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Introduction 

 

The news, views, comments, denouncements, debates, etc, have been bubbling across the 

global media over government responses to urban-based Muslim protests in Ethiopia. The 

said conflict is not a new and miraculous phenomenon in the political history of Ethiopia. 

There was a long list of group-generated historical contentions as even the major political 

representations of the Ethiopian image every where. Some were religious while others 

ethnic (among nations and nationalities) or state-citizen conflicts. The protracted social 

conflict in the country is believed to undergo a revolutionary transformation following 

the break down of the Derg regime in 1991. Two sources of group conflicts are also 

believed to have permanently been met by constitutional resolve
1
. These are the 

following:  

  

Firstly, conflicts among ethnic groups (nations and nationalities) have been addressed by 

the most controversial constitutional provision of Article 39. This provision allows 

nations and nationalities to exercise their rights to self-determination up to secession. The 

solution has led so far to no separation of any of the ethnic groups in the country under 

socio-economic transition. This development reminds one that it almost fits the argument 

of scholars particularly Lijphart
2
 who argues that secession becomes unnecessary when 

its is known that it is feasible;  

 

Secondly, religious conflicts were similarly addressed constitutionally where it is 

explicitly provided that religion and politics are separate and reciprocally non-intervening 

in the affairs of each another. This is less controversial so far as it goes consistent with 

what Chaim Kaufmann
3
 calls the state as a ‘third party balancing agency’ or what he 

terms ‘the aggressor’s handicap’. What first and foremost the state needs as an intrinsic 

part to its nature is to avoid losses by increasing gains from interreligious conflicts or 

cordialities respectively; 

 

These developments have transformed Ethiopia and its society to an unprecedented 

degree of national peace and stability in the previous two decades now. It is amidst this 

                                                 
1
 Fasil Nahum. 1995. Constitution of the Nation of Nations. Red Sea Printing Press; Asmara 

2
Lijphart, "Power Sharing Approach," p. 494. In short, partition is unnecessary when it is known to be 

feasible.Indeed, Lijphart argues that the best way to avoid partition is not to resist it. If minorities, such as 

the Quebecois, know that they can secede if a satisfactory power-sharing agreement cannot be worked out, 

this exerts a moderating influence on bargaining.  

  
3
Chaim Kaufmann. Possible and Impossible Solutions to Ethnic Civil Wars International Security, Vol. 20, No. 4 

(Spring 1996), pp. 136—175.1996 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College and the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology. 
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general situation that reports of ‘Muslim protest’ began circulating with the involvements 

of differing parties to the conflicts across the global media. One can identify several 

groups and respective interests behind this media squabble but five categories are 

unquestionably evident: the Ethiopian government, Ethiopian Muslims regardless of 

internal divergences, the West particularly the United States, civil society groups, and the 

editorials of the media.   

 

I know that some actors and commentators are here in Ethiopia while most others appear 

to be outside. I am myself in Ethiopia, too. With very little interest in religious matters, I 

believe that I have always had the liberty to have long time friends from all religious 

groups. As a lecturer, I have the opportunity to interact with my students and staffs from 

all religions and religious denominations, about which I scarcely have knowledge. I know 

that there have been recent disputes between Muslim Ethiopians and the Ethiopian 

government specifically the police. I also know there have been occasional clashes 

among a group of protesters with police men.  

 

It was at this point I began seriously searching for the exact state of affairs in Ethiopia on 

the issue. Then, I raised a critical question that would lead me down into the body of my 

article: what is the precise nature of the conflict between Muslim protestors and the 

police in Ethiopia? How much is the extent? What are the specific issues involved? But 

finally and most importantly, how is this conflict explained in social science theories and 

approaches? What is its possible ultimate destiny? I shall try to deal with these questions 

below. 

 

2. Theoretical Explanations about Social Conflicts  

 

 

So far, adequate consensus about the exact meanings of social conflicts in social sciences 

remains largely a far cry. However, scholars have continued to produce various streams 

of knowledge, which are elemental in the task of understanding and explaining conflicts 

in their specificities, time and space wise. Social conflicts, for Lustick
4
, are usually 

contentious claims among various groupings over a perceived or an actual advantage 

across their relations. Social conflicts, as a rule, always need, at least, two parties to the 

contention within the society or without. On their natures, Lustick generally understands 

conflicts in society as a natural extension and inherent occurrence just out of human 

relations. 

 

What matter in the study of social conflicts however are their original root causes, 

background dynamics, extents and consequences. Robert Gurr,
5
 the possible natural 

location of social conflicts may be the frontier between the drive to satisfy self-interest 

and the duty to sacrifice ones interest to the advantages of others. But what are these 

interests? Attempts at searching for one generalized rule governing the origins of social 

                                                 
4
See Ian Lustick, "Stability in Deeply Divided Societies: Consociationalism versus Control," World 

Politics, Vol. 31, No. 3 (April 1979), pp. 325--344.  
5
 Ted Robert Gurr, "Peoples Against States: Ethnopolitical Conflict and the Changing World System," 

International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 38, No. 3 (September 1994), pp. 347—37. 
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conflicts are again shrouded in disagreements. Economic causes as the ultimate root have 

now been less attractive as affluent groups also relegate into deadly conflicts. Objective 

differences like color, sex, controversially language and other variations among groups 

are also less appealing these days for social science researches.  

 

Equally, subjective differences like religion, culture, ideology, etc, by themselves, have 

less weight in arguments.
6
  Moreover, social interests go beyond an individual human 

interest that they aggregate broad ranges of demands among social groups bound by some 

crude common interest.  Young Oran
7
 adds psychological factors for the study of social 

conflicts, which are embedded in the human ability to think and speak as having much 

contribution for addressing conflicts as for worsening and escalating them to violent and 

catastrophic proportions. Young therefore argues that conflicts are to be well managed, 

and never to be inhibited and eliminated for ever and all together.      

 

On the dynamic sources of social conflicts, Peril Squire (et.ail)
8
 identifies, at least, three 

locations across the general social matrix:  

 

First is conflict over value that emanates from diverging and contradicting interpretations 

of the world and the social environment. Following the contending lines of these 

interpretations is the unavoidable conflict over prescriptions. For Peril Squire, disputes 

over locating the key problem of a society, policies, ideologies, religious matters, 

cultures, philosophies and others are conflicts over values;  

 

Second is conflict over material resources which emanates from the human interest either 

to exclusively control and utilize or share and utilize basic resources and material assets 

among variously organized communities, individuals, states and groups. Disputes over 

borders, land and water sources, distribution of national wealth, etc, are examples of 

material conflicts. For these scholars, humanity can never be totally free from these 

conflicts, which are however rightly manageable in their own right.  

 

Third is the aggregate of the above two conflict sources which occurs when value and 

material causes of conflicts squarely overlap. This means that a higher stage of new 

conflict results when social groups or individuals adequately feel that they have got a 

material meaning and evidence for their oppressions by others solely because of value 

                                                 
6
 When value and material sources of conflict do not overlap, a specific group of community tends to stand 

alone in the dispute. This is because a great majority or half of the members of the group are either 

economically beneficiaries or do not share the values of the aroused section of their grouping. Not all 

Muslims necessarily support and follow, for example, Bin Laden; not all Kurds also support the Kurdistan 

liberation struggle. When this is the case, negotiation is the best way with military control taken as a 

balance maker. The bloody conflict between the Russian government and ethnic Chechens, the British 

government and the Irish freedom fighters, the Portuguese government and Bask Separatists, the Spanish 

government and the Catalan secessionist forces, etc, are graphic instances.  

 
7
 Young Oran. Conflict Studies and Peace Building. 1996. 

8
 Peril Squire. Dynamics of Democracy. 1998.   
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divergences or vice versa. This category of conflict source is, for Giddens
9
, structural in 

its extent, to be resolved by fundamental policy measures only. Racial conflicts like the 

American experience of slavery both in value and economic terms, colonial conflicts 

where whites politically oppressed and economically exploited African populations,  

religious disputes where one religion controls economic resources and uses it to 

politically and culturally oppress and degrade other religious groups, etc, are graphic 

cases in point.              

 

According Young O, the first two sources of conflict in their separate setting usually 

tend to be divisive among social groups. One social grouping by economic criteria, for, 

example, the working class could be divided at value level where not all members of the 

class might share similar interpretations. There were for example whites who were 

opposed to apartheid. Reciprocally, a certain social grouping supposed to share common 

values and world views may be divided up internally by economic interests as rich versus 

poor. There are also other intervening variables which further supply additional factors of 

increased solidarity among differing social groups or increased in-group contentions. 

