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Chapter One 

l.Introduction 

1.1 Background to the problem 

The origin of ancient state of Ethiopia date to the 2nd century BC in the Axumite 

kingdom. The power of the kingdom was initiall y limited to a small region in the northern 

hi ghland plateau of Tigrai. It then expanded extensively southward directions and covered 

large parts of the present day of northern Ethiopia and the red sea coastline. Under such 

circumstances, the existence of the kingdom depended on exacting tributes from the 

territories it contro lled, as wel l as trade with most part orthe Arabian Peninsula. I 

The modern state;of Ethiopia was form ed in the second half of the i 9th century by 
. . ~ . .. . 

wars of expansIOn and conquest. . Up to that time, the borders of the AbysSin ian klngciom 

enc losed the northern plateau, Shoa in the south, Wollo in the east, the blend of the Blue 

Nile in the west and the highland region beyond the Mereb Ri ver in the north (that was to 

become the Italian colony of Eritrea) 3 

Within the Abyssinian domain , they had assimilated most autochthonous groups, 

although pockets of Agew speakers remained. 4 

I. John Markakis, Conflict in Pre federal Ethiopia,in first National conference on federalism , 

conni ct and peace building, May 2004, Addis Ababa. P.II . 

2. See, M erera G udina , Ethiopia: C ulllpcting Ethnic National ism and the Quest for Democracy, 

1960-2000 (Shaker Publishing: PHD. thesis, 2003): I. 

3. See, John Markakis, 'Conflict in pre Federal Ethiopia ', in First National Conference on 

Federali sm, Con flict and Peace Ruilding. (Addi s Ababa: united printers pic. 2003): II. 

4. Ibid. 
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The effects of the war of expansion and conquest, thus, had an impact not onl y on 

peo ple and events of yesteryear but also on the way the present is understood and the 

future faced. More precisely, the wars that led to the creation of the modern multi ­

ethnic state of Ethiopia in the last quarter of the 191h century and the hi storical dynamics 

that defined its subsequent evo lution resulted in national domination by one or two 

ethnic groups over the multi tude of others, which in turn triggered inter~ethni c tension 

and confl ic ts. 

Another factors that charac tcri ze the hi storical context of the modern multi -ethn ic 

state of Ethiopia are the fact that Orthodox Clu-i stianity reigned supreme 5 It was 

introduced in the 41h century. lslam religion was preserved among a minority converted 

to thi s faith centuries earli er, and a form of Judaism survived among the Falasha people. 

Adherents of the last two fa iths were barred from holding state office and owning land, 

and were socially shunned by the Christians. Amharic, the language of the major 

Abyssinian branch, was the official language. Therefore the hi storic Ethiopia was 

identi fi ed with Orthodox Chri st ianity, speakers of Amharic language and cul ture. These 

were so despite the fact that thc Eth iopian state constitutes heterogeneous political 

enti ties, language, religions ~nd ways of Ii fe ('. 

The s pectacular e xpansioll 0 f Abyss inia in the second hal f the 191h century was 

launched from Shoa, the sO lithern most principality of the kingdom 7 The expansion 

was mastenninded by the provincial ruler of Shoa who became Emperor Menelik in 

1889,and was completed by the time he died in 191 3 8 

5. Ibid 

6. See, Bairu Tafla, 'Historical Back ground to the conflicts in Ethiopia and the prospect 

for peace,' in peter Woodward and Murray F.eds, conflict and peace in the Horn of 

Afri ca (A ldershot: Dartmouth . 1994) : 3. 

7. .Ihon Markakis, supra note 3 

8. Ibid. 
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The lands to the south , cast and west that were conquered by Menelik today make 

up all but two of the nine regions of the Federal Republic of Ethiopia, and are home to 

abo ut three fifth s of its total population 9 

Ethiopia was and is a mosaic of ethn ic groups and cu ltures. More than 80 ethnic 

groups have been official ly identified. Confronted with the vast diversity of cultures in 

its domain, the imperial regime simply ignored reali ty and pretended the Eth iopian 

Empire state was Abyssinia writ large. [n the early years, Ethiopian generals conducted 
. . 10 mass conversIon ceremonIes . 

The official myth presented Eth iopia as a purely Chri stian stat e. In a' speech before 

the United State Congress, Hailc Sel ass ie described Eth iopia as an island of Chri stianity 

in a sea of Islam; thi s myth was widely accepted abroad and was propagated by the fi rst 

generation of foreign scholars who studied Ethiopia. According to one of them, 

"monophysite Christianity alone represents Inost truly the essence and substance of 

Ethi opi a and her people,,1 I. The identification of Abyssinian Christi anity with the 

political and cu ltura l li fe of the country is so complete that no numerical increase of 

Islam can touch the intrinsic natu re of thi s phenomenon l2 Thus the study even the 

mention of ethnic, language and cultura l di versity was a taboo subj ect in Ethiopia. 

9. Ibid. 

10. Ib id. 

II . Ull endorff.E, The Ethiopians. London Oxford Uni versity Press. 1965: 110 

12. Ibid.113 
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This hi storical process of oppression continued up to the second h!llf of the 20lh 

centu ry, until it became unbe'lrable to the various ethnic groups in the country. Polit ica l 

and socio-cu ltural domination and the forced al ienat ion of land from the ind igenous 

peoples have provoked differen t form s of res istance by the subj ected peopl elJ 

The revolutionary upheaval of 1974 ended the country's imperial regime. The 

revolution is meant to end national oppression as well . The new military regime, 

however, having assumed state power by usurping the leadership of the revo lution from 

the popular fo rces, could not resolve the deep-rooted inter-ethnic conflicts via its top­

down approach to regional autonom y. Instead, the military'S Red Terror aggravated the 

ethnic cleavages among the country's population. The result was the dec imation of the 

cream of one dynamic generat ion and a devastating civ il war that led to Eri trea's 

separation from Ethiopia in 1991 and a host of other ethnic related problems in the rest of 

'1 14 t le country. 

Since the demise of the mil itary regime in may 1991 , there has been an attempt to 

democratize Ethiopia 's multi -eth nic society with a predominantly ethnic-based federal 

government system and a mult i-party democracy 15 The 1995 FORE Constitution 

insti tutionali zed the federal system of governance in the countryl6 Federa li sm is a political 

legal instrument used to organi ze the state to promote unity in diversity or vis-ver-sa. It also 

serves as an instrument of conflict -management in multi-etlmic state like Ethiopi a. 

13. Merera Gudina, supra note2 : 

14. Ibid. 

15. Ibid . 

16. Article I of FORE Constitution. 
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Following the insti tuti onal intion of the federal form of governance, there are nine 

regional states in Ethiopia17 Each state has th ei r own constitution. Several arti cles of both 

the federal and state consti tutions provide principles, procedures and inst itutions for the 

management of inter-ethnic confl ic ts. For ex ample, state consti tutions provide fo r the 

establi shment of regional council , which plays an important role in the management of 

inter-eth nic conflicts. The regi onal council s have both ex plicit and impli cit roles in conflict 

management, which include conflict prevention as we ll as confli ct resolution l8 At the 

highest level of generality, the counci ls .are charged with establishing regional police forces 

and issuing directi ve essential to the maintenance of peace and order in the state. But there 

are other more specific ro les. For example, the new Council of Nationalities in the 

SNN PRS is spec i ficall y charged to ··stri ve to fi nd so lution to di sputes or misunderstanding 

that may arise between administrat ive hierarchies". The speaker of the Regional Counci l in 

Gambella is given a constitutional ro le in resolving conflicts concern ing boundaries 

between administrative uni ts 19 

17. ProclamatIOn No. 7/ 1992. a proclamation to provide for the establi shment of 

National/Regional self go vernments Negarit Gaze!a 51 " year No.2, Addis Ababa, 14'" 

January 1982. 

18. See, James H. plhemus, E!h iopias Emerging Regional councils: New players in conflict 

manage ment in the fir st national conference on federali sm confl ict and peace building, 

united print er pic. Addis Ababa. 2004 

19 . [bid. 

9 



Beyond the explicit confl ict management roles are a seri es of implicit ones. The 

very make up of the regional counc il s themselves is someti mes designed to register the 

make up o f the state in terms of nat ions, nat ionaliti es and peoples, thereby defusing a 

potential source of confli ct. If the make - up is wrong, thi s can exacerbate the problem. To 

the extent that the executi ve branch engages in conflict-management acti vities, the counc il s 

have the ri ghts and obligation o f overs ight 20. 

This is what has made imperati ve a need for a study of federa li sm and state 

const i tuti ons as an inst ru ment 0 fin tel' eth n ic conil ict -management. 

1.2. Statement of the pro blem 

It is an accepted or rarely disputed fact that the ancient and modem Eth iopian state 

is consti tuted of heterogeneous pol it ical enti ties, languages, religions and ways of Ii fe . Thi s 

is no t a recent phenomenon, as some writers al lege. Ancient Ethiopi a had been a motl ey 

state thro ughout the last seven hund red or more years n Even the societi es of Aksum and 

Lasta were by no means homogeneous. They were all brought together through the 

instrumentalities of force, and to a limited ex tent inheritance, at di fferent ti mes and under 

di ffe rent circumstances. .. They also wa rred against each other interm itten tl y .so that on the 

sur face Ethiopi an histo ry looks like a mere records of inter-ethni c confli cts 22 This 

happened because of a vari ety of rec urrent fac tors a nd t he I aek 0 f e ffo rts 0 n the part 0 f 

those who had the responsibility for maki ng a permanent so lution. 

20. Ibid. 

21. Bairll Ta na, sllpra note 6: 3 

22 . Ibid. 
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The wars di splayed in th e histori ca l reco rds were no t all regional or nati onal 

conflicts, a lthough in some cases the overl ap was so ex tensive that it is rat her d ifficult to 

determine their categories with precision. We may distinguish ; however at least four types 

of wars: wars of ex pansion, wars of defense or' retribution, re li gious wars, and wars o f 

di ssat isfac ti on. Let us review each of them bri efl y to see whether we can relate them to an y 

or all of the more recent inter- ethn ic confl icts. 

a) The war of expansion or war of pacification 2J 

Ex pansion was the classical method of state build ing in Ethiop ia as also elsewhere 

in the world. The stone insc rip tio ns of Aduli s, Matara and Aksum boast of conquests of 

dozens of peoples who had 'their own po lit ica l institutions. Some were even removed 

from th eir home reg ion and rese ttled e lswhere2
" Most of these peo ples were ass im ilated 

into the dominant soc iety in the course of subsequent centuries. But the same process 

continued as the political center moved further south to the central highlands. 

The boundari es of the ancient Ethiopian kingdom were elasti c and ex panded or 

contracted depending on the milit ary talent of the leadershi p. This very fact required an 

intermi ttent war of ex pansion, particul arly on the regions close to the politica l center. Thi s 

was s o for security and economi c reasons. Hence a seri es of conquest launched between 

fourteenth and seventeenth centuries against Kushi tic-speak ing peoples of the Gibe region 

(e.g. Kafa, Konta, Janjero). 25 

D . Ibid 

24. Ibid. 

25. Ibid . 
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The expansion came to a climax in the late nineteenth centu ry when Menil ek II 

brought under his control all the regions, which constitute southern Ethiopi a today. 

Thi s operat ion gave Ethiopi a its present form and enlarged the magnitude of the 

problems Ethiopia had to t,ack le . Its political institutions were not as elaborate and 

effec tive as its military organ i/<l ti on could , therefore, offer no bett er alternati ves to the 

new peoples brought under it s rule of administration. In addition to thi s, the expansion 

was atrociously bloody in some regions and the subsequent administration was 

oppressive and exploitati ve 2". Some of the politica l movements of today point to the 

hi story of thi s expansion to expl ain their existence. 

b) The wars of defense or retribution 

This could be documented from the fOl1l1h century, when Aksum ruined Moeroe, to 

the twenteeth century, when Ethiopi a had to fig ht aga inst European co lonialism. 

Nevertheless it had no signi licant impact on the present inter-ethni c c'onfli ct, suffi ce 

it to mention that very iCw internal contention have been linked to external 

invasions27 Desertions and uncooperati veness were limited to individuals, as in the 

cases of Dejjazmatch Kasa Mertcha in I 867-68,Ras Wolde Mika 'el in 1876,Negus 

Menilek in 1889 and Dejj azmatch Haile Selassie in 1936. The peoples usually laid 

their difference aside to resist fo rei gn invas ions, and this was particularl y the case in 

the Egyptian Ethiopian war of 1875-76 and the Italio-Ethiopian wars of 1895-96 and 

1935-36. In view of this age-o ld tradition and the absence of substantial evidence, 

the accusation that the present popular political movements are instrumental to 

forei gn elements is hard ly justifiable. 

26. Merera Gudina, Supra note 2: 

27. Ibid 
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c) Religious wars: 

Reli gio us bigotry was not a typical attribute o f Eh iopian soc iety and hence, we do not 

rind records of ex traord inary reli gious confli cts comparable to those fou nd in Middle 

east and E uropean hi story. The p urge launched by Zar'a Ya' eqob (1 434-67') aga i nst 

the followers of the indigeno us reli gions, the confl icts between the follo wer of 

Ot1hodox and Cathol ic Church under Susenyos ( 1607-32), and the brief attempt of 

Yohannes IV (1872:89) to Chri stiani zed the Musl ims of Wo ll o, is the major instance of 

"pure" religious war recor~l cd in Ethi opian hi story 28 But re li gion was also the 

undertone of the wa rs, wh ich raged for centuri es between the Chri st ian and Muslim, 

whose primary motives were political domination and economic exploitation. The 

leaders on either side used religion to arouse feelings and rally the support of the 

peoples at the outbreak of the IVar but did not pu rsue a po li cy of reli g ious suppression 

after victo ry The excepti onal case is that o f Imam Ahmed Mohammed el-Ghazi 29 

However I know no contemporary po litical movement that has attempted to employ the 

instrumentality of religion to rally the support of the people. The a ll egation that some 

poli tical fronts are organi zed on rel igious grounds is apparentl y based on numerical 

evidence for which.other factors can equal ly we ll acco unt. 

e1) Civil wars: 

Finally, we have a series of wars in Ethiopian history, wh ich are co ll ectively referred to by 

various writers as civil wars, internec ine w'ar, tribal war, ethno-religious conflicts, etc. They 

greatl y vari ed in motives , frequ ency, degree of intensity and persistence. The response of 

th e cen tral government al so vari ed acco rdin gly dependin g on the strength and prudence of 

the rulers . Among the outstanding causes were successions to the th ro ne, rancor of offended 

indi vidual notab les, rivalry of politica l aspi rants, and popu lar reaction to oppress ion .10. The 

last point should fix our attention as it contains components most re levant to the quest ion 

under consideration. 

28. Bairu Tafla , supra note 6:5 

29. Ibid. 

30. Ibid. 
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The Ethiopi an politi ca l system had been tradit ionall y aut ocratic . The kern el of th e 

system was the person of the sovere ign the nature of whose powers is described by 

many a writer as extensive and unlimited. Thus the political tradition concentrated on 

personality cult and fai led to develop permanent politi ca l and judicial institutions to 

which the peo ples co ul d orient themse lves. The institution o f judicial admin istration 

was indeed one of the o ldest components o f Ethiopian cu lture, but it was rendered 

subservient to the political organ in the course of time. The head of state, the chi ef 

executive, the commander-in -chief orthe mil itary and the ch ie f justi ce was one and the 

same person, and hi s provincial governors were not hi ng but miniatures o f thei r master. 

Therefore in the absence of pol it ica l and judicial instituti ons throu gh which the people's 

complaint could be voiced, 31 uprisings were usua ll y th e means employed to ex press 

their discontent. 

In the same way that the Ethiopian po litical trad ition is bestowed power and 

authority up on a single personality, so it tended to favor centralism. It fail ed to 

recogni ze the significance of regiona l or local governm ent as part of serviceable 

pol iti cal system. 

The rul ers usuall y con fused admini strati ve plurality wi th di sintegration and 

anarchy. The aversion to it became stronger after the e ighteenth century when secess ion 

menaced the Empire. By refusing to pay tribute to the k ing of kings and by de feat ing the 

imperial anny, Shaa became the first autonomous region to secede a round I 730 a nd 

could not full y be re integrated until 1889. Then fo llowed the chaotic period known as 

the Era of the princes (1 769-1 85 5) when the power of the monarchy wa ned to its lowest 

ebb and the provincial lords wa rred against one another 32 

31. In critical situations, the people could make use of direct appear to the common sense of the 

head of state, but the effect i\"Cncss of thi s possibility \Nas limited of geographical distances 

and intrigues of the ruling cliques. 

32 . Bairu Talla , supra note 6:6 
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[n modem times almost all the rulers favored centralism. Tewodros [] preferred 

external candidates to local ones for gubernatorial offi ces, though he turned to the latter 

at the crit ical moments; Menilek II respected local governments in the early years of hi s 

reign, but he attempted latt er to undermine regional autonomy. Haile Selassie I. 

systematically removed all traditional regional or local prerogat ives and perfec ted 

centralism. In fact, he removed most of the traditional territorial boundaries and 

clustered different political units into arbitrary province 33 In short, he equated unity 

with unif01111ity. Hi s Prime Minister, Aklilu Habte-wold, lauded him on various public 

occas ions as the initiator of "rulc th rough proxy' verses the" hereditary system of local 

government. But this innovation was devoid of effic iency, equity and distribution of 

wealth, and hence it caused everywhere intense di ssat isfaction in the comprehensive 

sense of the te111l: unhappiness caused by the failure of one's hopes, desires, or 

expectations. The loss o f hopc is perhaps the most important elements in the outbreak of 

the political comJl1otion in Ethiopia. None of the movements took arms before trying to 

so lve the probl ems through pcaceful means. For example, the Eritreans accepted the 

comprom ise sett lement of their political future in 1952 with the hope that they might 

continue to enjoy at least the few democratic rights they had, although the imperial 

government violated the federa l constitution from the very beginning. Protest became 

loud only when the systematic dismantling of the federal structure was well advanced 

and hosti li ties broke out openl y after the constitution was totally revoked. Similarly, the 

numerous protests of the intellectuals and students of the 1960's and early 70's were 

based on the hope that reforms could be brought about without bloodshed. The hopes 

and expectations of the same people were dashed not only by the adamant attitude of the 

imperial government, but also by the military government, which they supported in its 

se izure of power 34 

33 . Ibid. 

34. Ibid . 
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Thus, the ex ist ing confli cts in general and interethnic conflicts in parti cular in 

Ethiopia are ev idently t he r esults 0 r hi storical problems, w hich were never dealt with 

effecti vely. While the Ethiopian political organ succeeded in bringing about a large state, 

it fail ed to develop a mechan ism by whi ch that state could be mai ntai ned permanen tl y. It 

reli ed en tirely on its military power to ru le the people. Its adm ini strative po litics have 

· been crude and harsh, and th~ rule of law has been practically neglected. Armed uprising 

became, as a matter of course, thc popular react ions to these invari able problems. In the 

course of time, a huge gap ap peared which had repercussions on internal relations: 

namely, a mutual lack ' of confidence. From the view point of the people, both the old 

regime and the one that replaced it were total fai lures which could not be tolerated in any 

way. Conversely, from the point of view of these two regimes, all political movements 

were sini ster instruments o f fore ign elements designed to di sintegrate the country. This 

cri sis of trust can by no means be solved easi ly. A change of attitude on the part of all 

groups concerned is a prerequisite for peace in Ethiopia. 

If, and when, circumstances allow negotiation of all parti es at the round tab le (and 

thi s is the most trus(,vonhy cOllrse to peace), federa li sm or to be prec ise, the equitab le 

· di stribution of polit ica l powci· may be worth considering as a perrnallent so lution for the 

troub led region. However plausible thi s may sound it is by no means without difficult y. 

Federal ism has had an unfortu nate history in the region and is regarded in some qual1ers 

as repulsive. The Eritrea-Ethiop ian Federation which set an ominous precedent, had two 

inherent problems: it was imposed from outside and was tolerated by both Eritrea and 

Ethiopia. The basis is that ' hal f a loaf is better than nothing'. It was al so a marriage 

between two incompatible beings the giant and the dwarf, the strong and the weak, the 

rich and the poor, the autocratic and the democratic. This mistake must by al l means be 

avoided in the future. If we accept the fact that federation by definition necessaril y 

impli es equality of the invoh'cd entities, then it would be imponant to. make a clear 

· di stinction b etween E lhiopia .a ncl its modern components. Thi s requires recognit ion of 

hi stori ca l realit ies, which may bc di ffic ult for some. It is a fac t that there is no core to be 

identified as Ethiopi a. Eth iopi a is a po litica l superstructure embrac ing a num ber of 

political entities brought together in the course of a long history. 

It is this entity that will const itute the membership of a federat ion and Eth iopia if 

yo u like, but not the fabr ic that one attempts to create on the basis of political 

ex pedi ency. 

16 



Thus it should be noted that the guarantee for perm anent peace and stabil ity even 

under a federal system li es in dec isions based on the exp li cit wi ll of the people . 

In li ght of this hi storical rea li ties, the study attempts to find out whether the present 

federal system of state structure in general and the state constitutions in particu lar h as 

provided a mechan ism through wh ich inter-ethnic conflicts can effectively be add ressed, 

managed and trans fomled so that the recu rrence of inter-ethnic confli cts is m inim ized. To 

be precise the constitution of Oromia and SNNP regional state have been se lected fo r 

further study. 

1.2.1 Hypothesis l the research questions 

The study has been guided by the follow ing sets of key research questio ns: 

I. What is the nature and le\e l or phases of conflict of any sort in general and inter­

ethnic conflict in particu l a r~ 

2. What are the hi storic processes that have led to the rise of inter-ethnic tensions and 

confli cts in Ethiopia~ Why di d the response of the success ive regimes fa il to reso lve 

inter-ethnic contrad ictions to date? Or what are the pitfall s of past attempts at 

reso lving ethnic confl icts" 

3. To what extent have the present government's policy initiatives such as 

constitutional engineering, th e predominantl y ethnic-based federal -state structure 

model addressed the prob lem of inter-ethn ic con fli ct prevention, management and 

trans form ati on wi th a vie\\' 10 bring about susta inable peace and deve lopm ent" 

4. What is the role of di fferent constitutional institution in preventing, managing and 

transformation inter-ethni c tensions and co'nflicts? 

The above key questions help us to identify the pitfa ll s of past attempts at reso lving 

eth ni ca ll y motivated conflicts in Eth iopia and how the present federal state structure 

and state constitutions addresses the prob lem of inter-ethnic confli ct-managemen t. 

For the purpose of the study Oromia and SNNPRS have been selected to show how 

the state constit utions can se rve as an instrument of confl ict management. 

17 



1.3. Objective ofthe study 

The objecti ve ·o f thi s study is to in vesti ga te the dynamic and systel;,atic natu re of 

inter-ethni c confli cts in Et hi opia both hi storicall y and in their contem pora lY form s and 

how the federal system and state const ituti ons serve as an instrument of inter-ethni c 

conflicts prevention,management and transformation with a view to bring about 

sustainable peace, security and developments. As such the main objectives are:-

I . We need insight into the genes is, the nature, dynamics and phases o r levels of 

conflicts in general and inter-ethnic confli ct in particular to gain a ho li stic 

understanding of the process as events unfold. 

2. The second objecti ve is to identity the pitfall s in the attempts to efficien tl y and 

cffecti ve ly manage inter-ethn ic confli cts in Ethiopia hi storicall y. 

3. We need to explore to what ex tent the divergent interests of a ll nation, nationality 

and people of Ethiopia is addressed through the new federal arrangements and the 

implication for an age old inter ethnic conflicts. 

4. We need to see how the federa l system on one hand and state constitutions on the 

other serve as an instruments of inter-ethnic conflict-management and what is the 

role of different institutions both at federal and state level to that effects . 

5. A last objective is to make a contribution to the expanding frontiers of knowledge 

on inter-ethnic confli cts and the constitutional principles, procedures and institutions 

provided for peaceful resplut ion of confli cts in a multi -ethni c societies like Eth iopia. 

1.4 Relevance of the study 

As the result of the fa ilure of the "nation-building" project of the imperial and 

military regime, the Ethiopi an state and soc iety have been undergoing a multi­

dimens ional c ri sis, whi ch includes major armed struggles and occasional upn slllg. 

During the imperial regime armed confl icts occurred in Eritrea, Bale, Ogaden and 

Gojjam. 

18 

I 
I 



Save for the land reform of 1975, the l1lilitary regil1le, whi ch assul1led power at 

the head of a popular revolution in 1974, fo llowed the sal1le political trajectory of 

'national-bu ild ing' in l1lany l1lajor respects with the same outcomes. More precisely, 

using socia li sm as a passporl to power, it in itiated a regional autonomy' approach by 

introducing some cosmetic changes in the direction of decentralizing Eth iopian state 

while its top-down 'and aU,tho ritarian nature rel1lai ned. Badly enough, the end result 

was the precipitation of fUri her crisis that ended in the most devastat ing civi l wa r the 

country had ever known . 

A new national consti tution that recognizes ethnic groups rights to self­

detern1ination including secession and which instituted a federal forl1l of government 

has been adopted. Federalism by itself serves as instruments of inter ethnic connict­

l1lanagel1l ent. Bes ides, foll ow ing the federa l systel1l , all the regiona l states have 

adopted their own constitutions. Both the federal and state constitution provides 

principles, procedure and institutions by which the inter-ethnic conflicts can 

effective ly be managed and transformed. 

