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Ethiopia has more than 80 ethnic groups and over 200 languages and 

dialects. This diversity has been a source of strength, as demonstrated 

by the unity of all the ethnic groups in the fight against the Italian 

invasion in the 1890s and 1930s as well as the Somali incursion in the 

1970s. At the same time, ethnic diversity has led the country to 

protracted wars, for example, between the Tigrian speaking 

communities in the north (Tigray and Eritrea) and the rest of the 

country. The war with Eritrea lasted for 30 years, one of the longest in 

Africa, and ended with the creation of the state of Eritrea in 

1991/1993. During the same time the Tigrian rebels toppled over the 
military regime in Addis Ababa and turned Ethiopia into an ethno-

federal state. This paper attempts to examine the literature on the 

experiences of countries around the globe, including Ethiopia, in 

ethnic federalism, its rationale and the long-term consequences of this 

practice, especially for Ethiopia. The paper concludes that while the 

present ethnic-federal structure has resolved some of the old problems 

of nationality and ethnic self-governance, studies also show that it has 

raised more questions than it has answered. Some of the issues that 

remained unresolved include problems of delineating ethnic 

boundaries, recurring violent intra/inter-ethnic and regional conflicts, 

marginalization of people in some federal states that do not belong to 
the dominant ethnic group, weak capacity and decision-making power 

of regional federal states to administer justice; and the combined 

impact of all these on individual liberty which are demonstrated by the 

continuous narrowing of the political space and the ultimate move 

toward a dominant one-party „developmental‟ state.  
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…………………………………………………………………………………………………….... 

Introduction:-  
Ethiopia has more than 80 ethnic groups and over 200 languages and dialects. This diversity has been a source of 

strength, as demonstrated by the unity of all the ethnic groups in the fight against the Italian invasion in the 1890s 

and 1930s as well as the Somali incursion in the 1970s. At the same time, ethnic diversity has led the country to 
protracted wars, for example, between the Tigrian speaking communities in the north (Tigray and Eritrea) and the 

rest of the country. The war with Eritrea lasted for 30 years, one of the longest in Africa, and ended with the creation 

of the state of Eritrea in 1991/1993. During the same time the Tigrian rebels toppled over the military regime in 

Addis Ababa and turned Ethiopia into an ethno-federal state.  
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A lot has been written about the merits and demerits of ethnic and/or linguistic federalism in Africa, Asia, North 

America (e.g., Canada) and Europe (e.g., Belgium, Switzerland) (see Osaghae, 2004; He, 2007; Loughlin, 2008). 

This Paper synthesizes a review of the literature to identify the major successes and failures of ethnic federalism in 

general and its recent application in Ethiopia in particular. The Paper tries to answer the following questions: has 

ethnic federalism removed ethnic conflicts in Ethiopia? What are the long-term implications of federalism based on 

primordial ethno-linguistic ties?  
 

The central argument of this paper is that in the short-run ethnic federalism may be seen as a remedy to problems 

caused by ethnic tensions and conflicts owing to scarce resources, imbalance of power, exclusion and actual or 

perceived existential threats. In the long-run, however, ethnic federalism will tend to amplify differences, increase 

ethnic cleavages, and persistent demand for greater autonomy by some and the desire to maintain the status quo by 

others (Bednar, et al, 1999; Selassie, 2003; McHenry, Jr, 1997). Throughout the paper, historical experiences of 

countries in different parts of the world are used to support the argument.  

 

The section that follows provides an overview of the literature on ethnic/linguistic federalism; this is followed by a 

discussion on the experience of Ethiopia since the country adopted a federal structure based, mainly, on ethnic 

considerations, as well as the logical contradictions present in this approach. The fourth section presents some 

examples of recurring ethnic conflicts in Ethiopia since the 1990s; and the final section will offer concluding 
remarks with emphasis on the long-term consequences of ethnic federalism in the country.   

