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Ethiopia is a home of diverse groups of people. Recently language has become 
one among the key manifestations of group identily. Despite its lingllislic diver­
sity, the modern stale of Ethiopia was dominated by one language, Amharic, 
which was the language of the ruling class. After many years of unslIccenful 
homogenization and assimilation processes that provoked destructive and long 
civil wars, Ethiopia in 1995 adopted a federal system of government with nine 
constituent units mainly identified based on language. The £thiopianfederalism 
is claimed to be designed to accommodate diversity. The federal SYSfem has so 
far maintained fhe unity of the country intact while endeavoring fa accommo­
date the diverse groups. However, from the language perspective, there is a huge 
gap between the constitutionally-guaranteed right of every language group (na­
tion, nationality and people) to self-determination including secession and tJ~e 
reality on the ground in that there are language groups which are not able to use 
their languages/or education and self administration purposes even allhe lower 
level of government. How are the grievances of the historically dominated lan­
guage groups addressed in the new federal system? 15 the current Ethiopian lan­
guage policy the right approach for dealing with linguistic diversity? flow can 
group identities be preserved without violating individual rights? While deal­
ing with the above questions, the main purpose of this article is 10 analyze the 
role language and language policies play in maintaining group identities and 
their implication on individual rights. HaVing this objective in mind, this article 
analyzes how Ethiopian federalism addresses language use at the federal, stale 
and local levels. 1n doing so, this article draws some lessons from the experi­
ences of other federations with similar challenges related (0 linguistic diversity. 
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Introduction 
Ethiopia, which is a home to more than 80 linguistic .groups, experienced 
a long and devastating civil war that ended in 1991. .Smce then, th~ coun· 
try has fo llowed a new system of governance that auns at addressmg the 
causes of the conflict. The kind of governance that best accommodates 
the diverse groups of the country is believed to be a federal type of gove~n· 
ance. For this reason, Ethiopia adopted a federal constitution in 1995. EthtO· 
pian federalism aspires to address tbe basic diversity·related challenges of 
the country such as those related to linguistic, cultural, historical and geo· 
graphical diversities. Ethiopian federalism, therefore, is diversity·oriented l

. 

One of the main elements of Ethiopian federali sm is the strong emphasis 
it gives to the rights of' groups (nations, nationalities and peoples, as they are 
so·caUed in the Ethiopian Federal Constitution) to self·detennination, including 
secession. In Ihe Ethiopian context, language, in addition to other dimensions 
of diversity, is a major marker of group identity. There are as many ethnic or 
national groups in the country as the number of languages. However, language 
identity docs not necessarily overlap with oth_er group identities. For this reason, 
language can be a dividing or uniting element. Even if language can be seen 
as a dividing line between various groups, other elements (religion or culture) 
may cut across linguistic identiti es. For example, people professing the same 
religion may be divided by the language they speak. In the Ethiopian context, 
language is the dominant element of marker of group identity. This does not, 
however, mean that other identities, like religion, geography and culture do not 
have relevance. Currently, religious militancy and conflicts are emerging as new 
challenges to the Ethiopian state2• In Ethiopia, religious cleavages do not exist 
in their own derincd geographic area but linguistic identity is clearly expressed 
in a given territory. It is worth mentioning an old but still re levant statement 
of Carl Friedrich who, emphasizing the importance of language dimension in 
group identity. slated: "Whatever the name, language is at the heart of cultur. 
ally di stinct groups, and has usual ly precipitated the struggle for au tonomy.") 
~ven if there is a similarity between language and religion in their degree of 
Influence on people professing the same religion or speaking the same language, 

I See, ~or exam~le, ~.e preamble to the Constitution of Ethiopia which begins with the phrase "We 
t~e N~~lons, Natl'ln~htles and. P~op'les of Ethiopia." "All Sovereign power resides in the Nations. Na. 
Ilomlirties and P~p.~ of Ethiopia (Art.S. I); "States shall be delimited on the basis of settlement pat. 
terns, lan~ua~e, LO~:tl ly. and consent of the people concerned" (AnAS (2); and Art.39 of the Fed. 
eral Constltu!J?n which IlICOI'pOrBles the basic rights of Nations, Nationalities and Peoples of Ethiopia 
to Self-determination,. including ~ession. See also Andreas Eshete (2004), PP.t 42.172, FasH Nahum 
(1997), PP.S I·55, KLdane MengJsteab (1m), PP 111·132, and Will KymJicks (2006), PP.54-58. 

2 See Medhane Tadesse (2004), PP.271.282 

1 Carl J. Friedrich (I975), P.23 1. 
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conflicts ari sing out of language pol itics often prove difficult to resolve using 
the same means as resolving religious confl icts4• The usual conflict resoiution 
mechanism of separating church and state is not poss ible in the case of lan­
guage confl icts, as language is "closely linked with most of the professional 
and bureaucrat ic employment opportunities, with the result that conflicts over 
language frequently involve high personal stakes in terms of career prospects 
for the group concerned ... lOS Thus, in addition to a means of communica­
tion, language also plays pivotal role as a means of inclusion in or exclusion 
from political power and tangible economic benefits to the groups concerned. 

The significant role ofianguage in Ethiopian politics can be seen from the 
power of ethnicity as a dominant organizing element of the liberation movements 
during the past civil war. While liberation movements that were organized along 
ethnic (linguistic) lines succeeded in mobilizing mass support and defeating the 
military regime, other liberation movements that were organized on ideological 
or other bases did not survive long6• A good example is the Tigrayan People's 
Liberation Front which championed Tigrayan nationalism in mobilizing mass 
support for its cause7

• The Ethiopian People Revolutionary Party, on the other 
hand, tried to mobi lize people along ideological lines and the party failed to get 
enough support of the people to fight the then military regime. At this time the 
main challenge was abolishing the different kinds of oppression imposed on di­
verse groupsl (nations and nationalities) by the authoritarian state and securing 
their equality. The role of language in creating or reinforcing group identity has 
been recognized by the Federal Constitution of Ethiopia which defines ethnic 
groups (nations, nationalities and peoples) as a group of people who have, among 
others, "mutual intelligibility of language ... and who inhabit an identifiable, 
predominantly contiguous territory'>9 The li nguistic groups in Ethiopia are sup­
posed to be major beneficiaries of the group rights as enshrined in the Ethiopian 
Federal Constitution. Group rights, according to the Federal Constitution, can be 
exercised on a personal or territorial basis. The two pillars of federalism, shared­
rule (representation to the institutions of the central government) and se1f~rule 
(self-governing rights at the lower or communal level), are exercised by various 

4 Kenneth D. McRae (J98]), P.22 . 

.5 Ibid. 

6 John Young (1996, 1997 and 1m ); Kiftu Tadessc (199] and 19(8); Gebru Tarde (1996). See also Ale­
mante G.Selassie (200]), P.6]. 

7 See Christophe van der Becken (2009), P.24 1 and John Young (t997), Chaptcr 3. 

8 The term group is used in this article in similar meaning tl) nation, national ity, or peoplc. 

9 Art.39 (.5). Federal Constitution of Ethiopia 
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S aeeording to their linguistic identities. However, there is a gap between group~ .. th.h f. 
the constitutional principles and practice co~cernmg e ,ng t 0 I alJons, Na~ 
t' Iities and Peoples of Ethiopia to use their languages In order to funher ex~ 
el~~:e other related rights, If language plays a significant role in the creation and 
shaping of group identity, what is its impl ication for the rights of in~ iv i dual s? 

The purpose of this article is first to assess the challenges faCing Ethio~ 
pian federalism with regard to the use of l anguag~, no~ only as a mean,s o~ com. 
munication but also as an expression of group Idenllty and the realizatIOn of 
the rights of individuals. Following the assessment of the constitutional princi~ 
pIes on language use and their implementation in practice, experiences of other 
countries with similar chaHenges, particularly the Swiss experience, wi ll then 
be discussed, Finally, recommendations on the possible so lUlions of address ing 
the growing challenges wi ll be forwarded. As Ethiopian federalism is intended 
to be a response to the challenges of diversity, it is still supposed to dynamically 
respond to and resolve any unresolved and growing challenges that evolve over 
time, Language diversity and choice of working languages at both levels of gov­
ernment are some of the issues that need to be addressed prudent ly, Language 
issues touch almost all aspects of Ethiopian federalism. Despite its linguisti c 
diversity, Ethiopia has adopted only one language (Amharic) as the working 
language of the federal government 10, It is the main argument of this article that 
more languages should be adopted as official languages at the federal level and 
in the di verse regional states, While Amharic would continue to be the main 
vehicle of communication all over the country, it is worthwhile to gradually 
add other major languages to thc li st of official languages at the federal level. 

LanguagcJLanguage Policy and Group Identity 
L.anguage in some developed and relatively homogenous soelelles may be 
viewed only as a medium of communication. But in ethnically diverse and 
deve,lopi,ng countries with history of unhealthy inter-group power relations, 
dom1OatlOn and conflict I · . . 
' " , anguage IS not merely the medIUm of commUnica-tIOn It serves also as a man·' t· f . . . 

' hesta Ion 0 group Idenutyll, The hIstory and cuI . 
ture of.a language group or people are preserved12 and transferred from one 
g,enerallo

n 
to the other through language, If language were the basis for indu. 

beslOnthand e~clusjon in the political system of a given country language would 
emam bT· £ ' 

""-,,,::..!;"!!!!!...!!mo Ilz10g actor as a reaction to the already discriminatory po 
10 See Art.S (I), Federal Constitution of Ethiopia. 

