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The Ethiopian Federal Democratic Republic, championed by the Ethiopian Peo­
ples' Revolutionary Democratic Front (Ef'RDF), was established in 1995. But 
the viability of the ~yslem under a different political party is yet to be tested. 
This paper argues thaI the resilience of the Ethiopian federal arrangement is 
dependent on the relative strengtils of its achievements and pitfalls. The federal 
arrangement has, so far, gained several achievements sllch as responding to the 
historic 'national question ', ensuring ethno-Iinguistic equality, increasing avai/­
ability and just distribution of resources, delivering national economic goods 
sllch as building infrastructure, health care, territory education, and growing 
the economy. There are, however, challenges such as lack oJ compa,ibility be­
tween the laws and principles on one hand, and the political practice on the 
other, increasing centralizalion, conflicts, and poverty. II is argued ,hal while the 
current federal arrangement is resilient in (hal it has provided solutions to key 
demands, the federal system needs some institutional reforms in order 10 align 
constitutional powers of the government with the practices of its leaders. 

Introduction 
It is difficult to accurately foretell the fate of the current Ethiopian federal ar· 
rangemcni once power is transferred to another party through whatever means. 
This is due to the fact that there are a host of factors that may influence the 
outcome. Among these are the type of party that comes to power, the manner of 
power transfer, the perfonnance of the incumbent in all aspects, and the achieve­
ments and pitfalls of the current system. The main argument of this article is that 
the fate of the current federal arrangement is decisively detcnnincd by the inter­
action of or the relative strengths of the achievements and pitfalls of the system 
cumulative, and the presence or absence of other plausible options. Thus, a ma­
jor portion of the discussion in this article revolves around the achievements and 
pitfalls of the current federal arrangement. There are, however, a host of other 
issues that may have a bearing on the fi nal fate of the current federal arrange­
ment and are thus worth mentioning in this section. 

Generally speaking, three possible scenarios can be advanced regarding 
the outcome of the Ethiopian federal arrangement once power is transferred to a 
different political party: ( I) there is a possibility of re-defming the nalion and re· 
ordering state-society relations. This is not a remote possibility as it was hinted 
in the policies of the main opposition political party i.e. Coalition for Unity an­
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Democracy (CUD) during the 2005 countrywide election; (2) there is a possibil­
ity of keeping the current arrangement as it is. 1bis is also highly Ii.kely because 
many of the states particularly the ' small' and traditionally ' penpheral.' ones 
seem to be content with the current arrangement and an attempt to alter this may 
entail unpleasant consequences; and (3) there is a possibility of keeping the fed­
eral arrangement but with some modifications in different areas. I argue for the 
possibility of the third scenario. . 

The Indian Federation may be taken as a point of reference fo r clanfy­
ing the third scenario. In the earlier years of the Indian federal arrangement, 
many scholars predicted that the reshaping of India based mainly on national 
identities was doomed to fai l (Mahajan, 2007). Nonetheless, the system sur­
vived and continu~d to flouri sh even after the Congress Party that pioneered the 
system lost power. This is because the system was getting shaped and reshaped 
in response to the real demands of the diverse peoples of India. In add ition, the 
system managed to create spaces for the exercise of power at different levels 
unlike the earlier days of transition from British colonialism when power was 
concentrated at the center (Mahajan, 2007). There were, however, times when 
insti tutions including the Constitution and the federal system were suspended. 
The country was under emergency declaration (1975-77) during the premiership 
of Mrs. Indira Gandhi (Bhattacharya, 2007). Thus, it is crucial to underline the 
role political responsiveness played in maintaining the Indian federation because 
the political practice did fairly well in accommodating diversities, particularly 
linguistic diversity. This can be compared to the positive gestures the Ethiopian 
federation took in accommodating such demands, despite the ups and downs in 
the democrat ization process, by considering the response to the Silte demand 
for separate identity from the Ourage based on linguistic, cultural, and historical 
claims (see Alcm, 2007; Nishi , 2005). 

Democracy and federali sm have flourished hand-in-glove in India. Fed­
erations short of democracy, such as the USSR and Yugoslavia, did fail terribly. 
In essence, such federations failed because regional authorities were denied of 
the power to make decisions in their ar:!as of competence or any substan ti ve 
decision making power (see Burgess, 2006). While there may be some doubts 
around the effectiveness of the democratization process in Ethiopia, it can be 
argued that the state authorities do exercise tangible and important powers that 
a different system may not offer them. Additionally, previous researches (see, 
fo r e.g. , Assefa, 2005) on the Ethiopian federal arrangement show that there are 
areas that are susceptible to change. Thus, considering developments so far, it 
is plausible to argue that the Ethiopian federal arrangement wi ll likely follow a 
path similar to that of the Indian one. 

Another fact that will certainly have a bearing on the current federal ar 
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rangement is the way national power is transferred to a different party. Ethiopia 
has never, so far, experienced a peaceful inte r-regime power transfer. Though 
there is a radical difference between the current government structure and the 
earlier ones, there is no guarantee that there will be a peaceful power transfer 
this round. However, some key factors that differentiate the current governance 
system (in Ethiopia) from the earlier ones are that the Constitution recognizes 
popular election as the only va lid way of assuming government power (Article 
9 cumulative Article 38); it adopts multi-party system; and it allows free press 
(Article 29). But adherence to such principles and laws, both by the incumbent 
and the opposition , is often subject to quest ion. Chaotic power transfer is a pos­
sibil ity anywhere let alone in the developing world including Ethiopia. Thus, if 
power is transferred unconstitutiona lly, there is a high possibility that the federal 
system will face serious challenges because the new party may have other ideas 
of politica l arrangements. Since democratization and recognjtion of di versity are 
two faces of the same coin (Andreas, 2010), it is difficult to genuinely recognize 
diversity in the absence of true democracy. Hence, because Ethiopia's federal ar~ 
rangement is meant to recognize diversity and accommodate it in order to keep 
nat ional unity, deficiencies in democracy such as unconstitutional power transfer 
will prove to be a disaster. On the other hand, the satisfaction or di ssati sfaction 
of the public with the del ivery of po litical and economic goods, and in particu­
lar the implementation of the federal arrangement, may atlect the way power is 
transferred. 

