
 1 

Dialectics of Ethiopia’s Regional Politics after Meles: 

Appraising Calculus and Praxis to Look Ahead  

Habtamu Alebachew (Lecturer) 

                                                    Abstract  

 It has now become almost out of question that Ethiopia has progressively assumed a new 

but controversial regional and continental role under the late PM, Meles Zenawi’s 

leadership. Some global organizations define the current ‘regional stability’ more as 

precariously hinged on Meles’s personality than to policy and institutional leverages. 

Other analysts adopt optimistic views that, despite challenges of Meles’s absence, his 

successors have inherited a working blue-print and experience to keep the regional 

momentum go forward as it was in Meles’s presence. Still others suggest that Ethiopia 

should redefine its regional and continental roles anew to make them fit post-Meles 

realities. Summed up in question form,   what would happen to the balance between 

Ethiopia’s rising role and regional stability? Is the absence of Meles going to adversely 

affect Ethiopia’s image and influence by inducing changes in the political behaviors of 

key actors in the region, and in Africa at large? Based on these, what is the most likely 

political development that may be going to unfold and prevail in the region? This paper 

is an attempt at analyzing the past, the present and the future of Ethiopia after Meles vis-

à-vis the region and beyond in light of  political science approaches commonly known as 

‘the variance’ and ‘intergovernemntalism’ perspectives. Finally, it will be attempted to 

diagnose into what levels and patterns of legacies Meles left and bequeathed for his 

successor.  

Introductions 

The East Africa Region in this paper conventionally encompasses the states of Djibouti, Eritrea, 

Ethiopia, Somalia, Southern Sudan, Sudan and Kenya, as well as Egypt for technical and 

expediency reasons. Ethiopia is, located at the center of the Region for geo-topographic and 

demographic reasons in the physical sense of the term. Egypt has 120mn estimated population to 

be followed by Ethiopia, 83mn, Sudan, 24mn, Somalia, 10, Southern Sudan 9mn, Eritrea 5mn ad 

Djibouti, 0.6 million.
1
  

Ethiopia shares cultural and historical commonalities almost with all countries of the region 

including Egypt. Culturally, Ethiopia shares identical ethnic identities with Eritrea through Tigrai 

and Afar communities, Afar and Issa communities with Djibouti, Oromo speaking communities 

with Kenya, Somalis with Somalia, and Neuwr with Sudan.   Socially, Ethiopia shares both 

pastoralist and agrarian peoples with all its immediate neighbors at the four corners. 

Environmentally, Ethiopia shares the Great Nile River with Kenya, Sudan and Egypt where the 

later two are most important. Both socio-cultural and territorial commonalities, however, were for 

                                                           
1 Ebrham Foundation. 2011. Statistical compilation of African countries as per composition of pastoralist 

versus agrarian populations. The paper was distributed at a conference of ‘African Farm and Labor. 

University of Ghana, Accra. It says 48% of the East African Population is either full pastoral community or 

partial 
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a long period of time sources of tensions and conflicts among states of the region internally and 

externally.
2
 The Region was most known as the theatre of the longest civil and interstate wars. 

When the late PM of Ethiopia came into office in 1991, he inherited this distributed country and 

region slightly getting relived of some bloodiest conflicts. The separation of Eritrea n 1993 was 

thought by many as a lasting end to war. Sudan was racked by civil war, which was devastating 

and intractable. After Meles’s coming, Ethiopia and Eritrea fought a full scale international war; 

Ethiopia intervened some three times in Somalia. Ethiopia was also affected by the war in 

Somalia, Sudan, and Eritrea’s conflict with Sudan and Djibouti. Refugee crisis, environmental 

degradation, terrorist attacks, contraband and many challenges were the whole mark of 

international relations of Ethiopia in the east Africa region.  

This state of affairs however began to undergo structural changes recently with a fast elevated 

role of Ethiopia in the region and beyond.
3
 The previous balance of powers and influences in the 

region saw drastic transformations in which Ethiopia grows as the main gravity center. Ethiopia’s 

policy toward Eritrea began to push Eritrea to the edge of global diplomatic mainstream; its 

repeated interventions in Somalia began to win international support and cooperation; PM Meles 

played a decisive role in the conflict resolution of Sudan-southern Sudan. His involvement in 

international fora also earned him a lauded support of East African states in particular and all 

African states, in general.
4
        

1. Camera Obscura
5
 Perceptions (Inverted Views)  

One can see a wave of interpretations, impressions and statements of perceptions in what 

Karl Marx once commented camera obscura fashion of seeing things as to what would 

follow in the region by uninvited foreign observers following the death of PM Meles. 

Holes are being dug here and there probably with an apparent aim at rediscovering the 

background rationales of Meles’s the foreign and security policy calculus and praxis by 

these observers. The rule of camera obscura overwhelms soon to govern the methods of 

most of these observers where they tend to view things not in the most refined dialectical 

ways but as inverted pictures, upside down.  

The ICG report
6
 of 22 august 2012, for instance, argues that most likely social unrest 

after Meles would force his succors to reopen conflicts with Eritrea in order to divert 

domestic attentions. The ICG man also predicts in a way fitting the physics law of 

                                                           
2
 Addis Zemen Weekly, April 2012 

3 Addis Zemen Weekly, April 2012 

4 The president of Uganda, Yweri Mosivini, Jacob Nzuma of South Africa, Paul Kagame of Rwanda and 

other attended the funeral of PM Meles Zeanwi, September 3 2012  in Addis Ababa. They all made 

speeches at Meskel Square in which all assured that PM Meles was also an efficient spokesman of Africa at 

International Fora.   
5
 See Karl Marx.1925 the German Ideology, the English Version Moscow, Petersburg Printing Press. Marx 

took the concept Camera obscura from a Physics principle which explains that human eyes by nature see 

things not as they are but by inverting their images upside down. It is the brain that corrects the inverted 

image after it receives the image like how a human-made camera also operates. Marx used the concept to 

metaphorically depict the reasons for the apparent dominance and acceptance of the bourgeois liberal 

ideology by non-bourgeois individuals including the working class as a ‘false consciousness’ whose correct 

meaning is inverted like camera obscura image.  
6
 The ICG report of 22 august 2012. Nairobi and Brussels by an anonymous crises expert on Ethiopia. 
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camera obscura that the weakened post-Meles regime could be pressured to take 

unwarranted withdrawal of Ethiopia’s troops from Somalia and Sudan to control the most 

likely violent unrest in the country. The ICG man also cited CNN for his devaluing 

purpose of the Great Renaissance Dam of Ethiopia over Abay River as creating issues with 

Egypt because it may reduce the Nile’s flow. He went on citing the Economist to 

comment that Egypt and Ethiopia delve into a heated quarrel over what the magazine 

calls ‘a dam nuisance.  

 

The ICG reporter does not make a stop here. He jumps to south Ethiopia and picks Gibe 

III.  He says the following: 
 

 There are concerns about Gibe III, a large dam under construction in the Omo 

Valley. According to the government, it is needed to duplicate power-generating 

capacity and increase economic dynamism. However, environmental and rights 

groups have accused the government of displacing inhabitants, and there are 

major concerns for its effect on the Omo River and valley, with repercussions up 

to Lake Turkana in Kenya.   

 

The camera obscura view of PM Meles, his legacies, successors and the fate of 

Ethiopia’s politics in the East Africa region tends to affect some government leaders in 

the region, too. The Prime Minister of Ethiopia’s next door neighbor, Raila Odinga
7
 of 

Kenya, (nervous or sober, I do not know) is quoted saying to western reporters that 

Ethiopia’s fragile state would once again be faced with challenges at the loss of its 

designer and creator, Prime Minister Meles Zenawi. For Odinga, the likely instability of 

Ethiopia after Meles may also have far reaching adverse consequences for the region. 

Odinga’s reason for this is that the ruling party now in office, EPRDF, is organized along 

divisive ethnic lines, unlike the rest of ruling parties, in states in the region.     

Another commentator of ThinkAfricaPress, R. Rotberg
8
 writs equating the death of 

Meles almost with the death of Ethiopia and the East African region in the following 

opportunistic words:  

Without Meles and his drive, the Grand Renaissance Dam and dozens of other 

projects may falter for lack of funding or lack of initiative. Likewise, no-one but 

Meles could have responded with alacrity when the US and the UN requested 

troops to keep the warring southern and northern Sudanese apart. His troops are 

also critically active in pushing back Islamists in Somalia, as they were in 2006 

and 2007 at the request of the US. 

                                                           
7 Odinga said this on the morrow of Melese’s death in his interview with a Nairobi-based AFP reporter. 
8
 ROBERT ROTBERG, 28 AUGUST 2012 ThinkAfricapress august 28 2012 The Horn of Africa will be 

more fragile and more subject to volatile adventurism without Meles' willingness to try to keep the peace. 

Militant Islamists in Somalia and perhaps his antagonists in Eritrea might also be emboldened. Ethiopia 

surprises itself with peaceful transition after Meles 
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The all-time critic of everything in connection with Ethiopia, William Davison
9
, pays a 

lip service to Meles’s death and expressed inappropriately cited source in Ethiopia that 

Ethiopians themselves and states of neighboring countries were surprised at the peaceful 

and smooth transition of power to Meles,s non-Tigrain successor. Rutmberg, on the other 

hand added about Meles’s death construing it as the rebirth and strengthening of 

Ethiopia’s enemies around in the region. For Rutberg,  the Horn of Africa will be more 

fragile and more subject to volatile adventurism without Meles' willingness to try to keep the 

peace.  

Davidson predicts that Militant Islamists in Somalia and perhaps his antagonists in Eritrea might 

also be emboldened. Davison in consistency with his traditional approach argues that PM 

Meles was the reliable western ally in the Horn Africa capable to execute United States 

requests for punishing Islamism and connected terrorists. 

Unsurprisingly, these inverted views of the East African regional politics and Ethiopia’s 

roles during and after PM Meles have also domestic equivalent partners. Gebru Asrat
10

 of 

ARENA-MEDREK (Sorry if I call it mistakenly), for example, says about the 

deployment of Ethiopian troops in the recent event in Somalia as ‘death sentence’ on the 

lives of members of the Ethiopian armed forces. The views of Opposition leaders on 

Meles’s policy calculus and praxis in regional politics have long been gross rejectionism 

but sharing identical overtones of ‘heresy and betrayal of Ethiopian national interests. 

Opinions differ also from rejecting the Renaissance Dam of Abay as unnecessarily 

exaggerated to serve political goals and inviting Egyptian hostility to denouncing Meles’s 

policy over port, specifically, his recognition of the Assab Port, as Eritrea’s territory.
11

 

 The key questions however are: what did exactly Prime Minster Meles Zenawi did in his 

life time so far as regional politics is concerned? How could Meles and all the adverse 

opinions above be explained in modern political science and international relations 

approaches? To scientifically meet these and other questions in sufficient ways may not 

be possible in this paper. However, one could start it as an attempt here.  

