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“I must study politics and war that my sons may have liberty to study mathematics and 
philosophy” (John Adams, 1780) 
“Art is not made to decorate apartments - it is an instrument of war” (Picasso) 

Photo: Meressa T. (2008 EC)    

“If violence and predation are to be found in what are considered zones of peace, so it is 

possible to find islands of civility in nearly all the war zones.”(Kaldor, 2006)  

============= 

 “Hostile neighbors Ethiopia and Eritrea passed the bloodiest decade of war in 2000, with a 

tragedy that consumed about 80 000 lives. Yet, a decade later, the two countries are falling in 

love in the northern Ethiopian regional capital, Mekelle...The war—politically but not 

culturally motivated and lacking social backing—split two brotherly nations only on 

demarcation. But there seems to be no demarcation in their hearts.” (Mohammed Selman, 

2011) 
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I. Setting the Scene 

“I hate these Hutu, these arrogant Hutu, braggarts, Who scorn other 

Hutu, dear comrades! 

 

I hate these Hutus, these de-Hutuized Hutu, Who have disowned their 

identity, dear comrades! 

 

I hate these Hutu, these Hutu who march blindly, like imbeciles, 

 

This species of naïve Hutu who are manipulated, who tear themselves up, Joining in a 

war whose cause they ignore. 

 

I detest these Hutu who is brought to kill – to kill, I swear to you, And who killed 

the Hutu, dear comrades. 

 

If I hate them, so much the better …” (Simon Bikindi’s genocidal Song at the eve of 

Rwandan Genocide). 

 

The term peace-building entered the international lexicon in 1992 when UN Secretary-

General Boutros Boutros-Ghali defined it in An Agenda for Peace as post-conflict “action to 

identify and support structures which tend to strengthen and solidify peace to avoid a 

relapse into conflict.” Since then, peace-building has become a catchall concept, 

encompassing multiple (and at times contradictory) perspectives and agendas. It is 

indiscriminately used to refer to preventive diplomacy, preventive development, conflict 

prevention, conflict resolution and post-conflict reconstruction.  
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There are many approaches, strategies and instruments of peace-building. Arts are one of 

such strategies and are double edged sword with potential weapons in both destructing as 

well as building peace. There are diverse arts forms, usually used for both purposes per 

prevailing contexts, such as writing and poetry, storytelling and narrative, the visual arts, 

digital media, music or song, movement and dance, theatre and performance art, ritual, 

metaphor, symbol, image, cultural and historical heritages, and personification (Oda, 2007).  

 

Arts were used in world wars and genocidal times. Research findings show that the use of 

classical and popular music by the Third Reich to instill an ideology of Aryan/German 

superiority against the defiling and destructive presence of minorities, especially Jews was 

utilized. In other words, Nazi leaders disapproved of jazz because of its close associations 

with “Negro America” and with an American recording industry that was run by a large 

number of Jewish Americans. 

 

In and during African human tragedies, arts were instrumentalized for genocidal ends. A 

case in point is Simon Bikindi who was once the most famous and popular musician in 

Rwanda where one United Nations official went so far as to characterize him as “Rwanda’s 

Michael Jackson.”(McNeil, 2002). It is sad to state that the government used the power and 

influence of Bikindi’s popular, nationalistic folk tunes as a tool to incite hatred between 

ethnic groups – a hatred that ultimately led to a 100-day massacre of the Tutsi minority, 

recorded as one of the most gruesome genocides in the history of mankind. According to 

Gowan (2011), a piece of music cannot be judged solely on its content, but as heard within 

the context in which it was created, especially if the lyricist is still alive and able to control 

where, when and in what contexts his music is performed.  

However, it is very clear that Bikindi’s songs were deliberate, intentional and well-

orchestrated to illicit hate and to encourage genocide. 

Paradoxically to his genocidal works, Bikindi married to Angeline Mukabanana, who is 

Tutsi, and he adopted a 10 year old orphaned girl who is also Tutsi and his housemaid was 

similarly Tutsi. But when violence inciting songs such as Bikindi’s music are supported by 

another forms of arts (written, radio, TV or else) it becomes mass instruments of atrocity 

and massacre. In 1993 and 1994, the pro-genocide Radio Rwanda station, RTLM 
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(Radio_Television Libre des Mille Collines), incorporated a number of his political songs into 

a propaganda campaign used to incite the genocide of the Tutsi minority. During the 1994 

Rwandan genocide an estimated 800, 000 people, or roughly 12 per cent of Rwanda's 

population, perished at the hands of both Hutu militias/enterhamwe/ and ordinary citizens. 

The pro-genocide radio station, RTLM, or Radio-Television Libre des Milles Collines (Free 

Radio-Television of a Thousand Hills), played a critical role in cultivating anti-Tutsi 

ideology and spurring mobs of Hutu militants to commit acts of violence in the name of 

justice, solidarity, and self-preservation (McCoy, 2009) 

 

It is well known that the unfortunate genocide that ravaged the beautiful nation of Rwanda 

in 1994 brings to mind the immense influence music wields in society. During the trials at 

the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda that ensued after the unfortunate genocide, 

the popular musician, Simon Bikindi was indicted for a crime against humanity. The 

charges against him, according to the tribunal, included a deliberate conspiracy to initiate 

the annihilation of a certain segment of society through systematic genocide. He was 

accused of directly inciting the public to commit genocide by murdering and persecuting 

members of opposing ethnic group(s) (Adebayo, 2017). 

Artists always exploit their popularity by the majority against certain minority groups or 

distinct identities for explicit purposes. Gowan (2011) holds that Simon Bikindi incited 

genocide with his music, thereby abusing the huge followership of his music in the Hutu 

community. Bikindi’s indictment was for composing music that is said to have supported 

hatred for the Tutsi people, leading to their massacre in 1994. This has inspired much 

controversy regarding where the line should be drawn between freedom of speech and 

incitement to gross human rights violations. As Akinfeleye (2003) posits that freedom or 

liberty lays in the hearts of men and women; when it dies there, no constitution, no law, no 

courts can save it. 

