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INTRODUCTION

In the first half of 1974 the Ethiopian urban
centres were engulfed by a spontaneous uprising. 1In,
September, this led to the overthrow of the absolutist
monarchy and the seizure of power by a collective body of
junior officers, NCO’s and privates called the Derg. In
1975 and 1976, the new regime adopted a series of socio-
economic and political reforms and implemented them
vigorously. However, the question of who was to have
power proved difficult to resolve; rather, it became a
source of conflict within and outside the Derg.
Consequently, the Derg underwent an internal
transformation which led to the emergence of an autocracy
in February 1977. 1In 1984, the new regime had emerged as
a party state after having mobilized, organized and armed
the urban and rural populations, liquidated all other
political organizations which aspired to monopolize or
have a share in power and established a Leninist vanguard
party. These were the main component parts of the
transformation which took place between 1974 and 1984 and
it is with therm that the present research is primarily
concerned.

Three trends are reflected in the literature
published by the Ethiopian political organizations on the
components of the transformations. The first of these is
that part written by partisans of some of the political
organizations who, because of their ideological
persuasions, were opposed to the "socialist" orientation
of the transformations. Examples are the papers of the
rightwing pan-Ethiopian and regional political
organizations. This literature is aimed not at an
explanation of the transformations that have taken place
but at mobilizing public opinion against the new regime.
Further, it mainly dwells, for obvious reasons, on one of
the component parts of the transformations, namely, the
new regime and its "atrocities" and condemns it as
"Fascist". Despite that, a brief discussion of EDU’s



programme and papers has been included in Chapter 5
because, it is believed, doing so will throw light on the
course of the struggle between the various organized
groups.1

A second body of literature which concurs with the
first was produced by partisans of EPRP and the radical
regionalist organizations. The central thesis of the
rhetoric of these allegedly Marxist-Leninist
organizations is that the new regime is not socialist
because it has not pursued Marxist-Leninist policies;
rather, it is "fascist" or "neo-colonialist". This
literature is also motivated by the determination to
discredit the new regime rather than give an objective
account or evaluation of the transformations.

A third body of literature is that which is also
supposedly Marxist-Leninist but which takes the opposite
position from the above two. This consists of the public
pronouncements, newspapers, articles and papers of the
new regime and the political organizations like AESM
which were working in collaboration with it until they
split with each other between 1977-1979. This part of the
literature is extremely sweeping in its condemnation of
the o0ld order and full of praise for the new order. It
aims at raliying public support behind the "revolutionary
transformations". As reflected in the debate between EPRP
and AESM, the central issue between the two bodies of
Marxist-Leninist literature was whether the
transformations were socialist or not.?2

It can be said that the literature produced by
individuals falls within one or other of these three
trends. Again, the bulk of this is interested in
influencing the direction of the change rather than
explaining it. Examples of works that come under the
anti-socialist body of literature are the so-called
"instant histories". There were a number of thin books

such as that by B. Thomson?

which were published within
the first several years of the outbreak of the revolt.

Those focussed on the excesses of the new regime and



condemned everything that had anything to do with the
change as an aberration. An example of the exposition of
the second type of literature is that of Michael Warr who
argues that the Ethiopian revolution is "betrayed" by the
military regime which is "bonapartist" bent on
consummating not a socialist but a state capitalist
revolution.4 A glaring example of a book that comes
under the third type of literature is that written by a
Central Committee member of the Cuban Communist Party
(Valdes Vivo) who was most unsparing in his condemnations
of the old-state and in his eulogy for the
transformations and for Mengistu in person. For him, the
changes that had taken place in Ethiopia amounted to a
true "socialist" revolution.>

There are a different class of authors whose books
on the Ethiopian revolution are worthy of the reader’s
attention since they are objective and informative.
However, these works suffer from one shortcoming: they
lack firm grounding in general theoretical works. Two
representative authors in this area are Rene. Lefort® and
Marina and David Ottaway.7

By contrast, there are authors who have produced
books which rank as proper exercises within the
discipline of the sociology of revolution. They are
interested more in the project of explaining the causes
and outcomes of the Ethiopian revolution rather than in
reflecting their prejudices or in influencing the course
of the transformations. Moreover, they cite works on
general theories of revolutions in order to validate
their findings. 1In this regard, three authors, who
represent three trends within the general debate on the
Ethiopian revolution, stand out as being most relevant.

