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chapter five

Regime Change and
Ethno-Regionalism in
Ethiopia: the Case of the Oromo

Edmond Keller

. Since 1991, Ethiopia has been undergoing its second social revolu-

tion. This revolution began in late May of that year, and it has pro-
ceeded in fits and starts ever since. In the process of seizing power,
the Tigrayan-led Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic
Front (EPRDF), moved in to immediately fill a power vacuum
caused not only by the collapse of the regime of Mengistu Haile
Mariam, but also the complete destruction of the Ethiopian Army
of six hundred thousand troops.

The challenge that then faced the victors was to reconstruct
soclety on new ideological and social foundations. This was the
same challenge that had faced both the previous imperial regime and
the just-deposed revolutionary regime. The “national question” has
been an ever present problem for Ethiopian regimes since the cre-
ation of the modern state less than a hundred years ago.' One of the
primary reasons for the fall of Haile Selassie was that he attempted
to create the myth of a multiethnic but unified nation-state whose
citizens viewed their “Ethiopian” national identity as the most
important socio-political category. In other words, you could bz an
Amhara, Sidama, Somali, or Oromo, while at the same time pos-
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sessing an abiding connection with all other citizens in society in
that you were “Ethiopian” first. N .
The purpose of this chapter is to critically analyze the approac
taken by the Transitional Government of Ethiopia (TGE) in its
attempt to resolve the national question while at the same time
claiming the construction for the first time in Ethiopia of a demo-
cratic political system. In order to understand this process we must
situate the discussion of the national question in a historical context.
The next two sections of this chapter attempt to do this. In the third
section the implications of the TGE policies toward the national
question and democratic construction for the Oromo people in par-
ticular are considered. The reason for concentrating on the Oromo
is because they represent around half of Ethiopia's population,
and many Oromos have a deep-seated sense of having been cultur-
ally dominated and exploited by Amharas. Consequently, Oromo
nationalism presents the TGE with its most serious challenge to
national political integration.

THE NATIONAL QUESTION IN PERSPECTIVE

Haile Selassie had no specific policy of national political integration
except for his tendency to integrate selected members of certain
non-Amhara ethnic groups into the ruling class. His government
conscientiously avoided any reference to ethnic, linguistic, and reli-

ious diversity and eschewed mentioning such matters in official

ocuments.” In fact the imperial regime devoted most of its energies
toward discouraging or destroying the cglture, language, and reli-
gions of non-Ambhara ethnic groups, particularly those in the south
and east of the empire. The tendency toward the political domi-
nance of Shawan Amharas caused considerable resentment not
only in the south and east but also among Ambharas and Tigrayans
from other areas. )

Even when one considers the integration of certain members of
non-Amhara groups into the upper echelons of the ruling class and
the imperial bureaucracy, what stands out is the small number of
such groups represented.” The Emperor himself encouraged the
marriage of Ambharas, particularly the nobility, into important
Oromo families, but in practice this had a negligible integrative
effect. Even though the Oromos are the largest single ethnona-
tional group in the empire, few of that groups ever occup:ed very
high positions in the imperial bureaucracy of the army* In the
1960s, there appeared to be a systematic ef’fort to co-opt non-
Ambhara ethnic patrons into the imperial ruling class. This move
coincided with the growth of Somali and Oromo nationalisms.
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In spite of Haile Selassie’s efforts to systematically co-opt dis-
gruntled ethnic groups through their leaders, this policy was
doomed to fail. The core of his strategy remained the gradual
“Ambharization” of these groups without Integrating them as equals
or allowing them to share power in any meaningtul way. Amhara
culture was implicitly presented as the defiming trait of the
“Ethiopian” nationality. In other words, Ethiopian ifentity was at a
fundamental level based in the Amhara language and Ethiopian
Orthodox religion. To a certain extent, Haile Selassie was success-
ful in his efforts, but because the state was held together mainly by
the ethnic hegemony of Shawan Amhara and other ethnic elites who
had been assimilated into “Ethiopian” culture, the myth of a unified
Ethiopian nation-state, held together by consensus, never becarne a
reality among large segments of peoples who were incorporated
into the empire only in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. For
example, although Haile Selassie tried to convince the Somalis in the
Ogaden and Haud that they were first and foremost members of the
“Ethiopian family,”® and although his regime attempted, as other
regimes before his, to suppress the emergence of Oromo national
consciousness, significant numbers of these groups continued to feel
that they had been colonized by northerners, and they yearned for
the right to self-determination.