Hence, the relevance of this study lie in making a contribution borh theoretically 

and practically to the undei's ta nding of the nature, dynam ic, levels and causes of inter­

ethnic connic t in Ethiopia which have been at the core of the cou nt ry's crisi s for years 

and investigate whether the federal state structure and state constitutions serve as an 

instrument of inter-etlmic confli ct-l1lill1agerrient. This means, at a more general level, 

an attempt to contribute to the understanding of the dynal1lic and systematic nature of 

inter-ethnic con nicts and the decentra lization of power through federalism have been 

dea lt with. At a spec ifi c level, it seeks to identify whether the state constitution serve 

as an instrument of inter-ethnic connict management of Ethiopian's multi-lingual and 

multi-cu ltural society. In other words, the pi tfall of the success ive Ethiopi an 

government policies and strategies of accommodat ion of various interests wi ll be 

identified. The present fed~ntlis l1l and its imp lication for state constitutions and inter­

ethni c connict management will al so be analyzed. In th is way, I hope the study will 

contribute to the understanding of our age-o ld ethnic problems and the prospects for 

sustainable peace and developl1lent in the country. 
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1.5 Methods of data collection and analysis 

The study makes use of Ill ulti-method data co llection techniques for the vari ous 

chapters. The literatu re survey for the theoretical chapters was main ly based on 

secondary sources. The data for the rest of the chapters are federal and state 

constitutions, proclamations, regul ations and directives. Besides, key informants in 

se lected regions of the coun try were asked to share their knowl edge regarding the 

various aspects of inter-ethni c confli cts and their management both on theoretical and 

. practical leve ls through interv,iews. All along personal observat ions have been made, 

For the theoreti ca l and hi sto ri cal setting the genes is and the dynamics of inter­

ethni c confl icts and their management in Ethiopia (chapter 2) , available archi va l 

materials at AAU, Law Faculty and ·other impOltant centers were used. Thus, the 

methods of data co llection inc lude secondary sources, structured and unstructured 

interviews w ith key informants, p ersonal 0 bservation, and r esearch 0 f w ritten primary 

data (government and non- go vernm ent reports, political statements, programmers and 

occasional publication of pol itica l parties) . The key informants are se lected for their 

specific knowledge of the infolmation needed for the study. Careful use was made of 

interviews and personal observati ons because of the diverse ethni c and profess ional 

background of the informants. 

1.6 Outline of the study 

The study is divided into five chapters . The first chapter is devoted to an 

introduction , 

The second chapter takes up the theo retical and hi stori ca l setting of conflict and 

inter-ethni c con fl ict within the contex t of Ethiopia , 

Ethiopi a has embarked on federa l fo rm of government since 1991 , from her long 

and historically unitary fornl of goverrunent. Federali sm is a system by wh ich a country 

is organized and/or reorgani zed po li tically. Some writers think and strongly argue that 

federa lism serves as an inst ru ment of inter-ethnic con fli c t-management and others cast 

their doubt as to th e instrul1l ~llta lit y o f federali sm for inter-ethnic confli ct management. 

Chapter three deals with a host of issues of federali sm and inter-ethnic conflict­

management , federali sm and it s implication for state const itution. 
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Chapter fou~ takes up the centra l i ssues 0 ft he s tudy: state const itutions a sa n 

instrument ofconfl ic t-managcl1lent. In a federal stat e struct ure it is an in herent elements 

that power is di vided betweell the cen tral/ federa l and states or regions one area o f 

states/region 's competence is to adopt their own constitution taki ng into account the ir 

speci fi c and local interests. 

Both the federal and state consti tutions prov ide princip les, procedures and 

institut ions, which IS relevant in the area of inter- ethni c confli ct-management. At 

fede ral leve l, the House 01" federation , House of Peop les Representative, th e 

executive/M inistry of Federa l A ffairs/, federa l po li ce and defense force play an 

impo rtant ro le in preventing, managing and transfo l111ing inter-ethn ic confli cts. And so 

are the regional counci ls and House of nationality in the case of SNNPRS and police. 

Their role in prevent ing" managing and transform ing in ter-eth nic confli ct va ry 

depending on the level or phases of th e con fli cts. Hence these and related area of 

concern have been dea lt with. 

Fina lly, the study make a summary of the findings and recommendation so that 

interested organ make use of it or point to the need for fUl1her research. 
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Chapter Two 

Conflicts in pre and post-federal Ethiopia and their management 

Introduction 

Violent confli cts are among the most sever challenges con fronting contemporary 

world in general and Africa in particular. Several countries in Africa are go ing through 

various kinds of internal conflicts whi le others have just emerged from those con fli cts. 

The greater Horn of Afri ca is also suffering from on-go ing conflicts and tensions. The 

methods to dea l with confli cts range from preventive measures to stopping acti ve wars in 

order to protect and strengthen peace and avert vio lence. 

Each conflict within a state has devastating effects on its popUl ation and economic 

resources . Among these are systemat ic and widespread vio lati ons of Human ri ght s, 

diversion of democracy, polit ic ization of ethni city and race, di sc rimination o f groups 

within th e soc ie ty and foreign .intc rference linked to ex plo itati on of natural resources and 

arms trade. 

Eth iopia, belonging to the wider Horn of Africa, has a relati vely large geographic 

and demographi c coverage of various nations. and nationalities. With a multitude of 

ethniciti es-more than 80 ethno-l ingui st ic groups with their own cul ture and tradition 

li ving together in various parts o f the country, the occurrence of confli cts in general and 

inter-ethni c conflict in particular is a very li kely phenomenon. 

The consequences of these confl icts have been devastating. Not only have they 

resulted in the loss of life and destruction of physical property with detrimental 

imp licati ons for growth and dC I e lopment , but also have threatened the very existence of 

Ethiopi an state. 

In thi s chapter there fore an attem pt will be made to ex plore confli cts in general and 

interethni c confli c ts in pal""ticular within t he contex t 0 f E thiop ia. T hi s w ill bed one in 

hi storical perspective. Further, the causes and condition of conflicts will be dealt with. 
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2.1 Conflict and Inter-ethnic conflict 

2.1.1 Preliminary considerations 

Confli ct is a dynamic phenomenon characterized by phases of initi at ion, 

esca lation , controll ed maintenance, and management, perhaps leading to some kind 

of termination retlective of settl ement, reso lution or transfo rm ati on35 Put in other 

words, conflict is a situation in which at least two parties, or their representatives, 

try to pursue their percepti ons of mutuall y inco mpat ible goals by undennining 

directly or indirectl y, each o ther's goal-seeki ng capabiliti 6 A conflict in thi s sense 

is not a bad thing, indeed , it may be an early wallling sign that somethin g has gone 

wro ng in an otherwise important re lati onship that needs to be addressed be fore it 

gets worse. Rather it is a motivating factor for change and development. The bad 

aspect or phases of conflict is when it escal ates to a vio lent level. A violent contlict 

is a situation in which at least two parties, or their representative, attempt to pursue 

thei r perception of mu tua ll y incompatib le goals by phys ica ll y damaging or 

destroying the property and high-value symbols of one another (e.g. religious 

shrines, national monuments) and/or psychologica ll y or physically InJunng, 

destroying, or otherwi se forc ibl y e liminatin g one another 37 

35. See Sando Ie. (1993), 'paradigms. The Ories and Metaphors in confl ict and conflict 

resolution: coherence or confusion? In Sandole and H.vander Merwe/eds), con flict 

resolution Theory and practice: Integration and application. Manchester Universit y Press, 

Manchester (England) and SI.Martin "s Press, New York.p.6 

36. Ibid 

37. lbid .p.? 
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Inter-ethni c confli ct i'nvolves ' social , politi ca l and economi c conflict between 

groups of peo ple who idcnti Iy each oth er in ethni c terms: co lour, race, re li gion , 

language, and national origin JS uller-ethnic confli ct does not necessaril y imply and is 

not confined to war situations, The term covers a wide range of situationsJ9 It involves 

a wide ran ge of events from arti cul ation of di scontent, protest, mobili zation, 

confro ntat ion, sporadi c or sustai ned vio lence, and civil war o r insurrecti on in which 

ethni city plays a s ignifi cant factor40 It can al so take the form o f denial of lingui sti c or 

cultural rights as a result of state policy, whether deliberate or not 41 

38, R Stavenhagen as note 15 above 17 

39, As above, 

40 , Z K Smith (2000) 'the impact of political liberali zati on and democrati zation on 

ethni c conflict in Africa: An empiri cal test of common assum pti ons' 38 Journal o f 

Modem A frican,Studi es 22, 

Such are, lo r example, d ~al t wi th under Arr ,27 of the ICCPR, 
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Various types of ethnic conflicts could be identifi ed. Of particular interest for thi s 

study are the two types of confl icts identified by Rodo lfo Stavenhagen. The first type of 

inter-ethnic conflic t is ·communal or tribal, which is essentiall y interlintra ethnic conflict. 

Here, writes Stavenhagen, 'the conflict occurs between two relatively se lf-contai ned 

commun iti es wi th in the wider society, communities which ident ify themselves and each 

other in et lmic tenns42 The state is in vo lved, if at all, on ly as a keeper of the peace. The 

other type is what may be called state centered inter-ethnic conflict. This is the case where 

the state is itself a part of the conflict. It happens where the state is strongly identified wi th 

a dominant or majority ethni c group. In such a situation ' inter-ethnic conflict invo lves an 

ethni c minority or an oppressed ethnic majority, then the ensuing conflict may take place 

between the group and the state itse lf4 3 In Ethiopia inter-ethni c conflict invariably takes the 

second fonn. Often the state is processor and primary allocator of societal values and 

resources that are the object of inter-group competi tion, and itself becomes a participant in 

the struggle 44 

2,1.2 The nature and process of inter-ethnic conflict 

Inter-etlmic confl icts generally involve a ~ Iash of interests or a struggle over rights: 

to land, to educati on, to the use of language, to political representation, to freedom of 

reli gion, to the preservation of ethnic identity, to autonomy or self-determination, and 

so forth 4 5 

42. Stavenhagen as note 15 above 19. 

43. As above 

44.0 C Okafor Re-defining legitimate statehood: lnternational law and state 

fragmentation in Africa (2002) 95. 

45. Stavenhagen as note 15 above 20. 
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Contra ry to the nawed "iew of some writers 46, ethnicit y is not so much a result of 

deepl y ingrained primordial sentiments; remnant of some ancient past. Ethnicity has 

acq uired significant prominence as a powerful politi ca l phenomenon tlu-ough an 

evolutionary process of construction and deconstruction 4 7 Thus viewed; ethni city is to a 

large ex tent a relatively recent phenomenon. It is primari ly since the advent of 

co lon ia li sm that it. increas ingly mani fested particular soci al and politica l presence. 

There is therefore a trend amo ng most students and politics to locate the origin of 

ethni cit y in the colon ial peri ocl 4R .l ean-Francois Bayar! emphasized that ' the 

precipitation o f ethni c identi ti es becomes incomprehens ible if it is d ivorced from 

colonial rule. ,49 What thi s parti cu larly suggests is, however, that colonial ru le has 

artificia lly catalysed the drawi ng up of ethni c cieavages50 How did co lon ial rul e affect 

ethn icity? 

46. As Osaghe observed the trend of western scholars has been ' to treat ethnicity as an 

endemic ' A frican problem', the legacy o f a backward past and the mani festati on of 

a continued backwardness'. E H Osaghe 'Ethnicity in Africa o r African ethni ci ty: 

The search for a contextual understand ing' in UIF Himmelstrand et e l. (eds. ) 

African erspectives on deve lopment ( 1994) 141 . 

47. Thi s process iiivo lves the percept ion and subseq uent consc iousliess of group 

di stinctness and the portrayal by out siders of such, usually on the basis of what 

Andrea Astings called 'observable characters' as note 28 above. 

48. Osaghae as note 43 above 141. 

49. ] Bayart (1993) The state in Albca : The poli tics of the bell y 5 1. 

50. OkafoI' as note 41 above 98. 
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Co lo ni a l powers sett led'their ri va lry far territo rial co nquest in Africa, fo r exampl e, 

by partitioning th e cont inent among themse lves in th e infamo us Be rlin Co n fercnce of 

1885 51 T hi s was ach ieved by carving up new boundari es that provi ded a fi xed and 

definite territorial component to political authbri ty 52 The boundaries thus drawn do not 

have parallel to the cul tural pre ferences and ethnic configuration of African soc ieti es53 

T he impact of this on the soc io-political evo lution o f Africa transcended we ll beyond 

the colon ial times into the times of independence and after 54 

This new political system forced the reorgani zation of pre-colonial African 

societi es. It agglomerated numerous, di stinct and unequ a l soc io-cultura l gro ups within 

one polit ical pot. There resulted an increase in the interact io ns am ong these diverse 

groups 'as th e re lative mutu al iso lati on of pre-co lonial tim es declin e .55 

51. See OkafoI' as above 26-28. 

52. Thi s new arrangement contrasted the pre-colonia l political organ ization of African societi es 

where 'boundaries were more fluid and permeable than a stati c nOli on of a primordial 

ethnicity might suggest ' to We lsh ' Ethnicity in sub-Saha ran Ali'ica '72 International Affairs 

(1 996) . 48 1. 

53. In the Libya V. Chad case j udge Ajibola noted that ' the colonial penchant fo r geometric 

lines led to the creation of an Africa where many state fronti ers were many state frontiers 

were delin eated with li ttle thought for geography, ethnicity, economic convenience or 

commun icat ion. Separate opinion of ./udge AJ ibola Case Concernin g the Territorial Di spute 

(Libya V. Chad) I.C.J Rep. ( 1994) 6,52-53. 

54. 'The colonial era ... was a very short period in Africa 's longest de ve lopment. But it was a 

time of profound uphea va l and irreversible change for all of Afri ca's peoples. Nothing 

would be the sanie aga in ' Il Davidson Modern Africa: A s ocial and political h istory as 

quoted in Oka f'o r as note 41' abo\'e 30. 

55. See Welsh as note 49 above -l81. 
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This brought about eth ni c self-conscio usness into th e fore and set the stage for 

ethni c rivalry56 The result was a ' more pronounced c leavages between groups w hi ch 

have given ri se to last ing patte ,." s of tension in post co lo nial tim es
5 7 

An important feature of the co lonial ad mini strati ve system was ' its ambi valent 

centrali zed, mi I itary and homogeni z ing c haracter58 The centralization and 

hom ogeni zation te ndency of the co lonia l state invo lved the crushing of African systems 

and diverse peoples. Writing about N igeria O ke Chukwu Oko has made the fo llowing 

observation. 

The crea ti on of a nation statc and the attendant moderni zat ion transformed the society 

from homoge neous and autonomous , bound by shared cu ltural va lues, to a highly fragmented 

society in which citizens were fo rced to re-adjust to an alien order ... The re-adjustment proved 

especially traumatic as powerless inhabitants pai nfull y watched the colonial ists di scard, 

di scredit , and at times, desecrate traditional in stitlltions and customs that preserved order in the 
. 59 

soc iety. 

56. (W)ith the placement of cOlllmunities with antagon istic hi stories withi n the same territorial 

un it ... the stage was set for the suppress ion of man y ethnic nati ons, the eruption of genoc ide, 

and inter-tribal conflict. Li-ann Thio ' Battling balkanization : Regional approaches toward 

minority protection beyond Europe' 43 HarvaJ:d Law Journal (2002) 446. 

57. D Rothchild ' Reconfiguring state-ethnic relations in Africa: Liberali zation and the search 

for new routines of interact ion' in P Lewis (eds.) Afri ca: Dilemmas of development and 

change (1998) 2 15 . 

58. Okafor as note 4 1 above 3 1. 

59. ' Partition or perish: Restoring social equi libriub in Nigeria through reconfiguration ' 9 

Indiana Internat ional and Comparative Law (1998) 3 17. 
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The uneven dis tribution o f" the goods o f modernization process that accompan ied 

the introduction of the nation state system al so affected ethno-genesis in Afri ca and 

elsewhere. Coastal zones and peop le li ving in those areas were exposed 'to greater 

admini strative intensity, more commercial activity, and a more active missionary and 

education presence 60 than peop les in the hi nterland. 

The uneven ex posure to moderni zati on further intensified the process of ethni c self­

consciousness which invo lved ' tension between e thn o-regions that were a dva ntaged b y 

close contact wi th western education, infrastructural improvement, and agricultural and 

industrial development and those in the hinterland that remained neglected 61 This 

resulted in unequal access to , and control over, economic and political resources among 

the groups, a factor which in most cases heighten inter-ethnic contlic!.62 

Ethiop ia, as a country that was never co lonized, presents an exception, albeit not so 

much in substance. As such in ter-ethni c contli ct in Eth iopia is rather a resu lt of the 

hi storic union of the state wi th a dom inant cu lture and the resultant subordination of other 

cultures. Apart from thi s, the following part applies to Ethiopia to a large extent. 

The end of the colonia l period did not serve the continu ity of the forces that initi ated 

ethni c ~e lf-coll sc i o usn ess and engendered thc inc idence of in ter-ethni c confli ct. Havi ng 

inherited a deeply di vided state in urgen t need of susta ined socio-economic deve lopment , 

the leaders of the post colon ial African state set as their miss ion the construction of a 

cohesive nation state. Thus, the first thing that they d id was to settle the issue of colonial 

borders. Alarmed by the peril inherent in the arbitraril y drawn up borders, the leaders opted 

for affirming the status quo ante a t independence63 

60. Welsh as note 49 above 4 70. 

6 1. See Rothchild as note 74 above 215. 

62. See Osaghae as note 63 above 144. 

63. A reso lution of the Assembly of h ead of states and Governments of the Organi zation 

of A frican Unity saneti fied the co lon ial borders by legitimizing in law. See 

Organization of Afri can Unity Resoluti on on Border Di sputes, 1964. 
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Unitin g into o ne natio n of the diverse ethni c communiti es w ithin the newl y 

sanct ifi ed colon ia l borders became th e next top agenda in the co nstructi on o f the post­

co lonial African state .64 What thi s acq uired was the active strategy of ' nation-building' 

wh ich in the wake of independence was pursu ~d religiously65 

The nat ion -b uilding project was meant to facilitate homogeni zation o f intra-state 

di ve rs it y by supplantin g th e indiv idual' s ethni c ties, usuall y through repression. It 

assumed that ethnic affiliation is an ailment that stood on the way of the nation building 

process. 66 Thus, in affirm ing the oneness and indi visibi li ty of the state, the nati on 

building process was sought to s tamp o ut soc io -cu ltural differences .67 For that , whil e 

some took an abo lit.ionis t path o th ers attempted to supplant th e differences by forging 

artifi c ial cross cullin g identiti es'"' 

The e ndeavors of h01l1ogeni z ing the state had an inherent tendency to foster the 

co-option of the instituti onal apparatuses of th e state by one or 1l1ore dominant groups to 

the relati ve exclusion of others69 

64 . See S K B Asante 'Nation building and human rights in emergent African nations' 2 

Cronel llnternational Law Journal (1969) 83-84. 

65. As Welsh put it " in the heydays of inclependeilce, began in Ghana in 1957 and accelerating 

in the 1960s and beyond , ' nat ion bui lding' was assumed to be the priority of all the newl y 

eme rgin g (Ali'ican) states." ,\ 5 note 69 above 477. 

66. Historically di verse nationhood has been perceived as divisive. Thus, ' the intense 

fragmentation (ethnic diversity) of the new (African) states was seen as quite negative, 

extremely divi sive, and intolerably centri fuga l' . Okafor as note 61 above 101 . 

67. FRELlMO, the Mozambiquan ru ling party, in the 1970s so lemnly pledged ' to kill the tribe 

to build the nation' M .Chcg . Rememberin g Africa '7 1 Foreign Affai rs (1992') 146. 

68. See Wunsch as note 30 abo\ L' 36. 

69 . See Oka for as note 41 above 102. 
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And when one or two groups are found in contro l of the state apparatus, the 

repression of other groups take the 'form of state sanct ioned imposition o f c ultural or 

political motives orone or more groups on the rest of the popu lati on ,70 This has been a 

dominant feature of the conflicts in such co untries as Liberia71
, Sudan72 Burundi and 

R wand .'.1 

The instituti onali zation o f uni tary functional and institutional system s has also 

been instrumental to the coercive nation-building proj ect of the post-colon ial state . 

Many Afri can states have, the refore, adopted the use of European languages as their 

nat ional language. In a s imilar vei n, they have also retained the co lon ial legal system 

and inst itutions.
74 

The centrali zed political admini stration of the post co loni a l state also 

targeted a ll avenues that mi gh t encourage ethni c loya lty and reduce the level of contro l 

exercised by the center over group s and provinces within the state 75 

70. As above . 

71. The domination by American-Liberians of the government and the concomitant excl usion 

of indigenous Liberi ans to a large extent explains the conflict in Liberia. 

72. The civil War in the Sudan resulted from the policy pursued by successive govemments to 

Arabize and Islalilize the largely Chri stia n and an imist South . See generatly A An-Na'im 

'Constitutionalism and Islamisation in the Sudan ' 99 Th ird World Legal Studies (1988). 

73. According to Crawford Young ·Rwanda is unambiguously assoc iated wit h Hut u 

domination, as Burundi is With Tutsi.' Quoted in G. Silassie as note 16 above at 48, I O. 

74. This undermined the use of national languages and African cultural and legal institutions. 

See G.silassie as mote 16 above 19. 

75. According to Crawford You ng the adoption not only of "unitary doctrine o f the 'one nation, 

one people, one party, one leader variey ' but al so ' monopoli stic formulations of 

governance, whether through single parties, military rule or combination of the two" has 

been the order of the day. C Young 'Ethnicity and the colonia l and post colonial state in 

Africa ' in P Brass (eds.) Ethnic groups and the state (1985) 84. 
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Consequ entl y, w ith rare exceptions, An'ican leaders eschewed , ' federation, 

minority rights and 0 ther t ech niques that so ught to place limits on the powers of th e 

ruling party76 Such rights as freedo m of speech and association as used by gro ups to 

advance their parti cular interests have been routine ly di scarded.'? 

Thi s trend continued for 30 years until th e lU1ceremoni ous end of the bipo lar era of 

the co ld war at th e end of th e 1980s . Begi nning from 1989 a new wave of change blew 

over Africa7s This had two components. On the one hand it involved th e fall of 

authoritarian regimes 79 and the increase in the voices of suppressed groups. On the 

other hand, it forced the shi ft by the s tate t awards d emocracy as m ani fested through 

widespread constituti onal making, adoption of new electo ral systems and multiparty and 

liberal ization 80 

Despite the hangover of the past, the resultant tendency in some places to heed to 

Africa 's diversity aroused expectations. As Rothch ild put it: 

With political liberalization gaini ng momentum and , in certa in quarters at least, ethnic iry 

gain ing a grudgi ng accepta bi lity. the 1990s has come to represent an 0 pportune time to 

explore the possibility of a ncw national consensus on reconfigurin g state-society 

relations . ~' 

76. Welsh as note 49 above 48:1 . Th is led to struggles for regional power, local autonomy and 

for decentrali zat ion, which in some cases escala ted into violent con fl icts. Okafor as note 61 

above 103. 

77 . See Asante as note 61 above 86. 

78. See L Diamond ' Africa: The second wind of change ' in Lewis as note 74 above (1998) 263-

272. 

79. See S Decalo 'The process. prospect and constraints of democrati zation in Africa ' 91 

Alrican Affa irs (1992) 7. 

80. Diamond as note 95 above. 

S! As note 54 above 222. 
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2.2. Causes and conditions of inter-ethnic conflict 

Con fli cts might have mu lt ifarious causes. Consequentl y, one cannot be ex hausti ve 

and comprehensive in hi s/her list of causes of conflicts at any given time in any given 

society. Some studies have shown that the principal causes of conflict include: 

a) Unfair di stribution of po li tical , social, economic opportuniti es82 Here poverty, inter­

group inequality (di sparity between the ri ch and the poor, or exclusivist elite group 

hav ing access to soc io-econom ic resources), unsustai nab le economic development, 

etc can be mentioned as ex am ples. 

b) Ill egitimate and ineffecti l'e governance83 Legitimacy defi cit of government and of 

public institutions, insuffic ient or declining public services, criminality, social and 

political v iolence, biased application of law and enforcement of security services, 

etc might lead to a brittle peace situation in society. 

c) Absence of mechani sms fo r the peaceful concili ation of group interests and for 

bridging di viding lines between different identi ty groups84 Lack o f peace cultu re, 

strong and effecti ve peace institutions, or predictable mechani sms of di spute 

settl ement fosters a sense of insecurity and beckons groups to grav itate to a non­

peaceful mechani sm of pursuing their aspirations. Absence of di versified debates 

and di strust among di vel;se identity groups also has a contribut ion to emergence of 

confli cts. 

