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INTRODUCTION 

Ethiopia lies i n North-east Africa, common I y referr ed to as the Horn of 

Afr ica . Th e country has a population of about 30 million out of wh ich more 

than 80 per cent live in the r ural areas . Ther e are thr ee big lang uages 

spoken by three major nationalities but there could be as man y as 70 or 

more dialects spoken in the country. The offi cial (state) langua ge is 

"Arnarigna". To have 
, . 
some comparIson in size , it is bigger than West 

German y, France , The Netherland s , and 111e U.k. combined , or approx i matel y 

3. 3 and 10. 6 times as b i g as J apan and Cuba , respectively. 

Ethiopia is one of the oldest states in Afri ca and l east touc hed by 

colonial i sm, except Er itrea. For centuries the country has been ruled by 

kings and Emperors so much so that some obser vers reached at thi s type of 

a conclusion a coup le o f ye ars before the revol ution : " with the possible 

exceptions o f nations such as Saudi Arabia and the Vatican , in no other 

country in the wor ld is ther e mor e oneness between a l eader and the people 

than in Ethiopia." [ 1] To the ir surprise , a popular revol ution which began 

in 1 97 ~, culminated i n a mili. t ary go vernmen t that overthrew the monarchy 

o f Haile Selasse , who us ed to refer to himse lf as : 'King of Kin gs , Elect of 

God , Conquering Lion of Judah ', and abolished the rule of the crown once 

and for al l. 

Since the Re volution, there have been major economic an d soc ia l changes 

though not accompanied by the democratisation o f the soc iety. Economic 

changes range f rom the radical land re f o r m t o the national i sation of 

ind ustries and urban lands and extra houses , etc. Sociall y, f e ud al 

relations : servitude , tenancy, debt bondage , and other obl i gat i o ns ha ve 

been abolished together with private property . Pol itical pewer li es in the 

Provisional Military Government . Since 197~, the r e has not bee n a 

constitution and a popu lar election. Nevertheless , we have see n 

considerable social and economic r efo r ms in the socie ty at l arge. Whe ther 

[1] Redden , K. The legal systems o f Ethiopia , p. 1. 



this would result to a deep going social transformation , rooted in the 

masses of the people or not ; and how the question of the state v.is - a- vis 

the civil society be resolved in future are very importan t and fundamen t a l 

questions yet to be addressed . 

I n this thesis I will take a single aspect of t he post-re volution 

r eforms , viz . rural institutions at the grass-roots level. By grass -roots I 

mean institutions at the lowest - level of a state or a mass organisat i on 

structure that deal direct ly wi th the broader section of t he po pulat i on 

either in t he r ur al or urban areas. What I would attempt to show are : one , 

institutional developments i n t he pre-revolution per i od i n genera l , and 

the place o f rural institutions and their relations with the pr e ­

capitalist state and the ruling classes , in particular. The emphasis be ing 

on the degree of control of the state and grass-roots off ic i a l s on the 

rural institutions and , very briefl y, t he position of the differe nt 

classes in product i o n and production relations . Two , tak i ng t h is as a 

bac kground , I have tried to show some aspects of the rural institu t i onal 

reforms in the post-revolution period. And f inally, I have put my 

observations as to why rural i nstitutional reforms have the presen t form 

and conte nt . 
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Pre - Revo l ution Rural I ns t i tutions ' 

L 
1. The Origin and Development of State Institution s , 

D 
' ~:STIT1 

/ 
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I n the pol iti ca l history of Eth i opia , the pe ri od betwee n the midd l e o f 

18th and middle of the 19th centu r ies is marked by t he rule o f dif f e r en t 

autonomous ch i eftains who in no wa y had any allegiance or obedience to 

central r ule . The countr y was f ragmen t ed ; local power , local rule r eigned . 

They wer e ind eed small ki ngdoms. " Th us ever y l ocal c hi e f exe r c i sed pu blic 

functions in his province in his full autonomy without an y connect ion , 

coord i nation with or subordina t ion to anothe r supe ri or organ . the 

administra t ion of justice , the military command , and financ i al af f a irs 

[we r e carried out l on the ground of customary l aws and the Fe t ha Negest * 
." [2J Out we could not at the same time say that the local ch i e f s ha d 

f orgotten t he idea of t he Empe r o r or t hat o f t he ' centre ' because there wa s 

c.t least in " .. theory the r ight of appeal to the Emperor ." Apart f rom t h i s , 

the local chie f commanded a number of soldiers under his authorit y and 

leadership which he himself had to look a fter. He used these soldiers f o r 

different purposes : :n times of war , for fighting against other chi e fs and 

in times of peace to keep ' social order ' and to collec t ta xes . 

I t was t hese kind o f centrifugal forces that Emperor Twedros came up 

against in the mid - 19th century. He himself coming from a humble f am ily, 

first as a l ocal chief and a rebe:, cro"'ned himsel f Emperor and star t ed the 

l ong and difficult project of centralisation . His move to wards 

cent r alisat i on was not at all smooth. Obviously, he had to use f orce and 

[2J Paulos Tzadua ,Organization of the Central Administratio n in Ethio pia , 
p . 12~ . * Th e Fetha Negest is a f r ee translation ,plus an ajaptation o f 
an Er;yptian coptic text which appeared in th e 'Geez ' language d ur i ng 
the fifteenth century. It contains section s on canon , prope rty , 
famil y, and criminal law, as wel l as a section on kings . ( J.M ar ka ki s , 
p . 35 , footn oted) . Paulos Tzauda translated this te x t into Engl i s h . 
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implement harsh measures to bring these f e udal pr i ncipalities under 

central r ule . He was indeed dra con ian i n th e ce ntralisati on pr ocess but he 

ac hiev ed hi s goal , i.e . the existence of a certai n f orm o f central 

governm ent. He also used direct a nd indire c t methods of rule to make his 

cen trali sa tion work. He introduced " ... the constitut ion o f a prov incial 

hi e rar chy in per f ect syb- ord in a t ion t o the cent r a l po wer." [Paulos , p . 127) 

This was the f i rs t introduc tion , a t l eas t in a form of a constitution , and 

t he creation of a government with hierarchial relations . 

It was d uri ng this time that institutions o f a vertical struc t r ual 

na ture that tended to loo k towards the centr e fir st appea red. He further 

t r i ed to establish a regular army which was a sign o f a cen trali sed s tate. 

Gene rall y, he made some r e f orm s th at would break t he po wer o f 'fe uda l 

principa lities ' in militar y, administr!'tiv e an d financial matte rs and took 

th ese po wers t o t he centr a l government. These should be understood as 

be ing attempts t owards the c r eat i on of an em pire - state. What I want to 

stress here is t hat state institutions were created by f o rce and 

compulsion in an attempt to bring f euda l kingdoms under centralised 

con trol. It was to the se i nst i tutions that the pr esent s tate str uctures 

tr a ce their roo ts. 

Grass-roots in sti tuti ons r e flect t he purposes the y were c r ea te d for 

and the stages they have gone thro ug~,i.e. giving all eg i ance to the centre , 

keeping ' order ', an d the security of th e cen tral gov ernment etc . Hence , 

rur al institut i ons that tended to empha sise the se elements began in 

Twedronian tim es and one cou l d trace them up t o the periods o f Hai le 

Selasse as Addis Hi we t commented , " the essence of the Tw edoria n sta te 

s till pe r sisted. " Twedros tr ied t o pull the disintegrated kin gdoms 

together and to raise them to some fo rm o f a politico- economic entity. The 

motto , " .. . turn the swords and the spears i nto pl oughs .. " co uld suggest his 

i nterest to develop the forces of produc ti on . Because of these , some r e fer 

to hi m as the first Ethiopian social r e f ormer . 

4 



I thin k thi s period co uld be used as a wate rshed fo r the emergence of 

state insti tutio ns in genera l , an d r ural inst itutions in particular . If 

this i s the f a rth es t one could go to locate th e or igin s o f state 

in st itutions one can consider th em to be th e roots o f the pr esen t central 

go ve rnment . But one has t o bea r in mind that all th ese hap pened in the 

Northe rn part o f present Ethio pi a which mos t commonl y is kno wn as 

Abyssinia. 

The strengthening, conso lid ation and expansion of the state 

in s tituti ons was f ollowed by Empero r Mene lik II. Beginning in the second 

half of the 19th century ~lenelik expanded the Abyssinian state to the 

Eas t, South, and South - west. A diffe rent mode and form o f state,i.e . an 

empire - state was c r eated. Hore territories wer e incorpora t e d to his empire 

and this meant vast population with new c ultures, traditions , languages, 

etc . Moreo ver, it also meant ne w re venue, tax, tribut e , etc . and ne w forms of 

co ntrol and supervision were also necessary. Later on , Henel ik found out 

th a t " ... effecti ve administration was th e most for midable t ask the "Ghibbi" 

[Pal ace) officials had to fac e . [This problem) ... inescapab ly imposed the 

need for the modification, and r e novation o f the "Ghibbi ' s" institutions 

and the introducti ons o f administrative innovations." (3) The need for 

bet t e r ad ministrati ve institut i ons was mainl y for in creased supervision 

and control of the peripher ie s . " .... th e character o f the adm ini strative 

st ruc ture in the conquered provinces was primarily politico-military. The 

offic ials fun c tioned as gover nors and military commanders , and their 

instrum ent for ruling was t he la rge numbers o f northern solidiery who were 

stationed and eventuall y se ttl ed in the con quered t e rritories ." [~ ) -

these became the land ownin g class in the ne wly in corpora ted t e rritories. 

We no w see a form al governmen t struc ture in th e making. "Th e ancient 

administrative division o f the empire, c r ysta lli sed by time duri ng the 

(3) Addis Hi wot , p. 79. 

[ ~) Markakis , Eth iopia : An atomy o f a Tradit i ona l Polity , p. 106. 
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ru le of the autonomous chie fs was changed by a new div isi on , and the Empire 

was d ivid ed into " Awraja Ghizat " (Provin ces) and these in turn were 

subdivided into " wereda Ghizat " (sub-provinces) .. " [5) 

The more contact Menelik ' s empire - state had with th e Wes t e rn wor ld , the 

more differentiated his state institutions became . Th e begin n i ng of an 

infr as tructural networ k such as roads , r ailway, telephone and t e l egraph 

(18 89 ),e tc . on the one hand , and the estab lishm ent o f small indus tries such 

as soap (188~) , mec hanical mill s, etc . and the need t o ha ve wider and 

l arge r r e venue , and o f course, effective con trol of the subjec ted 

t err i t ories ,etc . de manded new structu res th at coul d copeup with the new 

developments that arose fr om wi t hin and fr om without. So , at th e start of 

the 20th century he " .. c r eated the first ministrial fra me work in th e 

hi sto ry of Ethiopia .... [M i ni str ie s like) Justice, Interior, Commerec e and 

For e i gn Affairs , Fin ance , Agriculture an d Industr y, Public Wor ks , War, Pen, 

and the Palace [ were created). Postal , Te lephone and Telegraph and 

Educati on" were organ ized at th e Gene r a l Dir ector level." [6 ) 

Th is generall y sho ws that th e change and the tran s form at ion of the 

s t ate and its institutions was mainly th e result of two reaso ns: first , th e 

dynam ics of t he expansion and centralisation o f the empire-state. Second, 

external political and econom i c influences ,i.e. th e introduction of new 

technology and new administrati ve skills and techniques. 

Among the newly created insti tutions o f the s t ate , our main foc us with 

regard to rural in stitutions , i s the Ministry of Inter ior . This was !-he 

organ of t he state that super vised the ad ministration of provincial and 

sub- pr ovincial activi t ies- rural and urban up t o th e level of the grass ­

roots . 

[5) Paulos Tzadua , p. 127. 

[6) "Appa r en tly Educ ation was t o be a minist ry by it sel f but si nce the 
"Mat hoes " (the head of the Orthodox Church) cl ai med t hat ed ucat i on­
t each i ng - was o f his competence , the state had t o leave it to the 
church (Paulos Tzadua , p . 130) . 
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This is not to say that Menelik had effectively reached the grass -roo ts 

through his newly created ministerial structures . Most of the ministries 

were not as strong as they appear on paper. Quite a f e ,,' had done so in a 

very loose and unorganised way. Only the ministries of Interior , Finance 

and Justic e were the ones that were the most important to the continuity 

and survival of the state and some effort was made by these institutions 

to reach the lowest structures of the peripheries as far as possibl e. " .. . i n 

most cases conquest el im inated the highest levels of th e ruling 

hierarchies in the south [incor porated areas J , but the middle and lowe r 

levels of indigenous traditonal authorities were not disturbed ." [7J Th is 

gave the state a link with the lowest levels of traditional institutions . 

In areas where the central authority could not reach the "We reda " 

(District) level , the traditonal leaders he riditary, cul tural and 

spiritual - were very i!1lportant . Although we see the existence of rural 

insti tutions dur ing the period of Menel ik ' s empire - state they were not 

organicall y integrated with the central government. They were centres o f 

centrifugal forces harbouring dissidents and l oca l chieftains that did 

not accept the cent r al polit y. A polity that did not have legitimacy, that 

still was drac on ian in its measures with regard t o its citizens. Clear ly a 

polity that did not reach the level of a nation-sta te. 

The development of the state and state inti tutions was continued by 

Haile Selasse . After he was crowned as an Empe ror in 1930 , he tried t o 

bring the separation o f powers in government by promulgating the first 

written constitution in 193 1. The legislative , executive and the judicia l 

branches of gov~rnment were instituted. Mar ka kis remarks that , " A key 

motivation was undoubtly the "!1lpe ror ' s progressive inclination and his 

statement in the speech proclaiming the Constitution that it was 

voluntarily granted ( ' unwanted and of our own free will ' ) was c lo se to the 

t,'uth ." [ 8J I find this comment to be a bit more generous and to have 

[7J Markakis , p. 106 . 

[8J Markakis , p . 27 1. 
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overlooked some of the real issues and the purpo ses the Constitution was 

mea nt to serve ,i.e. the key factor was to continue th e central isation 

proces s and to liquidate those forces that were against the central rule 

and to bring an end to the palace intrigues and rivalar ies . 

The idea of making the empe ror the pivot of poli ti ca·l development and 

making the const ituti on appear like a 'devine gift ' is tantamount to 

at tributi ng historica l developments to an individual. The key factor, I 

think , once aga in in Markakis 's words , was that it was " ... designed as a 

l egal weapon in the process o f ce ntral isation o f governmental power and 

the struggle against the nobility. It Th e emperor himse lf said ,It the countr y 

must be subjec ted to a common rule by a constitution and governed by a n 

Emperor [hi msel fl.It Secondl y, for r easons that were ex ternal,i.e. because 

o f his contac t s with th e We stern countries he was much more concerned 

about the legitimac y o f his state. [9 ) 

Some political analyses on Ethi opia t end t o focus on indiv idual ki ngs 

or empe rors than existing socio-economic fo rmations . More often it is also 

the ca se that no differentiati on is mad e be twee n th e state , th e government 

and the class i n po wer. I hope Markakis is not doing the same thing here . 

It i s on e thing t o consider the role of th e individual in a given 

politi cal development but it is a di fferent matter to ascribe changes in 

society to th e deeds o f an individ ual. 

