AATLI° AU-AI°
ATLTIHA D91LT° (AL 0LLE TANTFT (PITOG NAPHT VoA VIOT avP? A7Lo1100+
Ao FY GUIR T ARLATC: YIDT P10 PAM- FI ATIPINNCS APl VIDT PA ALC

LCP T RL9LLNEAD TPI°C ANt 7 ow? (6 F W78 TID- "0 OH20PA @ FLC avhAng o0
AR9UNG U+ Al ALSI° NGANT R §8 ATP8T AT A919° AePidt PAD-C LC8-T o0 AN.A1D-::'
PR R Al A&C ANEFE TTUNC (.. A. h.70) PFOI0@: (HLY v-22 AS L OO jo-z 7O

Besides giving a clear understanding of the true behavior of the military regime,
the combating experience of the Ethiopian proletariats indicated that our struggle
in the future should have to be dominantly underground. It also taught us the need
for an illegal underground labour organization so as to coordinate and led the
illegal struggle. As we have said before ' as a soldier wounded by hand grenade
needs to dig a trench, the proletariats also need to make an underground
organization to barricade themselves from the "Fascist" military regime's
repression.' It was, thus, during such time and circumstance that the Ethiopian
Workers Revolutionary Unions (EWRU) was conceived.

In one of its clandestine paper, Labadir, the EPRP also clearly put how and for what purpose the
EWRU was formed. It asserted that workers had no option to defend their right after the aborted
general strike of September 1975 except to organize them secretly and strengthen their

underground organization. It stated that:

"SIES/CL, 1775/03/2/1.1; The Voice of EWRU, Vol. 1, No. 1, Siné 14, 1968 EC (21 June 1976).
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RANARET BT 076 TIBI° K& NN\ PO TR0« C10sT ANAR aPOFFT7

NANFRL LH APE AdC ALANG P12 ANALCT PAGCE aPFACS vl NhPAE PMA: PA.0.A.TIG
PANTI TNET aePTF AL 0308 P80t AOAS AdS 0AFP hI0<7 Pi Féne @-ALPT

PFAASOT AL0.A.97 P20 B mOLPT avd 78, Pt (A4 82 ANALC P10+ 400 P ddavt
P70t VRO TYY N1 (HY 981 03410 PAPRL ANALC NUIP o718 AdPFIA PAD-
OLA AT ALANA PHLLD- ATICE W2 OF INC: NV0/NAD-C +Le-B+F avdaAa! (LY 987
10+ 14003 PO av 0t P840 PANALE T F9° O-AT O-OAM7 AP aPPMM PEav/m-:
OHY G710 PANALS: NDC TN Y847 ALANANG TLET ALPTNL P2Lm-: (\HY %L1 1@+
PIWNC aPSPFFYT ATINLI TS AAA9T? hé0O0PT o8& AC ATID-Mt e+LLIM- TN
4o 77

...The extra judicial arrest and repression of conscious workers continued
following the proletariats' determined general strike against the human rights that
they had already been deprived of and now, due to the issuance of a state of
emergency, the human rights which are being buried. The search for and
apprehension of the combatant forces became a day to day practice following the
imprisonment of the leaders of CELU and its affiliates. The confederation in
which historical decisions had been passed is now becomes a playground for
worthless sycophants. In short, the darkness of anti proletariat "Fascism" has
covered our political life. The Ethiopian proletariats who are silenced by such
circumstances have only one choice which is left when all the legal means of
struggle covered with darkness- to organize and struggle clandestinely! It is in
such a way that the flame of the proletariats' struggle which has been suppressed
by the "Fascist" government begins to flare up. It was in such a way that the
underground struggle of the proletariat coordinated its endeavor and power. It
was in such a way that the struggle to set labour leaders and CELU free from the
control of the "Fascist" military regime was ignited.

In another clandestine paper called Abyot, the EPRP further noted that the EWRU was formed
illegally to defend the legally established CELU. It asserted that "...CELU is the legal, official
instrument of the struggle of workers while EWRU is the illegal instrument of combat of

workers."178

Thus, one can argue that EWRU was an underground labour organization formed
by EPRP, which called itself the vanguard of the working class, to control workers and form a

socialist state.

Y7IES/CL, 1775/02/3, Labadir, Special Issue 2, Yekatit 1968 EC (February 1976).
IES/CL, 2393/04/2/2.2, Abyot, Vol. 1, No. 3, February-March, 1976, p. 2.
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Besides its short and long term programs of action, the EWRU accepted the program of EPRP
and worked for its implementation. Like the EPRP, the EWRU attacked the new labour law,
Proclamation 64/1975, and agitated workers to oppose it. It also incited workers in different
plants to oppose the reorganization of unions and election of leaders in accordance with the new
labour law until the earlier labour leaders were released. It organized workers in different plants
and served as a center of resistance to the Ddrg regime. It also continued to voice all the previous
demands of CELU, including the formation of a provisional popular government and the

protection of all democratic rights.'”

After the release of labour leaders on 20 March 1976, however, EWRU changed its tactics and
resumed the legal struggle against the military regime, but it still remained an illegal
organization. It mobilized its members to participate in the election of the local unions and
federations being organized. On the other hand, it demanded the revision of the new labour law
and a free and fair election process. Supported by EPRP, EWRU tried to use both illegal and
legal means to control the Ethiopian workers. One of the EPRP's clandestine papers, Labadér for

instance, stated that:

LPANGG AN FANTTYT A99449° RPPTFAD- LA9° YIRS VIOT FNTT (199Marg
Pteav @y WILWPPT F 10 YIPG VIOT FUNT? ATTBE PPTTFAD VIPS VIOT SCE T
ASMSIC P A0S 10+ A .(.h.97 PANALET VIR vl (WPY ALA AT L9 VIOT &CP
10+ A1HY U-AT PANALC £CBFT 09921 M A28 A A2E ATPAA TF@<: AT ANALCT vioT
FACTT ACAE AECTT PT QWO 0718 F 09274 071 ALCAT mOPFG 0LC P7°ath
PlPT ALLATI: 1AA (A L99° (WP P19\ H&PT hoomed® FA PIPIAG POINHT Po1d-
ALCAPTI® ALLATIP: AT ANALCT NVIPST V1OT LCEFTF NeemPd® UIPT VIOT ForT7
NT9MavC (974 o071 W 1any: '

"IES/CL, 2393/04/2/2.2, Abyot, Vol. 1, No. 3, February-March, 1976, p. 3.
Y¥OIES/CL, 1775/02/4, Labadiir, Special Issue 3, Migabit 1968 EC (March 1976).
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...It is only by coordinating the legal and illegal struggles that we can consolidate

our economic and political struggles. It is also clear that we can carry out legal
and illegal struggles only when we strengthen our legal and illegal organizations.
CELU is the legal organization of workers while EWRU is their illegal
organization. We, proletariats, are not rightist subservients, revisionists and
propagandists of the politics of the Darg regime who dropped illegal tactics and
struggle only with legal frontiers. On the other hand, we are not also leftist
subservients who ignored to use legal ways for struggle. We, proletariats, struggle
by using both legal and illegal organizations and coordinating both illegal and
legal tactics.

It was after the promulgation of the new labour law that the military regime started to reorganize
local unions at plant level in accordance with the law. According to Article 114 of Proclamation
No 64/1975, local unions were allowed to organize, elect their leaders and be registered within
90 days effective from the day of the proclamation.'®' The reorganization of local unions and the
formation of industrial unions' federations were opposed by radical workers who joined the
underground workers' organization, EWRU. They opposed the election process at plant level
until the labour leaders were released from prison. Thus, the reorganization of local unions failed
to be concluded as planned.'® The reorganization of local unions, however, began to show
momentum after the release of labour leaders on 20 March 1976. Following this, EWRU began
to change its tactics and participate in the legal struggle though it did not drop the illegal means
of struggle. Despite its involvement in the reorganization of local unions, EWRU continued to

demand that the military government stop its interference in the election process.'*

In addition, on 20 April 1976, the military government created a new agency called the
Provisional Office for Mass Organizational Affairs (POMOA) to organize the Ethiopian masses,

including labour. It had a commission of 15 members coming from different political parties and

181Nc'igarit Gazéfta, No. 11, Proclamation No.64/1975 6™ December 1975.
"IES/CL, 1775/02/3, Labadir, Special Issue 2, Yekatit 1968 EC (February 1976).
"SIES/CL, 1775/02/4, Labadiir, Special Issue 3, Mdgabit 1968 EC (March 1976).
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civil organizations. But, it was dominated by members of the AESM. It played an important role
in the reorganization of labour from 20 April 1976 to the formation of AETU on 8 January
1977."* Thus, one can argue that the establishment of POMOA contributed to the reorganization
of labour. It also marked the beginning of the active involvement of the AESM in the working
class movement. Moreover, trade unions came to be an important battle ground between AESM

and the military government on the one hand and EPRP on the other hand.

On 1 May 1976, during the May Day celebration, a number of workers demonstrated against the
government. They demanded for the revision of the labour law and the formation of an
independent confederation. They also came out with a banner reading “EPRP is Our Party!”
Consequently, the military regime resorted to violence and killed workers in Addis Ababa and in
other parts of the country. Hundreds of workers and labour leaders were also arrested.'® After
this incident, the government continued to manipulate elections and appoint only its own
supporters as leaders of the newly organized local unions and federations. For instance, around
300 leaders of factory unions held a meeting from 31 May to3 June 1976 to organize their
federation and elect its leaders. But, the government interrupted the meeting suspecting that the
leadership would be taken by EPRP members. On top of this, the government arrested some

labour leaders it suspected of being close to EPRP.'*

As a result of this repression, the provisional leaders who were released from prison and assigned
to their former positions resorted to underground activity. For instance, it was following the May

Day repression that Marqos Hégos joined the underground labour movement. The voice of the

184Andargachew Tiruneh, p.162; Kifilu Tadesse, The Generation: Part II..., p. 24.
85K ifilu Tadesse, The Generation: Part II..., p. 24.
'8y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Mahebir, "Y4 Iteyopiya Siratitio& Tarik Ka...," p. 43.
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EWRU clearly described how the military government restricted the legal means of struggle and
how workers resorted once again to the illegal one. It stated that: "...qu,2® @078 AGPFIA £ATT L&A

00T BT (LPhe9° NN@-C &CEFTT NAAATT A9 rE TANFTYY ANONTS 78AT77 AmSNE? A.0.h.9T7

AG PCE T TOCHFTTY héA0F av8q AC LAPPT ATID- NG YIP PN aPaanCI® Aavndt FINTYY T944-9°

eecnsa="""" Radical labour activists and the provisional leaders of CELU joined EWRU and

continued their struggle by calling a general strike on 19 September 1976 against the military

188

regime's “heinous” actions against EPRP."™ Besides expressing its full support to the EPRP,

EWRU also demanded the government to stop its interference in the election of workers'
organizations, the reopening of the Ethiopian Teachers' Association, introduction of minimum
wage, the protection of democratic rights etc. The government ignored these demands and
continued its repression by arresting a number of workers both in Addis Ababa and the rest of
the country. Consequently, EWRU urged its members to engage in armed struggle and take

revolutionary measures against the military regime and its accomplices. It stated that:

...RaPANLIP 1969 GI° 074~ TIBI° ACIPE Lo9° AA 9PUTF ANTIPC AdG:A: AA ASA P14 NC
nGtA: QU@ AT (1NATIRS ZAENP H&PT F 0Let AlLove RWILTICTAS PP+
4ANTP Us T 0918 TPPP FAN WTLTLONLAID 1@<z LYI° FIPUCT ANALSE: T AEh@- oA 17
FPPP AN A18.L449°¢ NmPTL OBPTS AL1E PANALE MART AL ANPFPR ACIP

AT8.00L RAET AT PP UHAR havd HIABT h18.89°C 4.PL A"

...The September 1976 strike taught us another lesson. It opened another new
venue for struggle. That is, the Fascistic nature of the existing government
indicated to us the necessity of armed struggle otherwise our struggle cannot
move forward through political and peaceful ways. This lesson paved the way that
along with the political struggle, the proletariats should consolidate their armed
struggle and take measures over traitors and enemies of the proletariats, and on
top of that to prepare for a full scale armed struggle.

'8 Though the "Fascists" tried to block the chance for legal struggle, we have to consolidate our struggle by
using our underground organization, EWRU and strengthen our power to bring CELU and other local unions out of
the "Fascist" fist, and open the door for our legal struggle."; See also IES/CL,1175/03/2/1.1,Voice of EWRU,
Sénel4, 1968 EC (21 June 1976) .

"®8Babile Tola, To Kill A Generation:The Red Terror in Ethiopia (Washington: Free Ethiopian Press, 1997),
p.70.

"IES/CL, 1775/03/2/1.5, Voice of EWRU, Tahesas 10, 1969 EC (19 December 1976).
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After the September 1976 general strike, the local labour organizations influenced by EWRU not
only served as a battle ground for the civilian leftist parties (mainly EPRP and Meison) and the
military regime but also they began to be involved in armed struggle. The formation of the
EWRU can be seen as a milestone in keeping the momentum of the working class struggle

clandestinely while a number of active labour leaders were thrown into jail.'”

But, one can
argue that EWRU did not bring any concrete change in the working class movement during the
revolution. Moreover, its unprincipled relations with the EPRP resulted in its final demise. It was
used as an instrument by the EPRP in its struggle against the military. As a result, many of the
EWRU members were killed during the 1977 search and destroy campaign against EPRP carried

out by the military regime in collaboration with AESM. They were apparently killed suspected

of being members of the EPRP, not as radical labour activists.

On the other hand, having dissolved CELU with a new labour law and destroyed EWRU by
repressing most of its members, the military regime established nine industrial unions embracing
all local unions based on the affinity of the different enterprises. It also established a new
national labor organization, the All Ethiopian Trade Unions (AETU), on the basis of socialist
ideology at Hagrd Hiwot (Ambo), 125 km west of Addis Ababa on 7 January, 1977. Nearly 65
union representatives with a total membership of more than 200,000 workers attended the
meeting and participated in the formation of the new organization. AETU was organized from

the top-down, as opposed to CELU's organizational structure of from the bottom up. '’

YOKiflu Tadesse, The Generation: Part Il..., p. 24.
Y"Markakis and Nega, p. 174; Desta, pp. 139-140; Ndgarit Gazéfa, Proclamation No. 64/1975, 6™ December
1975, pp. 71-72.
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In general, the working class and its organization, CELU, failed to play a leading role in the 1974
Ethiopian revolution because of internal and external problems. Internally, CELU was
characterized by power rivalry between its leaders, loose organizational structure and illiterate
staff. Externally, the infiltration of antagonistic civilian leftist groups and the interference of the
military not only introduced their divisive ideology into it but also converted it into a
battleground. As a result, CELU was weakened and eventually ceased to exist. Yet, one can also
argue that though mistrust and division and subordination were the characteristics of a workers’
organization in Ethiopia since the aborted general strike of 1963, the demise of CELU during the
revolution consolidated them. Thus, the revolution did not help the working class to liberate
itself and establish an independent organization; rather, it broke down the militancy of the

working class and made workers' organization to remain subservient to the state to this day.
g g y

Conclusion

Even though most accounts of the Ethiopian revolution argued that the 1974 Ethiopian
revolution was started in early January 1974, it was in mid February of the same year that the
popular masses, including workers, students, teachers, religious leaders and urban dwellers

began to be involved and change the momentum of the revolution.

Though it has been downplayed, the working class movement was one of the popular movements
that paralyzed the imperial regime and tightened the tempo of the 1974 Ethiopian revolution by
carrying out a series of strikes in several industrial plants. The revolution was accelerated when
Ethiopian workers began to express their strong resentment against their employers and the

government. For instance, the March 1974 general strike paralyzed the economy of Addis
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Ababa. The revolution was, provided on opportunity to the workers to put pressure on the state
and get their demands appropriately heard and thereby enhance their bargaining position vis-a-
vis the employers and the state. As it was one of the legally organized sections of the society in
the country then, workers played an important role in keeping the momentum of the revolution

together with students until it was hijacked by the military.

Even after the military takeover, CELU served as a battleground between the civilian leftist
groups and the military. Since both the military and the civilian leftist groups aspired to establish
a socialist state, they focused their attention on the working class of the country. The infiltration
of these opposing factions into CELU created deep cracks among workers which in turn resulted
in its demise and the birth of an underground rival trade union, the Ethiopian Workers
Revolutionary Union (EWRU), which was subsequently superseded by state-sponsored

confederation, All Ethiopian Trade Unions (AETU).

In general, despite the active involvement of the militant white collar workers in several labour
protests and strikes that enhanced the tempo of the revolution and in spite of the fact that workers
were the only legally organized sections of the society, they were not able to bring the revolution
under their control. The small number of workers in general and enlightened workers in
particular, the enduring subordination of CELU's leadership to the government, the
organizational problems of the confederation, and the infiltration by several leftist groups were
the major factors that inhibited CELU from exerting a serious challenge and bringing about

change in the status quo of the labour relations during the revolution and thereafter.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE MILITARY REGIME AND THE REORGANIZATION OF

TRADE UNIONS ALONG THE SOCIALIST MODEL, 1977-1991

The 1974 revolution changed the political and socio-economic landscape of Ethiopia. The
military which eventually got the upper hand during the revolution took state power and declared
socialism as its political and economic ideology. The introduction of socialism and the
subsequent nationalization of industries and services created possibilities for fundamental change
in the country's labour relations. The reorganization of trade unions based on the fundamental
principles of socialism essentially brought significant changes on the labour relations of the
country in general and the relation between trade unions and the military government in
particular. True, the relation between the military and trade unions had already started during the

revolution even before the former controlled state power in September 1974.

Regardless of the series of repressions launched by the National Security Commission (NSC)
against workers in several factories, CELU had continued to look at the military as a partner
during the revolution until 12 September 1974. The coming to power of the military on 12
September 1974 by establishing a Provisional Military Administration Council (PMAC),
however, marked the beginning of serious contradiction between CELU and the PMAC. The
infiltration of the civilian leftist parties into CELU further aggravated its relation with the

PMAC. The struggle between the military and the civilian leftist parties, mainly EPRP, to get
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control of the Ethiopian working class seriously affected CELU. The military, which eventually
crushed the civilian leftist parties one by one, was able to control and reorganize CELU along its
ideological line. This was realized with the promulgation of a new labour law, Proclamation No.
64/1975 on 6 December 1975." The proclamation brought about the dissolution of CELU and the
establishment of a new national trade union, the All Ethiopian Trade Unions (AETU) in the
socialist model. As a result, one can argue that the new labour law was certainly the obituary of
CELU as it was replaced by AETU on 7 January 1977. Regarding the new labour law, Tefera
Haile Selassie argued that though the drafting of the legislation was left to the experts of the
ministry, the Ddrg had made it clear that the draft legislation had to be on the basis of the
cardinal principle of socialism and democratic centralism. Above all, the new labour law
provided job security to workers by curtailing employers' prerogative to hire and fire workers as

they wished.” But, AETU was again reorganized as ETU on 1May 1986.

The new labour law replaced the former confederate organizational structure with a hierarchical
one. The structure was apparently designed by the regime to firmly control the labour movement.
For instance, Article 50/4 of the proclamation stated that "lower trade unions shall be subordinate
to the higher ones."> Lower trade unions were often forced to accept and implement the
decisions of higher trade unions. This kind of organizational structure helped the military regime
to impose its own ideology over trade unions and intervene during election time. The structure

also helped the Ddrg to control the leadership of AETU and undermine the solidarity of local

lngarit Gazéta, Proclamation No.64/1975, 6™ December 1975, p. 55.

Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution, 1974-1991: From a Monarchial Autocracy to a Military
Oligarchy (London; New York: Kegan Paul International, 1997), p. 168.

*Nigarit Gazéfa, Proclamation No.64/1975, 6™ December 1975, p. 72.
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unions. As a result, AETU was almost reduced to the status of a government agency.” The
regime considered the full control of workers and their organization as a fundamental step to
build a socialist state. But, the workers were not given their due place in the socialist state
structure, including in the Workers' Party of Ethiopia (WPE). Even though the military allowed
the Ethiopian workers to celebrate the international workers' day (May Day) and join the World
Federation of Trade Unions, it restricted their foreign relations to the trade unions of socialist

c oS
countries.

Thus, this chapter assesses the overall relationship between CELU, AETU and ETU, and the
military regime between 1977 and 1991. It tries to delve inter alia into such questions as: How
did the military regime dissolve CELU and establish a new national labour organization, AETU?
How did the military regime control the labour movement? What did the celebration of May Day
contribute to strengthen the relation of AETU with international trade unions? What was the
impact of the workers' militia in the Somalia-Ethiopian war? How did the military government
support AETU's endeavor in establishing a viable relationship with international trade unions?
How did AETU transform itself into ETU? What role did ETU play in the Workers' Party of

Ethiopia (WPE) and in the formation of Peoples' Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (PDRE)?

4.1. The Reorganization of CELU as All Ethiopian Trade Unions (AETU)

*Yi Milaw Iteyopiya Sératdfio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratifio¢ Tarik: Ki Eisdéma Gizéyawi Komité Eseka
Mieisdma Huldtina Gubae," Kefel 2, Yekatit, 1976 EC,/1984, p. 33; Tefera Haile Selassie, Revolution..., p.165;
Peter Schwab, Ethiopia: Politics, Economics and Society (London: Frances Publishers Limited, 1985), p. 62.

5Na’igarit Gazeta, Proclamation No.64/1975, 6™ December 1975, pp. 71-72; John Markakis and Nega Ayele,
Class and Revolution in Ethiopia, (Addis Ababa: Shama PLC, 1978), p. 174.
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Immediately after the Ddrg took over power, it declared the socialist path for Ethiopia. It also
engaged in controlling labour so as to organize a workers' party which was considered as a
fundamental step in the formation a strong socialist state. As a result, CELU became one of the
primary targets of the military regime. True, even before it assumed state power, the Ddrg had
requested CELU to support its national objective, lteyopiya Teqddm (Ethiopia First) on 8 July
1974.° The relationship between the Ddirg and CELU was by and large peaceful from the end of
June to the beginning of September 1974. But, following the promulgation of Proclamation
No.1/1974 that decreed for the establishment of a provisional military government of Ethiopia,
their relationship began to face serious setbacks. CELU opposed outright the military takeover of
power and the restrictions on democratic rights. This opposition, however, further pushed the
Didirg to arrest some of the leaders of CELU and create internal division among the remaining
leaders by co-opting Alim Abdi, the vice president of the confederation. Nevertheless, when the
Ddirg failed to control CELU by creating internal divisions among the leaders of the
confederation, it dissolved the confederation and began to reorganize it on the basis of socialist

principles and models.’

To reorganize the confederation, the PMAC promulgated a new labour law, Proclamation No.
64/1975, on 6 December 1975. The law provided for the reorganization of local/basic labour
unions and the national trade union in line with the principles of socialism. In its preamble, the

n

proclamation stated that: "...workers can better contribute their share in building socialism,

participate effectively in the development of the country and attain political consciousness, only

®CETU, Box No. 42, File No. 05, A Letter sent from the Chairman of the Didrg to CELU in Hdamle 1, 1966EC
(8 July 1974).

7ngarit Gazéta, Proclamation No.1/1974, Mdskdrdm 2, 1967 EC (12 September 1974), p.1; Beyene Solomon,
Yd Iteyopiya Siratdnoc Andendt Mahebdr: Wulddt Edgdt Wudqdt (Addis Ababa: Image Enterprise PLC, 2004
EC/2012), p. 144.
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when they are organized in trade unions and pursue their objective systematically under the

guidance of able and progressive leaders, in line with socialist principles."®

As compared to the previous labour law, the new labour law reduced the number of workers
required to form a trade union to 20 persons. Article 49/1-6 of the new labour law, for instance,
granted enterprises with twenty and more workers the right to form trade unions. In addition, it
allowed enterprises engaged in similar activities and had less than twenty workers to form a
general trade union jointly. Trade unions and general trade unions which were established in
enterprises that engaged in similar activities/productions were also allowed to jointly form an
industrial union. The nine industrial unions in turn together created the national trade union, the
All Ethiopian Trade Unions (AETU). The administration of AETU was organized on the basis of
democratic centralism. For instance, Article 50/1-8 of the newly promulgated labour law clearly
indicated that AETU was created on the basis of top-down organizational structure as opposed to
CELU which followed a bottom-up structure. The local unions were forced to respect every
order coming from the top. Different from CELU, industrial unions were also created between

basic/local unions and AETU.’

Contrary to Decree No. 49/1962 or Proclamation 210/1963, the new labour law denied
employers the right to form a federation. True, the PMAC began to be indifferent to the
Ethiopian Employers' Federation (EEF) immediately after it controlled state power. For instance,

while CELU was given three seats in the National Advisory Committee which had a total of 52

8Na‘igarit Gazéta, Proclamation No.64/1975, 6™ December 1975, p. 55.
*Ibid, pp. 71-72.
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seats, EEF was unrepresented.10 Further, it was dissolved on 2 January 1978. In his letter to
MoLSA, Mikael Seyum, the Secretary General of EEF, announced the dissolution of the
federation as per the order of the Dérg.'' Thus, one can argue that even though EEF had been
playing its own role in the labour relations of the country by aligning with the state since 11
April 1964, it ceased to exist on 2 January 1978. Thereafter, the leaders of the Ethiopian
Chamber of Commerce began to participate in tripartite conferences on behalf of the defunct
EEF alongside representatives of AETU and the state. Thus, the labour relations of the country

by and large continued to be confined only to trade unions and the state.

Following the provisional leadership's call for a general strike and the subsequent going of many
radical labour leaders and activists underground in September 1975, the Ddrg decided to
reorganize trade unions based on socialist principles. In doing so, it promulgated a new labour
law and began to reorganize basic trade unions in various enterprises as per the provision of the
new labour law. Basic trade unions established in various enterprises and engaged in similar
industrial productions or economic activities also came together and formed nine industrial
unions: Manufacturing Industrial Union; Agriculture, Hunting, Forestry and Fishing Industrial
Union; Construction Industrial Union; Wholesale and Retail Trade Industrial Union; Finance,
Insurance and Business Service Industrial Union; Electricity, Gas and Water Industrial Union;
Social Services, Hotels, Restaurants and Recreational Services Industrial Union; Mining and

Quarrying Industrial Union; Transport, Storage and Communication Industrial Union. These

"Tefera Haile Selassie, Revolution..., pp. 131-132; Andargachew Tiruneh, The Ethiopian Revolution 1974-
1987: A Transformation from an Aristocratic to a Totalitarian Autocracy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1993), p.71.

""CETU, Box No. 44, File No. 02, A Letter written from Mikaél Seyum, the Secretary General of EEF to
Tadild Méngésa, Minister of MoLSA on 4January 1978.
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industrial unions together formed the national trade union, the All Ethiopian Trade Unions

(AETU) and replaced CELU, which was a confederation of individual basic trade unions. 2

Even though the reorganization of basic trade unions was already started by the Ministry of
Labour and Social Affairs (MoLSA) before the establishment of the Provisional Office for Mass
Organization Affairs (POMOA), the task of organizing industrial unions was mainly undertaken
by the POMOA after May 1976. True, POMOA was formed on 21 April 1976 by the Ddrg and
other Marxist parties to organize all mass organizations, including trade unions. As a result,
POMOA took the responsibility of organizing industrial unions and the national trade union. The
organization of industrial unions was conducted according to Article 49/4 of the new labour law.
It stated that "...unions established at the level of the undertaking and general trade unions may,
without affecting their legal status, form industrial trade unions. A union established at the level

of the undertaking or a general trade union may be a member of only one industrial union.""?

The coming of POMOA to the scene of reorganizing trade unions created leadership rivalries
mainly between two competing forces among the Ethiopian workers. While the first group was
supported by the POMOA and the Ddrg, the second group was under the influence of EWRU
and EPRP. The two competing forces fought to control the leadership of both basic trade unions
and industrial unions.'* Agriculture, Hunting, Forestry and Fishing Industrial Union was
established on 25 May 1976 and the remaining eight industrial unions were established
thereafter. A serious struggle was waged between the two competing groups to control the

leadership positions in industrial unions. For instance, the meeting which was held in the

lszgarit Gazéta, Proclamation No, 64/1975, 6" December 1975, p. 57.
BIbid, p.71.
“4ddis Fana, Vol. 1, No. 6, Yekatit, 1969 EC, pp. 10-14; Tefera Haile Selassie, Revolution..., p. 177.
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parliament hall from 31 May to 3 June 1976 to establish the factory industrial union and elect its
leaders was interrupted and postponed for unspecified date because of the outbreak of serious
confrontation between the two groups. Even though 234 members representing 300 basic trade
unions assembled to establish the industrial union and elect its leaders, it ended without any
result. Following the interruption of the meeting, some of the representatives were thrown into
jail suspected of being members of the EPRP and making troubles during the election."” After
three months, however, the factory union was established on 9 September 1976 under strict

control of the POMOA and the Ddrg. "’

With the exception of the Finance, Insurance and Business Services Industrial Union, the
remaining eight industrial unions were organized practically under the full control of the pro
Diirg and POMOA group.'” The struggle between the two groups, however, continued more
acutely to control the leadership of the AETU. In his book, Abyotu ena Tezetaye (The Revolution
and My Reminiscence), Fesseha Dista clearly described the fierce struggle conducted between
the Ddrg and POMOA on the one hand and the EPRP and EWRU on the other to control the

leadership of AETU. He noted: "..A0A%T7 a»$OMC OAFCKEL +Eo18TF HIL R8N LA AANTOALT

POHLST 1N aPAse P OT (9PP'r PRCATT ONT TEoTEFT FedT AN 188 10C: h8.07T PO ts hPE

Thhde 991,790 aP9h @ JOCHI° hv-79° Cehtl CEF A AdhhT P0ALTHT ATITTT P9L4A>(F &g av@ch

oy adbeg=""® Though Fesseha tried to relegate the struggle to reorganize and control the

Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratifio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratano¢ Tarik: Ki Eisama...," p. 42.

Ibid, p. 49.

YKiflu Tadesse, The Generation: The History of the Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Party, Vol. I (New
York; Oxford: University Press America Inc, 1998), p.148.

