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Ideas of human rights can be primordial or modern. In primordial or kin and lineage-based traditional 

societies, notions of individual human rights are limited. Rules are made by elder males or hegemons and 

all members of the community mechanically follow. d (Durkheim, 1933, Siedentop, 2014, chaps. 1-3). 

These traditions are slow to change or accommodate the right of the individual to be and to become. They 

limit the scope of human creativity and aspirations. The objective of traditional social and cultural order is 

to ensure stability and continuity at the expense of individual rights, liberty and creativity. 

Modern ideas of human rights on the other hand, insist on individual freedom and right to think, act, and 

become so long as one causes no harm to others. It is this idea of freeing individuals to create and 

contribute to individual and collective well being that has brought about the liberal world view which is 

one of the West’s contribution to global ideas of human rights. While both primordial and modern ideas 

of individual or human rights  may have their strengths and drawbacks, this brief research will assume 

consensus on the virtues of modern ideas of human right  for individual and collective well-being and  

examine briefly the challenges the Ethiopian people currently face in enjoying their rights.  It then 

propose some indigenous ways these challenges could be allayed.  

 

BACKGROUND TO HUMAN RIGHTS AS WE UNDERSTAND IT TODAY 

 

Modern and universal ideas of human rights evolved primarily in the West over centuries. Without going 

into any detail of this evolution, we will ,in this brief section, see how human rights became a universal 

norm.  

Ideas of human rights as understood today, are p part of liberal narratives. Liberal or non-authoritarian 

political and economic organizing principles start to burgeon as economic power progressively shifts 

from the traditional monarchs and feudal lords to a new class of entrepreneurs and industrialists all over 

Europe, particularly England.  By late 18thcentury and the early 19th century, thinkers like Auguste Comte 

of France (1798-1857), Spencer, Marx,  Durkheim and others, would articulate the idea that social 

structures can and should be constructed outside religious doctrines and morality or the authority of the 

monarch (Collins,1985, 134-136, Giddens,1983, pp.165-167) Comte particularly rejected any notion of 

morality and religious principles forming the core of organization of society. While not anti-religious, 

Comte argued that societies could and should be scientifically organized to function optimally and 

ethically without religious or spiritual suppositions. He gave his new discipline the name of Sociology.  

Based on such arguments, European policy makers followed the path of liberal/secular organization of 

society at the core of which was the creation of just and equitable societies in which human rights become 

the pinnacle of socio-political order.   

 

HUMAN RIGHTS IN THE POST-WORLD WAR II ERA-THE UNITED NATIONS 

 

Human rights, the dignity and worth of the individual have been accepted as the inherent and natural 

rights in the modern world. Though the idea, as briefly noted above, evolved over a long period, it would 

assume universal prominence in the post-World War II era and the creation of the United Nations.   This 
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concept was championed  and pushed to be part of the United Nations Charter by a group of North 

American elite women led by the then first lady of the United States-Eleanor Roosevelt (Jain, 2005,p. 17). 
1  Like most people horrified by Hitler’s barbarity, these women struggled to make human rights part of 

the founding principles of the new United Nations. Yet, human rights was narrowly defined as rights and 

freedoms from physical violence states and non-state actors.  Article 1, of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights2 says, “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed 

with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.”  This 

definition only focused on rights to physical protection. But, it would later be enhanced by two covenants: 

the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and The International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights. As views on what constitutes human rights extended, the two additional 

covenants and other binding and non-binding instruments were added to the UN protocol on human rights 

to make the idea of human rights holistic. 

 The United Nations Charter was ratified in1945 in San Francisco.  The International Human Rights 

Charter with the first and narrow definition was ratified in 1948 by all founding member states of the 

United Nations, including Ethiopia.  Currently, UN documents informs us that “Five major United 

Nations legal instruments exist to define and to guarantee the protection of Human rights: the United 

Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the International Covenants on Economic, Social 

and cultural Rights (1966), the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) and the two 

Operational Protocols to the latter Covenant.”3 The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) was adopted in 1979 to address the special rights problem of 

women.  

All these United Nations Human rights conventions and protocols have no enforcement mechanisms. 

They are voluntary moral guidelines to be followed by member nations.  Ethiopia is signatory to all of 

them. The  UN  human right documents include: individual rights to life, freedom from oppression, right 

to security and liberty, economic rights, social rights, right to free expression of ideas,  right to freedom of 

press, right and  freedom of  peaceful assembly, and cultural rights .  