The empi r e - s~ ate that passed to Haile Selasse and the aristocracy d id 

no t tr y to ex pa nd nor to make an y ma jor changes in th e soci ety that wi 11 

necessitate a change in the mechanism of control and supervision of the 

pe ripher ie s . Nea rl y everything continued as it was in the period o f 

Menelik until the com ing of the Ita li an colonial i sm in 1935 . Altho ugh t he 

colonial period was brief , we cannot ignore the impacts it had made on 

inst itut i ona l de velopmen t s in Ethiopia . It ... Ital ian Colonial patterns 

d i rectl y sh a pe d th e de ve l o pments of local institutions in the North 

[ 9) Ibid . 
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[mostly true of Eritrea] " [1 0 ] We furth e r see the influence of the Italian 

pattern of l ocal institutions in the rest o f Ethi opi a. This is a pattern 

called " uninteg r a ted prefector al sys tem" .' [11] 

The effect of this ne w social for ce has been f e l t in t he years after 

Liberati o n, 1 9~ 1, in the overall state machinary in c lud i ng the rural 

institutions . This wea kness in the str uctur al co - ordination made rural 

inst i tutions ambivalent in dec i s ion ma king at the local level and made 

them look more towards the centre . In other words it was a s trong tool of 

control in that it assured t he state , the central govern ment, that 

in st itutions in ur ban or ru ra l areas we r e no t i n harmony a nd could not 

come unitedly against the cent r e . Since it limits co- ordinat i on bet wee n 

the different un its o f gover nm en t , it also breeds inefficiency in the 

system. 

This wa s the general patte rn and development of th e state and state 

institutions in the period be fore the Revolution , 197~. Bu t what was the 

place and role o f rural institutions vis - a - vis the rulin g clas s and that 

o f the r ural masses? I will try t o consider th ese r e l ations next . 

2. The Ru ral Structure , Institut i ons and Tenure Systems . 

I n the structure o f the Eth iopian state , r ural foc us begins at the 

prov inc i al l evel and goes down hierar ch ial l y t o the grass - roots until it 

r eaches the rural popu l ati on. Th e " Aw ra j a " (sub- province) is a str uc ture 

l o we r than the pro vinc e and se rv es as a li aison betwee n th e Provin ci al and 

the " Wereda" (Distric t ) s tructures . Th e two most important structures in 

understanding rural in s titutions ar e the provin ce and the "Wereda". And 

even between th e two the Province l ooks af ter the ur ban an d rural 

[1 0 ] Cohe n and Koehn Eth i opian Prov incial and municipal Government p. ~ 

[11]" A sys te m that has a tend enc y to impai r coordination among 
gover nmen t units .. ' continuous con fli c t ... whether .. dec isions were 
tec hnical or admi n i strative . Nobod y in the government str ucture has 
the ultimate po wer and authority t o r esolv e su ch is sues. (Ibid ., p . 9) 
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insti tutions , and there f ore , th e "wereda ll becomes more important when one 

want s to look into rural institutional structures . 

It was through the "Wereda " (District) structure that near ly all the 

functions and the interests of the state were r ealised at the rural level . 

Mat ters such as financia l (revenue and tax collect i on) , security 

(maintaining 'order ' ) ,etc. on the one hand , and of course 'development ', etc . 

on the other hand were transmit t ed to the ru ral populat ion through this 

structure. There exist institutions between the "Wereda " structure and the 

masses of the peasantry that we could refer to as the " grass- roots" which 

became very importan t in the control of authority and t o fur ther sustain 

pol i tical and economic domination of the state over t he masses o f the 

rural population. The y were al so important in the appropriation and 

d istr ibut ion of prod uction in the agrarian sector. In add i tion to the 

state bureaucrats , the same functions ·.ere per f ormed by grass-roots 

officials composed of people whose author ities wer e based on hereditary 

lines or from being warriers end heroes or spiritural leaders. These .--
people , in fact , were landed and shared the same econom i c and id.e.o.l og ical 

interests as those of the ruling ro~ and the ari stocra~ y and more 

or less refelected similar wor ld-outloo k. 

Beginning in th e mid - nineteenth century, different imperial houses had 

used land in the form of a grant as a substi tute f or sal ary to rural 

institutional officials. With the control of t he southern reg i ons of 

persent Ethi c,pia by the northerners , l and became private and had a mar ket 

. val ue , furthermore , wi th increased contact bet ween the pre - capital i st 

state and western capital , and the introduction o f new methods o f state 

administration, the salaried class emerged . But this should not be taken to 

have been applied to all bureaucrats . The attempt to gradually introduce 

profeSSionalism was limited to the centre and no office ho ld e r was 

whitho ut land . I t was a combination o f a small salary and land . Hence , the 

bureaucrats were landed bureaucrats . This started to change roughly in the 

1950s ,,"'er, Western educated el i tes , of course of purely aris t ocratic 

10 
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backgrounds, started to take positions in the bureaucracy - incomes were 

' restricted ' to monthly salraries . But this form of bureaucratic 

recruitment was not dominant , and to cite in passing" In the early 1960s 

[the 11inistry of Interior] employed three college graduates , but did not 

hire any more educated pe rson s until 1968, when two more college graduates 

were added to its headquarters ." [1 2 ] 

In Ethiopia , before the Revolution , there were approximatel y 505 

"Weredas " * [13] in the 1~ province s and diffe rent types of gr·ass -roots 

depending on the tenure system of the region and t he social and poli tic a l 

history of every particular people in th e country. It is indeed very 

diffi c ult to bring the various types of gras s - roots in this short piece of 

work. Only the predominant forms i n which t hey exis t would be explained. To 

mention some of t he most common one s: the "chika-shum", I' balabat ll, "Atbi ya-

Dagna ", " Yegobez - Aleka ", etc. Let us give a brief explanation for each one 

of them and at th e same time try to relate each with t he overall 

produc t ion process and the functioning of the state as a who l e . 

tlCh i ka-Shum ll in "Amha rigna " (the official language of Ethiopia ) 

means a certain delineated te r ritory where authority and adm ini stration 

at the grass-roots l evel could be exercised . There is no uniformity to the 

size of th e area covered . "Shu rn ", is an individual who exercises authority 

or adm iniste rs in t his jurisdiction. So , the re \<as the institution of the 

"chika - shum" I an ind i v id ual responsible for the administration of the 

"chika". He Vo'as in char ge o f th e enforcement of laws and keeping 'ord er 't he 

'.'as also responsible for the timely collection of taxes and revenues to 

the state and waS accountable to the state structure of the " wereda ". He 

also appeared in local ceremonials such as marriages and funerals. 

[12] Markakis , p. 30 1. 

[13] • This figure can not be exact because numbers have been seen to 
in c rease or decrease, for example, in 196~ it was ~44 and in 1968 it 
was found to be 505 but no ma jor change wa s taken t o r estruc.ture 
rura l institutions and co uld only be l ac k of accurate data (Cohen and 
koe hn) . 
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"Balabat" - is one who could trace his descent in the area where he 

lives and OIms land. Unlike a peasant who does not have a history to trace 

backwards because he does not have land, the "balabat" could do so . This 

means that at some time in the past his f orefathers were chiefs or leaders 

in the community , and because of this , he would be recognised as a 

traditional chief or a head man in that part i cular area. He recognised 

central rule , and the state in return recognised him as an importan t 

person in the area . He was allowed to keep his land and his tenants . Quite 

frequently the state used this person as a regulatory and control organ as 

he co~~onded substantial recognition among his community peopl e . 

"Atbiya-Dagna" - 'Tatbiya 'l is a segment of an administrative district . 

"Dagna" is a judge . These combined mean the village judge. This indi v id ual 

reso lves conflicts in the village either by mediating or putting fines on 

the accused . He also enforces the payment of taxes , could detain t hose wh o 

do not confirm to t he law and those who defy central rule- even a s l ande r 

against the emperor was an offense and could put someone in jail at the 

grass-roots l evel . 

"Ye-Gobez-Al eka " - tlGobez" is a person who has shown some bravery, or 

s ome one who has the potential to rebel. " Aleka ", is the head o f 

rebell i ons , in the conte x t used here. Most of the times the poeple in 

charge were however rebel s themselves. This is a force that suppresses 

opposi ti on at the grass - roots level. Mostl y common in t he northern · part 

of Ethiopia . 

All these grass- roots institutions and officials lived on the peasants . 

No salary or any form of payment was made to them by the state. They made 

the peasants till their lands and accepted tribute of all kinds: in cash 

and I or in ki nd . In pre-Revol utionar y Eth iopi a , rural areas were not 

effecti vely supervised by the police force. For instance , i n a "wereda ", 

with an average population of 50 - 75 , 000 , one wou l d find five or seven 

policemen. This I think is just to symbolise the existence of the centra l 

rule than to control these many people. But control was done in co-
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operation with and by grass-roots institutions. The same was true in tax 

and r e ven ue co llection . Though the state was not in f ul l force to ma ke its 

s trength felt (in pea ceti me) in the rural areas , it effictively a nd 

ef f iciently used these rural inst i tutions to pe rform its f unct i ons . The y 

were i ndeed the strong arms o f the s tate . 

It is to these structures , i.e . t he " wereda" and the grass-roots , t hat I 

wan t to address myself in the periods before the Revolution (197~) and 

after . To me , these were the i nst itutions that were rural based , that 

created linkages between the rur al masses and th e centr e o f power and had 

been used as mechanisms of control and exploitat i on o f the rural masses 

and one of the factors contribut in g to the worsening conditions o f the 

ru ra l population. Not much is said about these important control organs o f 

t he state at the r ur al level s. They deserve furth er study. Ne vertheless , 

Cohen and Koehn ment i on them as "informal local Officials. " But , I pre fer 

to call them "g rass - roots officials", not because they we r e popular ly 

elected, which they were no t , but because t hey were at the ver y lowest 

level and did not fall under the bureaucratic s tructure. Secondl y, becau s e 

they perfor med state functions and represented and acted in place of the 

cent r al government off icial and because some of the positions needed the 

approval of the cEOntral government , they could not be i nformal. t10reover, 

the term "informal" i s a bit vague to apply to them in the manner they 

ex isted. 

I n Ethiopia, prior to the land reform, we fi nd t hree ma jor tenure 

systems . They were: the "communal " in the North , th e "private holdings" in 

the South, and the " pDs toral - nomad ic " mainl y i n the East. Th ese ten ure 

s ystems could lead to different types of rural i nst i tutional contro ls 

particularly at the level of the grass -roots. Be f ore we start to loo k at 

the rural institut i ons in these three tenure systems we must bear in mi nd 

that there was not a major di ff erence in t he f ormal structures and 

relat i ons of these institutions to the central government . To the state at 

th e centre they were all expected t o behave in the same manner . But , the re 
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were diffe rences in the actual fun ct i oning , power relati ons - economic and 

political- between the rural institutional officials and the rural masses 

in the different tenure systems . The understand ing of these will later 

he lp us when we try to see the changes and reforms brought about by the 

Revolution on rural institutions. 

Since the state had its repr esentati ves, ideolog i cal and political at 

the level of ru ral institutions in ea c h of the tenure s ystems , it is wor th 

s e eing ho w th ese institutions worked , which class controlled them, ho w 

they advanced their class interests together with that of the state . The 

state continuously made sure th at these structures were under control. 

This was done among other things by the Emperor ' s appointment of offi cial s 

t o important rural institutional positions. In a pre - cap italist society 

like Ethiopia , one could not find class dominations in its clear and neat 

form but mixed with national or ethnic domination. As the Amhara were the 

dominant national i ty , at lea s t politicall y, they controlled most of the 

po li tical and state inst ituti ons. 

I n pre-Revolution Ethiopia, domination even at the rural inst i tutional 

l evels were of class and na tion. And that was why most of the times members 

of the aristocracy, the landed gentry , or anyone with some form of class or 

blood af f inity or either one o f these , would be in a position to run ru ral 

insti tutions. Nonetheles s the ruling class was not closed to its c lass 

members only, it tried to be open to those who proved to be l o yal, 

competent and ready to serve the system. It also co-opted the capable ones ; 

the weste r n ed ucated el i tes: ci v il ian and mil i tar y. Al t hough the ' class 

orig in ' was predomin ant i n the control of rural institutions , th e ' c l ass 

function ' was of prominent importance too . 

A. The "Communal" Tenure System . 

In the " Communal " tenure system , it was not how much l and an individual 

o wned that would qual ify him to take rural institutional offi ces but his 

loyal ty to the system, his fa mily ' s expe rience in state administration, 

1~ 
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judicial matters, etc. "In the traditional northern highlands , peasants 

enlarged thei r ho ldings (or had th em diminished) thr ough li tigation and 

thier success ( or lack o f it) at build i.nS up pa tron - client rel at ions . 

Governors and judges had no ' gul ts ' [land gi ven by gover nment J, but are 

[were J still 'honorary ' membe r s o f descent .corporations becasue the y had 

the power to legitimate claims for l and, r ent , and the like ." [14 J 

There existed , especiall y in the north e rn part of Ethiopia , the 

tradition of office holding but it was not necessa rily a hereditary 

system. In some cases , th e son (not the dau g hter) of a certain rur al 

institutional offi cial could ask the state , at the cent re , or the 

representative at the provincial level t hat his f ather 's position be g iven 

to him, if th e father wa s dead or could not continue f or some reasons . The 

state considered this on i ts merits . " The Ethiopian aris t orc ra c y wa s never 

he redit ary. Titles and offi ces are [wereJ grante d for li f e , or f or a period 

depend in g upon the pleasure of the Crown . .. l and, or contro l ove r an area 

o f land , which f or ms th e basis o f ar istocra tic s tat us , was tr ~d i tio na ll y 

attatched t o the offi ces i n the se r v i ce of the Cro wn , and was distri buted 

by the Emperor , as were the offices." [ 15 J I do no t think we can ex pla in 

the positions the aristoc ra cy or the landlord took at the rural 

institutional l e vels by saying that "depending on the pleasure o f the 

emperor". Hi s pleasure could not be separat e from t he interest he shared 

with the cl ass in po wer , t he interest of the state,i.e . the cont inu i ty of 

the statu s qu o . This was an economic and political decis i on. Other f actor s 

could pl aya part, e .g. reli g ion - as the ' good man ' f or th e state would be 

the one who sticks t o his religion (Orthodox Chris ti an) and respects the 

Crown. This could be the most likely candidate . This , among others , was o ne 

of t he methods whereby the state mainta ined it s c l ass domina nce . 

[14J " A detailed dis cusssion of this is found in Al lan Hoben ' s book , Land 
t enure among the Amha ra of Ethiopia : t he dynamic s o f cognati ve 
de scent , 1973. G. Ell i s , "Feudal Paradigm in Ethiopia ",JMAS , 1976. 

[15J Markakis and Asmelash, Representative Ins t itut i ons in Ethiopia , p. 46. 
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In most of the rural areas the con t rol o f political power at the level 

o f rural institutions led t o th e control o f land and other for ms of 

property. In the ' communal ' land tenure system where l and is not a 

commodity, ~he local official could secure more land by creating a case 

a nd just ifyin g it throug h his office that he had the r ight to a certain 

l and by f alsely putting him se lf in the lineage line. Since the right to the 

sha re of land de pe nded on proving to be within a lineage system he will 

get a piece of l and . If this was continued for some tim e, the local 

bureaucrat would end up in hirin g te nents *. [16J " Though theo r etical ly 

land was access ibl e to the North ern peasantry, there were certain groups 

of peasa nts who were depri ved o f th e rights t o land on account of thei r 

occ upat ion and/or religion. Th e genealogically-ba sed land distribution 

system al so favoured those peasants who had close a ssoc iation with t he 

local rulers, or e lders wh o were sanc tioned t o adjudicate such c l aims . 

... abou t 10 per ce nt of the peasants in northern Ethiopia had no land o f 

thei r own." [ 17J Ap a r } fro m this, other f orms o f property sources were 

cattle, etc. acquired thr ough corrupt practices . 

He re , rural institutions became a means of accumulating wealth . Th i s 

could be ei ther because the sta t e did not care to stop it or the l ocal 

bureaucrats did not have enough t o l iv e on so th ey used corrupt methods . 