II See Alemanfe G. Selassie (1992) P", "L . 
li ty, IUId so people view lUIy d . '.' ; anguage IS one of the fundamental markers of pcoJ)1c's idcn­
·d '.. cnlgratlon In the p.bl,·,." f h . I '" ., 
I entity (Will Kymlicka, 2001, P. 2[7). ~ a us a t cn mother.tongue as an assau t on CI 

12 See Thomas Fleiner (2007). P,2 
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litieal system ll
• This reinforces group allegiance according to language identity 

because language then becomes a means of expression of group identity with 
great symbolic importance '4 . Language has "an intrinsically valuable dimension 
for its speakers beyond the extraneous ends to which it can be put. It is itself a 
human creation or accomplishment, participation in which is an end in itself." IS 

When we examine Ethiopian politics and the relationship of linguistic 
groups, it has been marked by the domination of one language group over the 
others. Language played a significant role in identi fy ing individuals as belong­
ing to certain groups and, therefore, it was a basis for either being privileged or 
discriminated against in previous regimes. Despite the diverse nature of Ethio­
pian society, previous modem state regimes intentionally promoted a policy or 
maintaining unity through forceful religious, cultural, and linguistic assimilation. 
Through the Amhara military conquests of the non-Amhara language groups, the 
use of Amharic language spread and became the " language of the imperial ad­
ministration" and an " instrument of government policy, as part of an attempt to 
unify the country."16 The spread of Amharic was also facilitated by missionaries 
that came to the country to preach their religion. There was a law in Ethiopia 
concerning the activities of the missionaries which allowed them to work in the 
"areas where the Ethiopian Orthodox church is not well established. Since these 
areas are largely inhabited by people whose first language is not Amharic, the 
missionaries bring Amharic to people who might otherwise not have an oppor­
tunity to learn it. "17 At thi s time, Amharic was promoted as the lingua franca of 
the country by excluding or even prohibiting the use of other languages of the 
country I • . "Profic iency in the official language was a requirement for a state em­
ployment and a sine qua non for social mobility; then the process of assimilation 
promoted by the imperial state came to be known as I Amharisation'" '90 f the 
non-Amhara language groups. As mentioned above, the missionaries were also 

13 During the Haile Selassie and Ihe Dtrg regimes, Amharie speakers were privileged 10 gel high profile 
govemment jobs. 

14 Kenneth D. McRae (1983), P.22. 

15 Denise G. Reaume (2007), P.283. 

16 Robert L. Cooper(1976), P.292. 

17 Robert L. Coopcr(1976a), P.189. 

18 ror example, during the Ethio-Eritrean federation, the official languages of the stale of Erinea w~re 
Tigrigna and Amharic (see Art.38 (1) of the Erinean Constitution of 1952J. Ilowcver, the Emperor Halle 
Selassie replaced them with Amharic and finally abolishing even the federation itself. 

19 John Markakis (201 1), P.13. See alsoAkliluAbraham (2006), P.88 and Mohammed Oejen i\sscn (2010), 
P 143. 
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agents of the Amharization process20. Instead of usin~ one's mother lon~ue, it 
was compulsory for every child not ani), to learn Amhanc, but also to learn In the 
Amharic language all subjects in the primary school. Furth:rmor~, pro~~ iency in 
the Amharic language was obligatory for entry to the then few umverSJtles of the 
country, at least during the early years, even though instruction at the university 
Icvel was in English21 . This shows the active promotion oftheAmaharic language 
as an instrument of homogenization of the heterogeneous Ethiopian society. The 
Ethiopian Revised Constitution of 1955 made Amharic the official language and 
the Orthodox Church the established church of the Ethiopian Empireu. Ac· 
cording to this constitution, the Emperor was to profess this same re ligion and 
his name was to be mentioned in all religious services23• Thus, as the Amhara 
were politica lly the dominant group, they tried to shape an Ethiopian "nat'ion· 
statc" in their own image in all aspects. The more the non·Amhara groups were 
alienated and forced to assimilate, the stronger became their group allegiances. 
The intensification of group domination was accompanied b)' mobilization and 
tough resistance to the central government in particular and the state in general. 2~ 

The mi litary regime that overthrew the emperor in 1974 and ru led the 
country until 1991 introduced some refonns including language rights, and 
consequently about 15 languages were used in the campaign which the mil i­
tary regime waged to eradicate illiteracy in the country. Moreover, the 1987 
Constitution of the Dergl l (the Amharic word for Committee or Council) de. 
elared that all nationalities were equal, regional autonomy was guaranteed 
and equality of languages of nationalities was ensured. But the same constitu. 
tion makes Amharaic the only working language of the unitary state26• While 
the Derg regime made other efforts to address identity issues, it did not do 
mUCh. to bring .about genuine refonn to resolve the longstanding questions of 
equahty ~f na~~ons a.nd nationalities or diverse linguistic groups. In fact, the 
Derg regIme contnbuted to the perpetuation of Amharic language domi 

20 Roben L. Cooper (1976), P.296. 

21 John Markakis (2011). P.126. 

22 An.12S of the 19S5 Revised Consti tution of Ethiopia. 

23 An.126 of the 19S5 Revised Constitution f EIh· . F d ' . . 
Amhara in all aspects of life in the mod 0 lopl~?r etalled diSC USSion of the domin3nce of the 
(1965). em Slate of EthIOpIa, see Donald Levine·s world, \Va">: and Gold 

24 See John Markakis (2011), Chapters 8 and 9. 

25 The shon name for the Military regime Ihat ruled Ethiopia from 1974-1987. 

26 See Ans. 2 and 11 6 The 1987 Constitution of the Peoplc·s Democratic Republ ic of Ethiopia. 
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nance" throughout the country27. The demand of the Nations, Nationalities 
and Peoples (NNP) of the country for equality was met rather by violent sup­
pression. This led to the multiplication of liberation movements of various 
groups either to reform the state or (if that would not be possible) to secede. 

The downfall of the military regime in 1991 presented a new opportunity 
to re-build the Ethiopian state. Contrary to previous governance approaches, the 
new federal system aspires to rectify ' historically unjust relationships' 21 and 
promote the unity of the country through a constitutional recognition and demo­
cratic accommodation of diversity. To realize this aspiration, the federal consti­
tution not only puts sovereign power in the NNP but also guarantees them the 
unconditional right to self-determination, including secession29• According to 
thi s new federal approach, Ethiopia is divided into 9 federating (regional) states 
with extensive competences30• The fact that language played an important role 
in the creation or preservation of group identities is demonstrated in the names of 
five out of the nine states, which bear the name ofthe dominant language groups 
in the respective regional states: The state of Tigray (Tigrigna), the state of Am­
hara (Amharic), the state of Afar (Afar), the state of Somal i (Somali), the state 
ofOromo (Oromo language) and the state of HararPI (Harari). However, owing 
to population movement and the mixed nature of the society, no regional state 
is homogeneous in terms of ethnic composition. Peoples from diverse language 
groups live in each regional state of the federationn . 

The language policy of the federation is stated in Article 5 of the Federal 
Constitution. Three principles are given under this article: first, all Ethiopian 
languages enjoy state recognition, second, from al l the languages of the country 
only Amharic is singled out as a working language of the federal government, 
and third, the regional states have the competence to detennine their worki ng 
languages(s). Furthennore, the constitution guarantees each group "the right to 
speak, to write and to develop its own language; to express, to develop and 
to promote its culture; and to preserve its history."ll Because of the fact that-

27 Lahra Smith (2008), P.220; see also Christphe van der Becken (2009), 1'.239. 

28 Preamble 10 the Federal Constitution of Ethiopia 

29 An.39 (I), Federal Constitution ofElhiopia. 

30 Arts.46, 47 and 52, Ethiopian Federal Constitution 

31 Even though the Harari people are not majority in this stat~ they were given , ~or historical. reasons, a 
full-fledged federating state of their own. The Oromo language IS also another oflklallanguage III the stale 
of Barari. 

32 See Christophe Van der Beken (2008), P.13 1. 

33 An.39 (2), Federal Conslitulion of Ethiopia. 
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Amharic has been declared to be the only working language of th: federa~ gov­
ernment and its insl itUlions, many non-Amharic speakcrs have raIsed theu con 
cents that this language continues its dominant position at the expense of other 
languages that had been suppressed during the previous authontanan regimes . •. . 14 

In the consti tution however Amharic is not denoted as either the national or of-, , . . 
ficiallanguage of Ethiopia. The Federal Constitution merely states that Amhanc 
is the working language of the federal government. Even if there were no confu­
sion as to the dominant position of Amharic at the federal level, its constitutional 
status, when labeled mere ly as the 'working' language of the federal govern­
ment, is st ill open to interpretations. But from the reading of Article l06,of,thc 
Federal Constitution, the offic ial status of Amharic is undisputed. Article 106 of 
the Consti tution provides that the Amharic version of the Federal Constitution 
has a final legal authority over the Engli sh version. 

LangU:lge and the Rights of NNP to Representation and to Local Self-gov­
ernment 

As it was not practicable that each group (nation, nationality or people) in Ethio­
pia could establish its own federating state, it has become unavoidable that thcre 
are linguistic minorities within all federa ti ng states. It is important to examine 
how the language rights of such minority groups within the federating states 
are protected both in principle and practice. Even if all minority groups or na­
tiona lities do not have a state of their own, the constitution guarantees that they 
arc sovereign and may exprcss their sovereignty both through their duly clected 
representatives (who speak their languages) and through their direct democratic 
participation (at the local level and which cach group is supposed to exercise us­
ing its own language»)'. In both cases, when expressing sovereignty (direct and 
indirect democracy), language plays an important role as an instrument of com­
munication and a manifestation of group identity. The groups can use their own 
language as the constitution guarantees each NNP "the right to speak, to write 
and to develop its own language."36 In both pillars of federalism, reprcsentation 
and self-rule, the nationalities arc constitutionally guaranteed to usc their own 
languages. 

Language and the Right to Representation at both Levels o/Government , 
Each nationality or language group in Ethiopia has a constitutionally-guaranteed 

34 See Lahta Smith (2005). P.260. 

35 Art.S, Federal Constitution of Ethiopia. 

36 Art. 39 (2·3), Federal Constitution of Ethiopia. 
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right to equitable representation both at the regional state and federal govern­
mentl7

• The regions have the constitutional power to decide their working lan­
guages and so fa r all federating states38, have adopted official uni linguali sm 
despite the existence of multi-lingual groups in thei r respecti ve regions. So what 
does representation at both levels of' government bring to the diverse linguistic 
groups as far as language use is concerned? As Amharic is the onJ y working 
language of the fedcral government and at least 4 of the 9 federating stalcs, 
it is logical that the representatives of each group within these regional states 
should understand the Amharic language in order to be able to work in the in­
stitutions at the states and federal levels. Even in those federating states whose 
working language is not Amharic, the representatives to the state level have to 
understand Amharic and the language of their respective state. The representa­
ti ves are, therefore, obliged to understand al least three languages - their mother 
tongue, the working language of their statc, and Amharic - in order to represent 
their respecti ve groups and work in the institutions of each federating state and 
the federal government39

• This is because of the fact that some of the members 
of the state institutions are also members of the federal institutions, e.g., most 
of the members of the House of Federation are also members of the govern­
ment of states (and in some cases they are even members of the lower levels of 
government), and the language of communication between the federating states 
and the federal government is Amharic. Sessions of the federal parliament are 
translated from the language of the speaker. But working in other institutions of 
the federal government (the federal administration and judiciary) is unthinkable 
without knowledge of the Amharic language. 

