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Ethiopia

a s s e fa  f i s e h a  a n d  m o h a m m e d  h a b i b

Ethiopia introduced a federal system in 1995 after four years of transition
following the overthrow of the country’s military junta in May 1991 and
Mengistu Haile Mariam’s flight to asylum in Zimbabwe. Power and re-
sources had been concentrated at the centre for decades, and the central
government’s failed policy of attempting to assimilate various groups into a
narrowly defined set of values of the state (the People’s Democratic Repub-
lic of Ethiopia) had caused political instability and seventeen years of civil
war. Creation of the federal system was meant to end cycles of political cri-
ses by decentralizing power and resources and by ensuring self-rule to the
various ethno-linguistic groups residing in nine constituent regional states
and two semi-autonomous cities (Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa). Given Ethi-
opia’s diversity and its spur to political instability, federalism might appear
to be the ideal conflict-management device. Indeed, it has contributed to
relative peace, opened up political space for various groups, and improved
service delivery. Yet much remains to be achieved in terms of enhancing
the autonomy of the states, strengthening the institutions of democracy,
and protecting minorities in the regional states. 

ov e r v i e w  a n d  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  f e d e r at i o n

Ethiopia is the only country in Africa that escaped colonial domination. Its
many centuries of independence mean that it is a country with its own writ-
ten script (Geez), number system (Kutur), and calendar.1 It is a founding
member of the United Nations, and was a member of the League of Na-
tions. It was a founder of the Organization of African Unity (oau) in 1963
and is home to and a leading member of oau’s successor, the African
Union (established in 2002). With an estimated 78,254,090 people in
2008, Ethiopia is Africa’s second most-populous country after Nigeria, and
it has a territory of about 1,100,000 square kilometres. Ethiopia is highly
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multicultural and multireligious. It is home to more than eighty “nations,
nationalities and peoples,” as defined by the Constitution. Of these, four
nationalities – the Oromos with 34.5 percent (25.4 million), the Amhara,
26.9 percent (19.8 million), Somali, 6.2 percent (4.58 million), and Tig-
rayans, 6.1 percent (4.48 million) – constitute about 74 percent of the to-
tal population. While language is a key defining feature of each group,
clan (as in the lowland states of Afar and Somali), provincialism (as in the
Oromo and Amahara states), and religion are also important factors in in-
ter-group and intra-group relations. 

Ethiopia is also religiously diverse, with 44 percent of its population
professing Orthodox Christianity, an estimated 34 percent being Muslim,
and the rest belonging to other religions. The two oldest religions, Chris-
tianity and Islam, although sometimes at odds with each other, have
served as unifying factors crosscutting ethno-linguistic boundaries. A com-
mon civilization ethos, as well as a shared history of resistance against colo-
nial aggression, also left a strong unifying legacy that serves as a tool for
federal integration. Indeed, the preamble to the Constitution, while ac-
knowledging the historically unjust relations among the groups, empha-
sizes common interests and a common outlook resulting from centuries-
old interaction. This does not mean that Ethiopia’s territory and provincial
arrangements remained stable for centuries. Ethiopia expanded and
shrank depending on the strength of its rulers. Provincial boundaries have
also been restructured several times. In the twentieth century alone, nearly
all the emperors and the military divided and subdivided provinces several
times. The country was reorganized again after the overthrow of the mili-
tary in 1991.

Ethiopia’s economy is mainly based on agriculture, which accounts for
41 percent of its gdp, 60 percent of its exports, and 80 percent of its em-
ployment. As of 2007, the gdp per capita was us$700. Ethiopia, along with
South Africa, has the largest number of unesco World Heritage Sites in
Africa. The country also is well known for its rock-hewn churches and for
being the origin point of the coffee bean.

Except for the twentieth century and some historical exceptions, Ethiopia
existed as a political entity for most of its long history,2 principally with a
monarchy and Orthodox Christianity serving as pillars of unity and with a
political system established on a balance between centripetal and regional
forces. Regional governments exercised important powers such as taxation
on some economic activities, maintenance of local security, and trade regula-
tion. Such de facto decentralization is enshrined in the oldest constitutional
document, the Kibre Negast (Glory of the Kings). Written in 1320, the docu-
ment defined the core of the Ethiopian ethos, the source of legitimacy of the
emperor, and the rules for succession to the throne. A loose decentralization
scheme also is reflected in the imperial design. The plurality of kings, with
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the Niguse Negast (king of kings) above them, signified some kind of federal
or confederal government structure.3 Thus, the seeds of what some authors
call “federal society”4 (regionally grouped diversity) have been there for a
long time.

The decentralized feudal state structure came to an end with the coming
to power of Menlik II (1889–1913), who dismantled all regional political
entities by force. Centralization became complete with the coming to
power of Emperor Haile Selassie (1930–74) and the Communist military
regime (1974–91) that replaced him, giving rise to a protracted civil war
and political instability.

There are contending interpretations of the causes of the political insta-
bility. However, most interpretations seem to converge on the idea that the
crisis resulted from an over-concentration of power and resources at the
centre by some sectors of the society, which also forced the various ethno-
linguistic groups to assimilate into narrowly defined values of the state,
namely, the Amharic language and Christian religion.5 

The process of centralization was not without consequences. The notion of
the state and its values, institutions, and culture was imposed on the previously
semi-autonomous kingdoms, and this gave rise to the “question of nationali-
ties.”6 It is not surprising, therefore, that the legitimacy of the government, its
institutions, and the values upon which it is established remains a key source
of tension and, at times, the cause of seemingly terminal crises. In other
words, the most challenging issue is how to constitute a legitimate govern-
ment from all the ethno-linguistic groups that do not squarely fit the usual no-
tion of national majorities versus national minorities.7 The traditional ‘nation
state’ project assumes the existence of a dominant national group, and in
countries such as Ethiopia where there is no clearly dominant majority, the
state becomes a mask for the alleged majority’s culture, language, and religion
to become the national culture, language, or religion.8 Perhaps the absence of
such a numerical majority dominating the political process at the centre goes
far to explain the persistent regime instability that arises from inter-ethnic
tension and rivalries among groups contending for exclusive control of power.