Arts have power to penetrate and bridge our heart for peace as well as for violence. The 

prosecutors in the trial of Bikindi examined two of his songs on the basis of their lyrics and 

the effects they had on inciting the public towards acts of genocide. According to Gowan 

(2011), the first song examined, ‘Twasezereye ingoma ya cyami’ (We said goodbye to the 
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Feudal regime), was first performed in 1987 at the time of Rwanda’s 25th anniversary of 

independence. The lyrics verbally assaulted the monarchy which was removed in 1959, 

and celebrated the end of feudalism and colonization. This particular song was later 

recorded in a studio in 1993 as part of an album and focused popular dissent or conflict 

against the peace plan being developed in Arusha, Tanzania at the end of the Rwandan Civil 

War in 1993. At this point, ‘Twasezereye’, like several of Bikindi’s songs, turned from simple 

hate speech to a demonstrable element of a consciously deployed call to genocide.  

 

More loudly, Bikindi’s second song, ‘Njyewe nanga Abahutu’ (“I hate these Hutus”), also 

contained illicit lyrics that overtly called on Hutus to systematically eliminate Tutsi 

minorities. In the opinion of Cloonan (2006), the song was not just a song against Tutsis 

and moderate Hutus; it was a song that was completely anti-coexistence. Bikindi in this 

song uses lyrics to gain support and inspire a reaction from the listener. He refers to the 

moderate Hutu as ‘arrogant’, a word that has monarchical undertones and could imply that 

the moderate Hutus are more like the Tutsi than they are like the Hutu. The lyrics of the 

song contained overt hatred for Tutsis and moderate Hutus; and he sings as: 

 

“I hate these Hutu, these arrogant Hutu, braggarts, Who scorn other 

Hutu, dear comrades! 

 

I hate these Hutus, these de-Hutuized Hutu, Who have disowned their 

identity, dear comrades! 

 

I hate these Hutu, these Hutu who march blindly, like imbeciles, 

 

This species of naïve Hutu who are manipulated, who tear themselves up, Joining in a 

war whose cause they ignore. 

 

I detest these Hutu who is brought to kill – to kill, I swear to you, And who killed 

the Hutu, dear comrades. 
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If I hate them, so much the better …” (Gowan 2011:65). 

 

Bikindi refers to the ‘de-Hutuized Hutu’ as specie, implying that they are sub-humans who 

do not deserve to be treated as equals. De-humanising the enemy has always been a tactic 

used in war. Bikindi’s lyrics go on to mention ‘Joining in a war whose cause they ignore’, 

most likely referring to the Tutsi Rwandan Patriotic Front’s invasion of Rwanda in 1990 in 

order to ‘overthrow[President] Habyarimana and secure their right to return to their 

homeland’ (Gowan 2011). 

 

Mass media or social media such as print, writings, or electronic are also critical tools of 

peace or violence. During the Rwandan genocide, for instance, Bikindi’s songs were 

repeatedly aired on the radio station, RTLM (Radio_TelevisionLibre des Mille Collines). 

Though some Rwandans had cassette recordings, radio was by far the  most common means 

by which people heard the songs. According to McCoy (2013) not only were they played on 

RTLM, they were also broadcast on the official government station, Radio Rwanda. In the 

evening hours, RTLM broadcast on FM 106, but in the morning, when Radio Rwanda was 

off the air, RTLM used the same frequency, FM 94, and so no matter when audiences tuned 

in, they could be treated to Bikindi’s music. “Intabaza” and “Akabyutso” were each 

broadcast upwards of a dozen times a day. Considering that “Intabaza” is over twenty 

minutes long and “Akabyutso” seventeen minutes, these two songs alone would have 

demanded a significant amount of airtime, though broadcasters often did not air them in 

their entirety but only their favorite snippets. 

 

In history, artists’ immense influence can be likened to the impact of two-edged swords 

with the possibilities to positively or negatively shape and influence the direction of 

society. History is awash with examples of how music or song was used as a tool to feed 

hatred in the hearts of men leading to the preventable deaths of millions of people. Arts, 

arts-based projects and approaches can also serve positively in peace-building. In the 

same vein, history is not short of instances where music’s huge sway positively mobilised 

and sensitised society towards the attainment of positive societal goals. Stephen Stenning, 
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director of arts in the Middle East and North Africa for the British Council argued that art 

is the vector of recovery. 

 

For instance, music’s immense influence was evident in the struggle for independence in 

most African countries. Rallies, protests, and movements were laced with music and 

dances; musicians released albums that were filled with contents calling for the 

emancipation of their countries. In South Africa, for example, music was a major pivot for 

the anti-apartheid struggle. As Schumann (2008) asserts, inside South Africa music 

played a significant role in putting pressure on the apartheid regime. She recounts that 

artists such as Miriam Makeba, Hugh Masekela, Paul Simon and several others provided 

South Africans with the songs that were sung by demonstrators as they embarked on 

their numerous marches across the country against apartheid (Adebayo, 2017).  

In similar treatment, Hitchcock and Sadie (1986) opine that music can play a vital role in 

arousing action in the public towards a very positive cause. For example, Bob Dylan is 

reputed to be one of the leading lights in the struggle against racial discrimination in 

America. His songs were so motivating that it served as an inspiration to civil rights groups 

by emphasizing that the fight against racial discrimination should be a concerted one: no 

one is excluded because of color. 

