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There is no denying that the election of Abiye Ahmed as prime minister and his surprising pan-

Ethiopian commitment as well as the numerous steps he took both to correct the repressive and 

grossly abusive nature of the previous government and to widen the political space have altered 

the political debate in Ethiopia in a positive way. It is equally true that it has raised great 

expectations that are difficult to satisfy because the people and the various political movements 

anticipate different, if not opposing outcomes, from the change. With the date of scheduled 

national elections fast coming, uncertainties and suspicious are growing amid the spread of various 

localized conflicts and displacements of people, essentially triggered by forces attempting to 

change the direction of the ongoing reforms or fighting to reverse them. The reason for all these 

negative extensions stems from the underlying dilemma, namely, identity politics versus 

citizenship, with the added feature that both claim to provide the only solution guaranteeing the 

preservation of peace and hence the long term unity of the country. While those who argue for 

citizenship are ultimately right, they commit the mistake of believing that ensuring a democratic 

order and protecting human rights are enough to weaken identity politics. In this paper, I argue 

that any hope to deal successfully with ethnicity must first know its nature and its deep motivation 

and, second, must design a system combining it with citizenship, thereby initiating a process that 

can bring about its progressive depoliticized.  

 

 

What Is Ethnicity? 

For one school of thought called primordialism, ethnicity is about self-determination; it is a 

primordial and emotional attachment to fixed social characteristics, such as blood ties, race, 

language, region, and custom. Because ethnic ties go deep into biological and affective prods, 

primordialism concludes that they are “more basic and ‘primordial’ than social groups organized 

on the basis of class.”1 Such an attachment naturally longs for political sovereignty as a necessary 
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means to protect and develop the treasured characteristics. The best way to resolve ethnic conflicts, 

so primordialists conclude, is to allow peoples the right to live in the state of their choice, even by 

seceding from existing states. The resolution to keep at all costs people driven by identity politics 

within the existing state can only aggravate conflicts to the point of making an open civil war 

unavoidable.    

Opposed to this line of thinking is the school of instrumentalism, which argues that the 

solution of redrawing political borders on the basis of self-determination often advances neither 

democracy nor achieves the peaceful resolution of ethnic conflicts (India-Pakistan, Ethiopia-

Eritrea, the former Yugoslavia, the case of Sudan, etc.). In fact, for a new state that originates from 

an intransigent primordial commitment, the likelihood is that it will develop into an authoritarian 

political order. Moreover, instrumentalism maintains that ethnic conflict is less about attachment 

to primary identity and more about competition for the control of state power. The persistence of 

identity politics is thus better explained by social inequalities than by biological determinations, 

there being no doubt that enduring social discriminations can entail “the continued salience of 

racial and ethnic criteria.”2 The outcomes of structured social inequalities are that excluding groups 

use certain characteristics (physical, linguistic, religious, etc.,) to define and justify their 

hegemony, while excluded groups extol their own characteristics to establish solidarity and contest 

the hegemony. Far from being a primordial drive flowing from biological and psychological 

determinants, ethnicity is thus a product of social relations, and as such largely manufactured. 

Accordingly, identity politics is how elites from marginalized groups vie for state power by 

mobilizing people in the name of their oppressed ethnic identity. To quote Harvey Glickman, 

ethnicity is used as “a focal point for mobilization or competition over resources, be they within 

or outside the state apparatus, economic or political.”3 Since ethnic conflict is primarily about 

politics rather than about exclusive cultural identifications, a political arrangement allowing 

decentralization and power-sharing can promote a peaceful resolution of conflicts. 

The weakness of instrumentalism arises from the implied proposal that ethnic identification 

is a product of elite manipulation, a conception that is obviously not enough to explain its strong 

emotional content and its inclination for violent confrontations. Instrumentalism presents identity 

politics as a rational calculation, but does not explain why the masses follow with great fervor the 

calculation of elites. The interests of elites must at the same time awaken deep affective longings 

in the masses for identity politics to have a large support. It is this weakness that the constructivist 
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approach wants to correct by seeing in ethnic discourses the invention of new identities. 