The other factor that will affect the shape of the federal arrangement once 
power is transferred from the incumbent is the nature of the party that comes to 
power. The objectives of the political parties in Ethiopia are very di verse. They 
range from those who envy the ' good old days ' of the ancient regime to those 
who see the current federal arrangemen t as insufficient in recognizing and ac­
commodating d iversity. If a political party that favors a unitary system, rather 
than federa l, comes to power, it is highly likely that the current federal arrange­
ment will wither away altogether. If, on the other hand, a party that appreciates 
the importance of federalism but with geographically curved constituent units 
comes to power, the current federal arrangement wi ll be destabi lized as this will 
change the underlying political assumptions of the system. If a political party 
detel1t1ined for the implementation of extreme version of the right to self-deter­
mination -including secession as recognized by the current Constitution -comes 
to power, the territorial integrity of the nation may be endangered. If a party that 
agrees to the current federal arrangement but that won public vote through other 
factors such as capitalizing on the implementation weaknesses of the incumbent 
assumes power through a properly conducted election, the current federa l ar­
rangement may remain unaltered. There is another possibility. The incumbent 
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itself or another like-minded party may introduce change into the current ar­
rangement because federalism is inherently an open system (W~tts. 2?08). B~t. 
again, the appearance of such parties is inseparable from the satisfactIOn or dIs­
satisfaction of the people with the current federal arrangement. In other words, 
it is the achievements or pitfalls of the current federal arrangement that are the 
key determinant factors. 

Therefore, with the foregoing points of departure, the second section pro­
vides a brief account of the background of the federal arrangement; the third 
section deals with the most visible achievements of the system; the fourth sec­
tion highlights the key challenges and pitfalls the system encountered so far; and 
the fifth section attempts to critically analyze the possible repercussions of the 
achievements and the challenges identified above. The last section reaffirms the 
key argument and provides brief concluding remarks. 

The Prelude 
Today's Ethiopia is a restructured version of the Ethiopian empire. The empire· 
building project was aggressively pursued bX Emperor Menelik II by the end of 
the 19th century and consolidated by Emperor Hai leselassie L Due to this repres· 
sive process, there is lack of consensus among Ethiopian scholars regarding the 
continuity and survival of the Ethiopian empire. For some, the Ethiopian empire 
is a mere creation of Emperor Menelik II and his predecessors of the second 
hal f of the 19th century (Merera, 2006). For others, present Ethiopia is one of 
the most ancient and unified nations that survived for millennia (Levine, 2011 ; 
Bahru, 1991 ). It is, in any case, an uncontested fact that Ethiopia got its modem 
configuration during the reign of Emperor Menelik 11 although the power of the 
center fluctuated from time to time. The only challenge to the Ethiopian terri· 
tory took place in its northern boundary in Eritrea. This region was under Italian 
colonial rule during the reign of Menelik. Eritrea, once federated with Ethiopia 
during the era of Haileselassie I, struggled for independence and 'won' it de 
jaclo in 1991 and de jure in 1993. 

Since 1991 Ethiopia has undergone tremendous changes. The military re­
gime that ruled the country for seventeen years, after removing the last Emperor 
from power in 1974, was in tum removed from power by a coalition of liberation 
fronts under the umbrella of the Ethiopian Peoples ' Revolutionary Democratic 
Front (EPRDF). The Tigray People 's Liberation Front (TPLF) and the Eritrean 
People's Liberation Front (EPLF) took the lion's share of the wars that ended 
the reign of the military dictatorship. This enabled both parties to influence the 
shape of their respective countries. In 1991 the EPRDF, whose most experi­
enced and militarily strongest wing was the TPLF, took over Ethiopia whereas 
the EPLF controlled Eritrea. 
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. Since the EPRDF's ascendancy. Ethiopia embraced a different political 
shape through the inauguration of a new Constitution in 1994. It established 
a federal state, based on the 'consent' of the ' nations, nationalities, and peo­
pies'. It, according to the Constitution, looked like a ' coming-together ' federal 
arrangement while in reality it is a ' holding-together ' federation. Furthermore, 
sovereignty lay on the ' nations, nationalities, and peoples' (see the Preamble 
and Article 8 of the Constitution). The genesis of this constitutional stand can 
be traced back to the 1960/705 hi story of Ethiopia. In the 19605 there was a 
popular movement in the country spearheaded by university students. Among 
the key questions of the time was the question of ' national oppression'. usually 
referred to as the ' national question ' in the Ethiopian political hi story. The under­
lying reason behind the 'national question' was the evident absence of econom­
ic, ethno-linguistic, and cultural equalities among the Ethiopian nalions. The 
' national question ' came into existence in contradiction to the nation-building 
thesis. The proponents of the nation-bui lding thesis see nothing wrong in the 
' nation-building' process of the Ethiopian empire (see Merera, 2006). Accord­
ing to them, even if some mishaps or oppress ion was witnessed in the process, 
it was expected to be so. They refer to such foreign examples as France where 
a cruel assimilation policy accompanied by brutal force was employed to create 
the French nation. 

Most opponents of the past imperial regime panicularly those with Marx­
ist-Leninist backgrounds, however, reached a consensus that there was a ' na­
tional oppression ' and it should be addressed through a radical change that in­
volves restructuring the Ethiopian empire (see Merera, 2006). There was a third 
thesis known as the 'colonial thesis' that sought separation as the only solution. 
Among the proponents of such thesis were the EPLF and the Oromo Liberation 
Front (OLP). Thus, the opposition lacked UDifonnity and consensus on the type 
of solution to the problem. Two main groups emerged: one group that believed 
that the question of ' national oppression ' will wilher away wi lh withering away 
of social classes, and another group that believes that 'national oppression' can 
only be addressed by allowing the Ethiopian ' nations, nationalities, and peoples' 
to decide their fate. The Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Party (EPRP) and the 
Workers Party of Ethiopia (WPE) faU under the first category. The TPLF is the 
prime example of the latter group. 