 

Review of the Literature:-  
In multiethnic and multicultural societies, ethnic conflicts are not only recurrent, but often protracted and highly 

destructive (Newman, 1991). “Ethnic conflicts are as old as mankind” (Crocker, 1999). Using cases from the 

Balkans after the Cold War, Crocker identified three types of ethnic conflicts: „preventive‟, „deterrent‟ and 
„punitive‟. As there are diverse causes and expressions of ethnic conflicts, their solutions, too, are diverse and 

complex. In some contexts, denying or suppressing differences and fostering unity may work, whereas in others, 

recognizing diversity and granting a degree of political, economic and administrative autonomy, including ethnic 

federalism, could be considered as a remedy. “Ethnic federation is used specifically in the context and strategy of 

resolving an ethnic conflict on a permanent basis” (Tegenu, nd). Ethnic or linguistic-based federalism is not 

uncommon even in the most advanced democratic countries, like Belgium (d‟Alcantara, 2002). The Belgian system 

of ethnic federalism is an important example of recurring ethnic conflicts even in a prosperous and mature 

democracy in the capital of the European Union. As d‟Alcantara observed “… conflicts between the Flemish-and 

French-speaking communities are intensified by a lack of contact with a national majority…Cultural autonomy, 

expressed in two different languages, generates progressively diverging opinions.” The Belgian federation is often 

threatened by “separatist” elements who wish to create separate states along the ethnic/linguistic lines. This 

experience is very important and illustrates the existing tensions in apparently autonomous federal states designed to 
foster integration and “unity in diversity”, a phrase often used by politicians and scholars alike in pluralistic 

societies.     

 

Moreover, the experiences of the disintegration of formerly federal states such as the Federal State of Soviet 

Socialist Republics, the Federal Republics of Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia suggest that ethnic federalism, sooner 

or later, will lead to more and more autonomy and break-up of the parent state. Ethnic conflicts leading to 

disintegration were extremely intense notably in central and eastern Europe, parts of the Russian Federation and the 

Caucasus regions (Bednar, et al, 1999; Illes, 2002; Giinliik, 1994 Vujacic, 2002).  

 

In Africa, where ethnic and linguistic diversities are considerably high, there have been efforts to implement the 

project of ethnic federalism as in the case of Nigeria, South Africa, and Ethiopia, (Selassie, 2003; Bednar, et al, 
1999). With regard to Nigeria, ethnic federalism has both resolved and complicated ethnic relations. A series of 

constitutional changes have emphasized the need for recognizing ethnic differences and for creating a political-

economic space to accommodate this diversity with the view to maintaining the country‟s unity (Ayoade, 1986). 

However, as Jinadu (2002) noted, “… the centrifugal pull of the political mobilization of ethnicity is a fundamental 

problem, raised by the rational calculation of the cost of federalism by the covenantal parties”. Consequently, ethnic 

federalism in Nigeria, as in many developing countries, is often associated with actual or perceived elite political 

and economic opportunities which result in intense struggle for access to public employment, this being the major 

and even the sole source of survival and prosperity (Ayoade, 1986).  After independence, India adopted a mixture of 

regionalism and ethnic or linguistic federalism in “… ethnically distinct regions where the territorial accommodation 
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of distinct groups of people is of paramount importance” (Bhattacharyya, 2005). The practice of creating federal 

structures based on primordial ties: kinship, language and related affinities has given rise to “… the upsurge of 

ethnic identities, which are demanding more autonomous spaces for themselves, with some of them demanding 

statehood within the federal set-up” (Bhattacharyya, 2005).  

 

As the foregoing paragraphs suggest, a handful of multi-ethnic and pluralistic countries adopted ethnic-based 
federalism as a solution to ethnic conflicts in their respective territories. Their experiences show that some of the 

federal arrangements disintegrated while others still struggle to preserve their unity. In this connection, it is essential 

to raise a couple of interrelated questions. First, why do federal states, especially those in Central and Eastern 

European Countries disintegrate? Second, what is the implication of ethnic federalism (which aims at protecting or 

promoting group rights) on individual rights and the democratic space?  The following section will deal with these 

and other questions forwarded in the introductory section.  