 

2. Theoretical Approaches and Principles   

                                                           
9
By William Davison | Christian Science Monitor – Wed, Oct 17, 2012 Fears that unrest would follow the 

death of Prime Minister Meles Zenawi in August may prove unfounded in Ethiopia, a Western ally in the 

troubled Horn of Africa. 

  
10

 Fitsih Weekly May 2012 Gebru Asrat said this during an interview with the conservative private weekly 

Fitih on Tuesday 24 May 2012 while Prime Minister was in office.  

 
11 Adiss Admas Weekly. May/2012,  
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Regional conflict, Cooperation and Integration
12

, etc, are one of the most elusive 

concepts in the study of political science for many reasons.  

Firstly, there is a basic conceptual and practical challenge on the meanings and 

importance of interstate conflict, cooperation and integration, which is marked by 

multiple complications; secondly, regional cooperation/integration is a trend 

fundamentally inconsistent with the principle of state sovereignty to which many state 

leaders  attach high values; thirdly, states flirting for regional cooperation/integration are, 

more often than not, diversified by the extents of their strengths and capacities, socio-

economic specializations, history, cultures, ideology, natural endowments,  and 

experiences; fourthly, despite these, all states every where are, in the juridical sense of 

the term,  equal, at least, in principle, which goes against the realities on the ground; 

fifthly, regional integration may bring to the state as much costs as perceived benefits 

lying out of its priority lists; sixthly, regional integration is an initial form of interstate 

forum which is duplicated by many redundant memberships at higher and horizontal 

arrangements costing member states larger than they would volunteer; seventhly, most 

regional integration projects have no records of successes that they are suspiciously seen 

by many states.         

On the importance of regional cooperation and integration, a dozen of scholarly 

literatures appeared since World War II. David Mitrany
13

 argues in the context of 

Western Europe, for example, that peace/cooperation/integration at regional level is the 

most realistic project manageable by member states, for which he attaches importance to 

it; secondly, regional cooperation/integration for him is a rational step at widening market 

common to all, which modern economy heavily demands; thirdly, Mitrany justifies 

regional peace/cooperation/integration as a real condition of peace through connecting 

states and their populations together by shared interests and gained advantages.  

Nowadays, it appears that the importance of regional peace, cooperation and integration 

is almost out of question. On the genesis and direction of the peace effort and the 

integration process, Mitrany, however, urges grass-roots communities than 

states/governments to own and handle it by themselves. This is because, Mitrany argues, 

states and their leaders inherently prefer their sovereignty to integration. The logic and 

rationales of Mitray’s arguments are that once grass-roots populations effectively start the 

process and efforts of peace, cooperation and integration, states unavoidably come to 

positively respond. He designs his ideal just on the model of a super market in which 

customers and suppliers are without option than needing each other. 

                                                           
12

 Habtamu A.. 2011.(Unpublished) From Regional Conflicts to Working Cooperation and Integration. 

Here regional cooperation is discussed as the most possible diplomatic strategy for Ethiopia for five 

reasons: firstly, it is cheap but useful as show of genuine intentions for integration; secondly, it is voluntary 

and top down that it could be handled by formal channels only; thirdly, it is a logical beginning in the 

reality of East Africa for increased integration, which was racked by all forms of interstate conflict for 

decades; fourthly, it compensates grass roots limitations in the absence of civil societies and the 

inexperienced state bureaucracy; and fifthly, it is basically an anti doting mechanism for conflicts.   

 
13

 See David Mitrany. 1943. European Peace. Pars. 
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The problem for scholars is how to achieve regional peace, cooperation/integration 

amidst all the challenges mentioned above and going the Mitrany way. The challenge 

becomes more acute and felt when one tries to apply Mitrany to foster and sustain a 

working regional cooperation project in such regions like east Africa. Poverty, poor 

infrastructure, undeveloped demand for mass consumptions and structurally constrained 

market, collective identity, suspicion of the state as an alien institution, post-colonial 

conflicts of several brands, strong sense of community parochialism, traditionalism, 

heavy kinship ties and agrarian economy as whole marks of the majority population I the 

region tend to make chances of intercommunity peace, cooperation and integration.   

Based on the appreciation of this socio-cultural divergence, Scholars criticize Mitrany’s 

ideal of regional integration through functional and intercommunity interactions in 

market exchange networks. Scholars of poor states particularly criticize Mitrany for his 

Euro-centric limits of analysis.
14

 

While Intercommunity Relations at regions on Mitrany’s model, as a basis of regional 

cooperation/integration in Africa are unworkable for market deficiency reasons, it was 

extremely challenging for Western Europe, too.  To offset this limitation, Political 

science has introduced two other substitute approaches called ‘intergovernmentalism’
15

 

and ‘variance’ perspectives.  I suggest the combination of these two theories as, maybe, 

more relevant to our discussions here, that is post-Meles Ethiopia and regional politics.  

As the name implies, ‘integovernmentalism’ emphasizes the irreplaceable roles of states 

and their governments more than grass-roots communities and civil societies in realizing 

regional peace, cooperation/integration. Expert knowledge, facilities, rules and policies 

must support any effective regional peace/cooperation and integration, according to 

integovernmentalism.  

‘Variance’ approach
16

 on the other hand is an argument that regional peace, 

cooperation/integration could come true when states are differentiated in their capacities, 

specialties and comparative advantages. It says interstate cooperation/integration is as 

much a human demand as any thing else needing an influential coordinator, value setter, 

game changer, supervisor and example-giver state among member states of the region. 

Variance approach
17

 argues states identified by sovereignty would prefer peace and 

                                                           
14 Aton K. 2006. The Logic of Regional Integration. Oxford Printing Press: London. This book was used in 

Yohannes Haile and Zelalaem T’s. 2011. Regional Cooperation, Integration, and Citizenship. A Teaching 

Material prepared at the Department of Civics and Ethics, College of Law and Governance, Mekelle 

University.. 

15 Seyoum Brown. 2004. International Relations in the New Global Age. Chicago. USA also diccuses the various post-

war interstate cooperation forms which are also used in Yohannes Haile and Zelalaem T’s. 2011. Regional 

Cooperation, Integration, and Citizenship. A Teaching Material prepared at the Department of Civics and Ethics, 

College of Law and Governance, Mekelle University 

16
 Anton K. 2006.  

17 According to variance approach, regional integration could achieve:: Firstly, only when there are 

variations among states in a region in terms of capacity and influence. States of apparently equal levels of 

influence tend to push each other apart than have reasons to come together. Variation not only creates 

widened appetites among states toward one another, it furnishes the economic condition of growing 

exchange of produces at a common regional market; Secondly, only when this capacity asymmetry helps 
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integration only when they are sure about acquiring as many beneficial rewards as much 

potential punishments both for good and wrong actions respectively by a capable state.      

 It is important to keep in mind the following four concepts and principles applicable to 

all questions and studies on regional politics: 

Firstly, regional peace or cooperation does not mean that there would be no more 

conflicting interests, contentions, competitions, even disputes. They only refer to a 

civilized state behavior and practice to regulate relations of all kind in strict tune with 

agreed rules of the game without resorting to coercive instruments like war, proxy war, 

subversive actions and hostilities;  

Secondly, the principle of regional integration is a higher stage of regional cooperation. 

While cooperation is loose, conditional, intermittent and tactical, integration is highly 

formalized, regularized, institutionalized and biding with a good degree of sacrifices of 

sovereignty by member states to the common cause;  

Thirdly, as compared to Euro-American experience, both cooperation and integration 

need massive information, complex communication, and readiness among state leaders to 

the cause of regional advantages in competition with other regions. If the project is this 

much challenging with all better facilities there, one could easily assume that it is more 

difficult in underdeveloped socio-economic structures like east Africa; 

Fourthly and finally, regional peace could start from ending conflicts; cooperation could 

logically follow from peace conditions. At times, however, regional politics could swing 

between integration and back to conflict and again back to integration depending on the 

ideologies, personalities, and domestic specificities of each state internally.   

                                                                                                                                                                             
one dominant state to be able set values for all. The strongest state is morally bound to initiate rules of the 

game that would encourage and incentivize the good state, and, punish and discourage the bad one. This 

could go further even to the extent of use of force for the sake of the respect of common regional norms and 

stability; Thirdly, only when this variation opens up equal opportunities for all regional states to be more 

determined to use the variations for promoting more specializations. Specialization, in its turn, would lead 

to more interdependence, tolerance and peaceful relations than arrogance and a form of regional 

imperialism or predator-prey contentions. To materialize this, variation should grow out of the best 

utilization and maximum use of domestic resources and mobilizations than searched from outside; 

Fourthly, only when the variation helps member states that the dominant state would represent them in their 

common foreign dealings with outside agencies. As international relations is basically affected by the rules 

of variance, the dominant regional state only has the resources to offset the influences of foreign dominant 

states and other actors to the benefits of the region.  Variation could also foster intra and inter regional 

competitions among states by scaling up domestic capacity in pursuing the example of the dominant state. 

Fifthly, only when variance fundamentally serves to compensate for with the limitations of a wide capitalist 

market through rapid urbanization and industrialization could regional integration among poor states would 

double its dynamism. Variance approach therefore offers more chances and venues to the state as an agency 

to organize and manage the integration project in the region by substituting civil societies, multinational 

business corporations, the wide demand for information and communication technology, and border 

security. As such, an engaged state is a basic requirement as much in domestic development agenda as in 

the project implementations of integration, according to the variance approach.  It is against this theoretical 

background that this paper tries to examine Ethiopia’s regional role and its future destiny in post-Meles 

Ethiopia.    
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It is against these theoretical approaches and principles of regional politics that we are 

going to examine post-Meles Ethiopia and her regional politics in this paper. 

3. Meles and his Regional Policy Calculus 

There were heated controversies over the foreign and security policies and strategies of 

the Ethiopian government issued in 2002.
18

 The policy document was written in similar 

languages with those of other documents. The policy unusually ignores the traditional 

conventions of sovereign states to hold several foreign interests and issues of security as 

‘classified documents.’ As to who the pen-authority of the document was, the general 

norm across EPRDF was, as usual, anonymity which also applied to other documents.  

Meles himself declined to disclose the author’s identity when he was asked by Addis 

Ababa university teachers in 2003. He simply said that it was not important to disclose 

the author in consistency with the EPRDF tradition of fighting ‘personality cult.’ Now, 

things gone a different direction, the Ethiopian government officially told us that the 

policy documents were the chilblain of Prime Minister Meles himself at various 

occasions after his death
19

.  Meles presided over major federal level debates on the 

essentials of the foreign policy document answering himself questions.  

