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Introduction: 

 

I am honored and privileged to have had the invitation to join this distinguished group of colleagues, 

friends and scholars. My gratitude to Assefa Mehretu, a man of enormous integrity and generosity, 

a man whose love for country is inspiring, and a man whose friendship to so many is quite obvious. 

So many of you here that I admire and respect, my former colleague Daniel Tefera from whom I 

have learned so much; my friends on whom I have learned; and others like Messay Kebede whom 

I read as frequently as he could write.  Thanks to all of you, and thanks to the organizers for this 

opportunity to have an exchange on this timely and important issue. 

 

The question before us is: Is Ethiopia in Transition OR is Ethiopia at Crossroads? 

 

I do not wish to quarrel with the premise of the question as I find it extremely provocative. Let me 

first relate the following story: 

 

Economists borrow heavily from physics and mathematics, and I have done so here as well. 

 

As you know, there is what is known as the “Heisenberg uncertainty principle”. The principle states 

that the exact position and momentum of an electron cannot be simultaneously determined.  

 

For instance, think of yourself dropping a stone into a pond. “The ripples start to spread out from 

that point. We can answer the question “where is the wave?” with “it’s where you plonked the stone 

in”. But we can’t answer the question “What direction is the wave moving?” because it’s moving 

in all directions. It’s spreading out.  Or, “imagine a picture of a sprinkler watering a lawn, and the 

drops of water. You know the general area of the water, but not the exact location of each droplet. 

This is the result of the Uncertainty Principle”. 

 

 The term ‘Transition’ connotes, variously, change, changeover, evolution, conversion, shift, move, 

switch, alternation, modification, transformation, and even development. And when I think of 

transition, I can think of pace, momentum or even speed. 

 

On the other hand, the term ‘Crossroads’ connotes, and again variously, junction, turning point, 

intersection and even a fork. And when I think of crossroads, I can think of a location, a place, or 

even a point or position. 

 

Consequently, ladies and gentlemen, following the Heisenberg Principle, we cannot know both the 

position and the momentum of the state of things in Ethiopia with absolute precision simultaneously. 

But because curiosity is a permanent characteristic of vigorous minds, here we are trying to figure 

out what each one of us sees, “what we are prepared to see, and perhaps even what we have been 

taught to see”. In this, we will have separate realities, but both realities are valid because they are 

simply two perspectives on the same situation. 

 

The Practice Has Changed But Not The Doctrine: 
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I believe that Ethiopia is at a crossroads, and will outline the reasons in the following paragraphs. 

As you will no doubt understand, I am going to employ a casuistic approach to my comments (case 

based reasoning as opposed to a principle based reasoning). I must also first concede that nothing 

will ever be attempted if all possible objections must be first overcome. As a consequence, I plan 

on cutting Prime Minister Abiy quite a bit of slack. 

 

First and foremost, though I have written about it, I did not anticipate that the verifiable and 

apparent changes in replacing the despotic rulers of Ethiopia would come at such a ferocious speed 

once it began. Please note here that the term despotic is being deployed in its pejorative form to 

stress cruelty and even enjoyment there from.  Meles and his cohorts’ governing philosophy were 

not even based on retribution, which is common for despots. Instead, it was based on revenge. 

Revenge connotes personal animosity and is potentially unlimited in scale, while retribution could 

be impartial and has a scale of appropriateness.  

 

The current situation in Ethiopia is thus an acknowledged change from this coercive and punitive 

system of governance to an accommodative and inclusive one.  Some of the factors that helped 

bring this change include: the work of the Diaspora Ethiopians, and the deterioration of economic 

well-being and the isolationism that the system of Killils brought about. Among the major turning 

points, however, is the realization by the Ethiopian public and political elites to move away from 

just a “moral movement” to a “self interest movement” in removing the TPLF from complete power. 

