
Nattonai L&rary B~bliotheque nationale 
of Canada di: Canada 

NOTICE 

The quality of this microform is 
heavily dependent upon the 
quality of the original thesis 
submitted for microfifming. 
Every effort has been made to 
ensure the highest quality of 
reproduction possible. 

If pages are missing, contact the 
university which granted the 
degree. 

Some pages may have indistinct 
print especially if the original 
pages were typed with a poor 
typewriter ribbon or if the 
university sent us an inferior 
photocopy. 

La qualit6 de cette microforme 
depend grandement de la qualit6 
de la th&se soumise ats 

microfilmage. Nous avons tout 
fait pour assurer une qualit6 
superieure de reproduction. 

S'il manque des pages, veuiliez 
communiquer avec I'universitb 
qui a confbr6 le grade. 

La qualit6 d'impression de 
certaines pages peut iaisser a 
dhsirer, surtout si les pages 
originales ont 6te 
dactylographiees a I'aide d'un 
ruban us6 ou si I'universiti! nous 
a fait parvenir une photocopie de - 

qualit6 infbrieure. 

Reproduction in full or in part of La reproduction, m6me partielk, 
this microform is governed by de cette nrricr~forrne est sournise 
the Canadian Copyright Act, h !a La! canadienne sw !e dmit 
R.S.C. 1970, c. C-30, and d'auteur, SRC 3970, c. C-30, et 
subsequent amendments. ses amendements subsequents. 



PEASANTS AYD KE'I'OL5Tr'GN IN ETHIOPIA TTGMY ! 975 - i 989 

John J'oung 

•’3 ,A . Simon Fraser Unn erst?. 1973 

M X . Xlciilaster Unltersity. 1974 

%I P A . Uniiers~t> of Victoria, 1982 

THESIS SUBXfl'ITED IN PARTIAL FULFLLLMENT OF 

THE REQCIREXiENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 

DOCTOR OF PiiILOSOPHY 

In the Department 

of 

POLITICAL SCIENCE 

O John Young 1994 

Sih4ON FRASER UNIVERSITY 

September 1994 

A11 rights resensd. Tlus u.ork may not be 
reproduced in whole or in part, by phoiocop? 

or orher means. without permission of the author 



Nationa! Library 
of Canada 

Bibliotheque nationale 
d u  Canada 

Acquisitions an3 Direction des acquis~tions et 
Bib!iogiaphic Services Branch des services Sibliographiqiles 

THE AUTHOR HAS GRANTED AN 
IRREVOCABLE NON-EXCLUSIVE 
LICENCE ALLOWING THE NATIONAL 
LIBRARY OF CANADA TO 
REPRODUCE, LOAN, Df STlUBUTE OR 
SELL COPIES OF HISMER TKESIS BY 
ANY MEANS AND IN ANY FORM OR 
FOrnLAT, m T G  TXIS m S I S  
AVAILABLE TO INTERESTED 
PERSONS. 

THE AUTHOR RETAINS OWNERSHIP 
OF THE COPYRIGHT IN PIIS/HER 
THESIS. NEITHER THE TMESIS NOR 
SUBSTANTIAL EXTRACTS FROM IT 
MAY BE PRINTED OR OTHERWISE 

- REPRODUCED WITHOUT HIS/HER 
PERMISSION. 

L'AUTEUR A ACCORDE UNE LICENCE 
IRREVOCABLE ET NON EXCLUSIVE 
PElZMETTANT A LA BBLIOTHEQUE 
NATIONALE DU CANADA DE 
REPRODUIRE, PRETER, DISTRIBUER 
OU VENDRE DES COPIES DE SA 
THESE DE QUELQUE M A N E E  E'f 
SOUS QUELQUE FORhaE QUE CE SOI'I' 
POUR METTRE DES EXEMPLAXRES DlJ 
CETTE THESE A LA DISPOSITlON DES 
P E R S O N  INTERESSEES 

L'AUTEUR CONSERVE LA PROPRIETI 
DU DROIT D'AUTEUR QUI PROTEGE 
SA THESE. NI LA THESE NI DES 
EXTRAITS SUBSTANTIELS DE CELLE- 
CI NE DOIWWT ETRlE IMPRIMES OU 
AUTREMENT REPRODUITS SANS SON 
AUTORISATION. 

ISBN 0-612-06875-7 



APPROVAL 

P<ame: loha Yowg 

Degree: Doctor of Philosophy under Special Arrangements 

Title of Thesis: Peasants and Revolution in Ethiopia: Tigray 1975 - 1989 

Examining Committee: 

Chair: Phylljq Wrenn, Associate Dean of Graduate Studies 

- + 

Maureen Coveil, Senior Supervisor 
Professor c f  Political,Science 

Abdulkarim H. Somjee 
Professor of Political Sciehce 

Date Approved: 

Michael Howard 
Professor of Sociology & Anthropology 

Gil$ ~ t i & r  
Associate Professor of History 

A 

Roy ; pateman 
Professor of Political Science 

Robert Anderson \ 

Professor of Communication 

> 

Peter Koehn, External Examiner 
Professor of Political Science, University of Montana 



PARTIAL COPYRIGHT LICENSE 

t hereby g r a n t  t o  Simon F r a s e r  University the r i g h t  t o  l u n d  

my thesis, p r o j e c t  o r  e x t e n d e d  essay ( t h e  t i t l e  o f  which i s  showti below) 

t o  users  o f  t he  Simon Frase r  U n i v e r s i t y  L i b r a r y ,  and t o  make p a r t  i a t  or- 

s i n g l e  copies o n l y  for such use rs  or  i n  response to  a request  front the 

library of any other  university, o r  o t h e r  educationai i n s t i t u t i o n ,  on 

its own behal f  or f o r  one o f  i t s  users .  I f u r t h e r  agree  t h a t  permiss ion  

for  multiple copy ing  o f  t h i s  work fo r  s c h o l a r l y  purposes may be g ran ted  

by me o r  the Dean of Graduate S t u d i e s .  i t  i s  understood t h a t  copy ing  

or pubiication of this work f o r  f i n a n c i a l  ga in  s h a l l  not be allowed 

without my w r i t t e n  permiss ion .  

(name) J 

(da te )  



The most influentid theoretics! explanation of revolutions in the past two decades has 
been provided by the school of moral economy. Critical to this theory are the assumptions 
that peasants play a key role in revolutions in the modern era and that they are moved to 
revolt because of unsettling changes in their economy and disruption to their relationships 
with one another and to their patrons caused by agricultural commercialization. Although 
recognizing that middle class intellectuals usually lead these revolutions and that the 
revolutions do not necessarily produce conditions favourable to the peasants, moral 
economists nonetheless largely confine their research to the peasant economy and in their 
explanations discount the part played by conditions in the towns or wider political factors . 

This case study of revolution in the Ethiopian province of Tigray between 1975 and 1989 
provides a basis to re-evaluate moral economy theory. The revolution examined here 
began when a small band of intellectuals who called themselves the Tigrayan Peoples 
Liberation Front (TPLF) launched a rural insurrection for Tigrayan national self- 
determination in 1975 from their poor and underdeveloped province against the military 
regime that had assumed power after the overthrow of Emperor Haile-Selassie the year 
before. In 1989 the rebels swept government forces from the province and two years later 
they formed the national government in Addis Ababa. 

Because of the almost complete absence of secondary sources, the research pursuant to 
this dissertation has been largely based on material collected and generated by the author 
in Ethiopia between October 1992 and July 1993. Although primary written materials, 
drawn mostly from press reports and political party journals, have been utilized, the 
research has relied on some two hundred interviews, mostly of peasants and party activists 
of the TPLF. 

In contrast to the conclusions of moral economy theory, this study will demonstrate that 
although a collapsing rural economy was an important underlying facior in the Tigrayan 
revolution, the peasants did not oppose markets and commercial agriculture; nor did they 
object to the break up of the feudal economy and the destruction of patron-client 
relationships. In spite of their destitution, most peasants did not initially join the struggle 
of the intellectuals who instead had to depend on support from people in the towns. 
Moreover, contrary to the emphasis placed by moral economists on economic factors in 
explaining revolution, this study found that peasant commitment to armed struggle was 
also stimulated by a number of political factors, including the policies of the military 
government, the peasants' Tigrayan nationalism, and the political leadership of the TPLF. 

... 
Ill 
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PREFACE 

It is sometimes difiiculr to say precisely how and when research on a particular topic 
begins, and so it was with this project. It is clear, however, that my interest in the 
Tigrayan revolt developed as a result of my work as a journalist for 7he Sudcln Times in 
Khartoum between 1986 and 1989. Although initially too preoccupied with Sudanese 
politics to take more than a passing interest in the affairs of the many thousands of 
Eritrean and Ethiopian refugees who resided in Khartoum or their political organizations 
that operated out of the city, in time I became increasingly attracted to these people and 
their political movements. Unlike an earlier generation of Western scholars who were 
drawn to Ethiopian studies because of the country's ancient history, unique cultures, 
absence of a colonial tradition or the person of Emperor Haile-Selassie, I was attracted by 
the epochal scope of the struggles the Ethiopians and Eritreans were engaged in and the 
dedication and sophistication which they brought to them. 

If this seems a curicus fascination it should be noted that as a journalist for a newspaper 
with strong sympzthies for the plight of the peoples of southern Sudan, I closely followed 
the revolt of the Sudan People's Liberation Front (SPLA) which, like the revolts of the 
Eritrean People's Liberation Front (EPLF) and the Tigrayan People's Liberation Front 
(TPLF), was for national self-determination and opposed by a hegemonic central state. 
However, while these movements shared conditions of national oppression and resistance, 
they were in many ways very different. The fact that the SPLA was a beneficiary of the 
state that the EPLF and TPLF were dedicated to overthrowing, while the latter 
organizations received the tacit support of the Sudanese government, was one such 
difference, but it was not critical. Far more significant was the contrast between the 
political, administrative, and military skiffs and the commitment of the EPLF and TPLF, 
and the confirsion and division that reigned in the SPLA. 

My first introduction to Tigray in 1988 provided ample evidence of these skills. The 
journey from the sweltering plains of Sudan to the cool highlands of Ethiopia was over a 
road that had been built at the height of the 1984 - 1985 famine through the mobilization 
of some one hundred thousand Tigrayan peasants and TPLF fighters. Organization and 
dedication to the revolution was evident everywhere I was to go during my two week stay 
in Tigray - in the relief distributions, in the formation of local administrations of towns 
captured only a month earlier from the government army, in the repairs to medical clinics, 
domestic water supplies and electrical generators destroyed by retreating government 
troops, and in the prisoner of war camps, recently enlarged by the capture of thousands of 
governnrent soldiers. 
L 

But if this at1 too brief visit served to confirm TPLF claims as to the extent of their 
liberated territories, capacity tn Wage war qpinst the Ethiopian goverrment, and was at 
teast suggestive of the Front's support ammg the peasants of Tigray, it nonetheless raised 
more questions than it answered. What conditions produced this revolutionary upheaval? 
How was the TPLF able to acquire such peasant support? What was the basis of the 
Tigrayan demand for national self-determination? And crucially, how were the largely 



teenage peasant fighters of the TPLF and their young leaders who inhabited one of the 
most destitute lands in Pfrica able to challenge (and soon defeat) the most powerful army 
in black Africa? 

These were questions 1 would take back to Canada with me and serve as a stacing point 
for this research. But 1 would also take back to Canada the conviction that the TPLF and 
its recently established Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) 
would, as its adherents daimed, soon capture power in Addis Abaha. 

xii 



NOTES 

Numes: Ethiopians, whether Christian or Moslem, do not have family surnames and as a 
resuit the common practice, which is followed here, is to either write their names in full 
(that is the individual's name followed by his or her father's first name) or to use only their 
first names. 

7i.ur1sIirercrtion: While geographic names have common speilings, there is no consensus 
on the means to transcribe other Ethiopian words, including names of people, into the 
English language. 

Eihiopiut~ CJcllendrrr: The Ethiopian year consists of 365 days divided into twelve months 
of thirty days and a thirteenth month of five days (six in leap years). From September 11, 
the beginning of ihe Ethiopian new year, to December 3 1, the Ethiopian year runs seven 
years behind the Gregorian year; thereafter the difference is eight years. In this 
dissertation Ethiopian dates and years have as closely as possible been translated into the 
Gregorian calendar. 

... 
Xlll 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Scope and Purpose 

In 1974 a popular movement led by university students in Addis Ababa brought down the 

faltering old regime of Emperor Haile-Selassie, but it was a military cabal, the Dergl, 

which shortly thereafter assumed state power. Although confronted with a number of 

largely ethnic based insurrections, the Derg was able with the military support of the 

Soviet Bloc to fend off its challengers and retain power until 1991. In spite of its brutality 

and contempt for human rights, the military regime nonetheless managed to acquire the 

support, or at least acquiescence, of members of the academic community. A minority of 

these scholars saw the Derg as nation builders in the tradition of Menelik and Haile- 

Selassie; many more held the regime to be the last line of defense against the 

ethnonationalist movements which threatened to dismember the country. Still others saw 

the Derg's displacement of the feudal regime and enactment of land reform as evidence of 

its progressive character and looked disapprovingly at the opposition movements 

struggling to bring about the government's collapse. 

In truth the Derg never lived up to any of those images. Far from defending Ethiopia's 

territorial integrity, the Derg's defense of the hegemonic position of one ethnic community, 

the minority Arr~hara,~ in the state fueled the national liberation movements and precluded 

' ~ c r g  is an Amharigna term which literally means "committee" and refers to the military group which 
took power after the collapse of the imperial regime. 
"lthough statistics on the proportional make-up of Ethiopia's ethnic communities are a matter of some 
contention, it is generally accepted that the Oromo constitute the largest ethruc group in Ethiopia, 
followed by the Amhara and then the Tigrayans. According to a recent study the Oromos make up about 
10% of the population; 30% of the total population is Amhara and a fbrther 20% speak Arnhargna as a 
second language, and 12 - 15% of the population is Tigrigna-speaking. See T. Ofcansky and L. Berry, 
eds.. Ethiopia: -4 Countr?, Study, (Lanham, Maryland: Bernan Press, 1993), p. xvi. It should be noted, 



the kind of structural re-ordering which might have allowed Eritrea to remain a constituent 

unit within an Ethiopian federation. There was also little that was genuinely progressive 

about the regime's policies. Its land redistribution and other reforms were popularized by 

the Ethiopian student movement and were not enacted out of conviction, but as a means 

to gain domestic credibility and foreign support. Although the redistribution of land was 

largely equitable, it did not result in peasants gaining control over their surplus agricultural 

production any more than the previous system had allowed.Woreover, the few benefits 

these reforms provided for Ethiopia's destitute peasants were more than offset by the ever 

increasing demands which the state placed upon them to support its growing bureaucracy 

and army. 