Bo th could be true . Those who riere corrupt official s would not be able to 

develop good relations with th e ru ra l population. The l ess strong t heir 

linkages, the less likely f or the peripher y t o go against the centre. This , 

if no t open ly encouraged was passed ' unseen ' . Secondly, the amount rural 

institutional offi cials receiv ed pe r month as a salary at the " We reda " 

(Dis trict) l e vel was very low - e.g. "We r eda " governors used t o ge t not 

[16J "The tenants here were themselves landowners. Because o f the 
f ragmentation of land , they di d not have enough t o fa r m and enough to 
liv e- on so , they sell out their labour. This is wh y one will hes itate 
t o call the tenure system as ' communal ' since there e x isted the 
h i r ing- in and hiring- out of labour . But not the sale of Inad . 

[17J Alula Abate and Tesfaye Teklu, Land Reform and Peasant Associations , 
IDR, p . 8, 1978. 
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mo r e tha n 120 Bi rr (U. S. 60). The grass-roots officials did not at all ha ve 

fix ed in comes from the central government . Th e y lived on the land gi ven t o 

the m by the government for the se rvic e they were r endering. Or sometimes 

they go t a ver y insi gn ificant amount as ' bonus ' for the mon e y they 

collec t ed on land tax , agr icultural tax , etc. This was mor e of an incenti ve 

t o make them collect the revenue t o the s tate th an to be o f any form of 

regular inco me But the grass-roots officials made use of t he s e 

si tu a t ions (re venue collections) t o co llect money fr om the peasa nt ry wi t h 

di ffer en t excuses . 

So , it was obvi o us that rural in s titutional o fficals made their living 

out o f the mass of the peasantr y. But in the ' Communa l ' tenure system, o ne 

co uld find grass -roots o fficials living a li f e st yle not d iffere nt from 

the masse . It was also true that one coul d find a local official who i n 

econom i c terms wa s not bette r th at th e average peasant. " Landlord s 

incl "ded poor f armers who did no t ha ve the oxen t o till t heir enti r e 

holdings , as well as the sick, th e elder ly, and the widowed ." [ 18] So , 

ca ution must be taken , when one tries to characte r ise the "communal ll 

tenure sys tem not to exaggerate its "communal " charac ter. Oespi te these , 

rural inst itution s have helpe d in the form ation of a di s tinct c l ass from 

that of the peasa nt masses , th e long e r one stay ed in the rural 

institutions , t he more wealth he would accumulate and th e more pronounced 

t he c l ass diff e rentiation in the rural area s would become . 

B. The Pri vate Holdings Tenure Sys tem. 

In the southern pa rt of Ethiopia, ev e n though the tenure system was o f 

privat e holdings , we find no distinct difference in the ov erall formal 

structure and organisation o f rural institutions and in their relations 

with the state fr om th at of the ' communa l ' tenu re sy stem of the north . But 

th e r oles these institutions played between th e lo cal officials and the 

masses of the peasantry in property ownership and in th e methods of 

[18] G. Ellis ,Ibid ., p. 290. 
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surplus appropriation was different in degree if not in· kind. 

Rural conditions in the south had some historical diferences from the 

north. In the first place , th e so uth was an incorporated territo ry. "Before 

the Second l-lorld War, northerner s came to the so uth mai nly as soldiers , 

governors , admi ni s trators of state properties, represe ntatives and agents 

o f the nobility on its southern estates , judges , t a x- collecto rs, clerg yme n , 

and plain landowne rs .... they have com e to this area also as officials and 

em ployees of the ne w r e gulatory inst i tutions of the state (police, prison, 

customes , municipalities , l a nd adminis t ration) ... " [1 9) All o f these became 

land o wners. These were the ones that f illed r ural in s titutional st ructur es 

- f i r s t, it was a land ed class and second it was not indigenous . The 

pr ocess of controlling rural institutions and of t he land happene d 

simultaneousl y. Dbv iously those wh o got into positions in t he r ura l 

bure a ucra c i es had better opportu ni ti es to expand thei r , wea lth by 

acquiring more land a nd other f orms o f property either th r ough cor r uption 

or throu gh the us e of sheer force and the state institutions: the court, 

the pol ice , e tc . " Th is process of removing the basic mea ns of production 

from the peasantry resulted i n uneven distribution of lands .. . The state , a 

ma j or beneficiary of the expansion, owned about 1~. 1 pe r cent o f the 

nations agr icultura l land. The crown ' s land gr ant policy was us ed mainly as 

an instrument o f winning the l o ya lty o f the provincial nobility, local 

ruling classes (Bal abat , chika-shum,etc. ) and the emerging rura l 

elite ." [ 20) 

In th e south, th e rural officials could do anything to the masses of the 

tenants. They could ev i c t, take the l a nd and impriso n the tenant , create a 

f alse case t o ac quire ne ..,. land , force the peasant to sell his la nd ,etc . 

There was no for ce to check t hem. They were the poli ce , the judge and the 

prison authorities. Th ey reigned as they wished and the southern pe asa nts 

[1 9) Markakis, p. 1 3~. 

[ 20) Alula and Tes faye , Ibid. ,p. 6. 
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and tena nt s were nothing but objec t s with which the landed class -

indigenous and non - indigenous- could play around with. " By and large , the 

ari stocracy derived its material as well as soc ial status fro m appointment 

t o offi ce in the central a nd provincial adminis trat ion. Control over 

considerable areas of l a nd ,las at ta c hed t o such offic es .... Thu s the emperor 

performed the rol e of allocatin g scarce r esources t o the only pol iti cally 

ac tive group in th e population ". [21] It was true that the emperor made 

all iances with the d ifferent factions of the rul ing class , the landed 

class or the rural elite by granti ng l and and bureaucratic offices and 

therefore quietened his potent i a l opposition . But l and waS also granted 

for those who wer e not political rival s and politicall y acti ve . 

Local off i c i als were most of the times l e ft to act at their discretion 

in the rural areas . There were de fin ed objec tives and a minimum expected 

by the central government of a l ocal off icia l, i.e. t o keep order , maintain 

and accept cent ral r ul e and pay annua l taxes and revenues t o the centra l 

tr ea sury. This allowed individ ual grass-roots offi cials to rule over the 

masses . The offici a l, at the same tim e , was watch ed by the centre so that 

his Excessive behaviour and corrupt pract i ces sho uld not lead t o 

' disorder ' and disrupt the ' peace of the l o yal citizens '. But so long as it 

did not lead to such cond itons the local o ffi cial was left to rule hi s 

subjects. Th i s should not at all leave the impressi on that the control o f 

the state was weak, an ybody who starts to read about the apparatus of the 

pre-Revolution state wo uld soon disco ver that the sta t e had its chec ks and 

bal ances at the different lev els of t he state st ructure. The who l e rura l 

struc t ure resemb l es a securi t y network where con ti nuous and uninterupted 

co ntrol and supervisi on was carried out . 

Rural institutions in the south were not only mechanisms of economic 

ex plo i tat i on but wer e carriers o f national opp r ession. Thes e str uctures 

t ransmitted the val ues , beliefs , cultur e , lan guage and psychology of the 

[21] Markakis and Asmelash, p. 47. 
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dominant nation s , the Amhara and Tigray cultur e and the Amhara language of 

the north . These sustai ned the notion that the north was the rul er and the 

south was the ruled among the masses of the rural population which were 

easily reflected in rural inst itutions too. 

Th e surplus extra c tion from the rural masses by the state on the one 

hand and the local officials on the other was savage and unbea rable. The 

state , th e central government , dem anded taxes of various forms : land tax , 

agricultural tax, education a l t a x, heal th t a x , etc. - even on e wa s too much 

for the pe asant let al one all these combined . The disrict and th e grass­

r oo ts official s for their pa rt demanded corvee labour in the form of 

services : fencing their r esidences , tilling the ba ck garden , escorting on 

l ong distances,etc. They also took bribery in kind : she ep, goat , calf, or 

cereals , etc. and in ca sh . ~Ioreover, according t o the existing production 

r elations tenants were forced t o pay 33 - 66 per cent or in some places 75 

pe r cent of what th e y produced to the landl ord, depe nd ing on the re g ion and 

the rel at i ons the y had with individua l l andlords. Rural i nstitu tions 

including the grass -roo t s had t o enforce these obligations. 

C. The Pasto r al -Nomadic Ten ure System. 

Another variant of a ru ra l in s titution t hat existed in a differe nt 

t e nure system was th e one in the pastoral areas. Here , rural institutions 

had the same s tructur al layout as in the other two tenure systems but with 

diffe rent social and economic relati ons. Th e grass - roots officials we re 

different too but the inte nt i ons and interes ts of the state vis-a-v i s 

the s e institutions remained th e same as in the other two, i.e. the 

col le c tion of rev enue and the maintena nce o f 'order ', etc . 

The pa s toral area wa s 'and is pr edomin ant ly occupied by th e Afa rs. These 

peop l e lived in clans and the ma j or i ty o f them were nomads ( I do not think 

their situat ion has changed a lot since the land reform). In the land of 

the Afar, one ' s individua l i dentity, ri ghts, privil eges in economic and 
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political' af f ai rs and the leadershi p structure were dete rm ined by the 

clan . The re was a her·editary leadership and a particular r uling family . 

Whe n the modern state structure extended its influen ce t o this area , it 

did not or it co uld not root out the t r ad itiona l clan-type lead er ship 

str ucture. What it did was, it allowed the traditi onal struc ture t o 

continue and it established the bureaucrati c rural institutional 

fr amewor k alon g side the nomadic leade r sh ip st r ucture. The chie f or the 

sultan of th e Afar had an ' autonomy ' wi thin the state t o tax his people and 

rul e th em under the umbrella of the Crown. But he in turn was re spons ible 

t o pay tribute t o the central gover nment . Traditional gras s - roots l eaders 

were not accountable t o the ce ntral government agent at the "Wereda " level 

but t o th eir clan chie f. Most o f the cen tral government ' s r epresentatives 

stopped at the "wereda" (the Distri c t) l evel. The pastoral traditiona l 

structu r es and th e ' modern ' institut ional st ructures co-exis ted with each 

other . Al though the nomads wer e ex ploited by their Sultan the y wer e not 

expl oited by the l oca l offici als as happened in the other two tenure 

systems , whi ch was worse in the south than in the north. But this area 

could not escape t he hands of bi g commercial and sta t e f a r ms , which the 

state i n collabor at i on wi t h th e sul t an ga ve as concess ion s t o cap italis t 

firm s. Th ese dislocated the pas t oral i sts and depr ived them of gra zing 

la nds f or their cattl e which was the basis of their livel ihood and the 

sign of their wea lth . 

Rural institutions created by the s t ate in these ar eas were more 

supervisory and regulatory i nstitut i ons t han instruments o f stric t 

control of a maste r- servant kind as in t he southern part of Eth i opia. 

Moreov er, inst ituti ons here mediated the economic a nd pol i t i cal interests 

of the centra l government and the Sultan and confl i cts were reso lved 

through them. 
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'3. The Church and Rural In stitutions . 

In the pre-Revolution period r eligion had a role to play at the level 

of rural institutions in the stablisation and legitimation of the state . 

Al t hough there are two main religions in Ethi o pia- Islam and Orthodo x 

Christian - t he latter was taken to be the religion of the state. I will tr y 

t o show the role the chu r ch pl a yed in the political , ideolog ical a nd 

econom ic rel ations between the Christian state and the peasantry. 

Besides the secular hierarchy , t he chu r ch structure (Orthodox) was no 

l ess dev eloped in the rura l areas . I n f ac t , it could be the most effec tive 

and efficient means to rea ch the peasant , espec ially the Amhara -T igra y 

peasant o f t he north . The society, Markakis wrote " ... represents the class ic 

trinity of noble , priest and peasant . .. th e tribute exacted from the 

peasantry in the f orm of ta xes , fees and l abo ur was appropr iat ed by the 

various levels of the r uling hiera rchy, both secular and ecclesiast ical . 

Eac h lev el r etained a share and passed on a fixed amoun t to the highe r 

level." [22 ] Furthermore , the Orthodox church \<as the second largest 

landowner next to th e crown. In fact , befor e 1974, "The Ethiopian Orthodo x 

Church, .... owned not less than 1.5 to 2. 6 million hectares [or] not less 

than 20 per cent of the arable land in ten no n-communa l regions [so ut h, 

south-east and south -west]. [23 ] 

The pre-R evolution state did not always legitimise itself by force . 

" Traditional ideology justifies 3uthority o f officialdom, and the 'Fetha 

Negest ' declares: 'God has appointed all these magistrates and gi ven th em 

authority. On e who opposes th e mag istrat e and rebels against him , he rebe ls 

against the ordinance of God, h:is creator. '" [2~ ] Moreover , " .. . the 

l eg itimacy of authority is [was] grounded in reli gion. [ once again fr om 

the same document - Fit~a Negest ] ~od has provided that the appointment 

[ 22 ] Markakis , p . 80. 

[23] Alula an d Tesfaye , Ibid. ,p. 6. 

[24] Ibid. quo ted in p. 87. 
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of chiefs and the judges take place so that the world may b~ orderly .... and 

f or that reaso n He established the magistrate , since the equality of 

forces causes many wars .'" [25) Hence , we could see that existing state 

institutions were strongly defended , thier purposes and f unc ti ons 

elaborated and explained , and rationalised by 'the master of the soul ',i.e. 

th e chu rch. 

Th e Church had continuosuly dif f used among the pea sa nt masses the idea 

of containing misery, that it was God -granted , and in doing so it pacified 

the discontents . From the same church document the Feth a Negest , "' ... Render 

therefor e to all their dues: tribute to whom tribute is due ; custom to whom 

custom; fe ar to whorr. fear; honour t o whom honour ' and tribute I custom, f ea r 

and hono ur belong to the church as much as to the state. " [26) 

The Orthodox churcr. and the state had been in close alliance for they had 

common interes ts. To put one last remark on this issue , Emperor Haile 

Selasse in 1945 said , " 'The church i s lik e a sword , and the gove rnment is 

like an arm; therefore the sword cannot cut by itself without the use of 

the arm' .. of course, the arm can not cut anythi ng without the s word. " [ 27 ) 

When one talks about rural institutions and the peasantr y in Ethiopia , and 

more particularly in the northern part , one has to seriously give a place 

to Orthodox religion because it is through this ideology th at the 

peasant ' s outlook is shaped . 

To sum up , rural institutions in the pre-R e volution period of Ethiopi a 

ei ther in the south or in the north whether it was in the 'communal ', 

private or pa storal tenure system, influenced by religion or not , remained 

organs that did not have interests different from the state or the ru l ing 

feudal classes. For the central govern ment , these were points of l a w 

en f orcement , keeping order , revenue generating , etc. They were also organs 

of economic and polit ical economic domination by the Crown , nobility , the 

[25) Ibid . quoted in pp. 101 -1 02. 

[26) Gilkes,The Dying Lion , p .61. 

[27) schwab , Decision Making in Ethiopia, p. 35. 
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church , the aristocracy, the landiord, the rural elite over the masses of 

th e rural population . 

Hence , rural institutions were points of convergence of different forms 

exploitation such as , econnomic and political and ideological in general 

and ethnic, cultural and lingustic particularly in the southern part of 

Ethiopia . They were institutions of control and exploitat ion by the ruling 

social group at the centre and the periphery. were more secur ity conscious 

than participatory and development oriented. It is to these types of rural 

institutions that the 1974 Revolution tried to bring changes. In th e next 

chapter , with the change in the production relations i n the rural areas 

and with the abolition of the different tenure systems and with the 

uniformity in the structure of rural institutions,etc. We sha ll try to see 

whether there have actually been sUbstantial changes and reform s in rural 

in stitut ions and in the conditions of the peasantr y. 
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CHA PTER II 

Pos t - Revolution Rur al Institutions 

In the l ast chapter , I tried t o show that the dif fer en t classes , viz. 

the crown , th e ar i stocracy, the church , the landl o rd , the ru ral elite 

worked in all ian ce to control rural institutions and thereby advanced 

thei r economic , political , cultural, na tional and religious interests 

through t hese in stitutions . Rura l institutions were mechanisms of control 

and e xploitation in the period be f ore the revo l ution ( 1974). 