The first is Christopher Clapham who acknowledges
that transformations have taken place in Ethiopia to
warrant the conclusion that a revolution has occurred
but, sharing the scepticism of deTocqueville, argues that
there is very little that revolutions can change from the
past.8 The second is John Markakis whose views are,
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perhaps, coloured by his sympathy for one of the leftist
groups of Ethiopia. Nevertheless, following Marxist
methodology, he argues coherently that, despite the
transformations, what is achieved in Ethiopia is neither
a middle class revolution since there was no indigenous
middle-class to talk of nor a socialist revolution since
the army has usurped the power from the true
revolutionaries and imposed its rule without any form of
legitimacy. He describes the new political order as
"garrison socialism", not different from some of the
other military dictatorships in Africa.® The third are
Fred Halliday and Maxine Molyneux who, following
especially Trimberger’s concept of "revolution from
above", accept that a radical social revolution has been
achieved in Ethiopia but that the possibility of a
reversal will continue to persist until a real
distribution of social and political power takes place.10
In Chapter 9, an attempt is made to react to these and to
some of the more general theoretical works on
revolutions; suffice it here to indicate some of the
similarities and differences in approach between them and
the present study.

One of the attractions of socialism to the Ethiopian
left starting from the 1960’s was their conviction that
once it was adopted as the official ideology, it would
put an end to local nationalism and give birth to a new
and united Ethiopia. It was argued that some regions
sought to break away from the country because their
inhabitants were opposed to the exploitative nature of
the regime and that, once a socialist order was in place,
the need for the struggle to secede would cease to exist.
In the course of the revolution, however, instead of
being a solution to the problems of local nationalism,
the understanding of the correct path to socialism itself
became a source of conflict and bloodshed among the
contending leftist political organizations.

Further, the great bulk of the literature produced
at home and abroad was dominated by the question of
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whether the revolution was socialist or not. The issue
is an article of faith to those who have already taken a
position on it and, in any case, the question is
unsettled among veterans of the Communist movement such
as those of the Soviet Union. Consequently, an attempt
is made here to document the arguments on both sides and
to comment on the applicability or otherwise of the
Marxist methodology on certain questions in the hope that
this will throw light on the ideology of the new
regime.11 Beyond that, however, the present study,
unlike that of Markakis, refuses to become embroiled in
the debate, or to attempt to resolve the issue, because
it is believed that it does not have much explanatory
value.

Instead, an effort is made to give an objective
account of the revolutionary transformations that have
taken place in Ethiopia between 1974 and 1984. However,
objectivity is not absolute. There are grey areas which
are genuinely difficult to classify as coming within the
orbit of the subjective or of the objective. Moreover,
there is the question of the diversity of experiences and
interests which can always colour one’s judgement. One
problem area in this regard is the role of individuals or
rulers like Haile Sellassie or Mengistu in revolutionary
transformations. These are often deliberately distorted
or unwittingly exaggerated or undermined. The world of
pure objectivity must remain an ideal which we all aspire
to attain; in the meantime, one can only hope to do the
best one can.

Moreover, the present study seeks to render a
comprehensive account of the component parts of the
revolutionary transformations. Chapter 1 introduces the
complex and relevant factors that became important in the
causes and outcomes of the revolution. Thus introduced
are: the international dynamic, the emergence of Ethiopia
as a sovereign state, the old-state and the
contradictions within it, and the social structures that
were relevant to the course of the revolution. The
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following parts and chapters take up individual themes
and attempt to give an "objective" account of how they
developed. Part one describes the collapse of the old-
state; part two critically examines the early socio-
economic and political transformations that determined
the direction of the revolution; and, part three
discusses the process of consolidation of power by the
new regime. Chapter 9 summarizes the whole work and also
examines the transformations from the perspectives of the
existing literature on the Ethiopian revolution and the
general theory on revolutions.