The task here is less one of historical revisionism, however much that is needed, than of 

examining the political mobilization of the peasantry in Ethiopia's northern most province 

of Tigray by the Tigrayan People's Liberation Front (TPLF). Living in the shadow of the 

more closely watched nationalist struggles in Eritrea, and largely discounted by the 

Ethiopian elite who considered Tigray too poor to sustain a rebellion against the state, the 

Tigrayan revolution was largely ignored by both journalists and scholars. However, with 

the TPLF dominating the Transitional Government of Ethiopia (TGE) that assumed power 

in 1991 it has become ever more pressing to develop an understanding of how, and on 

what basis, the Front gained power in Tigray. It is my hope that this study of the Tigrayan 

revolution between its inception in 1975 and its displacement of the Derg from the 

province in 1989, will make a small contribution towards that objective. 

however, that these statistics were derived before Eritrea's independence which rcmovcd a substantial 
proportion of Ethiopia's Tigrigna-speakers. 
3Andargachew Tiruneh, The Ethiopian Revolution 1974-1987: A tran~fortnation f i r n  an arislocralic lo 
a totalitari~n autocracy, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 321. 



It is also hoped that the analysis of the Tigrayan revolution will provide a usefbl basis from 

which to critically examine theories of revolution and specifically the moral economy 

school which currently is the most influential. The findings of this study will be employed 

to question moral economy's peasant focus and challenge its key conclusion that 

revolution in the modern world can be explained as a product of agricultural 

commercialization. These theorists contend that capitalization of land and the growth of 

markets undermined the peasants' traditional economic institutions and relationships and 

which ensured subsistence and moral outcomes, and brought in their wake inequality and 

the dissolution of the villzge which has served as a stimulus for revolt. 

In contrast this case study of Tigray provides evidence that Tigrayan peasants did not 

resist the break-up the traditional economy, or oppose the growth of commercial 

agriculture and argues the importance of examining the role of the urban strata in 

revolution. An explanation of the revolution can thus not be reduced to a consideration of 

economic variables, but must recognize the importance of political and social factors, 

notably the stimulus provided by the regime's policies, Tigrayan nationalism, and the role 

of the political party in mobilizing and directing the revoltution. 

In this chapter the research environment in Ethiopia will be examined, consideration will 

be given various methodological approaches tc the study and an argument will be made in 

support of those utilized. A brief bibliographic review of existing studies and 

documentation, including newspapers, will be carried out that will demonstrate their 

limitations and the need to go hrther afield to gather data for the study. This data had to 

be produced by interviews, but the decision to use intensive interviews of peasants and 

nonpeasants rather than to rely on survey research and the use of questionnaires will be 

considered and defended. To provide a perspective on both the research environment in 

Ethiopia and insight into the changing political and social climate in the country (or at least 



in Tigray), the field experience of the author will be contrasted with that of Siegfried 

Pausewang who carried out an extensive study cf the use of surveys in Ethiopian social 

research some twenty years ea r~ ie r .~  The chapter will end with an outline of the various 

topics to be taken up in the subsequent chapters. 

Research Environment 

Previous experience in Africa had convinced me that conditions and circumstances which 

could not be anticipated prior to my stay in Ethiopia would strongly influence the course 

and outcome of this study and therefore I was prepared to be flexible. Although hopeful 

that my earlier acquaintance with TPLF oficials made while working as a journalist in the 

Sudan would prove usehl, I had not been able to maintain such contacts and did not know 

anyone in Ethiopia at the time of my departure from Canada. I was aware also that my 

research could be considered controversial. Indeed, since Ethiopia had only recently 

emerged from a long and bitter war and had a new government whose legitimacy was 

being widely questioned outside Tigray, security concerns might well interfere with my 

study or even lead it to being aborted entirely. 

Although I did not arrive in Ethiopia with a detailed methodology for the conduct of my 

research, I did have clear conception of what I would like to do, a plan and a roughly 

formulated time-table. My arrival in Ethiopia at the beginning of October was meant to 

correspond with the end of the main season of rains. The following three months would 

be spent carrying out library research, interviewing Ethiopian academics, government 

officials and others, and making arrangements to visit Tigray at the end of December when 

the harvest would be completed and peasants could be interviewed. These studies in 

%. Pausewang, Methods and Concepts of Social Research in a Rural Developing Society: A critical 
appraisal based on experience in Ethiopia, (Munchen: Weltforum Verlag, 1973). 



Tigray, ! hoped, could be carried out over a three and one-half month period until rnid- 

A~ril, at which point I would proceed to neighbouring Eritrea where I wanted to study 

EPLF-TPLF relations during the struggle as I felt, for reasons that will become clear, that 

these relations were critical to the outcome of the plans and efforts of both liberation 

movements. 

The timing of my visit to Eritrea was designed to correspond with the United Nations 

supervised independence referendum which was held April 23 - 25, 1993, an occasion I 

anticipated would allow me to meet with some of the many academics, journalists and 

NGO officials who would be coming to witness or rarticipate in the referendum as official 

observers. By June rains in the north woul1. m~ously impede the conduct of research in 

the rural areas and this wouid necessitate my return to Addis Ababa and more interviews 

for an indeterminate period. Rather to my surprise, this time-table was fairly closely 

followed, although not always under conditions that could have been anticipated. 

While my university hosts at the Siddist Kilo social sciences campus of Addis Ababa 

University ( M U )  and the faculty of the Political Science and International Relations 

Department @SIR) to which I was assigned received me warmly and were at all times 

cooperative, they were generally not well informed as to the causes and course of the 

Tigrayan revolution my primary interest. Most of them had either lived in Addis Ababa or 

abroad during the years of Derg rule and neither location facilitated the acquisition of the 

kind of information that was needed for this study. Many of them, however, had been 

active in the Ethiopian university student movement during the 1960s and 1970s and were 

~ b l e  to help me understand the issues and the prominent personalities of that period. 

Because the war kept many Tigrayan and Eritrean youth out of the university these groups 

are poorly represented in the university today. Those who presently hold positions at the 

university were both helpfbl and supportive of my research, but again in most cases they 



were outside of Tigray during the years of war and this was a major drawback to the 

understanding they could bring to the course and conduct of the war. 

While it is beyond the scope of this thesis to consider the con~plex poiitics of AAU during 

my association with the institution, it should be noted that the prevailing view of faculty 

and students was one of distrust of the EPRDF government whose policies it was widely 

held would lead to the dismemberment of the country. Indeed, on my first day at the 

campus I was pointedly informed by a senior professor that the "university and the 

government are enemies". During my nine months stay in Ethiopia this antagonism was 

expressed in a violent student demonstration in opposition to the planned United Nations 

referendum in Eritrea. As a result of that demonstration the government closed the 

university for three months and then dismissed forty-two professors, including three from 

the PSIR Department. These events did not effect my ability to work on the campus or 

my relations with the invariably hospitable faculty, but it did intensify the tension between 

the university community and the EPRDF government and that probably did impact 

negatively on my ability, at least in Addis Ababa, to conduct off campus research.. 

There were no restrictions on foreigners traveling within Ethiopia while I was in the 

country. However, it seemed appropriate to make officials of the EPRDF government 

both aware of my investigations and of my intention to do field research in Tigray. These 

officials in turn informed the Tigray administration of my plans, and with the latter's 

approval I arrived in the provincial capital of Mekelle in late December 1992. In Mekelie 

there was some questioning of my motives in carrying out the research, but with the 

consistent support of the Tigray Regional Chairman, Gebru Asrat, there were few 

obstacles of a political nature to the pursuit of my research in the province. The biggest 

obstacles were to be those posed by the province's severely underdeveloped and war 

damaged infrastructure. 



Written Materials 

Ethiopia has a long history of literacy which has produced, at least in comparison to other 

areas, a wealth of historical documents, but t h e  materials suffer from a number of 

difficulties. First, the recorders of the history until this century were almost exr,lusively 

officials of the court and the Church and this is reflected in both their interests and biases. 

The history and struggles of the various peasantries who inhabited the Ethiopian highlands 

and are of interest to this study barely figure in such records. 

The second major problem with historical writing on Ethiopia has been their centrist focus 

on the Arnhara who, with the exception of the reign of the Tigrayan Emperor Yohannis 

IV, have been the dominant power in the northern highlands from the decline of the 

Zagwe dynasty in the thirteenth century to the overthrow of the Mengistu regime in 1991. 

According to Triulzi, "Most Ethiopian history was political or diplomatic, and since this 

took place at the centre most Ethiopian history was the history of the political centre and 

of its  institution^."^ As a result research that focuses on the periphery and on the non- 

Amhara peoples which make up three-quarters of the population of the modern state of 

Ethiopia has been seriously under-represented in historical studies. 

Neglect of the study of non-Amhara peoples was also encouraged by a number of widely 

held and erroneous beliefs: first, that Ethiopia had existed as a continuing political entity 

since the founding of Axum almost 3,000 years ago; secondly, that the vast expansion of 

the country in the finai years of the nineteenth century under Menelik did not so much 

%. Triulzi, "Centre-Periphery Relations in Ethiopian Studies: Reflections on Ten Years of Research on 
Wellega History," Proceedings of the 7th International Conference on Ethiopian Studies, Addis Ababa, 
1984, p. 361. 
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represent imperial aggrandizement but a return to historical boundaries of the past, and 

lastly, that although many nations and nationalities existed within Ethiopia, they were not 

bound to the state because of its power over them, but because they shared conitnon 

elements in their culture. 

Such notions are part of the prevailing and dominant ideology in the country, but they 

have been given their most sophisticated and influential expression in the academic studies 

of the sociologist Donald Levine, and notably in his book, Greater lithiopin: The 

Evolution of a Multiethnic ~ 0 c i e g . J . ~  Levine holds that as a result of generations of war, 

conquest, trade and religious prosetylization, the various peoples of Ethiopia have evolved 

into a single societal system. His thesis not only provided a reasoned counterpart to the 

powefil Solomonic myth which attempted to establish the ancient historical continuity of 

Ethiopia by claiming its leaders' descent from the union of King Solomon and to Queen of 

Sheba, but it also indirectly provided ideological legitimation for the dominance of the 

Amhara within the Ethiopian nexus. 

Although widely accepted, Levine's thesis has not been immune to criticism. Many 

analysts have argued that a critical distinction must be made between Abyssinia, which is a 

geographical area that roughly embraced the northern highland provinces of Tigray, 

Gondar, Gojjam, Wag, Lasta, northern Shoa and much of highland Eritrea, and which 

generally shared a commonalty of political polity, social structure, land tenure, culture and 

religion,7 and the modern state of Ethiopia which largely took form as a result of military 

conquest in the last quarter of the nineteenth century of mostly non-Semitic, non- 

Orthodox and lowland peoples. The historian Gebm Tareke has argued that Levine's 

6 ~ .  Levine, Greater Ethiopia: The Evolution of a Multiethnic Society, (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1974). 
" 
'Gebm Tareke, "Rural Protest in Ethiopia, 1941 - 1970: A Study of Three Rebellions," (Ph.0 .  
dissertation, Syracuse University, 1977), p. 7. 



desire to assert an Ethiopian nationhood within a unitary culture has only been 

acc~mplished by de-emphasizing the ethnic, fiiiguistic and religious plurality of the 

society. 8 

Markakis also challenged Levine's thesis, and his studies breathed life into an Ethiopian 

historisgrapky that in the hands of both Ethiopian and foreigner scholars was largely 

devoid of critical content and sycophantic in its approach to the regime of the late 

Emperor ~ a i l e - ~ e l a s s i e . ~  Markakis put class and national conflict at the centre of his 

historical and contemporary studies and demonstrated that Ethiopian nation-building did 

not end with the hegemony achieved by the Amharas from Shoa at the end of the last 

century, which has been the common conviction of most historians; rather this 

development merely set the stage for the nationalist and anti-feudal struggles that have 

characterized this century. 

The most serious challenge to Levine's thesis has not come from scholarly critics, but from 

the emergence of a host of national liberation movements in the wake of the 1991 

overthrow of the Amhara dominated central state. Ethiopia has a long history of regional 

based revolts led by nobles from the periphery, and these revolts were either overcome by 

the centre or led to the establishment of new regimes which maintained the old state, But 

the assumption to power of the EPLF in Asmara and the TPLF led EPRDF in Addis 

Ababa with its commitment to end Shoan Amhara domination of the state and to grant the 

country's ethnic communities the right to self-determination has, in my view, irrevocably 

undermined Levine's thesis. It has also opened the door to a better understanding of the 

 bid., p. 7. 
gSce in particular J. Markakis, Ethiopia: Anatomy of a Traditional Polity, ((Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1974) and J. Markakis, hiational and Class Conflict in the Horn of Africa, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, : 987). 



central state and its relations witti the non-Arnhara nations and nationalities of the 

peripheiy. 