Common nationality or shared ethnic identity, for example, could bring differing 

religious groups into solidarity and vice versa or religiously one social group could be 

broken down into other more urgent identities like region, nationality or economic class. 

This makes the study of social conflicts more complex. 

 

In the context of most developing states, social conflicts were believed to emerge from 

the existence of differing collective groups. This is again no longer acceptable. As Collier 

notes, empirical researches have demonstrated that socio-culturally homogonous 

populations are prone to deadly social conflicts than heterogeneous ones.  The most 

key issue in the study of the dynamic sources of social conflicts is rather the nature of 

relations among the above conflict sources. When value sources of conflicts converge 

roughly with material sources, then, this is an evolutionary point where in-group 

differences are ignored and conflicts become heavily polarized by bringing differing 

groups into common front. In most cases, revolutions usually occur when the two sources 

of conflict overlap. In plain English, the degree of tolerance among victim groups sooner 

or latter grows downward to reach a zero-point.   

 

This led Young to have identified horizontal origins of value and material conflicts. 

Horizontal sources of conflicts are those like value disputes within one generalized group 

of overall value interest like the American blacks, feminist women, an ethnic group or a 

religious group, etc.  However, the common trend is that it is under special circumstances 

of matured social conflict, hidden or suppressed for longer period of time, that radicals 

get majority support. Radicals tend to be sectarian,
10

 small in number and vibrant in 

                                                 
9
 Gidon Gottlieb, Nation Against State (New York: Council on Foreign Relations Press, 1993); Stephen 

Ryan, Ethnic Conflict and International Relations, 2d ed. (Aldershot, England: Dartmouth, 1995) 
10

 Pfaff, "Invitation to War"; Hopf, "Managing Soviet Disintegration"; Jack Snyder, "Nationalism and the 

Crisis of the Post-Soviet State," in Brown, Ethnic Conflict and International Security, pp. 79-- 102;. 

Similarly, when Fazlal Huq, a Muslim leader in Bengal, tried to promote a moderate line in the 1946 

election campaign, he was denounced as a traitor by Muslim League leaders and his party wiped out at the 

polls. Leonard A. Gordon, "Divided Bengal: Problems of Nationalism and Identity in the 1947 Partition," 
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activism, determined and committed but with a greater possibility of handy and imminent 

dangers of total extinction after some time. Kukuluklans movement in the United States, 

post-Nazi survivors in many European countries, the Zulu Inkata arousal in South Africa, 

Islamist fundamentalists in Sudan and Saudi Arabia, etc, are recent cases.  

 

Kaufamn
11

 in his study of social conflicts among ethnic groups, divided conflicts into 

two: conflicts impossible versus conflicts possible for solutions. Those that are heavily 

radicalized, marred by un-compromizable inter-group hatreds, and militant ones tend to 

be impossible for solutions when the groups are roughly symmetrical in size and 

influence. These conflicts need however rigid social identity codes like race and ethnic 

border. State response for this category of conflicts is usually a legal control but finally 

bring the complete defeat of one by the other.  Conflicts that come from legitimate 

demands and are legally communicated from a group, on the other hand, are negotiable 

so that possible for solutions.  

 

However, conflicts going out of these boundaries exist fitting the category of conflicts 

impossible for solution and could also affect the state. The usual and most repeatedly 

observed tendency for radicalized but specified conflicts has been to embark on 

destructive acts with no stated goals. This is explained by the resolute stand of the 

group’s leaders to be as harsh and brutal toward moderates within the same groups as 

toward other opponent groups. These conflicts are different as they are to be logically 

resolved by legal action. 

 

Moreover, sectarian radicalized movements, due to their horizontal concern, tend to be 

immediate and nervous to hastily engage in violent reactions
12

. However, they could 

                                                                                                                                                 
in Mushirul Hasan, ed., India's Partition: Strategy, Process, and Mobilization (Delhi: Oxford University 

Press, 1993), pp. 274--317, at 295--301. 

 
11

 Chaim Kaufmann. Possible and Impossible Solutions to Ethnic Civil Wars International Security, Vol. 20, No. 

4 (Spring 1996), pp. 180—181.1996 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College and the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology. The possible and impossible solutions to ethnic civil wars follow 

from this fact. War hardens ethnic identities to the point that cross-ethnic political appeals become futile, 

which means that victory can be assured only by physical control over the territory in dispute. Ethnic wars 

also generate intense security dilemmas, both because the escalation of each side's mobilization rhetoric 

presents a real threat to the other, and even more because intermingled population settlement patterns create 

defensive vulnerabilities and offensive opportunities. Once this occurs, the war cannot end until the 

security dilemma is reduced by physical separation of the rival groups. Solutions that aim at restoring 

multi-ethnic civil politics and at avoiding population transfers----such as power sharing, state re-building, 

or identity reconstruction----cannot work because they do nothing to dampen the security dilemma, and 

because ethnic fears and hatreds hardened by war are extremely resistant to change. The result is that ethnic 

wars can end in only three ways: with complete victory of one side; by temporary suppression of the 

conflict by third party military occupation; or by self-governance of separate communities. The record of 

the ethnic wars of the last half century bears this out. 

 
12

 Stephen Van Evera, "Hypotheses on Nationalism," International Security, Vol. 18, No. 4 (Spring 1994), 

pp. 5--39. Posen additionally points out that when populations are highly mixed it is easier for small bands 
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actions, or may actually be unable to control them. Posen, "Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict," 109. 
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never develop a capacity to change the statuesque or the incumbent regime. They rather 

primarily bitterly hate and occasionally attack their opponents within the general social 

grouping.
13

 The common tactic among radicals is widening feuds between protagonists in 

two ways: one is that they create martyrs among themselves as heroic models to be 

perused beyond the rest of their members within the sectarian group; second is that they 

are tempted to kill others, for example, police men and their officers, in order to deepen 

feelings of enmity and make compromises impossible.        

 

Based on this, scholars have been trying to identify key patterns of the most likely spill-

over effects of social conflicts. According to Squire, social conflicts are usually difficult 

to be managed and smoothened for long if their value sources greatly overlap with the 

material ones. Nonetheless, this is delayed or speeded up depending on the demographic 

size of groups in conflict. Under this condition of conflicts, it takes considerably longer 

time if the victims are a minority to achieve their goals no matter how their demands are 

just and acceptable. The final solution usually is provision of concession by the majority 

to the minority, as much as demanded where the state serves as a free field of negotiation. 

 

In vice versa case, complete change of positions is the end result. Black movements in 

America and anti apartheid struggle in South Africa are two respective cases. The first 

case brought a win-win solution while the second one tended to be ended with a zero-sum 

game in a different way. In this particular case, social conflicts serve as dynamics of 

social change and the advancement of history toward positive goals. Rothschild
14

 also 

agrees with this argument in that he considers ethnic conflicts, for example, as ‘utility 

maximizers’. In other words, such conflicts compel the existing regime to be more 

progressive, innovative and all-inclusive through broadening the social inlet for all 

parties. 

  

This logically implies to the fact that social conflicts differ from one another in the levels 

of their manageability or unmanageability, consequences and spill over effects. Some 

social conflicts are fairly manageable, while others tend to be out of control to quickly 

escalate into violent proportions based on the above criteria. Some social conflicts are 

reactive and devoid of dynamic potentials that they invite the intervention of the coercive 

state apparatus in order to preserve the statuesque. This category of conflicts is extremely 

violent or non-violent and recurrent but finally doomed to complete annihilations over 

time.  

                                                 
13

 In contrast to these are conditions where conflicts are horizontally sectarian and based on narrow and 

radicalized demand. These arousals but tend to be an extremist solidarity against usually the impossible. 

The degree of impossibility proves to be still higher and highest when these sectarian demands occur in 

more than a majority diverse society. Islamic state proved fragile in Sudan even with big minority 

Christians; Communists, Muslim Fundamentalists, neo-Nazis bands, racist networks, etc, have never 

succeeded in a big multi-ethnic and multi-religious society. Iranian Islamists succeeded because of 

dominant Shite homogeneity; Hitler achieved his goal for similar reason-that is German homogeneity. As 

scholars argue, homogenous societies are usually more prone to all forms of extremist turmoil than 

heterogonous ones. 
14

Rothschild. D.(1986) State and Ethnicity in Africa in Neil Nevitte and Charles H. Kennedy(eds.) 