To encourage member states to practice these rights, the United Nations established the UN Commission 

on Human Rights in February 1946 and the Commission established a Human Rights Committee to be 

composed of 18 members put together by “a human rights treaty”.  Membership on the committee  

included human rights abuser regimes.  Sustained criticism of this membership travesty forced the 

formation of The United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) on March 15, 2006 by General 

Assembly resolution 60/251.  The UNHRC has 47 elected members who serve for three years. UNHRC 

has established the Universal Periodic Review mechanism to help it monitor and review the condition of 

human rights in all UN member countries.4   

 

HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE AFRICAN UNION 

                                                           
1 www.humanrights.com   

2 United Nations, International Bill of Human Rights: Universal Declaration of Human Rights; International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. New York, 1993. P.3 

3 Ibid p.1 

4 www.ohchr.org  

http://www.humanrights.com/
http://www.ohchr.org/
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The organization of African Unity(OAU) and  its successor, the African Union (AU) have followed all of 

United Nations universal Human rights conventions including political, social, and economic rights5  6 7  

that, on paper, look the best articulated.   These conventions and protocols include: a) the African Charter 

on Human and People’s Rights adopted in 1981,  b) the African Commission on Human Rights adopted 

in 1987  to oversee implementation of the Human and Peoples’ Rights Charter, c) the African Court on 

Human and Peoples’ Rights adopted  in 1998 and established in Banjul, Gambia in 2005. .  

Much has been written about Africa’s human rights  institutions (Makinda et al, 2016, Abbas, 2008, 

Murray, 2004). All these institutions notwithstanding, the sad state of extreme human rights abuses in 

Africa continue. Ethiopia has been cited as one of the worst human rights abusers even by African 

standards.8 The Derg’s Red Terror which mandated on -the- spot killing of any one suspected of being 

anti-Derg , and Villagization  which forced people into controlled settlements, set off human rights crises. 

The TPLF/EPRDF regime exacerbated the abuse during its reign spanning 1991-2018, through its 

divisive ethnic federalism. The unexpected rise of Dr. Abiy Ahmed to power in April 2018 enthralled the 

entire country with hopes of ending the TPLF era human rights abuses and state violence.  

Both the UN and AU make human rights laws without any enforcement mechanism.  Most Africans 

continue to  suffer human rights abuses that have stifled their economic and social advancement.  

Development without human rights is unsustainable (Acemoglu et al, 2012, Sen, 1999, Fukuyama, 1995, 

Leonard, Strauss, 2003). The grand design for Africa’s economic and social development-the New 

Partnership for African Development (NEPAD)  became a victim, largely, of African leaders human 

rights abuses9.  NEPAD’s Peer Review Mechanism was supposed to guarantee transparency, good 

governance, including human rights. Under the Peer Review Mechanism, African elder statesmen like 

Mandela, Kaunda and other democratic statesmen and retired statesmen would monitor and evaluate 

African regimes on their governance and human rights practices.  Donors liked this idea and showed 

signals that they would commit billions of dollars for Africa’s self-directed development if  Africa 

implemented the Peer Revie Mechanism. But most African dictators would not commit to the Per Review 

and the program fell apart.    

 

HUMAN RIGHTS During Atse Haile Selassie’s ETHIOPIA 

The post-World War II  regime of Atse Haile Selassie I could be seen as revolutionary for its time.  It 

expanded modern, trans-ethnic education with a lot of its liberal elements like seeking new knowledge 

and  thinking independently. Looking back and analyzing human right conditions in context, this 

researcher is convinced that there were some types of rights that were safe and respected during Haile 

Selassie’s rule. These included right to life, economic rights, religious and cultural rights and rights to 

equal treatment under law.   Political rights and free assembly, except in the form of grassroots 

organizations like Edirs,  Ekubs, Senbetes and the like were restricted. Other rights were constrained by 

the country’s poverty and underdevelopment. In all fairness, the Haile Selassie regime did much with 

                                                           
5 John Akokpari and Daniel Shea Zimbler (2008) Africa’s Human Rights Architecture, Fanele-an imprint of Jacana 
Media, South Africa discusses the shortfalls in African human rights 

6  Samuel M. Makinda, F. Wafula Okumu and David Mickler (2016) The African Union: Addressing the Challenges of 
peace, security, and governance, second edition New York Routledge , among other things addresses connection 
between human rights abuse and  conflicts 

7 Rachel Murray (2004) Human Rights in Africa New York, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, simply outlines 
institutional developments 

8 Amnesty International, Human Rights watch, State Department Human Rights Report, and others have 
consistently reported the depth of human rights abuses in Ethiopia 

9 Iyan Taylor (2005) NEPAD Toward Africa’s Development or Another False Start? Boulder, Lynne Rienner 
Pbulishers 
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little in terms of education. The effort to develop and distribute educational opportunities evenly, in the 

context of economic constraints, is palpable from the table below. 