As a result then of this centrist and nobility focused history there is no comprehensive 

historical study of Tigray. However, prior to the twentieth century European explorers, 

merchants, missionaries, adventurers and diplomats usually made their way to highland 

Ethiopia through the Red Sea port of Massawa and hence it was the Tigriyna speaking 

peop!e of the northern highlands that they first confronted and, at least in comparison to 

other regions of the country, most fully described. Visitors such as James Bruce, 

Mansfield Parkyns, Walter Plowden, Nathaniel Pierce and A.B. Wylde have all left behind 

valuable descriptions of political, environmental and economic conditions in Tigray. Ii) 

In the modern era only three historians stand out for their contributions to the study of 

Tigrayan history. They are Zewde Gabre-Sellassie for his study of the Tigrayan king and 

Ethiopian Emperor, Yohannis I V ; ~  Gebm Tareke for his study of Ethiopian peasant 

revolts, including that in Tigray in 1943 l2 and the Israeli, Haggai Erlich, for his history of 

the Tigrayan general, Nula and for his research on political conditions in Tigray in the run 

up to the Italian invasion of 1935.13 

l0~ames Bruce, Travels to Discover the Source ofthe Mle, (Edinburgh: 1790); Mansficld Parkyns, /,if? in 
Abyssinia, condon: 1853); Walter Plowden, Pavels in Abyssinia and the Gelfa Country, with an 
Account of a Mission to Ras Ali in 1818, (London: 1868); Nathaniel Pearce, 7'he f,@ and Adventures oJ' 
Nathaniel Pearce, (London: fasor Publishers, 1980); Augustus Wylde, .Vodern 19hiopicr, (London: 
Methuen, 1 30 1 1. 
"~ewde Gabre-Sellassie, Yofiannes Ji!:' of Ethiopia: i f  Pofitical Biography, ((Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
1973). 
%ebni Tareke, "Rural Protest, in Ethiopia." 
%. Erlich, "Ras Nula, Se-, Tigre and Ethiopia's Integrity," Proceedings of the fnternaiional 
Conference on Ethiopian Sfudies, Vol. 1,  Addis Ababa, [1984]:361-365; H. Erlich, "Tigrean Nationalism, 
British involvement and Haile Selassie's emerging absolutism," Asian and Afiican Studies, 15(2), 
[1982]:191-227; H. Erlich, "Tigrean politics 1930 - 1935 and the approaching Italo-Ethiopian war," 
Proceedings of the Internationaf Conference on Ethiopian Studies, Tel Aviv, f 1980 J : l (l 1 - 1 3 ! . 



The anthropoiogical literature on Tigray is also limited, but particular reference must be 

made to Dan Bauer's study of Tigrayan household social oiganization,14 John Brice's 

study of a system of Tigrayan land tenure15 and Charles Rosen's examination of a land 

dispute in the Tigrayan town of ~ d w a l ~  These works are imponant in their own right, 

but are of particular interest for this studjl because they were carried out on the eve of the 

1974 overthrow of the imperial regime and hence provide a last picture of an imperial 

Tigray before the curtain was effectively brought down on the conduct of academic 

research in :he province until very recentiy. 

Politically and economically marginalized regions of Ethiopia such as Tigray were not 

often the focus of studies by the imperial government in the twentieth century. Two 

exceptions which are important to this thesis are surveys of land tenure patterns carried 

out by the Central Statistical Officel and the Ministry of Land Reform: l 8  again, they are 

of particular interest because of the picture of Tigray they provide on the eve of the 1974 

revolution. By the late 1970s the government's loss of control over most of the rural areas 

of the province would largely preclude any further studies. 

The overthrow of the imperial government of Haile-Selassie and its replacement by a 

military government apparently committed to a socialist transformation attracted 

considerable scholarly interest. l 9  However, apart from Markakis, all of the works of 

I4D* Bauer. Iloicsehold and Sofie& in Ethiopia: An Econoinic and Social Ana(ysis of Tigray Social 
Principles and f-fousehokd Organization, fEast Lansing: Michigan State University, 1977). 
'-5iohn Bruce. "Land Reform Planning and Indigenous Communal Tenures: A Case Study of the Tenure 
Chigu.ra~~a)~'r?.~. i~ T i g q  el hie pi^.^ (SSD &ss,rat.i~lnt~ Tullnti.?:ersi?y ~f WiscmsiwMadiscn, !9?0). 
f%C. Roscn, "Warring with Words: Patterns of PoIiticai Activity in a Northern E&opian Town," (Ph.D. 
dissertation, Urrt\ersiiy of Itlinois, 1976). 
"Central Statistical Office, Report m n S u n ~ e ~  of Tigre Province, Addis Ababa, [1966]. 
'"finistry of Land Refom and Administration. Report on Land Tenure Survey of Tigre Province, Addis 
Ahba, 11%9j. 
iaScx for example F. Hattiday and hl. Mofineus. The Ethiopian Revolution, (London: Verso, 1981); P. 
Cilkes, The b i n g  Lion: Ff.eudafis?n innd Modernization in Ethiopia, &ondon, Julian Friedman, 1975); R. 
Viva. Efliiopfa: rhe t.itAnown Rmc-tlution, (Habana: Social Sciences Publishers, 1977); R. Lefort, 



these authors have concentrated on the central state and have, with the possible exception 

of Eitrea, paid insufficient zttenticn tc nztiona! movements of opposition to the siate. 

The centrist focus of Ethiopian studies, as has been noted, is of long standing and in the 

present circumstances has been due in part to the difficulty of acquiring data from which 

to eva!uate deveiopments in the country's rebelling peripheries. However, as a result most 

recent studies suffer from a lack of balance and a failure to fully appreciate the most 

politically dynamic forces in Ethiopian society. The TPLF was such a politically dynamic 

force and it was largely ignored in the studies of the Ethiopian revolution. 

Among the few analysts who have written about the TPLF and its struggle are Firebrace 

and ~rnith,20 perberdy,21 and the former chairman of the Relief Society of Tigray (REST) 

and historian Solomon ~ n q u a i , ~ ~  who have all produced valuable studies of conditions 

inside Tigray during the early part of the war. The German journalist, Dieter Beisel, has 

described conditions in Tigray in a small book based on his two month stay in Tigray in 

late 1986 and early 1987.23 Unfortunately his book is available only in German. Gebru 

Tareke has written a valuable article that attempted to link and contrast the peasant 

rebellion of 1943 with that of the TPLF led insurrection of 1975 .2~  But most useful for 

Eihiapia: An Heritical Revolution? (London: Zed Press, 1983), J .  Harbeson, lhe  Jithiopian 
Transfornation, @sulder: Westvieiv Press, 1988); E. Keller, Revolutiona~y Ethiopia: J;rotn /<tripire lo 
People'sRepublic, (Bioomington: Indiana University Press, 1988); Mulatu Wubneh and Yohannis Abarc, 
Ethiopia: Transition and Development in the Horn oJa4frica, (Boulder, Col.: Westvicw Prcss, 1988); M. 
and D. Ottaway, Ethiopia: Empire in Revolution, (New York: Africa Publishing, 1978); C .  Clapham, 
Transformation and Continuity in Revolutionary Ethiopia, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Prcss, 
1988); Andargachew Tiruneh. 
201 Fiiebrace and G. Smith, The Hidden Revolution: an analysis of Social Change in 'I'igray, Northern 
Ethiopia, (London: War on Want, 1983). 
?IM. Peberdy, Ethiopia's UnioldSfory, (London: E S T ,  U K  Suppot Committee, 1985). 
22Solomon Inquai, "The Hidden Revolution in Tigray", Horn ofAtfrica, Vol. 4 ,  No. 3, 198 1 .  
=D. Beisel, Reise ins Land der Rebellen: Tigray - eine aj>ickanische Zukunft, (Reinbek bei Hamburg: 
Rowohlt Taschenbuch Veriag, 1989). 
24G&ru Tareke, "Resistance in Tigray: From Weyane to TPLF," Quo Vudis J9hiopia Confirence 
Proceedings, (Washington: Howard University, 1983). 



this study has been an Afrrca Walch publication prepared by Alex de ~ a a 1 . 2 5  De Waal's 

interest is in human rights in Ethiopia from 1961 to 199i, but he has accumulated an 

enormous amount of information on political and military conditions in the country, 

particularly in Eritrea and Tigray. On the polemical side, former TPLF Chairman, 

Aregowie Berhe, has written an unpublished polernic article in Arnharigna (which has been 

translated)26 in opposition to the leadership of the Front after his defection in 1987, and 

another former senior TPLF cadre, Kahsay Berhe, has produced two useful tracts.27 

Apart from these works there are a handfid of reports on conditions in Tigray during the 

war written by oficials of NGOs that will be referred to in the course of this study. 

Limited as this resource base is, it is still greater than that publicly available on the Derg's 

conduct of the war.28 As a result of sixteen years of Derg rule and its attempt to surpress 

information the otherwise valuable collection of materials of the Institute of Ethiopian 

Studies at AAU contained almost no TPLF or related documents during the course of my 

stay in the country between 1992 and 1993. Moreover, to date the TPLF has not released 

party and related documents for scholarly study. TPLF officials either say that such 

materials have not been collected or, more commonly, that they have not been organized 

and thus are not available for examination. 

The best source for TPLF documents was the EPLF established Research and 

Documentation Centre in Asmara. These archives are heavily weighted in favour of 

2 5 ~ .  de E\J\,~! Diiys: ThirtS, Years of !Vcr and Fat::ine in Ethiopia, (New York: Hman Pdghts 
Watch, 1991). 
26Aregnwie Berhe. "The MLLT Jump: Our Stmgg!e that was Impaircd by Narrow Nationalism," (June 
1987). 
27~ahsay Berhe, "TPLF: Where, How?" (March 1989); Kahsay Berhe, "The National Movement in 
Tigray: Myths and Realities," (February 1991). 
% 1993 the Ethiopian Ministry of Defense was evaluating a proposed scholarly study of Derg high 
command communications to their field officers, a development which would further the understanding of 
the war. Inteniew with Ylemane Kidane of EPRDF Defense Forces, Addis Ababa, December 15, 1992. 



documents relating to the Eritrean revolution, but the Centre does have a good, if by no 

means complete, selecticx of various Ethiopian political pa@ publications, inchding ihoss 

of the TPLF. A hrther useful source for the limited number of academic articles that take 

up problems of interest to this study, and more importantly, for its collection of newspaper 

articles on the Eritrean and Ethiopian war, is the Research Centre of Asmara University. 

Material can also be collected from a wide variety of sources (scholars, former and present 

members of the various liberation movements, and others) who have accumulated party 

publications and the like over the years. A considerable proportion of the material t!mt 

was examined in the pursuit of this research, much of it party publications, was written in 

English, but other materials written in Tigrigna or Amharigna were sometimes translated. 

Party publications are by nature sectarian, usually verbose, always highly partisan, and 

must be read very critically. They are most useful when laying out the political and 

ideological problems that confronted the various movements at particular points in time, 

as source material from which to raise questions in interviews, at directing attention to 

articles of interest from foreign and domestic publications that are frequently published in 

party journals, at summarizing recent military developments, and of laying out the 

arguments of debate that the party was carrying on with other organizations, whose own 

publications in turn can be examined to follow the course of the debate in question. 

In this study regular reference is made to the TPLF's various English language publications 

including Woyeen (which means revolt), Tigray, a publication of the Union of Tigrayans of 

North America and People's Voice, which was published by the Foreign Relations Bureau 

of the Front. As well the TPLF produced a large number of articles and pamphlets that 

went under different names. Publications of other movements referred to include the 

EPLF publication Adzrlzs, the EPRP's Abyot and the ELF'S Eritreun Review. 



Weakness of existing statistical data is a common problem in the conduct of research in 

the developing world and a survey of social research studies carried out in imperial 

Ethiopia demonstrates that it was no exception.29 This, however, is not necessarily the 

case in rural Tigray today where the experience of TPLF mobilization during the course of 

a long war has resulted in highly organized local administrations, some of which have 

collected detailed statistical indices that have been referred to in this study. However, it is 

not clear that there is a consistency in the data acquired and the methods used in the 

coilection across woredas or districts. Data has also been compiled which has not been 

released. A critical example of this is the number of fighters from each woreda who died 

in the war, a figure of some interest to this study. It is not because of security concerns 

that this information is withheld, but apparently because of the belief that the hurt of 

family members is easier to bear if they slowly come to the realization of the death of their 

loved ones rather than being bluntly notified. There is also a practical concern on the part 

of the Tigray administration over the cost of commemorations of the deaths and the 

disruption to rural life that would ensue with the formal announcement of the deaths of 

thousands of fighters. 

Media and the War 

When available, newspaper articles have been examined closely. It must be noted, 

however, that in spite of the length and severity of the wars in Ethiopia and the global 

attention that the country's various famines attracted, the quality of journalism was 

remarkably poor. As de Waal has pointed out,30 the vast majority of correspondents 

reporting on Ethiopia during this period were centred in Addis Ababa. With its pleasant 

climate, good facilities, and the opportunity to fly out to a site of interest and return the 

29~ausewang, Methods and Concepts. 
3 0 d ~  Waal, p. ii. 



same diijl, write a stow, and have it sent out that day, this was the location of choice for 

jowm!ists. Sime it was virtually impossibk to cross Dztt!:: !ines to the north fi-oiii 

government positions, the Eritrean and Tigrayan Fronts could only be reached by taking 

an arduous and lengthy journey that began in Sudan. As a result reporting from behind the 

liberation fronts' lines was largely neglected. 

However, the Eritrean war was much more widely reported than its counterpart in Tigray, 

in part because of the proximity of the combat zones and the ELF and EPLF's greater 

skills in encouraging and moving foreign correspondents to these areas. Few even of the 

TPLF's top leadership had lived or studied abroad and as a result, for an otherwise 

politically sophisticated organization, the TPLF was very inward looking. Its international 

public relations were poorly developed and, until the final years of the war, the Front's 

leadership tended to be wary of allowing foreigners to visit territories under their control. 

Unlike the EPLF which moved quickly to conducting a largely conventional war with 

fixed positions and secure liberated territories that were more accessible to non- 

combatants, the TPLF remained a pre-eminently guerrilla movement that emphasized 

mobility until the final stages of the war. Those correspondents, aid officials and other 

foreigners who visited Tigray before 1988 when it captured and briefly held the towns, 

were forced to travel under very dificult circumstances and were almost completely 

restricted to rural areas. 