The foreign policy document critically studied matches a set of approaches known in 

political science and international relations that might have served Meles as theoretical 

baselines. Let us see them as follows:   

3.1. Functionalist-Strcturalist
20

 Meles 

                                                           
18 See Ministry of Information. 2002. Foreign and security polices and strategies of the FDRE Government. 

Mega Printing Enterprise, Addis Ababa. The entire analysis on Meles’ regional policy is based on this 

document. Meles wrote this document right after the end of the war with Eritrea that its part on Eritrea is 

much retrospective and bout post-war relations. the document has 162 pages and seven chapters organized 

into parts from principles and tactics to a kind of ‘do’ and ‘undo’ statements. It was later translated into 

English after two years and distributed. The document has several differences from the previous foreign 

polciy document which was more of technical, redundant and extremely careful in its wordings. Meles 

approached states and international organizations individually which was unusual in policy statements.  

19
 Reporter Weekly both the Magazine and the Newspaper in Amharic continuously covered the chains of 

events in 2001-2002. They published an article by one of the inner protagonist politicians from the Amahra 

National Democratic Movement, Berket Semoan, 2002, who criticized the Faction of 11 dissenters from 

TPLF in protest to Melese’s continued chairmanship. Berket wrote the article in response to an article by 

Tewolde, one of the dessners within TPLF and deputy chairman only next to Meles.  Tewolde was said to 

be a hardliner Tigrian nationalist and Marxist who was denouncing ‘Imperialism’ at the foot of his papers 

he wrote. Tewodle admitted that Meles had a contribution in the war particularly in mitigating external 

influence through suspension of development assistance. He accused Meles however that Meles was more 

concerned about his studies in Economics shutting the door of his office. Tewolde seemed incredible in the 

eyes of the Reporter readers at the time as it was difficult to think so of Meles as he was the Prime Minister 

and Commander-in-chief of the armed forces.  

 
20

 Hazard, Paul .1963. The European Mind: 1680-1715. Translated by J.Lewis May. New York: New 

American Library; Hernes, Gudmund (1976), Structural change in social processes. American Journal of 

Sociology. vol. 82, No. 3 
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As to its vertical and horizontal dimensions, Meles inclined visibly to follow the 

structural-functionalist approach as the basis of his methodology in shaping his 

Government policy parcels on regional interstate relations, cooperation, integration and 

security. Structurally, he set the fact of globalization and international competitions as 

key baselines. He strongly argued that any foreign policy for Ethiopia means unrealistic 

and unacceptable if it ignores the fact that the Ethiopian people live and function within 

the parameters of globalization. Meles broadened his structural base by admitting the 

need for scaling up competitive capacities at all levels in side to reap benefits that 

globalization furnishes. He further argued that Ethiopia has also to be ready to sacrifice a 

set of benefits in exchange for actual advantages as per the un-compromisable rules of 

globalization.   

 Functionally, Meles placed the highest priority significance to the domestic factor which 

would shape the essentials of the structure. By this, he parceled the foreign policy to bank 

on in-side-out orientations and strategies of international relations. Meles specified the 

home basements of foreign policy to be that of peace among the nations, nationalities and 

peoples of Ethiopia. He metaphorically described this part of the functional task as: 

successfully doing the ‘domestic assignment’ to influence the outside that Ethiopia and 

his government could not control.   

Functionally again, PM Meles brought the belief in making an economic breakthrough at 

home as the ultimate requirement of successful foreign policy execution.  Meles 

mentioned the deplorable poverty condition of the Ethiopian people at household level as 

the formidable challenge for the country to play the globalization card for its advantages. 

He argues that the external world and globalization are never always ready to open their 

doors unless the poverty situation at home is changed as soon as possible. Meles 

underscores the goal of eliminating poverty in Ethiopia as the prime goal and justification 

for having a foreign and security policy.  

From these Meles progressed to blending his structural and functional approaches by his 

arguments for functionally-led regional integration with economic success at home being 

its fundamental pillar as a healthy and logical direction to the structural level of interstate 

relations in the region. Meles brought his functional-structural approach
21

 to the center 

stage of his foreign and security policy by emphasizing so: if the home is peaceful, the 

region is most likely peaceful; if the home reconciles with itself, foreign threat is 

absolutely secondary as it could never pick domestic cracks for its own purpose. All 

invasions and aggressions against the national sovereignty of Ethiopia has had never been 

nothing else but that Ethiopia’s poverty convinced and encouraged it invaders to do so.    

Meles went further to link his functionalist argument to his structuralist goals. He argued 

that domestic success in socio-economic and political development is stranded in the long 

                                                           
21 Meles, for example, mentioned Eritrea and the incumbent regime as political liabilities to regional peace. 

He returned to his functionalist and in side out views of Eritrea in that he emphasized people-to-people 

relations between Ethiopia and Eritrea would be the dominant form of interstate diplomacy until the 

existing regime falls. He also stressed his inside-out view in Eritrea’s case in that he left the issue of 

removing the regime in Asmara to the people Eritrea while Ethiopians would resort to force only if the 

Eritrean regime tries to stand in the way of development. 
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term if the regional surrounding has no opportunities to serve both as a source of input as 

well as output destination. Meles envisions that in the long run when Ethiopia develops 

sufficiently its ‘national market’, it would turn out to be, in economic terms, too 

suffocated and narrow. He painted domestic success with the exercise and release of 

inner potentialities to be able to decide in the most rational and calculated manner thereby 

cementing the basis of mutual respect and honesty among states of the region in structural 

terms. 

Meles however did not deny the presence of as much functional as structural obstacles 

standing in the ways of regional peace, stability and integration. He obviously raised the 

fact of poverty as number one to be followed by divergences in policy views among 

states of the surrounding and beyond as second. Meles admitted the existence of value 

fractions over principles of organizing the state. He expressed that even though some 

states did not like the Ethiopian way, they could never escape the influence and vice 

versa.  Nonetheless, he underscored that interstate peace and regional 

cooperation/integration schemes are of paramount policy priorities. 

3.2. Realist-Idealist
22

 Meles 

Meles entertained both realistic and idealistic policy principles and arguments through 

out his foreign and security policies. As a realist, in addition to his stress on the 

importance of relentlessly competitive economic diplomacy as the right basis of 

Ethiopia’s international relations, he gave ample space for military capability, security 

instruments and identifications of key national vulnerabilities. Meles’s realism revolves 

around more on defensive military options by a national army establishment well trained 

both in academics and technology, iron disciplined and versed in conducting brief 

lightening wars against aggressors. He called for creating such a national army and 

deploying at most vulnerable spots where there are proven security vulnerabilities.   

Meles progressed to laying the foundations for his idealistic policy principles of 

Ethiopia’s regional relations identifying three key socio-cultural and economic factors at 

the backgrounds. Firstly, he appreciated the deep longing of the populations in the region 

for lasting peace after bloody wars for more than half a century; secondly, Meles picked   

historical and cultural similarities and oneness of the populations at all corners of 

Ethiopia as a potential asset for future cooperation and integration when the national 

economy develops and begins to demand a leeway out in search of a widening market; 

thirdly, Meles synthesized regional peace and cooperation with the idealist emphasis on 

the institutionalism of interstate relations. By this, he mentioned by name such regional 

                                                           
22 Hans Morgenthau .1960., was the theorizer of ,Realism, while the American president in 1916, Woodrow 

Wilson contributed for the growth of Idealism as an approach dictated by the events of the First World 

War. K. Anderson. 1997.  International Relations and Contemporary Global Issues clarifies that Realism is 

a tendency to accept the importance of power and suspicious relations among states as extensions of the 

actual human behavior while idealism is a focus on institutions as intermediary solutions in addressing 

international conflicts so that its is known as optimistic in its views of human nature. Realism understands 

human nature in a pessimistic way as self-centered, power demanding and competitive. Idealism argues 

that these human behaviors are rather creations of institutions and not natural human qualities.    
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supranational institutions as Intergovernmental Agency for Development and the African 

Union as policy priorities of Ethiopia.   

Extending his idealist scope, Meles noted that Ethiopia should at all times abide by 

international principles and norms of a civilized state, promote peaceful instruments of 

regional and international diplomacy and taking active roles in global and regional 

security. He pronounced strongly that war would be Ethiopia’s last and final policy 

option only when threats prove to stand in the ways of national efforts at fast track 

development. By this, Meles again reiterated that Ethiopia’s security policy would be 

established on preventive and defensive (never to be the first to start attacks) strategies.    

Finally, Meles resorted to his realism in his listing of possible vulnerabilities including 

adventurism at state level, terrorism, illegal trade and so on. At actual concern of state 

security to Ethiopia, he realistically identifies the Eritrean incumbent regime and the 

stateless Somalia as sources of danger. He, however, soon called back on the strategic 

solution to be the ‘olive’ rather than the ‘sword’.  He argued that economic development 

in Ethiopia could finally deliver them out of hostility. By this, Meles synthesized his 

realism with his idealism by tying security strategies: building a strong defense force 

would be conditioned by economic advancement.  Meles strengthened his idealism again 

by his warning that any success at home in economic development should not be allowed 

to grow temptations among Ethiopians to solve challenges through chauvinistic and 

imperialistic reliance on force        

3.3. Nationalist-Globalist
23

 Meles      

Meles was accurate in his regional policy calculation that underlies domestic success as a 

basis for effective regional coordination and integration. He understood regional 

integration not simply a matter of interstate treaty and diplomatic hub-hubs but as a 

synthesis of a working peace, cooperation, cordiality and finally functionally allowing 

interdependence among societies. The nationalist zeal of Meles manifests itself at this 

point in his rejection of ‘national humiliation’ due to poverty. He mentioned concrete 

examples as immigrations to Arab states by Ethiopian women for no-less slavery jobs. He 

also boldly criticized the dominant value prevailing in Ethiopia of worshiping past 

successes as a source of national pride. Meles redefined past glories as valid only if they 

serve as a hook to incite wide sense of regrets for renewed action today.       

Meles, as a nationalist, placed the Ethiopian rural and urban household as the ultimate 

unit of his anti poverty fight and the confirmed path toward raising Ethiopia back to its 

historical place of dominance. He outlined firm standpoints of his government never to 

allow its hands being bent for foreign interests, no matter how big the price might be and 

was painful.  He underscored the significance and duty of exploiting the natural resources 

of Ethiopia including the Nile River along with each capacity gained at every moment. 

On this point, he expressed deep interest over peaceful alternatives but called for that fact 

                                                           
23

 K.Anderson’s version of nationalism and globalist views are used here. ‘Nationalism’ is defined as 

‘loyalty and love for the state, which Meles usually redefined it as ‘love of the people’. ‘Globalist’ here 

doesn’t refer to the international relations approach ‘globalism’ which is a sided view of global norms and 

relations to override national and regional norms and interests, here, I used it to refer to the importance of 

global processes and relations to the development of the state in practical terms than the paradigmatic one.’  
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that no outside power could hamper Ethiopia’s move to utilize its resources except 

poverty.   

As a globalist, Meles argued that Ethiopia can never stand on its own without meaningful 

and effective global interrelations. He clarified that his government would push foreign 

investment up well to finally replace foreign assistance. He however admitted that using 

foreign assistance carefully and to the last penny would continue. He envisaged that 

Ethiopia would recreate itself to attract international market starting from home to the 

region and finally to the entire world.  