Although intense competition occurred between ethno-nationalist par-
ties and class-based parties that emerged during the early 1970s to over-
throw the regime, the former dominated the scene. The present ruling
party, the Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Democratic Front (eprdf),
which is a coalition of ethno-nationalist parties and a main architect of the
transition (1991–94) and the present Constitution, long advocated for the
right of self-determination for nationalities up to and including secession
as a decisive remedy for Ethiopia’s long-standing “nationality question.”9

Consequently, virtually all shades of opinion seem to agree that the federal
option is the only viable and reasonable alternative for Ethiopia, even
though there remains a wide range of divergence on details. 
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d i v i s i o n  o f  p o w e r s ,  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  a n d  p o l i c i e s

Although some observers contend that Ethiopia is a ‘coming-together’10

federation, it appears, textually, to reflect aspects of both ‘coming to-
gether’ and ‘holding together.’ The Constitution’s preamble, which begins
with “We, the Nations, Nationalities and Peoples of Ethiopia … Strongly
committed in full and free exercise of our right to self-determination,”
along with the placing of sovereignty in these entities11 and the subsequent
reorganization of the units according to ethno-linguistic criteria imply the
coming-together type of federation.12 If the federal government abuses the
right to self-rule of the nationalities, the nationalities are entitled to reas-
sert their powers of sovereignty by seceding from the centre. This collective
right of nations, nationalities, and peoples is clearly spelled out as the right
to self-determination.13 This right is not even subject to derogation during
a national emergency.14 Thus, the foundation of the Ethiopian state as well
as its continuance requires the ongoing consent of each “nation, national-
ity, and people.”15 This gives one the impression that the federal polity is a
union formed through the free consent of the various groups.

However, there are also holding-together aspects, and it would be an
exaggeration to say that Ethiopia is a federation built from its nationali-
ties. The present state organization does not reflect the pre-1991 organi-
zation of the provinces. Provinces were by then arranged merely on the
basis of administrative convenience and consisted of an amalgam of na-
tionalities. In the post-1991 development, states are designed with a view
to ensuring the right to self-rule of the nationalities. Thus, Ethiopia is a
federation established from a formerly unitary state, and the regional
states (unlike those in the United States) had no prior existence as states.
Even if any one existed, it was only as a province in a highly centralized
imperial state or military dictatorship, or during the brief transition pe-
riod of 1991–94.16

With a view to addressing the age-old cause of the state crisis, creation of
the federal system was intended to decentralize power and resources and
resolve the ‘nationalities question’ by accommodating the country’s vari-
ous ethno-linguistic groups governmentally. Among other things, the Con-
stitution states that the federal government and the constituent states have
legislative, executive, and judicial powers.17 The federal government is
granted enumerated and limited powers;18 the regions retain residual pow-
ers.19 The Constitution also comprises a brief account of some powers for
the states in addition to the reserve power. It is also worth noting that the
Constitution provides neither “a necessary and proper clause” as in the
United States Constitution nor a comprehensive list of shared powers as in
Germany’s Basic Law. Even those powers that appear to be exclusive fed-
eral powers seem to have some limitations in scope.20
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The Constitution empowers the federal government to “formulate and
implement the country’s policies, strategies and plans in respect of overall
economic, social and development matters [and] establish and implement
national standards and basic policy criteria for public health, education, sci-
ence and technology.”21 This is perhaps more than a necessary and proper
clause because it grants the federal government wide powers over economic,
social, health, and education matters. It places primary responsibility on the
federal government to determine major policy directions and standards.
However, if one follows the terms closely, the powers of the federal govern-
ment even in these vital areas do not seem exhaustive. The Constitution also
empowers the states, among other things, “to formulate and execute eco-
nomic, social and development policies, strategies and plans for the state.”22

There is obviously much overlap between the powers of the federal govern-
ment and the states concerning economic, social, and development plans, as
well as health and education. It seems clear from the provisions that the fed-
eral government cannot exhaustively and exclusively legislate on all these
matters. The wording of article 52(2) seems to suggest that the states are en-
dowed not merely with administrative power but also with the power to for-
mulate and execute economic, social, and development policies. No doubt,
this power is the basis for shared and framework powers covering the bulk of
the social and economic sphere, but conflicts emanating from the overlap of
power are settled through the House of Federation (hof).

Table 1
Total population of Ethiopia by regional states

Region Total Percentage

Tigray 4,314,000 5.8

Afar 1,411,000 1.9

Amhara 17,214,000 23.3

Oromia 27,158,000 36.8

Somali 4,439,000 6.0

snnprs (this region hosts 
56 ‘nationalities’)

15,042,000 20.4

Benishangul-Gumuz 670,847 0.9

Gambella 306,916 0.4

Harari 183,344 0.2

Addis Ababa 2,738,000 3.7

Dire Dawa 342,827 0.5

Total 73,819,934 100

Source: Central Statistical Authority, 2007 census. The average annual population 
growth is 2.6 percent and the current population estimate is 78.3 million.
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The federal system operates within a parliamentary form of govern-
ment.23 Nationally, there are two federal houses in Parliament: the House
of Peoples Representatives (hopr) and the hof.24 The former is com-
posed of members elected by the people for five-year terms in direct and
fair elections. It contains 547 seats, twenty of which are allocated to minor-
ities. The members of the hopr are believed to be representatives of the
Ethiopian people as a whole, not of specific groups.25 Although on appear-
ance one may get the impression that the two-chamber Parliament is re-
sponsible for federal policy-making, the hopr has the sole power of
legislation in all matters assigned to the federal government. The hopr is
the highest authority in the federal government.26

The federal executive consists of a ceremonial president (Girma Wolde-
Giorgis) and a powerful prime minister (Meles Zenawi), along with his cabi-
net whose members are elected from among the members of the hopr. In
this sense, the prime minister is not necessarily the party leader.27 Both as a
result of constitutional principle (article 39(3)) and practice, there is every
attempt to reflect the country’s diversity in the establishment of the execu-
tive. The federal president, who is the head of state, is nominated by the
hopr from among its members but is approved in a joint session of the two
houses by a two-thirds-majority vote for a term of six years. The president’s
powers are nominal and symbolic. The president opens a joint session of
both houses of Parliament every September, signs a draft law before its
promulgation, and receives credentials of foreign ambassadors.28

The institutions of the regional states (e.g., legislature, executive, tax au-
thority, and civil service) are very similar across the states, and most of the
capital cities of the states, including the federal capital, Addis Ababa, are
also the political, economic, and cultural capitals, with the balance being
heavily in favour of Addis Ababa. The states’ legislative bodies are unicam-
eral except in two states – Harar and the Southern, Nations, Nationalities,
Peoples and Regional State (snnprs) – where second chambers exist
mainly to address the concerns of specific groups. According to article
50(5), states are empowered to draft, adopt, and amend their own consti-
tutions subject to some restrictions stipulated in the federal Constitution.
Accordingly, all the states have adopted constitutions and amended them
on several occasions.29 