The present study also tries to give a narrative of
the component parts of the transformations in a
chronological order as far as possible. It is hoped that
this will explain, better than existing works have done,
the sequence of events and the important conjunctures in
the course of the revolution. Though this has been the
dominant approach (an approach which may be called "the
historical method"), it has not been employed to the
detriment of the comparative or thematic approaches as
these have also been used where relevant. For example,
the 1974 revolution has been compared with and contrasted
to the abortive coup of 1960 and to other revolutions and
the mobilization of the Ethiopian peasantry compared with
and contrasted to that of other countries.? Also,
themes like agrarian, political and organizational
reforms have been developed in different chapters.

Further, the thesis relies heavily on primary
sources written mostly in the national official language
(Amharic). This includes official pronouncements, laws
and newspapers of the new regimes as well as
constitutions, programmes and publications of the various
political organizations. It is hoped that this will
enable the present study to capture the mood of the
revolution more than previous works have done.

In addition, an attempt is made to view the
transformations from the perspective of general theories
on revolutions. Not one but several theories have been
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used because it was felt that one theory was more suited
to explaining a given component of the revolutionary
transformation than another. Thus, Skocpol’s notion of
the convergence of a complex set of structures appears to
offer better insight into the causes of revolutions than
13 on the other hand, Charles Tilly’s idea
of multiple sovereignty has been found appropriate to

other works.

explain the emergence and outcome of the conflict between
the various political organizations including the new

regime.l4

Finally, Barrington Moore’s acceptance, not of
class exploitation, but of culture as an explanation for
the actions of a social group has been found appropriate
in explaining why the army led by junior officers, as
opposed to the military-Civilian upper class or the
intermediate elite, felt they could take power in
Ethiopia and run the state and acted to do so.13

An attempt is also made to examine, in light of
general theory, the sum of the component parts of the
transformation as a whole. The method employed to do
this is to go beyond explaining or documenting the
transformations achieved and to evaluate them. In other
words, it will be argued that change for the sake of
change is not adequate to justify pegging the name
"revolution" to an episode especially when the
transformation achieved is found, by some acceptable
standard, to be static or retrogressive. From the
perspective of general theory, the question of whether
evaluation is an appropriate scientific inquiry may be a
contentious issue. Nevertheless, it is believed that
general theories on revolutions are hardly ever
cumulative but rather "islands of theories" co-existing
with each other. Consequently, a humble work such as
this cannot aim at reconciling the various theories and
evolve an appropriate overarching theory to explain or
evaluate the Ethiopian revolution. Under the
circumstances, the best that can be done is find the most
illuminating theory and applying it to the Ethiopian
episode.
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on the whole, the tendency of the existing
literature is to accept that a revolution has been
achieved so long as a degree of transformation has taken
place. Clapham in fact goes further and warns against
adopting a criterion other than transformation in
deciding whether a revolution has taken place or not.16
As already noted, Markakis, on the other hand, makes the
attainment of "true socialism" a requisite for
revolutions.17 Halliday and Molyneux appear to suggest
that an effective and permanent distribution of social
and political power is a requisite for an irreversible
socialist revolutionary transformation.1® To Skocpol,
transformations in social and political structures are
sufficient to warrant the dubbing of an episode a
"revolution".1?

To Marx, on the other hand, revolutions are
necessarily progressive; they bring about qualitative
changes in the mode of production. For reasons that will

be explained in Chapter 9,20

the present research finds
this Marxist conception of the revolution illuminating.
Thus, each of the chapters below will be critical in
examining the reforms from the point of view of the
benefits they have or are likely to achieve for the
people. Criteria like organizations to the people have
been woven into the relevant chapters as standards for
the evaluation fo whether the new order is any better
than the past. However, like the works of Marx, the
present study places much more emphasis on the economic
criterion (on the question of whether the new order is
more dynamic in terms of productivity) since the other
criteria normally break down during revolutionary
upheavals. The economic reforms are discussed especially
in chapters 4 and 9.21 Arguably, despite the reality of
radical transformations, the adoption of such criteria
used to evaluate them casts doubt on whether it is
appropriate 4o Aallc Wghly Oy Sucid o puvoluchon o wheAhe
[0\ V"O/O\\A‘\"ovv [v\a\g WA «(:q(/(' ‘pe,e/‘,-\ G\C/(f\l&\/LPJ q‘(’" q((.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE EMERGENCE OF THE STRUCTURAL CRISIS