After a failed coup of 1960, there was a brief political opening
in Ethiopian society, and international donor agencies pressed
Ethiopia to liberalize its economy and politics. [t was in this climate
that there emerged a nascent sense of national consciousness among
the Oromo people. For the first time but temporarily, ethnic asso-
ciations were allowed to hold meetings and to engage in self-help
projects based on their ethnic affinities.

Also, this was a period when it became clear that the movement
for national liberation in Eritrea was a formidable threat to the
maintenance of the extant boundaries of the modern Ethiopian
state. In the end, Haile Selassie succumbed to a multiplicity of prob-
lems, some of them economic and others social. His regime was top-
pled in September 1974, and replaced a few days later by a military
committee, the Derg. The Derg ruled for the next 17 years. Although
it began as an ologopolistic clique, the regime by 1977 had been
transformed into a personalistic dictatorship, under the direction of
Col. Mengistu Haile Mariam.

Like the Haile Selassie regime before it, the Mengistu regime
failed to effectively address the “national question.” It attempted to
downplay the issue by introducing a new social myth based u pon the
principles of “scientific socialism,” which holds that ethnicity is
not a legitimate organizing principle.” Instead, people are grouped
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into mass organizations based upon their economic or social roles
and positions. At the same time, it seemed clear to the Mengistu
regime that some solution had to be found to the nationalities prob-
lem. Its answer: the Institute for the Study of Ethiopian
Nationalities. The function of this organization was to draft a new
constitution that would further enhance the legitimacy of the
Mengistu regime and lay the groundwork for a final resolution of
the nationalities question.

At first the new regime attempted to deal with ethnically -
based opposition by smashing its opponents. It stepped up the war
in Eritrea in 1975, and in the early 1980s it attempted a decisive mil-
itary resolution of the Eritrean problem in the failed Red Star
Campaign. It resoundingly repulsed the attempts of ethnic Somalis
to separate the Ogaden from Ethiopia between 1977 and 1978, and
temporarily suppressed the Tigrayan and Oromo opposition around
the same time.

At the same time the Mengistu regime apparently came to feel
that it could not rely exclusively on force to preserve Ethiopian
unity, and that it was going to have to attempt to create an aura of
legitimacy for its rulership. First, it created the Workers Party of
Ethiopia (WPE) in 1984. The party was based on the principles of
scientific socialism, and eschewed the organization of groups along
ethnic lines. It interpreted politics in terms of class struggle, and
recognized only groups based upon non-ethnic categories. These
groups were called “mass organizations.”

In early February 1987, a new constitution, a hybrid that resem-
bled the Soviet and Romanian Marxist-Leninist constitutions, was
submitted to the general populace for endorsement, and received a
reported 82 percent approval from 96 percent of those eligible to
vote. The constitution established the People’s Democratic Republic
of Ethiopia (PDRE), with a strong president and an 83 5-member
National (Assembly) Shengo. Once the Shengo was elected and held
its first sessions, in September 1987, one of the main pieces of
enabling legislation had to do with the administrative reorganization
of the empire. In an effort to diffuse nationalist discontent, the
Shengo created 24 administrative regions and five so-called
autonomous regions—Eritrea, Assab, Dire Dawa, Tigray, and the
Ogaden. By granting autonomous status to Assab and Dire Dawa,
the regime separated the economic cores from the regions of Eritrea

and Oromia respectively.

Despite this gesture of regional organization, the response of .

most nationalist movements fighting the Mengistu regime was
swift and threefold: They rejected the PRDE initiative, increased

their military activities, and began to organize military cooperation
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among themselves. Clearly, then, rather than enhancing the legiti-
macy of the Mengistu regime, the creation of the WPE, the PDRE,
and the regional structure exposed its vulnerability. In late 1988, as
the empire was in the throes of yet another major drought and
under pressure from various nationalist movements, the Soviet
Union informed Mengistu that it would soon cease to provide mil-
1tary assistance.