'8 Since controlling CELU was regarded as a determinant factor to use labour as a weapon for struggle, it
was an issue which attracted the Ethiopian leftist including the Ddrg. Thus, the election that is going to be held after
the promulgation of the new labour law will also be a high prominence stage of contention between the POMOA
and EPRP to get an upper hand on labour."; See also Fesseha Désta, Abyotu ena Tezetayé (Los Angeles; Addis
Ababa: Tsehay Publishers, 2008 EC/2015) p.184.
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national trade union only between the EPRP and POMOA, one can, however, argue that the top
Didrg officials were also there closely supervising the activities of the workers not only during
the formation of industrial unions but also in the reorganization of the national trade union. Thus,

it is dishonest to put the Ddrg out of the struggle.

Having organized the eight industrial unions, MoLSA and POMOA engaged in preparing the
platform to reorganize the national trade union, AETU. The only industrial union that was not
yet organized until the establishment of AETU was Finance, Insurance and Business Services
Industrial Union. It was almost nearly a year after the promulgation of the new labour law that
the meeting to organize AETU was held from 30 December 1976 to 7 January 1977 at Ambo
town nearly 120 kilometers west of the capital, Addis Ababa. All the eight registered industrial
unions sent a total of 65 delegates who represented more than 200, 000 workers to Ambo. The
meeting took place in the presence of the representatives of the PMAC, POMOA and MoLSA. It
was opened by Mengistu Haile Mariam, the first vice chairman of the PMAC, and chaired by
Yidmand Araya, the Director of Labour in MoLSA. The meeting was started with a seminar. The
presentations dealt with the history of the world proletariats, the relationship between trade
unions and the state, and the similarity and difference between trade unions and the workers'
party. It was apparently arranged to convince the representatives of industrial unions, control the
election process and put their own choice as leaders of the national trade union. After the
seminar was concluded, the representatives ratified the bylaws of AETU and elected its leaders

on 7 January 1977."

YAddis Fana, Vol. 1, No.6, Yekatit 1969 EC (February 1977), pp. 10-11;Ya Milaw Iteyopiya Sédratinoc
Mabhebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératino¢ Tarik: K& Eisdma...," p. 52; Tefera Haile Selassie, Revolution...,p. 177; Beyene
Solomon, Fighter for Democracy: The Saga of an Ethiopian Labour Leader (Baltimore: Publish America, 2010), p.
169.

284



The organizational structure of AETU was very narrow and controlled by the Marxist-Leninist
parties, mainly Meison. The General Congress, the highest organ of AETU, was, for instance,
represented by only its executive committee, control committee, and the executive committee of
each industrial union. The basic/ local unions were not represented in the General Congress. The
representatives of the General Congress were also less than a hundred altogether. Likewise, the
General Council of AETU constituted only its executive committee, control committee, and two
representatives from each industrial union. The total number was not more than thirty. Under the
General Council, the nine men executive committee controlled the day to day activities of the
organization. Though local unions had their own structure below industrial unions, they had no
power to challenge the decisions passed down by the upper echelons. They were simply forced to
accept any decision coming from above.”’ This top-down structure was designed under the

principle of strict democratic centralism apparently to control the organization.

The executive committee of AETU was elected to carry out the day today activities of the
organization. Accordingly, Téwodros Béqdld from Transport, Storage and Communication
Industrial Union was elected as president, and Tdméisgin Madébo from Agriculture, Hunting,
Forestry and Fishing Industrial Union, Alimu Mamo from Manufacturing Industrial Union, and
Tewodros Segémarqos from Transport, Storage and Communication Industrial Union were
elected as 1%, 2" and 3" vice president respectively. Like wise, Tadéssi Birbo from Construction
Industrial Union became the Secretary General of the organization, while Getacdw Ligassé from
Agriculture, Hunting, Forestry and Fishing Industrial Union and Atenafu Tacd from Transport,

Storage and Communication Industrial Union were elected as 1% and 2" deputy Secretary

2yi Miélaw Iteyopiya Sératifiod Mahebir, "Seld Maeisdma Badis Milk Tatédnakero Médirajit Yaqirib
Yizgejet Méaglaga," Tahesas, 1974 EC (December, 1981), p. 17.
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General respectively. In addition, Kidbadd Gébrd Mikael from Transport, Storage and
Communication Industrial Union and Almaz Abédbd from Manufacturing Industrial Union were
elected as Treasurer and Deputy Treasurer respectively. Haylad Selas¢ Zéray from Manufacturing
Industrial Union, George Bildtd from Construction Industrial Union and Asdfa Mamo from
Transport, Storage and Communication Industrial Union were also elected as auditors of the

. . 21
organization.

What is worth mentioning here is that the executive committee was fully composed of workers
who were members of the Marxist Leninist parties mainly the All Ethiopian Socialist Party (the
Amharic Acronym, Meison). For instance, Téwodros Bédqild, who represented the Transport,
Storage and Communication Industrial Union and elected as president, and Tdmésgdn Madebo
who represented the Agriculture, Hunting, Forestry and Fishing Industrial Union and elected as
first vice-president were members of Meison.”> The domination of AETU by Meison cadres
further instigated the EWRU to denounce the organization and attack its newly elected leaders.
Consequently, AETU continued to be a battleground for the Ddrg and its Marxist coalition on

the one hand and the EPRP and EWRU on the other until the total annihilation of the latter.

2 4ddis Fana, Vol. 1, No. 6, Yekatit, 1969EC (February 1977), pp. 10-11; Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratinod
Mabhebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Saratdno¢ Tarik: K4 Eisdma...," p. 53.
2 Addis Fana, Vol. 1, No. 7, Mégabit 1969EC (March 1977), p. 13.
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Figure 4.1. The Organizational Structure of AETU
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Source: Ya Milawlteyopiya SédratdnocMahebér, "Seld Méeisdma Badis Milk Tatdnakero...,"
p. 16.

Despite the multitude of challenges posed by EPRP and EWRU, the sympathizers of the Ddrg

and POMOA managed to get control of the leadership of AETU. Thus, one can argue that AETU

287



was by and large organized under the firm control of the government when a number of active
leaders of basic trade unions were put behind bars and most of the provisional leaders of CELU
were forced to go underground. The establishment of AETU, thus, marked the failure of
establishing an independent labour movement in Ethiopia. Regarding this, Kiflu Tadesse asserted
that the formation of AETU under government control constituted "the coup de grace"* for the
establishment of an independent labour movement in Ethiopia. Though this kind of argument is
expected from one of the top leaders of EPRP, the party which championed itself as the vanguard
of the working class and struggled to control the labour movement, as a matter of fact, the

formation of an independent labour movement was hardly possible during the military regime.

The struggle between the workers who were sympathizers and supporters of EPRP and EWRU
on the one hand and the supporters and sympathizers of the Ddrg and POMOA on the other,
however, continued even after the establishment of AETU. Consequently, a number of labour
leaders and activists were killed. For instance, the first two leaders of AETU, Téwodros Béiqéla
and Tdmdsgdn Madebo were believed to have been killed by the EPRP defence and operation
squads. While Téwodros was killed in his office in broad daylight on 25 February 1977,
Tédmisgén was shot while he was going to visit his friend's wife at the Gandhi Memorial
Maternity Hospital on 18 September 1977 and died the next day. The EWRU defense and
operation squads also killed Kdbadid Gébra Mika¢l, the treasurer of AETU, on 3 December
1977.%* These actions further escalated the Ddrg's repression on workers in several factories on

suspicion of being EPRP and EWRU members. The government declared a comprehensive

BKiflu Tadesse, The Generation: The History of the Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Party, Vol. II ..., p. 147.

“Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 1, Tegmet, 1970 EC (October, 1977); Addis Zdmdn, Mdgabit 15, 1970 EC (24
March 1978); Christopher Clapham, Transformation and Continuity in Revolutionary Ethiopia (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 56.
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search campaigns to expose and dismantle EPRP and its affiliates. The revolutionary defense
squads organized at gdbdllé (the lowest administrative unit in the country) and factory levels
actively participated in apprehending and killing the suspects. For instance, Marqos Higos, the
provisional leader of the defunct CELU and sympathizer of EPRP and EWRU, was killed by the
revolutionary defence squad around Siro Méda in Addis Ababa on the 2™ day of the first round

house to house search campaign on 25 March 1977.%

Figure 4.2. Labour Leaders Killed in the Struggle between EPRP and the Ddrg

Marqos Hégos Tewodros Béqgila Tamidsgin Madebo

Source: The Picture of Marqos Hagos is taken from the office of the Confederation and the rest
are taken from Addis Zdimdn, Mdgabit 15, 1970 EC (24 March 1978).

Even though the propaganda warfare between EPRP and Mengistu's Marxist coalition had

already been exacerbated with the killing of one another's members since mid September 1976, it

was after the ascent of Mengistu to power as chairman of the Ddrg in early February 1977 that

the struggle between the two warring groups was highly intensified. True, in September 1976,

BIES/CL 2393/04/2/3.2, Abyot, Vol. 11, No.3, 1977, p. 63; Ethiopian Herald, 27 March 1977(Mdgabit 18, 1969
EC); Jacob Wiebel, "Revolutionary Terror Campaigns in Addis Ababa, 1976-1978," PhD Dissertation; University of
Oxford: Department of History, 2014, p. 137;Tefera Haile Selassie, Revolution...,p.168; Beyene Solomon, Fighter
for Democracy..., p. 167.
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the Ddrg openly designated EPRP members as a bunch of "anarchists" and called for the general
public to expose and destroy them. At the same time, EPRP also responded by establishing its
defense and operation squads declaring an urban armed struggle against the Ddrg and its Marxist
coalition. It was also at this time that EWRU joined the urban struggle to liberate the labour
movement from the shackles of the Ddrg and its Marxist coalition.”*After he exterminated
potential opponents including Téfédri Bénti, the chairman of the Ddrg, in a palace coup on 3
February 1977, Mengistu emerged as an unchallenged leader of the PMAC. In his speech to the
general public who came out for demonstration at abyot addbabay (the revolution square) on 4
February 1977 in support of his revolutionary action against his rivals inside the Ddrg who were
suspected as EPRP members, Mengistu promised to arm the broad masses and destroy the
remaining suspects and all anti-revolutionaries across the country. Accordingly, each yi abyot
tebdga guad (the revolutionary defence squad) began to be armed and was engaged in destroying
suspected EPRP members in rural and urban areas including workers in several enterprises.”’
Thus, one can argue that the revolutionary defence squads were simply local militias created in
peasant associations, trade unions, urban gdbdlles and government owned businesses to defend

the regime from its opponents.

The revolutionary defence squad was first created in peasant associations around late 1975 to
carry on the necessary security measures against trouble makers in rural Ethiopia as per the

directives of the regime in power. It was organized on the basis of Article 11/1-6 of the

IES/CL 1775/03/2/1.4, Voice of Eld'ama (the Amharic acronym of EWRU), Vol.1, No.4, Mdiskérdim 8,
1969 EC (18 September 1977), p. 3; IES/CL 1775/03/2/1.5 Voice of Eld'ama, Vol.1, No.9, Tahesas 10, 1969 EC (19
December 1977), p. 2.

Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératdno¢ Mahebir, "Seld Mieisdma Badis Mélk Tétinakero...," p.56; John Markakis
and Nega Ayele, Class and Revolution in Ethiopia (Nottingham: Spokesman Books, 1978), p. 201; Peter Schwab,
pp. 32-33; Andargachew Tiruneh, p. 211.
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Associations Organization and Consolidation Proclamation No.71/1975 that provided each
peasant association the right to establish a peasant revolutionary defence squad that could protect

members and neighborhood from trouble makers.**

Eventually, urban dwellers and workers also started to organize defence squads nearly a year
after the establishment of the peasant associations' defence squads. The Ministry of Public
Housing and Development promulgated the Urban Dwellers' Associations Consolidation and
Municipalities Proclamation No.104/ 1976 on 9 October 1976. The proclamation gave enormous
judicial and administrative powers to the newly organized gdbdlles. It also empowered them to
control crime and any counter revolutionary activities in their jurisdiction by establishing public
safety committees which was eventually renamed as yd abyot tebdqa guad committee (the
revolutionary defence squad committee). According to Article 10/e of the proclamation, the

committee was responsible "...to carry on guarding and security activities in accordance with

"2 1t was, however, this committee that was later

directives issued by the Ministry of Interior.
used as one of the most deadly instruments of repression in the hands of the Ddrg against its

opponents. 30

It was also on the basis of the provisions of this proclamation that several trade unions organized
their own yd abyot tebdga guad committee which was instrumental in exposing and killing many

workers in several factories who were suspected as EPRP members. Most of the members of the

*Ndgarit Gazéfa, Proclamation No. 71/1975, 14 December 1975; Desalegn Rahmato, Agrarian Reform in
Ethiopia (Motala: Motala Grafiska AB, 1984), p.81; Christopher Clapham, Transformation and Continuity..., p.157,
Edmond J. Keller, "State, Party and Revolution in Ethiopia," African Studies Review, Vol. 28, No. 1, March 1985, p.
6. Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/524564; Andargachew Tiruneh, pp. 208-209.

¥ Ndgarit Gazéfa, Proclamation No.104/1976, 9 October 1976.

Kiflu Tadesse, The Generation: The History of the Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Party, Vol. II..., p.
110; Christopher Clapham, Transformation and Continuity..., p. 55; Rene Lefort, Ethiopia: An Heretical
Revolution? Translated by A.M. Berrett (New Jersey: Zed Press, 1983), p. 171.
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revolutionary defence squads in each factory were recruited from the civilian leftist parties
aligned with the Ddrg, mainly from Meison. The creation of the defence squads in each factory
further escalated the problem of workers. The defence squads were entrusted to carry out all
activities on behalf of the local police force. Nevertheless, since they were organized on the basis
of a political decision, their political role was much more significant than their endeavor to
control other crimes. The defence squads were often supported by government security agents in
apprehending a number of active labour leaders and labour activists who were suspected as
EPRP members.’' Even though revolutionary defence squads were organized in several factories
since late 1976, they were not armed until February 1977 apparently because of disagreement

among the Ddrg top officials on the arming of the broad masses, including workers.

Since February 1977, several revolutionary defence squads which were organized at gdbdlle and
factory levels began to get armed and engage in exposing and eliminating suspected EPRP and
EWRU members. In both cases, the squads were virtually dominated by Meison cadres who were
passionate about taking revenge on EPRP and EWRU members. Since every gdbdlle was
empowered to maintain public safety in its surrounding, it often worked hand in hand with the
workers’ revolutionary defence squads of several factories located under its jurisdiction.*?

A number of workers who were suspected as EPRP members were exposed and killed not only
by the workers’ revolutionary defence squads but also by gdbdlle revolutionary defence squads.
For instance, Germa Kébiddad, a Meison cadre and the leader of gdbdlle 7 in Arat killo, was

known for his monstrous killing of a number of people in his jurisdiction. Besides his position as

Woice of AETU, Vol. 1, No. 5, Yekatit 1970 EC (February 1978); Markakis and Nega, p. 202; Kiflu
Tadesse, The Generation:The History of the Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Party, Vol. II..., p. 68; Andargachew
Tiruneh, p. 208.

3Christopher Clapham, Transformation and Continuity..., p. 55.
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a chairman of the gdbdlle, Germa was in charge of the gdbdlle revolutionary defence squad that
brutally murdered nine workers from Berhanena Sdlam Printing Press in public during the first
round comprehensive search campaign conducted from 23 to 27 March 1977. The victims were
Berhanu Bélac¢dw, Héaylu Abédbd, Telahun Gabrd Maryam, Telahun Biqild, Zawdnds Wana,
Worqnés Kabtyemair, Yohénes Awgaciw, Séhidya Hayld Selas¢ and Daro Naga$. The killing of
,Daro Niga$, who was active in the EPRP's clandestine workers organization, Ethiopian Workers
Revolutionary Union (EWRU), and was the president of the Workers' Union of Berhanena
Sdlam Printing Press, created panic among the rest of the workers. When she was murdered Daro
was a mother of eight children and eight months pregnant.*® Thus, one can argue that workers
were one of the most victimized sections of the society who served as battleground for the rival

warring squads during the white and red terrors that ravaged the country.

On 4 February 1977, Mengistu declared the transformation of the revolution from defensive to
offensive position and promised to distribute arms to the broad masses. The promise was
practically implemented when the government started its devastating and massive offensive in
urban areas on 6 March 1977. On this day, to fulfill Mengistu's promise, the Ddrg's vice
chairman Atenafu Abati, distributed arms to 600 workers who came from 20 different factories
located in and around Addis Ababa and 13 gdbdlle revolutionary defence squads. In the
following days, the revolutionary defence squads established across the country both at gdbdlle

and factory levels were armed and deployed to take urgent action on suspected EPRP and

BIES/CL 2393/04/2/3.2; Abyot Vol. 11, NO. 3, May-June, 1977, p. 8; Kiflu Tadesse, The Generation: The
History of the Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Party, Vol. II..., p.23; Wiebel, p. 147; Babile Tolla, To Kill a
Generation: The Red Terror in Ethiopia (Washington D.C: Free Ethiopian Press, 1989), p. 138; Andargachew
Asegid, Ba Acer yd Tdgdcd Rdjem Guzo (Addis Ababa: Central Printing Press, 1992 EC/2000), p. 410.
Nevertheless, in the same page, the author claimed that the killer was never been a member of Meison.
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EWRU members and to dismantle all other counter revolutionary forces which were countering

the revolution and undermining the preservation of national unity.**

Figure 4.3. Lieutenant Colonel Atenafu Abatd Distributing Arms to Workers

Source: Addis Zdimdn, Yekatit 27, 1969 EC (6 March 1977)

The government together with AETU continued to arm several factory revolutionary defence
squads throughout the country. For instance, the government distributed arms to the
revolutionary defence squads of Wonji-Siawa sugar factory trade union in Wonji stadium on 6
March 1977. On the occasion, Tamisgin Madebo, the first vice president of AETU, urged the
revolutionary defence squads of the two factories which were dominated by Meison cadres to
pluck out trouble makers among the workers and defend the revolution. The workers also

showed their solidarity to the government by condemning EPRP and its supporters.™

¥ Addis Zimdn, Yekatit 27, 1969 EC (6 March 1977) Y Milaw Iteyopiya Siratdfioé Mahebir, "Seld
Mieisdma Badis Milk Taténakero...," p. 56; Peter Schwab, Ethiopia: Politics, Economics and Society (London:
Francis Pinters/ Publishers, 1985), pp. 32-33; Andargachew Tiruneh, pp. 208-209.

3 Addis Zimdn, Yekatit 29, 1969 EC (8March 1977).
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Figure 4.4. The Workers of Wonji-Séwa Sugar Factory Demonstrating in Support of the War of
Annihilation on EPRP

Source: Addis Zdmdn, Yekatit 29, 1969 EC (8 March 1977).

The squads were remembered for their ruthless actions on suspected EPRP and EWRU members
during the first round asdsa (search campaign) conducted from 23 to 27 March 1977. The
revolutionary defence squads conducted the search not only inside Wonji-Séawa sugar factory but
also in many other factories around Nazareth, Aqaqi, Milkasddi and Mojo. They apprehended a
number of workers and gave them to government security agents.’® But, there were also

circumstances in which the squads publicly murdered suspected EPRP members.*’

3Wonji-Sawa Sugar Plantation Workers' Unions, Yid Wonji Sekuar Mamerdica Derejit Wozadiir Acer Yiitegel
Tarik, 1977", p. 11; Wonji- Siwa Sugar Plantation Workers' Unions, Wonji ena Tegelu, A Bulletin published by the
workers' unions on 5 Ter 1970 EC (13 January 1978), p.17.

*Informants: Similes Téklé; Berhinu Mamo and Aréga EneSaw
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Figure 4.5. The Wonji-SawaSugar Factory Workers Revolutionary Defence Squads Receiving
Arms

Source: Addis Zdamdn, Yekatit 29, 1969 EC (8 March 1977)

The distribution of arms to the revolutionary defence squads of several factories across the
country continued in the months of March and April. On 8 March 1977, for instance, the
revolutionary defence squads of eight different factories: Aqaqi Textile Factory, Ethiopian Fiber
Factory, Ethio-Leather Factory, Uni-Fiber Factory, Roof Sheet Factory, Plastic and Shoe
Factory, 4zi Factory and Afa Factory located in and around Aqaqi were armed and deployed to
dismantle EPRP and its supporters in the area. Immediately after they got arms, they engaged in
attacking workers who were suspected as EPRP and EWRU members. The squads carried out a
search campaign in their respective factory and apprehended a number of workers who were

suspected as EPRP members and gave them to the concerned body.*®

® Addis Zimdin Mdagabit 1, 1969 EC (10 March 1977).
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Figure 4.6. Suspected EPRP Members Apprehended from Eight different Factories in Aqaqi

Source: Addis Zdamdn, Mdgabit 1, 1969 EC (10 March 1977

More importantly, the revolutionary defence squads of each factory across the country actively
participated during the comprehensive search campaigns conducted in two rounds from 23 to 27
March 1977 and 6 to 9 May 1977. The revolutionary defence squads of each factory together
with the government security agents exposed and apprehended a number of workers who were
suspected as EPRP members. In doing so, they contributed a lot to the military regime in
repressing active workers and dismantling the network of EPRP inside several factories across
the country. Moreover, the regime effectively used each revolutionary defence squad established
at factory level during the war of annihilation designated as gdy Siber (Red Terror) against the
EPRP and EWRU urban armed struggle, which was dubbed as ndce Siber (white terror).”> One
can argue that the revolutionary defence squads in several factories across the country were used

as instruments during the red terror. EPRP members were virtually made scapegoat by their

Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratafiod Mahebir, "Seld Maeisdma Badis Milk Tétinakero...,"pp. 56-57; Babile, p.77;
Andargachew, pp. 208-209
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fellow workers. The situation of EPRP members in every factory during the comprehensive
search campaigns conducted for two rounds was clearly portrayed by the supporter of the regime

as follows.

Figure 4.7. A Cartoon that Depicts the Situation of EPRP Members during the Search
Campaigns

Don't say lika this! If the
compradors [WMEISON] haard this,
thev would mock on us by saving
that didn't vouchant that the
workers ars conscions! And call
for the establishmant ofa
provisional paople's sovermmant?
Battar to simplv savthat ws
opposethe Fascistic search

What a pite! They

of uncovaring would dapriva usto in
[anti and out as wa wara to
call the worlers

faseist.

Source: Addis Fana, Vol. 1 No. 9, 1969 EC, p. 41
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In general, since its establishment AETU became a battleground in the struggle between EPRP
and its labour wing, EWRU, on the one hand and the Ddrg and its Marxist coalition on the other.
They created their own defence squads and killed a number of workers whom they thought stood
against their group. But, the revolutionary defence squads established by the regime eventually

got the upper hand in every factory and totally dismantled EPRP and its sympathizers.

Regardless of the devastating effect on the organization as a consequence of the rival terrors, the
sympathizers and supporters of the Ddrg and POMOA managed to cleanse AETU of the ardent
supporters of EPRP and EWRU and brought it under their firm control. Nevertheless, since the
government proclaimed a new labour law, Proclamation No. 222/1982, only for trade unions,
AETU was forced to restructure itself in line with the political development of the country. This
was done mainly to make the structure of the organization fit with the structure of the
Commission for Organizing the Party of the Working People of Ethiopia (COPWE). Moreover,
the proclamation was also issued to enable AETU to participate in the socio-economic and
political programs of the regime. In its preamble, the proclamation stated that "... it is necessary
to provide for the organization of strong trade unions which can effectively participate in the
formulation of economic, social and political plans and policies with a view to enabling workers
to play their vanguard role in the building of the people's democratic republic of Ethiopia."*’ It
was also hoped that the proclamation would help workers to effectively discharge their
revolutionary and national duties. However, most of the basic provisions of the new law were
quite similar with Proclamation No. 64/1975. It was proclaimed apparently to change only the

organizational structure of AETU and make it fit with the structure of COPWE.

“Ndgarit Gazéta, No. 6, Proclamation No. 222/1982, Addis Ababa 24™ May 1982.
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The General Council of AETU that met from 29 June to 2 July 1982 clearly indicated that the
law was mainly initiated by the COPWE for its own sake. In its report, the council argued that:
LAY 02LA0T 0L weAT D (TLLCID ANEFE 0¢ WIPNPOS AANPI P
tHE I PPLIPD- Pav h w97 avPP( havF AP NP+ PAWTAD “10NAP holh 2§
a5 ANA0 (AGNLD @Ay aAlt ANEFP P vE P0G APE €TC 222/747 (TI0F.
WEtFT 126 2Pt (0 NAA +84-8-T0- Pavi waq 25 10k, (HIIAST LPhE-ALP P U=
ange Faat

...Since the former organizational structure of AETU was not convenient for the
workers to strengthen their revolutionary participation and revolutionary activities
with the current stage of development that the revolution has achieved, and as the
revolutionary government declared Proclamation No 222/1982 on the basis of the
resolution of the 2™ historic regular meeting of COPWE Central Committee, the
workers were organized in accordance with their geographical location and on the
type of work they engage in, and conducted the 2" General Congress of AETU
democratically with nearly all members in attendance.
A day before the meeting, Kassa Kidbadd, Minster of Labour and Social Affairs, also briefed
journalists that the participants of the meeting were expected to reach an agreement on the
restructuring of AETU in line with COPWE. He added that if AETU restructured itself, it would
get the political and ideological leadership from COPWE and would work for the establishment

of the workers' party and implement the principles of proletarian internationalism in all its

42
engagements.

In his speech to the participants of the first COPWE Council meeting which was held on 16 June
1980, Mengistu Haile Mariam expressed the need for restructuring AETU in line with the
already established COPWE and the upcoming Workers' Party of Ethiopia (WPE). He noted

that: "...08AHI°7 ATLTIO A0LAOA QW ertF @< TNC ALT ATRAD- PhILLHI® FIPUCT T A7 094 T1dhi

AN HPPLD A NT] HE A Thh hthat A hHY 7°0th &CEFG 119° NTChe H10L@<7 haveC

*' All Ethiopian Trade Unions, "A Report of the General Council of AETU 2™ Regular Meeting," Mdagabit 1975
EC (March 1983), p. 2
2 Addis Zimdn, Siné 22,1974 EC (29 June 1982).
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ATITER 0TLFANT U-sd W181G T1PPC AhdAad="" Even though he stressed in his speech that it was
urgent to restructure AETU in line with the political development of the country, it took his

government nearly two years to make it happen.

Worth mentioning here is that COPWE was established under Proclamation No 174/ 1979 which
came into force as of 18 December 1979 aiming at instilling Marxism-Leninist ideology among
the general public and creating a platform for the establishment of WPE.** The formation of
COPWE marked the culmination of POMOA and the Union of Ethiopian Marxist-Leninist
Organizations (in its Amharic acronym called Imaledeh).* 1t was Article 3/1 of Proclamation
No.174/1979 that repealed the proclamation promulgated earlier to improve the organization and
operation of POMOA. It reads: "...the Provisional Office for Mass Organizational Affairs

Organizational and Operations Improvement Proclamation No. 119/1977 is hereby repealed."*®

“n_For the society engaged in building socialism, since a trade union as Lenin said, is a school of
communism, the AETU organized in the absence of a vanguard party should now be streamlined and reorganized in
a manner that would make it responsive to the leadership of the already emerged COPWE and the upcoming party
[WPEL." See also PMAC and COPWE, Speech Delivered by Comrade Chairman Mengistu Haile Mariam,
Chairman of the PMAC and COPWE and Commander-in Chief of the Revolutionary Army of Socialist Ethiopia to
the Second Congress of the All Ethiopian Trade union, Addis Ababa: June 29™ 1982, p. 42; Yi Milaw Iteyopiya
Saratino¢ Mahebér,"Ya Iteyopiya Sératiiio¢ Tarik: Ka Eisdma...," pp. 96-97.

“Négarit Gazéta, Proclamation No. 174/179, 26™ January 1980.

*Imaledeh was organized on 20 April 1976 by five leftist parties: All Ethiopian Socialist Movement (Amharic
acronym, Meison), Ethiopian Marxist-Leninist Revolutionary Organization (Amharic acronym, Malred), Labour
League (Amharic acronym Waz League), Ethiopian Oppressed People's Struggle (Amharic acronym, Ecaf) and
Revolutionary Flame (4byotawi Séiddd); See also Tefera Haile Selassie, Revolution..., p.172; Andargachew, p. 177.

“Nigarit Gazéta, Proclamation No. 174/179, 26™ January 1980.
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Figure 4.8. AETU under the Structure of COPWE and the Ddrg
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Consequently, COPWE was able to control all mass organizations in the country including trade
unions. AETU also began to work hand in hand with COPWE as one of the agencies of the

government. The above diagram clearly indicated how COPWE controlled AETU."

The responsibility for mass organization affairs, including organizing trade unions, was taken by
the COPWE units established at all levels in the administrative structure of the country. It aimed
mainly at propagating the philosophy of Marxism-Leninism among the civil servants,
cooperatives and mass organizations, including trade unions in order to establish a strong
workers' party on the basis of the principles of Marxism-Leninism. All mass organizations,
including trade unions, were instructed to cooperate with COPWE. For instance, Article 17 of
the proclamation stated that "...any natural or juridical person, government office, government or
mass organizations shall have the duty to co-operate with COPWE in all its activities to
implement the purposes of this proclamation."* Thus, one can argue that the promulgation of
proclamation No. 222/1982 aimed merely to restructure AETU in line with COPWE and to
facilitate the establishment of WPE. Moreover, the government promulgated it to effectively
control the labour movement. For instance, Edmond J. Keller argued that "... One of the main

purposes of the new code was to tighten government control over labor in the modern sector."*’

As organizing the party of the working people of Ethiopia was the main duty of COPWE, it
initiated the reorganization of AETU in line with its structure. Membership to COPWE was

allowed primarily for workers along with members of the revolutionary army, peasants and

*’Schwab, p. 48.

*®Ndgarit Gazéta, Proclamation No. 174/1979, 26™ 1980.

* Edmond J Keller, Revolutionary Ethiopia: From Empire to People's Republic (Indianapolis: Indiana University
Press, 1988), p.219.
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progressive intelligentsia. It had an organizational structure going down to the basic organization
at qdbdlle level. However, AETU was represented neither in the executive committee of
COPWE, which had seven members, nor in its General Council, which comprised of ninety three
permanent and thirty provisional members.”® Even though the proclamation dictated that
membership should be primarily given to workers, the higher position of the commission

remained under the control of the military.

Figure 4.9. Central Committee Members of COPWE

Source: Sdrtoaddr June 17, 1972 EC (24 June 1980).

