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INTRODUCTION

Civil Society Activism under
Authoritarian Rule:
From Co-optation to Contestation

Camille Louise Pellerin

In 2014-15, the Ethiopian government, together with many aca-
demics and national and international observers, was surprised by
the outbreak of large-scale anti-government protests. With a few
exceptions during the early 19gos and during the 2000 and 2005
elections, the absence of large-scale public contestation of the Ethi-
opian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), the ruling
coalition from 1991 to 2019, has often been taken as a sign of the
EPRDF’s ability to suppress civil society in Ethiopia. Notwithstand-
ing the few exceptions of critical scholarship on civil society (see,
for example, Data 2006; Yitayew 2010; Bahru and Siegfried 2002),
the dominant narrative about the EPRDF governance was that it was
a top-down state, using authoritarian methods to ensure the popu-
lace abided by its visions and directives. The government promoted
this image, describing its role in paternalistic ways, such as being the
protector and guardian of the people. This volume aims to provide
a space to unpack, contest, and reframe the ‘silence’ that led many
to believe such a narrative was the full story; this edited collection of
writings seeks to rebalance this dominant narrative by presenting di-
verse examples of how citizens and civil society have (re)shaped the
country over the last three decades.

Drawing on in-depth case studies of civil society activism during the
EPRDF era between 1991 and 2019, this book challenges some of the
common assumptions about civil society in Ethiopia, and more gen-
erally in non-democratic settings. For the benefit of scholars of the
subject, this collection brings together work on issues that have previ-
ously only been analysed in disconnected ways. The overall aim of this
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book is to contribute much needed knowledge on civil society—state
relations under authoritarian rule, and to capture the varying shades
of civic activism. Given that much attention in existing scholarship
has been paid to the state, this book focuses on civil society, which al-
lows for a balancing of the dominant narrative when read alongside
the existing literature. As well as contributing important knowledge
on the Ethiopian case, this book also speaks to a wider debate within
the social sciences on civil society—state relations under authoritar-
ian rule and the ways in which this topic has been researched. While
constituting a large canon of work, the research on civil society—state
relations under authoritarian rule rarely takes into account the com-
plexity and variations in these relations and interactions (Spires 2011).

Much of the existing research focuses on the relative absence
and exceptionality of civil society activism under authoritarian rule,
and studies have often assumed that an independent civil society
does not exist in non-democratic settings (Diamond 1994; Fukuy-
ama 2001; Gellner 1994; Salamon and Anheier 1998). Anchored in
Tocquevillian approaches to civil society (de Tocqueville 2012a,b),
research has presumed that, particularly in non-democratic settings,
civil society organisations (csos) would act as checks and balances
on state power and resist repressive regimes (Fung 2003, 516). By
default, the lack of public mobilisation by civil society against au-
thoritarian regimes has often been taken as evidence of the absence
of resistance. However, normative assumptions about the link be-
tween civil society and democracy have been challenged by the
increasing coexistence of authoritarian regimes and non-profit and,
formally, non-governmental organisations. The number of csos in
authoritarian settings has grown over time, and there are now only
a few twenty-first century authoritarian regimes that prohibit almost
all forms of csos from operating (Cavatorta 2013).

A number of studies of civil society activism in authoritarian settings
in Asia (Hildebrandt 2013; Teets 2014; Lewis 2011; Read and Pekkanen
2009), the Middle East (Aarts and Cavatorta 201g; Clark 2013; Ka-
wakibi 2014), and North Africa (Chomiak and Entelis 2013; Liverani
2008) have been undertaken to explore the coexistence of contem-
porary authoritarian regimes with csos, and to reflect on why the
presence of ¢sos has not led more systematically to democratisation.
In sub-Saharan Africa this has been studied to a lesser extent (Helliker
2012; LeVan 2011). Studies such as those above have questioned the
‘civil society character’ of many csos operating under authoritarian
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rule. Contradicting the Tocquevillian idea that civil society operates
independently of the state, and that it promotes democracy, studies
have found that non-democratic structures and discourses are often
reproduced within csos, reflecting the larger political structures and
tradition within society itself (Khatib 2015; LeVan 2011). Moreover, in
several instances, csOs and state actors have also been found to estab-
lish mutually beneficial forms of interactions, based on an overlap of
agendas (Hildebrandt 2013). Complying with political power struc-
tures and accepted forms of expressing demands, many csos have
specialised in service provision, filling gaps where the state does not
reach. States, in turn, tolerate, if not support, such activities, as they
decrease the likelihood of grievances among the population that
could possibly lead to protests and threaten regime stability (Haddad
2019; Hsu 2010; Kawakibi 2013). Finally, some studies have found that
civil society does not necessarily promote democracy but instead can
advance anti-democratic agendas and threaten rather than advance
and/or consolidate democracy. Democratic civil society has not al-
ways developed in tandem with lasting democracies (Bermeo and
Nord 2000; Bermeo 2000; Jamal 2009). Moreover, some ¢sos ad-
vance particularistic agendas and threaten democratic ideals, such as
equal rights for all, religious freedom, and freedom of speech (Jamal
2000; Varshney 2001).

Much research on civil society—state relations under authoritar-
ian rule has focused on explaining why csos have not consistently
promoted democratisation. Often, such studies have analysed how
states exercised control over civil society activism, finding that csos
fit their work within state-sanctioned parameters (Kawakibi 2014;
Khatib 2013; Teets 2014). Frequently, instead of exploring the dif-
ferent relationships that exist between state and csos, studies have
focused on those that explain the regime’s durability. Although re-
search has acknowledged csos strategic negotiations to gain more
space for action, scholars have emphasised the strong power im-
balance in favour of the state, which has been found to severely
constrain the ability of csos to push an agenda independent from
the state (Durac 2014; Hildebrandt 201g; Rivetti 2013). While well
suited to explain control and co-optation of ¢sos, such state-centric
approaches have failed to adequately reflect that states are never
completely autonomous from civil society, and that control is never
complete. Moreover, regarding the states’ ability to prevent civil so-
ciety from promoting democracy, only marginal attention has been
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paid to the fact that civil society does not always advance democratic
agendas and can in fact be or become an obstacle to democratic
transition and/or consolidation (Jamal 2009; Bermeo 2000).

Ethnographic studies of civil society—state relations in non-
democratic settings, on the other hand, have provided a more
nuanced analysis than many state-centric approaches. For exam-
ple, there is a stream of research that has identified the expression
of agency and power in less overtly political forms, often drawing
on Scott’s (1985) notion of the ‘weapons of the weak’ as forms of
everyday resistance. Such research has shown that neither the state
nor civil society is a homogenous entity and has highlighted the
linkages between actors operating in both spheres (Harriss 2006,
455—6). Existing connections between actors in both spheres have
meant that some state organisations are more susceptible to influ-
ence from specific csos than others, and vice versa (Fu 2017a, 446;
Koppelman 2017, 52-3). Further, ethnographic studies have cap-
tured existing differences within (Fu 2017a, 453—4) and between
different administrative levels with respect to the degree of re-
pression that state offices have exercised on csos (Ferguson and
Gupta 2002, 988-g0). Moreover, while ethnographic research has
demonstrated that ¢sos in authoritarian contexts rarely engage in
large-scale open contestation, such studies have simultaneously re-
vealed the bargaining and conflict between civil society and state
actors, which took place behind closed doors rather than in pub-
lic spaces (Lee and Zhang 2013, 1487—9; Gready 2010, 644-6). As
it is impossible for any state, authoritarian or not, to supervise all
csos all of the time, and to ensure perfect coordination of con-
trol between and within different administrative levels, csos have
managed to carve out spaces for their operations (Fu 2017a, 453~
5). Taken together, insights from ethnographies have shown that,
despite high degrees of state control over civil society in author-
itarian settings, to understand the politics of domination and
resistance between civil society and state organisations it is impor-
tant to go beyond the absence of public protests (Ito 2011, 426).
While authoritarian regimes often meet public contestation with
repression, on an every-day basis contestation and control take
more diverse forms (Fu 2017b; Howell and Pringle 2019). Different
types of interactions between civil society and state actors reflect
the expansion and contraction of civic space and shape the ability
of civil society to push an independent agenda.
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CIVIL SOCIETY ACTIVISM UNDER THE
EPRDF REGIME IN ETHIOPIA

Ethiopia has a long history of traditional community-based organ-
isations (iddiv, equb, debo' to name but a few) (Pankhurst 2008;
Pankhurst and Damen 2000), but formal ¢sos only emerged from
the 1930s onwards. This relatively late development is explained by
the country’s late industrialisation process together with the absence
of an enabling legal framework for setting up associations until the
1960s (Clark 2000, 45). During Haile Selassie’s reign, csos made
a little progress, but this was reversed as a result of the military re-
gime’s 1974 overthrowing him as emperor. When the EPRDF came to
power in 1991, it adopted a constitution that guaranteed extensive
citizens’ rights (Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic
of Ethiopia Proclamation No. 1/1995), including, among others,
the Right of Assembly, Demonstration and Petition (Art. g0), the
Freedom of Association (Art. 31), and the Right of Thought, Opin-
ion and Expression (Art. 29). Consequently, the number of formal
csos, particularly non-governmental organisations (NGOs), grew,
and their activities progressively broadened from humanitarian
work to encompass economic and political development agendas
(Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2015). International support to civil soci-
ety grew globally as part of the good governance agenda, leading to
increased availability of donor funding for civil society activism (Ot-
taway and Carothers 2000; van Rooy 2013).

Despite these seemingly positive developments, the space for civic
activism formally created by the 1995 constitution stood in stark con-
trast to the ruling coalition’s ideological roots and commitments.
This explains the huge gap between the law and the reality of civil
society activism. Embracing the Leninist concept of ‘revolutionary
democracy’, the EPRDF saw itself as the vanguard, ruling on behalf of
the masses to implement the revolutionary politics necessary to pro-
mote social and economic transformation (Aregawi 2009, 19o-1).
Consequently, the EPRDF saw independent civil society as a threat to
its rule and mode of governance and instead focused on co-opting
csos. The EPRDF used csos to tie citizens closer to the ruling co-
alition and to implement its political and economic development
plans. However, the ruling coalition was unable to uniformly im-
pose its domination on all of civil society, and its lack of capacity to
enforce restrictions meant that there existed some space for civil
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society. These spaces varied by sector and type of organisation, as
well as by the strategies adopted by the csos to define and imple-
ment their goals (Pellerin 2019a,b; Gebre 2016). Instead of being
intentionally created, the existing spaces for csos emerged from the
inability of the EPRDF to control civic activism in its entirety and its
focus on organisations and activities perceived as particular threats
to the regime. Before coming into power, members of the EPRDF
had already opposed the idea of independent civil society. Dur-
ing its struggle against the Derg, the Tigrayan People’s Liberation
Front (TPLF), for example, used mass associations, csOs organised
by common markers (women, youth, etc.), to mobilise the popula-
tion behind the rebels (Vaughan 2011, 625).

While c¢sos quickly grew in numbers after the EPRDF came into
power, research revealed that, with some exceptions, most organisa-
tions operated within government-sanctioned parameters. Focusing
on economic and social development and avoiding contentious is-
sues, many csos provided services to citizens where the government
could not reach, effectively substituting for its failures. Instead of pur-
suing independent agendas, csos fit their work within the EPRDF’s
development plans. Fearing the potential of an independent civil
society, the EPRDF did its best to prevent civic activism from flourish-
ing (Dessalegn 2002, 108—g; Kassahun 2002, 125-6). However, as well
as the rapid increase in the number of development NGOs in Ethio-
pia, the 199os saw the rise of a small number of human rights NGOs
that gained considerable capacity to lobby and promote democratisa-
tion (CRDA 2006, 6—7). In several instances, their increasing activism
led the Ministry of Justice to deny or cancel their licences (Brechen-
macher 2017, 67), and the relationship between the EPRDF and Cso0s,
especially human rights NGos, became increasingly strained. During
the 2005 election crisis,” various ¢sos (including human rights NGOs
and professional associations representing lawyers) provided train-
ing for opposition politicians, ran voter education programmes, and
observed the elections. Further, several NGO leaders ran as political
candidates for the opposition, using NGOs as platforms for their elec-
tion campaigns (Berhanu 2007; Pellerin 2019a, 227). The conflict
between the EPRDF and csos reached a peak, and as part of the post-
2005 election allegations many activists were imprisoned, including
those NGO leaders who ran as political candidates, as well as opposi-
tion members, civil society and human rights activists and journalists
(Asnake 2011, 696; Stremlau 2011).
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In 2009, the EPRDF passed the Charities and Societies Proclama-
tion (chsp) (Proclamation No. 621/2009), which restructured the
civil society sphere profoundly. The proclamation was developed as
part of the operationalisation of the EPRDF’s self-proclaimed ‘demo-
cratic developmental state’ programme that followed the legitimacy
crisis revealed in the 2005 elections. According to Meles Zenawi,
the late prime minister, the EPRDF aimed to build legitimacy over
developmental achievements (Meles 2006) rather than over politi-
cal representation. Within the developmental state, NGOs, according
to the EPRDF, should mobilise capital for development interven-
tions (Meles 2007), whereas membership-based associations were
supposed to mobilise the population for economic and political
development (EPRDF 2008a,b). Membership-based associations,
according to the EPRDF, were said to promote both democracy (revo-
lutionary, not liberal) and development in cooperation with the state
(EPRDF 2008b). While the EPRDF officially promoted the independ-
ence of membership-based associations, similarly to practices in other
countries following Marxist-Leninist traditions (Howell 2003, 2008;
Szajkowski 1981, 618-19; Eyob 2017), EPRDF documents revealed that
these csos were tightly linked to the ruling coalition (EPRDF 2011).

Complying with the definition of civil society put forward in
the EPRDF’s development plans (MOFED 2002, 2006; MOCB 2004),
the chsp categorised and regulated csos according to both their
source of funding (foreign or local) and their organisational struc-
ture (membership-based or not) (EPRDF 2008c). ¢sos were divided
into charities — organisations that benefit the community/public
as a whole (Proclamation No. 621/2009, Art. 14) — and societies —
membership-based organisations that work for the benefit of their
members (Proclamation No. 621/2009, Art. 55). Furthermore, the
proclamation differentiated between ‘Ethiopian’ charities and so-
cieties, whose members were Ethiopian nationals and who did
not receive more than 10 per cent of funds from foreign sources;
‘Resident’ charities and societies, whose members were Ethiopian
nationals and received more than 10 per cent of funds from for-
eign sources; and ‘Foreign’ charities, whose members were foreign
nationals and who received funding from foreign sources (Procla-
mation No. 621/2009, Art. 2).

Organisations working in areas such as the advancement of hu-
man rights, the promotion of equality between different ethnic
groups, gender equality, and religious freedom were prohibited
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from receiving more than 10 per cent of their funding from foreign
sources (Proclamation No. 621/2009, Art. 14.2j—n). Consequently,
most ¢sos operating in Ethiopia shifted their work to socioeco-
nomic development issues, such as poverty alleviation, economic
and social development, education, relief work, and disaster pre-
vention (Proclamation No. 621/2009, Art. 14.2a-1) or stopped their
work entirely, with only 45 per cent of ¢sos re-registering following
this change (Sisay 2012). However, the EPRDF still feared the csos’
potential to contest its rule, and so relationships between them re-
mained strained. Many csos continued to experience problems with
their work, even where they were working on issues such as health
and education, perceived as being in the government’s interest.

To prevent them from becoming independent from the ruling
coalition, the EPRDF infiltrated many csos, sometimes through
forceful restructuring, and sometimes through the setup of
government-controlled associations (Pellerin 201gb; Burgess 2012;
Praeg 2006, chap. 8). Often leadership positions of charities and
societies were filled with individuals affiliated to the EPRDF and/or
former civil servants.3 Moreover, several organisations had acting
state and EPRDF officials on their boards and steering committees.*
The EPRDF used government-organised csos to ensure adherence
among the population to party protocols, and to provide services to
members to ensure loyalty. This was particularly true in respect of
membership-based mass associations such as women’s and youth as-
sociations, trade unions, and professional associations. Due to the
overlap between party structures and csos, often the existence of
civil society in Ethiopia was doubted by its citizens.

The assumption that civil society during the EPRDF era was uni-
formly state controlled is problematic on (atleast) three levels. Firstly,
this assumption is based primarily on the (relative) absence of pub-
licly visible civic activism not linked to or supporting the government.
However, it does not account for the informal ways in which csos
pushed their agendas with government officials, negotiated space for
action, and contested state interference (Pellerin 2019a). Secondly,
although many csos were affiliated to the government, this did not
prevent them from representing their members’ and beneficiaries’
interests. In fact, many csos used their connections to the govern-
ment to negotiate space for action. Moreover, the existence of links
between csos and the government also meant that c¢sos were able
to advocate on behalf of their members and beneficiaries without



Civil Society Activism under Authoritarian Rule 11

risking raising suspicion and provoking repression. Thirdly, while the
EPRDF established a high degree of control over formal csos, con-
trolling activism by individuals and informal organisations was more
difficult. Although the restrictive political environment, the large
number of political prisoners, and the penetration of society by the
state discouraged anti-government activism, a number of citizens con-
tinued to advocate for political change (Gagliardone and Pohjonen
2016). While activism in many cases led to imprisonment, resistance
to the EPRDF continued.

Nevertheless, as public protests and activism remained the
exception not the rule during the EPRDF era, the large-scale
anti-government protests in 2014-15 came as a shock to many. Ob-
servers, both national and international, researchers, and citizens
were even more surprised that the EPRDF did not control the pro-
tests and that it was forced, eventually, to adopt political reforms.
The protests denounced the regime’s ethnic politics, its repressive
character, and the unfair distribution of resources and wealth be-
tween regions, ethnicities, and individuals. These revealed, clearly,
that those who had interpreted the ¢sos’ (and citizens’) ‘public si-
lence’ as a sign of the regime’s stability had failed to capture the real
extent to which the EPrRDF had caused grievances.

THEORISING CIVIL SOCIETY—-STATE RELATIONS

On Civil Society and Corporatism

A universal definition for civil society does not exist. However, it has
often been understood as a sphere of social organisation distinct
but overlapping with the state, the market, and the family (Chand-
hoke 1995; Gramsci 2006). Reflecting power relations as well as the
social and cultural characteristics of the societies it rests on, civil
society is not static, and the organisations inhabiting the civil soci-
ety space differ between and within countries as well as over time
(Aronoff and Kubik 2012, chap. 8; Bermeo and Nord 2000). The or-
ganisations and actors (both formal and informal) involved in civil
society, interacting and competing with each other and the state to
pursue their interests, are studied therein.

Although the concept of civil society has a long and contested
epistemological history, the dominant paradigm in civil society the-
ory is constituted of liberal neo-Tocquevillian approaches (Adloff
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2005). Theories have assumed that civil society is ‘a necessary con-
dition for modern liberal democracy’ as it ‘serves to balance the
power of the state and to protect individuals from the state’s power’
(Fukuyama 2001, 11). The third wave of democratisation (Hunting-
ton 1991) sparked much enthusiasm about the potential of civil
society to promote democracy and so research focused on explor-
ing the presupposed causal link between civil society and democracy
(Bernhard 19g93; Salamon and Anheier 1998). However, as a result
of the increasing presence of €s0s in non-democratic regimes, re-
search has challenged the teleological reading of civil society as a
promoter of democracy and questioned its normative conceptu-
alisation (Lewis 2013). Many studies have abandoned civil society
theories in favour of corporatism theories,> suggesting that omnipo-
tent authoritarian states have coopted existing csos and prevented
the development of independent ¢sos, and hence democracy. Stud-
ies have shown that what at first looked like civil society was, in fact,
co-opted, quasi-governmental organisations with very limited ability
to act independently of the state (Khatib 2013; Wiktorowicz 2000).

Later, the state-centric approach to civil society in authoritarian
settings, with its stipulated co-optation by the state and undemo-
cratic character, was criticised extensively (Fu 2017b; Gready 2010;
Koppelman 2017; Spires 2011). The prime failure of the state-centric
approach lies in its attempt to link civil society to a specific regime
type (authoritarianism), rather than to the concept of the state. Ac-
cording to Slater and Fenner (2011), through equating the state
with the governments that run them, the approach has turned the
state into a technocratic rather than a political entity, reducing it to
a specific mode of governing and concealing the political struggles
within the state. Thus, to conceptualise civil society—state relations
under authoritarian rule, it is important to first understand how civil
society and states relate to each other on a more fundamental level.

Considering the processes of the formation of a state, in which
diverse social actors and organisations struggle for power over so-
ciety (Migdal 1994, 8), allows us to conceptualise the state as ‘the
political organisation of society’. While the state is an organisation
with distinctive characteristics, an aspiration to the monopoly over
binding rule-making and coercive power, it is only one of many or-
ganisations of society. The state and civil society are both rooted
in society, and therefore are co-dependent, rather than independ-
ent from each other (Chandhoke 1995, 67). Major changes in the
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power constellations in society are likely to affect the constella-
tion of civil society and also to lead to questioning of the existing
political settlement. Consequently, no government, whether au-
thoritarian or democratic, has ever been completely independent
from civil society.

The idea that the relationship between states and civil societies is
characterised by a multitude of different interactions is anchored
on the insight that civil society is the arena in which state hegem-
ony can be both stabilised and challenged and overthrown (Gramsci
1971, 489—95). ¢sos and their actions can support or contest the state
hegemonic project, and they signify both the promise of legitimis-
ing the state and the danger of overthrowing it. Civil society and the
state are simultaneously constrained and enabled by each other, not
simply oppositional (Chandhoke 1995, 65—9). Historically, states have
had to consult, debate, and bargain with actors in civil society and
their respective power and resources have been influenced the out-
comes of their interactions. Consequently, the space for civil society
has contracted and expanded in a dynamic manner. Moreover, larger
trends of contraction and expansion have always been marked by the
closing and opening of new spaces for civil society.

One State, Many Bargains: Co-optation,
Cooperation, Coexistence, Contestation

While the state and civil society are two analytically distinct con-
cepts, the boundary between the two is blurred. To capture their
relational character, it is useful to draw on sociological theories of
the state and civil society (Mann 1984; Migdal 1994) rather than
neo-Toquevillian approaches that define them as separate spheres
(Gellner 1994; Putnam 19g5). This allows for the exploration of the
nature and degree of the respective independence or autonomy of
civil society and the state, and also for studying the consequences
of such independence in terms of interactions between organisa-
tions in both spheres. Further, the sociological approach is suited
to disaggregation of the two macro-spheres of state and civil soci-
ety in order to capture the heterogeneity of different organisations
populating them.

To categorise and analyse the interactions between civil society
and state actors, this book introduces four ideal types: co-optation,
cooperation, coexistence, and contestation.



14 Citizens, Civil Society, and Activism

At an organisational level, co-optation can be defined as ‘the
process of absorbing new elements into the leadership or policy-
determining structure of an organisation, as a means of averting
threats to its stability or existence’ (Selznick 1948, 34). While this
strategy helps states to establish domination over civil society, it
might also cause internal changes in the state because of the need
to accommodate the newly integrated actors. Co-optation seldom
leads to the total transformation of the organisation concerned,
and it opens up the possibility for struggle and contestation (Mig-
dal 1994, 25-6).% Creating close links between csos and the state,
it bears the potential for reverse co-optation, with civil society ac-
tors using their access to state actors to push their own agendas.
Repression is often used at the initial stages of co-optation. How-
ever, to ensure compliance over time, states cannot simply rely on
repression, as this has, in many cases, provoked resistance and con-
testation (Lucas 1998; Praeg 2006, chap. 8). To determine whether
interactions between the state and an actor in civil society testify to
co-optation, it is important to enquire how far the organisation pos-
sesses an independent agenda, and how far it manages to represent
the interests of its members and pursue its own goals. Co-optation is
not always easy to differentiate from cooperation. However, there is
a sound basis for the argument that cooperation indicates a degree
of mutual benefit in the interaction, while in the case of co-optation
the state is the primary beneficiary.

Cooperation between different state organisations and civil soci-
ety actors is likely to occur where their respective agendas overlap.
This might be a shared goal, but it might also be the agreement of a
trade-off, a titfor-tat, by which both partners compromise to achieve
their respective goals. Especially where the space for civic activism is
restricted, cooperation with the state can be a strategy to foster trust
among relevant public entities, or to expand the space of action of
the organisation concerned (He and Huang 2015, 488—-9). Moreo-
ver, cooperation is the proof that the relationship between the state
and civil society is not a zero-sum game but can be mutually bene-
ficial and bears mutually empowering elements. Studies have often
emphasised the autonomy of the state in setting the terms for coop-
eration. However, this has somewhat neglected the fact that the state
depends on civil society actors both for support and for provision of
services (Lee and Zhang 2013, 1485). Cooperation might, in some
cases, be a trade-off, where an organisation decides to give in to state
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demands in exchange for political access, resources, or more space
for action in the future (Hildebrandt 2015). A combination of coop-
eration with contestation has sometimes been sought as a means of
avoiding co-optation (Holdo 2016, 380). Cooperation is marked by
the fact that it can be seen as mutually beneficial, even if one party
might benefit more than the other, or if the benefits from coopera-
tion are not immediate but rather are to be reaped in the future.

Coexistence in its most extreme form translates into complete dis-
engagement from state structures. Underground csos often choose
this strategy, especially in their initial stages of organisation (Fu
2017b, 500). Choosing to operate outside of the legal framework is
often a strategy to avoid regulation and control by the state (Spires
2011). As disengagement from state structures and hidden organisa-
tion has often been used as a strategy to organise open contestation
against despotic states, these states have tried to reduce the opportu-
nity of coexistence, to avoid anti-regime plotting (Wiktorowicz 2000,
57). In a few instances, by demonstrating that they were not oper-
ating outside the permitted state boundaries, civil society actors in
authoritarian states have been able to establish relationships of trust,
allowing them to operate at a safe distance from the official state ap-
paratus (He and Huang 2015). Coexistence can also be expressed by
actors’ non-participation and disengagement from official processes
and public organisations, favouring subversion of state structures and
thus approaching contestation (Scott 1985).

Although it is often associated with public dissent, contestation
can take very different forms. It is important to distinguish between
challenges made at the policy level — most membership-based csos
try to influence state policy to accommodate their interests — and
those made to the polity — in politically restrictive environments a
push for regime change is more rare because of the high costs asso-
ciated with such activities (Mikirova, Mueller, and Schumann 2013).
Authoritarian states often set clear limits on what form of contesta-
tion is allowed (Ortmann 2012, 19). Public contestation, especially
that involving protest events, leads to conflict and repression. Sev-
eral studies suggest that state repression of contestation is directed
more towards group collective action than individual action (Gal-
lagher 2014, 82—3; King, Pan, and Roberts 2013). In some cases,
civil society actors have used the ability to contest at an individual
level as a strategy to reduce the costs of contestation (Fu 2017b,
518). Contestation can also mean the construction of an alternative
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Table 0.1 Typology of interactions between civil society and state

actors
Co-optation Cooperation
The state controls the agenda of Collaboration around certain issues
the ¢so; the state uses the ¢so for | where agendas overlap, benefitting
its own benefits both partners (possibly to differing
degrees/at different times)
Coexistence Contestation
The cso seeks distance from the The cso contests state policy and
state to pursue its agenda without | pushes/pursues its agenda against
interacting with state actors the interest of the state

discourse (verbal criticism) and various overt and covert forms of
subversion of power structures (Johnston 2006). Particularly covert
forms of contestation are not always easy to distinguish from coex-
istence, and the more repressive a state, the more dangerous and
costly open contestation is (Spulbeck 1996, 77). Contestation can be
cumulative if the struggles in one arena have an impact on the out-
comes of struggles in another.

The analytical framework proposed in this book is heuristic, not
predictive, in character. It focuses on the links, interactions, nego-
tiations, and struggle for power between different organisations
and actors in civil society and the state. This framework is displayed
in table 1, which categorises the interactions between state and
CS0s, covering

® co-optation — the state controls the activities of a cso;

® cooperation — a ¢so and state actors collaborate around certain
issues where their agendas overlap;

e coexistence — a cso seeks distance from the state; and

® contestation — a ¢so challenges the state and/or its policies.

Interactions can vary depending on the specific organisations in
the state or civil societies involved and the issue concerned. Thus,
csos can simultaneously contest one organisation/actor within
the state and cooperate with another. Also, patterns of interaction
can change over time. An organisation that has contested the state
can be forcefully realigned, or an organisation that has previously
been controlled can become more independent. Organisations can
contest policies without necessarily contesting the polity as such,
and the specific nature of the contestation will also determine the
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state response. Although the agendas of state and civil society can
overlap, they do so to differing degrees: the greater the difference
between the state’s priorities and the agenda of csos, the smaller
the avenues for cooperation, and the higher the chances of contes-
tation and confrontation with authority.

STUDYING CIVIL SOCIETY FROM BELOW

The collection in this volume studies civil society—state relations un-
der the EPRDF regime from a bottom-up perspective. By giving voice
to previously silenced perspectives, it challenges dominant narra-
tives about state—society relations, power, and governance under the
Front’s rule. Uncovering hidden links and interactions, rather than
simply focusing on formal and publicly observable relationships be-
tween civil society and state actors, the case studies in this collection
question the narrative of state-controlled civil society. Rather than
focusing on the ‘public silence’, the (relative) absence of publicly
visible civil society activism, this research details how civil society ac-
tors and organisations engaged with the EPRDF regime beyond the
public realm, sometimes collaborating with it, at other times coex-
isting with or contesting it.

The research in this collection explores politically sensitive ques-
tions in a policed environment, posing risks for research participants
and researchers. To access research sites and research participants,
researchers had to develop ethically sound and methodologically
rigorous approaches, allowing them to conduct research while mit-
igating any possible negative consequences. To create safe spaces
for the exchange of information and to build relationships of mu-
tual trust, many researchers had to embed themselves close to or
even in the groups they studied. While this allowed the researchers
to capture the perspective of civil society actors and organisations
with regards to state—society relations under the EPRDF regime, it
required them to practice reflexivity, in order to gain objective dis-
tance in their data analysis and assess the impact of their research
persona and approaches on their own research. Rather than striving
for absolute objectivity, this meant acknowledging that the questions
we choose, as well as the methods we employ to study them, our
choices of field sites and individuals and organisations we work with
impact our research and our findings. The collection of research in
this volume contributes an infinitesimally small amount of possible
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counter narratives to dominant readings of state—society relations
under the EPRDF, all offering new insights but with clear limitations.
While giving voice to silenced actors implies a normative research
agenda and might risk partiality, doing so is key to reflect critically
on dominant and politically sanctioned narratives. To cover differ-
ent perspectives and uncover a variety of silenced voices rather than
opting for one methodological approach, the authors combined a
variety of methods, such as (auto-)ethnography, surveys, interviews,
and analysis of social media and other documents.

CONTRIBUTIONS

The contributions to this book all challenge the narrative of an om-
nipotent Ethiopian state and provide evidence of different forms of
civic activism under authoritarian rule. They also show that the re-
lationships between civil society actors and organisations and the
state under the EPRDF have not been stable. Instead, they reveal how
actors and organisations in civil society have both gravitated towards
and moved away from state power and contested some actors in the
state while collaborating with others, and how they have at times
promoted pro-democratic agendas and at times promoted particu-
laristic ones. Cumulatively, the chapters shed light on how citizens
and c¢sos have challenged state power, adapted to the restrictive
operating environment, and carved out new spaces in which to op-
erate. The contributions reveal, chapter by chapter, that grievances
existed within a variety of different citizen groups, whether region-
ally, within urban or rural spaces, or across ethnicities. All of these
grievances provide the context for the outbreak of the 2014-15 po-
litical protests that, eventually, forced the EPRDF to adopt reforms,
both within the ruling coalition and at a broader political level.
The chapter by Semeredin Yimer (Hawassa University) and Lo-
gan Cochrane (Hamad Bin Khalifa University (HBKU) and Hawassa
University) on mass resistance, political mobilisation, and legal ac-
tivism in the 19qos reflects on the ways in which the history of the
EPRDF rule has been told. It demonstrates how activists and csos
contested the ruling coalition from the beginning of its coming into
power, questioning narratives that have emphasised only the abil-
ity of the EPRDF to rule with an iron fist and to impose its will on
the people of Ethiopia. Based on three case studies on different
forms of civic activism in the 19gos, the authors demonstrate how
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the EPRDF’s rule not only was shaped by the existence of civic activ-
ism, but also forced the ruling coalition, on several occasions, to
accommodate demands made by citizens. Drawing on the cases of
mass resistance in North Omo Zone, political mobilisation for gov-
ernance change in Gurage and Silte Zones, and civil society activism
for changes in Ethiopian family law, the chapter reflects on the ways
in which citizens made claims on the state, persevered in their ac-
tivism despite the government’s pushbacks, and eventually, forced
the government to react to and meet some of the demands made.
These case studies highlight that democratic engagement by citi-
zens and civil society occurs in diverse forms, not necessarily in the
Tocquevillian direction, and may include the furtherance of ethni-
cised politics (as in the former North Omo Zone and Silte Zone).

Gebre Yntiso, professor in anthropology at Addis Ababa Univer-
sity, in his chapter on csos working on development and service
provision activities, challenges the narrative that csos were unable
to operate under the restrictive Charities and Societies Proclama-
tion enacted in 2009. Acknowledging that the work of csos working
on rights-related issues was curtailed severely, the author questions
the idea that development csos were passive victims, unable to op-
erate. Based on data gathered from individual interviews and focus
groups, the chapter sheds light on the ways in which development
csos adapted to the restrictive legal environment and managed to
carve out space for their work. Gebre details how, through acquir-
ing significant sums of foreign funds for development, introducing
new ideas and technologies, providing education and skills training
as well as materials and equipment, creating business opportuni-
ties, and enhancing community participation and ownership, csos
made important contributions in regard to development outcomes
in Ethiopia. In support of the country’s socioeconomic develop-
ment, CSOs resisted government pressure, persevered even in the
face of resistance from the government, took risks, exerted pres-
sure, and contributed to innovation. This chapter demonstrates the
need for a heuristic and dynamic analysis, not a static one, as many
of the ¢sos studied resisted attempts towards co-optation and navi-
gated towards cooperation and coexistence.

Betel Bekele Birhanu (Orebro University), Hana Lemma (Inclu-
dovate), and Kiya Gezahegne (Addis Ababa University), in their
chapter on social media campaigns to eliminate violence against
women (vaw), shed light on women’s rights activism during the
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EPRDF era. This chapter details how, since 1991, government enti-
ties and non-governmental actors, at times in collaboration and at
times in opposition, worked to end vaw. Acknowledging that wom-
en’s rights activism was restricted under the EPRDF rule, particularly
between 2009 and 2018, due to the Charities and Societies Proc-
lamation, the authors demonstrate how women’s organisations,
both formal and informal, were still able to use social media to cam-
paigns against vAw and put women’s rights on the political agenda.
This chapter, like that by Gebre Yntiso, questions the narrative that
civil society activism was rendered completely impossible during the
second half of the EPRDF rule. It demonstrates how the interests of
csos and the government overlapped with regard to the fight for
vAw, as well as how formal csos and women’s rights activists pur-
sued their campaigning despite the restrictive legal environment.
By combining cooperative behaviour with coexistence, distancing
themselves from the state when their agendas did not overlap, and,
at times, contesting state policies, formal csos and women’s rights
activists have been crucial in putting vaw on the political agenda.
Kenneth Maes (Oregon State University), Svea Closser (Johns
Hopkins University), Yihenew Tesfaye (Bahir Dar University), Roza
Abesha (independent researcher), and Emily Baranski (1MpPAQ
International, LLC), in their chapter on the Ethiopian Women’s Devel-
opment Army (WDA), question the idea that government-organised
civil society structures, while operating within state-imposed bound-
aries, solely represent the interests of the state. Unpacking the roles
of women leaders in the wpa, this chapter reflects on the wpa’s
modes of operation, capturing women leaders’ ability to shape the
wDA’s agendas and activities. While the authors demonstrate the
ways in which the Ethiopian government managed to co-opt and
control the wpa in a top-down fashion, they also reveal how some
women leaders questioned the existing agendas and structures, as
well as criticising government control, the lack of appropriate remu-
neration for their time and work, and the failure to provide more
and better-quality health services. As in Feyissa and Kassim’s chap-
ter on the Muslim protests (see below), in this chapter Maes and
colleagues demonstrate how government attempts at engineering
civil society and controlling such structures encounters resistance.
They also challenge the narrative of success stories promoted by the
government and international donors with respect to the wpa’s im-
pact on community health services, highlighting the resistance of
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women to their recruitment into the unpaid roles of wpa leaders.
Drawing on ethnographic data, the authors provide a complex pic-
ture of co-optation and resistance, outlining the possibilities and
the limits of civic activism through the wpa.

Befeqadu Hailu (Centre for the Advancement of Rights and De-
mocracy in Ethiopia), in an auto-ethnography, tells the story of
the Zone g Bloggers, offering an inside view of the meaning and
meaning-making around civic activism in a restrictive political set-
ting. This chapter draws on individual biographies and shares the
bloggers’ first-hand experiences as activists. The Zone g Bloggers’
case provides an example of civic activism and resistance in Ethio-
pia’s capital, Addis Ababa, during the last decade of the EPRDF rule
(2012-18), rectifying the idea that civic activism was absent due to
the authoritarian nature of the state. This chapter recounts the story
of Zone g from its foundation to the arrest of its members, outlin-
ing the work of the blogging community, their mode of operation,
and strategies for civic engagement, as well as the ways in which
the government tried to control and silence the bloggers’ activism.
It demonstrates the existence of civic contestation of authoritar-
ian rule and government attempts at co-optation and repression
of contestation, as well as the coexistence of activists with the gov-
ernment in a non-democratic setting. Building on Birhanu et al.’s
chapter, the story of Zone g demonstrates the importance of social
media activism in urban Ethiopia. It further reveals the complexity
of state—society relations under authoritarian rule, indicating links
between activists and the state through formal networks, such as em-
ployment, and informal networks, such as private contacts.

Dereje Feyissa (Addis Ababa University) and Faiz Mohammed
Kassim (independent researcher), in their chapter on the Muslim
protests (2011-15), provide an example of non-violent resistance
against the EPRDF rule. Their chapter discusses how the EPRDF-
Muslim relations shifted from political alliance to confrontation
and analyses the significance of the Muslim protest, not just to the
Muslim community, but also in the broader democratic political
sphere. Feyissa and Kassim demonstrate how the Muslim protests
fundamentally questioned the EPRDF’s political organisation prin-
ciple, ethnic federalism, and politicising of religion and religious
freedom. The authors detail how the Muslim protests persisted,
despite attempts by the EPRDF regime to control the political organ-
isations of Muslims in Ethiopia through co-optation and repression
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as well as by publicly discrediting them and fuelling fear among non-
Muslim Ethiopians. This chapter goes on to show how some of the
protesters later became key to the Oromia-based social movement,
the Qeerroo , that forced the EPRDF to engage in political reforms in
2018. While this is an example of open contestation, it differs from
the resistance in the former North Omo Zone discussed by Yimer
and Cochrane, as it aligned itself much more strongly with prin-
ciples of non-violence. While the threat of continued violence in
the North Omo Zone led to demands being met in the 19qos, the
Muslim protest shows how non-violent protesting can reach similar
goals, while recognising that, for many years, religious leaders were
jailed and protesters were dealt with in a violent manner.

Tegbaru Yared (Institute for Security Studies), in his chapter on
the Qeerroo protests, discusses the emergence of the Qeerroo move-
ment and its actions that forced the EPRDF to adopt internal political
reforms, heralding the end of the TpLF domination in the ruling co-
alition. This chapter demonstrates the EPRDF’s inability to control
and contain the social movement, speaking to the existing literature
that found that informal c¢sos are more difficult for authoritarian
governments to control than formal ones. The chapter explains
that the success of the Qeerroo movement lay in the fact that it was
able to garner support from other groups both within the coun-
try and beyond its borders. The ways in which the social movement
communicated its grievances, as well as it political demands, tapped
into collective perceptions of fairness and justice, ensuring broad
support. Starting out as a protest movement that opposed the Addis
Ababa Master Plan and demanded its revocation, the Qeerroo move-
ment soon targeted the regime itself and demanded the immediate
removal of the TPLF from the EPRDF’s helm. By building alliances
with coalition partners in the EPRDF and creating spillover effects in
the country’s other regions, the Qeerroo movement gained sufficient
influence to meet this objective. The chapter discusses the Qeerroo’s
strategies of contestation, while reflecting on the fact that the Qeer-
roo movement cooperated with parts of the state apparatus to reach
its goals and possibly also got co-opted in places. While testifying to
the impact of the Qeerroo movement on political reforms since 2018,
the chapter critically reflects on its democratic potential, touching
upon the fact that, while it started out as a non-violent movement,
the Qeerroo has subsequently been involved in violent protests, eth-
nic conflicts, and communal violence. Moreover, the chapter also
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explains that the hope for democratic transition was clouded by
conflict between political elites, the outbreak of a civil war, rising
ethnic conflicts, and more general political instability.

Camille Louise Pellerin (Uppsala University) and Abduletif Kedir
Idris (Max Planck Institute in Halle an der Sale), in their chapter on
civic activism and civil society reform in Ethiopia, analyse the draft-
ing process of the 2019 civil society law as well as its adoption and
implementation. This chapter presents the role of civil society in
the reform process and analyses the intention behind the new civil
society law, as well as problems in its implementation. The chapter
rectifies the narrative that formal csos in Ethiopia had been silent
in the 2017-18 political reform process, providing further evidence,
like Gebre’s chapter, that csos have been crucial actors in the coun-
try’s socioeconomic and political development. Pellerin and Idris
outline how civil society activism was crucial in pushing for legal
reform, as well as how csos and activists directly influenced the
drafting process of the new civil society law in Ethiopia. Their chap-
ter demonstrates how previously government-controlled civil society
structures can become more independent over time and develop
into crucial actors when used strategically by civil society activists.
Moreover, not only does the chapter question the idea that civil so-
ciety had been silent and absent from the reform protests, it also
demonstrates that ¢sos did not simply cooperate with the govern-
ment but clearly contested government attempts to backtrack on
reforms. Finally, this chapter also reflects on difficulties of civil so-
ciety reform in political transition processes and on the challenges
encountered by csos when the civic space opens up after years of
restrictions. Not only do long-term bureaucrats sometimes subvert
and oppose reform, csos emerging from repressive settings are not
used to monitoring or applying checks and balances to state power
and are often ill-equipped to do so.

CONTEXTUALISING THE COLLECTION:
THE 2018 POLITICAL CRISIS AND BEYOND

This collection was written during a period of political turmoil and
conflict in Ethiopia. Unceasing anti-government protests led to re-
forms within the ruling coalition in 2018-19. However, the initial
promises of democratisation were quickly overshadowed by ris-
ing ethnic conflicts, power struggles between political elites, and
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the outbreak of civil war in 2020. Although trying to analyse civil
society—state relations under the EPRDF regime by referring to cur-
rent political failings could summon the ghost of presentism, some
reflections are warranted. While it is important to acknowledge
that current state—society relations merit a book of their own, this
volume provides some cues to understand recent political develop-
ments in Ethiopia.

First, although the EPRDF ruled Ethiopia for nearly go years, civil
society actors contested the EPRDF’s policies and sometimes even its
rule at regular intervals. This collection testifies to the fact that the
EPRDF’s political stronghold was not complete, and instead it en-
gaged and negotiated with civil society actors. While the forms of
contestation discussed in this book often took the form of subver-
sion of power structures or were expressed within EPRDF-sanctioned
boundaries, some more overt forms of contestation led to conflict
and ensuing repression, and eventually to the political reforms of
2018 and beyond. Second, grievances about the authoritarian rule
and lack of space for civic activism discussed in this volume pro-
vide clues regarding the potential for greater contestation long
before the Oromo protests erupted in 2015. The perceived lack of
legitimacy of the EPRDF’s rule expressed by many civil society actors
studied in this collection provides a background to understanding
the emergence of anti-government protests in recent years. Third,
the book demonstrates that, while formal csos were often tightly
policed by the EPrRDF, informal actors were less easily controlled.
Consequently, it is not surprising that popular protests were finally
able to force the EPRDF to engage in reforms.

While most of the civil society actors and organisations discussed
in this collection contested the EPRDF regime at some point in time,
only the Qeerroo protests, discussed in chapter 8, eventually con-
tributed to political change. The protests that began in 2015 kept
resurging despite heavy military intervention from the government.
Spreading from Oromia to other regions, the lasting public mobi-
lisation revealed deep grievances about the EPRDF’s authoritarian
rule and its excessive control of citizens, the unequal distribution
of political and economic power, and the absence of federalism in
political practice. After three years of political turmoil, the EPRDF
engaged in a process of internal reform, leading to the election of
Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed as the new chair of the EPRDF in April
2018. The initial hope of political change soon turned into concern
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about the acceleration of ethnic conflicts, increasing political in-
stability, and power struggles within the government. Moreover, on
several occasions the Qeerroo protests, initially peaceful, turned vio-
lent, promoted particularistic agendas, and became part of ethnic
conflicts. What were initially perceived as pro-democracy protests
over time revealed the ‘uncivil’ character of some civil society actors.

Formal reform efforts, including large-scale legal reforms aimed
at guaranteeing citizens civic and political rights (such as the re-
forms of the civil society law, the anti-terrorism law, and the media
law) have fallen short of expectations. While theoretically democra-
tising the political space and broadening the realm for civic activism,
legal reforms have not been comprehensively applied. After a tenta-
tive opening up in 2018/19, the resurgence of the Oromo protests
and the acceleration of ethnic conflicts in the country’s regions
later led the government to close the civic space again. Imprison-
ment of opposition politicians, journalists, activists, and protesters
followed, casting serious doubts on the reform process.

Turning away from the principle of ethnic federalism, Prime Min-
ister Abiy merged the ruling coalition and several other regional
parties into one centralised party, the Prosperity Party (pp) in De-
cember 2019. The TpPLF, the party that had previously held most
power in the EPRDF, did not join pp. The conflict between the pp’s
leadership and the TPLF escalated in the following months and
eventually led to the outbreak of civil war in November 2020. All
parties to the conflict have been found guilty of committing war
crimes, and the war has caused an extensive humanitarian crisis in
Tigray and beyond. Apart from isolated attempts to engage the par-
ties to the conflict and promote its peaceful resolution, civil society
has been surprisingly silent regarding the civil war. The antagonism
between the EPRDF and many actors in civil society might have con-
tributed to the failure of civil society to engage more critically with
the pp government over the civil war. Moreover, the closing of the
civic space has also discouraged such action.

Civil society has struggled to find its place in the pp era and to
provide checks and balances on state power. Several prominent civil
society leaders have taken government office during the reform
process, somewhat blurring the lines between the two spheres. The
country’s long-standing history of state control of civic activism, cou-
pled with renewed restrictions to the civic space and the fear by
csos and activists of renewed repression, also partly explains the
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relative silence of civil society actors. This volume looks back at the
EPRDF rule and tells the story of civic activism from the perspective
of civil society actors. While they can help us to understand current
political events in Ethiopia, civil society—state relations and civic ac-
tivism under the rule of pp require further exploration and suggest
the potential for a research project of their own.

A NOTE ON THE CONVENTION FOR ETHIOPIAN
NAMES AND SPELLING IN THIS BOOK

In Ethiopia, most naming practices do not follow the structure of hav-
ing a family name. Most commonly, a person’s first name is followed
by their father’s first name as a middle name and their grandfather’s
name as the third name. Consequently, it is common in Ethiopian
academia to list Ethiopian authors by their first names. Sometimes
exceptions are made for authors who have adapted to international
practices and use their grandfather’s name for citation purposes.
The translation of Ethiopian names into the Latin alphabet has
sometimes resulted in multiple different ways of spelling the same
name, e.g., Befekadu/Befeqadu or Haylemariam/Hailemariam.

NOTES

1 There are different types of community-based organisations in
Ethiopia, each fulfilling specific functions and each having their
particular institutional set-up. For example, Iddirs are funerary
associations, equb are credit groups, and debo are agricultural labour
groups (Pankhurst 2008, 147).

2 The 2005 elections are widely considered to be the most democratic
elections held by the EPrDF. Contrary to its own expectations, the
EPRDF lost many votes, not only in urban areas, but even among
its rural constituency, considered the bedrock of the regime. The
opposition won the majority of seats in Addis Ababa. The opposition
and national and international election observers contested the
counting of votes, and the EPRDF government clamped down on the
opposition, imprisoning numerous politicians, journalists, and civil
society activists on alleged anti-terrorism charges (Schmidt 2005).

3  Some well-known examples were the Ethiopian Charities
and Societies Forum (Ecsr), Consortium of Christian
Relief & Development Associations (CCRDA), Association
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of Ethiopian Microfinance Institutions (AEMFI) and
Ethiopia Population, Health, and Environment Consortium
(pHE-Ethiopia).

4  Azeb Mesfin (widow of Meles Zenawi, and former TPLF central
committee member) and Aster Mamo (former deputy prime minister
and orPDO central committee member) sat on the board of the
National Coalition for Women against HIV/AIDS.

5  According to Schmitter (1974, 93—4), corporatism can be defined as
‘a system of interest representation in which the constituent units
are organized into a limited number of singular, compulsory, non-
competitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally differentiated
categories, recognized or licensed (if not created) by the state
and granted a deliberate representational monopoly within their
respective categories in exchange for observing certain controls on
their selection of leaders and articulation of demands and supports’.

6  Co-optation cannot be measured in binary terms, as it is seldom total.
Even if the top of an organisation is co-opted, this does not mean that
the rest of the organisation is co-opted as well. Moreover, especially
for mass-based organisations in authoritarian regimes, co-opted
leadership may struggle to respond to political demands of the state
and simultaneously accommodate the interests of their members, as
Buchowski’s (1996, 84) study on communist Poland describes.
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Contesting the EPRDF
Government: Mass Resistance,
Political Mobilisation, and
Legal Activism in the 19gos

Semeredin Yimer Ali and Logan Cochrane

In some historical accounts of the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary
Democratic Front (EPRDF, 1991—2019), the Tigray People’s Libera-
tion Front (TpPLF), the leading coalition member, ruled the country
in an authoritarian manner. While there has been critical research
that highlighted contestation and the agency of citizens and civil
society (see, for example, Bahru and Siegfried 2002), in the dom-
inant narrative of governance, citizen agency and civil society are
peripheral. Instead, the Ethiopian people have largely been de-
scribed either as dictated to by an elite who had centralised power
and whom they followed dutifully, or as a citizenry that had been
pacified by centuries of such rule. This portrayal is not consistent in
all publications; however, the exceptions prove the rule. As with any
enduring narrative, there is truth to be found in these historical ac-
counts of the EPRDF. It is not coincidental that such narratives were
promoted by the EPRDF and TPLF (as well as others), describing
their role as the vanguard, protector, and people’s guardian, acting
both in the interest of the people and on their behalf. However, this
narrative implies that change only occurred in a top-down fashion,
through centralised decision-making by the ruling elite. It fails to
acknowledge that these ways of telling history have excluded coun-
ter narratives and silenced non-dominant voices. Throughout the
EPRDF period, people were not silent and did not merely accept the
dictates from the central government; nor were they passive in the
making and re-making of Ethiopia, as demonstrated in this volume.
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There is relatively more recognition of the agency and resistance
of the people in the period that followed the contested election of
2005, and even more in the period that followed the rise of mass
protest movements in 2015. In this chapter we highlight examples
which demonstrate that, from the very beginning of the EPRDF pe-
riod, contestation of the government, political mobilisation, and
civil society activism were present and expressed in diverse forms.
This chapter does not present new empirical evidence, but rather
it synthesises some of the (limited) available research on three case
studies of contestation in the 1ggos. It demonstrates that the EPRDF
rule has been contested by citizens and civil society activists since
the ruling coalition came into power in 19g1. Outlining three cases
in one chapter necessitates some summarising in each case, which
risks oversimplification. However, highlighting three different cases
adds more to the contextualisation of the 19gos than a single de-
tailed case could. We purposively selected three different forms of
contestation that occurred during the 19gos. This allows for com-
parisons between cases. In this chapter, we highlight a variety of
different types of contestation, driven by diverging objectives. We
encourage readers to explore the more detailed case studies that
are available (referenced throughout this chapter), and to produce
additional works on cases not covered here, to complement our un-
derstanding of contestation during the 199os.

The supposed absence of public contestation against the EPRDF has
often been taken as a sign of tacit public approval and/or thought
to demonstrate the government’s ability to strike a social contract
where benefits were exchanged for freedoms. In this chapter, we
seek to rebalance that dominant narrative with three examples
from the 19gos: (1) Wogagoda opposition and mass resistance in the
North Omo Zone, (2) political mobilisation for governance change
in Gurage and Silte Zones, and (g) civil society activism for legal
reform at federal level. These expressions of agency were not nec-
essarily directed against the EPRDF per se, but rather contested and
tried to change existing laws and policies as well as modes of gov-
ernance. The three examples we explore present a more nuanced
view of power in Ethiopia, recentering the people and their agency
in Ethiopian history. In analyzing these cases, we highlight the roles
of citizens and civil society organisations, the approaches taken to
put pressure on the EPRDF to change course and to be more respon-
sive to their demands, and the impacts that these efforts had on the
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(re)making of the country. We do this without placing a value judge-
ment on these objectives and priorities, which would require more
detailed study of the diversity of ideas of the time as well as the im-
mediate and long-term impacts of the changes demanded. Notably,
these three cases are only the beginning of an alternative telling
of history, as there are many more cases of contestation that took
place during the 19gos. For example, there was significant political
contestation (by opposing political parties) as well as contestation
from organised worker’s groups (e.g., the Ethiopian Teachers Asso-
ciation, labour unions). Before delving into the three case studies,
we present a brief contextual political history of the country and is-
sues relevant to the examples we explore.

POLITICAL HISTORY

The governance approach and decision-making of the EprDF did
not arise out of a vacuum. Taking the long view of political history
in Ethiopia, dynastic and military approaches to governing were
the norm. Imperial rule, which ended in 1974, was followed by mil-
itary rule up until an armed takeover by the EPRDF coalition in 1991
(Kinfe 1994; Pankhurst 19g2; Teshale 1995). The Derg’s military gov-
ernment, as well as the rise to power of the EPRDF, took place within
the broader political and military context of the Cold War, wherein
competing powers fought proxy wars around the world, including
in Ethiopia. In parts of Eastern Europe and Africa these conflicts in-
tersected with ethnic-based nationalism. An example of these proxy
wars was the Ethio-Somali war of 1977—78, with the Soviet Union
switching sides to support the Derg’s military government of Ethio-
pia, and the Americans swapping sides to ally with the government
of Somalia.

Although the Derg’s military regime began its rule by responding
to mass demands (giving land to the people and ending a tenancy
system that in parts of the country reflected feudalism), in the 1980s
it became increasingly dictatorial and responded to any form of op-
position or criticism with violence (Keller 1988). It is estimated that
more than 100,000 citizens were killed during the Derg’s military
government period, with several hundred thousand more fleeing
the country (Kinfe 1994; Halliday and Molyneux 1981). The EPRDF
arose out of growing opposition to the Derg’s military government,
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led by the TpLF in Tigray, partnered with peoples’ organisations
throughout the country (Siegfried and Abebe 1994). A coalition
of ethnic-based groups engaged in a long-term armed struggle to
overthrow the Derg’s military government, taking the capital, Addis
Ababa, in 19g91.

In some regards, the EPRDF altered the system of governance, es-
pecially through the introduction of ethnic-based federalism in a
professed effort to empower the nations, nationalities, and peoples
of the country with a degree of self-determination (Abbink 2002;
Hammond 1999; Young 1996). Ethnic-based federalism was a new
political structure, which primarily (although not entirely) revolved
around ethno-linguistic identities (meaning that the borders of re-
gional states aligned with these identities, as opposed to geography
or any other differentiating feature). Given the ethno-linguistic diver-
sity of Ethiopia, this approach to governance presented challenges,
such as some ethno-linguistic groups being small demographically
or some ethno-linguistic groups not being confined to specific geo-
graphic areas. Decentralisation, however, was promoted as a means
for ethno-linguistic groups to have greater levels of self-determina-
tion, which would reduce the dominance of any single group. The
decentralisation of some powers (e.g., executive, judicial, legislative),
however, was not a complete departure from structures that central-
ise power (as is shown by the tensions documented within the three
case studies of this chapter as well as more broadly in other chapters
in this book).

During the 19gos the EPRDF had a reformist agenda, which in-
cluded signing international conventions on human rights, adopting
a new Ethiopian Constitution that emphasised rights and equality,
and drafting a range of policies in the social and economic realms,
including opening up more space for civil society to function (Des-
salegn 2002). However, as Donham (1999) notes, these changes did
not mean that the Ethiopian state’s fundamental project of ‘captur-
ing’ its citizens had ended (Data 2006). Rather, this undertaking in
the 199os only changed its character. In this respect, as Clapham
(2009) notes, the EPRDF was particularly effective at managing in-
ternational relations while engaging in domestic affairs according
to its own agenda. For instance, in the post-1991 period, civil society
actors were promoted as partners in the process of democratisa-
tion, which included international organisations as well as informal
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local institutions (Fadakinte 2015; Robinson and Friedman 2005;
Mamdani 1996). However, this occurred within a regulated con-
text, where the state both regulated and limited the abilities of civil
society to engage in direct activism or act as political opposition (Se-
teolu and Okuneye 2018). This will be further demonstrated later
in this chapter; when the organisation in the third case study moved
into the political sphere, it was severely restricted.

The newly introduced governance structure of ethnic-based fed-
eralism presented both opportunities and challenges. The granting
of power to regional governments in this way strengthened ethno-
linguistic identities and empowered the political elite at the lowest
levels of government, such as in the ability to use local languages for
administration and education (Abbink 2002). Ethnic-based federal-
ism provided the means for collaborative and collective action and
justification for such action. Yet, this same process increased, rather
than decreased, the intrusion of the state into everyday life (see
Turton 2009; Donham 199g; Data 2003, 2006). The opportunities
are exemplified in two of the three case studies in this chapter (the
Wogagoda opposition and the Silte political movement), while the
challenges are exemplified in other chapters within this collection,
where resistance against the state took different forms and drew
upon other justifications, and ethnicity became a factor contribut-
ing to division and conflict.

MASS RESISTANCE AND POLITICAL MOBILISATION
IN SOUTHERN ETHIOPIA IN THE 19QO0OS

Under the rule of Emperor Menelik 11 in the late 1800s, Ethiopia had
expanded its empire to the south (Bahru 1991; Gebru 1991). Politi-
cal systems amongst the conquered peoples were diverse and highly
complex, including but not limited to the Gada system of the Oromo,
the Halaka system of the Gamo, and the highly centralised kingship
of Kaffa, Wolaita, and Jimma (Data 2006). The autonomy and for-
mal authority of these indigenous political systems had ended with
their forced incorporation into the Ethiopian empire (Data 20006;
Gebru 1991). The administration, or more accurately the control,
of the diverse but not disconnected communities of the newly con-
quered regions became the task of the ‘experts’ and administrative
bureaucrats of the state (Data 2006). The efforts to achieve this re-
sulted in an endless reshuffling and redrawing of the administrative
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map; in the one-hundred years following the rule of Menelik 11
there were at least eight administrative boundary changes (Daniel
1994 ). With each redrawing, regional centres were erased and new
ones established, shifting geopolitical power, which, given the diver-
sity of ethno-linguistic groups in southern Ethiopia, also impacted
the wider relationships between groups of people.

With the introduction of the ethnic-based federal system and
ethno-linguistic regional states by the EPRDF in the 19gos, political dy-
namics took a notable shift in codifying the rights of self-governance
for the many peoples of the country. Contrary to what might be ex-
pected from a plan for greater regional self-determination, in many
parts of southern Ethiopia the co-opting of local elites by the cen-
tral government increased rather than decreased the intrusion
of the state into regional affairs (see Turton 2003; Donham 199g;
Data 2003). The Southern Nations, Nationalities, and People’s Re-
gion (SNNPR) offered the potential of an alliance with the EPRDF,
as it granted a level of regional autonomy that had not been ex-
perienced under the Imperial and Derg military governments. The
leadership of the EPRDF coalition, the TPLF, was rooted in rural re-
sistance and acted in opposition to a centralised government, which
might further suggest that minority ethno-linguistic groups would
be supporters of the new government (Clapham 2009). However,
in the southern regions there was significant contestation, includ-
ing regarding to whom power would be distributed. Although the
sentiment for preserving old identities or reinforcing the assertion
of a new ethnic identity had been intermittent, there was a stronger
resurgence of these ideas during the EPRDF period (Data 2006). Ex-
amples of this are shown by two of the case studies elaborated in
this chapter: (1) an ethno-linguistic conflict about the imposition
of an amalgamated language, “Wogagoda’, which was strongly con-
tested by the peoples upon whom it was imposed, particularly the
Wolaita, and (2) the conflict between Gurage and Silte, with the lat-
ter seeking its own autonomy based on the argument of its having
a distinct ethno-linguistic identity. While these two case studies are
analysed in this chapter, the ethno-linguistic aspects of the devel-
opment of the Ethiopian state are underrepresented and not well
understood. Notably, the SNNPR continues to change its administra-
tive borders, with Sidama gaining regional status in 2020 and South
West gaining the status of a regional state in 2021: both entities for-
merly belonged to the SNNPR.
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The mass resistance and political mobilisations that took place in
the SNNPR were not localised efforts with localised impacts; the re-
sistance that occurred during the 19qos forced the EPRDF to change
its stance, and thereby governance was reshaped (alongside the spe-
cific issues of policies, be they linguistic or administrative). Indeed,
these early cases in southern Ethiopia pushed the government to
determine what ethnic federalism was going to be in its practical
sense. The changes of policy that the Wolaita and Silte case stud-
ies demonstrate were contestations not only of the central elites
but also of regional elites, which successfully resulted in another
round of redrawing of administrative maps. These two case studies
highlight that the forms of democratic engagement used by citi-
zens occur in diverse forms, not just in the Tocquevillian sense, but
also by the deepening of ethnicised politics (as in the former North
Omo Zone and Silte Zone).