The beginning of the end for the Mengistu regime was the
abortive coup of May 1989. In the process, the army began to col-
lapse from within. Whole military units defected, taking their arms
and equipment with them to the opposition forces. Over the next
three years, the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) and its
urpbrella organization, the EPRDF, came to control all of the
Tigray and large segments of Wallo, Gondar, and Shawa. In
Eritrea, the Ertrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) took over all
but the major towns of Asmara, Massawa, and Assab. What was
more, by 1990, the EPLF, TPLF, and the OLF in separate parts of
the empire, had begun to coordinate their military strikes against
Mengistu's forces. Finally, Mengistu went to the bargaining table
but not in good faith. The regime failed to acknowledge that it was
on the brink of military defeat, and collapsed decisively on May 25
1991.° ¢

_ The EPRDF moved quickly after its victory to establish a tran-
sitional government. A national conference for this purpose was con-
vened in July 1991 as an attempt on the part of the EPRDF to rap-
idly secure widespread acceptance among the general population. It
resulted in the signing of a Charter by the representatives of some
$1 political movements, the creation of an 87-seat Council of
Representatives, and the establishment of the Transitional

Government of Ethopia (TGE). The largest number of seats, 32,

was {eserved for the EPRDF, and the OLF was second with 12 seats.
Significantly, no political organization that predominantly repre-
sented the formerly politically ruling ethnic group, the Amharas
was a signatory to the Charter or represented in the Council. In
other words, the pact was exclusive rather than inclusive. I will
return to this point below.

The EPRDF initially attempted to present the public image
that it had the political will to effectively reconstitute the Ethiopian
state, but it demonstrated that the autocratic tendencies of the rev-
olutionary movement that it had been, continued to predominate in

. the thinking of the EPRDF leadership.” Although it realized that it

would not be able to rule alone, and that a ruling coalition would

. have to bg created, it was unwilling to adopt a genuine power-shar-
. ing formula. Moreover, it did not engage in a frank dialogue with
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other members of the pact who signed the Charter to agree on the
basic rules of the political game during the transitional period but
instead attempted to control and manipulate the group in a hege-
monic fashion. Consequently, radical leftist groups such as the
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Party (EPRP) and the All-
Ethiopian Socialist Movement, along with several conservative
Ethiopian nationalist groups such as the Coalition of Ethiopian
Democratic Forces (COEDF) and MEDHIN were left out.

As it began to articulate its agenda, it seemed that the EPRDF
was aware of the extreme need to engender a sense of its commit-
ment among Ethiopia’s disparate nationality groups to a final res-
olution of the national question. This was demonstrated in the
Charter. Among other things, the Charter asserts the right of all of
Ethiopia’s nationalities to self-determination, the preservation of the
national identities of each group, and the right of each nationality
to govern its own affairs within the context of a federated Ethiopia.
In addition it states that, local and regional administrative units will
be defined on the basis of nationality. Two possible implications of
these policy directions were: the end of the notion of a unitary
Ethiopia, and the devolution of political power rather than cen-
tralization, as had been the case with all previous modern Ethiopian
regimes. »

However, in reality, history has demonstrated that the EPRDF’s
conception of the right to self-determination for constituent states
is much closer to that of Stalin than anything else. The regime
seems to hold that ethnic states have the right to self-determination
but not the right to exercise that right. In addition, by breaking up
Ethiopia into large units based on ethnic identity, the EPRDF actu-
ally enhanced its statist powers. Since Tigrayans make up only
about seven percent of the Ethiopian population, the EPRDF could
not hope to rule without forming a coalition government. It is the
most organized among the political movements. Politics is organized
along ethnic lines, and opposition parties mostly are based upon eth-
nic appeals. However, the EPRDF has a Tigray and Amhara core,
and it has created or coopted other political groups based in other
ethnic groups. For example, 48 of the 53 members of the Supreme
Council of the EPRDF belong to the predominantly Tigrayan
TPLF and the predominantly Amhara Ethiopian People’s
Democratic Movement (EPDM)."¢

It was clear by early 1994 that by virtue of being an incumbent
party, with its satellite organizations, the EPRDF was able to sup-
press possible threats from exclusively ethnically - based opposition
parties. For example, the Oromo People’s Democratic Organization
(OPDO), was created by the EPRDF, and it has its base of support
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;r'l the same areas that the OLF has its base. What are the implica-
lons of this situation for those who support the idea of self-deter-
mination for the Oromo people? Before we answer this question, we

need to understand the process of th
. . . e developm
nationalism and its essence. pment of Oromo