The equa lity oflanguage groups in the use of their languages and preser­
vation of their group ident ity can be ensured in general through the two pillars of 
federa lism, shared-rule and self-rule, provided that they are properly institution­
ali zed. When we consider the shared-rule aspect of federa li sm, it guarantees the 
representation of the language groups in the institutions of the federal govern­
ment such that whenever decisions are made with regard to inter alia language 
issues, the representatives arc supposed to ensure that the constitutional rights 
of each and every group to use its own language are maintained. But to play 
that role and make shared-rule effective, the representatives of the diverse lan­
guage groups should be genuine representatives of their respective communities. 
A genuine representative, for the purpose of thi s paper, is one who is attached 

37 Art. 39 (3), Federal Constitution of Ethiopia. 

38 With the exception of Harari (where Harari and Dromo language are the working languages). 

39 See Lahra Smith (2005), P.289. 
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to identifies himlhcrseJf with and acts in the best interests of those helshe rep~ 
re~ents.o . This kind of representation is also influenced, among others, by the 
modalities of election (direct or indirect) of the representative person as well as 
by the powers and decision-making procedures o~ the rep~esen~tive institution. 
The House of Federation is composed of all natIOns, natlonahtles and peoples 
of Ethiopia and it has the power, inter alia, to interpret the Federal Constitution, 
decide on the right to secession, settle inter-state disputes and determine on sub­
sidies provided to the states by the federal government. Representation of the 
Nations, Nationalities and Peoples (t\TNJ» to thi s House is in proportion to the 
size of population, except each group (regardless of its size) is guaranteed a min­
imum representation by one. Proportional representation of NNP to this House 
does not guarantee equality of powers in the decisions making process41

• The 
concern is not only in the proportionality of representation but also in the mode 
of eJection of the representatives. Even if the constitution provides for dir'ect and 
indirect ways of electing the representati ves to the House of Federation42

, the 
representatives are usually elected indirectly by the regional goverrunents and 
the decision-making procedure of the House.is based on a simple majority vote. 
This permanently minimizes the role of the small language groups in the deci­
sions making processes of this House. 

The modes of representation of language groups at the state level should 
be similar to that of representation at the federal level so that the language groups 
should be able to protect their rights through a proper and fai r representation at 
both levels of government. All the federating states, with the exception of the 
SNNP43, have unicameral legislatures that represent all the peoples of the states 
regard less of their ethnic divisions. While this may not be a serious problem in 
the less diverse states, it is necessary that the relatively di verse states adopt a 
bicameral legislature where the people as a whole and the diverse groups are 
equally represented with equal legislative powers. 

Language and the Right 10 Self-government of the Local Level 
The self-rule aspect of federali sm has been reflected in the Ethiopian cOllstitu 

40. F?, detail treatment oCthe concept of political representation, see Iris Marion Young (2000) Melissa O. 
Wilhams (1998), Jane Mansbridge ( tm), and Hanna F. Pitkin (1967). ' 

41 The eurr.ent composition of the House of Federation is as foll ows: South Nations Nationalilies and 
Peoples Regional State (64) O,om,', R . IS' '. . State S . . ' eglOna tate (24), Amhara RegIOnal State (24), Tlgray RegIOnal 
A[ ~7), . omah RegIOnal Stale (5), Benshangul-Gumuz Regional State (5) Gambclla Regional Stale (4) 
sc::On'~~:~rStale (2) and Harari Regional State (I). htlp:l'www.hofethiopia.go .... ct/web/guestlfounh~ 

42 See Art.61 (3), Ethiopian Federal Constitution. 

43 The SNNP Regional State has a bicameral parliament. 
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tion and has a significant role in the protection of the rights of language groups 
to use and develop their languages. The most extreme option to guarantee one's 
language is to become an independent state. This right is guaranteed uncondi­
tionally by the Federal Constitution of Ethiopia. But where thi s is not necessary 
or possible for many reasons, the more moderate way to exercise this right to 
self-detennination is through the self-governing right of the respecti ve language 
groups under a federal system of government. 

A minority language group concentrated in a defined territory has a more 
realistic possibi lity of protecting itself against domination by other languages 
than a language group whose speakers are dispersed all over the country. Ac­
cording to Laponce, in order to protect a minority language through group rights 
rather than through 'ineffective individual rights,' ' territorial rights' of the re­
spective groups are necessary44. This territorial right will give the minority lan­
guage group the opportunity to use its own language, "not over the whole of the 
territory, but only in the regions or districts where the minority language ex ists in 
sufficient concentration. "45 One of the reasons people demand the right to se lf­
rule is to be able to administer their affairs autonomously. including the ri ght 
to use their own language. So the use of one's language is inseparable from the 
right to self-government. That means if the right to self-dctcnnination is fully 
guaranteed, each se lf-governing group should be able to use its language for all 
its activiti es at least at the local level. 

One of the fundamental constitutional rights of each language group (na­
tion, nationality and people) is to "a full measure of self-government which in­
cludes the right to establish institutions of government in the territory that it 
inhabits,"~6 which could only be meaningful when it is exercised in one's own 
language. Thus, the right to se lf~govemment implies the right to administra­
tion in one's own language. This right to sel f-determination can be reaJized if a 
language group can use its mother tongue to educate its children at least in the 
primary education and to run local administration autonomously in its language. 

While recognizing the right of each nation, nationality and people of the 
country to self-government, the Ethiopian Federal Constitution also obliges each 
federal state to establish a system of administration at the state leve l that best ad­
vances self-government. Practice shows that almost all of the regional states are 
organized further in two or three levels of self-government (zone, woreda and 
keble). The minority language groups can at least constitute a zone or woreda 
in order to administer their own affairs autonomously. This division of the re 

44 J.A. Laponce (1987). P.156. 

45 J.A. Laponce (1987). P.161. 

46 Art39 (3), Federal Constitution of Ethiopia 
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gions into multi·level government is cons i~tent ~\~th the principles of the federal 
constitution which assures each nation, natIonality and people of the country the 
ri ght to a sel f· rule or self-government. The federal constitution Slates that each 
nalion, nationality and people within the regional states (th~t have already been 
establ ished) has the right to establish its own state at any ti me according to the 
procedures provided in the constitutional47

• As language is the dominant dimen­
sion of identity in the defin i tion~8 of NNP of Ethiopia, each linguisti c group 
that believes in a common identity and "inhabits an identifiable, predominantly 
contiguous territory" has a constitutional right to establish its own federal state 
whenever it deems it necessary to better real ize its rights. According to the prin· 
ciples of the federal constitution, it is possible to say that there arc potentially as 
many federal states as the number of language groups in Eth iopia. After all , the 
constitutional provision with the names of the federal states is not an exhaustive 
li s rl~ . Onee establ ished, the potential new federal states would be members of 
the federation with equal rights and powers as those regional states that have 
already been establishedso. 

The revised constitutions of the regional states incorporated more rights 
of the diverse language groupsSI . In some cases, the nationalities within the re­
gional states are organized in a special government structure between the region­
al and the woreda levels with some special powcrsS2• Despi te the efforts to create 
self.goveming units for the diverse language groups, not all language groups are 
able to exercise the right to territorial sei f-governmentSl• In general, there ~t i ll 

47 Art.46 (2) (3). Federal Constitution of Ethiopia. 

48 Art.J9 (5). Frderal Constitution of EthiopiJJ. 

49 Ar1: 4~ (I ) of the Fed~raJ Constitution provides: "/'o.-lembcr States of the Federal Democratic Republic 
of EthIopia ar~ thc followmg: t) The State ofligray, 2) The State of Afar, J) The SllI te of Amhara, 4) The 
Stat.c ofOrol.nla, ~). Thc State of Somalia, 6) The State of BenshangulG umuz, 7) The State of the Southern 
Na!tOns. Nu!tOnallt les and Peoples, 8) The State of the Gambella Peoples, 9) The State of the l larari People" 

50 Art.52 (4), Federal Constitution of Ethiopia. 

5IScc for cxample thc200 l eont',,' fb S hN' ... (Arts.45, 80. 11 4). ' S I U Ion 0 t e out allOns, Nal10nalttles and Peoples Regional State 

52 The governmental Structures d'a fi . Regional Stale. there arc nati n . I er r.o~ O:l~ regional s~le to the other. For example, in the Arnhara 
in the South N f N ' O. ~llty admInistratIon and speCIal woreda administration struetures whereas 
the territorial ~~~I1I~::a~~~hand Peoples Regional SllIte where there are about 56 language grou~ 
warrdas with th are meant to accommodate language groups nr~ e31!ed :alli!S or specIal 
(http://W\\w snne.!m. e ~petbo"'''h s. The latter regional state is divided into 13 ;:on~s and 8 slX'cial woredas 

. I" ~' oV . ..ua ul. tml) 

53 Christophe van der Becken (2008), P.l 56. 
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is a gap between the constitutiona lly.guaranteed right of each language group 
to self·determination and the fact that there arc still language groups which are 
not even able to use their language for at least primary education and local ad 
ministration purposes. For this reason, it can be said that there are challenges 
fac ing the realization of the constitutional ri ght of minority language groups at 
the regionallevcl5~. One of the possible rea')ons is that not all languages are de­
veloped and standardized to be used as such. The assimilation process imposed 
by the previous authoritarian reg imes forced many Ethiopian minority language 
groups to set aside their language and assimilate to the dominant language, Am­
haric, as a matter of necessity. However, under the Ethiopian federal system, thi s 
reality does not have to be simply accepted. Consistent with the constitut ional 
principle of rectifying the historically unjust relationships that prevailed among 
the diverse groups in the country, the government made deliberate effons to sup­
port the small groups to standardi ze, usc and develop their languagesH _ The no­
ble principles of equal state recognition of all languages (and therefore groups) 
regardless of the size of their population, as incorporated in the Federal Consti­
tution, could be realized step-by-step by an effective support from the govern­
ment. This is because without the use of one's language, the right to self-rule 
cannot be fully realized. Kymlicka argued that territorial language communities 
"are the primal)' forums for the democratic participation in the modern wortd. ".56 
This is so, according to the author, because" ... democracy within nationaVlin­
guisti c units is more genuinely participatory than at higher level thai cut across 
language lines."57 To discuss issues that affect their interests, members of the 
language group should understand each other through the chatmel of a common 
language. The reason, Kymlicka argues, is that "democrati c pol itics is pol itics in 
the vernacular"s8 and "the more political debate is conducted in the vernacular, 
the more participatory it will be. "s9 

With regard to self-governing rights of small language groups at the local 
level, lessons can be drawn from the Swiss experience. Although Switzerland is 

54 Lahra Smith (2005), P.l64. 

5S The Federal Constitution obliges the government to "promote and support the People's self-rule III all 
levels" (A rt.8S) and to "provide special assistance to Nations, Nlll ionalities und Peoples least advantaged in 
economic and social development" (Art.89). 

S6 Will Kymlicka (200 I), P.213. 