The mass resistance in the North Omo Zone and political mobi-
lisation for governance change in the Gurage and Silte Zones gave
rise to questions about the policy decisions of the EPRDF and Prime
Minister Meles Zenawi. Firstly, what lay behind the prime minister’s
admission to having made a mistake in the creation of WoGaGoDa
(the original rendering of Wogagoda, as explained below), and
further, to his reversing its related policies? Secondly, what pres-
sures made the new government agree to redraw the administrative
map and with it the associated distribution of power? Thirdly, why,
when coercive and authoritarian decisions were made elsewhere,
were they not used regarding WoGaGoDar Fourthly, what specifi-
cally enabled the power of the political activism to overcome the
directives and interests of the central state to form new administra-
tive zones? The case studies that follow provide insight into possible
answers to these questions. Albeit in summarised form, the Wogag-
oda Opposition and Silte Political Movement case studies highlight
and locate the contestation and resistance that occurred during the
early years of the EPRDF. A third case study, on the ‘Ethiopian Wom-
en’s Lawyers Association’, demonstrates that not all contestation was
related to and/or in response to ethnic-based federalism (which we
feel is an important addition to highlight the diversity). While the
first two cases studies from SNNPR explore the relationship between
formal and informal civil society, the third presents the successes
of an activist civil society organisation in pressuring change at the
federal level.
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THE WOGAGODA OPPOSITION IN NORTH OMO ZONE

Following the demise of the Derg’s military government, the vic-
torious EPRDF’s National Conference of Peace and Democracy in
July 1991, which included delegates from the peoples of the south,
discussed and recognised, for the first time, the rights of nations,
nationalities, and peoples. The event was hastily assembled and,
looking at it retrospectively, one can see that groups (such as an
‘Omotic’ delegation) were established in a way that signalled the
vision for the southern region as a group of ethno-linguistic identi-
ties, rather than recognising each of the nations, nationalities, and
peoples within that group. In 1991, under the (1991—95) transitional
government, administrative boundaries of the nation were redrawn
along ethno-linguistic lines. However, this process was undertaken
inconsistently (for further details see Abbink 19g8). One com-
plication that arose from the desire for democratisation and the
governance modality of ethnic federalism was a recognition of both
individual and group rights without clarity regarding how conflicts
between the two would be managed. Among the group rights were
regional self-administration, the development of the group-specific
cultural expressions, and the option to use local languages in ad-
ministration and primary education. This Wogagoda case study
involves both the use of ‘indigenous’ languages and the struggle for
political power in the North Omo Zone amidst continued regional
administrative shuffling. The word “Wogagoda’ is itself an initialism
denoting the languages spoken within the Omotic language group
and within a political group, as explained below.

During the imperial era of Emperor Haile Selassie, Omotic-
speaking groups were clustered into three different administrative
provinces: Kaffa, Sidamo, and Gamo-Gofa. Towards the end of the
Derg’s military regime, in recognition of the cultural history and psy-
cho-philosophical unity of the people of the Omotic speaking area,
some of the former political units were dissociated from their im-
perial provincial administrative centers and reassembled as North
Omo, South Omo, and Kaffa. With the rise of the EPRDF after 1991,
it (re)drew the administrative map of the country predominantly
along ethno-linguistic lines (Abbink 1998; Data 2006). This admin-
istrative redrawing, however, was a process that was itself a cause
for contestation. At the outset, in 1991, the ‘south’ was created with
five regions (numbered 7 to 11); however, in 1992, these five regions
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(Gurage-Hadiya-Kambata, Wolayta, Omo, Sidama, and Kafa) were
merged as the SNNPR (Abbink 19g8). Within this administrative re-
shuffling, the Omotic-speaking area was restructured into zones
(the administrative unit below a region), as North Omo, South
Omo, Kaffa, Shekacho, and Bench-Maji Zones, as well as the Yem
special woreda (district) (Data 2000).

One of the ruling party’s challenges was dealing with many
smaller political units. The formation of the SNNPR reduced this but
it could not solve the problems of unity and cohesion, or the con-
testations of power and politics arising from pre-existing linguistic
and historical divisions within the amalgamated area (Data 2006).
The regional SNNPR government adopted Ambharic as the official re-
gional state language, but subunits, at the zonal and special woreda
levels for example, decided on their own language use policies
(Data 2006), some opting to use languages other than Amharic.
Notably, the right to choose language had not been, and in some
cases still has not been, extended to all ethno-linguistic groups. This
caused tension as the state sought to balance administrative effi-
ciency with the demands of the diversity of groups within the SNNPR.

The power politics of language was especially problematic in the
North Omo Zone, with the language controversy there starting as
early as 1992 (the year in which the five regions were merged into
SNNPR). On linguistic and political grounds, as well as for symbolic
reasons, Wolaita was not adopted as the standard language by the
constituents of the North Omo Zone. Wolaita was one of several
Omotic languages spoken in the North Omo Zone, while other
ethnic groups (e.g., Gamo, Gofa, Dawro) had distinct but related
languages. Between 1992 and 1998, the different administrations
within the North Omo Zone used their own languages. However,
this was not, amongst other things, economically viable, as, for ex-
ample, it required unique educational curricula to be created for
each language. Within the then North Omo Zone (1992—2000), the
EPRDF recognised the Ometo territorial units such as Wolaita, Gamo,
Gofa, Dawro, and Konta as separate nationalities (or nations) within
southern Ethiopia, and each was represented by a separate polit-
ical organisation, for example, the Wolaita People’s Democratic
Organization (for more information on the conceptualisation and
ideological nature of ‘nations, nationalities, and peoples’ in the
Ethiopian context, see Abbink (1997) and Erk (2017)). However,
for reasons that are disputed, the EPRDF and the regional SNNPR
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government decided to change their stance (see Cochrane and Ye-
shtila 2019). The ethno-linguistic groups of the North Omo Zone
(Wolaita, Gamo, Gofa, Dawro, Konta, and other smaller ethno-lin-
guistic groups) were brought together as one administrative unit
(zone). This was done, at least partly, in recognition of the related-
ness of these communities and their languages. As a result, there
was increasing discontent within North Omo Zone as an adminis-
trative unit, and increasing demands were made to have it dissolved
into separate zones for Wolaita, Gamo, Gofa, and Dawro, and spe-
cial woredas for smaller units. The ruling party rejected this demand.
In line with the EPRDF stance, efforts were directed towards po-
litical and linguistic unification of the ethno-linguistic groups.
Unification included bringing together the territorial wings of the
ruling party. This party began as the wcGpppo (Wolaita, Gamo,
Gofa, Dawro People’s Democratic Organization), which emerged
from the amalgamation of the Wolaita, Gamo, Gofa, Dawro, and
Konta People’s Democratic Organizations. Then, taking the first
Ambharic letter (first phonemes) of each of the four major Ometo
groups (Wolaita, Gamo, Gofa, and Dawro), the ruling party formed
the WoGaGoDa People’s Democratic Organization (Data 2006).
Following a linguistic assessment of the ethno-linguistic groups
of the area, the government found that the languages of Wolaita,
Gamo, Gofa, and Dawuro had a high degree of mutual under-
standability, which was due to a shared linguistic root (Omotic; see
Cochrane and Yeshtile 2019). Further, the government advocated
that the peoples were connected in terms of kinship, language
(speaking dialects of the same language family), and through so-
cial, economic, and historical interrelationships. As a result, the
EPRDF and its southern political partner put in place a unilateral
merger that led to the conglomeration of Omotic languages. To
save costs and ‘unite’ the four groups, a new unified language was
proposed for use in the administrative system as well as the educa-
tion system: as with the political merger, the four closely related
but different languages and ethnic groups in the area — Wolaita,
Gamo, Gofa, and Dawro — were combined into one, called “Wogag-
oda’ after its abbreviation. Thereafter, schoolbooks were published
in the new language and Wogagoda was declared the official lan-
guage of North Omo Zone (Data 2003). While the political merger
took place within smaller elite circles and had few immediate ram-
ifications, the imposition of the newly amalgamated language in
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primary schools impacted many more people as the rapidly expand-
ing primary school system resulted in a broader interaction with
these language policy decisions (Data 2006). That is when broad
based, bottom-up citizen resistance began.

The implementation of this language policy resulted in resist-
ance and contestation from diverse communities and for a range
of reasons (Cochrane and Yeshtile 2019). The acronym Wogag-
oda was drawn from only the four of the major ethno-linguistic
groups, causing dissatisfaction, negative reactions, and a feel-
ing of non-representation from numerically smaller groups such
as Konta and Oyda (Data 2006). Additionally, all four of the rep-
resented ethno-linguistic groups also opposed Wogagoda, with
opposition being particularly strong in Wolaita, wherein this pol-
icy was viewed as a means to erode its unique history and status and
thereby dissolve the unique identities of the region (Cochrane and
Yeshtile 2019). As a result, the newly introduced language was not
accepted in any part of North Omo (Data 2006; Sava and Tosco
2008). Contestation was not driven by formal civil society, but in-
stead involved the mobilisation of different groups: student groups
protested, teachers refused to teach with the new curricula, par-
ents rallied for action at community gatherings such as weddings
and funerals, and politicians utilised this ground to further their
own interest for political autonomy by demanding the dissolution
of the North Omo Zone.

Where the resistance was the strongest, in Wolaita, there were
mass protests that resulted in violent confrontation with govern-
ment forces (Data 2006). During one large protest, the entire store
of school textbooks was burned. It was at this juncture, as the op-
position to Wogagoda became fierce and widespread, that political
demands beyond language became more explicit (Aalen 2011).
The EPRDF government attempted to enforce the language policy
and quell dissent with force. Many leaders of the informal move-
ment were arrested, including elders and local leaders (primarily
in Wolaita) that did not heed many of the EPRDF’s orders. So-called
confrontational teachers were posted to remote locations out-
side of the North Omo Zone. Moreover, the EPRDF tried to co-opt
contesting groups. The actions of the federal and regional govern-
ments hardened the stance of the resistance, with students and
community members continuing to protest and teachers refusing
to use the teaching materials. In other words, co-optation was not
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working, and policies were unimplementable due to a lack of suffi-
cient support by local bureaucrats (Sava and Tosco 2008). Due to
the resistance encountered, the ruling coalition used force to elim-
inate overtly oppositional civil society actors and movements. The
persistent contestation of the federal and regional governments
continued to escalate into violent conflict between the citizens
and the state agents, wherein there were reports of unarmed pro-
testers being killed (Cochrane and Yeshtile 2019; Data 2006). The
extent of the conflict emphasises contestation as the primary mode
of engagement. In the Wogagoda case, this involved informal mass
movements and unplanned coalitions of different segments of the
population converging on similar demands.

This conflict involved people from a wide range of social groups
— state agents, students (from elementary school to tertiary educa-
tion), intellectuals (not just from Wolaita but intellectuals of diverse
backgrounds), elders, business people, and religious leaders — as
well as the general public (Data 2006). In an effort to further their
demand to end Wogagoda as an imposed language of instruction,
the mass mobilisation drew upon the existing structures of society,
including family networks, religious institutions, schools, and vil-
lage institutions such as /ddir. Students and teachers used the same
institutions that sought to impose the language upon them to dissem-
inate information and deepen the mobilisation. In this way, the new
language and its controversy reached individual homes throughout
the region, including rural areas, allowing diverse groups to react
to it, sparking debates across the region. Another example of dis-
semination, and how central this debate was at the time, is noted
by Data (2006), who observed this while attending a funeral service
during the conflict. During the funeral service, the preacher asked
the attendees to pray for peace in the area: peace which was dis-
rupted because of Wogagoda. The preacher’s diagnosis was that the
devil had made the government impose a strange language on the
people of Wolaita and North Omo. Following the funeral ritual, the
main subject of the mourners’ conversation was Wogagoda (Data
2006). In parallel to community-based activism, formal political
contestation took place, with leaders from Wolaita sending letters
to the prime minister, to parliament, to the minister of education,
to regional state government, and to foreign entities, including the
US Congress (Cochrane and Yeshtile 2019). The political advocacy
included concerns related to language, but was not limited to it;
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leaders from Wolaita also demanded political autonomy, which was
supposed to have been granted via the new constitution.

The federal and regional governments were never able to ef-
fectively implement the language policy, as parents and teachers
refused it, and the educational materials were burned. After a year
of sustained mobilisation and activism, the ruling party reinstated
the former languages, revoking its earlier decision to make Woga-
goda an official language. However, it was not only the language
policy that was changed. The administrative unit of the North Omo
Zone was dissolved and, from late 2000 onwards, three zonal units
(Wolaita, Gamo-Gofa, and Dawro) and two special woredas (dis-
tricts) (Konta and Basketo) were established.

Even though the EPRDF government attempted to suppress the
opposition, strong resistance from non-state groups influenced pol-
icy outcomes and administrative decisions, granting the people
greater degrees of autonomy, although Gamo and Gofa were not
granted individual zonal status. The making and unmaking of Wo-
gagoda demonstrates that an imposition of a peculiar integrationist
rhetoric by the ruling party undermined an existing unity among
the group of Omotic speakers and destabilised the region for a sig-
nificant part of the first decade of the EPRDF era (Data 2006). These
forms of contestation show that, while the EPRDF was willing to use
force to suppress agency, this was not always an effective tool. This
brief history also provides insight into the ways in which people in-
teracted with the central government, contested its decisions, and
remade the country. However, mass public protests and violent
conflict were not the only pathways to the effective expression of
agency during the 19qos. In the case study that follows, the political
movement in Silte, also within the SNNPR, shows the diverse and in-
novative ways that citizens throughout the country have sought to
ensure their voices are heard.

THE SILTE POLITICAL MOVEMENT

The second case study considers the Silte-Gurage conflict, which
coincided with the Wogagoda conflict. In Gurage and Silte, eth-
nic federalism has brought about an increased consciousness and
exploitation of ethnic identity in the pursuit of political ends for sim-
ilar reasons to those relating to North Omo. A group of community
leaders, political elite, and influential actors (e.g., business people)
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formed what would eventually become the Silte political movement.
This political movement initially focused on the formation of a uni-
fied Silte identity. Later, the movement took an institutional form
with the establishment of a civic association: namely the Azernet-
Berberie Youth Association (Zerihun 2015), which eventually grew
into a political party that advanced the political, economic, and
socio-cultural interests of the Silte people (Smith 2007). Shortly after
the transitional government came to power (in 1992), a political en-
tity representing the Silte people, known as the Silti, Azernet-Berberie/
Aicho, Melga/Mesqan Wolene/Wuriro and Gedebano Peoples’ Democratic
Organization (samwcppo), was established. The party, which had an
identity based on ethno-linguistic grounds, would later change its
name to the Silte People’s Democratic Unity Party (spbup) (Zeri-
hun 2015; Smith 2007).

The emergence of this form of identity politics was rooted in the
belief that the establishment of the Gurage Zonal Administration
took away, or aimed to erase, the unique ethno-linguistic identity
of the Silte people. In this regard, the driver of the contestation
was like that raised in the North Omo Zone. The ruling political
party of the Gurage Zone, which was one of the thirteen zones
and eight special woredas that made up the then SNNPR, was the
eprDF-affiliated Gurage People’s Revolutionary Democratic Move-
ment (GPRDM). It was from this Zonal Administration that the
SsPDUP sought to break away and form its own Zonal Administra-
tion, a move which was rooted in demands for self-governance, as
provided under the 1995 FDRE Constitution. Unlike the mass pro-
tests and resistance against Wogagoda, which were largely driven
by coalitions of informal groups, the Silte movement took a politi-
cal form and utilised political mechanisms to achieve its advocacy
aims. While the bottom-up resistance to Wogagoda in the North
Omo Zone primarily consisted of contestation of federal and re-
gional policies, in Silte the political advocacy was cooperative. The
Silte movement utilised existing political processes, and contesta-
tion took place generally within the system (e.g., political parties,
petitions, conferences, formal communications).

In an area of largely Cushitic-speaking peoples, Gurage is home
to a society of Semitic speakers that has a common language with
many dialects. Within the Gurage are three areas: Northern Gurage,
Western Gurage, and Eastern Gurage. These three areas were estab-
lished on the basis of the dialects spoken: Kistane and sometimes
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Dobi and Moher (Northern Gurage); Sebat Bet Gurage — Akelil, Cheha,
Ennor, Eza, Geto, Gomare, Inndegagn, Moher, Mesekan and Dobi (West
Gurage); Silti, Ulbareg, Innequor, Welene (Eastern Gurage). The
SDPUP’s aim was to seek recognition of the Silte identity of the Silte
language cluster through political negotiation with the EPRDF.

A monthly periodical published in the Silte language, titled So-
jat, or Dawn, was established by political leaders as part of building
their movement and gaining popular support with the people (Ni-
shi 2005). The publication was a means to promote the Silte identity,
with regular topics covering local history relating to the Silte people
and highlighting the socio-cultural traits that made them different
from the Gurage. In parallel, the political elite from the Gurage
produced a publication, titled Gogot, or Alliance, which emphasised
the similarities of the people in the broader Gurage area, including
the Silte, and advocated for unity. These claims were supported by
academic works, such as the ethnographic book about the Gurage
by Shack (1966). As in the case of Wogagoda, language would be a
key issue, with Silte leaders arguing that their language was distinct
from the languages of the Gurage and the other subgroups of the
Gurage people (Nishi 2005).

At the outset, the demands from the Silte leaders did not receive
much attention from the federal government, which relegated the
issue as a local one and thus distanced itself from engaging with
it. Any forms of protest or violence that emerged were dealt with
as unrest that needed to be handled by security forces rather than
through political dialogue. The regional government’s initial re-
sponse to the issue was quite similar to that in the North Omo Zone
at the start of the problems there. However, this shifted when the
spDUP submitted a petition to the House of Federation (Smith
2007). Unlike in the case of the North Omo Zone, where the fed-
eral government responded with increasing force, in 1997 the
EPRDF organised a conference to discuss and debate the issue of
the Silte identity in an attempt to resolve the issue. As outlined by
Nishi (2005), the conference was held in Butajira, where nearly a
thousand speakers of Silte language were selected to represent the
Silte perspective. Ultimately, the representatives were tasked to vote
whether the Silte people were a part of Gurage or distinct from
it. A large majority of the representatives voted that the Silte were
part of Gurage. However, all those who were not in favour abstained
from the vote, suggesting the process may not have been as free and
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fair as the government might have been suggested it to be. At the
end of the meeting the ruling party declared the matter was closed
(Markakis 1998). The sppUP rejected the results once they had been
made public, arguing that the representatives were selected to serve
a political purpose and the use of this conference was an undemo-
cratic way to assess the opinions of the people. The dispute caused a
rift in the Silte political party, resulting in a split and the creation of
two parties. Contestation continued after this conference, forcing
the EPRDF to reconsider its position, or at least the methods used to
arrive at its position.

To allay the criticisms of an undemocratic process, the govern-
ment made a public statement that errors were made; these were
later detailed in government publications (for example, in 2002 ar-
ticles elaborated on the mishandling of the process and the faulty
approach undertaken). To address the growing demands, the House
of Federation recommended that a referendum be held regarding
the Silte identity. This was held in 2001. The result, announced by
the National Electoral Board, was that, out of 421,188 votes, 416,481
were for an independent Silte identity (Ethiopian Herald 2001, cited
in Nishi 2005). Based upon this referendum result, a new Zonal Ad-
ministration was created: the Silte Zone.

While the successful movement in the former North Omo Zone
was instigated by activism and mass mobilisation, the success in Silte
demonstrates an effective use of the political process to effect change
and ensure that the voices of the people are heard. The movement
utilised methods of cooperation and coexistence, as opposed to out-
right confrontation, to achieve their aims. In Silte, constitutional
changes enabled potential new forms of citizen-driven political de-
mands, which changed not only the administrative map but also the
ways in which voices can be expressed and responded to within an
evolving citizen—government relationship. This is not a unique ex-
ample, as is demonstrated in the chapter on the Muslim movement.

ADVOCACY FOR LEGAL REFORM

To broaden our examination of the scope of citizen engagement
and contestation, we explore a third modality, that of the civil so-
ciety activism that took place in the 19gos. The two case studies
covered thus far highlight the role of citizen action to advocate for
political change in the areas of identity politics and ethnic-based
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federalism. This third case study covers gender discrimination and
the realignment of legal codes with the new constitution pursued
by a civil society organisation. The Ethiopian Women Lawyers As-
sociation (EwrA), formed of a small group of lawyers, transformed
individual legal support into successful campaigns for legal reform
of federal laws (for example, in Family Law) to eliminate gender
discrimination and, in the case of EwLA, align older legal codes
with the new constitution. The Association was founded by a small
group of elite-affiliated individuals and its relationship with the
state evolved from cooperation in the mid 19ggos when using the
legal system, via coexistence in the late 19gos as the work became
more conflictual outside of the courts and into the public realm,
to contestation in the 2000s, when the activities expanded into po-
litical activism.

The 1991—gp transitional government had many tasks to han-
dle, not the least of which was working to draft a new constitution.
This process went alongside the socio-economic and political
re-orientations noted above. Both during the transition period and
in the years after 1995, civil society was given more freedom to act.
The EwLA in particular utilised this space to put pressure on the
government to revise a number of legal codes, often written in the
imperial era, to align with the new constitution, specifically in ad-
dressing the gender inequalities of these past codes. The EwLA was
among a few exceptional civil society organisations that successfully
engaged in political advocacy during the 19gos; indeed, it may well
have been the most successful in doing so.

As a civil society organisation, the EWLA initially worked to sup-
port women by providing legal support, on a pro-bono individual
case basis, to defend their rights. In most cases, the support was pro-
vided to those who could not otherwise access it (Burgess 2013). As
the number of cases grew, and as the legal precedents accumulated,
the EwLA took to raising broader public awareness and in tandem
put pressure on the government to engage in broader legal reform
(Burgess 2011). In a historical context where civil society activism
was not welcome, the EWLA was unique as an organisation that was
taking courageous action (not always supported by the public) to
advance the rights of women throughout the country (Indrawatie
2008). During the late 19gos, EwLA had some notable successes in
court, which attracted broader public and media attention, enhanc-
ing its prominence (Dessalegn 2002).
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The lives of the individuals involved in these early legal aid cases
were changed, but the root cause of the problem was not. The
EWLA, making precedents through the cases they were winning, and
commissioning research to support their cause regarding systemic
legal issues, began to advocate for legal reform, based on the argu-
ment that the equality outlined in the 1995 constitution ought to
be reflected in other legal codes, such as civil and criminal codes.
Advancing this effort required a more systematic approach to as-
sessing the legal codes. The EwLA thus engaged in research efforts
not only to assess Ethiopian legal codes but also to conduct a bench-
mark assessment of other countries and international conventions
to which the new government had become a signatory. Using this
research, the EWLA was able to clearly show where the legal codes di-
verged from the new constitution, and in particular to highlight the
gender-based discrimination within the legal codes (Burgess 2011).
The growing number of legal victories alongside this research made
the organisation an increasingly powerful voice for change.

In an effort to expand the availability of its services, the EwLA
opened new offices outside of the capital city of Addis Ababa, as well
as in the regional capitals of Amhara and Benishangul Gumuz and
the city of Bishoftu in the Oromiya region. Services were further
expanded via the use of committees at regional, zonal and woreda
(district) levels, throughout much of the country (Dessalegn 2002).
The EwLA’s activities included public education programmes, using
radio and a variety of publications (Dessalegn 2002), that aimed to
bring about socio-cultural change and shift public attitudes. Their
initiatives also included training provision for those working in or
with the legal system, from law enforcement officials to judges. It
was via these individual and community engagements that the EwrLA
was able to raise public awareness of their causes and to facilitate
mass bottom-up campaigns (via its growing support and regional of-
fices) as well as more targeted elite advocacy (via its elite-connected
leadership) within the political realm of the federal government
(Burgess 2013).

The first target for legal reform was the Family Law, which was
an imperial era code put into law in 1960. Alongside public pres-
sure and legal precedents, the EwrLA provided legal support for
the government to enable reform, such as by drafting amend-
ments and submitting them to the respective federal and regional
entities. As a result of the cumulative work, a new Family Law was
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enacted in 2000 (Dessalegn 2002). Although the proposed amend-
ment was not adopted in full, significant improvements occurred,
transforming the legal system of the country from that point on-
wards. This reform was led by the EwLA, particularly their founder,
Meaza Ashenafi. For Ethiopians, the work of the EwrLA has been
transformative, as the legal landscape has shifted to address many
of the gender-based discriminatory components, not only of the
Family Law, but also the Nationalities Law and the Criminal Code
(Cochrane and Betel 2018). When the organisation used its capac-
ity and broad-based support to promote female candidates to run
in parliamentary elections, it began to encounter more explicit po-
litical opposition and, eventually, repression (Dessalegn 2002). It
was its entrance into more explicitly political activism that resulted
in strong government resistance. After victories in the 19gos and
early 2000s, the EWLA experienced significant political opposition,
resulting in the organisation reducing its services. As Martin Luther
King Jr said: ‘the moral arc is long, but it bends towards justice’;
after nearly two decades of EwLA opposition, Meaza Ashenafi was
appointed as the President of the Federal Supreme Court of Ethio-
pia in 2018.

CONCLUSION

The three cases studies in this chapter demonstrate the ways in
which unique modalities — mass mobilisation, political activism,
and political advocacy — have been used to express the interests of
citizens and civil society. The case studies discussed in this chap-
ter demonstrate that the EPRDF’s ‘top-down’ approach of policy
imposition encountered citizen and civil society opposition and re-
sistance in diverse forms. Although their demands were not met
with acceptance by the ruling elite of the EPRDF, in each case per-
sistence and tailored activism resulted in the remaking of laws
and/or changes to administrative structures. Of the many poten-
tial case studies from the 19gos, these three exemplify the changes
that resulted from active participation — the restructuring of gov-
ernment as in the Silite and Wolayita Zones, and in Family Law
reform as effected by the EwLA. These are three examples of how,
early in the EPRDF period, citizens were actively involved in the
making of their country, not just passive recipients of diktat from
a political vanguard.
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In the meta-narrative of Ethiopia history, and as suggested in the
introduction to this chapter, the Ethiopian people are largely seen
as silent and invisible, while the elites are portrayed prominently and
as power holders. While the long-term impacts of politics and move-
ments based on ethno-linguistic identities are contested, what is clear
from the 199os is that proclamations from the federal government
were not silently accepted, nor was civil society passively awaiting fed-
eral reforms. The objective of this chapter was not to cover the three
case studies in detail (we have cited literature that has attempted to do
so), butrather to highlight that, from the beginning of the EPRDF era,
the citizens of Ethiopia have been actively engaged, demanding their
rights, and contesting declarations from the centre. While we do not
seek to discount the role of elites and authoritarian decision-making,
these case studies, in combination with the rest of the chapters in
this volume, tell another history: the people’s history of Ethiopia, one
that itself sits in contestation to the dominant meta-narrative. As the
collection in this book demonstrates, the narrative of an authoritar-
ian centralised government dictating to a passive people is not only
factually incorrect but it also distorts and diminishes the agency and
contributions of everyone in society.
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Achievements and Resilience:
Unspoken Stories of Civil Society
Organisations in Ethiopia

Gebre Yntiso

Civil society organisations (csos) are recognised for their roles in
promoting and protecting democracy and human rights, and this
is especially true in the developed countries of the northern hem-
isphere. In Africa, csos started operating in the 1970s and 198os,
primarily as relief organisations during times of humanitarian cri-
sis. However, in the last three decades, their contributions have
extended to include economic development and poverty reduction.
In Ethiopia, csos developed from provision of humanitarian aid
(1970s and 1980s) and service delivery and development engage-
ment (199os) to rights advocacy (2000s).

In 20009, the ruling Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic
Front (EPRDF) government introduced the cso law, Proclamation
No. 621/2009. This law rolled back the developing involvement of
Ethiopian charities and societies in rights issues by incapacitating
funding restrictions. Moreover, the law constrained the operations
of Ethiopian resident charities and societies by imposing oper-
ational restrictions on ¢sos engaged in development and service
delivery, particularly under the (flawed) classification of operational
and administrative costs. The law was excessively tough on those
csos working in human rights, good governance, gender, and policy
advocacy, which accounted for 125 of the g,128 registered organisa-
tions operating in 2008. The media, human rights organisations,
and others, were critical of this new law, giving considerable atten-
tion to its devastating effects on human rights groups. Since 2009,
the general literature on the state of csos in Ethiopia has given
the impression that the infamous and controversial Proclamation
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No. 621/2009 paralysed cso operations. However, while great em-
phasis was placed on the severe impact of the law on human rights
groups, the success stories and the resilience of many organisations,
as well as the cooperation of csos (especially those engaged in de-
velopment and service delivery) with the state, remained unnoticed
and unspoken. Unfortunately, it appeared that the negative public-
ity and the emphasis on contestation between civil society and state
actors overshadowed the positive developments and failed to ac-
count for the existence of other types of state—Cso relation (namely,
cooperation, coexistence, and co-optation). It is only fair that we
recognise the perseverance of csos continuing to operate and deliv-
ering on their promises under a difficult regulatory environment.
This chapter addresses the knowledge gap about these positive de-
velopments, without sidestepping the challenges faced by these
organisations.

Following a brief analysis of global trends in ¢sos and the com-
parative progression of ¢sos in Ethiopia, this chapter considers the
effects of the 2009 law and, through original research, goes on to
fill some of the knowledge gaps referred to above. The findings
of the original research are based on three studies of csos carried
out by the author during the period from 2011 to 2014. In 2011 and
2013, studies were conducted across five urban areas — Addis Ababa
(Ethiopia’s capital), Bahir Dar (the capital of the Amhara Region),
Adama (a city in the Oromia Region), Hawassa (the capital of the
Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples Region (SNNPR)), and
Gambella (the capital of the Gambella Region) — while in 2014, the
author coordinated a nationwide study of non-state actors.

The above studies explored the lived experiences of both people
and institutions through a thorough examination of the perspec-
tives of the participants. Qualitative in nature, the studies utilised a
variety of techniques: observation, interviews, group discussion, and
desk research (relevant documents were reviewed both before and
after interviewing). Data were collected through numerous inter-
views (1g71n total), focus group discussions (20), and observation (of
projects sites, respondents’ homes/businesses, and csos’ offices).
Participants in the studies, who were required to have knowledge of
the research areas being explored, included cso members (in the
case of societies), cso beneficiaries (in the case of charities), cso
representatives, and relevant government officials. The questions
raised with the various research participants focused mainly on the
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activities of ¢sos, the challenges faced and the strategies employed
to them, and their contributions to national development.

Conceptually, this chapter sheds light on the four types of state—
CSO interaction (cooperation, contestation, coexistence, and
co-optation) outlined in the introduction to this book. The inter-
action between the state and the Ethiopian Resident Charities and
Societies (thatis, those engaged in service delivery and development)
took two forms: cooperation in areas where their interests converged,
and contestation where the regulatory regime constrained the csos’
engagements. The Ethiopian Charities and Societies (rights organi-
sations) coexisted with but maintained their distance from the state
and contested the 2009 ¢so law that restricted their operations. The
relationship between foreign charities and the state was characterised
by cooperation. Mass-based societies such as youth associations, wom-
en’s associations, youth leagues, and women’s leagues were co-opted,
as the state controlled their activities. Nevertheless, these associations
still tried to promote the interests of their members, testifying to the
fact that control was not complete.

Based on concrete accounts, this chapter unveils the hitherto un-
spoken accomplishments and perseverance of csos in Ethiopia. It
also highlights a global trend in the making: the expansion of new
opportunities for involvement in development and service delivery
due to the shrinking space for cso engagement in rights issues.

GLOBAL TRENDS IN CSOS:
A CONTEXTUAL OVERVIEW

Overview of the General Context

The second half of the twentieth century witnessed a proliferation
of csos in the Global South. This has been attributed to multiple
factors: humanitarian crises; a perceived turbulence in world pol-
itics; the volatility of culturally plural societies; the acceleration of
globalisation; and the failure of states to provide for their citizens
and govern with legitimacy (Fisher 1997, 439). According to Mat-
thews (2019), ‘the non-profit sector continues to grow rapidly, in
Africa and around the world. In South Africa alone, there are more
than 100,000 registered non-profit organisations and in Kenya the
number of nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) grew by 400%
between 1997 and 2006.
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Historically, the functions of csos have been associated with the
protection and promotion of democracy and good governance
(Inglehart 1997; Foley and Edwards 1996; Nie, Powell, and Prewitt
1969; Almond and Verba 196g). csos have also been engaged in
humanitarian assistance, service delivery, development projects,
human rights and policy advocacy, and environmental protection.
They have been playing the role of the ‘the third sector’ in society,
alongside government and business.

In the last three decades, their contributions to economic develop-
ment and poverty reduction have been increasingly acknowledged
(Roy, Al Raquib, and Sarker 2017; Clayton, Oakley, and Taylor 2000;
Salamon and Anheier 1997; Fukuyama 199x; Putnam 1993). The
counterargument that civic engagements are often inefficient and
may even hinder economic growth also holds (Olson 1982; Callaghy
1993 cited in Harbeson 1994, 294). However, Ronald Inglehart (1997)
argues that both possibilities exist, in that civic associations could be
conducive to economic growth, especially in the early stages of de-
velopment, but in industrial societies they tend to become strong
defenders of certain interests at the expense of economic growth.

Some writers consider csos as conduits of development aid
(Hulme and Edwards 1997), and promoters of democracy and good
governance (Abramson 19gg). Johnson Wagona Makoba (2002)
suggested that, in Uganda and other African countries, NGOs have
been filling developmental gaps. Walter Oyugi (2004, 19) wrote,
‘The Kenyan experience demonstrates that the NGO sector has since
the 1980s emerged as a major player in the design and implementa-
tion of projects as well as the actual provision of basic needs services.’
According to Matthews (2019), in Africa NGOs play a leading role in
providing healthcare and education. It is equally important to rec-
ognise that other writers challenged the portrayal of csos as ‘magic
bullets’ for human problems (Vivian 1994) and perceived them as
representing a political concept and policy agenda of the west (Ely-
achar 20085; Comaroff and Comaroff 1999; Hann and Dunn 19g6).

More recently, csos in many countries have been operating under
restrictive regulatory frameworks. According to Matthews (2019),
csos began to flourish in the 1980s, when international financial
institutions forced governments to slash public expenditure. How-
ever, it was feared that donor-driven aid, channelled through csos
who were accountable to their funders, would weaken the influ-
ence of states and undermine their sovereignties. Therefore, some
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countries pursued cso policies that restricted foreign funding and
the involvement of foreign agents in domestic affairs. According to
the Hudson Institute’s 2015 report (Adelman, Barnett, and Russell
2015, ), regulations that limit cso access to foreign funds exist in
countries such as Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, China, Georgia, India,
Myanmar, Pakistan, South Africa, Russia, and Venezuela. Further,
the report indicates that African countries such as Egypt, Nigeria,
Zambia, and Ethiopia have restrictive laws (Adelman, Barnett, and
Russell 2015, 13-18).

Other contemporaneous studies reveal that the enactment of
restrictive laws in many countries limited the operating environ-
ment for civil society organisations (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2015;
CIvICUS 2015). Kendra Dupuy and her associates (Dupuy, Ron, and
Prakash 2015, 422—9) noted that, since 1955, 86 of the 195 countries
of the world have passed more restrictive NGO laws, most of which
appeared between 1995 and 2012. This is indicative of the global
nature of cso space shrinkage, which has been seen, although for
different reasons, in both non-democratic states and established de-
mocracies (Unmuessig 2015). In the non-West, civic activism with
neoliberal inspiration met heavy-handed responses, while Western
democratic nations suspended civil liberties due to fear of terrorism
and in the name of security (cIvicus 2o1s, 6). In Africa and else-
where, observers have mixed views about the role of csos. While
some consider them as well-intentioned actors with enormous ca-
pacity to mobilise donor aid, others doubt that they are the most
suitable actors for improving the lives of people (Matthews 2019).

CSOs in Ethiopia and the 2009 Law

Regarding the history of csos in Ethiopia, Jeffrey Clark (2000, 4)
stated that civil associations began to emerge in Ethiopia around
the 19g0s, and a law to regulate such groups was enacted in the 1960
Civil Code. After the adoption of the civil code, the Ministry of In-
ternal Affairs, which was designated to oversee the csos, issued the
1966 Association Registration Regulation, later updated through
the 1995 Guidelines for NGo Operations (Clark 2000, 12-13). In this
regard, Proclamation No. 621/2009 can be considered as the first
specific law to regulate cso operation.

Over the years, national and international NGOs began to ap-
pear in Ethiopia, with ¢so numbers increasing during the famines
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of 1979—74 and 1984-8r. However, an unprecedented surge and
proliferation occurred after the 1991 political change in Ethiopia.
According to Desalegn (2008), the number of nationally registered
CSOs grew to 2,300 in 2007, having been 600 in 2001 and only 70
in 1991. In the 1970s and 1980s, csos provided humanitarian relief,
and then, in the 199os, they began to engage in service delivery and
development (Clark 2000). It was only in the 2000s that involve-
ment in human rights advocacy occurred (Cerritelli, Akalewold,
and Abagodu 2008a,b).

Three national level surveys, commissioned by the European
Union and its partners, revealed that csos operating in Ethiopia
managed to mobilise huge resources and contribute to national de-
velopment priorities (Abebe et al. 2004; Cerritelli, Akalewold, and
Abagodu 2008a). The 2014 study, discussed in more detail later,
showed that charities and societies had implemented more than
2,600 projects, with a total budget of Birr g5.76 billion (US$1.788 bil-
lion). This study indicated that csos also encountered challenges
that hampered their operations.

In 2009, the Ethiopian government enacted Proclamation
No. 621/2009, but what were the circumstances that led to the
passing of this new law? Prior to its enactment, the perceived ac-
countability deficit of csos, and the unprecedented civic activism
during the period leading up to the 2005 contested election, ap-
pears to have led to the promulgation of this proclamation (Sisay
2012). The absence of a clear legal definition was believed to have
created a lack of transparency, leading to financial mismanage-
ment, and an absence of independent evaluation of cso activities;
in other words, an accountability deficit. Hence, csos were por-
trayed as inefficient, over-paid, corrupt, and untrustworthy (Roberts
2019). There was a growing temptation among civil servants either
to join existing Csos or to establish one, to generate better income
and lead better lives. It became commonplace for the best and the
brightest to leave the government sector to work for csos.

Early on in its administration, the EPRDF ruling party subscribed
to the view that NGOs pursued a rent-seeking political economy that
contributed to the economic crisis in Africa (Debebe 2010a, 20).
Further, the availability of funds, largely from foreign sources, and
the ability to attract capable personnel enabled csos to reach cit-
izens and engage in civil activism at a grassroots level. The ruling
party viewed csos as part of the opposition, representing a threat to
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its authority (Dessalegn 2008). In 200p5, for the first time in the po-
litical history of Ethiopia, csos played a very active role in a general
election (Wondwosen 200qg). The EPRDF experienced significant
electoral losses (Aalen and Tronvoll 2009) and consequently, the
government reacted against the grassroots activism of ¢sos (which
favored the opposition parties), limiting the civic space. The gov-
ernment’s justifications for the passing of the 2009 law were as
follows: to ensure the realisation of citizens’ rights to association,
which is enshrined in the Constitution; to ensure csos’ legitimacy,
accountability, and transparency, which were recognised as major
deficiencies of the sector; and to create an enabling environment
for csos and to facilitate their role in development.

Critics dismissed the claim that the 2009 law ensures the right to
association and creates an enabling environment for ¢sos. The leg-
islation was criticised for limiting the right to freedom of association
to engage in rights issues, in violation of Article g1 of the Ethiopian
Constitution (Yalemzewd et al. 2009; Debebe 20104, 23). This was a
valid legal argument that challenged the constitutionality of the law.
As discussed later, there was also a severe foreign funding restriction
on rights organisations' as well as operational restrictions on other
csos allowed to receive up to 100 per cent of their funds from for-
eign sources (Kassahun 2013).

However, some of the critical views seem to have been overly
simplistic or unbalanced. For example, Dupuy and her associates
stressed that the real intention of the Ethiopian cso law was to
shut down political opposition (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2015,
426). Roberts (2019, 8) concluded that the closing of civic space
in Ethiopia severely reduced the service delivery capacity of NGOs.
On 17 December 2012, the Addis Standard (a private magazine)
published an article titled ‘Ethiopia: A Self-Defeating Chari-
ties and Societies Proclamation Hurting All’. Such rather gross
and unsubstantiated headlines sent an unbalanced message to
unsuspecting readers.

With the exception of most rights organisations, the funding and
operational restrictions did not make most CSOs passive victims, par-
alysing their operations. The nuances and complexities involved
warrant careful assessment of the contexts in which the csos oper-
ated, their agency to stimulate creative responses, and the presence
of opportunities for continued interventions. However, the pass-
ing of Proclamation No. 621/2009, providing for the registration
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of charities and societies, and the establishment of the Charities
and Societies Agency, brought both opportunities and challenges
for the sector.

THE 2009 CSO LAW AND ITS
CONTROVERSIAL EFFECTS

Between 2009 and 2019, the cso discourse in Ethiopia was dom-
inated by critical reflections on the law and hostile rhetoric by
authorities about csos. The issues of human rights, governance, and
advocacy has dominated news headlines and attracted research at-
tention. In the literature, the concept of csos refers to a wide range
of organisations, associations, networks, and groups that promote
public interests and that are not part of the government structure
or the business sector. This chapter focuses on a subset of csos,
recognised officially in Ethiopia as charities* and societies? (trade
unions, cooperative societies, micro and small enterprises, self-help
groups, and community-based organisations are beyond the scope
of this work).

Proclamation No. 621/2009 mandated the Charities and Soci-
eties Agency (a federal institution) to register and regulate three
categories of ¢sos: Ethiopian charities and societies, Ethiopian res-
ident charities and societies, and foreign charities (Proclamation
No. 621/2009, Article 2, Paragraphs 2—4). In July 2014, there were
3,077 such csos registered with the Agency. The following details
the background and contents of the law, the conceptualisation of
csos, and the controversy on funding and operational restrictions
providing context to the story since 2009.

Ethiopian Charities and Societies (Rights Organisations)

Ethiopian charities or Ethiopian societies (called here ‘rights or-
ganisations’) are those csos that are formed by Ethiopians, under
Ethiopian laws, and can engage in any activity, including human
rights and policy advocacy (Proclamation No. 621/2009, Article 2,
Paragraph 2). Such organisations must secure go per cent of their
budget from domestic sources, with no more than 10 per cent of
their funds coming from foreign sources. This 10 per cent ceiling,
which came to be known as ‘the go:10 rule’, became the most con-
troversial issue for this group. Government officials argued that this
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specific funding restriction was introduced to reduce the vulnerabil-
ity of delicate domestic affairs to manipulation by foreign agendas
that may accompany foreign funds. There were reports that the
EPRDF accused foreign-funded civil societies of serving foreign in-
terests (Debebe 2010b). The concern that foreign funds channelled
through csos would weaken the influence of the state and under-
mine its sovereignty was taken as an emerging challenge to be dealt
with through regulation.

Government critics viewed the 10 per cent ceiling as a strategy
to silence the rights organisations, undermining their influence in
society by starving them of funds. Representatives of rights organi-
sations who took part in the author’s research as survey respondents
indicated that the go:10 rule had eroded their organisational capac-
ity to attain their goals. In a context where Ethiopia’s government
could not function without foreign funds (Sisay 2012), the expecta-
tions that csos could find sufficient funds from private donations,
public collections, membership fees, and other income-generation
activities was unrealistic. The imposition of this rule forced some
Csos to terminate their operations, while others changed their
commitment from political advocacy to service delivery. Using the
argument that ¢sos should not be denied the right to association
based on income, the legislation was criticised for limiting the right
to freedom of association to engage in rights issues, in violation of
Article g1 of the Ethiopian Constitution and international stand-
ards (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2015; Kassahun 2012; Debebe 2010a;
Yalemzewd et al. 2009).

In a publication by the Institute of Development Studies, Roberts
(2019, 8) wrote that csos had to curtail their operations in research,
policy analysis, legal advocacy, rights, and campaigning, and had re-
structured themselves around less-politically contentious areas such
as food aid and poverty relief. Roberts (2019, 18) also stated that ‘the
number of ¢sos working on advocacy and governance issues was
greatly reduced and the capacity of those who continued to work
on rights-based issues was dramatically reduced.” This was true, but
mainly for the rights organisations. Without being dismissive of the
critical voices and the noble intention of csos, it needs to be noted
for the record that the number of rights organisations affected by
the law was small (only 125 out of a total of g,128). Moreover, as
discussed later under ‘cso resilience’, some Ethiopian resident
charities and societies operated from a rights-based perspective



68 Citizens, Civil Society, and Activism

but, to avoid legal scrutiny, did so without being open and public.
Reducing the service delivery roles to food-aid and poverty-relief ac-
tivities belittles such innovative accomplishments of ¢sos and their
contributions to the first national Growth and Transformation Plan
(¢TP1) and the United Nations’ global Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs) as discussed later.

Ethiopian Resident Charities and Societies

Ethiopian resident charities and Ethiopian resident societies are
csos formed by the residents of Ethiopia, under Ethiopian laws, and
can receive up to go per cent of their funds from foreign sources
(Proclamation No. 621/2009, Article 2, Paragraph g). However, they
are not allowed to engage in activities such as: the advancement of
human and democratic rights; the promotion of equality of gender,
ethnicity, and religion; the promotion of the rights of children and
persons with disability; the promotion of conflict resolution; and
the promotion of justice efficiency and law enforcement services
(Proclamation No. 621/2009, Article 14, Paragraphs 2-5).

The law required the ‘resident csos’ to earmark 70 per cent of
their budget for programme activities (operational costs) and the
remaining go per cent for administrative purposes (administrative
costs). The logic behind this specific provision stems from the alle-
gations that csos spent 6o per cent of their budget on administrative
matters, and that their highly paid leaders allegedly advanced the
interests of foreign agencies rather than the citizens (Dupuy, Ron,
and Prakash 2015; EPRDF 2006 cited in Debebe 2010a; Yalemzewd
et al. 2009). Research respondents from many authorities and or-
dinary beneficiaries of csos’ projects reported that they witnessed
noticeable improvements in accountability, transparency, and the
flow of resources to the community after the enactment of the law.

Critics argued that barring csos from engagement in rights issues
based on income was against the Constitution, and against inter-
national standards related to freedom of association and human
rights. However, the representatives of resident charities and socie-
ties rarely mentioned these inconsistencies as their major concern.
Rather, they complained about more practical challenges, namely,
the inaccessibility of donor funding and the absurdity of ‘the 70:30
rule’ on spending. Most organisations in this sector lacked access to
donor funding for reasons such as lack of information, the inability
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to write proposals, and the stringent and complex criteria. Certain
expenses that should be classified as operational costs were included
in the administrative costs, and this constrained the organisational
performance of small csos with limited budgets.

Some studies have examined the problems associated with clas-
sifying expenses as administrative costs rather than operational
costs, covering areas such as personnel (e.g., project managers),
infrastructure (e.g., project vehicles), research, transportation,
monitoring and evaluation, and training. These studies revealed
that the 70:30 guideline discouraged c¢sos from many and varied
activities: employing and retaining qualified staff; launching pro-
jects in remote locations to reach inaccessible communities; giving
capacity-building training; undertaking proper monitoring and
evaluation activities; undertaking research to improve practice
and/or inform policy alternatives; and sharing information (Rob-
erts 2019; Kassahun 2014; Long and Regassa 2013; Debebe 2011).

Foreign Charities (International NGoOs)

Foreign Charities (International NGOs) are those charities that are
formed under the laws of foreign countries; consist of members who
are foreign nationals; are controlled by foreign nationals; or receive
funds from foreign sources (Proclamation No. 621/2009, Article 2,
Paragraph 4). There is no limit on the amount of funds that for-
eign charities are permitted to bring into the country. As Roberts
(2019, 19) stated, ‘Perhaps ironically, given the EPRDF’s attribution
of the problem to “foreign interests”, the number of registered in-
ternational NGcos was unaffected.” However, the restrictions that
applied to the Ethiopian resident charities and societies, especially
the 70:30 rule, applied to foreign charities as well. Although the im-
plications of the law for foreign charities were raised and discussed
by other writers (see, for example, Yalemzewd et al. 2009), it is be-
yond the scope of this chapter.

THE POST-2009 CSO LANDSCAPE IN ETHIOPIA

The 2014 non-state actors updated mapping study, sponsored by the
European Union, estimated the total number of non-state actors
in Ethiopia at 289,630 (Gebre et al. 2014). This figure does not in-
clude self-help groups, trade unions, or the numerous unregistered
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community-based organisations operating in the country. The major
categories of non-state actors identified in the 2014 study included
charities and societies (g,077), civic associations registered in the re-
gions (34,911), cooperative societies (95,719), and micro and small
enterprises (217,636). It is important to note that csos, which are
different from business-oriented cooperatives and micro and small
enterprises, represent a subset of non-state actors. This section pro-
vides brief descriptions and concise analytical reflections on the cso
landscape and achievements by focusing on their types, numbers,
spatial distribution, the thematic focus of activities, resource mo-
bilisation, and contributions to development. Such discussions on
the scope and scale of cso operations are instrumental for a clear
understanding and genuine appreciation of their contributions to
service delivery and national development priorities.

The Number of Registered and Operational csos

In August 2014, according to the records of the Charities and So-
cieties Agency, there were 3,077 registered charities and societies
pledged to operate throughout Ethiopia. However, data pieced
together from the regional Bureau of Finance and Economic De-
velopment (BOFED), mandated to sign operational agreements with
charities and societies, revealed that only 870 (28.5 per cent) of the
registered csos were operational. The 71.77 per cent (2,207) inactive
figure comprises not only those csos who failed to start operation
due to funding constraints and other challenges, but also those op-
erating in some regions by signing operational agreements with
lower-level government offices instead of BOFED. The 3,077 regis-
tered csos (Gebre et al. 2014) showed a decrease from 3,128 in 2008
(Cerritelli, Akalewold, and Abagodu 2008 a). According to Roberts
(2019, 8), 1,741 NGOs were closed down following the enactment of
the restrictive law in 200q. Thus, it appears that re-registration of
old organisations, or fresh registration of newcomers, took place
later. According to the report by Gebre and associates, the number
of rights-based organisations increased from 125 in 2008 (Cerritelli,
Akalewold, and Abagodu 2008a) to 488 in 2014. However, there
were very few operational Ethiopian charities and societies in the
country. For example, of the 160 rights-based csos expected to work
in the SNNPR, only two Ethiopian Charities were operational during
the research period, and this appeared to be replicated throughout
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the country. The number of international NGOs (INGOs) increased
from 201 in 2008 (Cerritelli, Akalewold, and Abagodu 2008a) to
348 in August 2014. However, the 70:30 guideline had affected
INGOs that worked as ‘intermediaries’ (not as direct project imple-
menters) pursuing modalities of mobilisation and disbursement of
funds to local csos (TECS 2014).

Spatial Distribution

Charities and societies were distributed unevenly across the admin-
istrative spectrum, with most csos concentrated in the major cities/
towns, accessible locations (e.g., along roadsides), or central areas
close to Addis Ababa. At the national level, 74 per cent of the csos
operated in five relatively well-resourced regions: Addis Ababa, Oro-
mia, the SNNPR, Amhara, and Tigray. In the SNNPR, 68 per cent of
the csos operated in Hawassa (the region’s capital) or in five of
the fifteen easily accessible zones.* In Oromia, most csos (62.5 per
cent) operated in seven central zones close to Addis Ababa. In the
Tigray Region, most csos favoured Mekelle (the capital) and the
Southern Zone. In the Amhara Region, the highest concentration
of csos (26.4 per cent) was in the North Shoa and South Wello
Zones. All these zones are relatively close to Addis Ababa.

Development and service-delivery gaps were worse in the remote
and less accessible regions of Afar, Benishangul-Gumuz, Gambella,
and Somali: the very regions that had the greatest need for ¢so in-
terventions. Explanations given for the uneven distribution of csos
in the country varied between cso respondents and government re-
spondents. Those from the cso side explained the phenomenon in
terms of lack of capacity, legal constraints (the 70:30 rule), lack of pol-
icy incentives, the existence of felt needs in urban/central areas, and/
or the difficulty in convincing donors of project feasibility in remote
regions. Those from the government side identified lack of capacity
and lack of commitment to bear hardships in remote locations as the
reasons for the concentration of ¢sos in accessible locations.

Thematic Focus

The 2014 non-state actors updated mapping study revealed the exist-
ence of 2,604 different ongoing cso projects throughout Ethiopia.
Based on the information obtained from the regional BOFED offices,



72 Citizens, Civil Society, and Activism

these projects were categorised into eight themes: health and H1v;
education and training; children and women; agriculture and liveli-
hoods; integrated development; water and sanitation; environment;
‘others’. These themes are consistent with the key development is-
sues identified in GTP1, which incorporated the UN MDGs as part of
the national development priorities. State—CSO cooperation was best
demonstrated in the implementation of the GTp1 and the MDGs. Of
the eight themes, most csos focused on interventions in four sec-
tors: children and women; agriculture and livelihoods; health and
HIV; and education and training.

The 2008 non-state actors mapping study showed the same or-
der of priorities (Cerritelli, Akalewold, and Abagodu 2008a,b), and
all four themes experienced growth in terms of project numbers
and budget amounts. It is apparent that the csos were investing in
human development, and these efforts could be expected to have
a long-term impact in terms of improving the country’s stock of
human capital to sustain economic and social development. The
facts on the ground, as gathered in the research studies reported
here, contradict the views of some writers and critics that the 2009
law forced csos to restructure their goals around food aid and
poverty relief.

Resource Mobilisation

In 2014, charities and societies implemented 2,604 projects with
a total budget of Birr g5.761 billion (US$1.788 billion), obtained
principally from Western donors.> In 2008, there were 2,020 pro-
jects ongoing, with a total budget of Birr g.976 billion, which was
then equivalent to US$1.12g billion (Cerritelli, Akalewold, and
Abagodu 2008a,b). Thus, between 2008 and 2014, the number of
projects and the budgets earmarked to implement them increased
by 28.9 per cent and 5g.2 per cent, respectively. Figures from two
regions serve to illustrate the steady budget increment, as follows:
the cso budget in the SNNPR increased from Birr 2.2 billion in 2008
to Birr 4.3 billion in 2011, rising to Birr 6.7 billion in 2014; the total
amount of money that went to the Amhara Region through csos in-
creased from Birr 5.4 billion in 2012 to Birr 6.4 billion in 2013, and
to Birr 6.5 billion in 2014. Civil society organisations in Ethiopia
demonstrated their capacity to mobilise tens of billions of birr to
implement thousands of projects in all regions. The data also reveal
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Table 2.1 Number of cso projects and budget, 2014

Region Active cSos €SO Projects  Budget in birr
1 Oromia 241 491 11,939,630,929
2 SNNPR 214 595 6,755,640,155
3 Amhara 159 503 6,516,435,881
4  Addis Ababa 364 390 3,436,868,441
5 Somali 57 170 2,661,864,734
6  Tigray 98 99 2,278,057,201
7 Afar 44 63 256,807,796
8  Benishangul- 46 68 750,592,329
Gumuz
9  Harari 33 64 264,000,000
10  Gambella 26 50 901,530,206
11 Dire Dawa 61 111 —
1,343 2,604 35,761,427,762

Source: Adapted from the records of BOFED.

that the 2009 law did not stop or reduce the flow of foreign funds,
which the media, critics, and some cso leaders have alluded to be
the case.

Relevance and Contributions to ¢TI and MDGS

The national development priorities in Ethiopia during the research
period were expressed in terms of the ¢TP1 and the MDGs.° To estab-
lish the relevance of csos’ works to both these goals, it is important
to outline their strategic objectives and priorities. GTp1, Ethiopia’s
medium-term strategic framework for the period from 2010/11 to
2014/15, was developed to attain the following objectives: faster and
equitable economic growth; maintain agriculture as a major source
of economic growth; create favourable conditions for industry to
play a key role in the economy; enhance social development and
infrastructural development; build capacity and strengthen good
governance; promote women and youth empowerment; and eq-
uitable benefits for citizens. The key pillars of GTp1 had detailed
strategic goals and targets in which the csos participated.

The United Nations had identified eight goals (the MDGs) to
address extreme poverty by 2015. These included: eradicating ex-
treme poverty and hunger; achieving universal primary education;
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promoting gender equality and empowering women; reducing
child mortality; improving maternal health; combating HIV/AIDS,
malaria, and other diseases; ensuring environmental sustainability;
and developing a global partnership for development. These MDGs
were integrated into Ethiopia’s GTp1.

csos worked, in partnership with the state actors, towards the
attainment of the two integrated frameworks. Authorities in the
regions recognised the contributions of csos to the attainment of
development goals. The major achievements attributed to cso-
government partnerships and cooperation included: reduction
of maternal and infant mortality rates; prevention and control of
the spread of H1v, tuberculosis, and malaria; gender empower-
ment through income improvement and girls’ access to education;
combating harmful traditional practices affecting the health and
education of girls and women; creation of educational access to
children; promotion of water and sanitation services and capacity
building for government agencies. One respondent, an official in
the SNNPR, stated, ‘We managed to reduce the infant mortality rate.
In this regard, Ethiopia attained the MbG. We managed to reduce
the H1V infection rate through sustained public awareness activities.
Malaria is no longer among the top ten causes of death in our re-
gion ... We are building healthy and productive citizens ... This is a
result of our partnership with non-governmental organizations. We
consider them as real and key partners, not as gap-fillers.’

csos also pride themselves on fostering innovation by providing
tested models of practice in community participation, microfinance,
new technologies, capacity building, effective awareness-raising, and
the use of social inclusion tools. Obviously, csos’ projects had ben-
efited millions of people, especially children, women, low-income
households, and communities facing risks and adversities such
as droughts. The following cases from different regions in Ethio-
pia illustrate the relevance and contributions of csos to ¢Tp1 and
the MDGs.7

In the Benishangul-Gumuz Region, a group of seven INGOs (namely,
the Canadian Hunger Foundation, the Canadian Physicians for Aid
and Relief, Food for the Hungry, International Network of Bamboo
and Rattan, Oxfam Canada, Save the Children Canada, and World
Vision) worked on different thematic areas but with an integrated
approach. Their common focus was to ensure food security, which
was a strategic objective of both the TP and the MDpGs. One of the
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achievements of the team was increasing land productivity and the
quantity of agricultural production. Accordingly, the production of
different crops per hectare increased as follows: sesame from seven
quintals to twelve quintals, maize from twelve quintals to twenty-two
quintals and groundnuts from four quintals to seven quintals.

Women’s empowerment was another of the key strategic ob-
jectives of the ¢TP and the MDGs. A key contribution of csos in
Gambella was the economic and political empowerment of women.
Many women participated in farm and non-farm income-generat-
ing activities, in areas including horticulture, fishing, selling of
different products, and embroidery. They were supported in these
activities through the formation of groups, the provision of skills
training, financial support (e.g., revolving funds), the provision
of operational space, and improved access to markets. Female re-
spondents reported that they had benefited from these projects
and improved their lives.

The TP and MDGs had plans for environmental protection and
sustainability. The NGo sos Sahel worked on environmental protec-
tion, livelihoods enhancement and the interaction between the two.
In the SNNPR, sos Sahel promoted value-chain business activities, fo-
cusing on pepper in the Gurage area and on honey production in
Bonga. To address land degradation in the Lake Hawassa catchment
area, the siltation of the Lake Hawassa, and the unemployment of
rural youth, the organisation launched an environmental and live-
lihood rehabilitation project. sos Sahel managed to contain soil
degradation, restore watershed flora, reduce flooding and siltation
of the lake, and improve the income/livelihoods for the youth who
participated in the project.

The Tigray Development Association (TbA), a ¢SO that played
a critical role in the post-war reconstruction of the Tigray Region
in the 199os, launched a school construction initiative to respond
to the growing demand for education. The aim was to forge a
partnership among four core stakeholders: the community; the gov-
ernment; the diaspora; and TpA itself. The Association identified
the types of contributions needed (finance, labour, material, etc.),
secured a partnership agreement, and executed the plan. The in-
itiative led to the construction of 570 primary schools, thirty high
schools, and one special high school for talented students. The ac-
tion taken by TbA contributed to the provision of universal primary
education, one of the objectives of the TP and the MDGs.
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In the Oromia Region, more than 27 per cent of the csos fo-
cused on health and education. In health, csos contributed to the
improvement of basic healthcare, reproductive health, nutrition,
community health through water and sanitation programmes, pre-
vention of HIV infection, and improvement of the capacity of health
providers and health facilities. In education, csos contributed to
the improvement of the learning process and educational manage-
ment, enhanced the quality of pre-primary and primary education,
widened access to education, and improved educational infrastruc-
ture and facilities.