More importantly, the organizational structure of AETU was amended to bring the activities of
workers at all levels under the control of the COPWE. Thus, basic trade unions organized at
factory level continued to be organized as general and industrial union at wordda (district),
awraja (sub province) and kefeld hdgdar (province) levels and eventually resulted in the

formation of the national industrial unions and the national trade union (AETU).

Sdrtoader, June 17, 1972 EC (24 June 1980).
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Figure 4.10. The Revised Structure of AETU after 1982
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pp. 50-51; Y& Milaw Iteyopiya Siratinio¢ Mahebdr, "Seld Mieisdma Badis Milk
Tatanakero...," pp. 56-57.
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The newly introduced structure was very complex and characterized by a mix of responsibilities
and powers between the general and industrial unions across the administrative structure of the
country. For instance, out of over 287,000 members, about 26, 000 became officials of AETU
and had to hold additional positions that carried out similar activities. As a result, AETU became
too cumbersome to function properly. The structure also created problems to the leaders of
COPWE. Nevertheless, COPWE completed its mission and was replaced by the Workers Party
of Ethiopia (WPE) in September 1984 without amending the intricate structure of AETU. But,
the structure was changed two years later when it was transformed into Ethiopian Trade Unions

(ETU) on 1 May 1986.”"

The political influence of the government through COPWE and later through WPE further
reduced AETU and later ETU to act as one of the government agencies in the country. Besides
the political intervention, the government also controlled the financial arm of the organization.
For instance, it allocated budget to the organization every year. This made the organization
economically dependent on the government. The following table shows the amount of budget
allocated to the organization in the years between 1975/76 and 1987/88. Though the budget

seemed insignificant, it made the organization very subordinate to the government.

'Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy..., p. 171.
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Table 1 -Annual Budgets Allocated by the Military Regime to AETU/ETU from 1975/76-

1987/88

Budget Year Amount in Birr Remark
1975/76 230,200.00 Budgeted by the Government
1976/77 260,541.00 "
1977/78 600,000.00 "
1978/79 650,000.00 "
1979/80 728,920.00 "
1980/81 1,023,432.00 "
1981/82 1,139,964.00 "
1982/83 1,139,964.00 "
1983/84 800,000.00 "
1984/85 800,000.00 "
1985/86 500,000.00 "
1986/87 450,000.00 "
1987/88 450,000.00 "

Source: Ndgarit Gazeta, No.40, Hamle 18, 1967 EC (25 July 1975, No. 2 Mdskdrdm 27, 1969
EC (7 October 1976), No. 27, Ndhdse 20, 1969 EC (26th August 1977), No. 1,
Mskdrdm 27, 1971EC (7th October 1978), No. 2, Hedar 12, 1972EC (November 22,
1979), No. 6, Hedar 15 1973EC (November 24 1980), No. 5, Yekatit 15, 1974EC (22
February 1982), No. 11, Genbot 3, 1975EC (11May 1983), No. 5, Tahesas 23, 1976EC
(2 January 1984), No. 12, Miyazia 16, 1977 EC (24 April 1985), No. 4, Yekatit 16,
1978 EC(23 February 1986), No. 28, Ndihdse 22, 1979 EC (28 August 1987), No. 2
Mdskdram 18, 1981 EC (28 September 1988); Ya Milaw Iteyopiya Siaratinoc

Mabhebiér,"Ya Iteyopiya Sératdnoce Tarik: K& Eisdma...," p. 51.
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Thus, one can argue that as a result of the political and economic influence of the government,
the quest for an independent labour movement was aborted. The organization was often forced to
primarily serve the political objectives of the government rather than uphold the interests of
workers and achieve their aspirations. This made the organization to be considered as one of the

agencies of the government in the country.

4.2. Workers’ Militia in the Somali-Ethiopian War (1977-78)

Ethiopia's policy towards organized labour has been characterized by the domination of the state
and subordination of trade unions. The state dominated the labour relations of the country by
devising different controlling mechanisms, most notably labour legislation. The extent of state
domination during the military regime went as far as reducing the national trade union into one
of its agencies. Though it failed several times, the labour movement on its part often resisted
state domination and made several attempts to get out of state control and maintain its
independence. Nevertheless, this does not mean that the relation between trade unions and the
state had always been hostile; rather there were times when both of them worked together for
mutual benefit or the benefit of the country. The Somalia-Ethiopian war can be taken as a case in
point when the Ethiopian workers accepted the call of the state to defend the sovereignty of the

country.

Since Somalia became an independent republic on 1 July 1960, its leaders began dreaming to
uniting all the territories in the Horn of Africa inhabited by the Somalis. The Somali irredentists
aspired to incorporate the Ogaden region from Ethiopia, Mandéra (a district in the North Eastern

Province of Kenya) from Britain and Djibouti from France. They orchestrated the Pan-Somali
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notion of creating "Greater Somalia" by disregarding the interests of Ethiopia, Britain and France

in their respective regions.

The Somali irredentists invaded the Ogadén region of Ethiopia for the first time on 22 January
1964. Though the invasion was easily repelled by the Ethiopian army, the border issue was not,
however, resolved even after the defeat of the Somalia invasion; rather it continued to be the
main cause of tension between Somalia and Ethiopia. It also continued to cause several limited
conflicts which eventually led to the outbreak of a full scale war between the two countries from

1977 to 1978.°

During the first invasion of Ethiopia by Somalia, Ethiopian workers, through their organization,
CELU, began to express their solidarity with the imperial government by sending a warnining
letter to the government of Somalia. The executive committee of CELU, together with its Board
members and some local trade union leaders from Addis Ababa and its environs went to the
palace to show their solidarity to the emperor. In the letter that he read before the emperor, the
president of CELU passionately announced that if the Somali army failed to withdraw from the
Ethiopian territory, the fifty thousand Ethiopian workers would march to the war front to defend
the crown and Ethiopian sovereignty. The letter was highly praised by the emperor and

disseminated to the public through the mass media. A copy of it was also sent to President

**David D. Laitin, "The War in the Ogaden: Implications for Siyaad's Role in Somali History," The Journal of
Modern African Studies, Vol. 17, No. 1, March 1979, p. 96, Stable URL: http://www jstor.org/stable/159897; Tefera,
Revolution...,p. 211; Paolo Tripodi, The Colonial Legacy in Somalia (London: Macmillan Press LTD, 1999), p. 99.

>Fantahun Ayele, "The Ethiopian Army: From Victory to Collapse, 1977-1991," PhD Dissertation, Addis
Ababa University: Department of History, 2009, p. 114. Laitin, p. 96; Tefera, Revolution...,p. 211;Tripodi, p. 112;
Gebru Tareke, "The Ethiopia-Somalia War of 1977 Revisited," The International Journal of African Historical
Studies, Vol. 33, No. 3, 2000, p. 637, Stable URL: http://www jstor.org/stable/3097438; Mesfin Wolde Mariam,
"The Background of the Ethio-Somalian Boundary," Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol. 2, No. 2, July 1964, p.
216, Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/158818.
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Abdirashid Ali Shermarke of Somalia. Thus, one can argue that even though the letter was more
of a manifestation of CELU's subordination to the imperial government, it was used to initiate
the Ethiopian workers to make contribution to the war effort. The president of CELU was also
elected as a member of the fund raising committee organized by the government to support the
people who were affected during the war. The committee was led by Ddjjazmac Kefle Eregétu,
Minister of Interior. After the war was concluded with the victory of the Ethiopian army within a
few days, however, the money collected for the war effort was used to construct the airport at

Godg, and to improve some of the facilities for the soldiers stationed in this area.>*

Even though the Somali army was defeated and expelled from Ethiopian territory, the irredentists
did not drop the idea of establishing "Greater Somalia". As a result, small scale skirmishes
continued to break out along the border of the two countries. This indicated that the Somali
government was waiting for another opportune moment to invade Ethiopia and realize its dream.
The 1974 Ethiopian revolution and the subsequent instability of the country were taken as the
ideal time by Somalia irredentists to realize their dream. More importantly, Mohammed Siad
Barre, the president of Somalia, took the year 1977 as the right time to implement "Greater
Somalia" as the new military government of Ethiopia under the leadership of Mengistu Haile
Mariam was beset by a multitude of internal problems. Besides the creation of deep cracks
among the top Ddrg officials internally, the government was fighting against liberation fronts in
northern Ethiopia.”® True, in its long history, internal problems often had an impact in exposing

the country to external attacks.

**Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy..., pp. 81-82.
>Fantahun, p. 114; Gebru Tareke "The Ethiopia-Somalia War...," p. 638.
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The small scale skirmishes which had been occurring intermittently on the border of the two
countries began to be strengthened with the creation of guerrilla groups, the Western Somalia
Liberation Front (WSLF) and the Somali Abbo Liberation Front (SALF). They were organized
and supported by the Somali government to create chaos in the Ogadén region. From March
1976 on, these Somali insurgents crossed the border and began to attack Ethiopian military posts
and police stations and destabilize the low lying regions of Eastern Ethiopia. They blocked roads
and disrupted transport service between Jijjiga and other major garrison towns. Moreover, they
ambushed and destroyed both military and civilian vehicles. By early 1977, the security of the
region had become totally precarious. The Somali government used the insurgents to create

conducive situation to declare a full-scale war on Ethiopia on 12 July 1977.%°

Threatened by the attacks launched by the Somali insurgents and the imminent full scale
invasion of the Somali government, the Ethiopian government began to strengthen its army both
in manpower and artillery to defend the sovereignty of the country. On 12 April 1977, Mengistu
Haile Mariam addressed the nation on the danger facing the sovereignty of the country. In his
speech, Mengistu made a call to the general public commonly known as Yd Enat Hdgdr Teri call

of the motherland to take up arms and defend the sovereignty of the country.”’

The call, sometimes also known as Ydketdit Awaj (mobilization decree) reverberated among the

general public across the country. As the other sections of the society did, the Ethiopian workers

*Fantahun, pp. 115-116; Patrick Gilkes, "Revolution and Military Strategy: The Ethiopian Army in the Ogadén
and in Eritrea, 1974-1984," in Proceedings of the Eleventh International Conference of Ethiopian Studies, Addis
Ababa, April-1-6, 1991(Addis Ababa University: Institute of Ethiopian Studies, 1994), p. 722.

*’Mengistu Haile Mariam, Teglacen: Yi Iteyopiya Hezeb Abyotawi Yi Tegel Tarik, Volume I (Lose Angeles:
Tsehai Publishers, 2004EC/2011), p. 386; Fiqreselassie Wogdres, Ernia ena Abyotu (Lose Angeles; Addis Ababa:
Tsehai Publisher, 2006 EC/2014), p. 368; Addis Zdmdin, Miyazya 5, 1969 EC (13 April 1977).

311



under the leadership of their organization, AETU, expressed their determination to sacrifice their
lives for the sovereignty of the country. On the next day of the call, the leaders of AETU,
Ethiopian Teachers Association (ETA) and gdbdlle associations met in Addis Ababa and
expressed their solidarity to the government and amongst themselves to work hand in hand and
defend the sovereignty of the country. In addition, they vowed to support the war effort with
material, manpower and finance. Thus, AETU began to collect material and money from all
members of its affiliates and submit to the government starting on 24 April 1977.°% In fact, the

financial support continued in different forms until the end of the war.

Following the inconclusive end on 26 March 1977 of the Aden peace Conference which was
arranged by Fidel Castro, the Cuban president, and Abdul Fatah Ismail, President of South
Yemen, to bring peace between Ethiopia and Somalia, Mengistu started preparation to train
300,000 militiamen [though the actual figure at the end did not exceed 120,000] that could
repulse the Somali invading force and restore the sovereignty of the country. To this end, a
military training camp commonly called Tatdqg Tor Sdfdr (Tatdq Military Camp) was established
on 6 gasa or 240 hectares of land in the western outskirts of Addis Ababa.” The training camp
was named after the horse name of the renowned warrior king of Ethiopia, Tewodros II. This
name was selected apparently to invoke patriotism among the general public and enhance the

national feeling of the trainees, and initiate them to die for their motherland.

¥y i Milaw Iteyopiya Siratifioé Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Saratifio¢ Tarik: K4 Eisima...," p. 59.
PIES/MS 2907, Mamo Wudneh, "Y# Tatiq Tor Sifar Miséritu ena Edegitu," 1970 EC, pp. 3-4. Mengistu
Haile Mariam, Teglacen: Volume L..., pp. 383-384; Figreselassic Wogdres, Enia ena Abyotu..., pp. 367-368.
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Figure 4.11. Tatdq Tor Sdfir (Tagdg Military Training Camp)

Source: Mengistu Hailemariam, Teglacen Volume I: p. 388;

The Ethiopian workers, who were contributing a chunk of their monthly salary to the war effort,
also began to contribute their skills to the construction of the military camp. A number of
carpenters, electricians, plumbers, foremen and engineers from different enterprises accepted the
call of the government and AETU, and played an indispensable role during the construction of
the camp. Nearly 4,500 workers participated at different stages of the construction from the

beginning to the end.®

The construction of the military camp was almost completed within a month and hosted recruits
from all sections of the society. True, a large number of them came from the peasantry. The first
recruits who arrived at the training camp were from Kéffa province on 28 April 1977. This was

followed by other peasants, workers and urban dwellers from all over the country. After they

Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Sératifio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératifiote Tarik: Ki Eisdma...," pp. 58-59.
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took the training for nearly two months, the militia paraded at the revolutionary square on 25
June 1977 and expressed their determination to defend the country from the Somali invaders.
During the occasion, the government praised the people's militia as the vanguard of the regular
army on which the red army of the revolution would be built up. The militia began to be

transported and deployed in the Northern, Eastern and Southern war fronts as of 26 June 1977.'

Besides contributing their material, skill and salary to the war effort since the declaration of the
call of the motherland, the Ethiopian workers also joined Tatdq to get military training and fight
for their country. Following the call, AETU made successive discussions and propaganda
campaigns among its affiliates and persuaded them to take up arms against the Somalis. Since
then, the workers began to shout common slogans: "afapZ+7 731407 AT AGoPCHA7!" and

"N@0L PPCHTFYY Anav TS LT "o

In the meantime, AETU held its General Congress from 2 to 5 August 1977 and discussed the
overall situations of the country and the type of support that the workers could provide to the
government. At the end of the meeting, the General Congress passed a seven point resolution.
The resolution urged every basic trade union to recruit manpower as per the criteria set by the
government and send to 7afdq, urge the remaining workers to work extra hours without payment
and cover the gap that would be created because of the recruited workers, take care of the family
of the recruited workers and pay their salary on time, and to defend any anti revolutionary

activities in their workplaces and surroundings. It also urged workers to contribute from their

SITES/MS 2907, Mamo Wudneh, "Yi Tatiiq Tor Séfir Mésaritu ena Edegitu," 1970 EC, pp. 8-10.

62 _We struggle as we produce and we produce as we struggle!"and " We defend our boarder with a rifle, As we
produce with a hammer!" See also Y4 Mélaw Iteyopiya Sdratino¢ Mahebar,"Ya Iteyopiya Saratdnoce Tarik: Ka
Eisdma...," p. 61.
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salary to the war effort as per the new scale which would come into force as of 7 August 1977.
Thus, every worker was bound to contribute from 0.25 cents to 10 birr as per the amount of

his/her salary. The money was not fully given to the government; rather it was also used to

support the family of the workers militia. The scale was appropriated as follows.

Table 2 -The Scale in which all Workers were bound to Contribute to the War Effort.

Salary in 50 and 51-250 | 251-350 | 351-450 | 451-600 | 651-850 850 and
Birr Below 50 Above

850
Expected 0.25 I birr | 2 birr 3 birr 4 birr 5 birr 10 birr
Contribution | cents

Source: Beyene Solomon, Yd Iteyopiya Sdratdnoc Andendt Mahebdr Wuldit, Edegdt, Wudeqdit
(Addis Ababa: Image Enterprise PLC, 2004 E.C/2012), p. 218.

Nearly 20, 000 workers were believed to have been recruited from all trade unions organized
across the country to take military training at Tatdq in three rounds. In the first round, workers
were recruited through their gdbdlle without the knowledge of their basic union or industrial
union or AETU. Though it seems exaggerated, AETU noted that about 7,000 workers took
military training with the peasants and other sections of the society during the first round.® Their
number was apparently reported to AETU by the Ministry of Defence after they reached the war
front and began to request their salary. Worthy of mention here is that the salary of workers
during the Somalia-Ethiopian war was covered by their former employers, not the government.

In the second round, the recruitment of workers was, however, undertaken through a quota

system. Every enterprise was obliged to recruit 5 percent of its manpower.** Most of the

$Voice of AETU, Vol. 1, No. 1, Tegmet, 1970 (October 1977).

S*ENALA, Mol/ 17.1.1.218.01, A Letter written from Saliga Dabila Dinsa, Chairman of the Addis Ababa
Revolutionary Campaign Coordinating Committee to AETU on Mdskdrdm 9, 1970 EC (19 September 1977). It
deals with the precautions that AETU was required to take during recruiting the workers militia.
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enterprises fulfilled their quota through a lottery system. But, some enterprise picked only those
workers who were interested to take military training and die for their country. In its letter sent to
Transport and Communication Industrial Union on 13 July 1977, the Ethiopian Freight Service
Organization Workers' Union clearly indicated how it implemented the quota system while
recruiting the workers militia as follows. "...a% 10 ¢7 1969 4.9° 17WNC AFLL-E hANEFP HoPF avgese
PONALC HTIT havsPOITT RI&IPAPA (1H94AT “TA0LE vl t/hovt kPt i 1300 aet5T @t 75 N4

CFEm- 1A LaryVFDF OHLET avCm?y hAHIBHGA: PTFI° hATHY @-AT 299440907 65 Ar? 10 a+mnadrt

K188 A&CITA="S

During this round, workers were not allowed to be recruited through the gdbdlle where they were
residing; rather every worker was obliged to register in his basic union or industrial union or
AETU. Moreover, members of the workers' revolutionary defence squads were also recruited
during this round.®® The revolutionary defence squads were not allowed to be recruited in the
first round apparently because the government wanted them to continue their work and stabilize

the internal security of the country which was equally dangerous to the government.

It was only those workers who fulfilled the criteria set by the government that were recruited and
registered by AETU, and joined Tatdq for military training. The second round recruits began to

enter Tatdq military camp on 12 August 1977 and the training was started at the end of the same

65 _Based on the notice that the Revolutionary Campaign Office wrote to our office on 10 June 1977
concerning on how to recruit workers' militia, we recruited 75 workers whom we believe are well qualified out of
1300 employees on the Spercent basis. But, since we are expected to send only about 65 persons, we keep the
remaining 10 as reserve. See also CETU, Box No. 133, File No. OT7, A letter sent from Ethiopian Fright Service
Organization Workers' Union to Transport and Communication Industrial Union, Hamle 6, 1969 EC (13 July 1977);
Addis Zdmdn, Mdskdrdm 10, 1970 EC (20 September 1977); Addis Zdmdn, Mdskdrdm 11, 1970 EC (21 September
1977).

% Addis Zdmdn, Mdskérdm 10, 1970 EC (20 September 1977); Addis Zimdn, Mdskdrdm 11, 1970 EC (21
September 1977).
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month. They were recruited from all enterprises across the country. It was also in this round that
nearly 10,000 workers joined the training.’” The Ethiopian Ambharic daily newspaper reported
this on its 14 August 1977 edition as: "..eANEFE AFCXLT AC L7INC ATIANNCST LOLDT P& VN
AP APM0P AT0C PLIVHTT ATPHaVE (ChT Pie PavEavs PP POHLS VHAR WPt PPAFPAT [PavEavs PP

(LA (IOHEC NF° ATOEaSE L, PP AN ATINT 10-] AALD: ACAS P85 FmP MC A6.C MHPA="

The workers were organized under two workers militia brigades. These were 100" and 101
They took the training at Tatdq for nearly two months. At the beginning of October 1977, the
two brigades went out of Tatiq and were deployed in different fronts. The 100" worker's militia
brigade was put under the 1* Division or Central Division and deployed along the Addis Ababa-
Assidb road to clear out insurgents who were creating havoc behind the Ethiopian defence lines
and to protect roads, bridges and the railway line from sabotage. It used Awas Sibat Killo as its
headquarters. As soon as it reached the area, it faced sudden attacks from the Somali insurgents
at Afddm and Beki¢ on 15 and 16 October 1977 respectively. But, the brigade defeated the
insurgents and brought the area under its control until it was incorporated into the 117" Division
and left the area for Eritrea to participate on the Red Star Campaign of 1982.% True, since the
Addis Ababa-Assab road was very significant to transport arms and other military equipment
from the port to Addis Ababa during the war, the government deployed the brigade at various
points, mainly from Awas$ to Asséb, and made the security of the road safe for transportation.

Thus, the 100™ worker's militia brigade played an indispensable role in this regard.

7y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Siratifioé Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratifiode Tarik: K Eisdma...," p. 70; Educational
and Information Department of All Ethiopian Trade union, May Day 1978 (Addis Ababa, 1978), pp.19-20.

88 The first batch of the workers militia recruits [the first batch refers to those militias recruited for the first
time in the name of labourer] joined Tatdq military training camp last Friday and Saturday [6 and 7 August 1977] in
large number to march in the forefront and defend the revolution of the broad oppressed masses and protect the
border of revolutionary Ethiopia." See also Addis Zdmdn, Nihdsé 8, 1969 EC (14 August 1977).

%Informants: Ganit Milisi and Alimu Yasin
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The 101* workers militia brigade, however, fought not only against the Somali insurgents but
also against its regular army. It left Tatiq for Dire Dawa on 15 October 1977 and joined the 2™
People's Militia Division. It was, however, transferred to Babilé after two weeks and joined the
5™ people's militia division to strengthen the Ethiopian army defence line. Since the brigade was
equipped with a new rifle, K-47 which was not used during the training, it used the two weeks to
get acquainted with the machine gun with the help of their veteran commanders. Though it faced
some attacks from the Somali insurgents on its way from Dire Dawa to Babil¢, it reached the

area without any significant causality.”

Even though there is no consensus among scholars who wrote on the Somalia-Ethiopian war
concerning the exact date when Somalia launched its full scale invasion on Ethiopia, they all
agreed that it was undertaken in the second week of July 1977.”" Fantahun Ayili, who consulted
the archives of the Ministry of Defence, however, disregarded other assumptions and definitively
argued that it was launched on 12 July 1977.” Be that as it may, within a matter of 3 to 4 weeks
of the beginning of the full scale invasion, the Somali army, which was well armed and
numerically superior, easily defeated the Ethiopian army and penetrated 700 kms deep into

southeastern and 300kms into southern Ethiopia.”

The 101" worker's militia brigade reached at Babillé on 1 November 1977 nearly two months
after the fall of Jijiga and Karra Mara into the hands of the Somalis. Though the Somali army

failed to advance beyond Karra Mara because of the stiff resistance of the Ethiopian army at

"Informants: Dames Bongir and Ahmiad Mohammad
"Gilkes, p.724; Gebru, p. 644.

"Fantahun, p.119.

BIbid., p. 122; Clapham, Transformation..., pp.61-62.
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Qore, it continued to launch its attack through Fédis, Babile and Jarso-Kombolca fronts. The
Babill¢ front was mainly opened to cut off the Hardr-Qor¢ route and block any further support

that could come from Harir for the Ethiopian army at the Qoré defence line.”

The Somali army began to launch its attack on the Babil¢ front on 12 November 1977. Despite
the stiff resistance it encountered from the 68", 91* and 94™ militia brigades, 101* worker's
militia brigade, 4™ tank battalion, 013 veteran battalion and other units of the Ethiopian army, it
managed to control some strategic points. The defeat was attributed to sabotage by members of
the EPRP. Some EPRP members who were also accused of killing some junior commanders
were executed in front of the army. Nevertheless, the Ethiopian army launched a counter
offensive on the Somali army and controlled Abu Sirif, a strategic place between Babillé and Fiq

5
towns. !

The execution of some of the radio operators who created miscommunication between brigade
and battalion commanders in the first engagement contributed a lot to the success of the counter
offensive. Three radio operators of the worker's militia brigade were suspected of being EPRP
members and summarily executed.”” Moreover, the families of the executed militia were
immediately deprived of the salary and other benefits of the deceased. In his letter to all
enterprises where the 21 executed militias were recruited, Pétros Kilkle, the vice president of
AETU, ordered them to stop paying the salary of the deceased and other benefits to his/her
family. This was a double jeopardy. The letter which was written to the Ethiopian Airline reads

as follows:

"Informants: Ddmes Bongir and Ahmid Mohamméid
"Gebru, p. 654; Informants: Dimes Bongér and Ahméad Mohammad.
SInformants: Dames Bongér and Ahmid Mohamméd.
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. NeCEFTFu vPT NavgPAA TaPAIPNe PAGT U147 AC £NC AdnNc-Au- 0990F 209 AIPL AN
HIP® RINL @D+ PATTY RTC 447067 OHLC T9av-Q HTY ANPFP ACIPE NtOONLOVFD- 04 ANSHFT
A% QAT DAL TGP N HIABD- avalt N&CEE LhdAD- 104 LIPHI® 1 TIGTFD-9° AR AR

TPPT AT8LAMT FLCT W1 AN FE TNNGTUT ATNPT WL PAT:

...Labourer Mamuy¢ Bezundh who was recruited from your organization to
defend his mother land with service number 447067 was found to be one of the
anti revolutionaries on whom revolutionary measure was taken. We, thus, firmly
request your revolutionary cooperation to revoke his salary and other benefits
that he had been receiving from your organization.

In fact, the cleansing of EPRP members who were allegedly labeled as "fifth columnist" by the
Didrg and top army officers was started at the Qore defence line a day after the fall of Jijjiga and
Karra Mara to the Somalis on 12 September 1977 and continued to be practiced at different
fronts until the end of the war. A number of EPRP members who were implicated in the retreat
of the army were summarily executed on 13 September 1977. A dozen officers were also
executed by firing squad for conspiring with the "anarchists" (EPRP) on the same day. This
measure helped the commanders not only to clear out the fifth columnists but also to maintain

discipline among the ill-trained and inexperienced people's militia.”®

Even though the balance of the war began to shift in favor of Ethiopia with the arrival of the
Soviet arms and the South Yemeni tank units in late October 1977, the Ethiopian army began its
full scale counter offensive on 23 January 1978. The coming of around 1500 Soviet military
advisers under the leadership of General Vasily Ivanovich Petro, Deputy Commander of the
Soviet Ground Forces, and more than 12,000 Cuban combatants with their own military hard

ware under the leadership of General Arnaldo Ochoa Sanchez strengthened the preparation of the

""CELU, Box No._, File No. 271, A letter written from Pétros Kélkle, the vice president of AETU to all
enterprises from which the executed militia was recruited on Jegmet 6,1971 EC (16 October 1978). It deals about
revoking the right of the executed militia.

BGebru, p. 650; Fantahun, p. 126.
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Ethiopian army for the counter offensive. In late January 1978, the Ethiopian army was in the
final stage of its preparation to launch the counter offensive. The operation was painstakingly
planned by the Supreme Military Strategic Committee (SMSC). It was composed of the
Ethiopian Officers and Soviet and Cuban military advisers. It was planned to apply surprise
massive artillery barrages followed by infantry and mechanized attacks on the enemy.
Nevertheless, the Somali army started its attack on Babil¢ in a bid to take over Harar on 22
January 1978. On the next day, the Ethiopian army began to implement its full scale counter

offensive against the enemy on several fronts.”

The Ethiopian workers who joined Tatiq for the third round around mid November 1977
completed their training and left for the various war fronts in late January when the Ethiopian
army was getting ready to launch its counter offensive. Nearly 3, 000 workers participated in the
third round training. At the end of the training, they were organized in mixed brigades with
peasant militia, revolutionary guard and veterans, and deployed in various fronts as a rearguard.
The revolutionary people's militias mixed brigades were 504", 505™ and 506™. While 504™ and
505th mixed brigades were put under the eastern command in the 9™ and 10" divisions
respectively, the 506™ was put under the southern command in the 4™ division. They were
deployed as a rearguard to control the liberated areas.®® The coming of these mixed brigades
further consolidated not only the number and strength of the army but also the security of the

country.