The difficulties involved in getting to Tigray as I can confirm from my own visit to the 

province in April 1988 were additional to these problems. First, approval had to be 

acquired through TPLF or REST offices in Europe or North America, after which visas 

had to be obtained fiom Sudan, a not always easy task. Khartoum had few of the 

amenities of Addis Ababa, a trying climate, and even more bureaucratic obstacles, 

including the necessity of acquiring internal travel visas. When these obstacles were 



overcome the TPLF arranged the day long transport to the TPLF-REST centre in Gederef 

in eastern Sudan. From there visitors hitched rides on relief convoys that spent a fh-ther 

night en route to the Ethiopian border. A difficult night journey (to avoid MiGs) took 

visitors from the Sudanese plains to the Ethiopian mountains and on to the western Tigray 

TPLF base of Dejene. It was only then, only during the night, and only when vehicles 

were available, that visitors could be taken to various locations around Tigray. In these 

circumstances it was difficult for journalists to get in and out of Tigray in much less than 

ten days, and as as result few journalists, particularly those from large newspapers and 

magazines, reported from the Tigrayan side of the combat zones. The Eritrean struggle 

was frequently called the "unknown war", but there was much more reporting on it than 

the war in Tigray. 

When journalists did visit the war fronts in the north they "were usually accompanied by 

armed guards, primarily to protect them from government saboteurs, but which also 

identified them with the relevant Front. The information obtained is therefore less than 

ideally independent."31 A fUrther difficulty in the reports on Tigray, and particularly in 

the pre-1988 period before larger numbers of journalists started reporting on the war, is 

that many of them were written by people closely associated with REST, the TPLF, or aid 

officials involved in the REST sponsored, Sudan cross border relief efforts, and were thus 

open to charges of bias. Nonetheless, as de Waal has pointed out, whether sympathetic 

or unsympathetic to the Front in question, none of the journalists who visitea Eritrea or 

Tigray has complained of lack of access to the civilian population, or that those 

inter;ieweb in the field were iiifliieiiced by the presence of Fioni officials who usually 

selected those to be intervieweb.32 

311bid., p. ii. 
321bid., p. ii. 



The media, no less than government officials, were subject to political biases and 

it-fiienced by opporlunist considerations in their coverage of events and conditions in 

Ethiopia. The journalist, Dieter Beisel, has written of the difficulty of getting articles that 

presented the TPLF's administration in a favourable light published in the mainstream 

German press ?vhen key "Africanist" reporters and editors were opposed to the Front, 

even when they had never visited ~ i ~ r a ~ . ~ ~  Beisel also notes that journalists and editors 

were hesitant about publishing articles about the TPLF and Tigray that might antagonize 

the Addis Ababa government and thus make hture visits to the country difiiculi or 

impossible.34 I also experienced such problems with my newspaper in the Sudan This 

kind of self-censorskip, however, was not unique to the media; many scholars, aid officials 

and foreign government representatives refused to speak publicly about their knowledge 

of conditions in the liberated territories or of Derg atrocities for fear that the government 

would refuse them visas, contracts or other benefits. Nor is such self-censorship unique 

to Ethiopia. It is routinely practiced almost everywhere when conflicting interests are at 

stake, and must be one of the most significant obstacles to the conduct of research. 

The biggest problems with media reporting on Tigray, however, were their limited interest 

in the province and a focus that was almost exclusively devoted to the problem of famine 

and the role of western governments and NGOs in helping famine victims. This one 

dimensional and ethnocentric focus meant that there was virtually no analysis of the 

Ethiopian politics which fueled the violent conflict and caused or exacerbated the famines 

that engulfed the region during the 1970s and 1980s. 

Interview Based Research 

33Beisel, pp. 124-5. 
341bid. 



The paucity of historical studies and documents and the limited use to which media reports 

can be put pointed to the rtecessity of relying on interviews as the prime data generating 

technique for this study. Moreover, as Kriger has pointed out in her study of the 

Zimbabwean revolution, the failure of most studies of revolution to consult peasants about 

their mobilization "creates the potential to misread evidence and to neglect or omit issues 

that are important to peasants. Peasant voices can produce new in~ights."~5 Survey 

research and the use of questionnaires, however, were not found to be the best approach 

for giving expressioa io peasant and other voices and, instead, I have relied on the more 

flexible form of intensive interviews of individuals or a group of subjects. This needs 

some explanation. 

The techniques and concepts of survey research have been developed in advanced 

industrial societies to meet indigenous needs and their application in developing societies 

by social scientists such as myself with a limited understanding of the culture and values of 

the society under study is necessarily problematic. Second, because of the limited amount 

of historical data on the subject of this thesis it quickly became apparent that much of the 

research had to be devoted to collecting oral history, and questionnaire based surveys are 

not very useful in this respect. Third, surveys assume more than a basic knowledge of the 

subject (in this ease the TPLF led war) and I did not have such knowledge and could only 

acquire it through in-depth field interviews. Fourth, surveys do not allow for the intensive 

questioning that was necessary to address the issues of interest to this study. Fifth, when 

interviewing peasants the in-depth questioning preceded from a general format with all the 

peasant groups, but it also deve!oped particular foci (with respect to priests, miiitia, 

women and others.) and breaking down survey questions to account for the multitude of 

categories would add needlessly to the complexity of the study. Sixth, questionnaire 

3 5 ~ .  Kriger. Ziwbab~ve's Guerrilla War: Peasant Voices, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1982). p. 9. 



surveys allow little opportunity to open new avenues of questioning when the respondent, 

zs was not infieq~ently 'the case, provided wholly unanticipated, but valuabie, infurnmiion. 

Again it must be stressed that the formulation of questionnaires assumes the significance 

of the questions and, for classification purposes, the kind of answers that may be given, 

and in the circumstances this was not the case. Lastly, survey research is premised by the 

need for suffkient time and the Tigray component of the study had to be carried out 

between the end of the harvest season in late December and the beginning of the plowing 

and planting season 2nd the onset of rains in June. Survey research is also expensive to 

carry out, the more so when the focus of my interest in Tigray (as will be explained 

shortly) was in some of the most inaccessible areas of the province. 

The use of formalized questionnaires was thus rejected in favour of theme directed 

intensive interviews. These interviews were carried out with a wide variety of pcople, but 

two major categories can be identified, nonpeasants (largely but not exclusively TPLF 

officials) and peasants, and each posed unique problems. Many TPLF oficials, at least 

initially, were suspicious of the research, the more so when the investigator was unknown 

to them and came from Addis Ababa University, a centre of opposition to the government. 

All oficials were extremely busy in the transitional government in Addis Ababa, 

confronting the myriad tasks of rehabilitation and development in Tigray, or participating 

in community meetings that are a big part of the political culture of Tigray Facilitating 

the political research of an unknown foreigner on a politically sensitive subject was never a 

priority. When interviews were agreed to they were often scheduled in the late evenings, 

early mornings, and on holidays. In the circumstances it was highly unlikely that leading 

TPLF officials would consent to answer survey questionnaires either verbally or in writing. 

Again, in-depth interviews of officials was the course of least resistance chosen, and given 

time and persistence many leading TPLFIEPRDF oficials agreed to be interviewed. After 

their initial reticence most of them spoke very frankly. 



The format for interviews of TTLF oflicials was unlike those of peasants, which will be 

discussed shortly. Interviews of TPLF oficials were almost always one on one affairs 

conducted in English. With few exceptions it was not possible to tape, record hlly all the 

oficials' answers at the time in writing or, in some cases because of their requests, ever, 

attribute information directly to them. Although, as will be seen, questions directed at 

peasants were to some extent guided by a consideration of their social roles, there were 

nonetheless core questions to all the interviews and all the questions and answers were 

written down as they were given by my spouse Dorothea. Unlike the peasants, the 

questions directed at TPLF officials ranged widely depending on their particular areas of 

experience and expertise and their answers could only be written up later from memory. 

In spite of the problems in tracking down TPLF leaders, getting their agreement to be 

interviewed, and their reticence to answer questions in particular areas, it is difficult to 

imagine this research proceeding without their cooperation. Peasants and local 

government officials were invariably available and cooperative and provided valuable 

information on the local economy and society and the nature and extent of contacts with 

the TPLF, as well as the general form and course of the struggle at the local level. 

However, they were usually ill-equipped to comment on broader questions of military and 

political objectives, strategies, and tactics; nor were they party to the ideological issues 

that pre-occupied the TPLF leadership. Moreover, where it was possible to pose broadly 

similar questions to peasants and local government officials and to TPLF leaders, this 

provided a critical check on the accuracy of their answers, and a stimulus for further 

questions. 

There were also a number of subjects that TPLF officials at all levels of the administration 

were generally reticent to consider. These included ideological struggles that went on in 



the TPLF, backgrounds of TPLF leaders, and the role of the Marxist Leninist League of 

Tigray (MLLT) in the TPLF. Infonnaticn on aI1 of these subjects can and was to soitle 

extent acquired from other sources, but this is not to deny that a more complete 

understanding of the Tigrayan revolution is dependent on the TPLF leadership being more 

forthcoring on these subjects. Opening up their archival materials for examination by 

academic and interested investigators woilld be a valuable first step. 

Consistent with the eclecticism of the methodology employed here, interviews were also 

carried out with former TPLF members, academics, former Derg oficials, present and 

former representatives of REST, a host of former and present members of friendly and 

opposition movements, non-TPLF members of the EPRDF, Afar nomads inhabiting the 

Tigrayan border areas, former officials in the Haile-Selassie government, representatives 

of the church and the mosque, foreign missionaries, Ministry of Agriculture (MOA) 

officials, NGO officials and members of the diplomatic community. Because of the clearly 

heavy reliance on Tigrayan interviewees (who with few exceptions supported the TPLF), 

efforts were made to gather as many perspectives as were available, particularly those 

likely to be critical of the TPLF. Opponents of the TPLF were readily found, and it says 

much for the relatively liberal environment that existed in the country during the course of 

my stay that they had little hesitation about speaking openly with me. Unfortunately only 

a few of them were able to critically and knowledgeably comment on the nature and 

course of the struggle in Tigray. 

It was not possible to carry out many interviews of EPLF oficials in Eritrea because of 

their involvement in the independence referendum that was being conducted while I was in 

the country, but it was feasible to meet with visiting academics, aid oficials and UN 

observers, some of them leading authorities on the Eritrean war, and this did provide me 

with an opportunity to develop comparisons with the Tigrayan experience. 



Interviews in TIgray 

Under the present regime in Tigray the province has been divided into four zobas, or 

administrative zones, which in turn are divided into woredas or districts (of which there 

are seventy-eight) and then hrther into tabias, the lowest level of government. Zobas, 

woredas and tabias, together with the with the regional government with its capital in 

Mekelle, each have their own system of administration and elected assemblies at all levels 

called baito. Based on my experience (and it must be emphasized that as yet there has 

been very little academic research carried out in post-war Tigray so procedures may not 

necessarily be formalized) permission to carry cut field research begins with a letter of 

authority signed by the Chairman of Tigray Region or his representative and addressed to 

the various chairmen of the zobas that the researcher wishes to visit. A letter to the 

particular zoba chairman or his representative provides permission to carry out research at 

that level of the administration. Upon request the zoba administration provides fkther 

letters of introduction and requests for cooperation fiom those woredas within the zoba 

that the researcher wishes to visit. This presented no problems. Should I have wished to 

carry out interviews within tabias the woreda administration would doubtlessly have 

provided the relevant letters of authorization for the officials concerned. 

Although the present system of gaining approval may seem unduly bureaucratic, in fact it 

worked very smoothly and it never ceased to amaze me that when I arrived at a woreda 

headquarters in the company of my spouse and translater, upon presentation of my 

authorization letter I would invariably be warmly welcomed and it was usually only a 

matter of hours before the first interviews I requested were arranged.36 It was found best 

3 6 ~  major problem faced by Pausewmg and his team of interviewers was acquiring the necessary 
approvals to carry out their rssearch. In the early 1970s this involved getting a letter of approval f'rom the 
Ministry of the Interior, a copy of which was presented to the provincial governor who then had to send 



to try and amve in a woreda administration centre on a market day as this facilitated both 

interviews with 'local government ofiiciais and with visiting peasants. in mrai woredas 

where there were rarely hotels local officials would routinely offer up their own beds and 

make arrangements for our food and drink. Our practice was to carry a tent and basic 

foodstuffs so as to be good guests and at least try and avoid undue dependence on village 

hospitality. Apart from the relative ease in acquiring permission to carry out research, the 

fact that permission is now decided upon entirely at the local level points to the 

strengthening of local administrations, at least in Tigray, over the bureaucratic centralism 

that existed during the time of Haile-Selassie. 

Before conducting interviews in the rural areas a translator had to be hired, and apart from 

questions of linguistic skills, compatibility and commitment, a major concern given the 

nature of my research was in not employing someone who would politically colour the 

answers to my questions. Given the extent of nationalist and pro-TPLF sentiments among 

Tigrayans I anticipated that this would be a problem. In the event it was not, and the 

person who was to serve me during my entire stay in Tigray was not at all politiczlly 

oriented and, to my considerable surprise, revealed on the eve of my departure from the 

province that his father, who had been a sub-district administrator under the imperial 

regime, together with three half-brothers, had all been kiiled by the TPLF during the war. 

He thus could not be considered a TPLF supporter, although at the same time it would be 

inaccurate to describe him as being opposed to the TPLF administration. 

The terrair! of Tigray is very mgged with afmos: no paved ~oabs and feiv all-weather 

roads, More than ninety percent of the poprt!atior. !ive In mra! woredzs and many of them 

out an assistant days in advance to alert the local governor to inform thc police and eldcrs cf Ihe arrival of 
the interviewer. Even with these precautions sometimes interviewers were arrested. See Pausewang, p. 
58. 



are very di%cuit to reach, and neither time, resources, nor energy, were in sufficient 

supply $9 even begin carrying cut interviews in all, or even a substantia! number, of the 

woredas. In the event interviews were carried out in about twenty woredas. With no 

vehicle at our disposal, transport ranged from bus, the back of trucks, on a couple of 

occasions rides in Ministry of Agriculture vehicles, and on other occasions day long treks, 

sometimes in the company of a guide. 

!n the first instance woredas were selected to carry out intewiews that contained major 

towns because they were accessible along the main highway. As will be seen the 

townspeople were an early stimulus for the revolution and because Tigrayan towns are 

principally administrative and marketing centres, they were good locations from which to 

carry out interviews of religious leaders, merchants and visiting peasants and local officials 

who lived and worked in the adjacent rural areas. Older and long term resident teachers 

were also interviewed in the towns as a means of gaining an understanding the impact of 

the Ked Terror, a state directed program of terrorism carried out by the Derg against its 

urban opponents during the late 1970s, since teachers and students in the towns were the 

main victims, and they were among the earliest and strongest supporters of the TPLF. 