THE DEVELOPMENT OF OROMO NATIONALISM AND
THE QUEST FOR SELF-DETEEMINATION

The strategy of the EPRDF in dealing with its most serious eth-
nically-based opposition is to “divide and conquer.” It has created a
party, the OPDO, that serves as a counterweight to the OLF, Thi:i
move is complemented by the fact that the Oromo, rather thztr.x ha\"—
Ing a long history as a nation-state, are a people in search of a nation
?}: a distinct national identity. Let me turn briefly to an analysis of
tit;, origin and development of contemporary Oromo national iden-
Ethnonational identity has two fundamental dimensions, a sub-
conscious and a conscious dimension. Orlando Patterson refers to
these as existential and ethnocentric ethnicity ' Existential ethnicity
refers to the subconscious image that individuals have of belongin;;
to a given ethnonational group. Ethnocentric ethnicity refers to a
conscious sense of the self and his or her relationship to the ethnic
group. This latter form of ethnicity is contingent upon the existenc;
of other ethnic groups and interactions of one’s own grou with
others. Patterson st:ﬁ‘gests that historically, ethnocentric et}?nicitv
came about as a result of 1) the emergence of the kin-based hege-
trilltr:mlc s;ate; 2) the recognition of ethnic groups of imagined or rgeal
o eatshrom ot}llfr groups; and 8) growing ethnic group interactions
rough trade." With the emergence of the nation-state and the
expansion of intergroup trade, political leaders found the need t
instill in their subjects a sense of “us” and “them.” Where no eneo
mies or ethnic competitor existed, they were invented. Through cul-
ture, contaet,.vgars of conquest and trade, an Oromo.nationa% id i
ity was initially formed. However, the nation was ver
congle{lmgxous with a single Oromo state. e
e Oromo view their original homeland as i
lands of present-day Ethiopiag” Itis known tha:};)(:zz\(:/:::}rlle:}?ehllg?};
and 15th centuries, they were already organized into two confeder-
ations known as the Barentu and Borana federations, [t was durin
at}rl:; ;l')re;r;lc;ddghattprom’lc‘)sdbeg:]r]) their expansion from their home]an§
Irections. Today, all Oromo sub i i
to one of these f'ederations?,"r Rather than bgerig;pat;icrz ::}:ﬁgif:l er;::tlge
the Oromo are comprised of descendants of individuals whc% everr’{
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when they were not of pure Oromo stock, willingly accepted or
were forced to accept an Oromo identity. Jalata notes that the Oromo
historically increased their numbers through the assimilation of
other peoples they conquered."?

The assimilation process was facilitated by the institution of a
unique administrative system among the Oromo known as gada.'’
Although there was historically no one, unified Oromo nation-state,
there was a distinct Oromo nation, and that national identity was
intertwined with the institution of gada. Oromos claim that gadais
a classic example of a traditiona% African form of democracy.
Legislative, executive, and judicial functions were independent of
one another but were integral components of a “nationwide” systern
of governance. Importantly, however, there was never a single
bureaucratic state that governed all Oromo clans and clan families.

The gada was a generation—grade system based on sequence of
eight calendar year periods. At anyone time, there existed five gada
“parties” or generational groups. Once in the system, it took indi-
viduals forty years to complete the cycle. Every eight years, “party”
members moved from on gada level to the next until they completed
service. At each stage gada members were educated in Oromo his-
tory, military strategy, law, and governance. Every eight years a
pine-member presidium of the gada party entering the fifth level
was elected on the basis of adult male suffrage. After serving as

leaders, individuals were retired but continued to act as advisers to

ascendant leaders.

This system of governance is thought t
hundred years, but by the mid-nineteenth ¢
break down.'” Some suggest that the system had simply become out-
moded, but there are several more plausible explanations for the
decline of the importance of the gada system. The system worked
best among pastoralist Oromo, and was less popular among those

who practiced mixed farming. Another possible cause was the
replacement of traditional religions with Islam or Christianity, but

perhaps most important were prohibitions imposed by the coloniz-
ing Amharas.

By the mid-sixteenth century the Oromo had penetrated as far
north as the core of what was then known as Abyssinia. They

established their own ethnic enclaves mostly in the central part of
Abyssinia, and although they preserved much of their traditional
great deal of the

culture, they selectively borrowed and adapted a
Abyssinian culture to <uit their needs and tastes. As long as they
remained in their enclaves, the Oromo were able to preserve some
elements of their traditional culture and thus to maintain their
distinctiveness. But in certain instances where they penetrated