82. Tsegaye Regassa: (2005). c<mllict Management , some methods and strategies (A discussion 

paper prepared for t raini n ~ sess ions organ ized by pnson fellowship Ethiop ia . .Ii mma 

(unpublished materi als) 

83. [bid 

84. Ibid 
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d) Lack 0 f effective implementation 0 f good governance a nd e nforcement 0 f h uman 

rights can also" be takcn as one ca tegory of causes of conflict85 Absence of 

transparency of govern mcnt activ ities and accountability of public offi cials and their 

offices crea te a sense of distrust on public institutions. Precariousness of the 

enforcement of one's consti tutionally entrenched right creates a sense of frustration 

(and of insecurity) so much so that parties concel11ed might resort to violence. 

e) Environmental degradati on and conseq uent competiti on for resources 86 has the 

potential to ignit e, escalate. or aggravate conflicts in some places. 

2.3. Stages of Inter-ethnic conflict 

In the preceding pages, we have underscored the fact that confl ict is a process, not 

an event. We have s'tresscd the fac t that it is dynamic, not stati c. Its dyna;llicity in fo l111 s 

us, albe it onl y tac itl y, that it has stages or levels of intensit y. Different conflict experts 

(e.g. Patz 2004; Hoehl 2004) identify various stages in the making of a conflict. These 

stages can be roughly categorized into five, namely: 

a) "Pre-conflict" levels7 : is the level of the' emergence of friction. This is a level at 

which parties di scover thc discord and develop a sense of compet iti on with or 

resentment to each other. Th is is a time at which the discord is handled silcntly 

probably each thinking that they are not go ing to let the other palty to outsmart it. A 

lot of calculation and scheming goes on. It is a pre-confrontation, or a pre-cri sis 

stage. 

85. [bid 

86 . Ibid 

87. Ibid 
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b) The Level of Confrontation: is a stage of escalation of di scord88 At thi s leve l, 

parti es begin to experi ence heightened sense of betrayal by one another. Parties 

often exchange wal11ings and threats of use o f force. The confrontation mi ght not be 

explici t; it is there nonetheless. Signs of preparation for a violent encounter start to 

show up in both camps. Sense of being agitated prevails . Mostly, it is at thi s stage 

that polarization , antago ni zation and mutual "demonization" starts. Time for 

mediators and conciliators to anange for negotiation between parties. If negotiation 

is successfu ll y handled , then violence may be avoided. If not, we move on to the 

third stage in the build up of confli cts. 

c) The Level of Crisis: is a stage of oveli (i .e., open) conflict often expressed in terms 

of crude vio lence89 (e .g. war). Devastation might occur. Harm may be perpetrated. 

Tragedy might strike. Time for peacemakers to rush up and down to see how 

violence can be' desisted from, or cease-fire can be secured . Successful wo rk at thi s 

stage might short en the length ofviolcnce and minimize harm. 

dl The Level of De-escalation : At thi s stage, parti es take a step aback and weigh the 

outcomes of the vio lence90 They consider the costs, reckon their losses, and 

speculate about the expected compensation to be claimed from the adversary. From 

the perspective of peace processors, this stage al so coincides with the peacekeeping 

stage. Th is is the stage at which p3Iiies consider repatriation of war prisoners , 

exchange of victims, return of looted properties, or adjudication of unfair "players" 

in the violence. It is a stage of depolari zation and normalization. At thi s stage, it is 

necessary for the parties to be carefu l about choice of words in the portrayal of one 

another. Emotions begin 10 subside. Sense of being the belligerent dec lines. Sense of 

being agitated dec reases . Use of more neutral languages is advised at thi s stage. A 

readiness to comprom ise fac il itates transiti on to the next stage. 

88. Ibid 

89. Ibid 

90. Ibid 
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e) The "post-conflict" level: This stage is the stage of consolidation of peace so that 

futurc outbrcak of violence is prevented'''. At thi s stage, arrangements are made for 

preven ting re-emergencc of vio lent conflict. Here is a stage at which bui lding of 

peace culture must be intensified so that those who have won the war might not lose 

the peace or so that we wi ll not fall into the trap of a vicious cyc le of violence. Here 

parties identify, coordinate and arrange th ei r common interests, worri es and 

concerns harmoniously and establish predi ctable procedures· for practica l 

orchestration. Parties try to forge a new level , or a new order, of relationship. 

2.4 Inter-ethnic conflict in Ethiopia. 

Over the past years, several conflicts have occurred in Ethiopia that repeatedly 

makes big h eadlines. Conflicts in Ethiopia-as in 0 ther countries-onl y come to the 

surface and become violent when the mechanisms to resolve di sputed problems fail. 

In these cases, much time and energy had to be spent to overcome the resulting 

cns ls. 

The hi story of the exerc ise of power in Ethiopi a, the way inter-ethnic relations 

and other cu lturally rooted features of society are on ly some of the facto rs that have 

contributed these conflict s'''. 

Con fli ct as such is a natural phenomenon that occurs in all soc ieties 

irrespecti ve or social sctting. It ensues when the relationship between different 

parties who have-or thi nk they have-an incompatible goal becomes strained to the 

point of open conflict. Unless they escalate into the violent stage, conflicts can be 

considered as a common and even necessary part of a vital soc iety; in fact they have 

often been referred to as the motor of development and social change. It depends on 

their handling whether connicts are the fuel for a useful machine or the fue l that sets 

the house on fire . 

91. Ibid 

92. Teshome M ekonen (2005) conflict in pre- and post federal Ethiopia (unpublished 

Material) 
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In othcr words, con flic ts offer oppon unities for deve lopment if they are 

acknowledged and dea lt w ith ina const ructi ve no n- vio lent way. Addressing con fli cts 

constructively means not only to prevent potential destruction but also to find creati ve 

answers to overcome social deadlocks. In such cases of positive conflict handling, 

intel lec tual and economic rcsources are made avai lab le for the improvement of social, 

econom ic and polit ica l condi tio ns"] 

To sati sfy the need and des ire of citi zens fo r human and economic security, it is a 

must to see and recognize conflict on a wider scale and to genuinely address the 

conflicting issues. No politica l system can achieve thi s goal in the longer run; it is only 

possible to try to control somc con fl icting parti es so that they do not apply violence. In 

current Eth iopia, State is the' only fo rm of social constituti on in sight , which could take 

on this ro le on a wider scale"· . Thi s is not meant to deny the imporlance of the 

trad itional counci Is of elders wi thin thei r geographical sphere of influence. 

With the above background, in thi s section an attempt wi ll be made to analyze and 

di scuss the causes and impacts of con fli cts in three recent hi storical periods: 

• The first is the imperia l period with the reign of Hai le Selass ie prior to the 1974-

revolution 

• The second was during the bloody rule of the Marxist military junta, the Dergue 

regi me, and the period of civ il war between 1974 and 1991 

• The current Govern ment-Federal Government of Ethiopia-stal1ing from 1991 to 

the present. 

Each regi me has implemented different sets of policies that suited thei r interests 

best. External intervention played an important role in the initiation and continuation of 

conflict in Ethiopia. Even if th is is not the primary objective of this paper, it is possible 

to classi fy the conflict as hi storic (religious and colonial ) co ld war-related conflict with 

neighbori ng countries and the goal of strategic dominance in the Hom of Africa that 

also attracted the interests of the super powers. 

93. Ibi d 

94. Ibid 
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2.4.1 Inter-ethnic conflict in pre federal structure of Ethiopia 

2.4.1.1 Inter-ethnic confli ct and th e Imperial regime. 

The imperial state was fou nded on an ex pl osive conjunctio n of antago ni sti c class 

and ethni c di visions that made it inherentl y unstable. To stabi li ze it, the state 

admini strati on during the long rul e ( 1931- 1974) of Haile Se lassie became hi ghl y 

centralized and bureaucrat ized , and E thiopja built the largest army in black Afri ca 

wi th material support from the Un ited States. This force was used against ethni c and 

regiona l rebe llion in Tigray, Eritrea, Ogaden , Bale, Sidamo and Gojj am, until e the 

army itse l f rebell ed and ovc rth rew the Emperor in 197495 

The third qUaIier of the 20lh century was marked by a series of violent conflicts 

in which subordinate ethnic groups challenged the imperial regi me. The earli est of 

these were led by traditi ona l elements that lacked ideo logy or c lear goals, and were 

susceptibl e to co·lil prollli sc . The first incident occurred in T igray i'n 1943, when 

severa l di stri c ts rose in rebellion aga inst reimposition of A mhara ru le a nd taxation 

after the Ita li an occupati on . The imperi al government was forced to seek British 

military assistance to put down the rebels. Afterwards, it banned the Tigray language, 

kept the restl ess province under tight reigll, and did nothing to relief the crushing 

poverty of its people. Woyane, as the rebell ion was called, became a celebrated in the 

long hi story of T igray-Amha ra ri valry, and was the symbol of the Tigray Peoples 

Liberation Front (TPLF) in the struggle against another regime in Addi s Abeba three 

decades later. 

95. See John Markaki s, conflict in pre federal Ethiop ia: First National conference on 

Federa lism, conflict and peace building (Addi s Ababa: united printers, 2003), p.14 
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It was the name of the TPLF radio station, and the name by which the front itself is 

popu larl y known in Ethiopia today96 

In 1963, an uprising broke out among the Somali in the southeastern corner of the 

Empire. Stimulated by the independence of the Somali Republic in 1960, the 

pastorali sts in the Ogaden launched an irredenti st struggle to join thei r kinsmen across 

the border. The rebel lion soon spread to Bale and Sidamo provinces in the south , where 

it was jo ined by thE: Arsi oromo and lasted until 1968. Another rebe llio'n broke out in 

the second half of the 1960, in Gojjam, where the peasants objected to the reform of the 

traditional land tenure system and the privatization of landed property. The expansion 

and modernization of the imperi al army enabled the regime to suppress these rebellions 

with brute fo rce. However, the price was to exacerbate the ali enation of the people in 

these regions, and to strain the capacity and loyalty of the arn1/7 

The challenge the regime was unable to meet and which ultimately proved to be its 

undoing came from the nort hern most corner of the Empire, Eritrea. This region passed 

from Italian coloniali sm to British mil itary rule in 194 1, and in 1952 was linked with 

Ethi opia in a federal uni on decreed by the United Nations. The then Federati on granted 

Eritrea considerable a utonomy, a glaring anomaly in the imperial state which the regime 

fou nd intolerable, Eth iopia . uni lateral ly abolished the fede ration in 1962, annexed 

Eritrea forc ibly a nd r ed uced i I 10 I he s talus 0 fa n i mperi al prov ince. The process of 

eliminating Ihe use of Tigri gna and Arabic, Ihe two languages chosen by the Christian 

and muslim communities respectively in E~itrea-began immediately98 By way of 

conclusion, therefore, one can say that the Ethi opian Empire was a classic example of 

what Mazrui (1975) ca ll ed an "ethnocrati c state99" 

96. Ibid.p. 15 

97. Ibid. 

98. Ibid. 

99. See Mazrui. A (1975), so ldiers and kinsmen in Uganda: The making of a mililary 

Ethnocracy: (Beverly Hill s. CA: sage) 
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Ethnicity was the polit ic al essence of the imperial state, where the di stribution of 

power was based on an eth ni c calculus that gave a near monopoly to the Amhara ruli ng 

class. The class dimension needs to be emphasized, because the Amhara peasantry 

belonged to the dominant group in cultural and psychological terms onl y, having no 

share of power or economic privi lege. Invariably access to state power controls access 

to economi c pri vilege and soc ial status. The main economic resource in Ethiopia being 

land, contro l over it was the fo undation of the imperial political economy. The defining 

features of that system were the exclusion of the mass of the popUlation from the 

process of government, and the economic exploitation of the producers by an ethnical ly 

defined ruling class . Furt hermore, the imperia l regime practiced a crude form of 

cul tural suppression that sought to den y, if not erase, the iden tit y of all subordinate 

I 
. . . d . 1m, et 1Ili C groups In Its omall1 . 

Ethnic and class division in the imperial state were fused in an explosive mixture. 

Political exc lusion, economic exploitation and cultural suppression provided optimum 

conditions for the political maturity of ethnici ty. Yet, thi s did not occur during the first 

half of 20th century, and Ethiopia's rulers had relatively litt le trouble controlling the 

empire. The main reason for th is was the absence of an intelli gentsia-the essential 

catalyst in the politiciation of ethnicity-among the subordinate ethnic groups. A handfu l 

of men from these groups who managed to acquire modern education were thoroughly 

assimi lated and absorbed in to the Amhara ruling class, where they became imperial 

retainers. At the same time the co-opti ng o f the trad itiona l leadership of many 

subordi nate groups into the imperial admini strati on left the peasantry leaderless'o, . But , 

the exp losive potential of fused ethnic and class contrad ictions matured after WWII, 

with the onset of decoloni zation throughout the continent and the emergence of an 

intelligentsia that represented the oppressed and exploited peoples in the Ethiopian 

empi re. Fina ll y the imperia l regime came to an end '02 

100. Supra, note I,P.1 6 

101. Ibid. 

102. Ibid. 
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2.4.1.2. Inter-ethnic conflict and the Military Regime 

The military junta-known as the Derg-that disposed Hai le Selassie and seized 

power in September 1974 comprised a large number of members (about 120) 

collection of relatively you ng men ranging in rank from plain soldier to major. As a 

group, they were innocent of ideology and without political programme. Many 

officers belonged to the same generation of the radical intelligentsia and were 

susceptible to its political appeal. They also fe lt the need to attract support from the 

inte lli gentsia and students who had signi ficant influence in the urban sector. 

In fair ly short order, the soldiers sought to make up for their ideological 

confusion and lack of programme by adopting the radical orientation of the Marxist 

intelligentsia, tenminology and vocabulary included, and appropriated most 0 f t he 

radical agenda as well. A thorough nationali zat ion of the economy, including land, 

decreed with in ' months after the seizure of power, was undoubted ly the most 

significant measure taken by the new regime l03 It dismantled the economic 

foundation o f the imperial system and ruled out a return to the statues quo ante. It 

also lifted the yoke of landlordism from the peasantry. The 19 75 land reform 

decreed that land be divided more 'or less' equally among the cultivators who were 

given use fruit rights on it. Those who benefited most were the people conquered 

by the Abyssinian for they were freed from the exactions and services due to ali en 

landlords. Most of the latter abandoned the countryside and congregated in the 

towns, or returned to the regions of their origin. The peasants were grateful to the 

regime and manned the Derg's armies in the wars it was soon to become invo lved. 

Ini tially, the regime ap peared wil ling to make political concessions as well. It 

organ ized the p easants i Ilto t erritorial associat ions mandated to carry out the land 

refo rm and adm inister local affa irs104 

103. Ibid . 

104. Ib id. 
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In the sphere of cul tu re . the military regime denounced the Abyssin ian chauvinism 

of it s predecessor. Since the identity of its full membership was never made public, the 

ethnic composition of the Derg was not known. Nevertheless, it was far from 

homogeneous, and several of its prominent members were not A byssinians. I ts fi rst 

proclamation, before comi ng to power, promised the abo luti on of certain traditional 

customs, which milY hamper th e unity and progress o f Ethiopi a. After coming to 

power, it did not oppose ail upsurge of cultural self-assertion among cel1ain ethnic 

groups, particularly the Oromo, and allowed the printing, broadcasting and teaching of 

other languages 105 The status of Islam was raised with the recognition of Muslim 

holidays, while the 011hodox Church l ost its 0 fficial status, a long with its I ands and 

financi al support of the state. The new regime repeatedly proclaimed the eq uality of all 

nationa liti es and cu lture in Et hi opia, and promised them regional autonomy and self­

government. It soon became obvious that the soldier's perception of "national 

contradiction" was limited to the realm of culture. The ovel1hrow of the feudal regime, 

it c laimed, had ended nationa l and class oppress ion and the soc ia li st revo lution 

guaranteed the equality of all peoples and cultures in Ethiop ia. Consequently, national 

contradictions no longer exi ~ ted, on ly the legacy of cultu ral oppression remained. This 

would be e liminated through the cultural emancipat ion of formerly subordinate groups 

and the promotion of their cuitu res l06 

105 . See Fisseha Mekonnen ( 1997), "some socio-psychological Implications of the Trend 

towards promoting the languages of Ethiopia ," in Ethiopia Broader perspective (papers of 

the Xili th inlernationai colli'ercnce of Ethiopia studies): Kyoto. 

t 06. Ibid. 
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As the result , political dcmands by nat iona liti es undermined the unity of Ethiopia 

and the integrity of the state and were not to lerated. The Dreg' s pos ition on the uni ty of 

the state was unambiguous . Its chosen slogan, "Ethiopia first" showed how much the 

regime was committed for the unity o f the state. In hi s first pub li c address (November 

1974), Mengistu Hai le Mariam, the emerging strongman of the regime, offered 

Ethiopians a stark choice between " unity and death", and thi s was to become the 

regime 's battle cry. One month later, the Derg issued a "Ten point programme" which 

among other things guaranteed the "ind ivisib ility of Ethiopian un ity l07 " 

The r egime's action , most emphaticall y in Er.it rea, showed that genuine po liti cal 

reform was not on the Derg ' s agenda, and th is 'drove disillu sioned radicals to take up 

arms agai nst it. The regimc IVas first involved in a vio lent confro ntat ion w ith the 

Ethiop ian peop les Revolutionary party (EPRP), a radical group that fa ncied it se lf to be 

the p roletari an vanguard i n Ethiopia, a nd a imed to oust the Derg and replace it with 

popular government. The Derg managed to secure the support of a rival rad ica l faction 

call ed the All -Ethiopi a soci a li st movement (MElSON, in Amharic) , which sought to 

infiltrate the regime in order to suppl an t it. Both factions believed in the primacy of the 

class struggle, but di sagreed 0 n w hether Ethiopia was ready for a di ctatorship 0 f the 

proletariat. Even so, such was the prominence of the nationali ty issue by th is time, that 

both the EPRP and MElSON fe lt it necessary to estab li sh ethni c affiliates. The split 

great ly weakened the radi cal mo vement and contributed to its fa ilure 108 

As a reaction to the Berg regime polit ical programme di fferent ethnic-based 

pol it ical organizat ion had been nouri shed in the count ry and waged war on the regime. 

The Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) was fo unded in the mid-1970s. Its founders 

belonged to the same generation of radica!"s who dominated the political stage in 

Ethiop ia at the time. 

107. [bid. 

108. Supra note I, p.IS 

43 



8 0t h the EPRP and MElSON had Oromo activists in their ranks, and both 

sponsored Oromo affil iates. These threatened to pre-empt the po li tica l terrain and 

leave a buddi ng Oromo nati ona li sm without a constituency. The national 

consciousness of Oromo Universi ty and secondary school students had been st irred by 

the acti vities of the Metcha Tulama Self-help Association a decade earlier. The leader 

of t hat organi zation , Genera l Tadesse 8 irru , had escaped d eath in the hands of the 

imperi al regime, on ly to bc execu ted by th e Derg in 1975. It was then that a small 

gro up o f young men formcd the OLF. Its programme defined the position of the 

Oromo people as co lonial and dec lared its goal to be independence for Oromia, a state 

whose boundaries were drawn to include most of central and southel11 Ethiopia l o9 

The nationali st appea l of the OLF was undermined by the 1975 land refolln , a 

class actio n that 'trum ped the nationalist card . The Oromo peasantry' was the main 

benefic iary, and it repai d the regime by sending its yo uth to fi ght the Derg's wars. 

Consequentl y, un li ke the Erit rean and Tigray movements, the OLF fou nd it diffi cult 

to estab lish a viable armed presence in the Oromo countrys ide. It fo und it difficult to 

also establish a base in a neighboring state. The regime in Somalia resented OLF 

clai ms on territories in sout hern Ethiop ia. Kenya was linked wi th Ethi opia through a 

ll1utual de fense treaty aimcd at Somalia, the common enem/ 10. 

It was only at the close of the 1970s that Sudan, a generous host to the Eritrean 

and Tigray rebels, a llowed the Oromo to set up an offi ce in Kh artoum, from where 

they were ab le to establish contact with and receive assistance from the EPLF. 

Subsequentl y, theOLF in liltrate the border region of 8enishangul where Oromo li ve. 

8 y the mid - 1980s, the Derg had forfei ted peasant SUppOI1 due to its d isastrous 

economic po li cies, and was compell ed to forced consc ription fo r its armies. 

109. Ib id. 

11 0. Ibid. 
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It also managed to further a li enate the Oromo intelligent sia by its ruthl ess treatment 

of suspected OLF sympathi zers. The Oromo nati onali st appea l now found fertil e ground . 

In the second half of the 1980s as the wars in Eritrea and Tigray sapped the Derg ' s 

m il itary strength, the OLF was ab le to ex pand into O romia properly, where it attracted 

many fo llowers as the militarY,regime foundered i li . 

Tigray Peopl es Liberati on Fro nt (TPLF) was also fo rm ed in 1975 to chall enge the 

military regime. The TP LF was formed by a group of univers ity stude nts who broke ran ks 

with their radical peers to launc h a struggle on an ethnic basis. They argued that although 

normally class contradictions must be resol ved first, under certain conditions, such as 

preva il ed in Ethiopia at the ti me, nat ional liberation takes precedence because it is an 

essenti al precondition for victory in the class struggle. The TPLF's call for nati onal 

liberation got a warm response from the people of Tigray, the poorest of the Abyss in ian 

provinces and the site of biblical famines in the late 1950s and early 1970S 11 2 Although it 

regarded Ti gray as an oppressed ' nati on ', therefore, ent it led to independence, the TP LF 

did not adopt the co loni al thesi s favo red by the Eritrea 's, nor did it espouse independence 

as its ul ti mate goal. Instead, it 'c laimed to be fig hting for se lf-dete llll ination, not secession. 

The end result could be "anyth ing fro m autonomy, federati on, and confederati on, up to 

and inc luding independence". The cho ice would depend on the outcome o f the struggle 

waged by nationalities and classes in Ethiopia. A positi ve outcome could result in re­

integration within a multi-nat ional and democratic Ethiopi an state, " In dependence is 

taken as an alternative, if and onl y if, all poss ibiliti es for unity based upon equality are 

I I d · b . 'bl I' h ,,11 3 ex laustec an It ecomes Im poss l e to Ive toget er . 

Before securing its position in Tigray, the TPLF had to fi ght off several ri val s. The 

first was an incipient nationalist organi zation named the Ti gray Liberat ion Front (TLF) 

whose goa l was independence. 

Ill. Ibid. 

112. Ibid. 

11 3, Supra, note. !. P.19 
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1t was denounced for ' na rrow nationalism' and forcefu lly elim inated. Another was 

the Ethiopian Democratic Uni on (EDU), a conservative faction opposed to the Derg, led 

by Tigray's fo rmer provinc ial ru ler and a son-in- law of Hai le Selassie. It was 

denounced as reactionary and cxpe ll ed from Tigray after a vio lent struggle. The third 

was the EP RP, which was hoping to launch a guerrill a struggle against the Derg from 

bases it had established in Tigray in 1975. For a couple of years, the two groups spalTed 

ideologically. The E PRP saw n ational 0 ppression as a derivative of class oppression, 

and maintained that nat ional and class dominati on both could be eli minated through a 

struggle waged by a united I'ro nt of al l nat ionali ties under proletarian I ~adership . The 

TP LF countered that although national subjecti on derives from class dom ination, it is 

not necessaril y resolved by class struggle. Conditions in Ethiopia, it claimed, had 

reached a point where class-consciousness was submerged by national consciousness, 

making unity among nationalities in the struggle against the Derg impossible 1 14 

The ideo logical sc reen ba re ly conceal ed the po li ti ca l issue at stake. Its recogni tion 

of the principle of sel f-determination notwithstandi ng, the EPRP was opposed to the ri se 

of ethnic po litical movements, fearing it would lead to the disintegration of Ethiopia. 

The young radicals were fighting to overthrow the mili tary regime, not to dismantl e the 

state. Devoted Marxists, th ~y planned to use the state to transfonTI and dcvelop 

Ethiopian society. Consequcnt ly, they opposed the TPLF 's effol1s to promote what they 

ca ll ed 'narrow nationalism ' . The TPLF, on the other hand, had no intention to become a 

minor cog in a large multi -national movement led by the EPRP. Recogn izing the 

EPRP 's attachment to a un itary and centralized state, it accused it ' s rival 0 f ' greater 

nation chauvinism', m eaning A mhara chauvinism, d espite the fact that Tigrians were 

prominent i n the I alter's leadership. The issue was fina lly resolved by force in 1978, 

when the EPRP was forcefull y ej ected from Tigray. The TPLF wen t on to become a 

formidabl e fighting force and was eventually to lead the onslaught that ended the reign 

of the Dergl15 

114. Ibid. 

115. Ibid. 
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Somali ilTedentism reappeared invigo rated in the mid-1970s through the direct 

intervention of the Somal i Republi c. Anxious to take advantage of the political turmoil 

in Ethiopia at the ti me, the S iad Barre regime organ ized Somali and Oromo refugees 

and ex il es from Ethiop ia in to two guerrilla movements. The Western Somali Liberation 

Front (WSLF) laid claim to the Ogaden, while the hybrid Somali and Abo Liberation 

Front (SALF) claimed ill-defined territories in Bale and Sidamo provinces of southern 

Eth iopi a. Their armed units infi ltrated these regions in 1976, opening another front for 

the bcleaguered regime in Addis Ababa. When guerrill a tactics produced meager 

resu lts, the regime in Mogadishu committed its own forces in a major invasion of 

Ethiopia in 1977. Ini tial success proved ephemeral. Equ ipped by the Soviet Union and 

supported by Cuban so ldiers , the Ethiopian army easily ex pell ed the invader the 

fo ll owing year. WSLF and SALF lapsed into obscurity in the years thar followed , and 

were to reappear bri e ny in 1'<)91 under rad ically changed circumstances 1 I". The Sidama 

Liberation Front (SLF) was an offshoot of SALF. It was formed by a group of Sidama 

who joined SALF in 1978, and then decided to leave thi s hybrid and inactive 

organization to fOlm a movement of their own in 1982. 