The majority of peasant interviews, however, were carried out in a small number of 

woredas specificaily identified by TPLF officials as being areas liberated early in the 

struggle. A common characteristic of these areas was their isolation which meant that 

they were invariable difficult to reach, and sometimes even to find. It can readily, 

although mistakenly as will later be argued; be held that peasants from such woredas are 

not representative of Tigrayan opinion. But the principle objective was not to achieve 

representation. In the first instance it was to evaluate whether there was something unique 

or characteristic about these woredas and their inhabitants that would explain their early 

support for the TPLF. The second objective was to examine TPLF-peasant relations and 



TPLF stimulated changes and institutions where they had the !ongest opportunity to 

develop. Moreover, it was from these "liberated t e m t ~ r i e s " ~ ~  that the TPLF developed its 

political and military skills, carried out its first land reforms and established its first local 

government institutions that were to serve as models for the rest of Tigray. Hence, the 

history of these early liberated territories is critical to the understanding of the course and 

outcome of the revolution. 

Having chosen the woredas where interviews would be carried out, there then arose the 

question of which people to interview, and in particular how to approach peasants in terms 

of social differentiation. The 1974 upheaval led to the political and econon~ic 

emasculation of the traditional dominant classes and a redistribution of land that produced 

largely egalitarian land-holdings among peasants resident in the same tabia. Since there 

were some differences between tabias within woredas and considerable differences 

between woredas and across regions, one of the impacts of the land reforms has been to 

solid@ regional economic differences. However, and significantly, capital goods such as 

buildings, cattle, and plowing tools were not distributed by either the Derg or the TPLF. 

Hence there is some economic differentiation proceeding that may well foster class 

divisions, but at present that is not the case. 

Ascertaining these capital differences, however, would have been an extremely difficult 

exercise and of questionable value. With few investment opportunities and a dearth of 

consumer goods there is usually little to distinguish in terms of culture, much less politics, 

wealthier from poorer peasants. The difficult task of economically differentiating peasants 

was thus passed over. Bnt differentiating peasants in terms of gender, religion, 

occupation or position, and social responsibilities were considered an important means by 

3 7 ~ o r  reasons thaf will 'be made dear later in the disxrtation the term "liberated territories" is not entirely 
appropriate. 



which to gather and evaluate community experience and opinion and measure the impact 

of change on different sections of the community. 

In most cases efforts were made to seek out and interview older people who could talk 

about conditions and change under the Haile-Selassie, Derg, and TPLF regimes. In a 

society were life expectancy is under fifty years, "older" is a relative term. Since the 

political transformation that Tigray has undergone has to some extent led to the elevation 

of younger people to positions of power at the expense of the elders, the latter might be 

anticipated to more critical of the changes and the new regime, but that was not apparent 

in the interviews. 

A recurring theme in Pausewang's review of the methods and concepts of social research 

(which is based on both his own experience and an appraisal of other investigators) was 

the difficulty of conducting rural studies in Ethiopia given the suspicion peasants had of 

outside investigators. U7riting more than two decades ago, Pausewang reported that it 

was common for peasants to refuse to be interviewed or to deliberately falsif) information, 

and on many occasions interviewees showed open hostility to the interviewer. He 

attributed this to the peasants' fear of the government and apprehension of new taxes 

being imposed or loss of their land through land reform. But under the present regime in 

Tigray there can be little secrecy over an individual's land holdings since it was acquired 

through public meetings and all peasants in a tabia are expected to have land of 

approximately the same value. 

While peasant suspicion was by no means absent in my study, it was never a serious 

problem; there was no hostility, and on no occasion did any of those questioned terminate 

the interview before its completion. This was in spite of the fact that on numerous 

occasions deliberately provocative questions were asked to ascertain peasant views of the 



TIPLF and its present regime. It is noteworthy that in Eritrea an anthropologist conducting 

research in the riral areas at the same tine as my research reported that peasants got very 

agitated and some refused to complete interviews when controversial questions were 

asked, which he attributed to their fear of retribution by the EPLF government. There was 

little indication that Tigrayan peasants feared their government and they often complained 

about the lack of resources in the woreda and their desire that the government provide 

them with food for their participation in conservation projects. 

As with Pausewang's experience, peasants sometimes saw me as an intermediary with the 

government and requested that the government be informed of their plight. Also common 

were peasant expressions of astonishment as to why a fererq, or foreigner, was asking 

them questions they thought could be better answered by a TPLF official. And in one 

instance at the completion of a two and a half hour interview the peasants interviewed said 

that contrary to my stated objectives they thought the real goal of my study was to find 

gold that was reputedly located in the woreda. 

In most cases, after an initial period of scepticism as to my motives, people in the rural 

areas warmed to the questions ar.d seemed pleased that an outsider was taking an interest 

in their years of struggle, and this on occasion led to the problem of them presenting 

political conditions in an unduly favourable light. In one case this involved a Women's 

Association official reporting that women actively participated in the woreda Peasant 

Association (PA) when in fact during my three visits to a three-day long meeting of the 

PA I never saw a woman in attendance. In another case a group of merchants were 

clearly upset at one of their younger members when he complained about shortages of 

coffee on the local market caused by the government's policy of maximizing coffee 

exports. 



Pausewang found the use of a group discussion for the collection of data on the peasants' 

attitudes "most questionable" because peasants wouid not voice their grievances when 

confronted by village elders or their landlords.38 Small groups were commonly utilized in 

this study and while the problems Pausewang referred to were by no means absent, they 

were never overwhelming. In most cases two or three peasants were interviewed at one 

time and this was done for a number of reasons. First, those interviewed seemed more 

comfortable in a group. Second, greater numbers helped to stimulate memories of past 

events. Third, this approach sometimes led to discussion and disagreements that were 

revealing. And lastly, it provided an opportunity to observe social interaction between 

individuals. 

Tigray no longer has landlords, and while elders are clearly still figures of respect, they 

may well have lost some of their authority to the young TPLF political cadres who now 

dominate all aspects of local administration. It was apparent in some interviews, however, 

that peasants would defer to the authority of priests, and on occasion interviewees used 

feudal titles to introduce themselves and were referred to as such by their neigbours. 

Historically Ethiopia was a society renowned for its social hierarchy and the extent to 

which elements of it have survived the revolution, even in the absence of the feudal 

conditions on which it was historically based, is a fascinating question which unfortunately 

cannot be taken up here. 

The picture is very mixed, but it is significant that whiie in the Amhara areas of Ethiopia 

that I visited virtuzl!y everyor?e wed the hsnorific title A t 4  (or MI-.) wfien refiring to 

individual leaders of the TPLF-led government even when they were nnt favourably 

disposed to the government. (This may in fact be a reflection of the old Ethiopian practice 



expressed in the proverb "bowing at the front and fafling at the rear".) In Tigray, 

however, where the TPLF !ezde:ship are viewed as their "sons", the term Aio is never 

heard in reference to them; nor is it heard among Front cadres. The TPLF has never 

attempted to establish a personality cult and it is probably significant that in Adwa, the 

home town of Ethiopian President Meles Zenawi, peasants answering a question on who 

they thought were the most important leaders of the revolution listed Meles ninth in their 

list of ten. On other occasions this same question elicited the frosty response from 

peasants and local government eficials that ail Tigrayans had fought in the revolution, not 

just the TPLF leadership. 

One problem referred to by Pausewang has continued, and that is the lack of privacy for 

the conduct of interviews. As Pausewang has explained, insisting on privacy and the 

exclusion of others would be considered extremely impolite in Ethiopia and as a result the 

lack of seclusion for interviews must be tolerated. The common pattern for my rural 

interviews was to carry out the interviews in a woreda office (which sometimes doubled as 

an official's bedroom) and not surprisingly woreda officials would sometimes have the 

need to use the office for some purpose, and although not a party to the interview, might 

interject their point of view. There was always the concern that those being interviewed 

would be intimidated by the preserlce of a TPLF official, although there were no overt 

signs of this. A less common problem was posed by people simpEy passing by who would 

sit and listen for a time and perhaps make a statement. Such interruptions could work 

both ways, however, and in a few instances I ran into people on the street or in tea shops 

who had earlier been interviewed and was able to engage them in discussion or clarib 

some points in a more relaxed setting. 

Contrary to the advice of some authorities, and the experience of Pausewang, all of whom 

held that questions addressed to peasants must be clearly restricted to those of a practical 



or objective nature, or related directly to their experience, Tigrayan peasants answered 

abstract questions. Again there was sometimes the probiem of priests or elders being 

deferred to by the other participants in the interviews, but questions such as "Why do you 

think Tigray is poor?" and "Why do you think this woreda became an early supporter of 

the TPLF?", were generally answered thoughtfhlly and sometimes at considerable length. 

Moreover, it is clear that this type of questioning was better facilitated by in-depth 

interviewing (usually between two and half and three and a half hours), than surveys that 

tend io avoid or triirialize the answers to abstract questions. 

In retrospect one 3f the weaknesses of this part of the study was in not making a bigger 

effort to interview women not holding official positions. Only rarely would a request to 

zoba or woreda officials to interview a group of peasants produce women and, although 

there were notable exceptions, when women and men were in the same group typically the 

women would defer to the men. Moreover, both men and women did not find it strange 

that men would answer questions that were specifically addressed to women and related 

directly to their problems. Unlike some of the non-office holding peasant women, senior 

TPLF female officials were invariably dynamic individuals, and local women officials, who 

were usually graduates of public administration schools for women, were generally 

assertive and articulate. But the more the female TPLF leaders were pushed to the fore, 

the more difficult it sometimes was to see the condition and gauge the attitudes of the 

peasant women. As this problem became more apparent I specifically requested that 

woreda officials include women among peasants to be interviewed, but this proved to be 

rather late in the day. While 1 met with a number of fema!e woreda executive members, 

and representatives from the Democratic Association of Tigrayan Women (DATW) were 

interviewed in virtually every woreda visited and at the regional level in Mekelle, probably 

no more than ten percent of non-office holding peasants interviewed were women. 



Tlgray is largely ethnically homogeneous, so with the exception of the Afar in 

southeastern Tigray who p!ayed a significant r d e  in the Gutcome of the revoltion i:: that 

area, there was no pressing need to go out of the way to interview representatives of 

ethnic minorities. Nonetheless, approximately ten Afkr were interviewed, as were two 

Agwe merchants and a member of the Saho people who was the chairman of the Adigrat 

baito. Islamic sources estimate that one-quarter of Tigray's population is Moslem39 and 

interviewing representative numbers of them and their leaders presented no particular 

problems. 

Chapter Outline 

Chapter 2 briefly outlines the various theoretical approaches to the study of revolution and 

then turns to a critical examination of one of these approaches, the moral economy school. 

Not only has moral economy been very influential in the study of revolutions since it took 

form in the 197Qs, its approach is comparative and encompasses the experience of many 

revolutions. At the same time it is primarily concerned with revolutivns in the twentieth 

century, and it gives prominence to the role of peasants in these revolutions, a critical 

consideration when approaching the Tigrayan revolution. In spite of its insights perhaps I 

have found the theory to be unduely focused on the crisis in the peasant economy and 

remiss in its appreciation of the importance of ethnonationalism and other largely political 

factors In explaining the cause and course of revolutions. 

Chapter 3 has the objective of examining the historical and social context in which the 

Tigrayan revolution took place. It has three criticai elements. First, an overview of 

3 9 ~ n t e ~ i e w :  Sheik Kadir, Mekelle, January 5, 1993. This figure may well bc too high and perhaps 
includes the Afar who are almost all Moslem, but have been granted their own autonomous area and now 
no longer reside in Tigray. The bishop of Tigray estimates the Orthodox Christian population lo be 3.5 
million and all others (Moslems, Protestants and Catholics) to bc 1.0 million. See Interview: Mcrtea 
Christos, Mekelle, January 4, 1993. 



Tigray's history so as to situate the province within the context of twentieth century 

Ethiopia. This involves explaining the forces that gave i-ise io the dominance of the Shoan 

Amhara feudal class over Ethiopia and which at the same time led to the political anc 

economic marginzlization of Tigray. Second, it seeks to provide a picture of Tigray on 

the eve of the revolution so as to appreciate the character of the society and to 

demonstrate that the moral economists' contention that agricultural commercialization 

serves as the stimulus for peasant revolt is not confirmed by the Tigrayan experience. And 

lastly, it aims at establishing the framework in which the 1974 revolution took place and 

an outline of the course of the political and military developments undertaken by the Derg 

so as to create a context in which to examine the Tlgrayan revoiution. 

Chapter 4 has two principle objectives. The first is to identi@ the origins of the TPLF in 

the Ethiopian student movement of the 1960s and 1970s and to follow the group through 

its formative period in Addis Ababa and the towns of Tigray until the government's Red 

Terror of the 1970s forced it to operate almost entirely in the rural areas. In spite of this 

rural focus the TPLF leaders ofthe revolution came from the national university and in the 

early years most of the Front's membership came from the towns and only a small minority 

of the early militants were peasants. The second objective of this chapter will be to stress 

the part played by the ethnonationalism of the Tigrayan middle stratum in stimulating 

revolution. While theorists of moral economy have paid little attentior, to developments in 

the urban areas, it is important to make the critical link between the TPLF's ideological 

and social origins in an urban environment40 and its successfbl leadership of a peasant 

based revolutionary movement. 

4 0 ~ o r  the purposes of this dissertation urban areas and towns (used synonomously) are distinguished from 
villages by the presence of high schools which as intellectual centres became breeding grounds for 
opposition to the regime. It must be acknowledged, however, that apart from the town's larger number of 
inhabitants. there was little that distinguished them from villages. Both served as marketing and 
administrative centres and even non-agricultural groups such as weavers could be found in both the towns 
and villages. 