 

Since the arrival of PM Abiy on the political scene, there have been significant reforms that ought 

to be acknowledged; there has been an opening of space for individuals to express themselves; and 

the focus of reform seems to emanate from principles and based on rules, albeit convenient; as well 

as institutions and policies. These have had positive effects, even if some of this optimism is based 

on purely the Ethiopian habit of automatic gratitude and praise. 

 

We welcome the apparent change, and we support the new government of Prime Minister Abiy 

Ahmed. I believe that he is attempting to help create a more coherent state. 

 

Still, there are important decisions yet to be made. As a consequence, I hold the view that the 

country is at a crossroads. What specifically makes the moment a crossroads for Ethiopia? 

 

First and foremost, there is the small issue of the TPLF Constitution and its provisions of not just 

who rules the place, but also how it is administered. The TPLF Constitution and its various sections 

are still the law of the land. Articles 32, 39 and 46, which had received strong opposition as well 

as comment from highly influential groups, provided the TPLF its strongest weapon to divide 

Ethiopians and to alienate them from their homeland. It restricted individualism, and introduced a 

dystopian system of governance based on ethnicity and Killils.  We have seen that Ethnicisim is 

inherently parasitic, and no one can really become fully human in this system. To my knowledge, 

I was the first to call for a Constitutional Reform when it was dangerous to do so. It would be 

foolhardy to think that genuine reform had taken place in Ethiopia under the current constitution. 

To his credit, Abiy has seemingly ended the temporal abusive practices, but he has not recanted 

the doctrine. The evidence to have moved forward is to evince having left something behind. The 

country’s various leaders have not completely moved away from a narrow and claustrophobic form 

of identity politics that had become politically crippling. The ‘republican’ form of government is 

based on representation.  And in Ethiopia, “the people do not decide the issues, they only decide 

who will decide”. These are the same people today as they were when the TPLF was in complete 

control. This is something that Ethiopia needs to leave behind. 
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Second, and associated with the first point above, the system that is still in place is one that 

substituted dependency and patronage for independence and rights. As a consequence, the 

possibility that this same system would turn Ethiopians, including Oromos, who are the current 

rulers, into clients, vassals, subjects and supplicants has not diminished.  

 

Third, the ideology of the TPLF rested on confusion between process and outcomes. They 

advocated noble outcomes, but paid little or no attention to the process by which they are to be 

obtained. They believed that beneficial outcomes could be legislated. In fact, EPRDF at times 

engaged in policy that had almost no pubic benefit. That system is still in place, and would 

definitely take years to change.  

 

Fourth, over the past several decades, Ethiopians have become a people who wanted nothing more 

than we were able to find. We have not created opportunities for the majority, and we have not 

produced creators of goods and services—creators of wealth. To do that, we have to have a society 

where people had more trust in their future and their ability to influence it.  

 

A large part of the responsibility here lies in the educational system and its institutions. As any 

reasonable observer would note, the educational system in Ethiopia has collapsed: leadership has 

vanished; quality imperatives have given way to access imperatives; there appears to be no 

accountability in the system; and the educational system has evolved into a factory to train political 

cadres and demagogues. What had once been a promising university in the Continent has turned 

into a sorry shell of what it used to be. What had been built at huge sacrifice over decades has now 

been destroyed, and would take decades to correct.  This correction would be difficult to bring 

about easily.  

 

One of the foremost obligations of being a citizen is understanding your fellow citizens. For 

decades we have produced undereducated graduates who have entered the nation’s civic culture 

significantly damaged. Transition requires people who are disposed and able to conduct informed 

arguments and conversations, but a damaged civic culture makes that difficult.  “The ability to 

evaluate many ideas, many histories, many points of view is at the heart of what it means to self-

create.” Transition anticipates and contemplates some form of self-creation.  