Some csos operating in the Afar and the Somali Regions (agro-
pastoral areas) promoted a mobile education system compatible
with the migratory lifestyle of the people. The Afar Pastoralist
Development Association, in collaboration with its partners, in-
troduced mobile schools, which enhanced educational access to
the youth who could not be reached through conventional meth-
ods. The ‘Emergency Education System’ in the Somali region
provided a similar service, addressing the needs of children whose
education was interrupted due to conflict and natural calamities.
It is important to acknowledge that mobile schools were adopted
and replicated by csos operating in other agro-pastoral areas
of Ethiopia.

CSO RESILIENCE

As stated earlier, the new law was excessively tough on the rights
organisations (namely, the Ethiopian charities and societies). Prior
to the 2009 Proclamation, many service delivery csos, working in
health and education sectors, operated openly from a rights-based
perspective. Therefore, the proclamation affected the rights-based
activities of the Ethiopian resident charities and societies as well.
While the former suffered from severe funding restrictions, the lat-
ter were affected by different provisions of the law: the prohibition
from engagement in rights-based works, the strict application of the
70:30 rule, and the requirement to adhere to the income genera-
tion guidelines. All the csos affected by the new rules contested the
cso law and persistently demanded its amendment. Given the re-
pressiveness of the charities and societies law, and the consequent
hostile relationships between the authorities and the csos, one
might ask how success was possible at all.
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However, many organisations demonstrated their capacity to
survive and/or advance through resilience, which took different
forms: resistance and perseverance; pragmatism and innovative-
ness; defiance and a risk-taking stance; exertion of pressure for the
amendment of the law.

OPERATING UNDER SEVERE FUNDING RESTRICTIONS

The intention of this section, and indeed the entire chapter, is not
to downplay the severity of the law in crippling the rights-based csos
or to give the impression that adequate rights-based activities were
undertaken. The main purpose is to recognise the determination
and efforts of some organisations to pursue their mission in a disa-
bling environment. Some regulatory constraints, and the way that
csos dealt with them, are discussed below.

Ethiopian charities and societies, prohibited from receiving
more than 10 per cent of their funds from foreign sources, were
expected to secure go per cent of their funds through domestic
resource mobilisation. As stated earlier, in the context of a low-
income country like Ethiopia, this was unrealistic. Therefore, the
law rolled back the fledgling involvement of csos on rights issues,
and in response many began to change their mandates, scale-down
their activities, or terminate their operations completely. In 2010,
the Human Rights Council (HRco), Ethiopia’s first human rights
organisation, closed nine of its twelve offices and reduced staff-
ing levels by 85 per cent. Likewise, the Ethiopian Women Lawyers’
Association (EwLA) was forced to cut staffing and scale-down its op-
eration significantly.

However, these two csos, and a few others, demonstrated re-
silience, as evidenced by their ability to continue operating in
different regions when most others had either changed their man-
dates or terminated their operations. The HRCo never gave up on its
commitment out of frustration, but rather it continued to work on
investigation and monitoring of human rights violation on a limited
scale, in line with the limited financial and human resources at its
disposal. The EwLA continued to provide legal aid to poor women
and capacity-building training to government agencies working on
gender issues. In the Amhara Region, for example, the EwLA re-
portedly provided legal aid to some 1,500 poor women and attained
praiseworthy results in addressing women’s rights. The EwLA’s
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representative in the Amhara Region recounted the following in
the research:

We defended successfully the right of a lady who sustained
injury in her work place. Her employer refused to pay her
the appropriate compensation and her case in the regional
courts was not successful. She came to us and we brought
her case to the Federal Supreme Court, where we won

the case for her to be compensated adequately ... There
was another lady who lost her land through fraudulent
documents. We had all the battles at both the regional

and federal courts but we lost the case. However, we made
another effort with the police to investigate the document,
which turned out to be fraudulent. The result of the police
finding assisted us to reverse the decisions of the court and
... the lady to get back her land.

Overall, given the restrictive policy environment and hostile rhet-
oric on the part of authorities, the few operational rights-based
organisations chose to coexist with the state, keeping a low profile,
distancing themselves from state actors, and pursuing their goals
whenever possible.

Mass-based organisations such as youth and women’s associations,
which registered as Ethiopian societies, advocated for the participa-
tion of their members in economic, political, and social affairs of
the country. Despite donor funding restrictions, they demonstrated
the capacity, actively and effectively, to mobilise their members
through grassroots-level primary associations. The two types of as-
sociations were co-opted by the system to work in collaboration with
the ruling party and the government in mobilising members for
such events as meetings, public work, and elections. The independ-
ence of mass-based societies to advocate for human rights and good
governance was questioned because of their close affiliation with
the ruling party and the government.

Many rights organisations remained resolute in seeking and gal-
vanising international pressure on the government to amend the
contested ¢so law. The international community exerted different
kinds of advocacy efforts, which led to the relaxation of the regula-
tory framework. The Civil Society Sub Group (cssG) of the Donors
Assistance Group (DAG) played a critical role in facilitating the



The Achievements and Resilience of Ethiopian CSOs 79

development of common messages for bilateral donor engagement
and advocacy on issues of improving the operating environment for
csos (Gebre et al. 2014). It assisted csos to receive both financial
and technical support towards adapting the new legal environment
and engaging with the government.

The sharp international criticism levelled against the go:10 rule
actually forced the government to create some exemptions to ad-
dress the concerns of key donors. To circumvent the 10 per cent
ceiling, the European Union and the World Bank negotiated with
the government to reclassify some foreign funds as domestic, so that
Ethiopian charities and societies could access them. The reclassified
foreign funds were channelled through the European Union Civil
Society Fund 11 (Eu-csF 11) and the Ethiopian Social Accountability
Programme Phase 2 (Esap2).

The new funding approaches enabled some rights-based organ-
isations to access funds and work on certain rights issues. In the
Gambella Region, for instance, the Vision Ethiopian Congress for
Democracy (an Ethiopian charity and a grantee of Esapr2) imple-
mented projects that aimed at consolidating democracy and good
governance issues through constructive discourse and civic engage-
ment. In the Benishangul-Gumz Region, through the fund from
ESAP2 the EWLA implemented a project on social services account-
ability to obtain quality and accessible rural road services. Some
rights organisations expressed concerns that EU-CSF 11 and ESAP2
were only temporary arrangements that might end any time, and
that the gains achieved thus far could not be sustained without the
amendment of the go:10 rule in its entirety.

Unadvertised Engagement in Rights Issues

Those csos categorised as Ethiopian resident charities and soci-
eties or foreign charities were spared from the crushing funding
restrictions that the rights organisations had to face. As indicated
earlier, the flow of foreign funds to the service delivery or-
ganisations not only continued but increased.® However, such
organisations were obliged to change their mission statements
and literature and to refrain from making references to rights as
they had prior to the 2009 cso proclamation. However, some csos,
without advertising it publicly, continued to promote rights issues,
as they had previously.
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The 2014 non-state actors updated mapping study revealed that
some Ethiopian resident charities and societies and foreign charities,
especially those working with children, women, and hard-to-reach
segments of society, addressed certain elements of governance
and human rights in the context of combating social exclusion of
minority groups, female genital cutting, discrimination against dis-
ability, exclusion of the elderly, early marriage, and child trafficking
(Gebre et al. 2014). Further, the report noted that the impacts of
such indirect interventions by csos that were not allowed to work on
rights issues were quite visible and fairly significant. Roberts (2019,
19) wrote, ‘csos accommodated themselves to the new order in vari-
ous ways. Some interviewees told us that, after the initial hiatus, they
managed to keep operating without fundamental changes, by alter-
ing the language that they used to describe their work. For example,
instead of describing their work as women’s rights and awareness
raising, they spoke of essentially the same work in terms of women’s
empowerment and training.’

A study by Kidist Gebreselassie and her associates (Kidist,
Alamirew, and Yimmer 2012) examined service-providing csos’
engagements in women’s economic empowerment in five major
areas: skills training; credit and saving; in-kind/cash transfer; inte-
grated empowerment programmes; and market-access facilitation.
According to Kidist and associates, beyond the economic gains (in-
creased income, savings, and asset formation), these interventions
led to the establishment and proliferation of women’s grassroots or-
ganisations: new forums for women to address concerns that were
considered rights issues.

Some organisations employed innovative strategies to reduce dis-
crimination against marginalised minority groups. The Ethiopian
resident charity Concern for Environment (CFE) was mandated to
engage in environmental protection. To reduce pressure on the for-
est resource from firewood collection, cFE introduced fuel-saving
stoves. With the intention to build on the existing local pottery-
making knowledge, members of the Hadicho group (potters) were
recruited to participate in the training on the fuel-saving stoves,
together with members of the non-Hadicho Sidama people, the
dominant majority who culturally avoided physical contact with the
potters, whom they despised. The CrE’s partly rights-based system-
atic intervention reportedly reduced the existing discrimination, as
both the Hadicho and non-Hadicho groups began to sit and eat to-
gether during training and afterwards.
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The Ethiopian resident charity Kembatti Mentti Gezzimma (KMG
Ethiopia) managed to reduce the practice of female genital cut-
ting (FGC) as well as discrimination against potters, locally called
Fuga (a pejorative term). They managed this in Kembatta, and the
neighboring areas, through economic empowerment, community
conversation, and innovative approaches that employed the con-
cepts of ‘whole body’ and ‘golden hands’, designed to disengage
preconceptions associated with FGc and Fuga, respectively. To hon-
our the daring of uncut girls and their brave mothers in standing
against the practice, an annual event called ‘Whole Body-Healthy
Life-Freedom from rGM’ was launched. kmG Ethiopia also dissem-
inated the concept of ‘People of the Golden Hands’ to promote
appreciation for the pottery skills of the artisans and their integra-
tion into wider society.

Persistent Advocacy

CsO0s were unwavering in their determination to put pressure on
the government. They challenged the government over the 70:30
rule, the directive on administrative and operational costs, because
it undermined the quality of cso activities. ¢so respondents con-
sidered the classification of transportation, training, research and
monitoring, and evaluation as administrative costs as mistaken,
counterproductive, and discriminatory. It was mistaken because
these activities constituted part of the core undertakings of most
projects. It was counterproductive in that csos lost the motivation
to launch projects in remote areas, undertake baseline studies, pro-
vide training, and engage in serious monitoring and evaluation.
It was discriminatory because the %0:30 rule rewarded financially
strong ¢sos that did not need to spend go per cent of their budget
on running costs but penalised the resource-poor csos that needed
to exceed the go per cent threshold to continue operating. Organ-
isations, whatever their budget size, had similarly sized work forces,
paid comparable salaries, and spent comparable money on research
and training; go per cent of a small budget was too small to cover
the running costs.

As a response to the persistent contestation by csos, the Char-
ities and Societies Agency introduced amendments to the 70:30
guideline in the areas of salary and transport.9 Moreover, some of
the reclassified Esap2 funds enabled the Ethiopian resident char-
ities and societies to engage in rights- and empowerment-related
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issues, namely, the social accountability of policy makers and service
providers regarding public service delivery in the ESAP areas of ed-
ucation, health, water and sanitation, agriculture, and roads.'> The
continued pressure on the government led to a substantial revision
in 2019.

Defiance and Risk-Taking

Article 104 of Proclamation No. 621/2009 allowed csos to engage
in business or income-generating activities (1GAs) to enable them to
mobilise resources from within the country and reduce their heavy
dependence on foreign funds. Unfortunately, the provision con-
tained multiple restrictions that made practical engagement with it
rather difficult (Gebre 2011). Not only were csos required to launch
1GAs directly related to their core missions, but they had to secure
written approval from the Charities and Societies Agency, obtain
valid business licenses from the relevant government department,
and maintain separate management of the 16as. Moreover, the Arti-
cle stated that 16As must be governed by trade law (not by cso law),
and that there should be no confusion between charitable and busi-
ness activities.

Representatives of some ¢sos argued that their 1GAas were insep-
arable from their charity work and that their 1GA activities were
not purely commercial. Examples given by respondents included
donor-funded csos running schools or clinics for specific target
groups. Such organisations offered affordable high-quality services
to non-target groups with the intention to extend the opportunity
to nearby low-income families. The income from the service fees
was used to recover part of the costs and reinvested to ensure the
continuation of the services.

The Ethiopian charity Shiny Day, a small ¢so in the SNNPR, helps
orphans and vulnerable children to become productive and eco-
nomically independent citizens by providing an integrated support
scheme. This scheme has four major components: accommoda-
tion (boarding, food, medication, sanitary service, and materials
provision); vocational skills training (metal and woodwork, tailor-
ing and design, food preparation/catering, and urban agriculture);
academic support (for those joining universities and colleges);
and awareness-raising (on H1v, disability, harmful traditional prac-
tices, family planning, prevention of child trafficking, and gender
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equality). The services, meant originally for orphans and vulnera-
ble children, were extended to other children in the neighborhood,
for an affordable payment. Further, products produced by the train-
ees were sold in the market. Although the organisation generated
income, it was not making profit; rather, it only partially recovered
costs. To observe the law strictly, the charity’s works and the business
aspects should have been be separated, but in this case, it was im-
possible to do this.

Since the 16A provisions were problematic and difficult to imple-
ment, most ¢sos continued to operate in defiance of the guideline,
without seeking approval, without securing business licenses, and
without having to separate the charity’s works and the income-gen-
erating activities. The government remained lenient and silent on
such violations of the 16A guideline, which allowed most csos to
take calculated risks and get away with non-compliance.

CONCLUSION

Following the controversial Proclamation No. 621/2009, many cSos
(including a few rights organisations), although they were operat-
ing under hardships, exhibited resilience that took different forms:
resistance, perseverance, innovativeness, defiance, risk-taking, and
exerting pressure. As well as addressing the immediate problems
facing their target groups, csos were engaged in the improvement
of the stock of human capital with the long-term view of sustaining
economic and social development in Ethiopia. Between 2009 and
2014, civil society organisations, in cooperation with the state actors,
made contributions to the national development priorities through
the mobilisation of a huge amount of foreign funds, the introduc-
tion of new ideas and technologies, the provision of education and
skills training as well as materials and equipment, the creation of
business opportunities, and the enhancement of community partic-
ipation and ownership. There are strong reasons to argue that csos
made key contributions towards the achievement of the GTp1 and
the MDGs.

As can be seen from the research studies reported here, csos’
poor governance structures, accountability deficit, alleged affin-
ity with opposition parties, and apparent proclivity to promote a
neoliberal agenda were some of the reasons for the enactment
of the 2009 restrictive law. This law had fuelled frustration and
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contestation on the part of many actors: csos, beneficiaries of
csos, members and supporters of the opposition parties, Western
donors accused of spreading neoliberalism, and concerned inter-
national human rights organisations, who effectively joined hands
in indiscriminate criticism of the law. The resultant negative public-
ity diverted attention from the fact that the csos had developed a
multitude of resilience strategies to survive in the restrictive policy
environment: some Cso0s successfully managed to establish coopera-
tive relationships with state offices, effectively catering to the needs
of their members and beneficiaries, while other csos decided to co-
exist with the state and operated with it at a distance. Eventually, the
persistent contestation of the Charities and Societies Proclamation
caused the amendment and revision of the law.

While denouncing the brutality of the law on constitutional, le-
gal, moral, and practical grounds, the determination of csos to
continue to operate under difficult regulatory environments and
deliver on their promises deserves recognition. The learning oppor-
tunity from the Ethiopian experience is that the csos’ full potential
could have been realised through the creation of an enabling envi-
ronment, better-organised capacity-building strategy, and adequate
provision of financial and technical support for more organisations.
Based on similar events in the rest of the world, it can be stated that
both the shrinkage of space for cso engagement in governance and
human rights advocacy and the expansion of new opportunities for
participation in development works and service delivery seem to be
a new global trend in the making. Perhaps the most important in-
dication of the continuing influence of ¢sos in Ethiopia post 2009
was the replacement, ten years later, of Proclamation No. 621/2009
with Proclamation No. 1113/2019, with the intention of creating
an environment that enabled csos to contribute to development
and democratisation."

NOTES

1 The term ‘rights organisations’ refers to csos that are allowed to work
on ‘rights issues’, namely, the advancement of human and democratic
rights; the promotion of equality of gender, ethnic groups, and
religion; the promotion of the rights of children and persons with
disability; the promotion of conflict resolution, and the promotion of
the efficiency of justice and law enforcement services.
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Charities are ‘established for charitable purposes’, and ‘four types
of charitable organisations are recognized: charitable endowment,
charitable institution, charitable trust, and charitable society’
(Proclamation No. 621/2009, Article 15:1).

Societies are ‘non-profit making and voluntary associations organized
to promote the rights and interests of their members and undertake
other similar activities’ (Proclamation No. 621/200¢, Article 55:1).
Examples of societies include mass-based societies, development
associations, professional associations, and trade unions.
Administratively, the country is divided into regions, which are
further divided into zones. The zones are split into woredas (districts)
and each woreda is divided into kebeles (the lowest units).

According to TECS Bulletin No. 7, local funding of csos accounts on
average for 5—10 per cent of all funds in Ethiopia.

Since 2016, the ¢TP and the MDGs have been replaced by cTp2 and
SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals), respectively.

Itis important to underline that such commendable achievements
of csos were almost never covered in news headlines and research
reports. So, the public, the broader readership, and even the actors
and partners in the sector, fed on the negative dimensions of the
cso experiences. It appeared as if people were deeply shocked and
traumatised to see the good things in the new order.

In this regard, the donors’ willingness to accommodate the csos’
interest deserves mention. According to Roberts (2019,19), ‘After
an initial pause to make sense of the new regulatory landscape

and its implications for civil society, donors made workshops and
new funding channels for csos seeking to identify pathways to
development impact within the new operating landscape possible.
The multi-donor Civil Society Support programme has been the
largest sustained effort to support this work.’

The changes applied to the salary and transport expenses of csos
working on HIv, persons with disabilities, agriculture, access to clean
water, environmental protection, capacity building, training, and
construction.

There are five intervention areas of ESAP: education, health, water
and sanitation, agriculture, and roads.

The new Proclamation introduced important changes worth
acknowledging. The rights organisations are no longer prohibited
from engaging in advocacy and human rights work based on source
of funding. In other words, csos can freely decide the scope of
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their activities and derive funds from any legal source, including
foreign donors. Article 63:1c of Proclamation No. 1113/2019 reads,
‘Any Organization shall have the right to solicit, receive and utilize
funds from any legal source to attain its objective.” csos are allowed
to engage in any income-generating activities after obtaining the
necessary approvals and permits from the relevant authorities. They
are no longer required to engage in 1GAs directly related to their
core missions. Although the 70:30 rule has been replaced by an 8o:20
rule, the current definition of programme costs and administrative
costs are considered fair and acceptable. Foreign NGOs can now work
as direct implementers of programs,/projects and/or as providers of
grants to other csos.
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Eliminating Violence against
Women in Ethiopia: Social
Media Campaigns

Betel B. Birhanu, Hana Lemma, and Kiya Gezahegne

The fifth Sustainable Development Goal (spG 5) of the United Na-
tions (UN) aims to achieve gender equality and empower all women
and girls, with one of its targets dedicated to the elimination of vi-
olence against women (vaw). However, achieving this target, as
planned by 2030, still seems challenging, given the high and increas-
ing prevalence of various forms of vAw (UN 2020). According to the
World Health Organization (WHO), one in three women worldwide
has experienced physical or/and sexual violence in their lifetime
(wHO 2021). The Covid-19 pandemic further exacerbated this is-
sue by creating circumstances such as lockdowns that contributed
to a surge in domestic violence, the most common form of vaw.
This surge warranted the launch of the ‘Shadow Pandemic’ public
awareness campaign by uNn Women, the United Nations entity dedi-
cated to gender equality and women’s empowerment.

It has taken decades of activism by women’s rights groups to help
establish vaAw as a gross human rights violation that should not be
considered a private affair and remain distant from states’ interfer-
ence. Campaigns to eliminate vaw usually originate from women’s
rights movements at the grassroots level, aiming to change policy, in-
dividual behavior, and social attitudes towards vaw (Raab and Rocha
2011, 7). Occasionally, these campaigns, especially in societies that
lack effective formal and informal justice systems (FEMNET 2015), are
criticised for focusing predominantly on extraordinary forms of vio-
lence, such as brutal rape or violence resulting in death. This is the
case in Ethiopia, where campaigns against vAw mainly focus on ex-
treme forms of violence, such as gang rape and acid attacks, often
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demanding justice for vaw victims. This selective focus can result in
the unintended negative consequences of normalising such crimes
and undermining the seriousness of other, less violent forms of vaw.

In Ethiopia, women’s activism around rights issues relating to vaw
started to surface following the country’s transition to a democratic
political system in the early 19gos (Burgess 2013). The Ethiopian
Women Lawyers’ Association (EWLA), a pioneer organisation es-
tablished to advocate for legislative reforms that advance women’s
rights, spearheaded various campaigns to eliminate vaw (Burgess
2013; Cochrane and Betel 2019). Over the years, other women’s
rights associations and movements followed in EWLA’s footsteps.
They began organising campaigns to raise awareness about the
prevalence of vaw and to influence long-standing discriminatory
gender norms and legislative and policy changes. In addition to us-
ing traditional broadcast and print media, recent campaigns against
vaw have had the advantage of harnessing the power of social me-
dia platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter, Telegram, and Instagram,
to get their messages across. As a result, campaigns have become
more frequent, and their impact far-reaching.

Media can play a transformational role by working to ‘eliminate
the prejudices, attitudes, norms, and practices that sustain gen-
der-based discrimination, marginalization and inequality’ (Macharia
2018, 5). In this regard, social media is increasingly considered to be
a valuable tool in the effort to eliminate vaw, especially when inte-
grated as a communication strategy for vAw prevention campaigns
(Liou 2013). On the other hand, both traditional and social me-
dia outlets are used to perpetuate gender inequality by entrenching
stereotypical gender roles, values, and aspirations (Heintz 2018).
This is particularly evident in the Global South. Kareithi (2014, 336)
states that the representation of women in the African media con-
tinues to portray ‘outdated, sexist images and language’. Bruktawit
and Sarikakis (2019, 1) show how social media in Ethiopia served as
a platform where ‘discourses that ridicule women’s increasing role
in Ethiopian politics are constructed and disseminated’.

Existing research on social media primarily explores its correla-
tion with collective action (Obar, Zube, and Lampe 2012; Buettner
and Buettner 2016). Correspondingly, the studies that investigate
the Ethiopian case often focus on political discourse and consider
social media as a revolutionary political platform. These stud-
ies range from examining political polarisation and hate speech
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on social media to social media’s effect on empowering the youth
and formerly marginalised groups to participate in political dis-
course (Gagliardone et al. 2016; Gagliardone and Pohjonen 2016;
Téwodros 2020). Focusing on the political climate leading to the re-
form process that brought the current prime minister, Abiy Ahmed,
to office in 2018, most studies note the political mobilisation role
performed by social media platforms (Meseret 2020; Ketemaw
2019). Following the reform, the government demonstrated its
commitment to achieving gender equality by fast-tracking women
to leadership positions. A week after the prime minister appointed
the first gender-parity cabinet, with 50 per cent of ministers being
female, Ethiopia appointed its first female head of state. The coun-
try’s first female appointees as heads of the supreme court and the
national electoral board also assumed office soon after.

This chapter deals with campaigns organised by women’s rights
movements and associations in Ethiopia to combat vaw, with par-
ticular emphasis on social media campaigns against extreme forms
of vaw. The research for this chapter comprised both primary and
secondary research elements. We conducted semi-structured in-
terviews with representatives of women’s rights associations and
movements that have campaigning experience and an active social
media presence, including the Association of Women in Business
(awiB); Earuyan Solutions; Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association
(EwLA); Setaweet Movement; and Yellow Movement. We also car-
ried out an online survey (referred to in this chapter as the public
survey) across different social media platforms (this method was
selected because of the restrictions on data collection during the
Covid-19 pandemic). We obtained forty-four completed surveys
from this online approach, which provided insight into the public’s
opinion towards the nature, impact, and effectiveness of the cam-
paigns to combat vaw in Ethiopia. Moreover, this chapter draws on
policy documents, books, journal articles, and media sources. Be-
fore discussing the results, in the following sections we present an
overview of the meaning and prevalence of vaw.

DEFINING VAW: A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women
(pEVAW), adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations
(UN) in 1993, defines vaw as ‘any act of gender-based violence that
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results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, or psychological
harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coer-
cion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public
or private life” (UN 199ga).

Although it is not a legally binding international treaty, this Dec-
laration aimed to complement the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), an interna-
tional treaty that became effective with the ratification of 189 member
states in 1981. The UN states that DEVAW’s effective implementation
helps to eliminate vaw. In 1992, the cEpAw Committee, through its
General Recommendation No. g, recognised vaw as ‘a form of dis-
crimination that seriously inhibits women’s ability to enjoy rights
and freedoms on a basis of equality with men’ (CEDAW 1992). Addi-
tionally, the Committee recently adopted another recommendation
on vaw — General Recommendation No. g5 — which stated that the
prohibition of gender-based vaw has evolved into a principle of cus-
tomary international law and is therefore binding (CEDAW 2017).

The World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna, Austria, in
1993 adopted the ‘Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action’,
which stressed ‘the importance of working towards the elimination
of violence against women in public and private life’ (UN 199gb) and
supported the creation of a special rapporteur on violence against
women. Consequently, in 1994, the Commission on Human Rights,
which the United Nations Human Rights Council replaced in 2006,
appointed the first such special rapporteur with a remit of violence
against women, its causes, and consequences.'

The uN’s fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing
in 1995, again focused on vaw. The resulting Beijing Declaration
and Platform for Action (BPfa) referred to vaw as one of the twelve
critical areas of concern requiring urgent action to realise greater
equality and opportunities for women and girls. It characterised
VAW as encompassing, but not limited to, the following (UN 1995):

(a) physical, sexual, and psychological violence occurring in the
family, including battering, sexual abuse of female childrenin the
household, dowry-related violence, marital rape, female genital
mutilation, and other traditional practices harmful to women,
non-spousal violence, and violence related to exploitation;

(b) physical, sexual, and psychological violence occurring within
the general community, including rape, sexual abuse, sexual
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harassment, and intimidation at work, in educational institutions
and elsewhere, trafficking in women, and forced prostitution;

(c) physical, sexual, and psychological violence perpetrated or
condoned by the state, wherever it occurs.

BPfA is a vital international document that informed subsequent
global and regional instruments that advance women’s rights. In the
African context, we can mention the Protocol to the African Char-
ter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa
(Maputo Protocol), often referred to as the African Women Bill of
Rights, and the Solemn Declaration on Gender Equality in Africa.
These regional instruments provide a comprehensive approach to
addressing vaw, including a thorough definition of what constitutes
vaw. The 2003 Maputo Protocol, for instance, includes acts that are
not often viewed as violence but lead to vaw, such as restrictions of
freedom. In Article 1(j), it defines vaw as ‘all acts perpetrated against
women which cause or could cause them physical, sexual, psycholog-
ical, and economic harm, including the threat to take such acts; or to
undertake the imposition of arbitrary restrictions on or deprivation
of fundamental freedoms in private or public life in peacetime and
during situations of armed conflicts or war’ (AU 2003).

In Ethiopia, the 19gg National Women’s Policy mentions vaw, em-
phasising Harmful Traditional Practices (HTPs), while Articles g5
and g6 of the 1995 constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic
of Ethiopia and the 2005 Criminal Code recognise and criminalise
vAaw. These documents focus on circumcision, early marriage, ab-
duction, rape, marital violence, trafficking and forced prostitution,
child prostitution, and other physical and psychological injuries.
The National Women’s Policy, in particular, is criticised both for be-
ing a ‘narrow document’ focusing on the needs and concerns of
rural women over those of urban and educated women and for the
lack of participation by civil society in its formulation (Indrawatie
2011, 126—27). In 2000, the Revised Family Law brought further at-
tention to VAw in areas such as early marriage and marital violence.
More recently, the National Strategy and Action Plan on Harmful
Traditional Practices against Women and Children (201g8) and the
National Women’s Development and Change Strategy (2017) tried
to address vaw and promote gender equality.

While states have formulated laws against vaw, there remain gaps
in the implementation of legal protection and access to essential
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services. Furthermore, legislation does not address the whole spec-
trum of violence that women experience, especially those in the
private sphere (AU and OHCHR 2017). This is the case in Ethiopia,
where marital rape, one manifestation of vaw, is not regarded as a
crime under the country’s criminal code (Tsion 2017).

THE PREVALENCE AND EFFECTS OF
VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

A study by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime states that
a total of 87,000 women worldwide were murdered intentionally in
2017 alone, and 58 per cent of these were killed by their intimate
partners or other family members (UNODC 2019). According to
Raab and Rocha (2011), ‘women and girls whose citizenship status,
physical ability, descent, age or other factors make them vulnera-
ble to discrimination are often disproportionately affected by vaw.’
Hence, adopting an intersectional® approach in initiatives that aim
to combat vaw, including campaigns, is extremely important.

The prevalence of vaw is disproportionately high in sub-Saharan
Africa. According to the wHO, in 2013, the lifetime prevalence of
intimate partner (physical/sexual) violence and/or non-partner
sexual violence among women above the age of 15 was 45.6 per cent
(wHO 2013). In Ethiopia, longitudinal research on adolescents, as
reported in the GAGE (Gender and Adolescence: Global Evidence)
study, shows the pervasiveness of violence at home, at school, and in
the community at large (Jones et al. 2019; Nardos et al. 2019g). This
study attests that violence against adolescent girls reinforces inequi-
table gender norms and normalises disempowering socio-cultural
factors. Corporal punishment, sexual advances and comments,
physical beatings, and rape were among the country’s rampant
forms of vaw.

Significant factors that expose young girls to sexual predation
include poverty (Emebet 2016), living away from parents (Aleme,
Aderajew, and Muluemebet 2015), and coercion by teachers and
elders (Theodros 2015). Moreover, work environments, such as
domestic labour and sex work, as well as street life, make young
women vulnerable to vaw, including rape (Lalor 1999). Regarding
rape, a study of high school girls aged 15 plus in an urban location in
Ethiopia’s Oromia Region stated that for 20.4 per cent of respond-
ents their first experience of sex was rape (Mekonnen and Asresash
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2008). In a separate study, 29 per cent of female high school stu-
dents in eastern parts of the country reported to having been raped
(Alemayehu, van Aken, and Dubas 2011).

According to a wHO report (Garcia-Moreno et al. 2005), 59 per
cent of ever-partnered women have experienced sexual violence,
and 71 per cent of all women in Ethiopia have faced either sexual
or physical violence at some point in their lives. The 2016 Ethiopia
Demographic and Health Survey was the first to incorporate vaw. It
also indicates the prevalence of physical, sexual, and emotional vi-
olence across different ages (15 to 49) and regional states (csA and
ICF 2016). A recent study (Getachew and Amanuel 2020) states that
the lifetime incidence of these types of vaw was as follows: physical
violence g8.15 per cent, sexual violence 39.33 per cent, and psycho-
logical violence g9.51 per cent.

Despite the prevalence of vaw in Ethiopia, the csa and ICF (2016)
survey shows that only a few vaw victims sought legal institutions’ sup-
port. No more than 8 per cent of women sought support from the
police, while 2 per cent approached other formal institutions, such
as lawyers, for assistance. In most cases, help was sought from close
relatives, acquaintances, and family members. Sixty-three per cent
of women justified physical violence from their spouses under cer-
tain conditions, which highlights the normalisation of vaw within the
community. Reporting is particularly inadequate among schoolgirls
due to the absence of education on topics of sexual violence (Meselu,
Hilden, and Middelthon 2014) and the lack of an established support
system to help victims of abuse (Le Mat 2016). Moreover, as knowl-
edge about sex and related matters is considered disgraceful for girls,
the shame associated with the experience, together with mistrust in
the institutions around them, stops women and girls from reporting
acts of violence (Emebet 2016). The conviction rate on reported cases
is meagre due to several factors, including arbitration by elders.

VAW is a significant cause of poor health in victims, being greater
than traffic accidents and malaria combined. uN Women estimates
that vaw is a cause of death comparable to cancer among women
of reproductive age (Nwadinobi et al. 2020, 20). The distressing
physical health concerns are usually accompanied by mental health
issues. For example, besides having physical health complications,
acid attack survivors also deal with social stigma, which often leads
to anxiety, depression, and suicide attempts (Nwadinobi et al.
2020, 25). According to the wHO, women who are abused by their
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partners, either physically or sexually, are almost twice as likely to
experience depression (WHO 2013). In addition to being a gross vi-
olation of women’s human rights and a significant public health
concern, VAW has a substantial economic cost. UN Women estimates
that vAw costs about 2 per cent of the global gross domestic prod-
uct (UN Women 2016a).

In sub-Saharan Africa, vaw is not just prevalent; the forms of vi-
olence are also becoming extremely brutal, resulting in death at
times. While it is difficult to rely on the stated figures due to the nor-
malisation of violence, the lack of gender-disaggregated data, and
limited reporting (AU and OHCHR 2017), the region seems to fol-
low an increasing global trend. Although increases in reported vaAw
cases could be attributed to improved vAw reporting systems, the
sustained rise in various forms of vaw is a reminder that violence
continues to be the principal instrument through which patriarchal
societies secure and maintain power over women (FEMNET 2015, 26).

GLOBAL CAMPAIGNS TO ELIMINATE
VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

In 2000, in recognition of vAw as a violation of women’s human
rights and an extreme form of gender inequality, the UN designated
25 November as the International Day for the Elimination of vaw.
This date was chosen to honour the Mirabal sisters, who were mur-
dered for their political activism in the Dominican Republic in
1960. Every year, governmental and non-governmental entities or-
ganise campaigns on this day to raise awareness about vaw. In 1991,
the Women’s Global Leadership Institute launched the first ‘16 days
of Activism against Gender-Based Violence’, which has become an
annual international campaign, commencing on 25 November and
ending on 10 December, Human Rights Day. In March 2020, the
UN launched its global ‘Equal Light Red Card’ campaign to end
vAw, which Ethiopia joined in December 2020. Another notewor-
thy global campaign, led by Every Woman Treaty, a coalition of
more than 1,700 women’s rights activists, including 840 organisa-
tions in 128 nations, advocates for a specialised international treaty
on violence against women and girls (Nwadinobi et al. 2020, 5). The
campaign insists that such a treaty would complement the existing
general treaties and fill the normative gap, thus providing clarity
over definitions and responsibilities.
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WOMEN’S RIGHTS ACTIVISM IN
ETHIOPIA (POST-19Q1)

Women’s rights activism started to flourish in Ethiopia after the Ethi-
opian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF)3 came to
power in 1991. The women’s organisations that operated during the
previous imperial regime served educated and Addis Ababa-based
women while those formed during the military regime were estab-
lished by the state (Burgess 2014; Indrawatie 2011). Consequently,
their impact on government policies, laws, regulations, and devel-
opment programmes was limited. In contrast, the period since 1991
has been relatively open to women coming together to advance
their rights, as indicated by the 1993 Ethiopian National Women’s
Policy, which states that ‘appropriate support shall be extended to
all women’s associations formed with their initiative and full con-
sent and those that will be formed in the future’ (TGE 1993).*

With the leadership of the Ministry of Women, Children and
Youth Affairs and the Federal Attorney General, different govern-
ment entities and non-governmental institutions have been striving
to address vaw, mainly by providing legal protection, rehabilitation,
and reintegration services to victims. To this end, safe houses have
been built in different parts of the country to provide medical, psy-
chological, and, in some cases, economic support. According to UN
Women (2016b), out of the twelve shelters identified as functional
in Ethiopia, only one was managed and supported by the govern-
ment. Furthermore, the one-stop centre at Gandhi Hospital in
Addis Ababa, which began in 2008, has expanded to other hospi-
tals, not just in the capital but also in the regions. These centres
offer a comprehensive service to vaw victims, including medical,
psychological, and legal support all in one place.

By combining cooperative behavior with coexistence and, at
times, exhibiting contestation in their interactions with government
entities and policies, women’s rights associations and movements
have advocated for gender equality and the elimination of all forms
of discrimination against women, including vaw. Their role in
raising awareness to combat vaAw through campaigning has been
a significant component of their work thus far, so much so that
thirty-five out of forty-four public survey respondents consider it to
be the most observable aspect of their work. Other functions in-
clude enhancing women’s roles and participation in leadership,
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Figure 3.1 The most prominent areas of focus by women’s rights associations
and movements in Ethiopia.

promoting sexual and reproductive health, supporting women in
socio-economic empowerment, and advocating for change in laws
and policies to promote women’s rights effectively. The relative im-
pact of these functions can be observed in figure 3.1, which shows
how public survey respondents perceive the focus of women’s rights
associations and movements.

Despite their significant role in realising gender equality in Ethio-
pia, women’s rights associations and movements have encountered
legal and administrative predicaments that have adversely affected
their effectiveness and survival over the years. The 2009 Civil So-
ciety Proclamation is a case in point (also see chapter 2).> While
the EPRDF government appeared to be conducive to civil society
activism, including women’s rights activism, when it assumed po-
litical office, it soon became apparent that this was not the case.
Soon, civil society started to struggle to play a meaningful role in
the increasingly hierarchical political rule in the country (Indra-
watie 2011, 121). The government took the vanguard position in
dealing with gender equality, which it attempted to realise through
state-directed initiatives. In accordance with its experimentation
with the developmental state model (a development trajectory that
tried to champion economic development at the cost of political
rights and civil liberties), gender equality was mainly perceived as a
means of economic development, not an end in itself.

The 2009 Civil Society Proclamation applied severe funding re-
strictions on human rights organisations in general, and women’s
rights organisations in particular. Consequently, such organisations
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substantially diminished in number, and those that struggled to
carry on had to reduce their functions, staff, and offices (Dupuy,
Ron and Prakash 2015, 420). The shrinking civic space, aligned
with a troubling global trend in governments’ use of legislative and
administrative obstacles to restrict or close civic space altogether,
‘suffocates’ women’s rights movements (Wassholm 2018). The Proc-
lamation remained active until it was overturned in 2019 as part of
the reform that commenced in 2018. By signifying a promise for
open civic space to flourish (Kidan 2019), this decision was essential
in reversing the shrinking civic space® in Ethiopia.

COMBATING VIOLENCE AGAINST
WOMEN IN ETHIOPIA

As a pioneer of women’s rights activism in Ethiopia, the EwrLA has
been working to eliminate vaw through various programmes, in-
cluding providing legal aid to vAw victims. Since its establishment
in 1996, it has conducted successful advocacy that resulted in legis-
lative reforms of the family law, the pension law, and the criminal
code. Moreover, it has been campaigning to bring public attention
to extreme cases of vaw. One of the earliest and most highly pub-
licised EwLA cases was that of Hermela Wesenyeleh (Billene and
Earuyan Solutions 2017, 13). For close to eight years, along with her
family members, twenty-four-year-old Hermela experienced sus-
tained harassment and assault, culminating in a gunshot wound,
which was classified as attempted murder, in 2000. However, the
court sentenced the perpetrator to only a few months in prison.
Following this decision, the EwLA publicised the case on national
television and in newspapers. Its campaign prompted the Ministry
of Justice to accuse the EwLA of acting outside its jurisdiction and
suspended its licence. However, the suspension was soon revoked
due to pressure from international and local civil society organisa-
tions (HRw 2001). Eventually, the EWLA’S campaigning succeeded,
and the perpetrator was sentenced to eighteen years in prison.

In 2007, twenty-one-year-old Kamilat Mehdi became the victim
of Ethiopia’s first recorded acid attack. Acid attacks quickly devel-
oped into a new VAW pattern and took centre stage in campaigns
organised by women’s rights movements and associations, particu-
larly the Setaweet Movement. Over the years, this movement has
brought attention to the acid attack cases of Mesert Nigussie, Atsede
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Nigussie, Chaltu Abdi, and Melat Tessema. Setaweet focuses mainly
on extreme cases of violence. Founded in July 2014, the Setaweet
Movement soon ‘jump started’ into action following the death of
sixteen-year-old Hanna Lalango after being held captive and gang-
raped by five men in November 2014. Initially established as a
women-only group meeting to discuss various topics from a femi-
nist perspective, the Setaweet Movement has grown into a feminist
organisation that seeks to engage both men and women to realise
gender equality in Ethiopia. The Movement is known for its various
styles of activism that constantly challenge the highly patriarchal
socio-cultural structure in the country. For instance, by collaborat-
ing with the Swedish Embassy in Addis Ababa, Setaweet organised a
photo exhibition and competition to encourage active fatherhood
in 2017.

The Yellow Movementis an Addis Ababa University (AAU) student-
based initiative, established in 2011 with the aim of creating ongoing
discussions around vaw and gender equality. Like Setaweet, it has
received commendation for its campaigns to combat vaw. While the
Movement works under the umbrella of AAU’s Gender Office, it col-
laborates with the university’s Communications Office and School
of Law to tackle vaw and to organise various empowerment events
for women and girls. Among these events are the “Weekly Table Day
Activism’, a round table discussion on vAw and gender equality, and
‘Blood Drive’, a biannual blood donation session to raise awareness
about maternal health. The movement also uses social media plat-
forms for different campaigns, including ones against vaw.

There are other women’s organisations for which vaw might not
be the primary mandate but who are still working to eradicate vaw
in Ethiopia by challenging discriminatory gender roles and norms
and unequal power relations and working to achieve gender equal-
ity. These organisations include the Network of Ethiopian Women’s
Associations (NEwA), Jegnit, Earuyan Solutions, Feminist Front,
and the awiB. NEwA was founded in 2004 as a network of national
associations that advocate for women’s rights, while AwiB was estab-
lished in 2010 to cultivate women leaders, creating a networking
platform where female leaders could connect, emerge, and grow
together. Earuyan Solutions and Jegnit, on the other hand, were
established in 2019 and 2018, respectively, and focus mainly on the
capacity development of girls and women through mentorship and
training programmes. Jegnit is a national campaign founded by the
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Figure 3.2 Awareness of measures engaged in by women’s rights associations
and movements to combat vAw in Ethiopia.

collaborative efforts of the Ethiopian government, non-governmen-
tal organisations, and private companies to promote gender equality
and empower young girls and women. Officially launched by the
Ministry of Women, Children, and Youth in 2018, Jegnit widely uses
social media to promote its aim of creating a movement of ‘women
networks’ that advocate for gender equality.

Given Ethiopia’s limited internet access before 2010, women’s
rights advocacy and campaigns against vAw predominantly used
mainstream print and broadcast media. Our public survey results
recognise both social media and physical campaigning as the most
noticeable element of the work performed by women’s rights asso-
ciations and movements. Almost all respondents were aware of this
element when prompted, whereas only half or fewer were aware of
the other measures explored. The responses to this question are
shown in figure g.2.

SOCIAL MEDIA CAMPAIGNS

The media has the potential to result in socio-cultural changes in
society, as it can ‘produce and reproduce norms and stereotypes’
(Mannila 2017, %7), making it a valuable partner in the struggle to
realise gender equality. Recognising its prominent role, the Bpfa for-
mulated two strategic objectives to combat gender inequality in and
through media, namely increasing participation and women’s access
to decision-making in and through media and eliminating women’s
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stereotypical representations (UN 199p). According to McCracken,
Fitzsimons, and Priest (2018, 15), women are still portrayed, across
a variety of media, including social media, in ‘traditional, sexual-
ised, or auxiliary roles far more often than men’. Similarly, Kareithi
(2014, 936) mentions the outdated and sexist representation of
women in African media outlets.

The application of social media to advocate for women’s rights
has proven to be very promising in raising awareness, creating co-
ordinated action, and influencing policy change (Loiseau and
Nowacka 2015). Recent policy documents acknowledge social me-
dia’s potential to promote gender equality. For instance, SDG 5
(target 5B) states the need to ‘enhance the use of enabling technol-
ogy, in particular information and communications technology, to
promote the empowerment of women’ (UN 2015). To this end, wom-
en’s rights associations and movements in Ethiopia organise social
media campaigns, often coupled with physical campaigns.

The Setaweet Movement depends considerably on social media
platforms in its campaigns to combat vaw. It attempts to bring me-
dia attention to extreme cases of violence, such as acid attacks, and
in 2017 it raised funds for acid attack victims in this way. In 2019,
it launched the #ChaltuLeminMotech social media campaign af-
ter fourteen-year-old Chaltu Abdi died from a third-degree burn
injury that she sustained from an attack with an unidentified flam-
mable liquid after reportedly being raped. The campaign included
a petition, the aims of which were (1) to influence the government
to review existing laws to provide appropriate legal sentencing to
VAW cases in proportion to new forms of violence, such as acid at-
tacks, which are not treated distinctly in the current Criminal Code;
(2) for the access, sale, and control of acid and other flammable
liquids to be highly regulated through a specific proclamation and
regulations; and (g) for Ethiopian medical institutions, particularly
referral hospitals with burn units, to have staff trained in the care
of victims and survivors of such attacks. Setaweet had planned to
collect 10,000 signatures within a month, but the #ChaltuLLeminMo-
tech campaign concluded with 20,000, twice its target. Using the
petition signatures, negotiations are underway with the government
to review existing laws enforcing appropriate legal sentencing on
VAW cases in line with new forms of violence. Although the cam-
paign’s objectives are still to be realised, the Setaweet Movement is
motivated by the attention that the campaign generated, which it
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attributes to Ethiopia’s political reform at the time. Unfortunately,
the #ChaltuLeminMotech campaign has not managed to ensure
the imprisonment of her killer, who, released on bail, did not show
up for his next hearing.

Similarly, the Yellow Movement organises social media campaigns
to promote gender equality and raise awareness about VAW among
the AAU community and beyond. In partnership with the Setaweet
Movement, the Yellow Movement runs an annual social media cam-
paign titled ‘Pagume Activism’ on Facebook, Telegram, Twitter, and
Instagram. This campaign seeks to instigate a much-needed con-
versation about issues related to gender equality and vaw. Another
annual social media campaign organised by the Yellow Movement is
one that runs during the international ‘16 Days of Activism against
Gender-Based Violence’. Moreover, the movement organises cam-
paigns to bring public attention to cases of extreme violence, such as
‘“#JusticeForHana’, a campaign launched after the kidnapping and
alleged gang rape of a sixteen-year-old girl, Hana Lalango, in Octo-
ber 2014. By their predominant use of Twitter, the Yellow Movement
managed to publicise the case, which previously had only been re-
ported by local magazines with limited readership, internationally.

The Yellow Movement also coordinates social media campaigns
focusing on current issues. For instance, it organised the #Bring-
BackOurStudents campaign following the disappearance of eighteen
Dembi Dolo University students (fourteen young women and four
young men) in December 2019. The students, who were fleeing eth-
nic violence at the university, were travelling to their homes when
they went missing. After intensive social media campaigning, the gov-
ernment held a briefing to assure the families and the public that the
students would shortly be rescued. Despite the movement’s persis-
tent campaigning, the whereabouts of some of the missing students
remain unknown. When asked to reflect on this campaign, Mahlet
Tadesse, the social media manager of the Yellow Movement, said:
‘As we are a university-based movement, the disappearance of fellow
students concerns us. Through the campaign, we are attempting to
pressure the government into fulfilling its duty of finding out what
happened to the missing students and ensuring their safe return. We
also wanted to remind the public to keep insisting on knowing the
whereabouts of the students.’

In 2019, the Yellow Movement organised the #FillTheShelf cam-
paign on Instagram and Telegram and requested book donations
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from students and other supporters to fill the empty library book-
shelves of the Association for Women’s Sanctuary and Development
(awsap). The collected books are currently assisting the educa-
tional facilities of AWSAD, an organisation established to provide
rehabilitation and reintegration services, including shelters, for
VAW SUrvivors.

Earuyan Solutions also organises advocacy campaigns through
social media platforms. In addition to its Meri leadership and men-
torship programmes for young female university students, Earuyan
Solutions holds an annual campaign titled ‘HERStories’, an evening
of poetry and prose, to amplify women’s voices in Ethiopia. The
‘HERStories’ series serves as a platform where everyday women from
Ethiopia and beyond can share their stories, and each year, twenty
to fifty women come forward to disclose their vaw experiences. In
September 2011, Aberash Hailey, an Ethiopian Airlines flight atten-
dant, was stabbed in both eyes by her ex-husband. Earuyan Solutions
organised an awareness-raising campaign, both online and offline,
and followed and reported on the criminal prosecution. According
to Selamawit Tezera, Eauryan Solution’s former social media man-
ager, the campaign was not very successful, which she attributed to
protracted court proceedings and Ethiopia’s limited internet pen-
etration at the time. In June 2018, Earuyan Solutions organised a
week-long social media campaign titled #AidToo, to tackle work-
place sexual harassment. Launched following the global #MeToo
movement, the #AidToo campaign exposed sexual harassment cases
in male-dominated industries, including in the aid sector, featur-
ing stories of workplace harassment told by women from different
walks of life. Earuyan Solutions’ engagement in women’s rights is-
sues extends beyond Ethiopia to other parts of Africa. In January
2018, it created #WomensMarchKampala and #WomensMarchUg,
online discussion and experience-sharing platforms around femi-
cide in Uganda.

AWiB is another women’s rights association that uses social media
to promote women’s empowerment and challenge gender inequal-
ity, which is both the source and the consequence of vaw. In addition
to working on women’s capacity development, awis hosts the an-
nual Women of Excellence (wok) award, which goes to a woman
working to impact her community constructively at the grassroots
level. In the run-up to awarding the prize, AWiB runs a social me-
dia campaign to promote all nominees’ contributions and ensure
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that their work receives the recognition that it deserves. The win-
ner is bestowed with the title ‘Women of Excellence Ambassador’
and gets a cash prize to support her work. Awis also runs campaigns
focusing on increasing women’s representation in decision-making
positions. For example, the ‘5o percent women on board’ campaign
was launched on social media in March 2019 and accompanied by
physical meetings. The campaign requested a public policy to se-
cure an equal number of male and female board members in
state-owned enterprises.

IMPACTS OF CAMPAIGNS TO COMBAT
VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

Social media platforms are making it increasingly convenient for
women to share their stories, and the number of women participat-
ing in these discussions has increased over time. Selamawit Tezera,
former social media manager at Earuyan Solutions, says that social
media’s role in breaking the silence and getting women’s voices
heard is undeniable. In explaining why social media campaign-
ing has become the most favored approach to combat vaw, she
discussed Earuyan Solutions’ success in bringing attention to work-
place harassment through its social media campaigns, saying that
‘social media has allowed [topics conventionally considered taboo]
in our culture to be discussed in depth in the online space ... The
online platform has offered women a certain degree of safety, which
comes from their ability to report their negative experiences with
workplace harassment [anonymously].’

Yellow Movement’s Mahlet Tadesse has a similar take on social me-
dia’s advantages in enhancing women’s rights activism. She said that
the campaigns that the Yellow Movement organised have managed
to amplify women’s voices and keep their social media followers ac-
tively engaged with issues around gender equality and vaw. She
added that, due to the attention the Yellow Movement managed to
bring to the messages that they strive to get across through their so-
cial media campaigns, they are often presented with opportunities
to expand their campaigns to traditional broadcast and print me-
dia outlets. Kamlaknesh Yasin, former digital marketing manager at
the Setaweet Movement, in discussing successful campaigns, cited
the 2018 #WhatSheWore campaign. This campaign featured the
outfits worn by vaw victims at the time of their rape to help dispel
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the widely held notion in Ethiopia that women and girls can be to
blame for sexual violence. Kamlaknesh Yasin said: ‘#WhatSheWore
was one of our highly successful campaigns. We tried to bring a shift
to the perception of victim-blaming and educate people that such
things happen more commonly than usually assumed. When the
campaign ended, we created Alegnta (6338), our hotline service to
help vaw victims.’

The Alegnta hotline, launched officially at the beginning of 2020,
provides information, psychological counseling, and referral ser-
vices to vaw victims in Ethiopia.

Increased social media presence has, however, made women’s
rights associations and movements easy targets for online hate at-
tacks. Sharing her experience in managing Earuyan Solutions’
social media platforms, Selamawit Tezera said that ‘our society is pa-
triarchal, and we function within this society, which does not allow
us to freely discuss and campaign against issues of sexist culture on
social media.” This sentiment is also shared by women’s rights move-
ments that identify as ‘feminist’, such as the Setaweet and Yellow
Movements, which are working to overcome the negative percep-
tions surrounding the notion of feminism in Ethiopia. A significant
share of the population believes feminism to be a Western ideology
imposed on the Ethiopian culture to disrupt its moral values. To
reverse these perceptions, feminist work in Ethiopia starts by explain-
ing to the general public that feminism advocates for the political,
economic, personal, and social equality of the sexes. Reflecting on
her observation during her time at the Setaweet Movement, Kam-
laknesh Yasin said: ‘As a feminist organization in Ethiopia, we do
face backlash and criticism. People often misinterpret what we try
to achieve with feminism, but we don’t condemn them for not be-
ing on board. We [the Setaweet Movement] take these moments as
opportunities to teach what feminism is. So, this is both a challenge
and an opportunity for us.’

Moreover, youth-run women’s rights movements, such as the Yel-
low Movement, often face financial challenges that prevent them
from using social media platforms effectively. The Movement’s
social media manager stated that they could not afford paid promo-
tions, graphic designs, and other tools needed to better promote
campaigns on social media.

Only 19 per cent of the Ethiopian population has internet access,
and an even smaller proportion, 5.5 per cent, uses social media
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(Kemp 2020). Hence, there is a very noticeable inclusivity gap, and
in choosing social media campaigns, women’s rights associations
and movements need to consider this gap. Furthermore, the so-
cial media groups used for campaigning are usually composed of
individuals who already share the campaign’s values, which makes
educating the wider public challenging. According to one male sur-
vey participant: ‘Social media campaigns are intended for social
media users, a tiny percentage of our population. Among those us-
ers, these campaigns only reach members of a specific group [on
social media] as they are not mass advertised. For me, this does not
make sense because the members of these groups are in the group
because they already share the campaign’s values. A vaccine is inef-
fective on an already vaccinated person.’

Our public survey respondents repeatedly mentioned the need
to account for those without internet access in designing campaigns
against vAw. Moreover, such campaigns are also criticised for being
Addis Ababa-centric and only engaging women of certain ages and
groups, mainly the youth and the educated. Many respondents pro-
posed the development of an all-inclusive strategy to address the
concerns mentioned above, and one respondent expressed the pro-
posal as follows: “The movements need to knock on every door in
our community. They should not only focus on a specific age group.
They should start raising the awareness of our mothers, who are re-
sponsible for raising both genders. Women of all age groups need
to be taught about their rights and when to say No. Women’s rights
should be taught as a curriculum in schools and universities ... The
campaigns need to build broad community support.’

Furthermore, social media campaigns may sometimes result in
unintended negative consequences, and the women’s rights as-
sociations and movements that we interviewed acknowledge this
possibility. Kamlaknesh Yasin said: ‘Even though we try to be as care-
ful as possible in designing our campaigns, sometimes there are
unintended impacts with every campaign. Among these is the nor-
malisation of vaw, as people are constantly hearing about it

Extraordinary cases, such as acid attacks, usually come to light
through campaigns that aim to combat vaw. As stated above, this
has the unintended negative consequences of normalising such
cases and toning down the impact of other, less violent vaAw cases.
Acid attacks are a case in point. After the first recorded and highly
publicised acid attack in Ethiopia in 2007, this brutal vaw pattern
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Figure 3.3 The impacts of campaigns.

has become widespread, so much so that most of the campaigns that
women’s rights movements and associations organise seek justice for
such victims. Our public survey results corroborate this unfortunate
reality, with 40 per cent of respondents believing that campaigns
have a normalising effect on extreme violence cases and g3 per cent
of respondents believing that such campaigns undermine the seri-
ousness of other forms of violence, such as domestic violence.

Despite the possibility of unintentional effects, the positive out-
comes of campaigns aimed at combating vAw outweigh their
unintended negative consequences, Kamlaknesh Yasin argues. She
said that the Setaweet Movement, for instance, strives to make its
campaigns as context-specific and intersectional as possible to re-
duce any unintended negative consequences that may arise during
and/or after campaign implementation. She added, ‘at Setaweet,
we believe in being intersectional in all of the work that we do, from
making our sessions disability-friendly to having our campaigns in
different local languages.” Similarly, the Yellow Movement presents
its social media campaigns in four languages (English, Ambharic,
Afaan Oromo, and Tigrigna) and shares various cultural practices
from different parts of Ethiopia.
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Figure 3.4 Cultural appropriateness of campaigns.

Our public survey attempted to measure public perceptions of
the success, or lack thereof, of campaigns to combat extreme cases
of vaw in achieving their principal objectives (raising awareness
about vAw, increasing women’s preparedness to protect themselves
from vAw, encouraging vAw victims to report, and influencing
the change of laws and policies concerning vaw). The survey has
also tried to measure the public perception of the negative conse-
quences of these campaigns (discouraging victims of violence from
coming forward; normalising other forms of assaults, such as catcall-
ing, abusing, beating, and so on, and undermining their severity;
contributing to the upsurge of copycat crimes by publicising ex-
treme acts of violence to potential perpetrators).

The key findings of this public survey, in the light of the discus-
sions in this chapter, can be summarised as follows.

® The impacts of such campaigns to combat vaw, both positive
and negative, were rated below average in our survey.

e Campaigns have a slightly higher impact in raising awareness
positively, changing norms, and encouraging survivors to report
incidents, although some negative consequences occur.

® Most public survey respondents (twenty-nine out of forty-
four), believed that the campaigns to combat vaw reflect
universally accepted human rights issues, while twelve stated
that they need not be tailored to fit the Ethiopian cultural
context. Only a minority (three) felt the campaigns were
culturally inappropriate.
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Figure 3.5 The overall effectiveness of campaigns.

® The campaigns’ overall effectiveness was mainly rated at a bare
minimum by the survey respondents, who suggested a change
in laws and policies to eliminate vAw. Moreover, poor internet
access, lack of consistency, lack of coordination, insufficient
budget, and the inability to build a broader societal base were
also mentioned as reasons for campaigns failing to have a
significant impact.

CONCLUSION

Although significant changes have been observed in Ethiopia re-
garding the political participation of women, it still ranks poorly on
global gender indexes. The 2020 Global Gender Gap Report ranks
Ethiopia 82nd out of 153 countries, while the 2019 Gender Inequal-
ity Index (G11) ranks Ethiopia 123rd out of 162 countries. Ethiopian
women’s status and agency have been limited from household to
state level, owing to the entrenched patriarchal culture. The 2016
Ethiopia Demographic and Health Survey shows that women’s au-
tonomous decision-making power over their health, family visits,
household consumption, earning their income, or autonomy in
marital decisions remained significantly low (csa and 1cF 2016).
Moreover, vAw is prevalent across the country, further contributing
to the discrimination against women and their subordinate status
in society.
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To combat vaw, women’s rights associations and movements
have been organising campaigns by cooperating, coexisting, and,
at times, contesting with the government entities and policies.
Among these campaigns are social media and physical campaigns
that aim to eliminate extreme forms of vaw, such as gang rape,
acid attacks, immolation, and eye stabbing. By raising awareness
among the public and bringing media attention to vAw cases, the
campaigns attempt to reshape the narrative about vaw and to in-
fluence legislative and policy changes. Even though the campaigns
have had a positive impact, they have also resulted in some unin-
tended negative consequences, namely, normalising extreme VAW
cases, undermining the seriousness of other, less violent forms of
vAw, and increasing copycat crimes. Moreover, as our public survey
demonstrated, the use of social media campaigns faces a significant
obstacle: reaching the broader public. As with other media outlets,
social media campaigning needs to factor in ethical considerations
to better protect vAw victims. In a country such as Ethiopia, where
the profoundly entrenched patriarchy often tries to resist changes
in the role of women by labelling interventions as Western femi-
nism, understanding the cultural and geographical contexts is also
critical to any campaign’s effectiveness.

APPENDIX

Semi-structured Interview Questions (for Women’s
Rights Associations and Movements in Ethiopia)

(1) Who organises campaigns to combat vaw? How are they
organised?

(2) What is the purpose of such campaigns? What do they aim to
achieve?

(3) What kind of strategies do these campaigns use?

(4) Do these campaigns emphasise specific forms of vaw? If so, why?

(5) What do they hope to achieve by bringing (social) media
attention to the cases (i.e., reshaping the narrative about vaw
and influencing legislative and policy changes)?

(6) Do they organise preventive campaigns?

(7) What is the impact (positive and negative, direct or indirect,
and intended or unintended) they have had thus far?

(8) What are the challenges and opportunities in organising such
campaigns?
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(9) Do the campaigns factor-in ethical considerations and cultural
and geographical contexts?

Survey Questions (for the General Public)

(1) Please mention women’s rights associations and movements
(i.e., in your community, region, or country) that you consider
most active in combating gender-based violence/violence
against women (open-ended question).