Unicameral Legislative Authority and Adjudication of Disputes

The Constitution provides for a two-house federal Parliament, but this is in
some sense misleading because the second or upper chamber (hof) is not
part of the federal law-making process. The lower house (hopr) has exclu-
sive power for federal law-making and a federal bill does not need the con-
sent of the hof to become a law.30
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In terms of composition, article 61(2) of the Constitution stipulates that
“each Nation, Nationality and People shall be represented in the House of
Federation by at least one member. Each Nation or Nationality shall be
represented by one additional representative for each one million of its
population.” The provision does not indicate any rational upper limits like
those in the German Basic Law. As a result, the nationality with the largest
number of people has as many seats as its size may allow in the hof. The
hof currently has 112 members representing 69 nationalities, although
the two autonomous cities – Addis Ababa and Dire Daw – have no repre-
sentation in the hof. Thus, in effect, not all nationalities are represented
in the hof. As of 2005, state governors have been among the key members
sent to represent the states and nationalities in the hof and to decide cru-
cial issues such as the federal subsidy to each state. As a matter of practice,
members of the hof assemble only twice a year, no more than four days in
total, unless extraordinary circumstances require a meeting. This has given
the impression that it is ‘a part-time house’ with many issues awaiting deci-
sion. As for the selection/election process, article 61(3) envisages two pos-
sibilities. Members of the hof may be elected indirectly by the state
legislatures, or the state legislatures may allow the members to be elected
directly by the people. So far, all members are indirectly elected by the
state legislatures.31

Federal practice elsewhere suggests that a genuine federation should not
only guarantee autonomy to the states but also incorporate the states in the
national decision-making process.32 Ethiopia’s federal system departs from
this pattern and grants the hof, among other things, the power to interpret
the Constitution, resolve disputes among the regions, and decide on inter-
governmental subsidies and joint taxes. This implies that the judiciary’s role
in settling and interpreting constitutional disputes is minimal.

The policy choice of the framers to vest the power to interpret the Con-
stitution and to review the constitutionality of laws in the hof rather than
in the judiciary had something to do with the reputation of the judiciary
and ideological matters. First, the framers of the Constitution regarded the
Constitution as a “political contract among the nationalities” and, thus,
only a house composed of representatives of the nationalities should be
vested with the authority to determine the scope and meaning of the text
of the Constitution. Hence, the hof is firmly tied to the idea that the Con-
stitution provides an overriding place for the rights of nationalities.

Second, in historic Ethiopia, adjudication of cases formed part and par-
cel of public administration. Indeed, adjudication of cases was considered
to be the principal function of the executive justice.33 As a result of this
blend of functions, the judiciary never enjoyed autonomy as a third branch
of government responsible for enforcing the rule of law. Its prestige and
reputation were at its lowest ebb during the early 1990s; consequently,
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there was considerable skepticism over its ability to arbitrate constitutional
matters, which shifted this crucial function to the hof.

An overall assessment of the performance of the hof in adjudicating
constitutional issues reveals that it has played an important role, particu-
larly in cases of high political significance – cases of the nature where the
us Supreme Court would refuse to decide, citing the ‘political question
doctrine.’ An example is the Silte case. Central to the Silte case was their
claim to have a distinct identity (from the Guraghes), although both
groups were widely considered to belong to the same ethnic group, and to
have a right of self-rule in local governments within snnprs. The case re-
sulted in a complex process of finding out who the ‘self’ is that is entitled
to administer itself, the respective role of federal and state institutions in
the process, and the procedures to be followed. The hof, after a long pro-
cess of consultation with the regional state, concluded that determining
the identity issue is part of its mandate. The hof then decided that a refer-
endum be held in snnprs. The referendum was held in March 2001. Only
the Silte community participated, and the referendum resulted in the es-
tablishment of a separate zonal structure for the Silte after seceding from
the Guraghe within snnprs.

The hof’s mandate for deciding delicate political issues is linked to its
quasi-political nature. However, this is not without possible implications as to
its impartiality, as Ethiopia is venturing into multiparty politics. So far, the
federal system has operated under one dominant party, and the hof’s im-
partiality has not been put to the test. With the emerging multiparty politics,
it remains to be seen how far the hof will serve as an impartial adjudicator
on important intergovernmental conflicts. Furthermore, the institutional
competence of the hof in terms of experts and regularity of sessions is far
from satisfactory.

Language, Education, and Religion Policies

The adoption of one or more working languages is one of the thorny
points of contention in multicultural federations. Regional and ethno-
linguistic groups usually press for the official recognition of their language
in both the regional and federal arenas. One reason is that language is
seen as highly related to the cultural self-identity and survival of groups.34

Another is that it is intertwined with the power position of ethnic groups.
To a certain degree, it affects access to national jobs and, therefore, the
participation of members of ethno-linguistic minorities at the centre.35 

The adoption of more than one working language may be a substantial
burden, but it is a price that must be paid where imposing a single language
is likely to disrupt the state. The counter-argument is that a single national
language serves as both a lingua franca and a means for promoting national
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unity. Multicultural federations have often adopted either of the two ap-
proaches at the federal level to settle the issue of official language.36

Ethiopia’s pre-1991 regimes insisted on having one official, national lan-
guage for all affairs of public life. The 1995 federal Constitution attempts to
balance the interest of maintaining national unity, on one hand, and the de-
mand of ethno-linguistic groups for cultural preservation and distinctiveness,
on the other. It declares Amharic as the working language of the federal gov-
ernment but does not spell out the working language for communication be-
tween the federal government and the states, although as a matter of practice,
Amharic remains the principal intergovernmental language.37

The Constitution gives equal recognition to most languages and entitles
member states to determine by law their respective working languages.38

Education policy as well dictates the use of the mother tongue in elemen-
tary schools. These approaches open the way for the states to adopt their
own working languages. Looking at the practical records of the regional
states, three different approaches seem discernible. First, some five states
have adopted their own majority’s language as the working language of
their regional administration. Three other states, which do not have a ma-
jority ethnic group, have chosen Amharic as their working language. The
third trend is the one adopted by the state of Harari, where Harari and
Oromiffa have been chosen as working languages.39 

The position taken by the federal Constitution is considered too much
by some and too little by others. Some contend that given the ethno-
linguistic lines the federation claims to follow, it was expected that some of
the dominant languages would serve as equal working languages.40 Others
argue that even this midway position is unacceptable and has created the
biblical Tower of Babel in Ethiopia. They go still further and state that Am-
haric should have been considered as the national language of Ethiopia.41

While the former observation seems to be correct in light of other multi-
cultural federations (like Switzerland with 7 million people, four lan-
guages, and a well-developed economy), it should be seen in the Ethiopian
context of 78 million people, more than eighty languages, and a poor
economy. The latter view simply closes its eyes to the fact that the accom-
modation of diversity is an equally important value in federations.