 As a globalist, he detailed the tenets of globalization where Ethiopia should never adopt 

an on-looker position due to inactivity and inequality. He once again brought the 

capitalist international market as the major framework of Ethiopia’s international 

economic relations.   

4. Meles: Regional Policy Praxis and Dialectics 

Meles’s days in office were by no means smooth and quite. His foreign policy and praxis 

particularly were subjected to hostile in side and outside controversies. He was 

challenged in his entire policies toward the east African region but never on equal footing 

with the challenge to his views of Eritrea. The challenge came again from Eritrea itself 

before and after the issuance of Meles’s foreign and security policy, we saw above.  

Meles underwent temporally a fifteen-year heated conflict, the dialectical growths of 

which finally inclined to gain resolutions controversially in his favor after 2006.  

Spatially, many of his foreign policy regional projects have had three major interstate 

belts: the Eritrea-Ethiopian-Somalian, the Ethiopian-Sudan-Egypt and the Ethiopian-

Kenyan-Djibouti Belts. Each target belt of Ethiopia’s foreign policy used to have had 

differing opportunities and challenges that originated from the different nature and 

history of states, the behaviors of their leaders and the issue involved in the relation. 

Meles’s engagements in his East African politics saw also differentials in tune with the 

above differences.   

Politically, Meles’s evolved across differing stages of influential personalities and 

degrees of successes, which could be studied both in terms of temporal, spatial and 

dialectical differentials as follows: 

4.1. The Eritrean-Ethiopian-Somalian Belt 

 In order to appreciate what state of affairs Meles left behind him at these two fronts, we 

better remember some historical precedents which led to current pictures of situations, 

and provide basis for future scenarios.  

4.1.1. Meles: Background Setting of the Belt 

There are both historical and political commonalities and differences in the comparative 

assessments of these fronts, which attract several scholarly attentions.  
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John Spencer
24

 used the phrase ‘Ethiopia at bay’ to succinctly explain the seriousness, 

persistence, and frequency of the dangers from these two fronts to Ethiopia’s security. 

Spencer reminds that both Eritrea and Somalia were former colonies of Italy; they have 

ports along the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean respectively; they share significant 

historical and cultural commonalities with Ethiopia; both have far smaller populations 

and geography than Ethiopia. Both are located at the right and left outflanks of Ethiopia 

far to the central hinterland of Ethiopia where government is located. Both have 

significant pastoral populations crossing borders due to environmental and kinship 

factors.  

The Economist
25

 on the other hand emphasized on exposing their differences. Eritrea is 

younger in political experience as a state than Somalia; while Somalia is predominantly 

homogenous ethno-religiously, Eritrea is remarkable diverse with the highland Tigrigna 

speakers taking the dominant half. For historical reasons, Eritrea’s demand from Ethiopia 

is separation while that of Somalia is irredentism through unification. Eritrea’s identity 

was created through surgical separation from Ethiopia; Somalia’s irredentism was 

provoked by the internal logic of Ethiopia’s territorial expansion. Since the turn of the 

century, Ethiopia had to face three major wars from Somalia’s side while it had to resist 

two of them from the Eritrean side—those of the 1941, the 1956 and the 1977 on the 

former and the 1936 and the 1998 on the latter’s front.        

All the conflicts across the Eritrean-Ethiopian-Somalian Belt therefore have to be 

searched out of these political and historical descriptions. The foreign and security 

policies and strategies of Meles’s Ethiopia, outlines a blend of both realist and idealist 

theoretical backgrounds in its approach to this security belt.  

This front of Ethiopia’s regional diplomacy has been so shaped for three reasons:  

Firstly, the peace process started with Eritrea in 2000 already passed into a prolonged 

deadlock in which hostile mental conditions persisted. Ethiopia accuses Eritrea of 

engaging in overt and covert state terrorist sponsorship activities against its internal peace 

both through the northern and eastern boundaries, from Somalia.  

Secondly, Somalia’s stateless situation for the past two decades, according to Ethiopia,  

opened up unguarded gates to the influx and crop up of anti Ethiopian international 

terrorist networks and armed bands;  

Thirdly, state and non-state actors behind these two regional predicaments to peace have 

been repeatedly criticized by Ethiopia to have joined hands against its national and 

regional interest. In order to offset this situation, Ethiopia maintains a major military 

presence in its northern gate while it made two full-scale military interventions in 

Somalia. The second intervention is still active not as a peace keeping force but as a 

peace making mission with full authorities to undertake combat orders. At both fronts, 

                                                           
24 Spencer, John H. 1983. Ethiopia at Bay: Personal Account of the Haile Selassie Years.  Reference 

Publications Incorporated: Michigan 

 
25

 See the Economist. 2010. vol. 56. No. 51,Special Report on East Africa. 
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Ethiopian troops are on-guard, and they, at times, took offensive measures, which they 

said, were provoked by the enemy.        

4.1.2. Meles: Internal Conflict  

The Eritrean-Ethiopian-Somalian security belt was by far the most formidable challenge 

to Meles’s overall legitimacy in his regional policy.  The urban front of resistance to 

Meles had a big refugee support that sponsored the opposition every way. Addis Ababa 

and major cities provided the main bastion of criticism including higher education 

institutions, public offices and the ordinary citizen.   The country side was largely quite 

with a fainted statement of misunderstanding over the overall nature of what was going 

on in Ethiopia.   

Subject wise, Meles’s position was more challenged and suspected on a range of issues 

more with regard to Eritrea and some with that of Sudan. On Eritrea’s side, the port of 

Assab, the manners and behaviors how the war with Eritrea was concluded, the 

International Arbitration decision over Badme, rights of Eritreans living in Ethiopia, etc, 

were the major contention agendas. On Sudan’s side, the murmur over surrendering part 

of Ethiopia’s territory along the border for Sudan was the major one. Meles’s order for 

Ethiopia’s defense forces to intervene in Somali in 2006 was deputed by many Ethiopians 

as a scapegoat strategy to escape from domestic conformations. Though the successful 

advance and victory of the army was amazing, the overall campaign did not stir 

nationalist feelings.  

Actors included the Opposition as the main theatre followed by the private press and 

individual Ethiopians.  Such Opposition leaders and professionals of established name 

participated in the value war like professor Mesfin Wolde Mariam
26

 who remained quite 

over the Eritrean issue but articulate over the border affair with Sudan. Doctor Yakobe 

Hailemariam
27

 was more vibrant on the Assab port issue. Both used their trainings as 

evidence resources. Later on, Gebru Asrat and Tsye Abrha joined the Assab agenda while 

Ethiopian Democratic Party leaders retreated as seen in the 2010 election debate.   

Many literary works came out on the Assab affair which shared one common target for 

Ethiopia’s legal and diplomatic failure to restore ownership of Assab—Prime Minister 

Meles Zenawi. Doctor Yakobe promised several times for a professionally sound 

publication justifying claims over Assab but did so only after Opposition urban 

constituency apparently declined, in 2011. Abebe Tekleahminaot, a former TPLF 

commander and later, the chief commander of the Ethiopian Air Force also got his 

Masters in International Law at a Holland University in 2009 with his Thesis supporting 

Yakobe’s Assbe-Ethiopia’s position. 

All literatures could not wield a resounding effect for the fact that none of them could 

demonstrate Ethiopia’s legal jurisdiction over Assab by existing international laws and 

                                                           
26 Mesfin Woldemariam gave frequent briefings through Voice of America in 2006-7 that he accused the 

Meles’s government for betrayal in transferring the territories of Ethiopia for Sudan. He gave the details in 

unknown capacity either as an opposition leader or expert or both.  
27 Yakob Woldemariam. 2012. Asseb Yemanat?. Addis Ababa. 
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working Treaties. Both Yakobe and Abebe remorsefully repeatedly raised United Nations 

Resolution 301a as a legal basis for their claims. This Resolution, of course, provided for 

Ethiopia’s free access to Assab port but never straightforwardly transferred Assab to 

Ethiopia’s ownership as part of its sovereign jurisdiction
28

.  

 

4.1.3. Meles: External Conflict 

It was after the split within the leadership of TPLF that Ethiopians heard that Meles’s war 

time position was not to go to war with Eritrea. Meles admitted that he so stood with 

regard to the war later in 2006. He remembered that he led a war in which he did not 

believe but which was his duty as a leader to accomplish it as designed.  

Now, situations changed and he departed us in death, it is very difficult to imagine what 

would have happened to the post-Meles regime if his idea of not going to war had been 

accepted. It is also difficult now to guess how Meles planned to neutralize Eritrea’s 

possible insistence on use of force after the conflict was ended peacefully as per his 

position. It is a challenge for political science enquiries into how Meles was convinced 

that Eritrean leaders in the psychological matrix of the invasion time (1998) would be 

constrained by international treaty.  

It is out of doubt that Meles voted for peace not for invasion
29

 by being greatly tempted 

to salvaging his precarious betterment in financial positions and ambitious plan to embark 

on economic development.  And, of course, in 1998, I agree with Meles that Ethiopia 

never made a recognizable capacity variation in the region. He, as a matter of his 

strategic thinking habit, might have needed some relief until that capacity variation as a 

fundamental solution had been achieved on Ethiopia’s part. That might be the reason why 

Meles proved to be idealist before and during the war but heavily inclined to be realist 

after Eritrea’s defeat. He was adamant that Eritrea should never be a stumbling block any 

more for Ethiopia’s development.   

                                                           
28 Worse than this, their arguments could not consider the undeniable fact that EPLF emerged the winner 

out of the civil war for Eritrea’s independence. Eritreans fought for Eritrea as created and internationally 

recognized with its border treaties established by the treaty of Ethiopia and Colonial Italy.  As the winner 

force, both forgot that EPLF claimed Eritrea as an entity, where Ethiopia did not have the slightest legal or 

political chance to table any claim against colonial treaties. On the part of Opposition parties and 

supporters, the main confusion was the misunderstanding that Assab legally departed Ethiopia even before 

Asmara and Matsawa went in chronology and that there was no time it was restored to Ethiopia’s 

ownership before 1960.   
29 Reporter, 2002., detailed that the dissenting Faction of 12 tried to challenge Meles though an alternate 

paper prepared by one of them. The central issue of the paper was that the key limitation of TPLF as an 

organization was’ poor patriotism’  apparently accusing Meles for his voting for no-war option as a show of 

allowing Eritreans to be rewarded for their invasion. Meles replied with his most complex, heavily 

abstracted and elusive paper titled ‘Bonapartism.’ This paper is not yet well studied but many scholars say 

‘Bonapartism’ is the conceptual masterpiece of Meles’s literary contributions. ‘Bonapartism’ of Meles 

advanced the idea that TPLF’s main failure was the betrayal of the rural farming class in the declined spirit 

of Revolutionary Democracy’ in the way Napoleon Bonaparte of France in 1800 betrayed the French peasat 

class after he achieved political power at their assistances and sacrifices. Meles raised corruption and 

immobility of socio-economic development  as the key manifestations of the Bonaprtist crisis of TPLF. 