®Gebru, pp. 656-657; Fantahun, pp. 130-132; Gilkes, p. 725
$CELU, Box I\Io._, File No. 271, Y4 504, 505 and 506 Temer bergédo¢ sem zerzer ki 1969 eskd1975 EC;
Informant: N&jid Sekur.
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The Ethiopian regular army and militia units were reorganized into seven infantry divisions. It
was also named as the First Revolutionary Liberation Army (FRLA). Accordingly, the worker's
militia brigade was put under the 8" infantry division. It was this division that, with the help of
the Cuban artillery battalion and BM battery, saved Babil¢ and pushed the Somalis a few
kilometers away from the town. The various units of the 8" division including the worker's
militia brigade cleared the Babilé- Fiq road and controlled the town of Fiq on 8 March 1978. The
division also pushed further into the heart of Ogadén and controlled smaller towns in the next
two days.®" On 14 March 1978, the division entered Qibri Dahar with the help of the 3™ par
commando. Thereafter, the town began to be used as the headquarters of the division. The
worker's militia brigade subsequently participated with the units of the division in the liberation

of Godé, Wardér and Qilafo.™

The control of Jijjiga by the Ethiopian army and the Cuban troops on 5 March 1978 marked the
culmination of the Somali Ethiopian war. Thereafter, the Somalis were on the run and a number
of smaller towns fell into the hands of the Ethiopian army without any major engagements.
Digahabur was also liberated on 8 March 1978.% Regardless of the declaration of victory by the
Ethiopian government after the control of Jijjiga, border towns such as Giladin, Silabo,
Mustahil, Férfér and other areas remained under the control of the Somalis until 1980.** The
control of these border towns was mainly undertaken by the 8" division in the Las Operation.
The worker's militia brigade also participated in the liberation of those border towns. The brigade

remained under the division until it was later combined with the regular army. True, a number of

$Didmes Bongér and Ahméad Mohammad.; Fantahun, p. 136.
Ddmes Bongér and Ahméad Mohammaéd.; Fantahun, p. 138.
$Fantahun, p.137; Gebru, p.659.
#Gebru, p. 660; Fantahun, p.139.
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workers left the brigade for several reasons and only those who were fit continued to serve in the

regular army.*

The other thing worth mentioning here is that it was not only workers who took military training
at Tatdq and were organized into brigades and battalions to defend the sovereignty of the
country; rather there were also armed and unarmed workers who participated in the war and paid
the ultimate price for their country. The workers of Dire Dawa factory workers can be mentioned
in this regard. Being aware of the strategic importance of Dire Dawa, the Somali Army launched
two major attacks to control the town on 16 July 1977 and 16 August 1977. While the first attack
was repulsed without any significant damage to the town, the second attack, however, virtually
destroyed the major facilities of the town. For instance, the Somali army destroyed the air traffic
control tower at the airport and the fuel depot, and bombarded textile, meat and cement factories.
They terrorized the residents and nearly came to control the town. But, the Ethiopian air force,
which had relocated to Débrd Zayt, tilted the balance of the war in favor of the Ethiopians by

destroying the Somali tanks and saved the town.*

It was at this difficult time that the workers of Dire Dawa textile factory played indispensable
role to the Ethiopian army by evacuating wounded soldiers and providing supplies. Moreover,
the revolutionary defense squad of the factory fought against the Somalis who tried to control the

compound of the factory and paid the ultimate price for their country. Zargi Hiyld Maryam can

*Informants: Ddmes Bongir and Ahmid Mohammad
Informants: Taddssd Amari; Negusé Limma and Kdbida Duguma; Fantahun, pp. 122-123.
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be mentioned in this regard. She died in the compound of the factory while fighting against the

Somalis.®’

In general, the Ethiopian workers played an indispensable role in defeating the Somali army. The
Ethiopian workers participated in the Somali-Ethiopian war not only as combatants but also as
technicians, mechanics and drivers. Though the war was initially fought between the Somali
irredentists who were dreaming to establish "Greater Somalia" and the Ethiopian nationalist
government and people who were determined not to relinquish even an inch of land, it eventually
evolved into a struggle between internationalism and irredentism following the coming of the
Soviet military advisers and the Cuban and South Yemeni combatants on the Ethiopian side. In
addition to their national interest, the three countries gave support to Ethiopia apparently in the
spirit of socialist solidarity. At the end of the war, the Ddrg saw it as part of the international
proletarian struggle. Regarding this, Gebru Tareke, who consulted the communiqué that
Mengistu wrote to praise the Eastern Command for their contributions, argued that the Ddrg
gave the credit of the victory not only to the Ethiopian people but also to the workers of the

world.®

In his book, Teglacen: Yd Iteyopiya Hezeb Abyotawi Yd Tegel Tarik, Mengistu also made a
similar argument:".. £14F0 KiCh WA PAHLST Ches® diQ het 1o-:"* Here Mengistu tried

to indicate that the Ethiopian revolution not only galvanized the oppressed masses of Ethiopia to

fight against the Somali irredentists but also it carried out its defensive war as part of the struggle

*"Dire Dawa Textile Factory Workers' Union, Dire Dawa Factory Workers' Day (Harér: Harér Printing LTD,
1980EC/1988), p.17.

%Gebru, p. 659.

¥n It was the Ethiopian people's revolution on which they [the Somalis] did not have a clear understanding
that defeated them". See also Mengistu, p. 486.
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of proletarian internationalism that brought socialist countries to fight on its side and score a
resounding victory over the Somalis. The deployment of worker's militia brigades in the war was
also apparently made to push the war to the level that it could be considered as a part of the
struggle of the international proletariat and get the support of socialist countries across the world.
Thus, one can argue that, since the proletarian ideology was at the center of their politics and
proletarian internationalism was the modus operandi of their communist parties, it is possible to
argue that the intervention of the Soviet, Cuban and South Yemeni governments during the
Somali-Ethiopia war was part of the struggle of the international proletariat. In addition, though
the Workers' Party of Ethiopia was still in the process of formation, the defensive war that the
Ddrg was fighting to keep the sovereignty and independence of socialist Ethiopia was in
complete harmony with the requirements of proletarian internationalism. Also worth mentioning
here is that, regardless of the nature of the struggle they were in, the Ethiopian workers played an
indispensable role in the victory that Ethiopia scored over the Somalis during the Somalia-

Ethiopian war.

4.3. Proletarian Internationalism and the Observance of May Day in Ethiopia:

A Shift in Trade Unions' Foreign Relations

Proletarian internationalism has been considered as a fundamental concept of socialism and
communism since the days of Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, even though the joining of the
two words, proletariat and international, as proletarian internationalism was started after the First

World War (WWI)*. The concept of proletarian internationalism was, however, first reflected in

“Marcel van der Linden, Workers of the World: Essays toward a Global Labour History (Leiden; Boston:
Koninklijke Brill NV, 2008), p. 259.
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The Communist Manifesto, an important document that announced the tenets of communism in
1848. In the concluding remark of the document, "Working men of all Countries, Unite!", Marx
and Engels sought to create awareness among the workers of the world regarding the importance
of unity to defeat their oppressors, the bourgeoisie. They argued that the victory of proletarians
over their oppressors at the national level was not enough so long as proletarians across the
world were still under oppression. Thus, they further stressed that the international aggressive
expansion of capitalism forced the workers of the world to unite and confront this international
challenge. They also noted that the interest of workers could be better served through

cooperation with the international proletariat, not with the national bourgeoisie.”'

The concept of proletariat internationalism emanated from the Marxist analysis of capitalism.
Marxists believed that cooperation among the working class of the world should be seen as a
precondition to fight against capitalism. They also encouraged the proletariat across the world to
strengthen their solidarity and defend themselves from the merciless exploitation of the

bourgeoisie. Marcel van der Linden defined proletarian internationalism as "...the collective
actions of a group of workers in one country who set aside their short-term interests as a national
group on behalf of a group of workers in another country, in order to promote their long-term

interests as members of a trans-national class."

Even though the working class struggle in Western Europe had sought international solidarity
since the early 19" century, it was not able to establish an agency that would protect the

proletariat across the world from the exploitation of the bourgeoisie until 1864. Nevertheless,

*'Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, The Communist Manifesto, Authorized English Translation, edited and
annotated by Frederick Engels (New York: International Publishers, 2007), p. 44.
“Linden, p. 259.
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the working class struggle to establish an international agency was intensified with the outbreak
of the 1848 revolution across Europe. As a result, several organizations with multinational
membership were created in Belgium and England and began to finance the working class
movement in Europe.” It was from this movement that the International Working Men's
Association (IWMA), commonly called the First International, was born in London on 28
September 1864. It aimed at coordinating the working class struggle against their oppressors, the
bourgeoisie, across the world. Nevertheless, the First International began to decline after the fall
of the Paris Commune in 1872 and eventually ceased to exist in 1876.The preoccupation of
national trade unions on their internal matters was believed to have been one of the factors for
the decline of the First International.” Despite its failure, the First International contributed a lot
to the global unification of the class struggle of the working class of the world against their

common enemy, capitalism.

After the demise of the First International, the proletariats of the world continued their struggle
to consolidate their solidarity. The working class struggle, augmented by the newly emerging
socialist cooperation, eventually led to the creation of the Second International in Paris on 14
July 1889. It was also called Socialist International as it was initiated by socialist and labour
parties across Europe. As compared to the First International, the Second International was a
broad organization that managed to encompass a number of working class movements across the

world. It was also more decentralized than its precursor.”

93 .
1bid., p. 268.
94Linden, p- 272; Robert Bozinoviski, "The Communist Party of Australia and Proletarian Internationalism,
1928-1945,) PhD Dissertation, Victoria University: Faculty of Arts, Education and Human Development, 2008, p.
24,
Linden, pp. 273-274; Bozinoviski, pp. 23-24.
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The declaration of May First or May Day as the holiday of the working people of the world or an
international workers' day on 14 July 1889 was one of the major achievements of the Second
International. It was an event that aroused the expectancy of the working people throughout the
world. The other major issue that the Congress of the Second International decided and officially
recognized was the 8 hour working day which was the rallying cause of May Day.”® It was
Samuel Gompers, President of the America Federation of Labour (AFL), who suggested to the
participants of the Second International to transform May Day, which was already appropriated
as a rallying day for the 8 hour working day among the American working class since 1886, into
an international labour day to be celebrated by all workers across the world.”” Thus, May Day
was not a socialist invention; rather it was introduced as a result of the long and arduous struggle

of the American working class for the 8 hour working day.98

Though May Day arose from the 8 hour working day movement, it eventually became a day of
solidarity, struggle and unity of the international proletariat. It is a day in which the international
proletariat and the world's oppressed peoples analyze and recall their past struggles and
sacrifices. It is also a day in which the workers assess the stage their struggle has reached and
map out their next strategies and tactics both at the national and international levels. The slogans
were also transformed from demanding for shorter work days to economic equality, democracy,

T . . 99
individual right, green environment and a more humane world.

**William Z. Foster, History of the Three Internationals (New York: International Publishers, 1955), p. 199.

*"David Goldway, "Neglected Page of History: The Story of May Day: A Talk Sponsored by the Friends of
the Wellfleet Public Library, Wellfleet, Massachusetts, May, 1989," Science & Society, Vol. 69, No. 2, April, 2005,
p. 223, Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/40404819.

%Ibid., p. 220.

“Goldway, p. 224.
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Even though Ethiopia had been a member of the International Labour Organization (ILO) since
1923 and established the Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions (CELU) in1963, it had
never celebrated May Day before 1975. Since some of the Ethiopian rulers were shareholders in
some of the biggest companies in the country, they often preferred to support the agenda of the
employers than those of the workers. Moreover, CELU had never demanded the government to
make May Day one of the national holydays. It had merely attempted to observe the day by
arranging for its General Congress to be held on May first. In general, one can argue that neither

the workers nor the imperial regime recognized the importance of the day before 1975."'%

Though May Day had begun to be celebrated at the world stage since 1886, the Ethiopian
workers and their organization began to observe it nearly 89 years later in 1975. It was the Ddrg
regime that declared May Day to be celebrated as one of the national holydays in the country on
10 January 1975."! Though the celebration of May Day had never been demanded by the
workers until it was announced by the government, Kiflu Tadesse noted that the issue was raised
in the Voice of Labour a few days before the Ddrg announced it. He further asserted that it was

from that paper that the Dérg took the idea and declared it officially.'®*

Nevertheless, since the
paper that contained issues concerning May Day was barred from being published by the social

committee of the Ddrg, it is very difficult to verify that the idea was initiated by CELU.

On the other hand, the Ddrg argued that ever since Ethiopia adopted socialism as a political and

socio-economic system, it became one of the socialist countries in the world. Thus, it further

®Informants: Beyene Solomon, Gibri Selasé Gibrd Maryam, Abira Abibi, Fesseha Seyon Tike.

' Addis Zéimdin, Ter 3, 1967 EC (11 January, 1975).

12K iflu Tadesse, The Generation: The History of the Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Party, Part I, From
the Early Beginnings to 1975 (Washington DC: Independent Publishers, 1993), pp. 220-221.
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argued that since many socialist countries celebrated May Day as one of the manifestations of
their grand principle, proletarian internationalism, it was also a must for Ethiopia to celebrate

' 1t is, thus, feasible to argue that the celebration of May Day was

May Day and join the camp.
initiated by the Ddrg and not by the workers themselves. It reached to this decision apparently to
get the support of the Ethiopian workers and improve its relation with the national confederation,
as well as to strengthen its relations with the socialist countries. In addition, by celebrating May

Day, the Ddrg tried to prove to those countries that Ethiopia was building socialism and aspiring

towards communism.

Regardless of the intention of the Ddrg behind the celebration of May Day, CELU welcomed it
and expressed its readiness to celebrate the day with great zeal and in a progressive socialist
spirit. In its message to the PMAC, CELU noted that: "...0.H8R @FL4&P a0t TC 2 +7 1967 94.9°
NAM®@- a9\ ko A 10T 1 7 GO APE 0ACHET P77 MATEEEL NP 0190 T A24NOC POATT PhACRE
weAt B K1Y TWC Qoo A0 224" A number of basic trade unions also expressed their
gratitude to the PMAC regarding the celebration of May Day. The Ethiopian Airlines Workers'
Union, for instance, welcomed the decision of PMAC to designate May Day as national holiday
on 10 January 1975. In a congratulatory message to the PMAC, the EAL workers' union

expressed its support of the government's decision on the celebration of May Day.'”

The celebration of May Day for the first time in the history of Ethiopia was organized by several

stakeholders, including the Ministry of Social and Labour Affairs, Ministry of National

' Addis Zimdn, Ter 3, 1967 EC (11 January, 1975); Ethiopian Herald, 11 January 1975 (Jer 3, 1967 EC).

104 _CELU supports wholeheartedly the decision that the PMAC made on 10 January 1975 to celebrate May
Day or May First as one of the national holydays of the country." See also Addis Zdmdn, Ter 7, 1967 EC (15
January 1975).

"% Ethiopian Herald, 12 January 1975 (Jer 4, 1967EC).
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Resources, Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions and Addis Ababa Municipality. It was
started on 30 April 1975 in the afternoon with musical shows presented by military bands at
major squares across Addis Ababa. Among others, the Ground Force Orchestra, the Imperial
Body Guard Orchestra, the Police Orchestra and the Municipality Orchestra participated in the
show. On 1May 1975, a number of workers from trade unions in and around Addis Ababa
marched to the Revolution Square from four directions. A number of government officials,
ministers, military officers, ambassadors and other dignitaries including the chairman of the

PMAC and the vice-chairmen attended the celebration as guests of honor.'®

On the occasion, the chairman of the Ddrg, Brigadier General Téfdri Bénti, congratulated the
workers and praised them for the indispensable role they played during the revolution. Moreover,
he encouraged the workers to value the principles of socialism and defend the revolution from
both its internal and external enemies. The first vice president of CELU also made a speech on
the event. In his speech, Aldm Abdi appreciated the political decisions of the Ddrg to bring all
the resources and means of productions under the control of the general public. He also
expressed succinctly that the Ethiopian workers were ready to struggle against the remnants of
feudalism and imperialism and work for the development of socialism. In addition, he hailed
May Day as the birthday of all workers and called on them to stop celebrating the birthday of

Emperor Haile Selassie I and begin celebrating their own birthday.'"’

Even though the leaders of CELU were arrested and a serious division was created between the

vice president, Aldim Abdi, and his supporters who were backed by the Ddrg on the one hand and

" Addis Ziamdn, Miyazeya 22, 1967 EC (30 April 1975); Miiskérdm (A Marxist-Leninist Ideological Journal),
Vol. 1, No. 4, Miyazeya, 1973 EC/1981, p. 18.
' Addis Zimdn, Miyazeya 23, 1967 EC/1May 1975.
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the leaders of some basic trade unions in and around Addis Ababa who were trying to establish a
provisional leadership for the confederation on the other, thousands of workers participated in
the May Day celebration. The Ddrg was able to bring the two conflicting groups together and
celebrate the day colorfully. The workers who came with their industrial products added color to
the occasion.'® Thousands of workers and other sections of the popular masses marched to the
Revolution Square shouting slogans and hoisting up placards reading: “Down with Aldm Abdi!”
“CELU shall be independent!” “Provisional Peoples' Government now!” and “Democratic
Rights must be respected!”'” True, they also shouted or hoisted on their placards anti-feudal and
anti-imperialist as well as pro-socialist slogans.''® Despite the various anti government slogans

shouted and hoisted on placards, however, the celebration was concluded peacefully.

Figure 4.12. Industrial Workers from the Southern Sub City Administration of Addis Ababa
Marching to the Revolution Square

Source: Addis Zdmdn, Miyazya 23, 1967EC (1 May 1975); Goh Bulletin, Vol. 1, No. 7, Sdne
1967 EC (June, 1975), p. 16.

% Goh Bulletin, Vol. 1, No. 7, Siné 1967 EC (June 1975), p. 16.

'IES/CL, 2393/04/2/2.3, Abyot, Vol. 1 No. 4, April-May 1976, p. 22. Kiflu Tadesse, The Generation: ... Part
I, pp. 220-221.

" Addis Zéimdn, Miyazeya, 23, 1967 EC (May 1, 1975).
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The 1976 and 1977 May Day celebrations were, however, marred by clashes that broke out
between Ddrg and POMOA loyalist on the one hand and EPRP and EWRU followers on the
other. May Day was used as an important event by the two contending groups to flex their
muscles by bringing as many of their supporters as possible to the rallies and making them
disseminate their political manifestos by shouting slogans and hoisting them on their placards.
Instead of being a day in which the workers themselves celebrate their victory, voice their
grievances and demands, strengthen their solidarity and reaffirm their dedication to continue the
struggle, the celebration of May Day during those years was used as an event in which workers
were forced to echo the propaganda of the contradicting groups. In effect, it served as a

battleground for the two contending groups, EPRP and Meison.'"

A week before the celebration of the 1976 May Day, most of the Ddrg officials went to several
industries in and around Addis Ababa which were suspected as strongholds of the EPRP and
held discussions with workers on how to celebrate the day peacefully. They urged workers to
refrain from participating in activities that would disrupt the peace and tranquility of May Day.

"2 In this regard,

They also advised them to come out with anti-CELU and anti-EPRP slogans.
Fessehd Dista, for instance, stated in his memoirs that he held discussion with the workers of
Berhanena Sélam Printing Press, Ethio-Djibouti Railway Company and the Ministry of Mining
and Energy. He argued that the government used the discussions to gauge the attitude of workers

before the celebration and set corrective measures to control the problems which would be

created on May Day. He further argued that despite the preparation of the government to hold a

"IES/CL, 2393/04/2/4.4, Abyot, Vol.5, No.4, May 1980, pp. 7-8; Mdiskdrim, Vol. 1, No.4, Miyazeya,1973
EC/1981, p. 19; Andargachew Tiruneh, p. 211.

Y2IES/CL, 2393/04/2/2.3, Abyot, Vol. 1, No. 4, April-May, 1976, p. 23; IES/CL, 2393/04/2/2.4, Abyot, Vol. 1,
No. 5, June-July, 1976, p.1.
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peaceful May Day celebration, EPRP members managed to reach Revolution Square and

disrupted the celebration not only by shouting and hoisting on their placards anti-Ddrg slogans

113

but also by firing guns "~ Though the author gave due attention to the situation, he belittled the

repressions of workers by the regime and unfairly attributed the whole problem to the EPRP.

Besides intimidating radical workers who raised questions during the discussions, the Ddrg
planned to snatch anti-government placards from workers before they got out of their starting
points. A large number of soldiers and police forces were deployed along the main roads that led
to Revolution Square and snatched placards and apprehended workers who were suspected as
EPRP members. Regardless of the security pressure, the workers showed their determination by

condemning the regime. In one of its clandestine papers, the EPRP noted that: "...0"104.¢-¢9F@-q

977F @-g° av18: ANLS TOMEG AAD- BdT UHA AZRIIL0PAN ALDE OAET PDFLCT SMC aASE ot 9108

hecao- eoez''* Despite the security personnel's pressure, however, a number of workers reached

Revolution Square shouting and hoisting anti Ddrg slogans. They demanded respect of

.. . . . . 115
democratic rights and raised other wide ranging issues.

..PASA ANOS PANNLD: ANLCE DTG AAD- UHA SHFO- NONFD- avg h©F avnnd: LHSP
UHAR a0t EREIA VAT PANLS TCHE: 10! Bdy YA MhClé- AL AGHIFIINEG avy s
LML NAAAT] AL PN 440G LIPIPANLE HPHE LPH LAY NAHED- AL PFOED-
POCHF AP LO1L) 0T AF Lavd AD- P59 F0 AG 4k £T9,000< 14z 11O

...Among the slogans that the workers, youths and other people of Addis Ababa
and its surrounding shouted and hoisted on their placards, the ones conspicuously
seen and loudly heard at a distance include: Let Provisional People's Government
be established! EPRP is the vanguard party of the workers! The oppressed mass
shall never campaign on Eritrea! Down with the comprador scholars! Stop

"Eesseha Dsta, Abyoyu ena Tezetayé (Los Angeles; Addis Ababa: Tsehai Publisher, 2008), p. 184.

"4 When the intimidation of the Ddrg against workers failed, it brought the army and heavy machine guns
and made May Day a military show up." See also IES/CL, 1775/02/31,A N A 8C, ™8 22 AT &%+ AhAL?

"“Babile Tola, To Kill a Generation: The Red Terror in Ethiopia (Washington, DC: Free Ethiopia Press, 1989),
p. 43;1ES/CL, 2393/04/2/4.4, Abyot, Vol.5, No.4, May, 1980, pp. 7-8.

HSTES/CL, 1775/02/31, AN A £C, ™8 22 A7 &% AAL?
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government's intervention on CELU! Let the minimum wage be decided! Let the

slavery law proclaimed on workers [Proclamation No. 64/1975] be dissolved!
Even though the May Day celebration took place in several provincial towns, it was only in
Addis Ababa that the deadly clash between the demonstrators and government soldiers broke
out. In all cities and towns across the country, the soldiers and police force attacked and arrested
suspected opponents. In Addis Ababa, however, they shot and killed a number of demonstrators.
The number of casualties was not clearly known as prisoners were also killed later.
Andargachew Tiruneh, however, argued that around 20 people were killed during the
demonstration. But, Babile Tola doubled the figure and argued that more than 40 people were
killed during the 1976 May Day demonstration.''” In general, one can argue that whatever the
number of casualties, the 1976 May Day marked the transformation of trade unions-state relation

from a mere contradiction into serious animosity.

The 1977 May Day was celebrated after the labour movement of the country had come under
strict state control. The Ddrg had already clipped EWRU, the labour wing of EPRP, during the
comprehensive house to house search campaign conducted from 23 to 27 March 1977. A number
of workers who were suspected as EPRP members were also exposed and apprehended in several
industries. As a result, EPRP had already been losing its control on trade unions before the May

Day celebration.'®

In addition to the war of total annihilation waged on EPRP and EWRU by the Ddrg and Mieson,

internal division among the leaders of the party weakened it greatly which forced it to abandon

""Babile, p. 43; Abyot, Vol. 1, No. 5, June-July, 1976, p. 3; Abyot, Vol. I, No. 4 April-May, 1976, It deals
about May Day celebration in Addis Ababa.
"8Méskérdm (A Marxist-Leninist Ideology Journal), Vol. I, No. 4, 1973 EC/1981, p. 19.
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conducting protest demonstrations during major celebrations. It was forced to carry out only
small scale rallies at the gdbdlle levels. Thus, EPRP and some members of the defunct EWRU
agreed to carry out small scale rallies in several gdbdllés of Addis Ababa on the eve of May Day.
The responsibility of executing the rallies at each gdbdlle was given to the Addis Ababa Youth

119
League.

The Youth League organized the protest demonstrations in each gdbdlle on 29 April 1977
apparently to avoid similar casualties that had happened in previous year May Day celebration.
By six o'clock on Friday evening, hundreds of youth and children went out for demonstration in
more than 20 gdbdlles. Even though EPRP had the information that the Ddrg had already
obtained the plan of the demonstration, it could not disseminate the information to the

120

demonstrators and stop the demonstration.” ™ Jacob Wiebel argued that the Ddrg obtained the

information from a mid-level EPRP member who was apprehended at gdbillé level."!

Once the Ddrg received the information, it put the revolutionary defense squads and the soldiers
on alert to respond to the demonstrators. Thus, as soon as the demonstrators reached around the
qdbdille offices, the revolutionary defence squads supported by soldiers in military jeeps opened
fire on them. By doing so, they committed a horrifying massacre on young children and youths.
Well over five hundred demonstrators were slain in less than two hours. A number of youths

were also apprehended and later killed. The massacre continued the following day across the

"Kiflu Tadesse, The Generation....Part II, p. 316; Babile, pp. 141-142.

2K iflu Tadesse, The Generation....Part II, pp. 316-317.

213acob Wiebel, "Revolutionary Terror Campaigns in Addis Ababa, 1976-1978," PhD Dissertation, University
of Oxford: St. Cross College, 2014, p. 159.
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city. The families who lost their sons and daughters during the heinous massacre were also

forced to pay 250 Ethiopian dollars to take the corpses from Menilek IT Hospital. 122

Even though workers were not active participants and their casualty was insignificant during the
demonstration, the eve of the 1977 May Day celebration is still remembered as black eve of May
Day in the history of the Ethiopian working class movement. It was the day when the highest
carnage was committed even in the history of red terror in this country. Jacob Wiebel for
instance argued that "...the massacres that erupted in Addis Ababa on the eve of May Day in
1977 marked the single most violent day in the history of the Ethiopian terror."'* Bahru Zewde
also succinctly put the horrifying carnage of the day as "...the carnage of May Day 1977 was the

dress rehearsal for the massive killings that characterized the third phase of the government

nl124

terror. Qonjit Berhan, one of the members of the Youth League, gave her eye witness account

of the massacre of the eve of May Day as follows. The eve of the 1977 May Day was:

DORFEEL @A et PTIPmP POMT dART PLLONT dNT! DATT AAZFFm- avoge
eHHhA®T TRT PO heAd: PALFF®T hahé? APO-AL A797T HhAhANT 7 AGHT
@O-ASFD 022000 g LAY PAAD- ax Tt A9.0 ANOT LOeRIPOTF OPFIALA AN hehrtt
12 099004 Paed NBA 899° AP APt (VF PUPPTFOTE Pana 21AMALT Noome ALP7
YOS, N4.MEF D+ 4ANET TP PANATOT ¢35

...The day when unprecedented massacre of youths happened in Ethiopia! The day
when parents were denied to take the corpse of their children even after paying for
the bullet with which they were killed! A trying time that mothers cursed the day
they gave birth! A time when Addis Ababa was anxious by a voice which had no
one to hear it! The darkest day that Addis Ababa became a mourning house after
the Fascist Italy massacre in February 19[1937]! A day that [Ethiopia] wore a
black mourning clothing not because of the Fascists who came from Italy but due
to those who grew from her womb!

2Hiwet Teffera, Tower in the Sky (Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 2012), p. 243; Andargachew
Tiruneh, pp. 211-212; Babile, pp. 141-142; Qonjit Berhan, Yalardfu Ndifeso¢ (Addis Ababa: Far East Trading PLC,
2010), pp. 166-167.

B Wiebel, p. 157.

'Bahru Zewde, "The "Red Terror" in Ethiopia: Historical Context and Consequences," in Society, state and
History: Selected Essays (Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 2008), p. 439.

Qonjit, pp.167-168.
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Besides the total annihilation of EPRP by the regime, the heinous massacre on the eve of the
1977 May Day demoralized workers and apparently forced them to abandon anti-government

demonstrations in subsequent May Day celebrations.

May Day celebrations from 1978 to 1991 were organized under the full control of the
government. It had used May Day celebrations to mobilize supporters and broadcast its strength
not only to the broad masses of the country but also to the international community. It had also
used them to strengthen its solidarity with the working class and the rest of the Ethiopian people
against its internal and external enemies. Primarily, the government had used May Day
celebrations to condemn the Somali irredentists, the liberation fronts, opposition groups and all
anti-revolutionary movements. The following slogans which were shouted by workers and
hoisted on their placards during the May Day celebrations succinctly indicated that the regime
had used the day to mobilize the workers and the broad masses of the country for the war against
those groups. Among the major slogans which were shouted and hoisted on placards by the
workers during the May Day celebrations were: “Revolutionary Mother Land or Death!”
"Everything to the War Front!" "The Objective of the Red Star Campaign is People Centered!"
"Death to the CIA Mercenaries, EPLF and TPLF!" The proletariats are the forerunners to the call

of the motherland!”'*®

"2Ethiopian Herald, 28 April 1981 (Miyazeya 20, 1973 EC); 2 May 1989 (Miyazeya 24, 1981 EC); 3 May
1985 (Miyazeya 25, 1977 EC); 2 May 1990 (Miyazeya 24, 1982); Sdrtoaddr, Miyazeya 21, 1974 EC ( 29 April
1982).
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Figure 4.13. Revolutionary Mother Land or Death! Figure 4.14.The Red Star Campagin has Popular Support!
Source: Ethiopian Herald, 28 April 1981 Source: Sdrtoaddr, Miyazeya 21, 1974 EC
(Miyazeya 20, 1973 EC) (29 April 1982)
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Figure4.15 Everything to the War Front!

Source: Ethiopian Herald, 2 May 1989 (Miyazeya 24, 1981 EC)

The second major issue that the government disseminated during the May Day celebrations was
related with the establishment of COPWE, the organization of the Workers Party of Ethiopia
(WPE) and the formation of the Peoples Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (PDRE). Thus, May
Day celebrations were used to mobilize workers and other sections of the society to work for the
formation of the party and the people’s government. In this regard, among the major slogans
which were repeatedly used and loudly heard and conspicuously seen at a distance during the
May Day celebrations were the following: “the mission of COPWE would succeed!” “We shall

organize WPE!” “The workers would implement WPE's decisions!” “We would endeavor for the
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implementation of WPE's decisions!” “The objective of WPE is the proletariat’s objective! and

“We shall establish PDRE!”'?’

Figure4.16 The Mission of COPWE Would Succeed! 4.17.Proletariats would Implement WPE's Decisions!
Source: Ethiopian Herald, 4 May 1982 Source: Ethiopian Herald, 3 May 1985
(Miyazeya 26, 1974 EC) (Miyazeya 25, 1977 E
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Figure 4.18. We shall struggle to build Peoples' Democratic Ethiopia! Figure 4.19. We shall build PDRE!
Source: Sdrtoaddr, Miyazeya 23, 1981EC. Source: Ethiopian Herald, 2 May 1989.
(1 May 1989) (Miyazeya 24, 1981 EC)

Thirdly, the government had used May Day celebrations to indoctrinate the working class and
the broad masses of the country with Marxism-Leninism and the principles of socialism. It had
also used the day to consolidate the core principle of its foreign policy, proletarian
internationalism.'*® True, all socialist countries adopted proletarian internationalism as a core
principle and urged workers to organize and fight their exploiters. The proponents of this concept
argued that the problem of workers in one country is similar with the problem of workers in the

rest of the world. Thus, they further argued that the workers should fight their common enemy

2"Ethiopian Herald, 4 May 1982 (Miyazeya 26, 1974 EC); 3 May 1985 (Miyazeya 25, 1977 EC); 2 May 1990
(Miyazeya 24, 1982 EC); 2 May 1989 (Miyazeya 24, 1981 EC); 1 May 1987 (Miyazeya 23, 1979 EC); Sdrtoadir,
Miyazeya 23, 1981EC (1 May 1989).

B\ féiskéirdim, A Marxist-Leninist Ideological Journal, Vol. 1, No. 4, 1973 EC, p. 3.

340



jointly, not independently.'* As a socialist country, Ethiopia also joined the camp to strengthen

its foreign relations with the other socialist countries across the world.