(A) THE EMERGENCE OF ETHIOPIA AS A SOVEREIGN STATE

The region now called Ethiopia has been the home of
diverse linguistic groups since time immemorial. These
were the Semitic languages of the northern and central
highlands, notably Amharic and Tigrean, the Cushitic
languages of the lowlands and of the south-western,
central and south-eastern highlands, notably Oromo, Afar
and Somali; the Sidama languages of the central and
southern highlands; and, the Nilotic languages of the
periphery areas along the Sudanese frontier. It has been
the orthodoxy among "Ethiopianists" to assert that,
whereas the other groups have lived in the region since
time immemorial, the Semitic languages and people were a
result of intermarriages and cultural exchanges between
the Cushitic peoples of northern Ethiopia, and settlers
from the Arabian Peninsula which took place only in the
first millenium B.C. . However, the idea is not without
challenge; Grover Hudson for one has argued that all the
Afro-Asiatic languages have in fact originated from the
Ethiopian regionl. If correct, this would render
Ethiopia the source of the Semitic, Cushitic and Sidama
languages and their counterparts in the present
neighbouring countries of Africa and the Middle East as
well as many other languages in north, central and West
Africa, like the Berber and Chadic languages. clearly the
origin of the Ethiopian linguistic groups is still a
matter of conjecture.

The Ethiopian region was also an early home for the
great monotheistic religions of the Middle East. Though
Judaism was perhaps the first to be introduced into the
region (probably before Christ), it was Christianity
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(fourth century AD) and Islam (seventh century AD) which
were superimposed on the linguistically diverse, Judaic
and animist populations of the region and became the
major contending ideologies from that time to the
present.

In addition, the Ethiopian region has been the home
of diverse political institutions for at least the last
2000 years. During that period, the major protagonist
has been the Christian kingdom which had to change its
seat several times in the northern and central highlands.
The first of these was the classical Kingdom of Axum
(first millenium AD) which had as its heart-land the
present regions of the Tigrean and Eritrean plateau and
the adjoining coastal area of the Red Sea. The kingdom
was notable for its architecture, having a written
culture and maintaining a flourishing trade not only with
the interior but also the Middle East and Far East. At
the height of its glory as of the middle of the
millenium, it was in control of a large area extending
into the Arabian Peninsula across the Red Sea, the
present day Sudan, and also dominated most of the trading
posts on the southern coast of the Red Sea as far as
present day Somalia. Axum’s rise to a land and sea power
earned it the designation "empire". However, the rise
and expansion of Islam in the 7th century AD, and the
waves of migrations of the Beja’s from the north, cut the
empire’s relations with the other centres of the
classical civilizations and, by the end of the millenium,
put an end to Axum altogetherz.

In the 12th and 13th centuries, the medieval
kingdoms of Ethiopia emerged in the Agaw (Cushitic) and
Amhara regions of the central highlands with the
religious ideology and script of Axum3. In addition to
making an impressive array of conquests in all directions
including the present Eritrean region in the North, they '
built monasteries and produced literature, music and art.
The political career of the more important of the
kingdoms which was ruled by the so called Solomanic
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dynasty and which had emerged among the Amhara in the
13th century, was marked by having to change its seat
constantly in order to tame independent - minded regional
governors and to ward off increasingly important Islamic
encroachments from the strings of emirates that had come
to exist in the eastern highland and lowland areas during
the 12th century4.