Meles salvaged his leading position by an extremely narrow margin.  
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Meles and his government fought the Eritrean regime in three identifiable stages from 

1998 to 2012. His comrades-in-arms disclosed at the morrow of the TPLF crises in 2001 

that Meles was the grand politico-military designer and strategist of the 2000 war against 

Eritrea. A close examination of how the war came to an end tells us that Meles was a 

perfect Clauissian in handling the devastating interstate war. He corrected the 

commandeering mistakes made at the successful Badme battle in February 1998 where 

politicians, particularly from the ranks of TPLF, were also generals.  

The first stage also saw that Meles set the political goals and limits of the war as a 

Commander-in-chief of the armed forces: firstly, he defined the political goal as ‘to 

permanently trim the ‘long hands’ of the Eritrean regime short, never to be stretched 

against Ethiopia again’. Secondly, he limited the scope of the war in between liberating 

all Ethiopia’s soils under Eritrea’s control and creating a temporary occupation (buffer) 

zone of 25 kilometers in Eritrea’s territory until a United Nations Peace Keeping Force 

took over the task. Thirdly and militarily, Meles attached a mission to his generals to 

conduct a brief, total, decisive and less costly war of annihilation that was to turn up side 

down the hitherto imbalance and degree of Ethiopia’s vulnerability from the Eritrean 

side.    

Attaining his goal successfully, Meles was faced with the second stage of the conflict but 

now with visible military advantages. Meles had to deal with Eritrean subversive 

intervention in Somalia since 2003.  He also successfully broke Eritrea’s new front in 

Somalia by crushing Eritrean-trained armed militias in which they permanently failed to 

reorganize themselves back into action. However, Meles’s idealism in that Somalians had 

now got a historic chance to solve their problems internally by themselves was short of 

materializing true. He predicted that this would open up loopholes of security to be 

exploited by Al Shabab that would again invite another round of Ethiopia’s military 

intervention. That came true in 2012 but heavily leveraged now by the socio-economic 

variance Ethiopia made. Uproars of criticism declined or were least heard in this round. 

Other African states also got inspired to follow suite and United Nations concern became 

acute.       

The third stage of the fight against Eritrean continued subversive war has been 

undertaken side by side the intervention in Somalia. This stage saw terrorist infiltration 

tactics into Ethiopia and trying to destabilize internal security. The apparent mission was 

that Ethiopia could never be peaceful until it handed over Badme to Eritrea absolutely 

unconditionally. The climax of Ethiopia’s reaction came the second half of this year 

when Ethiopian troops easily broke into Eritrean defense lines. According to MoFA, they 

made successful lightening attacks on Eritrea’s infiltrator training camps at a distance of 

18 kilometers and safely returned with captured personnel and logistics. The most 

important question here is what this means to regional politics after Meles? Four 

arguments could be leveled: 

Firstly, the Eritrean government failed to respond to these military measures unusually 

against its established militant and aggressive behaviors and habits in pre-1998 war. For 

President Esyas Afeworki, it was because Eritrea sided with peace knowing that the 

Ethiopian leadership took the measure in anxiety. However, an Eritrean German-based 

scholar already predicted before this occasion that Eritrea’s state machine was 
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structurally turned feeble to undertake basic tasks of a functioning regime. The journalist 

Dan Connele, a former EPLF sympathizer, wrote in 2004-5
30

 that Eritrea already slipped 

into the ‘nostalgic golden memory’ of its past having lost every drop of its capacities over 

the control of today.  

Secondly, Woghata Radio
31

 anonymously cited another Eritrean researcher who reminds 

before this event that the Eritrean leadership ‘imagined community’ of an iron strong 

Eritrea evaporated during what he calls the ‘senseless war’ over Badme. The Woghata 

Radio commented that the weakened Eritrean regime under president Esayas was to bear 

all the responsibilities for these shames against the Eritrean people. An anonymous 

Eritrean high-ranking military commander said to Woghata that Ethiopia’s unchecked 

incursions into Eritrea might be controversial politically; it is however a perfect 

demonstration militarily that the sun sets over the just cause of the Eritrean people 

because of the regime’s arrogance and gross political calculations.      

Thirdly despite his unrefined methodology, I read a comment on the web by an 

anonymous Eritrean born German on scholarship in Germany who tried to apply political 

psychology approaches. He described the existing status of this security as the psychic 

representation of the declined Eritrean superego, the fast rising Ethiopian ego and the 

hard struggling Somalian id. The implication is that the exaggerated sense of Eritrean 

self-complacency and inflated self-image has already crumbled away; the restored self-

confidence and recent economic successes in Ethiopia has strengthened imperatives of 

rationally calculated policy; international and Ethiopia’s help to Somalia sparked a hope 

of reborn Somalia and Somalian citizenship that is reconciled the cultural Somalian 

mentality.
32

 

Fourthly, in clear terms, this and other similar thoughts explain this: Eritrea after Meles is 

even more confronted with the big internal challenge that ‘independence and ownership 

of ports’ were by no means final and sufficient conditions of total emancipation. 

Ethiopians on the other hand realized that being a landlocked country never means 

                                                           
30 See Connell, D .2005. Conversation with Eritrean political prisoners  Trenton: the Red Sea Press. 

Geberemedhin, Y The challenges of a society in transition: Legal development in Eritrea (2004) ACHPR 

& IWGIA Report of the African Commission’s Working Group of Expert on Indigenous 

Populations/Communities .2005. Copenhagen: Eks/Skolens Trykkeri 

 
31

The Woghata Radio run since 2008 suspiciously in Ethiopia by Eritrean dissidents. The radio transmits 

very important information about Eritrea and the Eritrean regime, which one may not find from other 

sources. Despite language problems at first, I could adequately understand Tigrina when I recorded these 

data in 2009 ans ever since.   
32

 The author apparently adopted the analogy from the famous Sigman Fruid’s ‘Theory of structure’ which 

he published in 1910. According to Fruid, human mind is organized into has interrelated centers where id 

and superego tend to be locations of first and third level emotional appeals. Ego is the mediation between 

the two which is the most rational part of the mind.  In light of this definition, the Eritrean regime used its 

id to be convinced that freedom was necessary. To achieve this, ELF-EPLF came into existence and 

justified war against Ethiopian governments. This stage of the ego was characterized by refined political 

program and coherent agenda for Eritrean freedom. At succeeding in freedom, Eritrean mentality grew to 

its superego stage where they began to think that they were invincible and that Ethiopians knew this. The 

problem, according to political psychologists, is that once an individual or a group of people reached 

superego stage of thinking, it is difficult to reverse it to ego stage back.  
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continued poverty and alienation from the globe; Somalians also come to realistically see 

that they already lost enough of everything due to the absence of central rule and stand to 

end being cited as cases of failure. At state level, Eritreans still prefer living-to-death
33

 to 

admitting that Ethiopia was important to them while Ethiopians are feeling less-

concerned with Eritrea as either a danger or a strategic decisive partner each step they 

become more involved in regional responsibilities. .Somlians, on their part, appears 

generally to feel the need for an increased Ethiopian assistance and strategic importance. 

4.1.4. Meles: Policy Dialectics and Legacies 

This conflict served as one most emotionally attractive weakness of Meles and his party 

particularly during the 2005 election. As debates during the 2010 election succinctly 

demonstrated, the urban-based emotions toward the Eritrean agenda declined along three 

major patterns: 

Some parties which were heavily critical of Meles’s policy toward Eritrea particularly the 

port agenda was found erased. The Ethiopian Democratic Party rewrote its political 

program cancelling Eritrean ports by name and changing the phrase into search for 

insured port access in any neighboring country. It is remembered that the Ethiopian 

Democratic Party (EDP) chairman who had won a seat during the 2005 expressed regrets 

over the decision of the government not to forcibly take control of the Assab port
34

 while 

it was in control of Eritrea’s buffer zone before two years. A dozen of other parties also 

announced that they renounced their claims over Eritrea partially or wholly; 

With regard to Eritrea, Meles bequeathed for his successors a diplomatic climate in which 

he permanently shifted what were a burden and a duty by international law for Ethiopia 

to Eritrea. Just on the morrow of the decisions of Eritrean-Ethiopian Arbitration 

Boundary Commission in 2001-2, Eritrea stood at the highest moral ground placing 

Ethiopia as the recipient of the duty to immediately surrender Badme. Eritreans exploited 

Ethiopia’s emotional rejection of the Commission’s decision to strengthen their high-post 

international position across the global principles of justice. Meles however quickly 

exchanged this position by officially admitting what he called  the ‘unjust decision’ but 

extended a 5-point peace overture not as part of the Algiers Agreement (2000) but as an 

expedient practice  (face saving solution) of a civilized state. 

Diplomatically, Meles finally shifted the burden to Eritrea to respond to the Asmara-

induced decade-long deadlock.  Ethiopia consequently exploited the situation to further 

isolate the Eritrean regime to the edge of global relations and stripping the government 

out of its moral dresses and to have achieved a double digit growth at home.   To have 

successfully attained this dialectical stage in the Ethiopian-Eritrean conflict, Meles again 

used both Ethiopian domestic strength for diverting international concern, use of strong 

military force and, above all else, the superego characterizing the political nature of the 

Eritrean regime.  

                                                           
33

 Compare this with the above. 
34

 The Parliamentary debate was transmitted by the Ethiopian radio, television and Addis Zemen daily and 

by other state-controlled media. 
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There are opinions and arguments now after Meles amok on the air both in side and 

outside. These arguments, without basing themselves on a detailed scientific evaluation 

the structural imbalance between Ethiopia and Eritrea, try to instill fears of renewed and 

bloodiest interstate war edging to break out. These reports lack any level of plausibility 

from the angle of international relations for two reasons: 

Firstly, they could never show that Eritrea as a state fulfills the Clauisian requirement of 

having effective national structures capable to undertake and lead an interstate war 

against Ethiopia. Data from independent sources rather demonstrate that Eritrea was 

completely and structurally derailed far below its war making capacities.  40% its 

national work force is still at the war front engaged in double national tasks of military 

service and production. If war breaks out, this much work force could not produce even 

20% of the produces required for national survival as a state;
35

  

Secondly, Eritrea failed to rehabilitate from its devastating defeat both in terms of 

military psychology and weakened war logistics. Members of its demoralized ground 

forces have been deserting, en mess, front-line trenches into different directions including 

Ethiopia for safety. Most of them assured that the Eritrean defense establishment and 

industry is fast smoldering down due to purposeless and hopelessness asking why they 

were there once Ethiopia restored all occupied land back into its hand;  

Thirdly, the structural differential in economic and military terms of capacity has become 

unquestionably measurable and clear with Eritrea’s fast declining position to get the 

deadlocked peace process broken to its advantages. Rather against this, the Eritrean 

regime relegated itself to the background by resorting to irregular means of trying to call 

Ethiopia’s and global attentions back to Badme. Deployment of armed infiltrators within 

Ethiopian uniforms was the persistent tactic until 2012. This provoked Ethiopia’s 

punitive counter measure where bands of Ethiopian commandos crossed Eritrean borders 

deep up to 18 kilometers back and forth extremely safely. This evidently tells that Eritrea 

lost its structural potentials to undertake one of the basic functions of an independent 

state, that is, self-protection
36

.      