The revolution that culminated in the downfall of the last Emperor in 
1974 was eventually ' hij acked' by the military which embraced Marxism-Len­
inism as its guiding ideology and worked hard to abolish social classes. But as 
is the cUSlom with military regimes with few exceptions, the regime failed 10 

respect rights whether of individuals or groups. In other words, whi le expected 
to address the issue of national oppression. it added more fuel to the fire byes 
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tablishing a totalitarian state. The military dictatorship was not sympathetic even 
to forces that wcre idcologica!!y affiliated to it. Hence, it worked day and night to 
clear the political space from any organized contender. The forces that opposed 
the military regime al so fought against each other. Amidst this chaos, it was the 
TPLF, later joined by like·minded organizations that became victorious. Seen 
from this historical antecedent combined with the dominant role played by the 
TPLFIEPRDF during the Transitional Period (1991·5), it is not surprising that 
the Constitution committed itself to addressing the age.old question of national i· 
lies and took the issue of nationalism as a core organizing factor in restructuring 
the old but seemingly newly rebom Ethiopian state. \ 

The new constitutional arrangement is, obviously, a great departure from 
the systems installed by the earlier regimes. In addition to addressing the 'na­
tional question ', there are multiple factors that may justify for the coming into 
existence of a unique, though not totally unique, governance system even when 
compared to other federal mu!ti·national countries. Let us see the antecedent of 
the current constitutional arrangement briefly here below. 

Fo llowing the downfall of the military regime in 1991 , there was an in­
vitation by the EPRDF for all 'peace-loving' political groups at the time to par­
ticipate in a conference aimed at framing a Transitional Period Charter (TPe). 
Many liberation fronts, other parties, representatives of civil societies and uni· 
versily, and ' prominent ' individuals participated in the conference except few 
such as the Derg's sole party, WPE, and the EPRP. The final outcome of the con­
ference, in the eyes of many crit ics, was akin to approving the EPRDF's party 
programs. In the TPC, emphasis was given to the protection of both individual 
and group rights. The right to self-determination including secession was one of 
the key rights provided in the same Charter. These were among the objectives the 
EPRDF was figh ting for at least for years (see Bach. 20 11 ). 

The dominance of the EPRDF was not averted in the constitution mak­
ing process, too. Many of the provisions and the underlying principles of the 
TPC were included in the new Consti tution. According to Abbink (1997) con­
stitutions are supposed to be outcomes of compromises. In Ethiopia, there were 
and there still are forces that nostalgically see the past as a lost opportunity 
(Andreas, 2010). There are political parties that see no hope in stay ing with 
Ethiopia (Merera, 2006). Regardless of the existence of diverse political par­
ties with diverse political programs, the Constitution reflected, to a great extent, 
the party program of the EPRDF. Hence, in terms of the norms of Constitution 
making and democratic deliberation, one may have several criticisms against 
the EPRDF. But to be fair to the EPRDF, failure of the other parties to critically 
analyze the real challenges of the Country and to come up with tenable so lutions 
may have tempted the EPRDF to be firm on its stand thereby leaving little room 
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fo r compromise. 
. .Thus, it may be concluded that the coming into existence of the current 

EthIOpIan Constitution was championed by the EPRDF which until the time this 
article was written, is in control of state power leaving ~o question the fate of the 
federal arrangement once it leaves political power. 

Achievements of the Current Federal Arrangement 
Although there is a prevailing consensus that the Ethiopian state is changed 
for good in many aspects, mainly in its po litical set up, opinions of scholars 
on the appropriateness of what they call ethnic-based federal arrangement are 
highly divergent. Some argue that ethnic federa lism is conceptua lly flawed for 
diverse countries such as Ethiopia (Berhanu, 2007). Others add that the practice 
in Ethiopia does not reflect a genuine commitment towards the implementation 
of an ethnic-based federal arrangement (Merera, 2003). On the contrary, others 
opine that the current federal arrangement is not onl y relevant for the country but 
has also answered the long-susta ined ethno-national questions (Andreas, 2003). 
They further argue that questions for ethno-linguistic equality and the suppres­
sive responses of the past regimes led the country to turmoil and wars that re­
sulted in heinous impoverishment. Others think that extending recognition to 
' ethnicity' and considering it as a key factor in redesigning the state is a matter 
of necessity while recognizing the existence of some flaws in the current design 
and the implementation of the same (A lemseged, 2004; Assefa, 2005). 

Regardless of the di versity of arguments, the introduction of the new fed­
eral arrangement has ensured ethno- linguistic equality at least in principle. Every 
' nation, nationality, or people', whichever way it is defined, has a const itution­
ally guaranteed right to use its language in all publ ic spheres be it in education, 
administration, or the judiciary, at least, in its locality. Self-administration is 
guaranteed to each national group. This is incomparable to the level of discrimi­
nation suffered by languages and identi[), groups in the previous regimes. The 
following statement of Young (1998, p. 197) summarizes the comparison: "[m] 
ost of Ethiopia's non-Amhara population no longer face the indignity of hav ing 
to speak Amharigna and appear before members of an Amhara elite at the local 
level where most deL:isions of interest to the people are made". 