 

Outside of the educational system, the largest industry in the country—agriculture—had fared not 

much better. In this 21st century, a large segment of the population still makes a living from the 

highly diminished and productively poor land. While that implies that our farmers have strength, 

fortitude and some amount of pride in their accomplishments, it is not a sustainable means of 

addressing the needs of an exploding population. The system in place perpetuates this condition, 

and I see no meaningful evidence that things have changed here. 

 

Fifth, is a consideration of who PM Abiy was, who he is now, and how he achieved power? Was 

the opposition to the TPLF a national or just Oromo and Amhara centered? Wasn’t Abiy himself 

an ethno nationalist? Did he not use an ethno nationalist party to achieve power, and has he not 

further engineered a supra-ethno nationalist party to carry him through the next election? The best 

that can be said here is that, both Dr. Abiy and his political friend Ato Lemma Megersa, are political 

leaders who are in transition themselves; both appear to have rhetorically breaking with previously 

held positions; and perhaps may have positioned the country at a crossroads but not yet in transition. 

Just look at the incoherence of their stated positions; and just witness the ‘illusionary precision’ of 

their policy outcomes so far. Is the ODP that they lead different than the OLF in as much as 

protecting a particular outcome formulation and its confederated policy stance, while at the same 

time indiscriminately pursuing inhumane policies by destroying the livelihoods of the many who 

live amongst them? 
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Sixth, there are potential dangers that can still derail whatever little movement has been registered. 

The most serious of these dangers, in my opinion, is the persistent and ferocious challenge posed 

by the OLF.  I have it from well-informed sources that the government itself considers OLF as its 

main opponent and possible danger. To illustrate this well-founded fear, let me tell a short story I 

have borrowed from Dr. George F. Will.  George once told the story that, at the beginning of the 

20th century, there were just two automobiles in the entire state of Ohio, and they collided. The 

moral of the pithy story is this: things go wrong more often than they go right. And that is because 

there are many more ways for things to go wrong than for them to go right! 

 

Yes, we are all aware of the reported armed confrontations between the OLF and the Abiy 

government. It took Abiy a few months and a considerable amount of begging and compromise as 

well as appeasement of the elder Daud Ibsa (head of the OLF), to avert significant disaster. The 

sacrifices so far have been in lives and property, and if things get out of hand, among our Oromo 

brethren, it could all unravel the teetering state. 

 

In addition to the Intra-Oromo conflicts, the number of mass incidents (for whatever reason), which 

is a key measure of instability, has risen enormously, and is a major concern. 

 

Finally, I am always reminded that the elite in Ethiopia are great at screwing up things, and 

squandering opportunities. May I remind you what could have happened had General Mengistu 

Neway and his brother Girmame been successful in their attempt to usher a new dawn in Ethiopia 

back in the early 1960s? May I remind you what could have happened had the Emperor passed on 

the mantel to someone else rather than clinging to power as long as he did? May I remind you of 

what could have happened had Mengistu Haile Mariam and his colleagues taken a different route? 

May I remind you of what could have happened had the political elite not conspired in 1991-1993 

to destroy Ethiopia with the aid of Articles 32, 39 and 46 of the TPLF constitution? I don’t think I 

need to prove to you that we are very good at screwing up opportunities! Given our tendency and 

penchant for missed opportunities, we could blow this one too. 

 

How would we do that? Aaron Horwath and Walter Powell state that, “…the elite are very 

successful at changing the conversation”. EPRDF committed an injustice on the Ethiopian people. 

We fought it: we fought it in the streets, the halls of politics, we fought it with our ideas, and we 

fought it with whatever we could afford. It is my view that now, it is changing the narrative only 

to cover up the injustices it committed. We should not be complicit in this. This is the time to insist 

on real change: we should not ease up the pressure.  

 

Yes, I admit that there is much to protect and hope for these days. Yet, it is also possible to view 

the changes as just shifting sand, shifting loyalties, and shifting histories. For these and other 

reasons, I maintain that Ethiopia is at a Crossroads, and that the original question is a subject on 

which nothing final can be known! 