I n Ethio pia , prior to 1974 , it i s true t o say tha t those who controlled 

the economy controll ed the state power and v ice ~v ersa. Control extended to 

the state apparatus in c luding the r ural institutions and th e grass -roots. 

I n f eudal Ethiopia , th e economy wa s ( even now) based on land and the 

pos ition of an individual , i n most cases in the rural ar eas , could be 

defined by hi s rela t ion t o land (re fer t o th e preceding chapter) . And 

th ere f ore one wo uld ex pect th at if there is a change i n the rights o f 

o wner shi p o f land the re wi ll be a c hange in th e relations o f classes in 

produc ti on and in political power and in the decis ion- making process in 

general. Though this sentence is ver y general and comprehensive it has 

some truth in th e post-revolutionary Ethi opian co ndit i ons . 

As our f ocus, in t his c ha pter\ is on rural inst itut ional reforms , we 

will start by ask in g a f e w l e ading quest ions . Which cl as s is the pos t 

revouti onary state going to serve? To what objecti ves and aims does the 

sta t e appar atus ex i st ? How do state institut i ons and more par ti c ular ly 

rura l inst ituti o ns i ncludi ng the grass - roots respond to a change in 

property relati ons in the post revol utionary societ y? If t here a r e 

r eforms , wh at type of insti t uti onal reforms are they and how did the y 

evolve and ho w do t he y affect the rural population? These questi ons are 

difficult and complex , a nd very li t tl e resea rch ha s been done on them. 

Nev er thel e ss , I will at t empt t o give some answers. 
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An urban poular and military opposition began in Februar y 1 97~ against 

Emperor Hai l e Selasse ' s regime , which l ed t o his overth r ow f r om power in 

September of the same year and to the takeover of state power by the 

Provisional Mi litary Administrati ve Council ( which herea f ter I wi ll re f e r 

t o as t he PMAC or the "Derg " ') . Since the " Derg " [lJ i nfo rm al ly pr es i ded 

over state power in June 1 97~ and formally came to powe r in September 1 97~ , 

ma n y polit i cal and econom i c changes ha ve t a ke n place . The changes r ange 

f rom the abolit i on of the crown to the nationlisation of rural lands, th e 

industry, the fi nancial institutions, urban lands and ex tra houses , etc . 

(we wi l l come back to these issues in the next chapter) . Bu t f or ou r 

purpose now, we wi ll pick tho se matters that deal with the ru ra l 

struc t ture and the I"ural institutional framewor ks . 

1. La nd Re form and t he Rural Str uctur e . 

The change in the rural class structure , and there f ore on r ura l 

i nstitutions , was made possible by the rural land reform proclamation: " A 

Proclamat i on to Provide fo r the Public Ownership of Rural Lands" -

Proclamation No . 31 of 1975".* [2J The reform was econom i c and po li tica l . 

In a very limited se nse, it was economic , in that , it trans f erred pro pert y 

rights of land from t he f ew ruling class : the crown , the aristocrac y, t he 

landed gentry, the church , <etc. to the landless peasants . Political , in that 

it allowed the peasants to organise themselves and to take pa r t i n th e 

execut i on of the rural land r eform. Th is also led t o a change in the 

str uc t ure and organisation of rural institutions which r esu lted in the 

elimination of the landed grass - roots officials: traditional as well as 

state appointed . " The " Derg " had removed approx imatel y 300 of the 550 

"Wereda" administrators by 1975 , and replaced them with graduates o f 

[ 1 J • "Derg " in Amharic means a committee. Here it r efers to t he 
commi ttee that was creat ed on June , 1974 by the r e prese nt atives o f 
the different military unit s that mutinied against Hail e Selasse ' s 
governmen t . 

[2J Declared on 29th of April 1975 and became eff"c tive in retrospec t , 
4th March 1975. I would hereafter refer to it as Procl. No. 31 of 1975 . 
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secondary school or above ." Dl In a small study I conducted in three 

"weredas " in Ethiopia (two in the South and one in the North) in 19BO, I 

fo und that in the period before the revolution (197~) , the average age of 

"wereda " administrators was 53 and the average years of experi ence in 

office was 17 and onl y one person had completed grade 3, while in the post ­

revolution pe riod (197~-BO) the average age was 3B, the average years of 

experience in office was 6, the average grade completed was 10 (2 years i n 

hi gh school) and 3 people had college diplomas. We can see that there is a 

clear replacement of the old traditional land - based bureaucrats by 

members of the educated petit bourgeoisie . 

Generally, this proclamation brought a defeat to the f eudal class in 

the rural areas along with their mechanisms of control and exploitat ion 

and r ep laced it with new rural institutional frameworks. It is t o these 

structures that I will address myself next. But before going to th at , it is 

important that we have an ide a about the land reform and its effects on 

the rural structural rel ations. 

Of the many re f orms brought about by the Ethiopian Revolution , the 

Rural Land Reform (RLR) stands out as the most funda menta l reform measure 

taken to change a socio-economic formation that articulated feudalism and 

capitalism; but which was predom inantly feudal. The land r e for m is indeed a 

progressive move in that it wa s ca rried out to change the life style of 

the rural population, which comprises more than BO per cent of the 

Ethiopian population. The RLR c l ear ly stated its objectives by sayi ng , 

" .... in countries like Ethiopia where the economy is ag ric ultural a person ' s 

right , honour, status and standard of living is determined by his r elation 

to land ;" it went on t o state ," .... it i s essential to fun damentally alter 

th e existing agrarian relations so that the Ethiopian peasant masses .... may 

be liberated from age-old feudal oppression , injustice , poverty , and 

di sease , and in order to lay the bas is upon which all Ethiopians may hence 

Dl Cohen , M. and P. Koe hn , Ethi o pian Provincial and Mun icipal Government , 
p.27B. 
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fort h live in equalit y, freedom and fraternity;" it f urther 'opted t o 

" .... i ncrease agr ic ultural production and t o make the till e r the owner of 

the fruits of his labour .. . " [4] To this e ffect , i t made " ... all rura l l ands 

.. . the collective property of the Ethiopian pe ~ ple ; ... no person or business 

organisation [can] hold rural l and in privat e owne r ship ; .. any person wh o 

is willing t o personally cultivate l and [will] ... be alloted rural land 

sufficient for his maintenance and that of his family. " It al:'so abolished 

serfdom, broke the r e lationsh ip bet wee n th e landlor d and the tenant and 

stopped an y f orm of pa ym ents , such as debts , rents , etc . to the form e r 

landowner ." [5] These by no means exhaust what t he proclamation says , but 

are some of the important points which , I t hought , would be r ele vant to our 

area of conce rn. 

As one may recall fr om the preceding chapter , we have tried t o see the 

differ e nt tenure system s and the r elations dif f ere nt social groups had to 

land in each of the three major tenure systems. The nex t question t o as k 

would be , how did the l and reform approach and deal wi t h the·se t e nure 

s ystems? What did the reform actually do t o the rural lands and to the 

rural politi cal power vis - a- v is the "communa l ", "private '! and the 

"pastoral - nom adic " tenure s ys tems? 

The reform addres sed each of the tenure systems separatel y. * [6] In 

the Private holdings ( t he South) , it broke se rvitude ; in the " communal " 

areas (the North) , it broke the l ineage system; in the Pastora l-nomadic 

(the East) , it broke pastoral nomadism, Le. a move towards sedentary life 

was promised. In the final analysis , it brought all of them under a uni form 

land owne r sh i p system; at least in theory. In do i ng so , it recognised only 

possessory or usu f ruct rights over the lands they (peasants) til l or ove r 

[4] Proel . No . 31 of 1975 , p. 93 . 

[5] Ibid ., pp. 94-96. 

[6] * Refer to Proclamation No. 31 of 1975, pp .94 -5 with r egard to 
tl private tl holdings and p.99 fo r the "communal " and "nom adic tT land 
systems . 
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the i and s they will be alloted later during land distribution . But in 

actual practice the reform came into effect nearly 3 years after in the 

"communal '1 areas and at about the same time in the nomadic regions . 

Cont r ary to these , the reform was very effective and quickly put into 

effect in the private landholding system. Apart from t he tenure system 

which carried nation al oppre'ssion with it, e.g. the private holdings of the 

south , the land reform did not register a lot of violence. There were 

indeed some pockets of feud al resistance , but they died fast. I n this 

regard , the land reform was relati vely peacefu l. 

Although economic reforms r eached the "communa l " and nomadic tenure 

systems late (around '77/ '78) , political changes af fe cted them earlier i n 

1975. Trad'tional authorities were annulled , the agents of the old sta t e 

apparatus (those in the first tier) were deposed and replaced by new 

political appointees of the new regime , the Pt1AC. The polit ical re f orms, 

control and centralisation of peripheral activities , ~ere faster than t he 

economic r e f or ms. The state bureaucracy came under the control o f " De r g " 

so easil y and so soon . 

There are wider implications to the rural structura l reform. Fi rst ly, 

in a predominantly f eudal society, the right to the owne rship of land is a 

political quest ion too. It democratises the society , fre es the peasant 

from feuda l bondage and serv itude. Whether this will lead t o the 

participation of the peasantry in the political decision - making process 

or not is another question, but of course a r elated one . For instance , the 

organisati on of peasants at the grass-roots which allowed them to decide 

their own affairs , such as th e settl ing of land disput es , is an aspect o f 

political particpation . But thi s can not be generalised to mean that there 

exists gras s-roots democracy at the rural institutional level. I t i s 

absolutely true to say that , "Democratiza tion remain s impossible while the 

conjunction of land and power remains the fundamental basis of control in 

the country, and while the system is geared to perpe tuating the rights of 
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landowners ", [7] but it does not always follow that where there is a 

change in property relations, e.g . in land , there will be the actua l 

exercise of democracy, i.e. the participation and the say people have in 

their day-to-day affairs , to say the least , and in the overal l running of 

the state machinery. Se condly, I<hen the feudal hierarchy of economic and 

political rel at ions were changed , th e vertic a l social relations started to 

break. Generally, there will be a change in the psychology of the peasant . 

In addition to these, land is no more a ba s is of political power. In fact , 

rural institut ion al officials can not own land. The use of offic e t o 

acquire more land was something of the past . Rural institutions were run 

either by appointed petty-bourgeois bureaucrats or by elected peasa nts. 

2. Th e Ne w Rural Institutions . 

The old feudal class str ucture that based its au thori ty on land has 

been overthrown. As wi th the classes, many of the old institutions were not 

useful for the new objec tives and social tran s form ation . There is a 

com plete change at the "grass-roots " level. The Peasant Associations and 

the Urban Dwellers Association " were created. [8] The creation of a 

completel y new institutions, in form and content , only happened at the 

rural and urban grass -roots level. All others were either restructured or 

left as they were . 

The focus on the rural institutional fram ework will not be complete if 

we treat the Pea sant Ass ociations ( PAs) by themselves , we have to look at 

the rural structure which at the moment , I have defined (in chap . 2) to be 

the "wereda" -Distri c t- (state structu re) and below. This includ es the 

[7] Gilkes, P. The Dying Lion, p . 84 . 

[8] * Th e Urban Dwellers Association is the grass -roots institution in 
the urban area. It "as created by " The Proclamation t o Nationalise 
Urban Lands and Extra Houses ", July , 1977. In the big towns and cities 
they fall under th e supervis ion of The Mini s try of Urban Development 
and Housing, but at the "wereda 1l level they come under the IIWered a " 
structure of the Ministry of Interior . 
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village PAs , i .e . the grass-roots. But yhe task of treating both i s 

enormous , and therefore , I will f ocus mos t of t he time on ru ra l 

i nsti tutions at the grass-roots level with due consideration o f the 

r elation with and the influence o f the r ural burea ucr at i c st a te st ruc t ur e 

on the grass -roo t s . 

In the post -re vo l ution period o f Ethiopia , we f ind t wo t ypes o f r ura l 

i nstitutiona l st ructures , viz . the bureaucratic state structure and th e 

mass organisation or the popular structure. The former is the 10>lest le vel 

of the state stucture , the " wereda" (district) which is similar to . the 

pr e - revolutionary st r uctural set-up (as ex plained in chap . 2) and the 

latter is the "Peasant Association " which is c r eated by the rura l Land 

Reform P ro~lamat i o n . 

A. The ~ural Bureaucrat i c Stat e I nst i tu tion . 

The bureaucratic state structure i s of t wo types , and for lac k o f 

better terms we call them " administrati ve" and " technical" ." [9 ) The 

" adm i nistrative structure " could best be represe nted by the Mi nis try o f 

Interior and the " tech r,i c al " by, for example , the ministries o f Hea lth , 

Education, Farming, etc . \.fhile t he administrative structures reach the 

gra s s -roots rural institutions, not all t e chnical state institutions do 

th e same. Both state structures control and supervise the rural 

institutions through their agents placed at the "wereda " level s . As a 

st r ess on this matter has repeatedly bee n made , the "wereda " is a very 

important level of state structure where near l y all policies concern i ng 

rural institutions pass through. Though both the admin i strati ve and the 

technical organs of the state could have their representatives a t t he 

" we reda " level , it is the r epr esentative of the Ministr y of I nterio r th a t 

is the most importan t . This i s so , because it is supposed to co- ordinate , 

give leadership , and even control and superv ise the dif f ere nt 

administra t i ve , technical stat e structures and ma s s organisati ons at the 

[9) "These terms are taken from M. Cohen and P. Koeh n. 
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rural level. Thi s would mean structures like , the minist ry of fin ance , 

Justic e , Agricul ture ,etc. and of course the Peasant Association s . In fact , 

this is a continuation of the old style of bureaucratic control , i.e . the 

way rural bureaucratic institutions were structured and supervised in the 

periods of Haile Sellasse . 

Contrary to the regime before it , the Provisional Military Government 

has decentralised power to the rural areas but in a controlled and 

supervised manner . Decentralisation wa s done to achieve certain goals , e .g . 

the land r e form , but it did not involve the rural population in wider 

political activities. The legitimacy of the state is taken for granted . 

There is no representation of the civil society at the level of the state 

power. Thi s type of decentralisation has enabled the Military Government 

to have more control of the peripheries. The state has also been ab l e t o 

push some of the routine bureaucratic tasks to the rural inst i tutions , the 

peasant associat i ons . 

There are other institutions at the rural level t hat ar e either 

temporary or permanent, and yet arose out of the economic , soc i a l and 

poli tical situations of the nation at large and the interests of the 

military government in particular. To mention some of them, The Office of 

Political and Ideological and Production Cadres which is directly 

controlled by the political and ideo lo gica l section of the "Derg " , but at 

the same time is bound to respect orders from the "wereda " bureaucrat i c 

structure - this has been permanent. Others include: the Grain Purc hasing 

Task Force , when there was a shortage of food in the urban areas ; Co ffee 

Purchasing Task Force when for eign exchange was badly needed ; the 

Illitera c y Campaign Committee, which could be permanent for some yea r s t o 

come . All the se and others come under the supervision of the " wereda " 

administrative structure and chaired by the " wereda " administrator. I n 

addition to these, the small committees and societies that are found in 

th e urban centres of the "wereda " but organised under the Urban Dwell e r s 

Association are also supervised by the "wereda" structure . Associations 
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like Womens ' , Youth , and co-operative societies whose members include : 

petty-traders, government employees (teachers , technicians , members o f the 

police , etc , ) 

The point to note is that even after the revolution, there has 

continued that tend e ncy of the centre not to allow the per iph ery to 

organise and run its local affairs without t he close supervision of the 

centre . Rural powers and control s gra vi tate around the "wereda " (Distr ict) 

administrative structure. This is true for nearly all rural institutional 

reforms and significantl y clear in almost all the proclamations that 

add r ess the rural sector . This has made the periphery to come nearer t o the 

centre and certainly made the Military government more centralised and i s 

enjoyi ng more effective control of the rural inst itutions than Hai le 

Sellasse ' s government . In the latter , control was made possib l e by landed 

bureaucrats and in the former by petty bourgeois c ivil ian and military 

bureaucrats with some form of ' popular particpation ' at the grass - roo ts 

level. The distribution of land to the peasants, has in my opinion , helped 

to strengthen the link between the centre and the per iphery. 