Ethiopia had long·accumulated cultural grievances. To mention some ex­
amples, the Oramo, the Tigrawot, and other nationalities felt that their cultures 
were unfairly sidelined in favour of the Amhara culture (Merera, 2006). The 
coming into existence of the federal arrangement had addressed such grievances. 
Taking the case of the Oromo, Alemseged (2004) argues that cultural grievances, 
unlike the political grievances, are genuinely accommodated in the current sys­
tem. Generally, since 1991, conditions have been made favorable for the promo 
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tion of one's identity: linguistic, cu ltural , and religious. A great deal of admin 
istrative, fiscal , judicial , and police decentralization is enjoyed by the member 
states. Alem (2003, p. 27) states that "[t]hrough its pronouncement of ethnic 
and regional autonomy, ethnic federalism has managed to maintain the integ­
rity of the Ethiopian state. The proclamation of ethnic autonomy has damp­
ened grievances based on deprecation of denigrated languages and cultures". 

From a comparative perspective and in the context of the earlier oppres­
sion eilino-linguistic groups had to endure, this is an achievement to celebrate. 
But thi s does not mean that there is a prevalence of an absolute equality among 
the Ethiopian languages and cultures. Taking the issue of language as an exam­
ple, the privileges enjoyed by the Ethiopian languages can be classified inio three 
levels: (1) a language that enjoys predominance starting from the local level to 
the highest federal office i.e. Amharic, (2) languages that enjoy predom·inance 
starting from the local leve l to the highest state office, i.e. Tigrinya, Oromigna, 
Afarigna, Somaligna, and Harari, and (3) languages lIsed at woreda and zonal 
levels. This means, despite the rhetoric of official multilingualism preached both 
at the state and federal levels, in reality there are pressures that encourage lan­
guage rationalization around Amharic at the national level and the copcerned 
state's language at a state level though there is an effort to implement language 
maintenance by, at least, encouraging mother tongue use at local levels in the lat­
ter case. It goes without say ing that language is a means of identi fying oneself, 
promoting one's culture, and building ones psychological makeup. Hence, it fol­
lows that those whose language is favored most have the possibility of promot­
ing their culture better. In other words, so far as the Amharic language dominates 
the center, it is obvious that the Amhara cu lture will enjoy predominance at the 
center. Some level of discrimination is, therefore, still there albeit in a lesser dose. 

The other relative achievement of the current governance system is self­
administration and broad-based participation in national affairs. Each national 
group has a consti tutional right to administer its ovm affairs and equally partici­
pate in the federal affairs and institutions. This is contrary to the past systems. 
In the earlier regimes, questions of self-admi ni stration and fair participation in 
the affairs of the center amounted to narrow chauvinism and tribalism at best 
and treason at worst. Since the reality on the ground dictated for the recognition 
of multi-nationalism, fair participation, and self-administration, the current ar­
rangement had fared relatively well in thi s regard by recognizing such principles 
as building blocks of the Constitution. But again this is an achievement in rela­
tive tenns only because there still is a gap between the levels of participation at 
the center and the levels of self-administration enjoyed by the national groups. 
For example, the Somalis and the Tigrawot are close in numerical terms2 but 
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their levels of participation in the federal institutions and thc levels of autonomy 
enj~yed in t~eir ' home ' states have remained visibly different for so long since 
the mtroductIon of the federal system. This is not necessarily a result of di scrimi­
natory intention of any party but due to complicated political, historical, and 
socio-economic fac tors that are beyond the scope of the discussions in this paper. 

The constitutional recognition of self-administration and fair participa­
tion is a key factor holding the country united. In this regard, Alem (2003, p. 25) 
argues that " .. . most etlmic groups appear willing to live within the framework 
of the federa l system as an important achievement of ethnic federalism". He 
adds, " [t]hus far, ethnic federalism has effectively undercut the drive for seces­
sion by ethno-nationalist organizations by largely denyi ng them mani fest ethnic 
oppression as a rallying cause" (Alem, 2003, p. 27). It is difficult to dispute the 
substance of Alem's arguments. 

The current federal arrangement had relati vely stri ved to achieve equity 
of distribution of resources and access to social services among its component 
parts. Each member state prepares and executes its budget. Such soc ial services 
as health, education, and clean water showed tremendous increase both in quan­
tity and accessibi lity. Primary and secondary schooling alone, for example, has 
grown more than five-fold in less than twenty years (Kassa, 20 (0). There is bet­
ter distribution of services across the territories of the country unlike the centrali­
zation of resources in the earlier regimes. A similar observation by Alemseged 
(2004, p. 608) reads, " [aJs masters of their own house, the etlmic groups were to 
become in charge oftheir own domestic economy, education, administration and 
security." Although the federal arrangement has fared well in the above men­
tioned few but important examples, there are many pitfall s as well . Some impor­
tant examples are dealt with hereunder. 

Some Pitfalls of the Current Federal Arrangement 
Many scholars blame the incumbent fo r not strictly adhering to the rules and 
principles as they appear in the Constitution. In theory, power is held by all 
' nations, nationalities, and peoples' in an equitable manner. This calls for strict 
consoeiationalism and equitable participation of the different national groups. 
But this view docs not consonant in political practice. Alemseged (2004) argues 
that the level of readiness observed in accommodating cultural grievances did 
not materialize in accommodating political grievances. He adds, "[wJorse still, 
the political system does not seem to be as federal and as consociational as it ap­
pears" (Alemseged, 2004, p. 6 10). A key question, however, is whether this calls 
for changing the federal system, hence affecting its resilience to coup up with 
changes, or strict implementation of the rules and principles on paper. Abbink 
(1997. p.174) concludes that " ftlhere is no going back to a unitary state structure 
2 According to the 2007 census the Somali totaled 4,581 ,793 and the Ti&J1l.wot 4,483,776. 
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in Ethiopia which denies ethno·regional differences and rights, or which lets one 
group dominate the state." A discussion on other possible solutions is provided 
later. 

Some of the pitfalls of the current federal arrangement, though less sig· 
nificant in terms of determining its final fate , are rooted in its very inception 
and they continue to haunt the system to date. The constitution·making process 
was dominated by the EPRDF. A section of the opposition presents this fact as 
ajustification for rejecting the Constitution and the federal system altogether. A 
curious observation by Young (1998, p. 195) reads: 

Constitution-making under the EPRDF has linle in common with the bargaining, 
tradc--offs and compromises that usually typify such processes; rather il reflects the 
weakness of the country's democratic institutions, the poli tical objectives of the gov­
erning party, and its position of dominance within a state where serious oppos ition had 
been crushed or marginalized. 