Chapter 5 and 6 will examine the military and the ideological strugg!es of the TPLF and 

will highlight the importance of political leadership to revolutions, a theme largely ignored 

by moral economists. Chapter 5 will review the various stages of the revolutionary war, 

beginning with the initial period from 1975 to 1978, through to its consolidation between 

1378 and 1984, and lastly to the period from 1984 to 1989 when the strategic initiative 

passed to the TPLF and its major ally, the EPLF. This chapter will also examine the role 

played by the military regime in stimulating Tigrayans to revolt, the influence of the famine 

of 1984 - 1985 on the conduct of the war, and it will end by demonstrating the critical 

relationship between the TPLF's reforms and its capacity to wage war. 

Chapter 6 will more specifically continue the theme of political leadership in its 

examination of the TPLF's ideological conflicts, both within the organization and in its 

relations with other opposition movements. A number of ideological concerns will be 

studied, although the most divisive issue, and the main focus of the chapter, will be on the 

right of nations to self-determination. The interest here is not only in understanding the 

ideological issues that motivated the TPLF, but also in understanding how, just as with 

armed struggle, the Front survived and endured potentially divisive ideological struggles 

when such conflicts led to the dismemberment of other revolutionary parties. 

In the following three chapters, seven through nine, the task will be to examine the 

evolution of the TPLF led revolution within the context of Tigray's peasant society; to 

develop an understanding of the political interaction of revolutionaries and peasants that 

led to the peasants supporting the TPLF initiated struggle; and to critically appraise the 

moral economists' almost exclusive concern with the role of peasants in revolution. In 

spite of the crisis in the rural economy and the political dislocation brought about by the 

overthrow of the old regime the Tigrayan revolution did not develop spontaneously within 



the peasant society as argued by some moral economists. Instead these chapters wili 

demonstrate the critical role which the TPLF played in mobilizing ar,d directing the 

struggle. 

These three chapters examine TPLF-peasant relations at the woreda level, peasant 

relations with other political parties competing for their allegiance, political and military 

struggle in the woredas, institution building and their relevance to the struggle. It will also 

endeavour to deve!op an understanding of the process of the revolution through the 

experience of the peasants, something which is frequently ignored in studies of revolution. 

The chapters are divided geographically so as to correspond with the TPLF's operational 

division s f  the province during the course of the revolution. Thus Chapter 7 corresponds 

with the TPLF's Region I and embraces western Tigray; Chapter 8 corresponds with 

Region I1 and embraces central Tigray, and chapter nine corresponds with Region 111 and 

embraces eastern Tigray. Tigray is largely a homogeneous society, but this regional 

division speaks to broad geographical, economic, and hence political differences within the 

society, and thus better captures these differences and facilitates discussion of issues and 

problems that arise as a result of them. 

Each regionally focused chapter also speaks to one or two major themes. In the west, the 

primary interest is with the emergence of the TPLF and its struggle with the old regime 

dissidents who formed TeranafiPi and later the Ethiopian Democratic Union (EDU), two 

groups that mounted armed insurrections against the Derg in the 1970s. The central 

region was the heartland of the old regime and of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church in 

Tigray, but it also became the nucleus of the TPLF led rebellion and this juxtaposition will 

be examined. In the east, the focus is on the TPLF's contest with the left-wing and student 

"A Tigrigna word meaning committee. 



led Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Pai-ty (EPM), the carrying out of the Front's first 

!and reform and the cha!ler?ge of mobilizing in an ethnically plura!ist envir~nmext in the 

southern portion of the province. The regional studies focus largely on the period 

beginning in 1975 and ending in approximately 1982 by which time the mass of the 

peasantry had gone over to the TPLF. 

The concluding Chapter 10 attempts to bring together some of the political analyses 

developed in the course of the thesis and at the same time returns to the theoretical 

concerns raised in Chapter 2. A sritique of moral economy theory will be made based on 

the study of the Tigrayan revolution and it will focus around the theoretical literature's 

answers or approaches to three specific questions: peasant class relations and proclivity to 

revolt, the linkage made between agricultural commercialization and revolution, and the 

significance attached to forces outside the peasantry in explaining peasant revolution. An 

argument will be made that the moral economists' focus on peasants in carrying out 

revolutions in the modern era needs revision; hrther that the theory's proponents have not 

klly understood the importance of the relationship between the existing regime, 

ethnonationalism and the political leadership provided by the party in the course of this 

revolution, and the implications for other insurrections. 



CHAPTER 2: THE THEORFTICAL FRAMEWORK 

Introduction 

This chapter is concerned with developing a theoretical framework with which to 

approach the problem of revolution in Tigray. It will begin with a brief overview of the 

major types of theories applied to the study of revolution in general. The moral economy 

school has probably become the most influential body of theory used in the analysis of 

revolutions in the developing world since its inception in the 1970s and therefore it is 

critically studied here. However much moral economy has proved to be a major advance 

over existing theoretical explanations of revolution, this study will expose some of its 

major limitations. As a result, in the last section of this chapter an argument will be made 

f ~ r  the need to bring elements not considered by those committed to moral economy into 

the analysis of the Tigrayan revolution. 

The study of revolution began in classical times, but the approach Inas changed from an 

interest in the normative aspects of revolution, or the "ethics of revolution", to the 

conspiratorial approach popularized by Machiavelli in the middle ages, to the 

contemporary concern with understanding the causes of r evo~ut ions .~~  In the 

contemporary era approaches to revolution can largely be broken down into structuralist 

and non-structuralist approaches. Structuralist approaches to the study of revolution 

usually assume a conflictual model of society and social change. They are concerned with 

explaining revohtion by reference to hndamental alterations in the relations of class in 

society, and this has led to the generation of theories that focus on such things as the 

struggle of classes . the level of production, changes in the international state system, and 

changes in the mode of produ~tion. Nonstructuralist approaches do not view civil 

jZS. Taylor, Social Science and Revolution, (Londc 8 :  Maemillan Press, 1984), p. 114. 



societies 2s beset by endemic conflict, but essentially as consensual by nature, and they 

hold that revoiution does not necessarily involve class alterations. These approaches have 

developed theories of revolution grounded in the study of natural history, psychology and 

politics. 

Natural history theories follow the course or stages of revolution and then develop 

standardized patterns that can be applied to other  revolution^.^^ The single pivotal event 

in the course of a revolution from this perspective is held to be the end of support of the 

old regime by intellectuals which sets in motion a crisis of legitimacy. Misplaced and 

ultimately unsuccessfbl attempts are made to reform the old regime, followed by 

dissolution of the opposition and mobilization of the urban popular classes and peasantry, 

which in turn leads to coercion and finally the consolidation of a new regime. 

Apart from its theoretical rigidity, there is the problem of the application of a theory based 

on French revolutionary experience to the national liberation struggles that make up most 

recent revolutionary experience. Moreover, the natural history explanation of revolution 

has been criticized for making the outcome of revolution part of the definition of 

revolution and for grossly simplifying the historical record.44 

In contrast to theories which attempt to explain individual behavior by reference to larger 

historical and cultural factors, psychologically based theories of revolution have focused 

on the individual attributes of revolutionary leaders,45 on the relationship between leaders 

43C. Brinton, The Anatoiiy of Revolurion, (New York: Harper and Row, 1965); L. Edwards, 777e Natural 
History of Revolufion, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972). 
4 4 ~ .  Kimmel, Revolution: A Sociological Interpretation, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990). 
4 5 ~ .  Leiden and K. Schmidt, The Politics of Violence: Revolution in !he Modern World, (Englewood 
Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1968). 



and fo11owers46 and on the tensions resulting from frustrated desires. The latter concerns 

were taken up by Davies who held in his theory of the "J-curve" that the gap between 

expectations and performance generates frustration and aggressive behavior manifesting 

itself in revolt.47 Gurr took a similar approach and concluded that relative deprivation is 

the basic condition for civil strife of any kind.48 

What is common about these psychological approaches is their concern with individual 

perceptions of the social milieu as explanatory variables in understanding participation in 

revolution. Institutional factors are cast as mediations and individual psychological states 

alone are held to be causal of revolutionary events. Critics of these approaches find their 

presumption that the behavior of revolutionary participants can be attributed to the 

irrational actions of disordered personalities to be based on a misplaced assumption of the 

legitimacy of the existing polity, an often inadequate appreciation of the historical context, 

and a perspective that is of limited value in explaining mass participation in revolution.49 

Functionalist political theories of revolution have attempted to shift the locus of causation 

to the political sphere. They assume a consensually based political system made up of 

fbnctional parts, and define revolution in terns of system collapse, consensual breakdown 

and political disorder. ~ohnsonSO and ~ u n t i n ~ t o n ~ l  are among the best known 

practitioners of this approach and both stress cultural values and consensus at the expense 

j 6 ~ .  Wolfcnstein the Ret.ofirttonarr. Personaii@: Lenin, Trotshy> Gandhi, (Princeton: Princeton 
University P r w ,  197 1). 
4 7 ~  Da~ies. "The J-curve." H.  Graham and T. Gun (eds.). Molence and Arnerica, (New York: Signet 
Smks, 1969). 
4"T. Gum, fl7y Meit Rebel, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971). 
+?TIC& Skocpi. Smes  and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analvsis of France, Russia, and China, 
(Canibridge: Cambridge University Press. 1979): A. Cohan. Theories of Revolution: An Introduction, 
(London: Thomas Nelson, 1975); Kimmel. 
'OC f ohnson, Re~olufionnt?. Change. (Boston: Little and Brown, 1966). 
"s. Huntfngon, Pcllittcal Order in Changing Societies, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968). 



of other factors. As a resu'lt they ignore any examination of the character of state 

leadership and do not acknowledge the role that coercion plays in regime maintenance. 

Huntington's version of structural functionalism focuses on the capacity of political 

institutions to respond to the demands by groups mobilized during the course of 

modernization and revolution is defined negatively as the failure of these insiitutions to 

absorb potential challengers. This approach has led to a preoccupation with the quest for 

system stability and an unquestioning acceptance of existing relations of authority. 

Kirnmel has concluded that the "overvaluation of cultural values at the expense of 

structural analysis leads system theorists to identify legitimacy with political power, no 

matter how it is constituted and e x e r c i ~ e d " . ~ ~  

In response to the influence of the nonstructuralist approaches to the study of revolution 

outlined above, a group of theorists whose work came to be known as moral economy 

took form in the 1970s. Moral economy iheory has largely been championed by American 

scholars and was clearly influenced by, and a response to, the trauma of the Vietnam war. 

Common to followers of this school is first, a structural approach which assumes a 

conflictual model of society; second, an emphasis on the devastating impact of the 

incorporation of agrarian societies into the world economy; and third, the view that 

twentieth century revolutions have not been dominated as Mam expected, by urban 

working classes, but rather by national peasantries. 

iviord economy had a number of advantages over existing theories. It was free of the 

L-deiiibifitj: of natural kiistory afid ii did not proceed from assilmptioiis cif state legitimacy 

and value consensus which dearly did not exist in Ethiopia during the period under 



investigation. Instead, moral economists recognized the conflictural nature of developing 

societies undergoing rapid change and they pointed to the particular stresses experienced 

by the peasantry and identified them, and not the proletariat, as the class with the potential 

to carry out revolutions. Moral economists also recognize that successfd revolutions are 

not led by peasants, nor do peasants necessarily leave a strong imprint on the character of 

regimes that comes to power through their struggles. 

A more detailed examination of the moral economy school will be pursued by analyzing 

the answers of four theorists most commonly associated with the school of moral 

economy, Eric Wolf, Jeffery Paige, James Scott and Joel Migdal, to three specific 

questions of interest to this study.53 First, what if any relation do the authors draw 

between peasant class relations and revolution? Second, what linkage do they make 

between agricultural commercialization and revolution? And thirdly, what significance 

does the respective analyst attach to factors or forces outside the peasantry in explaining 

peasant revolution? The objective here is to both distinguish the thinking of the various 

theorists, and also to gain an appreciation of the core theoretical premises of this school. 

The subsequent analysis of the Tigrayan revolution will provide a basis from which to 

critically examine the validity of the moral economy school and the work of its individual 

members on these specific questions.54 

5 3 ~ h i s  approach to unaersAarling moral economy is suggestive in the work of Theda Skocpol. See T. 
Skocpol, "What Makes Peasants Revolutio~xry?" Comparative Politics, No. 2,  (1982). 
5 4 ~ h e  moral economists whose work has been examined here do not provide any clear definitions of 
revolution. However. it can be assumed that given their structural approach that revolution involved 
fundamental changes in class and state relations. The question of ascertaining what constitutes 
fundamental social change will always be problematic. Moreover, in the case at hand it is also sometimes 
mcult to distinguish the changes carried out by the Derg from those of the TPLF. However, at least two 
fundamental changes h r n  the perspective of morai economy can be identified. First, the nationalization 
of all rural lands and the destruction of the ruling nobility drastically altered social relations. Second, the 
rc-structuring of state relations ended Amhara domination of the Ethiopian state and realized the TPLF 
objective of Tigrayan self-determination. It must also be appreciated that not every revolt, insurrection or 
uprising can be considered a revolution. Deciding whether the changes resulting from any given action 
constitutes a hdamental re-ordering of class and state relations can only judged from the perspective of 
history. Definitions of revolution are thus inherently difficult. 



~ o r a !  economy theory impiicitiy acknowledges the diiemma given expression by 

Barrington Moore who defined "bourgeois democratic" revolutions in terms of their legal 

and political consequences, but could only define "peasant1' revolutions in terms of their 

social base.55 Moore's difficulty in categorizing peasant revolutions by reference to their 

institutional results arose from the fact that "those who provide the mass support for a 

revolution, those who lead it, and those who ultimately profit from it are very different 

sets of people".56 Indeed, apart from the influence of Marx, the school of moral economy 

has also been markedly influenced by the work of Barrington ~ o o r e . ~ ~  

Peasant Classes and Revolution 

The theorists of moral economy vary considerably in their approach to the significance of 

peasant class relations to revolutionary potential, with Wolf and Paige holding class 

relations to be critical, Migdal denying their significance, and Scott ultimately concluding 

that attempts to link class to proclivity to revolution only produce ambiguous conciusions. 

Even where, in the case of Wolf and Paige, class is identified as an important variable, the 

theorists differ categorically on which peasant class is the driving force behind revolutions. 

These differences of opinion thus do not provide direction for analyzing peasant classes in 

the Tigrayan context, but they do provide a point of reference from which to evaluate the 

importance of rural Tigrayan social structure to revolution. 