B. The Popular or the Mass Organisation Structu re. 

By popular structure, I mean those organs that are elected by the 

masses of the ru ral population and are revokable by the same body. These 

are the Peasant associations ( PAs ), which I earlier refer r ed to as mass 

organisations. The PAs were first crea ted by the Rural Land Reform 

Proclamation, Proe . No. 31 of 1975. They clearly signify an inst itutional 

reform in the rural areas . And it is only at this l evel o f the rural 

structure that we witness a complete institutional change . PA s have become 

very important f or different reasons. Firstly, they r eplaced all those 

parasitic grass - r oo ts structur es that existed in pre - revolut ion period . 

Institutions and grass - roots officials like , the "Atbiya Dagna " (the 

village judge), the " chika - Shum" in charge o f 'order ' , collection of 

taxes , etc . ) , the "balabat " (the local chief) , etc. Secondly, they hav e 

gi ven an opportuni ty for the peasants t o assemble and and discuss local 
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issues , however limited it may be, and elect their r epresentatives , despi t e 

all the imper f ections . And so , they carry some el ements of democ r ac y. 

Thi r dly, t he takeover of juridical , admin i s tr at iv e and police mat ter s by 

t he peasants themselves . They have bodies like , the Executive , the Peasa nt 

Court and the Peasant Po lice . I am aware that these organs could serve a n 

interest outside of the peasants , wh i ch is true and I wi ll come bac k t o 

thi s l ater in t he discussion , but for the time being I am trying to look at 

them in t heir own terms. f ourthly, they were used as bodie s that were to 

stand and fight for the interest o f the peasan t s aga i nst the aris t oc r ac y, 

the l andlords, etc . The PAs cou l d be consider ed as a politico - economic and 

mil itar y unit , ina ver y broad and l oose sense of the te rm . 

The peasant associations were necessary because the state d i d no t ha ve 

the structure or t he mechanism by which it could carry out t he land re f o rm. 

Si nce t he land reform was done f rom above b y a proc l amation , and si nce t he 

mil itary government did not exist in any o~ganised form , e .g. a par t y, pr i or 

to t he revolution , it did not have the structure by which its objec t i ves 

and inte r ests cou l d be made prac ti cal . Hence , it c r eated an organ that 

could co-operate to carry out the r e f orms and at the same time cou l d se r v e 

as a ' base ' f o r po l i tical power. So , i mplementat i on of t he land refor m was a 

practical problem and PAs addressed to this call . Though t he su r vival of 

the "Derg" depended, t o a great extent , on carrying out the land re f orm , 

the reform "as more to the benefit of the peasants than t he mil i t a ry 

government . furthermore , the creation of the PAs , follo wing t he land 

reform , "as not detrimental or hostile t o pea s ant economic inte re s ts . 

Nevertheless , we can say one thing, i.e . they (PAs) did no t evol ve b y 

themselves, they were made by th e state and there f ore , the character and 

behaviour of the state could eas ily be detected in PAs . " Wishi ng to 

maintain some degree of institutional or der i n implementing the decre e , 

and f aced with the Ministry of Land Reform ' s l ack of field staf f , the 

government used the proclamation to establi sh peasant associ ations . .. . the 

apparent thrust of the proclamation is to place control of the re f orm 
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movement at the gras s - roots level. " [10) This sen ten ce r educes th e r e f orm 

procl amation t o the control of the grass -roots . I do not thin k this was the 

case , but, it was true that i n the process o f making the proclamation 

ef f ective control of the grass - roots was achieved. The two are d ifferent. 

The comment suggests t hat the grass-roots were out of cont r ol be f ore the 

proclamation an d this made the land r e f orm necessary. This was not at al l 

the case . The land reform was the call of the 197~ popular movemen t and the 

turmoil was great er i n the urban than in the rural area s . 

i. Th e Forms of Existence of PAs . 

Let us now try to underst and the organic nature of the peasa nt 

association and later try t o see its institutional link with t he lowes t 

l evel of t he state structure of the Provisional Mili tary Government (PMG) . 

To beg in with, the structure of a PA respects hierar c hy. It is a five 

ti ered structure with a c l early defined and str ictly obse rv ed chain of 

command from the centre to the lowest level of the rura l grass - r oots 

institutions . It exactly follows and rese mbles the bureaucrat i c state 

structure in f orm and layout. If we '<ere t o trace th e hi erarchy of the PAs , 

we will find: a) The All Ethiopi an Peasan t Assoc i ation , based in the 

capital - Addis Abeba. b) The Prov i ncial Peasant association , based at t he 

provincial capital. c)The "Awraja" (sub-province) Peasa nt Association, 

based at the "Awraja " capital. d) The "Hereda " (District) PAs , based at the 

" wereda " capital and finally, e) Th e "Kebelle " (village) PAs , based at the 

grass-roo t s. There exis t s a horizontal structural r elations and a-one -to­

on e correspondence between the state and the PA structures at each and 

every lev e l in the hierarchy. The chain of command and the vert ical 

relations are clearly worked out. The mass organisat i on st ruc ture becomes 

the mirror imag e o f the bureaucrati c state structure except at the level 

of th e "Kebelle " (village) peasant assoc iation. The bureaucratic sta te 

structure does no t go below the "wereda " structure . It is from he r e that 

(10) Cohen, 11. etal. Revolution and Land Reform in Ethiopia, p .~ 6 . 
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the agent of the state supervises and controls the "kebelle" PA and 

through it , the rural masses. No PA structures , except the "kebelle" PA , 
(I" 1 .( c~ 

ha ve " links with the masses of the rural population. The .central , 

provincial, "awraja ", and "wereda" PA structures are offices that focus on 

paper wor k, appeals from lower structu r es and facilitate and smoothen 

contacts with the state and invariably en f o r ce government decisions. The 

"wereda ", because it is nearer to the peasants , is occasionally engaged in 

practical matters . Otherwise , it is the " kebelle " (village) PA that 

becomes the convergence of a l l the tasks of organising, land distribut i o n, 

settling of disputes , etc. and the base to all other bureauc r atic state 

functio ns. 

The village peasant association occupies a definite area of l and. I t i s 

formed within a maximum area of 800 he c tares. This delination f ollows t he 

old ( pre- 1974 ) grass - roots jurisdiction o f the " chi ka-shum", the v i l lage 

market , church boundries or "parishs ll • The members of a PA i ncl ude " .. . a 

tenant, a landless person , a hired agricultural worker or a landowner wi t h 

less than 10 hectares of land " . [1 1 ] 10 hectares is the maximum land si ze 

th at. could be alloted t o 2 farming household , as stated in t he 

proclamation. 10 hectares is also the dividing line as to who is a landlord 

or not, a nd all those who used to own more than 10 hectares wil l not become 

members of the peasa nt association. But they can become farmers by having 

not more than the max imum farm si ze and could become members o f the 

association a year after land distribution has been carried out . This was 

more said on paper than put into pract ice . The landlords fled to the urban 

areas and they became ne ither farmers nor members of the assoc iation . 

Firstly, the resistance the landlords f aced was imm ense , and secondl y, 

their contempt of the peasant was so deep that neither one of them wanted 

each other and thus th e landlords, even after six years remai n 

unrehabilitated . 

[11] Proel. No . 31 of 1975 , p . 96. 
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The nurnber of people living in a PA vari es accordi ng to the de nsit y o f 

t he po pulation of dif f eren t r egions. But one can not take t he 10 hectares 

lirnit and say that (800/10) there are 80 farrning househol d s in a PA. Th i s 

can not be adequate beca use , hardly any peasa nt household owns 10 hectares 

of land . Average land holding is more or less 2. 3 hectares . And i s bo un d t o 

be s rnall e r where there is land fragm entat i on as i n th e northern par t of 

the count ry. The number of PAs i n a " wereda " var i es accordi ng t o the si ze 

and the den s it y o f the population. In t wo "weredas" (distric t s) in the 

southern part o f t he country, in " Boloso " i n Sidamo Province , and in 

" Manna ", Kef f a Province , I f ound 43 and 48 Peasant Associations wi th a 

po pula t ion of 51 , 715 and 54,076 respectively, while i n the no r th , in the 

Province of "Gojjarn" in the " wereda " of " Adet " t here are 52 PAs with a 

populat i on o f 147 , 46 4. Anyway, wi th a conservati ve estimate a PA co uld 

accornodate betwee n 200-4 00 households. This i s to g i ve a r ough idea o f the 

si ze and t he ex t ent o f authorit y of the PA. 

The present Peasant Association is not t he creation of one 

Proclamat ion. I t is rather t he synthesis o f at l eas t seven ma jor 

procl a mations . Th ese Proclarnati ons (refer to bibl i ography) wil l , at l ea s t , 

sho w the evolut i onary a nd revolutionar y transfo r mations t hese rural 

instituti ons had gone throug h since they were created in Apri l 1975. 

Re vo l ut i onary, because they replaced and rooted - out the old feudal rura l 

structure an d t raditional au thorities in a period so brief but so de e p. 

Evol utionar y, becau se the y developed in a grad ua l, cont r o ll ed and 

supervised man ner by t he mil it ary govermen t . It is al so i mportant to bear 

i n min d that these proc l amati ons encompass much wider and deeper economic , 

political , soc ial , military, i deological, etc . issues . They we re used , at 

one ti me to suppress the opposi tion of the state and protect t he l a nd 

re f orm f r om the l andlords , and at another time , t o dist r ib ute land and 

set tl e l oca l disputes, and the reorga nisation and politicisation of th e 

rural masse s, etc. For our purpose, these proclamations be come ver y 

important be caus e they ha ve been the fac t ors f or the changing roles o f 

rural in s t i tutional tr ans f ormations and the instruments by which the 

37 



I 

-. 

. ' 

state got better access t o the gr ass -roots i nst itutions , the peasan t 

assoc iations . 

ii. Th e Village Peasant Assoc iati o n . 

The "Kebelle " (village) Peasan t Assoc i at ion is the l owest-level grass­

r oots inst ituti o n that ha s direct contact with the peasants. As the name 

c l ea rly implies it i s the or gan i sat i on of the peasa nt s an d by the peasa nts 

at th e village level. It is composed o f The General Assembl y, The Executive 

Committee, Th e Judicial Tribunal (The Pea san t Court) , Th e Defence Squad 

(The Peasant Poli ce) , and other s pecial associations within it, lik e the 

Wome ns ' Associat i on , th e Youth Association (peasant youth) . There are 

production insti tutions as : serv i ce co-operatives, agric ultural producers' 

co- ope rat! ves and artisan co- operatives , which in fact ·are societies of 

the peasants but not necessa ri ly control l ed by th e village PA. 

The General Assembly: is composed o f all peasant household heads wh o 

own les s than 10 hec t ares o f land and wh o live within th e 800 hectares 

limit o f a peasant associat i on . Only th e s pouse , with no d i s c rimination to 

s e x, cou ld be a membe r of the association . It i s only these registe red 

membe rs wh o have the right to e l ect and be elected. Thi s body as sembres to 

elect village offici a ls, t o discuss important commu nity i ssues , e.g. the 

buil ding of r oads , th e const ruction of schools, or for the dec imination of 

central government orders, discussions on t he ne ed to pay taxe s , etc. 

The Ex ecuti ve Committee : This is the administrative organ of th e 

village peasan t association . it is elected by the Gen e ral Assembly in a 

one man one vote sys t em by show- of -hand s . It is composed of the Chairman , 

v i ce -Chairm an , the Secretary, the treasurer and t he l eader o f the d e fence 

squad , a total o f fi ve members . * [12] It is in this committee where near ly 

all the ac tivities o f th e pea sa nt associat i ons are carried out. The 

[12] * The compcsi tion and the election proced ur es of thi s body are not 
explained i n anyone of the proclamations . so I am using my personal 
experience of the ea rly periods of villa ge peasant organisat i ons . 
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contact with the "wereda" Peasant P.ssociation and through it with the 

central organ of the All peasants Association , contact with the " wereda" 

bureaucratic state apparatus administrative or technical is made 

through this body. It also commands the Defence Squad and t he only body 

that could call th General Assembly. It does a lot of paper work and for 

this reason there arose the need for a permanent office clerk with some 

bureaucratic expe rience. This organ replaced the grass-roots traditional 

authorities like the "ba labats ", the " chika-shum" and the landed 

bureaucrats , etc . 

The Judicial Tribunal: This is a village peasant court. I t is elected 

directly by the General Assembly and the members could vary between three 

and five. In most cases it is three, probably influenced by the s t ate cour t 

system, where there are the left, centre and right judges. The period o f 

stay in the offi ce is one year , according to the proclamation, but this has 

not been the case and some have been in office for two or more years . 

Pea sants elected to the court are members of the association considered to 

have unbiased opinions and would pass balanced jUd gements. Most of them 

seem to be senior members of the community who are articulate and ,if 

possible, have some experience of public debate. Since most o f the time, 

they are involved in mediation than imposin g sanct i ons or fin es , peasants 

who command community respect are favour ed t o fill the positions . 

The peasant court was first created with the intent " . .. to hear land 

disputes arising within the area [of 800 hectates, a peasant 

association] " [13] Later the powers of this judicial tribunal were more 

carefull y defined and becom e more elaborate . Its civil and criminal 

jurisdictions were clearly spelled out . The civil jurisdictional po wers 

incl uded disputes invol ving cas es up to Eth. Birr 100 (approx . U.S. 50) when 

it is between [1~] individual peasants and up to Birr 500 (approx . U.S. 

[13] Pro c lamat ion No . 31 of 1975, p. 97 . 

[1~] • Birr is the Ethiopian currency. At the present currency exchange 
rates , 1 U.S = 2. 07 Birr . 
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250) when it involves the individual peasant and the peasant associa tion. 

It ad judicates on disputes invol ving garden plots ; inheritance cases 

concerning private properties ; common property of spouses within the 

local i ty; payment of loans advanced through th e peasant association as 

coul d be the case in co-operative societies . [15] The criminal 

jurisdictional powers in clude offences s uch as intimidation , the v i olation 

of private domecile , contempt o f the judicial tribunal or refusal to carry 

out orders and vio l at ion of internal regulations issued by the Exec utive 

of the peasan t association concern ing the property , securtiy and welfare 

of the locality. [ 16] This same PA judicial tribunal can impose penalty. 

Fines could range from Bi rr (U.S. 0.50) up to three months of 

impr isonment (in th e state ' s prisons) . It could also warn , order the 

offender to give publi c apolog y or make him con f ess tha t his act was 

shameful or impose compulsol'y labour up to 15 days . [17] 

Thi s peasant court is comparable to the old district court in th e 

actual responsibil it ies entrusted in it . Apart from this, it i s a new 

i nsti tution and is different in its form and content fr om the old nAtbiya­

Da gna n (the villa ge judge) who wa s landed ijlnd lived on th c labour of the 

pe asants. Contrary to this, the basis of powe r in the village judicial 

tribunal are the peasants and it i s meant t o serve this very class. This in 

its broad sense , is an atte mpt of self-rule. It a l so he l pe d to avoid the 

bureaucratic hust l e the peasant had to face in a world which he knows very 

little. It minimises corrupt ion very much if not al l together . 