 

The Crossroads: 

 

Where would that crossroads lead to? Here are at least two markers to watch.  One road would lead 

to Ethiopia becoming a confirmed failed state—a “state that cannot maintain a monopoly on the 

legitimate use of violence and minimize internal conflict. This failure manifests itself when a state 

can no longer deliver physical security, a productive economic environment, and a stable political 

system for its people” (Robert I. Rotberg, 2013). 
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The second road would lead to Ethiopia becoming a strong and democratic country with strong 

political philosophy, robust institutions and structures; a country with open and transparent 

governance systems; a strong central/federal government without the use of violent power; a 

country where citizens are united as one people; a country with known as well as secure borders; 

and a country where the freedom of movement of its citizens to work and reside is guaranteed under 

the law, along with their safety and security to engage in chosen economic activities.  

 

The Juniper Tree 

 

So, what is your take away from listening to me today? First, I would like to reiterate that my 

standards for ‘transition’, our standards for ‘transition’, should be fundamentally different than 

those in the past.  One of those standards ought to be that our politics has to evolve from a form of 

‘adaptive’ politics to one that is ‘generative’. This distinction is as much a moral question as it is 

a technical or a political issue. Adaptive politics is possible without vision, and commands 

compliance and even compulsion; whereas generative politics occurs when people are striving for 

some common vision, and insists on commitment and will. It recognizes that “the most powerful 

drive in the ascent of man is his pleasure in his own skill. He loves to do what he does well, and 

having done it well, he loves to do it better”-- the essence of creativity.   

 

Adaptive politics is essentially survival politics. It repeats itself almost entirely in the same form 

following major disastrous episodes, such as mass starvations and epidemics (1972, 1984, & 1991), 

as well as mass mobilization for wars and revolutions (1974). To make matters worse, Ethiopian 

adaptive politics has always had an unstated purpose: income redistribution by means of 

expropriation, though this dream has had mixed results.  

 

Instead we should yearn for a standard of ‘generative’ politics—the capacity to create and to be 

part of the generative process of life and not of its destruction. The key to raising the standard of 

living in our country is to raise productivity and not promoting ethnic competition. As Joseph S. 

Nye would say, we are “mixed like a marble cake, rather than neatly separable like a layer cake”.  

When the government unleashes the magic of free markets; when the government provides political 

stability, national security, effective legal and criminal justice systems, a stable monetary system; 

and essential public goods such as disease control, and police, people begin to become productive. 

When the right environment exists, people work hard, they work smart, and they innovate and 

create. Countries that do not create the right environment drown in wars, corruption, illiteracy, 

and in ethnic conflicts. The result, worker productivity is poor, and the standards of living remain 

unchanged. That is not a desirable form of ‘transition’.  What we have today in Ethiopia is a 

condition of both war and peace. Ladies and gentlemen, we are in danger of becoming both suicidal 

as well as homicidal. There is something quite primitive about this, isn’t it? 

 

Don’t get me wrong. We need adaptive politics and it is important and necessary. But to register 

meaningful and sustained progress, as well as to show that we have learned from the past, adaptive 

politics must be joined by generative politics. This is the politics that advances the human condition, 

and enhances our capacity to create or recreate a new Ethiopia.  

 

The second take away has to do with the ability of Ethiopians for practical balance of coexistence 

and resilience. I believe that Ethiopians are like the juniper tree of (Western) Colorado where I used 

to live. They turn, twist, look dead, but parts of the tree continue to grow for hundreds or thousands 

of years in the desert. The adaptation of the tree is amazing. So is the adaptation of Ethiopians to 

the different political circumstances, travails, governments and even terror. They do all this with 

hushed tone! Just like the Juniper tree.  And so, in a world of fluidity and heightened uncertainty, I 

still hold hope that we would somehow redeem ourselves. Thank you. 



 6 

 

*Italics added for emphasis 
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