Yet, another fron t had opened in 1975, this time in the A far region in the east. 

Never quil e reconci led to Ethi opian ru le, the Afar pastorlists were aggrieved by the loss 

of va luable grazing land along the banks of the Awash River that had been ceded by the 

imperial regime to foreign investors to produce cotton, The traditional Afar rul er of the 

region and his retainers also went into cotton production and became instantly wealth y. 

Conseq uen tl y, they. were nO I op posed to the spread o f commercia l agriculture into the 

pastora li st domain . But , when the ir cotton plantations were nationali zed in the land 

reform of 1975, the Afar notab les reacted vio lentl y and an Afar Liberation Front (ALF) 

appeared overni ght. Although it never became more than a thorn in the side of the 

military regime, it did place the Afar on the pol iti cal map of Ethiopi a 1 17 

116. Ibid . 

117. Ibid . 
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Besides the militant assert ion of nationali sm and ethnicity on the part of the groups 

mentioned above, other developments during this period contribu ted to awaken and 

reinforce ethnic sentiment among the population. Very important in thi s respect was the 

mass literacy campai gn conducted in the 1980s, whi ch hi ghlighted the role of language 

in the definition of eth nic identit y. The foreru nner of the li teracy cam'paign was the 

di spatch of tens of thousand's of studen ts and teachers to the countrys ide at the end of 

1974, in an officiall y sponsored dri ve to ex plain the obj ec ti ves of the revo lution to the 

peasant masses 118 Literacy was part of the 'student campaign', as it became known. For 

reasons of efficiency, it was decided that literacy would be taught in indigenous 

languages in areas where Amharigna was not widely used, while elsewhere it was 

considered wasteful to use a second language. A consultation process involving 

university lecturers and o ffi cials of the Ministry of Education recommended the use of 

five languages: Amharigna, Tigrigna, Oromiffa, Somali , Afar- and teaching material 

was produced in these languages in the Geez alphabet used by both Amharigna and 

Ti gri gna. The 'student campaign' lasteduntilmid- I975 and set the pattern for the mass 

literacy dri ve conducted in the 1980S II
". 

Fifteen languages were used this time, those of Am hara, Tigray, Oromo, Tigre, 

Somali , A far, Sicial11a , Kal11 ba ta, Wo layta, Hadi ya, Keffa, Gedeo, Kunama, Saho, Silte. 

These were believed to cover 93 percent of Ethiopia's popUlation . The consultation 

process that led to their choice was brief, infollllal and amateurish. Although non­

Amhara were involved, thc process was not representati ve of the country's ethnic 

mosaic, and few of those who took part were expert in a subj ect about which precious 

little was known at the til11 e. There were hardl y any scienti fi c studies of Ethiopian 

languages other than Amhari gna. The first countrywide survey appeared in 1976 120. 

11 8. Tesfaye Shewaye & c. Taylo r (1976), "Language curricula." In M. L. Bender(ed), language 

in Ethiopia (Oxford: Oxford university press) . 

119. Ibid. 

120. Ibid. 
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The first census in the history of Ethi opia was taken in the mid- 1980s and included 

data on language and religion. 

Inevitably, the choice of languages was arbitrary. One criterion was group size- the 

lower limit was set at 100,000-wi th the largest groups enjoying preference. Another was 

al phabeti zati on . Languages th at were written in the Geez alphabet cOUl1esy of foreign 

missionaries also enjoyed preference. Many languages that did not meet these criteria and 

were not represented in the consultat ion process were not considered. On the other hand, 

one was chosen without anyone aski ng for it. Thi s was the Silte language of the so-called 

Gurage li nguistic cluster, whidl was chosen on the grounds that the Si lte, of all Gurage 

groups, were least fa mil iar wit h Amhari gna. The Silte themselves were not consulted. The 

unsolicited si ngling out of the Silte was to bear po li tica l fruit a decade later, when this 

group rejected the Gurage identity, fOlmed its own ethnic political organization, and 

demanded and got autonomy in its own administrative di strict l21
. 

The Nat ional Literacy Campai gn lasted from 1979 to 199 1. Impressive claims were 

made fo r it, and it won prai se internationall y. Women benefited most, representing the 

majority of those awarded li teracy certificates. Unfortunately, there was no fo llow-up and 

much of the effort was wasted. Obviously, the li teracy campaigns had a sti mulating effec t 

on ethni ei ty. Language is the pri me ind icator of etbnic ident ity and the appearance of 

vernaculars in written form had a man ifo ld impacl. The writing of a nati ve tongue is the 

confirmation and va lidation of an ethnic identity, di stinct and di ffere nt fro m others. 

Writi ng standardi zes the use of a language that can very considerab ly in oral form 122 

Consequentl y, standardization consolidates and uni fies the group that shares a language, 

and provides criteria that have come to be accepted, at least in Ethiopia, as the definiti ve 

indi cator of ethnic identity. 

12 1. Cooper R, L (1976), "Government Language policy," In M. L. Bender(ed), language 111 

Ethiopia (Oxford: Oxford un iversity press). 

122. Ib id. 
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Proo f of the st imul ating effect of what amo unted to lingui sti c elnancipation in 

Ethiopia was the study of eih ni c histories and cu ltures that became the fashion at the 

time, the appearance of publi cat ions devoted to formerl y subordi nate ethni c gro ups, as 

well as the staging of theatri ca l, musical and dance performances with ethni c themes ' 23 

2 .4.2 Inter-ethnic conflict in post federal structure of Ethiopia 

When the imperia l regime co llapsed, hopes flouri shed for political r eform 

that wou ld provide fair representation and equal access to state power for all groups. 

Such hopes were dashed by the successors and the military regime, which opted 

forever-greater centralization and rule by coercion. Thi s resulted in the formation of 

different opposition parti es for armed struggle. 

In 1991 , the Ethiopian Peop le Revolutionary Front (EPRDF), a coalition of 

and led initially by the Ti grian Liberation Front (TPLF) came to power after sixteen 

years of armed struggle against the military regime that ruled Ethiopia since 1974. 

Since the changes of Governmei1t in 1991 , Ethiopia has embarked on 

predominately ethni c based federa l system with a view to resolving the "q uestion of 

nationalities". It restruct ured the state by introducing a federal system not only to 

decentralize power but al so to accommodate the various ethno- lingui stic groups. In 

short, 1995 constitution declares Ethiopia as a multicultural state. While the authors 

of the constitution contend that thi s is the on ly way to peace and development, their 

critics argue that the ethn ic based federal system is further rein forcing. ethnic tension 

and confl ict among the vfLrious ethno-linguistic groups. In thi s part the paper will try 

to exam ine whet her the ncw federa l arrangement has been able to minimi ze or rath er 

reinforce tensions among the ethno- linguistic groups compared wi th the past 

situation. Chapter three will take up the is?ue of federalism and inter-etlmic conflict 

management. 

12J. lbid . 
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The EPRDF inherited a country-devastated infrastructure, economica ll y and 

psychologically by war and totalitarian rule. A number of months after ass uming 

power, the EPROF convened a conference to whi ch it invited 26 groups that had 

opposed Mengistu 's rul e. The conference es tablished the two-year transitional 

government of Eth iopia (TGE) and adopted a Charter embracing the Uni versa l 

Dec laration of Human Ri ght s and ensu ring man y freedoms, including the ri ght to self­

determination. The new government officially renounced Mengistu's Marxi sm and 

committed itself to building a democratic society respectful of human rights. 

So far the processes of change have not been very smooth in Eth iopia. The TGE 

faced chal lenges including the rehabilitation of a devastated economy, the orderly 

demobili zation of hundreds of thousands of soldiers from the prev ious regime, the 

prosecution of more than 2000 people accused of human ri ghts vio lation , and as a 

further challenge-the genera l absence of a democratic tradition. 

Being in the above cond ition, all opposition panies against Dergue sketched a new 

constitution and efforts were made to change the highl y centrali zed system into a 

decentrali zed federal system of government with autonomous ethnic regions and 

di stri cts as its constituent units. These changes of the gove rnance system (from 

centralized to a decentralized federa l system) so lved long-standing major ethnic based 

conflicts and resulted in comparative internal peace compared to the previous regime. 

As mentioned earlier, conflict is not a new phenomenon in Eth iopian history. 

When it sti ll occurs in post- federa l Ethiopia, it is the continuation of the pre-federal 

situation. Being the cumu lative effect of a long history of conflict in the country, the 

fonnation and establishment of ethn ic based states changed the fonn rather than the 

substance of conflicts in Federal Ethiopi a, however. 

Among the internal connic ts. whi ch changed its form rather than its' substance , the 

ones that cost the li ves of many people are the regional di sputes about boundaries. The 

various ethno-lingui sti c groups ha ve to be territori all y defi ned in order to give them a 

mother state and their own local government. This assumes that there are a neatly 

defined territories. In many pat1S of the country to define this has, however, not been an 

easy exercise. 

Al though some of the conn icts over grazing land, water and other resources have a 

long hi story that predates the introduction of an etlmic based federation , the politics 

after 1991 seem to have changed the dimension of this type of conflict. 
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In many parts the traditional con fl icts bet;"'een two communiti es is emerging into a 

confli c t between two adj acent regional states . Ex amples are the d ispute abo ut the 

ownership o f Moyale, a town between Oromi a and Somali regional states, between Afar 

and Isa Soma li (between A far regiona l states and Soma li regional states), between 

Gedeo in SNNPRS and Gujji Oromo and the li ke. Additionall y there are confli cts 

within a r egion, e .g. G ambela (Anuak w ith Hi ghl ander, Anuak with Nuwere) Somali 

(with d ifferent c lans) and so on. The government has at present managec! most of them 

and few of them sti ll ex ist. . 

There is al so a con fli ct about restructuring the state. In a country o f more th an 80 

ethn ic groups, of which almost every one demands to establi sh their own state or sub­

state units, it is impossible to guarantee each of them their own state. Al though, this 

move was not welcomed by the regional s tates a s well a s t he f ederal governm ent 0 f 

Eth iop ia in some areas it has still remained as a cause of con flic t between ethnic groups. 

Considerable confl ic ts also arise because dominant ethni c groups consider 

themselves to be the owner of the mother state, while other citi zens with another 

background or those who do not li ke to associate themse lves with any ethni c group have 

practicall y no place. 

Wheth er it is slgni fi can! or not , the cunent govern ment also faces a clash with a 

few oppos ition parti es in j ungle like OLF. 

The outbreak of th e wa r between Eri trea and Ethiop ia, whi ch had devastating 

effects on the economy, cost loss of human live and resul ted in the di splacement of 

many people, is one o f the ex ternal conflicts which challenges the EPRDF. 
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. Chapter Three 

Federalism and inter-ethnic conflict Ma nagement in Ethiopia 

Introduction 

In the contempora ry wo rld , state restructuring has become a g lobal 

phenomenon. In a lmost al l corners of the world, there are currentl y movements 

aimed at redesigning stru ctures of states in response to dem ands of comm uniti es for 

recognition of their identi ties and increased participation in the political rea lm . 

The federal princip le, which aims at balancing political autonomy and union, . . 

great ly attracts multi- etl:n ic states as a means of managing their ethno-lingu ist ic 

diversit ies. Today, man y coun tri es the worlds over are ex perimenting with the 

federal option and other forms of territorial autonomy in order to accommodate 

ethno-linguistic gro ups in national politics and lessen inter-ethnic tensions and 

confli cts. Nevertheless, attempts aimed at redesigning state structures could also 

lead to inter-ethnic tensions as pattern s of relationsh ips between communiti es 

experi ence change because of state restructuring processes. 

Ethiopia witnessed a major turning point in the arena of national politics 

since the early 1990s. One of the most important features of the politica l changes in 

post 1991 Ethiopia is the recasting of the Ethiopian state through a model of 

predominantly ·ethnic based federalism. In an attempt to introd·uce a radical 

reorgani zation of state structures and state soc iety relations, the ruling regime has 

constitu tional ly formali zed ethni city as a fundamenta l principle of political 

organization. Although the dominant factor is etlmicity, it is not the only factor, 

however. FDRE Constituti on also recogni·zed the language, the settlement patterns 

of the peop le and their consent as a factor for reorgani zation of the state l24 Thus, 

Ethiopia is presently experim enting with a federal form of goverrun ent, which 

officiall y advocates decentralization of power in favo r of ethno-Iinguisti c regions 

and multi-party democracy. 

124. Proclamation No .1 11995 , proc lamation of the constitution of Federal Democratic Republic 

of Ethiopia, Federal Negaril Gazeta , I" year No.1, Addis Abeba-21 " August , 1995, adopted 

on 8'" of December 1994 m;d came into force on 21 " August I 995.Art.46 (2). 
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There are two stages of development in the federa l experiment of Ethiopia . First, 

there was the establishment of foul1een regional states with substantial devo lution of 

power in 1991 125and second, thc enactment of the new federal co nstitution in 1995 '26 

The party in power, the Ethiopian Peoples Revo lutionary Democratic Fronl (EPRDF), 127 

proc laims that thi s new mode!' IVi ll be the basIs fo r the re formed Ethiopian state struct ure 

and bring abo ut a so lution to the age-o ld c ris is of th e Ethiopian state and soc iety 

characterized by conflicts in genera l and inter-etlmic confli ct in particular. 

The EPRDF also presents et hnic federali sm as a po li tical instrument that serves the 

management of the co untry's co nfli ct ridden ethni c re lations. The institutiona li zation of 

ethni c federa li sm in the count ry could also be viewed as an aspect of the recognition of 

the rights of " nations, nationalities and peop les" for "self-detel1l11ination up to and 

including secession",28 

125. The Transitional Government's Proclamation No.711992 laid the Foundation For the 

establ ishment of national and regional governments. According to thi s proclamation, 

fourteen regional govemments we're establi shed. Oromia, Amhara, Somalia, Tigray, 

Beni shangu l, Gurage/Hadya, Sidama, Wolayita , Omo, Kafa , Gambela, Harar and Addis 

Abeba. While the first thirteen were national states, Addi s Abeba and later on Dire Dawa 

were given specia l status because of their population make up. 

126. The Federal Constitution lists nine regional states as members of the new federation. 

These are: Tigray, Afar, Amhara, Oromia , Somalia, Benishangul-Gumuz, Southem 

Nations, Nationalities and Peoples, Gambel la peoples , and !-Iarari people. Addis Ababa 

has become the ' federal capita l clly. Dire Dawa in eastern Ethiopia is admin istrated under 

the federa l government. ' 

127. The Ethiopian People 's Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) is a coalition of lQur 

ethnic-based organizations, i.e the dominant T igray People's Liberation Front (TPLF), 

the Amhara National Democrati'c Movement, the Oromo People's Democratic 

Organization (OPDO) and the Southern Ethiopian People's Democratic Republic of 

Ethiopia. 

128. Perhaps the un ique aspect of the new Ethiopia 's federal constitution is the recognition of 

the right of nations, nationalities and peoples to se lf-determination including secess ion . 

See, article 39 of the Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia. 
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Because of the restructuri ng of Ethiopian state, both ethnic ity and govern ance have 

experienced several changes. The po liti cal changes that are c losely assoc iated with the 

re-constitution of th e Ethiopian state pose opportu nit ies and chal lenges in the 

management of inter-ethni c tensions and conflicts in the country. Thi s chapter aims at 

examining the effects of ethni c federali sm on the management o f ethnic relations in th e 

co untry. 

3.1. Federalism as an instr.ument of inter-ethnic conflict management. 

Multi-ethni c state like Ethiop ia, has hi stori ca ll y, as we have seen above, 

used different strategies to manage or eliminate ethnic conflicts. For Mc Ferry and 

O'Leary (1993) 129 and Esman (2000), 130 macro-ethni c conflict regulation strategies 

broad ly inc lude methods of e limi nati ng andlor assim ilating and managing ethni c 

cleavages. 

Mc Garry and O ' Leary identi fied four specifi c methods belonging to each of 

the two categori es. The specific methods for elimination lassimilat ion inc ludes: 

genoc ide, forced mass popu lation transfers, partition andlor secess ion and 

integrat ion andlo r assim il ation. The second catego ry (manageme nt of ethnic 

di fferen~es consists hegel110n ic control, arbitration, canoni zation or federali sl11 and 

.. I' I . I J I consoc tatlOna Ism or powcr s lanng . 

129. Macgarry, J. and O' Leary. B. 1993. Introduction : The macro-politica l regulation of ethnic 

conflicts. [n J.M acGarry and B,O' Leary,(eds). The politi cs of ethnic confli ct regulation: 

case studies of·protracted ethnic conflic ts. London , Routl edge, Merera. G .. 2000 conflict in 

view or state and society. I-fenersh Boll Foundation Networking with a view to promoting 

pea~e . Towards sustaina ble peace civil society Dialogue Forum for the I-lorn of Afri ca 

Na irobi 10-1 3 Decel11ber 2000 conflict documentation. 

130. Esman,M.2000. Ethni c plurali sm:' strategies for conflict Management center for 

development Research Facing ethni c conflicts. 14-16 December 2000. 

13 1. Ibid 
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In Eth iopia, as we have seen above, some of the methods enu merated were used by 

different regimes in the histo ry of the country. Among the methods of eliminating the 

difference Haile Selassie regime promoted policies of assimilation the military regime 

undertook forced population transfer and the present ru ling party, EPROF, allowed 

Eri trea's secession and autonomy to the other nation , nationalities and peoples of 

Ethiopia through federa l arrangement of etlmic relations. These include power sharing 

arrangements by the establishment of the transitional govel11ment of Eth iopia in 

1991, 132 the fede ralization of the Ethiopian state and the emergence of the EPRDF as a 

domi nant politica l force that seeks to maintain its hegemonic control of the country's 

I·· I1J r f po Ill cs . · From the lour I:lethods 0 managing ethnic cleavages enumerated here, 

federalism and hegemonic co ntro l are of particular interest in the anal ys is of the 

Ethiopian case. 

132. The composition of the transi ti onal Government of Ethiopia (establi shed in Jul y 1991) at 

least at the in itial stage was representat ive of the several opposition forces, which fought 

against the military regime. From among the 87 seats of the co uncil of peoples 

representative, the EPRDF assigned to it 32 seats while the rest of the seats were given to 

the other poli tical organizations that part icipated in the process. 

IJJ. The pro li feration o f poliiica l organizations under the tutelage of the EPRD F/TPLF 

(the POO structure) ensures the hegemonic position of the EPRDF in the post 1991 

political order in Eth iop ia. 
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The federa l idea, w hi ch aims at ach ieving both se lf-rule and shared rule, greatl y 

attracted Illulti-ethnic states as a means of Ill anaging th eir ethno- lingui stic and/or 

I I d· .. i 34 cu tu ra Iversltles. Thc se lf-ru le notion of federa li sm co uld be inte rlinked with 

ethni c a utonom y or th e ri ghts of gro ups to maintain and deve lop their pal1icular 

identities. T he inst ituti onali zat ion of federali sm in Ethiopi a is also interrelated with th e 

question of national self-dete rmination for the diverse ethnic group of the country. 

Federali sm in its original app li cation, however, was not intended as a device to manage 

ethni c di vers ity or as a mechanism to exercise self-determination. It was, rather, a 

formu la that was used to unify territorial uni ts of separate entities 135 

Theoretical discourse on the utility of federalism as an instrument of managing any 

sort of diversity exhibits two broad contending views. Many scho lars increas ingly 

advocate the use of federali sm as an opt ion for multi -ethnic states, like Eth iopia, wh ich 

have been plagued by enter-eth ni c or comm un al confl icts and tensions (Osashae 1996: 

Watts 1998: you ng 1994: Kimenyi 1998, Horowitz 1985: and Harri s and Reilly 19980). 

On th e other hand othe r schol ars reveal their doubts about the use of federalism as a 

means of managing ethno-ling ui sti c diversity (Basta Fle iner 2000; Corne ll 2002). 

According to Rona ld Watts 1 36, of all the perceptions of the utility of federalism, the 

most popular 0 ne i sits ut il ity as a solution to the problem of governing Illultiethnic , 

Illultiracial , Illulticultural and Illu lti religious, espec iall y those described as deep ly 

di vided. 

134. According to P.Harris and B.Reill y,(EDS), the adoption of federa lism in Switzerland and 

Canada was partially lllbti \'ated by the need to accommodate diverse communities. In 

addition , the federal deVice was used frequently for the settlement of ethnic problems at 

the end of World Wa1'll , for example in India, Malaysia and Nigeria (HalTis and Reilly, 

1998). 

135. Young, C. 1994. Ethnic Diversity and public policy: an overview occasional paper world 

su mmit for socia l deve lopment, No. 8. Geneva: UNRlSD.p.12 

136. Watts, R, 1998. Federal systems and Accommodation of distinct groups: A comparative 

survey of Institutional Arrangements for Aboriginal people working papers No.3. 

Institute of intergovernmental relations, King stone, Ontario, Queen 's Uni versity. P . 
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He fu rt her notes how the" Federal opt ion" was popularized when fo rces of 

integration and separation ,,'ere at odd with each other in many of the post colonial 

multi-national states at times of independence l
]7 He furth er emphasizes that desp ite 

some criticisms conceming the sustenance of multi-ethnic and multi national 

federation s: 

The presence Tor we ll over a century of the federation of Sw itzerl and , 

where most 0 f the can'tons are di stinct and internall y homogenous in 

terms of language or religion, and the reorgani zat ion of the states 

within Lndia and Nigeria along primaril y linguistic and ethnic lines, 

which occulTed sometime after the federation in order to accommodate 

in ternal pressures suggest that i n certain conditions, federation b ased 

on distinct ethnic or national units can be sustained and may help 

reduce tensions. Indeed, there is yet no ev idence that any other fOlTl1 of 

political organization has successfull y reconciled political integration 

and territorially based ethnic di versity for any extended length of time 

except by the imposition of force l J8 

Likewise, Young emph~sizes that " the most fundamental argument for the federal 

system is that, fo r large and culturally com plex countries, no other formula could 

work," arguab ly other than a federal arrangements l
]9 By the same token, Horowitz 

(\ 985) in hi s classical study of etlulic conflicts enumerated five mechanisms of confli ct 

reduction. These include: 

137. Ihicl.p.12 

13 8. Ibid.p. IS 

139. Young, supra note 12, p, 13 
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1. Dispersion of inter-ethnic conn ict by proliferating the points of power; 

2. Emphasizing intra-ethnic conflicts to reduce inter-ethnic conflicts. 

3. Promoting policies that create incentives for inter-ethnic cooperat ion; 

4. Promoti ng policies that encourage alignments based on interests other than ethnicity 

and 

5. Reducing di spariti es between groups. 

Therefore, Horowitz emphasizes on the possibi lity of using a federal arrangement to 

weaken competing ethno-nationalisms. 

ill contrast to the above view, Kimenyi, proposed ethnic-based federali sm as a 

means of hal11loni zing ethn ic clai ms. He argues that ethnic-based federali sm is the onl y 

system organizing collecti ve acti vities to protect groups from oppression and 

accommodate diversi ty140 In fact, many scholars are now legitimizing ethnicity as a 

valid factor of national po li ti cs as compared to the view that it is an outdated remnant of 
141 the past . 

Some scholars on the other hand , argue that federa li sm, when modeled on the basis 

of ethnic or linguistic or both factors will tend to be anti-liberal and anti -maj ority; prone 

to conflicts and fragmentation, and frustrate countrywide free mobil ity of citi zens 

(Basta Fleiner 2000; Cornell 2002; Watts 1998). Apparently these seems the case in 

Ethiopian federa l ex perience since its incept ion. 

As witnessed in the ex periences of ex-communist federations, Basta Fl einer 

underscores that in federal po lities, every constitutional connicts could easi ly turn into 

an ethnic conflict with fatal consequences for sustainable intel11al peace and stabilityl42 . 

140 . Kimenyi, M. 1998. Harmonizing e thnic claims in Africa : A proposal for ethnic based 

federali sm Cato TournaI. vol. 18. lssue l .p.59. 

141. Salih, M.A and Markakis, .I . 1988. Introduction. In M.A. salih and J. Markakis, (eds ). 

Ethnicty and tlie state in eastern Afri ca uppsa la Nordiska Afrika ias titutet :p.7 

'" Basta Fleiner, L.2000. · Can ethnic federali sm work? Paper for the conference, 

fac ing ethnic connicts. Bonn, Germany 14-16. Center for deve lopment resea rch. 

p.4. 
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Des igning federa l arran gements on an ethno lingui stic line is also noted as a factor 

that could foster e'thni c mobili zat ion , increased secession , and even anned conlli ct. 