Thes e are all positive steps toward popular part i c ipation and a good 

be ginning of democratic ex e rci s e ; but we must not forget that all i s not 

the judicial tribunal at the grass -roots l evel. In fa c t , t o see the role 

they play in th e ru ral areas we should at l east have a look at the 

freq uen c y of cases th e y ha ndle and how cruc ial are their decisions or 

[15] Proc l amat ion No . 71 of 1975, p. 112. 

[ 16] Ibid. 

[17] Ib i d. pp . 11 2 -11 3. 
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verdict s t o present r ur al condtions , i.e . within the peasants themselves 

and i n their relations with the state that created these institutions . At 

the momen t th ere is not much I could say, except that their invol vement in 

production and in the politics o f the state is no t strong eno ugh t o 

determine state/peasant r elations , but is quite adequate t o influence it. 

The re are two tiers in the judicial hierarchy. Th ese are th e "wereda" 

(distri c t) and the " awraja " (sub-province) Judicial Tribunals (JTs) . The 

la tter is the upper most in the JT ·s t ructu res. The "wer eda" JT is elected 

by th e "wereda " peasant respresentatives. Thi s body acts as an appellate 

court. Peasants not sat isfied with the verdicts of their court could take 

th e ir ca ses to the "we reda" and the dec i sion passed by the local tribuna l 

cou l d be reversed or approv ed . But decisions taken here are fin a l. There 

are disputes that could for th e first time start , at the " wereda" , and if 

ther e i s an appeal, it could go to th e " awraja " JT. But cases th a t beg in at 

the village PA JT could not reach t he "awraja " level. This is a drastic 

change from the old court system where a case once began at th e grass ­

roots l evel cou ld go as far as the capital, even up to the Emperor , 'the 

royal court. ' Leaving as id e the problems fac ed by the peasant in walking a 

maximum of 7 to 10 days (someti mes more) or paying the cost in t ransport, 

in th e end he might lose the case. There was a hi gh percentage of 

litigation in the pre- 1 97~ period mai nly because o f the tenure systems . 

Those who cou ld win t he ir cases were the ones who had th e political and 

economic dominance in the society. Thi s was compl etely a voided in the 

post-revolutionary per i od in the rural areas by the introduc tion of the 

La nd Reform and t he cr eat i on o f peasa nt courts . 

The Def ence Squad : This i s similar to what I have been referring to as " 

the peasant police " or could be called " the peasant guard". Thi s i s the 

body th at enfor ces the law, keeps ' order ' and l ooks a fter sec urity matters 

in the 800 hectares , the t e rri tor i al limits of the PA. It i s th e only armed 

body in the rural areas ; and the law of the state demands that no other 

person could carry arms excep t members of the PA and particular ly the 

members of the defence squads . Restricting the ca rrying o f arms ha s not 
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come into force in th e Amhara -Ti gra y r egions of t he North ( Commun a l 

Tenure) and in the " Afa r" region s of th e east (pastoral -nomadic) of the 

country where carrying arms begins at the ag e of around 15 and is seen as 

th e s i gn of man -hood. But it has been effecti ve in the Southern (private 

ho lding tenure) of the country. It s com paris on to pre-revolut i onar y grass ­

roots in s titution could be "Ye-Gobe z-Aleka" , the person in charge of 

' or der ' (refer t o chap . 2) , but the two are completely different in form and 

content . 

The i dea of ha ving a defence squad did not at all arise in the f i r st 

land r e f orm pr oc lamation but it came nine months late r in the Proc l amation 

t o Organise and Conso lidate PAs . Among the functions ass igned to i t are : 

" ... t o produce wanted persons up on order in accordance with the law of th e 

executive committee or jud icial tribunal o f a pea sa nt a s soc iat i on; ... t o 

s a f egua r d for es ts , mines bridges , cro ps and other such prope rties wh i ch 

need sa f e f uarding f rom time t o tim e ; ... to carry out the necessary security 

and de fe nce ac tiviti es accord i ng to the dec ision of the gover nment ; 

etc . [ 18 J Th e l eader of the defence squad is elected by the Ge ne ral 

Assembly who then automatically becomes a member of the execut i ve 

committee of the PA. Th e other members , the rank and file, are elected by 

the execut iv e commit tee which wi ll decide its size an d screen who i s 

el igible and who i s not by applying t he criteria of membership to t he 

de f ence squad as has been st ated in t he pr oclamation . [19J Bas ically, t hi s 

organ is su pposed to hav e some military tr a ining. Tr ain ing is provided b y 

th e state po li ce in the l ocal ity. Th e d isc ipline they observe is l i ke a 

r egular army and the y ha ve gradually been changed into a peasant milit i a. 

These are the t ypes o f grass - roots rural institution s that we fi nd in 

the post-revolution pe riod in Eth iopia . Generally, I have tried to expla in 

wha t th e peasant associati ons are , together with their f unct i ons and the 

[18J Proel . No . 71 of 1970, p. 11 0 . 

[19J Ibid ., p. 111 . 
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people who run them. In th e process , my aim was to show the transformation 

th ese institutions have gone through . I t is true that author i ty r e l a ti ons 

at the grass - roots i nst itutions have changed rad i cal ly. The r elat i ons of 

those who occupy grass -root s offices and the peasant masses are no l onger 

based on propert y. A new system of pea sa nt admin i s tration has rep l aced th e 

old f eudal oligarchy . This is what I would refer t o as one of the 

institutiona l reform s i n the post- revol ut i ona ry period. 

Production Institutions in the Rural Areas : The Land Re f or m not only 

changed the production relation s , but has al so tried t o restructure th e 

product i on process in th e agrarian or the rural sector . To this eff e ct , it 

Was necessary t o create new institutions f or the organisation of labour. 

Product i on in the post-re vo l ution period i n the ru ra l areas is c arried 

out by th e small peasant cultivators , the peasant co- operat ives and th e 

state f arms. The state farms include t hose pri vate local and foreign owned 

mechanised and semi- mechanised la rge scale f arms nationalised by the land 

r e f orm proclamation in 1975. This wa S administered , fi r st , by a corporation 

which l ater was r aised to a ministrial l evel as the Mi nistr y of State 

Farms. Control of dif f erent state far ms out in the pe riphery is dir ect 

fr om the Minisry which is based at the centre , Addis Abeba . Apart from 

s c ying that state farms do ex ist in the rural areas and t hat they fun ction 

independently of th e r ural institutions , I wil l not dwell mu ch on them 

because I feel t hat they need a separate stud y a nd do not come unde r my 

subject directl y. Thus I will pass on to the co-operati ves . 

The idea of co- operat ives was originally thought of with th e c reation 

o f the peasant associations, 1975. In f ac t, it was stated t hat " ... th e 

development of Ethi opia ... can be assured .. . by instituting basic changes 

in ag r arian relations which wou l d l ay the basis upon whic h, through work 

b y co- operation , the development of one becomes the development of al l. " 

And because of this , it became one of the fun cti ons of the Peasa nt 

Associat i ons , " . .. to establish marketing and cr edit co- operat ives and 
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other associations like the debo • [20) which would help farmers to co­

operate in manual and other wor ks ". [21) Later in the move to consolidate 

peasant associations the rol e given to co- operatives as institutions of 

production was immensly increased. It was stated that" it is necessary 

t o organize and develop co-operatives in all places at all levels in orde r 

to lay ... the foun dation for socialist agriculture so that the peasantry 

may benefit from the joint labour." [22) Here we see , for the fir st time , a 

relation being made between co-operatives and socialist agriculture , 

tho ugh the latter is not defined. Co- ope ratives at this level included 

only the Service Co- operative and the Agricultural Producers ' Co- operat ive 

Societ i es . 

Nearly three year s after , in 1978, a new decree: "A Proclamat ion to 

Pro v i.de for the Establishment of Co- operati ve Soci eties " came out . This 

,in a way, summmarised what the state wanted the co-operatives to be. The 

ne w law added "Artisan Co- operat ives; Thrift and Credit Co-operative 

societies and Housing Co-operative Societies" to the preceding 

proclamation which contained the Serv ice and Producers ' Co-

operatives. [ 23J Among these. I will only consider the Agricultura l 

Service Co-operative and the Agricultural Producers ' Co-operative which I 

think are very activ e and important in the prod ucti on process in the rural 

areas. It is through these institutions that we see the linkage and the 

influences of the state in agricultural production, surplus generation and 

appropriation. Even here , I do not intend to go to details but just to show 

that co-operatives do exis t . 

The Agricultural Service Co-operative: This is es tablished by " two or 

more "Kebelle " (village) peasant associat ions and will be supervised by 

[ 20) • A traditional system wh ere a group of people in a communit y or a 
village combine their l abour for a specific purpose , e.g. harvesting , 
weeding l etc. 

( 21) Proel. No. 31 of 1975, pp. 93&97 . 
( 22 ) Proel. No. 71 of 1975, p .1 07. 
( 23 ) Proel. No. 138 of 1978, p. 43. 
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the "wereda " (distri ct) peasant associat i on . Its fun ct i ons are economic 

and polit i cal. Economicall y: marketing t he produce of the members , g ivin g 

preferential loans at lower interest r ates , supplying consumer goods , 

providing storage and i mproved agricultural i mpl ements to th e members , 

etc . Politi call y, it was ex pected to educate its members in soci al is t 

philosophy and co- operative wor k with the aim of enhancing the politica l 

consciousness of the peasantr y and forming Agricultura l Co-

operati ves . [ 2 ~) The need t o increase production , and t he use o f co­

operatives as channels of achiev ing t his ob j ective has been spelt out 

vividly in the 1978 co- operatives proclamation. The stress of accumula tion 

and mobilisation of human resources for economic development and the 

creation of co llec tive fa rms , though menti oned in the 1975 proc lamation , 

has been elabora ted and was given an allout encour agement fr om the state . 

Agr i c l t u r al Prod ucers' Co- operati ve: Farmers i n a peasant associa tion 

may 'voluntarily' form this co-operative. It s main objectives are " . . . to 

put the main instrumen ts of production unde r the control of , and when 

necessar y t o gradually transfer the ir ownership to society." and " to 

di vide members into working groups to enable them t o wor k 

collecti vel y .. . " (25 ) 

Though from the outset these co-operatives appear to be qui te 

attractive there are some problems , as is comm on ly the case with other 

count ries . One , the interests of the state and t he peasants sometimes agree 

and at othe r times confl i ct on the aims and objectives o f these production 

institutions . Th e move toward s col l ectivisation a fter nearly e ight months 

of th e land refor m is bound to meet some resistance f rom the small peasant 

cultivators that were tenants and who still want to hold t o their private 

ho l dings . Two , administr ative , leadership and finan cial problems are 

prevalent. 

[2~) Procl. No. 71 of 1975, p . 109. 

(25) Proel . No .71 of 1975 , p . 109 . 
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The co-operatives and particularly the producers ' co-operatives 

(collectives), could explain what the state wants to see in the peasant 

sector. The aims of the state from a national economic planning and from 

the surplus extraction point of views , were the reorganisation of labour 

and production in the peasant sector , which will allow the state t o 

control production and surplus extraction and the alignment of future 

economic development policies. Basically, this is not a bad idea from the 

strategic point of view. But what really happens is that the ' voluntary' 

nature of the co-operatives gives way to state and bureaucratic pressu re s 

and therefore the interest of the peasants would be overlooked and most o f 

the times overridden by the interest of the state. Nevertheless, it seems 

that pe asa nts have r esponded fa vourably more to th e Service than t he 

Prod ucers ' Co-operati ves (collect i ves) , at the moment. 

Up to now, I have been looking at these grass-roots institutions f ro m 

withi n , i.e . the peasant association in itself and more particularly th e 

village PA. Next, I wi ll try to see their (PAs) re lations with the state, 

the mil i tar y government. 

3. Th e Bureaucratic State Str uctu re and the Popular Institutions . 

Before going further to look into these relations, let us ask some 

questions. What is the degree of influence of the state on t hese village 

PAs? Does the state control them? To what extent do thes e village PAs 

respond to th e interests of the state? Does the State have an in t eres t 

d ifferent from the peasants or vice-versa . 

These questions are indeed broad and complicated. What I will do is t o 

try to show where the i nterests of the peasants and the state diverge and 

converge and at the same t ime tr y to se e where the state dominates and 

thereby usess the rural institutions , popu lar and bureaucratic , t o t he 

fulfilment of its interests. To do so, we have to look at some of the 

policies and guide-li nes that the state issued regadi ng these mat t ers . 
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From the pe rceding pages , one could have come to the conclusion that 

pe asa nt organisation , the new institutional formations and consolidations , 

etc . at the r ural level we r e directed and staffed by peasants alone , but 

this was not the case . In fa ct , most of the eng ine e ring , the guidance and 

t he supervision was done by the state and its bureaucratic institut i ons . 

Generally, the militar y government had great influence and contro l on t he 

rural institut i ons through the agents of the administrative and the 

technical state structures , viz. the Ministry of Land Reform offi cials , t he 

di strict administrators of the Ministry of Interior, extension agents o f 

the Min istry of Agriculture and the Ideology and Production Cadres. We can 

not be s tran gers as to how rural inst itutions were tied up with t he 

bureaucratic state structure s , because we ha ve earlier mentioned and shown 

how the state created these rura l institutions and how it also assigned 

people that were hand pic ked. 

Bes ides these, t here was a big programme launched by the mil i tar y 

government which was to work along with these state institutions in t he 

i mp lementation of the land reform, and the creation and organisat i on o f 

the p~.a sant association . This was commonly referred t o as t he "Zemec ha". 

"Zemecha " in the Amharic language litera lly means going to war . It coul d 

mean different things in different contexts , but in t he context i t is used 

here , it means a campaign . Participant s in the "Zemecha " included: h ig h 

school and university stUdents and teachers and soldiers. They were goi ng 

to 'war ' against illeteracy, disease , etc. It off icially was referred to as 

" The National Work Ca mpaign for Development Through Co-operation ". I t was 

launched on 23rd December 1 97~ and was said to have involved ~5 -60 , OOO 

part i cip an ts . These people have contributed a lot t o th e early organisaion 

of the peasant association in collaboration with th e officials o f the 

Ministry of Land Refor m. 

The students and the teachers took their petit-bourgeois radicalism to 

the rural areas , t o the peas ants . Had the campaign participants not been to 

the rural areas and helped in the organ i sation of peasant associations , it 
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is difficult to imagine that the PAs will have the present size , 

organisational level , and dynamism found in them now, cons idering the 

limited material and mampower resources the ~l i ni str y of Land Reform and 

Administration had at that time. The degree of politicisation was not 

discouraging though uncoordinated and dominated by student-type pol it ics . 

Some of the students had a relatively high level of class consciousness , 

others narrow nationalist, and still others were adventurist , and quite a 

few too k it as a vacati on in the rural areas . But the Campaign was carr ied 

out with full vigour and enthusiasm from all the participants: students , 

te ac hers and soldiers. The "Zemecha" part i cipants went to the extent of , 
disa rming the landlords and arming the peasants without the permission o f 

the government. Moreover, the partic ipants learned the peasant way of life 

and the peasant learned the words socia lism, exploitation , feu da lism, 

imperialism, etc., at leas t at the level o f slogans . 

The " zemecha" participants have helped to hasten the revolutionary 

development in the rural areas. Yet, the Zemecha was burea ucratic , in that 

it wa s controlled by 3 gigantic organisation in Addis Abeba , "Th e Zemecha 

Headquarters·, headed by a member of the " Derg". At times there were some 

misunderstandings bet ween campaign participants, paricular ly the students , 

and the "Headquarter " military and civilaian officials . The issues were 

generall y, (il Students complaints were that Headqua r ter Official s we re 

moving too slowly; and (iiI Headquarter compla ints were that Students were 

mov ing too fast. 