o date as far back as five
entury it had begun to
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Abyssinian strongholds such as Gojj
P ysaiiiian 50jjam and Begemder— r
;Imtedti:;?tgt!x\:f;}:aor st r_o_yal rc\*tamers—they w%re more f‘{lsl[lla]il;tas
gra Hu-_t-pm‘;g []wr&a(_)_l:‘lf_r'ry often intermarrying with the Az,nhae_
o e | he :l_lih‘lidll religion. Significantly, in the late 1"':;
Ao (),-m-ﬁg in. " lll;:tb, the a]reqd_v substantial ﬁolitical inﬂue‘
2 e et 11(-'r3r111}1ara core increased dramatically, Howe\TC(e
i Aby‘;shfi:‘ {V(}}Huwe.-d by the virtual demise of a.(;entrali?:;ri’
st el in‘t.} 1;»(:11 the state was finally able to begin reco
upper hand. Su::cessli{z!rr-ncln;pl)jgf: g:;iﬁ?]'hara ]“:d Fleal’}}' LA t}r:;
Upper Jand, Stccessive e s beginning with Tewodros in 18
A;:nwicar:1{}()1‘13;|l]f)sr?le “:’]t.}‘l the support of their Eur:;)se;nnligg
omerican écm.turartorh suppressed Oromo national identity f
The Oromb rnn)\;ider the lat ] -
- pnglea latter phase of Abyssinian
Abyssin;zlnaf:glg(:i(;;lq‘:jnt x};:erzence. As a result of the imp}:fgr\::;?;’
become e s the Oromo pastoralists and peasants have
e A s jects. Rather than conserving the surplus of
e tou;;gaexc 1 }I;IS.I vely within their own commfnities
e Tocs) olleboeaton oF Vi e o ales feskdal andlords
nd et f the e-state. In son
e o;::s;:; -??S;{n Fhe Christian religion; in others tl]fe;iflisnetglliy
e th(e Orfjt:mn to the culture of their oppressors, The \fas(z
s ‘mlon?;:])i;?:nf to see the Amhara and the state they
thergo]‘ joe e g onig s, bent on exploiting them and stripping
uring his rule, Emperor Hail assi intai
e nE . laile Selassie maintained i
amam];s ‘i?itti?c.:i:i;c(g).mmo fealty through the dt-ve];pegi:r(;%l 0;
¢ pances wil} th'ose Whlonm leaders. The most favored amon tlcl)e
R e otey t.0 cil‘nsq to become totally assimilategd or
il of Wallaga SO e L temaly the ruling
e of gtand Shag omos were the mos i
ﬁrmifé)ru(pa:.liilt: Il::)lt .15 Ha:le Selassie became more cur:tr::gsn\f':g
b he b )ur_]. Ellrlt'.'i of the modern state and its bureauc ]t'
ho m;lj(me[ S;'l{)hfg;-(?,:fr ()ron_m Icaders were assimi]a::dlc
i Eaeriyf theOr were viewed as mere subj I
hiid ifx.f;i:;,qlt},l;igmlem corrupt bureaucrats and juiigétss. 5;“:);
Soom i scﬂfrcj.u'(“ec to be Christian northerners.'? In tile d‘:i‘)
i oL o On{._ Itf?t(ljrms' Oromo needs were considered se:_
e el | ¢ dominant Amhara groups as a matter ;‘
i S ,E-lt;:s accorded Oremos and their culture m (‘)t
g i éth'(;g wit the fact t?;lat Oromo areas were the baulz
o Ok F emli_ril'in‘l l?c?nom}r,—ﬂ These areas were the m;clir;
e e p e’ L.n.e export crops (coffee, oil seed, hid
) Jromo areas also provided the emperor with hise:ni"ns%
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valuable distributable resource, land. All Oromo land as a result of
the imperial conquest had become Crown Lands, and was used by
the Emperor to reward or remunerate those in his service.
Moreover, Oromo, whether peasants or pastoralists, were saddled
with a heavy cash tax burden in an economy that had yet to become

market-oriented.

Another profound effect of the colonial experience on the

Oromo was the sharpening of their sense of national identity.
Before this time the Oromo had expensive interaction with the
Ambhara, but never as members of an Ambhara-dominated nation-
state. After the mid-20th century, however, they found themselves
subjects of Amhara overlordship in a world that was now organiz-
ing itself along the lines of nation-states, with permanent and invi-
olable geographic boundaries.
The Oromo did not always accept Amhara hegemony. In fact,
sporadic local revolts were endemic throughout the period of
Ethiopian colonialism. Several major incidents, however, stand out:
the Azabo-Raya revolt, 1928-30; the Western Oromo Confederacy
of 1936; and the Bale Revolt, 1964-70.2! There is some question as
to whether the 1928 and 1964 revolts constituted struggles for
national liberation, but the specific objective of the Western Oromo
Confederacy was independence from Ethiopia. Thirty-three Oromo
chiefs signed a document establishing the confederacy, and express-
ing a desire for the region to become a League of Nations protec-
torate.**
Clear signs of Oromo nationalist aspirations did not surface
again until the early 1960's when an Oromo self-help association,
Macha-Tulama Association, was founded. The organization, nam
after two of the major Oromo groups, was established in 1968 asa
self-help club dedicated to promoting self-identity and improving
the lot of the Oromo people in general. Since no political parties
were allowed in Ethiopia at the time, such associations often took on
olitical roles. The organization attempted to involve Oromo in
both cities and the countryside. At the height of its development,
the Association claimed as many as 300,000 members.?* The lead-
ership comprised educated Oromos who had been “Amharized” but
subsequently rediscovered their culture, deciding to fight for a fair
share of the spoils of modernization for the Oromo nation. The
point is extremely significant: by the mid-1960s, Oromo intellectu-
als were not demanding an independent state of Oromia, but rather
first class citizenship for all Oromos.
The most prominent leader of the Macha-Tulama Association
was Taddasa Biru, a former general in the Ethiopian police force and