This preliminary investigation article is firmly built on the belief that with its untapped 

potential for peace-building from below, this peace research theme or agenda attracts the 

attention of the populace, particularly scholars, policy experts and political elites. This is 

because it is among the rarely, and under studied academic works in Ethiopia among 

diverse and competing ethnic groups, between Ethio-Eritrea in the Horn of Africa region in 

the context of arts-based approaches or projects, contested identity politics, conflict, war 

and trauma experiences, and boldly in the search for peace-building and post-conflict 

reconstruction engagements which have been absent or failed, if any track1-official level 

efforts. 

Even in developed countries, the area is under-studied as Craig Zelizer (2003) in his 

community arts-based processes and peace-building study in Bosnia-Herzegovina writes 

witnessing that “despite the widespread use of arts-based processes in peace-building 
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work in the conflict resolution field, to date there has only been minimal research on arts 

and peace-building.”  So, it is clear that arts and peace-building from below is a new 

research agenda which has ever been forgotten both theoretically and practically from 

policy and academic endeavors in Ethiopia and the Horn region towards Eritrea.   

Beginning from ancient Ethiopia that dating back to 3000 years, and particularly from the 

medieval period to the end of the imperial and military rules in the early 1990s, identity 

was used and abused under a monolithic state formation and nation-building project that 

completely defied diversity and multicultural communities which then it served as a 

springboard for suspicion, fear, hostilities, resentments and wars (see Andreas, 2003, 

2010; Marakakis, 2004; Merera, 2003; Alem, 2003).  

On the contrary, after the end of the old order in 1991(with the end of the cold war), the 

national political diagnosis implanted an ethno-linguistic based federalism—a nationalism 

from the peripheries, and a departure and champion of democratic unity in diversity with 

legal and institutional entrenchment of self-rule, shared-rule and self-determination 

including the right to secession. Identity has gained recognition and potential for peaceful 

coexistence, solidarity and prosperity than its old poisoning features. Its foundation seems 

to be on the assumption what Ted Robert Gurr (2000) argues that ethnic identity and 

interest per se do not generate dangers rather are hegemonic elite’s motives. However, in 

post-1991, despite independence of Eritrea and institutionalization of federalism, border 

war and internal conflict have become regional and national malaise.  

II. The Contemporaneous Problem at Hand 

“Hostile neighbors Ethiopia and Eritrea passed the bloodiest decade of war in 2000, 

with a tragedy that consumed about 80 000 lives. Yet, a decade later, the two countries 

are falling in love in the northern Ethiopian regional capital, Mekelle...The war—

politically but not culturally motivated and lacking social backing—split two 

brotherly nations only on demarcation. But there seems to be no demarcation in their 

hearts.” (Mohammed Selman, 2011) 
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Post-conflict societies require comprehensive and long-term peace-building projects and 

engagements in terms of post-conflict reconstruction and conflict transformations, 

restoration of relationships, normalization, trust-building, rehabilitation, trauma healing, 

justice, forgiveness, and etc (Galtung, 1996; Lederach, 1997). Negative peace as the mere 

absence of violence is minimalist and positive peace or peace-building engagements are 

necessary to re-build the post-violent conflict areas both from above and below, track-1 

through track-9: involving   Track 1, Government; track 2, Non-governmental/Professional; 

Track 3, Business; Track 4, Private Citizens; Track 5, Research; Track 6, Activism; Track 7, 

Religion; Track 8, Funding; Track 9, Media.  

The government (track-1) is reliant on the use of force, and gives less room for creativity in 

conflict situations. It is very rigid, but has the advantage of having resources that could be 

readily mobilized in response to crisis situations. In the case of Ethio-Eritrean post-war 

setting, this track, including the UN, AU and IGAD system, has completely failed to give 

solution to the ongoing conflict or absence of peace. The rest tracks have also become 

dependent on track1- which are either “deactivated” or “inactivated” or both by the nature 

of the political leaders in Ethiopia and Eritrea today.  

Therefore, peace-building efforts from above are shut down and the remaining window of 

opportunity is only building peace from below. Peace-building from below is thus to rely on 

the rest tracks (2-9) among Ethiopian diverse identity groups at national level, and equally 

between Ethiopia and Eritrea at regional setting. As research findings reveal, arts such as 

writings, plays, movies, music, songs, drama, storytelling and narratives, digital and visual 

media, poetry, irony speeches/expressions, symbols, etc. are seeds of war and peace in 

divided societies (Oda, 2007) 

Media, writings, stories telling, music/songs, movies, symbols, historical writings and 

chronicles, etc. serve as weapons in preaching war as well as peace, and thus they have the 

potential to sustain intractable conflicts or rebuild post war societies. In relation to these, 

there are several works in Ethiopia and at the same time in Ethio- Eritrea on the heart of 

arts for war and peace purposes at various period of time in history to date. For instance, 

the huge contribution of arts such as music and drama to the TPLF/EPRDF victory as well 
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as Eritrean struggle for independence was no less than the use of military armaments. Both 

regimes have also utilized arts for mobilizing the populace in war and development tasks 

as well as for nation-building in post-1991. 

To this end, among these arts work for war or peace purposes, we find the most contested 

ones: such as ranging from recent Amharic books being published in huge mass for 

generating money (“conflict entrepreneurs”) to Afework G/yesus writings (humiliating 

Tigrayan identity as poor and cursed by nature, linguistically sub-human).  