(2) What do you think should be the most significant role of
women’s rights associations and movements in Ethiopia (you
may choose multiple answers)?

e promoting gender equality (i.e., actively working to
overcome backward gender norms and biases)

® raising awareness to combat violence against women
(i.e., through social media as well as physical campaigns)

® advocating for sexual and reproductive health

® enhancing women’s role and participation in leadership

® supporting women in socio-economic empowerment

e other (please specify)

(3) What do you think are the focus of women’s rights associations
and movements in Ethiopia (i.e., where they are most active)?
Please select up to three agendas.

e promoting gender equality (i.e., actively working to
overcome backward gender norms and biases)

® raising awareness to combat violence against women
(i.e., through social media as well as physical campaigns)

¢ advocating for changes in laws and policies to effectively
promote women’s rights

® promoting sexual and reproductive health

¢ enhancing women’s role and participation in leadership

® supporting women in socio-economic empowerment

e other (please specify)

(4) Do you know of any measures/activities carried out by women’s
rights associations and movements in Ethiopia against extreme
cases of violence against women (i.e., acid attacks, gang-rape,
murder, etc.)?
® yes
® no

() If yes, whatare the measures that you saw or heard being taken by
women’s rights associations and movements to combat extreme
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cases of violence against women in Ethiopia (i.e., acid attacks,

gang-rape, murder, etc.)? (You may choose multiple answers)

® social media and physical campaigns

e petitions for changes in laws and policies

e peaceful demonstrations or protests (i.e., walks, runs)

® formal awareness-raising events (i.e., platforms for
discussion)

® boycotts (i.e., voluntary abstention from using, buying, or
dealing with organisations or governance as an expression of
protest)
(6) What do you think have been the impacts of campaigns (social
media and physical) organised by women’s rights associations
and movements in Ethiopia to combat extreme cases of violence
against women? Please grade the impact for each choice (o -
the campaigns had no impact on the issue; 1 — the campaigns
had very little impact on the issue; 2 — the campaigns had little
impact on the issue; g — the campaigns had an average intended
impact on the issue; 4 — the campaigns had high impact on the
issue).
® awareness-raising on the acts of violence
¢ increasing the preparedness of women and their potential to
survive these acts of violence

® positively changing backward norms and attitudes that lead
to violence against women

® encouraging victims of violence to come forward
(i.e., report)

¢ discouraging victims of violence from coming forward

* normalising other forms of sexual harassment (catcalling,
groping, beating, etc.), and undermining their severity

® increasing acts of violence by publicising it to the greater
population, amongst which are perpetrators of such kinds of
crime (i.e., copycat crimes)

e effectively changing laws and policies that will reduce acts of
violence

e others (please specify)

(7) In general, how would you rate the effectiveness of campaigns
against extreme cases of violence against women in Ethiopia?
e highly effective
* effective
® bare minimum
* not effective
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(8) Do you think the campaigns that have been organised by

women’s rights associations and movements in Ethiopia are

culturally appropriate (contextually sensitive)?

¢ the campaigns are appropriate to Ethiopian culture

¢ the campaigns are not culturally appropriate to Ethiopian
culture (i.e., they are rooted in Western culture)

® as a universal topic, the campaigns do not need to be
customised to fit the cultural context

(9) What do you think women’s rights associations and movements

in Ethiopia should improve to be more impactful in combating
extreme cases of violence against women (open-ended, optional)?

NOTES

According to the renewed mandate in 2019, the special rapporteur

is required to seek and receive information on vVAw, its causes, and
consequences from various bodies, and to respond effectively; to
recommend measures at multiple levels to eliminate all forms of vaw,
its causes, and consequences; to work closely with different human
rights mechanisms of the Human Rights Council and with the treaty
bodies, and cooperate closely with the Commission on the Status of
Women in the discharge of its functions; and to continue to adopt a
comprehensive approach to the elimination of vaw, its causes, and its
consequences, including causes of vaw relating to the civil, cultural,
economic, political, and social spheres. For further information,

see https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/women/srwomen/pages/
srwomenindex.aspx.

Intersectionality is an approach used to understand how multiple
forms of inequality and discrimination based on gender, race,
ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, disability, citizenship status, and so
on intersect and create complex challenges.

A coalition of four political parties that dominated Ethiopian

politics until it was dissolved and replaced by a new party called

the Prosperity Party, in November 2019, with the merger of most of its
constituent parties.

The Policy was established with the aim of creating structures within
government and beyond that would safeguard gender-sensitive
policies and guarantee equitable development for both men and
women.

Under Article 14(5), the Proclamation required organisations to
generate ‘not more than 10 percent of their funds from foreign


https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/women/srwomen/pages/srwomenindex.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/women/srwomen/pages/srwomenindex.aspx

116 Citizens, Civil Society, and Activism

sources’ and to be ‘wholly controlled’ by Ethiopians to work on
activities related to human rights, women’s rights, children’s rights,
disability rights, citizenship rights, conflict resolution, and democratic
governance.

6  The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR 2014, ;) defines the operating environment for the
civil society actors (the civic space), as ‘the place civil society actors
occupy within society; the environment and framework in which civil
society operates; and the relationships among civil society actors, the
state, private sector, and the general public’.
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Ethiopia is one of many countries worldwide that faces high ma-
ternal and infant mortality as well as a critical shortage of health
workers. Ethiopia’s leaders and international donors have attempted
to fix all these problems, in part through a set of community health-
worker-focused investments and reform (Rieger et al. 2019; Yibeltal
et al. 2020).

Community health workers are a recognised part of health sys-
tems around the world, serving primarily marginalised people in
both urban and rural settings, and their roles vary. Ideally, what
they have in common, according to consensus definitions, is a deep
understanding of the lives of the people in the communities they
serve, and trust among those community members, allowing them
to promote health effectively through a variety of strategies includ-
ing primary healthcare services, health education, and referrals to
care and support (Rosenthal et al. 2011; Maes and Kalofonos 2013).

Since 2005, Ethiopia’s Federal Ministry of Health has trained, de-
ployed, and supervised thousands of salaried community health
workers as part of its Health Extension Program (Arora et al. 2020).
Health Extension Workers (HEws), as they are called, are all women
of at least eighteen years of age, with at least ten years of school-
ing, and they come from the same rural areas that they serve (FMOH
2007). They are deployed to each of Ethiopia’s approximately
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15,000 kebeles to work out of basic health posts, from which they
offer a long list of preventive, promotive, and curative forms of pri-
mary healthcare and refer people to district-level health centres. In
return for their work, HEws receive a monthly salary (CNHDE 2011;
FMOH 2007, 2011)."

In 2011, Ethiopia’s government announced it would establish a
‘Women’s Development Army’ (wbpA),* incorporating all adult
women living in Ethiopia’s countryside. A wpA leader would be se-
lected from every thirty households. She would be chosen for her
status as a ‘model woman’, defined as having adopted a healthy
lifestyle and being development-minded, qualities identified by
Ethiopia’s central party. According to government documents,
wbDA leaders would take much of the burden of outreach off the
shoulders of HEws, who had previously been tasked with leading all
women in their rural kebeles, which typically encompass thousands
of households spread over wide distances of sometimes challeng-
ing terrain (CNHDE 2011; FMOH 2011; Hailay and Awash 2013; Yibeltal
et al. 2020).

wpA leaders were supposed to operate, as unpaid volunteers,
under the supervision of HEws, carrying out a number of tasks in-
cluding helping during immunisation campaigns, keeping track of
pregnancies and illnesses, and relaying messages between house-
holds and HEws. Ultimately, they are supposed to lead thirty women
neighbours towards a healthy lifestyle centering on maintaining
household hygiene, seeking out vaccinations and antenatal care,
and giving birth in health centres. The wpa is based explicitly on
a theory of behavior change through admiration and copying of
‘model’ women (Provost 2014).

The idea of such an army - and its ‘roll-out’ during 2012-16 —
reflects the unique history, ideology, and style of government of
Ethiopia’s former ruling coalition of parties, the Ethiopian People’s
Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), and of its former prime
minister, Meles Zenawi. During this period, the central commit-
tee of the EPRDF consisted of leaders of four parties, including the
Tigrayan Peoples Liberation Front (TpLF), former Marxist-Leninist
guerrilla fighters (including Meles) who in 1991 brought down the
Derg, the military regime that had ruled Ethiopia since 1974.3 In
the guerrilla struggle against the Derg, rural women were mobi-
lised by the TpLF as fighters and auxiliaries.* As various authors in
this volume have carefully explained, in the years encompassing
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the Health Extension Program’s unfolding, the EPRDF leadership
aimed to run a strong, stable, authoritarian state. The central party
elite, described as high-modernists, based much of the EPRDF’s le-
gitimacy on its delivery of tangible ‘development’ to rural peoples,
whom they deemed prone to dependency and in need, not just of
more services and resources, but also of more ‘modern mentalities’,
discipline, mobilisation, and an ethos of self-reliance (Teferi 2012;
Abbink 2012; Easterly 2014; Little 2014).

We have demonstrated previously, through document review, in-
terviews, and participant observation in the rural Amhara regional
state, that multiple narratives about saving the lives of babies and
mothers, empowering women, and creating ‘model citizens’ in a
context of resource scarcity circulated among government and in-
ternational NGO officials and donors. These multiple narratives
aimed to make unpaid labour by community health workers (CHwWs)
seem desirable, eclipsing the underlying political-economic and his-
torical complexities, including Ethiopia’s position in regional and
global political economies and its history of mobilising rural Ethi-
opian people (Maes et al. 2015a,b). Our research, reported here,
has been guided by anthropological theorising of political and moral
economies, and by our dedication to amplifying the voices of cHws in
Ethiopia’s (and other national health systems’) reform efforts in the
twenty-first century.

The political and moral economies of caws include the financ-
ing, production, and distribution of the caw positions themselves,
and the circulation of narratives, emotions and moral sentiments
associated with cHw positions. In today’s global health develop-
ment industry, the ‘funds, energies, and affects’ of multiple players,
including states, foundations, non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), and ‘local people’, interact in complex ways (Ferguson
2010; Cueto 2013). The simplifying narratives and expressions of
humanitarianism often obscure these complex interactions: ex-
pressions of concern for certain categories of people, often women
and children, allow people to avoid ‘the necessary analysis of the
structural determinants of their exposure to health risks and social
hazards’ (Fassin 2013, 129).

In this chapter, we move from the analysis of government and do-
nor narratives to examine how wpa leaders are actually selected
and how they respond to their role, highlighting both their agency
and their subordination to others. We examine these issues from
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the varied perspectives of district health officials, HEws, and lead-
ers and members within the wpa, illuminating the ways in which
this national institution is empowering, co-opting, and subordinat-
ing women citizens in new ways, and raising questions about the
future of rural Ethiopian women’s relationships with government
structures and their own grassroots health initiatives.

METHODS AND DATA

The research detailed in this chapter was carried out by a number of
researchers from Ethiopia and the United States. The researchers
shared a common commitment to anthropological method and the-
ory, although their backgrounds were otherwise diverse, including
experience of cHwW programmes and Ethiopian health systems. The
research itself was carried out in the West Gojjam Zone of Amhara
Regional State between 2012 and 2016, using a variety of research
methods. This state was selected because of prior relationships with
regional health authorities as well as the Amharic linguistic skills of
the research team.

The material in this chapter is drawn from semi-structured in-
terviews, participant observation, document review, and a survey.
We interviewed sixteen NGO, academic, and government officials
in Addis Ababa and in Bahir Dar, the capital of Amhara Regional
State. These interviews were conducted in English. Obtaining open
and honest responses to surveys and interviews is a challenge in
the political context of Ethiopia (@stebg, Cogburn, and Mandani
2018). While NGO and academic respondents were often quite open
and critical in discussions of wpa policy, government officials, not
surprisingly, adhered closely to the official rhetoric. We also inter-
viewed seventeen government officials in three woredas (districts) in
West Gojjam Zone. In these interviews, conducted in Amharic, most
respondents confined their remarks to describing and commenting
positively on government policy. These interviews were nonetheless
very useful in understanding how wpa policy was framed and imple-
mented in our study area.

Sixty-nine HEWs and wbDA leaders and members in six kebeles in
West Gojjam were also interviewed, some of them more than once,
giving us a total of 106 interview transcripts. In our first round of in-
terviews, most respondents repeated the same positive things about
the wpa, but over time, in the repeated interviews, a more complex
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picture of our respondents’ relationships with the wpa emerged.
We conducted participant observation in health posts and in the
homes of HEws and wpA leaders, taking detailed field notes. In
seven homes, we carried out more intensive participant observa-
tion, and our relationships with these families deepened with repeat
visits over the course of three years.

Our document review included wpa policy documents and pub-
lic media in English and Amharic. We transcribed interviews and
translated Amharic-language documents and interviews into Eng-
lish. We coded interview transcripts, field notes, and documents
using MAXQDA software. Our team discussed the interview data and,
relying both on understandings of cultural context and on the po-
sitionality of individual interviewees, established a consensus on
interpretations of that data. For this chapter, we focus on material
coded as relating to wpA leader selection, payment, empowerment,
and experiences within government hierarchies.

Finally, our survey included wpa leaders and members in four
study kebeles within two woredas (South Achefer and Mecha),
diverse in terms of accessibility and level of activity of the wba.
After randomly selecting and surveying seventy-three wpA leaders
(i.e., ‘1-to-go leaders’) from lists provided by HEws, we randomly
selected and surveyed §49 women ‘led by’ these wpa leaders. The
survey included measures of workload, household food and water
insecurity, and various aspects of psychosocial distress. In addition,
we asked participants about the ‘top-down’ nature of the wbpa,
their ability to influence the goals and activities of the wpa, and
their views on whether or not wpa leaders should be paid for their
work. Survey questions were designed to reduce social desirability
bias: instead of asking participants directly for their opinions, Am-
haric-speaking interviewers asked them to say whether they agreed
or disagreed with comments that ‘other women told us’. Partici-
pants’ responses to these questions were coded as ‘correct/agree;
‘incorrect/disagree,” or ‘I don’t know’. This phrasing was used to
relieve some of the potential pressure in voicing critical perspec-
tives. Participants were also reminded that their responses would
be kept confidential. Further details of our sampling method and
survey data collection, as well as our qualitative and ethnographic
methods, are given in Maes et al. (2018, 2019) and Closser et al.
(2019). We pooled data from all four kebeles and analyzed the sur-
vey data using spss software.
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Approval for this research was given by the ethical review boards
of Oregon State University, Middlebury College, and Addis Ababa
University’s Faculty of Medicine, as well as Ethiopia’s Federal Minis-
try of Health and the Amhara Regional Health Bureau in Bahir Dar.

EXPLAINING ETHIOPIA’S ‘NEED FOR
A WOMEN’S DEVELOPMENT ARMY

We identified two primary rationales, offered by Ethiopian gov-
ernment leaders, for organising the Women’s Development Army:
(1) reducing mortality rates and (2) producing ‘model women’
through both discipline and empowerment.

High and/or stagnant maternal and child mortality rates, to-
gether with their respective Millennium/Sustainable Development
Goal targets, have been routinely cited as the basis for major in-
vestments in Ethiopia’s rural healthcare system for years (FMOH
2007, 2010, 2011; USAID 2010). The Health Extension Program is
commonly identified by national and international health experts
as the Ministry’s ‘flagship’ initiative and the ‘bedrock’ of Ethiopia’s
attempts to expand primary healthcare and, ultimately, to reduce
mortality rates.

The philosophy of the Health Extension Program hinges on cre-
ating more and more ‘model households’, households that adopt
the full package of beliefs, desires, and behaviors deemed healthy
by the government, and that assume responsibility for their own
health, particularly by maintaining sanitation and hygiene, seeking
antenatal check-ups, and giving birth within health centres. Model
households, the government reasons further, depend particularly
on model women. Model women, as the name implies, are expected
to diffuse desirable beliefs and behaviours throughout the popula-
tion (CNHDE 2011; FMOH 2007).

Five years into the Program, prior to the roll-out of the wpa, Ethi-
opia’s demographic and health surveys showed stagnant maternal
and neonatal mortality rates (Hailay and Awash 2013). High-level
officials attributed these stagnant rates, in part, to their percep-
tion that the Health Extension Program did not sufficiently involve
women or encourage them to seek antenatal care and give birth in
government health facilities. Ethiopia’s 2011 Ministry of Health An-
nual Performance Report (FMOH 2011) notes that there were many
families ‘lagging behind’ in terms of adopting a ‘healthy lifestyle’.
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The government’s view was that many husbands were discouraging
their wives from becoming ‘model women’ because they wanted
their wives to be housebound and quiet.

The wpa reform was designed to accelerate progress in creating
model women, by disciplining and ‘empowering’ female Army lead-
ers while convincing men to support women’s participation in the
wbpA (Hailom 2014; Closser et al. 201g). Content analysis of policy
documents and high-level interviews revealed a pattern in which rural
women were described as virtuous, modern, and inherently develop-
ment-minded, while rural men were often portrayed as barriers to
development. In the health sector, federal-level plans asserted that
‘empowering women is the principal means to ensure the health of
all family members in the household’ (¥rMOH 2015, 61). The wpa, a
programme shared between the Ministry of Health and the Minis-
try of Women’s Affairs, was focused on achieving this empowerment.
A national level minister explained that the wpa was helping women
build ‘social capital’ that they could use to rise above ‘harmful tradi-
tional practices’. In our study area we found a government document
in the Amharic language that said that the primary challenge for the
WwDA was ‘the harmful traditional practice of [assigning] women to
kitchen and men to forum’. Thus, women’s inability to participate in
decision-making was seen as a barrier to development.

Such framings, in addition to reflecting EPRDF ideology, reso-
nated heavily with constructions of women in global health and
development discourse (Parpart 2014; Closser et al. 2019). Melinda
Gates, for example, told Fortune magazine about women’s groups
like the wpaA: ‘women tell me that when they spend time together
in these groups, they see that they have a lot more power over their
lives and their futures than they ever imagined’ (Fairchild 2014).
These framings of women were also tied to global funding streams.
For example, the ‘Leave No Woman Behind’ programme featured
in figure 4.1, which implemented an adult literacy course in which
some WDA leaders participated, was largely financed by the Govern-
ment of Spain’s Millennium Development Goals Achievement Fund
(uN Women and Cooperacién Espafiola 2013).

Dr Kesetebirhan Admassu, during his tenure as Minister of
Health (2012-16), was quoted in an article in the Guardian (a UK
newspaper), talking about Ethiopia’s ‘model families’. He made a
clear connection between the wpA and a military organisation cen-
tered on the ideal of discipline: ‘Such a movement would not be
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Y17 me, LA ARG
Leave No Woman Bl

Figure 4.1 Government billboard erected at one of our study sites,
encouraging women’s education, discussion groups to facilitate change,
improvement in women’s quality of life, and use of reproductive

health services.

successful without the discipline of the army ... We said this is the
way we really want to mobilise the community ... they work with
the discipline of an army’ (Provost 2014). Thus, wpa leaders are
expected to diffuse a specific set of ‘healthy’ beliefs and behaviors
throughout their communities, using a mix of empowerment and
a disciplined following of orders that flow down a fairly rigid hier-
archy — all without being paid anything. Meanwhile, the wpa had
received plenty of generally positive, surface-level attention from in-
ternational donors and media.

SELECTING ARMY LEADERS:
QUALITATIVE DESCRIPTIONS

At the district level in our research sites, health officials and HEws
generally agreed upon criteria for selecting Army leaders: they
should model ‘good behaviors’ for others. District health officials
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said that leaders were chosen if they were ‘more active’, ‘better per-
forming’ with respect to the Army’s intended work, and ‘naturally
gifted’” in leading, coaching, or coordinating other women. Multi-
ple officials explained that leaders were the women who were able
to ‘speak freely in front of others’ and who had ‘better thinking abil-
ity’ or awareness and understanding of ‘what the Health Extension
Workers teach them’.

An HEw clarified that the first criterion is reliability ‘when we
call them for meetings’. She added that she and other HEws prefer
women ‘who accept what we teach them and who implement what
we tell them.

One official we interviewed stressed a more explicitly hierarchical
vision of leaders: women who are ‘able to disseminate the mission
and information that descends from above’ and ‘get members of
the group to work together towards that mission’. These ‘leader-
ship” and ‘model’ qualities, according to district officials, correlate
partially with higher economic status. One claimed that ‘the leader
is economically best’ because she is best ‘able to produce or be fruit-
ful in the work she performs’.

wbpaA leadership criteria highlight the Ethiopian government’s aim
to change local understandings of gender differences between men
and women. Confident public speaking, leadership of others towards
a lifestyle deemed healthy by the government, and attending meet-
ings outside of the home have long been associated with men. Yet,
while the government says it is ‘empowering’ women by turning them
into Army leaders, one of the key criteria sought by health officials
and HEws —willingness to ‘accept what we teach them and implement
what we tell them’ — makes clear that Army leaders are to also remain
subordinate to government health officials and HEWs.

When we asked about actual wpa selection processes, both dis-
trict health officials and HEws said they gave advice or instructions
to women on how to select their leaders and then let them make
their own decisions. Some HEws and officials were adamant that
‘of course we [government officials and HEws] do not select the
leaders.” However, others suggested that officials and HEws played a
more active role. One HEwW said, ‘There are situations in which we
lead the selection process and even decide with the kebele officials
who is fit to be a leader. We then announce who are the leaders and
who are the members.” Some Army leaders and members affirmed
they had no say in who became a leader. Several leaders clarified
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that they had been chosen mainly because they were seen as particu-
larly helpful in the agricultural sector, cooperating with government
initiatives to improve agricultural productivity. One mentioned that
she was chosen specifically because she had previously given birth in
a health centre, and another because she had previous experience
working with an NGo in the health sector.

Some leaders said they were glad to be chosen. One explained
that she was happy to be a leader because she did not want people to
suffer from various health issues, and because she wants women to
give birth at health centres. Yet several suggested that they were hes-
itant to accept their nominations. These women said they did not
want to take on the work burden, since they have abundant work
to do already. Army leaders who said they were hesitant to accept
their positions also said they were convinced by HEws or govern-
ment officials, who reassured them that they would only be working
around their homes and not travelling far. Some HEwWSs recognised
that Army leaders had reservations about the role. One suggested
that women were becoming ‘bored’ with being called for so many
meetings and being given so many missions from officials.

WDA LEADERS TEND TO BE MORE
DISTRESSED THAN THEIR PEERS

Participants in our survey — both wpa leaders® and their peers —were
deeply impoverished women, who ranged in age from eighteen to
sixty-five (their average age was thirty-five years). Fewer than 10 per
cent of participants had access to electricity or mobile phones. A
large majority (more than 8o per cent) had never been to school,
and there were no significant differences in years of schooling
between wpa leaders and other women. More than 85 per cent pos-
sessed some farmland, but, as in most of highland Amhara, most
farm plots were very small. Approximately 40 per cent of partic-
ipants reported experiences of food and water insecurity. More
than gp per cent of participants said they owned their house, as is
common in rural Amhara. Approximately 65 per cent of women
participated in some non-farm income-generating activity, such as
selling home-distilled alcohol to wholesalers and homegrown vege-
tables at market (Maes et al. 2018).

One of the clearest results from our survey was that wpa lead-
ers were much more likely to be divorced, separated, or widowed
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than other women. Only 62 per cent of wpa leaders were married,
compared with over 8o per cent of other women (p < 0.001; Maes
et al. 2018). Previous national surveys of rural Ethiopian women
have shown that unmarried women tend to be psychosocially and
economically worse off than married women, most likely because
marriage generally leads to a pooling of material and social re-
sources between families and because marriage is a key cultural
expectation (csa and ICF 2016; Kumar and Quisumbing 2015).
Our survey data further confirmed that wpa leaders were in gen-
eral worse off socio-economically, partly because they were more
likely to be unmarried. Specifically, wpa leaders were more likely
to have experienced household food insecurity (p < 0.05), and they
reported lower levels of social support (p < 0.05), greater psycholog-
ical distress (p < 0.05), and more stressful life events (p < 0.01; Maes
et al. 2018, 2019).

HEWs and women in the wpa explained why wpa leaders were
more likely to be unmarried. An HEw told us that some of the
women who were preliminarily selected as wpa leaders were not
able to take on the role because they were ‘under the control of
their husbands’, who would not ‘allow them to go out of the house
and do the work’. Such husbands, she explained, ‘don’t want their
wives to be in leadership positions and stand in front of others’. The
HEWs thus attempted to nominate women who were ‘relatively free
to go out and work’. A woman who was part of the wpa but not se-
lected as a leader made similar comments: her community selected
a wWDA leader not because she was ‘better than us in her work’, but
because ‘she is not married and is free to work. She can leave her
home and come back when she wants, as there is no one who will
influence her’

When married women became wbpa leaders, it was often be-
cause their husbands were involved with government work. HEwWS
explained that some men with good ties to government officials
— maintained largely through supporting (with their own labour)
government initiatives aimed at improving agricultural productiv-
ity, installing basic infrastructure, and conserving natural resources
—wanted their wives to volunteer as wpa leaders to further demon-
strate their family’s commitment to those government initiatives.
Thus, wpa leaders were a mix of relatively vulnerable, unmarried
women (38 per cent) and married women with relatively strong ties
to government officials (62 per cent) (Maes et al. 2019).
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Our data further suggested that wpa leaders reported more
psychological distress because, in part, many of them were in the
difficult role of ‘leading’ women who were of higher status. Spe-
cifically, wpa leaders were more likely than other women to report
being the subject of local gossip (29 per cent versus 17 per cent, p =
0.019); additionally, unmarried wpa leaders were more likely to re-
port being the subject of gossip than married wpa leaders (35.7 per
cent versus 24.4 per cent), though this difference was not statisti-
cally significant (Maes et al. 2019).° We examine the implications of
these results in the discussion below.

ARMY LEADERS RESPOND TO
THEIR LACK OF PAYMENT

Swidler and Watkins (2009) point to a conventional conceptual-
isation of sustainability within the global health and development
industry, dubbed the ‘sustainability doctrine’, which favours pro-
jects that will continue for a few years after donor funding ends.
This problematic doctrine considers it unwise to create local jobs
that are paid from international donor funds, because once in-
ternational funding ends, cash-strapped local governments and
organisations cannot sustain the expenditures. An unwillingness
of some organisations to pay for local labour is also a result of the
global legacies of structural adjustment, which involved slashing
government payrolls to balance public budgets (Pfeiffer and Chap-
man 2010; Drager, Gedik, and Dal Poz 2006; Ooms, Van Damme,
and Temmerman 2007).

When launching the Health Extension Program, Dr Tedros
Adhanom and other government officials claimed that the pro-
gramme’s success and sustainability hinged upon ‘engaging health
extension workers as full-time salaried civil servants’ and thereby
‘moving away from volunteerism’ (FMOH 2010; WHO 2009). These
statements echoed the World Health Organization’s 2008 recom-
mendation that ‘essential health services cannot be provided by
people working on a voluntary basis if they are to be sustainable’
(wHO 2008). Thus, Ethiopian health officials and the wHO mobi-
lised an alternative conceptualisation of sustainability that counters
global health and development ‘doctrine’. HEws, therefore, have al-
ways had a salary, albeit a very low one (about 100 US dollars per
month; see endnote 1).
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Before examining wpa leaders’ perspectives on their lack of pay-
ment, it is helpful to examine how HEws feel about their salary. Many
HEWSs told us that their salary was not enough to meet their basic
expenses, which rise continually due to inflation. Also, HEWS consist-
ently tied their pay levels to issues of workload. Generally, as a result
of these two factors, HEWs voiced desires not only for better pay but
also for Army leaders to become more active, as this would ease their
heavy workloads. HEws” workloads are heavy because Ethiopia’s Min-
istry of Health created only approximately 40,000 paid HEW jobs to
serve a population of over 100 million. At the district level, one offi-
cial we interviewed readily admitted that HEws were overworked, even
with the Army relieving them of some of their burdens. This district
health official also said that the salary paid to HEWs was not attractive,
which made it hard to fill empty positions. A mid-level official in the
Federal Ministry of Health, interviewed in 2012, when asked about
the decision to create an unpaid Army rather than more paid HEW
jobs, admitted that HEws were ‘overburdened by several activities’,
and that the areas they covered and the populations they served were
‘huge’. Central government officials, however, have avoided stating
publicly that they have created far too few HEw jobs. Instead, govern-
ment leaders have focused on the need to mobilise sufficient women
to ‘follow’ HEws and Army leaders (Yibeltal et al. 2020).

Unlike HEWSs, Army leaders work without any payment, a pol-
icy that essentially overturns Dr Tedros’ rhetoric about ‘moving
away from volunteerism’. During the research period, EPRDF lead-
ers made it clear publicly that it aimed to shape its citizenry into
one that will not seek to support themselves through dependence
on patronage and ‘rents’, but rather one that will be comprised of
productive farmers and entrepreneurs, creating wealth and devel-
opment for the entire country (de Waal 2012; Little 2014; Segers et
al. 2008; Brown and Teshome 2007; Meles 2012). Accordingly, Army
leaders were expected to work without seeking ‘rent’, that is, with-
out expecting any sort of payment.

Many Army leaders told us that they were happy and thankful for
what the government was doing for them: empowering them; teach-
ing them; making them modern; providing healthcare and other
resources. Many also echoed government arguments that Army lead-
ers work ‘for themselves’ or for the good of their community and
country, and not ‘for the government’. Further, many asserted that
increased knowledge made up for a lack of monetary compensation.
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While some of these comments seemed genuine, not all of them
should be taken at face value, given the pressure on Ethiopian cit-
izens to echo government rhetoric to maintain favour (@stebg,
Cogburn, and Mandani 2018). In addition, not all Army lead-
ers were so convinced by government arguments about payment,
knowledge, and empowerment. Indeed, the vast majority of partic-
ipants in our survey (74 per cent of wpa leaders and 8o.5 per cent
of other women) agreed with the statement that leaders should
be paid. In qualitative interviews, some leaders said that they were
tired of working with the HEws and ‘fulfilling the missions we are
given’, with one stating adamantly, ‘It is simply tiring for no benefit’
Others seemed more apprehensive about expressing a desire for
money. One laughed uneasily as she said, ‘I mainly value the edu-
cation I get and do not have that much intention to get money. But
I don’t [refuse] money if I can get it.” Another leader also laughed
as she said, ‘It is good if the government thinks that we should get
money. But it will not be good if we think like that and ask the gov-
ernment to give us money. The main thing for us is education and
we should focus on that. But it will not be a problem if the govern-
ment gives us money.’

One HEW told us that wpa leaders had recently complained about
being unpaid ‘for the same work that the men had been paid to do
in the past ... [wpA leaders] say that the government is cheating
them and simply saying that men and women are equal.’ Several
wbDA leaders were reluctant to make on-the-record complaints about
pay. Indeed, during our research these heterodox ideas were voiced
neither loudly nor collectively. This reluctance reflects the norma-
tive situation of Ethiopian women, that of ‘keeping quiet’ and not
‘seeking rents’ from the government.

Many HEws who said they sympathised with Army leaders’ de-
sires for payment also said that it would be unwise to pay the Army
leaders, ‘because if the payment stops at some point, the work will
also stop.” HEws, along with the district level officials who supervise
them, thus served as mediators of both the so-called global ‘sustain-
ability doctrine’ and EPRDF ideology, introducing both global and
national development rhetoric into the everyday lives of rural peo-
ple (Little 2014).

An unpaid wpa clearly was never on the agenda of Ethiopian
women in the first place. In interviews, women involved in the wpa
suggested what their own agendas might prioritise: more health
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Table 4.1  Survey responses from survey
participants (n = 422) regarding services they
desired from the government

What is one thing the government should do to

improve the lives of women in the community? %
Give land 21.1
Give money 34.8
Give jobs 8.1
Give food aid 0.5
Improve water access 7.3
Improve health care 7.8
Nothing 2.8
Other 16.6
Don’t know 0.9
Has asked the government for this action (yes) 11.6

Responses from wpa leaders were broadly similar to those
from other participants.

centres, located closer to their villages; increased selection and
stock of medicines at government pharmacies, to preclude hav-
ing to use private pharmacies where prices are too high; and more
compassionate, better quality healthcare within health centers and
hospitals — similar to women’s concerns in other parts of Amhara
(Hailom 2014). We also asked participants in our survey to iden-
tify the primary thing that the Ethiopian government should do to
improve the lives of women in their community (table 4.1). The
most common response was ‘give money’, followed by ‘give land’
and ‘give jobs’.7

However, only 18 per cent of wpa leaders (and fewer than 12 per
cent of survey participants overall) said they had actually asked the
government to address their priority needs. One wpa leader said
that there was little point. ‘If the administration is going to give us
something,” she explained, ‘then we will ask them about it’. An HEW
also clarified that when Army leaders raise the issue of payment,
‘they do not raise that as a formal question or a right, of course’.

Finally, while g6 per cent of wpa leaders who participated in our
survey agreed with the statement that ‘wpA goals and missions de-
scend from above (from higher-level authorities)’, only 19 per cent
agreed with the statement that ‘We are not able to shape/control
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WDA goals and activities to meet our own interests.’ In summary,
most participants in our sample agreed that wpa leaders should be
paid, and identified lack of money, land, and jobs as issues the gov-
ernment should address. While government officials demanded so
much of them in terms of behaviour change and disciplined ‘mo-
bilisation’, few women had asked government officials to address
their priority needs, in many cases because they did not feel em-
powered to do so. Meanwhile, most participants in our study felt
that they could shape wpaA goals and activities in ways that reflected
their own interests.

DISCUSSION

Public statements by global health institutions, and by high-level
Ethiopian health officials, have asserted that Ethiopia’s government
undertook a bold investment in cHws with the Health Extension
Program, thus ‘moving away from volunteerism’. Such assertions
obscure political and budgetary processes that have accompanied
this investment, including a massive reliance on unpaid women’s
labour via the wpA. As an impoverished country, Ethiopia lacks
funds to make and sustain larger investments in health workforces
of many types, including cHws, to help build strong health systems
that can meet people’s needs for both livelihoods and reliable, high-
quality healthcare. The Ethiopian government invested in the HEW
workforce, but not nearly enough given the massive populations liv-
ing in Ethiopia’s rural areas. The eprDF-led state thus ‘went back’
to relying on volunteers in an attempt to strengthen the Health
Extension Program.

Ethiopian government officials and donors circulated power-
ful narratives that made unpaid community health worker labour,
together with an overriding emphasis on worker/citizen disci-
pline, seem not only acceptable but desirable. Narratives about
saving the lives of babies and mothers, empowering women, and
creating model citizens in a context of resource scarcity were cir-
culated by Ministry of Health officials and donors, as well as by the
district health officials who implemented the community health
worker policies.

We have explained these policies, and the narratives circulated
to legitimate them, by relating them to Ethiopia’s high maternal
and neonatal mortality rates, to Ethiopia’s position in regional and
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global political economies, and to the former ruling party’s history
of mobilising rural peasants, particularly women. These political dy-
namics shaped attempts to improve population health at the district
and village levels. However, they are obscured by the simplified nar-
ratives of ‘saving lives” and ‘empowering women’ inherent in global
development practices that entangle states, international donors,
NGOs, and citizens.

The roles and experiences of cHws have varied, depending on
historical and current political-economic contexts (Nichter 199g;
Closser 2010; Maes and Kalofonos 2013; Wayland and Crowder
2002; Nading 201g; Swartz 2013) . Yet across contexts, CHws have nav-
igated a similar set of sociopolitical dynamics — or moral economies
— centring on technocratic commands from above and concerns
with being seen as good citizens by the people who draw on their
care (Nading 2013; Kalofonos 2014). caws in different places some-
times perform the role of extending the state’s bureaucratic desires
‘downward’, to discipline and monitor the behaviors and beliefs
of people in their communities. At the same time, CHWs are more
likely than other state actors to genuinely respect their communi-
ty’s realities, knowledges, and desires, and advocate ‘up’ on their
behalf, if only in small ways, so that that they might not be treated as
such unworthy, noncompliant, or otherwise devalued citizens (Na-
ding 2013).

Historically, cunws have been closely connected to the idea of
local community participation in health systems. In 1978, the Decla-
ration of Alma Ata advocated the ‘full participation” of communities
in health provision. The Declaration’s emphasis on participation
sent the message that health equity requires the ability of socially
and politically marginalised people to conirol their healthcare sys-
tem (Basilico et al. 2013; Lehmann and Sanders 200%). Dr Tedros
Adhanom, the former Minister of Health, explicitly connected the
Health Extension Program to the Declaration of Alma Ata (Don-
nelly 2010, 1908): ‘At Alma Ata, with the “Health for All” declaration
more than go years ago, the whole world said the focus should be
on primary health care. But, in practice, that is the most neglected
area today.’

As we have shown, the roll-out of a national cHW programme in
rural Amhara took place through a much more top-down process
than the one envisioned in the Alma Ata Declaration. Ethiopia’s
central government has sought, through the Health Extension
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Program and the wpa, to discipline women, and to get women to
discipline, envy, and compete with each other. These programmes
were devised, initiated, and controlled by the authorities, not by the
women involved. Even as the central party pushed hard to discour-
age citizen ‘rent-seeking’ at the district and kebelelevels, government
officials encouraged women to conceptualise what they receive
from the state — education, empowerment, self-improvement — as
patronage, deserving in return women’s discipline, loyalty, and un-
remunerated time. This form of patron-clientism was not entirely
unchallenged by rural women in Amhara. Many women in our
study appeared to accept a moral economy, or social contract, in
which they received empowerment, knowledge, and tangible re-
sources from their government if they reciprocated with their own
energy and time. Yet a minority carefully voiced criticism, suggest-
ing that the government focused too much on telling them what to
do, and not enough on remunerating their time and labour or on
delivering more, and better quality, services.

Further, our survey and qualitative data suggest that many poorer
and more vulnerable women were becoming leaders in the wpa
not because they were identified as ‘model women’, but because
many other women (perhaps influenced by their husbands) were
reluctant to take on this unpaid role. Thus, in the areas studied,
the implementation of the wpA was not going according to plan.
As the leader role was unpaid, it was difficult to recruit women to
take it, and even more difficult to persuade them to devote a large
proportion of their time towards it. An important result of these re-
cruitment dynamics was that wpa leaders were, on average, more
distressed and socioeconomically vulnerable than the women they
were ‘leading’.

Our work highlights the important dimension of gender in state—
society relations in Ethiopia. Ethiopian state agents see men and
women differently. While men, and to a lesser extent women, are
seen as important for improving agriculture (Teferi 2012; Little
2014), women are seen as crucial to improving population health.
In the health sector, and in development more generally, men are
seen as a hindrance to women’s empowerment. Men are also seen as
overly self-interested. Women, on the other hand, are seen as unin-
terested in money and more willing to donate their time and labour
to development efforts (Maes et al. 2015a). In both sectors, govern-
ment officials and donors attempt to change men’s attitudes and
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empower women to play bigger, more autonomous roles in house-
holds and community level activities. However, many women and
men resist the aims of government workers to shape their thinking,
relationships, and actions (Closser et al. 2019).

Our research suggests that the wpa does not fit neatly into any of
the four heuristic categories presented by Pellerin in the introduc-
tion to this volume to describe state—civil society relations. This partly
reflects the fact that the wpA was primarily devised by the federal
government, but implemented by district and kebele level govern-
ment officials, including Health Extension Workers. The EprDF-led
government was attempting to create civil society with a regimented
format of ‘1-to-5’ networks and ‘1-to-go’ leaders — which is a contra-
diction in terms, since civil society is supposed to be understood as
primarily self-organised. Thus, the wpaA was not something to be co-
opted by government; it was government-controlled all along.

At the same time, government officials imagined and claimed
that, through the wpa, they were co-opting and cooperating with
women’s own grassroots networks and relationships, with the goal
of accelerating development, improving population health statis-
tics and quality of life, and thus garnering women’s support for the
EPRDF. By avoiding compensating wpA leaders for their work, and
speaking about wpa leaders as working ‘for themselves’ and not for
the government, government officials attempted to make the wpa
into a quasi-civil-society organisation, made up of women willing to
provide labour based solely on their interest in improving their own
quality of life — not by receiving a salary, but by following govern-
ment directives on how to engage in development-minded, healthy,
and modern behaviours.

In health systems throughout the world, caws face entrenched
power structures that make it very difficult to organise movements
from the bottom up, and Ethiopia’s health system is no exception.
Under the EPRDF, there was much standing in the way of HEws and
Army leaders achieving greater self-determination. Donors such as
usaID and the Gates Foundation have generally repeated govern-
ment claims that the Army would help Ethiopia reduce its mortality
rates and improve population health more quickly (see, for example,
Ramundo 2012; Desmond-Hellmann 2014). This reflects the EPRDF’s
broader success in keeping international partners and donors from
publicly criticising their authoritarian and rights-abusing approach
to governance and development (Dereje 2011). This also reflects the
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global popularity and power of such expressions as universal health-
care and humanitarianism (i.e., ‘saving lives’ of mothers and babies),
which are used to support exploitative cHw policies around the world.

In addition, Ethiopian workers have been in weak positions un-
der the EPrDF generally. The country’s Labour Proclamation did
not proclaim a right to freedom of association and collective bar-
gaining, and trade unions that carry out a strike in an essential
service can be dissolved by the government (ITuc 2013). It is also
well known that in 2009 the EprRDF-controlled legislature passed a
law that not only required all the country’s civil society organisa-
tions (Csos) receiving more than 10 per cent of their budgets from
abroad to desist from any work in the arena of civil or human rights
advocacy or monitoring, but also granted government authorities
open access to their records and their meetings at any time, with-
out warning (Dereje 2011).® Major labour associations in Ethiopia
were beholden to the EPRDF. HEWS, WDA leaders, and other cHws
in Ethiopia do not even have an association of their own, or formal
representation in the Ethiopian Public Health Association (EPHA),
which might help to raise their members’ collective interests in so-
cial policies and exchanges.9

It remains important to recognise the potential for HEws and ru-
ral women to organise their own ranks and advocate for policies to
protect their livelihoods and improve the conditions of their em-
ployment. As we have shown, a small but substantial number of
women, including Army leaders, have said that they had asked the
government to do a better job in meeting their priority needs. We
have also shown that more than 8o per cent of women who partic-
ipated in our survey agreed that they were able to shape wpa goals
and activities to meet their own interests. These results reflect a dy-
namic situation of state—society relations, specifically with regard to
rural women’s evolving interactions with developmental, patriar-
chal, and authoritarian states.

Our work raises several questions for further ethnographic re-
search. Firstly, how do wpa leaders and other women actually shape
the goals and activities of the wpa and Health Extension Program, as
these ‘flagship’ programmes of the state evolve under new national
leadership and political upheaval? Secondly, in what ways will HEws
form their own associations, gain voices at the table of the EPHA and
public health policy-making bodies in Ethiopia, and begin to col-
lectively pressure their government to invest more heavily in their
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workforce? Thirdly, how might HEws, wpa leaders, and other rural
women throughout Ethiopia put more pressure on state officials to
genuinely listen and be accountable to their own agendas? Fourthly,
what sources and mechanisms of global and national funding will ma-
terialise to pay fairly for women’s labour and to meet their demands?

Future research needs to continue to examine the moral and po-
litical economies of cHws in Ethiopia, especially the ways in which
HEWs and rural women in different parts of the country use the Army,
and other structures, to define their own collective agendas and
hold government and development partners accountable for their
actions. In-depth, multi-method research, involving participant ob-
servation, interviews, and surveys based on trust and expectations of
confidentiality and impartiality, can paint a nuanced picture of how
state elites, low-level workers, and rural women cooperate and come
into conflict in their varied attempts to improve community well-be-
ing. It would be particularly helpful to explore even faint reflections
of empathy and solidarity between officials, health workers, and ru-
ral women, so that these important and scarce resources might be
nurtured and amplified.

NOTES

1 During the time of our research (2012-16), HEws received a monthly
salary of approximately 100 US dollars. At the time of writing in
October 2020, HEWs at Level g were paid approximately go US dollars
per month, and HEws at Level 4 were paid approximately 162 US
dollars per month.

2 The Ambharic translation is yesetoch lemat serawit. The Army is
sometimes called, in English, the ‘Health Development Army’, and
sometimes the ‘Health Transformation Army’.

g  For years, the Minister of Health who presided over the roll-out of
Ethiopia’s Health Extension Program and Women’s Development
Army, Dr Tedros Adhanom, sat on the executive committee of
the TPLF, the central core of political power in Ethiopia. In 2017,
he became Director General of the wHO, in part thanks to global
recognition of the boldness and apparent successes of Ethiopia’s
Health Extension Program in terms of extending primary healthcare.

4  Ethiopian women have served as fighters in multiple conflicts in
Ethiopia, including the defeat of the Italians in 1896 and the Second
Italo-Ethiopian War in the 19g0s.
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5 Inreporting our survey results, we use the term ‘wpa leader’ to refer
specifically to women chosen as leaders of thirty other households
(i.e., ‘1-to-g0 leaders’).

6  Unmarried women who were not wpa leaders were only slightly
more likely to report being the subject of gossip than married women
who were not wpa leaders (18.8 per cent versus 16.5 per cent). This
difference was not statistically significant.

7 Receiving money from the government often happens in the form of
microloans. Many women in our study area have received microloans
through government programs. Women with whom we spoke
clarified that, while government subsidised microcredit programmes
have been helpful in some cases, they worry about their ability to pay
interest and the risk of falling into debt.

8  The EPRDF’s much-criticised cso law was repealed when Ethiopia’s
new prime minister, Abiy Ahmed, came to power in 2018. It was
replaced with a law that loosened most of the restrictions under the
EPRDF’s CSO law.

9 There are no cHws participating in any of the EPHA’S committees or
councils (see http://www.etpha.org/basic-facts/executive-board-and-
staff. html). There are no signs, furthermore, that the EPHA serves as
a conduit for promoting Ethiopian cHws’ interests. This is consistent
with the historical marginalisation of caws by health professionals
in the medical and public health establishment, a common feature
of health system hierarchies in countries around the world (on
Ethiopia, see Kloos 1998).
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The Zone g Bloggers and Activism
Collective: Civil Society and
Online Activism in Addis Ababa

Befeqadu Hailu

On that fateful day of 25 April 2014, I spent the whole afternoon in
the lobby of Kenenisa Hotel, Addis Ababa, using the free Wi-Fi and
drinking a cup of macchiato. While I was preparing to leave the ho-
tel lobby to meet an old friend whom I had not met in a long time,
my cell phone rang. I didn’t answer, as it was from an unknown num-
ber, not one saved in my contacts. Having said goodbye to two friends
who were also at the hotel to enjoy the free Wi-Fi (surfing the internet
would have been a little unaffordable otherwise), I left with another
friend and colleague, Atnafu Brhane. On my way out, I returned the
missed call. The man who answered told me: ‘Federal Police came
into her office and detained Mahi.” Mahlet ‘Mahi’ Fantahun, our col-
league at Zone g, was an employee at the Ministry of Health.

While I had expected that something like this could happen, the
situation was scarier than I had imagined. I hung up on the call, told
Atnafu what had happened, and opened the Facebook application
on my phone. I told Atnafu that ‘I have to inform the folks now.’
We had a private group on Facebook, in which the founders of the
Zone g used to coordinate campaigns and discuss matters. I opened
that private group and started typing: ‘Guys, Esayas called on me
and told me that Mahi is ..."; I wasn’t allowed to finish the message.

Plain-clothed policemen (we realised later they were police of-
ficers when a police car stopped in front of us) told us to stop, turn
off our phones, and hand our phones and laptop bags to them. I
pressed the button on my phone to darken the screen and handed
it over. In the days that were to follow, I would regret not having sent
the unfinished message. One of the officers took a picture of Atnafu
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and me. They led us to the police car and, just like that, we were
taken to jail, where we would spend the following eighteen months.
It all happened too fast.

We were used to being asked why we hadn’t been jailed already. Peo-
ple kept asking, not because our activities were criminal, but because
they knew that the government had made any form of civic activism
sound like a crime and, especially after the 2005 general election, had
started to jail those who held, and pushed, different political views.
In what can be considered Ethiopia’s most competitive general elec-
tion, Addis Ababa, the Ethiopian capital, and many other urban areas
voted-in the Opposition in a landslide victory, even though the ruling
party won the majority of the rural representation. However, the post-
2005 election era faced a crisis: Opposition leaders were jailed; many
media and civil society organisations were banned; a couple of years
later, a new civil society law was passed to curtail the work of advocacy
groups, and an anti-terrorism law became an excuse to jail and chase
opponents. In this way, the ruling party, the Ethiopian People’s Rev-
olutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), and its partners secured 9.6
per cent of parliamentary seats at the next election in 2010.

We, the founders of Zone g, were members of the urban generation
that witnessed the opposition to the government and the govern-
ment’s repression of that opposition. As one of the Zone g Bloggers,
I shall tell, in an auto-ethnography, the story of this group. This story
offers an inside view of the meaning, and the meaning-making,
around civic activism in a restrictive political setting. This chapter tells
the story of civic activism and resistance in Ethiopia’s capital, Addis
Ababa, during the last decade of the EPRDF rule (2012-18), drawing
on our individual biographies and our experience as activists.

This chapter puts our story into a wider context, considering the
wider literature on social media and activism in Ethiopia. It then
discusses the use of auto-ethnography in the study of civic activism
before presenting the Zone g Bloggers story and explaining its im-
portance for civic mobilisation during the last decade of the EPRDF
rule. The chapter concludes with a reflection on the victories and
legacies of the Zone g collective.

URBAN ACTIVISM IN CONTEMPORARY ETHIOPIA

Much research on civil society activism during the EPRDF rule in
Ethiopia has highlighted the omnipotent character of the state and
its ability to repress and control civic activism (Dupuy, Ron, and
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Prakash 2015; Burgess 2012; Jalale and Wolff 2019). Many have writ-
ten about the ways in which the EPRDF government co-opted formal
civil society organisations, controlled their work, and coerced inde-
pendent civil society organisations (csos) into heeding government
orders (Sisay 2012; Pellerin 2020). Most research on civil society ac-
tivism in Ethiopia has focused on formal organisations, and only
a little has explored the role and activities of informal csos and
individual activists (Eyob 2017; Pellerin 2019). So far, although it
acknowledges that formal csos have been concentrated in urban
areas, the extant research has largely failed to explore the city as a
site of civic activism and link the urban lifestyle to forms of politi-
cal contestation (Dessalegn 2002). Further, with a few exceptions
(Gagliardone 2014; Gagliardone and Pohjonen 2016), research has
focused on forms of activism other than online activism. Moreo-
ver, existing research has often failed to capture the experiences
of civil society leaders. This is explained, in part, by the difficul-
ties of conducting research on this sensitive issue, together with
the difficulties researchers have in accessing participants. However,
the main reason is that research has often adopted an outsider per-
spective, critically reflecting on, rather than capturing, the insider
perspective of activists.

This chapter contributes to filling the existing research gap on
several levels. Firstly, it provides an example of civic activism in
EPRDF Ethiopia that contested the ruling government rather than
becoming co-opted. Secondly, by focusing on an urban area, Ethi-
opia’s capital city, it highlights the importance of exploring online
activism in a country that has one of the lowest internet penetration
rates in the world. Finally, it provides an insider perspective into re-
searching civic activism under authoritarian rule.

AUTO-ETHNOGRAPHY AND THE
ACTIVIST RESEARCHER

Scholars, researching civil society activism in authoritarian settings,
have, for two main reasons, long since acknowledged the fine line
between researching activism and being an ‘activist researcher’
(Cancian 1993). Firstly, all researchers conducting research on ac-
tivism in non-democratic settings work on politically sensitive topics
with potentially negative repercussions for their research partici-
pants and collaborators. Many of us must become what Skidmore
(2009) has termed ‘an activist by proxy’: for people to trust us, we
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have to prove our commitment to shared values, such as the re-
spect of human rights and freedom of speech, and our ability to
share the burden of protecting sensitive pieces of information. Sec-
ondly, many of us conducting research on activism choose the topic
because of our personal sociopolitical values and want to combine
activism with academic research.

Assuming the role of an ‘activist researcher’ questions the
‘detached observer’ status the researcher requires to maintain ob-
jectivity. However, it does not prevent researchers from conducting
rigorous scientific research (Fredriksson 200g). What is required is
for researchers to practice ‘reflexive introspection’ (Huggins and
Glebbeek 2009), reflecting continually on their own positionality
in the research while still accessing the inside view into how activists
themselves make sense of, and practice, activism.

As a method to explore activism under authoritarian rule,
auto-ethnography is uniquely suitable because of its ability to de-
scribe and analyse the personal experiences of activists while
simultaneously reflecting on, and shedding light on, the wider
social and political experiences of activists working in authori-
tarian settings (Pensoneau-Conway, Adams, and Bolen 2017). In
auto-ethnography, unlike many other forms of ethnographic ob-
servation, the auto-ethnographer is a full member of the group
in the setting being researched. The researcher is visible as such a
member, all the while committed to developing a wider theoretical
understanding of the phenomenon under study from his or her
experience (Anderson 2016).

This chapter describes my personal experience as a ‘Zone ger’
in Ethiopia, systematically analysing it in order to reflect on the po-
litical experience of activism under authoritarian rule. I draw on
personal experiences and memories, formal and informal conver-
sations, written and oral material, to tell the story of Zone g, from
the moment of its foundation to the arrest of most of its members.

FOUNDING THE ZONE g

Under the EPRDF, civic activism was largely restrained and heavily
regulated but further, was criminalised and risked negative govern-
mental repercussions. The founding of Zone g constituted an act of
contestation of the authoritarian government and its policies, chal-
lenging the ways in which the EPRDF was ruling Ethiopia.
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The founders of Zone g did not know each other in person be-
fore the founding of the group. It was Facebook that brought us
together, following a tragic incident in Lebanon.

Early in 2012, Alem Dechasa, a thirty-three-year-old mother of two,
who went to Beirut, Lebanon, to work as a domestic maid to support
her family back in Burayu, Ethiopia, was filmed by Lebanon Tv as
she was dragged along a street and into a car by a man associated
with her employment agency. Shortly after the video was released,
it was reported that Alem Dechasa had committed suicide (Chong-
haile 2012). This created outrage at home, and social media, which
at the time barely reached 1 per cent of Ethiopians, became a sig-
nificant platform to mobilise collective action. Even though there
were some attempts at mobilisation of people using social media
prior to this tragic incident, almost all of them had failed to mate-
rialise on the ground. However, the anger aroused by this incident
led to the first known social-media-mobilised public event. Primar-
ily, it reached urban residents, as most Ethiopian social media users
were concentrated in urban areas.

Degu  Ethiopiaw: was a private Facebook group founded on
22 March, 2012, to mobilise support to the family of Alem Dechasa
and to raise awareness about the suffering of Ethiopian domestic
workers in the Middle East. The group was founded by sixteen in-
dividuals, including myself, immediately after the sudden death of
Alem Dechasa had been reported. The name of the group, Degu
Ethiopiawi, which can be translated as ‘the good Ethiopian’, was
adopted after the famous biblical story of the ‘good Samaritan’, who
helped a stranger (Luke, vv. 25-37).

On 19 April 2012, Degu Ethiopiawi hosted a public event to raise
awareness of the incident as well as to raise funds. This event, held
at the Wabe Shebelle Hotel, was attended by about 400 people, se-
curing at least 20,000 ETB from ticket sales and raising additional
financial support for Alem Dechasa’s family (Befeqadu 2012).

The event was important in revealing the true power of social me-
dia. People who barely knew each other in person came together
to help a family they did not know, pursuing what they perceived as
their civic duty. It demonstrated that there still existed the chance
of creating an organisation that could pursue what the government
perceived as an apolitical agenda in the otherwise politically repres-
sive environment. Most importantly, it hinted at the fact that social
media is an effective means for social mobilisation for any cause.
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Following this event, discussions among the participating activ-
ists continued, and while there were no more than a few meetings,
these activities began to institutionalise the Degu Ethiopiawi initi-
ative. Five of the coordinators® of the Degu Ethiopiawi pushed the
discussion further and reached the conclusion that the root cause
of the problem that drove Ethiopians to hostile working environ-
ments abroad was fundamentally political, and that we needed to
establish an activism platform to create awareness about it.

THE NAMING OF THE COLLECTIVE

The founders continued informal discussions, in small groups and
bigger gatherings, while attending events such as political party pub-
lic meetings (particularly Unity for Democracy and Justice’s weekly
discussion meetings) and when visiting political prisoners (includ-
ing journalist Reeyot Alemu).

The naming of Zone g and defining its goal took longer. The form-
ing of a collective constituted an act of defiance of the government
but critically reflected on the ways in which the ruling coalition was
policing the life of its citizens. Since we had had the idea of creating
a common platform, we had discussed what the platform was meant
to do and debated what we should call it, but we didn’t really know
what kind of group or platform we were about to create until Sun-
day, 13 May 2012, when some of the founders went to Kality Federal
Prison to visit journalist Reeyot Alemu.3 In the same ward, we met
other political prisoners, whose names we hadn’t heard before. One
of them, Hirut Kifle,* whom Reeyot introduced to us, asked, ‘How
are you Zone Niners doing?’ Having not heard that term before, we
were perplexed. Reeyot explained it to us, saying that: “This prison
centre has eight zones; we, the prisoners here, call the outside of
this compound Zone Nine metaphorically, meaning that even the
outside of the prison is where civic freedoms are restricted.” Just af-
ter leaving the prison compound, Jomanex suggested, ‘Why don’t
we call the platform “Zone g”?” We applauded the idea without hes-
itation. Zone g perfectly portrayed the purpose of the collective’s
existence, and so the name was decided. That same night, Abel cre-
ated the Facebook page5 and a WordPress blog.

The first message we posted, in Amharic, read (Zonenine 2012):
‘This is Zone Nine! On Zone Nine, ideas flow in [writing]. Propos-
als that benefit Ethiopian politics will be raised, [and] disposed



The Zone 9 Bloggers and Activism Collective 155

of. Government will be criticized, [and] accused. If you have good
ideas that benefit the great Ethiopia — please come and write with
us on Zone Nine.

On Facebook, the Zone g page, used widely by the collective, in-
cluded the description of us as a ‘group of bloggers’. Then, having
discussed the possibility that the government might accuse us of
forming a group without legal registration, we changed this to read
an ‘informal group of bloggers’. A few months later, we discussed
whether, in fact, what we were doing was activism. Apart from blog-
ging, we were reporting on other activities, mostly visiting political
prisoners, detailing their condition, and giving their messages to
the public, which previously was not a common activity. So, we de-
cided to add this to the description of Zone g, and it became an
‘informal group of bloggers and activists’.

With small modifications at a time, the description of the page
on Facebook evolved, finally becoming: ‘Zone g is a collective of
nine Ethiopian bloggers who are blogging together. The collective
mainly aims at creating an alternative and independent platform of
ideas on the socio-political conditions of Ethiopia — in which public
discourse will be encouraged.’

The name of the collective came to define its purpose: Zone g
would later become a famous term as a sad reminder that Ethiopia
was repressing citizens’ freedoms and people started celebrating re-
leases of political prisoners by declaring ‘Welcome to Zone g’.

TYPE OF ENGAGEMENT

Zone g became more than just a blogging platform, and it was its
well-organised online campaigns, together with its online reports
of our regular, offline, visits to political prisoners, that put us in the
spotlight. Zone gers’ activities contested political power and pol-
icies directly, in an open, publicly visible manner, differentiating
us from the subversion of power structures approach preferred by
many formally registered csos (Pellerin 2019).

Blogging

Zone g’s blogging activities aimed to create a pool of opinions, those
of its founders and of guests who either contributed of their own in-
itiative or were asked by the collective to contribute on a specific
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topic. The content was mostly political, but social issues, including
sport, were also covered. Additionally, Zone g produced weekly col-
umns, aggregating summaries of issues covered by independent
bloggers and print media outlets. All this helped us to build a social
media platform that provided an overview of everything that was
happening in and around media circles.

Usually, our blogs were shared using the Zone g blogpost plat-
form,% but as the government blocked this for most of its active
time, we used our Facebook page, sharing the blogs in the notes
section. Each of the reshared contents had a footnote (on Face-
book notes) reminding users that ‘the original copy of [this] piece
is posted on Zone g’s blogpost, which [is] inaccessible in Ethiopia.’
Fortunately, the print news outlets in circulation back then used to
republish our pieces of writing on Zone g, allowing them to be read
by offline readers.

On the first anniversary of Zone g’s foundation, we compiled a
collection of Zone g essays. The file was 373 pages long, with the title
‘Constitutionalism and Freedom of Expression in Ethiopia’ (Zone
g 2013¢). It comprised fifteen sections, with 124 essays that covered
a wide variety of issues. According to Eyob (2017), ‘Compared to
the other youth initiatives, Zone Nine bloggers set a breakthrough.
They are arguably pioneering in introducing virtually organised
bloggers groups that use social media as a primary platform of pur-
suing and claiming citizenship rights.’

Campaigning

Four well-organised online campaigns, on the major theme of #Re-
spectTheConstitution, were conducted successfully. The first was
organised to call upon the government to respect the constitution,
the second was against the state censorship of freedom of expression,
the third was about the right to public assembly and demonstra-
tion, and the fourth was about contemplating a common vision for
a democratic future, under the motto of the ‘Ethiopian Dream’.