the territorial army. He was from a
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2220;;1; :rt:e{)id in Amhuralculture. In fact, his Oromo origins were
nt to many until he began to champion th i
people. Taddasa Biru appeared at organizati D rallics i saothers
ddas; tional rallies h
towns, delivering speeches criti BF th s policics
) ritical of the gove ' ici
toward Oromo areas and en i e 10 demd thess
t d encouraging the people to demand thei
Just due. He carefully linked his a igni Oromo cul.
ppeal to the dignity of Orom: -
ﬁz;%sao;ui;lérz ;};:lt; h% er;lﬁ)hilsized, was beir%g d};stroyed aot cl;lllxle
a. By the late 1966, the Haile Selassie regi
. 2 e
2:3 (t:):l(]:::inf% ?lta;)r::li? at; t}}et rcxvth in the movement’s populzig;;?;
: est of the Association’s top leadership i ’
ing Taddasa Biru. The Organizati P e shorthy thera:
u. rganization was banned shortly there-
:}f};r. Ta?dasa Biru was tried and condemned to death; a é};:nt:rige
T\j\}/las ater commuted to life imprisonment.?* ’
cone Fe; (I)\;Inaig:-;l:iamat Assofgia}t]ion was significant for several rea-
s. pective of the government, it lear indi
cation that the commitment imi e ST sons ner
of assimilated ethnic el
assured. Ethnic affinities for the O i ith a right to self
osured. Ethnic affinitic e Oromo nation with a right to self-
erm stronger than their allegi
Ethiopian nation-stat. ; i o thes selition sen
. -state. [t was also an indication that politi
olitical sen-
g:er%; :orlr‘xlgv:z:ezet s:g{nr.et:.sseg rtrl]fr%y by forbidding I;))olitical :)Z?-
. . sitized the Oromo to the 1
their own national cultur s nthe oo
. Wr e and to the contradictions i
ing gol}tlco-economic system. fradictions i the emerg:-
erious Oromo militancy, a
. ncy, apart from the Bale Revolt, di '
::iarglegl;r(l)tﬂ ;he_Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) was found'edli(; ltlf(:é
natign ; s, Eeg.xcat.ed to the “total liberation of the entire Oromo
nation | erom thiopian colonialism.”*® The organization claimed to
be more rre:oprogelny of the primary proto-nationalist resistance of
e RebelligﬁoPI‘ ‘131 tlgﬁ I?ft; the Macha-Tulama Association or the
n. The egan an offensive against the Ethiopi
overnment in Hararghe Province in 19 ; P A
( ] 78, but sustained activiti
id not occur until 1976, afte ' “Haile Selassic
_ , after the collapse of the Hai i
regime. [t subsequently spread i iviti e south oo
Wellaga in the wioes y sp 1ts activities to Bale in the south and
immltlr;}(l)(;'lilﬁhtgle (})lromo people can trace their history back to time
immermorial, I(:xyfa :tvtehcér;lg' recefr}t(l)y developed a sense of national
: .| nse of Oromo consci i
consciousness. In | G ciousness like that of
, product of the colonial e i %6 Sj
16th century the main fact i G ety cre s
ors defining the Oromo identi
entit
mo}xlxal‘e,l:%::gedgn% a (;:c?mmolrl ancestry. Historically, the z)?gzag
. ve ivided into clans and monarchies, with
. . ’ th -
ml::ltl ipoiiltxgalhgommumty being the clan or the kingdom. Xttilro
f:a ! O? d eir _lsgt_;)ry were all of the Oromo people citizens of a
romia.*’ Oromos in different parts of Ethiopia had dif-
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i 1 ore or less incorporated
t colonial experiences. Some were mc incorporal
ffliznthe Ethiopiari) state, and had differential perceptions of being
“Ethiopians First,” and Oromos sl\e:;:an (;{1 vélii voefjf.had iy Tize
i 1 is
During the struggle against Mengistu, 2 oul §
ited succe;gs in mounting an effective mlllsagy i{xlall(f;r: ;_:lem',I ;]11:1?1 \:I'E:c
1 i e Oromc .
in part the vast territory occupied by Oron d
fiuaﬁjitlci)t ofp the Front to communicate 1ts message ov er this ter: |to;$
1: a reli};ble and regular manner.*® Military successe; we-lre ?‘plrs?ha[
1 inted out that the fac
stly in border zones. Hassan has po : fac
2tl}r;“ei E)nroom{) people tend to be landlocked, and not a‘bl_( to rlt_ .1)1 :E}::
friendly borders across which they could retreat ff].t._d. :x:fncw:j g
have been historically vulnerable to sgronglgr ggld better arme
i s the Ethiopians and the Somalis. ) -
mle?:ufg;l the OLFpinvested faith in the EPRDI ';mt qm;];_:?;
found out that there was no real commitment to powel r-s 131 in g,\ e
to the practice of “divide and rule” th;t had }clhar_act{:;;it F:Tﬁ;f) us
i i learly evident when in August 196
Fe e actod Couwell of © ’ ; tatives unanimously
f People’s Representa _ y
newly-elected Council o ‘ B
y Gidada, to become th : to
elected OPDO leader, Negaso da, o T
atic Republic of Ethiopia.
the newly formed Federal Democr o e Ethiopia. 2 b
itl ster holds primary _
rehead position, as the Prime Mim §/primary
:i\f}eg lp;ower- itpis significant that there was a conscious f.ft;.)] t to win
legitimacy for the new government among the Oromo.