During the imperial period, Ethiopia's foreign policy was more inclined to the West than the
East. Likewise, since its establishment, CELU had been influenced by ICFTU and other western
trade unions. As a result, its foreign policy was inclined towards the West than the East."*° But,
the government did not force it to shape its foreign relation only with Western trade unions.
Following the coming to power of the military regime and the adoption of socialism, however,
Ethiopia's foreign relation totally shifted from the West to the East. Proletarian Internationalism
became the focus of the regime's foreign policy. Likewise, the foreign relation of the Ethiopian
working class shifted in line with the government' foreign policy. The International
Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), American Federation of Labour-Congress of
Industrial Organization (AFL-CIO) and African Labour Center were expelled out of the country.
Instead, AETU was advised to strengthen its relations with the World Federation of Trade
Unions (WETU) and other trade unions of socialist countries."”' Regarding the core principle of
its foreign policy, AETU noted that:

L@ R w9 QY eoCY Naviat @R UTErE 00T SPRAAT NaPPRgP PavA jFeLP
Wt MUNC NHETT8S OAANT hICT PwetS TNt IC N OH ALLE GAI® hP4dPrT avCy

AL OTaP(lt ATFEF (19°€mMC OFALE P3P 9P& ONNNDT AL +hée Novr? N7.LLCITF-

ANTFPOPT LOAAAET NIPT N9IMSNC ARIPECANT NIPT ao8Ng° 974 &0& Atz 2

..AETU would draft its foreign policy based on this principle [Proletarian
Internationalism]. Thus, by creating relationship with the trade unions of
progressive socialist countries on the basis of the principle of proletarian
internationalism and by participating in several international meetings and
contributing its part, AETU provided with an additional support to weakening the
imperialist camp by strengthening the socialist camp.

'Bozinovski, pp. 22-23.

BOAETU, "AETU and International Trade Unions," unpublished (Amharic), Addis Ababa, Sine 1974 EC/June
1982, p. 30.

Bbid., p.32..

B21bid., p.33.
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The government had often used May Day celebrations to urge workers to strengthen their
relations with the world proletariat. Thus, the workers had been forced to praise socialism,
Marxism-Leninism and proletarian internationalism in the slogans they used to shout and hoist
on their placards during May Day celebrations. Among others, the slogans which were shouted
and hoisted on their placards during May Day demonstrations were the following: “the world
would come under the control of the proletariat!” “Long live Proletarian Internationalism!”
“Marxism-Leninism is our Guiding principle!” “Long live May Day!” “The working class's

. . .. 1
historical mission would succeed!".'**

Figure 4. 20 Let Proletarian Internationalism Flourish! Figure 4.21. Marxism-Leninism is our Guiding Principle!
Source: Addis Zimdn, Miyazeya 24, 1979 EC Source: Ethiopian Herald, 1 May 1981
(2 May 1987) (23 Miyazeya 1973 EC)

Figure 4.22. Our Struggle is for Peace and Socialim
Source: Ethiopian Herald, 1 May 1987 (Miyazeya 23, 1979 EC)

3 Addis Zéimdin, Miyazeya 24, 1979 EC (2 May 1987); Ethiopian Herald, 1 May 1987 (Miyazeya 23, 1979
EC); 1 May 1981 (23 Miyazeya 1973 EC); 4 May 1982 (Miyazeya 26, 74 EC).
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In general, even though May Day was celebrated with massive street demonstrations in the
presence of different guests of honor, including the leaders of the country, from 1975 to 1991,
the workers had never used it to strengthen their solidarity, express their grievances, show their
abilities and present their demands. It was rather used as a stage for opposition groups to flex
their muscle by dividing the workers. For the first three years, it was virtually used as a battle
ground for the warring groups, the EPRP and EWRU on the one hand and the Ddrg and Mieson
on the other. After the Ddrg totally annihilated its opponents, May Day continued to serve
merely as an important occasion in which the regime consolidated its support, disseminated its
policies and indoctrinated the people of Ethiopia in general and the working class in particular
with its ideology. Thus, one can argue that the May Day celebrations in Ethiopia failed to meet

the very objective for which it was instituted.

4.4. Ethiopian Trade Unions (ETU) and the Workers’ Party of Ethiopia

(WPE)

The third General Congress of the All Ethiopian Trade Unions (AETU) met from 30 April to 1

May 1986 and passed an eleven point resolution to improve the structure and function of the

organization. One of the resolutions, for instance, called on AETU to transform its organizational

structure in line with the stage of development of the country. The name of the organization was

also changed from AETU to ETU. Regarding this change, the resolution stated that:"...hH& “1.9H.9

23, 1978 a.9° BI°C L9WNETT PME P LaPAD+ A ALK WtGT TWNC /aPh oY aoP'r POt RAACKE wetd T
134

TNC /AT K87 Mo ohsA: T True, the initiative to restructure AETU was taken by the

government to make the organization fit with the structure of the Workers Party of Ethiopia

13 The [3rd] General Congress of AETU decided that the All Ethiopian Trade Unions (AETU) is replaced by
Ethiopian Trade Unions (ETU) as of the First of May 1986. See also Addis Zdmdn, Miyazeya 24, 1978 EC (2 May
1986).
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(WPE). The task of restructuring AETU was ordered by Sergeant Légidsd Asfaw, one of the top
Diirg officials.'* Since Meison members under POMOA had played a significant role in the
creation of AETU, one can argue that one of the reasons, particularly, for the change of the

name, was to expunge the legacy of the All Ethiopian Socialist Movement (Meison)!

Besides restructuring the organization, however, the two day Congress elected 64 workers as
permanent members and 11 workers as alternate members for the Central Council respectively.
Similarly, 29 workers were also elected as members to the Central Control Committee. In the
second day of the Congress, the permanent and alternate members held a meeting and elected 9
executive committee of ETU. Accordingly, Taddssd Tamrat and Tagidne Gamacu were elected
as president and vice president of ETU respectively. Likewise, Yohannes Tafari and Alimayéahu
Tadidssd were elected as General Secretary and vice secretary of the organization respectively.
Berhdnu Mola, Jiganu Bordda, Mogéds Getacdaw, Fantu Gébrd Egziabhér and Mélaku Wirtu were
also elected as members of the executive committee. Most of the executive committee members,
including the president and vice president, were elected for the second term in 1986.Tameru
Cane, Ayidla Gébru and Aldmu Yasandw were also elected as members of the Central Control

Committee.'®

The leaders of ETU argued that the main objective of restructuring the organization was to avoid
overlapping responsibility and authority between regional trade unions and industrial unions
from the local to provincial level. The industrial unions which were established from wdrdda to

provincial levels were dissolved and only local and national industrial unions were left to

Beyene Solomon, Yé Iteyopiya Siratéiriioc Andendt Mahebdr Wuldit, Edegit, Wudeqdit (Addis Ababa: Image
Enterprise PLC, 2004 E.C/2012), p. 247.
13 Ethiopian Herald, 2 May 1986 (Miyazeya 24, 1978); Beyene Solomon, Y Iteyopiya Séiratdiiioc Andendit ...,
pp. 248-249.
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continue in the structure. The national industrial union was however divided into 9 industrial
union federations.'?’ Nevertheless, since the initiative came from the government, it is possible
to argue that the main objective of restructuring the organization was to align its structure with
the structure of WPE and bring it under strict control of the government. The organizational
structure was formed in a way that ETU could be able to execute the policies and programs of
the WPE. It received orders and guidelines from the party whenever it passed decisions on major
issues. In the preamble of its newly drafted constitution, ETU clearly described that it was ready
to receive organizational and ideological leadership from the WPE and work for the
implementation of its programs. It was also argued that ETU would struggle to realize PDRE and
consolidate socialism in the country. Regarding this, the constitution stated that:
LHGIP WweAT @ MANC PTLmOP@ N &CH horRaR +AOh@- avdlrt ATIC APLT PR

102 AAPIIC PAFPE P Wt T TUNC/ ATl SCEF PG COTTINTIR Adve-Cr hAEE P Wit T

TCEAwT/ heTT AAPT TGP 0GR rF: OFAL ARHART LPhe-OPRT AP
a0 FG ACAAHI® 07 PP T W2.0-9° AL NI Bt A& 204 AIPTSLANT ARI® aomGhC
M91.1@ TN @QT WetgFo CHNANTT AT AR.0M 00F +ONF ARG PILATT

T DT 70 £90.L0E09° NehotP St TIUNC <28

...The struggle that is still expected to be contributed today by the workers'
organization would grow in line with the success of the working class's mission.
Thus, ETU is a national trade union which would get organizational and
ideological leadership from WPE and endeavor for the implementation of WPE'
programs, more importantly, for the building of PDRE and the realization of
Socialism, and would also execute the policy of the party and give a day today
leadership to the workers to carry out their responsibility in the revolutionary
Ethiopia's anti imperialist struggle.

Like its precursor, ETU continued to use democratic centralism as the guiding principle of its
organizational structure and day to day function. In Article 6 of its constitution, ETU lucidly

asserted that: "...PA &P wetET TNC LCEFP ADFPCS hO1é-C 18.9°NELPR TI0NARTH aoCy AL Pt+aval-t+

137Ethiopian Trade Unions, "The Constitution of Ethiopian Trade Unions, Miyazeya, 1978 EC/ April, 1986", p. 2.
13877, ;
1bid., p. 1.
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ro-:""% Thus, the lower trade unions were often obliged to respect the orders of ETU or other
higher trade unions in the organizational hierarchy. ETU was primarily organized as one of the
political organs of the state. It gave priority to the policies and programs of the government. In
one of its objectives stated under Article 1/iii of its constitution, ETU stated that: "..eaAw 77
TEALI® 0GR ATILLA (PHCS (TLNELD- A 1507 +ate aa2a" *° In doing so, it established an
ideological committee in each basic trade union across the country to indoctrinate workers with
Marxism-Leninism. As a result, a number of workers were forced to be members of the party.'*!
Thus, one can argue that the new organizational structure could not help the Ethiopian workers to

realize their enduring dream, creating an independent trade union in the country.

139 The organizational structure and function of ETU based on the principles of democratic centralism." See
also Ethiopian Trade Unions, "The Constitution of Ethiopian Trade Unions, Miyazya, 1978 EC/ April, 1986", p. 5.

140n_Develop the participation of workers in all sorts of struggle to implement the programs of the WPE." See
also Ethiopian Trade Unions, "The Constitution of Ethiopian Trade Unions, Miyazya, 1978 EC/ April, 1986", p.1.

"“'Ethiopian Trade Unions, "The Constitution of Ethiopian Trade Unions, Miyazya, 1978 EC/ April, 1986", p.
22.
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Figure 4.23. The Organizational Structure of ETU
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Even though ETU was structured in line with the structure of WPE, which was formed under
Proclamation No. 267/1984 on 10 September 1984; it was not fairly represented in the Central
Council and Politburo of the party. In its preamble, the proclamation noted the following

rationale behind the establishment of WPE:

..to ensure the achievement of the final objective of building socialism and
subsequently communism, the revolutionary government had established COPWE
with the special mandate of organizing the vanguard party of the Working People
of Ethiopia based on Marxist-Leninist principles and the commission has
successfully accomplished its mission of organizing the party, the Workers' Party
of Ethiopia.'*

The proclamation to provide for the establishment of WPE repealed Proclamation No.174/1979
that had created COPWE. As a result, WPE was able to control all mass organizations which had
been under the control of COPWE, including trade unions. Article 4 of the proclamation, for
instance, stated that: "...the property, establishment and services of the Commission for
Organizing the Party of the Working People of Ethiopia are hereby transferred to the Workers'

n143

Party of Ethiopia. Thus, the party controlled everything and began to lead both the state and

the society. It also introduced its programs in place of the National Democratic Program of

1976.'4

Worth mentioning here is that though the party was named after the working class, it was
dominated by the armed forces. The founding Congress of the WPE was held in a hall built for
the purpose from 6 to 10 September 1984. It coincided with the 10™ anniversary of the revolution

and the 3™ Congress of COPWE. The Congress comprised nearly two thousand participants who

"“INiigarit Gazéta, Proclamation No. 267/1984, 10 September 1984 (Pagume 5, 1977 EC).
143 .

1bid.
"4Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution..., p. 256.

348



were selected from all hierarchies of COPWE, army, workers, peasants, scholars and other civil
functionaries. Around three hundred fifty observers comprised of representatives of socialist
countries, communist parties and ambassadors also attended the founding Congress.'*> Among
the nearly 2000 participants of the founding Congress, the working class constituted only
19.26% (385 persons). A significant number of participants were selected from the armed forces
and government officials which totally accounted for 68.93% (1378 persons). The remaining

11.81% (236 persons) of the participants were elected from the peasants. 146

The five day Congress not only established the Workers' Party of Ethiopia but also ratified the
programs of the party, set up its various organs and elected its leaders. Nevertheless, the workers
were under represented in the various organs of the party, as was the case in the founding
Congress. The General Congress, Central Committee and Politburo were the three major organs
of the party. While the Central Committee had 136 permanent and 64 alternate members, the
Politburo comprised 11 permanent and 6 alternate members. As the founding Congress, the
Central Committee and the Politburo of the party were dominated by the armed forces and ex
soldiers. For instance, they accounted for 64% of the permanent and 39% of the alternate
members of the Central Committee respectively. Since they did not have the right to vote, most
of the alternate members were civilian recruited from different mass organizations and scholars.

Moreover, seven of the permanent and 2 of the alternate Politburo members were elected from

¥Sirtoaddr, Méskdrdm 1, 1977EC (11 September 1984); Fesscha Dista, p. 353;Géset Tacané, Nébir, Part I,
5" edition (Addis Ababa, 2004 EC), p. 58.

Giset, p. 59; Christopher Clapham, Transformation and Continuity in Revolutionary Ethiopia (Cambridge;
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 88.
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the armed forces. Thus, one can argue that the party was virtually dominated by the armed

14
forces.'¥’

Figure 4.24. The Central Committee Members of WPE

Source: Fesseha Dista, Abyotu ena Tezetaye (Los Angeles; Addis Ababa: Tsehai Publishers,
2008), p. 355.

Despite the fact that the party was named after it, the Ethiopian working class and its
organization, AETU, had no place in the Politburo, the executive organ of the party. The
representation of AETU in the Central Committee was also much lower than the armed forces
and other mass organizations like the All Ethiopian Peasant Associations (AEPA). AETU had
only 9 permanent and 4 alternate members in WPE."*® It was only the president, vice president

and secretaries of AETU, and the presidents of the 9 industrial unions who represented the

'“"Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution..., p. 257; Edmond J. Keller, Revolutionary Ethiopia: From
Empire to People's Republic (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indian University Press, 1988), pp. 237-238;
Sdrtoaddr, Mdskdrdm 1, 1977EC (11 September 1984).

“8Christopher Clapham, Transformation and Continuity..., p. 85.
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working class in the Central Committee of WPE. The unfair representation continued even after
the transformation of AETU into ETU.'” Thus, one can argue that even though most of the
Ethiopian workers were member of the WPE and the party was named after them, they were not

given a commensurate position in the party.

Following its establishment, WPE began to engage in preparing the platform for the
inauguration of the People's Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. In doing so, a constitution drafting
commission comprised of 347 members was organized with the power to draft the constitution.
Among the 347 members 15 were elected as executive committee members. Among others,
Tadédssd Tamerat, the president of ETU, was, for instance, elected as one of the 15 executive
committee members. The majority of members were drawn from WPE. But, some individuals
from religious institutions, professional associations and patriot associations were included as

members of the commission. >’

In June 1986, the commission issued a 17 chapter and 120 article draft constitution. The draft
was endorsed by the majority of the people in a referendum which was held on 1 February
1987."°! Thereafter, the constitution was ratified in the founding Congress of the PDRE which
was held on 11 September 1987.">* The constitution declared that the PDRE was the government

of the proletariats. Article 1/i of the constitution, for instance, stated that: "..eaA#¢-&¢ AHOP

LPhEALP ST Wet5FDS M06@ At (0P Vs MANCFE WPt N6LTON AAT-LOG OMANT

"Informants: Gétatiw Yosef, Gétadaw Mingésa and Berhanihiwot Libanos.

""Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution...pp. 275-76; Edmond J. Keller, Revolutionary Ethiopia:
From Empire to..., pp. 239-240.

'Edmond J. Keller, Revolutionary Ethiopia: From Empire to..., pp. 239-240.

'32Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution...pp. 279-280.
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LPNCALE PUNLHAN hEAT AT ehoralt PACFARS all eorad jo="'> In addition, the
constitution gave the sovereign power of the country to the proletariat. Article 3 of the
constitution clearly put it as follows. "..0aA#F¢&e AHAL LPPNEOLE STTAN 2ANT CWCHALS AHA
1o *" Regardless of what was guaranteed by the constitution, however, the Ethiopian working
class remained powerless and under strict control of the military regime. Much worse than the
imperial period, workers' organizations were reduced to one of the agencies of the government.
Thus, one can argue that the dream of the working class for establishing an independent labour

movement was fully aborted during the military regime.

Conclusion

The Ethiopian working class in general and CELU in particular had good relationship with the
Ddirg from June to September 1974. The former gave its full support to all reforms introduced by
the latter. The contradiction between the two started in September 1974 when the Ddrg seized
power and restricted democratic rights. Unlike other mass organizations, CELU opposed outright
the ascendance of the military to power. The Ddrg responded harshly by arresting the three
leaders of CELU. In addition, it tried to control the Ethiopian working class through divide and
rule tactics by co-opting Alim Abdi, the vice president of the organization. Nevertheless, it faced
serious challenge from the radical workers who were influenced by the clandestine leftist parties
and failed to control the working class. This forced the Ddrg to reorganize the Ethiopian working

class on the basis of socialist principles and to transform CELU into AETU. The newly

33 PDRE is the government of the proletariats established by the participation of the worker-peasant
cooperation, the scholars, the revolutionary army, the artisans and other sections of the society."; See also The
Constitution of PDRE, Mdskdrdm 1, 1980EC (11 September 1987).

134 In the People's Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, power is bestowed on the proletariats." See also The
Constitution of PDRE, Mdskérdm 1, 1980EC (11 September 1987).
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established organization, however, continued to be a center of conflict between the Ddrg and its
leftist supporters on the one hand and EPRP and EWRU on the other. This made the

organization a battleground until the total annihilation of the latter.

Following the total annihilation of EPRP and other leftist parties, the Ddrg fully controlled the
Ethiopian working class. AETU also began to serve as one of the agencies of the government.
Besides supporting the reforms of the PMAC, AETU actively engaged in defending the
revolution from both internal and external enemies. The participation of the workers' militia
brigades in the Somalia-Ethiopian war can be taken as a case in point. Though it was introduced
to enhance the government's foreign relations mainly with socialist countries, the declaration of
May Day as one of the national holidays added impetus to the relation between trade unions and

the military government.

Since AETU was under the full control of the government, however, its foreign relation and
organizational structure was designed in line with the political development of the country. The
organization was repeatedly restructured not to improve the conditions of workers but rather to
align it with the structure of COPWE and later with WPE and thereby strengthen the
government's control on the organization. The transformation of AETU into ETU was also
mainly initiated by the government for its own sake. The organization was simply used as a
political tool by the government to build socialism in the country. For instance, though the party
was named after the working class, ETU was not given appropriate positions either in the WPE

or later in PDRE.
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Thus, though the relation between trade unions and the military regime was marred by conflicts
for the first three years, it continued peacefully under the domination of the latter until 1991.
Nevertheless, the activities of trade unions were virtually controlled and guided by the
government. AETU and later ETU were fully controlled and reduced to being one of the
agencies of the government. Trade unions were forced not only to support the policies and
programs of the government but also to integrate them with their day to day activities and
execute them. As a result, the dream of the Ethiopian working class for establishing an

independent working class movement became a nightmare during the military regime.
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CHAPTER FIVE

LABOUR EDUCATION IN ETHIOPIA: THE ROLE OF TRADE
UNIONS AND THE STATE IN EDUCATING THE INDUSTRIAL

LABOUR FORCE, 1963-1991

The relation between trade unions and the state in Ethiopia has been characterized by serious
contradiction and hostility. While the state has often tried to control the activities of trade unions
through legislation and direct security measures, trade unions on their part have often expressed
their grievances, called for the dissolution of labour laws, demanded the promulgation of
progressive laws and struggled to establish an independent labour movement in the country.
These antagonistic relations hindered the two parties from working together for the socio-
economic and political development of the country. Nevertheless, this does not mean that the
relations between trade unions and the state in Ethiopia had always been hostile; rather there
were times when both worked for their mutual benefit and the benefit of the country. Among
other things, trade unions and the state worked together to defend the sovereignty of the country,
alleviate natural calamities (famine) and educate the industrial labour force. Attempts have
already been made in the previous chapter to explain how the two parties worked together to
defend the sovereignty of the country during the Somali-Ethiopia war of (1977-78). Thus, this
chapter tries to investigate how trade unions and the state worked together to educate the

industrial labour force across the country.
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Labour education refers to any planned educational activities carried out by a trade union itself
or in cooperation with any other external educational institutions or governmental agencies or
international trade unions. It encompasses any educational and training programs that involve
workers. According to International Labour Organization (ILO), labour education is a branch of
adult education that equips workers with basic knowledge and skills concerning the function of
unions, general education and socio-economic problems of the country. In general, education
involving workers is divided into three categories. These are union education, workers' education
and labour studies. The delivery of labour education is often undertaken by labour educators
drawn from the Labour Education Department of national trade unions, international trade
unions, labour institutes, universities and independent educators who have the expertise in labour
and labour related issues. The main objectives of labour education are to equip union members
with skills and knowledge of unionization and establish a strong trade union, help workers to
upgrade their education and improve their standard of living, and support them to easily
understand the socio-economic problems of the country and carry out their endeavor together

with the government to mitigate those problems. '

Cognizant of the role of labour education for the overall development of trade unions and the
improvement of the living standard of each individual worker in the country, CELU continued to
provide educational services to its affiliated union members. Since its establishment, CELU
made labour education one of its primary tasks. It believed that instructing members about the

various issues of labour would determine the strength of the organization. For instance, in his

'International Labour Organization (ILO) Bureau for Labour Activities, "The role of trade unions in workers’
education: The key to trade union capacity building," 4 Background Paper presented in International Workers’
Symposium in Geneva, 8—12 October, 2007, p.1; Rashid A. Aderinoye, "Labour education in Nigeria: Structures and
Implications for Nation Building," [International Journal of Lifelong Education, 1998, p. 192, DOI:
10.1080/0260137980170305.
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speech during the commencement of a seminar held at the headquarters of CELU on 8 June
1970, Fesehaseyon Téke, the General Secretary of CELU clearly put the importance of education
for Ethiopian workers not only to strengthen their unions but also to ensure their wellbeing. He
noted that "...PAFeXE wetF T A1&TE TWOC (AWAT) NTLNGOGFD- +0CT A2%S NeHFD U7
AAOAE aoQ vk 1@< . AWPhT] AONET 0910019040+ 0w it Th FIPUCT NF ALAIC: av(lrt FIPVCHY/TTINNG
a3/ eavCy av-@ FFPYCTS Paraan-F79° PnFAAd="* True, one can assume that CELU by itself was the
result of labour education as it was established after a seminar organized by the MNCD in

collaboration with ICFTU and HSIU.

CELU conducted over a dozen educational seminars for its affiliated union members. It also
launched vocational training programs for union members at Téfdari Midkondn School, College of
Building Technology and Asméra Technical School. In addition, CELU conducted Literacy
Campaign and subject education among the industrial labour force.” CELU's endeavor in
educating the industrial labour force was also further strengthened by its successors, AETU and

ETU.

The establishment of the Labour Education Department inside CELU demonstrated that
educating the industrial labour force in general and members of the affiliated unions in particular
was one of the primary tasks of the confederation. In its report to the executive committee of
CELU, the Labour Education Department noted that education was very important to improve

the socio-economic life of the industrial labour force. It further argued that "...eAA4¢&e wetd T

2 _.educating union members has been one of the major activities undertaken by CELU. ...CELU
does not only teach union education. It rather incorporates basic education/reading and writing/,
vocational training and etc."

*Voice of Labour, Special Issue, April 1970, p. 10.
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A28 TNC PANANCT QU7 PANT LG 0TIUNE-P AETIPFD- S0P PT O1C Q45T W19,000 AT12:4 +P4,
TNC £RLID- AROA AGTET TPUCT et 1o-:"* CELU had since its inception given priority to
education of its membership. It had been conducting literacy courses for its members utilizing

the service of HSIU students during the summer vacation.’

Like CELU, the Imperial Government of Ethiopia had already recognized the importance of
education for industrial workers even before the establishment of trade unions in the country.
Since most of the major posts in several industries were occupied by expatriates, the government
had a desire to replace these foreign workers by educating the Ethiopian labour force. In the first
Five Year Development Plan (1957-61), the government underscored the necessity of educating
the industrial labour force to replace expatriates in some major industries of the country as

follows.

...There is no doubt that the lack of skilled labour is one of the greatest
impediments to the country's development and is being felt in all fields of the
economy. Owing to the shortage of qualified personnel Ethiopia is compelled to
obtain experts from abroad. In the present phase of development they are a
necessity and it would be very difficult to conceive a greater economic activity
without them. For many reasons, however, this situation gives rise to certain
undesirable consequences. Foreign experts are very expensive, and such high
expenditure imposes no small burden on the economy. Nevertheless, this burden
has to be borne now as well as in the future, for the number of qualified Ethiopians
is still small and is growing at an insufficient pace. ... [Nevertheless,] the country
must make great efforts to solve this difficult problem.®

“__.in order to protect the safety, the economic and social welfare of its members and improve their standard

of living, CELU took educating its members as its primary task." See also CETU, Box No. 22, File No. 03, A Report
by Department of Education to the Executive committee of CELU on 13 Hedar 1962 EC (22 November 1970).
*Voice of Labour, Special Issue, 1970, p. 16.
SImperial Ethiopian Government, " First Five Year Development Plan, 1957-1961," Addis Ababa,
March 1956, p.18.
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Similarly, in the Second Five Year Development Plan (1963-1967 ) and Third (1969-1973) Five
Year Development Plan, the government clearly indicated the need for educating the industrial
labour force in line with the growing demands of the industries. In the Second Five Year
Development plan, the government, for instance, stated that:

... The growing industrial production will demand a considerable additional labour

force, workers and employees of various occupations and skill. Considering that

there is no such personnel at present it is necessary to insist that it be trained faster

both at home and abroad. The various planned industrial projects will demand that

the training of technical personnel be ensured by the university and secondary

schools, while different methods will have to be used to train skilled workmen. It

should be emphasized that the timely training of the needed labour force and

technical personnel is one of the essential conditions for the implementation of the
Second Five Year Plan industrial targets."’

Likewise, in the Third Five Year Development Plan, the government planned to train the labour
force in three different levels: high skill, intermediate skill and skilled manpower level (lower
skill level). Much emphasis was, however, given to the third level of education. In general, the
Third Five Year Development Plan focused on expanding vocational programs across the
country. In this plan, the government further noted that "...a fundamental objective of the Third
Plan is to see that the education system becomes more closely related to the need for skilled
manpower of all types in the development of the country. Particular emphasis during the Third

Plan will be on secondary, technical and vocational education programs."®

Even though much emphasis was given to the rural population, the military regime also made
several attempts at different times to educate the industrial labour force of the country. The

promulgation of Proclamation No.11 of 1974, "Development through Cooperation,

"Imperial Ethiopian Government, Second Five Year Development Plan, 1963-1967 (Addis Ababa, October
1962), p. 193.
Imperial Ethiopian Government, Summery of Third Five Year Plan, (Addis Ababa, November 1968), p. 10.
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Enlightenment and Work Campaign", and the establishment of the National Literacy
Organization in 1979 to equip the rural population with basic education also helped the nearby
industrial labour force in terms of functional literacy and introducing them to the revolutionary

literature.’

At the inauguration of the first Congress of the Commission for Organizing the Party of the
Working People in Ethiopia (COPWE) on 16 June 1980, Mengitsu Haile Mariam, the head of the
state, described education as a tool for the general public to carry out a cultural revolution in the

country. In his speech on the occassion, the president pointed out that: "...tPVCTH7: AL CoL-t

A7 AP 0@ T AOED+ hHA Q99840 PTLLLID- T NAVA ANET hAd @O 999,32 1@ (HY 418 Hé
PPN TIR9° T LUINDIL HAPF AdPsp@- POUA 0117 appAME: PIT avAsP 106 NOL1FTT ATAC AR 19

P AM@- <" 10

Moreover, the government repeatedly expressed its commitment to spread literacy and
enlightenment among the working people. In its ideological journal, Mdskdrdm, for instance, the
government noted that: "...it is impossible to speed up the growth of the productive process
unless illiteracy is abolished, educational opportunities are given to all, science and technology
are developed and the general knowledge and technical know-how of the working people is

raised"'!

9ngarit Gazéta, Proclamation No. 11/1974, Addis Ababa 25™ November, 1974; Germa Amare, "An
Appraisal of the Literacy Campaign in Ethiopia during the Military Regime, 1974-1991," Journal of Ethiopian
Studies, Vol. 39, No. 1/2 (June-December 2006), p. 93. Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/41966171.

10 _our endeavor to enrich the general public with education, scientific ideology and political knowledge can
be seen as part of a cultural revolution. In doing so, the campaign to eradicate illiteracy to which we are presently
giving particular emphasis, is a significant tool essential for the acceleration of our cultural development in the
future and therefore deserves special consideration vis-a-vis the totality of our development." See also (Serto ader,
An Ideological Magazine of COPWE, Sin¢ 12, 1972/ 19 June 1980).

"COPWE, Miiskdrdm, A Marxist-Leninist Ideological Journal, Special issue, 1982, p. 66.
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This chapter, therefore, tries to assess how labour education contributed to workers to strengthen
the capacity of their organization, improve their standard of living and get awareness about the
socio-economic conditions of the country. It also surveys the nature and types of labour
education provided for workers by their organization in collaboration with governmental
institutions and international trade unions. How did trade unions and the government work
together to improve the education level of workers? What changes did labour education bring in
the capacity of trade unions and the life of each individual worker? To what extent did labour
education contribute to the national effort towards eradicating illiteracy? What changes did union
education bring on the organizational structure and modus operandi of trade unions in Ethiopia?
How did workers' education help the Ethiopian workers to improve their level of education?
What did labour studies contribute to workers to engage in the study of manpower and related
socio-economic analysis carried out in the country? These are among the wide range of questions

that this chapter delves into.