 

Ethnic Federalism in Ethiopia and Group versus Individual Rights:-  

The history of federalism in Ethiopia dates back to the 1950s when an arrangement was made between Ethiopia and 

Eritrea after the latter‟s independence from Italian rule in 1941 and British trusteeship in 1952 in line with UN 

resolution 390 (v). However, this association collapsed when, in 1962, Emperor Hailesilassie annexed Eritrea into 

Ethiopia as one of the provinces (Negash, 1997; Metaferia, 2001). The re-incorporation of Eritrea into the unitary 
structure resulted in discontent and armed resistance, between the 1960s and 1990s, fought along ethnic lines. 

Eritrea‟s struggle for independence also set an example for the neighboring province of Tigray which fought a 

secessionist war to separate from Ethiopia.  

 

The peoples of Tigray and Eritrea share similar ethnic, linguistic, cultural and ecological features. The Tigrian 

separatist movement began in earnest in 1974, following the Ethiopian Revolution in 1973. Despite some basic 

differences between them, the Eritrean and Tigrian „liberation fronts‟1 collaborated in the fight against the central 

military regime; and when it was overthrown in 1991, Eritrea declared independence (officially confirmed in 1993). 

The Tigrian rebels formed a coalition of ethnic-based liberation fronts, controlled Addis, Ababa and established a 

Transitional Government which adopted a Constitution in 1994/5 that provided for an ethnic-based federal structure.   

 
Ethiopia is not the only country that has created a federal system largely on the basis of primordial - ethnicity, 

language and cultural – attributes. However, while many of the countries that adopt ethnic federalism systematically 

avoid provisions for secession and self-determination, the Ethiopian Constitution explicitly recognizes these rights. 

Article 39 of that Constitution provides that “Every Nation, Nationality and People in Ethiopia has an unconditional 

right to self-determination, including the right to secession.” This provision has been put to practice even before it 

was adopted as the post-1991 Ethiopian regional administration was crafted along ethnic or nationality lines. 

Although Ethiopia is home to more than 80 ethnic groups, nations, nationalities and peoples, the country is 

organized into nine (9) administrative regions, each representing  the ethnic group with numeric majority in the 

region. These are Afar, Amhara, Benishangul Gumuz;  Gambella, Harari, Oromia, SNPP2, Somali, and Tigray 

national regional states.  

 

The architects of the Constitution and proponents of ethnic federalism argue that this is the right approach to settle 
and manage ethnic conflicts, eliminate inequality and remove ethnic domination (Gebru, 2011; Habisso, 2010). As 

Regassa (2004) puts it “The interest in federalism among the constitution makers of Ethiopia was a reaction to and a 

result, at a time, of a long history of centralist tendency that was pursued stringently …” Moreover, “Certain 

Western academics considered „ethnic federalism‟ as innovative, „giving room for thinking differently about 

ethnicity in the political evolution in Africa‟” (Aalen, 2002). The justification for instituting ethnic federalism is 

located in decentralization of administration, devolution of power from the center to the constituent elements or 

regions, and equitable distribution of fiscal and other resources among the federated states presumably on 

demographic and historical considerations. Advocates of the system refer to the fact that since the adoption of ethnic 

                                                             
1 Different liberation fronts appeared and disappeared due to internal conflicts as well as infiltration by the central 
government army. Moreover, the Tigrian separatists changed their mind in 1991 when they realized that they were 

overthrowing the central government and hence able to rule the country rather than to materialize their own region‟s 

separation. 
2 Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples (SNNP). This ethnic-based regional state alone contains over 50 

ethnic groups lumped together due to administrative, economic and political inconveniences.  