The "Zemec ha ", apart from its weaknesses and strengthes , has provoked a 

debate , at least f or the academics now. Would the overall political 

conditions of the country bee n different i f the intellectua l core of 

opposition, first againt Haile Sellasse , and later agai nst the " Derg" had 

not gone to the rur a l areas ? Was it i ntentional that the Mil itary 

Governm ent sent the students and t eachers to the rural areas away from the 

centre of politics ? These are complex questions to answer , time and 

research might have something to say in the future . 
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If one goes back to the land reform proclamation that first defi ned the 

peasan t association , one woul d clearly see the fatherly role played by the 

bureaucratic state structure on t he r oles and fun ct ions of PAs . Though it 

said that, " ... to carry out the provisions of this proclamtion [the land 

reformJ a pea sant associ at ion is formed" , [26J The land r eform was mainly 

ca rried out by the state apparatus. "In Fe bruary 1975 the military 

[ government J hosted a three-week seminar at the Nat ional University [now 

Addis Abeba Univ.J on problems and is sues of land reform dministration. 

More than 900 civilians and 400 military personnel participated .... Th us , in 

the end the ,-eform was promulgated by some 40,000 s tudents and 1,300 

quickly and poorly trained land re form officers with limited knowled ge in 

the complexities of land administration. [27J The two bureaucratic 

structures most inv olved were the Ministry of Land Re form and 

Administration * [28J and the Mi nistry o f I nterior . And when the reform 

was put into effect , it is the representatives of these institutions that 

were responsible for organi s ing and mobilising the peasants. And obv ious ly 

it was the "wered a" (dis trictl struc ture of both s ta te institutions that 

had the closest lin k and the direct reach to the peasants . 

[26 J Proel. No. 31 of 1975, p. 96. 
[27 J Cohen , M. etal., p 36. 

[28J • This bureaucratic state apparatus existed for a long time during 
Haile Selasse ' s governmen t with the same name. Ju st afte r t he 
revolution of 1974, except for the top echelon whi c h wa s removed , the 
middle and the lower strata st ayed in their pos it ions. The latter two 
were consi dered to be progressives and wer e in su pport of a land 
reform . 

The Ministry hos been restructured and renamed again and agai n 
between 1974-80 according to the f e lt need of the state in its re form 
measures of t he agrarian sector . In 1974175, it kept its pre ­
r evolutionary name , i.e. the Ministry of Land Reform And 
Admini strat i on. In December 1975, i t became the Ministry of Lands and 
Settlement. In May 1977, it was changed t o the ministry of Agricul ture 
and Settlement. And in 1979/80 , it was restructured and called the 
Minis try of Farming , probably not the last, which present ly has got 
the direct links with the peasant associations struc tur es - from the 
central t o the grass - roots levels . 
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In the April 1975 Rural Land Reform Proc lamat ion (RLRP) , the 11 iniste r 

of Land Reform and Ad ministration ( MLRA ) took all the responsibil i ties of 

the refo rm . Po wers were not given to th e Mi·nistry as an i nstitution but to 

the Minister , probably it co uld mean a one man accoun tability and thro ugh 

him the Ministry , MLRA . Chapter Q of th e RLRP spea ks o f the rol e of the 

Minister i n the establishment of PAs , " Th e Mini s t er shall , with the co­

operation of the Min istry of In terior, he lp in the formation o f Pe asa nt 

Assoc iations at ever y l evel. .... Th e lJ, inister shall assign at l east one Land 

Reform Offi cer to e very " wereda ". The fun ction s of the officer shall be to 

give advice to peasan t assoc iations and help them in an y other manne r, 

[and] in the format ion o f peasant association with th e purposes and 

intenti ons o f thi s proc l amat ion ." [29] In theory they are all wr itten as 

"help", "adv ise ", explain ", etc . but when t he y actua lly we re put into 

practice, "he lp" became doing it, "advise" became orde r or command and 

tl ex pl a in " became more of stamping one ' s own idea without t oo much feed -

back. I t fu r t her sta t es that the Land Re f orm Offi c er shal l act a s c hairman 

of the judicial t ri bunal o f the peasant association estab lished at 

"weredn ll (district) and "awr a j a" (sub-province) level s [ and] . .. s hal l 

es tablish the office of the judicial tribunal an d shal l in particular be 

in charge of keeping r ecords of the off ice " . [30 ] 

From these what we can understand is that after forming it (the PA) , 

t el ling it what to do and whic h way to go, one should not have an y doub t as 

to the influence the state wo uld have in PA s. Since the state had these 

accesses t o PA, it made the PA respond t o its differen t interests . At one 

time f or the call in National Development , at another t ime th e call for wa r 

agains t external aggression , t o liquidate internal reactionaries and 

'subversive ' e lements - 'anti-revoluti o naries ' . 

[29] Procl. No . 31 of 1975, p. 98 . 

[30] Ibid . 
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For all these and other purposes the rural institutional frame>lork has 

been used and proved to be the most effective mechanism of control and 

mass mobilisation. For example , just after the land reform , po wer and 

authority in the rural areas were dispersed the " Zemecha participants 

account for part of this situation, since they r epeatedl y defied cent r al 

government directions) and there arose the need to have at least some form 

of central command and control. To this effect , the "The Revol utionary 

Ad ministra tiv e and Development Committtees" were set up . The rationale 

being , " ... to see that the various governent organizations ... serve the 

people in a co-ordinated manner. [and] .. to enable peasants to participate 

in the poitical soc ia l and economic movement through peasant associations 

with a view to help the broad masses administer their own affairs." [ 3 1] 

The committee was composed of 11 people , out of which 4 were state 

functionaries at the " wereda", level (includes the police chief of the 

area) chaired by the "wereda " administrator, q "Zemecha participants , and 

only 3 PA members. Decisions will be reached by majority vote only if it is 

not a directi ve or a circular f rom the central government . And all 

activities in the "wereda " including PA activities must be reported to 

th i s committee which in turn will report to the central government through 

the existing state apparatu s . 

Two years later , i n 1977 , the state cam e up with two new ideas: "The 

National Democ r a tic Revolutionary Programme", designed to "completely 

eradicate feudalism , imperialism and bureaucratic capital ism from the 

country, and to safe guard and consol idate the gains o f the r evolutio n .... " 

and hence declared "A Proclam ation to provide for the Consolidation of 

Revolution and Development Committee. " (Procl. No . 11 5 of 1977). This was 

followed by the creation of " Revolutionary Development Committees " at all 

levels , i.e. at the level of the central gover nment chaired by a member o f 

th e military government and at the level of the rur al institution chaired 

by the " wereda" administrator . This commit t ee is different from the former 

l31] Proclamation No. 75 of 1975, p . 115. 

51 



.. 
• 

created by Proc l. No . 75/1975. The chain of command between the centre and 

the per iph ery was clear and the ex istence of a rural institutional 

framework allowed smooth and easier accessability t o the state. Th e same 

was al so true wh e n the state wen t to war with the invad ing army o f 

Somal ia- "A Nati onal Operat ions Command" wa s created by Proclam ation No . 

129/1977 which militarised the whole civil society and the peasant sector 

conrtibuted more than 200,000 (approx.) peasant militia. 

Once the war was over, another objecti ve came, and it was again directed 

t o the PA also , " ... th e broad masses, having vanquished their external and 

internal enemies ... , have declared their readiness through their mass 

organisat ions [PAs] to carry out a revolutionary campaign in the field of 

Development." This was production a nd development or iented and was a 

resul t of a new proclamation: " A Proclamation to Provid e for the 

Establishment of the National Rev olutionary Developnent Campaign and 

Central Plan ning ." (Proel . No . 156/1978.) This was directed by the central 

government and chai red by the head of the state . As usual, through the 

state bureaucratic appara tus, and the Peasant Association structures, 

directives, orders, etc. will reach the "Kebe lle" or the village PAs and 

finally the peasants . 

Th e state has also used the rural institutional fra mework to liquidate 

its opponents. Pea sant Associations were ordered to make r oad blocks and 

searches to look for tho se ant i - state elements who tried to escape to the 

rural areas . Th e peasants defence squad had controlled movements in the 

rural areas. It could det a in suspects and those with no identity cards and 

pass slips. As the opposi tions to the state varied from the landed gentry 

to the petit -bourgeois l e ft, the state and the peasants had interests in 

common. The stat e t o de fend the pol itical po wer fr om the contend ing forces , 

ma inly the petit bourg eo is left, and the pe asa ntry t o maintain their 

rights t o land and never want ing t o see the landlords back. 

As we earlier tried t o show, the st ruc tural hierarchcial relations 

within the mass organisation : peasant str u1St ures (from the All Ethipian 
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Peasant Associat ion , at ' the centr e t o the "Kebelle " PA); and with in the 

formal state structure (from the central state or th e minister to i ts 

lowest agent , the " wereda " level); all fa c ilitat e the reach of t he state t o 

th e peasant sector and deepen its penetrat i on to the grass-roots level. 

The grass -roo t s , especi all y th e PAs , become a con vergence of all the 

obj ectives and ideas o f the state . The state is the onl y organ capable of 

initi a ting and putt ing new ideas and objectives into ef f ect . But , to rec all 

our questions , whose inte re st do these ideas and ob jec tives serve , i.e . the 

peasant or the state? Does the sta te have an interest d ifferent from the 

peasan t ry? These are di ffi cul t and comple x questions and need f urther 

study. Nevertheless, I would say that each mat t er or activity shoul d be 

seen in its o',n t erms . Not all polic ies came to the disadvantage o f t he 

peasants and certainly none were against th e interest of the state . And 

yet, the Peasant Assoc iations were execution poi nts . Many of the tasks 

invol ve paper work and continuous follow-ups and assessment. For this 

reason, the gra ss - r oots t e nd t o assume the rol e of a bureaucrat ic 

insti tution. PA s created as a mass organi s at ion, struc tur a lly s uited to 

carr y out popular tasks , but function as a bureau cratic inst ituti on. A 

visit t o anyone of the PAs wi ll c l ear ly show the hea ps of files ar i si ne 

out of these situations . From the state apparatus point o f vie w, to r eac h 

the peasant is to communicate t o the PA by letters loaded with a mix ture 

of rhetoric , orders/commands, sympathies, slog an s , e tc . 

Finall y, if by bureau cratic contro l we mea n the contol of th e state 

inst i tutions by a group o f people, or a c l ass at the centre of s tate power 

a nd making them respect its orders , comm ands where the lin e of au thority 

are strictly observed and the cha in o f command c learly worked out, then 

PAs are bureaucrati c institutions. Nonetheless , as I have tried to show, at 

the end of th e day, we fi nd pe asant assoc iat i ons to be bo th popular and 

burea ucratic. Popular because they contain popular will and involve the 

elec tion of the representatives in PA offices by the peasants. They also 

handle l oca l matters by themse lves and try t o pas s decisions at the grass­

roo ts level . Bureaucratic , because they are ser vin g as the ex t ended arm of 
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the state. They have in some, if not in all , circumstances become 

appendages of the state apparatus . The upper level o f the PA structures , in 

particular, convey more of a bureaucratic behaviour than the grass-roots . 

Th ey rarely have/can ha ve initiatives of their own. They wait fo r 

decisions to come from the centre and respond fast to calls from the state 

apparat us. They devote no time for studying the matter before them , wh ethe r 

it will be for or against the inter;ests of th e masses of the peasantry. 

They act like any other branches o f the state apparatus. For this reaso n, 

it cou ld be possible to say t hat they have become/are made to be par t and 

parcel of the state apparatus . 

All in all, the military bureaucratic behaviour o f the state dominates 

and over-rides the organisat i on and functioning o f rural institutions . Not 

every sector of the state apparatus and, certainly not the grass-root s 

institutions were run by military personnel. But the c ivil society and the 

c ivil bureu cracy ob serv ed military discipline. This, I think, has 

historical explanation in the nature and character of the Ethiopia n 

Revolution , the domonant role played by the military and the position of 

social f orces in the final overthrow of the ancien regime and the wa y 

social reforms were made in the society. This is wh at I will try to outl ine 

in the next and final chapte r . 
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CHArrER III 

The Revolution, the State and Rural Institutions. 

In this concluding chapter , I will attempt to show very briefly , the 

character of the Ethiopian Re volution , the nature of the state and i ts 

relations with ru ral institut i ons . 

In Ethiopia , in the period after 197~ , there certainly has taken place a 

so c ial revolution , if by this , we roughly mean " .. .. rapid , basic 

transformation of a society ' s state and class structures , accompanied and 

in part carried through by class based r evolts from below." * [1 ] Bu t , 

're vol ts from below', in Ethiopia , could not carryover th e mass/popula r 

cha ~acter , which they started with , to the final se izure of political 

power. Nevertheless , in t he area on which I have been focusing , it is tr ue 

that new rural institutions with a different form and con tent and 

objectives , compared to the old feudal rural institut i ons , have emer ged . 

Why is it then th a ~ , having undergone through a r evolutionary 

transformation and changing the class structure and the production 

relations , rural institutions and the grass-roots do not enjoy f ar greate r 

autonomy? Why i s it t hat local initiative and participation in impor t ant 

political and economic decisions at the local or rural institutional 

level s and at the level of the state did not follow and Peasant 

As sociation structures have to be appendages of the state apparatus? 

Pushing this a bit further, doe s it not inhibit mass participa tion and i n 

the same way affect d evelopment from below? Does the present rura l 

institution , in the present state it is now, guarantee continued change and 

[1] Skocpol,T. State s & Social Revolutions ., p. 287. * For furthe r 
discussion on Ethi o pia , refer to Fred Halliday and Maxine Molyneux , 
The Ethiopian Revolution , chapter 1. 
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development? These questions are f undamen t a l and yet at the same t ime 

complex and difficult too. In an at tempt to answer some of them, I will try 

to point out some of the important and general developmen ts and outcomes 

of th e revol tion and then place rural institutions and the grass - roo t s , in 

this broad perspec tive . In pl aces where a cOmparison and contrast of 

external expe rience i s necessary, I will present the Egypt i an case (Eg ypt 

since 1952) . This is because o f the simi l ari ties rural institutions sho w 

in the two count rie s ,at leas t , in their his tor ical emergence , in their 

r elat i ons with the state , and in their f unc t ioni ng under the stric t 

contro l of the stat e appa ratus. 

Yet , there are ob v i ous differences between the " Naser i te " State and the 

" Derg " in , f or example, t he ir ascents t o po litical power. t10hammed Hussien 

has t his to say a bout the 'Free Officers ' of Egypt, " . . . pet i t -bourgeo is 

officals wh ose c l ass or igin s and class out l ook differed f rom those o f the 

ruling class . These off i cers, however , represen t ed themse lves not as 

enem i es of the ruling class , but as a replacement within the established 

structure in order to instill a new vigor in the class itself and 

r ees tabl ish the efficacy which the Egyptian s tale had lost." [ 2 J On this 

issue , the " De rg " was completely the opposite. It was c learly and ope nly 

against the ruling class. Di fferences al so lie in the su bstan ce of the 

land reform ~nd in the extent of au t hority entrusted t o rur a l instituions, 

the Co-operatives in Egypt and the Peasant Associations i n Ethiopia , both 

o f which wer e creation o f the land r e form. Both Egypt and Ethiopia 

declared t he l and r eform with the objective of improving th e economic 

conditions of 80 per cen t of th ei r popu l ation . Both t ri ed to ach i eve it 

from abo ve by decrees , Land Reform Law of No . 178 of 1952 as in the case of 

Egypt ; and Proclamation No . 31 of 1975 as in the case of Ethiopia . Even 

though bo th ha ve used these rural in stitutions to control the rural areas 

by treating them as bureaucrat i c institutions, the Egyptian l and Reform 

"rested on a fir'" bel i e f i n the virtues of private owne r ship . Doreen 

[2 J Mohammed Hu ssien, Class Conflict in Eg ypt 1 9~5- 1 970 ., p. 95. 
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v.'arriner wrote , 11 ••• the Egyptian Land Reform was, in principle and practice, 

more akin to the liberal ideal of a ' regime of small peasant proper t ies ' 

rather than any collectivist or socialist ideals" , [3J while the Ethiopian 

land reform abolished private ownership and is socialist oriented. And the 

state power, in both , is under the control of milita,'y government . 