 

Regional Distribution of Ethiopian Schools (1934-1966 EC) 

  Grades         %           %      %             

%            

Total   

Provinces     1-6    7-8   9-12  

Addis Ababa and vicinity 38 2.3 27 10.1 13 19.4 

Arsi 63 3.8 15 5.6  1 1.5 

Bale 67 4.0 6 2.2 1 1.5 

Eritrea 201 12.1 39 14.6 7 1.4 

Gamo Gofa 67 4.0 7.0 2.6 1 1.5 

Gojam 116 7.0 12 4.5 3 4.5 

Begemidir 99 6.0 11 4.0 4 5.9 

Hararge  145 8.7 19 7.1 5 7.5 

Ilubabor 82 5.0 5.0 1.9 3 4.5 

Kefa 65 4.0 10 3.7 2 2.9 

Shewa 292 18.0 56.0 20.9 13 22.8 

Sidamo 91 5.5 17 6.4 3 4.5 

Tigrai 121 7.3 10 3.7 5 7.5 

Wolega 91 5.5 11 4.1 4 5.9 

Wolo 117 7.1 22 8.2 2 2.9 

Total 1,655 100 267 100 67 1,00 

       

Source, Tekle Yeshaw, Siltan Teshami Tigrewoch Ena Ye Ethiopia Andnet, Washington DC 2000 (EC)  

table 3, p.163 

           

Colleges and universities were also accessible to all Ethiopians on competitive, trans-ethnic and trans-

religious basis. The country’s educational philosophy was strikingly universalist and framed inclusively. 

The extensive study of the history of Ethiopia’s higher education system by Dr. Aklilu Habte10 documents 

this.  The bringing together of most of the country’s ethnic children  through the education system,  

clearly brought about a sense of belongingness among them. We, in this symposium are witnesses to the 

frequent inter-ethnic and inter-religious marriages and life- long friendships that resulted from this 

educational arrangement. And the beginnings of the anti-Monarchist movement also reflected this cross-

cutting togetherness. We saw it in cross-cutting memberships within EPRP, MEISON, and the Dergist 

parties. They were all issue- based and non-ethnic.  It is this togetherness that was forced out by ethnic 

enclaves of TPLF-imposed Killil system.  In the Killil system, all rights belong only to those seen as 

indigenous to the locale.  Other residents are dispossessed of rights.  

 

HUMAN RIGHTS UNDER TPLF/EPRDF 

Sadly, TPLF rule makes the Derg system look more humane. Under the Derg, people’s rights were 

violated in the same way and for similar reasons-opposing the Derg. The people, across ethnic lines, were 

empathic towards each other. TPLF’s Ethnic federalism has that sinister property of “othering” everyone 

                                                           
10 Aklilu Habte (2018) Ye Qedamawi Haile Selassie University Tarik: Ye kefetegna Timehirt Mequaquamna Mesfafat 
Guzo ,  (History of Haile Selassie I University: Progress In  Higher Education Expansion in Ethiopia)  Taiwan, Chia 
Chin Printing Ltd. This work goes back to formal church education.  
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from everyone. A divided and weakened people become easy prey to the corrupt and violent tendencies of 

the regime and its organs. People are encouraged and incentivized to rise against each other. The 

continued massacre and displacement of “othered people” continue throughout the country.11  Such 

division and hatred  makes it easy for TPLF regime to oppress and dispossess people of their material and 

personal resources. By personal resources it is meant the sense of self-worth, dignity and humanity. 

Mohammed Mamdani’s brief analysis of TPLF’s ethnic apartheid system is worth noting. 