Possible Options for the Oromo and the
Ethiopian Politics ) i .
%‘l;:;exgiemmapnow facing the Oromo people is to rfnh.c.lr L.()(.)I)t: 1;?
ith the EPRDF, to oppose it through. constitutiona mean]‘.' :

Zzntinue an armed struggle. The matter 1s comlx))hc;]itet.} n.n:ttrﬁ:;t}thi

iti EPRDF, but also by the lac ‘
the strong position of the EF by 18 ¢ hat fhe

1 the nation-building proj
mo people are still working on ng p

?A;l(:ethex}') thi decision is to oppose the ascendent re%{s‘nltr ;]l:lr:)tut%w
constitutional or military means, a lack of unity works again:

o movement. . ) o "
Orogf the two options, the military op.tlon.wou]d seem tt}ua P?,v er
least viable at this time for the same historical rleast_):‘l;, u]nd g
mentioned above. At the same time, the seconlc(l q;t)t (3{:% i:bul}:]for L

ing si i ne to make i
frustrating since the EPRDF is pro o

itl Yet, the only real chance of : S
D the Et deV‘?lOP- iti lv the Oromos, but
1 1 litical system for not only O:

o D ot saoas i i tion of a coalition to chal-
r “out” groups as well, is the orma 8 posaticn

{2:1 ozht;e EPRI%F bghemoth. Success in democracles i.u mes tl;.: ?ugh

coa%itions of minorities rather than through ethnic hegemony.

120

Edmnond Keller

In a recent USAID report, Political Scientist Samuel
Huntington, retreating to his political modernization paradigm of
three decades ago, suggests that Ethiopia is destined to have its pol-
itics organized along ethnic lines, and that the route to democracy
would have to go through the ethnic playing field. The problem for
Ethiopia and its political leaders, he contends, is to demonstrate their
commitment to parties and administrative decentralization based
upon ethnicity while at the same time not being committed to an
ethnically based government.*' In other words, the pact should be
broadened and it should come to be characterized by an inclusive-
ness that allows for the proportional representation of the most sig-

nificant ethnic groups in important political positions. Huntington
goes on to argue

[The] attempt to classify people by ethnic background is
reminiscent of practices which used to exist in the former
Soviet Union and in South Africa. It seems totally contrary
to a political process one of whose purposes is to promote a
common Ethiopian national identity. It also seems inappro-
priate in a country in which a substantial portion of the pop-
ulation are of mixed ethnic background or unsure of which
ethnic group they belong to or wish to identify with . . . 32

Another indication of the illogicality of the decision to break Ethiopia
up into ethnically-based states is the fact that there had never been a tra-
dition of ethnically-based regions. Haile Selassie’s aim had been to cre-
ate a multiethnic Ethiopian nation-state. However, his mistake was to
attempt to achieve this objective through the establishment of the
hegemony of the Amhara culture masked as “Ethiopian” culture. The
empire was held together by force and co-optation rather than by wide-
spread consensus that all constituent groups were integral and equal
parts of one multiethnic nation.