Ethnic Preference and Public Policy in Developing States. Lynne Reinner Publishers, Inc, Colorado 
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It is against these theoretical assumptions that we are going to see the Muslim ‘protest’ in 

Ethiopia now at the front cover of the global media.    

 

3. The Odds and the Add-ons about the Conflict  

 

Of course, allegations and counter allegations, criticisms and counter criticisms, etc, 

abound between various groups of differing interests and demands. It would be 

unrealistic in the study of political science and conflicts that group or individual 

protagonists behind a conflict rarely reach complete mutual understanding and absolute 

agreement. This does mean that most conflicting demands and interests in any society 

never fall within one and universal category in their nature, cause, management and 

consequences. This erratic nature of social conflicts calls for the attentions of scholars, 

who traditionally start their investigations, first, by exposing pro and against opinions, 

criticisms and accusations over the nature of the conflict. Likewise, let us do the same in 

the study of our case in Ethiopia from a multitude of sources, in a way that all parties to 

the conflicts could scarcely doubt and refuse to accept. 

 

I have identified roughly two dimensions in the nature of the current conflict undergoing 

as follows:  

 

First is that which is heavily generalized explanation difficult to make thorough analysis. 

A stream of critics appears to simply politicize the conflicts where generalization seems 

to be the best appropriate technique. The private press, some bloggers
15

, the 

Administration of President Barak Obama
16

 and some global media
17

 tend to report and 

argue with an understandable undertone that the conflict was between the Ethiopian state 

represented by a Christian dominated government against the Ethiopian Muslim 

community. By this, the implication is clear: they depict the conflict as a full scale 

intercommunity warfare with a greater risk borne within it to the total detriment of the 

Ethiopian state and society. Let us see the uninvited report by U.S. Commission on 

International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) as an example: 

 

Ethiopian Muslims, who make up about a third of the population in the majority 

Christian country, accuse the government of interfering in the highest Muslim 

affairs body, the Ethiopia Islamic Affairs Supreme Council (EIASC). Thousands 

                                                 
15

Alemayehu Fantw Haile Mariam. How To End Government Intolerance Of Islam In Ethiopia; November 

10th, 2012 | Updated On November 10th, 2012; info@indepthafrica.com or magazine@indepthafrica.com  
16

 REUTERS Ethiopia Abusing Religious Freedom of Muslims: U.S. Body Published: November 9, 2012 

at 1:29 PM ET. U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF). Washington D.C.  
17

 REUTERS Ethiopia Abusing Religious Freedom of Muslims: U.S. Body Published: November 9, 2012 

at 1:29 PM ET. U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF). Washington D.C. 
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of Muslims have staged weekly mosque sit-ins and street protests in Addis Ababa 

over the past year.
18

 

 

Compare and contrast here two contradictory generalizations: the first is that Ethiopian 

Muslims as a population accuses the Ethiopian government; second is that thousands of 

Muslims in Addis Ababa are on active opposition. I do not think this is simply a slip of 

pen. It must rather be a careless and most visibly an arrogant approach to what the 

Commission calls a ‘mounting danger’.    

 

Surprisingly, these generalists openly tell us that they side with the protestors accepting 

their demands as ‘just’ and ‘legitimate’. The American government made a twist here 

justifying its sympathy with the Muslim protestors because the commission members 

could not communicate government officials while they could do so with the protestors. 

Weighed against default logic, what the Americans argue is that the side which was mute 

for our phone calls was the culprit behind the conflict. Other bloggers warn that the move 

by the Ethiopian government to violate the constitutionally guaranteed freedom of 

religion would push the country into a catastrophic bloodshed. These people tell us this 

before detailing the exact nature of what they call ‘crisis’ and the relevant constitutional 

article violated.  
 

Still others try to give a little hint about the conflict but soon jump into generalizations 

that the action of the Ethiopian government against Muslim communities could lead to 

total regional destabilization. According to a blogger called Alemayehu Fentaw 

Weldemariam, the rationale behind is that Ethiopia is encircled by Muslim states and the 

government bought enemies by its intervention in Somalia. The only point of excuse is a 

suggestion that the Ethiopian government represses Muslims not for its own sake due to 

‘siege mentality’ but because of its ‘rational fear’ of possible interventions and 

exploitations by Muslim Terrorists who bear grudge to Ethiopia’s military action against 

Somalia’s Al-Ahabash  

 

Second is a category of explanations that tries to blend general as well as specific factors 

together. The International Crises Group, as expected, is one of the vanguard actors in the 

regard. In its August 2012 report, the ICG predicts an approaching cloud of total 

‘disorder’ in Ethiopia as the death of the ‘strong man, PM Meles’ left the state without an 

engaged and strong regime. The ICG continues to give a clue about the specific cause of 

the conflict saying that the majority of Al Sufi Muslims of Ethiopia reject the western-

affiliated and too liberalized sect of Al Al Ahbash. The latter is supported, according to 

ICG, by the Ethiopian government for this reason. 

 

Similar suggestions also hold that the Ethiopian government chooses to embrace the Al 

Ahbash sect for the latter’s apolitical orientations. My confusion between these two 

explanations is that the first argument could not explain further why the spokesmen of the 

West, the American government being at the front, therefore, opt for accusing the 

Ethiopian government if the issue is pro-west versus anti-west conflict. Similarly, the 

                                                 
18
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second argument fails to tell us if the Al Sufi sect refuses the Al Ahbash for its apolitical 

orientation, then, the accusation of the government is therefore true that the former has 

hidden political agenda to ascend state power through unconstitutional means.       

 

Alemayehu Fentaw tries to support the above argument in favor of the protester Muslims 

saying that the Ethiopian government shut down their Saudi-Sponsored Awolya School. 

Alemayhu continues that the Al Alhbash supported government measure against the 

interests of the Al Sufi majority. By this, Alemayuhu writes in direct contradiction to the 

Constitution which strictly forbids in-secular education of the Ethiopian younger 

generation by any religion. He also mentions that the September Islamic election for the 

Majlis Council was decided to be undertaken at Kebeles than Mosques has been taken as 

a quick reference for the accusation that the government intervenes in religious affairs.   

    

Almost all critics took one common position in their conclusions: the Ethiopian 

government poses what political scientists call a ‘security dilemma’
19

 while Muslim 

protesters never reciprocate by adopting a ‘security threat’ to the Ethiopian state. These 

concepts are shrewd and subtle value allocations. ‘Security dilemma’ is a labeling that the 

state becomes a source of insecurity for its own populations under conditions whereby 

citizens never do anything against the security of the state. In other words, the state is a 

security dilemma because is repressing its own people by solders and guns bought by 

their own taxes paid. The question is: do not Ethiopian government leaders and statesmen 

including the late Prime Minister Meles Zenawi, the prominent figure behind the 

establishments of the existing regime precisely understand this cleavage surrounding the 

state? 

 

One can compare and contrast this argument against the principle-speeches by PM Meles  

at two opposite political events: one, to rural elders probably in Lasta and North Gondar 

(probably Belesa area) in 1993-94 versus post-2005 election crisis. In the first case, I 

guess from the exchange of ideas between Meles and the community elders that the latter 

were social base-areas of EPRDF during the guerrilla war. At EPRDF’s advent in Addis 

Ababa, the people apparently expected a considerable material and other rewards as a 

compensation for their sacrifices. They had had disappointments over the delayed 

fulfillments of imagined development directly from Addis Ababa. Meles was extremely 

careful not to break the truth on the ground, on the one hand, and the past all-rounded 

contributions of the people, on the other hand. His answers in simple Amharic conveyed 

me a message that they had succinct theoretical basis about the roles of the state and 

state-citizen relations. Meles said the following: 

 

Yes, you are right that development is a delayed task every where. One thing, it is 

only two years since we started work as government leaders; secondly, the 

challenges we are faced with now as state leaders are no more problems of war; 

                                                 
19

 Stephen Van Evera, "Hypotheses on Nationalism," International Security, Vol. 18, No. 4 (Spring 1994), 
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they are bad legacies of previous governments. The bureaucracy is a formidable 

challenge both for you and for us…..However, you very well realize that you and 

us fought the Derg regime not in the hope that all our problems would be 

shattered soon after Derg’s fall. You do not forget that we fought to change the 

nature and roles of the government. This helicopter was that which was 

bombarding you. We fought Derg because Derg was a stumbling block not only 

for our development but also for our security. Now, no more Derg in existence 

that there is no government armed in to order devour its own people
20

.       

 

The other occasion was when Meles explained why it was a constitutional duty to prevent 

violence through violence of the post-election crises. The issue again is whether it was 

legitimate and morally acceptable that a government basically responsible to provide 

security denies security to its citizens. Meles regretted the deaths but said the following 

why that happened in a state-citizen relation: 
. 