A second and bold instrument is Music as performed by Tedros Kasahun (“Yasteserial”, 

during 2005 Ethiopian National Elections) where he became very similar to Simon Bikindi, 

a popular Rwandan singer who is accused of crime against humanity for inciting the 1994 

genocide and sentenced to jail. Their similarity is that (1) Bikindi as “patriotic” singer 

released these songs two months earlier at the eve of the genocide when Rwandan Patriotic 

Front (RPF) broke away the cease-fire agreement reached in Arusha, Tanzania with the 

Rwandan regime. Tedros kasahun similarly released his “patriotic” song (as he frequently 

mentions “emama Ethiopiaye”—crying as if Ethiopia was dead!) at the eve of the narrowly 

survived Ethiopian “genocidal attempts” during the 2005 national election where the CUD 

opposition party, today partly Gumbet7, vocally denouncing the TPLF/EPRDF regime and 

“targeting” its social constituency while the EPRDF regime  in turn naming the opposition 

“interahamwe”. In other words, the singers in these two case-studies were mediated by 

two contending powers, the people, the song and the timing of the song released in the 

context of pervasive conflict, fear and insecurity with clear incitements;(2)the symbols and 

messages in both songs were propagated by domestic and diaspora based respective radio, 

TV, newspapers and even several books were written timely, for instance Radio Deutsche 

Welle Amharic service, the Radio Rwanda and RTLM are infamous in propagating the Simon 

Bikindi’s song for genocidal ends.  In this regard, In The Graves Are Not Yet Full: Race, Tribe, 

and Power in the Heart of Africa (2002), journalist Bill Berkeley writes:  

From a crackling transistor radio behind me I could hear [RTLM], the state=allied 

broadcasting arm. “Defend your rights and rise up!” a voice on the radio was singing. There 

were drums and a guitar in the background. A popular crooner named Simon Bikindi was 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interahamwe
http://www.dw.de/media-center/all-media-content/s-100826/filter/type/audio/sort/date/results/16/
http://www.dw.de/media-center/all-media-content/s-100826/filter/type/audio/sort/date/results/16/
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beseeching his fellow Hutu—the bene sebahinzi, the sons of cultivators—to carry on the 

slaughter without delay. “Defend your rights and rise up against those who oppress you!” The 

drumming and strumming had an oddly intimate effect. Bikindi was singing in riddles, 

addressing mbira abumva—“those who can understand.” His voice was soft, gently cadenced, 

almost lyrical. He was warning his listeners of the malign intentions of the bene sebatunzi, the 

sons of pastoralists—the Tutsi. “The Tutsi are ferocious beasts, the most vicious hyenas, more 

cunning than the rhino,” he cooed. “The Tutsi inyenzi—cockroaches—are bloodthirsty 

murderers. They dissect their victims, extracting vital organs, the heart, liver, and stomach.” 

 

In a parallel treatment, Tedros’ “yasteseryal” song clearly undermines and points the figure 

of popular despair to the 17 years long armed liberation struggle of the people of Tigray by 

ironically expressing it “ባስራሰባት(17) መርፌ በጠቀመው ቁምጣ: ለለውጥ ያልወፈረ ዙፋን ላይ ሲወጣ”, the 17 

years long armed struggle of the Tigriyans is an icon of their survival on earth and their 

unique short mode of dressing being echoed in the song replacing the people’s identity 

marker, which is clear and precisely deliberate.  

Another spectrum of employing diverse forms of arts for the purpose of violent conflict and 

war are: Mass-Media such as Esat, Seife Nebelbal, Wonchif, Machid, German Radio Deutsche 

Welle, Oromo Media Network(OMN), facebook where in Rwanda, for instance, the Radio 

Rwanda and RTLM changed their discourse gradually evolving from rhetorical attacks 

specifically against the RPF and the Arusha Accords to genocidal attacks aimed more 

generally at all Tutsi (McCoy, 2013).  

Further arts forms are symbols(flag, regional heritages and monuments such as “Anole” in 

Arsi, Menelik Piasa, Geez civilization), narratives/storytelling (“hunger, poverty and 

destitution comes from the north of Ethiopia” ), derogative Naming( Oromo-*ala, Amhara-

*dgi/*hya, Tigray-*game), Song/music in liberation wars(TPLF/EPLF during the Derg, and 

during Badme war), Movies(Eritrean liberation narrating movies- “Timali”, which depicts  

all Ethiopians glossed as enemy of Eritreans equating to the Derg and other regimes 

accusing of all crimes up-to the “Badme” bloody war). 

 

http://www.dw.de/media-center/all-media-content/s-100826/filter/type/audio/sort/date/results/16/
http://www.dw.de/media-center/all-media-content/s-100826/filter/type/audio/sort/date/results/16/
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Accordingly, what was the role and impact of arts and arts-based approaches/projects 

particularly the mushrooming books being published in “regional languages”, historically 

embedded storytelling/competing narratives on identity fault-lines, composed and 

performed music songs, documentary films, facebookers, blood-thirsty radical diaspora-

based mass media such as ESAT on the post 1991 Ethiopian and on recent protests began 

in August 2016 by two largest Ethnic groups (Oromia and Amhara) which seriously and 

exclusively targeted the Tigray Ethiopians along with the incumbent regime ?  

This is then a dynamics that gives fresh insights to the contemporary topical agenda of arts 

and art-based approaches in destructing or building peace in Ethiopia and the Horn of 

Africa, particularly towards Eritrea. 

Quite on the contrary to the above mentioned cases, arts works for peace-building 

purposes include: peace journalism winning writings by Mahamed Salman (who argued 

that the Badme war—politically but not culturally motivated and lacking social backing—

split two brotherly nations only on demarcation. But no demarcation in their hearts).With 

regard to cultural and identity exchanges, Ethiopian Nations, Nationalities and Peoples Day 

Annual Ceremony (that fosters recognition, respect, tolerance, empathy, reconciliation, 

trust-building, empowerment of the minority and historically humiliated identities) is also 

another cultural glue: cultural engagement helps in transforming conflict by transforming 

perceptions, how we look at the ‘other’ and the whole process of ‘otherization’. As part of 

that process, there is a continual sense of unlearning what we have learnt before and then 

the process of relearning anew about culture in different perspectives. This provides a 

framework for rehumanization of societies and is a corner stone of conflict transformation. 