In terms of religion, the federal Constitution mandates secularism (arti-
cle 11) and a strict separation of state and religion in response to the his-
torical marginalization of Islam and other non-Christian religions.

Overall, since the introduction of the federal system, there has been an
improvement in access to education and health. For example, until 1991,
there were only two universities, with limited capacity. As well, access to ele-
mentary education was limited to 19 percent of school-age children. Dur-
ing the last decade, some twenty-one new universities have been built, and
new ones are emerging. The new universities are fairly well distributed
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throughout the states. Access to elementary education has reached 92 per-
cent. There has also been significant improvement in infrastructure such
as roads as a means of building “one economic community.” 

However, the general features of Ethiopia’s Constitution have to be un-
derstood along with several other distinct features.

Explicit Recognition of Nations/Nationalities as Building Blocks
of the Federation and its Implications

Many multicultural federal systems, such as those of India and Switzerland,
provide recognition and accommodation to communal groups in one way
or another. The most striking feature of the Ethiopian federal system, dis-
tinguishing it from many others, is the “explicitness, at constitutional level,
of its affirmation of the national self-determination and the logical consis-
tency with which it attempts to institutionalize that principle.”42 Not only
are nations and nationalities granted the right to form their own states but
they are also guaranteed the right to walk away from the federal pact after
going through some strict procedures. The constitutional amendment pro-
cedure (articles 104–105) also is very rigid, requiring the consent of all the
states by majority votes for some matters and two-thirds of the states for
other matters. Interestingly, it is the state and the Constitution itself that
encourage groups to think of themselves as a nation or nationality and pro-
mote themselves as a candidate for statehood. The granting of a ‘mother
state’ to some of the major nationalities is a logical consequence of this. In
principle, there is no constitutional asymmetry among the states, although
there is some level of political asymmetry. As illustrated in the following
sections, the constitutional arrangement, with its emphasis on nationali-
ties’ right to self-rule, is not without consequences.43 

Asymmetry and the Role of the Ministry of Federal Affairs (mofa)

There is a peculiar feature related to the explicit recognition of the nation-
alities as building blocks of the federation. In many other multicultural
federations, the federal outcome arose in response to a particular sort of
problem, namely, competing nationalisms within a single state. It evolved
out of piecemeal democratic negotiation and in response to particular na-
tionally mobilized groups.44 To borrow Richard Simeon’s phrase, there is
bound to exist the problem of a “diversity of diversities.”45 That is, there
are certainly differences in terms of historical roots, size, degree of cohe-
sion and mobilization, level of marginalization, and the like among the var-
ious groups in a country. The strength of the claims of these diverse groups
is, therefore, expected to be different, requiring flexibility in the design of
the constitutional solution. In Ethiopia, the state structure represented by
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the central government was forcefully dismantled by national liberation
fronts (in 1991) that fought against the system and represented the ethno-
linguistic groups in different parts of the country. The decision to create
the federation came from the victorious national liberation movements un-
der a circumstance where the military and security apparatus of the unitary
state was practically abolished. The Ethiopian approach is, therefore, revo-
lutionary in its straightforward granting of self-determination and self-rule
to the country’s nations and nationalities. Certainly, there were dozens of
ethno-nationalist movements claiming some form of regional autonomy
and even, at times, secession.46 However, it is also true that not all groups
within the Ethiopian state were mobilized, and if mobilized, they were not
necessarily mobilized on an ethno-nationalist basis. The point is that fed-
eral autonomy has been accorded to some groups that had not, in fact,
been mobilized politically. This is not without implications.

Because the groups have not mobilized ethno-nationally and because
some of them failed to articulate regional interests as political entities,
some of the constituent units, notably Afar, Somali, Gambella, and Benis-
hangul-Gumuz (often described as less developed states), have not yet
been able to evolve into viable entities as expected, even after a decade of
federal experience. Certainly, there are many contributory factors to this
state of affairs.47 It must be noted that the federal system was introduced af-
ter the fall of a highly centralized regime that had neglected the interests
of the bulk of the ethno-linguistic groups. Thus, from inception, most of
the constituent states, due to historic marginalization, lacked skilled man-
power and resources to staff the newly established local institutions. His-
toric marginalization also meant that there was little or no infrastructure in
the less-integrated regions, making self-rule difficult. Less integration in
historic Ethiopia also implies that the inhabitants of lowland regional
states, in relative terms, being mostly pastoralists, lacked the tradition of an
indigenous settled administration and a disciplined ruling party capable of
articulating a regional interest. Thus, not only are disciplined and institu-
tionalized local parties non-existent but local politics also operates under a
socially fragmented and sectarian political elite.48 As some of these lowland
regions are also located on the borders with neighbouring states, local pol-
itics is very much interlinked with regional politics (the Somali region be-
ing the classic case) and thus subject to manipulation and maneuvering by
internal and external forces. These and other factors facilitated govern-
mental and party interference from the centre. The low level of political
development in these regions means that the national ruling party plays a
greater role in local administration than in other constituent states. 

The key federal institution in this respect has been the Ministry of Fed-
eral Affairs (mofa), which, until 2001, used to ‘hire and fire’ the gover-
nors and other key office-holders of the less-developed states. Since 2001,
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its role has been moderated and limited to “enhancing the capacity of the
less developed states.” Following the third national election held in 2005,
mofa was additionally mandated to coordinate intergovernmental activi-
ties between the federal and state governments, although, in reality, its ac-
tivities are still limited to its old mandate. Thus, there is practically no
institution for intergovernmental interaction other than the political party
machinery. Close observation of the performance of some of the states sug-
gests that they have not yet been able to articulate distinct regional inter-
ests or to develop a viable political unit that can compete with the federal
government in intergovernmental relations. In short, some states do not
seem to have acquired the status of nation or nationality, which the Consti-
tution seems to grant them.49 Whether this calls for an asymmetric arrange-
ment with greater powers for the federal government, so far undertaken
through the mofa, or whether it should be seen as a transitory challenge is a
thorny issue, but in the short run, it seems to legitimize the greater interven-
tion of the federal government in the less-developed states than in the
other states. 