5.1. Union Education

Union education refers to any educational activity conducted by trade unions to consolidate their
modus operandi. It can be divided as functional and subject educations. Functional education
provides training to union members about the modus operandi of their union. It is through this
education that workers learn to be unionists and begin to consolidate their solidarity and unity. It
also enables union members to know the constitution and organizational structure of their union
and represent their co-workers both at workplace and in the society at large. As the effectiveness
of every union in collective bargaining and other activities primarily depends on its members'
consciousness and education level, the role of union education is paramount in this regard.
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Subject education, however, renders different subjects which are important for the function of
the union. Among others, economics, law, accounting, international relations are given as
subjects to improve the day to day function and foreign relation of trade unions. Union education
has often been given by national trade unions. But, it can also be given by academic institutions,
the International Labour Organization (ILO) and international trade unions in cooperation with

national trade unions.'?
5.1.1. Functional Education

It refers to training of union members about the modus operandi of their union. It can be
delivered by either union leaders or labour experts or university instructors. In Ethiopia,
functional education was started with a seminar arranged for 40 workers' representatives who
came from 33 different enterprises from 4 to 16 March 1963. It was organized by the
International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) in cooperation with Haile Selassie I
University (HSIU), particularly, the Department of Public Administration, which was then the
only department offering courses related to labour relations, and the Ministry of National
Community Development (MNCD). While the ICFTU covered the financial expenses of the
program and brought labour experts, the MNCD and HSIU made one of its student residences,

Saba Hall, for the training and for trainers who assisted the ICFTU experts. "

The seminar was officially opened by Getahun Tdssdma, minster of the MNCD. The main

objective of the seminar was to educate labour leaders about the nature and modus operandi of

“International Labour Organization (ILO) Bureau for Labour Activities, "The Role of Trade Unions in
Workers’ Education: The Key to Trade Union Capacity Building," A Background Paper Presented in International
Workers’ Symposium in Geneva, 8—12 October 2007, p. 1.

B Addis Zimdn, Yikatit 26, 1955 EC (5 March 1963); Mdgabit 9, 1955 EC (18 March 1963).
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labour unions. Among other things, the seminar dealt with democratic union leadership,
problems of union leadership, impediments for collective agreements, union administration,
democratic union meetings, and the constitution and the labour laws of the country.'* The
seminar did not only instruct workers' representatives and trade union leaders about the nature
and essence of unionization but also created a platform for the birth of the first national
confederation in the history of the country. Thus, one can argue that seminars were the most

important methods used to give functional education for workers and their leaders.

At the end of the first seminar, CELU and ICFTU also planned to give seminars on functional
education to workers and trade union leaders across the country every three months as of July
1963. For instance, the second seminar was given to 35 trade union leaders who had not received
any training ever before in early September 1963. Most of the participants came from trade
unions which were established after the formation of the national confederation. The seminar
was held from 4 to 13 September 1963 at HSIU. Among other things, labour laws, constitution,
union administration and problems of collective agreements were the major issues that the
seminar dealt with. The seminar was jointly sponsored by ICFTU and CELU."” A number of
seminars had been given to workers and trade union leaders on the modus operandi of trade
unions since the establishment of CELU. Most of the time, the seminar dealt with collective
bargaining, history of the Ethiopian labour movement, labour laws and the Ethiopian

constitution.

“Addis Zimdn, Yikatit 26, 1955 EC (5 March 1963); Ethiopian Herald, 5 March 1963 (Yekatit 26,
1955EC); 17 March, 1963 (Mdgabit 8, 1955 EC); Ya Milaw Iteyopiya Sératdno¢ Mahebér,"Y4 Iteyopiya Saratinoc
Eneqeseqase,” Kefel 1, 1976 EC, p. 58;Seyum Gebre Egziabher, "The Rise of the Confederation of Labour Unions
(CELU) and Ethiopian Employers' Federation (EEF) under the Haile Selassie Regime," un published monograph,
Medgar Evers College of the City University of New York, 2005, p. 52; R. Stutz, “The Developing Industrial
Relation System in Ethiopia,” A Teaching Material, Addis Ababa University: Department of Economics, 1967, p.
114.

BSVoice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 2, Hdamle 20, 1955EC (27 July 1963); Stutz, p.115.
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At the beginning, the educational level of a number of trade union leaders was below 5" grade.
According to a survey conducted on union leadership in Ethiopia by Maésfen Sahl¢ a junior
student at the Department of Public Administration of HSIU in 1967, the educational level of
union leaders was found to be very low. The survey was done on seventy seven officers drawn

from 46 trade unions located at major towns and cities across the country.'®

Table 3 -Number of Trade Union Leaders by Level of Education

Level of Education Number of Trade Union
Leaders

5™ Grade or Less 34

From Grade 6 to 8 22

From Grade 9 to 12 15

Some College Education | 2

College Graduate 2

Graduate School 2

Source: R. Stutz, “The Developing Industrial Relation System in Ethiopia,” A Teaching
Material, Addis Ababa University: Department of Economics, 1967, p.121.
The survey clearly attested the need for both workers education and union leadership training.
Only two of the plant union leaders had any education beyond a secondary school. Thus, the
union education conducted after the survey contributed a lot not only in improving the education
level of the leaders but also in strengthening the function of the union itself. After the survey, a
number of seminars on union education continued to be held at plant, provincial and national

levels by both international and Ethiopian labour experts. In general, nearly 126 seminars with a

"Stutz, p.121.

364



total of 4497 participants were held at all levels across the country until the outbreak of the 1974
revolution. Such training opportunities were held in big cities and towns, including Addis Ababa,
Asmira and Dire Dawa.'” All those seminars were conducted through the generous financial
assistance of ICFTU, AALC, Friedrich Ebert Foundation of West Germany and several other
international trade union secretariats.'®

Table 4- Number of Seminars and Participants, and the Cities/Towns where the Seminars were
Held from 1963 to the 1974 Ethiopian Revolution.

City/Town Number of Seminars | Number of Participants
Addis Ababa 38 1599
Nazareth and its Environs | 33 925
Dire Dawa 19 584
Asmara 15 458
Agaqi Bésiqa 6 297
Dabré Berehan 2 128
Asséb 7 275
Baher Dar 2 88
Mesewa 1 60
Tandaho 2 54
Kebrd Mingest 3 29
Total 126 4497

Source: Y4 Milaw Iteyopiya Saratdno¢ Mahebdr,"Y4 Iteyopiya Saratdnio¢ Eneqeseqase, " Kefel 1,
1976 EC, p. 135; Voice of Labour, Special Issue for the 10™ Anniversary of CELU,
Miyazeya, 1965 EC (April 1973), p. 20.

"Voice of Labour, Special Issue for the 10™ Anniversary of CELU, Miyazeya, 1965 EC (April 1973), p. 20;
Stutz, p. 120.
""Beyene, p. 188.

365



Besides seminars, films were also used to impart union education to workers and union leaders.
They were brought by ICFTU and AALC experts to strengthen union education in Ethiopia.
Some films were made portraying strikes and labour movements in Europe and America. On the
other hand, some other films were video recordings of actual strikes and labour movements in
Western countries. A number of films were shown to workers in several plants across the country
until the outbreak of the 1974 revolution. Among others, the Grapes of Wrath (1940), the
Organizer (1963), Strike in Town (1955), With these Hands (1971), Salt of the Earth (1953), On
the Water Front (1954) and Strike (1924) were the most important ones.”” The films were
apparently used to teach the workers about the modus operandi of unions and how they struggle
for their rights. They were not used to instigate workers and go out for strike against employers

or the government.

Thus, functional education was not given only through instruction; rather it was also given
through film shows. It was an interesting way to impart union education not only through hearing
and reading but also through watching trade union actions in films. Those who attended the show
were expected to transfer what they got from the film to their fellow workers back to their work
place. In general, as a result of union education through seminars, short term trainings and film
shows, nearly 42 percent of the total basic trade unions signed a collective agreement in mid
1973.%° Thus, one can argue that labour education enhanced not only their awarness on the
modus operandi of their unions but also strengthened their bargaining power in collective

aggreements.

9 CELU, Box No. 133, File No.056, it deals with films displayed for workers in different plants.
2 Voice of Labour, Special Issue for the 10" year Anniversary of CELU, April 1973, p. 20.
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Table 5- Number of Film Shows, Spectators and Towns/Cities where Films were displayed until

1974

City/Town Number of Film Shows | Number of Spectators
Addis Ababa 33 8533
Nazareth and its Environs 45 29910
Dire Dawa 40 9068
Asmara and its environs 11 1653
Dabra Berehan 3 1050
Asséb 3 1800
Baher Dar 5 5650
Téndaho 3 2100
Kebrd Mingest 5 2410
Total 148 62 174

Source: Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions, "A Report Presented on the 3™ Annual
Congress of CELU," Miyazeya 10-12, 1964 EC, p. 3.

Since most of the workers were illiterate and could not understand English, individuals from
CELU always helped them by translating the film into Amharic. Regardless of the language
barrier, however, they often watched films enthusiastically. As compared to other methods of
imparting union education to workers and trade union leaders, therefore, film shows played an
indispensable role in strengthening the solidarity of workers. This was clearly observed among
the workers of Dire Dawa Textile Factory, Franco-Ethiopian Railway and Dire Dawa Cement
Factory from 9 to21August 1963. In those days, Gébra Selass¢ Gébra Mariam and Mésfen Gébra

Mika¢l displayed films to the workers of the aforementioned companies and motivated them to
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strengthen their unions. As a result, a number of workers joined the unions after they watched the

working class struggle in the Western countries through the films.*!

ICFTU not only sent labour experts who could give seminars to the Ethiopian workers but also
gave them scholarships to attend functional education in its own labour institutes. A significant
number of Ethiopian workers and trade union leaders, for instance, attended short term trainings
in ICFTU's East Africa labour education institute, Kampala Labour College, Uganda. Initially,
two Ethiopian workers received the scholarship and attended training on trade union leadership
for about four months in the college in 1968. Thereafter, a numbers of workers and trade union
leaders took similar training at the college. Besides ICFTU, other national trade unions provided
short term training scholarships for CELU members since the establishment of the confederation.
Ethiopian workers attended short term training in industrial relations and trade union leadership
in several countries, including, Israel, Egypt, Senegal, England, Switzerland and West
Germany.?” Thus, one can argue that union education showed significant progress until the
outbreak of the 1974 revolution. The indispensable role that the Ethiopian workers played during
the revolution could also partly be attributed to the union education which they had been exposed

to before the revolution.

Immediately after the coming to power of the Ddrg, functional education began to decline
because of the instability of the country in general and the division created among CELU leaders

in particular. In addition, the expelling of ICFTU and AALC, the largest donors of union

Yoice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 4, Néihdse 18, 1963EC (24 August 1963).
2Stutz, p. 115.
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education, from the country by labeling them as agents of the CIA by the government was one of

the reasons for the decline of union education.?

Nevertheless, after the Ddrg and POMOA took the upper hand over the Ethiopian workers by
defeating EPRP and EWRU, union education and the reorganization of trade unions began to be
carried out in line with the principles of socialism. Accordingly, the reorganization of CELU as
AETU was conducted at the end of the seminar that trade unions representatives held at Ambo in
the presence of PMAC, POMOA and MoLSA representatives from 30 December 1976 to 7
January 1977.The seminar dealt with the history of the world proletariat, the relationship
between trade unions and the state, and the similarity and difference between trade unions and
the workers' palr‘[y.24 Since its establishment, AETU also continued to provide seminars for all its

affiliates.

Seminars were also given to workers spontaneously even before the establishment of AETU. For
instance, following the proclamation of National Democratic Revolution (NDR) in April 1976,
study circles were created in each trade union to indoctrinate workers with the philosophy of
Marxism-Leninism. Facilitated by members of the POMOA, the study circles discussed for two
hours every week the role of Marxism-Leninism in creating strong trade unions. Thus, the study
circles influenced workers to reorganize their union in accordance with the principles of

socialism. The government also used the study circles to identify its ardent supporters and

»All Ethiopian Trade Unions, "All Ethiopian Trade Unions and International Trade Unions (in Ambharic),"
June 1982, pp. 8-10.

*Addis Fana, Vol. 1, No.6, Yekatit 1969 EC (February 1977), pp. 10-11; Y Milaw Iteyopiya Sératéno¢
Mabhebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Saratinoce Tarik: Ka Eisima Gizéyawi Komité Esekd Méeisdma Hulétina Gubae(Kefel 2),"
Yekatit, 1976 EC,/1984, p. 52; Tefera Haile Selassie, The Ethiopian Revolution, 1974-1991: From a Monarchial
Autocracy to a Military Oligarchy (London; New York: Kegan Paul International, 1997),p. 177; Beyene Solomon,
Fighter for Democracy: The Saga of an Ethiopian Labour Leader (Baltimore: Publish America, 2010), p. 169.
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hardline opponents. In addition, the government provided them from one to six months training
in the newly founded political school, Yekatit 66, on trade unions and socialism and the

importance of Marxism-Leninism and democratic centralism for trade unions.*

In addition to seminars, union education was given to workers and trade union leaders through
short term trainings which were arranged both inside and outside the country. A number of union
leaders and workers attended training lasting from one month to one year on trade union
leadership in Marxism-Leninism, democratic centralism and proletarian internationalism in
Yekatit 66 political school. This was also supported by other socialist countries like German
Democratic Republic, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Cuba and USSR. A number of
students got union education from one month to two years in the political schools and trade
union colleges of those countries. This enhanced the capacity of trade union leaders in

Ethiopia.”

»Yi Milaw Iteyopiya Siratifio¢ Mahebir,"Y4 Iteyopiya Siratiiio¢ Tarik: Ké Eisdma...," p. 83; All
Ethiopian Trade Unions, "A Report of the AETU's 2™ Council Meeting, March 1975," p.12.

2CELU, Box No. 40, File No. 1, Number of workers who attended union education inside and outside the
country from 1976 to 1988; Y& Milaw Iteyopiya Saratdno¢ Mahebdr,"Y4 Iteyopiya Sératinio¢ Tarik: Ki Eisdma...,"
p. 84.
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Table 6 -Number of Workers who attended Short term Training on Union Education by
Industrial Union from 1976 to 1988.

Industrial Union Number of Workers who attended Short term

Training on Union Education

Inside the Country | Outside the Country | Total
Agriculture, Hunting, and Fishing 35 - 35
Mining and Quarrying 10 8 18
Manufacturing 200 28 228
Electric, Gas and Water 12 18 30
Construction 40 11 51
Whole Sale and Retail Trade 27 29 56
Transport and Communication 52 23 75
Bank, Insurance and Business 28 30 58
Hotel and Social Services 15 14 29

Source: CELU, Box No. 40, File No. 1, Number of workers who attended union education inside
and outside the country from 1976 to 1988.

5.1.2. Subject Education

Even though much had been done in imparting functional education to workers and trade union
leaders, it could not have created strong and viable trade unions in the country. There were also
gaps in subject education among workers and trade union leaders that affected their struggle to
create strong trade unions. Thus, functional education had to be supported by subject education
to build a strong trade union. Among others, Economics, Law, Accounting, Management,

International Relations and etc were the most important subjects which were given to enhance
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the capacity of trade unions. To this end, Hailu Aga and Aldmu Bogald, the first and second Vice
Secretary of CELU, were sent to Yugoslavia in late August 1963 to study economics for three

years. The Yugoslavia Workers' Union gave the scholarship to CELU on 29 July 1963.%

Similarly, Gédbrd Selass¢ Gébrda Mariam and Maisfen Gébrd Mikael, who were serving as
interpreters in CELU since March 1963 and as editors of the Voice of Labour since July of the
same year were sent to USA for their graduate study. They received the scholarship from the
United Automobile Workers (UAW) based in Detroit with the support of AALC. Thus, they
joined Wayne State University in September 1964 to study labour economics for two years.
After they came back in 1966, they were elected as executive members of CELU and contributed
a lot to the development of the confederation until the 1974 revolution. While Mésfen Gabri
Mika¢l was appointed as Director of the Department of Education, Gédbrd Selass¢ Gébrd Mariam
was assigned as director of the Department of Law and Economics.”® By the end of 1970, for
instance, CELU had among its permanent staffs more than half a dozen men with a master's

. . .. . 2
degree in labour economics and administration.”

Voice of Labour, Vol.1, No. 3, Nihdsé 4,1955EC(10 August 1963).p. 2;Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 4,
Nihdse 18, 1955EC (24 August 1963), p. 8.

2 Informant: Gébri Selassé Gabrd Mariam.

¥ Robert L. Hess, Ethiopia: The Modernization of Autocracy (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press,
1970), p. 84.
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Figure 5.1. Gébra Selass¢ Gibrd Mariam and Mésfen Gébrd Mika¢l at Wayne State University,
Detroit.

Source: Voice of Labour, Ndhdsse 1958EC (August 1966)

Moreover, law was another important subject that CELU urged its members to learn and become
self sufficient during the signing of collective agreements. With the financial support of AALC
and ICFTU, 20 workers and union leaders joined Addis Ababa University and graduated with a
Diploma in Law. After they graduated, they continued to represent their unions during the

signing of collective agreements.’

Similarly, a number of union members received subject education during the Ddrg regime. This
education helped them to strengthen their union. The education was given both inside and
outside the country. For instance, Addis Ababa University contributed a lot to trade unions by

providing scholarship for their members to study law, economics and business administration. In

*Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy: The Saga of ..., pp.186-187.
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addition, a number of union members received scholarship from Russia, Bulgaria, German
Democratic Republic, Cuba and Hungary to study different subjects.’’ Thus, one can argue that
providing union members with functional and subject education could make trade unions very

effective in their struggle to defend the right and interest of their members.

5.1.3. The Role of Voice of Labor in Union Education

Voice of Labour was a newspaper published by the Education Department of the national
confederation. It has been published intermittently since July 1963. It is nearly as old as the
national confederation itself. The first volume was published on 8 July 1963 (Hdmle 1,
1955EC).* Then, it continued to be published every 15 days until the publication of Vol.VII/
No. 3 on 15 July 1969 (Hdimlé 8, 1961EC); after that, it came out monthly.> In those early years,
it came out in a bulletin format than as a newspaper. Article 15 of the first constitution of CELU,
for instance, stated that "...ewitd &% +he PTLOMND- PTUNG Kt (PANS ATPNT D7 W78 WeI-TaP
LOMA: PTIUNG PG Achd: PRAFTT ARNA SCERT WIRNGEFO: oMy LCHFO7 eAhATFPA=" Tt also
stipulated that the headline of the bulletin should often reflect the objective of the organization.
The constitution also encouraged each basic union to choose one member who could report the
activities of the union to the editor of the Voice of Labour. While members were allowed to buy

the newspaper for only 10 cents, non-members were required to pay 15 cents.>

3'AETU, "A Report of the 2™ Regular Meeting of the General Council of AETU," March1983, p .13.

*Voice of Labour, Vol. I, No. 1, Himlé 1, 1955EC (8 July 1963).

3Voice of Labour, Vol.VII, No. 3, Himlé 8, 1961EC (15 July 1969).

¥ The organization bulletin called the voice of labour is published every 15 days. The General Secretary
of the organization would send the bulletin to member unions as per their payment." See also "The Constitution of
CELU," April 1963.

 Ibid,
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The first three volumes of the Voice of Labour were published in Amharic. Eventually, the
English version began to be incorporated and all volumes starting from Vol. I/No. 4 of August
1963 to Vol. XI/ No. 6 of August 1974 were published both in Amharic and English languages.
The Voice of Labour was renamed as the "Voice of the All Ethiopian Trade Unions" from
October 1977 to May 1986 and the "Voice of Ethiopian Trade Unions" from June 1986 to May
1991.°° After the downfall of the Dérg regime, however, CETU has continued to publish its news

paper with the former name, Voice of Labour.

The Voice of Labour was created mainly to serve as a medium of communication between the
national confederation and local/basic trade unions. It was one of the platforms where all labour
activities were raised and trade union members took lesson from one another to develop their
unions. It also served as an important media for workers to express their demand or resentment
to the government. This was clearly stated in the first issue of the Voice of Labour. In this

volume, the purpose of the news paper was stated as: "..ewetsd @17 MhwsPT AL PADT 9%+
PULLAFCOTE NPLAD: (AIC O-OT 1 (@R AIC wet5T avhhd LAD-7 1S P7LeATINT A T.0-9° havAd- YN OC

e +PoPOT Ku-6 1@-="" In his message written on the special issue of the Voice of Labour the
president of CELU also noted that the news paper was going to be considered as an official
organ of communication for the Ethiopian workers. Moreover, he encouraged affiliated unions to

do all they could to make it an effective organ of communication.®

3Voice of the All Ethiopian Trade Unions, Vol. 1, No.1, Tegmet 1970 (October 1977); Voice of All Ethiopian
Trade Unions, Vol. I, No.1, June 1978 (October 1986).

3. A paper on which the workers put their attitude about the management, convey the news that emanated
among both local and international trade unions and get to know with the general public." See also, Voice of
Labour, Vol. 1, No. 1, Hdmle 1, 1955EC (08 July 1963) p, 1.

*Voice of Labour, Special Issue, 1970, p. 10.
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Besides its service as a medium of communication between CELU and local unions, the Voice of
Labour played indispensable role in educating the industrial labour force about the nature and
modus operandi of trade unions. It often featured on its front page issues of the national
confederation. It also dealt with the history of Ethiopian labor movement, major provisions of the
constitution of CELU, strikes, experiences of individual workers and the praxis of selected
international trade unions. Thus, the newspaper did not only enhance the awareness of workers
about their unions but also encouraged them to strengthen their solidarity and struggle in
defiance of their class interests. Nevertheless, because of the small number of staff members,
logistic constraints, and lack of interest on the part of member workers to write the activities of

their unions and send to the editor, the newspaper had its own shortcomings.

Following the coming to power of the Ddrg regime and the reorganization of CETU as AETU,
the Voice of Labour was also renamed as the Voice of AETU in October 1977. Like CELU,
AETU used the newspaper as a means of communication with its affiliated unions. The
newspaper was also used to disseminate government propaganda to the workers. In addition, it
gave much coverage to issues related to union education. For instance, resolutions of the General
Congress, General Council and executive committee of AETU were often featured on the front
page of the newspaper. It also gave coverage to the history of Ethiopian labour movement,
international trade unions, collective agreements and constitution of AETU.* Nevertheless,
since the newspaper did not yet have enough skilled manpower and was not equipped with the

pertinent technology, its role in union education could not be as significant as it was expected.

FVoice of All Ethiopian Trade Unions, Vol. I, No. 1, Tegmet 1970 (October 1977).
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In December 1983, however, experts in MoLSA studied the problem of the newspaper and
created a new organizational structure, with adequate staff and materials to improve its format
and sustain its publication. It also changed the format of the newspaper. The government argued
that the newspaper should often preach the supremacy of the working class. It further stated that:
"..0008A Othdd PCHPT @A RILTITEOP COPFATIR PCRT PHMTI® PavLl RHT hAT@-:. hrad
KOPFTFT 08y 11 ewetGm7 ol NARYHS Pa0 ASTF? Anart fatona=""" Regardless of the
improvement of the quality of the newspaper and the incorporation of several columns that could
educate workers about the modus operandi of their unions, they ended up for political end. For
instance the ideology and international columns were mainly devoted to indoctrinate workers
with Marxism-Leninism and proletarian internationalism. In general, had it been appropriately
used by the government to educate the workers, it would have brought significant changes in
union education. Nevertheless, since most of the columns were devoted to current affairs and
routine activities of the organization and local unions, its contribution to union education was

insignificant.

5.2. Workers' Education

Workers' education refers to any educational activity aimed at the educational attainment of the
working people. It constitutes programs related to literacy, numeracy and other general education
activities, including vocational training. This kind of education is given to workers who are

illiterate and depend only on their skills to earn their living. It aims at helping them at least to be

40 In a system divided among classes, news papers have class basis like every forms of ideology. ...Since
our great revolution, however, they echoed the supremacy of the proletariats and equality of all human beings." See
also CELU, Box No.282, File No. 01; Yédméilaw Iteyopiya Yésdratdno¢ mahebdr, "Yéamdeisima Gazéta Zegjet
Maiwager ena Yéasera Méamaéria, Tahesas 1976 EC," p. 1.
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able to sign for their salary, understand the orders of their bosses and live a programmed life. It

also helps workers to develop their skills and get a better position and pay in their work.*'

Since most of the Ethiopian workers and some trade union leaders were illiterate, CELU
primarily engaged in providing literacy education and vocational training to workers across the
country. It started a campaign to eradicate illiteracy among the workers with the help of
secondary, college and university students, the Ministry of Education and Fine Arts, the Ministry
of National Community Development (MNCD) and the National Literacy Campaign
Association. Moreover, it began to give vocational training to workers to upgrade their skills.
The vocational training was given in cooperation with AALC, Téfari Midkonén School, Asméra

Technical College and Addis Ababa Building College.*

CELU played a central role in the delivery of workers' education by coordinating workers,
instructors, government institutions, employers and international trade unions. When CELU
identified pertinent workers for education or training from various plants and brought them to the
training center, the government provided classes and assigned instructors. International trade
unions and employers also contributed to the delivery of workers' education, the former by
providing financial support and the latter by giving leave to the workers ahead of time for

classes.

*'International Labour Organization (ILO) Bureau for Labour Activities, "The Role of Trade Unions in
Workers’ Education: The Key to Trade Union Capacity Building," A Background Paper Presented in International
Workers’ Symposium in Geneva, 8—12 October 2007, p. 1.

“Voice of Labour, 9 April 1970, p.16; Tamrat Bekele, "The Emergence of Labour Unions and Government
Policy in Ethiopia," MA Thesis, California State University: Department of Business Administration,
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5.2.1. General Education

This type of workers' education refers to educational activities related to mainly literacy and
numeracy. It was designed to enable union members to read, write and compute. It was a
fundamental educational program for most of the workers and some union leaders who were
illiterate or had no educational background. Since its establishment, CELU had realized this
problem and began to try to resolve it by imparting general education. In its news paper, for

instance, CELU expressed the extent of illiteracy among the workers as "...n& 0795@ ao hea

Hav% GA° (aradm? PRhAC L2478 NLLANT OPT &1eFO- NChE L A TFFY 0OC ANAFOT NAD-S NI FD-

APOA RFPh"®

True, the national literacy campaign to eradicate illiteracy from all sections of the population,
including the workers, was already started before the establishment of CELU. The national
literacy campaign was initiated through the imperial decree of 1955 that guaranteed universal

1.4 Nevertheless, the actual work was started with the

fundamental education for al
establishment of "Yd Beherawi Fiddl Sdarawit Mahebdr" (literally “Association of the National
Army for the Alphabet” or as most scholars used to call it, "The National Literacy Campaign
Association") on 21 July 1962 (Hdimle 14, 1954 EC). It was organized by some notable high
government officials to eradicate illiteracy from the country. It had also Emperor Haile Selassie I
as its patron and Mdred Azmac¢ Asefawossédn, the crown prince of Ethiopia, as its honorary

president and the patriarch and the prime minister as honorary members of the Board. It was

established as a non profit voluntary organization to liberate the population from the fetter of

“n__Today, in the 20" century when the world is at the nuclear age, a number of workers are seen taking their
salary by signing with their thumb." See also Voice of Labour, Vol. 1 No. 3, Ndhdse 4, 1955EC (10 August 1963).

“Neway WeldeTsadik, "Adult Education and Literacy Campaign," A paper presented at the education sector
review seminar, 1972, p. 2.; Germa Amare, "An Appraisal of the On-Going Literacy Campaign in Ethiopia,"
Northeast African Studies, Vol. 13, No. 2/3, 1991, p. 75, Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/43660091.
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illiteracy.*> On the occasion, the emperor unequivocally expressed the relationship between
education and development in the country. He noted that "...National development and progress
is possible only when the entire population has attained fundamental education, and when the

"4 The organization adopted "Temhret

government is an active participant in the cause.
Léhulum" or "Education for All" as its guiding motto. Every individual irrespective of age, sex,
religion or occupation was encouraged to be able to write and read Amharic.*” Voluntary
teachers for the various literacy centers were recruited from the secondary school, college and

university students and educated individuals from business firms. They provided the service

during the summer and their spare time.**

Even though a number of ministries and institutions worked with the organization, the MNCD,
particularly, took adult literacy as part of its development endeavor and worked hand in hand
with it. True, the MNCD was already instituted to guide, organize and coordinate rural
development activities including provision of basic education, literacy. Thus, it began to work in
cooperation with the literacy organization since its establishment. During the celebration of the
adult literacy day in Ada'a on 23 April 1964, for instance, Geétahun Tésdma, the minister of
MNCD noted that literacy was important for all people regardless of their age, social status and
occupations. He further added that: "...e977005 o2& Faed APET OLATT PoUA@ ALAT: A& VY
ARGMEATTNGP Pt APT wetss ImPAAD- AT A0+ hddAl, et avas@ia-="* This clearly indicated

that the MNCD was expanding the literacy campaign not only among the rural population but

“Teshome G.Wagaw, "Appraisal of Adult Literacy Programs in Ethiopia," Journal of Reading, Vol. 21, No.
6, March 1978, p. 505;Sereke Y.B, National Literacy Campaign, (Addis Ababa, 1965), p. 5; Germa Amare, "An
Appraisal of the On-Going Literacy Campaign in Ethiopia," Northeast African Studies, Vol. 13, No. 2/3, 1991, p. 75

*Sereke Y.B, National Literacy Campaign, (Addis Ababa, 1965), p. 5.

*Ibid, p.7; MNCD, Temhert Lihulum, (Addis Ababa, 1957 EC), p. 2.

*®Teshome, p. 5.

¥ Reading and writing skills are not to be left for a few privileged. They are all important instruments for
any individual who may be either a farmer or a carpenter or a construction worker or a day labourer." See also
MNCD, Temhert ldhulum, (Addis Ababa, 1957 EC), p. 9.
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also among the workers in various plants. Even though the MNCD as a ministry responsible for
labour played an important role in expanding the literacy campaign among the working class,
CELU had also been working on labour education as its primary task to improve the standard of
education of its members since its establishment. It also embarked on literacy campaign to
eradicate illiteracy among the workers as its major undertaking. To this end, it began to work in
cooperation with the Ministry of Education and Fine Arts and the National Literacy Campaign
Association. While the former arranged schools and instructors, the latter provided educational

material.”’