Constructivism argues that mistreatments and the need of liberation prepare the ground for 

marginalized elites to imagine communities embellished with thrilling characteristics, thereby 

successfully mobilizing the people with whom they identify. The promise of deliverance activates 

affective components that impart an emotional dimension to what is but an invented identity. 

Accordingly, constructivism “sees ethnicity as the product of human agency, a creative social act 

through which such commonalities as speech code, cultural practice, ecological adaptation, and 

political organization become woven into a consciousness of shared identity.”4 Far from being 

primordial, ethnicity is, therefore, historical and, as such, complex, fluid, and changing. Likewise, 

instead of being a mere rational calculation reviving a past identity, it brings into play a new 

invented identity. 

It springs to mind that the best approach is to fuse instrumentalism and constructivism 

instead of setting the one against the other. Indeed, the mobilization of reinvented affective and 

cultural commitments suited for the purpose is the most effective way of promoting interests, 

especially when said interests are challenged or denied. In other words, cultural construction is 

itself an instrument whose purpose is to optimize a political claim. As one author puts it, ethnic 

groups are “calculating, self-interested collective actors, maximizing material values through the 

vehicle of communal identity.”5 The combination of instrumentalism and constructivism turns the 

emotional component into a product of a cultural reinvention for a political purpose. Instead of a 

mere revival of primordial attachments, reinvention offers the obvious advantage of being relevant 

to current problems and aspirations. It puts at the disposal of elites fighting for the control of power 

the possibility of mobilizing powerful sentiments associated with identity and group solidarity, 

thereby mapping out constituencies that function as a reserve power base for vying elites. 

The affective dimension of ethnicity shows that it is more than a mere protest against 

mistreatment. Indeed, had ethnicity been about the recognition of equal rights, mobilization around 

individual rights, as prescribed by liberal democracy, would have been the appropriate solution. 

However, since the fight is over the control of the state, the strategy is to mobilize group rights so 

as to use ascriptive characteristics (common descent, language, culture, etc.) to exclude political 

rivals as unentitled outsiders. As noted above, the ethnic criterion crafts internal borders shielding 

constituencies by disqualifying other competing elites on the ground that they do not share the 

same descent or do not speak the same language, etc. The affective element becomes even more 
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mobilizing when ruling elites are made responsible for the mistreats and economic plights of 

specific peoples. What is common in ethnic discourses is the framing of culprits, which, in addition 

to portraying native elites as saviors of their community, thereby upgrading their authority, 

conceptualizes social relations in terms of culprits and victims. The ethnic discourse thus 

politicizes identities by portraying the possession of some characteristics (language, descent, 

religious beliefs) as reasons for mistreatment. In so doing, it stirs up anger that it directs against 

those who hold power. The sense of being victims is heightened by the ethnic construction of an 

imagined, ideal community. The construction of an ideal community adds to mistreatment the 

sense of being deprived by immoral strangers and so invites a them/us dichotomy with high 

normative overtones. The use of moral contrasts turns the confrontation between ethnic groups 

into a struggle between the good and the bad, the virtuous and the vicious. This moral classification 

is then used to justify the resort to violent means. 

To understand the powerful impact of the emotional component of ethnic discourse, one 

must go beyond the incitement of anger by adding its alleged restorative function. Discriminatory 

treatments as a result of the perceived hegemony of one ethnic group has a deep effect on the self-

representation of dominated or marginalized groups, since it activates feelings associated with 

humiliation. The felt need to restore dignity and respect explains why ethnicity is so prone to 

violent confrontations. What Frantz Fanon said about violence in the colonial world is applicable 

to ethnic grievances: in both cases, “violence is a cleansing force. It frees the native from his 

inferiority complex and from his despair and inaction; it makes him fearless and restores his self-

respect.”6 Not only does the ethnic construction highlight humiliation, but it also proposes a 

curative solution in the form of self-determination or self-rule. While the solution supports the 

political ambition of elite groups, it is also largely accepted as a necessary step toward the removal 

of humiliation.  According to the logic of identity politics, pride is restored only when non-ethnical 

governments, however democratic they may claim to be, are replaced by governments of ethnically 

related people. 