S71bid 

S8 tbid 

59 Will Kymlicka (200 1), P.214. 
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a multi-li:ngual country and four languag~s are r~c,ognized as nat ion~l languages, 
most ofthe cantons are uni lingual, Even In the bl lmgual cantons (Fnbourg, Bern 
and Valai s) and trilingual canton (GraubUnden) th~ indigenous '.' Ianguages are 
grouped geographically, so that the social and pohUcal organIzations may be as 

unilingual as possible,''''' 
ll1ere is no official record of how many languages are spoken in Ethio-

pia and who can claim the right of equal ~~te recognition as guaranteed by 
the constitution, In relation to equal recogruuon of the languages by the state, 
the constitution simply states "all Ethiopian languages shall enjoy equal state 
recognition" without miling a reference to the names or lists of the existing 
languages, This means the equality of languages, according to the constitution, 
potentially includes the equality of many unknown languages, Does the equality 
of all languages imply the equality of all nations, national ities and peoples of 
the country whose identity, among others, is marked by language? Except the 
express provision which states that "all Ethiopian languages shall enjoy equal 
state recognition,'>61 the Federal Constitutwn does not expressly mention the 
equality of NNP of the country, But there is no doubt that the value of equality 
of the NNPofthe country is an integral part of the eonstitution62

, Nevertheless, 
the equality of federal states (note that each language group is a potenti al federal 
state) is an indirect equality of the language groups that sati sfy the definitional 
element'; provided under Article 39 (5) of the Federal Constitution6l

, 

Multi-liogualism, Choice of Official Languages and Provision of Sen 'iccs 
The Wo,.king Language at the Federal Level 

60 J.A, Laponcc (1987), P, l46, 

61 Ar1.S (I), Federal Constitution of Ethiopia. 

62,The preamble to t,he ,F~deral Constitution: "Finnly convinced that the fulfl llm(:nt of this objeclh'e re· 
quucs f~1I respect, ofmdlvldual and ~p,ie's fundamental freedoms and rights, 10 Ii ve togclher on the basis 
of ~uaht)' and WIthout any sexual, religIOUS or cultural discrimination," (Emphasis added), AnJ (2) "The 
nal10nal ~I ~ bl cm oo_th~ fl ag ~h a11 reflect the hope of the Nations. Nationalities, Peo'pies as well as religious 
eommumtlcs o,f Ethlopla to 1I,'e together in equality and unity," (Emphasis added), An,62 (4): "II shall pro­
m~te the equahty ~f the Peoples of Ethiopia enshrined in the Constitulion and promote and consolidale Iheir 
"""NIY ~d on theIr mutual consent." (Emphasis added), Art 88 (2)- ';Government shall res~et the identity 
o atlOl13, Nationalities and Peo, '" A d· , G " • - f arty , d ' ccor mg y ovemment shall have the duty to strengthen I1CS 0 «> ~ , l~: an fra~i~ lIJIIong them,"(Ern~~is ,added), Furthcnnore. according toArt.4 7 (2) ,and,39 
incl de.'Y C»? NallonahIY and People of EU110Pl8 IS equally entitled to the right of self·delcnmnallon 

U Lng secessIon and to establish its own state at any time, 

~~ ·N, lll.ion, Nlttional,ilY or People' for the purpose of Ibis Constitut ion is a group of people who have or 
I arge measure 0 lcommon eultu e -" ' . . common" ,. d .d _, r or sImI at customs. mutual intelligibility of language. bel let tn a 

re C I entItIes, a common neveho' . , A" ",' d · nanlly cootiguous lmitory," "~J ogtca m ..... e·up, and who lOhablt un IdentIfiable, pre oml' 
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The decision to make one or more languages official should take into account 
many factors related, in general, to the number of the population of the language 
groups and the practicability of using the selected language(s). In a multi-lingual 
society, the decision to make only one language an official or a working lan­
guage may not necessarily be acceptable by all language groups. "Those whose 
languages are not official spend years learning others' languages and may still 
communicate with difficulty, compete unequally for employment and participa 
ti on, and suffer from minority or peripheral status." 64 However, it is not also fea­
sible to make official the language of every group in a country where more than 
80 language groups exist. It is a common practice in multi-lingua l and federal 
countries for some major languages to be adopted as official languages of the 
whole country, whereas other languages would have official status at the federal 
states level. Despite being the home of rich linguistic diversity and its claim to 
have adopted federalism to accommodate diversity, Ethiopia has opted for only 
one de facto official language while English language is the only language of 
instruction from high school through university. Even if hi stori cally Amharic 
has been dominant and has maintained undisputed status of official language, its 
continued use by the non-Amharic speakers is not, however, undisputed. From 
the way Amharic spread in Ethiopia, as already pointed out above, it is not sur­
prising if this language is still seen by some of its users as an instrument of 
domination and suppression6s

. 

When we sce the experience of the Republic of South Africa, which 
emerged out of a long history of apartheid rule and adopted a quasi -federal gov­
ernmental system, it has an exemplary experience, at least in principle, in adopt­
ing multiple official languages of the country. South Africa, like Ethiopia, is 
linguistically diverse and more than 80 languages are believed to be spoken in 
the country66. According to the constitution of 1996, II languages are recog­
nized as officiallanguages67• These official languages "enjoy parity of esteem" 
and are treated equitably68. However, some claim that there is a gap between the 
language policy of official muiti-lingualism and the practice of English mono lin­
guali sm in all spheres of South African public life69

• 

64 Jonathan Pool (1 991 ), P.495. 

65 See Ahem Degefa (2009), PP.I02-1 14. 

66 Sec Victor N. Wcbb (2002), P.62. 

67 J\rt.6 (I) of thc Constitution oflhe Republic of South Africa 

68 Art. 6 (4) or the Constitution or lhe Republic orSouth Africa 

69 Jon Orman (2008), P.94. 
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The new African nation, the Republ ic of South Sudan, has adopted offi­
cial monoligualism even ifmore than 60 language groups exist in the country ~nd 
Engl ish and Arabic are widely spoken languages. The current language policy 
of South Sudan is incorporated under Article 6 of the TransitIOnal Constitution, 
which states that English shall be the official working language of the whole 
country and language of instruction at all levels of education. All indigenous 
languages of the country are dec lared to be "national languages and shall be re­
spected, developed and promoted." 71) However, during the interim period, there 
was a difTerent language policy at least in three aspects. First, Arabic and English 
were "official working languages of the national government and the languages 
of instruction for higher education." 11 Second, lower levels of government (low­
er than state level) had the right to adopt, in addition to Arabic and English, "any 
other national languages as an additional national official working language"72 
Third, Arabic and English could also be used at any level of government or level 
of education without any discrimination. 73 With the change from interim to tran­
sitional constitution, there is a clear change in the language policy. According 
to the Transitional Conslitution, in addition to completely abandoning the use 
of Arabic, lower levels of government carmot use other languages than English 
either as working languages or languages of instruction. The possible challenge 
of such a policy is that most of the civi l servants are we ll versed in Arabic from 
previous experience of working in Khartoum and now they cannot use it as of­
ficially as a working language. Most of the illiterate people in South Sudan speak 
Arabic and they find it difficult to communicate with English language. For this 
reason Arabic could serve as a supplementary link or common language. 

Belgium is a trilingual country where three languages Dutch, French and 
Gennan "enjoy equality which is guaranteed by a series of language laws," even 
if it not clearly provided in the constitution as suc h7~ . Although the language 
groups in Belgi um are not as many as in Ethiopia, the fact that all the three 
languages are recognized as offieiallanguages is instructive. Another good ex­
ample of a~commodation of language diversity is the case of Switzerland, a 
country whIch has a record of successful accommodation of all kinds of diver. 
sity through it s consensus-based democratic culture. Four languages (German, 

70 An.6(1), Transit ional Constitution of South Sudan 

71 An 6(2), Interim Constitution of South Sudan 

72 Art. 6(~), Interim Consti lUlion of South Sudan 

73 Art. 6(3). Interim Constitulion of South Sudan 

74 Ludo Beheydt (199~). P. 48. 
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French, Ital ian and Romansh) are recognized by the Swiss Federal Constitution 
as national languages of the country75. But while the first three languages are 
official languages of the confederation on equal terms, the fourth one (Romansh) 
is the official language of the confederation for the purpose of communicating 
with people who speak Romansh76• 

The Canadian Constitutional Act of J 982 provides that "English and 
French are the official languages of Canada and have equality of status and equal 
rights and privileges as to their use in all institutions of the Parliament and gov­
ernment of Canada."77 This official bilingualism allows citizens to interact with 
government officials and get public services in either language throughout the 
country18, Different from the above bilingual or multi~lingual federat ions, for 
examples, India has adopted only one official language. The Indian Constitution 
provides that "the official language of the Union shall be Hindi in Devanagari 
script. " 79 Wi th respect to the states, the Indian constitution provides that a state 
may "adopt anyone or more of the languages in use in the State or Hindi as the 
Language or Languages to be used for all or any of the official purposes of that 
State."80 The constitution provides also that the English language shou ld , where 
it was used before the adoption of the constitution, continue to be used fo r official 
purposes within the respective states unti l the states determine their languages, 
India does not seem to offer a good example of giving official status to multiple 
of languages at the federal leveL Currently, India has a "three~ language formula 
whereby Hindi was given the status of the national language with the proviso 
that English will be indefinitely retained as the link language and the states will 
have one or more official languages."sl Nigeria is a linguistically very diverse 
country where more than 400 languages exist82; but Engli sh is the on ly official 
language at the federalleveI8) , This is not surprising given the fact that linguisti c 

7S Art.4. Swiss Federal COllstilution 

76 Art.70 (1). Swiss Federal Constitution 

77 An. 16(1 ). Constitutional Act, 1982. 

78 See Idil Beran (200 I), P.244. 

79 An.342 ( I), Indian Constilution. 

80 Art.345, Indian Constitution 

81 Submla K. Mitra (2001 ). P.S6. 

82 Emmanuel Aito (2005). P. I 8. 

83 Art. 55 of the 1999 Nigerian Collstitution provides: The business of the National Assembly shall be 
cOllducled ill English . and in Hausa. 100 and Yoruba when adequate arrangements have been made there-
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diversity does not have expression in the Nigerian F~der~ 1 Constitution&-! o . 
Exce t Nigeria and India most of the multi-national federal or quasl­

federal caun~ries have adopted ru:o or more languages as their official languages 
al the federal level. This is instructive to Ethiopia to adopt some more official! 
working languages taking objective criteria for selc:ction. Some sugg.est Ethio~i.a 
should adopt English as the sale official language mstead of ~anc for politt­
cal (neutral language), economic (global language), and academiC (easy access 
to scien tific works) reasons's. However, rather than adopting a foreign language 
in a country with no history of colonialism and where the majority of the popu­
lation are illiterate rural peasants, it is advisable to adopt domestic languages as 
official or working languages while maintaining the status of English language 
as the language of instruction. Giving official status to some of the major Ethio­
pian languages would strengthen nationru unity and weaken centrifugal fee li ngs 
and secessionist tendencies, as well as promote inter-group trust and enhance the 
legitimacy or whal is widely seen as a monolingual central government. Positive 
feel ings among the major groups towards Ute central government are crucial to 
the maturity and stability of the federation . 