The program was undertaken for three months during summer when secondary school, college
and university students who were serving as voluntary instructors were on vacation.”’ Beginning
in the summer of 1963, the literacy program continued to be undertaken on a continuing basis
and liberated many workers from illiteracy. CELU also continued to regard it as its primary task

and became one of the main agents of the movement.>

It was first started in Addis Ababa at Bayiand Maired School with 113 workers who came from
different plants in Addis Ababa and two university students as voluntary instructors. In its news

paper CELU noted that "... ®40CH5@" oo +h4@1T AM.TLO WATLACD: U-te TIOPG aoTiC RTCOF A

OHY avAlt oV &COT NAFTEL THY 11271 av¥emt FRPUCHS 210N L0 tEC (a0t AT e

M"LOM0F LH AP OFCE LHATO. (GATFO 17 498 OILPFFOT APCST NTLANT AOTII6PT 0L

avCHL FPUCT (LT PTIPUCT 148G FhekAFPA:=">

*Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 3, Néihdsé 4, 1955EC (10 August 1963).

*'Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy: The Saga of..., p.187.

2Robert L. Hess, Ethiopia: The Modernization of Autocracy (London: Cornell University Press, 1970), p .84.

33n__Every worker has to learn and know about his work so as to participate in the undertaking with his/her full
capacity. To this end, this organization [CELU] in cooperation with the Imperial Government of Ethiopia, Ministry
of Education and Fine Arts and voluntary instructors who wanted to help their brothers in their spare time opened an
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The literacy campaign eventually expanded to various industrial plants outside Addis Ababa. In
the summer of 1969, for instance, CELU deployed 12 University students to instruct workers in
the major industrial plants in Asméira, Dire Dawa, Débrd Berhan, Baher Dar, Wonji-Séiwa and
Agqaqi. The National Literacy Campaign Association played an important role by setting up
classes and administering the whole program.> Moreover, the association encouraged workers
and basic trade unions to actively participate in the campaign and realize the dream of making
each factory free from illiteracy. On one occasion, for instance, General Taddssi Berru, the first
Director of the association awarded certificates for trainees at Wonji-Siwa and urged them to

fight against illiteracy by imparting their knowledge to their fellow workers.>

Figure 5.2. Dire Dawa Textile Factory Workers' attending Literacy Class

Source: Voice of Labour, Ndihdsse, 1958EC (August, 1966)

education opportunity for workers to learn after work at Bayind Mired School." See also Voice of Labour, Vol. 1,
No. 3, Ndhdseé 4, 1955EC (10 August 1963).

*Voice Labour, Vol.7, No.4, Néhdsé 1961 EC (August 1969).

>*Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy: The Saga of..., p.187.
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CELU's literacy program liberated a number of workers from the shackles of illiteracy. Most of
the trainees managed to finish the program and were able to write, read and compute. At the
summer of 1969, for instance, CELU awarded certificates to 2000 workers who successfully
completed the program. They were drawn from the major industrial enterprises of Asméra, Dire
Dawa, Baher Dar and Aqaqi.® The total number of trade union members and their families who
successfully completed the literacy program across the country reached 5025 in the summer of
1969.”" In 1970, CELU was nominated by United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) for one of its prizes, Mohammed Reza Pahlavi (Emperor of Iran)
together with Ydmesrac¢ Demge (one of the largest non-governmental literacy ventures conducted
by the Evangelical Mdkand Eydsus Church in Ethiopia) for their meritorious work in literacy.
True, the National Literacy Campaign Association had been awarded a third place medal and

certificate from UNESCO in 1967 for its achievement in literacy.”®

Following the coming to power of the Ddrg, a new literacy program was launched across the
country. The government decided to conduct a literacy program so as to consolidate the new
political system. As a result, it issued Proclamation No.llof 1974 which was known as
“Development through Cooperation, Enlightenment and work Campaign” or commonly called
Zdamdca (campaign) on 25 November 1974. According to Article 3/2, the proclamation aimed at
implementing literacy program and technical training among the general public. It further noted
that "...in cooperation with the appropriate Public Authorities and as much as possible, to

conduct literacy programs and give basic agricultural, health, technical and other social work

CETU, Box No.22, File No. 03, A Report by the Department of Education to CELU on 22 November
1969. It deals about the major activities it carried out in the previous year.

"Voice of Labour, Miyazeya 1, 1962 EC (April, 9, 1970), p.16; Tamrat, p. 63.

**Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy: The Saga of..., p.187.
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education for the broader masses."”’

Nevertheless, since the literacy program was implemented
together with other development endeavors which focused on rural areas, and trade unions were

not yet organized in line with the principle of socialism, the program ended without meeting its

targets among the entire population in general and the working class in particular.

Since the Development through Cooperation, Enlightenment and Work Campaign was a multi
purpose venture and failed to achieve the literacy program, the government started a new
comprehensive literacy campaign, the National Literacy Campaign, on 8 July 1979. It was the
most extensive literacy program carried out during the Dérg Regime.”’ Like other government
agencies, AETU played an important role in the successful implementation of the program.
During this campaign, besides Secondary School, College and University students, the
previously trained workers took responsibility to train their fellow workers in several plants.
Even some workers who had better education background participated as instructors outside their

plant in several rural gdbdllés.®'

In general, the state and trade unions actively participated in the literacy program so as to
eradicate illiteracy among the working class. This further inspired the workers to work hard and
improve their standard of living. Moreover, it helped them to actively participate in every
undertaking in which they were involved. It also helped them to easily grasp the instructions of

the management and implement it in their work.

Y Négarit Gazéfa, 34™ Year, No. 10, Proclamation No. 11/1974, Hedar 16, 1967EC (25 November 1974).

%Germa Amare, "An Appraisal of the On-Going Literacy...," p. 81; Figreselassic Wogdres, Eiiiia ena
Abyotu (Lose Angeles; Addis Ababa: Tsehai Publisher, 2006 EC/2014), p. 424.

"Voice of AETU, Genbot 1972 EC (May 1980); Fesseha Dista, Abyotu ena Tezetayé (Los Angeles; Addis
Ababa: Tsehay Publishers, 2008 EC/2015) p. 312.
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5.2.2. Vocational Training

Among the major areas of workers' education that CELU embarked on was vocational training.
Realizing the country's need for skilled workers, CELU, with the help of African American
Labour Center (AALC) started a vocational training program in May 1968. Before CELU
launched the program, most of its members acquired their skills through experience or

continuous practice in their work. Regarding this, for instance, CELU noted that: "..A(H5 @
(a0« O+ATt Wit ST PATFD- PAN OFPVCE OF QAT QFD« 04094t ARIPT 1AIPL (1/7¢- NF LINeA 1D

QAHUI® 22607 NAIPL: LwsFA W78 QA0 mAP PA 0@+ AFo-90="" Thus, CELU aimed to fill both
the theoretical and practical handicaps of the workers through a vocational training program that
was designed and delivered to workers after office hours. Following the opening of the program
at different technical schools and colleges, however, workers began to communicate easily with

those who were employed directly from Colleges and Universities.®

CELU decided to establish a vocational training program for its members mainly to build the
capacity of its members and to improve their living standard, supplement the theoretical
knowledge which they did not get at school, make them cope with the changes in technology and
make them keep up with the increasingly changing technological developments, and prepare
Ethiopians to take over the position of expatriates in various plants. In addition, since the
expatriate employers so far failed to give higher positions for Ethiopians on account of the fact
that they did not possess a Diploma or Certificate from any institution of vocational education,

CELU decided to launch the program to overcome this problem. To this end, the confederation

62n__The kills that most workers have are not gained from school; rather they are gained through workplace
experience. Thus, they do the job based on their experience, but have no any deep knowledge about it." See also
Voice of Labour, Special Issue on the 10™ Anniversary of CELU on Miyazeya 1965 EC (April 1973), p. 20.
%Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy: The Saga of..., p.185.
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decided that after attending a year of training in CELU's vocational training program, workers
would be awarded a certificate in the areas of their expertise (trade). The certificate in turn would
boost their morale and enable them to compete with those coming directly from school.® It was
with all these expectations that CELU embarked on delivering vocational training for its

members.

Nevertheless, though CELU envisaged the necessity of the program for its members, it did not
have the capacity to implement it. Thus, it started to work with the Ministry of National
Community Development (MNCD), Ministry of Education and Fine Arts (MoE), Ethiopian
Employers' Federation (EEF), the African American Labour Center (AALC) and International
Labour Organizations(ILO)for the realization of the program. The AALC contributed a lot to
implement the program by providing financial support and sending its experts. The program was
started with the signing of a memorandum of understanding between Béydnd Solomon, the
president of CELU, on the one hand and Irving Brown, the director of AALC, on the other on 25
May 1965. Accordingly, AALC sent its labour expert, John Gore, the organization's Eastern
African representative to Ethiopia, to conduct a need assessment survey and develop an action
plan to launch the program.®® The survey indicated that CELU and its affiliates had a number of
problems which needed to be fixed. Among others, lack of labour educators, poor union
leadership, lack of adequate skills, lack of enough housing and gender problems were mentioned

as major lacunas of CELU and its affiliates.®

®CETU, Box No. 9, File No, 01, CELU's press release on the performance of the CELU-AALC vocational
training program on Ter 3,1964 EC (12 January1972).

%CETU, Box No. 9, File No.01, A memorandum of understanding signed between CELU and AALC on 25
May 1965.

%Tewodros Seyoum, "A History of the Confederation of Ethiopian Labour Unions (1962-1975)," MA Thesis,
Addis Ababa University: Department of History, 2012, p.50.
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As per the finding of the survey, the AALC agreed to give financial support and send experts to
solve the aforementioned bottlenecks of CELU. Thus, a tripartite agreement was signed in late
1967 by Misfen Gabra Mikael, the Director of the Department of Education at CELU, Charles
Taylor, a labour expert from AALC, and Dr. Fortiyo, the Director of Téfdari Makonén School, to
establish an auto mechanic training center at the school.®’

Téfari Méikondn School provided the class rooms, the teachers and the workshops while CELU
in cooperation with AALC bought the necessary teaching materials and agreed to pay the
teachers. The training would be given for three hours a day and three days a week. The first three
months were planned to be devoted to theoretical discussions in the classroom and the rest of the
year to be spent on practical training. Those who successfully completed the training would be
awarded certificates by the confederation.®®

In 1968, thirteen workers from Mitchell Cotts Company, Séafarian Company and Amropa Motors
Company were selected by their trade union leaders to start the first CELU and AALC sponsored
auto-mechanics training at Téafari Mdkondn School. A year later, ten out of the thirteen passed
their written and practical exams and were awarded certificates.”” Though limited in number,
CELU continued to train workers recruited from its affiliates in auto mechanics from 1968 to
1974. Nevertheless, lack of appropriate classrooms and workshops continued to be the major
challenge of the training until CELU with the help of AALC constructed its own building inside

the school in 1973.

"Beyene Solomon, Fighter for Democracy: The Saga of..., p.186.

Voice of Labour, Special Issue at the 7" Year Anniversary of CELU, Miyazeya 1, 1962 EC (9 April 1970);
A Report from the Education Department of CELU to the Executives of CELU on Major Educational Activities on
Hedar 13, 1962 EC (22 November 1969).p.16.

Voice of Labour, Special Issue on the 10™ Anniversary of CELU on Miyazeya 1965 EC (April 1973), p.
20
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Table 7 -Number of Workers who Received Training in Auto-Mechanics at Tafdri Makonén
School from 1968/69-1973/74.

Budget | Number of Workers/Trainees | Number of Workers/Trainees who
Year Registered for the Training Successfully Completed the Training
1968/69 | 13 10

1969/70 | 15 12

1970/71 | 19 18

1971/72 | 15 15

1972/73 | 18 16

1973/74 | 26 24

Total 106 95

Source: Voice of Labour, Special Issue on the 10™ Anniversary of CELU on Miyazeya 1965 EC
(April 1973), p. 20

Regardless of the small size of the trainees, CELU faced a lot of problems in running such a
program. Since the program was new to CELU, it had to redesign the curriculum in collaboration
with the school to make it suit the trainees. It had also to translate the teaching material into
Ambaric so that the workers could easily understand it, and assist the school in finding the
appropriate teachers for the course. Moreover, since the trainees were workers who had the
burden of heavy full-time work during the day, CELU had to approach their respective
employers to let them leave ahead of their normal finishing time. In general, though CELU was

preoccupied with problems after problems at the beginning of the program, many of the
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problems were eventually solved in cooperation with the employers and the government, and the

training began to be run smoothly.”

As mentioned previously, CELU had shortages of classrooms and workshops. Thus, it planned to
build its own building which would house both classes and workshops to allow more trainees in
the program. In 1971, CELU signed another agreement with AALC to build an auto mechanic
workshop inside the school. It was hoped that the new workshop would enable the confederation
to provide vocational training program to as many members as possible. The building was
planned to house a big workshop which would have a capacity of holding five air-cooled engines
and five water-cooled engines and five auto body work. The building was also planned to have
one class room, one storage room, and an office for the teachers and wash rooms. The workshop
would also have the capacity to run courses in auto body, repair and wielding. CELU allowed the
school to use this workshop during the day time while CELU could use it in the evening and
during vacations. In doing so, CELU contributed its share to the government's endeavor to
provide quality education to the regular students. After the building was constructed, it was
expected to train 45 workers in auto mechanics and auto body repair every year.”'

Interestingly enough, the workshop was built by workers who were receiving training in the
building trade. Thus, the workers in the building trade were trained while building a workshop
which would be used to train auto mechanics trainees. Nearly 60% of the work of the building of

the workshop was done by the trainees in the building college. The rest was given to a contractor

CETU, Box No. 9, File No, 01, CELU's press release on the performance of the CELU-AALC vocational
training program on Jer 3,1964 EC (12 January1972); CETU, Box No. 22, File No. 03, A Report from the
Education Department of CELU to the Executives of CELU on Major Educational Activities on Hedar 13, 1962 EC
(22 November 1969).

"ICETU, Box No. 9, File No, 01, CELU's press release on the performance of the CELU-AALC vocational
training program on Jer 3,1964 EC (12 January1972); Voice of Labour, Vol. 8, No. 8, July 1971.
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who was a graduate of CELU's building trade course in the college of building technology. The

building was concluded and inaugurated on 110ctober 1973."

Figure 5.3. An Auto Mechanic Workshop Built by CELU in Cooperation with AALC at Tafari
Mikonén School.

> i TIVITY OF
IN PURSUIT OF IMPROVING Tbﬁnm“m'ﬁm“ i
T= MEMBERS AND 70 PROMOTE THE THE COMF EDERATION OF
1. NTS 1N THE VOCATIONAL STETFELLC wiTH THE ASSISTENEE, OF
ETHIOPIAN LABOUR Und VABOUR CENTRE (A A o inemEaes
HE AFRICAN

3 DING AND rMECHAMNICS . W't 9T
gi.lll- TR AINING I ALUTO- oCTORE

Source: Photo by the Author

In order to provide the same opportunity to others, CELU also found it necessary to design a
program of vocational training in the building trade. In 1970, workers were selected from
different construction and similar firms to attend the first building trade vocational training
course in carpentry, masonry, and concrete work at the College of Building Technology. It
consisted of ten students per class. The College provided the class rooms, the teachers and the

workshops while CELU in cooperation with AALC bought the necessary teaching materials and

"2CETU, Box No. 9, File No, 01, CELU's press release on the performance of the CELU-AALC vocational
training program on Jer 3,1964 EC (12 January1972)
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provided payment for teachers. Three months of classroom training was given and the rest of the
year was spent on practical training. Under the supervision of the Building College instructors,
the workers were able to build a two floor house, thus demonstrating the skill they have acquired
in the year. At the end of the year, after passing written and practical exams, 26 out of 30

workers were able to receive certificates from the president of HSIU, Dr. Aklilu Hibte.

In 1971, the courses were expanded to include plumbing and electricity and the number of
trainees was nearly doubled. The training continued until 1974 with the assistance of AALC. In

those years, a total of 183 workers graduated in five trades.

Table 8 -Number of Workers who received Training in Building Trades at the College of
Building Technology from 1970-1974.

Budget | Number of Workers/Trainees | Number of Workers/Trainees who
Year Registered for the Training Successfully Completed the Training
1969/70 | 30 26

1970/71 | 54 51

1971/72 | 50 46

1972/73 | 38 36

1973/74 | 28 24

Total 200 183

Source: Voice of Labour, Special Issue on the 10™ Anniversary of CELU on Miyazeya 1965 EC
(April 1973), pp.20-21.

BCETU, Box No. 9, File No, 01, CELU's press release on the performance of the CELU-AALC vocational
training program on 7er 3,1964 EC (12 January1972).
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In addition, CELU opened the third vocational training center at Asméra Technical School in
October 1971. It began to provide vocational training to workers coming from several factories
in and around Asmdra. The training was given in six different departments such as machine,
Auto Mechanic, Radio Maintenance, Carpentry, Electricity, and Metal work and Plumbing. A
total of 54 workers in 1972, 95 workers in 1973 and 115 in 1974 were graduated from the third

CELU's training center.”*

In general, CELU's vocational training programs showed significant progress until the outbreak
of the 1974 revolution. A significant number of workers received training and were able to
improve their standard of living. On the other hand, as the number of skilled workers increased
in industrial plants, its production would also increase. Regarding the progress and value of

vocational training, CELU noted that: "...eAwho? faoCy av-@ FI°UCT TEI® hhovt OL havt apphgP

Ag°7 AFCEA: hHI® +aCeo- OM- ALAFT APOVFO- 09949900 (1A NFF@< OHavOTr P10« TPz Wets

&0 (VHCE L N910AM7 PrC LLEDT TLLANN PP+ TI0PTF AGPAD- (&t TP P04 (C P71 T avphg®

ACK® S AT5k0=" "

Nevertheless, the success of CELU's vocational training program could not be attributed only to
the endeavor of the confederation. It was rather the result of the coordinated efforts of CELU,
government agencies and private institutions. For instance, the Ministry of Education and
Ministry of National Community Development allowed CELU to use public institutions for
vocational training courses in TMS, the College of Building Technology and Asméra Technical

School. The Ethiopian Employers’ Federation and the respective employers also played their

"Ibid., p. 21; Voice of Labour, Vol. 8, No. 8 , Himlé 1963 EC (July, 1971).

v .CELU's vocational training program had been acquiring a good reputation from year to year, and the
workers who graduated from it were becoming the real commanders of their skills and gaining respect at their place
of work. The demonstration that workers showed through training indicated that the program would undoubtedly
improve their standard of living and opened a new horizon of hope to all workers." See also
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own part by providing moral support and by allowing workers to leave work before time
respectively. AALC also provided CELU with an expert, all necessary materials and financial
assistance for the program. Thus, it can be argued that trade unions, the state and some private
institutions and international trade unions played an important role in educating the industrial

labour force in Ethiopia.”®

Following the coming to power of the Ddrg regime, however, CELU's vocational training
program began to face serious setbacks. The program encountered serious financial constraints
after the government expelled major international sponsors, ICFTU, AALC and Friedrich Ebert
Stiftung out of the country in October 1975.” Thus, the responsibility of providing vocational
training program was left to the employers at plant level. But, since it was given as an
apprenticeship for few weeks and could not give certificate for the trainees, such trainings had

more value to the employers than the workers.

After the reorganization of CELU as AETU on the basis of the principles of socialism, however,
a number of workers began to get scholarships in several socialist countries and attended
vocational training in different trades. Among others, USSR, Bulgaria, German Democratic
Republic, Cuba, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia provided scholarships for Ethiopian
workers to get vocational training in their labour institutes. For instance, the Peoples Republic of
Bulgaria gave scholarships for 210 Ethiopian workers to study different trades for about five

years from 1986-1990."

"Voice of Labour, Vol. VIII, No. 8 Himle, 1963 (July, 1971).
Al Ethiopian Trade Unions, "AETU and International Trade Unions (in Amharic), June, 1982," p. 32.
" MoLSA, Box No.7, File No. 5.2/ 2/1, It deals with the 210 Ethiopians who got scholarships from Bulgaria.
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In general, the responsibility of training workers was not entirely left to CELU. It was rather a
common responsibility which was shared by the government, employers and the community at
large. The training program mainly aimed at improving the living standard of CELU members.
In doing so, employers or the government also benefited from skilled workers who were able to
increase the productivity of the industry. Workers who attended the vocational training also
became self confident and productive in their work places. Thus, the training program not only
benefited those who got the opportunity but also created hope to so many workers who had been

wishing to get such an opportunity and improve their living standards.

5.3. Labour Studies

In addition to providing literacy education and vocational training to workers and developing
their knowledge and understanding about the function of their trade unions, CELU made several
attempts to impart education related to the general economic and social problems of the country
to union leaders and workers.” This type of labour education is known as labour studies. It also
deals with unemployment, macroeconomics, migration, turnover, trade unions and the society,
etc. In its report presented to the General Congress held form 18-20 April 1972, CELU noted
that it had already started to instruct workers about the national socio-economic conditions. It

further asserted that "...0ten189° wetFF emPAA L0k ToIC MAP N AP8IVFD (TNt SwitGy
PHABF AEI° P99avANE A28 76 4 TE TOIC W18 Wit s TINC AS LA Pic ACONET ATNCTHET O FI°UT

M P 90 Pa:"" The delivery of this kind of labour education involved the open, impartial

®Voice of Labour, April, 9, 1970, p.16; Tamrat, p. 63.

%0 v . In addition, for workers to deeply understand the national problems themes related to their strategic
interests like problems of unemployment and trade unions and the general public were already begun to be give as
part of labour education." See also A Report Presented by the president of CELU to the General Congress which
was held from 18-20 April 1962.
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and critical study of labour in society, as practiced by universities and research institutions. It

also demanded workers to be analytical to grasp education related to labour studies.®!

Regardless of CELU's repeated attempts to instruct its members about labour studies, it was the
least implemented types of labour education among the Ethiopian workers as compared to union
and workers' education. There were two major reasons for the failure of CELU to develop labour
studies. Primarily, since the MNCD and other state agencies were responsible for conducting
labour studies, the role of CELU was insignificant in this regard. Thus, it did not actively embark
on delivering labour studies education to its members. Secondly, as the organizational structure
of most of the affiliated trade unions was very weak and also staffed with illiterate workers, it

gave priority to union and workers' education rather than labour studies.*

True, education related to labour studies had begun to be given to government officials a year
before CELU was organized in order to know the country's skilled manpower and manage
unemployment. It was arranged in cooperation with ILO to provide government officials
employed in various departments and expected to assume responsibilities for labour affairs with
a general introductory training in labour relations, manpower and employment problems. To this
end, two ILO experts, Professor J. Henry Richardson and Mr. Robert Jones, conducted a seminar

in the aforementioned themes from 6 August to 14 October 1962. Integrated with this course,

International Labour Organization (ILO) Bureau for Labour Activities, "The role of trade unions in
workers’ education: The key to trade union capacity building," A Background Paper presented in International
Workers’ Symposium in Geneva, 8-12 October 2007, p.1.

8 Tamrat, pp. 63-64.
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lectures were given by government officials on the Ethiopian Constitution, system of

government, economic and labour conditions and labour legislation.®

Thus, one can argue that though education related to labour studies was given due attention by
Western trade unions which had strong institutions, CELU, AETU and ETU failed to deliver
labour studies to their members as much as they did on union and workers' education. They

rather left this responsibility to state agencies and institutions of the country.

Conclusion

Labour education was one of the major activities that brought trade unions and the state to work
together for mutual benefit. As the capacity of workers was enhanced with education, it would
ultimately increase industrial production. This in turn brought additional payment to workers too.
Since its establishment, for instance, CELU embarked on labour education as its primary
objective. It delivered union education and workers' education to its members through seminars,
short term trainings and scholarships. CELU engaged in educating its members mainly to
strengthen affiliated unions and build the capacity of their members to improve their standard of

living.

The state supported education in general and labour education in particular to build workers'
capacity and increase industrial production. The Imperial Government of Ethiopia, for instance,
considered education as the core engine of any development. As the 1%, 2™ and the 3™ five year

development plans developed by the imperial regime clearly demonstrated, due attention was

BILO and Imperial Government of Ethiopia, "Seminar on Industrial Relations, Manpower and Employment
Services from August to October 1962" Unpublished, 1962, p.1.
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given to labour education not only to meet its development objectives but also to replace

expatriates with skillful Ethiopian workers.

Similarly, the Ddrg regime which took over power in 1974 continued to embark on education to
meet its development objectives. For instance, it declared "Development through Cooperation,
Enlightenment and Work Campaign" in 1974 and National Literacy Campaign in 1979 and
developed the capacity of the population in general and the working class in particular. Though
the campaign focused on the rural population, the working class benefited a lot especially during
the second campaign. So as to indoctrinate the working class with Marxism-Leninism, the

regime provided educational opportunities for workers.

While CELU recruited workers and arranged the whole platform, the government provided
classes and assigned labour experts and university instructors. The government also facilitated
scholarships for workers. International trade unions and employers also played an important role
in educating the industrial labour force by providing financial support and arranging their
working hours respectively. In general, trade unions and the state contributed a lot in the
development of the labour relations of the country by providing union education, workers'

education and labour studies to union members.
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EPILOGUE

TRADE UNIONS AFTER THE DOWNFALL OF THE DARG

REGIME

The Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), a coalition of different
guerrilla movements and liberation fronts that was dominated by the Tegray People's Liberation
Front (TPLF), defeated the Ddrg regime and controlled Addis Ababa on 28 May 1991. This
heralded the end of the Ddrg's 17 years military rule in Ethiopia. Even though EPRDF had been
advocating socialism during the armed struggle, it eventually shifted to free market economy
after it controlled power. The global shift of power in favor capitalism than socialism apparently
forced it to embrace the language of democracy and free market economy. The introduction of
free market economy and privatization of industries in turn demanded the reorganization of trade
unions which were organized in the socialist model. Thus, the reorganization of trade unions in
line with the new political-economic order was started nearly a month after EPRDF controlled
Addis Ababa. Even though workers were allowed to establish an independent national
confederation, it could not last long. It was rather dismantled by the government after eight

months and was replaced by a very subordinate one.

This epilogue tries to outline how the new political change engineered by EPRDF reshaped the
relationship between trade unions and the state in Ethiopia along with the new socio-economic

and political development of the country. It also tries to assess the continuities and

'Mehari Redae, " The Legal Framework for Trade Unionism in Ethiopia: A Historical Perspective," Law,
Social Justice and Development Journal, 2013, p. 17.
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discontinuities in the relation between trade unions and the state in Ethiopia after the EPRDF
abandoned socialism and adopted revolutionary democracy and free market economy. As the
organizational structure and foreign relations of trade unions were influenced by the ideology of
the former regime, the EPRDF also inevitably brought significant changes to trade union
organization too. Thus, the epilogue also tries to elucidate how the Ethiopian Trade Unions
(ETU) was dissolved and replaced by an independent confederation, the Confederation of
Ethiopian Trade Unions (CETU), which lasted only for eight months and later was replaced by a

very subordinate national confederation.

Trade Unions and the Transitional Government of Ethiopia (TGE), 1991-1995

On 16 June 1991, the office of Tamrat Layne, the Acting Prime Minister of the Provisional
Government of Ethiopia, issued an order to run the bureaucracy of the country. The order
dissolved the Ministry of Interior, Workers' Party of Ethiopia (WPE) and all Mass Organizations,

including the Ethiopian Trade Unions (ETU). Article 1/2 of the order noted that:"... Aw7q Aw 7

Pav(\( 3 F D YN BA.CAN: TCh 0BG ao( L3R &CP T A1LaPPPC oy VDT GTFD-:: Z4ANIFD- SHIA:

LNV TFOT AVALD SPMNMEPA: AT LRRTPFD- TPNETI° L4.LCAN: THAGT TN TF@- (900t RPTC

#C ersa=">  Thus, one can argue that the order virtually abrogated the former labour
proclamations and abolished workers' organizations in the country. Undoubtedly, the order can

be considered as an obituary of the ETU.

2 _WPE and mass organizations established by WPE would be dissolved. Party committee and cell as
structure are illegal. Their office would be closed. Their document would be controlled by EPRDF. Mass
organizations established by WPE would be dismantled. Their asset and property would come under the control of
the government." See also Addis Zdmdn, Sine 13, 1983EC (20 June 1991).
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True, the organizational structure of ETU had already begun to disintegrate immediately after the
fall of Addis Ababa to the EPRDF. Since most of the executive and council members of ETU
were at the same time members of the WPE, they abandoned the organization and put themselves
out of sight for fear of reprisals. But, many of them were later apprehended and thrown into
prison. On the other hand, Taddssd Tamrat, the president of ETU who led the organization from
1982 t01991 and served as a member of the Central Committee of WPE, committed suicide on
30 May 1991.° Thus, one can argue that ETU had virtually no leadership and its organizational

structure had totally disintegrated and it had ceased to function as of 28 May 1991.

Figure EP.1 Tadédssd Tamrat, the President of AETU/ETU (1982-1991)

Source: Voice of AETU, Special Issue, Mdskdrdm 2, 1972EC (12 September 1979)

Be that as it may, some workers from the headquarters of ETU requested the leaders of EPRDF

to establish a committee that would protect the office and properties of the organization until a

*Informants: Berhanihiwot Libanos, Gétaddw Mingasa and Gétadaw Y oséf.
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new national confederation would be organized. Accordingly, the leaders of EPRDF organized a
caretaker committee composed of seven members. Among the seven committee members, six of
them were selected from the headquarters of ETU who were serving the organization as experts.
The chairman of the committee, Yohinnes Tafédri, however, was picked from the defunct
executive committee of ETU apparently because of his personal connection with the people in
power. He had been serving as the General Secretary of ETU since 1986. On top of the
committee, the EPRDF appointed Dawit Yohdnnes, who later served as a speaker of the House
of Peoples' Representatives, as a patron. Despite the presence of the caretaker committee in the
office of the defunct ETU, however, the government continued to use the office and take the

properties of the organization.*

Even though the leaders of EPRDF issued an order to abolish ETU and its structure, they did not
deny the workers’ right to establish a new organization. They rather called workers'
representatives from all plants in and around Addis Ababa for a meeting at the National Theatre
on 24 June 1991 to discuss the changes in the country. After they discussed the situation of the
country, the leaders of EPRDF allowed workers to establish their own organization at plant level
and struggle against the remnants of the WPE. They also urged them to exclude members of the
WPE from the newly established organization.” Thus, one can argue that the reorganization of
basic trade unions at plant level was started even before the promulgation of the new labour law.
While the reorganization of trade unions at plant level was going on, an international conference
was held in Addis Ababa from 1 to 5 July 1991 and the representatives of different ethnic

liberation fronts, political parties, mass organizations and prominent individuals ratified a

*Ibid. CETU, Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 1, Miyaziya 1986 EC (April 1996).
>Addis Zimdn, Siiné 19, 1983 EC (26 June 1991).
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Transitional Charter and established the Transitional Government of Ethiopia (TGE). Among
other things, the Charter clearly stated the need for promulgating a new labour law that could
protect the benefits and rights of the working class. Article 9/t of the Charter, for instance, stated
that "... PWetEDY ORFG PPPF P9LLAMNP FHUR CAWLS Wit v Kr8.om eecoa="® In addition,
even though Article 7 of the Charter gave priority to ethnic liberation movements, political
parties and prominent individuals to be members of parliament,’ it also reserved three out of the
87 seats for the Ethiopian working class. Accordingly, Assidfa Wodajo, Tasfaye Gibrd Eyédsus
and Taddssd Mingestu were picked by the EPRDF and joined the parliament on behalf of the
working class.® They were not, however, elected by workers; rather they were simply
handpicked by the EPRDF. As a result, after the reorganization of the national confederation, the
newly elected president wrote a letter toTédsfayd Habiso, the secretary of the office of the
parliament, on 13 January 1994 requesting for the replacement of the three individuals by the
true representatives of the working class.” Until they were removed from the parliament
following the request of the executive committee of CETU, however, the three representatives
actively participated in the promulgation of the new labour law and the reorganization of the

national confederation.