Monopoly and use of force (coercion) are the exclusive privileges and domains of 

the state. The rationales for the origination and existence of the state 

fundamentally are the demands for strictly centralized, unchallenged, allocative 

and indivisible use of force only by the state. When the state is stripped off these 

exclusive privileges, then, this is a failed state. Shooting at and killing on police 

officers authorized by the state at the hands of supposedly civilian citizens is a 

move sharing force with the state. This was why use of force within constitutional 

limits was a force majeure obligation.
21

     

 

This argument by Meles proves squarely consistent with the explanations of most 

outstanding political scientists like K. Anderson
22

, David Lipson
23

 and many others. This 

is the institutional baseline of the discussion where the existing Ethiopian government, 

accused of ‘repression’ and of being a ‘security dilemma’ against its own people, is going 

to be examined.  

 

4. Searching for Heads and Tails of the Matter 

 

The interest here is not only to learn from the incidence of the said conflict but from the 

systematic comparison between what was done and what was reported. I find it 

methodologically better to see the issue through searching for answers to selected key 

enquiries into the overall nature of the conflict.  

 

4.1. What is the exact origin of the conflict? 

 

Serious examinations of all critical reports over the origin of the conflict could identify 

some controversial suggestions endangering their plausibility. That the Ethiopian 

                                                 
20
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government violated the Constitutionally nailed  ‘separation of state and religion and the 

right to religious freedoms’ appears to be the major cause of the conflict which most of 

the critics commonly share.  

 

Let us a comment by looking at what Alemayehu,  for example, writes in an article titled: 

‘How to End Government Intolerance of Islam in Ethiopia’’ on this particular issue: 

 

The current Ethiopian constitution provides for freedom of religion and requires 

the separation of state and religion. However the Muslim community in Ethiopia 

has been, for more than a year now, holding protests at mosques around the 

country against what is perceived as government interference in religious 

affairs.
24

  

 

This suggestion tends to argue that the conflict was almost a constitutional crisis. By this, 

however, I could not capture the very point whether it means the government denies 

constitutionally guaranteed rights of religious worship and freedom of conscience or 

whether the government should remain aloof from engaging itself in all administrative 

matters where ever the issue is religious. If the former is the answer, it is purely a 

transgression of basic freedoms that most likely will cause all Ethiopian Muslims to 

unite. ‘Separation of state and religion’ is every where an institutional and doctrinaire 

divorce between the crown and altar as well as between faith and politics. The Ethiopian 

government cannot have a state church or mosque because Ethiopians have different 

religions; religion is a faith allowing no flexibility, unlike politics, so that one could never 

instruct to add or drop this or that order and religious teachings. How can I accept the 

author’s arguments that these principles were the ones violated by the Ethiopian 

government?            

 

 I seriously doubt that this and other authors exactly knew their message meant that 

Ethiopian Muslims were forcibly instructed to accept or refuse this or that sectarian 

doctrine, hold or drop this or that ritual, if not, this or that religion. Religious freedom 

every where is liberty for the individual to exercise the above rights as he/she wants. 

Nonetheless, none of the critics reported any incident, actor, or victim from among the 

protesting Muslims raising these points as the essence of Article 11 of the Constitution
25

   

 

If the second one (the government should not have even an administrative role with and 

among religions) is the case, then, the root-cause of conflict must be this: 

 

The Ethiopian government: “Islam is separate from politics.”  

The Critics: “Muslims are separate from politics.”   

                                                 
24
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The logic of government is that Ethiopian citizens are subject to the law of the land; 

Muslims are Ethiopian citizens; so, the law also applies to them. The logic of the critics 

explicitly is that when Muslims of differing sects are in conflict among themselves, 

government’s measure of any kind would amount to the violation of the principle of 

church-state separation. Here must be the location of the critics’ bias exasperated by 

underground arrogance.   

 

 ‘Government intervention’ in the right sense of any constitution every where is that it is  

a constitutional duty to insure that ‘rules of the game’ in resolving any differences are 

respected and kept functional. This could happen under three conditions: firstly, if any 

Ethiopian citizen individually or collectively conspire or attempt at trespassing 

constitutional restrictions of any kind in the name of religious freedom either against the 

state or other citizens of other religions; secondly, if followers of religions and their sects 

violate the legal restriction and forcibly turn one against the other in order to impose ones 

faith; thirdly, if religious institutions, their clergy of congregations abuse their rights 

which they attained as legal personalities to incite or conspire political disorders and vice 

versa when government officials do act the same way. 

 

The authors must review their suggestions if the Ethiopian government has gone either 

against these principles or has done any thing in excess of constitutional limits. If the 

accusation means that the government should stand aloof when two sects rush violently 

against each other, it is rather the authors who violate the constitution.  

 

However, Alemayhu, for example, contradicts himself by swerving from the argument of 

‘unconstitutional intervention’ by the government to that the exact origin of the conflict 

has been a security concern that triggers the officials as shown below:  

 

The protests were triggered by the suspension of the Awoliyah Muslim Mission 

School and the dismissal of 50 Arabic teachers via a letter issued by the Majlis. 

The Awoliyah Muslim Mission School, has been a member since 1993 of the 

Islamic charitable agency known as International Islamic Relief Organization 

(IIRO), and has been linked to the Saudi Arabia controlled World Muslim 

League. Ethiopian authorities consider Awoliyah to be a breeding ground for a 

new generation of radical Muslims, which they refer to as “Salafi-Jihadists” or 

“Wahabi-Salafists”
26

 

 

What does this mean? Does it mean probably that the Ethiopian government has no any 

authority to be the ultimate seat of legitimate authority on its own soils and among its 

own people when international involvements pose security threats?   

 

 The newly elected Chair of the national Mejllis said over the Ethiopian television that 

the struggle of the Muslim community for the respect and dignity of the constitution 

finally achieved its goals. What does he mean by this? From his words, I intuitively 
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guessed that he must have been from among those Ethiopian Muslims who were opposed 

to the outgoing council. If this is apparently true, what was the reason for the continued 

protest which proved violent in South Wollo, for instance? 

 

It technically makes no difference at all whether the elected head is from the Al Ahabash 

or from the Al Sufi sect so far as the government proved that the election was free and 

majoritarian in its undertaking. The difficult point here to make sense out of the criticism 

of global media is that most argue that the Al Sufi sect in Ethiopia is a majority and the 

Al Ahabash, a minority. If so, why did not the majority Al Sufi exploit the election to 

bring its men into the council?  

 

These media people may answer this question by saying that the latter has had 

government support. Still other questions are on the table: what mechanism does the 

government have to identify a follower of Al Sufi from those of Al Ahabash as they are 

not political parties bearing identity cards? The global media argue that the conflict 

fundamentally arose between these two sects. Thus, it is a conflict over value within the 

same religion.  

 

 One can fairly see that it is never over what the constitution says the conflict arose; while 

it is true that it started over sectarian contentions, it grew to be differences between 

preserving versus challenging the constitutional order. This remains to be the point of 

debate between a minority of Muslim Ethiopians now targeted by the global media versus 

government. 

 

4.2. What are Government Reponses and their Rationales? 

 

 

Critics regularly cite Muslim protestors for getting ever embittered over the decision to 

undertake Majlis elections outside Mosques, at Kebele offices. The protestors argue 

Majlis election is purely a religious matter that should be done only within the 

compounds of Mosques. The government, on its part, argues that the election was to be 

undertaken at Kebeles was a security decision. Alemayehu from among the articulated 

critics writes that the pull out of the election from Mosques amounts to unwarranted 

interventions of government in religious matters. The protestors do not deny that they 

made individual and group attempts at influencing government decision through 

agitations for boycotting voting and rejecting any outcome of the election, whatever it 

might be.  

  

On this controversy,    I tried to brush up first my possible ignorance and bias aside by 

attempting to access data and information on established Islamic experiences, procedures, 

rules and practices elsewhere in the world.
27

 I saw that elections for Majlis seats, for 

                                                 
27
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example, in Iran, one of the most conservative Islamic states having thousands of 

mosques and a Muslim majority population, are organized politically into 193 

constituencies. How could one expect millions of Muslims are broken into this much 

smallest number of constituencies if the usual practice was that Mosques were polling 

sites? The same holds true in other states where Muslims and Christians are roughly 

equal or slightly imbalanced in demography like Nigeria and other West African states. I 

could not see any difference from that of Iran.
28

   

 

Why elections for Majlis Councils are traditionally held at localities or Kebeles set up for 

general election purposes in the Iranian case is consistent with the international ethical 

code of democratic elections as orchestrated by the European Union and other 

institutions. I also found a United Nations copyrighted bundle of 7 modules
29

 detailing 

standard electoral procedures specifically prepared and tabled for agreement with Muslim 

states, which most of the latter readily accepted and practiced. Module 2 is wholly 

devoted to Islamic Election Procedures that tend to fit to modern democratic principles of 

free and fair elections.  