Probably, more Egyptian instances might be necessary to highlight the 

Eth iop ian rural institutions as we proceed with the discussion . But, the 

Ethiopian Revolution had mo r e popular conte nt th an the Egyptian revol t, 

which was a co up d ' etat. 

I think it is important to briefly and schematicall y l ook at the 

Ethiopian Revolution and the rise of the " Derg " to state power with the 

understand ing that this could tell something about the character of the 

revolution and the nature of the state . 

To begin with , the Ethiopian Revolution is one o f those soc ial 

revolutions that has brought f und amental changes to the very fabric o f the 

pre-capitalist social f ormation , i.e. in the relations diffe r ent cl asses 

have in production . F. Halliday and M. Molyneux wrote , " . .. a socio - political 

transformation of a depth rare in the contemporary Thi rd Wor ld" a nd M. & D. 

Ottaway in their book, Empire in Revolution , said , " .. . a profound social and 

political revolution." The Ethiopian Revolution could probably be one of 

the big revolutions in the world and definitely the only fund amenta l 

revolution in Afri ca s ee n up to no w. 

Not t o go into the det a il s of the coming of the revolution and the 

takeover of the state power by the " Derg " , I will say th e following : On e , 

the Ethiopian Revolution is th e outcome of deep economic , political and 

social contadictions between the pre-capital i st state o f Haile Selasse 

and the c ivil soci ety. Two , the core of opposition came from the urban 

areas, and different social groups gradually joined the mass movement : the 

( 3J Quoted in Mohamoud Abdel-Fadil , Development , I ncome Distribution and 
Social Change in Rural Egypt (1952 - 1970) .. p . 38. 
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students , teachers , intellectuals , taxi - drivers , soldiers (middle and lower 

r anks) , workers , the middl e and lower sec tion of the bureaucray and 

financial institutions, the peasantry joined l ate . All of these demarrded a 

better economic life: an in crease in wages , land r e form, etc . Politica lly, 

the demand was the democ r atisa tion of the society : freedom of assembly, 

speech , press , etc . Socially, equality o f religion s , and nat ional iti es , etc. 

Three , the immediate causes could vary from the shortage of food and 

dr in kin g water in mil it ar y bar racks to the Great Famine o f Wollo and 

Tigray provinces ( which took the lives o f more tha n 200, 000 peasants) 

l ocally, and the general inflationary situation of the world mar ke t and 

more particularly, the 1 97 ~ in cr ease in the pr i ce of oil (locally, price of 

petrol went up by 50 per cent). Fourth, it was a spontaneous mass movement 

a nd mass upsurge against an existing status quo, and yet , it was 

uncordinated and unguided by any underground or overground par ti es or 

political groups . 

On the causes of the Ethiopian Revolution , we might summarise by saying 

that " .. . a var iety of indiv i dua l cases , on different time-scales and with 

extremely divergent particular courses, combi ned t o produce a situat i on in 

which the ancien regime was overthrown. No single fact or , or r evolutionary 

agent produced this end result. " [ ~J It i s a combination of diffe rent 

social for ces that led to the fall o f the pre-capital i st social forma t ion. 

M~ntion should also be made in that , despite the strong opposit ion of the 

mass mov ement against the old regime not even one social group fr om the 

c i vil society made a cla im t o state po wer in an organised form. The 

movement ca ll ed for a democratic state, in a very broad usage of the term. 

Nobody defined this state or proposed the futur e form and conten t o f the 

state that is to r epa l ce the state of Ha ile selasse . Thi s , I th in k, was 

mainly d ue t o the lack of political organisation among the people , e .g . 

parties or political oriented institutions. But this does not justify that 

any gr oup could come t o power by excluding those social forc es whi ch took 

[~J Halliday, F. & M. Mo lyneux, The Ethiopian Revolution, p . 13. 
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part in the mas s movement . Ne vertheles s , the lack o f political 

or ganisa tion not only constrained the social classes in the mass movement 

to actualize themse lves in state power but also made it clear that the 

strength and organisation of the ruling class (the crown , the aristocracy, 

the landlords, the civilian and military bureaucrats) only lied in the 

s tat e apparatus , th e bu reauc r ac y: c ivilian and milita ry. When, fin a lly, the 

spontaneo us movement swept t hese repressiv e institutions and they became 

part of the mass movement, the anc ien r eg i me had no alternative but to 

r e li nqui sh sta t e power. Hence , the ru ling class could not defend its 

i nterests an d it collapsed. This lac k of bourgeois democrac y affected both 

th e ruling class and civil society. 

Although the objective condtions in th~ 1974 Ethi opian revolutionary 

s i tu a tions were mature or condu c ive t o social transformations the 

su bjective conditions wer e lacki ng . Organisat i onal con fr ontation against 

Haile Selasse ' s r egime wa s made by the "Derg" j us t after it was formed on 

June 28, 1974. The "Derg", " confronted a r eg ime already weakned by 

r evolution ary upheaval and mass upsurge". Between the end of June t o 

be g inning o f September , 1974, the " De rg" was part of the mass movement , it 

took measures t hat were in the i nterest o f the civil soc iety. It ha d the 

support of the ci vil society for its anti-state measures . To me , the "Derg" 

between Jun e and September was the result of a mass movement, which , helped 

by a conjuncture, took the initiative to physically attack the state , whose 

appara tu s and membe rs we re weakened by the mass movement. This wa s 

possib le on ly because of the organisational standing of the militar y 

re lati ve t o other social classes in the mass moveme nt . Hen c e, " .. i t was not 

the milita ry a lon e that overthrew the ancien r eg ime , nor were the 

transformations accompan ying mi litar y ru l e mere ad jus tmen ts of the soc ial 

ord er. Thi s was a coup in the context o f a soc ial revolution." [ 5 ] 

[5] I bid . 
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A reader of the Eth iopi'an Revolution must take caution when, as usuall y 

the case is , an associ at ion is made between a military government and a 

coup d ' etat. " Th e understanding of the internal and ex ternal structurral 

charactersticS' o f the political organization of violence is logically 

prior to the study o f that organization ' s political behaviour. " [ 6J If 

this is the case , then one has to agree that the " Derg" is not th e same as 

some Latin American military governments, e .g. Bolivia , nor is it similar 

to some African military governments of Na sse r/Naguib of Egypt or that of 

General Sied Barre o f Somalia and in no way near to Gene ral Idi Amin Dadah 

of Uganda. Let us probe this point a little bi t further because it wi ll be 

he lpful in ou r effort to identify the character of the revolution and the 

nature of the state . 

In the first place, what is a coup d' etat? Though concepts like this 

are very difficult to define , it might be a be tter way to start by sayi ng 

"History offers only a few techniques of seizure of power - only two and a 

combination of both ; one .from below - through the masses , the other from 

above - by an armed gr·oup of men who seize the power at the the 

pinnacle. " [?J The revolution from above or fr om the top is wh at is 

usually refer red to as a coup d ' etat. It end s in " ... the se izure of the 

means of violence, ... by a sm all, well organized group (in the Spanish and 

La tin American pattern , usually a military group) ; ... the elite of the ar my 

o f the exist ing social structure rem ains largely unaffected. Even th e 

government machinery und ergoes very limited changes ." [8J If this more or 

less satisfies what a coup d ' etat could mean , then we have to rethink 

whe re to place the "Derg " . Labe ls given to it , as "the creepi ng-coup" 

(Ottaway, Cohen, etal.), or referring t o it just as a " coup " will be of 

little help in the conceptualisation of the nature of the state i n 

Ethiopia . 

[6J Lehmann, D. "M ilitary Organizat i on and the State in Latin America ", p. 
167 . 

[7J Gross, F. Th e Seizure of Political POloler , p . 39. 

[8J Ibid., pp. 39,47,48. 
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F. Halliday and M.Molyneux recognising the fact that it is not a coup o f 

the conventional type , I think , have referred to the takeover of the state 

as a "progressi ve coup ", what ever the term implies. But they also say 

that , " ... the very catagory of the ' progressive coup ' can itself be 

disaggregated , ... on the basis of the varyi ng social and politica l factors 

suro unding such co ups ." [ 9) The ca11 for a f ur t her disagregation of the 

concept is justified . The concept, I think, is elusiv e and th e different 

f orms in which it - exists and the historical condit ions in which it emerges 

are continuously getting different. Thus , lumping different historical 

occurences where the military t akes part in social movements and state 

po wer as coup d ' etats have l imitations and do not serve much purpose from 

the anal ytic point of view. 

Now, beginn ing September 1974, we have a group of soldiers , the "Derg ". 

(with a rank of major and below) in the state powe r that was once pa rt of 

the mass movement, th at knew the de mands o f the civ il society, at l east in 

the form of slogans . Sl ogans included , " Land to the Till er", " Free and 

Democratic Ethiopia" , etc . But before the " Derg" came to powe r , it had 

adopted a slogan and a political plat f orm called " Ethiopia 

Tikdem" ("Ethiopia First " ) which later on was equated with 

" hibretesebawinet " or "Ethiopian Socialism". "As defined by the Counc il 

["Derg ") it meant ' equality , self-reliance , the diginity of labour , t he 

supremacy of the common good and the indivisibility of Ethiopia n 

Unity. '" [1 0 ) In fa ct , the " Derg " took the slogan of the mass movement and 

grad ua lly the slogans of the left. The rhetor i c of " Socia li sm", the at ta c k 

on Feudalism, Imperialism, etc. were clearl y heard on the mass media. 

The Provisional Military Government (PMG) came to power as one could 

see , with no party structure except the mili tary and c ivili a n bure auc ra c y. 

" .. . the occurence of the revolutionary situation in the first place an d 

[9) Ha11iday , F. & M. ~Iolyneux , p . 33. 

[10) Ottaway, M. Empire in Revolution. , p . 8. 
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the nature of the New Regime that emerged from revolutionary confl i cts 

depended fundamentally upon the structures of state organisations and 

their partiall y autonomous and dynamic relationships t o domestic class 

and political forces, as well as their positions in rel at ion to other 

states abroad. " [11 ) In the same way , the PI~G in order to secure legitimacy 

and to materialise reforms in the society, had only one al ternative , th at 

is the state apparatus: its own military structure and the civilian 

bureaucrac y. 

The revolution , in actual fact, improved and strengthened the state 

apparatus. It was made to sui·t the reason of the new state. Existing state 

institutions were reorganised , as in the t1inistry of Land Reform, and new 

ones were created , as those of the peasant associations. Thus, economic and 

social reforms were made practical or were meant to materialise through 

the military and civilian bureaucracy. Due to this, policies, actions and 

the overall orientations of the state institutions in the post-revol ution 

period tend t o be bureaucratic. This is true of the land reform and the 

rural institutions as we have tried to argue in the pr e ceding c hapte r. 

If one takes the Nasserite State of Egypt , it in the same way used the 

military and civilian bureau cracy to put the land reform into e ffect. It 

used the civilian bureaucracy in the organisation and consolidation of the 

Egyptian rural inti tutions , the co-operati ves. " The Agrarian Reform 

Authority concentrated its effects on the requisition and distribution of 

l a nd and the organization of co- operatives ... . supervised co-operatives 

were created from the outset. They are managed by a board under the 

direction of an official appointed by the Authori ty, the "mushrif " 

(supervisor) , who is often an agronomist . .. The Mini s try of Agrarian Reform 

in Cairo exerted the final control ." [ 12) This is similar to the Ethiopian 

Land Reform where the i1inistry's Offici al is parallel to "Mushri f" at the 

[11) Skocpol, T. p , 284. 

[12) Mabro, R. The Egyptian Economy, 1952-1972. pp. 67&69. 
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wereda or the peasant association level. 

As I have tried to explain in the Ethiopian peasant association of 

being a mir ror image of the bureaucratic state structures, one witnesses 

the same thing in the Egyptian rural institu t ions. "The Organisational 

structures of these Co-operatives is pyramid shaped with the local or 

vil l age society at its base , the co-operative union at the top and three 

middle strata corresponding to the countr y' s administ rativ e hierarchy: t he 

Distr ict (Markaz), the Governorate (muhfaza) , and th e country as a who le. 

The local co- operati ve .. . is created in each village ... It is run by a 

supervisor (mushrif) . In many co-operati ves the Government will al so 

provide a clerk and an accountant." [13] Both st.ates control the r ura l 

institutions through their state apparatuses and reach t he rural 

population through them. For ex ample , in Egypt as i n Ethiopia " The wide 

network o f co-operat i ves has enabled the government, perh aps for the first 

time , to reach the remotest areas of rural Egypt and to influen ce in a 

direct way the control of rur al development." [1~] Skocpol summar i se s 

these similarities as: " Strengthened states more central ised, 
, 

bureaucratic, and autonomously powerful at home and abroad - emerged f r om 

all three revolutions [ France , Russia and China]." [15] Al though I am not 

too sure that the present Ethiopian state has come out " autonomous ly 

powerful abroad ", I do not have any doubt that the r est of what Skocpo l 

says is ture. 

At this point one would be tempted to make a big generalisation , tha t 

is, whatever the character of the r evolut i on , and the nature of the state , 

as : revolutions from the bottom like the French and the Chinese or from 

above like the Egyptian or like the combination of t he two , the Ethiopian ; 

all have come out to be dependent on the bureaucrac y or the state 

appatatus. Lenin ob s er ves this very well when he says , "All revolut ions 

[13] Rad wan , S. Agrarian Reform and Rural Poverty , Egypt 1952-1975, p . 58. 
[1~] Ibid . 

[15] Skocpol , p. 285 . 
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whi c h have taken place up to the pr esent ha ve helped t o pe rfect the state 

machinery" , but he has also suggested wh at should ha ve been made as, 

" whe re as i t must be shattered , broken t o pieces ." ( 16) If Len in was to see 

th e outcomes of th ese big revolutions , would he sti ll main tain the sam e 

pr em i se of shatter ing or breaking the state machinery to pi eces ? 

To concl ude , heav y r eliance on th e state appa ratu s does not gra r antee 

the deepness and conti nuit y o f a soc ial revolution . It c urtails the 

ini tiati ve at the grass- root s levels, there will be created a s ituation 

where the civil society looks at soc ial change fro m a distance . In 

Eth i opia , th ere ce rtai nly is a change in the nature of th e developmen t 

process, but no t deeply rooted in th e soc i et y. Su ch condit i ons reinforce 

' development fr om above ', and the un desirable atti tude of ' the cent r e 

decides for us ' . Moreov er, history ha s now left a l e sson that states that 

depend on t he state apparatus are prone to danger particularly in periods 

o f soc i a l crises, as " as the case with Haile Selasse , Poland, etc . Th at is 

why politi cal power need to be rooted in the masses. 

The greater the participation of the civ il society in the political 

decision - making process the better. In f ac t, in Eth iopia , if this path had 

been adopted, i t could have avoided the bitter showdown between the " Derg" 

and the petit bourgeois left on the one hand , and bet wee n the diffe ren t 

factions of the petit bourgeois on the other. As there do no t seem to be 

many diferen ces in the economic s trat egy ( land r e form , nat ionalisation of 

i ndus tri es ,etc.) and in some internat ional po litical stand s of most the 

contending pol iti cal gro ups (left-wing) for po wer , conflicts boil down to 

t he question of the ' he gemon y o f th e state ' , a prob lem whic h the popular 

upsu r ge culminated in and stil l has not come out. Hence , th e de s tiny o f 

rural institutions in Ethiopia is tied up with thi s indispensable , and yet 

a t the same time , undetermined resolution o f the problem o f political 

power . 

(16) Lenin , V.I. State and Revolut ion . , p. 24 . 
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