(Cornell 2002:247). In fact , 'as Ronald Watts observed, while the socialist federations , 

which were established following ethno-lingui stic di versity have fragmented, th ere are 

secessionist tendencies that could undennine the federal systems of such countries like 

Canada, India and N igeri a l 43 

By way of conclusion there is no consensus at a theoretical level of discourse on 

utility 0 ft he federa l a rran gement as an instrument of managing multi-ethnic polities. 

The contending views rev iewed here concern ing the use of federal arrangements as a 

means of managing ethnic conflicts, refl ects the actual problems of designing state 

structure that wou ld help managing e tlUlic confl icts. With these general backgrounds 

about the advantages and disadvantages of federa l system as an instrument of conflict 

management I wil l procee,d to th e experience of Ethiopian highly ethnic based 

fed eralism. Mean whil e I will see the practical cases of conflicts . 

3.2. Inter-ethnic Conflict and their management 

As we have already taken note of, the history of Ethiopia is riddl ed by intra and 

inter-ethnic conllicts. In its modern and present history, the country had to withstand 

seve ral external aggressions . Intel11a ll y as well, Ethiopia experi enced, for much of its 

history, acute social, political and economic contradictions. Merera, for instance, 

characterizes the history of the Ethiopian state as the history of conlli cts l 44
. The 

perennial nature of conflicts could be exp lained by the nature of the Eth iopian state, 

which is traditionally exclusionary, and its system of domination. The' large majority 

of the people are usuall y' ruled by military power. Thus c onllicts in Ethiop ia have 

class, ethnic, religious and regional dimensions. 

143. Watts, supra note 13: p.1 6 

144. Merera Gudina (2003) , Ethiopia Complting Ethnic Nat ionalisms and the quest for 

democracy, 1960-2000. Shaker Publi sh ing, Netherlands. 
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3.2.1. Inter-ethnic conllict 

T he process that led to the mu lti-ethn ic character of the country and the manner in 

whi ch the Ethi op ian regime sought to govern th e coun try, great ly affected condi ti ons of 

peace and stability'bf th e co untry. The nationa l qu estion , 145 th at gripped Eth iop ia's 

poli tics for more than four' decades, can be exp lained by the emergence of h ighly 

centralized state. Since the co ll apse of the mili tary regime in 199 1 and the seizure of 

state power by the EPRDF, the co untry is experi menting w ith a predom inantly ethnic­

based federa l form of government. 146 'Even though federa li sm is presented as a better 

po liti cal instrum ent of manag ing the country' s eth ni c relat ions, inter-ethni c tens ions and 

conflicts seems to have acco111panied the federali zation process. Ethni c confli cts and 

tensions that are associated with the federali zation of Eth iop ia could be di vided in to 

three. T hese include: 

145. The ' national question ' in' the Ethiopian context refers to the quests by ethno national 

groups and polit ical forces andlor movements to abolish ethnic domination and oppression. 

The nationa l question was art icu lated by the Ethiop ian Student Movement during the 1965, 

and eventually emerged as a politica l agenda during the 1974 Eth iopian Revolution and 

ever since (Bahru 199 1) 

l46.Ethiopia o fficia lly adopted a federal form of government in 1995. There are two stages of 

development in the fede ral experiment of Ethi opia. First, the establishment of fourteen 

regional sta tes, i.e. Tigray. Afar, Amhara, Oromia, Somalia, Benishangu l, Gurage/l-Iadiya, 

Sidama, Wolayita, Omo. Kafa , Gambela , Harar and Addi s Ababa with substantial 

devolution of power in 1992. In 1994 , five southern regions were merged and the Southern 

Na tions, Nationaliti es and Peoples Region (SNNPR) was crea ted. Second , the enactment of 

the federal constitution in 1995. The Federal Constitution li sts nine regional states as 

members of the new federation. These are: Tigray, Afar, Amhara, Oromia, Somalia, 

Beni shangul -Gumuz, Southern Nations, Nationaliti es and Peoples, Gambella peoples, and 

Harari people. Addis Ababa has become the federa l capital city. Hierarchically, the regions 

are divided into zones: zones are in tUJ11 divided into Woreda(Amharic term for di stri ct)and 

Spec ial Woreda(mainl y in SNNPR for minori ty representation). Kebe le (neighborhood 

associa tions) constitute thL' lowest loca l government tier. 
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I. Inter- ethni c competi tions and conflicts in mUltiple identity regiona l states. 

2. Tensions in majority-minority relations; and 

3. Problems associated with deli neation of regional boundaries. 

3.2. 1.1. Inter-ethnic conflict in multiple identiti es Regional state 

The adoption or rederali sm in mu lti -ethn ic and/or nati ona l Ethiopia is officiall y 

intended to prov ide a decentra li zed admi nistrative system for the di verse ethni c gro up 

of the country. The Federa l constitution. however. does not provide the types of self­

admin istrative structures that a ll nati ons. nationa li ties and peop le of the country is 

entitl ed to. The constituti on only li st down ni ne regional states as the member of the 

federation. Out of these only fi ve regions (Oromia, Amhar, Tigray, Afa r and Somalia 

are dominant ly inhabited by the designated 147 The remai ning regions are mu lti ­

etlmic. There is no constitutional provision about the autonomy and self­

administrative structures of ethnic groups in whose n ames regional states were not 

created. Here it is important to note the fac t that the state constitutions, as wil l be seen 

at the latter stage of the study, do recogni ze the right to self- administration of ethnic 

group at t he lower l evel 0 fa dministration. H ere I am 0 nl y r efetTing tot he Federal 

constituti on, which merel y recogni zes the rights of nations, nationalities and people of 

the country's right to se lf-ad ministration. 

Because of these issues of identit y and contro l of administrative structures have led 

to inter-ethnic tensions and · conflicts in almost a ll of the mUltiple identity regional 

states. In these respect two broad trends of eth ni c con fli ct is observable. These are: 

I . Confli cts over issues of ethni c identity and governance, and 

2. Contro l over admini strat ive structures and ethnic territories 111 multiple identiti es 

regional states. 

147. FDRE const ituti on, supra note I , art. 4 7( I) 
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3.2.1.2. Inter-ethnic conflicts over issues of ethnic identity and governance. 

There were twb major int er ethni c conn icts over issues of ethni c identity and 

govern ance in the SNNPRS a region that IS ethno-linguisti ca lly di verse. One was th e 

s ilte-G urage,,148 Inte r ethni c connicts and the other was an introduc tion of 

WOGAGODA I49 lang uage b y t he S NNPRS a uthoriti es, w hich face r esistance from 

Wolayita ethni c gro up . 

The Silte-Gurage ide ntity questions. This identity issue was reso lved re lati ve ly 

peacefull y. The Si lte, w ho were in the past considered a sub-group of the Gurage 

ethnic group, effecti ve ly chal lenged regional and federal authoriti es for the 

recogn ition of the ir separate identity from the Gurage ethnicity. The bases of th eir 

arguments were on thei r language and unity in faith , whi ch is Is lam . 

One can ponder ove r the question why th e Silte raised the ir separate identity even 

if they are members o f the ,d ifferent Gu rage c lans. The ethni c asserti veness of the Si lte 

appears to be because of changes in the pattern s of the ir re lati o nship with the Gu rage 

and th e new struc tures o f th e Ethi opian state under federalism. Prev iously the 

administrative structures in the entire country were highly autocratic and centrali zed . 

Moreover, regional governors and adm inistrators were directly appointed by th e 

central governm ent. The re latio nshi ps of both groups 0 f S iltc a nd G urage w ith the 

centra l autho riti es were thus more or less seems federal structure. One of the zonal 

adm inistrations w ithi n the SNNPRS is the Gurage zone. 

148. The Silte-Gurage issue was abo ul the question of Si lte's di stinct identity from the Gurage . 

Previously, the Si lte were considered a member of the Gurage ethn ic group, whi ch itself is 

characterized by membership of severa l clans with multipli city of languages and dialects 

(Aklilu 2a) . 

149. WOGAGODA is an abbre\ 'iation of the first syllables of the names of four ethnic groups in 

Southern Ethiopia namely: Wolayi ta, Ga mo, Gofa and Dawaro. These ethnic groups sha re a 

degree of lingu isti c illlelli gi bililY and cul lUral affinity (Aklilu2b). 
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Silte activists felt that thcir incorporation within the Gurage zone undermined 

their identity and prospect lo r development and demanded their separate identity from 

the Gurage. This resulted in the estab li shment of a separate zonal structure for the Silte 

within the SNNPRS. 

In that case severa l ind ivi dual s lodged their petitions to the House of the Federation 

alleging the SNNPRS vio lated their constitutionall y guaranteed ri ght to self­

determination by failing to recogni ze their existence as Silte ethnic community. Based 

on the instructions of the house of the Federation, the counci l of constitutional Inqu iry 

investigated the matter by formulating the fo llowing issues: I) Under the federal 

constitution who is ent itled to decide on a question of recognition of communal 

identity?2) what is the procedure for such a decision?3) And thus, how shou ld the 

question of the identity ofthc Silte comm unity be decided? 

In regard to the first issue, the counci l relying on article 39(5) of the Federal 

constitution held that it is the community requesting for the recognition of its identity 

that is entitled to determine its own identity and it is no one else's authori ty. In relation 

to the second issue, the council of const itutional Inquiry laid down four procedural 

rules, pointing out that the rules shall have va lidity in future sim ilar cases. The first rule 

requires any petition in vo lving issue of communal identity to be in written fo rm. The 

second rule specifies the requirement that the petition to be lodged first to the counci l of 

regional state where the concerned community lives. The third rule obliges the council 

of regional state to which the pet ition is lodged to hold a referendum in order to assure 

that the petition reflects thc wil l and wishes of the concerned community. And the 

fourth rule stipulates that thc pet ition could be presented to the house of the Federation 

only when the concerned community believed that the manner how the council of the 

regional s tate addresses its demands infringes t he federal c onstitution.Concerning the 

issue as to how the question of the Silte com munity wi ll be dec ided the council of 

constitutional inquiry recommended that it be addressed in accordance with the 

aforementioned procedural rules. The House of the Federation , in turn , adopted the 

recommendation of the council of const itutional Inquiry and requested the council of 

the SNNRRS to address the issue of the identity of the Silte community accordingly. 

Consequently, the regional counci l in cooperation with the Ethiopian Federal 

Election Board organ ized a plebi sc ite for Silte people to determine whether they exist as 

a dist inct ethnic community. 
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26 1.230 Sil tes out of the 263,300 e li gible voters voted affi rmatively. Majority S iltes 

declare themselves as an ent ity separate from Gurage etlmic groups. 150 

The WOGAGODA and the resistance of Wolayita. 

The attempts by the authorit ies of the SNNPRS to harmoni ze the languages of the four 

ethnic groups for purpose of elementary school instructi on and loca l ad mini stration was 

fiercely r esisted by the W olayita e thnic g roup . The w olayita ethnic gro up which is more 

than one million people accord ing to 1994 census saw the move by the regiona l authorities 

as a criti ca l chall enge toit s idcntit/ 51 

The W OGAGODA i ssuc t riggered the somewhat l atent g ri evance 0 f t he w olayita 

ethnic group over its incorporation into the North Omo zone of the SNNPRS. The Wolayita 

resented over lack of a zonal structure for their group within the regional state 152 In fact, 

when fourteen regional govel11ments were established in 1992, Wolayita was one of the 

regions. However, the Wolayita lost their regional status when the SNNPRS was 

estab li shed by the ama lgamation o f five southern regions: GuragefHad iya, sidama, 

Wolayita, Omo and Kafa in 1994. There was no 0 pen popular 0 pposition tot he l ack 0 f 

zonal status for the Wolayita, but when the regional authorities tries to impose the infamous 

WOGAGODA project the Wolayita put up a fierce resistance. The authorities o f the 

regional state and the Federal go vcmment initi ally tried to clamp down the Dppos ition but 

they finall y agreed to abandon t'he controversial project and created a new zonal structure 

for the Wolayita. The WOGAGODA proj ect caused tensions not onl y between the 

govel11mental authorities and Wo layita activists, but also between members of other etlmic 

groups, particularly between the Gamo and the Wolayita. 

150 

151 

3.2.1.3. Conflicts over administrative structure and ethnic territories 

Hashim Tewfiq , connict-management structures and intervention under the Eth iop ian 

constitution. First national conference on federali sm, connict and peace building. 

May, 2004, AddisAbaba PP 234-235. 

Aklilu , A, (2000b). Eth.io pia: The chall enge of Federali sm Based on Ethni c 

Rest ru cturing. A case study of the sidama and Wo layita Ethn ic Gro ups in the 

SNNPRS. A resea rch report submitted to the world Bank Robert s. McNamara 

Fellowships program August 2000. 

152. Ibid 
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Inter-ethni c conflicts a nci a t times violent confli cts occurred in multiple identity 

regional states on issues of cont rol over admini strati ve structures and status of ethnic 

territories. To illustrate thi s conflict we will consider confli cts invo lving. 

I. Sheko-Mezenger (SNNPRS) 

2. Nuer-Agnuack (Gambell a) 

3. Berta- Gamuz (Benishangul-Gumuz) and 

4 . The inc ident over the status of the Awassa town (SNNPRS) 

Sheko-Mezenger in the SNNPRS. 

In March 2002, simmering tensions between the Sheko-mezenger ethnic groups and 

the regional authorities of the SNNPRS over the status of sheko Mezenger and the Yeki 

woreda of the Kefi cho Zone of the SNNPRS flared up into a violent conflict. As a result 

of a confli ct , more than one hu ndred people were killed, about two thousand houses were 

destroyed, and more than 58.000 peop le were displaced 153 The sheko-Mezenger incident 

remains one of the most violent conflicts 'in the southern region. 

According to EHRCO, the cause of thi s violent confli ct revolves around the demand 

of the sheko-Mezenger to be included in the Gambell a Regional state. The reports fUl1her 

notes that si nce the peri od of transition (1991-1995), the sheko-Mezenger inclined to be 

incorporated into the Gambella regional state, but in a referendum held in 1993, the 

majority of the residents of the yeki woreda voted in favor of maintaining both the 

kaficho zone and the yek i woreda with in the SNNPRS. This was not accepted by some of 

the activiti es of the sheko-M czenger ethnic groups and their politica l organizat ion. The 

~heko-Mezenger peopl es Democrat ic unity organization (S MPD UO) 1\4 

IS3.EHRCO (Ethiopian Human Ri ght s Council) , 2000a. The 49'" special report. .A conflict that 

resulted in many deaths in Tcp( shekicho zone. May 2002, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 

154. lbid 
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On March 10,2002, the fru stration of the sheko-Mezenger over their status erupted in 

a violent demonstration. Accord ing to EHRCO, about three hundred members of the two 

ethnic groups armed with spears and rifl es blocked the teppi Jimma road and surrounded 

the Yeki woreda council. In clashes between the local poli ce and the demonst rators, 

several li ves were lost 155 

Following thi s incident, the security forces of the region were implicated In serious 

violation of human rights of the sheko-Mezebger ethnic groups in the name of stopping 

their violent actions 156 In an apparent campaign of retaliation by authorities of the 

SNNPRS, many members of the sheko-Mezenger ethnic groups lost their lives. 

Nuer-Agnuack conflict 

One of the multiple identity regional states in the new Ethiopian federation is the 

Gambella region. According to the 1994 population census, the two major ethnic groups 

in the region are the nuer (40%) and the Agnuack (27%). 

The n ew federal system 0 f Eth iopia h as brought with it new pattems of relations 

among different ethni c groups and power structure of the regional s tates. For exampl e 

new patterns of relationship bctween Nuer and Agnuack emerged after the establi shment 

of the Gambella regional state and the emergence of a new power structure within the 

region. In the past all of the ethnic groups in the region were subjected to heavily 

centrali zed admini strati on by the central government from the center. Like all other 

regions, officials we re di rectl y appointed and pub lic policy decisions were made at the 

center. But, the n ew federal experiment h as brought about di sagreements over level of 

representation of the two ethnic groups in higher position of the region and problems 

relating to sharing of resources of the region ' 57 This has complicated relations between 

the two ethnic groups .. 

155.lbid 

156. lbid 

157. Asnake Kefale, 2004, Federalism: Some trends of ethnic conflicts and their management in 

Ethiopia, in Alfred G. Nhema(ed); the quest for peace in Afri ca tTansformat ions, Democracy 

and public policy. 
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Simmering tensions between the two gro ups over political representat ion fl ared into 

conflict in Ju ly 2002. The con fli ct was tr iggered by the be li ef among the Nuer that the 

regional authoriti es deli berate ly fa i led to appo int another Nuer to position of Vice­

president of the region a yea r a ft er the death of the prev ious Nuer v ice president 158 

Nevertheless the magni tude of the confli ct indicates accumulated discontent and ri va lry 

between the two groups over issues of po li tical represen tati on, sharing of the resources of 

the region and other factors. 

Berta-Gumuz conflict 

Patterns of ethnic relations in the Benishangul Gumuz regional state were affected 

by the influx of largely Amhara settlers through the Derg's resettlement programme of the 

1980s . The estab li shment of the region with the ri ght to se lf-determin ation after 1991 also 

caused changes in the patters of relations between the ethnic groups of the region. There are 

grievances from the Berta ethni c groups over questi ons of representation and divi sion of the 

lower level of admini strati on. Berta complained that the GlImllz ethni c group , small er in 

territorial size and popu lat ion as compared to them, has e leven woreda while they have onl y 

seven l5". They contend ' that thi s di sadvantaged them in several respects s'uch as budget 

II . d . ' . I I I 1(,0 a ocatlon an representati on at reglOna eve . 

15.8, EHRCO (Ethiopian Human Ri ghts Council)2000b. The 5Slh spec ial report. Great destruction 

caused in con fli ct between. Agnuak and Nu-er tribes 6 september 2002. Addis Ababa, 

Ethiopia. 

159. Tewodros, W,200 1.Ethnic relations and ·conflicl management: The case of the Bertha and the 

resettled Amhara. BA thesi s in political science, AAU, Ethiopia. 

160. Walta Information Center (W IC) 2001. Berta people's organ ization lodges complaints to the 

I-louse of Federation. Assosa. 24 March 2001. 

68 



Because of these grievances, tensions deve loped between the Berta and the Regional 

Government , which is dominated by the Gumuz and between the Berta on one hand and the 

resettled Amhara on the other hand. Consequently, Berta withdrew fro m the regional 

government and threatened to establish its own regional state by seceding from the 

Benishangu l Gumu z Regional state. To contro l the situation, authoriti es of the federal 

govemment, particul arly the House of the Federation was invo lved and ca lm was returned 

to the region as the Berta rejoined the regional government 16 1. 

The status of the Awassa town: 

On May 24,2002, a demonstration was staged by some members of the Sidama 

ethnic groups to oppose speculated changes on the status of the Awassa town. Thi s 

demonstration was forcefully dispersed by the police. As a result, some lives were lost. 

Thi s violet incident was, however, about the admi ni strative status of the Awassa tow n, 

whi ch is present ly serving as the capita l of the SNNPRS and the Sidama zone. 

When the regional authorities decided to make Awassa a regional capital town 

with a special status making it directly accountable to the regional autho ri ties and 

instructed the sidama zone to move out and establish its capital e lsewhere with i n the 

Sidama zone, many members of the sidama ethnic gro ups did not accept the decision 162 

The Sidama ethni c group fe lt that they are about to lose contro l over their ethnic territory 

and urban center. This led to intcnse mobi li zation o f the Sidama li vi ng in the town and 

adj o ining peasant association to oppose the decision; under the slogan Awassa wi ll not be 

so ld . Some observers and opposition politicians blame the regional authoriti es for the 

confl ict as they made decisions regarding the status of the town with out adequate 

consultation or the consent of the Sidama peop le. Thi s case shows how changes in the 

adm ini strati ve or geographic j uri sdiction o f ethnically constituted regions could cause 

confli cts. 

16Ubid 

162.Asnake: supra note 176 



3.2.2. Tensions between Regional Majorities and Settler Minorities 

Relations between regional majorities and minoriti es pose diffi culti es because of 

competition over natural reso urces, di fferences in soc io-cultural systems and the way 

political system orders relations between such communities. 

[n Ethiopian hi story, there is a long hi story of people migrating from the northern 

parts of the country to the south . This hi storical phenomenon cou ld be explained as 

expansion 0 ft he Ethiopian s tate f rom t he north to the south because of environmental 

degradati on, shortage of famlland and search for opportunities 163 Under such 

circumstance there were historically an estab li shed pattem of relationship between the 

new settlers and the majority already inhab iting the area. But patterns of relationships 

between them experienced changes because of the overall changes in the politi ca l 

structures of the country and ideo logies of the regimes. The formation .o f the federal 

system along ethno-linguistic ,lines and the increased self-assertiveness of ethnic groups 

are beli eved to have caused tensions between the regional majorities and settl er 

mi norities l64 In other words there is a threat of loca l tyranny. 

Even if the federal eonstituti on165 stipulates the rights of all Ethiopian nationals to live 

and work any where in the country, some problems in the relationsh ip between regional 

majorities and settl er minori ti es have been observed. [n other wo rds, the heavy emphasis 

toward ethnicity in the political di spensation of post 1991 Ethiopia made the problem of 

striking the balance between group (nations, nationalities and peoples) and indi vidual 

right complicated. Such diffi culti es could be seen from the viewpoints of pol itica l 

participation 

163.lliid 

164.Ibid 

165, FDRE constitution supra note I . Article 32 
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In many of the regional states, people from other ethnic gro ups are di scouraged 

from pal"lic ipating in political acti vi ti es. For example, in those regions, which have 

adopted regional working languages, people who do not speak the local languages are 

not allowed to run for offices at both regional and national levels. For instance, in the 

regional city state of Harar, 166 large sections of the non-Harari residents of the city are 

apparentl y disenfranchi sed from participating meaningfull y in the running of the affairs 

of their c ity. The paradox' o f th is case is where the minoriti es became po li ticall y 

dominant. It is where the minority turned in to majority. 

3.2.3. Inter-ethnic Conflicts Defining .Boundaries Of Regional States 

This problem could be explained by the incompati bility of cu lturallethnic and 

politico-admini strative boundari es. 167 Contested politico-administrative dec isions on 

regional boundari es and traditional competitions of ethnic groups over such resources as 

water points and grazing land. 

Several incidents of inter-ethnic tensions and conflicts in the post- 1991 period 

emerged over territorial issues. For instance, inter- ethnic confli cts sun'ounding regional 

boundari es were observed between the Borana (Oromia) and Gerri (Somalia), the Afar 

and the Issa (Somalia) , the Gedeo (SNNPRS) and the Guji (Oromia) and resulted in the 

death of thousands of people and destruction of property. 

166 .According to the 1994 Census, the population of the Harari Regional State is 131,139 people, 

of whom 68,564ar';'Oromos and 42 ,78 1 are Amhara. The Harari in whose mime the regional 

state is established are aboui 9,734. Despite the multi-national character of Harari Regional 

State and the evident numerical majority or the non-Harari, no practical measures have so far 

been taken to secure the pol it ica I participation of the non-Harari and the non-Oromo residents 

of the city. 

167. The problem of boundary delineation on an ethnic basis is problematic as;(e) thnicity IS 

situational , nuid and intermittent, whi le ethn ic boundaries are changing. (Osaghae 1998). 
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Borana- Gerri inter-ethnic Conflicts. 

The main cause of Borana-GelTi confli cts has traditionall y been competition over 

land resources. The intervent ions of several actors such as the governm ent of Ethiopia 

and the nei ghboring Somali a, d ifferent in tern ational actors like the United Nat ions 

Higher Commission for Re fu gees (UN HCR) 168 and insurgent movements such as the 

Oromo Liberation Front 10LFI and di fferent Somali faction s have greatl y compl icated 

con fli cts and their management between the two ethnic groups. These problems 

continued after the establi shment of regional states in 1992. The Borana are now fee ling 

that they are losing thei r tradit iona l territories. In thi s regard Hoop notes that because of 

BOI'ana's stron g relationsh ip with the state, the state had genera lly support ed Borana 

claims to pasture in the past. At present, in fede ral system, they have increas ingly lost 

support of central authorities and their c laims to waters and pastures are being 

increas ingly questioned l69 

The tradit iona l competitive nature of relationship between the BOI'ana and the Gerri 

are thus, gett ing new dimensions after the establishment of the Oromia and Somali 

regional states. The Gerri, who share linguistic and other cultural feat ures wi th the 

Borana (Oromo), identi ti ed themse lves as members of the Somali ethni c group. As a 

resul t, traditional competitions between these groups over land resources are being 

transform ed into modern nation state type boundary con flic ts. 

168. The UNHCR is indirectly invo lved in relations of the Garri and the Borana in its activit ies 

establi sh ing camps for Somali refugees and returnees in Borana areas. 

169. Hogg, R 1997 . Introduction In R.l-logg(ed) pastorali sts, ethn icity and the state in Ethiopia 

London: HAAN publi shing .1'.7 
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Afar - Issa Conflicts 

Like the Borana and the Gerri, relations between the Afar and the Issa (Somali) 

have been complicated by the interven tions of several actors. The m ain reason for t he 

conflict between the two groups is competition over scarce and dwindling land resources. 