http://www.mfa.gov.et/Facts_About_Ethiopia/Regional_States.php?Page=Afar.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.et/Facts_About_Ethiopia/Regional_States.php?Page=Benishangule.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.et/Facts_About_Ethiopia/Regional_States.php?Page=Gambella.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.et/Facts_About_Ethiopia/Regional_States.php?Page=Harari.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.et/Facts_About_Ethiopia/Regional_States.php?Page=Harari.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.et/Facts_About_Ethiopia/Regional_States.php?Page=Harari.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.et/Facts_About_Ethiopia/Regional_States.php?Page=SNNP.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.et/Facts_About_Ethiopia/Regional_States.php?Page=SNNP.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.et/Facts_About_Ethiopia/Regional_States.php?Page=Tigray.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.et/Facts_About_Ethiopia/Regional_States.php?Page=Tigray.htm
http://www.mfa.gov.et/Facts_About_Ethiopia/Regional_States.php?Page=Tigray.htm
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federalism in the early 1990s, the country has not experienced major ethnic conflicts; hence the effectiveness of 

ethnic federalism to address ethnic diversities.  

 

However, critics of ethnic federalism vehemently argue that the practice will lead to increased conflict and 

disintegration in the long-run. They also cite evidence of frequent skirmishes between the various ethnic groups that 

are not satisfied with the present arrangement either because it does not bring them economic and political equity or 
the system empowers some while it deprives others from gaining autonomy though the Constitution clearly provides 

for it. A recent study by Gebre-Egziabher (2007) reported that “… since the current ruling party, the Ethiopian 

People‟s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) took power in May 1991, there have been a number of violent 

ethnic conflicts widespread throughout the country.”  Among the major causes identified by the author include:  

 

 Ethno-Centric Federalism and Ethno-Centric Politics: ethnic based regional boundaries and non-clarity resulted 

in the separation of ethnic groups from their traditional resource bases;  

 Using ethnicity for political mobilization (Politicisation of Ethnicity): ethnicity becomes the most efficient base 

for political mobilization, and it gives enough ground for new local elites to compete for power on the basis of 

ethnicity; 

 Dissatisfactions that exist in the country as a result of absence of public accountability and non-observance of 
the rule of law by government officials result in grievances that eventually lead to conflict situations. 

 

Another study by Adegehe (2009) stated that contrary to the architects‟ expectation that Federalism would resolve or 

dry ethnic conflicts from the source, “… ethnic conflicts are still critical challenges in the country”. Adegehe 

pinpointed five categories of violent conflicts that complicated the implementation of the project of ethnic-

federation. These conflicts include: (i) federal structure and identity conflicts; (ii) intra-federal boundary conflicts; 

(iii) intra-regional conflicts over federal resources; (iv) conflicts between titular and non-titular groups3; and (v) 

conflict between the government and secessionist movements. Based on the foregoing, the author concluded that:  

 

 “Ethnic federalism prevents the development of a country-wide overarching citizenship;  

 Restructuring multiethnic states into ethnic federations tends to generate intra-federal (violent) conflicts. 

 A constitutional guarantee for secession prevents the development of the political art of compromise and 
encourages separatist nationalism. 

 

The above conclusion echoes the admonition by other scholars such as Stepan (1999) who cautioned those who 

place too much emphasis on “… federal system to reduce ethnic, religious, or linguistic tensions, [since] they could 

do so only at the risk of severely constraining majority rule” (Stepan, 1999).  

 

Ethnic Federalism, the State of Ethiopian Democracy and the Uncertain Future:-  

Some of the critiques on ethnic federalism come from those which see a causal relationship between promoting 

group rights at the expense of individual rights. Though the two do not conflict, these sources say, group rights are 

too general, too diffuse and hard to substantiate. It is often argued that the assertion of one group‟s right could lead 

to the suppression of the rights of others, especially those considered „beneficiaries‟ of previous systems. In the case 
of Ethiopia, critics of the present system argue that ethnic federalism was introduced to divide and rule, to weaken 

opposition from the previously dominant groups, and most importantly stifle liberal democracy which gives primacy 

to individual rights before or parallel to group rights.    