It is simply not true that other Ethiopian languages cannot be adopted as 
offic ial languages because they lack standardization or are inconvenient to use. 
Tigrigna, for cxample, is a standardized language on its own and is one of the 
official languages of neighboring Eritrea. The Somali language is not different 
from the standardized language of neighboring Somalia. The Oromo language is 
also widely used by a relative majority of the Ethiopian population and the sheer 
number of speakers should alone warrant its use as an additional official lan­
guage at the federal level. A weak argument, or perhaps a lame excuse, against 
using mult iplc official languages is that national unity would be compromised86• 

B~t thi s fear is not well -founded, as seen in the mUltiple examples of other coun­
tnes that have adopted two or more official languages and whose national unity 
is not endangered. Unity does not necessarily presuppose official unilingualism. 
If.we. were to take the si.ze of the population speaking a language as onc of the 
criteria ~at may be considered, two or more languages can be adopted as official 
or workmg languages of the Ethiopian federal government and its instituti0ns, 
What makes the Swiss policy of official multi-Jingualism relatively less chal­
lenging is that all the offic ial languages of the cantons are also official languages 

fort.~ 

84 The Nigerian constitution of 1999 merely states ''Nigeria is - .. ,··d· . ·bl "." . d· I bl . 
• ( A 2) d ."''"" " IVISI e <UIU In 1550 U e sovereign 

state rt. ocs not make any reference to ethnic or linguistic divers·'Y 
85 Alemscgcd Abhay (2013). I . 

86 Sec Yarcd Lcgessc (2009), PP.212-2 16. 
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of the federal govenunent. The federal government communicates with the can­
tons depending on the language or languages (out of the four) adopted as official 
in that respecti ve canton. With respect to the Romansh language, spoken by a 
far small number of people than the other three languages, it is the official lan­
guage of the federation only in communicating with the Romansh people. If we 
apply this model of using languages to Ethiopia, then in addition to Amharic at 
least the Dromo language, Tigrigna and Somali languages should be adopted 
as working or official languages of the Ethiopian federal government as far 
as communication between the federal government and the regional states of 
Oromia, Tigray and Somali is concerned. These groups are also the ones that 
manifested strong ethno-nationalist-based mobilization in the last century. 

The adoption of multiple official languages would definitely generate ex­
tra costs and inconveniences. This is because accommodation of diversity is in 
general costly, but the political cost of the failure to do so is more costly. The 
adoption of mul tiple official languages in Ethiopia would, of course, imply at 
least enacting the federal laws and amending the Federal Constitution to grant 
equal legal authority to multiple official languages. Then all multiple official 
languages of the country would have equal opportunity to get expression in, for 
example, the mass media and other communication systems of the federal gov­
ernment. In general, the institutions of the common government and their activi­
ties should reflect and be reflected in the multiple official languages as much as 
poss ible. Tn a multi-lingual country like Ethiopia it is equally important that all 
the products of and activities by the federal government which have high sym­
bolic relevance, for example, passports, bank notes, coinages, postage stamps 
and some other elements, should be expressive of the diversity of the country. 

Working Languages of /he Slales 
The choice of official or working languages is also an issue at the states' level. 
The Ethiopian Federal Constitution guarantees the states the right to decide on 
their own working languages87 • Accordingly, the nine regional states of Ethiopia 
have adopted thei r working languages in their respective constitutions. Except 
the regional state of Harari (where Harari and Oromo language are a~optc~ .as 
the working languages), all other regional states have opted for o~cl al ~~m­
gualism despite the existence of multl.lingual communities in their terntones. 
In addition to its special status as a working language of the federal govern­
ment, Amharic is the working language of the states of Amhara, Gambella, Ben­
shangul-Gumuz and the South Nations, Nationalities and Peoples (SNNP). 

87 Alt.S (3), Federal ConstilUlion of Ethiopia. 
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In Ethiopia there is no uniformity of scripts. The states have adopted not 
only different working languages but al~o .different scripts: So. at the reg.ion8~1 
level, Ethiopia has become both a multt·lmgual and multt·scnpt fe.der.atlOn . 
There are obviously practical reasons why most of the states of EthIOpia have 
adopted Amharic as their working language. One possible :eason is that Amharic 
has been the linguafranca of the country for many generatIOns and the languages 
of mas I of the nationalities and peoples of Ethiopia have not been developed and 
standardized for use at least at the moment. Another possible rcason is extreme 
linguistic diversity and inconvenience to adopt olle or more working language(s) 
out of the multiple languages in the regions89• However, the above mentioned 
regional states, with the exception of the South Nations, National ities and Peo· 
pies Regional State (SNNPRS), are not highly diverse as such. Even in this 
state, if we were to take the population size of speakers of the language groups 
into account, then other languages of the region could be adopted as working 
languages(s) in addition to Amharic. 

If languages cannot be used by their speakers for official business, then 
constitutional rights would have less meaning than intended. Even if the consti. 
tution does not oblige any language group of the country to use a particular Ian. 
guage, no one would take more responsibil ity than the speakers of the respective 
languages either for the decline or the development of the languages in question. 
What the Federal Constitution protects against is forceful assimilation of lan­
guage groups by another dominant language, but it does not prohibit voluntary 
assimilation. It is obvious that if languages are not used both in private and in 
public, their re levance and continuity will decrease with time. In the Ethiopian 
context, past blame could be attributed to the assimilation policies of the authori. 
tarian regimes, yet perhaps at present most of the blame for failure to use a par. 
ticular language should, as far as the lower levels of government are concerned, 
be put on the speakers of the language in question, provided that the principles 
enshrined in the Federal Constitution are respected al the state leve l!XI. 

Adoption of one or two working languages at the state level would mean 
public services could be provided in the main languages of those states. This af­
fects .the ! a~2uage groups whose language is not adopted as working language 
88 LaM SCript IS adopted by many of the Cushitic language groups, whi le the indigenous script Geez, is 
adopted by the Semitic language groups. ' 

89 In th~ S?uth Nations, Nationalities and Peoples RegiOilal Slate alone there arc about S6 languages. 
About 5 tn(hgenous languages are spoken in each of the regional states of Gambclla and Benshangul­
Gumuz. 

90 In connection with the cauSts for the decline of languages, Bernhard Spolsky Slaled: "Whatever blame 
ma~ reasonably be attached ~o la.ng.uag~ pol.leits and social, economic and religious and political forc­
es, It seems that the loss of hngUlstlc dIversity results less from linguistic genocide than from linguistic 
suicide."(Bernard SpoJsky (2004). P.216). 
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of the state where they live, in much the same way as at the federal level. In this 
case it would be very important fo r such groups to use their mother tongue at 
least for the purposes of local administration and primary education. We will 
see in the later section that there are continuing efforts in Ethiopia, although at 
present inadequate to provide primary education in the mother tongues of the 
di verse language communities. 

The South African constitution gives the provinces the right to decide 
on their official languages. But the constitution obliges them to use at least two 
official languages. The constitut ion provides: ':The national government and 
provincial governments may use any particular official languages for the pur­
poses of government, taking into account usage, practicality, expense, regional 
circumstances and the balance of the needs and preferences of the population 
as a whole or in the province concerned; but the national government and each 
provincial government must use at least two official Janguages.'>91 The consti­
tutional obligation on the use of languages is also imposed on the South African 
municipalities that they "must take into account the language usage and prefer­
ences of their residents." 92 

Whi le guaranteeing the freedom to use any language at the federal lev­
e193, the Swiss Federal Constitution authorizes the cantons 10 determine their 
official languages9.4. However, the cantons are not completely free to decide on 
the language issues . The constitution also provides for some conditions to be 
taken into account by each canton when deciding on its officiallanguage(s). The 
Federal Constitution states: "In order to preserve harmony between linguistic 
commWlities, the Cantons shall respect the tradit ional territorial distribution of 
languages and take account of indigenous linguistic minorities.'>9' As a result of 
these constitutional provisions, the prevailing language regimes in Switzerland 
are the so-called principle of territoriality (TerrilOrialitiitsprinzip) and principle 
of personality (Personalitiitsprinzip).96 "The principle of territoriality means 
that the rules of language to be applied in a given situation will depend solely 

9 1 Art.6 (3Xa), Consti tution o( the Republic of South Africa. 

92 Art. 6 (3)(b), Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 

93 Art.18, Swiss Federal Consti tution 

94 Art. 70 (2). Swiss Federal Consti tution 

95 Ibid. 

96 Carol L. Schmid (2001), P.140. 
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on the territory in question'l97 and this assures linguistic (group) autonomy whi le 
restricting individual freedom to use ones' mother tongue'll. Accordingly, each 
canton or community which is once established as such, remains a melting pot 
of other languages or inunigrants that may reside in its territory. According to 
the principle of territoriality, "any canton or linguistic area is deemed to have 
the right to preserve and defend its own distinctive linguistic character against 
all outside forces tending to alter or endanger it." 99 The linguistic groups in this 
case are allowed to maintain the homogeneity of their language area1oo

• Indi · 
viduals who live in such a canton or linguistic area with di ffe rent mother tongues 
should use, i.e. assimilate to, the local language and enroll their children in the 
local schools101• According to the territoriality principle "Anyone wanting to 
make her or his home within a given territory must adapt to the language of 
the place." 102 The territoriality principle is seen as the "primary security of the 
smaller and the primary foundation for Swiss linguistic peace." 103 This principle 
is confinned by case laws of the Swiss Federal Supreme Court1

0.4. 

The principle of personality, on the _other hand, states that the rules of 
linguistic communication will depend on the "linguistic status of the person or 
persons concerned." lOS In the Swiss context this principle governs the relation· 
ship between the federal government and the individuals in the whole'territory 
of Switzerland. In this case the federal government is obliged to communicate 
wi th an individual according to the choice of herlhis language as long as it is one 
of the four languages of the country (Gennan, French, Italian and Romansh)t06. 
97 Kenneth D. McRae (1973), P.33 .For a detailed discussion on the principle of territoriality and princi­
ple of ~rsonality,. ~ chapters 4 and 5 of Dagmar Richter's book Sprachenordnung und Mindemeitcn­
schutz 1m Schwel1.enschen Bundesstaat: RelativiUU des Sprachenrechts und Sic he rung des Sprachen­
friedens(200s) . 