 

The rationales and recommendations are divided into two parts. The first is concern for 

the best consistency between the procedural and the substantive parts of the elections; 

second is monitoring election processes to check up that all participants, candidates and 

voters, supervisors and supporters, etc, live up to the set criteria and obligations of 

Islamic elections. The first rationale can be understood to mean that that undertaking of 

elections at Mosques has never been an Islamic obligation or a divine order. Elections 

could be held wherever Muslims are available. The second discusses about maintaining 

strict eligibility conditions in line with Islamic orders and consensus.               

 

Back to the Iranian case, Majlis Council elections are basically political so that falling 

within the domain of government and public institutions. In Nigeria’s case, such elections 

are undertaken necessarily in close consultations with local government officials for the 

best and sound procedural order. In both cases and, of course, in every case across the 

Muslim world, governments have irreplaceable stake in insuring that these elections are 

held peacefully and as required. Whether Muslims are majority or minority has nothing to 

do with the unquestioned role of state in the process.
30
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An International Islamic Workshop
31

 held in Aman, March, 2004 with a vast mass of 

intellectual and public official participants from all walks of life in Muslim states and the 

West discussed over this issue. The topical theme was ‘Dialogue between Islam and the 

West, or between Islam and the United States’. The Workshop finally decided to adopt 

almost unanimously a good number of western democratic procedures and experiences of 

elections that could also benefit Islamic elections. This was an Islamic step by its most 

pronounced actors and followers in the search for more reconciliation with the terms of 

modernity. The participants never tried to challenge a Malaysian argument that in 

heterogonous societies, Islamic elections deadly require positive and unavoidable 

government engagements. 

 

As in the case of democratic elections for government leaders, I have learnt from my 

readings that secret balloting, liberty of polling stations from any adverse secular or 

religious pressures, trusted counting of votes cast and so on are substantive matters of 

Islamic election. Creating conducive political, social, economic and security conditions 

are however reserved for governments in any Muslim country.  

 

Government is traditionally and constitutionally never allowed to inspect substantive 

details leaving them wholly to the Muslim community. I also saw that any sectarian 

divergence among Muslims may cause some differences in other aspects of practicing 

Islam as a religion. However, in the case of elections for Majlis councils, sectarian 

cleavage is, strictly and even divinely, to be governed by only Islamic election traditions 

as members of the same world view. Whoever comes from which ever sect is duty bound 

finally to the Koranic cause of Islam. In other words, elections for Majlis councils 

transcend all sectarian divergences.
32

     

Concerning the second case, eligibility is the crux of the matter as a serious Islamic 

concern. All elections in the Islamic world are characterized by a set of pre-informed 

eligibility criteria defining rights and obligations of Muslims. With the Saudi exception 

of forbidding women from voting, almost all states exclude minor-age Muslims (below 
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major or required age), what they call ‘infidels’, addicts, heretics, and so on. According 

to Iranian election officials, the inspections of these requirements are better served, for 

example, in Iran, Saudi Arabia and Nigeria when elections are held in socially transparent 

constituency districts outside of Mosques.
33

   

So, if these are the commonly held traditions of Islamic election, then critics of 

government and Muslim protest leaders must answer questions of high relevance:  

If Al Sufi Muslims are a big majority in Ethiopia again, what difference does it make 

whether the election was held at kebeles or at Mosques?  

In case, disorder occurred under the current agitated situation of some militant 

individuals or groups who the Muslim community has no power to control, what was 

your alternate suggestion for the government to control them with a multi religious 

security force by transgressing the dignity and sanctity of Mosques?  

After all else, while knowing that government has unchallenged a role in such events, at 

least, procedurally, why did you demand for the election to be held at Mosques?  

If substantive matters of the election were at the hands of voters, where did Ethiopia’s 

government go wrong?  

Did you have the right and the plan to forcibly exclude other Ethiopian Muslims within 

other sects by seeing the voting done in compounds of Mosques?    

 

4.3. What is the Composition of the Protesting Muslims? 

 

Both the government and the Muslim protestors can never deny that the protest obviously 

lacks one and unified statements of interest and identical voice. The Addis Ababa protest 

probably pronounces, more or less, a structured tone of administrative demand and other 

interests as implied above, at least, at face value. However, both parties know very well 

that there are also other groups of Muslims with additional and, of course, politicized 

interests.   

 

Side by side, protesting Muslims can never deny that there were politically motivated 

disturbances in Wollo where the anti state group of Muslims officially shouted in support 

of radicalized Muslim groups in Somalia and Yemen. The government could also never 

deny that not all Muslim demands are politicized where some groups stopped activist 

tendencies after the September election. The protestors again could never deny some 

Islamic preachers and teachers are actually seen and heard addressing extremely 

dangerous messages for unconstitutional concessions. In a nutshell, such protests, more 

often than not, open up venues for other hidden and fanatic interests and moves;         
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Despite all these, spatially, the Muslim protestors could never deny that the areas of their 

vibrant demands and frequent encounters across the whole of Ethiopia are extremely 

limited. As implied else where, Alemayhu, ICG, the American government, Voice of 

America, Yegna Press and all critics could never mention any other place other than 

Addis Ababa, South Wollo, Gereb and Assasa towns. Socially, the protester Muslim 

Ethiopians never represent legally or morally the rural and pastoral Muslim community 

wholly. This is sociologically speaking the right location where Ethiopian Muslims live 

as a community. Almost all Muslim dominated Regions of Ethiopia were and are 

completely quite and peaceful. 

 

Let us see how this reality has been distorted by ICG’s wishful thinking of a broadened 

‘social unrest’, for example, that also could include Christians in support of the Muslim 

protest: 

 

. The authorities sought to link their demonstrations to Islamic extremism and 

terrorism, and Meles exacerbated matters by accusing the protestors of “peddling 

ideologies of intolerance”. That what started as a simple demand for religious 

independence has become a much broader protest against repressive tendencies 

was evident when Christians joined the demonstrations in solidarity. 

 

Still, composition wise, leave alone Christians, elderly Ethiopian Muslims, women and 

teenagers have never been part of the activism as everybody observed from sight and 

media footages. One may say that that these groups did not join the protest does not mean 

they are not supporters. No body can be sure of this but one thing is crystal clear: these 

Muslim Ethiopians do not support the violent means of the protestors. If not so, why does 

not the cleavage affect millions of Ethiopians in the largest country side and most urban 

centers? Why is this confined only to Addis Ababa
34

, Gerehb Assasa and Combolcha
35

?  

How could the multi-religious government of Ethiopia maintain its integrity?   

 

Both parties also never deny that the conflict occurs in Ethiopia characterized by a social 

structure, which is heavily marked by heterogeneous belief systems, ethnicity, and 

regional identity and so on
36

. The Ethiopian society greatly shares citizenship and many 

other values of social life but worships differing Gods, churches and mosques. This 

heterogeneity goes deeper than some probably perceive to affect relations within one and 
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traditionally same religion. As the result, Christianity has a dozen of denominations, 

which makes the perception of some critics that Orthodox Christianity is of 

unquestionable dominance groundless. In similar vein, Islam in Ethiopia has also 

differing sects with differing interpretations of Islamic teachings.  

 

 

4.4. What is the scope
37

 of the conflict? 

 

The study of scope in conflict implies to the degree of the bottom up and the top down 

controversy in influencing the entire societal day to day life, the extent to which the 

conflict was manageable, the depth in the interplay of domestic and external factors and 

other indicators. We can make the discussion clearer by detailing the issue based on 

questions.   

 

What is the structural and organizational
38

 scope of the conflict? 

 

One can see that the fundamental socio-cultural structure of Ethiopia is the very 

foundation of the federal order where state intervention in religious matters is structurally 

curtailed through the exercise of self-government. The Muslim community in Ethiopia is 

again structurally different from those of western states because the Ethiopian Muslim 

population is not a haphazard gathering of individual Muslims. Muslims in Ethiopia are 

structured into a big community culturally as followers of Islam, socially, as rural and 

pastoral, and politically, as self-administrative community. Urban Muslims are a group of 

citizens or a social grouping rather than a community living together as much as 

Orthodox Christians. Sociologically speaking, every religious congregation located in 

Addis Ababa and other major city is a social grouping, and never a community.  