In his recent New York Times Op Ed article of January 3, 2019, titled “ The Trouble with Ethiopia’s 

Ethnic Federalism” Mamdani shows that Ethiopia’s timeless accommodation of ethnic diversity while 

forging commonly shared cultural and historical assets has been undermined by ethnic federalism.  He 

posits that  Ethiopia’s ethnic federalism is confronting the popular hope and aspiration to build a 

democratic country. He sees Meles Zenawi’s 1994 constitution as one that  “recast the country from a 

centrally unified republic to a federation of nine ethnic states and two federally administered city-states.“ 

He points out that Ethiopian census lists more than 90 ethnic groups and that no matter how  the nine 

ethnic regions are structured, the system of ethnic federation only deprives people of their national 

citizenship and creates endless number of disenfranchised minorities.  Mamdani equates this 

constitutional phenomenon to “colonial Africanization”. “Ethiopians used to think of themselves as 

Africans of a special kind, who were not colonized, but the country today resembles a quintessential  

African system, marked by ethnic mobilization for  ethnic gains.” 

He continues, “In most of Africa, ethnicity was politicized when the British turned the ethnic group into a 

unit of local administration, which they termed ‘indirect rule’. Every bit of the colony came to be defined 

as an ethnic homeland, where an ethnic authority enforced an ethnically defined customary law that 

conferred privileges on those deemed indigenous at the expense of non-indigenous minorities”. Mamdani 

observes that the ethnicization of African societies fragmented  “…the …conscious majority into so many 

ethnic minorities, in every part of the country setting ethnic majorities against ethnic minorities. Wherever 

this system continued after independence, national belonging gave way to tribal identity as the real 

meaning of citizenship.”  

Mamdani points to another historical equivalent, that of Stalin. Stalin’s solution to ethnic diversity 

amongst the newly amalgamated soviet states was to create  “ethno-territorial units” that he then federated 

to form the Union of Soviet Socialist  Republics (USSR). Reflecting on TPLF’s federation of newly 

created ethnic bantustans, Mamdani sees similarities to indirect rule of the British and Stalin’s solution of 

ethno-territorial federalism in Central Asia.   He concludes, “Mr. Meles Zenawi and his party had both 

Sovietized and Africanized Ethiopia.  Like most of Africa, Ethiopia is at a crossroads. Neither the 

centralized republic instituted by Derg military junta in 1974 nor the ethnic federalism of Mr. Zenawi’s 

1994 constitution points to a way forward.” Under these conditions, not only is human rights unthinkable, 

even the continued existence of Ethiopia is in doubt.  

 

POST-MELES/TPLF ETHIOPIA 

The death of Meles’ in August 2012did not reduce ethnic tensions and Human rights violations   Around 

mid 2015, Oromo youth started to protest about the expansion of Addis Ababa into “Oromo territory”. By 

early  2016.  youth in the “Amara Regional State” started to rebel against injustices.  Gondar and Bahir 

Dar became epicenters of protest. On July 25, 2016, Gondar saw massive demonstrations with youth 

carrying slogans that read “Oromo blood is my blood”.  Mass killing of demonstrators by government 

forces could not reverse the emergence of Amhara-Oromo youth solidarty. TPLF had diligently cultivated 

mutual hatred and alienation of the two groups to ensure its hegemony. Oromo and Amhara leaders met 

severally to forge, what seemed like a common agenda. Youth in other regions joined the protest 

                                                           
11 Mascares and displacementof “othered people” started in Bedeno in early 1990s and continue in all regions  in 
2019 (note  Gedeo, Ben Shangul, Gonder, Northern Shoa displacements in early 2019)  
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movement and the momentum for change toppled TPLF and brought  Dr. Abiy Ahmed to leadership on 

April 2, 2018. 

As mentioned earlier, Meles’ TPLF regime was all too often cited as one of the worst human rights denier 

and abuser even by African standards.12  And  every annual Department of State, Human Rights Watch, 

Amnesty International  and other international Human Rights Reports registered the alarming scope of 

human rights abuses and government violence against the people. Prime Minister  Abiy Ahmed’s 

government showed early promise of democratic governance that put the security and rights of the people 

in the forefront of his agenda13.  He released tens of thousands of political prisoners, including journalists 

and human rights activists and closed notorious torture prisons.  Ethiopians, even Africans, became  

euphoric about the promises of Abiy’s             government.  In towns and cities across the country, people 

seemed to return to their pre-TPLF harmony, mutual understanding, trust and empathy.  Mutual trust and 

empathy are the invisible building blocks of society and economy. As Fukuyama (1996) points out, 