In other words, a less accommodative constitution· making process will have its 
own impact on the ups and downs the federal system has to pass through. This is 
because it impacts the level of legitimacy enjoyed by the constitution. Absolute 
loyalty to a constitution that appeared in the aftermath of a heinous civil war 
and socio·economic chaos cannot be reasonably expected even if the consti­
tution-making process was perfectly open and participatory. However, lack of 
consensus among political parties running for state power on key constitutional 
provisions is a serious challenge. Moreover, it is an indication of shallow en­
trenchment of democratic culture (Young, 1998), lack of tolerance, lack of flex· 
ibility, lack of compromise, weak negotiating capacity, and overall backward­
ness. But, again, does the solution lie in changing the current politica l system or 
tackling the underly ing political, socia-economic, and cultural factors? 

Many scholars of the Ethiopian federal arrangement agree that there is 
an increasing tendency towards centralization in the Ethiopian political practice 
(see Aaron, 2002; Assefa, 2005; Abbink, 20 II ). Aaron claims one way this could 
be achieved is through allocation of resources with the center claiming the most 
lucrative tax revenue thereby making the regions dependent on the center. In 
any case, serious challenge to the true exercise of self-administration and au­
tonomy is the centralized decision making culture of the incumbent EPRDF and 
the practice of shaping the political objectives of political parties affiliated to it. 
Of course, the 1995 Ethiopian Constitution (Article 51) allocates the power to 
craft fundamental policies to the federal government, and since the EPRDF is the 
party ruling the center, it is normal that its influence is felt everywhere. However, 
according to Assefa (2005), the influence of the party is not limited only to areas 
within its constitutional sphere of influence. It rather extends to the very day·to-
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day administrative affairs of some of the regions through delegates sent from the 
center. In. the words of Ab.bink, "[t]he federal state, despite according nominal 
decentralized power to regIOnal and local authorities, is stronger than any previ­
ous Ethiopian state and has developed structures of central control and top-down 
rule that preclude local initiative and autonomy" (Abbink, 2011 , p.596). The 
consequence of such political practi ce is terrifying if it is right that lack of decen­
tralization was among the key factors that led the country into chaos for decades. 
It can, moreover, retard the achievements of the federal arrangement. 

Increasing centralization is inherently contradictory to the liberal , demo­
cratic, and politically pluralistic provisions of the Constitution (AI em, 2003). 
The Constitution not only recognizes diversity but also celebrates it. Thus, po_ 
litical plurali sm is embraced as a key solution to the problems witnessed by the 
previous regimes. Centralized political practice in Ethiopia is contradictory not 
onJ y to the constitutional provisions and principles but also to the reality on the 
ground given the diverse culture, life style, economic activity, and political ori­
entation of the Ethiopian peoples. The so lution to the centralization syndrome 
seems obvious -to strictly implement the spirit and the text of the Constitution. 

A related problem is the absence of institutional capacity to handle prob­
lems that may arise in the federal arrangement in that there is high reliance on 
party structures and forums. This, in addition to making the system to function 
informally, is unreliable particularly when political parties are not geuing along. 
An important scholar of Ethiopian federalism observes that "[r]eliance on politi­
cal party structures and party discipline seems feasible in the light of the prescnt 
resource and [hu]man power constraints, but it is very unreliable when there 
is a tension between government and party structure, as the 2001 events make 
clear" (Assefa, 2005, p. 425). It seems that building state institutions critical to 
the Ethiopian political process has been sidelined in favor of building inter-party 
informal structures and forums, a pitfall with far bearing consequences. The po­
litical practice must, there fore, focus 0 11 building institutions though building 
good inter-party relations is also necessary for healthy politics. 

Since the 1991 constitution-making process was highly dominated by the 
EPRDF, it highly reflects EPRDF's programs and ideological stands. Some gov­
ernment structures, therefore, may not be able to effectively function under full 
or partial control of state power by another political party. In this regard, one 
may ask whether the second chamber of the legislative branch of the govern­
ment can effectively deliver its service as a neutral constitutional arbiter if an 
opposition political party wins the Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples 
(SNNP) State' (Asnake, 2013). This is beeause close to half (62/135) of the 

3 Available from hnp:l!www.hofethiopia.gov.ctlwebfgucst 
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members of the House of Federation (HoF) are representatives of the most ethno· 
linguistically diverse SNNP State. Although the Constitution provides for ei· 
ther a direct popular vote or regional council's assignment of the members of 
the HoF (Article 61), the dominant practice to date is that the members are as­
signed by the COlUlCiis. The council members are obviously poli ticians with 
a certain party affiliation. If an opposition controls the state council in the 
SNNP, therefore, the representatives it wi ll send to the HoF are likely to rep­
resent its interests. Due to their numerical superiority, the representatives from 
the SNNP can effectively block any decision of the HoF they found unfavora­
ble if they win few additional votes from other members of the HoF assuming 
that all members attend a session. This is a scenario that depicts a possibility 
that a single state ean halt the interest of the whole nation; a scenario Stepan 
(2005) would probably call a worst version of demos-constraining federation. 

Therefore, the hegemonic aspirations of the EPRDF witnessed by the 
actions it takes to strengthen its base combined with a back-barking opposition 
thal is busy with just watching and criticizing what the EPRDF does will have a 
negative impact on building a democratic multinational federation. The role of 
political parties is complex in Ethiopia. In theory, political parties are at freedom 
to take all lega1 and necessary measures to strengthen themselves. But in the 
long term, if a single political party continues to dominate state power, 'there is a 
good possibility that the institutions will be shaped in a way that fits the interests 
of the dominant party only. 