 

Since 1991, the Ethiopian political space is dominated by the party which overthrew the military regime. After the 

first four years of transition, 1991 to 1994, Ethiopia held its first regional and parliamentary elections in 1995 

(Aalen, 2002) which confirmed the ruling Party of the transition period winning 471 of the 547 seats. During the 

first few years of the transition period the country seemed to usher in a new era of a democratic beginning, at least 

seen from the outside, though some contend that this was a very spurious judgment for those who knew what was 

going on internally: systematic exclusion of genuine opposition parties, massive retrenchment of employees in the 

public sector, suppression of popular dissent, and spreading or regenerating the propaganda of ethnic hatred. These 
practices, combined with the explicit compartmentalization of the population into ethnic enclaves, critics argue, 

                                                             
3 The author further elaborated that “those who live in their designated ethnic homelands became titular, whereas 

those for different reasons find themselves out of their designated ethnic homelands became non-titular”.    
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instilled fear and suspicions among people in both the rural and urban areas, gave rise to opportunists, middle-of-

the-road revolutionaries, and power-mongers. “In this respect, ethnic self-determination up to secession, multi-party 

democracy, free and fair elections and freedom of speech and association, promised by the federal Constitution, 

remain largely ignored” (Adegehe, 2009).  

 

In the second national election of 2000, again the ruling party won the majority (481 of the 547) seats. The 
remaining 66 seats went to opposition parties. This was regarded as a slight improvement compared to the previous 

elections. The democratic process seemed to have matured during the third national election in 2005 where, for the 

first time in the country‟s history, opposition parties gained access to the media, political debates and rallies were 

encouraged and civil societies actively mobilized the electorate. The remarkably huge voter turnout on Election Day 

on 15 May 2005 surprised the world and led to the conclusion that Africa finally was coming of age to usher in a 

period of  maturing liberal democracy with a growing confidence in the ballot box to change regimes. On election 

night, however, the ruling party, predicting an impending defeat, especially when it realized that all the 24 seats in 

Addis Ababa went to the opposition, declared that it had won the election and banned public demonstrations of any 

sort for a month (CCOM, 2005; Lyons, 2005). The European Union‟s Election Observation Mission concluded that 

“Overall, therefore, the Elections fell short of international principles for genuine democratic elections” (EU EOM, 

2005). Similarly, the “Carter Center concludes that the 2005 electoral process did not fulfill Ethiopia‟s obligations to 

ensure the exercise of political rights and freedoms necessary for genuinely democratic elections” (The Carter 
Center, 2009:3).  

 

The EU Election Observation Mission made a similar conclusion about the 2010 parliamentary elections in which 

the same ruling party won 99.6% of the seats. The Final Report of the EU Election Observation Mission (EU EOM 

2010) stated that “…the electoral process fell short of international commitments for elections, notably regarding the 

transparency of the process and the lack of a level playing field for all contesting parties. Insufficient efforts were 

taken to ensure a more equitable and representative electoral process.” Obviously, the ruling party vehemently 

denied or rejected these „accusations‟ and continued to form the government after each election.  

 

Consequently, opposition parties and academics with critical reflections argue that, like most African countries, 

Ethiopia is graduating into a dominant party politics surrounded by satellite ethnic-based parties at both federal and 
regional levels which often take their ethnic name for party names. Critics continue to voice concerns that under 

such circumstances democracy take a very precarious and dangerous course. Most opposition parties often complain 

that they are being extremely weakened due to government „repression‟ and continually cry foul about the 

„increasingly narrowing political space‟. International human rights institutions and the media as well as the US 

Department of State share most of their complaints. For example, Tristan McConnell of the Global Mail reported on 