“…one of the most important lessons we can learn from an examination of economic life is that a nation’s 

well-being, as well as its ability to compete, is conditioned by a single, pervasive cultural characteristic: 

the level of trust in the society” (p. 7). Fukuyama and sociologists who study the dynamics of social 

capital (trust) formation affirm that the success of a society economically, socially and politically depends 

on its ability to help its citizens, especially if it is ethnically  diverse, to internalize habits of the heart and 

mind built on mutual acceptance, trust and empathy. Without the development of such trust  and empathy 

on a broad basis, a society can hardly aspire to enjoy peace, security, human rights and development.  The 

nascent cross-ethnic solidarity reintroduced by youth protest appeared to be a promising beginning in trust 

building.  Abiy became the most articulate messenger of human rights,  togetherness and economic 

reconstruction. Hence the initial euphoria over Abiy’s rise to power.  

In a matter of months, that Abiy-euphoria seems to have dimmed by the desperate resolve of presumed  

TPLF operatives and ethnic extremists to violently destabilize the country.  Ethnic-based conflicts, 

displacements  and chaos ensued in most regions of the country.14  In the 10 months of Dr. Abiy’s new 

regime, especially beginning in February 2019, the people’s enthusiastic optimism seems to be 

unexpectedly sliding into  uncertainty and despair. In the Ogaden, Oromo, Benshangul and Amhara 

regions,  millions were displaced and unknown number of people killed. In Burayou (Addis Ababa 

suburb) in September -October 2018,  people were savagely murdered by marauding mobs.  The Legetafo  

(suburbs of Addis) crisis precipitated by municipal authorities’ demolishing of private homes and 

businesses beginning during the first week of March, 2019, has exacerbated inter-ethnic tensions. 

Conflicts over numerous “Killilhood “ demands in the southern regional state has reignited inter-ethnic 

hatred and violence in the region. Chaos seems to spread everywhere in the country. The initial hope of 

Abiy’s rise has turned into grim skepticism.  

Human rights of all types (right to life, political, economic, social, cultural rights) are being challenged by 

different levels of state organs, and organized and unorganized non-state state violators.  The absence of 

human security and  human rights has led the Ethiopian people to question their trust of Abiy and his 

intentions. As this very hurried research is being written, Ethiopians appear to be in trauma mode.  

Brutality against innocent people by vigilante and ethnic-based groups is intensifying especially in the 

southern region of the country.  Millions have been displaced from their urban, sub-urban and rural 

                                                           
12 Ahmed Motala (2008) “The African Court on Human and Peoples Rights: Origin and Prospects” Chapter 12 in  
John Akokpari et al (editors) The African Union and Its Institutions, Auckland Park South Africa, Fanele-An Imprint 
of Jacama Media Ltd. 

13 Refer to his inaugural address on April 2, 2018 and subsequent speeches and press conferences too numerous to 
cite here. 

14 Prime Minister Abiy’s reference to “yeken Jiboch” and opinion and substantive articles on this subject are too 
numerous to mention in this brief study. Since the rise of Team Lemma, this has remained the dominant 
conversation among Ethiopians everywhere.  
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homesteads.15 According to FAO, food insecurity and starvation threaten 8.5 million Ethiopians in 2019.16 

With 1.4 million internally-displaced people by March, 2019, Ethiopia is first in the world in hosting this 

problem.17 

 

  As we saw earlier, human rights consists of complex, interrelated and indivisible sets of rights that span 

right to life, economic, social, political, and individual liberties and rights.  These rights can be advanced 

only if rule of law and human security are in place. It is clear that the current urgency in Ethiopia is how 

to restore some normalcy and security in the lives of people.  Advocacy and protection of human rights 

can follow the restoration of national, regional, and local level stability. Right now, Dr. Abiy Ahmed’s 

government  appears bewildered by the situation.  Why  has its egalitarian and appealing philosophical 

rhetoric of “Medemer” (togetherness) over the last ten months failed to pacify and normalize political 

life?  

The problem is the Killil idea of separateness.  It enclaves people into mutually exclusive entities that 

must abide by rules of zero some game.  It is the antithesis of a nation accommodating  diverse people 

and cultures. As we briefly saw from Mamdani’s arguments, the game now is to insist on the presumed 

interest and right of one ethnic group at the expense of all others.  This is a recipe for conflict and human  

rights abuses.  