98 Carol L. Schmid (2001). P.140. See also Daniel ThOrer and Thomas Burri (2006). P.270. 

99 Kenneth O. McRae (1983), P.122. 

100 Dagmar Richter (2OOS), P.221. 

101 Kenneth D. McRae (l983). P.122. See also decision of the Swiu Federal Supreme Court (Bun­
desgerichtserltscheide, BGE) 122 1 P.241. 

102 Denis G. Reaume (2007), P.277. 

10J Ibid. 

104 Sccdecisionsofthe Federal Supreme Court, BGE 911 (196S the case of Association de I' EeoleFran~aise) 
andBGE 138 IP.I23 (20 11 ). ' 

lOS Kenneth D. MeRae (J971), P.3J. 

106 Carol L. Schmid (2001). P.140.See also Dagmar Richter (2005), PP.14s-207. 
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. In c~nn~cti o~ ~th the constitutional guarantee of language rights in the 
SWISS constitutIOn, It IS stated that all the guarantees on the usc of the four na­
tional languages serve not only to ensure citizens' right to use any of the four 
nati?nal l an.guag~s, b~t this co~sti~t~onal guarantee also plays the role of pro­
motm~ the Identi fication Of SWlSS cItizens with the 5tate107, That means people 
from dIfferent language groups feel represented when their languages are spoken 
at all levels of the state . 

Indigenous Language Groups vs. Individuals: The Case of Benshangui-Gumuz 
In the Ethiopian political context, the preservation of the identity of language 
groups has importance for the continued protection of the rights of the individual 
members of the group. When the language of the group is used, for example, in 
both education and administration at least in the territory the language group 
inhabits, the individual member wi ll develop a trust in the political system that 
its right within the whole federation would be protected. When it is seen from 
this perspective, the preservation of language group identity would have a com­
plementary effect on the right of the individual members of the language group. 
However, when seen from the perspective of other individuals (who belong 
to other language groups and who live in the terri tory of a diffe rent language 
group), the restrictive territorial use of a language has a constraining effect in 
that the individuals must use the language of the local community where they 
live. In Switzerland, for example. the rights of individuals, who li ve in but do not 
belong to a terri torial ly defined (indigenous) language group, are also heavily 
restricted when it comes to the public use of their own languages, be it in edu­
cation or administration. This is a problem much more for the immigrants than 
for the Swiss indigenous citizens. Ethiopia, unlike Switzerland, does not have 
the problem of immigrants. However, movement of persons (for many reasons) 
beh .... een states results in the concentration of individuals in territories inhabited 
by a di ffe rent language group. This situation has become the sources of contlicls 
between rights of the indigenous groups and the rights of individuals (internal 
migrants). 

As already mentioned, at the regional level there are two kinds ofi~divid­
uals: those belonging to the indigenous language groups and those percelve~ ~s 
internal migrants. Again the individuals that live outside their territory of v".gm 
(the settlers) have di fferent history of migration. Some of them moved Iong time 
ago (in the 19th century) l01 with the expansion of the Ethiopian state to~ards 
the south east and south west, but others were forcefully resenled by the milItary 

107 Regula K!lgi-Dicner (2008), P,97. 
lOR See John Markakis (2011), Chapter 4. 
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rcgime (in the mid-1980s)'09 and recently many pe~ple moved fro~ one place 
to another as laborers in the new development projects (construct Ion of dams 
and agro-industries)110. This trend is continuing and the indigenous groups at 
the receiving end fee l threatened by the great number of people who, in some 
cases, are the same size as the indigenous groups and there is tension between 
the indigenous groups and the individual sett lers or the workers in various big 
projects. This raises the question: what is the right of the new settlers as indi­
viduals in relation to the individuals belonging to the ind igenous groups? Let us 
see this issue in terms of language use. , 

A very important case in point is the Benshangul-Gumuz state where large 
amount of internal migrants live and work in different government institutions, 
In the Bcnshagul-Gumuz state there are five indigenous groupsl ll but almost 
half of the population of this regional state is composed of the so-called high­
landers (they are mainly from the Amharas, Oromos and Tigrayans) who came to 
the region as settlers in different occasions. There was a conflict in 2000 between 
the highlanders and the indigenous groups in relation to the right of the settlers to 
be elected and their lack of knowledge of indigenous languages. The indigenous 
people opposed the election of the settlers for the reason that the latter do not 
understand one of the indigenous languages, a condition stipulated by the Ethio­
pion law wi th regard to election. Knowledge of tht: language of the respecti ve 
stale is a requirement for candidacy for election. III The case was referred to the 
House of Federation, the sole interpreter of the Federal Constitution. Then the 
House of Federation decided the case in favor of the senlers because of the fact 
that the working language of the state of Benshangul-Gumuz is Amhari c rather 
than any of tile five indigenous languages spoken in the state1l3 . 

The right of each and every language group to establ ish a federat ing state 
of its own is, as already mentioned, guaranteed by the Federal Constitution of 
Ethiopia '14 • Through the establishment of a federating state, a group asp ires to 

109 For details orthe Ethiopian 1984·85 fam ine and the consequent resettlement programme of the Dcrg, 
see Robert O. Kaplan (1988) and Jason W. CIa)' and Bonnie B. Holcomb (1986). 

11 0 See, fOf e)(ample. Wi ll iam Davison (20 11 )'s report to www.busincssreport.com on the construction of 
new sugar plants 
III The live indigenous language groups are Berta. Gumuz, Shinasha, Komo and Mao. , 

1.12 Sec Art.45 (l Xb) ,of Ethiop!M Electi~ Law which provides: "Any person shall be eligible for can. 
dldat.ure. wh.ere he .. , IS versed m Ihe workmg language of the Regional Stale or the area of his imcnded 
candIdature. ' 

11 3 For detail see Journal of Constilulional Decisions (2008); Lahra Smith (2005) pp 289.301 and Asscfa 
Fiseha (2010), PP.243-247. • . 

114 An.47(2), Federal Consti tut ion of Ethiopia 
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further promote self-govenunent and the right to self-government can be mean­
ingful only if it is practiced in the language of the respective group. Because 
of the historical suppression of languages in Ethiopia, many language groups 
(including those constituting the Bensbangul-Gumuz state) were not able to 
develop their languages. For this reason, such groups decided to use the same 
dominant language, Amharic , as a working language of their state . The decision 
to adopt Amharic as the working language of the state seems to have been made 
out of necessity and is for a transitional period until the region develops, stand­
ardizes and begins to use its oym language(s), at least in addition to Amharic. 

As internal migrants live in different regions, there is a growing challenge of 
reconciliation between the rights of such migrants with the rights of the indig­
enous language groups. In other federations like Switzerland which has more or 
less similar challenges, the language policy, as di scussed above, is that the ter­
ritorially concentrated language groups can defend their languages by obliging 
internal migrants or foreigners to learn the indigenous languages. That means 
public services are provided in the language of the indigenous group. However, 
individuals can communicate with the federal government in any of the four of 
ficial languages of Switzerland. This principle intends to guarantee the mainte­
nance of stabi lity among the language groups and it also protects the minority 
languages that are under threat of decline or even extinction. 

If the same principle would apply in the Ethiopian context, the language 
groups (with their own state or a self-governing nation, nationality or people) 
could oblige individuals from other language groups to learn and apply the Ian· 
guage of the state or self-governing nationality for all administration purposes. 
lfthcy fail to do so, it is possible that they would slowly be dominated and out­
numbered by individuals from other language groups and their language would 
cease to exist and their identity could be compromised. A..'1d jf this process hap­
pens involuntarily, it can be considered as suppression and extinction of group 
identity rather than federal recognition and accommodation as professed in the 
Ethiopian Federal Constitution. When we come to the Benshangul-Gumuz case, 
while it would be fair and constitutional to require the settlers or internal mi­
grants to speak one of the official languages of the state, it is not proper to expect 
the internal migrants to speak the local languages while the state itself failed to 
adopt any of the five indigenous languages as its working language. As Amharic 
is adopted as a working language of the state of Benshangul-Gumuz, those in­
ternal migrants should be allowed to stand for election if they have knowledge 
of Amharic language. But if the state of Benshangul-Gumuz had adopted two 
or three of the indigenous languages as working/official languages, it would be 
proper to make knowledge of one of these indigenous languages as one of the 
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requirements for candidates to stand for election. 
This case is related to the issue of represcntation in genera1 and the con­

fEcts between group rights and individual rights in particular. As language is the 
dominant marker of identity of the groups (NNP) in Ethiopia, representatives 
of such groups should at least be able to speak. the language of suc~ gro~ps, 
as the representative and the represented should be able to commUnIcate In a 
common language. So the decision that the internal migrants in Bcnshangul­
Gurnuz can stand for election without the 1000wiedge of the local languages is 
valid as long as Benshangul-Gumuz state continues to use Amharic as its work­
ing language. According to the territoriality principle and also according to the 
rights given to language groups by the Ethiopian Federal Constitution, territo­
rially concentrated and self-governing language groups have the right to use 
and develop their language and they cannot do so if they are not able to pro­
tect their languages from external domination within their respective territory. 

According to the territoriality principle (which aims at protecting minor­
ity language groups), the people who move from one region or local community 
to another must adapt to the language of the host society (or the ind igenous 
language group) for the provisions of public services. The rights associated to 
territory can only be exercised when the people are in their own territory. This 
is on the assumption that each language group has its own territory it has in­
habited for a long period of time - where it can enjoy the right to self-govern­
ment in its own language. This takes us to the question of how long a group 
of people (language group) shou1d live in a territory in order to be considered 
indigenous and claim group right in the territory it inhabits. This issue requires 
an independent research of its own. What can be said at this juncture, without 
dealing with the criteria of making distinction between the indigenous and in­
ternal migrants, is that the non-territorial rights can be enjoyed by individuals 
as individuals regardless of such distinctions and without reference to where an 
individual lives. But the territory-related rights (like self-governing rights and 
getting public services in onc's language) do not move from one region to the 
other with the the individual. Such rights need a fixed territory to be exercised. 
Otherwise, there would not be stability in the whole federation if the boundaries 
of the language groups change flexibly from time to time. It is in the first place 
to maintain stability and to protect smaller language groups in their own ter­
ritory from being dominated by internal population movement or immigrants 
that the territoriality principle is guaranteed in Switzerland, as discussed above. 