Culture is often the target of conflict and therefore culture is a critical remedy for peace-

building. “An artist is a political force”- this Tunisian notion captures the power of art in 

political movements. In the case of Tunisia, arts and culture contributed to the fight against 

colonization by facilitating the affirmation of national identity, and they played an 

important role in building the modern state. Although the political establishment tried to 

marginalize artists, and any kind of different thinking was repressed, the ideas of co-

existence, peace and stability for progress were still being conveyed through the arts. Civil 

society faced many challenges and had to reinvent its relationship to art practice. It  was 



Page 13 of 30 
 

necessary to restore the link between artistic expression and civil-society. Arts played a 

major role in democratic transition, in breaking borders and giving a voice to the 

marginalized (Salzburg Global Seminar, 2014). 

Other peace, recovery and brotherhood instruments are songs/music (hybrid songs, 

including Ethio-Eritrean, e.g., Robel Mikael, an Eritrean youth singing in Amharic, Ethiopian 

artists singing for Eritreans, Abraham Afework’s legendary song—“Semay” illegitimating 

the regime), Ethiopian Mass-Media ( public/government owned TV and FM Radios 

broadcasting Eritrean music recently), Movies( agaiazian legendary story “Melienu”, ‘tsinat 

Lbi” performed by Ethiopian-Eritrean super star actors including Fa’ed Alamin, “Semayawi 

Feres” inspirational and developmental work by Serawit Fikre), TV Show programs 

(“Yemaleda Kokoboch”, Balageru, Ethiopian Idol), activism (agaiazianism and AP-agaiazian 

post), among others. 

After overviewing the challenges and opportunities of arts in peace-building from below 

above, this preliminary peace research also highlights the major problems inherited from 

our past on the issue.  Though the focus of this research proposal is the post-1991 Ethiopia 

and Eritrea including the post “border” war “no war, no peace” stalemate situation, a brief 

detour to the pre-1991 period is necessary. This is because the seeds of existing problems 

are rooted in the past shared history where Eritrea was an administrative province of 

Imperial Ethiopia (Kinfe, 2001; Marakakis, 1994; Clapham, 2000; Alemseged, 2004) and in 

fact still is impossible to explain and understand it in detachment. There is no necessary 

connection between ethnic identity and conflict as Horowitz (1985) argues. Empirically, in 

Ethiopia and in other parts of the world, however, it remains major cause and subject of 

conflict.  

In pre-federal Ethiopia, multiculturalism had been abused for elite motives; identities were 

viewed as mutually inharmonious source of national tension or disunity and disintegration. 

Attributing to nation-building and national unity, markers of ethnic identities such as 

language, religion, cultural values, etc., were deliberately and with brutal force put under a 

homogenization project of the assimilation policy sponsored by the Amhara elite (Teshale, 

1995; Andreas, 2003, 2010; Merara, 2003; Marakakis, 1994; Alemseged, 2004). Such 
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project polarized ethnic identities as the theoretical discourse goes that ethnic identities 

could be political products of socially defined and historically determined processes (Fuku 

and Markakis 1994) and if or when such ethnic plurality is abused it leads to conflict 

production, as the elite becomes the key actors in the creation of ethnic ideology and ethnic 

politics  for acquisition of political power (Mesay 2001) and political power, setting for fear 

and elite competition, becomes among the rituals by which status is determined (Horowitz 

1985).  As a result, ethnic politics became real source of “we” and “the other” images among 

identity groups sawing the seeds of mutual suspicion, fear, hostility, resentment, 

stereotype, humiliation, revolution and war that partly ends up in  secession on the one 

hand and political transformation on the other.  

Although arts have automatic linkages neither to conflict nor to peace, Bergh (2010) argues 

that its content, context, and application rather matters. As experienced during the WWII 

and in Bosnia-Herzegovina in the 1990s, and other several instances (see Hadzihusejnovic-

Valasek 1998; Zelizer 2004; Weingartner 2006), during the battle and victory of Adwa, in 

March 1896, against and over the fascist Italy with an army of over 100,000 men (Clapham, 

2000) where the victory coined as icon and pride of the black soul, among other events, 

traditional songs of heroism (shilela, qererto) mobilized Ethiopian fighters and galvanized 

their patriotic morale.  

Internally, for centuries, art/ traditional music as inherently associated with 

culture/identity had been used to entrench the abused identity politics in Ethiopia. 

Accordingly, arts can be viewed from three inseparable but reinforcing angles. Firstly, the 

ruler/elites used and abused it for its personal position. Secondly, it served as a tool for 

glorifying the “self” and stereotyping or humiliating the “other” among interacting identity 

groups rigidifying the enmity boundaries. Here, the “azmaries” (traditional singers) are in 

reach for both the powerful and powerless. Thirdly, it was utilized as a key mobilizing 

resource in the hands of the attempted rebellions, armed national liberation movements, and 

wars with particular impetus since the formation of armed fronts on pre-mordial solidarity 

such as the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), Tigray People’s Liberation Front 

(TPLF), Oromo Liberation Front (OLF), ONLF, etc., who according to Berhanu (2008) fought 

for non-premordial motives realized in the post-1991 period. Identity (a pre-mordial 
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sentiment) and art-based approaches were mobilizing factors as, for instance, the work of 

super stars liberation war singers such as Eyasu Berhe from Tigray People’s Liberation 

Front (TPLF), Wedi-Tkul, Bereket Mengstab and Wedi Tkabo (in post-independence period) 

from Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), and many others from Oromo Liberation 

Front (OLF) and from Diaspora opposition groups. The huge contribution of music to the 

TPLF/EPRDF victory as well as Eritrean struggle for independence was no less than the use 

of military armaments. 