Some observers claim that the creation of the Federal Republic,
organized into ethnically-defined regions, is destined to further
polarize society. They suggest that a negotiated power-sharing
arrangement should have taken place prior to the making of the new
constitution and the formation of the new government. The
EPRDF seems more bent on maintaining statist control than any-
thing else. Evidence of this could be seen in the manner in which the

Constituent Assembly that promulgated the new constitution was

chosen. The elections for this Assembly were procedurally correct,
but political participation was not broadly inclusive. Those organ-
izations that might have offered views contrary to those of the
EPRDF and its supporters had either been systematically excluded
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from the electoral process before the June 1994 elections, or they had
willfully decided not to participate. The EPRDF had skillfully struc-
tured politics so as to present the illusion of democracy while at the
same time maintaining tight statist control over society.

Opposition forces have continued to attempt to coalesce in order
to force the EPRDF to open up the political system. For example, in
December 1993 all major opposition groups including the OLF,
the All-Amhara People’s Political Organization (APPO), and
COEDF participated in a conference for National Peace and
Reconciliation. Although the EPRDF regime allowed the event to
occur, some participants from outside the country were arrested
when they arrived at the Addis Ababa Airport, and others were sub-
jected to official harassment. Moreover, the regime did not partici-
pate in the conference and did not accept its resolutions. The main

resolution offered was a demand for power-sharing.

Following this, the Council of Alternative Forces for Peace and
Democracy in Ethiopia (CAFPDE) vigorously attempted, to no
avail, to halt the constitutional process until the political system was
truly open, and all-inclusive. Eventually CAFPDE, like other major
opposition groups, boycotted the national elections leading up to the
formation of the Federal Republic.

The EPRDF appeared to feel that its position was strong
enough for it to resist a disorganized opposition, particularly when
opposition groups did not have strong allies in the international
community. By contrast, the international donors, rather than pres-
suring for multiple political parties and a meaningful democratic
contest, seemed content with better governance. That is, as long as
the government is transparent, efficient, effective, and accountable

to the donors themselves, they seem ready to relax the conditional-
ity of progress toward democracy. Consequently, opposition forces
are deprived of what had once been a potentially valuable ally in the

process of opening up political space.

CONCLUSION

Breaking Ethiopia up into a few large ethnically based regions,
does not solve the nationality problem, but exacerbates it. This is
particularly the case where Jarge, ethnically-based states are con-
cerned. Power could be devolved to states that are relatively ethni-
cally homogeneous but smaller and avoid the complications created
by the promise of self-determination based upon large nationality-
based states. From its very inception, the modern state of Ethiopia
was designed to be a multiethnic unitary state. As was the case with
past regimes, the formula of rule adopted by the EPRDF requires
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st . ..
naattif) rclglezc;?tr; a}x;(()i c&—optal}x}on in order to maintain the semblance of
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olution to democracy, this i i i
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chapter six

Peculiar Challenges to
Oromo Nationalism

Leenco Lata

The discovery, by the world powers of the large i
Oromos who inhabit the largesli area in the Ethio;g)iasr: eertn};)??: 2:;:::;
five hundred years after Columbus'’s ‘discovery’ of the Americas
Many American and European government officials whom I met
after the 1991 change of a regime in Ethiopia, repeatedly told me of
their lack of awareness of the existence of the Oromo people and
of the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) prior to the London
Conference of May 1991." This was particularly true of American
dlplorpats and other officials. In fact, most of the members of the
American team that was delegated to mediate the London talks of
E:tytiigf ls lfl'll')ankly at(limi;ted their ignorance about Oromos until
. sequently, the i i i i
initi';Il‘lhexposureqto Orzmo g()clci)g?:ued to identify that event as their
e US Ambassador to Ethiopia, Irvin Hicks

1996, was one of them. He had actuzll)lly spent some ye’tafrrso $ Iéf}iz tiz
during the late 1950s and was posted as a diplomat to a numberpof
other African countries in the 1980s. Despite such prior exposure to
Ethiopia and the rest of Africa, even he was unaware of the exis-

tence of the Oromo people and th
ducting until 1991. people and the struggle that they were con-