More of ‘Building Out’ than ‘Building In’

There is another consequence of the emphasis on the territorial principle
(articles 46 and 47). In as much as a federal system is about self-rule (build-
ing out), it is also about shared rule (building in). The balance between the
two has always been subject to debate even though their importance is be-
yond doubt. The granting of mother-state status may be important in terms
of concrete recognition of diversity, but the recognition and promotion of
diversity observed in other federations does not stop there. What is equally
important is the inclusion of diversity in federal institutions. Diversity is not
in itself a threat to integration,50 but it becomes a fertile ground for federal
instability if the political system is not able to give it political expression.
The federal arrangement, by territorializing the state, concretizes self-rule
and, as some critics indicate, ‘fragments’ the state. With a view to ensuring
the right to self-rule to the nationalities, the Constitution either grants
mother states to the nationalities or, as in the case of the snnprs, ensures
self-rule for certain groups at local government level. Thus, it takes the right
to self-rule seriously. Yet, an important aspect is missing. The Constitution
fundamentally fails to integrate what it fragments. The emphasis on self-
rule should be complemented by proportional representation in elec-
tions,51 in the civil service, in the executive, and in the judiciary. There is a
constitutional clause (article 39(3)) to that effect, but it has serious limita-
tions in practice. As was noted above, the second chamber (hof) has little
or no role in relation to policy-making and, even then, its representation is
far from what would be desirable.
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These are crucial factors of integration that should focus on shared rule
and counterbalance the emphasis on self-rule. While ensuring self-rule to
the nationalities is a step in the right direction, such self-rule needs to be
complemented by institutional arrangements that give effect to power-
sharing schemes among the various federal, regional, and local actors. 

f e d e r a l i s m  a n d  s e c e s s i o n

A related issue is secession, one of the highly contested provisions of the
Constitution. Article 39 of the Constitution expressly incorporates the
right of nationalities to secede after complying with some procedures.52

This right cannot be suspended even during a state of emergency.53

Briefly, the procedures for secession are as follows. First, a demand for
secession has to be made to the legislative council of the nation, national-
ity, or people concerned and has to be approved by a two-thirds majority of
the same body. Second, the federal government has to organize a referen-
dum in the state or locality within three years from the time it received the
concerned council’s decision for secession. Third, the demand for seces-
sion must be supported by a simple-majority vote in the referendum.
Fourth, the federal government must transfer its powers to the council of
the nation, nationality, or people who have voted for secession. Finally, as-
sets must be divided in a manner prescribed by law.

Part of the argument for secession is based on the construction of the
principle included in the preamble and the clause (article 8(1)) that de-
clares the nationalities as sovereign.54 The nationalities are the founders of
the Constitution, in general, and of the federation, in particular, and hence
have the right to go away from it when they feel aggrieved by the fact that the
terms of the compact are being abridged by the federal government.

The inclusion of such right, it may be contended, is justified by extra-
federal factors. The arguments for the inclusion of secession are not based
on any prior history of the states as sovereign entities but rather on the no-
tion of nationalities’ right to self-determination, which in turn is the out-
come of the leftist-oriented Ethiopian Student Movement of the 1960s and
the ideology of the ‘nationality question’ as implemented by the eprdf.
The exact scope of this self-determination right is not often clear because
it has been used by different political parties to mean different things. For
many, it means nationalities’ right to self-rule within a multicultural and
democratic Ethiopia in which there is equal recognition of culture, reli-
gion, and language, but for the ruling party, it also includes secession. 

Some analysts contend that the procedures for the exercise of secession
are strict, and they even doubt there is a political will to exercise it. Barbara
Thomas-Woolly and Edmond Keller wrote: “When eprdf overthrew the mil-
itary regime in 1991, ethnic groups that had been historically oppressed in
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Ethiopia were promised the right to self-determination but it soon became
clear that what the eprdf envisioned was regional autonomy for ethnically
based sub-states within the context of an Ethiopian federal union.”55 It is dif-
ficult to prove the veracity of these allegations, but they hint that there is
much skepticism about its application. Nevertheless, secession is expressly
singled out as a constitutional right. 

The emphasis on nationalities’ rights and the subsequent state reorgani-
zation to ensure self-rule is hailed by its advocates as an aspect of the de-
mocratization of state and society and as a ‘stroke of genius’ that will
reduce tension and conflict in the country and, at its very best, be a model
for governing multi-ethnic states in Africa.56 Its critics, however, argue that
Ethiopia’s “ethnic based federation” is a sign of the first mark of disinte-
gration.57 They contend that the whole arrangement is a treaty of alliance
among nearly sovereign ethnic groups and that since the adoption of ethnic-
based states, Ethiopia’s federation became virtually extinct.58 It is stated
that “regionally based ethnicity may reinforce the demands of some ethnic
groups for more and more states and finally for secession.”59 Overall, these
critics emphasize the politics of difference and the subsequent threat of
fragmentation.60 

Although the argument that “ethnic” federalism tends to sharpen and
institutionalize previous differences and carries with it the danger of frag-
mentation has some validity,61 it needs qualification.62 It is a global issue,
and any multicultural federal system, be it Ethiopia, India, or any other
country, carries with it two existential problems, however successful it may
be. There is always the problem of integration in any country with minori-
ties and more so in multicultural federations. There are bound to exist
“two solitudes”63 or “three nationalities with their backs to each other”64 or
“hard and open ethnic identities.”65 Multicultural federations also attempt
to contain the threat of secession, but by the mere fact that they are multi-
cultural, they cannot avoid it altogether. After all, multicultural federations
are potentially (in the worst-case scenario) many nation-states in the mak-
ing. It is not, therefore, endemic to Ethiopia nor is the ruling party to be
blamed for institutionalizing it. Whether the federal system will consoli-
date unity in diversity or fragment among the various groups depends on
commitment to the federal principle, accommodation of difference and
political pluralism, and more importantly respect for human rights – a mat-
ter that appears not to be taken seriously by the ruling party.66

p o s i t i o n s  o f  m i n o r i t i e s  i n  t h e  r e g i o n a l  s tat e s

One serious challenge emerging as a consequence of the nationalities’
right to self-rule is the treatment of minorities in the constituent units. Al-
though what constitutes a minority has been contested, the term implies
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that they are less in number compared to the rest of the population of the
country or region, and as a result of the democratic game of numbers, they
are in a non-dominant position. The minorities consist of nationals of the
state of residence who possess ethnic, linguistic, or religious characteristics
that distinguish them from the rest of the population and who wish to pre-
serve their identity instead of integrating into the dominant group.67

In Ethiopia, at least two groups of minorities deserve serious attention.
In Oromia, Amhara, Tigray, Afar, and Somali – five of the nine regional
states – a majority nationality dominates the political process in each state.
Other ethnic groups in these regional states are, therefore, minorities. An-
other concern emerging in Gambela and Benishangul-Gumuz is that many
economic migrants and people who were forced to resettle in these states
as a result of national government policy in the 1980s have become victims
of political marginalization because the federal system favours the locally
dominant ethnic groups.