 

THE WAY FORWARD  

 

For Ethiopia, these are desperate and traumatic times. The first order preoccupation for Ethiopians and 

friends of Ethiopians need to be the robust formation of trans-ethnic civil societies like teachers 

associations, student associations, labor unions, community and neighborhood councils.  The legacy of 

trans-ethnic associational life does not appear dead yet.  Edirs, church membership and the like continue 

their trans-ethnic legacy. It appears evident that the post 1991 political dispensation discourages such civil 

society formation. The political elite have found that killil/apartheid system of divide and rule, offers 

unlimited and unaccountable exercise of power and corrupt access to whatever money the country, 

generates or borrows.  Transparency  International ranks  Ethiopia 114/180 on its corruption scale. It also 

documents that elite engaged in illicit  financial outflows of $1,259-3,153 billion every year between 

2005-2014.18 So, even if Prime Minister Abiy tries to reform and make the system more democratic, he is 

likely to be stymied by these corrupt elite.   The big challenge is , therefore, to create an innovative model 

for government-civil society collaboration to build a new Ethiopia where habits of doing the right thing, 

respect for human rights and its defense against government, group, or individual violators become 

imperatives.  For the immediate need, innovatively  incorporating the above mentioned civil societies into 

groups  that can partner with government  to oversee the affairs of society could help.  

More enduring reconstruction of the social and political system will require strategic prioritization that 

focuses on preparing a new generation with a new and cosmopolitan/transcendental world view, through 

the education and reeducation of the young and adult population, the latter through adult education.  The 

following could help set a new direction: 

                                                           
15 According to international sources, with 1.4 million people displaced in 2018, Ethiopia had the highest number of 
displaced people in the world  

16 www.fao.  Accessed 3/10/19 

17 Thenational.ae accessed 3/10/2019 

18 www.knowledgehub.transparency.org, accessed 2/15/2019 

http://www.fao/
http://www.knowledgehub.transparency.org/
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FIRST,  establishing a new socio-economic and education system requires restoration of law, order, 

stability and security.  This must be the primary duty of the federal government.  But, it is clear that the 

government needs help from civil society to meet this challenge. Civil society groups, are being 

constituted in various parts of the country,  in the form of  Yegobez- Alequa, Aba Geda,  Edirs etc. to 

cope with crises.  These have helped to calm their communities, and fill leadership gaps when necessary.  

The recent role of the Aba Geda in helping the government solve problems in “Western Ormia”  is a 

concrete example. In Addis Ababa’s grassroots movement headed by the renown human rights activist 

and journalist Eskendir Nega, is one that could be consequential.19 If handled properly, it could shape into 

a new model for bridging the power and communication gap between  citizens and government.  

SECOND,  Honest public conversation about Ethiopia’s true history and the role of its diverse people in 

its making is essential. Objective knowledge need to be built for such conversation to be useful. Here, We 

can bring the example of Memhir Taye Bogale,20 a history teacher at a universities in Addis Ababa.  In his 

interview with Ethsat journalist  Habtamu Ayelew’s Tikuret Program in February 2019, Memhir Taye 

stresses how distorted narrative  of the country’s history created  by ethnic extremists  over the last 45 

years, has made Ethiopia’s educated youth alien and hostile to each other.  He has taken it upon himself to 

teach Ethiopia’s realistic history and is finding success in changing the attitudes and perspectives of his 

multi-ethnic students.  Epistemic knowledge of self and society is a critical starting point for building a 

sensible and enduring society.  As complaints are oft heard, in Ethiopia, knowledge especially, of  history, 

has followed epistemologically distorted path, creating false narratives on shared historical experiences.  

Memhir Taye Bogale’s assertions address such issues. We can imagine what would happen when 

historians  from different ethnic backgrounds like Professors Haile Larebo, Getachew Haile, Bahiru 

Zewde and others joined  forces to build evidence-based knowledge.  Knowledge production and 

curriculum construction needs to be a function of fiercely debated intellectual enterprise.  And this is the 

task of intellectuals. As a stake holder, the government can be a partner in curriculum construction, not 

the sole authority as it now is.  

When government controls the curriculum, it turns education into propaganda tool that undermines 

critical , creative and independent thinking.  Extremist ethnic elites do the same. This creates false 

knowledge inimical to collective development.  Development is not about introducing technical fixes to 

underdevelopment. It is much more about creating  human capital, social capital and institutional 

capability that leads to harmonious and purposeful society.  