The decline of this kingdom came in the 16th century
as a result.of invasions by one of these emirates (Harar)
and by waves of Oromo migrations from the south. Harar,
led by Gragn who was probably a Somali, overran the
length and breadth of the central and northern highlands
from 1529 to 1543. If, in this enterprise, Harar was
backed by the Ottoman Empire, which was by then beginning
to make its influence in the region felt, the Christian
kingdom was rescued from total annihilation by Portuguese
musketeers made available courtesy of their government.
Despite the failure of the conquest, it appears to have
resulted in the further penetration of Islam among the
highland populations. Harar’s defeat was followed by 50
years of waves of migrations by the animist Oromo into
the eastern, western, central and northern highlands.
Subsequently, the Oromo settled in the territories which
they conquered and adopted either Christianity or Islam
dependiﬁg on the religion of the people among whom they
settled®.

The greatly weakened Christian kingdom established
its capital in the north-western part of the highlands
(Gondar) in the second half of the 16th century:
nevertheless, quite apart from the fact that it had not
recovered from the previous invasions, it was further
debilitated by religious disputes provoked by the
intervention of Jesuit missionaries, by the centrifugal
tendencies among the regional nobles, and by the
restiveness of the royal garrisons. With the religious
disputes out of the way, with an understanding struck
between the nobility and the monarchy, and with the
influence of the Ottoman empire having declined in the
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region because of revolts against it in the Arabian
Peninsula, the Christian kingdom was able to flourish
once again at Gondar between the 1640’s and the 1770’s.
From then to the 1850’s, however, it disintegrated into
feudal anarchy often referred to as "the era of the
princes".6

These political actors can be described as an empire
(Axum), a city-state (Harar), a kingdom (Janjero among
the Sidama’s), and as a clan (the Somali’s). In other
words, none of them were sovereign states with a claim to
independence, equality, and territorial integrity, nor
were they committed to non-interference in each others
internal affairs, and the settlement of disputes
peacefully. Rather, they felt free to trample on and
pillage each others rights and properties, subdue one
another and exact tribute. Similarly, the whole of the
region that we now call "Ethiopia", composed as it was of
all these political actors, did not enjoy the attributes
of a sovereign state in its dealings with powers like the
Greek or Ottoman empires. 1Its relations with such powers
were governed by the same rules that prevailed among the
actors within the Ethiopian region.

The process of Ethiopia’s emergence as a sovereign
state can be said to have been initiated and completed by
its well known kings: Tewodros of Gondar (1855-1868),
Yohannis of Tigre (1869-1889) and Menelik of the central
province of Shoa (1889-1913). Calling himself king of
"Ethiopia" like his predecessors and imbued with
Ethiopian nationalism, Tewodros conducted a series of
campaigns and managed to bring most of the northern
highlands under his control, thus putting an end to the
era of princes. Yohannis not only consolidated
Tewodros’s fragile reunification of the north but also
extended his rule to the Red Sea coast by bringing under
his control the naibs of the port towns of Massawa and
Arkiko who, since the 16th century, had been switching
their allegiances between the Ethiopian kings and the
rulers of the Ottoman and Egyptian empires7. Thus ,
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Egypt, which in the 19th century had replaced the Ottoman
Empire as the regional power, was expelled from the area
as recognized by the tripartite agreement of 1884
concluded between Yehannis, Egypt and Britain. While
acknowledging the suzerainty of Yohannis, Menelik was in
the meantime expanding to the south-west, south and
south-east and in so doing bringing under his control
territories like the Ogaden which had never been under
the jurisdiction of the kingdoms of the north. When
Yohannis died fighting the Dervishes on the present
Ethio-Sudanese frontier in 1889, Menelik inherited his
throne and became the uncontested ruler of the whole of
present-day Ethiopia.