- 
5 5 ~ .  Hermassi, The Third World Reassessed, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), p. 48. 
5 6 ~ .  Mcere, Social Origins o,f Dictatorship and Democracy: Lord and Peasant in the Making :f !he 
Modern World, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1966), p. 427. 
57~n his classic work Social Origins Moore set himself the task of developing a theory which would 
explain the "transformation from agrarian societies ... to modem industrial ones (Ibid., p. xi), but it was 
his subsidiary interest in discovering what kinds of social structures and historical situations produce 
peasant revolutions and which ones inhibit or prevent them (ibid., p. 453) which has most influenced the 
course of the moral economy school. 



Wolfs analysis of the social composition of the peasantry leads him to conclude that 

neither poor peasants and landless labourers, nor rich peasants are likely to pursue the 

course of rebellion. Instead it is the middle peasantry, or peasantries on the periphery, 

who constitute the major force behind rebellions.58 Wolf defines the middle peasant as 

one who owns and cultivates his land with family labour. As such he is the bearer of 

peasant tradition and at the same time the most vulnerable to agricultural 

commercialization. 

While the poor peasant or landless labourer who goes to the city usually breaks his tie to 

the land, the middle peasant stays on the land, but typically sends his children to the town 

to find work or go to school. Tn the process he is the "most exposed to influences from 

the developing proletariat"59 and becomes a transmitter of urban unrest and political ideas 

to his fellow villagers. However, at the same time Wolf contends that it is precisely 

because the urban working class in newly industrializing societies is itself still closely tied 

to the village, from where the impetus to revolt arises, that it is receptive to revolutionary 

action. 

Wolfs analysis of the revolutionary potential of the middle or peripheral peasantry is 

largely based on their "tactical mobility", by which he means their relative freedom from 

the constraints of either the landlord, the market, or the state. This is because 

revolutionary potential arises from situations where the peasantry have a measure of 

control over their lives through organization into self-administering communes. The 

paradox is that it is through the efforts of middie and free peasants to maintain their 

traditional way of life that they become revol~t ionary .~~ 

58E. Wolf, Peasant Wars in the Twentieth Century, (New York: Harper and Row, 1968), pp. 290-4. 
5%1d., p. 292. 
600ne critic has argued that Wolfs own studies of Algeria and Russia contradict this exclusive 
dcpcndence on the middle peasantry as the bearers of the revolution, see J. Walton, Reluctant Rebels: 



Mgdai does not focus on the class structure of the peasantry, because in his view peasant 

differentiation was always in a state of flux. Instead he is largely concerned with the 

peasantry's relationship under conditions of imperialism to other classes, the state, and 

society at large. In addition Migdal focuses on peasant-landlord ties and relationships, but 

he does not link the particular form the relationship takes to revolutionary potential. 

Moreover, unlike Wolc he does not find a specific class or stratum of the peasantry likely 

to iead the revolution. 

Migdal makes a distinction between communities where lords have governed the activities 

of peasants, usually classed as feudal states or patrimonial domains, and those 

communities where there were no lords or their power was limited, typically freeholding 

villages in bureaucratic states or marginal lands beyond the lord's control. 1 In both cases 

Migdal's concern is with the inward orientation of peasants which he attributes to their 

lack of power. In the first instance the lord restricted peasant orientation outwards 

because it posed a threat to his monopoly of power. In the second instance powerful 

classes in control of the state led peasants to develop a whole series of institutions and 

prohibitions to minimize their outside contacts and market participation to protect their 

way of life. 

Migdal then places the outward oriented peasant between the powerful iord on the one 

hand and the restrictions of the corporate community on the other, "where there is 

somewhat unequal distribution of powers".62 This finding is similar to that of Wolfs 

Comparative Studies of Revolution and Underdevelopment, (New York: Columbia University, 19841, p. 
18. 
6 1 ~ .  Migdal, Peasants, Politics, and Revolution: Pressures towards Political and Social Change in the 
Third World, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 19741, pp. 33-46. 
62~bid., p. 155. 



focus on the tactically mobile peasantry, and Migdal's later hypothesis that revolutionary 

situations are more likely to emerge in areas of poor administration, communication, and 

transportation, is comparable to Wolf's view that peasants in the periphery have more 

freedom to engage in political struggles. 

Unlike Migdal, Paige bases his analysis of peasant revolution on class and like Moore, he 

holds that revolutions are shaped by the relationship between upper and lower classes in 

rural areas undergoing agricultural commercialization. Within this context he 

systematicaily addresses the relationship between peasant class and revolution for, as he 

puts it, 

"To understand the consequences of rural property relations 
for agrarian revolution requires a theory linking income 
sources, economic behavior, and political behavior for both 
cultivators and non-cultivators and a set of hypotheses 
expressing the effect of any combination of cultivator and 
non-cultivator behaviors on the social movements of the 
cultivators themselves. "63 

From this perspective he proposes a series of hypotheses predictive of rural class conflict. 

Paige's hypotheses can be summarized as follows. First, a combination of both non- 

cultivators and cultivators dependent upon land as their principal sources of income, as 

might typify a commercial hacienda, leads to agrarian revolt directed at the redistribution 

of landed property and usually lacks broader political objectives. Second, a combination 

of non-cultivators dependent upon income from commercial capital and cultivators 

dependent upon their land, as might typify small landholding systems, will result in a 

reform commodity movement. Paige's third hypothesis is that a combination of non- 

cultivators dependent on income from capital and cultivators dependent on income from 

6 3 ~ .  Paige, Agrarian Revolution: Social ~bfoveznents and Export Agricluture in the Underdeveloped 
I f  brld, (London: The Free Press, 1975). p. 12. 



wages, such as under a plantation system, leads to a reform labour movement concerned 

with iimited economic demands. Focrth, Paige holds that a combination of non- 

cultivators dependent upon income from land, and cultivators dependent on income from 

wages, such as sharecropping and migratory labour systems, leads to revolution. The 

ideology under such systems is likely to be Communist and the demand will be f'or the 

redistribution of landed property through the seizure of the state. 

For Paige then the situations offering the ieast revolutionary potential are those where 

landlords draw their income from the market and labourers draw their income from land. 

In this case commercially oriented landlords have "greater flexibility, wealth, and 

negotiating ability"64 while small land holding peasants are tradition bound and 

conservative. Conversely, revolutionary potential arises when upper-class non-cultivators 

derive their income from land and peasants derive their income from wages. This class 

conflict is so structured zc to preclude a negotiated or reformist solution: landlords are 

tied to traditional methods of labour exploitation, and the labouring peasants are victims to 

this relationship, as well as to a market over which they exert virtually no influence. 

Landlords in this situation cannot afford a free market in labour and land and therefore 

must rely on repression and personal ties rather than economic forces to maintain their 

positions. Facing them are wage dependent peasants with little or no access to land and 

only their class solidarity to rely on. Economic struggles under these conditions become 

highly politicized because landlords cannot give up more of the agricultural product 

without redusing their cwn share of the wpliis. 6 5 

M~bid., p. 48. 
65A. D i d ,  "Peasants and Revolts," Theory and Society, 7, (1979), pp. 243-52. 
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The contrast between Paige's analysis and that of Wolfs can be seen in their respective 

approaches to the social basis of the Vietnamese revolution. Wolf finds revolutionary 

potential among the middle peasantry and ethnic minorities in the northern and central 

regions of the country who had some access to land and who maintained a strong sense of 

village solidarity. The revolt of these peasants, he maintained, was largely a defensive 

response to the impact of commercialization and they were able to revolt because of their 

tactical mobility. Peasants thus become revolutionary to prevent proletarianization. 

Paige, on the other hand, locates the core of the Vietnamese revolution among the export 

oriented Mekong delta rice sharecroppers who, unlike the more common traditional small 

holder peasants, had little prospect of social mobility, were not motivated by 

individualism, and hence were more receptive to radical political and social doctrines.66 

Wolfs revolutionary land-owning middle peasantry are for Paige traditional, conservative, 

and non-revolutionary. Peasants in Paige's schemata become revolutionary because of 

proletarianization. 

One of the unique aspects of Paige's analysis is his conclusion that it is the very poorest 

and most exploited class of the peasantry, the sharecroppers, who are driven to revolution. 

As Kimmel points out, Paige has taken Marx's premise that imrniseration provided the 

stimulus for working class revolution and applied it to the agricultural worker.67 

When pressed Scott points to the subsistence-oriented peasants as being more likely to be 

revolutionar,. because their ~libsisteiice ethic is the inosi -mliiera"ue to the landlord. 

F-rowever, he finds that the answer to the problem of relating revolution to peasant social 

"~aige, pp. 3 1 1-16 
67Kimmel, p. 139. 



structure to be "ambiguous and allows no easy generalizations".68 This is because in 

comparing peasantries with strong c o m n a l  iradiiions and few sharp internai class 

divisions, with peasantries with weak communal traditions and sharper class divisions, 

diametrically opposite conclusions can reasonably be drawn. In the first instance, a case 

can be made that the communal structures are more explosive. The reasoning is two-fold: 

first, a more undifferentiated peasantry will experience economic shocks in a uniform 

manner, but in a more variegated class structure the different strata will experience and 

respond to them  different!^. Second, communitarian structures foster traditional solidarity 

and hence a greater capacity for collective action. 

This latter reasoning is similar to that of Moore who argued that peasant society with 

weak solidarity, which he called "conservative solidarity", put severe difficulties in the way 

of any political action while those with traditions of strong solidarity, or "radical 

solidarity", favoured rebellion or rev0lution.6~ It is also consistent with Wolfs analysis of 

the revolutionary potential of self-administering communes which are also characterized 

by strong group solidarity. 

The problem according to Scott is that very different conclusions could logically be drawn 

from the same case. Differentiated communities are likely where commercial forces are 

strongest, and while their responses to these disturbances may be more problematic, their 

greater exposure may make them more explosive. Moreover, while communal structures 

would facilitate collective action, at the same time they are better arranged to "redistribute 

pain" and thus avoid or postpone subsistence crises. 

685. Scott, The Moral Economy of the Peasant: Rebellion and Subsistence in Southeast Asiu, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), p. 20 1. 
69~oore ,  pp. 475-6. 



The moral economists are not in agreement on the part, if any, played by peasant class in 

stimulating revolution. However, their work, with the exception of Paige, does move 

beyond that of Marx who could only entertain the notion of a revolutionary peasantry after 

capitalism had carried out a complete rural transformation which produced a landless 

peasant class that replicated the proletariat of the urban areas. The fbndamental difficulty 

of their model of peasant classes is that it is largely inapplicable to the agrarian social 

structure in Tigray. 

The conventional approach to peasant economic differentiation, and that followed by 

moral economists, is dividing them into categories of rich, middle and poor.70 Rich 

peasants are either landlords who have their land cultivated by landless peasants who are 

mostly sharecroppers and are considered poor peasants, or they are capitalist farmers who 

have their own land and derive their wealth from the exploitation of wage labourers. 

Middle peasants in turn cultivate their own land and do not exploit the labour of others, 

while poor peasants cannot support themselves on their own land. 

However, there was very iittle genui~ie capitalist farming in highland Tigray at the time of 

the overthrow of the old regime, and those who assumed the role of landlords were 

typicaily poor peasants who did not have the necessary oxen to do their plowing and 

therefore rented their land to rich peasants who had oxen. Wealth was thus normally 

defined in terms of possession of capital, largely in the form of oxen and not land. 

Landlordism of the type considered by the moral economists was largely absent in Tigray 

and therefore Scott's identifica:ion of subsistence teiiaiii farmers and Paige's singling out sf 

sharecroppers cafi have !it?!e exphator-y relevance is! the Tigrayan context. While there 

are indications that in the final years of the old regime severe land shortages were breaking 

7 0 ~ e e  H. Alavi. "Peasants and Revolution", R. Miliband and J. Saville, Socialst Register, (New York: 
Monthly Reciew Press, 1965), p. 244. 
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this pattern down, the traditional system of tenure made the alienation of land and its 

accumulation by iandlords and capitalists extremely difficult. 

Of relevance to this study, but in need of revision, are Wolfs understanding of the 

importance of peasants on the periphery in revolutions and Migdal's finding that 

revolutionary situations commonly emerge in areas of poor administration, communication 

and transportation. As a result of state centralization by successive h h a r a  elites from the 

province of Skoa in the century before the I974 collapse of the old regime, Tigray as a 

whole had become a peripheralized underdeveloped region only weakly linked to the 

centre. And within Tigray, the lowlands of the west, and to a lesser extent those of 

Tembien in the south-central part of the province, were areas where the state's authority 

was particularly weak and it was these same areas that became centres for the TPLF led 

revolution. 

However, Wolf is mistaken in finding the role of the middle or peripheral geasantries in 

revolution to be critical because of their tactical mobility. No evidence can be drawn from 

Tigray that supports the view that middle peasants or peasants on the periphery played a 

dominant role in the revolution. The significance of the peripheries lies in the fact that 

they allowed the revolutionary party greater tactical mobility. Moreover, while Migdal is 

correct in emphasizing the particular structural context in which rebellions against the 

state begin, he makes a mistake common to moral economists. By stressing structure, he 

does not appreciate the critical role to be attached to the process of revolution which 

brings the role of the revolutionary p r t j  t~ the fore, something which this stildy zitittempts 

to do. 

Agricultural Commercialization 



The destructive impact of capitalism on the traditional economy of the peasantry is held by 

the moral economists to be the critical stimulus for revolution by peasants who seek to 

reinstate the traditional institutions and procedures menaced by capitalism.71 As Wolf 

graphisally put it, the capitalist market "cut through the integument of customs" and 

forced peasants to make defenses against k 7 2  But the moral economists' conception of 

the precapitalist peasant economy is highly idealized and assumes villages that are 

economically self-suficient and possess a strong communal character, as well as mutual 

and valued obligations between patron and peasant. As will be demonstrated this 

conception docs not adequately capture Tigrayan realities and Popkin is undoubtedly 

correct to conclude that, "Moral economists take too benign a view of the village and 

patron-client ties and too harsh a view of market potential".73 

Wolf holds that peasant rebellion takes place in the context of a large-scale cultural 

encounter between capitalist and pre-capitalist societies which resulted in the break down 

of custom, the ending of social obligations between rulers and ruled, and the creation of 

wage labour and a market in land. This "Great Transformation" liberated man as an 

economic agent, but the human suffering it entailed provided the ground on which anti- 

capitalism developed. 