Last but not least, the Ethiopian federal arrangement has many challenges 
that are less related to the behaviors or pcrfonnance of political parties. One 
big issue is poverty. The presence of high demand for socio-economic benefits 
combined with limited resources may lead to fie rce competition and may open 
an opportunity for ethnic entrepreneurs and others to shake the whole system. 
Since poverty results in deprivation, it will surely affect the overall mental and 
physical development of citizens which will have a direct impact on democratic 
culture, transparency. and compromise. As commented by a scholar on the be­
havior of Ethiopians, " .. .it must be borne in mind that Ethiopians, particularly 
those from the north, typically do not oppose secretive and distrustful behavior, 
and see openness as akin to innocence and simplicity" (Young 1998, P. 202). If 
Young's assessment is correct4

, this is a serious challenge to the overall democ­
ratization process and the federal arrangement regardless of which party is in 
power. Young further observes that: 

.... lack of transparency is evident at every level of government. Whether as a product 

~ ! am o~the opinion that this allegation has to be verified with an independent rigorous study. if 
It IS poSSible to do so. 
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of Ethiopia's feudal traditions, wherein the country's leaders Jived apan from their 
fell?ws, or as a res~h of the patterns of secrecy that were necessary to ensure survival 
dunng the EPROF S years of am:'ed struggle. or because, after seven years in power 
the govet;UUe~t does .not f~cI entIrely secure, the EPROF leadership appears remote 
and has lIule interactIOn With those beyond a select group of pol itical allies (Young 
1998, pp. 201-202). ' 

Whi le the above scho~ar's observation was noted some fifteen years ago, one 
may ask how much thmgs have changed in Ethiopia. In any case, it is evident 
that the EPRDF has undergone changes in many aspects since the 2001 party cri. 
sis; the relative weakening of the TPLF and the development of more inclusive 
politics is an example. But Young 's observation on lack of transparency is still 
a valid concern . 

How Resilient Is Ethiopia 's Federal Arrangement? 
It is imperative to reemphasize here that the resi lience of the Ethiopian federal 
arrangement is to a large extent determined by the balance-sheet of its achieve­
ments and its pitfalls. At present , there arc political forces that aim to reinstate 
the unitary governance system. There are also others that want to establi sh a 
federal arrangement based on geographic and administrative factors only (see 
Lidetu, 2002 E.C.). The interest of po litical elites is one thing but whether or 
not there is popular support on the ground is another thing. But the overwhelm­
ing pitfall s of the current federal arrangement may lie in lack of compatibility 
between what is \vritten in the Constitution and the po litical practice. While a 
federal arrangement that considers ethno-linguisti c diversity is appropriate for 
Ethiopia, the political practice does not always fit to the principles on paper (As­
sefa, 2005). Thus the pitfalls of the current federal system may be more related 
to its implementation than its design. Hence, pro-center or pro-geographic/ter­
ritorial federalism forces are unlike ly to obtain the necessary popular support in 
their favour. Even if they manage to do so, they will certainly face challenges 
if they dare to contest such ri ghts as self-administration of the national groups. 

While the federal system experienced a shock with the pass ing of the 
2005 Ethiopian election, it is no exaggeration to claim that, given the existing di­
versities, centralizing forces will find it difficult to get such a popular support in 
the future . This is because every national group is gett ing ever assertive and ba­
sically none seems to want to lose the achievements discussed earlier. Rather, it 
is likely that every national group will look for more benefits from self-rule and 
decentralization. Hence, it can be concluded that withering away of the federal 
arrangement because of the possibi lity of winning elections by pro-center forces 
is a highly unlikely scenario. Even ifthey win elections, they will find it difficult 
to convince the people to undo the multinational federal arrangement or imple-
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or implement a unitary system of governance. The federal arrangement will . 
therefore. be less challenged from such forces. If a top¥down imposition is at­
tempted, history may repeat itself i.e. the country may once again slide into civil 
wars. 

On the other hand, it is naive to think that the federal arrangement will 
stay as it is now regardless of who controls government power. There arc two 
underlying reasons why thi s cannot happen. The first reason is the inherent de­
pendence of federalism on continuous changes and bargaining among po litical 
forces. The other reason is the presence of pitfalls that need to be corrected. As 
was discussed earlier, ethno-linguistic equality is one of the achievements of the 
carrent federal arrangement. But a lot remains to be done in this regard . We saw 
that Ethiopian languages and cultures do not yet enjoy equal protection. There 
are some government structures whose viability under a different political reali ty 
is questionable. There is a centralization syndrome. The coming into exiSTence of 
the new arrangement has in some instances come up with new types of conf] icts. 
According to Alem's observation, " ... the move toward cultural pluralism has 
inevitably increased ethnically inspired hos~i lity between previously dominant 
and dominated ethnic groups as all are forced to adjust to new terms of intereth­
nic relationships" (Alem, 2003, p.27). With the adoption of multinational fed­
eralism. border conflicts among national groups, though not entirely rtew phe­
nomena. follow a di ffe rent shape both in intensity, assertiveness, and the legal 
machinery involved in it . Lack of well -built system on distributive justice and 
socia-economic challenges such as poverty, underdevelopment, etc. arc all but 
challenges that must be overcome if democratization and genuine multinational 
federation are to flouri sh on the Ethiopian soil. 

As far as the earlier question of whether or not the pitfalls identi fied en­
danger the survival of the federal arrangement is concerned, it seems that there 
is a high possibility that the system will survive with some modifications. This 
is possible because: ( I) most of the challenges are not related to the design or 
the inappropriateness of the federal arrangement; (2) the presence of substanti al 
achievements; and (3) the presence of pitfalls which can be increasingly resolved 
by introducing some modifications into the existing system and improving the 
political practice and the observance of rule of law. This argument of Alem­
seged 's (2004, P. 593) strengthens my conclusion: " ... Ethiopia is permanently 
changed and the accommdationist fonnula is unavoidable in the process of state­
building" as accommodation without duly recognizing national di versity is only 
near to impossible in the Ethiopian situation. Hereunder are areas where changes 
arc likely to be introduced. 