In sum, Eritrea is never any more a threat of full-time and full-scale interstate war against 

Ethiopia under post-Meles conditions. It is also beyond any doubt that Eritrea has stood 

as the loser pole in the existing deadlock, even though Ethiopia also loses a moderate 

level of advantages that could be gained if there were peace. It is also fairly 

understandable that any socio-economic development in Ethiopia would least likely send 

a signal of attraction in Eritrea. The policy calculus of the Eritrean regime is clear: 

satisfying the super ego appetite for the past golden-day myths of Eritrean invincibility. 

As the result, any possible chance of heroically deciding to break the continuing deadlock 

                                                           
35 Woghata comment. 2011. 
36

 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Ethiopian Government announced  three times in 2012 that Ethiopian 

troops crossed the Eritrean border for punitive operations against the Eritrean regimes sponsorship of 

terrorist missions on the Ethiopian territory. Reporter .2012. wrote that Eritrean troops attached Badme 

with long range rockets setting an Elementary School on fire and a bus. The third MoFA communiqué 

about Ethiopian troops crossing Eritrean borders came ten days after this news by Reporter. The Ministry 

repeated almost same reasons for the campaign. There were no news of Eritrean incursions into Ethiopian 

territory since than and the Eritrean president declined to brief on the details of losses and sacrifices.    
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is Eritrea’s burden to say: I am ready to a bargain. This is least likely however under 

present circumstances while the incumbent regime is in office.  

Thus, Ethiopian leaders are under no any duty to take, in realistic terms of diplomacy, the 

initiative toward moving the arrested peace process forward. It is even undesirable to do 

so if Eritreans by some miraculous chance offer willingness to sit for talks before 

Ethiopia completes, at least, the Growth and Transformation Plan (GTP) period. This is 

because any bargaining with Eritrea specifically over Badme will stand as a legal matter 

on Eritrean side but as a political issue for Ethiopians, which is inconsistent with the post-

Meles public spirit.
37

 Till the right time comes, most likely at the death of the Eritrean 

leader, the best diplomatic option for Ethiopia is undoubtedly to scale up the informal 

public route of communication, insuring the Eritrean people that Ethiopians never have 

hostilities with them, and convincing the Eritrean regime that any continued incursions of 

armed terrorists would provoke anti regime measures.    

4.2. Meles: The Ethiopian-Sudan-Egypt Belt 

This security belt is by far one of the most significant regional fronts of Meles’s Ethiopia 

to have undergone fundamental changes after tens of centuries. Meles pushed this belt 

into unprecedented politico-diplomatic dynamism due to his implemented plan of the 

Grand Renaissance Dam over Abay River in March 2011.Let us see a brief background 

view in relation to these region before we examine Meles and his policy calculus and 

practice with regard to this regions. 

4..2.1 Meles: Background Setting  

 Egypt is traditionally the most concerned over the use of Nile. However, Egypt’s policy 

is criticized by many scholars to have been based for centuries on non-considerations of 

Ethiopia’s positions. Egypt tended, according to some critics, to have worried little about 

Ethiopia’s capacities to change the general balance of influence in its favor. It was amidst 

this that Meles changed the course of events into unexpected momentum and shift of 

diplomatic poles.  What were the conflicts? Were they theoretical or socio-psychological 

and cultural in their origins? What are these changes?      

  Sudan and Southern Sudan greatly bank on Ethiopia’s support in their joint efforts to the 

cause of lasting peace, which Meles nailed on a strong mediation basis. A full regiment 

of 4300 strong peace keeping troops from only Ethiopia under the United Nations blue 

helmet have been stationed along the disputed border of the oil rich Abye province 

between the two states. Ethiopia’s regional influence is more pronounced there for 

uncommon diplomatic developments in the triangular relations among the three.  

                                                           
37

 What proposal Meles would have presented to Eritrean leaders if they accepted the 5-point peace 

overture is unknown. Obviously, Eritrean interest would be how Badme town is transferred to Eritrean 

hands. This is because the issue for Eritreans is how to implement a legal decision while it is for Ethiopians 

how to settle the matter in a manner that convinces the Ethiopian people particularly the communities in 

and around Badem as well as the Tigrian people. Badme has apparently lost its territorial and material 

significance to become emotionally perceived by Ethiopians as a symbol of patriotism and national unity. 

This is what makes the agenda undesirable, no matter how factual it was that Badme in the legal sense is no 

more Ethiopia’s part. On the Eritrean part, the hidden interest appears to see that Badme causes a crises in 

Ethiopia, which leads me to conclude that the agenda is better delayed.    
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Sudan is usually reserved in the Ethio-Egypt squabble over the use Nile which, however, 

never negatively affects sincerely relations. On the other hand, Sudan has cordial and 

warm relations with Eritrea, which Meles did not consider as a threat at all.  With regard 

to the deployment of a full regiment peace keeping force from Ethiopia, not only the 

terms of Sudan-Southern Sudan agreements to the proposal, but also UN approval were 

unusually that they surprised scholars of international relations. In the instances of the 

Cold War Period, full regiment of peace keeping force from a single country used to 

amount to a declared ‘invasion.’ It is a point of key academic interest how the UN 

unconventionally trusted Ethiopia for the full-contingent mission.  

In his policy toward Egypt, Meles discussed adequately and hinted that Ethiopia may one 

day be under pressure for development demands to begin using its Nile water. It was not 

thought however that day would be as short as this. What shortened the breaths of many 

Egyptians and Ethiopians equally is the mutual suspicious perception prevailing for 

centuries between them. ‘Egypt is the gift of Nile’; ‘the next Egyptian war will be 

hydrological’; and may other perceptions have now been geared into real challenge. For 

the centrality of its position in this regional politics of Ethiopia, let us see Meles vis-à-vis 

the dam first in some greater details.  

4.2.2. Meles and the Renaissance Dam 

Meles made the start of the construction of the Ethiopian Renaissance Dam unexpectedly 

for all pertinent parties to result in producing immediate and far reaching consequences 

on the doctrines, principles and relevance of International Water Law as well as on the 

long-held policy traditions of the said states. One could study the dam’s effect from 

various angels; however, it is enough here to identify the major background trends and 

events behind the dam with continued implications at present.   

Firstly, PM Meles Zenawi was, apparently by deliberate design, unusually engaged in 

spearheading the coming into existence of the Nile Basin Initiative 2007. The Initiative 

consists of the seven Upper riparian states in addition to Ethiopia; namely, Uganda, 

Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi and Democratic Congo. The Initiative is supposed to 

be the first legal framework. While Sudan refrains from joining the Agreement, Egypt’s 

response to the demand for signature has been an automatic rejection by, of course, the 

ousted regime of the ex-Egyptian president, Huossni Mobarak. Egypt recognizes no other 

international set of international water laws or agreement except the Egyptian-Sudan 

1959 Full Utilization of Nile Waters Treaty. 
38

 Egypt consistently declined offers for 

active participation arguing that these are adverse to its “unquestioned right” to its share 

of the Nile waters as per the Treaty mentioned above; 

Secondly, Egyptian leaders adopt a different form of regional cooperation in which they 

are willing to support Egypt-sponsored and monitored utilization of Nile Water projects 

in lower riparian states. This Egyptian policy orientations have grown up from surviving 

spirit borne out of a series of colonial Treaties: the Anglo-Italian Protocol of 1891, for the 

continued flow of Tekeze Waters the British Colony of Egypt through Sudan, the 1906 

                                                           
38 See Giorgio Guariso, et al “Implications of Ethiopian Water Development for Egypt and Sudan,” Water Resources 

Development, 1987, 3. 
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Tripartite Agreement among France, Italy and Britain recognizing British political 

influence over the Ethiopian Territory of the Nile Basin, the 1929 Britain-Egypt 

Agreement recognizing Egypt’s natural and historical rights over the Nile Waters, and 

many others.
39

 Egyptians were able to convince Uganda and Sudan to accept these terms 

in the 1980s. As the result, Uganda agreed for canceling a construction of additional 

water reservoir facilities at the mouth of Lake Victoria in the 1990s;
40

 

Thirdly, Meles officials disclosed that the Ethiopian government made the project official 

after they first exhausted all possible global sources of finance which were convinced by 

Egypt and Sudan not to assist the former. This led Meles and the Ethiopian people to 

embark on launching the project by believing that domestic sources of funding to wholly 

cover all costs. The apparent reason for Egyptian-Sudanese effective lobby was expressed 

to be the usual argument that any such project would harm their national interests.  

According to Egyptian sources, Egyptian authorities were not formally informed by the 

Ethiopian government about the dam.  The Ethiopian government posed the argument 

that this would happen only through the Nile Imitative Framework.
41

 Moreover, Ethiopia 

announced the new Nile Project after successfully completing other similar hydroelectric 

projects at other Nile Tributary Rivers like Tana Beles and Tekeze, which did not entail 

heated debates;  

Fourthly, the Dam came into official announcement at the very time when Egypt was 

politically troubled by a revolutionary uprising.  Sudan, too, was faced with rising 

instability engendered by the newly emerging Southern Sudan. Moreover, the Sudanese 

president was under persecution by the European Human Rights Court. Amidst all these, 

there came no new developments in the sphere of international water law that could affect 

the construction of the dam negatively or positively.  

Even so, the Provisional Government before the newly instated government of President 

Muris in Egypt first tended to insist on the traditional Egyptian Nile Policy that Ethiopia 

should discharge its duty of notifying Egypt of the project before launching construction. 

However, the consistent rejection of Melese’s Ethiopia to meet these preconditions 

appeared to convince Egyptians to realistically approach the crises. Egypt recently under 

president Mursi, agreed to name a Joint Technical Commission that would study the 

impacts of the project.
42

 Meles saw the establishment of the committee. Recent news 

holds it that the Committee shall present its final report in February to the three 

governments.   

4.2.3 Meles and the Diplomatic War 

These major backgrounds of the Dam have induced heated debates. Many scholars of 

international law tend to emphasis a shift in a political balance of power among the three 

                                                           
39 See Alexander Gibb and Partners, “Hunting Technical Services” Blue Nile Waters Study. Volume 1. Main 

Report.,1978. 

40 See The Editorial at Addis Zemen Daily, April 4.2011,  Vol. 64. No,   
41 see Kinde Daneal, pp, 12 
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 23 

states behind Ethiopia’s move to launch the dam’s construction.
43

 Other scholars dismiss 

this argument advancing the idea that what Ethiopia took as an opportunity was rather the 

weaknesses of international water law.
44

 Be that as it may, what was the nature and 

essence of the diplomatic war that PM Meles fought with the long established perceptions 

and beliefs of Sudan and Egypt both as an expert and a politician to appreciate what 

diplomatic legacy he exactly left at his death. 