 

Any accusation of the Ethiopian government as ‘interventionist’ in religious matters in 

our special context could be rated relevant only if Ethiopian Muslims say so as a 

community than as urban elite. I am not saying that urban Ethiopian Muslims could not 

have their own Islamic interest as a common agenda; this concern however is subject to 

the religious border in their relations with other religious groups or within themselves in 

the same setting. Structurally and sociologically, it is a gross logical fallacy to regard and 

accept urban populations as equal to the basic rural community in all religious, political, 

civic and all other questions and discourses. Demographically and geographically, we 

Ethiopians are elementally rural and pastoral for all purposes regardless of sectional 

interests.        
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On this score, one can see how the critics deliberately confuse their own wishes with the 

exact structural and organizational scope of the conflict by taking some examples from 

ICG, Alemayeh and the American Government: 

 

In a religiously diverse and traditionally tolerant country, tensions are mounting 

between the government and the large Muslim community. Informal Muslim 

committees have protested perceived interference in religious affairs, claiming the 

government imposes the beliefs of al-Ahbash, an Islamic sect created by an 

Ethiopian-Lebanese imam and considered pro-Western because of its opposition 

to Salafism, at the expense of traditional Sufi-inspired movements 

 

The question is: is any identity boundary (Christian government versus Muslim Council 

or Al Ahbash believing government and Al Al Sufi Muslim Community, etc,)   involved 

in the conflict? If that is the case, how do these critics interpret that the largest Muslim 

community of Ethiopia that went on protests or that protested against the Addis-based 

protestors? The paradox is that while the scope is currently structural for the above 

author, it could possibly grow to structural proportions for the American government as 

the following shows: 

 

 The arrests, terrorism charges and takeover of EIASC signify a troubling 

escalation in the government's attempts to control Ethiopia's Muslim community 

and provide further evidence of a decline in religious freedom in Ethiopia, the 

Commission said in a statement issued on Thursday.
39

 

 

I suppose Alemayehu appeared to be a little polite in picking the Ethiopian government 

as a scapegoat to have been pushing the conflict to a structural scale than the Ethiopian 

Muslim community by making analogy with the Arab Spring.  

 

There is some evidence that the Ethiopian Muslim community has been 

radicalized, although not in the sense that it has a political agenda, but in the sense 

that it has attained a higher degree of religious consciousness and has become 

more aware of its particularistic identity. In light of “Arab Spring” events that 

took place in North Africa and the Middle East, toppling repressive governments, 

it can be argued that the Ethiopian authorities are haunted by the fear of an 

‘Ethiopian Spring’, which has not only contributed to the current crackdown on 

the media and the political opposition, but also against the Muslim community. 

Ethiopia has increasingly become intolerant of Islam.
40

 

 

What prophetic an analysis on earth!! It is nothing but a fantasy borne out of the 

ideological bias or poor knowledge about social revolutions of the author.  
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What is the scope of the societal incidence of the conflict, past and present? 

 

It is a usual trend to observe stiff intergroup competitions, religious, ethnic, social or any 

other orientations, over scarce resources and dearest values in major urban centers every 

where. When a Muslim Mayor was named in Addis Ababa before a decade, a good 

number of private newspapers agitated the Christian congregation through carefully 

fabricated conspiracy theories. Most conservative papers accused the Muslim Mayor for 

discriminately distributing a lot of land plots in Addis Ababa for the construction of 

Mosques
41

. From my own experience, if a group of Muslim leaders or elites were seen 

around City Administrations (municipalities) for some reason of their own, immediately, 

a group of elites and clergy from Orthodox Christianity would arrive in the footprints of 

the former.  

. 

The incidence of inter-religious competitions across urban Ethiopia also goes beyond this 

to include contentions over access to ritual facilities and open urban spaces. Elite 

Orthodox Christians never hesitate to officially aggrieve if a certain open space near a 

church or within its perceptible sphere of influence is allowed for Muslim congregations 

during Islamic holydays and vice versa. The same is true also in that those competitions 

were and are even stiffer among sects within the same religion. Conservative Muslims 

demand for a separate place from other majority Muslim groupings for celebrating their 

dignified religious Holy days including Ramadan. Orthodox Church at the highest level 

of patriarch ship complained to the highest executive office, the Prime Minister, against 

decisions to serve other Christianity Denominations in a similar way.  

 

Close examinations into the traditions of vertical state-religion and horizontal inter-

religion competitive relations show that competition is a regularized routine in major 

urban centers.  The state is usually suspected by all but equally warmly approached again 

by all religious groups for better services. Some demands in the competition occasionally 

prove to be so sensitive that the Ethiopian government is challenged as a neutral umpire 

to bring consensus. The furious grass roots refusal by Orthodox Christians for the 

demand of Muslim Ethiopians in 1996-7 to build a Mosque in the historical city of Axum 

nearly called the attentions of the entire Muslim community in northern and central 

Ethiopia.  

 

In parallel, illegitimate preachers in the name of Orthodox Christianity also challenged 

the government in the 1990s in Gondar, Addis Ababa, Jimma, Desse, Harar, Dredawa
42

, 

etc, for example, by instigating inter religious hostilities. Even recently, extremist refugee 

oppositions tried to arouse Orthodox Christians outside and inside by propagating that the 
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Wolkaite Sugar factory project almost destroyed the Waldiba Monastery
43

 as if it were 

located in America. The government has still to face the provocative behaviors of some 

extremist and fanatic Christians who aggressively demonstrate exclusionist gestures in 

various ways, at various places, including state institutions against the followers of other 

religions
44

. Protestant Christians had to depend on government security service for their 

safety in the 1990s.    

 

The authors should study all these past experiences to visualize the adequate secular 

experiences of the Ethiopian state and the entire society. All these have been managed, as 

far as I know, by a principled secular administration of the divergent demands and claims 

of all parties by the Ethiopian government.  

 

What is the Manageability
45

 scope of the Conflict? 

 

As a government consisting of officials and leaders from all religions regardless of 

denominations, the Ethiopian government is structurally and ideologically limited to 

intervene in religious matters, unlike some critics label without adequate understanding 

of the structures of the Ethiopian society.  It is however the degree of government 

measure against the protestors that clearly shows the exact scope of the conflict. Let us 

look at the following major events as criteria of measuring the scope: 

 

  ‘Intervention’ in religious matters structurally also should be viewed against he border 

between state administration of religious groupings versus the duty of being loyal to the 

principle of state secularity in doctrinaire issues. Doctrinaire issues are nothing but 

religious faith or teaching. These religious teachings or faith of all groupings regardless 

of differences among denominations every where are structurally far out of the domain of 

state rationality. The state as a political association is a creation of not only a rational 

design and thinking through Constitutions or otherwise but also of inherently a rational 

existence particularly in religiously heterogeneous societies like those of Ethiopia. Faith 

and reasons are structurally so divergent and mutually exclusive that all attempts in 

history by all states to reconcile the two finally proved disastrous and catastrophic.  

 

Seen against this background, the protesting Muslims never accused the government of 

trying to distort, manipulate, rewrite, revise, rephrase or reinterpret any Koranic orders, 

teachings or restrictions. Unlike the case in France, the dispute never involves over 
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tolerating or prohibiting Islamic dressing codes. None of the protestors said anything 

about this. The conflict also never touches any concerns or divergences of views over the 

performance of Islamic rituals. Despite the conflict, all former manners and procedures of 

Islamic prayer, Mosque sanctity, the dignity of Islamic symbols and ceremonial gestures 

have been respected by the government. There were no Muslims forcibly and suddenly 

searched by security officers into what they held or carried on their ways to religious 

services. All these have never been issues of the controversy.  

 

I strongly believe that the Ethiopian government refrains from doing so not by chance but 

as a matter of adequate knowledge, principles, constitutionality and responsibility.        

Historically
46

, blending or trying to politically intervene in doctrinaire or religious faiths 

is even more dangerous and potentially devastating in multi religious societies. Emperor 

Yahannes IV, Theodros II, and Haile Selasse I, to some degree, risked their rules due to 

their move in bringing the altar versus the sword into the same office. Southern Sudan 

succeeded in finally winning its independent statehood after a protracted civil war caused 

substantial damage due to the insistence of the North on the reconciliation of Islam with 

politics.  