A key problem is that the dominant ethnic groups in these five states con-
sider themselves ‘owners’ of their respective mother states. Citizens of differ-
ent ethnic backgrounds and individuals who do not like to associate
themselves with any ethnic group have practically no rights or political voice,
which certainly contradicts the provisions of the Constitution that guarantee
a wide range of rights and stipulate the right to work and live in a place of
one’s choice.68 In these respects, frequent conflicts in Oromia between the
Oromos and minority Amharas (some three million Amharas are believed to
dwell in the region) have led to loss of life and destruction of property at dif-
ferent times. Bedeno, Arba Gugu, and Gara Muletta are clear instances.69 In
2002, as a result of mobilization orchestrated by local political elites, a large
number of Amharas were evicted from southwest Oromia to the Amhara re-
gion, and their quest for return remains as yet unsettled.70 

Despite some alarming reports and signs of abuse, the threat against lo-
cal minorities has not been given the necessary attention by federal and re-
gional government authorities. Incidents have been tolerated so far, but
they could turn into explosive situations at any moment, aggravating the
fragile transition. There are still ample indications of this kind of tension
and threat to minorities in several parts of the country. On several occa-
sions (between 2005 and 2006), the authors have observed a high sense of
insecurity felt by minorities in Oromia (Jimma area) and snnprs, so much
so that the minorities have started to remit the income they generate from
their businesses to places of their ethnic origin. Further confusing this del-
icate position of minorities are provisions of the constitutions of some of
the regions issued even after the decision of the hof in the Benishangul-
Gumuz case decided in March 2003. The decision ensured the right of mi-
norities to be elected to public offices but some regional state constitutions
continued to relegate minorities to second-rate citizenship. For example,
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the revised Benishangul-Gumuz Constitution and that of Gambela, article
34, distinct from what is provided in other state constitutions, only ensure
the right of minorities to work and live in those states, and not the right to
be elected to public offices.71

One of the key challenges for Ethiopia, therefore, is how to ensure self-
rule to the different nationalities without damaging or eroding the bonds
and virtues of national citizenship. Seen from this angle, the federal system
has produced mixed results. Whether the federal system in Ethiopia is to
enhance the bonds and virtues of citizenship and reduce tensions depends
on whether the federal and state institutions are keen enough to address
the concerns of the minorities. This could be done, in part, through the es-
tablishment of second chambers in the regional states to balance the inter-
ests of both the locally dominant groups and the dispersed minorities.
Additionally, the federal executive, the federal and state judiciary, the Hu-
man Rights Commission, and the Ombudsman need to be well organized
throughout the country if the bulk of human rights provisions enshrined
in the Constitution are to be enforced meaningfully. This is perhaps the
only way to guarantee interstate mobility of labour and capital.

‘Federation’ Within a Federation in the snnprs

Our earlier presentation of the federal system as granting mother states to
nationalities could be misleading. Despite the attempt to grant a mother
state to each of the dominant nationalities, the process has not resulted in
homogeneous states. In this sense, Ethiopia, like other multicultural federa-
tions, has “partial ethno-territorial federalism.”72 In this case, it is a federa-
tion in which only major nationalities have and administer their own
autonomous units. While five of the states have clearly dominant nationality
groups, the other four states are clearly multicultural, and snnprs, made up
of more than fifty-six ethno-linguistic groups, is spectacularly diverse. 

snnprs is peculiar in some respects.73 It is a constituent unit with ex-
traordinary heterogeneity and relatively small ethno-linguistic groups in
which local governments (the zone, weredas74 or special weredas) are de-
signed to ensure self-rule to the various groups. This is the region, though
not necessarily in its present form, that was subjected to harsh political re-
alities and subjugation during the last quarter of the nineteenth century.
During the transition (1991–94), it was reorganized into five states, but fol-
lowing the adoption of the Constitution, it emerged as one state. One can
offer two conflicting hypotheses about snnprs. On one hand, it is possible
to state that the territorial approach is less feasible in snnprs because
there are many ethno-linguistic groups, some of which are very small (i.e.,
not exceeding 2,000 people). However, there has been a move along that
line in recent years. The Southern Ethiopian Peoples Democratic Front
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(sepdf), the ruling party in the state and also a member of the eprdf, was
originally a coalition of some twenty ethnic fronts operating in the south. It
was transformed into one party (movement), the sepdm, in 2002.75 Along
with it, following the post-2001 state constitutional reform, more emphasis
was put on weredas as regards the allocation of budget resources. It is re-
ported that this was done in order to weaken the demands for more local
governments that were fueled by the budget-allocation formula. By creat-
ing more sub-units, the ethnic groups, rightly or wrongly, believed that
they would share in more of the national budget. This belief led to further
restructuring in the region from nine zones to thirteen zones and eight
special weredas.76Given this reality, some observers have suggested an asym-
metric federal system, that is, a greater role for the federal government in
snnprs like that in Afar, Gambela, and Benishangul-Gumuz.77

However, this argument is not without limitations, which brings us to the
second hypothesis. The most frequent and deadly conflicts that have oc-
curred since the introduction of the federal system in 1995 have been in
the same states: snnprs, Gambela, and Benishangul-Gumuz.78 Many fac-
tors brought about these conflicts, but certainly an important one is the
failure to design adequate mechanisms for dealing with the complexity as-
sociated with multiple ethnic groups living in each of these states. These
are the states in which the grant of mother-state status has not been actual-
ized fully because of an alleged lack of a dominant nationality or because
of the presence of too many small ethnic groups. Relative peace has been
restored in some of these states: for instance, in snnprs after the Wolayta,
Silte, and Kaffa-Sheka were granted local governments. This seems to make
a strong case for further restructuring of the state governments, along with
the general view that nationalities should be granted their own ‘mother lo-
cal governments’ within multi-ethnic regional states. However, this brings
with it the issue of where to begin and end the reorganization of the sub-
units within the region. Claims are still being made for more zones and
weredas in several parts of snnprs, and the creation of a new state (the
Sidama claim potentially being one) as a member of the federation cannot
be ruled out either.