 

The Ethnicization of Ethiopia 

The thesis, namely, ethnicity as a maximizing factor in elites’ struggle for the control of power, 

finds a perfect confirmation in both the origin of ethnic conflicts in Ethiopia and Ethiopia’s 

experiment with ethnic federalism. There is little doubt that Ethiopia’s ethnic federalism, besides 
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being imposed, is deliberately established to encourage ethnicization. Whereas other countries use 

federalism as a devise to dilute ethnicity so as to safeguard national unity, all the practices and 

constitutional provisions in Ethiopia tend to strengthen ethnic identity to the detriment of national 

integration. The explanation is not hard to find: both to mobilize the Tigrean people so as to 

overthrow the perceived dominance of the Amhara elite and to establish a federal system that 

favors it, the TPLF, as a representative of a minority ethnic group, had to fracture Ethiopia along 

ethnic lines, whose consequence is that the country appears as a collection of nations and 

nationalities. In addition to being suitable for a divide-and-rule strategy, this fracturing system 

focuses local elites on self-rule and the control of regional states while giving the TPLF the full 

control of the federal government. Such a system develops a partnership that is fundamentally 

unequal: since local elite groups supporting the TPLF know that they owe their status to the TPLF, 

they view themselves as junior partners.  

  Scholars who studied TPLF-dominated Ethiopia underlined the radical nature of ethnic 

federalism, but they also observed serious shortcomings. Notably, they called attention on the 

disparity between theory and practice, in particular on the lack of real autonomy of ethnic regions. 

Rather than being a mere shortcoming, the disparity actually reveals the true nature of ethnic 

politics, since it demonstrates that ethnicity is less about democracy than it is about a fight for the 

control of the state by elite groups. The primordialist thesis is completely unable to explain the 

disparity between practice and theory. If primordial sentiments exclusively motivated ethnicity, 

then the victory of the TPLF should have led to the secession of Tigray or the implementation of 

a system based on real decentralization and self-rule. What is more, the TPLF wholeheartedly 

supported the Eritrean independence on the basis of primordialist criteria, but refused to recognize 

the claim of secessionist movements in the regions of Oromia and Somalia. These apparent 

contradictions vanish if it is shown that calculations of interests conditioned the TPLF’s 

inconsistent positions. The involvement of interests becomes manifest when we remark that, 

though the Ethiopian system encourages identity politics, it remains very centralized. The 

centralization is realized through a system a coalition of ethnic parties, the EPRDF (Ethiopian 

People's Revolutionary Democratic Front), in which the TPLF remains the dominant partner 

thanks to the rule––borrowed from the previous Soviet system––governing the coalition, namely, 

democratic centralism. Since the latter states that decisions reached by all members of the coalition 

at the highest level is absolutely binding for all, it rules out factionalism and differences of opinion 
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and so turns unity and discipline into unbending imperatives. The rule allowed the TPLF to control 

the whole federal system and to intervene extensively in the administration of regional and sub-

regional governments. In other words, regional autonomy did not allow the regions to decide and 

control their affairs; rather, the system created client local parties assisting the TPLF-dominated 

center to maintain its tight controls over the country. The system and the way it worked made sense 

only if one assumed that they were purposely designed to maintain the hegemony of a regional 

elite claiming to represent the interests of a minority ethnic group. 

 The presence of interests in ethnic claims is also attested by the fact that there is no shortage 

of elite-groups seeking to become clients. To the imposition of ethnicity as a primary criterion of 

federal arrangement, local elites responded by creating political movements that endorsed the 

criterion. So that, ethnic identities that used to be weak are restructured as primary for the simple 

reason that the TPLF-dominated federal government rewarded ethnicization in political and 

economic terms. Be it noted that instrumentalism cannot explain the ethnicization of Tigray 

without interpreting ethnicity as an imaginative reinvention of identity. Though Tigray has been 

part of Ethiopia (Abyssinia) for a very long time and Tigreans and Amhara––the dominant ethnic 

group during Haile Selassie’s long reign––shared the same culture and political system, the TPLF 

constructed Tigray as a distinct nation by emphasizing language difference. While this reinvention 

supports constructivism, a complete view is achieved only if it is inserted into the interpretation of 

identity politics as a maximizing factor. 