 

Some extreme elements of the Muslim protest appeared to have failed to realize the very 

threats of their political demands mixed with religious questions have been self-defeating 

and politically absolutely impossible.
47

  

                                                 
46

 History began recording bloody conflicts between the populations of the Islam and Orthodox 

Christianity later in the post-Axum and Zagwe period, 13
th

 century, after the crown made a move into Shoa. 

By this time, Islam had already grown to be a chain of established Sultanates in most eastern portions of 

present day Ethiopia. Ethiopia’s history since this period is characterized by a series of on-and-off conflicts 

depending on the existing balance of powers well up to the 20
th

 century. For the purpose of this paper, one 

could identify the following patterns, in general and brief:    Firstly, the heated eras of conflict since the 

early 13
th

 to the middle of the 17
th

 century were between Christian kingdoms from the highland north and 

Muslim Sultanates in the lowland east. All wars up to the one that was organized and led by Ahemed Gran 

were religious by their content and political by their form. They were primarily aimed at insuring both 

value and political control of mostly the Christian kingdom over the Muslim Sultans. There has never been 

Islam-Christian intercommunity warfare in Ethiopia since 1543. During all these times, history did not 

record events of an all-out, protracted and bordered intercommunity war between Christian versus Muslim 

populations at grass roots levels in the Ethiopian empire or beyond. Secondly, there had been cultural 

boundaries traditionally separating Muslim from Christians amidst the generalized peaceful 

intercommunity relations. Robinson and Marcus Harold explain this ‘mutually agreed cultural border’ as an 

extension of the Christian historical dominance in politics and the parallel Muslims reaction than as a social 

contract constricted out of agreements. Donald agrees with this thesis writing that Muslim distinctiveness 

has largely been the answer to Christian exclusiveness. In any case, none of experts in Ethiopian history 

recorded cultural warfare among the two communities without kings, emirs and generals. Thirdly, almost 

all inter-kingdom wars for control particularly after the 17
th

 century were fought with the direct and indirect 

respective supports of foreign powers. Turkey and Portugal stood behind the two kingdoms in the wars 

during the 17
th

 century.  

 
47

 There has never been any historical phenomenon where Ethiopian Muslims one way or another 

demanded an Islamic Republic. There were both localized interreligious incidences of violence since 1991 
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Western Europe suffered the brutalities of a century of inter religious and inter kingdom 

wars from 1550 to 1648.  The Israel-Arab violet conflict continues to date as one of the 

most intractable and destructive conflicts for the same reason.. With the exception if Iran 

for various mixed reasons, all bloody attempts by Muslim Fundamentalist organizations 

to establish Islamic Republics got aborted every where from Yemen to Algeria. Egypt 

voted for a president from the Party of Muslim Brotherhood in 2012 but trends are 

showing that advancing Islamic cause as a state leader is not a simple mission for Ahmed 

Morsi. He was forced to officially promise the sanctity of all international treaties signed 

by the former regimes including the most notorious Camp David of 1979.     

            

My argument for the manageability of the conflict by the government comes from the 

fact that government leaders have precisely expounded all the above across policy 

documents. In practice, government measures prove commensurate with the measures 

police took over protest leaders.  

 

 In the May 2012 police measure in Addis Ababa, both the Muslim protestors and the 

government equally admit there were no Muslim and police causalities; there were no 

massive mobilizations of the national armed forces at any level against the protesters; 

there were no indiscriminate seizures of all Muslims who were on the spot of the trouble 

or around; there were no crackdowns by police on groups of Muslims during nights by 

police ordering forcibly for private door to open.
48

 Why did the American experts and 

other fail to appreciate these astounding manageability capacities and the manageable 

nature and scope of the conflict?  

 

 

5. Experiences between Ethiopia and the West Compared 

 

The word ‘intervention’ should be first adequately qualified before judging whether 

government response was and is interventionist in religious affairs. According to the 

dialogue at the Amman international workshop and other literatures, state intervention in 

religion has structural form. The idea refers to what scholars call ‘discriminatory’ 

treatment among the various religions in the society. ‘Discriminatory intervention’ in its 

turn implies to state practice of favoring one religion and its followers in every aspect 

including official and unofficial recognition of one against the other, sided allocation of 

values and state resources in a manner that benefits one against the other, blocking 

venues of upward mobility against one in order to advantage the other, and so on. These 

forms state intervention could be put into action in many different ways again.  

 

While deliberate state denial of recognition in the present world is extremely careful and 

a prudent decision, official recognition may be extended to one religion to exist as an 

organization but imposing formal and informal limitations on the exercise of religious 
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worships, intrinsic norms, dressing codes and rituals. Covert and overt partiality in the 

allocation of values and resources is the other form of manifestation usually by exploiting 

occasional and socially horrible incidents. These are associated with followers of a 

particular religion, as a guise to justify state actions. As to the rights of upward mobility 

to access high level state posts and entitlements by followers of a certain religion, the 

state and their agencies manipulate emotional public arousals during democratic 

elections, set blocking criteria or use the media to discriminately block the moves of one 

against the other.
49

   

 

On this score, Ethiopia’s practice since 1991 is more open than the previous regimes as a 

matter of creating new opportunities for Muslim upward mobility to the level of 

ministerial posts, agency governorships, regional and local administrations, army 

generalships and others. This has growingly and heavily become again the case in 

Ethiopia since the said period due largely to two prominent factors: the first factor is that 

the secular organizational traditions and political backgrounds of the ruling party-EPRDF 

as a guerrilla organization. EPRDF strictly set and held civic and political criteria for 

membership and upward mobility in any manner. The second is the organization of the 

Ethiopian state as a Federation, which greatly precipitated the principle and practice of 

self-determination and self-government where all Muslim dominated Regions began 

having their own Muslim leaders in political office.  

 

Ethiopia’s Federation is basically a secular institution but founded on an extensive 

decentralization that concomitantly insures the presence of Muslims in government 

structures through out all members of the Federation and. their local governments. This is 

squarely consistent with the socio-cultural structures of the Ethiopian society 

characterized by the existence of collective groups as a social unit including Muslim 

Ethiopians. Muslim presence in the executive and legislative branches is by no means 

optional; Islamic courts have been constitutionally recognized as sole privileges of 

Muslim Ethiopians to or not to go to them completely on the free agreements and choices 

of the parties to disputes.  

 

This socio-political tradition and state practice in other states particularly in developed 

societies is difficult to appraise in actual existence. The two 19
th

 century European 

powerful states, Britain and France, colonized large Muslim populations in Africa and the 

Middle East. The French official colonial policy hypocritically recognized all populations 

every where as French citizens; British involvement in the Second World War forced it to 

incorporate a large number of Muslims youths from colonies into its national army. A 

good number of Muslim elites also immigrated to these metropolitan states over the 

entire colonial period and after
50

. The break of communism in Eastern Europe and other 
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formerly socialist states also caused massive immigrations that boosted the presence of 

Islam in these states particularly, and Western Europe, generally.   

 

The United States also saw a big wave of Muslim immigration since the 1980s to have 

attained its peak since 1991. While globalization acted as a diplomatic catalyst, the oil 

boom in many Muslim states and political repressions in most of Arab states greatly 

elevated the figure of Muslim Immigrants raising Muslim presence to 1% of the 

American population. Unlike the trend in western European countries, the United States 

official census policy and practice are deliberately kept exclusive of Muslim populations. 

Demographic data on American Muslim are usually difficult to access. In both 

subcontinents, the dominant public and state views about the increasing presence of 

Muslim populations are one of high alarm. An assessment made in the United States in 

2004 demonstrated that an estimate of 45% of American Christian do not want to see 

Muslim presidents and other state officials.
51

     

 

Moreover, according to Time Weekly,
52

 western scholars strongly believe that there has 

been an increasingly growing ‘western consciousness’ among the common people, which 

they call ‘Islamphobia’
53

 while other more extremists call ‘anti Islamism’. There are also 

other coinages to characterize the distinction between Islam and Western Liberalism as 

‘clash of civilization’. The notion underneath is that Western views and Islamism are 

mutually exclusive, structurally unable to coexist together. As an extension to this 

development, in most western European states with Britain, France and Germany at the 

front row, Muslims are officially viewed as ‘strangers’ in a basically Christian host 

country and society. No government offices and levels have ever so far opened their gates 

to Muslim politicians even though they were forced to grant the status of citizenship for 

many millions of them. Worse than this, Islam and Muslims have been set to be hostile 

targets to a dozen of Opposition Parties in these countries.
54

 While there are a few 

soldiers in the national armies of western European states, the United States absorbed 

only 15, 000 Muslim soldiers in the national army of more than two million stronghold. 