Respect the Constitution

Zone @’s first campaign ran for three days from 6 December 2012,
the eighteenth anniversary of the adoption of the FDRE’s consti-
tution. We crafted messages and developed graphic designs for
Facebook profiles and covers and a hashtag for common use for
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Twitter (hashtag functionality was not on Facebook back then). We
used a statement in the call for the campaign that later became
controversial: ‘Our Nation is Ethiopia, Our Nationality is Ethiopian,
and We are the People of Ethiopia’ (Zone g 2012). Some critics ar-
gued, among other things, that Ethiopia is a multinational state and
that the multinational character is enshrined in the constitution.
According to such critics, it was contradictory to request the gov-
ernment to respect the constitution while we were violating its core
notion. We addressed frequently asked questions (rFAQ) on the sec-
ond day of the campaign, and responding to FAQ became a feature
of future campaigns too. This campaign attracted attention from
the diaspora news websites and was shared outside of Ethiopia (Mo-
hammed 2013a,b).

Freedom of Expression for All, Now!

Our second campaign, which ran on 21—2g February 2014, raised the
issue of freedom of expression under the rights enshrined in Article
29 of the FDRE’s constitution. We employed three local languages
(Ambharic, Afaan Oromo and Tigrigna) plus English, and used the
#StopCensorship hashtag on Twitter. To join the campaign, indi-
viduals needed only to change their profile pictures to illustrations
developed for that purpose and to share their concerns about free-
dom of expression with their friends. This campaign was probably
the one that attracted the most attention from international csos,
including Article 19 and the Committee to Protect Journalists, both
of whom would later become allies.

Let’s Practice Democracy; Bring Back Our Right to Public

Demonstration!

The third campaign, which ran between 8 May and 10 May 2013,
was a request to respect Article 30 of the constitution (freedom
for assembly and demonstration). The campaign used the tags
#DemonstrationgEveryr and #Assembly4Everyr (Mohammed
2013b). This campaign was fortunate enough to attract interna-
tional media attention from outlets such as Al Jazeera (Al Jazeera
English 2013). However, the most thrilling success for us as organis-
ers was a successful public demonstration in Addis Ababa, held by
one of the opposition groups, Blue Party: the first for eight years
(Tadias Magazine 2013). Even more exciting was witnessing slogans
that resembled our campaign mottos.
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#EthiopianDream: Let Us All Dream It Together

Our fourth, and last, campaign was the only one run by Zone g
that was not based on a constitutional provision, and it was held on
5—7 September 2013, over the Ethiopian New Year. The objectives of
this campaign, according to the press release (Zone g 2013a), were

(a) to envision an all-inclusive country, with equality for Ethiopians
from all walks of life and backgrounds and accommodating of
all cultures and identities;

(b) to seek for ways that encourage and look for just economic,
social, and political progress in the country;

(c) to promote religious tolerance;

(d) to envision Ethiopia as a country that all Ethiopians aspire to
live in and none desire to leave behind.

These campaigns allowed us to promote our work to both lo-
cal and international media and csos. Further, they helped us not
only in shaping the identity of the group, but with the growth of
the individual members as opinion leaders. On many levels, our
activism was different from that of diaspora activism, and this was
noted by other scholars. In direct contrast to the diaspora activ-
ists, we were living in Ethiopia. Also, unlike many diaspora activists,
we were not associated with any political group. Further, with one
exception, we used our real names and pictures on social media
to relate to other social media users, demonstrating we were or-
dinary citizens, just like them. Moreover, our approach was less
confrontational than that of the diaspora community. On social
media, we tried to engage positively with people of authority, and
we addressed our critics in a respectful manner; for example, in
our blogs, we used proper titles and respectful forms of verbs, ‘an-
tuta’, a way of referring to elders and respected individuals in the
second person plural form.

According to Gagliardone and Pohjonen (2016, 28):

In contrast to many bloggers in the Ethiopian diaspora,
who tended to write in English, most Zone gers
privileged Amharic in their posts, signaling a willingness
to contribute to national debates and reach a broader
audience within Ethiopia. Rather than considering
Ethiopian rulers as enemies to confront and attack, they
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exploited the power of social networking platforms such

as Twitter to initiate conversations with those in power, for
example, engaging in unprecedented debates with Foreign
Minister Tedros Adhanom, the government’s most active
presence on social media.

Prison Visits

Individually, and in groups, as members of Zone g, we used to visit
notable political leaders and journalists in prison in order to pass
on their messages to the public. Among the prisoners whom we vis-
ited regularly in Addis Ababa were Eskinder Nega, Bekele Gerba
(at the time of writing, both have been detained again), Andualem
Arage, and Reeyot Alemu. We also visited federal prison centres
in Kality, Kilinto, and Zeway (a town 180 kilometers away from the
capital). After visiting Bekele Gerba in Zeway on 7 August 2013, we
reported that he was held in what is known as a Chelema Bet (‘Dark
Room’) with thirty-two other prisoners (Zone g 2013d). On a visit
to Kality prison, we reported on the detention conditions of Andu-
alem Arage, Eskinder Nega, and Reeyot Alemu, passing on messages
from each of them (Zone g 2013¢). As Zone gers, we denounced the
detention of political prisoners, reported on the violation of the
rights of prisoners, and served as an outlet to communicate mes-
sages to the public.

HOW ZONE g WORKED

Zone g was a zero-budget initiative run by volunteers who consid-
ered their contribution partly as a hobby and partly as a struggle
against the authoritarian government. All nine of us were born and
raised in urban areas, had pursued university education, and were
working for a living. I was born and raised in Addis, studied man-
agement information systems (mis) at Zegha Business College and
then worked as an mis expert for St. Mary’s University College. The
other eight founding members can be described as follows:

e Abel, born and raised in Addis Ababa, studied mechanical
engineering at Bahir Dar University and worked for Ethiopian
Airlines.
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e Atnafu, also born and raised in Addis Ababa, studied
information technology at the New Generation University
College in Addis Ababa and worked as an 1T officer for a sub-
city administration in Addis Ababa.

¢ Endalk, born in Harar, studied journalism at Addis Ababa
University and used to teach media and journalism at Arba
Minch University.

® Jomanex, born and raised in Adama, studied computer science
at Adama University and ran a private tech business in his home
town.

e Mahi, born and raised in Addis Ababa, studied mathematics at
Hawassa University and worked as a statistician at the Ministry
of Health.

e Nathnael, born and raised in Addis Ababa, studied economics
at Admas University and worked as a human resources officer at
the then Construction and Business Bank.

® Soli, born and raised in Addis Ababa, studied law at Haremaya
University and worked as a youth employment officer for a non-
governmental organization (NGO).

e Zelalem, born and raised in Debre Tabor in South Gondar,
Ambhara, studied law at Jimma University and taught law at
Ambo University.

All of us became activists accidentally, and I suppose we all had
different motivations when we started on our activism path. As all
of us were tech savvy, it was natural for us to pick social media as a
platform for our sociopolitical engagement. In the beginning, our
activism was about expressing ourselves and the issues that we, like
other ordinary citizens, were grappling with. Our writings reflected
a multitude of opinions and topics, all based on our very personal
stories, experiences, and beliefs. I, for example, used to write mostly
about the economic struggles my generation was facing, basing
my writings on my personal experience and including reflections
that challenged the religious establishment in Ethiopia. However,
Abel, a devoted believer, advocated in favour of representing reli-
gious values in the secular system of Ethiopia. In the beginning, we
did not value our contributions as being different. However, as our
influence and online presence grew, we started cautiously to plan
our moves and messages online to influence political change for
the better.
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As I mentioned earlier, we came to know one another from our
online activities, and we set up and ran the online platform jointly.
Also, we had a private Facebook group in which we regularly ex-
changed updates, planned our activities, and peer-reviewed our
pieces. We usually met up in person at weekends, to do prison visits.
These created a stronger bond between us, and the activism circle
grew to be even more of a friendship circle. The bond and the emo-
tional attachments grew even stronger as a result of the threats that
the government expressed towards individual members.

When we planned online campaigns, we supplemented the Zone
g team of founders with other volunteers, including

e Kirubel Teshome, an environmentalist originally from Bishoftu;

* Edom Kassaye, a state-owned newspaper journalist from Addis
Ababa;

¢ Tesfalem Waldyes, a freelancing journalist from Addis Ababa;

® Mahlet Solomon, a US resident who was a prominent assistant
at the Degu Ethiopiawi event while visiting Ethiopia;

¢ Alemayehu Gemeda, a US resident and co-founder of the
online media site EthioTube.

The US-based campaign team members participated in planning
using Facebook.

NETWORKING AND EMPOWERMENT

Once Zone g was up and running, it was only a matter of time un-
til many international organisations reached out to the collective’s
members. The first contact was from the East African office of Article
19. Named after Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, this organisation has a specific focus on the defence and
promotion of freedom of expression and freedom of information
worldwide. We attended training organised by Article 19 in Bishoftu
town, 40 kilometres from the capital Addis Ababa, and acquired ba-
sic skills on human rights violation reporting. The training, held in
August 2013, helped us to plan our activities for the next Ethiopian
year, September 2012 through August 2013, which was the most suc-
cessful period for the implementation of Zone g’s works.

Our second contact came from Front Line Defenders, a Dublin-
based human rights organisation working primarily in empowering
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human rights defenders across the world. They offered us digital se-
curity training in Nairobi, which each of us undertook on different
occasions.

The third approach came from members of the East African office
of Freedom House, a US-based, US-government-funded non-profit
organisation that conducts research and advocacy on democracy.
They reached out to us and asked what kind of support we needed.
We told them that we needed capacity building, as almost all of us
were strangers to the sector of activism that we had accidentally
entered. A few months later, they facilitated a series of training op-
portunities for the collective’s members in Nairobi. We were given
training on topics such as human rights, conflict resolution and ne-
gotiation, communication, and advocacy.

Linking our work to international networks was important for
us, not only in enabling us to grow as activists, but, during our im-
prisonment, in defending us and making our cases visible to the
international community.

SILENCING THE ZONE ¢

From the very beginning, the Ethiopian government did not wel-
come the work of Zone g. Two weeks after its foundation in May
2012, the government blocked access in Ethiopia to our first URL
(zonenine wordpress.com). We changed URLs a number of times,
hoping that we would elude censorship. We knew how to circum-
vent online censorship via proxies, but our audiences did not.
Therefore, we had to settle for one URL so our audiences could find
us easily. For this reason, our blog platform was blocked for most of
its active time, and we were forced to use Facebook as an alternative
means of reaching our audience.

In September 2013, Zelalem Kibret, one of the founding mem-
bers of Zone g, was taken by intelligence officers from the university
in Ambo, where he was a lecturer, to the Oromo Peoples Demo-
cratic Organization (0ppo0)7 office in the town and tortured. The
government agents had copies of his contribution on Zone g and
asked him why he was writing.

This was our first shocking experience of repression by, and re-
taliation of, the government regarding our activism, and our
contestation of its authoritarian governance and policies. We dis-
cussed the matter, and we refrained from blogging or campaigning
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as a group, but continued, for at least the following seven months,
to engage online individually. Even though Zone g had stopped
blogging and campaigning, the intimidation and harassment con-
tinued. Nathnael, another member of the collective, was contacted
by someone saying he was an intelligence officer, who asked him
details about the group, including why it appeared to be inactive.
The team discussed this and decided that Nathnael should provide
all the information requested by the officer, hoping that the officer
would understand our innocent intentions for progress, enshrined
in our works and writings.

The security forces continued to reach out, including to people
who were not members of Zone g but were friends of the members.
Edom Kassaye, a journalist for the state-run Addis Zemen newspa-
per, was contacted by another man who said he was working for the
intelligence office. Edom had contributed blogs and was also an ac-
tive participant in the campaigns of Zone g. We pooled together
the questions asked by the two intelligence officers of Edom and
Nathnael and tried to analyse them. It was obvious that even our
silence was not welcomed by the government; the assumption by
the government security officials was that we were working clandes-
tinely. Peaceful coexistence seemed impossible, as the government
was afraid of our working against it, hidden from its eyes.

At this time, I was working with Article 19 East Africa in a per-
sonal capacity. One day, a coordinator from Nairobi was detained
at Addis Ababa airport when he arrived for a work visit. He was de-
tained there for one day and deported back to Nairobi the next
morning. The coordinator told us that he had been interrogated by
intelligence officers at the airport, and that our names had popped
up during the interrogation. A few days later, state-run Ethiopian
Television ran a documentary claiming that the likes of Article 19
and Freedom House were sponsoring bloggers and activists across
the world to trigger a ‘color revolution’, like the ones in Eastern
Europe. As the messaging in the documentary clearly targeted the
collective, we started to think of doing something. The more we kept
silent, the more risk there was that people would believe the govern-
ment propaganda and its cadres on social media, who accused us of
working, underground with the joint-sponsorship of outlawed op-
positions and neoliberal elements, against the government.

After a period of withdrawal from group social media activities,
during which we had been, individually, mainly silent, we decided to
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exit the shadows and continue our contestation of the authoritarian
government. On 29 April 2014, we declared that Zone g was back,
with a piece that described the threats we had experienced, and we
stated that we were planning to go ahead with our work (Zone g
2013b). The title of the piece (in Amharic) read: ‘We continue to
discuss constitutionalism using our constitutional rights.” Two days
later, at around 500 p.m., six Zone g members (including my-
self) and three others, Asmamaw Hailegiorgis, Edom Kassaye, and
Tesfalem Waldyes (journalists and close associates of the group),
were arrested. At this time, Asmamaw was the senior editor of the
now-defunct Addis Guday weekly magazine, while Tesfalem was a
freelancing journalist.

At the time of these arrests, two of the collective’s founder
members, Endalk Chala and Soleyana Shimeles, were, by chance,
out of the country for educational and work visits, respectively.
Jomanex, as soon as he heard about the other members’ deten-
tion, left all his belongings behind and fled, first to Kenya and then
to Sweden, where he lives currently. The three members who, by
accident, avoided arrest helped the detained members of the col-
lective by leading a global scale campaign for the release of the
Zone g bloggers.

BEING A POLITICAL PRISONER

We passed through two phases of imprisonment: pretrial deten-
tion, when we were held in the notorious Maekelawi detention
centre; and detention on trial, where we spent most of the time
in Qilinto and Kality remand prison centres.® The detention in
Maekelawi was miserable. We were subjected to interrogation in-
volving physical beatings and psychological intimidation. We were
in Maekelawi for eighty-four days from 25 April, 2014, mostly held
in the section known informally as ‘Siberia’, as it was very cold. To
force a confession of ‘the crimes I have been doing behind the
back of the government’, for the first seventy-five days I was in-
sulted, called names, slapped, forced to do sit-ups for a prolonged
time, and my bare feet were flogged. My colleagues’ experiences
were similar.

In ‘Siberia’, we were each held in different rooms, with other pris-
oners we did not know. The prison cells were always locked, and
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we had no access to sunlight. Unless we were called out for interro-
gation, we were only allowed access to ten minutes of sunlight per
day, and the ritual was that the warders would take us out every day
for ten minutes, each room at a time. We had access to the bath-
room for only ten minutes in the morning and only ten minutes in
the evening. Family visits of five minutes only were allowed every
two weeks.

After we were charged formally, with fabricated terrorism charges,
on 18 July 2014, we were moved to Qilinto remand prison, on the
outskirts of the city, where we were thrown into a large pool of other
prisoners. In Maekelawi, as political prisoners we weren’t different;
most of the prisoners in Maekelawi had been committed for politi-
cally motivated charges. However, most of the prisoners in Qilinto
had been charged with ordinary crimes and we received fair respect
from other inmates, as our case differed from that of the major-
ity. Moreover, we enjoyed regular and popular visits from family,
friends, and others who were in solidarity with us.

Family members suffered throughout our imprisonment. They
attended every trial hearing and visited us regularly, bringing us
home-cooked food as the prison food in Qilinto was pretty bad. As
well as being a politically radicalising experience for our families, it
was an economically challenging time. During our imprisonment,
most of our siblings became much more politically opinionated
than before.

For each of us, being a political prisoner was a bittersweet expe-
rience. Although all our views were not liked by the prison officers,
they respected us because we were willing to stand up for our
principles and values. Even fellow prisoners viewed us differently,
respecting us because they considered us to be patriots. Family and
friends, although they worried about the conditions in which we
were being held, felt proud of our resistance. It was we, the pris-
oners, who had unsettled minds. We hoped that the resistance and
campaigning outside the prison would get stronger and result in
an early, heroic release. However, we became frustrated sometimes,
feeling that we were going to grow old in prison, and this led to
our regretting all our previous decisions. Although we often re-
flected on the past, read all the books available, and engaged with
others, there was a point at which the world seemed limited to the
prison compound.
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THE #FREEZONEQBLOGGERS CAMPAIGN

The online campaigning culture we built as the Zone g Bloggers
paid off, by defending us while we were jailed. The unprecedented
spread of the hashtag #FreeZonegBloggers showed a degree of
mobilisation previously unknown in EPRDF Ethiopia. According to
Gagliardone and Pohjonen (2016, 28—-9), who analysed the global
activism around our arrest, ‘The arrests stirred a high-profile inter-
national social media campaign to free the arrested bloggers, which
spread online behind the #FreeZonegBloggers hashtag. The pop-
ularity of the campaign was unprecedented in Ethiopia. After its
launch, the campaign gained visibility internationally, including the
first African-wide “tweetathon” organized in solidarity by Nigerian
and Tanzanian bloggers, and legal petitions addressed to the Afri-
can Union and the United Nations’ Human Rights Council.’

Each of the members of Zone g and the three journalists jailed in
the infamous Maekelawi detention center experienced psychologi-
cal and physical assault during our for eighty-four-day detention in
Maekelawi, and we were charged formally for planning terrorism
acts, based on the then anti-terrorism law.

Unlike those political prisoners who preceded us, we enjoyed
more visitors at prisons and more attendees at our trial. Every
court hearing was reported on social media the day it was held.
Some of the detainees, including me, were also able to smuggle let-
ters to the public (Befeqadu 2014; Natnael 2015). There were many
ways of smuggling letters out, but the most common was to bribe
a warder.

Bloggers Mahlet Fantahun and Zelalem Kibret and the three jour-
nalists Asmamaw Hailegiorgis, Edom Kassaye, and Tesfalem Waldyes
were released on 7 July 2015, a few days before Barack Obama’s
Ethiopian visit. The Attorney General had discontinued their case
and they were released without any court order. Three months later,
in October 2015, the rest of the Zone g Bloggers were acquitted of
terrorism charges. I was given a downgraded charge of incitement
through writing, with bail amounting to 20,000 birr. The other three
bloggers were freed. However, a few days later, the prosecutor ap-
pealed our release, and the case continued but without our detention.
On 14 February 2018, after the ruling party declared ‘deep-reform’
and the Attorney General discontinued our ongoing case, the four
of us — Abel, Atnafu, Nathnael, and me — were finally declared free.
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While our case was ongoing following our release, we continued
to campaign for prisoners and the respect of their human rights.
Our online campaigning included listing the names of political pris-
oners and sharing the court files of most of the political charges. We
also attended many of the political trial court proceedings, and we
visited political prisoners in Qilinto, Kality, Zeway, and Shewa Robit
prisons. We also published the stories of the victims of rights viola-
tions both in prison and outside of prison.

THE LEGACY OF ZONE ¢

We believe, now, that our campaigns were heard and effective. At
least two of our targeted enemies are no longer in existence: the
anti-terrorism law was revised progressively after the 2018 reform;
the Maekelawi detention centre was closed, and the workers trans-
ferred to other facilities. In April 2018, after the decision to close
had been made and my case was discontinued, I returned to the
prison to collect my laptop, which had been in police custody since
2014. A couple of police officers, recognising me from my time in
detention and from my later Facebook activism, said ‘azegachihut
(‘you guys got this place closed’) (Befeqadu 2018). This was, in-
deed, an affirmation that our campaigning had influenced political
reform in Ethiopia.

Zone gers were conscientious citizens who had grievances and
who spoke out about those grievances without fear. In this respect
we were different from other csos because everything we did was
in our capacity as individual citizens. Thus, people related to us
readily, because our activism was not sophisticated, not formalised,
unlike the work of many NGOs.

The Zone g blogging and activism collective was not a well-
planned or well-structured organisation, but, rather, it was a group
created accidentally by optimistic individuals. Regardless, it filled a
wide gap that existed due to the absence of independent media and
vibrant civil society during EPrRDF’s Ethiopia, and it succeeded in
creating a culture of online campaigning. We also created a culture
of defending political prisoners and putting pressure on govern-
ment using all available civil means.

Currently, the collective is not active; it became inactive once we
were jailed, and the activism then changed to #FreeZonegBlog-
gers. However, our contributions continue to impact our country’s
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political destiny. Abel has created an online media platform known
as Addis Zeybe. Nathnael is the communications team leader at the
biggest opposition group, known as the Ethiopian Citizens for So-
cial Democracy Party. Soleyana is head of communications at the
National Electoral Board of Ethiopia. And I, with Atanfu, created
a fast-growing ¢so known as the Center for Advancement of Rights
and Democracy.

CONCLUSION

We, the Zone gers, are ‘accidental’ activists. We did not intention-
ally start a sophisticated movement aimed at creating the influence it
eventually did. However, the reaction from the authoritarian govern-
ment to Zone g has forever changed our lives as well as many others,
directing our work to a different but continuing path in public life.

Zone g emerged at a time when the Ethiopian government heav-
ily controlled and often co-opted csos. This was particularly true for
formal csos, regulated and licenced under the 2009 Charities and So-
cieties Proclamation. Zone 9, as an informal civil society actor, tried
to contest state narratives using new media platforms and previously
uncommon tactics of civic engagement to uncover state repression of
civil society and other alternative voices. Their activism exposed the
collective’s members and led to months of detention and to the pros-
ecution of these members. However, the government’s attempt to
silence the Zone g blogging and activism collective backfired. Inter-
national rights organisations echoed the campaign demanding our
release, #FreeZonegBloggers, further raising global awareness about
the repression of the civil society in Ethiopia.

Now, at the Center for Advancement of Rights and Democracy,
we run a programme to empower informal civil society movement
leaders. This consists of a series of training including a platform
where past experiences of informal movements are shared to young
activists. The experience-sharing platform includes the experience
of Zone g alongside others, such as the Yellow Movement, a uni-
versity-based women’s movement started at Addis Ababa University,
and Dimtsachin Yisema, a non-violent movement by Ethiopian Mus-
lims against alleged state intervention in religious affairs.

Zone g is an example of the emergence of an organic movement
of a new generation of activists empowered by technology. Over
time, the Zone g movement died a natural death, as the members
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grew apart developing other interests. However, I believe our move-
ment, and its yearning for accountable governance, will continue
its work in new and different formats and will inspire other social
movement leaders. This is particularly true as authoritarian forms of
governance persist in Ethiopia.

NOTES

1 ‘The Good Ethiopian (&F A4292P).” See https://www.facebook.
com/groups/thegoodsamaritangroup/about/.

2 Abel Wabella, Befekadu Hailu, Jomanex Kassaye, Mahlet Fantahun,
Nathnael Feleke, and Soleyana ‘Soli’ Shimeles are six of the sixteen
founders of Degu Ethiopiawi who later joined hands with Atnafu
Brhane, Endalk Chala, and Zelalem Kiberet to found the Zone g
blogging and activism collective. (Jomanex is not his official name;
however, he has been known as such on social media.)

3 Reeyot Alemu is an award-winning columnist who was sentenced for
five years, after her writings were alleged to be acts of terrorism.

4  Hirut Kifle was a political prisoner sentenced to fourteen years of
severe imprisonment at Kality in 2011.

5  See https://www.facebook.com/Zonegers/about/?ref=page_internal.

6  ‘Zone g Blog.” https://zongethio.blogspot.com/.

7 The orpo was the ruling party of Oromia between 1991 and 2019.

8  The female members of the collective were detained in Kality, while

male members were detained in Qilinto.
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A Non-violent Struggle against the
EPRDF’s Hegemony: The Case of
the Muslim Protest (2011-15)

Dereje Feyissa Dori and Faiz Mohammed Kassim

Despite Ethiopia’s strong identification with (Orthodox) Christian-
ity, Islam in Ethiopia is as old as Islam itself. The history of Islam
in Ethiopia dates back to 615 ck, when, fleeing religious persecu-
tion by the Quraysh ruling elite in Mecca, the companions of the
Prophet Mohamed (the Sahaba) were granted refuge in Axum, an
event which contemporary Ethiopian Muslims affectionately refer
to as the First Hijra (Dereje 2011). While the Christian kingdom
dominated most of the central and northern highlands, Islam pro-
gressively made headway in the Christian kingdom’s peripheries,
particularly in the south-eastern part of present-day Ethiopia. Some
studies state that many communities adopted Islam as a resistance
ideology against the expansion of the Christian kingdom (Abbas
2002). As Markakis (1989, 2) noted, ‘the official myth presented
Ethiopia as a purely Christian state.” Haile Selassie, in a speech to
the US Congress, described his country as an island of Christianity
in a sea of Islam. This myth, widely accepted abroad, was propagated
by the first generation of foreign scholars who studied this country.
If this image has largely defined Ethiopia’s foreign relations with
its Muslim neighbours, it has also justified its Muslim population’s
sociopolitical marginality. The very designation of ‘Muslims in Ethi-
opia’ instead of ‘Ethiopian Muslims’ in the speech indicated the
Muslim community’s perception as ‘internal others’. Undoubtedly,
this designation has a bearing on the Ethiopian Muslims’ sense of
alienation from Ethiopian national identity, which was primarily de-
fined by a Christian heritage. The sociopolitical reforms brought
about by the 19774 revolution and the end of the Christian monarchy
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partly redressed Muslims’ marginalisation in Ethiopia (Hussein
1994). The church and the state parted company. For the first time
in the history of the country, religious freedom was proclaimed, and
Islam gained parity with Christianity in political dispensation; Ethio-
pia has been a secular state ever since (Abbink 1998; Hussein 2006).

The regime change in 1991 brought yet another opportunity to
redress the issue of religious inequality in Ethiopia. The Ethiopian
People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) came to power
as a champion of minority rights, although its attitude towards
Muslims has changed over time. As part of its project of decon-
structing ‘imperial’ Ethiopia, the EPRDF made connections with
various marginalised groups, including Muslims. The 1995 Consti-
tution provides generously for religious rights: Article 11 ensures
the separation of state and religion; Article 27 ascertains freedom
of religion, belief, and opinion; Article 29 ascertains the right of
thought, opinion, and expression, and grants freedom to seek, re-
ceive, and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of
frontiers, either orally, in writing, or in print, in the form of art or
through any preferred media; Article g1 grants freedom of associa-
tion; Article g2 allows freedom of movement, within and outside the
country. These rights allowed for the emergence of a confident and
assertive Ethiopian Muslim community.

The EPRDF, referring to these various constitutional provisions
that ascertain religious freedom and equality and define the secu-
lar nature of the new political order by stipulating a strict separation
between state and religion, claimed to have addressed religious
communities’ grievances. The constitutionalisation of religious
freedom and equality was welcomed, particularly by marginalised
religious communities. With the criminalisation of dissent in formal
politics since the contested 2005 election, opposition to the EPRDF’s
hegemony gradually gravitated to the religious sector. This caught
the EPRDF by surprise. In the EPRDF’s conception of politics, the po-
litical mobilisation of religious identity was a direct challenge to the
primacy of ethnic identity. What was particularly surprising was that
the most sustained protest and challenge came from a marginalised
religious group, the Muslim community, whom the EPRDF claimed
to have ‘liberated’ and now considered a strategic ally.

In this chapter, we discuss the transformation of EPRDF-Muslim
relations from political alliance to confrontation' in the context
of entrenched authoritarianism as well as the significance of the
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Muslim protest, not just to the Muslim community, but also to
broader democratic politics. We argue that the tension between
the EPRDF and the Muslim community arose within broader gov-
ernance issues, such as the EPRDF’s imposition of ethnicity as a
structuring principle in reorganising society and politics, as well as
a gap in constitutional theory and practice. While the 1995 con-
stitution is generous in granting religious freedom and equality,
the EPRDF’s democratic deficits had subverted its own constitu-
tional order. However, the very constitution had fuelled democratic
aspirations, expressed, in this case study, in the form of a deter-
mined and sustained non-violent struggle, which operated within
constitutional bounds.

The discussion is organised into four sections. The first section ex-
amines what underlined the political alliance between the EPRDF and
Muslims and why the relationship soured in the course of time. While
it questions the degree of mutual benefit, this section sheds light
on the collaboration between the EPRDF and Muslims. The second
section discusses the contentious issues in the relationship between
EPRDF and Muslims and analyses how co-optation contributed to its
deterioration. The third section describes the genesis and trajectory
of the Muslim protest, detailing how contestation was generated. The
fourth section discusses the various protest strategies used, and how
they were successfully deployed to contest and challenge the omnipo-
tent state headed by the EPRDF. We conclude by providing an outlook,
reflecting on the significance of the Muslim protest in meeting the
Muslim community’s demands and its contribution to democratic
politics more broadly. We have used a variety of information sources:
long-term previous research on religion and politics in general and
Muslim politics in particular; personal observations of the protest as it
unfolded; and interviews with some of the key players of the protest. A
thorough literature review is also used to back-up our arguments and
to present supporting evidence where necessary.

EPRDF—MUSLIM RELATIONS:
FROM ALLIANCE TO TENSION

The EPRDF’s master narrative was one of ethnic marginalisation.
However, it also adopted, albeit in a secondary role and with a
half-hearted practicality, a religious marginalisation narrative. The
Marxist-Leninist orientation of the Tigrayan People’s Liberation
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Front (TPLF), the dominant member of the EPRDF coalition, was
beyond doubt, but despite its socialist heritage, the party never dis-
avowed religion officially. On the contrary, it presented itself as a
liberator of the marginalised Ethiopian religious, especially Ethio-
pian Muslims. Since the EPRDF’s religious marginalisation narrative
invokes the previous constitutions, ‘it extols its own constitution
and belittles the previous ones’ (Tekalign 2017).

The EPRDF’s engagement with religion falls under its broader
basis of political legitimacy — bizahinet (diversity) — within which eth-
nicity takes centre stage. The EPRDF’s diversity-based political order
resonated with Muslims’ sense of historical marginalisation, prepar-
ing the ground for the much-needed political alliance, particularly
with a dream of cooperation around certain issues. The EPRDF’s al-
liance with Muslims also occurred by default since the EPRDF, by
and large, viewed the Orthodox Church as an opposition force. It
was believed that the Orthodox Church espoused a vision of iden-
tity based on national unity instead of the EPRDF’s version of ethnic
ideology. As noted by Aregawi Berhe (2008, 300), the TPLF’s first
chairman, the TPLF’s religious politics were geared towards ‘neutral-
izing the Orthodox Church and mobilizing Muslims’.

This instrumental political alliance, evident in the crucial polit-
ical support the Muslim community provided to the EPRDF during
the contested 2005 election, endured despite underlying tensions.
Concerned by the opposition parties’ rhetoric of national unity and
buying into the EPRDF’s propaganda that depicted the Coalition
for Unity and Democracy (cuD) in particular as a party fighting to
recreate the Ethiopian empire, Muslim activists were staunch sup-
porters of the EPRDF as late as 2005,

Despite the apparent political convergence, there remained a
significant underlying tension between the EPRDF and the Muslim
community. The divergence of EPRDF’s narrative from that of the
Muslim activists arose from differing concerns. The EPRDF’s nar-
rative does not permit religious identity prominence over ethnic
identity as a source of mobilisation. However, for Muslim activists
that envision strong and vibrant Muslim communities, the centrality
of ethnic identity causes fragmentation. Muslim activists did not find
the EPRDF’s public memory sufficient to mobilise the Muslim com-
munities to assert a defining role in the present Ethiopia, so there
was some level of contest with the state-imposed collective memory.
As noted by Ahmedin Jebel, one of the key leaders of the Muslim
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protest (2011-15), “The emperors took various measures openly and
in disguise to weaken Muslims ... Despite remnants of continuous
advocacy to paint the imperial regimes as nationally benevolent and
heroic figures, in all opportunities we should not refrain to talk and
write about the anguish and adversity they caused. Receiving them
as heroes is considered as participating against the mockery of the
oppressed, delighting with the scar left, not closing the possibility
of similar future actions, and risking the lasting spirit of forgiveness
and democracy’ (Tekalign 2017, 153).

Religious issues never had primacy in the revolutionary struggles
of the TpLF-dominated EPRDF. The TPLF avoided placing religion
and religiosity in the midst of its political discourses unless it had
some expediency for achieving certain political goals where reli-
gion provided a pragmatic mechanism. Religious marginalisation
was conceived as a manifestation of national and class oppression.
A very good example of the EPRDF’s lack of rigorous engagement
with religious freedom and equality is that these were conspicuously
missing (unlike the issue of ethnic rights) from the transitional
charter of Ethiopia issued on 22 July 1991. As Tekalign (2017, 153)
noted, ‘the overlooking of religious rights should not be taken
lightly since the document was evidently a roadmap that embraced
the EPRDF’s revolutionary ideals ... The omission of religious rights
from the transitional charters thus strengthens the argument that
religious freedom and equality was not a political ideal the EPRDF
championed in its revolutionary struggles.” Moreover, as explained
in various sections of this contribution, when the EPRDF picked up
the agenda of religious freedom as a constitutional right it was more
down to political pragmatism than a normative commitment to re-
ligious identity.

When the EPRDF paid pragmatic attention to religious issues in
the constitution-making process, it was still careful to ensure that
the primary identification mark of groups’ politics was ethnic-based
identity. The EPRDF’s attitude towards trans-ethnic organisations,
whether they were national or global in orientation, was that of sus-
picion. The EPRDF instead appropriated the historical grievances of
religious minorities, especially the discourse of Muslim marginali-
zation, to establish itself as an ‘emancipator’. At the same time this
would not undermine ethnicity’s structural role in the making of the
new political order. The narrative of Muslim activists, however, was
quite different. For the activists, religious identity became a prism
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through which they understood and interpreted past injustices. In
fact, for them, by arguing that the atrocities of the past were pri-
marily religious injustices and only secondarily ethnic inequalities,
so-called ethnic justice could be subsumed under religious identity.

If the EPRDF appropriated the demands for recognition by mar-
ginalised religious groups, such as Muslims, as part of its basis of
political legitimacy, then religious communities had, in the constitu-
tion, found a new authoritative language to exercise religious rights,
not just in private, but more crucially, in the public domain. On the
other hand, the EPRDF sought to expand its control project over the
religious sector, which brought it onto a collision course with reli-
gious communities. Furthermore, this hegemonic project, goaded
by geopolitical developments accentuated by the EPRDF’s participa-
tion in the so-called Global War on Terrorism (GwoOT), securitised
Islam in general, and Islamic reform movements in particular. In
the following section, we discuss how this inherent tension between
the EPRDF and Muslim communities was manifested.

THE CONTENTIOUS ISSUES

The Religious Demographics

According to the 2007 census, 33.9 per cent of the Ethiopian popula-
tion was Muslim, whereas 61 per cent was Christian, of whom 43 per
cent was Orthodox, 18 per cent Protestant, and o.5 per cent Catho-
lic. The results of the census were withheld for almost a year by the
Office of the Prime Minister. When they were released, Muslims ve-
hemently rejected them, especially given the Central Intelligence
Agency (c1a) estimate that Muslims accounted for close to 45 per
cent of the population (United States Central Intelligence Agency
2005).? It is not clear why or how the c1A came up with this esti-
mate, but at that time, there were broader security concerns around
Islamic revivalism in Africa. Since the events of g/11 in 2001, the di-
rectorates of the cia had been alarmist, sensationally mentioning
in its reports about the ‘rise’ of Islamic radicalisation in Africa that
‘there are more Muslims in Ethiopia than in Morocco or Iraq’ and
warning the Ethiopian government to keep an eye on its Muslim
population. Moreover, the International Population Center seems
to have shared the same concern. In a survey of Islamic popula-
tions worldwide, it noted that ‘Ethiopia is tied with Morocco for the
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eleventh-largest Muslim population in the world.” Based on this sur-
vey, the former US ambassador to Ethiopia, David Shinn, stated that
‘Christian’ Ethiopia has more Muslims than Saudi Arabia, Sudan,
Iraq, and Afghanistan’ (Shinn 2007).

The census seems to have created a public perception among
Muslims that the authorities were tampering with the data. That
other social groups, such as the Amhara, also contested the results
further reinforced Muslim’s suspicion that the EprDF had fudged
the numbers to fit its political interests. It is noteworthy why the re-
ligious demography mattered in a country where the central unit
of political action and distribution was ethnicity, not religion: the
intense interest in the census results is related mainly to Ethiopia’s
historically shaped discourse as a Christian nation, within which
the Muslim community was presented as an ‘internal other’. The
heightened interest in the religious demography was used to crit-
icise this exclusive definition of the Ethiopian polity that Muslims
were an inconvenient minority. In the relative political liberalisa-
tion and the emergence of a competitive religious landscape, the
religious demography was used to press for a more significant his-
torical and physical space, for example, in allocation of land to
construct places of worship. The EPRDF was very apprehensive of
Muslim demographic identity politics, first securitised by Christian
activists as an expression of Islamic radicalism, seeing it as a direct
challenge to the primacy of ethnic identity or worse, a prelude to
the ultimate ‘demand of establishing an Islamic state’ (Tekalign

2017, 257).

The Call for Deepening of Religious Freedom and Equality

One of the Muslims’ grievances and points of contestation was the
criticism that the EPRDF’s secularism lacked the ideological rigour
that it had pursued in ensuring ethno-cultural justice. Specifically, it
was criticised for lacking an affirmative action for the country’s re-
ligious minorities who, historically, had been marginalised by the
country’s dominant Christian community and the successive gov-
ernments associated with it. Instead, Muslims referred to the Indian
model of secularism, which actively supports religious minorities
(Abdulkadir 2008, 5).

Although Islam’s visibility in Ethiopia’s public sphere had signifi-
cantly increased in the post-1991 period, Muslims were still claiming
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a greater physical space for the construction of mosques, commen-
surate with their demographic size. As Hussein (2000, 12) noted,
‘the construction of almost all the major mosques in Addis Ababa
(and those elsewhere in the country) was invariably preceded by
opposition from the Christian residents and churches of the areas
in which the mosques were intended to be built, and by a pro-
tracted legal battle with the government departments responsible
for granting the plots of land, issuing the necessary title deeds and
the permission for construction.” Many of the recent religious con-
flicts among the various religious groups in various parts of the
country were, in one way or another, related to competition for, or
conflicting claims over, physical space (Ahmedin 2011).

The claim for more physical space included the increase in
mosque numbers in the nation’s capital and in the Christian major-
ity areas. A more contentious issue was the construction, by other
religious communities, of houses of worship in the territorial own-
ership claim of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church (EoTC) in Axum
and other Orthodox core regions in northern Ethiopia that it re-
gards as sacred places. The roTC fiercely opposed the construction
of mosques in those regions, as the infamous saying ‘Muslims could
build mosque[s] in Axum only when Christians are allowed to build
churches in Mecca’ indicates (Dereje 2011).

Muslims’ response to such an exclusionary discourse that nar-
rowly defined the parameters of Ethiopian national identity was to
question the reference point itself — ‘the multi-religious Ethiopia is
no Saudi Arabia’ — or simply dismissing the argument as a non se-
quitur. Religious pluralism in Axum is also defended with reference
to the fact that Axum is also a sacred place for Islam in general,
and for Ethiopian Muslims in particular, ‘the city of Najashi’. The
EPRDF generally seemed sympathetic towards the Muslims’” demand
for houses of worship in places such as Axum. However, its ambiva-
lence was best captured in the response by Prime Minister Meles to
the Ethiopian Muslim diaspora delegation in 2007: ‘I do not want
to see a Mosque in Axum protected by tanks. Axum is no Adwa. It is
a very religious and conservative society by Tigrean standards. Give
us more time and the issue will be solved through a sustained aware-
ness campaign’ (Dereje 2014). At the core of this sentiment is the
TPLF’s realpolitik. It could not risk its core constituency (Tigrean so-
ciety) while pursuing a religious minority’s right in Tigray.
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Contested Boundaries of Secularism: Ethiopia’s Veiling Controversy

Echoing a global pattern, Ethiopia has gone through its own ‘veil
controversy. From the beginning, the boundaries of EPRDF’s sec-
ularism were contested, in particular the constitutional clause
requiring the educational sector to be secular and thus by implica-
tion, prohibiting the wearing of religious attire within educational
institutions’ compounds. The issue came to the fore in 2008 when
the Ministry of Education (MoE) issued a directive seeking to reg-
ulate religious practices in educational institutions. The directive
instanced the broader assertive nature of the EPRDF’s secularism,
which sought to eject religiosity from the public domain and rel-
egate it to the private domain, even though almost all universities
were boarding places for students, and Ethiopia was considered an
overwhelmingly religious country; public opinion surveys stated
that gg per cent of the population saw religion as the most impor-
tant aspect of their lives (Pew Research Centre 2018).

The objective of the directive (MoE 2008) was defined as en-
suring that ‘educational institutions will be a place where the
teaching-learning process occurs peacefully, and that educational
institutions’ main objective is to provide the youth with knowledge,
impartially” Regarding the dress code, all students were obliged to
wear school uniforms. Female Muslim students could wear hijab re-
sembling the uniforms of the schools they attended, but they were
not allowed to wear niqab. Students were also not allowed to prac-
tice communal worship within educational premises. In addition,
organising religious events was not allowed in schools or universities
unless approved by the administration. Further, boarding schools
and universities could not set up separate dining rooms based on
religion. The EPRDF secured the consent of the Ethiopian Supreme
Council for Islamic Affairs (popularly called Mejlis) in asserting
these measures. The Mejlis, which many Muslims deeply resent for
being loyal to the regime (see the section below), did not support
the wearing of nigab. The Majlis claims that niqab is a tradition from
the Middle East and not required according to the Qur’an. Report-
edly, the Mejlis maintains a non-restrictive policy of adherence to
traditional Islamic dress codes, though many of the regional Coun-
cil members contested the restriction on public manifestation of
faith in higher learning institutions under the banner of secularism.
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Muslims thought the intention of this MoE directive was to influ-
ence Muslim communities negatively, as part of the EPRDF’s broader
project of Muslim community control. Since the codes are only ob-
ligatory within the Islamic religion, Muslims viewed these provisions
as being designed against their values and the values of Islam itself.
Muslim students protested the EPRDF’s assertive secularism in two
ways. Firstly, they pointed out the unconstitutional nature of the di-
rective. They criticised the directive for conflating the imparting
of secular education (its non-religious content) with the secularis-
ing of students (Dereje 2011; Mohammed 2016). During the various
demonstrations held at Addis Ababa University, and in the regional
universities and colleges, the students argued that the university ad-
ministrations were imposing a secular worldview that contravened
the religious rights enshrined in the constitution.

From their perspective, the constitutional definition of secu-
larism in Ethiopia highlighted the separation clause and equality
among the religious groups rather than the desirability of a secular
worldview. Effectively, what Muslim students were contesting was the
EPRDF’s promotion of what Barry Kosmin and Ariela Keysar (2007,
2) call secularity: ‘secularity refers to individuals and their social and
psychological characteristics while secularism refers to the realm of
social institutions ... Secularity involves individual actors’ personal
behavior and identification with secular ideas and traditions as a
mode of consciousness.’

The government responded by saying that the new policy applied
to all students, not just Muslim students. Secondly, from the Muslim
students’ perspective, the ban confronted them with an unwar-
ranted choice between their religious identity and their education.
They regarded the directive as targeting Muslims rather than mem-
bers of other religious groups.3 Faced with mounting protest from
Muslim students, the government was forced to suspend the passing
of the directive as law, providing an example of how the EPRDF’s he-
gemony was fragile and susceptible to popular pressure.

The Quest for an Autonomous Representative Body

A contentious issue that cut across the various religious commu-
nities was the autonomy and legitimacy of religious representative
bodies. Article 11 of the Constitution grants extensive freedom and
equality of religions, but the government closely monitored and
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controlled religious institutions (?stebg 2013), demonstrating the
state’s undemocratic character and its attempt to co-opt civil society
actors and organisations. Despite this right, inscribed in its stat-
ute, the first Mejlis council election took place as late as 2000, and
twelve years lapsed before the second election was conducted. Most
Muslims did not accept the Mejlis leaders as their representatives
(Abdurahman 2020; Dereje 2011; @Ostebg 2020).

While some Muslims expected the government to take the neces-
sary measures to facilitate an election, others placed the government
interference in religious affairs at the heart of the problem. In-
stead, they looked for alternative forms of organisations, criticising
the Mejlis’s democratic deficits and questioning its legitimacy and
functionality. They resented its monopolistic tendencies, which
blocked the emergence of talented, and more legitimate, Muslim
representative bodies. They attributed the continued existence and
hegemonic behaviour of the Mejlis leadership to its close connec-
tion with the government. The Mejlis leadership were reprimanded
for breaching the basic tenets of the Islamic religion and rebuked
for their profligate exercises, poor spiritual practices, and political
meddling, while the Mejlis leaders were denounced for their thor-
ough co-option by EPRDF, functioning as its de facto cadre.*

The legal status of the Mejlis was also deplored. The institutional
weakness of the Mejlis was linked to its status being equivalent to
that of a non-governmental organization (NGO) whose licence was
renewed, now and then, by the ‘grace’ of the government. The
laws pertaining to religious organisations’ registration were seen to
contradict the constitutional provisions of religious freedom and
equality. Within the Civil Code of 1960, only the EOTC was exempted
from registration, because of its status then as a religion established
by law, whereas for all other religious organisations registration was
mandatory. This had generated a strong sense of relative depriva-
tion by Muslim organisations who aspired to the same legal status
as the Orthodox Church. The issue was construed as a matter of
identity and of the different degrees of vulnerability to govern-
ment interference and control, in fact revealing the governmental
co-optation of religious institutions. Some Muslim elites5 resented
the institutional gaps in the Mejlis, viewed as de facto operating
as a mere ‘travel agency’ confined to the chaotic organisation of
the hajj and umrah. The failure to respond to repeated calls for re-
form of the Mejlis and for an autonomous and functional Muslim
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representative body was associated with the Mejlis leadership’s close
ties with the government.

In fact, by taking advantage of the relative religious liberalisation,
various types of Islamic organisations, other than Mejlis, prolifer-
ated. These organisations not only were active locally but had links
with transnational Islamic networks and communicated with the
wider Islamic world. However, the mid-19gos brought government
repression of Islamic organisations and a tighter control over the
leadership of the Mejlis. Following the 1995 attempt on the life of
President Hosni Mubarak in Addis Ababa by groups linked to the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, many Islamic associations and NGOs
in Ethiopia were closed down.

A power struggle within the Mejlis itself led to a violent conflict be-
tween the police and the worshippers of the Anwar Mosque in Addis
Ababa on 21 February 1995, in which g people were killed and 129
people wounded (Abbink 1998, 118). Thereafter, EPRDF controlled
the Mejlis leadership tightly, on the pretext of avoiding similar inci-
dents in the future, and it worked towards centralising the national
Islamic leadership to enhance control, by siding de facto with the
Mejlis, which eventually became the central and sole institution
through which other Islamic institutions were controlled. In fact,
the recommendation of the Mejlis was necessary for the establish-
ment of any Islamic religious organisations.

Securitisation of Islamic Reform Movements

As noted by David Shinn (2002, 1), ‘Prime Minister Meles Zenawi
commented in the mid-19gos that the most significant long-term
threat to Ethiopia’s security is Islamic fundamentalism’, a concern
which was spurred both by the rise of political Islam in the Sudan
and in Somalia and the rise of fringe Islamic extremist movements
(such as the Takfir wal Hijrah group, which rejected government
authority). The EPRDF’s concern over ‘Islamic fundamentalism’
dramatically increased after g/11 and the subsequent GwoT. Shinn
delineates g/11 as a watershed for EPRDF in relation to Islamic
fundamentalist threats. In his assessment, ‘the Islamic fundamen-
talism threat did not increase from the previous periods. What did
change, however, was a renewed interest by the US in Ethiopia in
relation to GwoT and the positive role it could play’ (Shinn 2002,
1). In late 2002 the invitation of Prime Minister Meles Zenawi to the
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Oval Office by George W. Bush for a discussion on terrorism indi-
cated that Ethiopia was considered as a crucial ally by the West in
general and the United States in particular (Shinn 2007, 111). Pre-
senting itself as a key partner in GwoT, the EPRDF extracted financial
and political resources related to the global effort of counterterror-
ism. Similar rent-seeking behaviours abounded among leaders in
the Horn of Africa region, including Musevenis’ National Resist-
ance Movement (NRM) regime (Fischer 2012). Both the EPRDF and
the NRM leveraged their GwoT participation not only to enhance de-
velopment assistance but also to get away with gross human rights
violations and governance deficit more broadly. Ethiopia has been
considered as a linchpin of peace and a provider of regional secu-
rity since 2001.

A corollary to the EPRDF’s active participation in the so-called
GwOT was the uncritical importation of the Western binary dis-
course of ‘violent’ and ‘moderate’ Islam, a reference to the Islamic
reform movement (notably Salaffiyya) and Suffiya, respectively. Su-
fism or Suffiya is regarded in the West as the moderate and tolerant
form of Islam. Opposed to this is Salaffiyya, which is often referred
to by the pejorative term of Wahhabiyya. The term Wahhabi(sm) is
often used polemically, and adherents commonly reject its use, pre-
ferring to be called Salafi, claiming to emphasise the principle of
monotheism (Rachid 2018).

The Sufi-Salafi binary has a distinctive flavour in the Ethiopian
context. Unlike the Western discourse, which attributes Islamic re-
vivalist thrust or radicalism to Salaffiyya, both the Sufi and Salafiyya
used revivalism as a tool to maintain the religious orthodoxy of Is-
lam in Ethiopia. As argued by Mohammed Seid (2020), indeed ‘the
nineteenth century Sufi revivalism was far more radical as it applied
Jihad to address the local religious and political grievances while
contemporary Salafi revivalism has a peaceful puritanic mission-
ary agenda, at least in regions such as Wello.” In his book Localising
Salafism, Dstebg (2011) painted a more dynamic picture of Salafism
in the Bale region of Ethiopia, where it assumes a more moderate
character resulting from its being spread, instrumentally, by local
scholars: ‘although Salafism has the character of a trans-national
movement, the ways it was remoulded in Bale demonstrates its diver-
sity and points to the importance of locality in construing Salafism.’
At the national level, Sufi and Salafi scholars have been engaged
in critical dialogue, mediated by the Ethiopian Muslim diaspora
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delegates and Muslim scholars searching for common ground, so
that the sectarian pitfalls that so many other countries have fallen
into could be avoided (Dereje 2014).

From 2001, the EPRDF cracked down on the Mejlis leadership, a
function of the entanglement of national and global interests, and
instead of building on existing dialogue initiatives, had showed
the Sufi faction partisanship. One example was the cleansing of
the Mejlis leadership from the influence of ‘Wahhabism’, so that a
moderate form of Islam remained normative of the Muslim com-
munities in Ethiopia. The Mejlis became the official representative
of the Muslim communities, but its official status did not translate
into full control over the Muslim community. In fact, during this pe-
riod, mosques remained competitive spaces between young imams
with Salafi-Wahhabi orientations and elderly imams that espoused
Sufism. These activities threatened a sectarian divide within the
Muslim community between the traditional Sufi leadership, pre-
dominantly represented by the older generation, and the various
reform movements, notably Salafiyya, predominantly dominated by
the younger generation.

The sectarian and generational divide within the Muslim commu-
nity was concerning, and various attempts were made to foster unity.
Notably, in 2007, the Ethiopian Muslim diaspora sent a delegation
to Ethiopia, to bridge the gap within the Muslim community and
improve relations between it and the EPRDF, by articulating what it
called the prominent Ethiopian Muslim rights issues. The diaspora
delegation also called for an institutional reform of the Mejlis, to
make it more inclusive and functional. Towards that end, the dele-
gation helped set up the Addis Ababa Ulama Forum (AAuF), which
conducted a series of dialogues between the Sufi and Salafi Ula-
mas. Although Prime Minister Meles held talks with the delegation,
the EPRDF’s preference was to side with the existing Mejlis and its
leadership, and by extension with the so-called Sufi Ulamas. Not sur-
prisingly, therefore, the AAUF was abolished in 2009, suspending the
(much needed) unity within the Muslim community (Dereje 2014).

From 2009 onwards, the EPRDF entered a new phase in its deal-
ings with the Muslim community. The new policy direction was one
of pre-emption and resulted in restructuring within the state. The
issuance of Proclamation No. 641/2009 brought religions and faith
affairs under the purview of a separate directorate within the Min-
istry of Federal Affairs (Mmora). This indicated that the EpPrRDF had
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renewed its attention to relations with the religious sector. The
MorFaA religious directorate’s overall purpose was to maintain sustain-
able peace and security by ensuring tolerance and understanding
among different religions, to align them with the overall develop-
ment of the country (Tekalign 2017, 249). However, in the name of
maintaining peace and security, the EPRDF changed its strategy of
dealing with the domestic Muslim community. Nothing illustrates
this changing strategy better than the EPRDF’s audacity and new
phase to import ‘moderate Islam’ (ahbash) from the global religious
marketplace, in which Mora played a leading role.

THE AHBASH DEBACLE: A RADICAL
DERADICALISATION STRATEGY THAT WENT AWRY

Perhaps the most contentious issue that defined the relationship
between the Muslim community and the EPRDF, and the escalation
of contestation and tension within the Muslim community itself,
was what can be described as the ‘Ahbash phenomenon’. The Ah-
bash, short for Al-Ahbash, a reference to its Ethiopian founder,
Sheikh Abdullah Al Harari,® is more properly known as the Asso-
ciation of Islamic Charitable Projects (A1cp) and is a transnational
Islamic Association. The aicp, or Ahbash, identifies itself as a
global Sufi movement, the ‘resounding voice of moderation’, and
criticises Islamic reform movements fiercely, particularly Salafiyya
and the Muslim Brotherhoods, deriding their founders as ‘kafirs’
(non-believers).

In the Ethiopian summer of 2011, the EPRDF, in partnership with
Mejlis, invited Lebanese sheikhs from the a1cp, ‘in order to impart
the right Islamic knowledge’ and protect Ethiopian Muslims from
being misled by Islamic extremists (identified as Wahabiyya).7 A se-
ries of training events were organised, ostensibly by the Mejlis, but
in close collaboration with the mora. After the inaugural meeting
at the Ghion Hotel in Addis Ababa in June 2011, the first training
event, for 600 Muslim representatives from the federal and regional
Majlis, was conducted at Haromaya University. This was followed
by a series of training events in other places. The EPRDF used these
training events as a platform to alert Muslims about the threat that
Islamic extremism (also called Wahabiyya) posed to national secu-
rity and to ‘deepen’ the trainees’ constitutional knowledge (viewed
as the best combative strategy).
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The arcp (Ahbash) initiative by the Mejlis/Mora was deeply re-
sented by many Muslims and seen as a promotion of Ahbash and a
direct interference in the religious affairs and ‘radical’ co-optation
by the state. For some, the Mejlis’s neutrality was at stake, as this
showed partisanship towards Ahbash, which was demonising Wa-
habiyya, thus being used as a gloss to reform religious movements in
general and Salafiyya in particular. As mentioned by the then Vice
President of the Mejlis, ‘what detractors call Ahbash is what Mejlis
recognise as Ahl al Sunnah wal-Jama’ah (‘People of the Prophet’s
Way’) attributing the condemnation as a false propaganda of the
Wahhabi extremists’ (Mohammed 2016, 253).

Others criticised the Majlis’s ‘full scale identification” with the
government’s unfounded, or exaggerated, fear of ‘Islamic extrem-
ism’. Still others criticised the impositions in what they regarded as
the ‘indoctrination’ of Ahbash views and practices. Others consider
Ahbash as an Islamic heretic, denounced by globally recognised
imams who have published fatwa (a religious edict) against ‘the evil
Ahbash’. The more geopolitically savvy critic pointed to Ahbash’s
close connection with, and support from, Western governments and
Israel. Importantly, the ‘secular’ government’s unconstitutional in-
tervention in these religious affairs irritated a wide spectrum of the
Muslim community. The issue of the Ahbash rekindled the dispute
over the autonomy of the Mejlis as the only official representative
body for the Muslim community, ultimately leading to the Muslim
protest that lasted for four years, ending in 2015.

THE GENESIS AND TRAJECTORY
OF THE MUSLIM PROTEST

The Muslim protest was a culmination of the simmering tension,
over the years, between the EPRDF and the Muslim communities.
Nevertheless, the trigger points were the Ahbash training and
the dismissal of the Arabic teachers at the Awolia Muslim Mission
School (amMms), the only institution of Islamic higher learning, by
the Mejlis. The first public opposition against the Ahbash training
in Ethiopia came from the Ethiopian Muslim diaspora. On 11 No-
vember 2011, the US-based First Hijra Foundation staged a protest
in front of the US State Department, demanding that the United
States stop aid to Ethiopia because religious freedom was being
suppressed. Officially, the Muslim protest in Ethiopia was started
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in December 2011 by students of the aMMms, after the Mejlis sacked
fifty foreign Arabic teachers and administrators and ownership of
the college was transferred to the Mejlis. Also, the removal of the
administrators from their positions by the Majlis was justified on
the grounds that the foreign connections of the college, with funds
largely coming from Saudi Arabia, had made it vulnerable to ex-
tremist ideas. As such, the Awolia college was identified as a ‘bastion
of Wahabiyya’, that is, actively working for ‘the establishment of an
Islamic state of Ethiopia’.

The EPRDF agreed with the Mejlis’s definition of the conflict
situation, singling out Wahabiyya as the major actor in religious ex-
tremism (Addis Raey 2011). Furthermore, the EPRDF asserted that
the rise of Islamic extremism was a pressing national issue, and that
it was linked closely to the activities of some of the ‘bankrupt politi-
cians’ who were inciting religious conflicts to compensate for their
electoral defeat and the lack of objective conditions to launch an
armed insurrection in the ‘New Ethiopia’. Specifically, the EPRDF
mentioned current and former members of the Oromo Liberation
Front (oLr), which, despite its declared political identity as a secular
Oromo nationalist movement, was officially designated as a terrorist
group behind Islamic extremism.®

At an early stage of the conflict, protesters had already elected
their seventeen leaders, dubbed the Muslim Arbitration Commit-
tee (MAC). The Mac had engaged with Mora and articulated the
protesters’ three demands: an end to the Ahbash campaign; res-
toration of AMMS to its rightful owners, and the reconstitution of
the Mejlis through a popular election. The EPRDF’s initial response
was to recognise the MAC as a legitimate representative of the pro-
testors, perhaps hoping that it could be co-opted onto the much
discredited Mejlis as an alternative instrument of control. Tension
between the MAC and the EPRDF increased quickly, as the former
proved to be too independent, making it not amenable to the
EPRDF’s control projects in its hegemonic drive. The Mac adopted
strategies of coexistence, coupled with covert forms of contesta-
tion, to avoid confrontation. The rift came into the open when the
Mejlis/mora rejected demands to end the Ahbash training and re-
store the AmMMs to the public. Although the mora agreed to the
demand to hold an election for the Mejlis leadership, it was not
willing to provide set dates, fuelling suspicion that this too would
be another example of too many agreements dishonoured. The
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MAC instead requested the establishment of ‘a caretaker board’ of
Muslim elders and scholars.

The Mora rejected the mac’s demand to end the Ahbash campaign
because, as far as the government was concerned, the Abash train-
ing was not imposed but imparted voluntarily. They also challenged
the anti-Ahbash sentiment of the protesters as ‘unconstitutional’, ar-
guing that all religions or sects had the same constitutional rights.
Ownership of the AMMSs was also regarded as an issue that was beyond
the mandate of the government, although implicitly it endorsed the
Mejlis. The Mac vehemently rejected the MorA’s response and crit-
icised the lack of a definite timetable for the election of the Mejlis
leadership. Then, the MAC announced that it would take the case to
the highest level of the government hierarchy (i.e., the prime min-
ister’s office).

In April 2012 Meles Zenawi, the then prime minister, gave a parlia-
mentary speech in which the issue of the rise of Islamic extremism
and the national security challenge it posed featured prominently.
Echoing the binary Western discourse of ‘good Muslim’ and ‘bad
Muslim’, Meles introduced an Ethiopian variant, making a distinc-
tion between Nebaru Islminia (in Amharic ‘homegrown Islam’)
and Addisu Islimina (‘foreign, imported Islam’), respectively refer-
ring to the so-called moderate Sufi Islam and militant Wahabiyya
(Salafiya). That Meles referred appreciatively to Abdulahi al-Harari,
the founder of the Ethiopian Ahbash movement, provoked the
Muslim protesters further. Consequently, positions hardened rap-
idly on both sides.

The Muslim protest gained momentum gradually; having started
at the AMMSs compound, it spread to various places in the capital
and to the regions beyond. In July 2012, the seventeen leaders were
imprisoned on terrorism charges, accused of mobilising Muslims
to establish an Islamic state in Ethiopia. In 2015, the federal high
court sentenced the imprisoned leaders to lengthy jail terms. The
sentence terms, ranging between seven and twenty-two years, were
based on counts that included attempted terrorism, conspiracy to
establish an Islamic state, and public incitement. The formal weekly
public protests ended in 2015, but calls for the imprisoned Muslims
to be released, together with the campaign for Ethiopian Muslims’
rights, continued on social media. Some of the prisoners were re-
leased by the government in 2016 and 2017, after several years of
imprisonment. Although the Muslim public protest had ended, it
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was followed by another ethnic rights protest. In Oromia, where
ethnic and religious boundaries overlap (for example, in eastern
and south-eastern Oromia), it appeared as though the Muslim pro-
test was continuing but in another guise. Some of the vanguards
of this protest appeared to be the same youth who had been active
in the Muslim protest. Some of them called themselves ‘the Mus-
lim Qeerroo’, which translates from the Oromo language as ‘the
Muslim Oromo Youth’. As a result, the Oromo protest, which lasted
from 2015 to 2018, also came to be known as the Qeerroo protest.