23 May 2011 that “Freedom House this year ranked Ethiopia as „not free‟ for the first time”. Although such reports 

are controversial and automatically rejected by the government, they suggest an unhealthy political development 

with a potential to be exploited, sooner or letter, by discontented parties and groups. The shrinking and gradual 

disappearance of the democratic space with longevity of certain individuals and their dominant party in power for 

decades mean a pent-up frustration and despondency among individuals and groups and then a search for the right 

time to bubble and burst as in the case of the Arab-Springs in North Africa and the Middle East. This will have 

grave consequences in multi-ethnic societies like Ethiopia and calls for a careful attention and reconsideration taking 
the realities on the ground into account.      

 

Conclusion:- 
This paper has attempted to examine the literature on the experiences of countries around the globe, including 

Ethiopia, in ethnic federalism, its rationale and the long-term consequences of this practice, especially for Ethiopia, 

a country with more than 80 ethnic groups. As noted earlier, Ethiopia adopted ethnic federalism as a remedy for 
recurrent conflicts triggered by exclusion, domination of the majority of ethnic communities by a handful few, and 

the resulting inequality in terms of access to resources as well as justice. The experimentation with ethnic 

federalism, supported by a constitutional provision up to secession, came as a result of a thirty-year war with Eritrea 

(which broke away in 1991) and a seventeen-year secessionist struggle by the Tigray People Liberation Front 

(TPLF). The latter managed to put together representatives of some ethnic groups to form a multi-ethnic party and 

took control of Addis Ababa.  

 

While the present ethnic-federal structure has resolved some of the old problems of nationality and ethnic self-

governance, several studies show that it has raised more questions than it has answered. Some of the issues that 
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remained unresolved include problems of delineating ethnic boundaries, recurrent violent intra/inter-ethnic and 

regional conflicts, marginalization of people in some federal states that do not belong to the dominant ethnic group, 

weak capacity and decision-making power of regional federal states to administer justice; and the combined impact 

of all these on individual liberty – freedom of expression, movement, the right to acquire property anywhere in the 

country, the right to residence, access and use of the media, etc. 

 
The experience of other multiethnic societies that have emphasized on group rights in the form of ethnic federalism 

at the expense of individual rights has shown that in the long-run they tend to crack and collapse when the strong 

hand that held them together weakens. As the limited studies consulted indicate, Ethiopia seems to be in exactly the 

same situation. In the first place, ethnic conflicts are pervasive even in the present time. A few weeks before the 

drafting of this paper, the Federal Policy reported that eight ethnic conflicts occurred in the country between October 

2010 and April 2011. As the democratic process gets stalled and popular discontent grows, conflicts of interest 

between the ruling party and the rest of the population may very likely run along ethnic fault-lines. In this regard, 

the long-term consequences of ethnic federalism could be pronounced differences, destructive clashes and perhaps 

further breakup of the country.  

 

The author wishes to conclude this paper with a fitting observation by Martin Lewis (2010), historical geographer at 

Stanford University, in an article titled Ethiopia’s Failed Ethnic Federalism which reads:  
 

Ethiopia‟s ethnic reorganization generated considerable enthusiasm in the international development community at 

first. It did not last long. By the early 2000s, complaints of continued Tigrayan domination mounted, especially in 

the Oromo region. Secession movements took root; today the Oromo Independence Movement, the Oromo 

Liberation Front, the Islamic Front for the Liberation of Oromia, and the Conference of Oromiya Peoples Liberation 

Front are all classified as actively seeking to split the state. One can add here the Ogden National Liberation Front 

and other lesser ethnic-based conflicts that are challenging the federal arrangement. In this regard, the subject 

requires further and deeper empirical studies to generate policy recommendations for improvement.  

 

The future of the country depends on making flexible and timely decisions by all concerned to reduce inter-ethnic 

tensions and unforeseen consequences of short-term gains at the expense of generations of Ethiopians who are 
bound together by centuries of historical, sociocultural, political and economic ties. 
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