Commanding posts are totally close to Muslim officers as tight as those of political and 

public administration institutions.
55

  

 

The Economist comments
56

 that German government expresses, at web posts to this day, 

commitments to the principle and practice of secularized international Higher Education 

and cultural tolerance. As an extension to this, German international scholarship 
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opportunities officially exclude Muslim applicants any where from candidacy and 

admission. Despite lack of evidences, France, Britain and other Western European states 

are also criticized by several Muslim activists as applying administrative mechanisms 

aimed at discouraging Muslim admission
57

. Muslim populations in the United States have 

won growing presidential attentions due to the parallel growth of in the size of voters but 

without any known constituency. Data show that the Republican President before Barak 

Obama, George Bush, won a majority of conservative Muslim cards in the 2000 election 

but lost the significant portion in the 2004 run for the second term
58

. The reason was that 

most Muslims were deadly opposed to American interventions and behaviors in Iraq and 

Afghanistan.  

 

President Barak Obama realized this in his 2008 competition where he was able to collect 

from 70 to 85% of Muslim votes.
59

 Accidentally, Obama’s run for the second term 

coincided with the arousal of urban Muslims in Ethiopia obviously communicated to him 

through group demonstrations and petitions of Muslims in Washington DC while his 

heated campaign was underway. Extremist opposition leaders from among Ethiopian 

refugees were also said to actively work hard to push the case into Obama’s purview. It 

was apparently the major factor that put Obama in a beleaguered political situation where 

he was opportunistically tempted to the side of the petitioners. The political maneuver is 

clear: Muslim petitioners and extremist opposition leaders exploited his weakness as a 

candidate; Obama exploited their vibrancy as a currency to buy their cards admittedly 

more for expediency goals than as a matter of established principle by naming a 

Commission on Religious Freedom. Finally, the Commission naively presented Ethiopia 

and its hard-won peace as a card of thanksgiving for Muslim Voters of Obama. 

 

As far as Islam and Ethiopia are concerned, I do no think that it is a logical fallacy of 

irrelevance to say that Islam was already an integral part of Ethiopia’s civilization before 

none of these western states came into being. None of these states has the moral ground, 

leave alone to accuse Ethiopia, a veteran state of both religious conflicts and religious 

coexistence, to advise us on the matter. It is my hope that protesting Ethiopian Muslims 

never surrender our dignity by looking for solutions from the influence of western states 

who have been strangers for the experience. They should also remember that the 

Ethiopian government is, beyond any doubt, not only the chief authority of religious 

freedom and equality but the one who sacrificed for its insurance more than any western 

states.    

6. Findings of this paper 

One could see that there are some critical issues exposed by the dialogue in this paper 

which I have outlined as follows: 

 

Firstly, it is now clear that the demands of Muslim protestors have had consistently 

casual singularity. In other words, what they ask for has nothing to do with material 

interests like for economic or distributional justice. It is a value interest heavily confined 
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to sectarian, urban-based, elitist, and internationally-networked contentions. Most 

Muslims active in the protest are reportedly well-to-do Ethiopians by domestic, even by 

African standards. They have properties including, capital assets like cars and houses, 

import-export hot businesses and investments. Some have international networks of 

business and communication as well as better professional trainings in high level college 

degrees. Thus, one can see that there have never been any concurrence between value 

versus material conflicts that out rightly demanded some kind of urgent policy, even 

constitutional mechanisms of solution;  

 

Secondly, the root causes of the protests which are picked and waved by domestic and 

outside critics have clearly been borne out of perceptions that lack evidence-based 

arguments. Two of the these statements’ have understandable undertones: firstly, ‘we 

dislike the minority Al Ahabash sect of Ethiopian Muslims; when we ask the government 

to help us replace them, it did not act preferring elections; this therefore means that the 

government likes them better then it likes us; secondly, when we tried to get what we 

wanted, some Muslims went out of the legal way; so, they were imprisoned and this act is 

a suppression of religious freedom by the government; furious by this, government also 

decided to shift Majlis election from Mosques to Kebels;’ it goes on. As conflict scholars, 

conflicts borne out of perceptions are to be addressed by being more loyal and committed 

to principles which would convince the opposite people overtime; 

 

Thirdly, this sectarian protest has visibly attracted global media, value and propaganda 

interventions by outside forces for advantages of urbanity in its scope and drawing false 

dichotomy. This paper argues that this has been happening, on the one hand, because of 

the internationalized nature and scope of Islam. On the other hand, it has been exploited 

by some circles to serve other cover political goals even against the protesting Muslims 

as Ethiopian citizens. Despite all these, one could now see that most criticisms against the 

government of Ethiopia have come from either deliberate political design or from serious 

lack of insights into the real nature of the conflict. Almost all critics are biased in favor of 

the protest based on the usual hasty dichotomization of Christian versus Muslim 

divergences. Almost all critics, consciously or unconsciously, have made the most 

common fallacy of false composition by equating a sectarian and urban based demand 

with a huge community interest of Ethiopian Muslims. They also express a dangerously 

false understanding of the Ethiopian government as representing Orthodox Christians. It 

is only for shortage of data and security concerns that this paper could not show the big 

share of Ethiopian Muslims in the national state craft; 

 

 Fourthly, the nature of the conflict severely lacks the desirable potential of some social 

conflicts to serve as a pressure on the government to creatively by using them as ‘utility 

maximizers’. It is a sectarian demand asking the government to drop its constitutional 

duty and responsibility and rewrite established secular policies in the favor of one group. 

The Ethiopian government, I strongly, believe, has had the wealthiest legacies of PM 

Meles Zenawi in managing, addressing and transforming social conflicts. It has 

successfully managed conflicts in Somali region since 1991, in Gambela in 2003, in 

Southern Ethiopia, 2001, with Eritrea since 1998. It has also successfully addressed such 

social conflicts like the demands of Silte and many peoples along the border between 
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Southern Ethiopia and Oromia, Argoba, Awi, and many others for self-determination and 

increased self-government. It has also addressed several other inter-clan and inter-tribe 

violent conflicts, year in, year out.  

 

The record of Meles’s government was also remarkable in transforming social conflicts 

for the better. Transforming conflicts does involve not only insuring the irreversibility of 

the root causes, but also learning from them and innovatively utilizing them for achieving 

most desirable higher goals. The WOGAGODA violent conflict in 1997, the post-

election violent crises in 2005 are graphic cases of social conflicts well transformed.  The 

government innovatively used the crises to energize the admirable big-push of national 

development. Mistakes were identified and corrected; culprits were exposed and 

reprimanded; policies were reviewed and revised. The problem with the current conflict 

is that it is short of being transformable in the same way by any means available. It is, as 

purely a sectarian conflict, neither to be managed, addressed or transformed but simply 

controlled.    

 

Fifthly, it logically follows that the conflict, as a sectarian demand again, has been seen 

trying to employ exactly similar tactics with those of other protests. Exposing its 

supporters for physical injuries including death is the commonest tactic of raising martyrs 

and sense of martyrdom. Martyrdom creation is believed to inculcate lasting zeal of 

enmity and elevate emotional arousals. The second tactic is to injure or kill police men on 

duty still to keep its followers under protracted ‘siege mentality’. I believe that the 

government is already well aware of this as it said last time that police measure was 

‘careful and wise.’  

 

In general, Ethiopian protesting Muslims are on the wrong track; for all the reasons we 

saw above. Their arousals could never and ever structurally grow to be dominant 

community uprisings, unlike their expectations. Their arousal is far below the FIZ 

violence in Algeria, the Chechen resistance in Russia, and others due to its extremely 

politicized and narrow interest base. Leave alone in multicultural Ethiopia, political Islam 

has never and ever succeeded any where in the world except the unique Iranian 

experience.     

 

Conclusions 

The global media and other actors expressing concern over the matter generally follow 

the common tradition of accusing the government and sympathizing with the protester 

Muslims. This accusation is stated in many different but in a most confusing and 

incoherent ways. This incoherence is also true over the demands of the said protestors in 

Ethiopia. The Ethiopian Muslims in protest have to make a serious debate with 

comparative method before they go out to the streets in a manner that goes against the 

law. Such unwarranted moves may win international uproars but never pressure the 

government to creatively respond. The government has no right to compromise over 

constitutional provisions. Moreover, both protestors and the government are required to 

be absolutely sure that no outside pressure could be a solution. Sectarian conflict by its 

very nature is naked out of its dresses to be a target of all actors around it.  

 