On Ethiopia’s side Meles consistently held the doctrine of international water utilization 

commonly known as ‘community of interest.’ The doctrine of ‘Community of Interest’ 

argues that a state’s sovereignty is limited by similar rights of other states sharing the 

same basin. This theory emphasizes the maximum utilization and optimum economic 

development of an entire river basin. It reinstates the community of interest approach and 

attributes a positive duty to render active cooperation in the rational development and 

utilization of the shared water resources. In other words, this theory considers the water 

of an international drainage basin to be managed as a unit without regard to national 

territorial boundaries. Therefore, the various co-riparian states should manage and 

develop the drainage basin jointly and share the benefits derived there from. This theory 

has stood as Ethiopia’s kernel of foreign policy over the utilization of Nile River in the 

previous 15 years 

This theory, on the Egyptian side, has never been widely accepted and applied, especially 

with regard to the non-navigational uses of international watercourses for three major 

reasons of top national interest: one is that the theory does not consider the different 

degrees of dependence among states on international waters; two, its does not consider 

the existence of alternative sources of water for upper riparian states; three and last, it 

does not consider differing capacities among states in utilizing international rivers.  This 

theory was, however, upheld by the Permanent Court of International Justice in the 

adjudication of several cases at different times. The theory attracts Ethiopia more than 

Egypt as a basis of general principle and policy toward the utilization of the waters of the 

Nile River.  

The preference of Egyptians is the doctrine known as Limited ‘Territorial Sovereignty 

and Integrity Theory’
45

 is the fourth doctrine. This approach holds that states have a 

sovereign right to use a water resource in international watercourses lying within their 

own territory to the extent that such use does not cause any injury or harm to other states 

Accordingly, if the use of water resources in international watercourses by a state affects 

the interest of the co-riparian state, then the sovereign right of the state to the use of water 

in the international watercourses is limited. This theory is the entire policy foundation of 

Egypt
46

 for a long period of time with a set of other Conventions and state practices to 

satisfy its national interests.  Despite this, some of the most important Egyptian 

international conventional and legal preferences are also shared partially by Ethiopia. 
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 24 

 The two states diverge, however, on other key principles and details which make the 

difference far apart and visible. Now, let us see how these theoretical differences affect 

subsequent policy cleavages between Egypt and Ethiopia with elevated debates occurring 

due to the newly launched Nile Dam Project 

The most frequently cited rules, conventions and principles include the 1966 Helensky 

Rules of International Water Courses and the 1997 United Nations Convention on Non-

navigational Uses of International Watercourses. Egypt banks on these international 

conventions for all its policy rationales toward Ethiopia’s involvement in the utilization 

of the Nile River. 
47

  It argues that states should and could not “divert” the natural 

directions and courses of river flows, which would have always negative consequences 

on lower riparian states. “No-diversion” argument is the traditional top policy priority of 

Egypt. Egyptians broaden the scope of “diversion” to include many other development 

activities. The term “diversion” as defined may differ linguistically from other terms 

related to some acts which affect the flow of watercourses, such as extracting water and 

holding the flow of water. 

 “Withdrawal” or “extracting” of water means that a State withdraws or extracts water 

from a watercourse flowing into another State, usually a neighboring country, and 

without the consent of the latter State.
48

 The best example of such an act is Israel‘s 

extraction of water from the Litani River in South Lebanon. The other term “holding or 

stopping the flow of water” means that any act taken by a riparian State in order to fill 

reservoirs behind dams. The best example for such an act is the Turkish act which 

stopped the flow of the Euphrates River to fill the reservoir behind the Ataturk Dam.
49

  

For Egypt “diversion” over the  River Nile or any of its tributaries is said to occur if the 

activities of the upper riparian states result in any one of the following changes on its 

water position: first,  if it causes shortage of water supply as different from the amount 

previously used and held; second, if it causes damage to the environment; third, if it 

results in Reduction in the Level and Quality of the Groundwater; fourth, if it causes 

Shortage in Hydroelectric Power; and fifth, if it inflicts other impacts including like the 

interception of a large proportion of the sediment carried by that river and if the diversion 

might damage tourist sites of the lower riparian States.
50

 There are usually four traditional 

ways of interstate relations to implement such principles of international law and let us 

see which one Egypt opts for:  

A. States may sign a Treaty providing for a total prohibition of “diversion”;  

B. States may sign for a Treaty allowing “diversion” under total freedom of action;  
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C. States may sign Treaties over “diversion” of specific rivers, volumes, time schedules, 

tolerable degree of damages, etc; and, 

D. states may sign no Treaty at all leaving “diversion” decisions to be based on accepted 

“principles of international law.”
51

  Scenario D is the established policy basis of Egyptian 

water utilization policy toward Ethiopia..  

  And last, that these rules have several confusing and vague Articles that, according to 

Egypt, put Ethiopia on a wavering legal position grappling with their “true meanings” 

which easily would shift the “burden of making prior cares” to Ethiopians. 
52

 However, 

these international rules never explicitly provide for non-use of upper riparian states to 

utilize international rivers for various purposes on their domestic territories except that 

they make it a duty for the state to assure that it does not negatively affect the lower 

riparian states. Let us see how the instruments of “Equitable Utilization Doctrine” of 

international law appear to be meshed up and confused with the principle of “no harm”.
53

 

Paragraph 2 of  Article 5 states: “Relevant factors which are to be considered, include, 

but are not limited to: (a) the geography of the basin, including in particular the extent of 

the drainage area in the territory of each basin State; (b) the hydrology of the basin, 

including in particular the contribution of water by each basin State; (c) the climate 

affecting the basin; (d) the past utilization of the water of the basin, including in 

particular existing utilization; (e) the economic and social needs for each State; (f) the 

population dependent on the waters of the basin in each basin State; (g) the comparable 

costs of alternative means of satisfying the economic and social need of each basin State; 

(h) the availability of other resources; (i) the avoidance of unnecessary waste in the 

utilization of the waters of the basin; (j) the practicability of compensation to one or more 

of the co-basin States as a means of adjusting conflicts among uses; and, (k) the degree to 

which the needs of a basin State may be satisfied, without causing substantial injury to a 

co-basin State.”  

If these are the conditions of equitable utilization of international waters, what does “no 

harm” principle mean, therefore? Who, and how, can measure the incidence of “harm” on 

a riparian state by the actions of another upper riparian state, be it diversion or otherwise? 

Two things will give a lasting answer: the Tripartite Technical Committee finalizing its 

report at present is one; practice after the completion of the dam is the second and the 

last. Sometimes, it is important to remember that Ethiopia’s varnished image of the past 

decades would continue to linger until the world is wholly convinced that Ethiopians now 

are different.  

4.2.3. Meles: Policy Dialectics and Legacy 
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The fundamental change Meles caused with regard to the Nile River is absolutely 

historic. He lifted up his ‘Community Interest’ approach to exercise precedence over 

Egyptian ‘Limited Sovereignty’ doctrine. By this, Meles transformed the balance of past 

influence in which Ethiopia becomes a proactive party shaping the nature of bargaining 

rules on its own terms while he pushed Egypt back to reactive poles with a recipient 

position. This achievement of Meles is a new contribution to the regime of international 

water law with out negatively affecting, unlike some understand the matter in camera 

obscura fashion, either Egypt or Sudan.    

At his death, Meles already brought Egypt and Sudan to the table for negotiation. This act 

of Meles significantly helped to delink war mentality from the agenda of Nile River 

Utilization despite bubbling conspiracy theories across the private media in the three 

states. The private press in Ethiopia shifts recently its pens from stressing the political 

rationales of Meles’s move behind the dam to that of warning the Ethiopian people as to 

the imminence of Egyptian attack.   On the opposite counter, the press tries to convince 

particularly the Egyptian people that the Dam in Ethiopia means practically the end of 

Egypt as a state.     

On both sides of the counter, official releases, editorial commentaries and intellectual 

forums are better to understand what Meles’s Nile policy precisely induced. As PM 

Meles frequently explained, the significant change has never been physical. The Dam 

scarcely affects the volume of water reaching Sudan and Egypt as it is never intended to 

undertake any water diversion; it neither affects environment in any way. It has no any 

impact on existing water utilization patterns either in Sudan and Egypt. The most 

important change it entails is those of perceptions and views. Meles’s policy practically 

forced particularly Egyptians to critically and seriously reconsider their long established 

beliefs whereby they should also pay attentions to what Ethiopia holds.    

The crucial thrust of the Renaissance Dam not only in Ethiopia but also in the entire 

African continent is that it is funded by public money. This is a revolutionary change for 

some Ethiopians while others say it is a paradigm shift in the relations between the north 

and south portions of the world. I heard a student poem transmitted through an FM radio 

which says the ‘beauty of the Dam is its construction out of our own pockets’.  From the 

angles of political science and public administration, it is precisely at this specific spot 

where Meles changed the course of history never to see a reversal across this security belt 

forever. 

The Renaissance Dam has now transformed every thing across the security thinking 

along the Ethiopian-Sudan-Egypt belt. It should be noted by all concerned parties 

specifically the private press that the Nile issue is by its nature a matter of more of 

politicians than generals. The rumor circulating about the possible outcome of the 

Tripartite Joint Technical Committee for Assessing Possible Impacts of the Dam should 

also be called into question. Some private press editorials suspect that what happened at 

the case of Badme could also happen to the Renaissance dam. I feel such comments are 

either marketing strategies or outcomes of the failure to grasp the clear meanings of the 

mission assigned to the Committee.  
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Remember! It is a Technical Committee comprising experts only and not a Summit 

Council of heads of state and government. Whatever the contents of the final report may 

be, it by no means affects Ethiopia’s decision as a state to construct the dam, even if it 

said the opposite of Ethiopia’s expectations. Maximum, leaders may sit once again how 

to minimize and avoid side effects together. The Committee is not assigned to suggest or 

decide on whether the construction of the dam is to continue or get interrupted, which is 

an agenda whose fate was already sealed never to get revised by Melese’s Ethiopia. The 

remainder of Ethiopia’s task is to sincerely demonstrate that the Renaissance Dam will 

never adversely affect Egypt and Sudan.  

 4.2.4. Meles and the Possibility of War 

At writing this paper, I read an article written and posted by an Egyptian official. He   

expressed deep disappointments over what he calls an ‘irresponsible’ behavior of the 

press industry and some so called intellectuals for suggesting inflammatory remarks. I 

absolutely agree with him. Meles here again comes to the scene. He repeatedly argued 

that war could never overwhelm any trilateral dialogues among he three states over such 

a project. On my part, I argue that the war drum in both Ethiopia and Egypt must have 

come from lack of both adequate understanding of the ‘logic of war’ over a development 

project and ripe experiences after several centuries of mutual mistrusts. 

That war is least likely is never a military argument; it is rather a political one where 

Meles emphasized that he never worried about the suspicion that Egypt might fire 

missiles for the inconsistency between principles of interstate war and a dam project.  