THIRD, To realize the above and more, the government needs to be supported with the best ideas from 

people who have devoted their time to studying the problems plaguing Ethiopian society and blocking its 

progress.  Some may even have rich field experience. Those in this symposium could help form the 

nucleus of groups that could be organized to offer service to the new Ethiopian government. Purpose-

driven voluntary experts could help prevent  the capture of the government by manipulative, selfish and 

destructive interests.  Dr. Abiy Ahmed has good wishes for Ethiopia. At an extensive speech he gave on 

March 3, 2019 at the inauguration of an industrial park near Debre Berhan city21, he articulated 6 pillars 

of his vision for Ethiopia’s transformation; 1. Peace; 2. Democracy; 3. Development; 4. Unity; 5. Justice; 

6. National Pride. He gives us no clue as to how these goals will be met.  It is suggested here that sectoral 

working groups of competent and knowledgeable people be engaged to help map the way forward.  

                                                           
19 Eskendir Nega created a social movement (Balderas)  in February 2019 to mobilize public  support for  Addis 
Ababa’s autonomy from any Killil. 

20 Memhir Taye Bogale (Ormo Ethiopian from Bali)  researches and teaches Ethiopian history to diverse ethnic 
groups in his university. He discusses how youth  from diverse ethnic groups acquire transformed perspectives 
through his teaching. His message is that the country’s education system creates alienated youth with mutual 
hostility and suspicion  

21 The full program was made available on youtube. 
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FOURTH Ethiopian educators and public intellectuals need a variety of academic journals and other 

media to present their research and social philosophy  for critical review and discourse. This can help 

Ethiopian society to distill and accumulate a stock of homegrown knowledge and skills that can inform 

policies and  development programs in all sectors.  It can also cultivate a much needed academic habits of 

accepting what is fact and true, even when these are not in line with ones preferences  political agenda.  

The Diaspora can and should play a critical role in the establishment and expansion of such academic 

journals and media. In both areas,  the Diaspora can support and participate with its material, intellectual 

and technical resources. 

 

HUMAN RIGHTS DEFERRED? 

 

In prioritizing the above four sets of concerns, human rights is at the same time being promoted, not 

deferred.  The very idea of researching and writing freely, critiquing  and debating ideas, assumes both 

academic freedom and human rights.  As can be seen from the set of priorities, what has been suggested is 

a broad engagement with civil society to rebuild a society by educators and civil society, social 

movements and government. All assume respect for the rights of people to freely and responsibly 

participate in the affairs of their society.  This provides a firm foundation for the controlled exercise of 

state power and the formation of attitudes and habits among the people in safe-guarding their human and 

civil right while respecting the rights of others. Critical to such a project is the required shift in the mind 

set of rulers. Nothing can happen until they accept that they derive their powers from the consent of the 

people.   

 As discussion earlier in this study, post-World War II statesmen and civil society groups envisioned 

societies in which the roles/division of labor and functional interdependence among people should define 

political and economic relationships rather than narrow, particularistic identities or the authority of a 

powerful leader, both of which place severe limits on human rights and freedom.  The four propositions 

above can help forge environments for such development. It argues for greater spaces for participation of 

competent and talented people and civil society in the affairs of society.   

Ethiopia is diverse. It has nodes of modernity with vast peripheries with  primordial and traditional 

perspectives and fragile subsistence economies where  locality, ethnicity and kinship are primary 

organizing principles rather than the universal logic of rational and organic/symbiotic relationships that 

form communities along lines of shared interests, capabilities , skills and aspirations .  This is because 

Ethiopia remained largely rural and village-based as it never managed to develop adequate infrastructure, 

human and institutional capital to industrialize and facilitate progressive movement of people from rural 

peripheries to urban and urbanizing centers.  It is only such conditions that help create progressively 

increasing division of labor which bring  people from every corner together to create a more cosmopolitan 

and urban cultural mix with its organic organizational and relational  imperatives.   With the sporadic 

nature of development,  there appears to be serious disconnect between those who aspire to construct a 

modern/rational  state that affords all  of its culturally diverse citizens equal opportunities and spaces to 

participate in and contribute to  society’s collective well being and those who focus only on their ethnic 

group. The ethnicized Killils cement this contradiction. For human rights to flourish, a federation of 

multi-ethnic regions/states must replace ethnic killils . The four propositions above can help in bringing 

people and government together to  shape a much needed transcendental framework for building a new 

society.  
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