For Broughton et al (2006) cited in Luwam (2011), music was a mobilizing resource in pre- 

and post-independent Eritrea: 

‘[T]he “predominant theme that guided Eritrean musicians from the 1950’s was love of the 

mother land. ‘Hagerey’, which means my land in Tigrigna, could very well be the most 

frequently used word in Eritrean’s musical vocabulary. Even after Eritrea gaining its 

Independence on May 24, 1991[sic], Eritrean artists did not cease to use the word. However, 

the content of the music changed from “we will be liberated” to “we must develop” … In the 

beginning when it was impossible to talk about politics publicly, music was used to 

communicate and agitate the people as an underground movement … In times of  war, 

contrary to the expectation of the enemies, it helped both the fighters and the mass to uplift 

their morale. Music was almost compared to anesthesia when listened during the worst times 

of the struggle. It was also an outlet for the Eritrean people, to have their voices heard by both 

friends and foes that their victory was undisputed: “awetna nay gidin eyu”. In conclusion, the 

huge contribution of music to the Eritrean struggle for independence was no less than the use 

of military armaments.’ 

 

As arts bridge members and channels shared values or causes, it has tremendously shaped 

the attitude, behavioral and cultural fabrics of the Ethiopian society that have experienced 

divergent motives under the respective armed movements and later brought together after 

decades of such seemingly irreconcilable distinct experiences under a federal umbrella. 

The critical point here is that arts throughout the pre-1991 Ethiopia remained an 

irreplaceable tool for hate and war-making. Since such arts of the recent past have evolved 



Page 16 of 30 
 

from within the society, its effects cannot be irrelevant. There is no way of ruling out its 

inherited poisoning effects even today. In fact, incumbent regimes in both countries are 

using arts to realize the cause. 

Thus, in the post-1991 period and in the post-Ethio-Eritrean war setting, the contribution 

of arts in peace and conflict scenarios has become a mixed one and its untapped potential 

for peace-building both at national level and at Ethio-Eritrean regional levels has continued 

to be forgotten. Academic peace research works and practices have also been forgetful of 

the instrumentality of arts in sustaining conflict and supporting war, and in peace-building 

endeavors in Ethiopia and the Horn.  As arts are reflections of the status quo, they should be 

brought to build peace from below otherwise conflict entrepreneurs could use them as 

effective weapons against peace-building goals and towards intractable conflicts by 

capitalizing the past unhealed war experiences at hand.  

  

III. “The Invisible Peacebuilders”: Arts in Peacebuilding from Below 

What is Art in building Peace? 

“Beauty of the art is the criticism of the ugliness they are living in” 

 

There are diverse art forms such as the visual arts, digital media, music, song, movement 

and dance, theatre and performance art, writing and poetry, storytelling and narrative, 

ritual, metaphor, symbol, image, and personification. Cultural heritages and history are also 

elements of diverse forms of arts (Oda, 2007). 

Arts are potential weapons in both destructing as well as building peace. Arts humanize 

ideology. Performing arts such as dance, drama and music are the most symbolic as they 

represent the most fundamental aspects of individuality. Coming together to preserve 

heritage, however contentious the historical narratives might be, is a powerful example of 

the role of culture in peace-building. Similarly, monuments are seen as buildings related to 

the past and they are buildings that build the future.  
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In relation to history and our past, monuments have seen more than any of us; they have 

not harmed anybody and they often symbolize something at a given point of time in history 

that marks oppression, freedom, victory, defiance and so on. It is these ideas associated 

with the monuments that create discord, not the monuments themselves. Cultural 

preservation projects must take into account these associated narratives that have been 

built up over time and transform them, in order to be successful and sustainable (Salzburg 

Global Seminar, 2014) 

 

Who are Involved in Peacemaking and Peace-building? 

Tracks are nothing but the channels that states use as a means of resolving issues of 

contention through peaceful methods. 

 

Track 1 Diplomacy. Government officials like heads of state, state department or ministry 

of foreign affairs officials, and other governmental departments and ministries are the main 

actors in this kind of diplomacy.  

Significance:  

There is a direct communication between the involved states' governments. If there is a 

third party present to mediate between the main parties, the bilateral meet becomes 

trilateral and so on depending on the number of parties involved. Track one actors are 

more likely to have resources and status. They may have powerful 'carrots' and 'sticks' in 

terms of their ability to intervene militarily, support peace processes/agreements with 

monitors and peacekeepers, and give or withhold legitimacy, aid, trade or loans, etc. 

 

When the actors involved are not government officials but non-state actors like NGOs, 

citizens, business parties, conflict resolution specialists, mediapersons, etc, it is called 

Track 2 Diplomacy. It was being followed in some form or other since the 1960s, but the 

term was officially coined by a diplomat, Joseph V. Montville in an article in a magazine in 

1982, as a channel through which "citizens could take some action rather than simply being 

bystanders while the grown-up governments acted like jerks," 

Like in 1989, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences hosted the first of a series of 

conferences bringing together Arab and Israeli participants to discuss possible solutions to 
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the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which later served as the foundation to the Olso Accords 

(Track 1 Diplomacy).  

Significance:  

Track two parties often find it easier to work flexibly, unofficially, and off-the-record, and 

have less to be concerned about in terms of conveying official/legal recognition. Lacking 

geopolitical interests and stakes in the conflict, they may be more impartial, forming 

relationships with a wider variety of actors in the conflict, and hearing things official actors 

do not. On the other hand, they lack the capacity to compel or coerce parties, can have a 

harder time 'gaining entry' to a conflict (especially with state actors), and cannot provide 

the same incentives and guarantees as a track one actor. Importantly, they often lack 

resources and funding, especially for their more long-term work that is 'out of the 

spotlight'. 