Like that of Borana and Gerri , the traditional competitions of the two ethnic groups for 

resources are being transfonned into boundary conflicts, after the establishment of the 

regional states of Somalia and Afar. In addi tion to the question of borders, the unstable 

geopolitical conditions of the Horn of Africa, the Ethiopia's recent near total dependence 

on the neighboring Djibouti , 170 where the Issa have the political upper hand fo r port 

services, are complicating traditional conflicts between the two ethnic groups. 

Several violent conflicts between the two ethnic groups have been observed in the 

last few years. Both accuse each other of initi ating con fli cts. The Afar,. for example, 

complain that the Issa have encroached further and further into their territories and these 

has been condoned by the various peace comm ittees set up to deal with the problem l 71 

Similarly the Issa complain that the Afar is preventing them fi·om having access to water 

and pasture resources. In this regard, a report QY the UN-Emergency Unit assel1ed that 

conflicts between the Afar and the Issa contributed to the massive catt le death of the Issa in 

2002. The report further stated that the Issa were prevented from having access to water 

resources around the Awash Ri ver anc! in Gedamayte by the Afar and this exacerbated the 

plight of the people and their animals in addition to the long drought in the area 172 

Drought, famine and violent inter-etlmic confl icts seriously undermine the 

li velihood of both the Issa and the Afar comm uniti es in an interlocking and mutually 

reinforcing manner. 

170.The 1998-2 Ethno-Eritrea border war made Ethiopia more dependent on Dj ibouti for port 

services as it halted usage of Eri trean ports of Assab and Massawa. 

171. Addis Tribune 2002. Afar- Issa clash causes fue l shortage panic 19 April 2002 . 

I 72. Ibid 
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It is, therefore, incumbent upon both regiona l and federal authoriti es to devise 

amicable alternatives to define th e territori al jurisdictions of the Soma li and Afar regional 

states whi le considering the precarious li ve lihoods of the postura l communiti es. In 0 ther 

words, a concerted effort must be made to reverse the emerging trend of transformi ng 

trad itional resources inter-ethni c confli c ts into boundary conflicts. 

Gedeo-G uji Conflicts 

The Gedeo and the Guj i have a long hi story of neighbor relati ons. Both are agro­

pasturalists and were previous ly located · in the. former Sidamo prov ince. Despite their 

linguistic differences, the two ethni c groups have similar socio-po li tical institutions call ed 

Gadda, 173 norms of governance and confli ct management. Like any adjacent communi ti es, 

have also trad itionall y deve loped instruments of con fli cts management when clashes occur 

between them over resources. 

Traditional instruments of conflict management of the two ethn ic groups were 

becoming inadequate after the federa li zation of the country. In the new federal structure, the 

Gedeo became part o f the SNN PRS and the Guji part of the Oromia regional state. This 

means traditional competion/confli cts of the Guji and Gedeo were transformed into 

territorial or boundary conflicts . The Gedeo rcsented the grouping of some Gedeo peasant 

associations into the Borana zone of Oromia regional state particularly around a place 

called Hager Mariam Tensions between the two communi ties on the regional status of 

Hager Mariam led to a vio lent con flict in Jul y 1998, which resulted in the death of many 

people, di splacement of thousands and destruction of property 174 

173. A socio-pol itical ega litari an system based on age-set (Asmarom 1973). 

174. EHRCO (Ethiopian Human Ri ghts Counci l) 1999. "The 131h regular reports conflict 

between the Oromo and Gedeo ethni c groups." Nov. 1999. AA,Ethi opia. 
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3.3 Inter-ethnic conflict Management. 

Eth iopia's predominantly ethnic federal ism is presented as an instrument that 

could provide better that wou ld lessen inter- ethnic tensions and confl icts. 

The track record of Ethiopia in the management of inter-ethni c conflicts after 

its adoption of federalism is not, however encouraging. Broadly speaking. There are 

two major trends of inter-ethnic conflict management: legal and politico­

administrative instruments emerged since the 1991 change of regime. 

3.2.2.1. Legal In struments of Inter-ethnic conflict Management 

Several articles of the federal const itution provide principles, procedures and 

institutions for the management of disputes and conflicts over issues of national se lf­

determination, identify and boundary confli'cts between the regions. Article 39( 1) of 

the constitution, for example, provides that "every nation, nationali ti es and people in 

Ethiopia has the unconditional right to self-determ ination, including the right to 

secession. Article 39(4) st ipulates the procedures to exercise the rights of secession. 

Article 46(2) outlines the criteri a for formi ng regional states, which are" sett lement 

patterns, language, identity and the consent of the people concerned." AJ1icie 47(2) 

provides the procedures for formin g new regional states out of ex isting one. AJ1i cie 

48 stipulates the principics and procedures o f resolvi ng border disputes between the 

regional states. 

The constituti on has also provided fo r the estab li shment of the House of the 

Federation (Article 61), which is composed of representatives of nations, nationalities 

and people of the country. Relating to the inter-ethnic conflict management, this 

institution has the power to interpret the constitution (Article 62( I )); dec ide on issues 

relating to the rights of nations, nationalities and peoples to self-determination, 

including the ri ght to secession (Article 62(3); and strive to find solutions to di sputes 

or misunderstanding that may ari se between states (Artic le 62(6)). 

In the actual management of inter-ethnic conflicts, for example, in the confli cts 

that we have br.iefly rcvi ewed above, the sign ificance of these· consti tutional 

principles, procedures and 'institutions were limited, Several factors explain why these 

constitut iona l instruments of confli ct management did not func ti on we ll. 

75 



As wi ll be shown at the lett er stage of the study the state const itut ions in 

serving, as an instrument of inter-ethni c confli ct management o f inter-·ethn ic conflict 

management is not d i fferent from that of the federal constitu tion as fa r as its 

li mitation is concerned. 

First and most imp0I1antly, the Constitution onl y prov ides confli ct management 

mechanisms for conflicts that could emerge between regional states. However, man y 

of the conflicts that occurred in the last few years were not between regional states. In 

many cases , we have observed confli cts within spec ific regions such as SNNPRS, 

BGNRS and others. Even when conflicts occur invo lving ethn ic groups o f different 

regions (Afar-Issa, Guji-Gedeo and Borana-GelTi confli cts), such confli cts cannot be 

termed conflicts between regional states, because the authorities of the regional states 

try to di sassoc iate themselves from such con fli cts officiall y. It is, therefore, 

imperati ve to underline that the lega l instruments of conflict- management, which are 

provided in the consti tution, are not adeq uate to dea l with many of the ethni c confli cts 

that emerge in Ethiopia to day. 

The second reason that could be attributed to the inadequacy ofthe legal instrument 

of conflict- management is lack o f experience. As the federal system in Ethiopia is 

still very yo ung, there is lack of adequate knowlectge anct experi ence in ru nning a 

federal government from both sides of the federal and regional governments. The 

House of Federation, which is given the most important task of confli ct- management, 

has not yet fini shed its wo rk of organi zing itse lf. 

Third, the House of Federat ion, which is responsible for interpretation of the 

constitution, is composed o f representatives of nati ons, nati onaliti es and people o f the 

country, who are in practi ce, delegated to it by regional council s . Thi s co uld influence 

its i ndepende nce t o funct ion a s an impartial institution o f confli ct-management. As 

the members of the House of Federation are representati ves of regional governments 

and political parties, they could not function ·independently. 
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For instance, the constitution provides that the House o f Federation should 

decide on issues o f interpreting the constitution thirty days after getti ng the opini on of 

the counci l of constitutional lnquiry 175 .It fai led to make a decision six month after 

receiving the opinion of the coun ci l of const ituti onal Inquiry on a question submitted 

to it from Beni shangul -Gum uz Nat ional Regiona l state concernin g votilig ri ghts. 

The reason g iven by the House of Federati on for the delay is it s "inabili ty" to get 

the opinions of what it regarded " th e higher political leadersh ip" 17". This c learly 

demonstrates that there is a serious limitation at the House of the Federation in 

independently address ing its constituiional obligations. 

3.2.2.2. Politico-Ad ministrative instruments of inter-ethnic conflict management. 

By far, the most frequent ly used instruments in managing inter-ethni c conflicts in 

federal Ethiopia are politico-admini strative 177 . The underlying features o f managing 

conflicts in Ethiopia are still characteri zed by hegemonic and centrali zing tendencies of 

the po liti cal center. The dom inance of politico-administrative instruments of confli ct­

management could be explaineci by the attempt of the EPRDF to medi ate its pol icy of 

empowering ethni city and its des ire to maintain its hegemonic contro l over the polities of 

the country. 

175. The Counci l of Constitutional Inqui ry is quasi-j udicial organ composed of the President and 

the Vice President of the Federal Supreme Court, six legal professionals appointed by the 

president of the country upon the recommendation of the House of Peoples ' Representa ti ves, 

and three members' from the House of Federation. It is responsib le for the investigation of 

constitutional di sputes, and 'when it rinds that constitutional interpretation is necessary, it 

submits its recommenda tion to the House of Federation. See An , 82 of the FDRE 

Constitution. 

176.Ibid 

177. Refers to the political rol e (ruli ng party) and adm ini strati ve (executi ve agencies of the 

state) s tructures in the management o f con fli cts and the dominance of the executi ve in 

confli ct management processes . 
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On the one hand , unconditional rights of self-determination up to seceSSIOn are 

proclaimed and strongly, and at other times persuasively argued for by the EPRDF. On 

the other hand , po li tical groupings and attitudes that favor secess ion are discredi ted as 

narrow nationali sts . In principles, se lf-administrative structures are promi sed for all 

ethnic groups of the country, but because of economic and admini strati ve experiences, 

amalgamation of diverse groups is pursued. These and other contrad ict ions explain the 

nature of contl icts and their management in the post-1991 period . Some features of 

politics-administrative management ofcon tl icts in Ethiopia are discussed ·below. 

First, the dominance of the executi ve and the ruling coa li tion in conflict 

management process could expla in the features of contlict and their management in 

Ethiopia. The hazy boundary between the ruling party and the government has been 

recently criticized by the EPRDF for much of its difficulties. In the realm of conflict 

management as well, inst itutions such as the House of Federation and regional 

assemb lies, wh ich are in princ ip le given the task of contli ct management, were 

weakened by the undue dominance o f the executi ve and party organs. The dominance 

of the central executive on question of managing confl icts is even more instituti onali zed 

after the establishment of the new federal cabinet in 2001. The somewhat dubious 

regional affairs bureau under the prime minister 's office, which is a pi votal institution 

in the relations of the region with the central government and between and/or among 

themselves, is now reo rgani zed as the new Ministry of Federal Affairs. This sho ws that 

the dominance of the executive in contli ct-management process will get even more 

institutionalized and strengthened. 

Second, another important factors of the politico-administrative style of conflict 

managemen t is the apparent tendency to ignore demands of some ethnic groups seeking 

recognition of their separate identities and changes in administrative structures. 

Example Silte and Wolayita. Both Federal and regional authorities are reluctant to 

accept such demands. In fact , politico-admini strati ve organs wo uld only react to such 

demands after the ethni c groups persisted with th ei r claims and in some cases, 

di spropol1ionately. In this case, the Sheko-M ezenger confl ict and the Awassa incidents 

cou ld be cited as examp les . . 
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Third , peace and democracy conference, 178 is the pre ferred instrument of conn ict 

resolu ti on by the po litico-admin istrati ve organs. The fonner Regional Affairs Bureau at 

the prime Minister's office, now the Ministry of federal Affai rs organized numerous 

such conferences by bringing together conflicting parties and different interest gro ups. 

For example, various conferences were held to reso lve con flicts between the B orana 

and Gerri. The Afar and the Somali and between different Ga mbella factions. In some 

cases, uniting different clan-based political organizati on in such regions was pursued as 

an impol1ant instrument of conflict-management. The contributions of these 

conferences to building non-vio lent confli ct management systems were limited due to 

fai lu re in the imp lementati on of agreement reached in these conferences as we ll as 

suspIcIon of some ' of the gro ups over the rea l interest of the po li tico'admini strative 

organs. 

In sum, the po li tico-administrative instruments of confl ict-management remain ad ­

hoc, disparate, not well organized and above all reacti ve, intervening into the conflict 

situation after the damage is al ready done. 

178.Coined after the Ju ly 1991 confcrence of opposition forces he ld in Addis to establish 

the Transitional Government of Ethiop ia. 
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Chapter Four 

State Constitutions and inter-ethnic conflict management in Ethiopia 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I want to discuss a topic that, so far, has attracted very li tt le attention 

In the scientific research on Ethi opi an federali sm: the internal state structure of the 

Ethiopi an regions. It is argued ' here that in order to eva luate the capacity of the Ethiopian 

federal structure to accommodate ethnic diversity and regulate inter-ethnic confli cts, the 

research should not be limited to an analysis of the constitutional mechanisms on the 

federal level. 

One of the crucial features of the Ethiopian federal structure is that it provides its 

ni ne regions with the power to enact their internal constitutions. This implies that each 

and every region has the pOlVer to develop its own internal state structure, within a 

minimum federal framework. From here it follows that the federal structure to have the 

potential to lay the foundation s for a viable Ethiopian state, it is essential that not only the 

federal but al so the regional mechanisms have the capacity to rea li ze unity in di versi ty. 

As is explained in this chaptc!' and elsewhere in thi s paper, and thi s notwithstanding the 

ethnic telTitorial strategy th at has been pursued when drawing the terri torial boundaries, 

not a single Ethiopian region is ethnically homogeneous. Thus, the ethnic di versity that 

characterizes Ethiopian society on the federal level is also present, to a greater or lesser 

extent, within the regions. Therefore, while evaluating the capacity of the Ethiopian state 

structure to accompli sh un ity in di versity one also has to include an analys is of the 

regional mechanisms of inter-ethnic conflict management. The latter analys is is the core 

objective of this chapter. 

4.2 State Constitutions in general 

All of the nine states in Ethi opia have their own constitutions. Most of them had it 

in force since 1995 although the state of Afar formall y adopted its constitution only 

in 1998. The fact that they have their own constitution is not only in line with the 

principle of sel f-rule inherent in federali sm, but also had a root in the federal 

constitution itself which explicitly recognized the right of the s tates tom ake and 

implement their own constitution . 
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Th us accord ing to Arti.c le 52(2)(b) o f the fede ral consti tuti on, "States shall have 

the . . . power to enact and exec ute th e State Constitut ion and o th er laws." Although the 

states have already had the pre-consti tuti onal times of the Transitional Period , they came 

to enjoy estab li shing their own consti tution .only after the adoption of the federal 

constitution. 

In their making, most of the state constitutions hardly had an elaborate procedure. 

Unlike the federal Constitution, wh ich had to pass throu gh the conventional stages of 

drafting (by a drafting commission estab li shed by law), deliberation (by the public and 

later in the constitutional Assembl y) and adoption (by the Constitut ional Assembly), the 

state consti tutions were simpl y adopted by the state legi slatures after bei ng drafted by the 

lega l standing cOllllllit'tees of the respec ti ve states. According to the preambl es of most of 

ihe const itution , the makers are "We the peop le of ... " or as in the case o f multi-ethnic 

states as SNNPRS, "We the Nat ions, Nationaliti es and peoples or.. " 

In size, m ost 0 f these consti tutions a re very compact, c lear and precise. Most 0 f 

them, in their old version (i. e., before most of them were rev ised in 2001), were shorter 

than the federal const itution. Th us the constitution of Afar had 98 arti cles. That of 

Alll hara and Orom ia had 101 arti c les. Benshangul /Gumuz had 99 artic le; Gambella had 

101 a l1icle; H arari had 42 arti c les; Tigray had 100 al1icles. After the rev ision in 200 1, 

most have come to have a longer text than the one that had been in operation unti l then. 

Thus, SNNPRS came to have 128 artic le, by far the longest so far. Orom ia's has mo ved 

up to 11 3. Amhara has a text of 11 9 articles. Somalia has 110 arti cle. Gambell a, Harari 

11as a text of 80 arti cles. Benshangui /Gu llluz consti tut ion has 12 1 artic les Afar 's revised 

constitution has I II artic les and Gambe ll a constitutions has al1icl es. In all of them, 

there started a difference to be seen among the state constitutions. The difference can be 

explained by the fact that the constitution designers were now taking more and more of 

the specific local situations into account as they revise their constitutions. 

[n fO llll , both in the legal/politica l vocabulary used and in the draft ing techniques 

and styles, there was simi larity not onl y between the state constitutions and the federal 

constitution but also among the state constitutions themse lves. 

The usual pattern is that the preamble comes first, to be follo wed by general 

prov isions, to be further fo llowed by provision pertaining to basic princip les, human 

rights, state organs ' (Legi s lature, Executive, Judi ciary), local government, po li cy 

objecti ves, amendment , etc. 
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This similarity might have resulted from the fac t that most states used a model draft 

prepared by the then States ' Affairs Desk o f the Offi ce o f the Federal Prime Minister 

In functi on, the state consti tutions in Ethi opi a are not much di ffere nt from their 

equi va lent s in other federal system. It is generally establi shed that the functi on of state 

constitution is I) to a ll ocate powcr among state organs and power centers; 2) to lim it 

powers of government; 3) and to guarantee protection for rights of citi zens 179 . In 

Ethiopia, on top of these general functions, the state constitutions serve as a symbol of 

local or sub-national sovereignty. Moreover, they al so regulate and guide the behav ior o f 

state goveJllments . Mostl y state constitutions are arti cul ated in a way that concretely fits 

the local situation. Further, state constitutions have also helped to make a clear di vision of 

powers between state governments and local governments. The human ri ghts provisions 

al so help see the limits to the power of state governments. [t is interesting to note that 

some of the state governments used their constituti ons in order to argue for preservation 

of state autonomy, whi ch they fe lt was threatened by the Federal Intervention Act of 

2003.180 

The constitutions enjoy supremacy in the hi erarchy o f laws in the states. Their 

relation vis-a.-vis ordinary federal law (issued by the federal parliament) is not clear yet 

because of the fact that the principle of fed eral supremacy is not spelt out. Nevertheless, 

because not many people were aware o f their being in operati on, it wasn' t usual to see 

legal arguments framed on the bas is of state constitutions. Consequently, fo r the large 

part, state constitutions have been documents invoked rather ceremonially to conduct the 

rituals of state politics such as nomination and appointment of state offic ials, inauguration 

of the state parliaments ' annual "business" . etc. 

That said , however, the constitut ions are used ro utine ly to regul ate the relati ons 

between the vari ous organs 01' state or to guide the behav ior o f various state and local 

governmental instituti ons. 

[n their content, most are similar. The human ri ghts provisions o f most are also 

similar, sometimes even identical, to those of the federal constitution. The earlier chapters 

deal with things relating to nomenclature of the states, flags, anthem and emblems, etc. 

179 

180 

Look the preamble o f any state consti tutions 

Federal Proclamation No.359/2003, system for the intervention o f the Government in 

the R egions P roclamat ion, Federal N egarit G azeta,9'h year N 0.80 A dd is A baba-I O'h 

Jul y,2003. 
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Al most all of them restate the basic princ iples of the fede ral constituti on includi ng 

the princip les of seculari sm even when they are a state almost exc lusively of Muslim 

inhabitants (e.g. Afar, Somalia). Of course, they all recogni ze, also in consonance with 

pertaining to fam il y and personal law as a result of which Shari a (both the law and the 

court is operative in almost all of the states. 

Almost all constitutions dea l with the powers and organi zational set liP of the l ocal 

governmen ts ( Zones, W ereda" a nd S pec ial W ereda, etc) after stating the powers 0 f the 

state governments. The provisions on state and local government powers are more 

detail ed and ex tensive than the federal consti tution. Because there was almost no 

separation of powers between the state level legislatures and executi ves in the pre-2001 

times, there weren't many prov isions devoted to the state executives. Also, because the 

extent of ethni c heterogene ity va ri ed from state to state and because, as a consequence of 

the recogniti on of the right of each ethn ic group to have self-governance at least at the 

local level, the SNNPRS had to have larger number of provisions deali ng with loca l 

government and the relationships between local and state goverrunents. 

In the states, the legis latures, ca ll ed "State Counc il s" invariab ly, were the supreme 

po litica l organs. The speakcrs o f the Counci ls were also the president of the states. These 

pres idents and the other members of the state execut ive, ca ll eo "Executi ve Committee", 

are elected by the counc il of which they are al ready members by virtue of popu lar 

election every five years. The councils, of course, have the decisional , representative and 

control powers at the state level. But the fact that the president is also the Speaker and 

chairperson of the Council made it difficult to have separati on of power and justify the 

rev ision of the constitutions in the states in 2001. There was no healthy separation of 

powers that can help ensure accountability in the states.) 

Besides, in all states the legislature was the ultimate interpreter of the state 

constitutions. [n its act of constitutional interpretat ion, it was to be assisted by the state 

Council for Constitutiona l Inqu iry, a counc il of notable lega l ex perts who exami ne cases 

of constitutional di sputes and send their recommendati ons to the legislati ve council s . 

Moreover, because it was a unicameral legis lature (except in Harat·i state), there was 

no mechanism to ensure protec tion ofm inoriti es through a counter-majoritarian U pper 

House-especiall y in the face of the fact that courts are den ied of judicial review power. 

This resulted in a continual ca ll for constitutional amendment especia ll y in the 

heterogeneous state of the SNNPRS. 
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All the state constitutions in Eth iopia are genera ll y rigid. They have a complex 

mode of fOl1l1a l amendment. Perhaps thi s will induce info l111al amendment mechanisms, 

which tends to develop through a practice that may deviate from, or ignore the speci fic 

details of a constitutional provision. 

The const itutional revision process that took place in 200 1 did not fo llow the 

amendment procedure set out in the state constitution. In most of them amendment is 

supposedly to be effected only if the proposed amendment is approved by three-fourths 

majority vote of the legislature. The procedure for initi ating an amendment (by whom, 

when, how) is not provided for. It appeared like all amendment was expected to be 

initiated in the state ·parliaments. The federal government , particul arl y the office of the 

Prime Minister, prompted the inass ive rev ision . Consequentl y, we now have separation of 

powers in the states. Thus, the presidents of the states are no more speakers of the 

Council. Speakers are elected from t he Counci l. The Presidents n ominate their cabinet 

members from within the council or fioin without and seek approval by the councils. In 

SNNPRS the council has become bi-cameral thereby creating an analog of the HOF 

within the state. The second house, ca ll ed "House of Nationalities" (HON) is composed 

of members represent ing ethnic groups albeit unevenly. Its m ajor task i s constitutional 

interpretation. In other states, a separate institu tion, called "Constitutional Interpretati on 

Commission", has been constitutionally established. In all of the states these interpretive 

institutions are ass isted by the Constitutional Inquiry Council of the states. 

As a resu lt o f the revis ion, another laye r of local govel11ment is recogni zed. 

Normally, the Wereda govern ment was the level of govel11ment that existed next to the 

state government. After the revision, the existence of zonal government, an intell11ediary 

between state and Wereda govel1lment, was recognized. 

This level of government is especia lly important in the heterogeneous states such as 

SNNPRS to conta in the intra-state inter-ethnic competition with regard to self-ru le at the 

local leve l. 

In Amhara states, a peculiar local administrati ve unit, ca lled "Nationality 

administration" is established apparently to protect minorities and allow self-rule rights to 

them.IBI 

181 Proclamation No, 5912 00 1-The Revised Constitution of the Amhara Nat ional 

Regional State Approva l Proclamation, Zikre Hig,th Year No.2 Bahir Dar 51h 

November 200 1. 
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Also, the revision made the constitutions even more rigid than they used to be. In 

some, it is almost imposs ib le to amend the constitutions. But because the procedures for 

forma l amendment vary frol11 state to state, and it appears that thi s is the area at which the 

states came to have the largest di ffercnce. 

State constitutions' relati ve closeness to the local has forced the issue of minorities 

upon them. Although the protection of minoriti"es is enunciated clearl y and boldly in the 

federal constitution (for example in Arti cle 39 but also in various parts throughout the 

constituti on), it has become graduall y clear that the state constitutions can be the locus of 

irll1ovation by drawing out the specific concrete methods and approaches to handling 

inter-ethnic competitions and the consequent tensions. While al l ethnic groups, whether 

minorities or otherwise, are granted the ri ght to self-determination (ranging from local 

se lf-rule to the right of state formation and even secession) under the federal consti tution, 

it is in the state consti tutions tl)at the procedures for exercising these rights are clearly laid 

down. The creati on of the category of "Zones" as a form of local government and 

"Special Wereda" for minority ethnic groups in the SNNPRS; and of the "Nationality 

administration" in Amhara state for purposes of ensuring minority right of self- rule in the 

state are only examples of matters over which state consti tutions could help al1iculate. It 

is also hoped that some of the issues that have come to the attention of the interpreti ve 

inst itutions of the federal constitution over the years can be heard in the interpretive 

insti tution of the states. 

4.3 State Constitutions and inter-ethnic management in Ethiopia 

4.3.1 Ethnic diversity at the Regional level in Ethiopia 

We have already taken note o f the fact that Ethiopia is a mosaic of different ethnic 

groups or to the use the constitutional terms nations, nationali ties and peoples. The 

drafter of the 1995 FORE constitution had made an attempt to coincide the etlmic group 

settlement with the telTitory that make regional state in Ethiopia. But that does not mean 

in any way that the regional states are homogenous in ethnic tel111 S. All are 

heterogeneous. 