PROTEST STRATEGIES

Various resistance strategies were used during the Muslim protest,
challenging the authoritarian EPRDF state. These included both
conventional and creative protest strategies, which not only helped
to sustain the protest over four years, but resulted in a lasting legacy
as the most successful non-violent struggle against EPRDF’s tight grip
over Ethiopian society.

Articulating the Contours of a Non-violent Struggle

The mac, led by Abubeker Ahmed, had been representing the
protesters’ organised voice. The MAC’s leaders had been selected
carefully to represent a spectrum of ages and ethnicities and, im-
portantly, to be theologically plural, they included Sufis, Tablighs,
Salafis, and some non-affiliated individuals. This diversity was aimed
at unifying the Muslim community, on the one hand, and to chal-
lenge the EPRDF’s framing of the protest as orchestrated and led by
Islamic extremists, which it identified as Wahabiyya, on the other.
The three, interrelated issues in contention were articulated clearly
by the mac and submitted formally to the EPRDF: the legitimacy of
the Mejlis and the need for a new election; putting an end to the im-
posed Ahbash training; the transfer of the AmMMs trusteeship to an
independent board of directors.

After the negotiation between the MAC and MorFA failed, the pro-
test continued with more determination. Countering the MAC’s
framing of the protest as a non-violent form of resistance against
government interference in religious affairs, EPRDF increasingly
framed the protest as a manifestation of Islamic extremism with the
political objective of establishing an Islamic state through violent
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means. One of the characteristic features of the Muslim protest was
how both the government and the protesters had pervasively used
print, social, and broadcast media to win the discursive struggle.
The EPRDF produced three documentary films framing the protest
as a violent movement, while the protesters countered by writing
books and featuring in counter-documentary films. The EPRDF’s
first documentary was entitled ‘Many Religions, One Nation’. Pro-
duced by ETv, and aired on 2 July 2012, it set a direction for EPRDF’s
narrative that signalled the end of its initial stance of ambivalence
and openness to dialogue. MAC leaders were imprisoned shortly af-
ter the airing of the first documentary.

The second, more controversial, documentary produced by
EPRDF was ‘Jihadawi Harekat’ (JH). Aired on 5 February 2013, ju
was produced by a joint task force of the National Intelligence & Se-
curity Service (N1ss) and the Ethiopian Federal Policy Commission
(erpc). Like the ‘Many Religions, One Nation’ documentary, JH
also framed the protest within terror and religious extremism narra-
tives. The focus was on linking the protest to an external source and
aligning it to political Islam of the Middle East rather than the more
tolerant Ethiopian Islam. As noted by Tekalign (2017, 266), ‘what
the documentary hoped was to unlock a grand conspiracy that en-
dangered the secular state through an organised network with an
intent to establish an Islamic state through means of force.’

The broader scene of the conspiracy was within the grand narra-
tive of the East African Al Qaeda terror objective, which conceived
terrorism as a means of creating instability and leading, eventually,
to installing an Islamic state. JH was controversial because impris-
oned leaders were featured in the documentary. For reasons still
unknown to the public, on the very same evening, ETV aired, many
think mistakenly, the unedited version of the documentary. What-
ever the reason, the unedited version showed Abubeker Ahmed,
the chairperson of the MAac, chained, mocked, and mistreated
by interrogators.

The third documentary, entitled ‘Why Was Sheikh Nuru Killed?
Radicalism Turning into Terror’, was aired on 15 August 2013 (ETV
2013). Sheik Nuru was from Dessie, an historic town known for its
religious tolerance and its reputation for training Islamic scholars.
In the recent religious interference and radicalism discourse of the
media, he had had a prominent position. He was known well be-
yond Dessie, and well known for his various discourses related to
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religious tolerance. He was one of those Muslim leaders who, in
the ‘Many Religions, One Nation’ documentary, fiercely criticised
the Wahhabists as radicals and ignorants. Thus, for the protesters,
Sheikh Nuru was the EPRDF’s face of so-called ‘tolerant Islam’. As
noted by Tekalign (2017, 272), ‘Probably no other death besides
that of the prime minister had such extensive media coverage and
the various demonstrations that followed. In the documentary, the
whole event is depicted as the orchestration of a terrorist network.’
More than anything, the documentary’s gist was to imply the protest
movement was foreign in origin.

The EPRDF not only sought to frame the protest as violent with
origins outside the country, but sought to produce evidence of
this. For example, its third documentary featured the protesters’
second anniversary commemoration in Washington, ¢, at which
the Egyptian-American sheik Shaker Essayed was one of the invited
guest speakers. Essayed was a controversial imam from the US Dar
Al-Hijra Mosque. The documentary quoted from his speech: ‘they
[Muslims] are last if anything is being distributed except if it is
arms for jihad.” The implication was that the movement, a conspir-
acy originating outside Ethiopia, had both ideological and financial
support from foreigners, was politically motivated, and used terror
as its approach. The documentary’s aim appears to have been to vin-
dicate the state’s actions against the leaders of the dissidents.

This presented the EPRDF with a powerful discursive resource, not
just labelling the protest with a foreign source, but also establishing
a link with Egypt, enabling the EPRDF to situate the protest within
the hydro-hegemonic rivalry between Addis Ababa and Cairo re-
garding Great Ethiopian Renaissance Dam. The significance of the
framing is clear: protesters are unpatriotic. In retrospect, the organ-
isers of the event in DG regretted the damage the Egyptian imam’s
presence had done, as their intent was for the imam to bless the
event, not to redefine the goal of the protest.

At home, protesters countered their framing as unpatriotic by
carrying placards in Amharic bearing the rhyming slogans ‘Abay
yigedebal, Ahbash yiwegedal’ (‘the dam will be built, and Ahbash
will be eliminated’). The MAc leaders also prepared a booklet called
‘Ewinetu Yihnew’ (‘This is the truth’), explaining the objectives of
the protest and Muslim issues more broadly. More importantly,
the protest was identified by a more liberal epithet, ‘Dimtsachin
Yisema’ (‘Let our voice be heard’), locating the protest safely within
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constitutional bounds that challenged the EPRDF’s framing of the
protest as driven by globally situated Islamic extremists. Ethiopia’s
protesting Muslims wanted to practice their religion and select their
new leaders without interference, in line with the country’s constitu-
tion. The protesters used various symbols to signify the non-violent
nature of the protest, including standing outside of the Anwar
Mosque with tape over their mouths in a silent protest.

The protest leaders also used the ‘yellow strategy’ — a message was
communicated on social media that, after the end of Friday prayer,
‘we all stand together and wave our yellow signs for about three
minutes’ (yellow is usually used for warning signs). Another symbol
used by the protesters was the number 27, a symbolic representation
of Article 27 of the Constitution. In 2012, after Friday prayers, Mus-
lim women and men waved white papers bearing the number 27,
asking the government to respect the constitution and stop interfer-
ing with their religious affairs. Throughout the protest, organisers
shared ideas and Islamic teachings about the importance of toler-
ance, prayer, silence, and a more profound connection with God
during hardship in religious life. They emphasised that by creating
a moment of silence in the face of government atrocity they wanted
to demonstrate their peaceful struggle to the public.

A more prominent symbolic feature of the protest’s expression
as a non-violent form of struggle was the crossing of arms over
the head. Muslims used this sign to show that they were unarmed,
non-violent, and under the authoritarian regime’s pressure. As Ah-
medin Jebel, one of the committee members, publicly asserted, ‘we
have no reason to kill but to die’. As Abadir and Awol (2012) noted,
‘Insofar as terrorism figures as a significant trope in the strategy of
the state, the [protestors’] strategy aims at ‘disruption’, i.e., disrupt-
ing the state’s narrative of violence and terrorism, and therefore
denying it the very weapon it needs to justify its own violence
against protesters.’

Resistance at Sacred Sites

Although the protest raised secular, right-based issues, it consciously
chose sacred places as the main sites of the non-violent struggle.
In almost all the cases, the public boundaries of the weekly pro-
test were mosques. Protesters were discouraged from conducting
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their dissent outside the fences of the mosques both for strategic
considerations and due to the fear that the FPRDF might attack
the protesters. Unlike the successful crackdown during other pro-
tests that preceded the Muslim protest (e.g., the government took
a brutal measure at the 2013 Eid al-fitr celebration in response to a
protest around the stadium where Eid prayers were being carried
out), the weekly protest after Friday prayers made it very difficult
for government forces to control it. The organisers confirmed that
conducting an opposition campaign outside a mosque would in-
crease the possibility of a crackdown. Conducting the protest from
inside the confines of a mosque also provided its leaders with a
sense of spiritual authority over the participants, giving them the
spiritual strength to persist against all the odds. The imams of the
mosques, which were appointed under the Mejlis’s authority, could
not control the protest. During the debate about where the Mej-
lis election should take place, protesters unanimously argued for
mosques, challenging the government proposal of holding the elec-
tion at kebeles. The Mora noted that mosques are religious spaces
not election places (Horn Affairs 2012). Many Muslims boycotted
the election. However, the government-controlled media reported
it as if it were a successful election, in which 7.5 million Muslims
turned out to choose their own representatives freely.

The protest also tapped into the Islamic cultural repertoire, to
foster unity and as a tool for mobilisation. One of the prominent
features of the protest was ye sedega ena ye andinet program (the Sed-
eqa and Unity Program), which was organised by mac leaders. The
word Sedega is derived from the Arabic word Sidg (truth). All ac-
tions of righteousness in Islam are considered as Sadaqah. The
literal meaning of Sadaqah is to spend willingly from one’s pos-
sessions and abilities in the way of Allah. It is the necessary part
of a Muslim’s faith through which the believer seeks the pleasure
of Allah by helping out the poor and others that are in a state
of need (Awang 2017). MAC leaders harnessed the traditional Is-
lamic ritual of feeding the poor as a unity platform to challenge
the government’s linkage between the protest movement and Is-
lamic extremism (Wahabiyya).

The unity platforms were also open to Christians, to pre-empt their
possible mobilisation by the government and the extension of the
protests to interfaith conflict. In the Sedeqa and Unity programmes
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both Sufi and Salafi Ulammas made a joint appearance, challeng-
ing the EPRDF’s ‘good muslims, bad muslims’ binary distinction (to
borrow Mamdani’s phrase). According to Mejlis sources, knowing
that the mac’s support did not have a wider base, the protest leaders
resorted to performing sedeqa, which was strategically designed to
create a network through which they could advocate for their own
people. Thus, the programme became a means through which they
could mobilise quite a lot of adherents.

The last Sedeqa and Unity Program was to be held at AMMS in
July 2012. Ethiopian security forces stormed the aAmMMs during the
preparation for the city-wide sedeqa programme prior to Rama-
dan. Why the police force raided the sedeqa programme remains
a nagging question, but it coincided with the African Union Sum-
mit held in Addis Ababa on 15 and 16 July 2012. Concerned with its
international image, and confident of gathering enough evidence
regarding the extremist Islamic agenda of the protest leaders, the
EPRDF imprisoned MAC leaders and others who were suspected of
unconstitutionally plotting ‘to install an Islamic state in Ethiopia’.

Perhaps the most powerful religious symbolism of the Muslim
protest was ‘Salat Man’, reminiscent of Tank Man, the unidenti-
fied Chinese man who faced the parading government tanks a day
after the Tiananmen Square massacre on 5 June 1989. The symbol-
ism of his defiance was instantly broadcast worldwide, and photos
of his heroic resistance were published globally. The image of the
man — alone and unarmed before a row of threatening military vehi-
cles — has since evolved into a larger symbol of dissent and courage
that persists to this day. The Ethiopian Muslim protest produced its
own version of the Tank Man: Salat Man. On 8 August 2013, a lone
worshiper prayed the Eid Salat while being encircled by an army
of riot police. A photograph taken by a Dimtsachin Yisema activ-
ist and published by Al Jazeera (Mohammed 2013) shows a man
on his knees praying, unintimidated, as a phalanx of soldiers, bear-
ing shields and batons, looks on. An array of uniform police and a
desolate background, deserted by other worshipers fearful for their
lives, or carted away, has magnified the impact of the image of this
‘unknown rebel’.

Sometimes, as with the Tiananmen Square protests of 1980, it takes
a symbolic gesture to inspire courage (Mohammed 2013). A blogger
sympathetic of the protest described Salat Man in heroic terms:9
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Figure 6.1 The Ethiopian Salat Man.

The action of this man engaging in Salat is not passive,

but firmly active non-violent practice ... Two things seem
special about this photo: first, that it is an act of prayer and
second that it is a solitary individual putting his body at
risk. This does two things. First, there is a bias in western
media that tends to read Islamic practice and liberal
human rights in opposition to each other, and indeed,

the Ethiopian government’s rhetoric to the outside world
seems to deliberately capitalize on that bias in order to
discredit their political opponents. But the meaning of
this photo would seem to suggest that liberal human rights
and Islamic practice could function together. Second, it
foregrounds the decision of an in individual to put himself
at risk for the greater good than a group identity or
mobilized mob. It creates a hero.
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The Prison Weddings: Special Events Turned into Resistance

On 6 May 2013, Mubarek Adem and Khalid Ibrahim, two Muslim
protest leaders imprisoned in Kality on terrorism charges, married
their loved ones, Muna Siraj and Halima Ahmed, respectively. Four
of the other leaders incarcerated in Kality performed the role of
best men. These weddings made two special life events into a pow-
erful symbol that became part of the resistance movement.

Khalid, one of the grooms, recounted the events leading to the
prison wedding as follows:'®

Muna and I had decided we would have Nikah [the legal
marriage agreement based on Islamic rules] in September
2012. Unfortunately, I was jailed in Maikelawi [Central
prison] in July 2012. As the charge was very severe, I
convinced myself not to waste her precious time and
informed her not to wait for me. Muna rejected my idea,
outright. After we were sent to Kality prison, she visited
me regularly and this made me feel uncomfortable. Either
we should not continue meeting like this (as it was an
un-Islamic way of communication) or we would have to
make our conversation ‘Halal’ (permissible according to
the Islamic tradition). I shared with her my concern and
so we agreed to have Nikah. This was my first objective,
but I had to consult my inmates. They all agreed to our
decision. Mubarek also joined us as he was also planning
the same thing. More importantly, they came up with

the marvelous idea of killing two birds with one stone.

In addition to tying the Nikah, they planned to use this
as a weapon of peaceful resistance. The Nikah could

be done without a wedding ceremony. Indeed, it was
done separately almost one week earlier for us, and a
couple of days earlier for Mubarak and Halima. Forced
by the regime’s brutal treatment and propaganda, we
finally decided to have a special type of message: ‘we are
still resistant to the propaganda and impervious to the
treatment.” We shared our views to our betrothed. They
began to meet with some of their friends and wives of the
committee members. We also shared our plans with our
inmates, including the well-known journalist Eskinder



A Non-violent Struggle against EPRDF’s Hegemony

Nega. All strived their best to make the day especial in
both its social and political messages. As it turned out,
it was much more successful than what we expected. We
achieved our objectives.

Halima, Mubarek’s wife, recounts a similar story:"

Mubarek and I were classmates at Awolia secondary school.
We planned to marry in 2011, while I was a twelfth grade
student. Unfortunately, he was arrested because he was one
of the leaders of the Muslim protest. It was really shocking
to everyone. They were kept first in ‘Maikelawi’ detention
centre. I was afraid the torture would take him to breaking
point. However, they managed to overcome the suffering
at Maikelawi. I sighed with relief when I found out that
Mubarek was being transferred to Kality prison. I visited
him there often, which made me uncomfortable. You
know that, in Islamic culture, it is not Halal for a woman

to have a long conversation with a man unless they are
engaged, no matter how difficult the situation might be.
Months later, Mubarek whispered in my ear: ‘I would be
happy if we can carry out the Nikah process!” The news I
heard stupefied me. I was so happy. Without hemming or
hawing, I expressed my real feeling and gave him a positive
response. We completed the Nikah procedures a day
before the wedding. All the logistics of the wedding were
organised by the wives of the imprisoned protest leaders;
in particular, Roman, the wife of Ustaz Abubeker, played a
tremendous role. Even though I knew that the ceremony
might have a significant impact as a symbol of resistance,

I never expected the scale of it. The golden opportunity

to achieve the protest target was outside the prison, after
the ring ceremony was completed. A ‘silent protest’ took
place, and the road was filled with demonstrators blowing
confetti and colorful balloons. While we were on our

way to the hall, the police intervened and demanded the
protestors to stop what they were doing. Alhamdulillah [All
praise and thanks to Allah], various media, both domestic
and international, reported the wedding ceremony and its
significance as a symbol of resistance.

199
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Mubarek Adem, the second groom, remembers the prison wed-
ding so vividly still; an unconditional wedding that was complete
with meanings, and marked by elaborate rituals and poems, further
embellished by acts of solidarity by fellow Christian inmates. Most
importantly, he highlighted the political symbolism of the wedding,
which transcended not only a sectarian divide but also a religious
boundary challenging the EPRDF’s extremist narrative.'

Both Muna and Halima knew for certain that they might not see
their loved ones soon, or possibly ever again. They both were aware
that, according to the country’s anti-terror law, their spouses’ ter-
rorism charges might lead to their staying in prison for more than
fifteen years. However, they decided that they supported the protest
and wanted to be part of it by standing by their bridegrooms’ sides
in their hard times. A Muslim scholar described the prison wedding
as a form of subaltern’s creative resistance against repressive govern-
ments in the following manner: ‘symbolic types of resistance — acts
and gestures aimed at contesting the narrative of the state through
disguised, anonymous, and cryptic strategies destabilizing to the
narrative of the regime’ (Awol 2013).

As Alemu noted (2013), Kality is a showcase of ‘defiant hope’
challenging the government discourse of a fast-tracked prosperity
through the EPrRDF’s developmental state, which was yet material-
ise: “They [Muslims] have dared to envision a tomorrow outside and
against the practical realm of the government’s discourse.’

CONCLUSION

The Muslim protest has entered the annals of Ethiopian history
as a very successful, non-violent struggle against a repressive re-
gime, which ultimately achieved the protesters’ central demands.
More importantly, it will be remembered for its contribution to the
broader democratic politics in Ethiopia. As we have mentioned, the
MAC articulated the protesters’ three prominent and interrelated
demands, all defined within constitutional bounds: safeguarding
the institutional autonomy of the Mejlis as the main representative
body of the Muslim community; putting an end to the imposition
of Ahbash on the plurality of the Muslim community; public own-
ership of the AmwMs, the only institution of higher learning for the
Muslim community. The protesters successfully managed to end the
Ahbash campaign, and it seems Ahbash no longer officially enjoys a
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preferential treatment by the Mejlis leadership. The Mejlis lost the
stewardship of the amMms, and now board members are elected to
administer it.

A more profound achievement was the contribution the protest
made in reforming the Mejlis. The Mejlis’s legitimacy and function-
ality had been one of the most contentious issues both within the
Muslim community and between the Muslim community and the
EPRDF-led government. In October 2012, while the protest was con-
tinuing, the EPRDF organised a Mejlis election, which was rejected
outright by the protesters. They rejected both the process and the
outcome; the election was held in kebeles, rather than in mosques
as suggested by the protesters; the results put the Mejlis, yet again,
in the hands of a leadership loyal to the regime. By the time Prime
Minister Abiy Ahmed’s administration came to power in April 2018
the protesters had already managed to establish the fixing of the
Mejlis issue as a national priority. Thus, it was no wonder that one
of the most visible interventions by the Abiy administration in the
religious sector was mediation between the incumbent Mejlis lead-
ership and the protest leaders (who were now redefined by the new
government from as human right activists, not terrorists), so that
the much-anticipated Mejlis reform could occur peacefully.

The Abiy administration has claimed non-interference in religious
affairs and facilitated the setting up of a nine-member committee to
oversee the restructuring of the Mejlis. This included a peaceful
transfer of power after Sheik Mohammed Amin Jemal, the incum-
bent Mejlis president, resigned, and a new interim president was
elected unanimously in May 2019. Although the contention within
the Mejlis leadership has continued and the Muslim community is
still anxious about progress, the new Mejlis president Mufti Haji
Omar Idris initially gained acceptance among the wider Muslim
public. The committee was also tasked with overseeing the process
of the reconstitution of Mejlis as a legal entity, on a par with the Or-
thodox Church. This came to fruition on 11 June 2020, when the
Ethiopian parliament approved a bill to establish the Mejlis legally.
A Muslim scholar captured the moment as an historic one: ‘Finally,
Ethiopia has officially recognized and integrated its religious ele-
ments. Post-1991 Ethiopia now becomes a multi-religious State, as it
has been a multinational one’ (Endris 2020).

The significance of the Muslim protesters as a non-violent so-
cial movement goes beyond the Muslim community. Above all, the
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protest demonstrated the efficacy of new forms of power — people
power — despite the tighter grip of totalitarian regimes such as the
EPRDF, whose projects of hegemonic control included a top-down
signification of which type of collective identity should be primary.
By challenging the primacy of ethnic identity in the EPRDF’s con-
ception of politics, the Muslim protest demonstrated the fluidity of
identities and their variable and situational signification. Above all,
the Muslim protest proves the ability of ordinary people to shake
up an authoritarian political system. It showed the power of an or-
ganised and disciplined movement for social and political change.

The Muslim protest has also inspired similar protests by other
groups of people. Mobilisations with explicit political agendas
later adopted the strategic and tactical tools of the Muslims’ peace-
ful protests. When the Oromo protest broke out in Oromia in
2014, demanding political inclusion and accountability, it used the
same tools used by ‘Dimtsachin Yisema’ to organise and mobilise
the Oromo youth. Crossed arms over the head is a known Oromo
non-violent protest sign — the same symbolic representation used in
the Muslims’ various Friday prayers protests. Both the Oromo and
Muslim protests were about the rights of the marginalised groups
of people in the same country. Although the cases are different, the
context of each protest was similar. Using the same protest strategies
could be an indication of the existence of a discursive connection
and with some overlap of constituencies. Protests in the Amhara re-
gional state that started in 2015 followed a similar pattern.

The rise and success of these social movements led to an un-
precedented challenge to the government, which responded with
disproportionate force and violence. The response by security
forces was felt throughout the ranks of the ruling party, further di-
viding the ruling elite, and emboldening vertical ethnic alliances
and nationalist sentiments. The protests weakened the legitimacy,
capacity, and cohesion of the state and resulted in the resignation
of Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn in February 2018, and the
coming to power of a new reformist administration under Prime
Minister Abiy Ahmed. In that sense, the Muslim protest has made a
crucial contribution to the process of political change and the dem-
ocratic aspirations of the Ethiopian people more broadly.

The Muslim protest also contributed to constitutionalism tak-
ing root in Ethiopian political culture. For the first time perhaps,
the constitution was debated publicly, particularly when it came to
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defining secularism’s boundaries. The protest was framed in line
with constitutional clauses. This does not mean that religious argu-
ments did not have prominence among the protesters. Rather, the
constitution was endorsed as a non-ideal approach and the constitu-
tional clauses were discussed primarily as pragmatic constraints for
Muslims living in a secular state.

The constitution also serves another important function, as a
means of safeguarding the protesters from the state’s brutal action.
The protesters frequently emphasised the need for orderliness and
the need to obey the nation’s legal frameworks so as not to give any
legitimate reason for the state to use lethal force against them. It
also relates to what Eckert et al. (2012) calls ‘juridification of pro-
test’, the use of the law against the state. One could note that the
use of the constitution hinges on the extent to which members
of the leadership are well versed in the constitutional provisions
and legal frameworks. The submission to the constitution is also a
counter-narrative to that of the state, which depicts their effort as
unconstitutional and a means of earning sympathy from the larger
Ethiopian society. The espousing of constitutional means and peace-
ful ways to resolve social and political problems also serves to delink
Islam from violence, invalidating the Western dominant discourse
that attributes an inherent link.

NOTES

1 Over time, the relationship in fact changed from cooperation
and coexistence to co-optation and then to contestation and
confrontation.

2 The current prime minister of Ethiopia, Abiy Ahmed, asserted in his
parliamentary speech in February 2022 that Muslims make up about
half of the total population.

g  Interview with a Muslim student activist who participated in the
protest against the draft law in Meqelle University, Addis Ababa,

5 September 2020.

4  Interviews with prominent Muslim leaders such as Ahmedin Jebel
(12 October 2011, Addis Ababa); Hassen Taju (4 February 2009,
Addis Ababa).

5 Interview with Hassen Taju, 200q.

6  The EPRDF, however, denied this and acknowledged only a facilitating
role because of a request made by the Mejlis to provide security and a
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meeting hall. Muslim sources, on the other hand, provided audio-visual
evidence for the government involvement in the coming of Ahbash.
See note 6 above.

o

See, for instance, Prime Minister Meles Zenawi’s speech to
parliament in April 2012 (Meles 2012).
9 See https://englz243.wordpress.com/2013/08/10/muslim-protests-in-
ethiopia-and-the-symbolism-of-human-rights/.
10 Excerpts from the authors’ interview with Khalid, Addis Ababa,
12 October 2020 (authors’ translation from Amharic).
11 Excerpts from the authors’ interview with Halima, Addis Ababa,
7 October 2020 (authors’ translation from Amharic).
12 Excerpts from the authors’ interview with Mubarek, 13 October 2020
(authors’ translation from Amharic).

REFERENCES

Abadir M. Ibrahim and Awol Allo. 2012. ‘Redefining Protest in Ethiopia: What
Happens to the “Terror” Narrative when Muslims Call for a Secular State?’
OpenDemocracy, 2 October, https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/
redefining-protest-in-ethiopia-what-happens-to-terror-narrative-when-musl/.

Abbas Haji Gnamo. 2002. ‘Islam, the Orthodox Church and Oromo
Nationalism (Ethiopia).” Cahiers d’Etudes Africaines 42 (165): gg—120.

Abbink, Jan. 1998. ‘An Historical-Anthropological Approach to Islam in
Ethiopia: Issues of Identity and Politics. Journal of African Cultural Studies
11: 109—24.

— 2014. Religious Freedom and the Political Order: The Ethiopian ‘Secular
State’ and the Containment of Muslim Identity Politics. Journal of Eastern
African Studies 8: 346-65.

Abdulkadir Ahmed. 2008. ‘State and Religion: A Comparative Analysis
under Ethiopian and Indian Constitution.” Harar Law Review, 277 January,
http://hararlawreviewwordpress.com/2008/01/27/14/ .

Abdurahman Omar. 2020. ‘The Ethiopian Muslims Protest in the Era of
Social Media Activism.” Master’s Thesis, Uppsala University.

Addis Raey. 2011. Addis Raey 3 (9), May—June, 2nd Year.

Ahmedin Jebel. 2o11. Ye Ethiopiyawiyan Muslims Tarik: Ye Chqonaena Ye
TigilTarik (615-1700). Addis Ababa: Nejashi.

Alemu Tafese. 2003. The Ethiopian Civil Rights Movement:

Implications for Democracy. Open Democracy,
2 November, https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/

ethiopian-muslim-civil-rights-movement-implications-for-democracy/.


https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/ethiopian-muslim-civil-rights-movement-implications-for-democracy/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/ethiopian-muslim-civil-rights-movement-implications-for-democracy/
http://hararlawreview.wordpress.com/2008/01/27/14/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/redefining-protest-in-ethiopia-what-happens-to-terror-narrative-when-musl/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/redefining-protest-in-ethiopia-what-happens-to-terror-narrative-when-musl/
https://engl243.wordpress.com/2013/08/10/muslim-protests-in-ethiopia-and-the-symbolism-of-human-rights/
https://engl243.wordpress.com/2013/08/10/muslim-protests-in-ethiopia-and-the-symbolism-of-human-rights/

A Non-violent Struggle against EPRDF’s Hegemony 205

—2013. ‘Marriage as Symbolic Resistance: A Story of Ethiopian Muslim
Activism.” OpenDemocracy, 14 May, https://www.opendemocracy.
net/en/marriage-as-symbolic-resistance-story-of-ethiopian-muslim-
activism/.

Aregawi Berhe. 2008. ‘A Political History of the Tigray People’s Liberation
Front (1975-1991): Revolt, Ideology and Mobilisation in Ethiopia.” PhD
Thesis, University of Amsterdam.

Awang, Salwa. 2017. ‘The Concept of Charity in Islam: An Analysis on the
Verses of the Quran and Hadith.” Journal of Usuluddin 45 (1): 141-72.

Awol, Allo. ‘The Muslim Struggle in Ethiopia — Reflections on the Kality
Marriage.” Glasgow Legal Theory, https:/ /www.facebook.com/Dimtsachin
YisemaEnglish /posts/the-muslims-struggle-in-ethiopia-reflections-on-the-
kality-marriage-by-awol-allo/1406968542895098/.

Dereje Feyissa. 2011. ‘The Transnational Politics of the Ethiopian Muslim
Diaspora.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 85(11): 1893-10913.

—2014. ‘The 2007 Delegation of the Muslim Diaspora to Ethiopia.” In
Diasporas, Development and Peacemaking in the Horn of Africa, edited
by Liisa Laakso and Petri Hautaniemi, g8-121. Africa Now. London:

Zed Books.

Desplat, Patrick, and Terje @Ostebg. 2018. Muslim Ethiopia: The Christian
Legacy, Identity Politics, and Islamic Reformism. Palgrave: New York.

Eckert, Julia., Brian Donahoe, Christian Strimpell, and Zerim Oslem Biner.
2012. Law against the State: Ethnographic Forays into Law’s Transformations.
Cambridge University Press.

Endris Mekonnen. 2020. ‘Proclamation Finally Decrees Equality
for Ethiopian Muslims.” Ethiopian Insights, 16 September,
https:/ /www.ethiopia-insight.com/2020/09/16/
proclamation-finally-decrees-equality-for-ethiopian-muslims/.

ETV. 2013. “‘Who Killed Sheikh Nuru?’ YouTube, https://youtu.be/
sRLF2EqopsM.

Fischer, Jonathan. 2012. ‘Managing Donor Perceptions: Contextualizing
Uganda’s 2007 Intervention in Somalia.” African Affairs 111 (444): 404—23.

Haustein, Jorg, and Terje @stebg. 2011. ‘EPRDF’s Revolutionary Democracy
and Religious Plurality: Islam and Christianity in Post-Derg Ethiopia.’
Journal of Eastern African Studies 5: '755—72.

Horn Affairs. 2012. ‘Ethiopian Muslims: Silent Protests in Mosques.’

Horn Affairs, 24 July, https:/ /hornaffairs.com/2012/07/24/
ethiopian-muslims-silent-protests-in-mosques/ .

Hussein Ahmed. 1994. ‘Islam and Islamic Discourses in Ethiopia (1973-93).’

In New Trends in Ethiopian Studies: Papers of the 12th International Conference


https://youtu.be/5RLF2Eq0psM
https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2020/09/16/proclamation-finally-decrees-equality-for-ethiopian-muslims/
https://www.facebook.com/DimtsachinYisemaEnglish/posts/the-muslims-struggle-in-ethiopia-reflections-on-the-kality-marriage-by-awol-allo/1406968542895098/
https://www.facebook.com/DimtsachinYisemaEnglish/posts/the-muslims-struggle-in-ethiopia-reflections-on-the-kality-marriage-by-awol-allo/1406968542895098/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/marriage-as-symbolic-resistance-story-of-ethiopian-muslim-activism/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/marriage-as-symbolic-resistance-story-of-ethiopian-muslim-activism/
https://hornaffairs.com/2012/07/24/ethiopian-muslims-silent-protests-in-mosques/
https://hornaffairs.com/2012/07/24/ethiopian-muslims-silent-protests-in-mosques/
https://youtu.be/5RLF2Eq0psM
https://www.ethiopia-insight.com/2020/09/16/proclamation-finally-decrees-equality-for-ethiopian-muslims/
https://www.facebook.com/DimtsachinYisemaEnglish/posts/the-muslims-struggle-in-ethiopia-reflections-on-the-kality-marriage-by-awol-allo/1406968542895098/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/marriage-as-symbolic-resistance-story-of-ethiopian-muslim-activism/

206 Citizens, Civil Society, and Activism

of Ethiopian Studies, edited by Harold Marcus and Grover Hudson, 775-
8o1. Lawrenceville, NJ: Red Sea Press.

—2006. ‘Coexistence and/or Confrontation? Towards a Reappraisal of
Christian-Muslim Encounter in Contemporary Ethiopia.” Journal of
Religion in Africa 36: 4—22.

Kosmin, Barry, and Ariela Keysar. 2007. Secularism and Secularity Secularism
and Secularity: Contemporary International Perspectives. Hartford, c1: Trinity
College Institute for the Study of Secularism in Society and Culture.

Markakis, J. 1989. ‘Nationalities and the State in Ethiopia.” Third World
Quarterly 11: 118-30.

Meles Zenawi. 2012. ‘Speech before the Ethiopian Parliament.” Ethiopian
TV, https://youtu.be/gR1PAXQrb4o. Ministry of Education (2008).
‘Directive That Governs Worship Codes of Conduct in Educational
Institutions’ (in Amharic). Ministry of Education, Addis Ababa.

Mohammed Ademo. 2013. ‘“Salat Man” Is Symbol of Resistance for Muslims
in Ethiopia.” Aljazeera, 14 August, https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/
2013/8/14/salat-man-is-symbol-of-resistance-for-muslims-in-ethiopia/.

Mohammed Dejen Assen. 2016. ‘Contested Secularism in Ethiopia: The
Contention Between Muslims and the Government.” PhD Dissertation,
Addis Ababa University.

Mukerrem Miftah 2015. ‘At Issue: The “Muslims in Ethiopia Complex” and
Muslim Identity: The Trilogy of Discourse, Policy, and Identity.” African
Studies Quarterly16 (1): 71-92.

Mohammed Seid. 2020. ‘The Sufi-Salafi Interactions in South Wollo,
Ethiopia (1991—2017): Competition, Intolerance and Conflict” PhD
Dissertation, Addis Ababa University.

Muslim Arbitration Committee. 2012. ‘This Is the Truth’ (in Amharic).
Unpublished written document.

Nor, Mohd Roslan Mohd, Ahmad Termizi Abdullah, and Abdul Karim
Ali. 2016. ‘From Undang-undang Melaka to Federal Constitution: The
Dynamics of Multicultural Malaysia.” SpringerPlus 5: 1683,

Dstebg, Terje. 2008. ‘“The Question of Becoming: Islamic Reform-Movements
in Contemporary Ethiopia.” Journal of Religion in Africa 38: 416—46.

— 2011. Localising Salafism: Religious Change among Oromo Muslims in Bale,
Lthiopia. Islam in Africa, Volume 12. Leiden: Brill.

—2013. ‘Islam and State Relations in Ethiopia: From Containment to the
Production of a “Governmental Islam”. Journal of the American Academy of
Religion 81: 1029—60.

Pew Research Centre. ‘How Religious Commitment Varies by
Country among People of All Ages.’” Pew Research Centre, 8 June,


https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2013/8/14/salat-man-is-symbol-of-resistance-for-muslims-in-ethiopia/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2013/8/14/salat-man-is-symbol-of-resistance-for-muslims-in-ethiopia/
https://youtu.be/3R1PAXQrb4o

A Non-violent Struggle against EPRDF’s Hegemony 207

https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2018/06,/13/how-
religious-commitment-varies-by-country-among-people-of-all-ages/
pf-06-13-18_religiouscommitment-0g-07/.

Rachid, Acim. 2018. ‘The Reception of Sufism in the West: The Mystical
Experiences of American and European Converts.” Journal of Muslim
Minority Affairs 38: 57—72.

Shinn, David. 2002. ‘Ethiopia: Coping with Islamic Fundamentalism
Before and After.” Centre for Strategic and International
Studies, 1 February, https:// csis-website-prod.sg.amazonaws.
com/sgfspublic/legacy_files/files/media/csis/pubs/anotes_o202.pdf.

—2007. ‘Al-Qaeda in East Africa and the Horn.” Journal of Conflict 277 (1):
47775

Sisay Alemahu Yeshanew. 2012. ‘cso Law in Ethiopia: Considering Its
Constraints and Consequences.” Journal of Civil Society 8: 360-84.

Stockmans, Jep, and Karin Biischer. 2017. ‘A Spatial Reading of Urban
Political Religious Conflict: Contested Urban Landscapes in Addis Ababa,
Ethiopia.’ Journal of Modern African Studies 55: 79-104.

Tekalign Nega Angore. 2017. ‘Reconstruction of Ethiopia’s Collective
Memory by Rewriting Its History.” PhD Dissertation, Tilburg University.

United States Central Intelligence Agency. 2005. World Fact Book — Ethiopia,
https:/ /www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/ethiopia/.


https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fspublic/legacy_files/files/media/csis/pubs/anotes_0202.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2018/06/13/how-religious-commitment-varies-by-country-among-people-of-all-ages/pf-06-13-18_religiouscommitment-03-07/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2018/06/13/how-religious-commitment-varies-by-country-among-people-of-all-ages/pf-06-13-18_religiouscommitment-03-07/
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/ethiopia/
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fspublic/legacy_files/files/media/csis/pubs/anotes_0202.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2018/06/13/how-religious-commitment-varies-by-country-among-people-of-all-ages/pf-06-13-18_religiouscommitment-03-07/

Speaking Power to “Truth’:
An Outsider’s Look into the
Oromo Youth Resistance
against the EPRDF

Tegbaru Yared

On Monday, 27 July 2015, merely two months after the Ethiopian
People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) and its regional
allies were said to have won all parliamentary seats in the country’s
general election, President Obama called the government of the
then prime minister Hailemariam ‘democratically elected” (Smith
2015). Little did he and other observers of Ethiopian politics expect
that the country would be engulfed in waves of anti-government
protests almost six months into the term of the ‘democratically
elected’ administration. Ethiopia’s ruling coalition took Obama’s
remark not only as a political boost that legitimised the regime in
the eyes of the international community but also as an opportune
moment to consolidate power.

Openly declaring its status as the dominant party, and further en-
couraged by the quasi absence of political pushback it faced from
the international community regarding election irregularities, the
EPRDF regime began preparations to implement some contested
development projects. These projects included the Addis Ababa
Integrated Development Master Plan, alias the Master Plan. The
Master Plan was proposed in 2014 but was pulled back following
ardent opposition from the inner circles of the Oromo People’s
Democratic Organization (opp0O), the Oromo wing of the EPRDF
coalition, and student protests at university campuses located in
the Oromia region (Zahorik 2017). However, emboldened by the
seemingly calm post-election political environment and driven by
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its political strategy of making development a national preoccupa-
tion,' the government insisted on implementing the Master Plan
during the months following the 2015 elections.

However, the sporadic protests that were previously largely lim-
ited to university and high school compounds in Oromia in 2014
came back strong, gaining zeal and momentum. The students col-
lectively rallied behind their opposition to the Master Plan. The
protests were meant not only to prevent the Plan’s implementa-
tion but also to reveal the EPRDF’s repressive mode of governance.
The protest movement was largely non-violent, and its modes of
protest were inspired by the 2011-12 Ethiopian Muslim Dimtsachin
Yisema protest movement, a non-violent movement against govern-
ment intervention in the institutions of Ethiopian Muslims (see
chapter 6).

Fuelled by decades of resentment and grievances, the protests
were not primarily directed against the procedural irregularities and
(un)constitutionality of the Master Plan and its development and
implementation but were mostly driven by both the real and per-
ceived political marginalisation and economic subjugation of the
Oromo. At the time, the Oromo political elite blamed the Oromo
wing of the EPRDF for lacking agency. In other words, the oPDO was
perceived as a junior partner in the EPRDF coalition, and in the eyes
of its ‘constituents’, it not only failed to emancipate the Oromo
from their ‘highland periphery’ status (Markakis 2o011) within the
Ethiopian state, but perpetuated it.* By adding to this underlying re-
sentment, the Master Plan became a trigger factor in the rise of one
of the most consequential, and largely non-violent, protest move-
ments in modern history of Ethiopia.

Once the government understood that it was unable contain
the protest movement through its party channels, a method that
had previously ensured containment and co-optation,3 it resorted
to its repressive apparatus and responded with brute force. It de-
clared states of emergency twice (in 2016 and 2018) and mobilised
the coercive instruments of the state against the protest movement.
However, the more the state became violent, the stronger the zeal
and determination of the protest movement seemed to become. In-
itially a protest movement against the implementation of the Master
Plan, the ‘Oromo protests’ later made the ruling coalition its main
target and demanded the overthrow of the government, or more
precisely of its leading member, the Tigrayan People’s Liberation
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Front (TpLr). The prophetic chant ‘Down ... Down Woyane’+ could
be heard in nearly all the streets of urban and rural Oromia.

In 2018, after thousands of lives had been lost and a significant
amount of private and public property destroyed, the EPRDF elites
seemed to accept that the situation was untenable. The Oromo pro-
test movement had spread to other regions and joined forces with
the protest movement in the Amhara Region, putting immense
pressure on the government. The pressure exercised by the re-
gional protest movements rendered the intra-party fission between
the constitutive blocks of the party visible.5 The Oromo and Amhara
wings of the coalition, the hitherto junior partners, joined forces
against the TpLF, while the Southern People’s Democratic Move-
ment (spbM) remained ambivalent with respect to the political
infightings within the coalition. Later, on 15 February 2018, Prime
Minister Hailemariam Desalegn, a member of the sppMm, abruptly
announced his resignation both from the premiership and from the
chairmanship of the coalition. This act led the sppm and opPpO to
consolidate their tactical alliance and to make a concerted political
effort to change the power dynamics within the Front, paving the
way for Abiy Ahmed’s ascent to the premiership.

In this chapter, I attempt to explore the trajectory of the protest
movement, focusing in particular on the Oromo political discourse
and the meticulous messaging the protest movement deployed to
achieve its goals: preventing the implementation of the Master Plan,
and later forcing the TPLF out of power. As a young university lecturer
at Addis Ababa University, I followed the movement with curiosity. I
had heated discussions with Oromo students, colleagues, and those
active in the protest movement. Like many curious Ethiopians, I fol-
lowed events by drawing on sources from the government and the
protestors. Colleagues in universities outside of Addis Ababa regu-
larly shared information about events outside of the capital through
social media and phone conversations. I followed the protests both
on social media and via media broadcasts via satellite from aboard.
Since the beginning of the ‘Oromo protests’ I had had numerous in-
formal discussions and held interviews with youths, academics, and
activists who were part of the movement. I also collected data through
data collectors who either worked in or were originally from Oromia,
for a research report for the Institute of Security Studies. I draw on
this data for this chapter. Close to one-hundred informants in Oro-
mia regional state were interviewed in 2019,/20.
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In this chapter I use an ethnographic approach and etic perspec-
tive to understand what triggered the protests in Oromia; how the
protest movement against the Master Plan gradually evolved to ad-
dress bigger political questions; the means the protest movement
deployed to reach its goals; the relationships between the protesters
and the government; and finally how and why multiple actors of the
Oromo community, the intelligentsia, artists, athletes, elders, and
opDO, eventually rallied around the protest movement. However,
this chapter does not cover the protest movement in its entirety.
Nor does it claim to relitigate some politically charged attempts to
(mis)appropriate the structures, successes, and aspirations of the
movement in contemporary Ethiopian politics.

The chapter is divided into five sections. The next section dis-
cusses the relationships between the Oromo protest movement and
the EPRDF’s doctrine of authoritarian developmentalism. The sec-
ond section analyses why and how the EPRDF shifted its focus from
being an entity defending ethno-cultural rights to one primarily
preoccupied with developmentalism and discusses how this affected
the Oromo protest movement. The third section explains how the
EPRDF’s authoritarian developmentalism provoked deep-seated
public discontent, eventually giving rise to protest movements in
Oromia and beyond. The fourth section analyses how the Oromo
protest movement progressed, what instruments and messaging it
deployed to consolidate its social base and forge alliance across eth-
nic lines, and how it resisted the EPRDF regime. The final section
states my conclusions and briefly discusses the contemporary state
of the protest movement and the relationships between the protest-
ers and the Abiy administration.

THE EPRDF’S NEW NARRATIVES: SHIFTING THE
GEAR WITHOUT ENOUGH GAS IN THE TANK

While it had been gravitating towards East Asian models of state-led
industrial development since 2001, the government’s explicit preoc-
cupation with developmentalism and ‘development’ discourse dates
back only to 2006, the eve of the third Ethiopian Millennium. In
20006, at an event commemorating 1,000 years since the founding
of the City of Harar, Meles Zenawi spoke for the first time publicly
about ‘Ethiopian Renaissance’, a new term in the EPRDF’s political
discourse. Encouraging a national effort for ‘revival’, the Ethiopian
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Renaissance was meant to bring prosperity and development, unit-
ing the efforts of all Ethiopians. Although Meles had previously
discussed the idea in one of his most quoted publications, ‘African
Development: Dead Ends and New Beginnings’ (Meles 2000), his
Harar speech marked the first public use of the term. A year on from
his Harar remark, the state machineries had already embarked on
reframing the official political narratives of the EPRDF. Whereas the
EPRDF’s policies had, for almost fifteen years, been grounded in a dis-
course of politics of difference and the defence of the ethno-cultural
rights of the hitherto ‘oppressed nationalities’, the Renaissance dis-
course was coupled with a call for national unity. The new EPRDF
narrative and public discourse reimagined Ethiopia through its past
glorious civilisations (Orlowska 2013). The renaissance discourse was
deployed to mobilise the public to embrace a new national imagi-
nary shared past of civilisation and a common prosperous future. By
tapping into the mass sense of nostalgia, the EPRDF attempted to rel-
egate the discourse of ethnicity to the annals of politics and instead
promoted the discourses of development and developmentalism.

Having skillfully appropriated the past into the ‘renaissance dis-
course’, the EPRDF defined the ‘third millennium’ as a historic
opportunity to leapfrog into a glorious future, as good as the civ-
ilisations of the ‘first millennium’ (Addis Raey 200%7). The then
prime minister, Meles Zenawi, argued that developmentalism was
the only path to ‘rebuild [Ethiopia] and emulate the civilizations of
Axum, Lalibela and Harar of the first millennium’ (Addis Raey 2007,
31—2; De Waal 2012). Meles also clearly identified ‘revolutionary de-
mocracy” and the ‘developmental state’ as the twin instruments to
incontrovertibly realise Ethiopian renaissance.

The shift from a coalition that prided itself on defending group
rights and ethno-cultural justice for marginalised groups to one that
embraced the non-ethnic narratives of a ‘politics of return’, as Ali
Mazuri (2000) would call it, was partly due to the 2005 post-election
crisis. The 2005 election and its aftermath revealed the public’s ma-
jor discontent with the ruling coalition. The election exposed the
regime’s autocratic character and its attempt to use elections as a
facade of democracy.

In 2005, the EPRDF and its leader, Meles Zenawi, promised ‘a
flawless election’ and opened up the political space in ways unprec-
edented in the country’s history. The opposition camp effectively
used the opening up of the political space and took the government
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at its word. Building coalitions and using media allowed opposition
parties to gain strength and to mobilise their constituencies. The
Coalition for Unity and Democracy (cup) and the United Ethio-
pian Democratic Forces (UEDF) became major contenders to the
EPRDF in the 2005 election.

The cup’s appeal was to the electorate in the Amhara Region, Ad-
dis Ababa, and some portion of the southern region, as well as the
urban population across the country, whose lifestyle contradicted
the use of ethnicity as the constituting principle of public life and
state affairs. Hence, the cup ‘emerged as the bearer of traditional
Ethiopian nationalism and contemporary liberalism’ (Markakis
2011, 275). Conversely, the UEDF presented itself as an alternative to
EPRDF’s authoritarian mode of ethnic-based governance, one that
embraced ‘genuine federalism’, i.e., political autonomy for regional
states and democracy. The cup became a strong election oppo-
nent and emboldened the ‘pan-Ethiopianist’ camp, a constituency
that had been systematically subdued and silenced by the EPRDF
since 1991.

The cup’s electorate was motivated and vocal and amounted to
a strong force in the 2005 election, especially in urban areas. On
the other hand, the UEDF gained force in Oromia and the Southern
region, two regional states that the EPRDF considered its natu-
ral constituency: the ethnos (nationalities) that it claimed to have
emancipated from the bondage of cultural subjugation and politi-
cal marginalisation. However, the UEDF was successful in shedding
light on the EPRDF’s centralised and undemocratic party and gov-
ernance structures and denounced the federal structure as political
window-dressing that hid the ways in which regional states were
controlled by the ruling coalition. The 2005 election turned out
to be highly contested, and the opposition successfully managed
to present themselves as viable alternatives to the EPRDF. However,
the ruling coalition resorted to violent repression and reversed the
pre-election political opening. Suppressing mass street protests by
force and imprisoning leaders of the opposition, the EPRDF once
again governed with an iron fist.

Analysing the 2005 post-election crisis, the EPRDF held that the
deep-seated public resentment and dissatisfaction with the govern-
ment stemmed from poor quality of life, rampant corruption, and
social inequality. Moreover, the introspective political assessment
also found that the Front’s focus on group rights, disingenuous as it
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was, also galvanised the ‘traditional Ethiopian nationalist’ political
electorate against the EPRDF. To deal with the post-election crisis, the
EPRDF devised its new narrative of national identity and discourse of
development, the ‘Ethiopian Renaissance’. The government used
the celebration of the third millennium to propose the new na-
tional agenda, effectively creating public excitement. Non-ethnic
symbols were promoted, history was selectively deployed to instill
a sense of ‘unity’, and opposition figures, jailed after the 2005 elec-
tion, were released. The release of the opposition leaders prompted
a sense of reconciliation.

However, the EPrRDF went beyond the use of soft policy instru-
ments, such as promoting a unifying narrative and development
discourse, to address public discontent. It devised a package of re-
pressive legislations, targeting the media, civil society organisations,
and political freedoms at large, to prevent any replication of the
public political awakenings seen in 2005. The 2009 Charities and
Societies Proclamation (chsp) targeted civil society organisations at
large, but particularly those that worked on rights-based advocacy.
The media law intimidated publishers and the printing presses by
authorising extensive penalties for alleged wrongdoings.

The passing of Meles Zenawi in 2012 became a political earth-
quake that shook the Ethiopian state, the EPrRDF, and the public at
large. However, the EPRDF exploited the death of its leader to once
again rally the public behind the coalition in shared ‘grief and ag-
ony’. The EPrDF successfully prevented the political chaos that could
have ensued from the power vacuum left by the death of Meles. It
brought Hailemariam Desalegn to the chairmanship of the Front
and later to the premiership. Hailemariam used to serve as foreign
minister under the tutelage of Meles, was from the South and prot-
estant. Representing non-dominant political and religious groups,
Hailemariam’s premiership seemed to formally end the dominance
of Tigrayan and Orthodox leadership in the Front.

Even though the transition seemed to be smooth, it soon became
clear that the death of Meles had left a huge leadership and power
vacuum in the EPRDF. Hailemariam failed to assume the role of
strongman that Meles had filled. Through restructuring at the federal
government, the EPRDF devised a new leadership structure, seemingly
adhering to the principle of collective leadership. For the first time
since the beginning of the EPRDF’s reign, the country had three min-
isters with the rank of deputy prime minister. Eventually, it became
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apparent that Hailemariam lacked the gravitas, rigour, brutality, and
control of Meles, with respect to both his government duties and his
public role. He failed to enforce democratic centralism, which had
characterised the EPRDF since its foundation. The new government
was unable to effectively communicate the ideas about ‘renaissance’
and development to the public, consequently losing the public sup-
port for its developmental aspirations. Instead, it reverted to coercion
to ensure the public adhered to government policies and plans. The
2015 general election was conducted in a continuously reducing po-
litical space, leaving society increasingly apathetic and fatigued by the
EPRDF’s repressive modes of governance.

ON DEVELOPMENT AND SOCIAL
MOVEMENTS: ADJUSTING THE LENS

Social Movements in an Authoritarian Political Space

The protest movement in Oromia, led by the youth (Qeerroo),® was
prompted by the collective grievances that the Oromo political elite
and their constituency had been harbouring against successive Ethi-
opian regimes. As the largest ethnic group, (theoretically) owning
major resources in the country, the Oromo resent historic injus-
tices that they allege have been committed against them including,
but not limited to, cultural and economic subjugation and polit-
ical marginalisation. When the Ethiopian state was reconfigured
along ethnic lines in 1991, the constitution formally recognised cul-
tural diversity and representation, as well as self-administration. The
principle of ethnic-federalism was widely expected to redress the
grievances of not only the Oromo, but also, within the historic Ethi-
opian political geography, the wider ‘Souths’. These expectations
were not met. The Oromo Liberation Front (oLF), which was part
of the political transition process after the ousting of the military re-
gime, withdrew from the transitional government in 1992 (Leenco
1999). The EPrDF would later brand the oppoO as the sole and legit-
imate representative of the Oromo in the coalition. Unfortunately,
the oppO has had an abysmal record in the eyes of its constituents,
and the community progressively reverted to the politics of griev-
ance and resentment. During interviews, some veteran dissidents
and even some members of the oppo held that the oppo has been
the right hand of the TpLF-led regime and conducted ‘the regime’s
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draconian mission of repressing the Oromos’ to the letter.”? Moreo-
ver, critics of the government and opposition politicians were often
accused of sympathising with a terrorist group and plotting armed
resistance against the government.® Since 1992, the oppo had
repressed dissent in Oromia, which hampered its ability to gain le-
gitimacy among its constituents and eventually curtailed its agency.

The EPRDF’s post-2015 roll-out of grand development projects in
a bid to make development a hegemonic discourse came amidst
such discontent and resentment in Oromia. The government’s con-
ception and implementation of development and of development
projects was ‘authoritarian, disempowering, top-down and highly
centralized’” (Salih 2001, 44). As is the case in most African states,
the Ethiopian government had ‘introduced a highly centralized ad-
ministrative structure in order to ensure that decisions over land
administration and allocation [were] centrally controlled, and to
put in place agents who make sure that state policies [were] imple-
mented. This strategy [not only took] away from ethnic groups and
their representatives any control over decisions vital to their survival
[but denied] them the possibility of democratically deciding how to
manage their resources’ (Salih 2001, 47). With the TPLF at the helm
of the EPRDF coalition and the state, coalition members such as the
orDO, who were ruling their respective regions under the auspices
of EPRDF, had only an administrative role, essentially implementing
the policy prescriptions from the centre.

The controversy over the Master Plan was preceded by the dispos-
session and dislocation of Oromo farmers and landowners, a policy
enforced, at times, with the coercive power of the state and with-
out just compensation. The government prioritised foreign direct
investment as one of its strategies for increasing productivity in ag-
ricultural and industrial sectors. The EprRDF did not seem to care
about local landowners’ livelihoods. Moreover, rampant corruption
and maladministration led to waves of land grabbing in Oromia and
across the country (Anti-Corruption Resource Center and Trans-
parency International 2014). This authoritarian and paternalistic
approach to development coupled with the fragility and incoher-
ence of the EPRDF since the death of Meles Zenawi later sparked one
of the most consequential protest movements in Oromia and be-
yond. Discontented by maladministration, corruption, dislocation/
dispossession, and historic political and ethno-cultural grievances,
aggrieved communities, Salih (2001) argues, retreat to their ethnic
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enclaves, reorganise with their kin, and devise strategies of resist-
ance against the state. This occurred with the Oromo youth protest
in Oromia.

Social Movements and Political Messaging in Authoritarian Systems

Social movements have seldom brought about reform or change
in the Ethiopian body politic. Except for the social movements of
the 1970s inspired by the Ethiopian Student Movement (ESM), pro-
test movements have often ended up stifled by either brute force
or co-optation by state power. While popular protests paved the
way to the 1974 silent coup, the military dictatorship that came into
power swiftly resorted to repression and bloodshed (Gebru 2009).
The fate of the Oromo protest movement and its relationship to
the state under Abiy’s administration have yet to be determined.
However, it has become a truism that the movement had a singular
success in achieving its broader goal, dismantling the TPLF’s hegem-
ony. Its success was due to, among other things, its complex and
meticulous political messaging, which eventually garnered support
and solidarity from other ethnic groups.

Protest movements often succeed if and when they manage
to clearly identify their objectives and find the (possibly overlap-
ping) conception of (un)fairness and (in)justice in broader society.
Chrisman and Hubbs (2021) argue that protest movements, as
communicative acts, should satisfy two purposes: they should first
negatively evaluate the object of the protest, and second, prescribe a
possible redress. In the same vein, Chrisman and Hubbs assert that
power relations between protestors and the object/state are inevi-
tably lopsided, and therefore protesters have to oblige the latter to
commit to a redress.

Seen via the prism of political messaging, the Oromo protest was
a sophisticated social movement. It used multi-layered symbolic and
linguistic framing, tapping into the ‘overlapping conception[s] of
fairness and justice’ (Austin 1975) that also resonated with other
groups, leading those to negatively evaluate and protest against the
regime. Inspiring protests in other regions and forging alliances was
possible due to the efficient use of social media communication and
the development and use of popular protest signs. Although the
protests in the Oromia and Amhara Regions were triggered by di-
vergent grievances (the Master Plan and the arrest of the Wolqait
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Committee,Y respectively), the leaders of the Oromo and Amhara
protests proclaimed ‘convergence’ of grievances and forged a po-
litical alliance. According to one of the prominent activists of the
Oromo protest movement, there were ‘very interesting expressions
of solidarity between the Oromos and the Amharas’ at the formative
stages of the protest.'® Activists behind the movement in Oromia
were also successful in making the ‘crossed hands over the head’
gesture of protest so popular that it was replicated in the protest in
the Amhara Region. In effect, they managed to frame the protestin
‘constitutional’ terms, as a resistance against injustice, authoritarian
instinct, and ‘rule by violence’." Later in 2016, the alliance between
the movements in Oromia and Amhara would be consolidated, as
protesters in the Amhara Region passionately rallied behind a slo-
gan saying ‘the blood flowing in Oromia is our blood too.**

The movement clearly identified an object of protest (initially the
Master Plan and then the regime itself), and articulated the redress
the protesters prescribed/expected from the state (revocation of
the Master Plan and later the removal of the TPLF from its hegem-
onic position in the EPRDF). Interestingly, the protest movement was
so successful that it reversed the power relations between the move-
ment and the state and forced the latter to relinquish power and
bring the ‘reformist” group to the fore.

AUTHORITARIAN DEVELOPMENT
AND POLITICAL REPRESSION:
THE GATHERING OF A PERFECT STORM

Oromo Nationalism and the Oromo Narrative

At the risk of sounding reductionist, one could argue that modern
Oromo political movements as we know them trace their origins
back to the 1960s. Aggrieved by the poor socio-economic conditions
of the Oromos, Oromo intellectuals and political elites within the
Ethiopian state galvanised the educated elite vying for economic
and cultural emancipation. This movement culminated in the es-
tablishment of the Mecha and Tulema Self-Help Association in the
1960s (Asafa 1993, 155). The association was initially not on the im-
perial regime’s security radar and was considered a benign effort
to educate and provide basic services to the Oromo masses. In fact,
the association was thought to complement the regime’s efforts to



Speaking Power to “Truth’ 219

modernise the country. The relation between the regime and the
association was cooperative, albeit briefly. As the name indicates,
it was a self-help organisation whose ‘aim was to promote socio-
economic and cultural development in the Oromo areas and not
to conduct the politics of ethnic identity’ (Mekuria Balcha 19q0,
58). However, the association caught the attention of the regime af-
ter it started opening branches across the country and drew massive
audiences at its gatherings. The cooperative relationship between
the regime and the association did not last, as the regime gradually
saw it as a contender that needed to be dealt with. The regime saw
the association’s zeal for the cultural revival of the Oromo and its
implicit demand for the regime and the state to recognise the mul-
tiplicity of cultures in the nation as a political threat. In the same
vein, ‘what led the regime be apprehensive of the Oromo Self-Help
Association was the induction of the commander of the Police, Brig-
adier General Tadesse Berru, into its membership and his election
as his president’ (Bahru 2014, 68). In 1966, the association was ac-
cused of engaging in ‘subversive activities’, and the regime banned
the association and jailed its leaders (Mekuria Balcha 1997). Cou-
pled with the growing political awakening in the formative stage
of the Ethiopian Student Movement, this act by the regime would
later promote the birth of Oromo political nationalism. Relatively
assertive Oromo students became prominent leaders in the Ethio-
pian Student Movement (Balsvik 1985), which was the precursor of
an ethno-nationalist movement, the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF).