 The use of ethnic criteria to implement a political goal explains the deep contradiction of 

ethnic movements in Ethiopia. Whether we take the Eritrean, Oromo, Tigrean, or other ethnic 

movements, all trace their emergence back to the imperial regime, which they define as the 

imposition of Amhara culture and interests in a tightly centralized political system. The democratic 

solution would have been decentralization together with the recognition of Ethiopia as a 

multiethnic country. Ethnic movements did not opt for such a solution; instead, they brandished 

self-rule and group rights. The definition of ethnic groups as nations and nationalities means that 

they revert back to the nation-state model that they had previously rejected in the name of 

multiethnicism. Only the goal of capturing state power by amplifying cultural incompatibilities 

can explain the reversal. 

 The maximizing factor becomes fully manifest with the rise of dissident ethnic parties 

accusing the TPLF of not being consistent. Such movements, of which the OLF is a perfect 
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example, are often secessionist and they become so by stretching cultural disparity, that is, by 

adopting an even more primordialist language. Dissident ethnic parties could not hope to compete 

successfully against client elites working with the TPLF unless they changed identity into a 

primordial commitment overriding everything. In particular, the works of intellectuals of Oromo 

origin clearly show how they combine vilification and utopia to create the “Oromo” nation. Both 

the vilification inherent in the thesis of Abyssinia’s colonization of Oromia and the myth of the 

existence of a democratic Oromia before the “Abyssinian colonization” testify to the invention of 

Oromia as an imagined community.  

 This explanation of the ethnicization of Ethiopian politics is not complete unless it answers 

the question of knowing why it reached such a high level of radicalization. The consensus is that 

it has its source in the ideological transformation of the Ethiopian student movement, largely 

believed to be the driving force of the social protests that led to the overthrow of the imperial 

regime and its aftermaths, namely, Ethiopia’s radical turn toward socialism. Undoubtedly, ever 

since rudiments of dialectical thinking grabbed the imagination of Ethiopia’s educated youngsters 

and elites, essentially as a result of the global prestige in the 60s and early 70s of the Marxist class 

analysis of society, modern Ethiopian politics has shifted toward polarizing trends that have been 

perilous to the unity and economic development of the country. The trouble is that the questionable 

nature of the Soviet interpretation of the Marxist concepts of class and class struggle stood out 

only after the total failures of socialist experiences in the former Soviet Union and its satellites. 

The concepts had to be disproved by negative outcomes developing over decades for them to lose 

their grip on the mind of educated people, especially in third world countries. Unfortunately, the 

ideological change that was unleashed by the concepts had developed a life of its own, so that the 

polarized form of thinking still continues to operate even as most of the previous followers of 

Marxist-Leninism converted to liberalism and other social ideologies.   

Among these social ideologies, the conversion of Ethiopian educated elites to identity 

politics is undoubtedly the most widespread occurrence. The link is quite obvious between the 

radical state of mind of the generation of the 60s and 70s and the propagation of ethnic politics. 

Indeed, just as the Marxist notion of contradiction polarized our vision of society during that time 

by presenting social classes as irreconcilable enemies, so too identity politics construes ethnic 

groups as contradictory in their aspiration and interests. This explains why the transition from 

Marxism to ethnonationalism has been so easy for so many educated elites: once you adhere to the 
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view of society as torn between contradictory and irreconcilable class interests, the presence of 

different and socially unequal ethnic groups becomes a breeding ground for ethnic polarizations. 