Article 47 of the FORE constitution provides that the territory of the Ethiopi an 

federation comprises nine regions. These regions are the s tate 0 fT igray, the s tate 0 f 

Afar, the state of Amhara, the state of Oromi a, the state o f Somali , the state of 

Benishangul /Gul11uz the state of the southern Nat ions, Nationa li ties anD peop les, the 

state of Gambell a and the city state of Harar. 
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As I have said an attempt has been made to create an overlap between the regional 

and the ethnic boundaries. However, a closer look at the regional ethnic di versi ty 

indicates that none of the nine regions is ethni call y homogeneous. This fac t defeats a 

claim that tenned Ethiopian fede ration as an ethni c one. But it is undeni ed fact that it is 

predominantl y an ethni c one and the regions are named by the name of dominant ethnic 

group. Therefore, one can ~onc lude that a perfect overl ap between ethni c group and 

territory has not materi a li zed. Th is is not astonishi ng takin g into account the presence of 

more than 80 di ffere nt ethn ic groups in Ethiopia. However, the degree of diversity 

differs fro m region to region. 

Based on thi s background I have selected Oromia and Southern Nations, 

Nationaliti es and Peop le' s Regional State for fu rther stud y. 

4.3.2 Regional constitutional mechanisms for the management 

of inter-ethnic conflict in Oromia 
The Oromia regional state has a total surface area of 353 690 km2 and has a total 

population of about thirty million. Thus it is the largest and most popu lous region of the 

Ethiopian fede ratio ll . 

The Oromo peop le constitute 90% of the Oromia regional state population. This 

implies that Oromo is numeri cal ly domina nt and at the same time one can eas il y take 

note the fact that there is an important presence of other ethnic groups. 

In Oromia regional state there are minority groups. Despite the fact that there are 

minority groups, though they are scattered here and there, in Oromia, the regional state 

constitution does not refer to other ethnic gro ups. The preamble, for instance, does not 

talk about the peoples of the Oromia region, but about the Oromo people. 

The Oromia regional state revised consti tution of 200 I dec lares that the Oromo 

people are the maker and breaker of the regional constitution for it reads: "we the 

Oromo people". Furthermore artic les 8 of the constitution provides that "sovereign 

power in the region res ides il! the people of the Oromo Nati on .. " 

4.3.2.1 Territorial Organization of Oromia Regional State 

The revised constitution of Oromia regional state was approved III 200 I. The 

constitution provides for the following state stm cture: regional level, Zone, district 

and kebele . In February 2005, there were 197 di stricts and 10676 kebele. Now we 

have mo re di stri cts because 0 f the governm ent po licy of decentral ization. 
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4.3.2.2 Regional institution al structure 

At the regional level, the Oroniia region has legislative, executive and judicial 

inst itutions. Legislative powers are vested in the regional parliament (Caffee 

Oromia), executi ve powers are vested in the regional administrative council and 

judicial powers are vested in the regional courts. 

The parli ament of Oromi a region, the Caffee Oromia, is the highest authority of 

the region. The Caffee is unicameral and its members are representati ves of the 

"peoples of the 'Fegion as a who le". They are elected for a telm o f five years. There 

is no guaranteed representat ion of minority gro ups. T he assoc iation 0 ft he region 

with the Orol110 peop le leaves no room fo r the representation of ethni c minori ties. 

As far as the regional executi ve insti tutions are concerned, the constituti on 

does not provide for a guaranteed represerrtation of minority ethnic groups. As such, 

the regional constitutions follow the foots tep of the federal constitution. To sum up, 

the regional const itutional provisions in Oromia do not pay any attention to the 

ethn ic d iversi ty o f the Orom ia region. There is a complete identification of the 

Oromia region with the Oromo eth nic group. 

The constitution begins wi th the preamble that does not tal k abo ut the population 

of the Oromia . region , but about the "Oromo people". Further at:tic le 8 of the 

constitut ion stipulates the fact that "sovereign power in the region resides in the 

people of the 0 1'0111 0 nation". That "peopl e of the Oromo nation" refers to people of 

the Orol110 ethnic group can be ded uced from articl e 39(6) of the Orol11ia 

constitution. 

Article 39(6) of the revised constitution ofOromi a regional state reads as follows: 

"For the purpose of this constitut ion, the exp ression "the peop le of the 

Oromo nat ion" sha ll be construed as meaning those people who speak the 

Oromo language, who beli eve in their common Oromo identity, who share a 

large measure of a coml11on culture as Oromos and who predominantly 

inhabit in a contiguous territory of the regiona l state." 

Therefore, the sovereign power in Oromi a does not reside in the different ethnic 

group of the region, but i;, the Oromo ethni c group . From here it foll ows that the 

regiona l parliament , the Caffee, the regional executi ve and courts cannot be percei ved 

as the representative institution of the peoples of the region but Oromo ethnic group. 
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4.3.3 Regional constitutional mechanisms for the Management of 

inter-ethnic conflict in southern Nations, Nationalities and 

Peoples Regional state. 

The southern state has a pop ulation of more than 13 million people who live in 

area of 113 539 km2 As the name of the region indicates a particular feature o f its 

population is its enormous ethnic diversity, According to official sources, there are 

no less than 56 di fferen t ethni c groups or to use the official vernacular nations, 

nati onaliti es and peopl es in the reg ion , Some of those gro ups have more than I 

million members (such as the Sidama and the Gurage), but most are very small, 

each amounting to no more than some tens of thousands of people, 

Notwithstandi ng the ex istence o f some larger groups, it is important to note that not 

a single group has the numeri ca l majority, 

4.3.3.1 Territoria l Organization of the Southern state 

The southern state first, ratifi ed its own constitution on 22 June 1995, On 12 

November 200 1 thi s const itution' was revised by the "Revised constitution, 200 I, 

of the southeIll Nat ions, Nationalities and peoples regional state procl amation No 

35/200 1," 

This revision introd uced severa l institutional refonDs that, as will be discussed 

below, reflected the pal1icular ethn ic di versity of the southern population and that, 

therefore, in the context of thi s chapter, merit our particular attention, 

Article 45(1) of the southern constitution provides a four-tier internal 

administrative structure:, the regional/state leve l, the zona l/special wereda, the 

wereda leve l and finall y the kebe le leve l. The zone in the so uthern region i s not 

similar to the zone in Oromia region, The zone in Oromia is a deconcentrated organ 

of the regional administration whereas the zone in the southeIll region is an 

ethnically based territorial entity, The special wereda has the same status as the 

zone, but is used for sma ll er and territoriall y strongly concentrated groups, 

Therefore the zone/spec ial wereda in the southern region can better be compared to 

the Nationality admi nistrat ion in Amhara and Benishangul-Gumuz, Th is no doubt 

helps in inter-ethnic confli ct prevention and management. 

Until February 2005; the southelll region is composed of 13 zones, 8 spec ial 

woreda, 104 we reda and 3772 kebele, 
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4.3.3.2 Regional institutional stru cture 

Article 46(1 ) of the southern state consti tution designates the legislati ve body, the 

state council , as the highest authority of the regional state. The State Counc il has been 

profoundly refornl ed by the constituti onal revision of 200 I , which, in add ition to the 

State Council , created a second chamber, the Council o f Nationali ties. Thus today, the 

Southern state parli ament is in analogy wi th the federal parliament composed of two 

chambers. Further analys is clearly demonstrates that there are man y other similariti es 

between the regional and the federal parliament. 

The members of the fi rst chamber, the State Council , are representati ves "o f the 

people of the state as a whole" and are directl y elected for a term of 5 years. But again, 

the full consequences of the majority system are compensated by the guaranteed 

representation for "mi nority Nationaliti es and Peoples" . Th is latter mechani sm was not 

included in the original constitution of 1995 but incorporated by the 200 I rev ision. 

It is however the second chamber that is of particu lar interest for th is paper. This 

second chamber, the Counc il o f ationalit ies, was created by the 200 1· constitutional 

revision . An analysi s of thc -relevant constitut ional prov is ions clearly demonstrates the 

similariti es between thi s southern insti tuti on and the federa l House of the Federation. 

Article 58(1 ) of the southern constitution states that the Council o f Nati onaliti es is 

composed of representati ves of nations, nationali ties and peoples at least by one 

member. Thi s impl ies that every ethnic group in the southern region has a right to be 

represented in this institu tion. Furthermo re, article 58(2) stipulates that each nation, 

nationality or people shall be represented by one additi onal representati ve for each one 

million of its population. This means that, as most ethnic groups in the southern state 

have only a limited number of members, only some groups will be able to claim more 

than one representat ive. The council of nati onalities li st o f members shows that six 

ethnic groups have more tha n one representati ve: the Sidama (3), the Gu rage (2), the 

Wolayit (2), the Gedeo (2), the Hadi ya (2 ) and the Gamo (2). 

The council of nati onalities guarantees the rep resentation o f al l ethn ic gro ups in the 

regional parli ament. Notw ithstanding the fact that hundreds of thousands of Amhara 

and 0 romo a re living in the southel11 region, they do not have representati ves in the 

council of nationali ti es. This is a fu rther confi nnation of our theory about the distinction 

between endogenous and exogenous groups. Thi s theory implies that the regional 

const itutions deve lop mechani sms to protect ethnic diversity exc lusively for the 

endogenous gro ups. 
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From here it fol lows that exogenous groups have no right to be represented in the 

council of nationalities. This is not explicitly stated in the constitution, but we can 

deduce it from the li st of members of the counci l of nationa liti es and the Deputy 

Speaker of the counci l o f nationali ties confirmed it to the author. The limited 

representation of exogenous grou ps in the regional parli ament al so results from the fact 

that the regional parliament does not elect representatives of these gro ups in the federal 

House of the Federation. 

Members o f the council of nati onaliti es are elected from among members of zona l 

and special wereda coullcil s. Members elected for wereda counci ls represent 

nationaliti es that do not ha ve representati ves in zo nal council s. 

The indirect system of elec tion is a resul t of the territori al approach towards ethnic 

diversity that characteri zes the Ethiop ian state structure. 

The federal constitutional objective to accommodate ethnic diversity by creating 

ethn ica ll y homogenous regional states has been, in a sense, adopted at the regional 

level. Arti cle 45(2) of the southern cOllstitution says, "The Nations, National iti es or 

peoples in the region shall have their own zonal or special wereda adm inistration". 

Following the theory on endogenous and exogenous gro ups, we can assume that 

"nations, national iti es and peoples in the region" refers exclusively to the endogenous 

groups. 

However, the exc lusion of the exogenous groups does not prec lude that still a large 

number of ethni c groups have the ri ght to their own telTitorial ent ity. As indi cated 

before, the region has 56 nations, nationalities and peoples. Indeed, the constitution 

does not differentiate between large and small· groups. However, by 2005 , in spite of the 

existence of more than 50 ethnic groups, only 13 zones and 8 spec ial wereda had been 

created in the southern region. As a result, the largest etlmic groups in the southern 

region (such as the Sidama, the Gurage, the Hadiya, the Gedeo and the Wolayita) have 

their own zone. Furthermore, a number of special wereda have been created for small 

and territoriall y concentrated groups. All other groups constitute a minority within one 

of these entiti es or are li ving together in multi -ethni c zones such as the southern Omo 

zo ne and the Bench-Majji zone. One can observe in thi s structure clear sim ilarities 

between the territorial organ ization of the southell1 state and that at the federal level. In 

both cases, some large and territoriall y relati ve ly concentrated ethni c groups have thei r 

"own" administrati ve entity whi le the remain ing groups are a minori ty in those entiti es 

or are brought together into multi-ethnic entities. 
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Given th is fact, . it is nOI surv risi ng thai the members of the counc il of nationalities 

are elected fro m zona l and spec ial wereda councils in acco rdance with the practice that 

the me mbers of the House of the Federation are elected fro m the regio nal councils. 

Arti cle 59 of the southern constitution lists the powers and functi ons of the counc il 

of nati onalities . These competences were .clarifi ed in regional proclamation No. 

60/2003, "The conso lidati ons of house of council o f nationali ties and de finition of its 

powers and responsib iliti es proc lamati on" of29 June 2003. 

The co unc il of nati ona liti es is the authori tati ve intervreter of the regional 

constitution. This is a departure from the southern constitution o f 1995, which allocated 

this power to the state council. The allocation of the power to interpret the constitu tion 

is in line with the global structure o f the so uthern state consti tution. 

Arti c le 8( I ) o f ihis constitution stipu lates, "A ll power of the regional 'state res ides in 

the peo pl es o f the southern natio ns, nati onali ties and peop les' Regiona l State", 

Therefore, follow ing an internal logic, the constitut ion allocates the power to interpret 

the constitution to the council of nati onaliti es the representative organ of the same 

nations, nationalities and peoples . The exact procedure is explained in proclamation No. 

60/2003. 

The council o f nati onal iti es organizes the regional council of constitutional inquiry, 

the s tructures and competences of w hi ch a re regul ated and enu merated in arti cles 78 

and 79 of the southern consti tution. A close readi ng of those prov isions reveals that the 

regional counci l of constitutional inquiry is a regional copy o f the federal counci l; is a 

mere ad visory organ to the co unc il o f nati ona liti es, thi s latter having the ultimate power 

to interpret the southern consti tut ion. 

The council decides on issues relat ing to nat ions', nati onali ties' or people' right to 

zone, special wereda and wereda admin istrati on accord ing to the state consti tut ion. 

Here, a significant divergence between the federal and the regional constitution can be 

noted. Article 62(3) o f the federal constitution states that the House o f the Federati on 

shall dec ide on issues relating to the rights o f nat ions, nati onaliti es and peoples to self­

determ ination. The southern const itution on the other hand does not speak in its arti cle 

59(3) about the right to sel f- determinati on but about the right to zone, spec ial wereda 

and wereda administration, The right to self-determ ination appears to have been 

reduced to the right to have one ' s 'own' ad mini strati ve entity. Thi s can be seen as 

another exp ress ion" of the territorial approac h towards ethnic diversity, It is the 

ex pression of the idea that the right to self-deterlll ination of natio ns, nationalit ies and 

peoples can best be realized through territori al autonomy. 
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However, proclamation No 60/2003 again gives a wider definition to the ri ght of 

self -determination, a defi nition that IS identical to the definition in the federal 

constitution. Therefore, the procedure IS as follows. When an ethnic group in the 

southern region believes that its ri ght to se lf-determination has been violated , the 

concerned group cail submi t a complaint to the council of nationaliti es. 

An important protect ion ·of the ethni c groups is that the decision of the council o f 

nationaliti es can be appeal cd to the fede ral House of the Federation. 

An ethnic group, in case the counci l of nationalities does not decide in a two years 

tenn or in case the concerned ethnic · group ·is not satisfied with the decision of the 

council of nationalities, can submit its case to the House of the Federation. 

The counc il o f nationali ti es promotes and consolidates the unity and the equality of 

region, based on their mutual consent. Not only does it have the responsibility to ensure 

the right to self-determination of the various southern peoples but also the duty to 

realize the unity between those peoples. 

In thi s context, the pres ident of the southern state, Hail emariam Oesalegn, sa id the 

following: "The mi ss ion (of the counc il o f nat ionaliti es) is not only to reso lve confli cts 

once they happen but al so to ad vocate unity, advocati ng unity and peace ful coex istence. 

The peaceful coexistence o f the southern peoples is important. When you become 

unified, you become strong. It is up to this institution to advocate unity and create 

awareness about the need to strengthen the unity of the southern peoples". 

The counc il o f nationa liti es stri ves to find so lutions to disputes or 

misunderstandings that may ari se between administrative hierarchies. 

The council of nationalities shall create favorable conditions for the study of the 

hi story, culture and languages of the nationaliti es. 

The council of nationaliti es studies di sputes between neighboring states and 

questions of border· delimitation, submits to the House of the Federat ion and follows up 

for implementation. 

The council o f nationalities has an important rol e in the procedure for amendment of 

the regional constitution. This procedure was thoroughl y revised by the 200 I 

constitutional revision. With regards to the issue of constitutional amendment the 1995 

constitution merely stated, "The provi sions of th is constituti on shall be amended when 

the idea of amendment is supported by a three- fourth majority vote o f the members of 

the state council. " 
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The 2001 southern constitution, on the other hand , incorporates a much more 

detailed procedure that is inspired by the feoera l constitution amendment procedure. 

The rev ised const itution reserves an important rol e for the zones and special wereda. 

They pal1icipate in the process directl y (through their respecti ve counci ls) as well as 

indi rectly (through the counci l of nationaliti es). The southern constitution amendment 

procedure can be found in articles 124 and 125 of the southern constitution. 

Article 124 provides that a constitutional amendment can be initiated in one of three 

ways: 

I) A constituti ona l amendll1ent proposa l can be supported by a two-thirds 

majority vote in the state council; 

2) A constitutional amendment proposal can be supported by a two-thirds 

majority vote in the council of nationalities; 

3) Finally, a constitutional amendment procedure can be supported by 0 ne­

third of the zona l or special wereda councils by a majority vote. 

As for the actual approval of the constitutional amendment, two procedures are 

incorporated in art icle 125. The first procedure has to be fol lowed in the case of a 

proposed amendment to article 125 itself (the article on the amendment). This artic le 

can be amended on !")' when: 

a) A ll zo nal and specia l wercda councils, by a majority vote, approve the proposed 

amendment(s) and; 

B) Both the state counci l and the council of nationalities, by a two-thirds majority vote, 

approve the proposed amendment(s). 

The second procedure has to be followed in the case of an amendment to any other 

constitutional provis ion , which can be amended on ly when: 

a) The state council and the counci l of nationalities, in a joint sess ion, approve a proposed 

amendment by a two-thirds majority vote and: 

b) Two-thirds of the counci ls of zo nal and spec ial wereda approve the proposed 

amendment by majority vo te. 

However, artic le 125l2} of th e southern constitution specifies that the provisions of 

chapter two ("the fundamental princip les of the constitution") and chapter three 

("fundamental rights and freed oms") can be am ended on ly if the corresponding 

provisions of chapter two and three of the federa l constitution are amended . 
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This is to prevellt an infringement on the federal constituti on, s ince the regional 

constitutions have to be in conformit y with it. 

Thi s conc ludes the analys is o f the reg ional parliament o f the southern state. It is 

worthwhile to summari ze the most relevant aspects. 

The above analysis has indicated that the stlmic diversity of the southern population 

is clearly reflected in the constitutional provisions on the regional parliament. It IS 

obvious that the constituti onal rev ision of 200 I has resulted in a profound refornl of the 

southern state parliament. This refo rm was clearl y gu ided by the example of the federal 

parliament. Firstly, in order to assure the representation of all ethnic groups, the 

representation of ethnic minorities in the state council is guaranteed. However, the most 

important reform is the creati on of a second chamber that , with regards to its 

composition as we ll as wit h regards to its powers, is modeled on the second chamber of 

the federal parliament: the House of the Federation. The estab li shment of the counci l of 

nationalities resulted from the ambition to deve lop in the southern state appropri ate 

institutional mechanisms for the prevention and regulation of inter-etlmic conflicts. 

Taking into account the parallels between the Ethiopian state and the southern state 

concerning popUlation composition , it is not surpri sing that the development of these 

institutional mechani sms was guided by the federal example. Once again a statement of 

Hailemariam Desalegn can be cited: "There was a need for an institution w hich can 

resolve inter-ethnic conflicts democraticall y and amicabl y, thereby contributing to the 

consolidation of the democratic unity among the diverse peoples of the south. So from 

the exercises of the federa l Ho use of the Federation we came to learn the need to 

establish a s imilar instituti on in our region. The House o f nationaliti es or the counc il of 

nationaliti es is the result 01' that reali zation. " With thi s new composition, the southern 

state parliament has become a truly representati ve assemb ly. By guaranteei ng the 

representation of ethnic minorities, all ethnic groups, no matter how small they are, are 

assured 0 f a representation in the first chamber of the regional parliament. However, 

notwi thstanding thi s guaranteed rep resentation, the number of representati ves in the 

first chamber is proportionate to the popUlation number of each ethn ic group. The large 

ethnic groups therefore ha ve a larger representation than the small ones . However, thi s 

is not as pronounced as on the federa l level, where a few ethnic groups dominate the 

first chamber. Moreover, the larger representation of the large groups is compensated 

by the compositi on ofthc counc il o f nationaliti es . 
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The counci l of national iti es does not offer a numeri ca ll y equal representation of 

ethnic groups, but because of its specific composition (one representat ive per group and 

one additional representative per one million people), even the largest ethnic groups do 

not have more than two to three representatives. 

Therefore, the equality iq the southern counc il of nationali ties is much larger than in 

the fed eral House of the Fcderation. 

When stating that all ethnic groups have a good representation in the regional 

parliament, it has to be pointed out that we ar~ only referring to the endogenous groups. 

The composition of the parliament COnfil1l1S our thes is about the exogenous and the 

endogenous groups. Though the di fference between endogenous and exogenous groups 

is not express ly st ipulated in the const itution, thi s differentiation can be deduced from 

the composition of the counci l of nationalities. Notwithstanding the fact that the number 

of Oromo and Amhara in the southel11 region is much larger than the population number 

of many other ethnic groups, they do not have a single representative in the council of 

nationalities. 

There is no guaranteed representati on of ethn ic groups in the regional govel11ment. 

Obviously, a representation of all ethnic groups in the regional government is not 

possible. However, we can assume that, taking into account the attention to 

representation in the regional parl iament, attempts will be m ade to g uarantee a wide 

ethnic representation in the regiona l government. 

As far as consti tutional interpretation is concerned, the constitution of 1995 had 

established a mechanism that was incl uded in the other regional constitutions as well . 

As said before, this mechanism implied that the ultimate power to interpret the 

constitution was granted to the regional parli ament. Today, after the constitutional 

amendment of 200.1, the procedure fo r consti tu ti onal interpretati on is regul ated in the 

articles 78 and 79 of the regi.onal const itution as well as in proclamation No 60/2003 of 

29 June 2003. The power to interpret the constitution is st ill not granted to a judicial 

institution. When revising the procedure for constitutional in terpretat ion, the 

constitutional amendment of 200 I has followt;d the federal model. This implies that the 

power to interpret the const ituti on has been granted to the council of nationalities. The 

nations, nationalities and peoples thus have a representation in the organ for 

constitutional interpretation. However, only the endogenous groups are being 

represented. 
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As such, the organ for constitutional interpretation in the southern region resembles 

the constitutional interpretation commiss ion in Amhara, Oromia and Benishangul ­

Gum uz. In these in stitution as we ll , onl y endogenous groups have a guaranteed 

representation. 

4.3.3.3 The institutional structure of the zone/special wereda 

The zone/spec ial wereda is the administrati ve level just below the region. Article 

80(2) of the southern constitut ion stipulates that a zone/spec ial wereda will 

comprise: the zonal /spec.ia l wereda council , the zonal/spec ial wereda ad mi nistrative 

organ (the executive organ) and the judiciary. 

The competences of the zonal and special wereda council are li sted in artic le 

8 1(3) of the southern constitution. One. of these is the power to determine its 

working language. This creates the poss ibility for the zonal/special wereda councils 

to d o a way wi th the use 0 f A mhari c a s work ing language withi n their respective 

territories. At the regional leve l, however, Amhari c continues to be the working 

language. Again, a clear parall el with the federal constitution can be observed. 

Article 5(2) of the federal constitution stipulates that Amharic sha ll be the working 

language of the federal government. Arti cle 5(3) of the federa l constitution, 

ho wever, states ' that the members of the federat ion (the regions) may by law 

determine their respective work ing languages. Some regions have made use of thi s 

provision , resulting, for examp le, in the adoption of Tigrigna and Orom ifa as 

working languages in the Tigray and Oromia regions respectively. Nor has the 

constitutional ri ght of the zones/special wereda in the southern state to determine 

their worki ng language remained theoreti cal either. By August 2003, fi ve zones had 

introduced a loca l language as the wo rking language o f their respecti ve zone. 

Another competence of the zonal/special wereda counci I is the power, witho ut 

prej udice to the powers vested in the state council , to issue laws on matters 

uncovered provided that they are consistent with the state and fede ral laws. For the 

time b eing, t hi sp ro vision w ill probabl y remain theoretical. It is presently unclear 

what residual legislat ive jJowers are left to the zonal/spec ial wereda counci ls. 
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4.4 Conclusion 

A fundam ental obs~ rvation is that the regional constitutiona l provisions In 

Oromia do not pay any allcn tion to the ethnic di versity of the Oromia region. On the 

contrary, a fUlther evaluation of the Oromia constitution shows an almost complete 

identification of the Oromia region with the Oromo ethnic group. 

It begins with the preamble that does not talk about the popUlation of the Oromia 

egion, but about the "Oromo people". 

Notwithstanding the fact that article 2( I) of the regional constitution recogni zes 

that Oromia is populated by "people of the oromo nation and other peoples", article 

8 stipulates, "Sovereign power in the region resides in the people of the Oromo 

nation" . That "people o f the Oromo nation" exc lusively re fers to .people of the 

Oromo ethn ic group can, be deduced from arti cle 39(6) of the Oromia constitution. 

