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MELES: THE PHILOSOPHER KING! 
By 

Ezana sehay 
 

Without Meles Zenawi and his party, we wouldn’t have, to day, an Ethiopia united, peaceful, 
confident, democratic and peacemaker. Meles was for Ethiopia and Africa the essential leader, 
the indispensable leader who engineered the Ethiopian salvation and anchored its 
transformation. 
 
However, this short piece is not about Meles’s achievements. That would be telling you the 
Earth revolves around the sun. ----- There is no point in stating the obvious. 
 
Meles’s devotion to Ethiopia was long-standing and resolute. Although he came to his 
conviction as a young man, he never budged since. He was a rock. That is what makes him an 
irreplaceable hero. The theme of this article is, therefore, to try figure out what made Meles the 
kind of revolutionary he come to be. What guided his conviction and principle?  
 
So come on board, the “curiosity rover” on a journey in to the mind of a genius; the mark of a 
genuine public intellectual, and explore his philosophy on some of the important issues. 
 
Meles was never an impulsive leader; he was a calculating goal oriented functionary. He was a 
political genius, smart economist, inspiring leader and a teacher. Listening to him speaking was 
like sitting in a political philosophy class. Even for those of us, who know a thing or two about 
the subject matter can’t help being mesmerized by his lectures, speeches or arguments. 
The combination of modesty smarts and guts allowed Meles to get away with saying things that 
might seem absurd coming from others; but are strongly persuasive coming from him. Love or 
hate what he had to say, you can’t help but listen to Meles; if only out of curiosity about what 
he will argue next. He had made a name for himself as blunt communicator. 
 
The staying power of the wizard: the essence of a philosopher mind is not that it adheres to 
some dogmatic conception of reason or truth, but it opens to facts and reason. The true 
philosopher will admit to the possibilities of partial truth, is willing to follow his argument where 
they lead, and will revise his belief when facts change.  
 
ON EPRDF 
Meles recognized that, to build a better democracy it was necessary to build a better EPRDF. A 
political philosophy like Revolutionary Democracy needs a vehicle to promote effectively in the 
political process. To fly successfully over the long haul, it also needs a multitude of think-tank 
and link with academia to generate ideas and policy analysis; establish education and training 
institutions and programs to train everyone from low level cadres to potential cabinet ministers. 
 
ON POLITICS 
The highest calling of a political thinker is to challenge conventional wisdoms and then expand 
the limits of what is politically feasible. With this kind of passion, Meles, over the last two 
decades hit most of the right notes, with his message, his policies and his personality. 
 A political leader, in my view is one who walks in to the sound fury of contemporary discord, 
stakes out his or her turf and engages opponents by putting forward informed and well 
reasoned arguments.  Meles has ably demonstrated those attributes. 
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Those of us who believe that truth will emerge when ideas are vigorously debated are grateful 
to Meles, who gave all enemies of the nation a run for their money. Without Meles’s intellect 
and determination, Ethiopians’ long held dream of building a dam on the Abay [Nile] river 
would’ve remained yet another grand Ethiopian project that went unfulfilled. 
 
ON ECONOMICS 
Thanks to Meles’s “managed” capitalism; the Ethiopian economic miracle has been build up 
from the ground up. In the last twenty years, a combination of investment, education, 
confidence and enthusiasm has spawned a massive middle class which is predicted to grow 
exponentially. 
 
ON DEMOCRACY  
Meles believed freedom is earned but democracy must be nurtured. 
Democracy cannot survive without the freedom to argue, to dissent, even to insult officials. He 
understood democracy cannot exist without other things to underpin it: impartial courts, 
independent and impartial media, and an aware and educated public. Nevertheless, he also 
reminded us, that democracy takes a while to generate results and so we shouldn’t make too 
much of some hiccups. Once said “democracy at times gets messy and time consuming, but as 
we know all too well, it is far better than the alternative”. 
 
ON SECURITY 
Meles considered national security so vital that it trumps almost any other interest imaginable. 
It is an absolute necessity, without it, all other rights become theoretical. While many factors 
will affect the level of prosperity and satisfaction enjoyed by the people, only one will determine 
more than others; the preservation of law and order. 
A tolerant society has an obligation to be tolerant except to those so intolerant that they 
themselves would abolish tolerance. Liberty should be as unlimited as possible---unless and until 
there arise a real threat to the society. 
Meles reminded us; in the promotion and protection of human security, we must never 
undermine our individual and collective rights, which are fundamental components of that 
human security itself. But protecting rights need not come at the expense of security. 
 