The oLF came to the Ethiopian political scene at a time when
analysing the political economies of countries from a socialist po-
litical worldview was the preoccupation of student movements in
Africa and beyond (Bahru 2014). What started as discursively chal-
lenging the organising myth and narrative of the nation, as Ibsa
Gutama did in his ‘Who Is an Ethiopian?’ college day poetry, later
evolved into making the state an object of protest and resistance
(Balsvik 1985). This is not to say that Oromo political consciousness
and nationalism had been a well-established and structured move-
ment with a consolidated social base since the 1g60s. In fact, Oromo
nationalism was not a visible force in the Ethiopian political scene
until the 198os (Mohammed 1996). However, the OLF was instru-
mental in crafting a narrative, articulating a political programme,
reconstructing a distinct political nationalism out of Oromo cul-
tural nationalism, and mobilising the Oromo masses.
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The Oromo narrative appears to oscillate between what schol-
ars call the ‘colonial thesis’ and the ‘national oppression thesis’,
both of which arose from the Ethiopian Student Movement and the
Marxist-Leninist ideology to which it subscribed. The oLr and those
who subscribe to the ‘colonial thesis” argue that Ethiopia had been
an empire state and had incorporated the ‘Oromo lands’ and other
‘nationalities’ in the South through conquest, as most empires
did. The argument goes that the Ethiopian empire had unleashed
structural violence on these newly incorporated people, who were
systematically peripheralised from the state and marginalised from
the political economy of the country. In the Leninist language of
the student movement, Ethiopia was ‘a prison of nations’, and these
nations needed to be freed from the empire’s bondage. With the
decolonisation movement on the continent at its zenith, those who
subscribed to the ‘colonial thesis’ organised their political move-
ment with the stated objective of securing independence for the
nations they claimed to have waged movement/resistance for.
Among the Eritrean and Ogadeni liberation movements, the OLF
was one of the most prominent political movements that endorsed
such an analysis.

On the other hand, multinational federalists argue that the
Oromo question could be resolved with a new political dispensation
within an Ethiopian political framework. While both sides agree on
their analysis of the Oromo question as one caused by a collective
resentment to cultural marginalisation, economic exploitation, and
political subjugation (Leenco 1999), they differ in how they char-
acterise and analyse the formation of the Ethiopian state and what
the remedies should be. For the multinational federalists, the colo-
nial thesis is far from explaining the Oromo question vis-a-vis the
Ethiopian ‘Empire-state’ (Merera 2006, 125). For the multinational
federalists, the ‘political project’ that reconciles ‘the irony of Oromo
history’ is a genuine, secular, and democratic federal dispensation
that recognises and represents the multi-confessional, multicultural,
polyglot nature of Ethiopia. Re-emphasising the need to democra-
tise the federal state and ensuring the principle of ‘one person, one
vote’, the multinational federalists mobilised the Oromo masses to
reimagine the place of the Oromo, in both geographic and demo-
graphic terms, in a democratised federal Ethiopia.

Drawing on Marxist-Leninist ideas, liberation fronts, largely in-
spired by the Ethiopian Student Movement, launched armed
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resistance against the Dergue regime. This culminated in the ousting
of the latter and the coming into power of the EPRDF coalition in 1991.
The ovLF, by consolidating its social base and amassing thousands of
combatants in the mid-198os, also became a relatively strong force in
the ethnonationalists’ fight against the Dergue. Following the over-
throw of the Dergue, the OLF (and its ideologues) became one of the
architects of the Transitional Charter, which essentially reconfigured
the state along ethnic lines and anchored the politics of ‘self-deter-
mination’ in the Ethiopian body politic. The cardinal principles in
the Transitional Charter would later become the cornerstones of the
1995 Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (FDRE) constitution.
However, the euphoria and sense of accomplishment of the
Oromo political elite was short-lived, as the simmering tension be-
tween the oLF and TPLF led the latter to launch a preemptive attack
on the oLF forces. In effect, the oLF withdrew from the Transitional
Government and was eventually forced out of the political space.
In the process, the TPLF exploited the situation and installed the
orDO within the administrative apparatus in Oromia. The orp0O’s
relations with the highly mobilised and politically conscious Oromo
were fractious from the outset. The 0PDO was perceived as a satellite
of the TpLF and one that did not have the gravitas and determination
to advance the Oromo cause.'3 Conversely, despite being banned
from the political landscape and with little to no presence on the
ground, the OLF was elevated as a symbol of resistance in Oromia.
The Oromo political elite and the politically conscious masses
began the post-19g5 political order with a paradoxical mix of with-
drawal, ambivalence, and determination. There was a collective
sense of withdrawal, because the oOLF, the strongest and most resil-
ient political force that had brought the Oromo question from the
proverbial periphery to the centre, was forced out of the political
space. Its sense of betrayal later evolved into a sense of political de-
feat. On the other hand, the political cause the oLr championed
(ethno-cultural justice, politics of recognition and representa-
tion, self-determination, and political autonomy) had already been
transfused into the Ethiopian body politic via the constitution.
Consequently, the Oromo political elite was effectively caught in a
position of ambivalence. The sense of betrayal and disdain the mo-
bilised and politically conscious segment of the Oromo harbored
against the orDO and the fear that the EPRDF was not willing to mean-
ingfully implement the constitutional right to self-determination
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kindled a collective sense of determination. This determination be-
came evident in the persistent yet episodic resistance against the
regime in Oromia over the years.

The 2015-18 Oromo protest movement falls into that tradition
of resistance. During this time, the protests had a strong organisa-
tional base, embraced political pragmatism, and eventually shifted
its objective to target the regime itself. The effective communication
strategy and the protesters’ sense of purpose and determination al-
lowed the 2015-18 ‘Oromo protests’ to gain political momentum.

The Politics of Securitisation: Poverty and Ethnicity

The Oromo protest movement was a direct outcome of the EPRDF’s
politics of securitisation that followed the 2005 election turmoil.
The political awakening and the public’s discontent had become a
matter of regime survival, and the EPRDF strategically stifled organ-
ised opposition. Drawing on its Leninist ideology, the EPRDF waged
a political war against those it called ‘narrow nationalists’ and ‘chau-
vinists’. The EPRDF labelled organised political opposition groups,
including the oLF and Ginbot 7, a political force organised by for-
mer CUD leaders in exile, as terrorist organisations. While the EPRDF
used the language of ‘narrow nationalism’ to accuse Oromo nation-
alists of being affiliated to, or at least indirectly supporting, the OLF,
it used ‘chauvinist’ language to criminalise organised opposition in
the Amhara Region.

Over the years, the EPRDF deployed democratic centralism to sup-
press dissenting voices within the ruling coalition. It also deployed
the ‘chauvinist’ and ‘narrow nationalist’ language to intimidate
members who were perceived as deviating from the party line. Re-
gional states, contrary to the constitutionally guaranteed principle
of self-administration, were left to exercise cultural rights only. Polit-
ical autonomy was a rare in regional states, and the federal political
structure was never ‘a laboratory of democracy’. However, despite
the EPRDF’s attempts to restrict the political space, it could not re-
verse nations’ and nationalities’ sense that their constitutionally
stipulated economic and political rights were worth fighting for.

The shift to the renaissance discourse and preoccupation with
development since 2007 was operationalised in the Growth and
Transformation Plan (GTP) that the EPRDF rolled out after the
2010 general election. The plan included a number of grand
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development projects designed to transform the economy of the
country. The GTP was meant to ensure Ethiopia reached middle
income status by 2025, an objective that was nearly impossible to
reach. However, a close reading of the plan reveals that the com-
mitment to development had a wider political meaning. According
to the GTp, the plan was meant to ‘establish suitable conditions for
sustainable nation building through the creation of a stable, demo-
cratic and developmental state (emphasis added) (Ministry of Finance
and Economic Development 2010). Leaving aside the debate on
the democratic credentials of the traditional developmental states,
it was strikingly clear that the government intended to use develop-
ment to ensure the stability of the state. As Meles often argued, a
country stricken by abject poverty would be less likely to be stable,
with liberal democratic ideals, and such countries should make de-
velopment a hegemonic discourse a priori (De Waal 2012). The TP
was one instrument to make development and developmentalism a
hegemonic discourse at both state and society levels. Concomitantly,
the implementation of such a plan with multiple grand develop-
ment projects entailed the centralised and top-down appropriation
of land across the country. Moreover, making the development dis-
course hegemonic meant disregarding competing perspectives.
The controversial Master Plan was conceived in this context.

THE RUPTURE: THE ACT, OBJECT, MEANS, AND
REDRESS OF THE OROMO PROTEST MOVEMENT

Dubbiin lafaa dubbii lafeeti! [The matter
of land is a matter of the bones]14

The contestations over land in Oromia are rooted in history and
collective memory. The North-South cleavage in Ethiopia’s political
history is not only a historical matter of the formation of the Ethi-
opian state and about who took what role in the process; it is also a
political divide deeply entrenched in the traditional system of land
tenure and social structure. While land ownership was structured
through the ‘rist and gult’ system in the historic North, the wider
South, including what is now Oromia, often lacked property rights
to land until the Dergue announced a land reform policy in 1975. In
fact, one of the cardinal principles that galvanised the Ethiopian Stu-
dent Movement against the Haile Selassie regime, captured in their
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famous slogan ‘Land to the Tiller’, was the perceived injustice of
the Ethiopian land tenure system. By not taking into account these
historic trajectories, the EPRDF’s development projects disregarded
the meaning attached to land by people living in the South, and in
many cases, they also threatened people’s livelihoods. The EPRDF’s
policies, invoking constitutional loopholes, led to the large-scale dis-
location of farmers. This led the public to disapprovingly label the
EPRDF’s policy ‘land to the investor’ (Abbink 2011; Desaleng 2011).

It was under these circumstances that the EPRDF’s firm stance
on implementing the Master Plan was made public. What started
as a small protest by the youth against the local government’s at-
tempt to give a football field to an investor in Ginchi town later
swept across Oromia in 2015. The Master Plan became the object
of the protesters, who held that it represented yet another govern-
ment attempt to incorporate the adjoining small towns of Oromia
(by then reconstituted into the Special Oromia Zone) into the
federally administered capital city, Addis Ababa. The protest move-
ment condemned the government’s move to evict Oromo farmers
and accused it of land grabbing disguised as a development pro-
ject.’> The protests were initially framed in ethnic terms, as they
used ethnic networks, appealing to the Oromo community to resist
authoritarian developmentalism. However, the protest movement
soon addressed wider issues and adopted its communications ac-
cordingly. The eviction issue was framed as unconstitutional and the
EPRDF was condemned for failing to adhere to the constitution it
had crafted. Drawing on the language of the constitution and fram-
ing the protest using EPRDF sanctioned terms denied the regime the
opportunity to invoke a constitutional counter narrative against the
protesters. The speed and intensity of the protest movement pro-
gressively captured the imagination of the wider public.

The protest movement’s ability to delineate the object of protest
among a wide array of issues was as critical as their means of protest
- non-violence'® - to their success. Given the resentment across the
country in relation to land grabbing, dispossession, and disloca-
tion of people, the grievances of the protesters resonated with the
wider public. The Oromo intelligentsia and notable individuals in
Oromo popular culture, such as Hachalu Hundenssa,'7 were key
in mobilising the protestors, as well as in ensuring wider support
to the Qeerroo protest. The leaders of the protest framed the pro-
test movement in ways that tapped into overlapping conceptions of
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justice and fairness and promised benefits to the wider population.
Rather than dwelling on the politics of resentment and grievance
and speaking exclusively to the Oromo, they focused on TPLF’s he-
gemonic, ethnocentric, authoritarian, and exclusionary mode of
governance. This messaging helped the movement gain sympa-
thy and galvanised support from the ‘general public’. Finally, the
intelligentsia supporting the Qeerroo understood global politics,
particularly the interests of the West, ensuring international sup-
port for the movement.

Cognisant of the scepticism of the West towards the Oromo protest,
inclined to framing it in ethnic if not tribal terms, the intelligentsia
expertly narrated the grievances and the resentments of the protest-
ers and the Oromo masses at large in language grafted from liberal
ideals. The central themes of the political discourse they communi-
cated to the West and to the non-Oromo public in Ethiopia itself were
fidelity to the constitution; social justice and authoritarian develop-
ment; recognition, representation, and democratic dispensation.’®
This not only reduced the scepticism of Western emissaries in the
corridors of power within embassies in Addis and beyond, but also
encouraged a significant sense of empathy and understanding of the
movement by the rest of the Ethiopian public. The heavy handed-
ness of the government, the cruelty and excessive violence of the state
against protesters (such as the Irreecha massacre'?), coupled with the
fatigue and disdain the public had towards the regime, reduced pos-
sible active antagonism towards the movement.

In the same vein, the sophistication in the choreography, move-
ment, and gesturing that the protestors demonstrated cemented a
powerful imagery in the minds of the wider public. The protestors,
in multiple university campuses across the country, were often seen
dressed in black and kneeling down with their hands crossed over
their heads, one of the most powerful symbols of social protest in
the country’s modern history. Borrowed from the Dimtsachin Yisema
protest movement, the crossed hands over the heads of protestors be-
came an embodiment of oppression and the yearning to become free
from the EPRDF’s control. This symbol was later popularised by ath-
lete Feyissa Lelissa, who introduced the symbol to the world when he
crossed the marathon finish line in third position at the Rio Olym-
pics. This gesture not only drew attention to the cause of the Oromo
protest but also inspired the overlapping conceptions of (in)justice
and (un)fairness across other ethnic groups in the country.
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From ‘No to the Master Plan’to ‘Down ... Down Woyane’

The Oromo protest movement was unique in its pragmatism. It
adapted its objectives of protest in response to the regime’s atti-
tude towards the protesters. The more the regime tried to fight the
movement through brute force, the more assertive the protestors
became in directing their resentment against the regime. The lead-
ers of the protest movement were strategic in crafting the acts of
protest, guiding the youth towards using non-violent means of re-
sistance. Jawar Mohammed, an Ethopian living in the United States,
gradually emerged as almost the sole leader of the protest move-
ment (Astebg 2020). Reminiscent of the charismatic leader of the
Mecha and Tulema Self-Help Association, General Tadesse Beru,
Jawar became a powerful leader of the protest movement.

The protesters progressively became a personification of the dis-
content of the public at large, which emboldened them to embrace
larger objectives. Initially, the name of the protest movement be-
came the subject of discussion by the wider public, putting it high
on the national agenda. The name Qeerroo itself was important for
political messaging in two ways: the fact that the name was culturally
rooted helped the youth reassert their ethnic identity and galvanise
their kin behind nationalistic aspirations; the novelty of the name
meant that the non-Oromo elite and the public enquired about its
meaning, attracting nationwide attention. The protest movement
also paid symbolic homage to Gaddaa*® (and ideals within it such as
Sabonuma, Oromuma, and Seeraa) the moment the youth appropri-
ated the name Qeerroo. Moreover, by paying homage to the symbols
and symbolisms of the Oromo cultural institutions, the protest suc-
cessfully brought the traditional social and cultural structures of the
Oromo society into the protest movement. The traditional network
of leaders and institutions supported the movement led by their
children.*" In effect, these structures and institutions in many cases
freed themselves from the bondage of state ‘co-optation” and made
an alliance with the movement. Beyond publicly expressing their
support to the Qeerroo, local leaders also denounced the use of force
against the protesters (ESAT 2016).

Subsequently, the protest movement made clear that its protest
was directed to the regime and the prescribed redress was ‘down
... down ... Woyane’. The leaders of the protest orchestrated a se-
ries of non-violent acts of civil disobedience, exposing the regime’s
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ever-diminishing capabilities of containment and co-optation. Grue-
some pictures of government repression and heart-breaking stories
following government crackdowns were publicised through social
media. Grief and agony were systematically deployed to re-energise
the protestors and gain the empathy of the wider public. The po-
litically mobilised and influential Oromo diaspora followed events
in real-time and exposed the capabilities of the regime to the inter-
national community.*® The regime was named and shamed for its
authoritarian rule, and the international community started to ex-
ercise political pressure. The protest movement was so clandestine,
well organized, and embedded in ethnic networks that the regime
failed to contain it even during the states of emergency it declared
in 2016 and 2018. Eventually, it became clear that the Qeerroo were
determined to realise the ultimate redress for their grievance — the
dismantlement of the TpPLF hegemony.

Speaking Power to “Truth’: Reversing the Power Relations

One of the foundational successes of the Oromo protest movement
was its ability to deny the regime a monopoly over the narrative and
to create its own. In the process, it exposed the TPLF hegemony over
the Ethiopian political economy and the rampant and structural
kleptocratic mode of rule. By spotting the overlapping conceptions
of (in)justice and (un)fairness, the protest in effect mobilised other
ethnic groups, triggering yet another consequential protest move-
ment in the Amhara Region, whose alliance with the Qeerroo later
made the TPLF’s retreat inevitable.

Since the mid-19gos the EPRDF regime had persistently tried to
portray any and all assertive and organised Oromo political resist-
ance movements as extensions of the oLr. The state machineries and
propaganda instruments were deployed to depict Oromo opposi-
tion movements as essentially secessionist. Although secession was a
constitutionally stipulated group right, the government invoked the
idea that Oromo opposition was driven by narrow-nationalist terror-
ists intending to disintegrate the Ethiopian state and incapable of
civil discourse and politics. Given the monopoly of narrative the re-
gime maintained over the years, the public was largely conditioned to
view organised Oromo political movements with suspicion. However,
the Qeerroo movement successfully questioned this discourse with its
moderate, relatively liberal, anti-hegemony narrative. The pressure
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the protest movement exerted on the regime was so immense that
the hitherto ironclad party discipline built with democratic central-
ism and revolutionary democracy started to crumble. In the process,
the oppo and the Amhara National Democratic Movement (ANDM)
began to progressively assert their independence, deviate from the
party line, and confront the TPLF heavyweights. Criticising the TPLF
publicly, not heeding party orders, and failing to implement federal
policy guidelines indicated to the public that both parties were chal-
lenging the TPLF hegemony (Biniyam 2018).

In the end, the protest movement reversed the power relations,
and through meticulous political messaging spoke power unto his-
toric Oromo ‘truth’ it articulated the injustice and unfairness of
Oromo exclusion and marginalisation and indicated its aspirations
for power. Moreover, it normalised the very idea that Ethiopia could
live with an assertive Oromo at the helm of the Ethiopian state. This
was later demonstrated with the coming to power of Abiy Ahmed and
the support his ascent to power garnered across the country. How-
ever, the protest movement and its leaders had to deploy multiple
and sustained instruments of political messaging and alliance for-
mation, identify the overlapping conceptions of fairness and justice,
and concretely define the ultimate goal of the protest movement.

Liberating the Air Waves” and Dominating ‘New Media’

Jawar Mohammed was not a newcomer to social movements in
Ethiopia. He was actively following, and at times articulating, the
grievances of the 2011/12 Ethiopian Muslim protest against the re-
gime. However, he became prominent after his 2014 (in)famous ‘I
am Oromo First’ remark on Al Jazeera (The Stream 201g). Chal-
lenging the hegemony of national identity, he expressed priority
for his ethnic identity. He was widely condemned by the Ethiopia-
nist camp over his comment, and the controversy transformed him
into a public figure. He doubled down and commenced town hall
tours across Europe and the United States. He simultaneously held
a series of fundraising events. In his words, he ‘collected the rocks
thrown at him and built something out of [them]’. That ‘some-
thing’ was a media house called the Oromia Media Network, which
went on air on 2014. Fatigued with the state’s univocal media space,
the community took the alternative space to heart; the oMN estab-
lished a loyal audience in Oromia and became a voice of resistance.
Despite the government’s attempt to criminalise watching some
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resistance media,* outlets telecasted mainly from the United States
and the community managed to watch them by installing satellite
dish receivers.

Following the intensification of the protest movement in Oromia,
the OMN became instrumental in both setting agendas and replay-
ing the voices in the streets of Oromia to the protesters and beyond,
motivating the former through narrating their achievements.
Exploiting the advent of social media that de-monopolised and de-
centred the flow of information and its instantaneous nature, OMN
expertly destabilised the regime’s monopoly of narrative. The polit-
ically educated and mobilised diaspora rallied behind the oM~ and
articulated protestors’ resentment in ways easily understood by both
non-Oromos in Ethiopia and the international community at large.
The intelligentsia articulated the grievances of protestors along with
possible prescribed redresses. They initially demanded the Master
Plan be revoked. Once the regime resorted to violence, their object
became the state and the demand shifted to dismantling the TPLF’s
hegemony. They also raised constitutional and structural issues in
their demand for ‘Abba Biyyuma’, or self-rule: the ‘special interest’ of
Oromia over Addis Ababa to be legally recognised, Afaan Oromo to
be elevated to a federal working language, and for a just leadership
role of the Oromo at the federal government level.

By the time the EPRDF was struggling with infighting within its
party apparatus, the oMN had started to cooperate with an asser-
tive and reformist group within the oPpo, reversing power relations
and dismantling the EPRDF’s power of co-option (Jawar 2020). This
in turn influenced the state media in the region to reinvent itself as
assertive, vocal, and relatively independent. Eventually, it became
clear that the airwaves in Oromia liberated themselves from the
hitherto iron grip of EPRDF.

Building a Formidable Alliance and Imposing Redress

The final step of the protest movements’ effort to reverse the dis-
parity of power relations with the regime was the cooperation
it established with a like-minded and reformist faction of the
oprpo. However, the faction had to prove itself dependable and
resilient. In the process, Lemma Megerssa, the speaker of the re-
gional house, became prominent and caught the attention of the
protestors. While the federal government was pushing for the im-
plementation of the Master Plan, he went to a community meeting
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at Burayu, on the outskirts of Addis, and told the audience that
the plan could be revoked if it was rejected by the public. When he
became the President of Oromia Regional State, he and his party
publicly demanded Afaan Oromo be elevated to federal working
language status, echoing the cardinal demands of the protestors.
Signalling the infighting within the party, he openly declared that
the oppO was accountable to the people and the people alone.
This was a fascinating turn of events for the Oromo, paving the
way for the cooperation between the Team Lemma faction of the
oprDpO and the Qeerroo.

Once the reformist orpo faction realised it had the backing of the
streets, it resisted the regime’s dictates and began to openly refute
the assertions of the federal government. After the eruption of the
protest movement in the Amhara Region, reformist factions of the
orDO and ANDM within the Front forged an alliance and started test-
ing the waters through their regional communication offices. In the
process, the heads of the regional communication offices, Addisu
Kitessa and Nigusu Tilahun, started to echo protesters’ demands on
their regional state media and openly endorsed the demands as just
and constitutional. In turn, some of the oppo old guard, who were
considered as the architects of the reformist faction, joined the defi-
ance. Accordingly, in October 2017, Abadula Gemeda, then speaker
of the federal lower house, submitted his resignation, an act un-
heard of in the EPRDF’s history. His statement implicitly recognised
the justness of the protestors’ cause and the excesses of the federal
government’s efforts in containment. In the meantime, he started
going to local radio and television stations and signalled his support
for the protesters’ demands.

Cognisant of the severity of the factionalism within the EPRDF,
the TpLF old guards were brought out of retirement and sent to
state-owned media stations, such as Fana and ETV, to condemn the
protestors and what they called the trend of establishing an ‘un-
principled alliance’ within the Front. However, the old guards were
unable to convince either their colleagues in the party or the public
at large. To some, it even sounded as if they were protesting against
the protestors, revealing the complete reversal of power relations
between the protestors and the regime. At the same time, the re-
formist opDO and ANDM factions held a series of symbolic events that
strengthened the alliance between the two parties. The Oromo-
Amhara ethnic alliance became increasingly public. In October
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2017, the Oromia regional government deployed some 200 youth
to the Amhara Region to join the Lake Tana conservation efforts.
The youth went to Bahir Dar with the motto ‘Tana Keenyaa' (‘Tana
is Ours’) and joined the campaign of clearing the water hyacinth
weed that threatened Tana. The event was widely reported by the
two regions’ media and narrated as an event solidifying the historic
ties between the people of the two regions.

The final nail in the coffin for the regime and the TPLF was the
Bahir Dar conference. In November 2017, a delegation of academ-
ics, elders, scholars, and artists from Oromia, led by Lema Megerssa,
went to Bahir Dar. The delegation was ceremonially welcomed by
Gedu Andargachew, the then president of the Amhara Region, and
in a live telecasted event was held, a show of force filled with sym-
bolism and emotive assertions. The event was a watershed moment
in the protest movement, for it clearly indicated what would tran-
spire a little later. The event not only asserted the Oromo-Amhara
alliance, but it also signalled how fast the tide was turning against
the TpLF. We later understood that the two reformist factions de-
signed the alliance in coordination with the leaders of the protest
movements. The alliance was built while the protestors were still in
the streets exerting maximum pressure on the TpLF. On 15 February
2018, Prime Minister Hailemariam resigned, later to be replaced by
Abiy Ahmed, one of the architects and leading members of the re-
formist oppo faction and the Oromo—-Amhara alliance.

CONCLUSION: BETWEEN TRIUMPH
AND BUYER’S REMORSE?

The Oromo protest movement is a consequential and successful
social movement unprecedented in Ethiopia’s modern history. It
meticulously navigated the political space and identified issues that
resonated with others, tapping into a joint conception of justice and
fairness. More importantly, it overcame the pressure from the re-
gime’s power of coercion and co-optation and reversed the power
relations to its advantage. Ultimately, it pushed out the TPLF from its
hegemonic status and installed a reformist in Abiy Ahmed.

Abiy initially received overwhelming support across ethnic
groups. He promised to reform the security sector and conduct pol-
itics civilly, he invited exiled oppositions groups to return, released
political prisoners, and opened up the political space and made



232 Citizens, Civil Society, and Activism

peace with Eritrea. His reviews were glowing from both within and
outside Ethiopia. In 2018 he was awarded the Nobel peace prize
for his achievements. All the while, his original constituencies in
his home state were watching with curiosity. His rhetoric and his
conception of Ethiopia were viewed with suspicion and reservation
by the protestors.** Many felt that the government’s Ethiopianist
discourse put it on collision course with the Oromo political oppo-
sition who emphasised the colonial and national oppression thesis.
Moreover, the increasing political instability and closing of the civic
space, as well as the outbreak of a civil war in 2021 that essentially
placed the federal government and the TPLF in opposition, signifi-
cantly bring into question the democratic character of the political
transition in Ethiopia.

Abiy reconstituted the ruling party he inherited. He advocated for
politics of convergence. He merged the EPRDF coalition with what
EPRDF organised and labeled as Agar parties (affiliate regional par-
ties) and in December 2019 formed the Prosperity Party. The TPLF
withdrew from the process and the coalition and then retreated
to Tigray. However, the party merger unleashed opposition from
both his own party and the opposition camp alike. Detractors be-
gan labelling him ‘unionist’, a reviled political epithet in the Oromo
political discourse (Tegbaru 2021). After Lema Megersa, reportedly,
openly opposed the merger and the very ideology Medemer, he was
forced out of the party and from his government position. Jawar
Mohammed became openly hostile to Abiy’s move to merge the
party and what he called ‘Abiy’s authoritarian instincts’. The po-
litical crisis and instability that ensued after Jawar claimed to have
been attacked by government forces widened a split between the
Oromo elite and the youth. This was further widened by the assassi-
nation of Hachalu Hundessa and the arrest of Jawar, Bekele Gerba,
a senior political figure in the Oromo Federalist Congress (OFC)
opposition party, and others in 2020. In the process, voices claim-
ing that Abiy reneged on the foundational demands of the protest
movement came to the fore.

Splits within the Qeerroo movement have become increasingly
visible at the time of writing in 2022, with parts of the Qeerroo
supporting the Abiy government, while others have engaged in re-
newed contestation of political power in Ethiopia. While the Abiy
government successfully co-opted parts of the Qeerroo movement
(e.g., through offering jobs within the state as well as other eco-
nomic and political rents), other parties have increasingly criticised
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the government. Protest events in Addis Ababa and the wider
Oromia Regional State after the death of Hachalu Hundessa indi-
cated increasing dissatisfaction with Abiy’s government. Moreover,
the occurrence of violence in the Qeerroo protests and the Qeer-
r00’s involvement in ethnic conflict as well as in violent protests in
Ethiopia’s capital, Addis Ababa, have led to decreased support of
the movement in broader society. The movement has increasingly
been perceived as one that promotes an ethnic agenda, rather than
fighting for political and civic rights in society at large. The Qeerroo
movement thus symbolises both the democratic power of civil soci-
ety and its ‘uncivil’ pitfalls. While it heralded the end of the TPLF’s
stronghold over power in Ethiopia, the initially largely non-violent
movement has partly turned violent and has promoted particular-
istic agendas.

NOTES

1 Trying to emulate the developmental state model of the Asian Tigers,
the EPRDF embarked on an ambitious state-driven development
project, aiming at rapid and sustained industrialisation. As part of its
developmentalist objectives, the ruling coalition managed, among
other things, to garner public support for the construction of the
Great Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, a massive hydropower project that
was started in 2011.

2 Interview with a former senior oppo official, Addis Ababa, January
2020.

3 By ‘party channels’, I mean the EPRDF’s modus operandi of conducting
the affairs of the state through the party’s highly centralised chain of
command. The EPRDF was known for its strong party discipline and
its dogmatic adherence to the principle of ‘democratic centralism’.
This was antithetical to the federal idea, since all policy prescriptions,
strategies, and directives were crafted by the party’s executive and
sent out to regions for implementation to the letter. The same was
also true as it relates to matters of peace and security.

4 The term ‘Woyane has often been used as a diminutive, pejorative,
political epithet to describe and/or address the h@vt (HiWoHat, the
Tigrigna version of the TPLF).

5 Interview with senior member of the (then) EPRDF, April 2019, Addis
Ababa.

6 Qeerroo means bachelor or youth and symbolises the mobilisation of
the Oromo youth for political freedom and greater representation.
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Interview with a former member of the Oromo Federalist Congress,
Addis Ababa, June 2019; interview with a member of the opPpoO (since
rechristened as the Oromia office of Prosperity Party), Addis Ababa,
April 2020.

Several rights organisations have documented the OPDO’s repressive
tactics used to silence voices in Oromia. For a detailed description of
this pattern, see Human Rights Watch (2005).

The ‘Wolqait Committee’ was a consortium of individuals who
claimed the TPLF unjustly included Wolqait in the Tigray Regional
State. This committee, led by a former member of the Ethiopian
National Defense Force, advocated the return of the territory to
Ambhara Regional State through a referendum. This is still one of the
thorny issues complicating mediation efforts between the TpLF and
the federal government since the eruption of a fully fledged war in
November 2020.

Awol Allo, quoted in a Voice of America news analysis (Craig 2016a).
Interview with a prominent Qeerroo in Shashemene, Oromia, May
2020.

For an interesting analysis of this ‘moment of alliance’ see Awol
(2016).

Interview with former member of the oppo, Addis Ababa, July 2020.
These words were used by Bekele Naga, Secretary of the Oromo
Federalist Congress, to denounce state violations of the people’s
constitutional right to land in Oromia and suggest that land grabbing
eventually leads to ‘cultural genocide’ (Yohannes 2015).

Interview with protest leader in Ambo, Addis Ababa, April 2018.
While the Qeerroo protests were initially mostly peaceful and their
leaders repeatedly used to caution the participants not to resort

to violence (Gardner 2018), physical violence has occurred in

some instances. Destruction of public and private property has
accompanied some of the protests, and over time ethnically targeted
violence has also marked some of the events (Pellerin and Ashenafi
2021; Davisson and Leak 2019).

Hachalu Hundessa was a renowned Oromo singer and political icon.
His protest songs unified the Qeerroo and encouraged resistance (Allo
2015).

See the writings of Jawar Mohammed, Ezkiel Gebissa, Tsegaye
Regassa, Awol Allo, Etana Habte, Henok Gabissa in the Addis Standard
and for other international mainstream media.

For further information see Horne (2017).
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20 Gadaa is the indigenous democratic governance system of the
Oromo, regulating not only the political and economic affairs but
also the social and religious affairs of the community. For a more in-
depth discussion, see Asmarom (1973, 2917).

21 Interview with a Community Leader, Goba, Oromia, January 2019.

22 Interview with a Qeerroo activist, Addis Ababa, March 2020.

29 For a description of how the 2016 state of emergency declared by
the government was used to criminalise the dissemination of protest
footage and watching the OMN, see BBC (2016).

24 Interview with a Qeerroo activist, Shashemene, May 2019.
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Civic Activism and Civil
Society Reform in Ethiopia

Camille Louise Pellerin and Abduletif Kedir Idris

Civil society activism in Ethiopia became increasingly securitised
under the rule of the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic
Front (EPRDF) from 1991 to 2019 (Pellerin 2020). In 2009, the Ethi-
opian government passed the Charities and Societies Proclamation
(chsp), as a consequence of the heavy involvement of civil society or-
ganisations (csos) in the 2005 general election, exampled by their
running voter education and election monitoring campaigns. The
chsp prohibited the use of international donor funding for democ-
racy promotion and other rights-based activities, resulting in large
parts of Ethiopian organised civil society having to restructure, redi-
recting operations towards development and relief activities (Jalale
and Wolff 2019). The proclamation was intended to prevent contes-
tation of the EPRDF regime by cso0s. Increasingly, after 2009, formally
registered csos shifted their work away from rights advocacy towards
service provision (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2015), often collaborat-
ing with the government (see chapter 2). Despite the shift in the
work of ¢sos, the Ethiopian government remained suspicious, al-
ways anticipating potential challenges to its rule. Consequently,
under EPRDF rule, the relationship between the government and
csos remained antagonistic. Further, csos’ operational ability be-
came more and more curtailed, which led to grievances within csos
and harsh criticism from international actors, who denounced the
backlash against civic activism in Ethiopia (Sisay 2012; Gebre 2016).

Eventually, in 2016-17, the EPRDF’s authoritarian rule provoked
the emergence, countrywide, of anti-government protests, calling
for the respect of democratic and civic rights. In spring 2018, due
to the unceasing nature of the protests, the EPRDF was forced to
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engage in political reforms (Temin and Badwaza 2019). On 5 Feb-
ruary 2019, parliament passed the Organizations of Civil Societies
Proclamation (Proclamation No. 1113/2019), which marked an im-
portant shift in the relationship between the state and csos. The
contents of the proclamation reflected liberal political ideas about
the role of civil society and guaranteed extensive rights to GSos.
Ethiopian citizens and external observers of Ethiopia interpreted
the swift legal reform as a proof of the willingness of Abiy Ahmed,
the new prime minister, to lead the country towards democracy. Af-
ter two years of slow implementation of the new civil society law,
increased political instability, and general signs of backtracking on
the transition process, hopes regarding the country’s transition pro-
cess were called into doubt, and questions were raised as to why the
reform process had not been successful.

Our aim in this chapter is to situate the 2019 legal reform of the
Ethiopian civil society sector within the political economy of the
transition process under Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed. The chapter
presents an in-depth case study of the drafting process of the law, its
adoption and implementation, so as to understand the role of civil
society in the reform process, the intention behind the new civil so-
ciety law, and implementation problems.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Ethiopia’s 2019 civil society law was understood widely as a
government-led legal reform process, and little was said or known
about the involvement of civil society actors. In this chapter, we aim
to rectify this narrative of a government-driven reform process by
exploring the parts of the political reform that were not visible to
the public eye but that provide important information on the in-
volvement of different actors in the reform process and the ways in
which different groups of actors facilitated but also hindered the re-
form and its implementation.

Crucially, the prospects for democratic transition do not hinge
simply on the existence of democratic political reforms, but also de-
pend on their implementation. To understand why some reforms
succeed and others fail, it is important to analyse: who was involved
in the reform process, and in what ways; how legal reforms were
negotiated and drafted; and how reforms were interpreted and ap-
plied, or not applied. The research reported in this chapter involves



Civic Activism and Civil Society Reform in Ethiopia 241

the exploration of the ‘grey zone’ of politics instead of focusing
primarily on the content of political reforms. The study of civic ac-
tivism for democratic political reform requires the approach to be
in-depth and ethnographic. The creation of trust and interpersonal
relationships is required, over a long period of fieldwork, to dis-
cover that which is not visible in the formal public realm, and to
capture people’s personal experiences (Auyero 2006).

The data for this chapter were collected individually and jointly
by the authors, using ethnographic research looking at civil society—
state relations, political reform, and democratisation in Ethiopia
over six years. Data were collected through formal interviews, par-
ticipative and passive observations, and work in the political reform
process. Abdulatif was a member of the working group drafting Ethio-
pia’s new civil society proclamation, while Camille Louise worked with
the agency in charge of implementing the new cso law, as part of a
consultancy assignment. Thus, our work involvements have given us
privileged access not only to information but also to crucial insights
that we could use in our analysis. However, our positionality as not
only researchers but also participants in the reform process required
us to reflect critically on the ethics of using information acquired as
part of our work for our research. All the data used in this chapter
have been jointly and critically analysed, to guarantee that confiden-
tial information and information with possible real-life implications
has been excluded. As far as possible, we have relied on publicly avail-
able material and information, or on personal interviews, the use of
which has been discussed with the individuals involved.

Democratic political reform and civic activism in its favour are key
in enabling the design of effective policies to support democratisa-
tion processes and democratic consolidation. However, in research
terms, this topic constitutes a sensitive area that could have negative
implications for research participants. Political transition processes
involve the renegotiation of power structures, often between old
and new political, economic, and bureaucratic elites and civil so-
ciety, and constitute playing fields where competing actors try to
assert their power. Analysing such processes risks revealing sensitive
information about struggles in and around the state that otherwise
are concealed from the public eye. Thus, all interviews used in this
chapter have been anonymised, to guarantee confidentiality to the
highest possible degree and to protect research participants from
possible negative consequences.
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CIVIC ACTIVISM FOR LEGAL CHANGE

Since the 19gos, csos in Ethiopia have advocated for an enabling
legal framework to facilitate their work as representatives of their
members and as beneficiaries and watchdogs of the government.
They were unsuccessful for a long time prior to the adoption of the
chsp, but they continued to lobby, to carry out research into the
matter, and to make concrete suggestions for legal change. In the
long term, these suggestions had a critical influence on the legal
change that embraced a liberal framework for civil society activism.

Before the adoption of the 2009 chsp, the operation of csos was
regulated by the civil code of 1960 and executive regulations. From
the mid-19gos onwards, csos had already been lobbying for the
adoption of a new civil society law, as they judged the then legal
framework to be outdated (Jalale and Wolff 2019; Clark, Lough-
ran, and Bekele 2000, 18). Discussions about a new civil society
law started officially in 2000, and the Ministry of Justice set up a
joint working group, primarily with NGos, to discuss the new legal
framework. State representatives felt that the csos were unwilling to
accept regulations of their operations, and the csos in turn feared
that the EPRDF government wanted to use the new law to gain more
control over civil society (MoCB 2004, 17)."! At least three different
draft laws were produced, including one proposed by csos, but the
lack of mutual trust between the parties precluded reaching a con-
sensus (Yitayew 2010, 205).*

The drafting process thatled to the adoption of the 2009 chsp was
launched in 2007. Throughout the drafting process, csos lobbied
for a new legal framework that would facilitate, not hamper their
work. They also approached international actors to put pressure on
the EPRDF government to prevent it from passing a law restricting
the civil society space (Pellerin 2019, chap. 7). The drafting group
set up by the Ministry of Justice under the auspices of former prime
minister Meles Zenawi met with ¢sos on several occasions during
the drafting process. However, instead of facilitating communica-
tion, these meetings increased the animosity between state officials
and representatives from civil society.3 International actors tried to
influence the drafting process through bilateral and multilateral
meetings with Meles and other high level state officials. The US,
UK, and French ambassadors, for example, met Meles on four occa-
sions, in May, June, July, and October 2008, to discuss the drafts of
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the chsp (Yamamoto 2008b,c). The international community tried
to ‘kill or delay the bill’ (emphasis added) and they also attempted to
influence its technicalities, to make it less prohibitive (Yamamoto
2008a). However, these international actors did not manage to in-
fluence the proclamation’s content fundamentally.

International donors and ¢sos continued to lobby for changes to
the chsp after its adoption. International donors funded the “Track-
ing Trends in Ethiopian Civil Society Project’ (DFiD 2013) to ‘monitor
and research emerging issues, changes and trends in Ethiopia’s civil
society sector, including those arising from the implementation,
enforcement and impact of the Proclamation on Charities and So-
cieties (pCs), and to contribute to fora for informed dialogue and
constructive engagement at different levels’ (DFiD 2010). As a re-
sult, numerous studies documented the immediate impact of the
chsp on the overall civil society landscape as well as ¢so operations.
Donors also commissioned mapping studies to document changes
in Ethiopian civil society at a national level (Gebre, Debebe, and
Kelkilachew 2014; Cerritelli, Akalewold, and Abagodu 2008). These
studies provided ample data on the impact of the chsp and demon-
strated how it restricted the work of cs0s.

The impact of the chsp, together with its interpretation by the
body in charge of its implementation, the Charities and Societies
Agency (csA), was discussed by ¢sos in joint forums. Aware of these
discussions and with the intention of influencing them, the govern-
ment facilitated the set-up of the Ethiopian Charities and Societies
Forum (EcsF), a consortium bringing together charities and soci-
eties registered under the chsp. Officially independent, the EcsF
was affiliated to the EPRDF through its leadership* and, although
the Ecsr facilitated dialogue between the government and csos, it
clearly operated within the government-imposed boundaries. Some
of its members put the forum under pressure, demanding advocacy
on their behalf and forced the forum to lobby for legal change. Al-
though such attempts were without significant success, they testified
to the fact that the co-optation of the Ecsr by the ruling coalition
was not complete. Instead, the forum sometimes used its strong
connections in various government offices to try to lobby on behalf
of its members.

In 2017, when protests were rocking the country and the EPRDF
was encountering internal power struggles and a loss of its abso-
lute power monopoly, several civil society activists used the ECSF to
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push for legal change more actively.> These activists, who had coex-
isted with the EPRDF government for a long time, used the political
momentum to contest the 2009 Charities and Societies Proclama-
tion, using the ECSF to give their claims credibility and to access
government actors. The government had set up a committee to dis-
cuss, amongst other things, civil society issues, and the ECSF was on
the committee. An activist joined the forum ‘on purpose, support-
ing them. They [the forum] had access to the Prime Minister. We
provided advice through them to the committee on civil society is-
sues. We proposed a document with 47 pages on key amendment
areas. Meseret [the director of the Charities and Societies Agency]
wasn’t happy at all. He banned the forum for a while. He split them
on purpose to disrupt their work.”® However, thanks to its close con-
nections to Abiy and other emerging political elites, the Forum
continued to operate, regained its registration, and became an im-
portant actor in the legal reform process of the 2009 chsp.?

After Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed came into power in April 2018,
revising the 2009 chsp was a key item on the reform agenda, as it
was meant addressing legislation restricting the civic and political
rights of Ethiopian citizens. The new civil society law was drafted by
a working group of the so called Legal and Justice Affairs Advisory
Council (LjaAc) under the auspices of the Attorney General’s office.
The organised c¢so networks, such as the £csr, played a central role
in the legal reform process through what might be characterised
as a lobbying and cooperative relationship with the advisory coun-
cil and the working group. Leaders from the EcsF and individual
csos participated in the working group in charge of reviewing and
adapting the legal framework regulating civil society. Cooperating
with the government to achieve legal change, they shared studies on
the shortcomings of the chsp and the broader legal framework gov-
erning the sector with other members of the working group. These
studies significantly informed the diagnostic study produced by the
working group, which in turn influenced the eventual draft procla-
mation to replace the chsp (LjAAC 2018).

Not only did csos take part, enthusiastically, in the consultation
forums on the study and the draft law organised by the council but
they also organised numerous platforms of their own through their
networks such as the Ecsr and Consortium of Christian Relief &
Development Associations (CCrRDA). Further, the Ecsr offered to fa-
cilitate consultation events on the new draft civil society law to take
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place in all regional capitals, for which they would handle both logisti-
cal and financial burdens. The heavily understaffed secretariat of the
council welcomed this initiative, stipulating only that the EcsF invited
all stakeholders, including the relevant administrative departments
and csos that were not members of the Forum. Each member of the
working group was assigned two members of the ECSF to accompany
them on their consultation trips to the regions. The ECSF leadership
team exchanged updates regularly and discussed lobbying strategies
using a Telegram group. Later, the Forum organised a meeting to dis-
cuss lobbying strategies, the legal review process by the government,
and the formal legislative process in the run up to the law’s promul-
gation in February 2019.® The legal reform received pushback from
the agency mandated to implement the 200q chsp (i.e., the csa) and
it was useful that some of the cso leaders were already well networked
within the EPRDF structure; indeed cso actors, in the Forum and else-
where, were instrumental in lobbying in favour of the draft law. Their
work testified to years of contestation of formal government policies
destined to control civil society.

Once the new political leadership had made it clear that it was
open to revising the previous civil society law, competition to dom-
inate the task emerged amongst csos. However, the working group
pre-empted all other parallel initiatives. There were some internal dif-
ferences among the cso leadership networks, some ideological, some
personal, including on who would be able to claim credit for the re-
form. Moreover, testifying to years of co-optation of ¢sos under the
EPRDF regime, some established cso leaders (those affiliated closely
to the old political elites) expressed reservations regarding some of
the key reform points. They argued that, even though the 2009 chsp
and its implementation had a lot of problems, the proposed radical
shift in the cso law risked opening the door to corruption in the sec-
tor, cautioning against going to ‘the extreme opposite’.9 However,
and despite the differences, csos managed, mostly, to present a uni-
fied voice in support of the new civil society legislation.

THE LEGAL AND JUSTICE AFFAIRS
ADVISORY COUNCIL

The new 2019 civil society law was drafted, as mentioned above, by
the LjAAC, which, although its roots date back to the pre-reform pro-
cess,'” was established through administrative legislation (Directive
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No. 24/2010) as an independent body. The Ljaac consisted of
high-profile legal academics and jurists; thirteen senior jurists were
appointed by the Federal Attorney General. Their mandate was to
advise the government on the legal and justice system reforms for a
period of three years starting in June 2018. To deliver the monumen-
tal tasks, the LjaAcC relied, organisationally, on working groups and
a secretariat. The working groups consisted of volunteers who were
experts in the various thematic subjects. They were expected to con-
duct diagnostic analyses of reform needs in their respective subject
areas and recommend solutions that may include drafting and re-
drafting of major legislation. Some members of the advisory council
served as members of a specific working group relevant to their spe-
cial expertise." The secretariat, the only part of the advisory council
with full-time remunerated staff, was tasked with helping both the
council and the working groups with administrative and technical
tasks such as organising consultation events and documentation.

The civil society law working group was composed of the follow-
ing nine people:

® Debebe Hailegebriel, Wongel Abate, and Kumlachew Dagne,
senior lawyers specialising in the civil society sector;

e Dr Tadesse Kassa and Abduletif Kedir Idris, academics from
Addis Ababa University Centre for Human Rights;

® Blen Asrat (ECSF), Meron Aragaw (EwLA), and Blen Sahilu
(Yellow Movement) civil society leaders, who served in the
group in the early crucial days when the diagnostic report was
produced but later left the group to focus on the ATp working
group;

¢ Kinetibeb Arega, a Human Rights Officer, from the OHCHR
office in Addis Ababa; and

® Abebe Fite, a legal drafting expert from the office of the FDRE
Attorney General.

The composition of this working group indicates that little to no
sympathy existed either toward the ideological underpinnings of
the chsp or to the individuals and organisations with vested interest
in maintaining the status quo. In hindsight, one could say that the
composition of this working group set it on a direct collision course
with the officials and bureaucrats at the government agency, that is,
those who had been in charge of implementing the previous chsp,



Civic Activism and Civil Society Reform in Ethiopia 247

the Charities and Societies Agency (hereafter, the Agency). Cru-
cially, the content of Ethiopia’s 2019 civil society law was influenced
by those responsible for drafting it (a combination of independent
lawyers and cso representatives, as we have seen).

THE DRAFTING OF THE NEW PROCLAMATION

csos were involved in the drafting process of Ethiopia’s 2019 civil
society law. Their long-standing activism and work for an enabling
legal framework allowed the working group in charge of reviewing
and redrafting the law not only to act swiftly but to base their work
on information anchored in liberal ideas about politics and human
rights. However, there was major opposition to the drafting process
and to the content of the draft, and this came from the Agency
as well as a few cso leaders that had benefited from the previous
politico-legal arrangements.

The approach taken by the advisory council to organising the in-
itial working groups was to assign specialist legal practitioners and
academics, identified mostly by the original secretariat. Occasion-
ally, a snowballing exercise was undertaken, creating opportunities
for working group members to nominate others they felt it would be
relevant to involve. Given the promise at the highest political level
to overhaul the controversial chsp, there was little disposition at this
stage to involve people from the Agency, or indeed from any other
relevant government body. Most of the working group feared that
such individuals would insist on maintaining the restriction of civil
society space and try to prevent legal changes. However, with a need
to access information from the government and to help with legis-
lative drafting techniques, each working group was assigned a legal
drafting expert from the Office of the Attorney General. So, the cir-
cumstances leading to the creation of the working group meant no
direct involvement for the Agency. For nearly a decade, the Agency,
and its staff, had monopolised the regulation of civil society. The
Agency, its leadership, and its bureaucrats, were characterised by a
mistrust of csos and a conviction that they needed to be controlled
and so, progressively, they had shrunk the space for csos. Over the
first weeks of working together with the working group, the Agency
shared several studies it had conducted and recommendations for
minor changes to the existing proclamation. These had little bear-
ing on the diagnostic study and recommendations prepared by the



248 Citizens, Civil Society, and Activism

working group and presented to the Advisory Council. In the light
of the working group’s actions, the Agency developed grievances.

Some members of the working group were among the most promi-
nentand vocal critics of the existing law and the entire cso regulatory
framework. Mostly, their argument was anchored in standards for
the protection of the freedom of association, borrowed from guide-
lines and indicators developed by global, as well as regional, human
rights norm-setting bodies."” With all its members being lawyers,
most positions and arguments by the working group were norma-
tive. The chsp was one of the most hotly contested legislations. Its
negative impact had been investigated extensively, by both numer-
ous donor-funded policy-oriented studies (Gebre, Debebe, and
Kelkilachew 2014; Brechenmacher 2017) and a wide-ranging list of
academic publications (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2015; Sisay 2012;
Gebre 2016; Pellerin 2020; Yalemzewd, Hopkins, and Noble 2009).
Consequently, there existed much empirical data that the working
group could use in reaching its recommendations. The working
group’s case was for the most radical of the options to reform the
system: repeal and replace the chsp.

At a meeting with the then attorney general, Berhanu Tsegaye,
this radical direction was presented as part of the initial finding of
the working group. This is where the working group experienced
its first opposition. Amongst others attending was the acting direc-
tor of the Agency, together with a few of its other high-level officials.
These Agency delegates defended the ideological background and
the overall objectives of the existing law vigorously, and they argued
that most of the problems in regulating the sector were attribut-
able either to a misunderstanding of the law or to problems of a
rather authoritarian leadership at the agency.' In the few instances
where they agreed on the need for some form of modification, they
cautioned strongly against what they dubbed ‘a tendency to go to
the other extreme and [lose] balance’.’* The acting Agency lead-
ership and staff also lamented strongly the decision not to have
been represented on the working group mandated to rewrite the
very legislation the Agency implemented initially. At the end of the
meeting, although it had been a tense one, both the Attorney Gen-
eral and members of the advisory council gave a positive response to
the recommendation of rewriting the proclamation.

Following this initial discussion, the working group’s plan was
to present the draft diagnostic study to a wider audience, obtain
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feedback, and then proceed to the drafting of a new proclamation.’s
However, soon after the meeting, numerous actors, including per-
sons involved in the drafting of the original chsp ten years earlier,
claimed they had been assigned to draft the replacement procla-
mation by the Attorney General. Feeling that the reform process
was about to be hijacked, and that perhaps they were going to be
robbed of this historic opportunity to write major legislation, the
working group decided that the best way to control the narrative
was to prepare and circulate a draft in the shortest time possible,
beating any other potential initiatives to the finish line. The result
was that everyone was forced to deal with a draft that was basically a
liberal reformer’s wish list. The first public consultation on the draft
was conducted while it was still a rough draft, and in parts just bul-
let points presented only in PowerPoint format. Rumours of parallel
drafting initiatives disappeared once this draft had been presented
to stakeholders in the presence of the Attorney General (whose
opening speech was widely covered in the media) and Advisory
Council members. Further, the government promised to submit the
draft to parliament for approval as soon as it returned from the sum-
mer recess in early October.

Because of the csos’ long-standing lobbying for an enabling le-
gal framework, a number of alternative drafts had been prepared
since the early 2000s. One of these drafts was developed by the Min-
istry of Justice and pre-dated the 2005 election, the aftermath of
which had put the ¢sos on a collision course with the EPRDF. An-
other of those drafts was developed by the cso sector and reflected
their view that the 1960 civil code was lacking; at least one mem-
ber of the working group had been involved in the drafting process
that long ago (Pellerin 2020). Partly because these alternative drafts
were made available to the working group, preparing the draft was
achieved in a matter of few weeks.

The draft prepared by the working group offended the Agency
officials on at least three accounts. Firstly, the Agency claimed that
the draft demonstrated a complete disregard, or even ridiculing,
of their ideological commitment to the tenets of revolutionary de-
mocracy and developmentalism, which permeated the civil service
(LjaAC 2018, 252—303). They further elaborated that the document
paid scant attention to arguments of national security and sover-
eignty, arguments that the chsp used to justify the government’s
control of civil society (EPRDF 2008). Inherent in the Agency’s
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arguments was that, potentially, there would be corruption in the
civil society sector and that they were, allegedly, committed to mini-
mising wastage of resources by ensuring aid money was not misused.
The working group’s reply to these points were that the Agency,
and its officials, could be, or were, equally as corrupt, if not more.
Secondly, the draft sought to curb the wide-ranging discretionary
power (Regulation No. 168/2009; Directive No. 6 2011; Proclama-
tion No. 621/2009) enjoyed by the Agency, including the provisions
of turning the Agency’s governing board into a body that featured a
majority of cso representatives. The Agency expressed a clear incli-
nation to protect what they considered to be their turf. Thirdly, the
Agency found csos’ involvement in, if not monopolisation of, the
process of shaping the future of the sector and their organisation
hard to accept. There were two underlying reasons for this. Firstly,
the Agency had been in direct conflict with some members of the
working group, particularly in relation to administrative measures
they had taken against the csos these members represented or led.
Secondly, during various forums in the long period of advocacy
work to reverse the chsp, the Agency officials had had long and an-
tagonistic encounters with some members of the working group.
One representative of the Agency said: “‘We know some members
of the working group have made a career out of opposing the chsp
and criticizing the Agency.'

Until the appointments of a new Agency director and deputy direc-
tor in November 2018, the strategy chosen to oppose the new draft
proclamation was one of direct confrontation. At every opportunity,
Agency officials criticised the draft law publicly,'” and they even is-
sued a press statement. For every major departure from the existing
regulatory framework, they prepared a written response addressed to
the Attorney General. There were heated exchanges at one special
consultation forum organised to discuss the draft law with Agency
officials and staff. Further, one of the Agency staff accused working
group members of secret payment by foreign donors to undermine
the Agency, resulting in threats of a legal suit for defamation.’®

The Agency’s critiques of radical liberalisation of the regulatory
regimes in general and the new draft law can be summarised by
three lines of argument. The first and most frequently raised argu-
ment was that the rigorous and close monitoring of the activities
and finances of ¢sos, enshrined in the chsp, were necessary to avoid
wastage and even fraud and embezzlement of aid money used by
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csos. Hence, rules on the administrative expenses and regulations
on regular inspection were deemed necessary to ensure that aid
money was reaching the intended beneficiaries. Officials recounted
examples of how, even under this rather strong control, many
csos have wasted aid money by paying a disproportionate amount
of their project budgets to management staff and consultants. Al-
though such accounts supported the Agency staff’s argument,
internal problems at the Agency somewhat discredited this line of
reasoning. The Agency itself was known for corruption, question-
ing its capacity and fitness to act as a regulator to ensure the proper
use of funds by csos.

The second argument referred to concerns regarding national
interest and preventing policy interference from foreign actors.
Without doubt, an important departure in the new draft was scrap-
ping the classification of csos into local and foreign, based on the
source of funding and the attendant reservation of ‘advocacy work’
for local csos. Many argued that if foreign governments are allowed
to fund organisations who work to promote human rights, democ-
racy, or general policy advocacy work, it will undermine democratic
participation, by crowding out citizens’ voices, because foreign ac-
tors with bigger resources will be able to dominate the civic space.
Given the relative imbalance of financial and political power be-
tween international actors and Ethiopian citizens, the argument
carries valid concerns. However, the fact that the csa was known for
its attempts to suppress government critical civic activism negatively
affected its credibility.

The third argument relates to the second one but focuses on
threats to ‘traditional Ethiopian values’ from supposedly ‘“Western’
moral prescriptions. Agency officials held that the reversal of the
go:10 rule would open doors for Western lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (LGBT) advocacy groups to gain a foothold in Ethiopia
and push for the ‘degeneration of the traditional and/or religious
family values.” The more prominent LGBT movements in neighbor-
ing Kenya and Uganda, which were in the news at that time, were
mentioned as cautionary tales of allowing open space for West-
ern-funded advocacy. This line of argument had a wider support
than just Agency officials, and a few conservative social media activ-
ists cautioned against the reform on these grounds. However, the
argument did not have much buy-in among the organised cso net-
works and hence failed to gain much traction.
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While some of the concerns regarding the civil society reform
raised by the Agency certainly had critical merit, the Agency’s in-
ternal governance problems and its previous association with the
government’s security apparatus and anti-democratic tendencies
led many to discard these concerns.

CHANGE AT THE HELM, AND A CHANGE OF TONE

The change in leadership at the Agency in late 2018 reduced re-
sistance to the 2019 Civil Society Proclamation. However, resistance
amongst staff remained, and there were continued attempts to nar-
row some of the freedoms guaranteed by the proclamation to csos,
which, in the long run, severely hampered the implementation of
the new proclamation. In December 2018, the Advisory Council offi-
cially submitted the draft proclamation to the Office of the Attorney
General. It was now obvious that the Agency change of leadership
had brought about a marked shift in relationships, with a temper-
ing of the hostile relationship between the Agency, secretariat of the
Advisory Council, and the working group. It appeared that the new
leadership had perceived the changing ideological shifts among the
new political leadership in the government. The open institutional
hostility was quickly replaced with a more pragmatic lobbying ef-
fort. Now, the push was focused mainly on convincing the Attorney
General to make some rather modest changes to the draft, relat-
ing to the Agency’s discretionary powers, before the bill was sent
to the council of ministers for its political baptism. In the spirit of
the changes in working relationship, the newly appointed Deputy
Attorney General in charge of the legal drafting department held
several joint meetings with the leadership of the Agency and some
members of the working group (in a less partisan setting) to iron
out some possible legitimate concerns and rework the draft. While
keeping intact the overall liberalising tendencies, this resulted in
some important changes to the draft. For example, the draft sub-
mitted to the Attorney General had removed the requirement for
CS0s to secure written approval from the Agency to open bank ac-
counts. This was reinstated, but with the caveat that the Agency shall
respond to such a request within five days.

Once the draft proclamation had been approved by the council
of ministers, and had been sent to parliament, two significant hear-
ings took place. The first was a hearing by the Standing Committee
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for Law, Justice and Democracy Affairs, and the second a public hear-
ing organised by this committee (House of People’s Representatives
2019). As virtual sponsors of the bill, the Agency leadership was not
only in attendance but expected to defend the draft proclamation.
However, whenever questions were asked, or comments given, that
aligned with the Agency’s preferred outcome, which was to limit the
freedoms given to civil society by the new law, the Agency director and
deputy director would agree readily and promise to reconsider them.

Once the proclamation was promulgated, the next major oppor-
tunity for the Agency to shape its implementation came in the form
of reviewing the subsidiary laws, which comprised the Council of
Minsters Regulation No. 168/2009 and upwards of ten directives.
Most of these directives were based on the 2009 chsp and so most of
them needed to be rewritten. Some members of the Advisory Coun-
cil’s working group offered to help but Agency officials declined this
offer, preferring to keep the process of drafting the regulations and
directives close to themselves. From the first drafts, it soon became
clear that they wanted to reinstall most of the rules and procedures
that pre-dated the 2018 wind of political liberalisation. There were
complaints by csos and members of the working group about sev-
eral clawback clauses that narrowed the freedom of association
guaranteed to the c¢sos under the new proclamation (LJAAC 2020).

The fact that many of the rank and file at the Agency remained
in their former positions meant that the new leadership had a hard
time in implementing the proclamation’s envisaged reforms to an
extent with which they themselves agreed. For example, a train-
ing session organised to familiarise the Agency’s top and mid-level
leadership with the new proclamation, and to chart methods for
its more meaningful implementation, resumed the same debate
that went on between the officials of the Agency and the team of
drafters in the summer of 2018. Some Agency officials reiterated
their arguments, based on the ideological framework of revolution-
ary democracy, and one even offered a bet that, within a matter of
months, the law would fail miserably and demonstrably and that
the government would realise its mistake and introduce a sweeping
amendment.' With the change of leadership, the public pushback
to the new proclamation by Agency officials and bureaucrats had
changed noticeably, but as the following discussion attempts to il-
lustrate, perhaps it had morphed into a subtler mode of resisting,
or even reversing, the change.
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THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE NEW PROCLAMATION

The implementation of the 2019 Civil Society Proclamation, de-
spite high hopes, came well short of expectation. While selected
csos tried to support the Agency in the operationalisation of the
new proclamation, civil society at large did not carry out sufficient
checks and balances on the Agency. Certain csos had a close work-
ing relationship with the Agency, and this led not only to a lack of
transparency regarding the Agency’s work but also to a failure to
communicate the progress made with respect to the law’s imple-
mentation to the public.