However, such arguments are challenged by the population movements 
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from one Ethiopian state to the other. In response to such challenges there is a 
need to balance the rights of the indigenous language groups with the rights of in­
dividuals (from different language groups) who leave their territories of origin at 
different occasions, particularly those who moved from one region to the other in 
large mass by government decisions either in the resettlement programmes or as 
laborers in the new big investment projects. In such cases, we can find two kinds 
of individual settlers: those who live dispersed and those who live in group in a 
confined territory within a regional state. Depending on the way individuals Jive 
they can have different opportunities and chal1cnges. While the individual set­
tlers who live dispersed will be forced to understand the language of the regional 
state they live in to get public services and cxercise their political ri ghts, the indi­
vidual settlers who live in group in a confined territory can claim certain limited 
rights either as a language group if they belong to the same language group or as 
special groups if they belong to diverse language groups (like the settlers in 
Bcnshangul-Gumuz) but can understand each other in a common language. On 
the one hand, it is proper to allow individual settlers who live in group in a con­
fined territory (for example, close to an area of their employment) to run their 
day to day activities (e.g. primary education and municipa1J1ocal administration) 
in the language all individuals understand, even if it is different from the work­
ing language of the state where they found themselves. On the other hand, such 
individuals need to understand the::: working language of the state where they 
live if. for example, they want to stand for election in the state parliament and 
in order to get certain public services from that state government. If their popu­
lation size justifies for representation to the House of Peoples' Representatives 
(the federal legislative body), it is proper to guarantee them representation even 
in this House. However, it is questionable if such individuals can be represented 
to the House of Federation (which is representative of the NNP of the country). 
Such individuals have their own territory-based mother tongue group (NNP) and 
they can be represented there only once as groups according to the number of 
their population size. Thus, this right can only be exercised within their territory 
oforigin lH. 

While maintaining the constitutionally guaranteed rights of the indige­
nous language groups to develop their language and exercise autonomous ad­
ministration, it is crucial at the same time to respect the fundamental and consti­
tutionally guaranteed right of individuals to choose their residence and to pursue 

liS "Each Nation, Nationality and People shall be represented in thc House of the Federation by at least 
one member. Each Nation or Nationality shall be represented by one additional representative for each one 
million of its population. "(Sub-anicle 2 of (An.61). 
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a livelihood of their choice anywhere within the territory of the country ~ 1 6 . The 
right to elect and be elected both at the state and federal levels ~ to. c~oose the 
language of primary education and self-administration of such mdlvldu~ls ~re 
issues that will remain as some of the continuing challenges to the EthIOpIan 
federalism. These issues will require in-depth researches of their own. 

Multi-lingualism in Education and Mass Media 
Education 
Based on the accommodative principles adopted as of 1991 that each group has 
the right to use and develop its own language; Ethiopia adopted Educat ion and 

. Training Policy in 1994. According to this policy, primary education shall be 
conducted in the language of each language community. This is done because 
of the "pedagogical advantage of the child" when learning in mother tongue 
and also to implement the "rights of nationalities to promote the use of their Ian 
guages." 111 Amharic is supposed to be taught country-wide as a subject in prima­
ry and secondary education and English is taught as a subject in primary educa­
tion and it becomes a medium of instruction in secondary and higher education. 
"Students can choose and learn at least one nationality language and one foreign 
language for cultural and international relations."1lS At the lower level of govern­
ment, the basic rights of individuals to learn in their mother tongue is, in principle, 
guaranteed. But the right to use one's language for education is limited by many 
factors, forexample, lack of experts, unavailability of developed materials for use 
in primary education and also the fact that many minority languages do not have 
a writing system yet. For this reason, many of the small language groups with 
such difficulties are forced to use Amharic as a medium of instruction even for 
primary education. This challenge requires both levels of government to provide 
the necessary support to such language groups to develop their languages so that 
they, in the ncar future, would be able to use their languages at least for primary 
education. The right of each and every NNP ofthe country to use one's language 
cannot be realized by merely guaranteeing this right at a constitutional level. This 
kind of right does not simply require the state to stay neutral but rather to active­
ly assist the historically disadvantaged language groups to develop and use their 
languages. It is very critical in the life of the child to use his/her mother tongue 
in the primary education and this has been recognized long ago by a UNESCO 
committee of experts when considering the importance of language in education: 

116 See Ankles 32 and 41. Federal Constilution or Ethiopia 

117 Section 3.5.1 of the \994 Education and Training Policy of the government 

118 Section 3.5.6 of the 1994 Education and Training Policy of the government 
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II is ax.iomati~ t~at the best medium f?T teach,ing a chi ld is his mother tongue. Psy­
chologically, It IS, the system of meanmgful SignS that in his mind works automati­
cally for ex,presS lon and understanding. SOCiologically, it is a means of identifica­
tion among the m~mbers of the ~ommunity to which he belongs. Educationally. 
he learns more qUickly through It than through unfamiliar linguistic medium ,tl9 

Fo llowing this statement the recommendation of the UNESCO committee of 
experts was that " the use of the mother tongue be extended to as late a stage in 
education as possible." 120 In connection with the importance of mother longue, 
at least, in pr imary education, 8amgbose states: "The use of a language other 
than the child 's first language as a medium of instruction, particularly in early 
primary educ,ation is a case of language exclusion, since it ignores the language 
the child brings to school, which he or she is already fairly proficient in . It then 
becomes an up-hill task for the child to overcome the difficulties of a new con­
tent presented in a fo reign medium."121 For this reason, many in'ternational in­
struments, in addition to the right to education, have formulated the right of 
minority groups to use their own Janguage 122• While education is a human right 
and is very essential to realize other human rights (like the right to freedom of 
expression), i.t is equally important for language groups to educate their children 
in their mother tongue and, therefore, language remains an important element 
for a language group as a means of preserving and developing its unique iden­
tity and promoting its self-governing rights. Taking this fact into account, the 
Federal Government of Ethiopia and the governments of the federating states 
should actively support the minority language groups who are not able to use 
their languages for educating their children at least at the primary school leve l. 

In Switzerland education is the competency of the cantons, subject to 
some constitutional principles. The language of instruction is according to the 
principle of territoriality. That means the language of the respective munkipal­
ity or community will be the language of instruction. Individuals (from different 
language areas) living in a certain municipality have to send the:ir children to 
primary schools in the language of that municipality. The main purpose of the 

11 9 UNESCO (1953), P.II . 
120 UNESCO (1953), PA8. 

121 Ayo Bamgbosc! (2000), P.12. 

122 See M . 26 o f the Universal Declaration of Human Rights; Art.27 Convenlion on C!vil and .Politi~al 
Rights: Art.30 C<mvention on the Rights of the Child and Art~ (c) ~ES~.O COflve.lIl1~ Ag~l~st O~ s­
crimination in Education. ··The right of persons belonging 10 national mmontles to mal!ltaln lhelr Ide.nllty 
can only be fully reatized if they acquire a proper knowledge of their mothC'~ tong~e dU ri ng th ~ educa~lOn~1 
process." Paragraph 1, The Hague Recommeodations RC'garding the Education Rights ofNallonal Minori­
ties (1996). 

35 



,. 

Mengistu Arefaine Vol. 2, No. I, November 2014 

territoriality principle is already mentioned above and its application varies from 
one canton to another lU . But the main purpose is generally to protect the ter­
ritorially located indigenous language groups from being dominated by foreign 
languages or immigrants from other linguistic areas. The federal government 
provides subsidies to the disadvantaged regions and language groups. Particular­
ly the cantons with more language groups get more financial support in order to 
enable tbem to cover the costs of developing textbooks and training teachers lH

. 

The Swiss Federal Government has enacted a new law which governs details on 
the use of languages12S. This law, based on the Federal Constitution, governs the 
use of thc official languages by the federal authorities and the languages of com 
munieation between the individuals and the federal authorities. Furthcnnore, it 
regulates the financial support of the federal government to the cantons with 
more language communities, particularly the cantons ofTicino and GraubUnden 
where Italian and Ratoromanisch languages (the two minority languages) arc 
spoken respectively'26. This financial support should enable these cantons to 
fulfill the special tasks related to the maintenence of the minority languages. 

The constitution of the Republic of South Africa obliges the state 10 "take 
practical and positive measures to elevate the status and advance the use of' the 
historica11y diminished usc and status of the indigenous languages of the pco­
plell7 . Out of the more than 1500 mother tongues in India, only 122 languages 
are recorded languages and out of these only 26 are used as media of instruction 
at the primary education 121. This means millions of children in India do not get 
primary education in their mother tongue. 

In order to tackle the challenges of the use of languages by each and 
every language group in Ethiopia at least in the primary education, it is neces­
sary to enact a comprehensive law on the use of languages which WOUld, among 
others, li st the languages that exist in the count!)' and include the policies and 
the obligations of both levels of government with regard to the use of such lan­
guages in education and other various publ ic and private institutions. It is a big 
cha llenge to find a balance between the desire to promote unity through common 
languagc(s) and the necessity to preserve group identity by guaranteeing each 
123 See Kennelh D. McRae (1983), P.148. 

124 Kennelh D. McRae (198]). P.149. 

125 Bundesgesetz ob(r die LMdessp~c~cn und die Verstllndigung zwischen den Sprachgemeinsehaften(S 
praehengesctz. SpG) Yom 2007. (SWISS Federal Law Oil Languages of2007J 

126 Art. I , Swiss Federal Law on Languages of 2007. 

127 An.6 (2), Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 

128 DhiT Jhngran (2009). P.266. 
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language group the right to use its language, be it in education or other aspects 
of life. After all , finding a balance of conflicting interests is one important pur­
pose for adopting federalism but this needs a continuous effort and cannot be 
achieved overnight. However, it has to be clear from the outset that the individ­
ual members of the language groups, whose language is not official (working) 
language at the federal or even at the state level, have both the right and the ob­
ligation. While they have the right to use their ovm language for the activities at 
the community level, they also have the obligation to learn the languages of their 
respective regional states and the working language(s) of the federa l inst itutions 
so that their political or economic participation both at the state and federa l lev­
cis would be strengthened. 

This means each and every Ethiopian should learn at least three or four 
languages depending on how many languages are going to be added to Amharic 
as working languages of the federal government fo r the future. One needs to learn 
the working languages of the state where slhe lives, the worki ng language(s) of 
the federal govemment in addition to hi s/her mother tongue and Engl ish which 
is the medium of instruction as of secondary school. If the working languages 
in some of the federating states and the working languages of the federal gov­
ernment are the same, like the current status of Amhari c, people who live in 
sueh states wi ll have the privilege to learn either only two or three instead uf 
four languages. However, people living in such states should be wi lli ng to learn 
other working languages of the federal government (once some more working 
languages are adopted) than their mother tongue or the worki ng language of 
their state. What is different in the Swiss case is that the three (Plus one) official 
languages of the country are also official languages in different cantons. For 
example , the mother tongue of a Swiss ci tizen at the community level is also 
the official language (or one of the official languages) of both the canton where 
the individual resides and the federation . Because of the limited number of lan­
guages that are officially recognized in Switzerland, the official language at the 
municipality level is also one of the official languages of Switzerland. 