As the internal consolidation was underway, the
regional Islamic expansionists were replaced by the
European imperial powers. 1In fact, Menelik’s southward
thrust was in part instigated by his competing in the
carving up of the Horn of Africa with European powers; he
is reputed to have stated that he was not going to be an
independent spectator to the division of the region among
the Europeans. However, it soon transpired that European
designs were not limited to competing with him over
territories which were outside his jurisdiction but
extended to the annexation of the whole of Ethiopia as
built by Tewodros, Yohannis and himself. Thus, Italy
which had a coaling post at Asab and which had been
fighting with the forces of Yohannis in order to expand
into the interior, took advantage of the confusion that
ensued upon Yohannis’ death and in 1890 carved out the
whole of the coastal area and the tip of the northern
highlands, christened it "Eritrea", and brought it under
its control. Then, in 1896, Italy declared an all-out
war on Ethiopia but was heavily defeated at the hands of
Menelik at Adwa (-Tigre), not far from what became the
Ethio-Eritrean boundary. Why Menelik did not then pursue
the Italians, drive them out of Eritrea and claim what
was his by right (by the fact that he was a successor of
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Yohannis) has since been a matter of intense speculation
among Ethiopians.

Menelik’s diplomatic genius (his ability to play one
state against another) is often cited as a major reason
for his strong stature in the eyes of the European
powers. More important in this regard, was, perhaps, his
Adwa victory; that event seems to have enhanced the
standing of Menelik and his country in the international
arena, frustrated the ambition of the European powers to
colonize Ethiopia, and forced them to conclude boundary
treaties with him. Thus, Ethiopia and France concluded a
treaty concerning the Ethio-Djibouti boundary in 1897;
Ethiopia and Britain concerning the Ethio-Sudanese
boundary in 1902, the Ethio-Kenyan boundary in 1907, and
Ethio-British Somaliland in 1908; and Ethiopia and Italy
concerning the Ethio-Eritrean boundary in 1908. Though a
similar treaty was concluded between Ethiopia and Italy
concerning the Ethio-Italian Somaliland boundary in 1908,
the instruments by which they were executed (oral
agreements and exchanges of correspondence) have since
proved illusory.

The recognition of her boundaries by the European
states coupled with the fact that she had a government
and a people effectively made Ethiopia a sovereign state.
This was further enhanced by the recognition of her
sovereignty over all her territories except Eritrea by a
tripartite treaty of 1906 concluded between Britain,
France and Italy and by her membership of the League of
Nations in 1922. The emergence of Ethiopia as a
sovereign state at the turn of the century was remarkably
early; at the time, only the Latin American states, Japan
and China had joined the European state system; a few
other countries like Saudi Arabia and Yemen which were
allowed to keep their independence, were, not unlike
Ethiopia, targets of colonial ambitions of European
powers.

Like the present third world countries and, perhaps,
like non-nuclear states, the sovereignty of Ethiopia was
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true only in the juridical sense of the term. 1In other
words, Ethiopia lacked the resources with which she could
assert such formal attributes of a state as equality,
independence and territorial integrity against the
European powers which continued to pose a threat against
her until 1944. Thus, though there were earlier attempts
at dividing her into British, French and Italian spheres
of influence, the real threat to her independence came in
1936. Resentful of her humiliation at Adwa, fascist
Italy launched its offensive against Ethiopia from its
African possessions of Eritrea and Italian Somaliland;
this time, Italy had the advantage of modern weapons like
planes and poison gas with the help of which she tore
into the Ethiopian forces and occupied the country.
Land-locked and starved of European weapons by a French
blockade of Djibouti, Ethiopia’s patriots resorted to
guerrilla resistance while Haile Selassie went to Europe
in self-imposed exile and, from that vantage point,
launched a diplomatic offensive against Italy.

With the outbreak of World War II in the European
theatre and with Mussolini’s joining the Axis , Italy was
confronted by the Allied powers both at home and in her
colonial possessions. In 1941 Britain, at the head of
the Allied Forces, liberated Ethiopia and reinstated
Haile Selassie. Britain followed this by imposing a
number of restrictions on the Ethiopian government which
amounted to reducing the country to the status of a
British de facto protectorate. This gave rise to the
fear in Addis Ababa that Britain intended to treat
Ethiopia as an enemy-occupied territory, which would not
have been altogether inconsistent with her recognition of
Italy’s occupation of Ethiopia by an Anglo-Italian treaty
of 1938. As it happened, Britain did not pursue the
restrictions she imposed on Ethiopia with much vigour;
after some diplomatic wrangling and a degree of US
pressure, the restrictions began to be relaxed as of
19428
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