 

Dr. Louise Diamond, recognized that lumping all track-two activities under one label did 

not capture the complexity or breadth of unofficial diplomacy. Therefore, she coined the 

phrase "multi-track diplomacy" and sliced Track 2 Diplomacy into independent 

components, based on the actors involved. In 1991, Dr. Diamond and Ambassador 

McDonald expanded the number of tracks to nine. 

 

Track 1 – Government or Peacemaking through Diplomacy: This is the world of official 

diplomacy, policymaking, and peace-building as expressed through formal aspects of the 

governmental process. 

 

Track 2 – Nongovernment/Professional, or Peacemaking through Conflict Resolution: This 

is the realm of professional non-governmental action attempting to analyze, prevent, 

resolve, and manage international conflicts by non-state actors. 

 

Track 3 – Business, or Peacemaking through Commerce: This is the field of business and its 

actual and potential effects on peace-building through the provision of economic 

opportunities, international friendship and understanding, informal channels of 
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communication, and support for other peacemaking activities.  

 

Track 4 – Private Citizen, or Peacemaking through Personal Involvement: This includes the 

various ways that individual citizens become involved in peace and development activities 

through citizen diplomacy, exchange programs, private voluntary organizations, non-

governmental organizations, and special-interest groups. 

 

Track 5 – Research, Training, and Education, or peacemaking through Learning: This track 

includes three related worlds: research, as it is connected to university programs, think 

tanks, and special-interest research centers; training programs that seek to provide 

training in practitioner skills such as negotiation, mediation, conflict resolution, and third-

party facilitation; and education, including kindergarten through PhD programs that cover 

various aspects of global or cross-cultural studies, peace and world order studies, and 

conflict analysis, management, and resolution. 

 

Track 6 – Activism, or Peacemaking through Advocacy: This track covers the field of peace 

and environmental activism on such issues as disarmament, human rights, social and 

economic justice, and advocacy of special-interest groups regarding specific governmental 

policies. 

 

Track 7 – Religion, or Peacemaking through Faith in action: This examines the beliefs and 

peace-oriented actions of spiritual and religious communities and such morality-based 

movements as pacifism, sanctuary, and non-violence. 

 

Track 8 – Funding, or Peacemaking through Providing Resources: This refers to the 

funding community-those foundations and individual philanthropists that provide the 

financial support for many of the activities undertaken by the other tracks.  

 

Track 9 – Communications and the Media, or Peacemaking through Information: This is the 

realm of the voice of the people: how public opinion gets shaped and expressed by the 

media-print, film, video, radio, electronic systems, the arts.  
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             Peace-Building From Below 

“If violence and predation are to be found in what are considered zones of peace, so it is 

possible to find islands of civility in nearly all the war zones.”(Kaldor 2006:117)  

 

What is Peace? Johan Galtung, who is considered the father of peace studies, espoused that 

peace is not just the absence of overt violence but also the absence of structural violence, 

the persistence of marginalization, inequality and social and economic exploitation. 

According to the analysis of John Paul Lederach, “peace-building is an approach that 

addresses the culture of violence, by transforming it into the culture of dialogue”. This 

‘maximalist notion’ of peace that addresses causes of structural violence, embraces 

cultural approaches to transformation as opposed to the ‘minimalist’ approaches that 

work towards cessation of physical violence (Lederash, 1995). Peace is understood as a 

dynamic process in which multiple actors practice to make relationships with others fair 

and amicable by utilizing various resources. Contrary to the dichotomic, static, negative 

view of peace as signifying “no war”, [he] regards peace as an ever-changing, dynamic, 

nonequilibrium process. Peace can be generated by human endeavor even in the midst of 

war or conflict. Recently, Galtung proposed a unique view that peace is “capacity” to 

manage conflict nonviolently (Galtung, 2003). 

The relational perspective (McNamee and Gergen 1998) is the core of the definition of 

peace. Peace is a form of relating to social, political, ethnic, national, religious or historical 

others. From the relational perspective, peace is a mode of relationality to others on the 

various levels. Relational peace is not restricted to the international or inter-state 

relationship. State authority plays just one part. As in the model of Lederach (1997), social, 

cultural, religious and economic activities of non-state, local or civil society actors can 

substantively contribute to the process of relational peace. Reconciliation is a kind of 

peace-building practice to restore the relationship with others. Lederach (1997) 

formulated that reconciliation is “relationship building”. 
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What is Peace-building? It is argued that “war is not a biological necessity, but a social 

invention. Therefore it is possible to build more peaceful social institutions” (Mead, 1940). 

Peacebuilding signifies the creation of a socio-political structure which is able to prevent 

the outbreak of conflict/relapse into conflict and to perpetuate peace (Shinoda, 2002). This 

definition is based on a positive view of peace and is already popular in the field of peace 

practice and study. Originally, Johan Galtung (1976) coined this concept in contrast to 

terms such as “peacekeeping” and “peacemaking”. Galtung defined it with relation to 

“structure of peace”. He limited his scope to inter-state relationships. The former UN 

Secretary General Boutros-Ghali then popularized this word through “An Agenda for Peace” 

(1992). The aim of this well-known report was to make clear the functions of UN 

organizations for conflict resolution in the post-cold war era. Peacebuilding in his 

terminology is temporally limited to the “post-conflict” phase and defined as “action to 

identify and support structures which will tend to strengthen and solidify peace in order to 

avoid a relapse into conflict” (paragraph 21). 

Peacebuilding is undertaken not only by state authorities and UN organizations which are 

located outside of the society in question, but also by actual members of the society. In the 

latter case, peacebuilding is regarded as a practice that non-state, civil society actors 

conduct utilizing relevant resources. Because of state-and UN-centered perspectives on 

conventional peace studies, the substantial role of civil society actors, especially local 

residents and private citizens, has been long neglected and they have been viewed as mere 

recipients of external aid. A shift of focus from state-centric views is therefore necessary 

and the rethinking of security, deepening and broadening its reach towards human beings 

emerged after the end of the cold war era. In other words, traditionally, within the ideology 

of the modern nation-state, only government has sovereignty over war and peacemaking. 