To deal with the prevailing problems of workers across the country, the prime minister of the
EPRDF also issued an order and established an appeal committee on 24 July 1991. It was
instituted inside MoLSA and led by the president of the High Court. The committee consisted of

2 persons from workers, 2 persons from MoLSA, 2 persons from employers and a person from

6 . The [government] would promulgate a just labour law that protects the benefits and rights of workers."
See also The Transitional Charter of Ethiopia, Hdmle 15, 1983EC (22July 1991).
"The Transitional Charter of Ethiopia, Hamlé 15, 1983EC (22 July 1991).
84ddis Zimdn, Siné29, 1983 EC (6July 1991); Genbot 25, 1985EC (2 June 1993).
? Voice of Labour, Vol. 2, No.1, September 1994.
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the EPRDF. The committee was empowered to receive appeals on labour cases and resolve
unsettled labour disputes across the country by either taking administrative measures or by
arranging reconciliation mechanisms or by referring them to the court. It worked as per the

provisions of Proclamation No.64/1975 until the new labour law was promulgated. "

The committee was, however, unable to solve the problems of workers as expected. Thus, the
prime minister of the TGE dissolved the committee and replaced it with a Labour Investigation
Command Post on 1 June 1992. The command post comprised of labour experts from the
Ministry of Justice and MoLSA. It was empowered to investigate labour cases and refer them
either to the court or the arbitration committee or the work litigation committee for decision.'!

Though the command post worked hard to bring labour under government's firm control, it could

not resolve the problems of workers across the country.

While the reorganization of workers going on at a plant level and MoLSA was striving to solve
the problems of workers in accordance with the former labour laws, the TGE engaged in drafting
a new labour law in place of Proclamation No0.64/1975 and Proclamation No0.222/1982.
Accordingly, after a series of discussions among the representatives of workers, employers and
MOoLSA, parliament promulgated the new labour law as Proclamation No. 42/1993 in its 57"
regular meeting held from 22 to 29 October1992.'* The law came into force on 20 January

1993.13

Y Addis Zimdén Hamlé 18,1983 EC (25 July 1991).
" Addis Zimdn, Genbot 27, 1984 EC (4May1992).
2Addis Zimdn Tegmet 21, 1985 EC (31 October 1992).
B Négarit Gazéta, Proclamation No.42/1993, 20™ January 1993.
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Besides incorporating legal provisions that could change the organizational structure and modus
operandi of trade unions, the new labour proclamation introduced provisions that could improve
labour relations in the country. The proclamation also incorporated provisions that guaranteed
employers the right to form associations. As a result, it brought tripartism back to the labour
relations of the country. Article 113/1 of the proclamation, for instance, stated that "... workers
and employers have the right to establish and form trade unions or employers’ associations,
respectively, and actively participate therein." The proclamation also included provisions that
guaranteed workers and employers the right to strike and lockout respectively. For instance,
Article 157/1 stated that"...workers have the right to strike to protect their interest in the manner
prescribed in this proclamation." and Article 157/2 also dictated that "...employers have the right
to lockout in the manner prescribed in this proclamation." Be that as it may, like other
proclamations promulgated before it, the new labour law, failed to incorporate provisions for
minimum wage.'* Thus, the question of fixing minimum wage still remains a question in the

Ethiopian labour movement.

On the other hand, like the previous labour laws promulgated by the Ddrg regime, the new
labour law declared 20 persons to be the minimum number of workers required to form a trade
union. Article 114/2 of the new labour law also allowed enterprises engaged in similar activities
that had less than twenty workers to form a general trade union jointly. Trade unions and general
trade unions which were established in enterprises that engaged in similar activities/productions
were also allowed jointly to form a federation. The nine federations in turn together created the

n

national confederation. Article 114/3 of the proclamation dictated that "...trade unions may

jointly form federations and federations may jointly form confederations." The administration of

Y1bid.
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the new confederation was also organized on the basis of bottom-up organizational structure as

opposed to AETU/ETU which followed a top-down approach. '

Nearly four months after the promulgation the new labour law, the workers were allowed to
establish a national confederation as per the provision of the law. Accordingly, workers
representatives from more than 400 plants across the country held a meeting in Addis Ababa
from 7 to 8 June 1993 and established a Commission to Organize the National Trade Union
Confederation. The commission had 28 members elected from 14 different plants. The meeting
was chaired by Assidfa Wodajo, one of the workers' representatives in parliament; urged the
commission to help workers who were not yet organized as a trade union at a plant level to get
organized. After they concluded the reorganization of basic trade unions at plant level, they
continued to organize them as federation and then as confederation within three months in
accordance with the provision of Proclamation No. 42/1993. It started its work on 9 June 1993
under the leadership of Mékuria Gébrd Méddhen, the leader of Fafa Food Factory Workers'
Union. He was also supported by Ayaléw Araya from Ethiopian Water Construction Workers'
Union as vice-chairman and Amard Méhari from Giyon Hotel Workers' Union as secretary and
the remaining 25 members of the commission.'® The commission, however, failed to finalize its
job as planned within three months because of financial and logistic constraints, and lack of
cooperation from some employers.'’

Regardless of the delay in the schedule, however, the commission called nearly 1500

representatives from 482 basic trade unions for a meeting at the Ministry of Planning and

1577 -
1bid.
" Addis Zimdn, Siné 2, 1985EC (9 June 1993); Addis Zimdn, Siné 3, 1985EC (10 June 1993).
""MoLSA, Box No. 4, File No. 7.1/0/43/1, A letter written from the Commission to MoLSA requesting for
support letter, Sdne 21, 1985 EC (28 June 1993).
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Economic Development's hall from 15 to 29 November 1993 and established the national
confederation, the Confederation of Ethiopian Trade Unions (CETU). In the first two days of the
meeting, nine industrial federations were organized and their quota in the establishment of the
national confederation was fixed as per the number of their affiliated basic trade union
members.'® Most of the remaining days were devoted to discussion of each article of the
constitution of the confederation. On 29 November 1993, in the presence of 600 workers drawn
from 9 federations and representatives from ILO, ICFTU, AALC, Sudan Trade Unions and
Eritrean Trade Unions, the Confederation of Ethiopian Trade Unions (CETU) was officially
established. A few weeks later, CETU was registered at MoLSA and got registration certificate

and legal personality on 17 December 1993."

8 Addis Zimdn, Hedar 7, 1986 EC (16 November 1993).

MoLSA, Box No. 4 File No. 7.1/0//43/1, A letter written from Dawi Ibrahim to MoLSA requesting for
registration and recognition of CETU, Tahesas 7, 1986EC (16 December 1993); Addis Zdimdn, Hedar 21, 1986 EC
(30 November 1993).
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Figure EP.2 The Organizational Structure of CETU
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Source: The Constitution of CETU, Hedar 21, 1986EC (30November 1993), p. 5.

The meeting was concluded by electing nine executive committee members to run the day to day
activities of the confederation. Three workers were also elected as audit commissioners of the

confederation. The executive committee members and the federations from which they were

elected are listed below.
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Table 9 -The Executive Committee of CETU

Name Federation Position
Dawi Ibrahim Hotel, Tourism and General Service President
Abibi Abira Transport and Communication Vice President
Mikuria Gabrd Madhen | Food, Beverages and Tobacco General Secretary
Solomon Wondayihu Bank and Insurance Vice Secretary
Démesse Oléma Commerce, Technic and Printing Treasurer
Fégadu Haylu Textile, Leather and Tailor Member
Sdgayé Tadla National Agriculture, Plantation, Fishery | Member

and Agro-Industry
Habtu Gabra Hiwot Construction, Metal and Wood Works Member
Husen Kémal Energy, Chemical, Petroleum and Mineral | Member

Source: MoLSA, Box No. 4, File No. 7.1/0/A3/1, A letter written from Dawi Ibrahim to MoLSA
requesting for registration and recognition of CETU, Tahesas 7, 1986EC (16 December
1993).

Even though workers were able to reorganize their confederation without the intervention of the
TGE, the confederation faced setbacks to regain all its properties and assets. Be that as it mays, it
continued to work as an independent organization for about eight months. But, the relationship
between CETU and the TGE was marked by lack of cooperation throughout those months. For
instance, despite CETU's reiterated demand for the release of its blocked assets and looted
properties, the TGE refused to give appropriate action. In addition, the government denied the
leaders of CETU the chance to participate in the socio-economic policy formulation and
endorsing process in general and in the labour policy making process in particular. In his press

release to local and international journalists on 9 August 1994, Dawi Ibrahim succinctly
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described TGE's indifference towards the demands of workers that CETU raised for the last eight

months since its establishment. He stated that: "...0a740& 8 wetETF IR +ONG PPt PhAFPEP wets
DNt 8EEavt 1L 07T APt (ENFFL PPLANGTTFD et FaCT +en0sk 9PAT PATAMOVTFD- (LP7:

TN (VIS LTS 0LV ZANLT HALDT TG AROF CTUFANT ¢AATE apchd® et eaFha"
Thus, it can be argued that despite CETU's desire to be an independent and legally recognized
mass organization to participate in the country's socio-economic policy formulation and
ratification process, the TGE created different obstacles that prevented it from such
engagements. On the other hand, Dawi and some members of the General Council continued to
disregard the new political developments and challenged the staggering TGE. The content and
tone of Dawi's statements enraged the still unsettled TGE.?' This indicates that the leadership of
CETU was also to some degree responsible for the deterioration of the relation between the

confederation and the TGE.

The serious contradiction between CETU and the TGE started in August 1994 when the latter
introduced an economic reform program, the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP). The
program was initiated by the TGE with the support of the World Bank, International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and African Development Fund (ADF) to reconstruct and rehabilitate the war-

damaged economy of the country by undertaking a wide range of reforms in the period between

20 The confederation which was organized by representatives of the Ethiopian workers, trade unions was
not only denied by the government to get answers for the problems that it has repeatedly demanded but also denied
to get the platform that it could play the necessary role on the country's growth and development policies."; See also
Voice of Labour, Vol.1, No.3, Ndhdse 1986 EC (August 1994).

H'Bertus Praeg, Ethiopia and Political Renaissance in Africa (Pretoria: Nova Science Publishers, 2006), p.

186.
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1993 and 1996. The TGE prepared a Policy Framework Paper (PFP) with the support of World

Bank and IMF in September 1992 and the implementation of SAP was started on 8 July 1994.%

SAP mainly aimed at supporting the government's endeavor to undertake macroeconomic
stabilization, structural reforms and sustainable development in the country. Among other things,
the program focused on reforming the country's fiscal policy, monetary policy, investment and
industry, pricing and distribution, wages and employment, public enterprises and poverty
reduction. Regarding investment and industrial reform, the program supported the TGE to
stimulate the private sector by privatizing some state enterprises.” Even though the workers
faced the impact of all the structural reforms undertaken in all sectors of the economy, they

mainly opposed the privatization of state enterprises that made a number of workers redundant.

Even though Ethiopian workers had begun to feel the impact of SAP since the beginning of its
implementation on 8 July 1994, the leaders of CETU did not express their resentment against the
program for nearly a month. They had been giving seminars to member unions about the pros
and cons of the program. In his press release to local and international journalists on 9 August
1994, however, Dawi Ibrahim, the president of CETU explicitly disclosed the adverse impacts of

SAP on Ethiopian workers. The president stated that: "... 0AA® A7hG NAATCAPE P17HAN £CEF At
0391 AICT ADGILeR avPPC AL TIathhe AP9LLA PHILLMD: TCEALI® PPUICT Usd PAISHN OooPr

R1POTINTE | OTEA> AEARI° ALADTS ALATA ORI° J°hC ARLLANT AU NPTTRIT aPNG D AwltGT

2Voice of Labour, Vol. 1, No. 3; Eshetu Chole, "A Preliminary Appraisal of Ethiopia's Economic
Reform1991-1993," in Harold G. Marcus (ed.) New Trends in Ethiopian Studies: Papers of the 12" International
Conference of Ethiopian Studies , Michigan State University 5-10 September 1994, p. 314; Solomon Deneke,
"Private Sector Development in Ethiopia," International Conference in African Development Archives, Western
Michigan University: Center for African Development Policy Research, 2001, p. 5.

“Eshetu Chole, p. 315.

410



DA LGPAS A+C Q2T aP0Oh TG PP AdF R 465 09140 AL 150> Regarding the damaging
impact of the program, Dawi further stressed that: "... [Te9&a>] QU1e+F7 0 1 ©C LH @-OF ®L 6000

PO ME WEAGT 1998.5PA KI5 TET hdorahZid ">

Following the president's press release, the prime minister’s office sent a letter to CETU on 31
August 1994 expressing its readiness to discuss on the SAP with the executive committee of the
confederation and the nine federations. The meeting was arranged to be held at the parliament
hall on 3 September 1994. Subsequently, however, the prime minister changed his mind and
notified the president of CETU by phone that he wanted to discuss the matter with members of
the General Council rather than with the executive members of the confederation and the nine
federations. On 1September 1994, the president, however, replied that he could not call members
of the General Council who were living across Ethiopia within such a short time and requested
the office to discuss with the executive committee.*® But, the office refused and the meeting was

cancelled.

Offended by the reply of the president of CETU, the TGE began to work clandestinely with
some members of the General Council and the executive committee of the confederation to quell
the anti SAP labour movement and remove the president of the confederation. This eventually

bore fruit and resulted in the birth of a pro government group that comprised of individuals from

2 We opposed the Structural Adjustment Program prepared with the influence of World Bank and IMF to
bring economic reform in developing countries. ...since the program is implemented with no change and
improvement or without any consultation merely on the basis of principles, it has been creating adverse impacts on
workers to be laid-off and consternated with their precarious living conditions." See also Voice of Labour, Vol. 1
No. 3, Ndihdse 1986 EC (9 August 1994).

" in our country, [the program] has proved its dangerousness by making 6000 workers laid-off within a
month." See also Voice of Labour, Vol. 1 No.3, Ndhdse 1986 EC (9 August 1994).

MoLSA, Box No. 4 File No. 7.1/0/43/1, A letter written from Dawi Ibrahim to the office of prime minster
requesting it to arrange a discussion on the SAP with the executive committee of CELU. Néhdsé 26,1986 EC (1
August 1994).
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the executive committee and the General Council of the confederation. The group was named
"PAAgPS 19 fwetd eunc éAl" "Peace and Free Trade Union Seekers" and was led by Maikuria
Gibrd Médhen, the General Secretary of CETU. He was the mastermind of the group. Besides
persuading his federation, Food, Beverage and Tobacco, to oppose Dawi's press release and
support the SAP, he served as a bridge between the group and the TGE. For instance, Mékuria
and the executive committee members of the federation expressed their support to SAP and had a

discussion with the prime minister on the problem of the confederation on 2 September 1994.%’

Be that as it may, the executive committee of CETU called the General Council for an
extraordinary meeting that was held from 10 August 1994 to 20 September 1994.* The
executive committee arranged the meeting to clarify the confusion created among the workers in
general and members of the General Council in particular. The General Council also hoped to
pass decision concerning the workers who were affected by the implementation of the SAP.
Nevertheless, the meeting was marred by disagreements and conflicts between Dawi and his
supporters on the one hand and the pro government group on the other. For instance, it took the
General Council two days to set the agenda of the meeting. Moreover, the pro government group
walked out of the meeting on the ground that it was held in violation of the constitution.
Consequently, the General council as per the decision it made on 18 September 1994 took
disciplinary measures on some of its members and suspended 26 members of the General

Council and three members of the executive committee as of 19 September 1994 until the next

Yoice of Labour, Vol. 2, No. 1, Mdskdrdm 1987 EC (September 1994).
27
1bid,
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General Congress meeting.”’ But, since the majority of suspended members were ethnic

Tigreans, the decision further deteriorated CETU's relation with the TGE.

Figure EP. 3 Dawi Ibrahim and Members of the General Council attending the Extraordinary
Meeting

Source: Voice of Labour, Vol. 2, No. 1, Mdskdrdm 1987 EC/September 1994.

On the other hand, annoyed by the decision of the General Council, the pro government group
who had walked out of the meeting issued a separate resolution on 18 September 1994 against
the extraordinary meeting which they thought unconstitutional and sent a copy to MoLSA.*
Even though the pro government group accused Dawi and his supporters mainly for their firm
stand against SAP, they also denounced them for working against the bylaws or constitution of
the confederation. On 20 September 1994, around 35 members of the General Council who

opposed the special meeting signed a petition and submitted it to the MoLSA requesting an

297
1bid.
**MoLSA, Box No. 4 File No. 7.1/0/43/1, A separate resolution passed by some members of the General

Council who called themselves "Peace and Free Trade Union Seekers) against the General Council special meeting
in Mdskdrdm 8, 1987EC (18 September 1994).
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immediate solution for the prevailing problems inside the confederation because of Dawi and his
supporters.’’ They demonized Dawi, labeling him as an opponent of the government and that he
was using the confederation to achieve his political end. But, that was all made apparently to put

pressure on him and remove him from power.

On 22 September 1994, the pro government group issued a press release and wrote a letter to
MoLSA requesting it to take legal action against the confederation and stop all its activities until
the next General Congress meeting. In the letter, they also urged MoLSA to block the bank
account of the confederation. They further stated that: "..0eo0r® hHv O~ OACTFIS OT+oTF7

N99202F 26 PANTIN AQA 4.L&05T VN P9LL0HC ao/0k hAPE: 42/85% hwr TINS WHHIT8 hrF OC
NT1SHNE  NANTTN V19IU0C ATP& 16.2 2/3 8.8.40FF @4y ao(lt mPAA 10k AaLmé: &40 0E.L4T T Nh

W28.12 kime a7 Thus, one can argue that the activities of CETU had been severely disrupted
since the end of the General Council's extraordinary meeting that ended up without any tangible

result on 20 September 1994.

As tension mounted between Dawi and the three federations (Bank and Insurance Federation,
Hotel, Tourism and General Service Federation and Commerce, Technic and Printing
Federation) on the one hand and the " Peace and Free Trade Union Seekers" and the
remaining six federations (Construction, Metal and Wood Work Federation, Food, Beverages

and Tobacco Federation, Textile, Leather, and Tailor Federation, Transport and communication

*Ibid, a letter written from the "Peace and Free Trade Union Seekers) to the MoLSA requesting for solutions
to the problems created inside the confederation in Mdskdrdm 10, 1987EC (20 September 1994).

3 . Thus, by confirming with our names and stamps hereunder, we members of the union of the 6™
federations requested the office of the MoLSA to consult Proclamation No. 42/85, the confederation's constitution
and other related laws and legally block the confederation until the next General Congress is called as per Article
16.2 of the confederation and two-third majority decision of the federations." See also /bid, a letter written from the
union of six federations to the MoLSA requesting for a harsh measure to be taken against the confederation in
Miskérdm 12, 1987EC (22 September 1994).
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Federation, National Agriculture, Plantation, Fishery and Agro- Industry Federation, and Energy,
Chemical, Petroleum and Mineral Federation) on the other, the TGE continued to support the
latter group both overtly and covertly. For instance, the TGE organized a committee led by Désta
Woldd Mariam, the vice minister of MoLSA, to mediate between the two factions in late
September 1994. Nevertheless, since the two factions were unable to agree on some of the
agenda items proposed, the mediation ended without any result. The agenda item asking Dawi
and his supporters to reinstate the suspended members of the pro government group was the core

issueof their disagreement.>

When MoLSA failed to reconcile the two factions, it closed the office of CETU on 26 October
1994. But, Dawi and his supporters opposed the action of the Ministry and took the case to court.
The court ruled for the opening of the confederation on 28 October 1994. Nevertheless, MoLSA
further took a serious measure against the confederation by cancelling its certificate of
registration on 6 December 1994. Though the court again ruled for the opening of CETU on 12
December 1994, it revoked its decision on 16 December 1994 and the appeal and litigation
continued for more than two years.**

On the other hand, the TGE continued to work with the pro government faction using all its
bureaucracy to convince the remaining three federations to organize a subordinate national
confederation. The offices of EPRDF in Addis Ababa took the responsibility of either convincing

them and bring all the affiliated unions of the three federations or dismantling them by using

3 Addis Ziméin, Tegmet 15, 1987 EC (25 October 1994).
* Praeg, p.187.
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some of their members who were pro-government. It also started to influence the management of

several companies to dismantle and reorganize trade unions by any means they could.*

With the covert and overt support of the government, the pro government group managed to
control the Hotel and Tourism, and General Service Federation without any serious struggle. But,
the Commerce, Technic and Printing Federation and Bank and Insurance Federation continued
their defiance of the government backed group. The struggle of the former ended shortly after its
office was closed on 4 November 1996 and it joined the pro government group. The struggle of

the latter, however, continued for some years even after CETU was reorganized.

Thereafter, since the eight federations came under their control and the remaining one continued
in defiance of the veteran CETU, the pro government group issued a four point declaration on 4
January 1997. The declaration stated that the eight federations were ready to reorganize the
Confederation of the Ethiopian Trade Unions (CETU) and to administer its property and assets.
To this effect, they organized a 16 man ad-hoc coordinating committee to facilitate the
reorganization of CETU.”” Even though their move was apparently supported by the
government, they had no legal ground to reorganize a national confederation while the first still

legally existed.

Nevertheless, while the case was pending in court, the pro government group continued to
reorganize the confederation. But, Dawi opposed the illegal move of the pro government group

by writing a letter to Hassdn Abdilla, Minister of MoLSA. In his letter, Dawi pointed out that the

35Ethiopian Register, Vol. 4, No. 6, June 1997, p.49
%Praeg, p.189.
*Ethiopian Register, Vol. 4, No. 2, February 1997, p. 13.
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newly organized committee had no legal or constitutional mandate to terminate CETU's legal
status, reorganize CETU and replace it and assume its functions, or violate the resolutions of the
General Congress of the Ethiopian workers. He further requested the Ministry to ensure respect
for the rule of law and not to give any permission to set up any committee and start to reorganize
any trade unions before the court made a final ruling on the dispute over the cancellation of

CETU's registration certificate.™®

Despite Dawi's effort, however, the government-backed committee proceeded with mobilizing
support for the reorganization of CETU and making official statements on the government
controlled media. Not only this, government officials also began publicly expressing their
support for the attempt to set up a new confederation that would replace CETU.*® Thus, finally
they succeeded in reorganizing and fully controlling the Confederation of Ethiopian Trade

Unions (CETU).

Even though Dawi had been under constant security surveillance for a long period of time, he
continued to challenge his opponents in court. The solidarity that he got from the International
Labour Organizations (ILO), International Confederations of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU),
African American Labour Center (AALC), Organization of African Trade Union Unity
(OATUU) and others apparently helped him to remain adamant. On 18 April 1997, however,
Dawi left both CETU and Ethiopia for exile. In an interview he gave from Kenya to the VOA's
Ambharic service on 4 May 1997, Dawi stated that he left the country because he faced life-

threatening intimidation more than ever before. He added that:

3 Ibid, p.14.
¥ Ibid.
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...he was forced to flee the country because he had received reliable information
from sources inside the TPLF security that the government was planning to jail
him on some trumped up charges. He also said that he had been under constant
security surveillance for a long period of time and that there were even
unsuccessful attempts to abduct and kill him.*’

Immediately after Dawi fled the country, the pro-government group called a meeting which was
held from 22 to 24 April 1997. At the end of the meeting, they endorsed the revised constitution,
reorganized CETU and elected its new leaders. Accordingly, Amard Aldmayédhu from the textile,
leather and tailor federation was elected as the president of the reorganized CETU. Surprisingly
enough, while all this was going on, the court did not yet rule out the cancellation of the old
CETU. True, MoLSA had already the information that the court would rule the case in its favor
sooner or later. As expected, the court ruled in favor of MoLSA and the registration certificate
and legal personality of the old CETU was cancelled on 2 May 1997.*' This heralded the
establishment of a clearly subordinate CETU on the grave of the old CETU which had been

struggling to become independent.

In general, even though the TGE allowed the Ethiopian workers to establish an independent
confederation, it did not last long. It rather ceased to exist after eight months. The introduction of
the Structural Adjustment Program was the main factor that affected the relation between CETU
and the TGE. Instead of responding to the concern of the confederation, the TGE launched overt
and covert attacks on the confederation and finally brought it to heel. Thus, one can argue that

the formation of an independent trade union in Ethiopia is still an unfinished business.

40Ethiopian Register, Vol.4, No. 6, June 1997, p.13.
4l
1bid.
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LIST OF INFORMANTS

No | Name Title | Age | Date and Remarks
Place of
Interview
1 Abira Abiba Ato |76 | 10/5/2015 He was one of the founders of
_ Mozvold Workers' Union and the
Addis Ababa
Confederation of Ethiopian Workers'
Union. He also worked as auditor of
CELU for two terms since 1963.
2 Abreham Ato |78 | 21/9/2016 He was one of the founders of the
Mikonin Wonji-Siawa Sugar Factory Workers'
Addis Ababa
Union and the Confederation of
Ethiopian Labour Unions. He was also
the first president of the confederation.
3 Ahmad Ato |59 | 27/9/2014 He was a member of 101* militia
Mohammad ) brigade. He participated in several
Addis Ababa
battles from Fiq to Qébridahar.
4 Aldmu Yasin Ato | 65 | 27/9/2014 He was a member of the 100™ militia
) brigade. He fought against the
Addis Ababa
Somalia insurgents at Afdam and
Beke
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Ardga EneSaw Ato | 60 | 27/03/2015 He was the representative of COPWE
in  Wonji-Sdwa  Sugar  Factory
Nazareth
Workers' Union.
Beyene Solomon | Afo | 81 | 27/2/2015 He was the president of CELU from
) April 1965 to September 1974. He led
Washington
CELU for three terms. I interviewed
him through phone. Though he
promised me to come on September
2015, but he failed to come until the
completion of the thesis.
Berhani Hiwot Ato |57 | 26/9/2014 He has been working in the
confederation as an expert in finance
Libanos Addis Ababa
and human resource management
since 1976.
Berhdnu Mamo Ato |72 | 26/03/2015 He was one of the ring leaders of
Meison Wonji-Sdawa Sugar Factory
Nazareth
Workers' Union along with Milkiso
Oleénjo.
Déames Bongir Ato | 60 | 27/9/2014 He was a member of 101* militia
) brigade and participated in a number
Addis Ababa

of battles from Fiq to Mustahil.
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10 | Dawité Ayana Wiro | 70 | 31/12/2014 She is the wife of the late Abdra
Géamu. She has vividly described the
Addis Ababa
death of her husband.
11 | Fédkadu Aménjo | Afo 54 ]6/6/2016
Addis Ababa | He was an auditor in Fiber factory.
12 | Fessecha  Seyon | Ato | 67 | 21/92014 He was the General Secretary of
Take CELU from 1965 to 1974.
Addis Ababa
13 | Gébra Selass¢ | A4to | 68 | 12/02/2015 | He was the Economic and Legal
Gibrd Mariam ] Department head of CELU from 1966
Addis Ababa
to1973. He had also served as editor
of the Voice of Labour before 1966.
14 | Gildtaw Felate Ato 53 16/6/2016 He served as chairman of the
) Revolutionary Defense Squad in the
Addis Ababa
Fiber Factory.
15 | Gdmécu Néga Ato | 62 | 6/6/2016 He was one of the workers who
continued to work in the Fiber Factory
Addis Ababa
after it was relocated from Ledita to
Aqaqi in 1970.
16 | Génat Mélasa Wiro | 65 | 27/9/2014 She was recruited from the Coffee

Board and joined the 100™ militia
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Addis Ababa

brigade which was deployed along the

Awas-Assab Road.

17 | Getacaw Ato |74 | 31/12/2014 He served CELU at different
Mingasa administrative posts from 1963 to
Addis Ababa
1996.
18 | Getacdw Yosef Ato | 58 | 26/9/2014 He is the legal advisor of CETU.
Addis Ababa
19 | Kébddd Duguma | Afo 12/1/2015 He worked as executive committee
members of Dire Dawa Textile
Factory Workers' Union from 1978-
1986.
20 | Kdtdma Késimo | Ato |75 | 24/4/2015 He was one of the founders of the
) Wonji-Séwa Sugar Factory Workers'
Addis Ababa
Union.
21 | Kiflu Tadesse Ato | 68 | 14/11/2014 He was one of the top leaders of EPRP
Amsterdam | and founders of the Ethiopian Workers

Revolutionary Union which served as

the labour wing of the party.
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22 | Mesfin Prof. | 85 | 29/06/2016 He contributed a lot to the
establishment of CELU along with
Wolde Mariam Addis Ababa
Professor Bereket Habte Selassie and
Dr. Seyum Gebre Egziabher.
23 | Neguse Lamma Ato |72 | 5/1/2015 He was the vice-president of CELU's
) branch in Dire Dawa from 1978-86.
Dire Dawa
24 | Similes Takle Ato | 67 | 25/03/2015 He was the first vice- president of
Wonji-Séwa Sugar Factory Workers'
Nazreth
Union from 1976-1982.
25 | Tadédssd Amard Ato | 82 | 5/1/2015 He was the vice-president of Dire
' Dawa Textile Factory Workers' Union
Dire Dawa

from 1963-1966. He also participated

during the establishment of the

national confederation.
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