The language policy of the current federal arrangement is one of the most 

60 



Fiseha Haftetsion Gebresilassie Vol. 2, No. I , November 2014 

susceptible areas to change. This is likely to happen once power is transferred 
to. a dif!"erent politic~ party. O.n the other hand, the EPDRF may also change 
this policy. The adoptton of a Single language spoken by basically one national 
group as the sole language of the center is unprecedented in other simi lar federa­
tions. Moreover, Amharic is not helping Ethiopians integrate themselves into the 
global employment and business opportunities. Adopting Amharic as the only 
language o~ th~ c~nter gives unfair advantage to its speakers at mother-tongue 
level and dlscnmmates others. The advantages are multi-dimensional : employ­
ment and promotion of culture and identity are among the key ones. The culture, 
songs, and customs of one group are presented as if they were that of Ethiopia 
and the others as if they were those of the nations and nationalities only. Possible 
alternatives may be: 

i. Recognizing the Oromo language as an additional working language or recog­
nizing all (he 'major ' languages as the working languages of (he Federal Gov­
ernment 
Tbe Drama language of Ethjopia has the highest I number of speakers at the lev­
el of mother tongue though with a slight variation of dialects from one place to 
another. Amharic comes nex t but it is better in terms of connecting the different 
nationai groups of the country as it has a higher number of speakers as a second 
language. It can be said that both the Oromo and the Amharic languages have 
strong justifications in their favor in claiming recognition as the languages of the 
center. Hence, there is no reason to deny the Oromo language the status or the 
privi lege given to the Amharic language. But other languages such as i) Tigrinya 
(a written and spoken language that has close to fi ve million speakers in Ethiopia 
and the current working language of Eritrea); ii) Somal igna (a language spoken 
by roughly the same number of speakers as Tigrinya in Ethiopia and a lingua 
franca in the Republic of Somalia); iii) Afarigna (a language spoken by about a 
mi llion people in Ethiopia. a second dominant indigenous language in the Re­
public of Djibouti , and a language spoken by considerable number of population 
in Eritrea); iv) Sidamigna. Wolaitigna, etc. have well founded just~fications for 
recognition as working languages of the Federal Government. 

Recognizing all the major languages of the country is another possibility 
but not feasible for the following reasons: (1) there will be huge costs associated 
with translations of official documents, preparation of textbooks, financing of 
teacher training, etc.; (2) If the country recognizes some ten ' major' languages 
(say in terms of population number) of the country as working languages, the 
remaining more than 60 languages will still be discriminated against or become 

less equal to the privileged ten . 

S, lnferrcd from Ethiopian census report 2007. 
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ii. Recognizing English and Amharic as working languages o/the Federal Gov· 
ernment 
While perhaps preferable to the above two alternatives, it nonetheless fails to 
remove the unnecessary and unjustified privilege given to Amharic. Using its 
already privileged position, Amharic will continue to curtail the attempt to in­
troduce English as an effective language of communication. This will deny the 
country and jts people the chance to share the benefits of globalization and in­
ternational employment and business opportunities which certainly requires fl u­
ency in, al least, Engl ish. 

Recognizing all or near to all languages of the country as the working 
languages of the Federal Government, as is in the case of Switzerland, is un­
thinkable for obvious reasons; more than seventy languages spoken by more 
than seventy national groups cannot all be recognized as working languages of 
the center. 

iii. Recognizing English as the sole working language of the Federal Govern­
menl 
Adopting English as the sole working language of the Federal Government of 
Ethiopia by displacing the position of Amharic would have many advantages: 
(l) it would contain potential violent conflicts over language use; (2) it ~'ould 

neutralize the center and, hence, reduce discriminat ion of languages and cul­
tures; (3 ) it would reduce discrimination among cit izens by leveling the playing 
field; and (4) it would maximizes the country's economic benefits from global 
employment and business opportunities. 

Arguments against are: (1) it is a foreign language. People may ask 'how 
can a foreign language be adopted as a sole working language of the federal gov. 
emment in a country that has never been colonized?' (2) Practically, Amharic is 
currently more widely spoken than English. As the author has seen in a policy 
document of the ruling party (EPRDF), the latter was the reason for maintaining 
Amharic as the working language of the Federal Government. The document 
further reads: either willingly or by force, the Ethiopian people have learned 
Amharic (though on average a very small portion of people from the other na­
tional groups are Huent in Amharic), hence, there is no other language that can 
connect the Ethiopian people. (3) Amharic speakers may consider this as a threat 
to the use and development of the Amharic language. Though the third option 
seems more appealing, it is up to the policy makers to weigh and choose one 
among the alternatives. 

Another area where change seems inevitable is related to the way the 
constituent units of the Ethiopian federation are organized. According to the 
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Constitu.tion, the member states ~f the federation have equal rights and pow­
ers (~rtlc!e 47(4)). Thus, there IS a political symmetry. On the other hand 
there IS an enonnous variation in areal size, population number resource~ 
they command, ethno-linguistic diversity, biodiversity and the lik~ of the re­
gional .states. Such differe?ces emanate from the fact that the language, psy­
ch.o l~glc~l make~~, and history of the concerned people were given utmost 
pnonty m orgamzmg the states. In other words, administrative convenience, 
though not totally ignored, was given a marginal attention in establish­
ing the states. But it is possible to reestablish the member states by combin­
ing the two factors. The Ethiopian federation has such huge memb~r states as 
Oromia, Amhara, SNNP, and Somali (in terms of areal size) and a very tiny 
state called Harari , very small both in terms of population and areal size. 

