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“May you live in interesting times,” reads an ancient Chinese curse, could well describe 
the unfortunate lobbying efforts of the religious leaders of Ethiopia for the release of the 
architects’ of  the Derg regime.  The Derg members were charged with genocide, war 
crimes, crimes against humanity and other gross human rights violations and found guilty 
and sentenced to death on May 27, 2007 by the Supreme Court.  It is important to keep in 
mind that more than 5000 associates of the Derg regime have been sentenced to lower 
prison sentences and some of them have been released on the basis of forgiveness.  It also 
is equally important to know that some of the architects of the Derg regime and their 
comrades in murder are freely roaming around the world.   

My remarks here are not so much aimed at the religious leaders or other well meaning 
Ethiopians who are passionately arguing for the forgiveness for the Derg members. I 
simply object to the spell of “forgiveness” which seems to have fallen over the sky with 
the utter disregard for the dignity, sensitivity and well-being for the families of the 
victims.  Second I object to fact that the absence of the sense of evil (for the lack of a 
better word) from our conscience in debating such important issue.  

The advocates of forgiveness seem to have developed a romantic sense of the term 
“forgiveness” so much so they seem to have lost all their perspectives of balance.  In their 
mind, the sense of evil is substituted by sense of errors.  That is to say the Derg members 
made errors or made mistakes in judgment as opposed to willfully and freely engaged in 
a systematic elimination of human beings.  Furthermore, the advocates are willfully and 
freely forgetting the widespread and huge sense of sorrow, grieve and mourning buried in 
the national psychic of the country.  One could only imagine the reactions and the 
inconsolable cry of all the innocent souls, who perished by the bloody hands of the 
merciless thugs of the Derg regime, from the depths of their graves.    

Characterized by easy clichés and deceptively simple explanation, such as “forgive but 
not forget,” the subject has eluded some of the Ethiopians who are advocating for 
forgiveness.  However how one plays around with such clichés, these words could not 
accurately erase the horrible memory of that dreadful era. Accurately reflecting the 
gravity and the nature of the crimes committed by the Derg members may be too much 
for our national pride. But there is no short cut or road around it. It was an era which 
reduced all the dreams and aspirations of Ethiopians into mountains of ashes and no 
doubt it will likely go down in history as the darkest era in the annals of Ethiopian 
history.  Our capacity to forget should not be in a position of influence in minimizing the 
chains of the crimes committed against humanity which took place in our beloved 
country.  Therefore it should be treated with care and sensitivity.   

The application of “forgiveness” is too broad to require much elaboration here. Suffice to 
say that that it can be expanded or contracted in accordion-like fashion to meet the 
demands of the times.  Discussing the issue solely upon the basis of religious niceties of 



“forgiveness,” while remaining mute and docile at to the obvious and lack of 
constitutional guarantees, is to make the judicial function something less than it should 
be.  This may well have a tendency to subject the entire country to waves of torture and 
human indignities again.  

Not the least amusing aspect of the debate about forgiving the Derg members is that we 
find ourselves billed with the notion of “an eye for an eye will leads us to a country of 
blinds.”  Therefore the Derg members should be pardoned and released from prison.  
First, making such kind of statements is very hurtful to the mourning families of victims 
and it is equally offensive to those of us who are lucky enough to be alive and lucky 
enough to escape narrowly from the belly of the beast.  Second, it trivializes the 
systematic killings and tortures of hundreds of thousands of Ethiopians and reduces it as 
if it is a crime of passion or a crime committed by mistaken neighbor against a neighbor.  
So that it avoids confronting the horrible fact that Ethiopia was under the grip of “evil” 
and it was equally unwilling to face up to the realities of the nature of crimes committed 
by the Derg regime.  

According to Article 28 of the Ethiopian Constitution the legislature or any other 
government agency shall have no power to pardon with regard to the Derg members 
atrocities against humanity.  The Supreme Court has the inescapable duty of seeing that 
the mandates of the constitution are obeyed. That duty is more pressing now than ever 
because the pleas for “forgiveness” is much advanced in good faith by well meaning 
Ethiopians based on their religious beliefs. 

One of the curious aspects of the discussion on the forgiveness so far is also the call for 
the constitutional amendment of Article 28.  “Americans has amended their constitution 
so many times so why not us?” goes the argument.  On the face of it, there is nothing 
wrong in amending the constitution and it will happen down in the future. It must be 
reiterated that the only weapon of deterrence against future brutalities in the arsenal of the 
constitution is found in Article 28.  Then I wonder why the urgency of amending the 
constitution now.  

On the other side of the coin, some of the comments and questions leveled against the 
religious leaders are unfair.  The Derg regime with its specialization of efficient terror did 
not spare spiritual places or religious places.  In fact they systematically targeted and 
murderer some of the religious leaders too. Raising the question of the silence of the 
church and mosque leaders during the Derg era reminds me the response of Khrushev’s 
famous secret speech of 1956 at the 20th party Congress of the Soviet Union.  His speech 
was denouncing crimes committed by Stalin. He received a note from a delegate 
inquiring why he, Khrushev, had remained silent in the face of Stalinist terror against 
innocent Soviets.  Then Khrushev replied “For the same reason that the delegate who 
wrote this question did not sign it.” 

There are many questions that must be asked.  Have you ever heard remorseful Derg 
members apologizing about their evil deeds?  Why is that all well meaning Ethiopians 
who are aware of the full implications of Article 28 of the Constitution, actually are 



standing to bring the matter of forgiveness up?   Or is it a tactical move by the Derg 
members to soften the head and the heart of the Head of State of Ethiopia so that their 
sentences could be reduced to life in prison?  If this is their motivation, the Derg 
members have every right in the world to set such tactical snares, but all meaning 
Ethiopians should not have an intention of walking into them.  Let justice take its course. 

For the benefit of all of us let me share the “Kotebe case.”  This is a glimpse of a report 
by forensic investigators of the Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team (EAAF) which 
has assisted the Special Prosecutor's Office (SPO) of Addis Ababa.    
 
“The former Makalawi prisoners that we interviewed said that late on the night of October 7, 
1979, a truck arrived in the prison compound and twenty prisoners were offloaded. The night was 
cold and many of the new prisoners had wrapped themselves in blankets. They were put in 
holding cells apart from the main cellblock. The next morning, at 10-20 minutes intervals, the 
guards called out each of the twenty new prisoners by name and, one by one, they were marched 
away. Ten Makalawi prisoners were similarly called out and taken away. The thirty men never 
returned, and by late afternoon rumors began to circulate that they had all been 
executed.” 

If you have a stomach for it you could find more details following the link:  
http://eaaf.typepad.com/cr_ethiopia/   

The remains of the 30 prisoners have been put to rest inside “Red Terror” Martyrs 
Memorial Museum which is located at Meskal Square in Addis Ababa. 
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