To the extent that class struggle means that one class excludes other classes, it rules out a policy 

of compromise based on the common good, since the notion of common good is viewed as illusory 

and counter to the course of societal progress. By contrast, one assumes that the real forces 

governing history are activated if one adopts an exclusive form of thinking: just as class interests 

are incompatible, so are the interests of ethnic groups. Unravelling the secret of radical politics, 

Amartya Sen finds that the main ingredient is the advocacy of “single-dimensional categorization 

of human beings.”7 The attribution of one single overriding identity constructs people as alien and 

hostile to each other. It means, for instance, that one cannot be Oromo or Somali and Ethiopian at 

the same time. What is more, ethnic classifications look even more radical and revolutionary than 

Marxist radicalization because the divide goes to the extent of questioning the political unity of 

the country. What could better show one’s unreserved commitment to polarizing politics than to 

espouse a secessionist objective? Obviously, as underlined by instrumentalism, the strategy of 

turning ethnic groups into confrontational groups perfectly fits the purpose of political 

mobilization in the struggle of elites for the control of state power.  

 

The Path for Ethiopia 

The importance of having the correct approach is that it enables us to find relevant solutions: if we 

know what causes ethnic conflicts, then we can devise institutional mechanisms that remove the 

causes and, therefore, ease ethnic tensions. Accordingly, given the reality and entrenched nature 

of ethnic politics in Ethiopia, the question is to know how ethnicity, understood as a maximizing 

ideology in elites’ struggle for the control of state power in a social context determined by scarce 

resources and opportunities, can be weakened in its political virulence and ultimately directed 

toward the constructive path of nation-building.   

 The primordialist approach has no other option than the secessionist solution, since it 

reduces ethnic conflicts to cultural incompatibilities. The instrumentalist approach has the merit 

of deriving ethnic conflicts from elite rivalries for the ownership of the state. In agreement with 

instrumentalism, my approach suggests that the main solution to ethnic conflicts is to open up the 

power game by devising institutions that decentralize power, as in the case of federal arrangement 

with large regional autonomy. Nevertheless, my analysis of the cultural dimension as a maximizing 
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factor argues that autonomy should go to the extent of allowing the implementation of group rights 

and self-rule, by which alone the emotional element of ethnicity can be eased. I thus take into 

consideration the powerful emotional forces unleashed by the ethnic discourse. Unless these forces 

are appeased, a mere decentralization will only lead to the weakening of national unity and the 

multiplication of regional conflicts. In addition, my view, which can be termed “maximism,” 

suggests the possibility of displacement (in the Freudian sense of the word). One way of reducing 

tensions would thus be to shift the emotional forces to trans-ethnic or multiethnic institutions and 

symbols. My assumption is that multiethnic institutions can supersede ethnic exclusiveness if 

access to higher levels of national government represents, not the surrender of ethnic identity, but 

its graduation from local to national statures. Such institutions together with the celebration of 

diversity can help cultural conversion to multiethnicism as an imagined community.   

 It is imperative that we keep in mind the outcomes of the 25 years of TPLF’s rule in 

Ethiopia. Since democratic rules guaranteeing the proper application of federalism were not 

followed, the implementation of ethnic federalism only succeeded in radicalizing and multiplying 

ethnic identity to the detriment of a pan-Ethiopian identity. As a result, the danger of violent 

confrontations and national disintegration reached an unprecedented level. Yet, what puts the 

country in danger is less ethnicity as a cultural identification than the lack of democratic 

governance, which was caused by TPLF’s divisive and shortsighted policy in the vain hope of 

preserving indefinitely the control of power. Under normal conditions, the best way to deal with 

ethnic inequalities and grievances would be to de-ethnicize the state through the institutions of 

impersonal norms, very much in the manner of the separation of church and state to resolve 

religious conflicts. The separation does not suppress or abolish religion; instead, the state 

guarantees freedom of religion as an individual right. Unfortunately, the TPLF hindered this kind 

of solution when it imposed the drawing of ethnic borders through the identification of ethnicity 

with separate political territories. The consequence was that Ethiopia became a collection of 

nations and nationalities. This is evidenced by the Constitution of 1994: not only does the 

Constitution open with the statement “We, the Nations, Nationalities and Peoples of Ethiopia,” but 

it also states that “all sovereign power resides in the Nations, Nationalities and Peoples of 