Such imbalances have negative consequences. First, one of the goals of 
federalism is decentralization. Decentralization, on the other hand, is mainly 
about accessible local governance. In such regions as Oromia and Somali , due 
to the vast nature of the regions, people have to travel hundreds of kilometers 
to get government services that are offered at the regional headquarters. This 
diminishes the utility of federalism at individual level. Second, some citizens, 
say the Hararis, have a region that is very accessible. The Harari region consti­
tutes mainly the city of Harar and some neighboring rural districts and it serves 
people numbering under a couple of hundred thousand. The same applies to the 
chartered city of Dire Dawa. Such imbalances create differences in the level of 
benefits enjoyed by individual citizens from the federal arrangement. This is not, 
however, a problem endemic to the Ethiopian federal arrangement. Imbalances 
in areal size, economic power, and population number are common in other fed­
erations including the so called mature federations such as the United States. But 
in the Ethiopian case, there is a possibility that current imbalances can somehow 
be minimized . 

Assefa (2005) recommends that such large member states as Oromia, Am­
hara, and Somali can be divided into three to four smaller member states, which 
is very practical considering the following conditions. To an overvthclming ex­
tent, the Ethiopian ' nations, nationalities, and peoples ' are content in that the 
current federal arrangement adopts multi-nationalism as a key organizing factor 
of the federation. The benefits one gets from such a system are mainly self-rule, 
use and promotion of one's language, promotion of one's culture, preservation 
and promotion of one's history, building of a sense of oneness as a nation within 
a bigger nation because of shared values etc. It follows that dividing some of 
the bigger member states of the federation does not affect any of such benefits. 
Instead, it creates more accessible governance system. It reduces the level of dif­
ferences in the enjoyment of the benefits from the federal arrangement 
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and allows other factors such as administrative convenience. 
Such redesign should also contribute to rethinking the possibility of com­

bining smaller member states with others. From the perspective of equality, the 
chartered city of Dire Dawa can be reconstituted as a special Dire Dawa zone 
administered by the federal government. This reduces discrimination and im­
balances in the federation. Almost all cities in the nation that are comparable 
to Dire Dawa in tenns of resident population size are zones; there is no logic 
to give Dire Dawa a higher status. The experience of SNNP is very instructive 
here. It is possible to have special zones and woredas without, of course, aITect­
ing the right of nations to self-administration but at the same time minimizing 
discrimination among individual citizens. Some may think that status, be it state, 
zone, or woreda (district), is a mere nomenclature. But that is not the case. It has 
economic, cultural, and political implications. . 

The economic implication is more important. Compared to those from 
the bigger states, individuals from Dire Dawa have a highest possibility or en­
joying and holding high offices. While thls looks good in terms of autonomy and 
independence, in the eyes of public interest and in practice, it may be wasteful. 
Adapting Dire Dawa from an administrative level comparable with a regional 
state to a special zone could save resources, which may be channeled iDto more 
profitable investments in such areas as education, health, and other infrastruc­
tural development which will benefit citizens living in the city. 

If the member states of the federation are redesigned, it will definitely 
have an impact on some of the structures of the federal government particularly 
on the HoF. As mentioned earlier, a single SNNP state can halt a decision of the 
whole federation due to relatively large representation in the House. As things 
stand, each 'nation, nationality, and people ' is represented by at least one person 
and an additional one representative for each one million people (Article 61 ). 
This type of arrangement has its own advantages as it considers both national 
identity and population and is less discriminatory. However, a new mechanism 
could be introduced so that the HoF is not dominated by a single state. One pos­
sibility is to put a maximum limit for the number of representatives from a single 
state and the experience from Brazil may be instructive here (see Watts, 2008). 

Another conundrum of the Ethiopian Constitution is the provision oftenn 
limit for the symbolic office of the presidency and the absence of it for the in­
comparably powerful office of the prime minister. While it is important to set 
term limits to the office of the presidency, it is also crucial, if the federal compact 
is to be successful, that there should be term limits for the office of the prime 
minister and some of its powers should be shared with the office of the president 
and other govcrrunent officcs. 
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Concluding Remarks 
The forgoing ~iscussi~n indicate~ that the current Ethiopian federal compact is 
deepJ~ root~~ 10 the history of the Ethiopian state. It was not simply a matter of 
mere ImpoSItion by powerful national liberation fronts that attempted (0 address 
the histori~ ' national question.' Such federal arrangement has prevented large 
scale conflIct. The Ethiopian centralizing forces have also long historical roots 
culminating in the creation of a unitary state despite the claim by writers such 
as Assefa (2005) that the Ethiopian state exercised de facto federation particu­
larly during the reign of emperor Yohannes IV. But the difference between the 
two pol itical protagonists was the level of popular support they commanded. 
Whatever the case may be, centralizing and assimilationist forces are getting 
more marginalized as time goes on and the historical battle seems to be won by 
pro-multinational-Ethiopia forces, boosting the resilience capacity oCthe current 
federal politkai system. 

Generally, Ethiopia's federal arrangement has contributed to a relative 
peace in the nation. Ethiopia has registered remarkable changes in the areas of 
socio-economic development as well since it introduced the new political system 
as noted by international financial institutions. The factors fo r such development 
are many and beyond this paper. But clearly, the federal compact and politi­
cal stability are important determinants. There are, however, serious challenges 
in the federal arrangement which need to be addressed. Some of these require 
genuine reforms in order to make the Constitution consonant to practical imple­
mentation. Other issues such as inculcating a democratic culture require changes 
at the individual and societa1level; still other challenges such as fierce competi· 
tion over resources call for creatively increasing such resources and equitably 
distributing them among competing units. 

While some may conjecture Ethiopian federalism may, given its chal­
lenges, not smvive once a different party comes to powcr, the survival of the sys­
tem is not dependent on its challenges but on the demerits of the other possible 
alternat ivcs such as returning to centralizing unitary power structure and po liti­
cal actors with regressive nostalgia of the nation led by an assimilationist elite 
as well. Thus, the Ethiopian federal ~ompact has a high probability of survival 
regardless of who controls state power albeit with important reforms. 
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