Further, the high degrees of politicisation at the Agency that
had existed prior to the reform process, coupled with low levels of
turnover during the reform period, posed problems for the imple-
mentation of the reform. This was reinforced by recruitment based
on political affiliation and loyalty to old political elites, which, in
turn, led to poor capacity among Agency staff, further hampering
reform implementation. Staff at the Agency continued to perceive
csos as potential dangers for the government and reiterated the
csos tendency to misuse funds. Moreover, functional politicisation
was apparent in bureaucrats’ behaviour, attitudes, and role percep-
tions. Given widespread corruption at the Agency, resistance to the
new civil society law was also motivated by the fear of losing the ad-
ditional income that financial bribes and other forms of favours had
constituted. The fact that the new law fundamentally questioned
previous government policy regarding state—civil society relations
and threatened the political and economic benefits of staff at the
Agency fostered opposition.

As discussed above, directorate directors and senior staff expressed
reservations regarding the legal change, admitting that they had op-
posed the drafting of the new proclamations aimed at opening up the
civic and political space. Interviewees stressed frequently that civic ac-
tivism in Ethiopia needed to be controlled, continuing to repeat the
same narrative about the organisation of civil society as they had been
taught prior to the political reforms in 2020 (Pellerin 2019, chap. 7).
One directorate director stated: “There is a problem with the new law.
Civil society has too much power. We can’t control them. If organisa-
tions aren’t working properly, we should have the mandate to close
them.*° Staff at the Agency saw their role as the policing of civic activ-
ism, rather than the facilitation of services to citizens. Consequently,
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Agency staff, especially senior and mid-level management, were criti-
cal of the country’s new political elites as well as the advisers hired to
accompany the reform process. This testified to the fact that the ideo-
logical position drilled into the members of the party about the state
and what it can legitimately do in its exercise of regulatory power has
persisted despite reform efforts.

Citizens visiting the Agency stated that, despite the formal legal
change, they were still encountering problems in obtaining services.
As one citizen expressed it: ‘Not much has changed. They are still
corrupt. They still think they are above the law. They want to hin-
der us from exercising our rights.”* Those interviewed used words
such as ‘mistreated’ and ‘abused’ to describe how they were treated
by officers. They often shared similar stories, of papers disappear-
ing mysteriously from their files or officers denying the delivery of
official certificates. Officers were known to extract citizens’ con-
tact details from their files, then call them outside of office hours
offering to ‘make the problems go away’, in return for money or fa-
vours.** Citizens’ accounts were confirmed by observations of the
main reception desk at the Agency. The reception desk was so high
that the staff were all but hidden from those arriving with their files,
which not only created a physical separation but was also a sign that
what happened behind the desk, and therefore in the Agency’s of-
fices, was hidden from citizens. Citizens were required to hand their
files to the officer for each page to be stamped. However, this took
place almost completely out of view and sometimes a page might be
removed, crumpled, and consigned to the wastepaper bin.*

Citizens interviewed also pointed out Agency officers’ unwill-
ingness to implement the new law, failing to apply legal changes
ensuring more extensive civic and political rights. Several citizens
recounted that, to get their case completed they had received help
from the Agency’s new directors. Despite the direct orders given
from the directors to the officers, these were not heeded, requir-
ing, on many occasions, the directors to step in. One interviewee
shared the following: ‘It is thanks to the agency’s deputy that my
case finally got solved. He handled it personally. First, he just in-
structed the officers, and nothing happened. Then he dealt with it
personally. He came to the office on a Sunday’.** Our observations
confirmed that many citizens queued in front of directors’ offices,
seeking support with their administrative procedures that were be-
ing blocked by officers.
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The directors’ solution to the officers’ persistent unwillingness to
implement the new legislation was to centralise many administrative
processes. The Deputy Director explained that ‘subjective decisions
made by officers require a lot of our time. We have had to take over
responsibility for a lot of tasks.””> The tasks mentioned included ba-
sic administration such as signing certificates and documents for
citizens, meaning that the directors single-handedly ran many of
the agency’s key administrative processes. Despite attempts, they
failed to break with the institutional past and inherited memory.
Moreover, they feared that the staff would turn against them if they
pushed too hard. While implementing small measures to curb illicit
practices such as corruption at the office, they were unwilling to in-
vestigate and fire staff, particularly mid-level management. While
the directors acknowledged that mid-level management had been
working against attempts at implementing the new law, they held
that they were making progress.

The Agency was known for corruption, failure to follow the law,
and low capacity, as revealed in an Auditor General’s report predat-
ing the political transition (Pellerin 2020). Nevertheless, according
to a member of staff working at the ethics directorate, the num-
ber of complaints and associated reports over a ten-year period did
not even fill one filing cabinet. The directors held that there was a
lack of hard evidence on misconduct in office, and that therefore
it was impossible to prosecute staff. The failure to hold mid-level
management accountable for previous misconduct in office led to
discontent among staff at lower levels. They held that their manag-
ers were revealing misconduct of other staff rather than their own.
One interviewee shared: ‘I have worked here in different depart-
ments for six years. Our management hasn’t changed. All the old
people are still in the management. The new directors don’t under-
stand the situation. They don’t see that there is no good governance
for the management. My boss misses procedures. He doesn’t cor-
rectly register property and material. Instead, they are coming
after us now. Not the real thieves.2® Only a few new staff were hired
during the Agency’s first year under the new direction, and they
acknowledged problems but had not seen any progress in address-
ing them. Also, they were careful in making allegations against
mid-level management. Though the new law was not a panacea to
the endemic corruption within the agency, by removing numerous
mandatory encounters between ¢sos and Agency staff, it removed
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the opportunities to demand bribes. This is yet another possible
motivation for civil servants resisting the change.

Apart from the obstacles posed by staff attitudes, implementa-
tion of the new legal framework for civic activism was hampered by
the Agency’s low capacity and capability. Most departments lacked
qualified technical staff able to understand and apply the new laws.
Further, all services were paper based, and archiving procedures
were of very poor quality, which meant that processing citizens’
requests was both cumbersome and slow and provided ample op-
portunity for papers to be misplaced, or made to disappear. Stacks
of paper and citizens’ files were often lying on the floor rather than
being properly stored, risking damage and loss. Interviews further
revealed that officers were interested in obtaining salary raises,
better working equipment, and opportunities to upgrade their
education in order to leave rather than in order to advance the Ethi-
opian political reform process.

Through the ECSF, csos tried to influence the work at the Agency
and the implementation of the cso law. The Ecsr and some of its
members sponsored training for Agency officials and consultation
meetings with ¢sos regarding the new law.*” The Ecs¥F’s leadership
regularly entered into exchanges with the agency’s leadership on
matters concerning its implementation. According to one of its
leaders, the EcsF had ‘management meetings with the agency once
a month’.2® However, the EcsF, and csos more broadly, failed to
conduct concrete checks and balances on the agency’s work. Dis-
cussions happened behind closed doors, and little information was
shared with the wider public.

While csos complained about the lack of change at the Agency
and the failure to apply the new law comprehensively, they did not
air their grievances publicly. Further, many lacked concrete in-
formation about the progress that had been made regarding the
implementation of the new civil society law. Many csos feared that
inquiries into the matter or open criticism could lead to retaliation
by the Agency.”® Moreover, conflicts among established and emerg-
ing csos prevented collaboration. The EcsF and other dominant
actors in civil society monopolised the exchange with the Agency,
and more broadly, with the government. Established actors were
prudent in their approach to the government and mindful of not
upsetting it. This disappointed several of the newly founded cso
actors, who denounced the link between the EcsF and the ruling
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party, as several of its leaders used to be government officials.3°
Emerging csos criticised the EcsF and other established members
for the lack of open communication regarding their work with
the Agency.

CONCLUSION

The new cso law was one of the first, very visible, political reforms
of Abiy Ahmed and the reform group within the EprDF. However,
csos had struggled since the 19gos to achieve a legal framework
that enabled their activities. It was their continued contestation of
cso legislation in Ethiopia that made sure that problems regard-
ing the regulation of csos were visible and would be addressed
quickly. In terms of the new law, csos and civil society activists
played a crucial role in the drafting process as members of the
working group, and as sponsors of activities surrounding the legal
drafting (for example, public consultations and participating in
parliamentary hearings).

The Agency, previously in charge of implementing the 2009 civil
society law, pushed back against the new c¢so law and this created
problems with its implementation. Despite changes in the Agen-
cy’s leadership, the entrenched attitudes towards csos, internal
governance, and staff’ capacity and capabilities all hampered the
implementation process. Those involved with drafting the legisla-
tion, together with csos in general, were not able to provide the
necessary checks and balances to the Agency’s power to overcome
these problems.

csos, surprisingly, were slow to monitor the implementation of
the new civil society law. Conflicts about the ways in which csos
should act as watchdogs of the government, particularly between
established and newly founded csos, prevented more concerted ef-
forts from taking place. csos that used to be co-opted by the EPRDF
in several cases even opposed the legal change. Existing csos as
well as emerging ones had little experience in, and capacity to con-
duct, independent monitoring of government activities. This was
due to the years of strict government control that had resulted in
co-optation of many organisations, prevented public contestation to
alarge extent, and required csos to establish collaborative relation-
ships with the government in order to be able to operate.
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NOTES

Unpublished interview with a lawyer specialising in civil society issues,
19 November 2019.

Unpublished interviews with a lawyer specialising in civil society issues
(25 November 2015) and a former civil servant (12 November 2015).
Unpublished interview with a civil society expert, 19 October 2015,
Unpublished interviews with a lawyer specialising in civil society issues
(24 November 2015), and leader of a cso (10 February 2016).
Unpublished interview with a lawyer specialising in civil society issues,
14 April 2019.

Unpublished interview with a civil society lawyer and activist, 12 April
2019.

Unpublished interview with a director of the Ethiopian Charities and
Societies Forum (now Ethiopian Civil Society Forum), 14 April 2019.
Personal notes taken by Abduletif Kedir at a Consultation Forum
organised by the ccrpa at the Intercontinental Hotel in Addis Ababa,
8 September 2018.

Ibid.

Several months before the definitive change that brought Prime
Minister Abiy Ahmed and the so-called reform group within

EPRDF to power, a plan for major justice sector reform had already
taken shape under the auspices of the Delivery Unit in the

prime minister’s office. The unit was led by the then minster of
cabinet affairs, Ato Alemayehu Tegenu. The initiative included

the involvement of independent experts in the reform process

and the unit organised several half-day consultation workshops

to engage academics and other legal experts. It is this initiative

that moved later to the Office of the Attorney General, and which

led to the establishment of the Law and Justice Affairs Advisory
Council.

Kumelachew Dagne, in the cso working group; Getahun Kassa, in
the democratic institutions working group; Blen Sahilu, in a cso

for a time and in ATP law working groups; Zekarias Kenea, in the
commercial law working group, etc.

Frequent references to guidelines by the African Human Rights
Commission on the freedom of association as well as several
documents produced by the International Center for Not-for-Profit

Law were made.
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13 They all but named the long-time director of the Agency, Ato
Meseret. ‘The actions of one man should not be attributed to defame
the whole agency, said one of the officials.

14 Personal notes taken by Abduletif Kedir at a Consultation Forum
on the Review of the Charities and Societies Proclamation and the
Antiterrorism Proclamation organised by the Justice and Legal Affairs
Advisory Council at the Ramada Hotel, Addis Ababa, 10 August 2018.

15 The plan was first to finalise the diagnostic report documenting
the shortcomings of the chsp and provide as many detailed
recommendations as possible. Then a drafting instruction would be
developed from these initial recommendations.

16  Personal notes taken by Abduletif Kedir at a meeting at the Best
Western Plus Addis Hotel, 22 September 2018.

17 An example of this is a debate organised by the Addis Ababa
University School of Law on the draft law, where one of the authors
represented the working group and went head-to-head with a
representative of the Agency.

18 Abduletif Kedir, personal notes, 22 September 2018.

19 Personal notes taken by Abduletif Kedir at training organised by the
cso Agency and a usaip funded project called Feteh Justice Activity,
held at the Intercontinental Hotel, Addis Ababa, 2018.

20 Unpublished interview with the Director of the Monitoring and
Support Directorate, 16 August 201q.

21 Unpublished interview with a citizen working in media and
Jjournalism, 24 April 2019.

22 Unpublished conversation with a citizen working in advocacy and
human rights activism, 27 November 2019.

23 Unpublished fieldnotes by Pellerin relating to observations
conducted at the Agency for Civil Society Organisations, 11 July 2019.

24 Unpublished interview with a citizen working in media and
Jjournalism, 24 April 2019.

25 Unpublished interview with Deputy Director of the Agency, 29 August
2019.

26 Unpublished interview with Staff Property Administration and
General Services Directorate, 21 August 2019.

27 Unpublished interviews with EcsF leader, 15 and 17 April 201q.

28 Unpublished interview with EcsF leader, 17 April 2019.

29 Unpublished interview with the director of a human rights NGO,

17 July 2020.
30 Unpublished interview with EcsF leader, 15 April 2019.



Civic Activism and Civil Society Reform in Ethiopia 261

REFERENCES

Ali Siraj. 2011. ‘A Directive Issued to Provide for the Liquidation, Transfer
and Disposal of the Properties of Charities and Societies.” Directive
No. 6/2011. Charities and Societies Agency, Addis Ababa.

Auyero, Javier. 2006. ‘Introductory Note to “Politics under the Microscope:
Special Issue on Political Ethnography I”.” Qualitative Sociology 29 (3):
257-09, https://doi.org/10.1007/511133-006-g028-7.

Brechenmacher, Saskia. 2017. Civil Society Under Assault — Repression and
Responses in Russia, Egypt, and Ethiopia. Washington, pc: Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace.

Cerritelli, William, Bantiguru Akalewold, and Raya Abagodu. 2008.
‘Updated Mapping Study of Non State Actors in Ethiopia.” Framework
Contract Benef. Lot No. 7, Request for Services No. 2007/146027.
European Commission Civil Society Fund in Ethiopia, Addis Ababa.

Clark, Jeffrey, Lisbeth Loughran, and Daniel Bekele. 2000. Report on the
Enabling Environment for the Ethiopian NGO Sector. Addis Ababa: Pact
Ethiopia.

cso Working Group. 2018. ‘Diagnostic Review on the chsp.’” Travaux
Préparatoirs. Legal and Justice Affairs Advisory Council, Addis Ababa,
http://ljaac.gov.et/ResourceCenter/index/1#.

DriD. 2010. “Terms of Reference — Tracking Trends in Ethiopia’s Civil
Society (TECS), Management Contract.” Department for International
Development, London, UK.

- 2013. ‘DFID 5184: Tracking Trends in Ethiopia’s Civil Society Sector
Programme.’ Department for International Development, London, UK,
https://data.gov.uk/data/contracts-finder-archive /contract/812485/.

Dupuy, Kendra E., James Ron, and Aseem Prakash. 2015. “‘Who Survived?
Ethiopia’s Regulatory Crackdown on Foreign-Funded NGos.” Review of
International Political Economy 22 (2): 419—56.

EPRDF. 2008. ‘Behind the Charities and Societies Proclamation.” Translated
by Bekele Bezawit. Addis Raey 2 (3): 5—22.

Gebre Yntiso. 2016. ‘Reality Checks: The State of Civil Society Organizations
in Ethiopia.” African Sociological Review 20 (2): 2—25.

Gebre Yntiso, Debebe Haile-Gabriel, and Kelkilachew Ali. 2014. ‘Non-state
Actors in Ethiopia — Update Mapping.” Addis Ababa: csF 11 and cssp.

House of People’s Representatives. 2019. ‘Minutes of the House of Peoples
Representatives Standing Committee for Law, Justice and Democracy
Affairs.” Meeting Minutes. House of People’s Representatives, Addis
Ababa.


https://data.gov.uk/data/contracts-finder-archive/contract/812385/
http://ljaac.gov.et/ResourceCenter/index/1#
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11133-006-9028-7

262 Citizens, Civil Society, and Activism

Jalale Getachew Birru and Jonas Wolff. 2019. ‘Negotiating International
Civil Society Support: The Case of Ethiopia’s 2009 Charities and Societies
Proclamation.” Democratization 26 (5): 832—r0, https://doi.org/10.1080/1
3510347.2018.1553957.

LJAAC. 2018. ‘Minutes of the cso Working Group at the 1jaAc. Minute
Number One July, o2, 2018.” Legal and Justice Affairs Advisory Council,
Addis Ababa, http://ljaac.gov.et/UI_Assets/files/resources/84466exa-
6tb4-4004-88c7-63cdcqazoalg.pdf.

—2020. ‘Human Rights Impact Assessment on the Draft cso Regulation.’
Unpublished Document. Legal and Justice Affairs Advisory Council,
Addis Ababa.

MOCB. 2004. Civil Society Organizations’ Capacity Building Program, Program
Design: Zero Drafi. Addis Ababa: Ministry of Capacity Building.

Pellerin, Camille Louise. 2019. ‘The Politics of Public Silence — Civil
Society-State Relations under the EPRDF Regime.” PhD Thesis, London
School of Economics and Political Science, London, UK.

—2020. ‘Givil Society in Ethiopia: Reversing the Securitisation of Civic
Activism?’ In Ethiopia in the Wake of Political Reforms, edited by Melaku
Desta, Dereje Feyissa, and Mamo Mihretu. Los Angeles: Tsehai
Publishing.

Proclamation No. 621/2009. ‘Charities and Societies Proclamation.” Federal
Negarit Gazeta of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 15th Year,

No. 25, 13 February 2009, Addis Ababa, https://www.refworld.org/
docid/4ba7aocbz.html.

Proclamation No. 1113/2019. ‘Organizations of Civil Societies Proclamation.’
Federal Negarit Gazeta of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 2r5th Year,
No. 83, 7 March 2019, Addis Ababa, https://www.humanitarianresponse.
info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/2019/08/Ethiopia-Civil-
Societies-Proclamation-Proc.-No.-1119-2019.pdf.

Regulation No. 168/2009. ‘Council of Ministers Regulation to Provide
for the Registration and Administration of Charities and Societies.’
Federal Negarit Gazeta of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, rth Year,
No. 66, g November 2009, Addis Ababa, https://chilot.me/wp-content/
uploads/2011/12/reg-no-168-the-registration-and-administration-of-
charities-and-societies.pdf.

Sisay Alemayu Yeshanew. 2012. ‘cso Law in Ethiopia: Considering Its
Constraints and Consequences.’ Journal of Civil Society 8 (4): 369-84.

Temin, Jon, and Yoseph Badwaza. 2019. ‘Aspirations and Realities in Africa:
Ethiopia’s Quiet Revolution.” Journal of Democracy 30 (3): 139-53.


https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2018.1553957
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/2019/08/Ethiopia-Civil-Societies-Proclamation-Proc.-No.-1113-2019.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/2019/08/Ethiopia-Civil-Societies-Proclamation-Proc.-No.-1113-2019.pdf
http://ljaac.gov.et/UI_Assets/files/resources/84466e5a-6fb4-4004-88c7-63cdc4a20a13.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2018.1553957
https://chilot.me/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/reg-no-168-the-registration-and-administration-of-charities-and-societies.pdf
https://chilot.me/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/reg-no-168-the-registration-and-administration-of-charities-and-societies.pdf
https://chilot.me/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/reg-no-168-the-registration-and-administration-of-charities-and-societies.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/www.humanitarianresponse.info/files/2019/08/Ethiopia-Civil-Societies-Proclamation-Proc.-No.-1113-2019.pdf
https://www.refworld.org/docid/4ba7a0cb2.html
https://www.refworld.org/docid/4ba7a0cb2.html
http://ljaac.gov.et/UI_Assets/files/resources/84466e5a-6fb4-4004-88c7-63cdc4a20a13.pdf

Civic Activism and Civil Society Reform in Ethiopia 269

Yalemzewd Bekele Mulatu, Cherice Hopkins, and Liane Ngin Noble. 200q.
‘Sounding the Horn: Ethiopia’s Civil Society Law Threatens Human
Rights Defenders.” Center for International Human Rights, Northwestern
University School of Law, Chicago, IL.

Yamamoto, Donald. 2008a. ‘DRL A/s Kramer Notes US Concern on
cso Law.” Wikileaks Public Library of US Diplomacy, Document
08ADDISABABA2103_a. Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, https://wikileaks.
org/plusd/cables/08ADpDIsABABA210g_a.html.

—2008b. ‘Prime Minister Meles Set on New cso/NGO Law in
Autumn.” Wikileaks Public Library of US Diplomacy, Document
08ADDISABABA2105_a. Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, https://wikileaks.org/
plusd/cables/08apDIsaABABA2105_a.html.

—2008c. ‘Ethiopia’s cso/NGo Law Ready for Parliament Approval.’
Wikileaks Public Library of US Diplomacy, Document
08ADDISABABA2846_a. Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, https:/ /wikileaks.org/
plusd/cables/08aDDIsABABA2846_a.html.

Yitayew Alemayehu Taye. 2010. ‘The State, Nongovernmental Organisations
and the Making of the Charities and Societies Proclamation No. 621 of
2009 in Ethiopia: Historical and Institutional Perspectives.” PhD Thesis,
Northeastern University, Boston, MA.


https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/08ADDISABABA2103_a.html
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/08ADDISABABA2846_a.html
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/08ADDISABABA2846_a.html
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/08ADDISABABA2105_a.html
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/08ADDISABABA2105_a.html
https://wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/08ADDISABABA2103_a.html

CONCLUSION

Beyond the Public Silence:
Civil Society Activism
and Authoritarian
Rule in Ethiopia

Camille Louise Pellerin and Logan Cochrane

This edited volume set out to address how citizens and civil society
organisations (csos) under authoritarian rule relate to the state,
engage in civic activism in a restrictive political setting, and act as
representatives of their members and their constituents. Drawing
on case studies from Ethiopia during the EPRDF era, this collection
challenges the predominantly state-centric readings that have em-
phasised the ability of the authoritarian government to control civic
activism and to enforce their will on citizens from the top down.
This book intentionally seeks to balance the discourse by focusing
on citizens and civil society. Further, it reveals how both citizens
and csos adapt to restrictive political spaces, develop strategies to
operate under non-democratic rule, and engage with government
counterparts in a variety of interactions ranging from cooperation
and coexistence to contestation. While acknowledging the power
that authoritarian governments exert over civil society, and the abil-
ity to co-opt it, this collection demonstrates that civil society is not
simply a passive victim of non-democratic governments but an ac-
tive actor in its own right.

This concluding chapter is divided into three sections: the first
section answers the research questions and summarises the collec-
tion’s empirical, methodological, and analytical contributions; the
second outlines avenues for further research; the third reflects on
research practices and the role of researchers in recounting and re-
writing history.



Beyond the Public Silence 265

THE ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY
UNDER THE EPRDF RULE

An Empirical Contribution

This collection makes a novel empirical contribution to an
underresearched field, focusing on a variety of different citizen
movements and civil society actors, both formal and informal, as
well as government-organised and more independent movements.
There are relatively few studies that have analysed civil society or-
ganisations and civil society activists under the rule of the EPRDF,
and most of those in existence are focused on non-governmental
organisations (NGos) (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2015; Burgess 2012;
Sisay 2012; Yitayew 2010; Gebre 2016). A notable exception is Bahru
and Siegfried (2002); this volume seeks to provide an update of the
situation approximately two decades after the publication of their
book. Limited research attention has been paid to other types of
csos and actors, such as mass associations (Eyob 2017), trade un-
ions (Praeg 2006, chap. 8), business associations (Pellerin 2019b),
community-based organisations (Pankhurst 2008), online activists
(Gagliardone and Pohjonen 2016), and social movements (@Dstebg
and Tronvoll 2020).

In addition to adding to an underresearched area of work, this
collection provides critical reflections on several preconceptions
about civil society in contemporary Ethiopia. The dominant narra-
tive in the existing literature on civil society under EPRDF rule has
often emphasised its co-opted and docile nature, with studies re-
vealing how the restrictive legal framework regulating civil society
significantly reduced civic activism (Sisay 2012), pushing csos to-
wards service provision rather than advocacy (Burgess 2012). Often,
research concluded that the checks and balances of state power by
independent csos did not survive in the restrictive legal environ-
ment (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2015).

The case studies in this volume challenge such perceptions. Ge-
bre’s chapter reveals that service-providing NGos were not simply
the handmaidens of the EPRDF government, rectifying its short-
comings to provide social services to citizens. Instead, the chapter
demonstrates how service-providing NGOs engaged in advocacy
on behalf of their members and beneficiaries, negotiated more
space for action, and held the government accountable. Gebre’s
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analysis challenges the idea that independent csos are better
positioned to provide checks and balances of state power than gov-
ernment-aligned ones, demonstrating how the latter used their
relationships to key actors in the government to incrementally
increase their space for action. Dereje Feyissa and Faiz Kassim’s
chapter on the Muslim protests and Camille Louise Pellerin and
Abduletif Kedir’s chapter on civil society reform further reveal how
government-aligned csos, such as the Ethiopian Supreme Coun-
cil for Islamic Affairs and the Ethiopian Charities and Societies
Forum, can become more independent over time. Furthermore,
both these chapters showcase how government attempts at co-
optation and control can provoke resistance and critique from
members of ¢sos, forcing government-aligned ¢sos to take a more
independent stance. Maes and colleagues’ chapter reveals that not
even formally government-organised csos such as the Women’s
Development Army (wpa) were fully controlled by the EPRDF gov-
ernment, and that wpa leaders used their positions to represent
their members’ interests. Tegbaru Yared provides a historical ac-
count of formal and informal manifestations of Oromo resistance
and examines the Qeerroo Oromo protest movement that contrib-
uted to the resignation of Prime Minister Haile Mariam in 2018
and to subsequent political reforms. Together, these contributions
demonstrate that csos in Ethiopia were not unitarily co-opted and
unable to apply checks and balances to state power but rather that
on many occasions these organisations made sure that their mem-
bers’ interests were taken into account by the government. Rather
than constituting a regular state of affairs, co-optation and control
were often a matter of degree, and over time, €SOs gravitated away
from as well as towards state power.

Previous research has often noted that the EPRDF government
made use of ¢sos to organise and control society and, further, to de-
liver services to places where it could not itself reach (Dupuy, Ron,
and Prakash 2015), ensuring that existing civil society in Ethiopia
reinforced rather than challenged state power (Yitayew 2010). How-
ever, the chapters in this volume reveal the existence of mutually
beneficial relationships and interactions. Birhanu and colleagues
demonstrate, for example, how the agendas of the EPRDF govern-
ment, women’s rights activists, and women’s ¢sos regarding the
fight of violence against women (vaw) partly overlapped. Con-
sequently, government and civil society campaigns against VAW
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reinforced each other, and vaw was a topic that civil society was
able to work on and campaign against, despite the restrictive op-
erational environment. While cso activism against vaw took place
within government-set boundaries, csos and women’s rights activists
used the existing space for their campaigns. Gebre’s chapter further
demonstrates how csos working in areas of government interest,
such as education and health, were able to establish a collaboration
with government actors. Collaboration progressively allowed these
csos to extend their activities, to work on sensitive issues, and to
advocate on behalf of their members and beneficiaries. Given the
relative lack of resources that the EPRDF government had to con-
tend with, csos used their ability to attract and provide finance for
service provision activities to develop their work in collaboration
with the government. Collaboration and establishment of trust in
relationships with the government improved csos’ ability to oper-
ate, reducing the government’s fear that these organisations were
working against it. Pellerin and Kedir’s chapter demonstrates how
csos’ collaboration with government actors during the 2018/19 re-
form of the cso law ensured them a seat at the table and allowed
them to influence the reform process.

While existing research has often pointed to the fact that the
restrictive operational environment for ¢sos under the EPRDF pre-
vented the development of independent csos and activists, this
edited volume provides examples to the contrary. The EPRDF regime
undoubtedly tried to supress independent civic activism. However,
some actors and activists still managed to coexist with the govern-
ment for varying periods of time. Coexistence (disengagement from
governmental structures) was a strategy enforced involuntarily on
civil society by the government to prevent csos and activists exerting
pressure on the state, but it was also employed by ¢sos to prevent re-
pression from the government. Befeqadu Hailu’s chapter provides
an account of such coexistence, showing how the blogger collective
Zone g alternated between trying to engage directly with the gov-
ernment on issues related to democracy promotion and trying to
create distance through breaks in their blogging activities or revert-
ing to less public forms of activism. These tactics were employed to
avoid retaliation and government control of their activities. While
the imprisonment of most of the collective’s members put an end
to their activism, campaigning for their release by members in ex-
ile and international human rights activists ensured the collective’s
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survival and persistence. After the end of the EPRDF era, many Zone
gers formed csos or joined the government reform process.

Feyissa and Kassim’s chapter on the Muslim protests provides a
further example of coexistence, telling the story of imprisoned ac-
tivists, their wives, and their continued activism despite government
attempts to end their work. Pellerin and Kedir’s chapter explains
how civil society activists who had coexisted and refrained from pub-
lic campaigning for an extended period to avoid repression and
retaliation emerged from their coexistence during the 2016-17 po-
litical crisis to become key actors in the legal reform process leading
to the new civil society law. Yimer and Cochrane’s chapter showcases
how the Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association (EWLA), an NGO, was
forced into coexistence by the EPRDF government due to its vocal
and influential women’s rights activism in the late 19gos and early
2000s. It faced restrictions and repression, only to see its former
president re-emerge during the 2018-19 political reform process
and assume the position as head of the Ethiopian federal supreme
court. Coexistence, both enforced and voluntary, allowed csos and
activists to survive the EPRDF era, and to re-emerge, in old and new
forms, in the period that followed the end of the EPRDF. Similarly,
the involvement, banishment, and re-emergence of Oromo political
opposition demonstrates not only its changing relationship with the
leadership but also that relatively dormant periods do not equate
with abolition or political defeat.

The relative absence of public contestation by civil society actors
during the EPRDF era has been noted by many researchers, and it
has often been interpreted as a sign of the weakness of civil society
in Ethiopia. This edited volume challenges these findings on sev-
eral different levels. First, it provides numerous examples of public
contestation of the EPRDF government and its policies, such as the
mass resistance in the North Omo Zone, the political mobilisation
for governance change in the Gurage and Silte Zones in the 199os,
the Zone g blogger collective, the Muslim protests, and the Qeerroo
protests. While in some cases public activism led to repression and
imprisonment (the Zone g bloggers, the Muslim protests, and the
Qeerroo protests), in other cases protesters were able to put pressure
on the EPRDF government to meet some of their demands (in op-
position to Wogagoda and in the Silte Zone). The Qeerroo protests
exemplify how the EPRDF government had to respond to public con-
testation. Second, contestation of the EPRDF government did not
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just take the form of public criticism but often occurred behind
closed doors. To avoid repression and retaliation, rather than con-
testing the EPRDF publicly many csos instead used their contacts
with the ruling coalition to express discontent with EPRDF policies,
in informally targeted, elite activism. While public contestation was,
in general, met with repression, contestation invisible to the pub-
lic eye did not necessarily provoke the same response. Moreover,
instead of questioning the EPRDF rule, contestation was often di-
rected against specific policies, not the government itself. Gebre’s
chapter demonstrates how csos criticised the failure of the EPRDF
government to ensure service provision for citizens and pointed to
its failures to cater to the needs of the most marginalised. Birhanu
and colleagues’ chapter on social media campaigns against vAw
provides an example of csos and activists denouncing the failure of
the government to protect women and pushing for social and policy
change. Maes and colleagues’ chapter on the wpa reveals its lead-
ers’ criticism of the government and provides examples of how the
wDA leaders managed to influence government policies without re-
verting to public criticism and open contestation. Together, these
three chapters provide a nuanced view of forms of contestation and
the ways in which csos and activists delivered their criticism, some
provoking confrontation, and some trying to avoid it.

This volume demonstrates that civil society—state relations in all
the sectors studied were not static and ranged from co-optation and
cooperation to coexistence and contestation. There were clear dif-
ferences in terms of how much space was available for civic activism
as well as in terms of the strategies and coping mechanisms devel-
oped by civil society actors. Where the agendas of government and
civil society actors overlapped, for example in the areas of gender
equality (chapter g) and service provision (chapter 2), csos were
often able to establish cooperative relationships with government
actors to implement their agendas. Many succeeded to carve out
progressively larger spaces for action and could even contest specific
government policies that were hindering the achievements of com-
mon goals. In many cases, csos (initially) aligned their agenda with
the government’s development plans, creating trust, which eventu-
ally allowed them to also work on more sensitive topics. Given the
overlap of agendas, state actors were less focused on controlling the
work of ¢sos specialising in service provision or matters of gender
equality than, for example, the work of csos and actors working
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on democracy promotion (chapters 5 and 7) and religious free-
dom (chapter 6). Rather than repression, state actors reverted to a
mix of collaboration and policing of activities to ensure csos acted
within government-sanctioned boundaries, allowing organisations
to coexist with the state. Where the agendas of civil society and state
actors diverged (e.g., with regard to democracy promotion (chap-
ters 5 and 77) and religious freedom (chapter 6)), their relationship
was marked by confrontation. While csos and civil society activists
often combined contestation with coexistence and distanced them-
selves from the state to try and avoid violent repression, state actors
focused on restraining as much as possible the work of these ac-
tors, intimidating them to prevent contestation and resorting to
repression where contestation became overt. The space available
for activism that directly contested state agendas was very limited,
and where it existed it was the result of a lack of capacity to control
rather than a choice by government actors. csos whose agenda was
co-opted by the state (chapter 4) often reverted to the subversion of
power structures to gain some independence. Using the close link-
ages between state structures and ¢sos, ¢so leaders and members
communicated grievances and tried to influence policies and the
distribution of resources.

Often, previous studies have portrayed the state as a unitary ac-
tor that was able to repress civil society (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash
2015; Yitayew 2010; Sisay 2012). However, this edited volume ques-
tions this assumption at several levels. First, under the EPRDF regime
the state was not completely independent from civil society and in
some cases relied on it to deliver services to citizens. Some €s0s de-
veloped close working relationships with government actors in their
respective fields, using the government’s dependence on their work
to influence these actors. Examples can be found in the chapters
on development NGOs and the wpA. Second, state power and ca-
pacity varied substantially between different administrative levels,
and while at a federal level the government managed to establish
tight control over civil society, this was not always the case at lower
administrative levels. Moreover, as demonstrated in the chapter on
the Qeerroo protests, alliances between local government, political
parties and civil society actors have been used to put pressure on
federal political structures. Collectively, the chapters in this volume
suggest that the work of csos and other forms of civil society activ-
ism developed more easily in rural areas, where the state, under the
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EPRDF, was in some ways weaker than in urban areas. Activism in the
North Omo and Gurage Zones, as well as in the Oromia Regional
State, shows that local governments had alliances and allegiances
that did not always align with those of the central, federal govern-
ment. Third, this collection demonstrates that not all civil society
actors can be controlled with the same tools or to the same degree,
and that social movements, whether regional, religious, or based
on pro-democracy activism, were more difficult to control than for-
mally established csos, the Qeerroo movement being a case in point.

Mechanisms of control and repression of Ethiopia’s civil society
have often been traced back to the country’s restrictive legal and
operational framework (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2o015; Yitayew
2010; Sisay 2012). However, this volume shows that the 2009 Chari-
ties and Societies Proclamation was only one of the means used by
the EPRDF to police civic activism. The establishment of everyday
control relied on a mixture of deterrence and use of force as well
as co-optation of ¢sos. The EPRDF regime used the anti-terrorism
proclamation to justify the jailing of civil society activists alleged to
be engaged in terrorist activities, as in the case of the Zone g blog-
gers and the Muslim protests. At the same time, these anti-terrorism
measures eliminated public contestation of the EPRDF and success-
fully threatened other potential activists. Co-opting csos through
the infiltration of independent organisations and the creation of
government-aligned csos (for example, in the case of the wpas, the
Ethiopian Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs and the Ethiopian
Charities and Societies Forum) are other means of control identi-
fied in this volume.

Taken as a whole, the contributions in this volume challenge the
dominant readings of Ethiopian history under the EPRDF regime
found in previously published research. Often, this extant research
falls into one of two categories, both rooted in the assumption that a
centrist authoritarian government was able to enforce its will on the
people. The first, government-aligned, narrative portrays the EPRDF
regime as a government that ensured rapid and sustained economic
and social development, acting as the vanguard or guardian working
in the interests of the people (Hauge and Chang 2019; Weis 2016).
The second, more critical, narrative suggests that the authoritarian
EPRDF was exploiting the people of the country (Abbink 2017; Aalen
and Tronvoll 2009; Bach 2011; Abbink and Hagmann 2016). Implic-
itly, both narratives suggest either people’s passivity or submission,
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or the stifled ability to engage. Only a few studies have acknowl-
edged the agency of the people, and often even those have stressed
how activism has been exercised within governmentimposed
boundaries (Di Nunzio 2014; Emmenegger, Keno, and Hagmann
2011; Eyob 2017). People living outside the cities are almost entirely
absent from the dominant narrative. When we hear of civic activ-
ism, opposition party resistance, or opposition electoral victories, it
is the urbanities who appear to defy the norm (Abbink 2006; Mel-
akou 2008). The voices of most of Ethiopia’s people, those residing
in rural and remote areas, go largely unheard in this dominant nar-
rative, denying them agency. This volume demonstrates that people
throughout both urban and rural Ethiopia have acted, engaged,
resisted, and participated in the remaking of the country, and it re-
veals that, historically, not enough attention has been paid to those
stories and rebellions.

Finally, this volume critically reflects on the suggested ‘civil’ or
‘democratic’ character of civil society. Previous research has often
implicitly assumed that civil society was pro-democratic, without fur-
ther exploring this notion (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2015; Yitayew
2010; Brechenmacher 2017). However, the case studies discussed
in this volume also capture the potential uncivil or undemocratic
side of civil society in Ethiopia. They document the tensions be-
tween the objective of deepening inclusion for all people in all areas
and the rise of ethno-federalism politics and decentralisation in the
1990s. While the Qeerroo protests were initially perceived as pro-
democratic and largely relied on non-violent forms of contestation,
over time the movement began to exhibit ‘uncivil’, particularistic,
and anti-democratic tendencies.

Although this book focuses upon Ethiopia, it opens avenues for
exploration of citizen activism and civil society in other authori-
tarian contexts. The emergence of new communication tools and
approaches for sharing ideas online is one example. However, this
collection also suggests that agency can take a diversity of forms,
sometimes contrary to expectations, such as government-aligned
organisations having significant influence and power (potentially
more than independent ones), or government-aligned organi-
sations gaining independence with time and acting as a force for
the government to enhance its accountability. These case studies
also nuance discourse about ‘the government’, as lower-level gov-
ernmental structures can forge alliances with activists against the
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federal government and enable us to look for agency that may oth-
erwise be invisible within authoritarian contexts. Furthermore,
these cases highlight that the differences in form and engagement
may be localised responses affecting positive change in effective,
context-specific ways.

Methodological Contributions

The power of the state over its citizens has dominated in both
government-aligned and more critical narratives about state-soci-
ety relations in Ethiopia, while the agency of the people has not
received sufficient attention. This edited volume demonstrates the
importance of ensuring the views of citizens, ¢sos, and other civil
society actors are heard, and of allowing those voices to rebalance
the way in which Ethiopian history has been written. However, the
research effort to reflect the impact of the contributions by Ethi-
opian citizens, csos, and other civil society actors has required us
to seek out the different vantage points of the various narrators,
to engage in methodological pluralism, and to embrace a heuristic
theoretical approach.

One methodological approach, oral history for example, is not
sufficient to allow different perspectives and histories to come to
light. Rather, to enable new voices to be heard and new perspectives
to be seen, we require a diverse approach that is both exploratory
and experimental in the forms of research employed. This has been
demonstrated throughout the contributions to this volume, with
approaches such as auto-ethnography, combining qualitative inter-
viewing with quantitative surveys and observation, and the use of
social media as both a source and the object of study. Many authors
have worked as activists or in formal csos. As part of their research,
over an extended period, they have worked with, or as, civil society
activists, and with, or in, organisations, becoming part of the very
process they were studying. This integration has allowed them to
capture civil society’s perspective on state—society relations under
the EPRDF regime, bringing a different vantage point to a debate
that used to be dominated by state-centric approaches.

Embedding themselves in or close to civil society has allowed
the authors to capture how civil society activists and organisations
thought and behaved under the EPRDF regime, and to understand
why it is that they do what they do. Through the study of day-to-day
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interactions and relationships between civil society and state actors,
the collection as a whole sheds light on the grey area of politics
in which a large part of state—civil society relations fall. The con-
tributors have analysed how civil society activists and organisations
bargained with, and contested, the state outside of the formal polit-
ical realm, rather than focusing solely on public contestation. This
has allowed them to question dominant narratives about the state
control of civil society: capturing the voices of wpa leaders has, for
example, shed light on the limits of governmental control over for-
mal government-organised csos, whereas analysing the perspectives
of participants in identity-based movements in southern Ethiopia,
who gathered around the coffee pot to discuss the continuation
of their language, has challenged the idea that such movements
merely constituted power grabs by local elites.

Previous research on civil society—state relations under the EPRDF
regime has often adopted a top-down approach, focusing on for-
mal politics, the public realm, and elites. Studying formal politics
through key informant interviews, document reviews, and second-
ary literature (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2015; Sisay 2012; Jalale and
Wolff 2019; Yitayew 2010), this body of research has often failed to
capture the micro-politics of civil society—state relations. Noting
that public contestation constituted the exception, not the rule,
during the EPRDF era, studies have frequently equated ‘public si-
lence’ (Pellerin 2019a) with weakness and civil society co-optation.
Following a bottom-up approach giving a voice to CSOs, activists,
and citizens, this volume’s authors have drawn on a variety of differ-
ent data collection methods. These include, but are not limited to,
semi-structured interviews, unstructured interviews, informal con-
versations, observations, survey data, archival data, social media,
media reporting, and direct engagement. Rendering contestation
visible and challenging the idea of the uniform co-optation of civil
society, this volume suggests the need to analyse new data sources
and rewrite the history of civil society—state relations from below.

Theoretical and Analytical Contributions

While state-centric approaches have dominated the analysis of
state—society relations in authoritarian settings, they have been crit-
icised extensively for overemphasising the power of states and for
failing to acknowledge the variety of relationships and interactions
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between civil society and state actors under non-democratic rule
(Spires 2011; Howell and Pringle 2018; Fu 2017). This collection con-
tributes to the literature that has critically reflected on dominant
readings of state—society relations under authoritarian rule, offer-
ing an analytically grounded theoretical framework and providing a
variety of in-depth case studies on the topic. In contrast to much ex-
isting research that has explored the assumed causality between civil
society and democratisation (Putnam 19g5; Anheier 2009; Salamon
2010) or studied the ability of authoritarian governments to repress
and co-opt civil society (Khatib 2013; Rivetti 2013; Teets 2014), all
the chapters in this volume follow a heuristic rather than a predic-
tive analytical approach. Rather than assuming authoritarian states
control civil society or that civil society can promote democracy in
authoritarian settings, the analysis focuses on the character of the
relationships between the state and civil society.

The chapters in this volume disaggregate the relationships be-
tween the state under the EPRDF regime and different csos and
actors, capturing their diversity as well as how these relationships
change over time. Thus, they do not theorise state—civil society rela-
tions as a one-way street, where control is stable and runs from the
state to civil society. Unlike some research that has focused on one
particular type of civil society actor (Hsu 2010; Haddad 2013; Hem-
ment 2004) or studied one particular type of interaction, such as
co-optation (Khatib 201g; Rivetti 2013), cooperation (Hildebrandt
2019; Park 2009), or coexistence (Haddad 2013), this collection stud-
ies a range of different actors and disaggregates different types of
interactions between civil society and state actors. The approach al-
lows readers and researchers to identify differences between actors
in civil society and their relationship to the state, as well as sectoral
differences. This is important to gain a better understanding of the
space for civil society that actually exists as well as to capture how
and why some actors in civil society have a larger space of action
than others.

The chapters demonstrate the existence of a variety of different
relationships and interactions across different sectors and the varia-
tion in attempts at co-optation or cooperation between civil society
and state actors, as well as their coexistence, and they demon-
strate the different forms of contestation. Some of these forms are
public, some hidden, some direct, and some indirect. Critically re-
flecting on studies that have focused on exploring specific types
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of interactions, the chapters also provide numerous examples of
how relationships change over time, and how government-affiliated
Csos can become more independent, or how independent csos can
become more closely controlled by the government. Finally, this vol-
ume demonstrates that state actors differ regarding the power they
wield over civil society and explains how ¢sos and civil society actors
have been able to influence some state actors and their decisions
but not others.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

This collection aims to contribute to the rewriting of history and
counterbalance the hitherto dominant narrative about state—civil
society relations under the EPRDF regime. However, much more re-
mains to be done, and many more stories have been left untold,
beyond the case studies presented in the preceding chapters. To
challenge our understanding of Ethiopian history, and to provide
ideas for future research, this section briefly presents cases not cov-
ered in the earlier chapters.

From the very beginning of its rule, the EPRDF government was
challenged, on different occasions, by c¢sos. The trade unions, for
example, mobilised in the 19qos, challenging the EPRDF’s adoption
of structural adjustment programmes, demanding better wages and
improved working conditions. Nationwide strikes led the EPRDF to
intervene harshly, repressing and infiltrating independent unions
and imprisoning trade union leaders (Praeg 2006, chap. 8). De-
spite the establishment of direct mechanisms of control over the
trade unions, the EPRDF did not manage to suppress all forms of
trade union activism. While the EPRDF was able to use the trade un-
ions to control labour activism, the unions also pushed the EPRDF
to address issues regarding workers’ rights. For example, during
the 2016-17 political crisis, trade unions used their leverage (by
threatening a general strike) to influence the drafting and passing
of Ethiopia’s new Labour Proclamation (No. 1156/2019) (Pellerin
2019a, chap. 5). An increasing number of wildcat strikes since 2016
have shed further light on the potential of labour activism to chal-
lenge government policies (Andreas 2018). While trade unions and
labour activism have been the topic of several master’s and bache-
lor’s theses written in Ethiopia,' very little attention has been paid
to the topic in broader academic research. Further, much existing
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work has often assumed the co-optation of trade unions by the
EPRDF government (Assefa 200g; Mehari 2013).

Business associations are another group of formal csos somewhat
neglected by researchers, and one which we have not featured in
this volume. This group, often described as handmaidens of the re-
gime (Altenburg 2010, 10; Vaughan and Gebremichael 2011, 23),
feature in passing in only a few studies on industrial policy. Little
is known about the ways in which business associations contested
the EPRDF’s economic policies, or, more broadly, its non-democratic
form of government. Existing research indicates that the degree of
alignment with EPRDF policies amongst business associations var-
ied; while some gravitated towards the regime, others became more
independent over time. Several business associations were (vocal)
critics of the EPRDF’s economic development model and policies,
contesting it and subverting it publicly, as well as trying to gain in-
fluence by using contacts within the government (Weis 2016, 261—2;
Pellerin 2019b). However, more research is needed to reveal the
ways in which business associations shaped private sector develop-
ment, economic policy, and socioeconomic development during
the EPRDF rule.

Mass associations, such as youth and women’s associations, the
Ethiopian National Association of the Blind, the Ethiopian Teach-
ers’ Association, and others have not been the subject of many
studies. Moreover, in previous research they have seldom been con-
sidered as csos, instead being labeled government organised civil
society organisations. However, the few existing studies on mass as-
sociations that exist have revealed that, despite existing linkages
between party structures and mass associations, co-optation has not
been complete. Mass associations were found to have pushed gov-
ernment actors to take the interests of their members into account,
to have used their connections with party structures to influence
government policy, and to have contested government decisions
where they harmed their members (Eyob 2017; Closser et al. 2019;
Maes et al. 2015). Given the importance of mass associations in or-
ganising the population during the EPRDF era, this remains a critical
knowledge gap.

Another area not captured in this collection is the role of the
Ethiopian diaspora. Both individual actors and those within foreign
civil society organisations have played focal roles in contestation.
As noted in the chapters on the Qeerroo, Jawar Mohammed is one
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example of a person based outside of Ethiopia that significantly al-
tered the internal politics of the country and influenced the views of
millions. More has been said about the historical role of the diaspora
and of organisations operating outside of Ethiopia and their effect
upon its internal affairs, particularly in the 19g6os and 1970s (see,
for example, Dereje 2012; Lyons 2011; Bahru 2014). There is limited
research on the more recent role of the diaspora, however. For re-
searchers looking to contribute to this area of work, the report by
Bahru, Gebre, and Kassahun (2010) provides a useful foundation.

Ethiopia has a long history of community-based organisations such
as iddir (funerary associations), equb (credit groups), and debo (agri-
cultural labour groups) (Pankhurst 2008, 147). These organisations
fulfil important functions, including providing socio-economic safety
nets. While existing studies have focused mostly on their organisa-
tional functioning (Dejene 2010), it is known that iddir in particular
have evolved and taken on new functions, for example, in labour
representation and community development (Pankhurst 2008;
Pankhurst and Damen 2000). Nevertheless, the relationships be-
tween community-based organisations and the state under the EPRDF
regime, in particular the ways in which their power has been lever-
aged to affect change within and beyond their communities, remain
under-studied. Given the importance of community-based organisa-
tions to Ethiopia’s citizens, the topic deserves further exploration.

In recent years Ethiopia has witnessed another wave of demands
for recognition in the realm of political advocacy. Political advo-
cacy and public demands pressured the government to approve the
creation of a new regional state, Sidama, in 2020, following a ref-
erendum in 2019. At least eleven other administrative zones have
recently requested referendums to obtain regional state status (in
time order of request, they are Kaffa, Gurage, Bench-Maji, Hadiya,
Dawro, Wolaita, Gamo, Kembata Tembaro, South Omo, Gofa, and
Gedeo).? This political change in southern Ethiopia is an area ripe
for academic research, one that has been given little to no atten-
tion to date. This volume covers the Muslim and Oromo protest
movements but does not have a chapter on the Amhara protest
movement, which is also under-researched.

Some ethnographic research has explored the relationships be-
tween the state under the EPRDF regime and citizens. While noting
the penetration of society by the state and the government’s ability
to control the lives of citizens, such studies have also documented
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the subversion of state power by citizens (Planel 2014; Emmenegger,
Keno, and Hagmann 2011; Lefort 2010; Di Nunzio 2015). Revisiting
state—society relations under the EPRDF regime and considering the
ways in which citizens have shaped the history of their country has
to be part of any attempt to tell the history of state—society relations
under the EPRDF regime. This is an area ripe for academics to re-
search further.

While several of the case studies herein have advanced the democ-
ratisation process, it is not necessarily the case that citizen action and
civil society activism always does so. As Ndegwa (1996, 6—7) has noted,
‘there is nothing inherent about civil society organizations that makes
them opponents of authoritarianism and proponents of democracy’,
and because of that csos cannot ‘be assumed to be congenial to or
supportive of democratic pluralism by [their] mere existence, ex-
pansion or level of activity” This collection raises questions about
normative assumptions regarding what ‘democratisation’ is, such as
the ways in which people have expressed their agency for greater de-
centralised political power, albeit some claims have been based on
ethno-linguistic identities that may lead to exclusions and marginal-
isation. We also see that, in several cases, small groups of individuals
are advancing an agenda in the name of the populace, but without
popular support and without being accountable to the electorate. We
would like to see scholars critically engaging with issues like these,
such that the discourse on civil society is not romanticised or assumed
to be a force for democratisation when its own structures and prac-
tices may be contrary to such a goal.

This collection also provides insight for directions and methods
regarding ongoing and future political events. In the introduction
to this book, it was noted that the conflict that began in 2020 has not
been covered, because of the timelines of the research covered in
this book among other reasons. However, this collection highlights
that the dominant discourse has focused on the role of power cen-
tres and has often missed or made invisible the actions of citizens
and civil society. This seems particularly important for understand-
ing the diverse actors involved in the 2020—22 Tigray conflict, their
roles, motivations, and relationships with other actors. The availa-
ble research on this conflict is sparse, yet journalistic reports tend
to maintain the focus on the centres of political power. Future re-
search could diversify the voices that are heard and the actors that
are analysed.
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RESEARCHING CIVIL SOCIETY IN
THE (POST-)EPRDF ERA

Many observers, researchers, and citizens were surprised by the out-
break of mass protests in 2015-16. Eventually, the unceasing nature
of the protests forced the EPRDF not only to adopt internal reforms
but to engage in a large-scale political and legal reform process.
Until the outbreak in 2015-16, there had been relatively few public
protests (the Muslim protests described in this book being a notable
exception), and the EPRDF’s repression of civic activism up to this
point was taken by many as a sign that the ruling coalition had weak-
ened civil society to the point where it was incapable of promoting
democratisation. The mass protests, and the political reform that
ensued, sparked a renewed interest in civil society in Ethiopia. Civic
activism, post 2015, has been treated as a new phenomenon under
the EPRDF rule that, eventually, heralded its end. However, focus-
ing on these events risks neglecting the civic activism that preceded
them, reinforcing the dominant narratives that emphasised the
weakness of civil society during the EPRDF’s rule. Moreover, it also
risks romanticising civil society as a promotor of democracy, failing
to critically reflect on ‘uncivil’ elements in civil society.

Very few attempts have been made to rewrite the story of civil
engagement under the EPRDF regime, and to provide a voice that
counters the established discourse. One example is a 2002 collection
edited by Bahru Zewde and Siegfried Pausewang, entitled Ethiopia
— The Challenge of Democracy from Below. This focuses on indigenous
forms of governance and processes of democratisation, and it offers
alternative histories and narratives regarding the sources and uses
of power during the first decade of the EPRDF’s rule. However, since
then, little coherent effort has been made to challenge dominant
narratives about state—society relations, power, and governance un-
der the EPRDF regime. While individual cases of civic action and
civil society mobilisation have been documented, and a large num-
ber of bachelor’s and master’s theses have focused on the questions
and topics we have raised in this volume, these have not been pub-
lished or disseminated widely, nor have they been connected to
form a comprehensive canon of work. With this collection, we hope
to continue to challenge the dominant narratives and include the
perspective from below. The examples of civic activism discussed in
this collection span the whole duration of the EprDF rule (from 1991
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to 2019), demonstrating that civil society has been an important ac-
tor, shaping the political, economic, and social development over
the three decades.

It is often said that history is ‘written by the victor’, implying that
history is political and reflects power relations. Instead of defining
history as a ‘scientific’ reflection of facts, history in this definition
must be understood as a situated, political act (even if not always in-
tended as such). Rewriting history requires identifying the silences
in the dominant narratives in order to understand whose voices have
been made invisible and what content has been excluded. This in
turn requires us to ask by whom history was written, when, and for
what purpose(s). Our (in)ability to recognise these silences is con-
nected to our geographic, disciplinary, and linguistic biases and
limitations. Similarly, as researchers and readers of history our views
are clouded by our individual personal backgrounds and frameworks,
as well as those with which we identify and relate. As we criticise the
ways in which history has been written, we must also be critical of our
own situated, political acts. Many stories remain untold in this collec-
tion, many regions are not covered, and civic activism in urban areas
is more visible than civic activism in rural areas. This edited volume
does not offer a comprehensive people’s history, but it does consti-
tute a step towards revisiting the dominant narratives and allowing
previously silenced voices to reflect upon them critically. We hope
others will contribute to and expand upon their stories.

Conducting research on sensitive topics such as civil society activ-
ism in authoritarian settings has potential negative implications for
those participating in such research. Consequently, such research
poses complex ethical challenges as well as research-related risks (Fre-
driksson 2009). As researchers, we need to be aware that our research
participants could be compromising their safety, and/or risk expos-
ing themselves to negative repercussions. Thus, it is imperative that
we ensure participants’ anonymity and respect the confidentiality of
their contributions. In many instances, by giving voice to silenced ac-
tors and their experiences, as well as committing to protecting our
research participants’ work, researchers become ‘activists by proxy’
(Skidmore 2009, g21). Instead of acting as external and detached
observers, we pursue a normative research agenda. Some may hold
that giving voice to silenced actors is a form of activism. However, this
critique (implicitly of biased research) has the potential to silence
anything other than the dominant or politically sanctioned position.
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Each individual contribution to this volume, while challenging domi-
nant narratives, constitutes only one of an infinite number of possible
counter narratives. Confirming what others have already noted (Fre-
driksson 2009, 165; Subramaniam 2009, 203; Sanford 2009, 137), we
recognise that the questions we choose (and those we do not), the
areas we study (and those we do not), and with whom we work (and
with whom we do not) have consequences. Being reflexive about
these limitations helps us better situate our role as researchers as well
as our research contributions. In so doing, we look forward to the dis-
cussions and research directions that follow the publication of this
volume. Rather than offering our research as the final word, we put
forward this collection as part of a conversation.

Researching civil society activism during the EPRDF rule has been
challenging for numerous reasons. Firstly, Ethiopian and interna-
tional research institutions operating in the country were cautious
about supporting politically sensitive research projects, and research-
ers feared negative repercussions from conducting and publishing
politically sensitive research. In some cases, the permission to con-
duct research in certain geographies and/or on certain subjects was
prohibited. In other instances, researchers chose to avoid the poten-
tial risk themselves, which also contributed to politically shaped biases
within the collective body of research. Instances of international
organisations being asked to leave the country because they had
publicly criticised the EPRDF’s undemocratic rule, and of research-
ers being held and questioned by the police, acted as deterrents and
highlighted such risks. Secondly, working with civil society actors was
difficult because of the government’s elaborate intelligence system
and activists’ fears of being identified as research participants. The
deep penetration of the EPRDF into Ethiopian society created a con-
stant sense of surveillance and danger. As a result, research on civil
society often had to be framed in terms acceptable to the EPRDF.
Nevertheless, all contributors to this edited volume have carried out
research on civil society during the EPRDF regime, and several worked
as activists or within csos. The political reform process that started in
2018 and heralded the end of the EPRDF rule as we knew it led to a
brief interlude in which research was more feasible and research par-
ticipants were more willing to engage and freely express themselves.
However, since 2020, the challenges of the political reform process
have become apparent and new public protests and internal strug-
gles between political elites have resulted in new (or reinstatements
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of) restrictions of Ethiopia’s public space (Temin and Badwaza 2019;
Téwodros 2020). Restrictions on media, the jailing of journalists and
opposition politicians, and the arrests of protesters and activists have
again rendered csos and activists as well as researchers cautious.
Consequently, there is a renewed danger that, in the post-EPRDF era,
research on civil society and research documenting current politi-
cal developments will again become securitised, and that the voices
of civil society activists and organisations will become muffled by the
government. Therefore, the need for researchers to demonstrate sol-
idarity with research participants and to uncover silenced voices has
become more acute. While we need to look backwards and rewrite
history, we also have a responsibility to ensure that voices in the pres-
ent are heard.

CONCLUSION

This collection sets out to give a better understanding of how citi-
zens and civil society contributed to the making and remaking of
Ethiopia during the EPRDF rule (1991-2019). Its findings make an
important contribution to the literature, as they challenge the dom-
inant narratives suggesting that citizens and civil society were passive
victims of an authoritarian government with little or no agency or
ability to contest state policies and the EPRDF’s rule. This collec-
tion shows how Ethiopia is much more a product of the Ethiopian
people than has been suggested by these dominant narratives. Our
version of its history highlights not only the involvement of its di-
verse people and interests, but also their explicit expression of their
agency and priorities in reshaping the country.

We believe that the theoretical insights offered by this collection
provide avenues for fruitful future research. By drawing on concrete
case studies of citizen and civil society action in a non-democratic set-
ting, the contributors have provided new avenues for theorising about
citizens’ relationships with the government. While the research indi-
cates that civil society can place checks and balances on state power,
the case studies also pose demands for more nuanced analyses. Con-
testation of the EPRDF has taken different forms at different times and
has in some cases led to repression. Case studies on different NGOs
have demonstrated how public pro-democracy activism was pun-
ished severely by the EPRDF, leading to repression and control. On
the other hand, some government-affiliated csos used their position
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to negotiate from within the system, pushing for members’ interests,
without demanding democratisation. In some cases, citizen and civil
society action was tolerated as it filled important needs (for example,
in the provision of social services). There are also cases in this book
that show the deepening of democracy in the Ethiopian context may
have its own unique characteristics, as in the cases of identity-based
activism using democratic processes to push for greater decentralisa-
tion of decision-making power and autonomy. This can be seen in the
examples in Wolaita and Silte, and more recently in Sidama, which
suggests that ‘democratic deepening’ should not be viewed only from
a federal perspective, nor even within other levels of existing govern-
ance structures, as these people-driven demands have created new
structures and forms of autonomy using democratic process (e.g., the
formation of political parties and the use of referendums). Conse-
quently, to understand the role of citizens and civil society in shaping
Ethiopia’s political, social, and economic development, it is impor-
tant to disaggregate state—society relations to capture their nuances.
To date, the role of citizens and civil society in East Africa has
been under-studied. This collection provides a foundation of case
studies, and this chapter highlights many more cases calling for fur-
ther attention. As the editors of this collection, we look forward to
seeing the emergence of new research that builds upon this work.
Also, we look forward keenly to developments in conceptualising
citizen and civil society action in Ethiopia and beyond theoretically,
so that we may better recognise resistance, in all its diverse forms.

NOTES

1 See, for example, those detailed at the Addis Ababa University
Institutional Repository, http://etd.aau.edu.et/discover.
2 For reporting on this, see Debebe (2020) and Tasfaye and Kursha

(2019).
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