ON THE YOUTH 
Meles has had a powerful influence on this most important segment of the society. He touched 
the dreams of an entire youth generation.  In his meetings with them he projected confidence 
which made them comfortable about their future and summoned to mind both renaissance at 
home and tougher stand against foreign enemies. He made them excited about politics and 
public affairs. He caused them to believe they could actually change the country and even the 
world. He inspired them to get personally involved in the life of their nation and community. He 
set them off along paths they might not otherwise have taken. 
 
ON REGIONAL  
Meles Zenawi was not only a national leader but also a regional and continental one. He was 
indeed a rare figure in African politics; an intellectual and inspiring, which joins the twin virtues 
of reflection and action. In his push for the formation of the Inter Governmental Authority on 
Development [IGAD], he argued, peace requires a straight jacket that would bind regional 
countries so closely that war would no longer be possible.   
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ON CONTINENTAL 
When it comes to Africa: Meles looked out at a landscape of ever increasing interdependence in 
which collective virtues, self-interest and strategic calculations are well served by a system of 
partnership and alliances embedded in a multilateral framework. 
Meles was also one of those leaders who influenced the transformation of the Organization of 
African Unity [OAU] in to African Union [AU] ----reflecting the changing role or priority for the 
intercontinental regime. Fifty years ago, it was the liberation of Africa from European 
colonialism, Today it is the liberation of African people from dictators and despots. 
After the transformation, Meles warned the new union not to deviate from its core principle of 
promoting democracy, and against it becoming, a sap to the sensibilities of undemocratic 
countries, who elevate their most disreputable members, such as the ex-Libyan dictator. 
 
In short Meles has done more than any contemporary African leader to advance the interest of 
the continent on the international stage. He is the reason Africa developed a common front in 
the area of global diplomacy. And that is why he was a fixture in international summits or 
meetings. 
 
ON THE WEST 
Meles was a trusted partner for the nation’s crucial friendly countries. However, he was also 
aware of the west’s sinister ploys; through the so called “civic” or “human right advocacy” 
groups.  
According to Meles, for the West, in most cases advocating democracy or human rights is a 
means rather than ends. If democracy serves their ends fine; if not, screw democracy. They 
might even use democracy to destroy democracy depending on their goals. 
Consequently, at times, Meles was willing to risk a chill in Ethiopia’s relationship with the west, 
in order to protect what he saw as the countries vital interest, confident that the west needs 
Ethiopia on many fronts. 
 
ON POWER 
Four years ago, Prime Minister Meles was mussing about a self-imposed deadline for leaving his 
post. He understood, and talked about the perils of over staying his welcome. 
It takes a politician of singular strength to understand that----at some point, even an 
appreciative citizen changes its mind. Sometimes, people turn because of bad policy or scandal. 
Sometimes, they just think like democrats: it’s time for change. 
 
ON NATION BUILDING 
Meles’s enduring gift to Ethiopia is his philosophy on nation building. In the last twenty years, 
Meles thought us, to assert a national will, national objectives or national interest in a 
polyethnic, multicultural country like ours means upholding a national idea or transcendent 
nationalism of ideas, against the more earthly delights of ethnic or cultural tribalism. We have to 
remind ourselves, that we are tied by something more than blood, something more than 
ethnicity.  And in turn it demands that we live up to that vision, that we hold a greater ambition 
for ourselves than mere existence. 
Hence, we Ethiopians are a nation because we believe ourselves to be, a belief rooted not in 
innate or culturally derived qualities like blood or native language, but in the willingness of each 
to enlist in a common historic mission. Our sense of nationalism is not pre-determined but self-
determined.  
 



4 
 

 

IN CONCLUSION 
It is not so much the material condition of Ethiopia that has changed. Real prosperity is confined 
to the few millions who have graduated to the middle class. What has changed is the mood, the 
attitude of the Ethiopian people. There is a feeling of “hey! We can take on the world”. 
Of course attitude isn’t everything, Ethiopia still faces many problems. But no nation can fulfill 
its dreams unless it believes in itself, and there can be few people with as much faith in 
themselves as Ethiopians today. 
Thanks to Meles, Ethiopians are positively bubbling with new sense of pride and possibility. 
 

The torch of freedom Meles lit will burn for eternity! 
 
    
  
       
 
   
  
 
 