As already mentioned, a common language should not necessarily mean 
only one language. Multi ple languages can be adopted as common languages. 
The Swiss experience is instructive in thi s respect that at least the three out of 
the four indigenous languages of the country are recognized as official languages 
of the whole federation. So the desire to promote national unity or integration is 
not and should not necessarily be seen as mutually exclusive with the necessity 
of preserving group identity. They can rather reinforce each other. 

Some minority nationalities and peoples of Ethiopia do not have devel­
oped languages that can be used for educat ion and written communication pur 
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poses. Languages of such groups were sustained onl~ ora lly and each aff~cted 
group should be enabled to develop a standardized wntt~n I~guage to ~se It for 
mother tongue primary education and for wider commurucatlOn among Its mem­
bers. Even if the constitution declares that all Ethiopian languages shall enjoy 
equal state recognition, a mere recognition does not guarantee the equality of 
the historically di sadvantaged languages. In relation to this issue, Boran states: 
"If inequality between linguistic groups occurs in society (that is if the groups 
are unequally posi tioned in relation to each other), then accordingly equal status 
will work in favour of the already advantaged group and reinforce the existing 
relational inequalities."!29 That means the right to use one's language requires 
active assistance from the government. Both leve ls of government are supposed 
to do their best to support the minority language groups in Ethiopia to develop 
their languages. It is not only guaranteeing equal state recognition and continu­
ing using the already developed languages but also providing support to the 
disadvantaged languages that make the constitutional right to use one 's language 
meaningful and effective. 

Mass Media 
Depending on the fair and proper use of the languages of a given soc iety, the 
mass media plays significant role in developing and preserving the identities 
of language groups. In general the mass media is used to entertain, inform and 
educate the people in their languages. When we take, for example, the radio and 
television services, they are the main effective channels of communication that 
can reach both the literate and illiterate people. Because of the importance of 
these media, it is imperative to improve their use both at the federal and regional 
levels. At the federal level, the radio and television programmes should be trans­
mitted in the would-be major multiple official languages of the country. 

As mentioned above, if inequality between li nguistic groups occurs in 
society (Le. if the language groups are unequally positioned in relation to each 
other), then according equal status will work in favour of the already advantaged 
group and reinforce the existing relational inequalities. 

At the regional level, radio and te levision programmes should be trans­
mitted in the official languages adopted by the respective regions. Furthermore, 
the minorities within the regions should be able to have access to their own mass 
media (at least a Frequency Modulation radio) and get the necessary support 
from the federal and state goverrunents to run this medium of communication. 
If the various local communities are not able to have their own radio or TV sta­
tions, they should be able to broadcast some programmes of their own in the f 

129 See Idil Baran (2001). P.250 
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ederal or state media. 
The Ethiopian Broadcasting Service Proclamation provides for public, 

commercial and community broadcasting services. The "community broadcast­
ing service shall", among others, "promote and develop the language, culture and 
artistic value of the community." 130 The communi ty broadcasting services is also 
obliged to carry out activities based on the needs of the people (;onceming devel­
opment, education and good governancc tJI • Similarly, the public broadcasting 
service is supposed to inform, educate and entertain the public132• The respec­
tive ro les of the broadcasting services can be effectively conducted if they are 
transmitted in the language of the community where such broadcasting services 
are carried out. When we see the Swiss experience, broadcasting services are 
carried out in the three officia l languages. The Swiss law on radio and television 
provides that there should be at least one radio and one television programme 
at the federal level which are transmitted in the three official languages all over 
the country with the same content 133 . Whi le taking into account the interest of 
the Romansch language community in radio and televis ion programmes, the law 
guarantees them at least one radio programme l .l4. Television programme in Ro­
mansch language is broadcast on other Swiss television channelsHS • 

In addition to the Ethiopian radio and television agency which operates at 
the federal level, each rcgional state has its own mass media agency which runs 
radio and television services l36• Currently, most of regional states provide radio 
services at the regional and community levels. But the television services of the 
regional states, with the exception of the Oromia Regional State, are transmitted 
through the Ethiopian television channel ll7 . The national radio and television 
programmes (as media of the federation) are transmitted only in the Amharic 
language. This is a reversal when compared with the past rad io and television 
services provided in various languages. Even during the Dcrg regime, national 
radio programmes were transmitted, in addition to Amharic, in other major Ethi 

130 An. l6( 4) (b) Ethiopian Broadcasting Service Procillmation (Proclamation No.5 3312007) 

131 Ethiopian Broadcasting Service Proclamation (Proclamation No.53312007). I\n . I6(4) (a) 

1J2 lbid., An.16(2)(b) 

133 See Bundesgesctz Uber Radio und Femsehen (RTVG) vom 24. Marz 2006 (Swiss Federal Law on 
Radio and Television). Arts. 24 and 30 
134 Ibid., Ans.24 (2) 

13 5 hnp: lfwww.srgssr.chlc nlte l evisionntyp~author 

136 See hnp:l/www.eba.gov.etlv. ebldataIBroadcastlmain.htm 

137 See http://www.allcomtv.comltv-oromiyaa 
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opian languages, like the Oromo language, Tigngna, Somali and Afar.. . 
Even if it is not yet widespread in local communities of Ethiopia: the 

Internet serv ice can also be effectively used by the local people to comrnumcate 
with the outside world and share experiences with regard to education, culture 
and other aspects of their life . It can be used to regularly inform t~e citiz~ns o~, 
for example, health, corruption and other administration related Issues 1~ t~elr 
mother tongue. But given the level of development of the regions and the lmuted 
availability of the Internet in rural areas, th is is only possible in the long run. 

The print med ia, radio, TV and other electronic media should be used to 
preserve the existence (through the exercise of its rights) of the respective lan­
guage groups and at the same time to promote the national integration/unity. So, 
the media used through the respective language groups should be able .to play 
double roles at the same time: the role of preservation of group identity and pro­
motion of national integration or national unity. These roles can be effectively 
played if each group uses its own language not only to develop its hi story but 
also to understand the history of other Ethiopian language groups who must 
share the same country under the umbrella of federal ism. 

Concluding Remarks and Recommendations 
This article assessed the role of language and language policies in the preserva­
tion of group identities and their implication on the rights of individual s under 
the federa l system of Ethiopia. Based on these assessments, the following con­
clusions and recommendations can be made. 

Language is a dominant marker of group identity in Ethiopia. It is true that 
people often have multiple identities based on gender, class, religion, civi l socie­
ty etc. Yet in reaction to the homogenization policy of the state, ethno-nat ionaHst 
based mobili zation mainly based on language took a politically more visible 
form compared to other forms of mobilization. The boundary lines between the 
various nations, nationalities and peoples (NNP) of Ethiopia are marked mainly 
by language. In the current Ethiopian polit ical context language is both a means 
and an end to the preservation of group identities. For this reason, the constitu­
tional principles guaranteeing (he right to self-determination of these NNP of the 
country cannot be fu lly realized without guaranteeing each group to use its own 
language at least for local administration and (primary) education. The legacy of 
the assimilation policies of the previous authoritarian regimes should be rectified 
in order to promote the rights oflanguagc groups to preserve their identities. It is, 
therefore, necessary to adopt clear language policies at the federa l and regional 
levels of govenunent which protect group identities without negative implica­
tion on the exercise of individual ri ghts. The language policies need to take into 
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account the fact that at the moment there is a huge gap between the constitution· 
ally guaranteed unconditional right of every NNP to self·determination includ· 
ing secession and the reality that there are some language groups (nationalities 
or peoples) that are not able to use their languages even at the lowest level. So 
the language policies at both levels of government should be designed to narrow 
down such a gap on the use of languages. 

The policy at the federal level of using only Amharic as a working Ian· 
guage of the federal government and its institutions should be reassessed and the 
use of some more languages as working languages should be cons idered. Even 
if the idea of adopting multi-linguali sm at the federal level may not be popular 
among the speakers of the dominant language by providing many excuses, at 
least the Oromo language, Tigrigna and Somali should be adopted, in add ition to 
Amharic, as working languages of the federal government . However, if making 
such addi tional languages working languages of the whole federation creates 
difficulties, they can be at least working languages of the federal government 
in dealing wi th the states using these languages. This is similar to the Swiss 
language policy on the Romansch language which is the official langue in com· 
munication between the Romansch people and the federal government. Taking 
into account the number of population speaking these languages and their level 
of development, adopting them as working languages at the federal level would 
be fair and consistent with the principles of the Federal Constitution. 

Similarly, at the state level, accommodative language policies should be 
adopted. At least in the states of Benshangul·Gumuz, Gambella, Harari (which 
has aLready adopted offi cial bilingualism), and SNNP two or more languages 
should be adopted as working languages. In all or in some of these states, Am­
haric can continue as a link language in addition to the languages of the indig­
enous groups in the respective regions. 

The equality of all language groups is questionable if some groups get 
public services at all levels of government in their mother tongue while others 
get such services in other languages bearing all the costs of translation by them­
selves. For the latter group, it is a double burden: they are not able to develop 
their language and they are also forced to pay extra prices for the translation 
of materials produced in the workingloffi ciallanguages. For this reason, while 
making al l necessary and possible efforts to provide public services and primary 
education at least at the local level in the language of the respective groups, the 
federal and state governments should bear the costs of translation of judicial 
processes and the materials they produce to the minority languages. 

The Ethiopian states are given the competence to decide on their working 
languages. However, entirely leaving the power to decide on the use of languag 
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es to the stales may conflict with the constitutionally guaranteed right of each 
language group (within the states) to speak, write and develop its own language. 
In order to protect the rights oflanguage groups, there is a need to adopt a com­
prehensive law on the use of languages based on the principles of the Federal 
Constitution. It would also be recommendable to establish a centre for protection 
and promot ion of languages of the mi nority groups which would work at the 
centra l level but having braches in the states. This centre should engage in re­
cording all the existing minority languages and fo llow up on the challenges with 
regard to the protection and preservation of such languages at the regional levels. 

It is on ly if there is a fai r language pol icy both at the federal and regional 
levels that the rights of all language groups can be duly recognized, accommo­
dated and ba lanced with the rights of individuals according to the spirit of the 
Federal Constitution. This is possible only if the language of Ethiopian federal­
ism is the languages of Ethiopian nations, nationalities and peoples real ized in 
the spirit of recti fy ing the past injustices and promoting national unity in line 
wi th the equality of all language groups. 
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