Both hypotheses are tentative, and not much more can be said about this
very dynamic region. Even so, snnprs exhibits both fear and hope. The fear
is that there will be continuous rivalry among some of the ethnic political
elites for control of regional power at the expense of other groups. Such fear
seems to be motivating groups that feel marginalized within the state to raise
issues of further redrawing of new zones, weredas, and even new states. In
many instances, deadly conflicts have resulted from this rivalry and fear, car-
rying with it the threat of opening a Pandora’s box of where to end once re-
structuring of the state begins. A newly emerging multicultural federation
may need to be flexible in order to adjust territorial boundaries to meet new
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ethno-linguistic demands, which can be expected in a holding-together fed-
eration, but too much flexibility might lead to the Nigerian federation’s
logic of seemingly endless fragmentation via new-state creation.

The hope and rather promising point about snnprs, given its size (15 mil-
lion people, which is 19.2 percent of the total population) and its incorpora-
tion into mainstream Ethiopian politics is the potential role it can play in
stabilizing the federal game. snnprs, being composed of relatively small na-
tionalities that benefit more from interdependence and some form of self-
rule than from a unitary system and independence, has a potentially major
role to play in bringing equilibrium to the two threats to Ethiopia’s federa-
tion: centralism (as it existed during the twentieth century) and secession (for
which some political elites seem to be aspiring).

pa r t y  p o l i t i c s ,  p o l i t i c a l  c u lt u r e ,

a n d  c h a l l e n g e s  o f  t r a n s i t i o n

A clearer picture of the federal system can be drawn if one looks at the op-
eration of the party system. Many critics point to the party system as the
most obvious limitation of Ethiopia’s federalism, particularly the paradox
between constitutional powers generously granted to the regions and a
centralized federal system in practice, which arises from centralized policy-
making by a dominant ruling party. Most policies are generated through
the party’s central apparatus. Those policies then become the basis of five-
year plans for both the federal and state governments. The implication is
that the autonomy of the states is limited in practice, and the party struc-
ture overshadows the federal and regional government institutions. In this
regard, Ethiopia is not as federal as promised by the Constitution. Some
critics even contend that this centralized arrangement is merely a continu-
ation of the traditional form of political control by the centre.79

Since the establishment of the federation, Ethiopia has been ruled by a co-
alition government composed of several regionally based ethnic parties con-
stituting the ruling party. The eprdf is basically a coalition four groups: the
Oromo Peoples’ Democratic Organization, the Amhara National Demo-
cratic Movement, the South Ethiopian Peoples’ Democratic Front, and the
Tigrayan Peoples’ Liberation Front. At first sight, the party structure seems
to enhance a federal division of power because the federal government ap-
pears to be run by an organization with a regional, rather than central, basis
of power. In practice, though, the eprdf controls all the regional state gov-
ernments in the federation either directly through its member parties or in-
directly through affiliated parties that appear to be autonomous but have
strong links with the eprdf.

On the positive side, given Ethiopia’s diverse society, a coherent and disci-
plined party in the federal and state arenas looks to be an asset, compared
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for example to what happened in Nigeria during the 1960s and what trans-
pired in Mwai Kibaki’s government in Kenya after Daniel arap Moi stepped
down as president in December 2002.80 However, in Ethiopia, the ruling
party seems to be exceeding acceptable limits and is contradicting the consti-
tutionally proclaimed principles of self-rule and state autonomy by practic-
ing democratic centralism.81 The party structure and its decision-making
procedures undermine the federal division of power and subordinate the re-
gional governments to the centre. In the area of intergovernmental rela-
tions, an area not well regulated by the Constitution, for example, the
evolving practice indicates a top-down approach in which the states have not
yet commenced establishing independent forums for airing a common
agenda in their relations with the centre. A more serious concern, however,
is in the impact that the party system may have on the evolution of the rele-
vant institutions in a multi-party context. Therefore the party structure,
along with its impact on the process of policy-making, explains the centraliz-
ing trend in the federal system. This factor also appears to explain why inter-
governmental conflicts are rare, perhaps absent: most issues are decided
behind closed doors within the party machinery.

Challenges to the Transition

Very related to this topic is the challenge of transitioning to a multi-party
democracy and moving away from an incomplete process of transition and
an authoritarian and rigid political culture within the political elite, both
of which affect the federal experiment.82 

The opposition, very diverse in itself, long preferred to withdraw from
the process and claim that the transition has not been open and inclusive
enough, thereby hoping to undermine the legitimacy of the process.83

(Apart from the ruling coalition, there is a coalition of forces that are pro-
centre but perhaps with some decentralizing sentiments, as well as federal-
ist forces that advocate some policy alternatives distinct from those of the
ruling party.) The ruling party argues that the transition to democracy has
been affected by the absence of what it calls a “loyal and peaceful opposi-
tion,” an opposition that is committed to respecting ‘the rules of the
game.’ Added to this is the authoritarian and exclusionist political culture
within the political elite on both sides of the spectrum that long reigned in
the country and still hangs over the present.84 The incomplete process of
transition (1991–94) resulting from the disengagement of the opposition,
shrinkage in the political space, and divergent perspectives has made the
transition to democracy more challenging and protracted.

The cumulative effect of such an unhappy transition reached an ugly
turn in the third national election, held in May 2005. The process com-
menced with historically unprecedented, positive pre-election debate in
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which a certain section of society that felt excluded from the process made
a significant comeback by joining the process. For the first time in the
country’s history, significant numbers of opposition-party members partici-
pated in the election and later joined both the federal and regional parlia-
ments. Yet this positive political development was followed by a post-
election crisis. The Coalition for Unity and Democracy (cud), a coalition
of four opposition parties, alleged that the ruling party had rigged the elec-
tion. The cud also maintained that parliamentary procedures were being
used in ways hostile to the opposition, and it questioned the impartiality of
the Electoral Commission. For these reasons, the cud decided not only to
boycott the Parliament in October 200585 but also (according to the claims
of the ruling party) to unseat it by calling on its supporters to mount a
“coloured revolution” similar to Ukraine’s 2004–05 Orange Revolution
and Georgia’s 2003 Rose Revolution.