Ethiopia.”8 The conjunction of ethnicity with given territorial demarcations definitively excluded 

the handling of ethnicity as a human right issue and promoted the primacy of group rights over 

individual rights.  
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 Under this circumstance and in view of the entrenched nature of identity politics, the most 

realistic assumption seems to me the acknowledgment of ethnicity as the dominant source of 

political legitimacy and the devise of institutional arrangements luring ethnic political parties into 

cooperation. The assumption is that the practice of cooperation at the federal level would 

progressively de-ethnicize institutions and working methods and generate cultural symbols 

favoring national unity. Precisely, the theory of ethnicity as a maximizing factor can provide the 

guiding principle to move in the suggested direction. In other words, the crystallization of ethnic 

identity could be diluted if elections to national offices are made dependent on moderation, by 

which alone the possibility of cooperation among ethnic political parties can materialize. To quote 

Donald L. Horowitz, “because the pooling of votes entails a transfer across ethnic lines, the price 

of such a transfer is a commitment to moderation on the part of the vote-receiving party.”9 If 

institutions are designed in such a way that they require cooperation of ethnic parties, then they 

will encourage and reward moderation. The reward here is that moderation makes leaders of an 

ethnic party acceptable to other ethnic parties and so entitles them to higher political positions at 

the federal level. In this way, de-ethnicization occurs without antagonizing ethnicity at the regional 

level.  

 This proposal confirms that the main solution to ethnic conflicts is the democratization of 

the state through decentralization and large local autonomy. However, the work of reforming the 

central state in such a way that it becomes a force of unity, not through imposed centralization, but 

through cooperation must accompany decentralization. The solution is then to open up the power 

game in conjunction with the creation of institutional mechanisms that work toward unity. The 

tendency to unity should grow from the political dispersion, that is, from the implementation of 

group rights. From this diffused power game must rise national ambition forcing elite groups to 

moderate their views if they want to extend their power and influence beyond their ethnic groups. 

Moderation as a prerequisite to national leadership can also be used to prevail over local rivals. 

Indeed, the proposed thesis also predicts that, as soon as the existing grudge is removed through 

the granting of self-rule, ethnic groups will lose their original compactness and give way to 

diversity and the appearance of sub-group elites vying for the control of local power. In due course, 

this will reintroduce issues of individual rights that will be useful both to democratize the local 

community and to rebuild the national unity. 
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 Appropriate institutional mechanisms can further fortify the appeal to moderation. So that, 

the peaceful and lasting solution to ethnic conflicts seems to be the device of a political system in 

which centripetal forces (national institutions and symbols) counter centrifugal forces (ethnicity). 

While large autonomy and self-rule should satisfy ethnicity, federal political institutions making 

national positions dependent on moderation should encourage unity. As much as this approach 

supports the political recognition of ethnicity, it forcefully states, unlike primordialism, that the 

reconstruction of unity is also necessary for a lasting peace as well as for avoiding political 

balkanization, which can only be inimical to economic development of all the concerned ethnic 

regions. One decisive way of balancing centripetal and centrifugal forces is the creation of a 

presidential figure with large political and symbolic meanings. If unlike regional positions that 

depend on local elections, the election of the president rests on universal suffrage and is decided 

by majority vote of all people from all ethnic regions, some such arrangement strongly encourages 

moderation, but also creates national figures. Universal suffrage and majority vote, in addition to 

promoting the expression of individual rights in conjunction with group rights, generate national 

political figures with moderate view, since candidates for the presidential office will have to 

become attractive to voters outside their ethnic groups.  

 To sum up, nation-building through centralization and cultural assimilation is no longer 

feasible given the undemocratic outcomes of Ethiopia’s history and the subsequent ideological 

evolution of its educated elites since the overthrow of the imperial regime. The only way out is to 

recognize the reality and force of identity politics in Ethiopia while creating institutional 

mechanisms that soften its exclusiveness. A federal system balancing regional self-rule with a 

central government functioning according to majority rule is the political system most liable to 

reconcile diversity with unity. 
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