" For the purpose of thi s constitution , the expression "the people of the Oromo 

nation' shall be construed as meaning those people who speak the Oromo language, 

who believe in their common Oromo identity, who share a large measure of a 

common culture as Oromos and who predominantly inhabit in a contiguous territory 

of the regiona l state". There fore, the sovereign power in Oromia does not reside in 

the different ethnic groups of the region, but in the Oromo ethnic group. From here 

it follows that the regional parliament, the Caffee, should not be perceived as the 

representative institution of the population of Oromia, but as the representative 

institution o f the Oromo ethn ic group . Different e lements SUppOI1 thi s conc lusion. 

The Oromi'il constitution does not contain provisions on the guaranteed 

representation of ethnic I;, inorit y groups in the regiona l parliament. That the Caffee 

does not represent non-Oromo is confirmed by the electi on of the members of the 

federal House of the Federation, The Oromia parliament exclusively elects Oromo 

representatives for the House. 

Finally, this conclusion is supported by the regional constitutional provi sions on 

the ri ght to secess ion . Art icle 39(4) of the federal constitution provides that the 

demand for secess ion must be approved by the legislative council of the nation, 

nationality or people concellled. 
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Thi s prov ision has been inc luded in arti cle 39 of the Oromia constitution. 

Article 39(5) of the latter constitution stipulates that the " Demand for secess ion is 

approved by a two thirds majority vote of the members o f the Caffee". The 

legi slati ve council o f the Oromo ethnic group is thus equated with the Caffee o f the 

Oromia region. 

The constitutiona l prov isions on the regional exec uti ve and judicial organs do 

not contain provisions on guaranteed representation of minority groups either. No r 

do ethnic minority groups in Oromia have a right to territorial self-admini stration. 

The Zonal administrative level is not an etlmic based territorial entity, but an 

executive organ o f the regional admini strati on. 

The ident i fi cati on o f the popul ation of Oromia with the Oromo ethnic group 

is a clear consequence o f the etlmic territorial approach to ethnic diversity. 

The Ethiopian constitution has established the Oromia region for the Oromo 

people. From here it fo llows that ethni c minoriti es within the Oromi a region can not 

claim group-spe.c i fic ri ght s. 

On the other hand,. the state structure of the southern state takes into acco unt 

the ethni c di vers ity of the sou thern populati on. A lthough the ethni c element was to 

some extent recogni zed in the 1995 southel11 constitution, it is primarily the 200 1 

constitutional revision that has designed institutionall11echanisms to incorporate and 

accommodate the enormous di versity that characteri zes the southern population. 

It is apparent that the southern constitutional provisions were inspired by the 

federal constituti on. The constitutional revision of 200 I has created a state structure 

that has many similarities with the etlmic-based federal state structure of the federal 

constitution. Firstly, all nations, nationalities and peoples of the southern state have 

the right to form their ' own ' zo ne/special wereda, which has the power to issue laws 

and to determine it s 1V0rking language. These competences are specified in the 

constitution and thi s constituti on as the above discussion o f the constitutional 

amendment procedure has sholVn cannot be rev ised withou t the participati on of the 

zones/special wereda. Furthermore, the zones/special wereda can influence policy­

making on the regional leve l through their representation in the counci l of 

Nationali ti es. But ultimate ly-notwithstanding many sim ilariti es the zones and 

special w ereda cannot be d escribed as federated entiti es. Such a des ignation does 

not accord with the hierarc hical relationship between the regional level and the 

subordinated zonal/spec ial wereda level. 
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The question that has to be answered now is whether the mechani sms 

developed by the southern constituiion have the potenti al to reali ze the right to se lf­

determination of all ethni c groups in the regiona l territory. 

The most important mechani sm is without any doubt the creation of a 

zone/special wereda . All nations, nationaliti es and peoples in the southern region 

have a right to form thei r own zone/special wereda. So far, some ethnic groups 

(such as the Gurage, Gedeo, Sidama, Hadi ya and Wolayita) have effecti ve ly created 

their own zone .. Therefo re, these gro ups can exercise their ri ght to territorial se lf­

administration and they , have the possibility to protect their own language and 

culture. However, because the southern state has more than 50 ethni c gro ups, most 

ethnic groups do not have their own zone/spec ial wereda. 

These groups are living in q multi ;ethnic zone (examples of which are the 

Debub Omo and the Bench-Majji zones) are a minority group in a zone dominated 

by another group. The question now is whether there are mechani sms in the 

sou thern consti tution to enabl e those groups to reali ze their ri ght to self­

determination, 

Of course, there is the territorial mechanism, The southern const itution g ra nts a II 

ethnic gro ups in the southern state the right to form their own zo ne/specia l wereda. 

During the last" years, some new zones and special wereda have effectively been 

created and thi s appea rs' to have assured the demands of particular ethnic groups. 

However, thi s approach has many defects. First, the establ ishment of a new 

zone/special wereda for a particular ethnic gro up requ ires the territorial 

concentration of the group concerned. The territorial mechani sm is therefore no 

so lution for territori ally dispersed gro ups, Second, it should be stressed that any 

newly created zone wi ll probably not be ethnica ll y homogenous ei ther. It is very 

likely that the new zo ne w ill have its own minorities and thi s could result in new 

ethnic problems and demands. Therefore, the creation of more zo nes/special wereda 

contradi ct with the objectives of good governance. The creation of additional 

admin istrative en titi es will result in a d ispersion of sca rce resources, thus 

undermining government, efficiency. 

In this contex t, it is important to note that neither the federal govell1ment nor the 

southern reg iona l government have been very enthusiastic about fUl1her pursuing 

this ten'itorial strategy. The Silte/Gurage qispute illustrates thi s po int. Trad itionally, 

the Si lte were considered to be part of the Gurage ethnic group. 
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The ethn ic-territorial. approach that characteri zes the Ethiopian decentrali zation 

process resulted in the creation of a Gurage zone within which the S ilte were 

accorded their own wereda. The Silte, however, increasingly manifested themse lves 

as a separate ethnic group not merely as a Gurage sub-group-and accordingly they 

requested their own zonal adm inistration. 

Finall y, their demand was met, but only after the government had reluctantly 

rea lized that thi s was the only way to prevent escalating inter-ethnic tensions and 

conflicts. 

Recent political developments in the southel11 state cou ld make the creation of 

additional zones and spec ial wereda even more unlikely. The ru ling front in the 

southel11 state,' the Southern Ethiopia Peop les Democrat ic Front' (SEPDF) has 

recently been dramatically trans formed, 

The 20 ethnic-based member parties of the SEPDF have merged and fOlllled a 

united party: the South Ethiopian peoples Democratic Movement (SEPDM). The 

fOlmer ethnic based parties wil l now becOlne branches of the new one. The question 

now is whether thi s politica l centrali zation wi ll al so affect the administrati ve 

structure. It is the author 's impression taking into account the over'whelming 

majority of the SEPDM in the southern state counc il (even after the 2005 elections) 

that the creation of the SEPDM wi ll in fact have an impact on the administrati ve 

structure i n the southern s tate. Though some S EPDM p al1y 0 fficials have refuted 

this likelihood, .others have indicated that in the future no new territorial enti ties 

wou ld be created. In fa.ct, they have even suggested the possibility of merging 

ex ist ing wereda, There fore, there is abso lute ly no guarantee that the government 

wil l in fact al low a new zone or spec ial wereda to be established. 

The above illustrates the limited capacity of the ethnic territorial strategy to 

solve future inter-ethnic tensions and conflicts. However, thi s view should not be 

interpreted as a suggestion to the Ethiopian and the southel11 government to 

completely abandon the terri tori al strategy when trying to acco mmodate ethnic 

diversity, Granti ng territoria l autonomy can effect ively result in the relaxation of 

ethnic tensions. However, what the above does indicate is that the right to self­

determination of al l nations, nationalities and peoples in the southel11 region can 

on ly be reali zed ' i f the territorial strategy is complemented w ith othe'r mechani sms. 

Such non-territori a l mec liani sms are not Included in the southern constitution , 
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For instance, the constitut ion cou ld have provided for mechanisms of non­

territorial autonom y and for a guaranteed representation of minority groups in the 

zonal councils. However, as far as the representation of minority groups is 

concerned, we have to point out that the zonal councils, notwithstanding the lack of 

a constitutional ob ligat ion thereto, are reasonab ly ethn ical ly representati ve. 

Though many ZOJ1al /Spec ial wereda counci ls are ethni ca ll y inclusive, there 

are some co uncil s where onl y the dominant ethnic group is being represented. This 

does obvious ly not impl y that those zones are perfectly ethnicall y homogenous. The 

cities in particular are ethnically diverse' with a large presence of other groups. 

There is a concern for the rights of those groups. However, recently an interesting 

development has occurred that grants ethnic minority groups, in those regions that 

are dominated b y a parti cul ar ethnic group , the possibility for self-administration. 

The southern proclamation No. 5112002 of 19 August 2002 grants cities, which 

comply with criteria determined by the regional executive council , an important 

degree of autonomy. 

Those citi es are ad mini stered acco rding to the Council -Mayor system where 

the co uncil determi n~s policy and takes the important dec isions and where the 

Mayor performs the executi ve functio ns. The people 0 f t he c ity directly e lect the 

members of the city council. The members of the council elect the mayor. This 

offers minority groups in the zone that can have a numerical majority in the city, 

imp0l1ant guarantees of representation and self-admini stration . 

The Southern constitution does not on ly pay attention to the possibi li ty of 

self-admin istration . The constitution also provides for different mechanisms of 

guaranteed representation on the regiona l level. There is the first chamber of the 

regional parliament where all groups are assured o f a representat ion by the 

guarantee of reserved seats fo r minority groups. However, it is primari ly the council 

of Nationalities that gua,'antees the ethni c representation in the regiona l parli ament. 

Al l the ethnic groups have at least one representati ve in thi s organ . With rega rd to 

the executive council , a guaranteed representation is not assured , but there are no 

indications to doubt the ethnic rep"esentative ness of the executive. With regard to 

the judicial organs we can menti on the inclusive represen tation in the organ 

competent fo r constitu tional interpretation (the counci l of Nationalities). 
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion and recommendation 

5.1. Conclusion 

Conflict is a dynamic phenomenon characteri zed by phrases of initiation, escalation, 

controlled maintenance and management, perhaps leading to some kind of termination, 

reflecti ve of selliement , reso luti on or transformation. A con fli ct in thi s. sense is not a 

bad thing. A vio lent conflict is a situation in which at least two part ies, or their 

representat ive, attempt to pursue their perception of mutuall y incompat ible goa ls by 

physically damaging or destroying the property and high va lue symbols of one another 

(e.g religious shrines, national monuments) or otherwise fo rcibly eliminating one 

another. 

Inter-ethnic con fli ct on the other hand, involves 'social, pol itical and economi c 

con fl ict between groups of people who identi fy each other in ethnic terms: color, race, 

religion, language and national origin. inter-ethnic confli ct involves a wide range of 

events from articulation of discontent, protest, mobilization, confrontation sporadic or 

sustained violence, and civil war or insurrection in which ethni city plays a significant 

factor. It generall y iiivo lves a clash of interests or a struggle over righ·ts: to land, to 

education, to the use of language, to pol itical representation, to freedom of re li gion, to the 

preservation of ethnic identity, to au tonomy or self-determination and so forth. 

Causes of conflicts in general and inter-etlmic conflicts in particular are unfair 

distribution of political , social and economic opportunities. Illegitimate and ineffective 

governance and absence of mechanisms for the peaceful conciliation of group interests 

and for bridg ing di viding lines between different identity groups. 

In Ethiopia, over the past years, several inter-etlmic conflicts have occulTed 

repeatedly. Like in any other countries, inter-ethnic conflict only come to the surface and 

become violent when the mechan isms to reso lve disputed problems fai l. Much time and 

energy had to be spen.l to overcome the resulting crisis. 

In this study it is fo und Qut that the exercise of power, the way inter-ethnic relat ions 

evolved over time and of the cu lturally rooted features of soc iety are some of the factors 

that have contributed in ter-ethnic conflicts in Ethiopia. Each regime had and has 

implemented different sets of policies that su ited their interests best. 
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Ethiopia was rul ed by a monarch for about around a century The soc io-economic 

system was essentiall y "feudal" with two di stinct classes, the aristocracy and the 

peasantry, with the monarc h at the apex. 

Until the earl y 20lh century, before the establi shment o f a sa lari ed bureaucracy and 

military, the peasantry carried the burden of supporting govenmlent function ari es . An 

official along w ith hi s retinue was assigned a given part of the country from whose 

residents he collected rent (l ease?). He was accountabl e to the chief who gave him thi s 

right, not to the peasants. The o ffi cials so le responsibility was to ensure that hi s patron 

remained in power. Chi efs deri ved their power from their military strength ; the tenure of 

officials depended on the will of their patron. Pillaging was rampant and the ensuing 

gri evances engendered another cyc le of violence. Despite a century o f sa laried civil and 

military bureaucracy, these fo rmer traditions continued, resulting instability and 

continued gri evance. 

The control o f resources could onl y be achieved by power. Each aspirant revolted 

against the government in power, mobili zing supporters by appealing to the perceived 

oppression by those in power. When he had succeeded, the new leader treated the 

people no better than those he had overthrown. This cyc le of revolt and conflict was, in 

the Ethiopi a contex t and hi sto ry, regional and class based r ather than e tlmic. Thi s i s 

supported by the "king of kings" system where the strongest regional king would 

become king of all and occupy the central power The king usuall y came from one 

regional group but maintained power by recruiting official s from different regions 

through inter-marriage wi th hi s own famil y. Meanwhile, the ruling elite subjected the 

peasants in all ethni c groups. 

The root causes for the fall of Hail e Selassie and the imperial system and the 1974 

revolution were structural rather than personal. Major factors were the oppression of he 

majority of the rural population and the alienation of government from the urban 

intelligentsia, military and bureaucracy. The immediate causes were the famine in North 

Ethiopia (Wello), which the govelllment attempted to hide, the reaction o f taxi dri vers 

to the e ffec ts o f the oil crisis in 1974, and a rev ised education cutTiculum, which is 

opposed by the intelligentsia. In thi s situation, the military staged a coup, dec laring a 

socialist state . The revo lutionari es believed that its abolition and an upri sing of the 

population or a military coup could onl y resolve the gri evances caused by the system. 

The important ro le of the gri evances of the peasants can be in fe tTed from the lirst 

declaration of the military govern ment in which they proc laimed the nati onali zation of 

the land and its distribution to the peasants. 
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Ln sum , the hi story o f Ethiopia up to that time has been predominantl y the hi story 

of war/conn ict among different groups with different ideo logies basicall y aimi ng to gain 

power and the control of resources, Th is had many consequences for the development of 

Ethiopia, 

Ln the time of the Dergue r egime fa ll two major c onn icts, the war w ith Somalia 

(Ju ly 1977-M arch 1978) and tbe civ il war that began immediate ly a ft er the coup in 1974 

and resulted in the overthrow o f the Dergue in 199 1, 

The war with Soma li a was related to Somalia' s attempt to create a great Somalia, 

This was also the period of the co ld war duri l1g which the USA and the former USSR 

were reali zing their strategic alli es in the Horn of Africa, 

The years fo llowing 1974 were unstabl e, Power struggles with in the Dergue led to 

the assass inat ion of three consecuti ve chairn1en (General Aman Amdo, Birgadier-General 

Teferi Banti and Major Atnafu Abate) by Major Mengistu Hailemariam, who finall y 

controlled the helm of the state power until 1991, 

At one po int in 1977- 1978 Eth iop ia was fi ghti ng two of the bloodiest wars in the 

world , To thi s ignobIe' li st l11 ust he added the war that the Dergue were fi gh'ting aga inst its 

own people to remain in pOlVel', A civ il war between the White Terror and the Red Terror 

raged in the city that consumed much of a generat ion of educated youth in an ongoing 

agony of mass killings and perpetua l violence. Rural uprising against the dictatorship, 

famine as an instrument of state pol icy 'and gel10cidal resettlement programs add to the 

fai l. 

The opposition was fragmented with different ori gins, leaderships, ethnic composition 

(balance?), objectives and attitude toward the Dergue. It included MIESO (All Ethiopian 

Socialist Movement), the Ethiopian People ' s Revo lutionary party (EPRP) , the Eri trean 

People's liberation Front (EPLF) , T igray People Liberation Front (TPLF) and the Oromo 

Liberation Front (OLF), M fESO and EPR.P were mu lti-ethnic gro ups wi th the objective to 

create a democratic Ethiopia. . 

OLF,TPLF and EPLF on the other hand stressed ethnic differences resulting in a 

regionaln at iona li st ideology with the 0 bjecti ve 0 f s ecession. The TPLF init ially ni rted 

with the idea of secession, but in the 1980 ' s c,hanged its objective to overthrowing the 

Dergue and creating a democratic Ethiopia. 

The TPLF now began to engage with other ethno-lingui stic based organ izations 

including the Amhara National Democrati c movement, the Oromo 's People ' s Democrati c 

Organization and the South Nations and Nationalists organizati on to form what is ca ll ed 

the Ethiopian People' s Revolutionary Democrati c Front (EPRDF) . 
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Finally, the ERPDF together with EPLF and others overthrew the Dergue in 1991 

and established a transitional Government which included other ethno-linguistic groups 

such as the secessioni st Oromo Liberation Front (OLF).The transitional government 

reorganized the cou ntry as a fed eration structured along ethno-lingui stic lines. It also 

conducted three elect ions to form the current Federal Government. 

It is interesting to reflect what the sources of conflicts during this period were. It is 

not ideology, as almost all of these political organi zations were Marxi sts. Although to see 

the cause in gri evances abo ut cu ltural/lingui sti c domination by Amharic speakers have a 

grain of truth, the fund amental causes were principally power struggles among the 

educated elite. Ethnicity is merely used as a convenient ideology in the struggle for 

power. 

When the imperial regime collapsed, hopes flourished for political reform that 

would provide fair representation and equal access to s tate power for a II groups. Such 

hopes were dashed by the successors and the military regime, which opted forever-greater 

centralization and rule by coercion. This resulted in the fonTIation of different opposition 

parties for armed struggle. This was the time when he TPLF was born. 

In 1991 , the Ethiopian Peop le Revolutionary Front (EPRDF), a coali tion of 

movements founded and led initially by the Tigrian Liberation Front (TPLF) came to 

power after sixteen years of armed struggle agai nst the military regime that ruled Ethiopia 

since 1974. 

Since the changes of Govemment in 199 1, Ethiopia has embarked on an ethni c 

based federal system with a view to resolving the "question of national ities". It is 

restructured the state by introducing a federal system not only to decentralize power but 

also to accommodate the various ethno-linguistic groups. 

In short, 1995 Constitution declares Ethiopi a as a multicultural state. While the 

authors o f the constitution contend that thi s is the only way to peace and development, 

their critics argue that the ethnic based federal system is further reinforcing ethnic tension 

and conflict among the various ethno-linguistic groups. 

The paper has made an attempt to examine whether the new federal arrangement 

has been able to minimi ze or rather to reinforce tensions among the ethno-linguist ic 

groups compared with the past' federa l situation . 

The EPRDF inherited a country devastated infrastructural , econom ica ll y and 

psychologica ll y by war and totalitarian rule . A number of months after assuming power, 

the EPRDF convened a Conference to which it invited 26 groups that had opposed 

Mengistu's rule . 
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The Conference estab li shed the two-year transitional governm en t of Ethiopia (TGE) 

and adopted a charter embraci ng the uni versal declaration of Human Rights and ensuring 

many freedo ms, including the ri ght to self-determination. The new government officially 

renounces Mengistu' s Marx ism and committed itself to bui lding a democratic society 

respectful of human ri gh ts. 

So far the proct;sses of change have not been very smooth in Ethiopia. The TGE 

faced challenges inc luding thc rehabilitation of a devastated economy, the orderly 

demobi li zation o f hundreds of thousands o f sold iers from the prev ious regime, the 

prosecution of more the 2000 people accused of human rights vio lations, and as a further 

challenge-the general absence of a democratic tradition 

Being in the above condition, all opposition parties against Dergue sketched a new 

constitution and efforts were made to change the highly centralized system into a 

decentrali zed federal system of government wi th autonomous etlmic regions and di stricts 

as its constituent units. These changes of the governance system (from centra li zed to a 

decentrali zed federal system) so lved long-stand ing major etlmic based conflicts and 

resulted in comparative internal peace compared to the prev ious regime. 

As mentioned earli er, con fli ct is no a new phenomenon in Eth iop ia history. When it 

still occurs in post-federal Ethiopia, it is the continuat ion o f the pre-federal situation. 

Bei ng the cumul ative e ffect of a long history of confli ct in the country, the formation and 

establishment of etlmic based states changed the form rather than the substance of 

conflicts in Federal Ethiopia. 

Among the intemal con flict s, which changed its fo rnl rather than its substance, the 

ones that cost the li ves of many people are the regional di sputes about boundaries. The 

various ethno-linguisti c groups have to be territoriall y defined in order to give t hem a 

mother state and their own local govemment. This assumes that are neatly defi ned 

territori es. In many parts of the country to defi ne thi s has, however, not been an easy 

exerci se. 

Although some of the confli cts over grazing land , water and other resources have a 

long hi sto ry that predates the introduction of an ethnic based federati on , the politics 

afterl 991 seem to have changed the dimension of this type of conflict. In many parts the 

traditional conflicts between two communities. is emerging into a conflict between two 

adjacent regional states. Examples are the di spute about the ownersh ip of Moyale, a town 

between Oromia and Somali regional states, between Afar and lsa Somali (between Afar 

regio nal states and Somali regional states), between Gedeo in SNNPRS and Gujji Oromo 

and the like. 
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Additional ly there are confl icts within a region, e.g. Gambela (Anuag with 

Hi ghlander, Anuag with Nuwere ) Somali (with di fferent clans) and so on. The 

government has at present managed most" of then1 and few of them sti II exist. 

There is also a conflict abou t restructuring the state. In a country of more th an 80 

ethni c groups, o f which almost every one demands to estab li sh their own state or sub-state 

units, it is impossible to guarantee each of them their own state. Although, the regional 

states as well as the fed eral government of Ethiopia in some areas did not welcome thi s 

move it has sti II remained as a cause of confli ct between ethnic groups. 

Considerable confli cts also arise because dominant ethnic groups consider 

themselves to be the owner . o f the mother state, whil e other citizens with another 

background or those who do not li ke to assoc iate themse lves with any ethnic group have 

practically no place. 

The study has clearly indicated that the regional constitutions do recognize the 

ethnic diversity of the regional population. 

Notwithstanding the major differences between the regiona l constitutional 

mechani sms, all reg ions basica ll y share the same approach to ethnic diversity. 

In those regions where ethnic minoriti es are recognized, the regional constitutions 

contain protecti ve mechanisms that can be divided into two categories. 

The first category aims at creating se lf-admini stration for ethnic groups/minoriti es. 

Thi s se lf-administration is territori al. The ethnic gro up have a right to se lf:ad mini stration 

within their own territory (zone, special wereda, Nationality administration ). These 

telTitorial entities have their own council and executive organ and have important 

competences such the power to choose their own working language. 

The second category of protective mechatiisms include the representation of ethnic 

groups in regional institutions. The guaranteed seats in the regiona l parli ament granted to 

ethnic gro up express thi s. 

In the southern region there is not only the guaranteed representation in the 

regional parliament but also the constitution add itionall y creates a second cham ber of the 

regional parliament wherein all grou ps have a right to be represented. With regard to the 

executive power, the regional constituti ons do not provide fo r guaranteed representation. 

In this way the regional .constitutional mechan isms serve as an instrument of inter­

ethni c confl ict prevention, management and transformation. 
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5.2. Recommendation 

It is a we ll knowil fact that Ethi opia is a country of nations, nationaliti es and 

Peoples with their own diffe rent language, hi story, culture, reli gion, way of life etc . 

Hence, federa li sm is not a matter of choice. It is only through federal form of 

government that all these differences can be accommodated. Taking this fact into 

account Ethiopia has embarked on federal fOlm of government since the coming to 

power 0 f E PRDF i n I 99 1 and experimented for a d ecade 0 r t wo. But i t h as its own 

achievements and fai lures. Whether we have a viable federal structure or not IS 

something we have to tackle. Hence, based on the research result I would like to 

recommend the following. 

• The upper-house of the federal parliament should have a law-making power. It is 

this institution . that represent each and every ethnic group of the country, but 

voiceless as far as law-making process is concerned. 

• The upper-house of the federal pa rli ament, unlike the lower-house, should no t be 

majo ri terian. Majority has something to do with democracy. Federali sm is a 

qualified form 0 f democracy. Hence i f we need to have a viable federa l fornl of 

government the upper-house need not be majoriterian just like the lower house. 

• Regiona l constitutiun should be operati ve. Most of the time the regional 

constitutions restate the state power mentioned in federal constitution. Although the 

power to make and unmake their own constitution is given to the regional 

government this in not the case especially before 200 I. 

Model regional constitution was provided from the center, in which case the 

const itution fail to take into account the local differences. But after 200 1, when all 

regional state constituti on is revised there is some improvemen t. Nevertheless, sinee 

the staffs are not competent they fail to handle issues like inter-ethnic conni ct 

properly. 

• There has to be tolerance. Historically the social relation of Ethiopian people is not 

good. Hence there is no tolerance. This has to be developed. 

I hope that if al l these improvement is made to the federa l structure of governance, 

we would have a better viab le federa l form of government. 
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