Adding fuel to the conflict, the ruling party, following the election out-
come, used the out-going Parliament to amend several laws so as to trans-
fer authority from the Addis Ababa City Government, which had been won
by the cud, to the federal government. This transfer had significant im-
pacts on revenue sources for the city. This action aggravated the tension
and led to violent demonstrations in June and November 2005, which re-
sulted in losses of life, destruction of property, and imprisonment of the
cud’s principal leaders, who were released in the summer of 2007 after a
series of negotiations initiated by prominent Ethiopian elders. Also aggra-
vating this development was the intra-party politics and power rivalry
among factions of the cud.86 The crisis resulted in a deterioration of hu-
man rights protection, a refusal of cud members to take the seats they had
won in the federal Parliament87 and in the Addis Ababa City Council,88

and a political atmosphere more or less reminiscent of the upheavals that
occurred in 1974 and 1991. Thus, despite a third parliamentary election
that was openly contested by multiple parties, Ethiopia’s political process
did not produce a happy outcome for all parties in 2005.

Despite Ethiopia’s rich tradition of dispute-resolution mechanisms and
culture of tolerance in its society, the political elites on both sides of the po-
litical spectrum manifested a militant political culture that seems to be the
product of a deep-rooted authoritarian tendency inherited from the two pre-
vious regimes. This stands in sharp contrast to a federal political culture. In
the latter, parties and major actors are expected to work together to achieve
common goals while respecting their differences, but this has not been the
case for long in Ethiopia. This tendency is not in line with the political values
and attitudes that can lead to federal democracy. It also makes the public
sphere less predictable.

Seen from a comparative perspective, the post-election crisis and the di-
vergence of opinions between the various forces are not without parallels
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in history. They bear some resemblance to what happened in the United
States (1861–65) and Switzerland (1847), with certain major differences,
when conflict arose because confederate forces were not willing to give way
to the emerging weaker federal government. By contrast, in Ethiopia, pro-
centre forces seem to be attempting to reverse the emerging federal
process. In the two older federal systems, the federal forces somehow man-
aged to dominate the scene, and the notion of “sovereignty of the states”
gave way to a stronger federal government. It remains to be seen (depend-
ing on the balance of forces) how this will evolve during the coming years.

The large role played by the political party that has run the federation
since its inception naturally leads to the question of the prospects for the
federation. There are those who argue that once the ruling party loses con-
trol of power, the fate of the federal system will be uncertain. Many others
think that given Ethiopia’s diverse context, federalism is here to stay de-
spite changes in political party configurations.

Press Freedom and Civil-Society Organizations

Crucial to Ethiopia’s democratization are the emerging issues related to
freedom of the press and the role of civil-society organizations. Press free-
dom is a new development in Ethiopia, introduced only after 1991. After
proclamation number 34/1992, stipulating the fundamental principles ap-
plicable to the press, the private press mushroomed. This was an important
development in terms of providing alternative sources of information. The
1995 Constitution also guarantees access to information and freedom of
opinion, thought, expression, and the press. It ensures in particular that
diversity of opinions needs to be reflected in the public and private press.

Nonetheless, two crucial issues dominated this new development. First, the
private press, except for a few outlets, became irresponsible in disseminating
information and articles that provoked hatred and animosity, and thus aggra-
vated the historically unjust relationship among the different ethnic groups.
Nor was the press good enough to reflect diversity of perspectives on issues that
matter most to the public. In this regard, both the government-owned and pri-
vate press share the blame. Both camps simply presented their version of the
stories. Second, the government increasingly became tougher on the private
press. This was particularly obvious following the election crisis in May 2005.
The national government enacted a new press law (proclamation number
598/2008) that by and large reiterated the principles of the old law but added
more rigorous restraints that, among other things, permit the public prosecu-
tion office to ban a press story before its publication when it believes that there
is danger to national security. In many other jurisdictions, prior restraint is not
allowed or is decided by an impartial body such as the courts. Consequently,
there has been a significant curtailment of freedom of the press.
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Civil-society organizations face similar challenges. With the opening up
of a new space in 1991 for civic and political expression, civil-society orga-
nizations transitioned from their traditional self-help role to outreach roles
focused on issues of governance and democratization. But again, in prac-
tice, they face serious challenges. Civil-society organizations are supposed
to operate autonomously; however, many of them remain affiliated with ei-
ther the government in power or the opposition parties. At times, it is diffi-
cult to differentiate between political parties and non-governmental
organizations because the latter are so often voices for the different politi-
cal parties. As a result of confusion in roles, civil society’s role in democra-
tization and rights promotion is perceived by the government as political
opposition or maneuvering for advantage. Following these developments
and their impact on the May 2005 election, in which the opposition made
a strong showing, the government amended the legal regime applicable to
civil-society organizations. A new proclamation was issued in 2009. Many
non-governmental organizations believe that the new law limits their role
in politics and society. For example, civil-society organizations are not al-
lowed to engage in advocacy. Also, because many of the civil-society organi-
zations relied heavily on financial resources coming from donors,
restrictions now apply to this revenue source. According to the new law,
civil-society organizations can only rely on foreign sources for up to 10 per-
cent of their budget; the rest must come from local sources. This is consid-
ered to be a major setback to their activities.

c o n c l u s i o n

Summing up, Ethiopia’s choice of multicultural federalism rooted in its
constituent nationalities is a step in the right direction because it has
opened a political space for the various ethnic groups and has diffused the
various conflicts out into local arenas, making them less a threat to the cen-
tre. There has also been significant improvement in terms of infrastructure
and access to education and health.

Yet the federation’s success hinges on many factors. First, the existence
of a political will to operate in a politically diverse atmosphere is vital, given
the lack of a dominant majority, on one hand, and the ethno-linguistic and
emerging political diversity, on the other. A culture of respect and open ac-
commodation of political and identity differences is an important feature
of federalism. It is a sign of commitment and demonstration of respect to
others. Second, the establishment and strengthening of the several institu-
tions mentioned above, particularly respect for the autonomy of the re-
gions, development of second chambers in the federal and regional
governments, and the organization of mediating and dispute-handling in-
stitutions are all important for ensuring the rule of law and enhancing
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shared rule. Third, protecting minorities in the constituent states in a man-
ner that strikes a proper balance between the nationalities’ right to self-
rule and the free movement of labour and capital is necessary if Ethiopia is
to give effect to the notion of “building one political and economic com-
munity” as stipulated in the Constitution. Last but not least, a negotiated
settlement at the constitutional level among the political forces on at least
some of the country’s contentious issues is a matter that would significantly
contribute to federal stability.
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