It is not the only rationale to predict that war is least likely. So many interstate wars were 

fought in the history of the modern state. Some wars were aimed to totally annihilating 

the organizational existence of the enemy; some other wars were undertaken to control 

specifically disputed land areas known for natural resources or over rightful ownership. 

The third category of interstate wars is missile or air or bomb attack on specific sites of 

war projects like nuclear developing stations, army camps, command-posts and so on. 

These attacks are brief but justifiable in international law for not targeting civilians and 

for their potential to be just defense measures. No interstate war is known in history 

fought for any goal beyond these three.  

If Egypt prefers going to war with Ethiopia over the Renaissance Dam, which one of 

these three would be its ultimate goals? It is therefore difficult to foresee any goal to be 

achieved by war. Still, what if this is not Egyptian logic? Let us say Egyptian military 

advisors were convinced that military attack could stop the construction of the dam, 

leaving aside the restriction of international law. However, what could they also think 

how to offset possibilities of reprisal on their extremely vulnerable and life-and-death 

dams due to heavily exposed topography and dense concentration?  

I say this because I myself had the chance to pay a private visit this year to see water 

complex of the Egyptians and their key Nile projects. I realized that these costly 

development assets are chained in the manner where destruction at one site only would 

paralyze the whole hydrological network. I talked to some ordinary Egyptians whom I 

got at work on their fields of corn where they produce three times a year. I reminded 
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them of my country’s plan of constructing a big dam over Nile and asked them what they 

felt. An elderly Egyptian replied me so: 

 Alah created the Nile to flow down to us; men may intervene here and there and 

may do this and that. Nonetheless, we know very well they could never change 

the original design of Alah. The Habeshas can never finish/ consume the whole of 

Nile’s water whatever dam they build. I am sure that they would leave the 

substantial rest to us. Sudan has also big dams; but the water still flows to us. 

They (the Egyptian media) told us that Meleso (to mean Meles Zeanwi) promised 

never to block us by any means.     

My Ethiopian pride almost burst out within me to have shaken my entire body down to 

my bones. My conscience told me aloud that my country was on the rise to the extent that 

these Egyptians were convinced by commonsense that not war but their Alah would 

prepare everything though Ethiopians construct a dam. I also believe that foreign policy 

is by far more than a commonsense. The Mursi regime curved up out the Muslim 

Brothers may understand the issue of Nile as a matter of Egyptian nationalism. However, 

president Mursi is under heavy pressure and he is more beleaguered between his Islamic 

agenda and western influence ever more than Mubarak. He was forced to painfully say: 

we shall respect all international treaties. 

4.3. Meles and the Ethiopia-Kenya-Djibouti Belt  

Prime Minister Meles Zenawi maintained generally consistently friendly and 

development relations than security concerns with Kenya and Djibouti throughout his 

two decades in office. He pioneered an early functional process of economic integration 

with Djibouti specifically in the areas of transport, energy, investment, technical 

assistance and may others. Meles inaugurated the start of a three-party trance-boundary 

land highway of 1000 k/ms connecting southern Ethiopia with Southern Sudan and 

Kenya. He also led the development of a design of asphalt road projects connecting 

Kenya and Ethiopia as well as Ethiopian and Djibouti. Meles inaugurated a successful 

power supply project early this year in Djibouti while a negotiation over the same agenda 

was agreed in principle and successive protocols with Kenya.   

Meles followed a strict policy of utilizing maximum comparative advantages in 

Ethiopia’s relations with Kenya and Djibouti. He got heavily focused with insuring 

easiest access to port based adequately predictable tariff settings as an urgency with 

regard to relations with Djibouti. Meles is said to influence Djiboutian leaders probably 

once when their government reached a decision to transfer Djibouti port to a third 

individual business company before 13 years on lease terms. This of course could never 

come out of a misunderstanding on the Djibouti part as to what this would mean to the 

national interest of Ethiopia. However, Meles reasserted again the fact that respect for 

Ethiopia would solve the predicament when socio-economic breakthrough is achieved. .   

In line with this policy direction, Meles officially invited the Djiboutian president, 

Ahmed Guille in 2008-9 to participate in investment in Ethiopia. The policy calculus was 

that growth in Ethiopia unavoidably creates widened appetites on its neighbors which she 

should positively respond. The Djiboutian president expressed his interest and agreed to 
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undertake investment in Oromia and Afar that structurally helps to blend the economies 

of the two parties even at decision making level. This is, I argue, could never come out of 

a magnanimous or subtle but temporary technique of tempting a president to surrender 

strategic advantages. It is a show of readiness and promise for continued cooperative 

relations based on win-win principles.  

PM Meles could also forge workable agreements with Kenya over formerly unthought-of 

grand projects with his eyes set on securing additional alternate port at Lamu, eastern 

Kenya. He managed to succeed in executing both plans where he convinced Kenyans to 

contribute their share of joint costs now matter they were too huge and critical. Meles 

showed for Kenyan leadership the fact that Ethiopia’s economy excelled the Kenyan one 

since 2010 has changed the statuesque by raising new demands for the mutual benefit of 

the two states. In doing so, Meles did not try to influence Kenya away from its 

commitment to other regional arrangements like the COMESA (Common Market of 

Eastern and Southern African countries) and to neoliberal policies.   

Meles’s cooperative relations with Kenya and Djibouti have now expanded to other areas 

of ‘hard politics’. He stood by the side of Djibouti when Eritrea invaded northern 

Djibouti in 2009 by swiftly tabling the case to IGAD and the AU. Meles set examples for 

Kenyans to undertake a full scale attack n Al Shababe in Somalia probably for the first 

time when Kenyans crossed a border of another state. Both leaderships actively supported 

Melese’s initiative at IGAD, AU and the United Nations.  

Meles led the regional integration joint forum of the Intergovernmental 

Association/Agency for Development into better horizons of widely pronounced 

decisions and actions, IGAD with Meles at its center initiated a series of African Union 

and UN sanctions against Eritrea for terrorist involvements. He orchestrated at the IGAD 

forum united voices against interventionist roles of foreign powers in the Sudan-Southern 

Sudan conflict. Meles also showed international solidarity with the Sudanese president 

who was blacklisted as globally ‘wanted’ criminal against humanity by European human 

rights courts 

5. Key Findings of the Paper 

Now, we can safely describe what Prime Minister Meles Zenawi precisely bequeathed for 

his successors on how to handle regional politics in East Africa. We can see four 

plausible diplomatic traditions Meles left:  

Intergovermentalism unquestionably dominates Meles’s background thinking as a real 

approach to the agenda of conflict, peace, cooperation and integration in East Africa. This 

implies that most issues in the context of the East African Region are not, for structural 

reasons, to be left or assigned either to any civil society establishments or to third foreign 

parties. They are the primary concerns of government leaders but, of course, at various 

levels of institutions depending on the nature of the specific issue. 

Under Meles, the Executive Branch of government in Ethiopia was particularly in charge 

of regional diplomacy. At some belts of the region, Meles managed to have successfully 

lowered some issues down to expert domains once the Executive did its part. Belt wise, 
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Meles left the issue on Eritrean front to have stayed within the total domain of Summit 

concern on strategic political matters. However, Meles lowered security concerns from 

the Eritrean direction to be largely a concern of Ethiopian generals at the front than the 

day to day involvements and concerns of the Prime Minister. He succeeded in doing this 

by his effective policy of creating variance in diplomacy and defense capabilities. His 

successors are to turn their faces to Eritrea only and only if initiatives come from Asmara 

in direct consistency with the Five Point Peace Overture of PM Meles Zenawi.   

On the Somalian side, Meles improved situations in a meaningful way but left almost all 

political, security and development issues within the domain of Summit concern. Recent 

developments show that the Prime Minister of Ethiopia is not under any circumstances to 

delegate the Somalian issue to lower offices, even to generals. The dialectics of politics in 

Somalia and the region has to travel long distances before it subsides down to the earth 

forming a predictable, regular and formal fabric of society. The exact point of time when 

the Prime Minster of Ethiopia lifts up his eyes from Somalia is when it becomes certainly 

clear that the Somalian government starts to decide and execute every thing by itself from 

within. 

All in all,  Meles exhausted the dialectical path of the diplomatic squabble on the Eritrean 

side while he pushed the Somalian side far into international ownership.  

Across the Ethiopian-Sudan-Egypt Belt, Meles left mixed legacies. He appeared to have 

erased the Nile affair from his intergovernmental agenda, never to be a point of 

divergence with Sudan. Meles must have practically seen and taken for granted that 

Sudan on the Nile affair inclines more to Egypt than Ethiopia. However, he must have 

also realized that Sudan needed Ethiopia more than Egypt and any one else on other 

affairs particularly in relation to Southern Sudan and domestic security affairs. Thus, 

Meles marinated and left Sudan-Southern Sudan affair as purely intergovernmental issue 

at Summit level. The presence of a full regiment of Ethiopian peace keeping force could 

never be delegated to lower bodies of the Executive.      

However, Meles successfully brought the Nile affair almost to the lower level concern of 

expert affair both for Sudan and Egypt. Egypt was left behind developments and 

disparately trying to keep the momentum of Nile issues within intergovernmental prism 

at Summit level. This, for Meles Ethiopia, is almost becoming an affair of yesterday than 

today so far there would no be any deal over the construction of the Renaissance Dam. 

This paper has found out that Meles pushed the Nile issues up into the apex of adequate 

predictability so that lower levels of the Executive--Ministers and Ministerial offices 

could handle safely. Ethiopian ministers must know that the Nile Affair concerns them in 

their specialized areas. Meles’s generosity for Egyptian investors contributed a lot to 

expand the horizons of Egyptian confidence which must continue. 

Across the Ethiopia-Kenya-Djibouti belt, Meles left legacies of two levels. He lowered 

day to day security and development issues from the level of Summit concern to be 

handled by lower executive organs. This is because the variance he created in every 

aspect led the governments of the two states more confident on the predictability of 

relations and decisions. Meles successfully lowered security issues with Kenya and 

Djibouti to be largely a police domain than the defense forces.  
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On the agenda of funding signed development projects and new quest for more 

integrative development areas, Meles’s legacy over this belt is to remain within Summit 

purview for years to come. This area of intervention demands not only full Summit 

engagements but also creative and committed involvement by the Prime Minister. 

Finally, creating variance in the positive sense of the approach is again the finding of this 

paper out of Meles’s policy calculus and praxis. 

Conclusions  

Meles left behind him a better East African region in terms of security, cooperation and 

early moves toward integration. He managed to impact this broader scale of influence 

through his modular approach of regional policy. Meles started his regional policy 

engagements from socio-economic changes at the household level in the country, which 

he used as a sufficient subjective and objective spring board to makes strides out into the 

region. Thus there is a direct cause-effect correlation between doing assignments at home 

and regional influence. Meles also did his entire policy praxis in the region taking a 

proactive role based strictly on his policy parcels. In general, his successors inherit more 

of a leveled diplomatic East Africa than otherwise.   

 