Conventional peace studies and practices have tended to uncritically adhere to the state-

centric ideology. Ordinary people are excluded and disqualified from peace-related 

responsibilities. However, from a constructionist perspective, the state is a secondary 

constructed institution and an appendage to the primary world of people. 

In recent years, however, a new trend has appeared in the discourse on peace and other 

closely related areas of security and development: a shift from state security to human 



Page 22 of 30 
 

security. Besides the concept of “human security” by the United Nations Development 

Programme, the theory of “endogenous development” proposed by Kazuko Tsurumi is a 

pioneering case (Tsurumi and Kawata 1989), in which indigenous people are regarded not 

as passive objects of development aid, but rather as active agent of development from 

within. This view by Tsurumi has in common with the Canadian concept of peacebuilding 

and the latest definition of peace by Galtung: they define peace as a human capacity 

inherent within the society concerned. In 1996, the Canadian government started the 

Canadian Peacebuilding Initiative and set forth a unique definition of peacebuilding. The 

goal was to enhance the indigenous capacity of a society to manage conflict without 

violence and saw this as central to any future peacebuilding initiative (Chapin and Foster, 

2001). 

The United Nations also underlined in the so-called “Brahimi Report” the role of local 

actors in peacebuilding: “Effective peacebuilding requires active engagement with the local 

parties, and that engagement should be multidimensional in nature” (Brahimi 2000: 

paragraph 37). 

Similarly, John Paul Lederach (1997) developed a conceptual model based on the view that 

people possess a potentiality for peace. He proposed a pyramid model of an affected 

population, consisting of three categories: top level (key political and military leaders with 

high visibility), middle range (leaders respected in sectors such as education, business, 

agriculture, health, religion, NGOs or ethnic groups), and the grassroots (leaders of local 

communities, indigenous NGOs or local health officials). In this model the significance of 

the middle-range approaches to peace is systematically formulated. Lederach’s 

framework, in which a great deal of attention is paid to indigenous resources, shows a 

substantial shift from state-centric to multi-track approaches to peacebuilding. 

“Second track diplomacy” (or track two or citizens’diplomacy) is relevant to the concept of 

peacebuilding from below. It is defined by Davis and Kaufman (2002) as “the bringing 

together of professionals, opinion leaders or other currently or potentially influential 

individuals from communities in conflict, without official representative status, to work 

together to understand better the dynamics underlying the conflict and how its 
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transformation from violence (or potential violence) to a collaborative process of 

peacebuilding and sustainable development might be promoted.” 

Dan Bar-On who has been involved in the peacebuilding in the Middle East formulates the 

relationship between two approaches of peace: “One can look at bottom-up peacebuilding 

processes of resolving ethnic conflicts as sufficient processes that complement necessary, 

top-down processes”(Bar-On, 2002). Here, the peacebuilding by the middle-range and 

grassroots members of affected society is called “peacebuilding from below”. Peacebuilding 

from below may be broadly defined as practice by non-state actors utilizing various 

resources, to create amicable relationships with national, ethnic, racial, religious or 

political others and to build a social structure which is able to promote a sustainable peace. 

The word “non-state actors” means in this context neither transnational corporations nor 

big international NGOs, but local, grassroots members of the affected society or civil society 

actors. This type of peacebuilding is invisible. The parallel between health and peace have 

also drawn comment: Levin and Idler termed health care practice in the folk and popular 

sectors a “hidden health care system” (Levin and Idler, 1981). Nevertheless little attention 

has been paid to such “hidden” peace practice at the non-governmental level. As Sponsel 

notes, “Nonviolent and peaceful societies appear to be rare ― not because they are, in fact, 

rare, but because nonviolence and peace are so rarely considered in research, the media, 

and other arenas.”(Sponsel, 1994)  

How can we therefore make this invisible peacebuilding visible? An empirical study on 

peacebuilding from below has not yet been systematically conducted. This is a vacuum in 

the area of peace research. However in the literature we can find some pointers to the 

possibility of empirical research. Kosuge(2005) compared the post-war reconciliation 

between Japan and Britain with that between Japan and China. As a result, she indicated 

that intense activity by private citizens was one important factor that had made a 

difference in the progress of reconciliation in each case. Kaldor indicated the potential for 

peacebuilding of indigenous people: “In all the new wars there are local people and places 

who struggle against the politics of exclusivism ― the Hutus and Tutsis who called 

themselves Hutsis and tried to defend their localities against genocide”(2006). 
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Further findings point out that several authors pay attention to the post-war 

peacebuilding in Germany by civil society actors (Ackermann 1994; Asmuss et al. 2005; 

Gardner Feldman 1999, 2006). For example Ackermann wrote: “It is crucial to note that 

reconciliation was carried out at first through numerous informal contacts that French 

and German politicians and private citizens deliberately sought in the immediate postwar 

years. Reconciliation then initially took on the character of track-II diplomacy.” 

(Ackermann, 1994:238). In relation to culture and arts, Stephen Stenning, director of arts 

in the Middle East and North Africa for the British Council argued that art is the vector of 

recovery. He recounted an example when culture was used as a vector for peace-building 

and democratization in Libya, by getting theatre that included youth and families into 

unconventional spaces. The performance was a simple piece of street theatre based on a 

folk tale, in Arabic, with no formal seating arrangements, and braving the odds of the 

curfew, it was later integrated into the policy agenda when it was noticed by a 

representative of the Foreign Commonwealth Office. Small initiatives that make a 

difference can be linked to larger agendas and help in bringing about transformation 

(Salzburg Global Seminar, 2014). 
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