Like Wolf, Migdal also favours an anthropological approach when considering the impact 

of imperialist penetration of traditional economies, but unlike Wolf, he is more precise 

about the forms it takes. Imperialism enabled the centres of capital to achieve new levels 

of efficiency in the transfer of wealth from the peripheries, and together with the vast 

increase in stztite power, szived to iialeash a whole series of forces suck as popuiation 

'IS. Popkin, The Rational Peasant: The Political Econo~ny of Rural Society in Vietnam, (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1979), p. 245. 
7 2 ~ o l f ,  p. 272. 
7"opkin, p. 29. 



growth, patron withdrawal, new and increased taxes and loss of craft incoine, which 

irreirocaHy broke down the inward orientation of the peasantry and re-ibcused their 

material existence.74 Thus Migdal writes that under the impact of nineteenth century 

imperialism, "The centre of peasant life has shifted from the village square to the national 

capital. "75 

The decline of the village as the centre of peasant life, according to Migdal, both 

weakened the power of the lord and undermined the entire institutional apparatus designed 

to restrid peasants from developing relations outside the village. Those most affected by 

the weakened village organization suffered the most while the minority with resources, 

outside reference groups, and best positioned to gain from others' desperate need for cash, 

benefited from the crisis. He arguss that aspirations and resources for increased outward 

orientations may have long existed, but restrictions from within the peasant community 

thwarted potential innovators and fostered technological conservatism. 

Paige does not study in detail the impact of imperialism on pre-capitalist societies, but his 

studies take place in the context of the commercialization of agriculture, and he is 

strongest when analyzing the social formations and class conflicts that commercialization 

gives rise to. All of his studies are of export agriculture, identified as a function of the 

global character of modem imperialism. But within each state that Paige examines there 

are several export enclaves, each with its own social system and unique class struggle. In 

his study of Peru, Paige finds that with both haciendados and labourers deriving their 

income from !and the resu!t was agrarian revo!t. Ir! hge!a, Paige coxsiders ladlords 

who derive their income from land while the peasantry is tied to a system of migratory 

labour; the outcome was a peasant based nationalist revolt. Only in Vietnam, he argues, 

74~gdal ,  pp. 9 1-3. 
751bid., p. 129. 



did the particular structure of the class conflict among the Mekong delta sharecroppers 

favour a revolutionary sociaiist outcome. 

Scott's approach to the commercialization of agrarian relations begins like Migdal's from a 

close analysis of the impact of imperialism on precapitalist peasant societies. Scott 

emphasizes the failnre of institutions designed to protect the peasant economy in the face 

of agricultural commercialization. The transformation of land and labour into 

commodities leads to income differentiation, destruction of subsidia~y occupations, 

demands for more rent by landowners and more taxes by the state, and the erosion of risk- 

sharing values of villages and k i r ~ - ~ r o u ~ s . ~ ~  This process also promotes tensions to a 

point "where peasants had hardly any other alternative but r e ~ i s t a n c e . " ~ ~  Like Wolf and 

Migdal, and unlike Paige, Scott's revolutionary peasantry are not destitute or landless, but 

are responding to the threat posed by commercialization of agriculture to their traditional 

way of life. 

The breakdown of the old order and the stimulus for peasant revolt, according to Scott, 

also arises from the increasing ability of the state to interfere with and direct the activities 

of the peasantry. Scott c~ncfudes that the outcome of peasant revolutions is the creation 

of a "more dominant state apparatus that is capable of battering itself on its peasant 

s ~ b j e c t s " , ~ ~  a conclusion similar to that of Skocpol in her studies of the revolutions in 

Russia, France and Cfrtn;: 79 

"Scott, p. 57. 
'"bid.. p. 4 I .  
?f - Scott, I f  kapons of rhe if 'ed: El-eyduy Furrns ctJPeasant Resistance, ('New Haven: Yde University 
Prm, 1985). p. m.i. 
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Scott describes his analysis as "essentially  phenomenological",^ by which he means that it 

is coiicemed with the subjective values of the peasants. As such he stresses the 

importance of peasants' conceptions of social justice, rights and obligations, and of 

reciprocity. This sets him apart from the other analysts considered here and provides the 

central focus of his work. Scott argues that peasant life is guided by two hndamental 

principles, the norm of reciprocity and the right to subsistence, and agricultural 

commercialization challenges both of them.$ 

Following the conclusions of Chayanovk Russian studies,82 Scott notes the peasants' 

willingness to practice "self-exploitation" to preserve their relative autonomy. They 

accepted the landlord as long as he hlfilled his responsibilities as a patron. They also 

accepted the state as long as the taxes that it levied were adjusted to the ability to pay 

them. But imperialism undermined, if not eliminated, the lord as a patron, and the colonial 

state imposed fixed taxes and was rigorous in its collection of them. These developments 

challenged the peasants' "moral economy", or "view of which claims on their product were 

tolerable and which intolerabte."83 

According to Scott, two themes of peasant protest can be identif ed: first, claims on the 

products or service of the peasants are never deemed legitimate when they infringe on a 

minimal culturally defined subsistence level; and second, the product of land should be 

distributed in such a way that all are guaranteed a subsistence existence.g4 The peasants' 

moral economy is the instrument by which these properties are measured. According to 

8 0 ~ ~ o t t .  Mord Economy, p. 4. 
%id.. p. 167. 
g 2 ~ . ~ .  Chayanov. The Tlteoty a,rPeasanl Economn.~, e&ted by D.  Thomas, B. Kerblay and R. Srn~ th, 
 orne new^ 111.: R.D. lntin 1966). 
g3%id., p. 1. 
*%id. p- 10. 



dependence is seen by clients (i.e. the peasantry) as primarily collaborative and legitimate 

or as primarily exp!oitive. ,185 

Scott's concept of moral economy allows him to avoid the pitfall of denying the existence 

of exploitation simply because it cannot be hnctionally defined without, however, 

embracing the objective definition favoured by Marxists whereby exploitation is the 

surplus value of the peasantry extracted by the capitalist. Interesting as Scott's notion of 

moral economy is, it is questionable how much it goes beyond Moore. The Latter's 

response to the same problem was to give an objective basis to exploitation by considering 

the mediating factor of "folk conceptions of those who fight, rule, and pray must be 

obvious to the peasant, and the peasants' return payments must not be grossly out of 

proportion to the services received. " g 6  

Although approached in differing ways, concern with the impact of agricultural 

commercialization on precapitalist societies and the stimulus commercialization provides 

for peasant revolt is a common theme in the work of the theorists examined here. 

However, as used by the moral economists, the term agricultural commercialization is 

meant alternatively to refer to imperialism or capitalism, neither of which figured 

prominently in Tigray. Foreign capital, largely in the form of aid but also as investment, 

was beginning to have a marked impact in parts of Ethiopia at the time of the overthrow 

of the old regime,17 but in the small landholder dominated economy of Tigray, there was 

little investment of a commercial nature. 

85~bid.. p. 170. 
g6~10src. p. 473. 
S 7 ~ .  Griffin, The Econote. ufEf'lhiopiu, (New York: St. Martin, I992), pp. 289-290. 



Urhile peasants were increasingly tzking up seasonal wage labour on farms, t'ew of t h n  

were landless and thus they could not be considered a ntra! pro!etariat. Moreover, t ! ~  

traditional system of land tenure in practice in highland Tigray posed serious obstacles to 

land alienation, which was largely restricted to the sparsely populated lowlands. 

Significantly, commercial agricultural enterprises were not being developed by a class of 

capitalist farmers as anticipated by the moral economists, but by members of the old 

nobility who mixed their roles of commercial farmer and feudal lord. Moreover, the 

moral economisis are mistaken in assuming that state centralization is only a product of 

capitalist and imperialist forms of political development. In Ethiopia state centralization 

has been a centuries-old objective of successive feudal regimes and it was pursued with 

even greater vigour by the post 1974 state socialist regime. 

Agricultural commercialization is indeed a process which produces instability, but as 

confirmed by interviews of peasants in Tigray there is no indication that it served as a 

stimulus for revolution. Although Tigrayan villages did assume some form of collective 

responsibility for the payment of taxes and there were restrictions on land ownership, two 

of the moral economists' criteria for defining the corporate character of villages, they were 

not self-sufficient and the growth in markets, both in commodities and in labour, were 

generally welcomed by peasants whose survival in the face of a declining agricultural 

economy increasingly depended on them. As a result, the attempt by the Derg to end 

private agricultural commercialization did not resolve the rural crisis in Tigray or win it 

support, but led to a ground swell of opposition that benefited the opposition to the 

regime. 

Factors Outside the Peasantry 



Moral economists posit peasant revolution as arising fiom a crisis in the rural economy in 

modernizing societies, but they fail to recognize that the crisis is systemic and not 

restricted to the agricultural sector. In addition moral economists generally endorse the 

view that for rebellious peasants to seriously challenge the state they need outside 

leadership which is urban, educated and from the middle classes. But with the exception 

of Wolf, they are strangely reticent about analyzing the conditions and motivations of the 

leaders of peasant revolution. And they are even less prepared to examine the place and 

function of political leadership in the revolution. Indeed, it is only by not examining the 

systemic character of the transitional crisis in developing societies and the critical role of 

the middle strata in the revolution that moral economists are able to preserve their almost 

exclusive focus on the peasantry in their theory. 

For Wolf the breakdown of the peasant economy produces a crisis of power. Traditional 

power holders have either had their power curtailed or have entered the exchange 

economy, while the new power ho!ders1 fccus on economic transformation leaves little 

scope for concerns of social order. Economic relations, once an integral part of a network 

of social linkages and responsibilities, he argues, become bureaucratic and impersonal, 

removing themselves from their consequences. Although a product of this transformation, 

a new stratum emerges that is neither part of the old order, nor involved in the 

transmission or sale of goods, namely petty officials of the state bureaucracy, professionals 

and school teachers. As functionaries of the new order they are caught up in the 

contradiction between the demands placed upon them and the bureaucratic aad structural 

constraints to meeting those demands. As Wolf put it, "they are limited to coping with 

symptoms, but do not have a handle on the conditions which produces these 

symptoms."88 This stratum of "marginal men" or intellectuals suffer directly from the 



crisis of power and authority, but without a constituency to lead they are powerless to 

confront the economic and political power f?o!ders. Their fo!lowers are found amor.- 'cs t!?e 

industrial working class and the disaffected peasantry whom the market created, but for 

whom no adequate social provision has been made. 

Rebellion for Wolfe takes place in the context of a peasantry whose way of life has been 

shattered by capitalism being linked to an aroused "intelligentsia-in-arms" ready to benefit 

from the prevailing disorder by imposing a new order of their own. The intelligentsia are 

not, however, mere "outside agitators" and it cannot be said that without them the 

peasants would be at rest. The revolutionary potential of the peasants is genuine, hut it is 

constrained by the their vision which is "self-limiting . . . anachronistic and . . . apocalyptic", 

an anti-state, anti-capitalist projection incapable of being realized.89 Wolf does not 

analyze the process by which directionless peasant rebellions are organized by the 

revolutionary intelligentsia, other than to note that where the intelligentsia does not 

assume this role, such as was the case during the Mexican revolution where the peasantry 

provided its own leadership, the rebellion will not move beyond the countryside and 

engage the centres of power in the city. 

Migdal's analysis is broadly in line with that of Wdf's. Peasant participation in 

institutionattzec! revolutionary movements, he contends, is an attempt to solve individual 

and local problems brought about by the decline of the inward oriented village and is at 

Ieast initially a political response to difficulties caused by increased outside 

participation.90 The probability of such peasant participation, according to Migdal, is 

dependent upon increased market involvement stemming from economic crisis, including 



the unprofitabiiity of market activity because of corruption, monopoly and structural 

inc~mp!eteness. 

Thus Migdal, like Wolf, points to the necessity of an outside revolutionary organization of 

students, intellectuals and disaffected members of the middle class to structure the 

peasants' revolt. However, while the revolutionary movements must demonstrate that 

they can meet the villagers' particular needs as their community moves from an inward to 

an outward orientation, the prin?ary objective of the movement is not ameliorating local 

conditions but replacing the existing system of administration with autonomous 

s t r ~ c t u r e s . ~ ~  To understand the peasant-revohtionary relaiionship Migdal draws on 

organization theory and the notion of "social exchange" which stresses the discharging of 

obligations in return for the hrnishing of benefits. 

Migdal's focus on the institution building activities of revolutionaries casts light on both 

the revolutionary process and in particular the peasant-revolutionary relationship. Based 

on his study of the Vietnamese and Chinese revolutions Migdal holds that, 

"Revolutionaries create power through a painstaking, step-by-step process of social 

exchange, a process which routinizes behavior, rather than trying to forment unpredictable 

and uninstitutional action."92 It is not cataclysmic uprisings that are being organized, but 

instead institutio~s that are more powerful than those of their opponents. 

Unlike Migdal who largely ignores the problem of peasant class, Paige's analysis is built on 

a class conflict model within export enclaves, and he stresses the impact of imperialism 

and the strains it causes within peasant society, but he devotes almost no attention to 

ideology, revolutionary struggle, the peasant-revolutionary party relationship, or indeed 

"kid.. pp. 231-3. 
%3id.. pp. 263. 



any intervening variables. While the schematic approach of Paige's theoretical model 

appeals to some,93 it can be accused of being mechanistic and looking to immiserization 

alone to foster revolutionary ccnsciousness. 

Pzlige holds that revolutionary socialist movements are most likely to enierge in 

decentralized share-cropping systems. But he fbrther claims that in these systems the 

Communist Party is organized from within the worker community,95 an extreme view and 

one that puts him at odds with the other analysts considered here. Positing the emergence 

of the revolutionary party from withir, the class it is dedicated to emancipate of course 

eliminates any need for analysis of peasant-party relations, but in fact Paige provides no 

evidence to substantiate this asserti0n.~6 Only in exceptional cases does Paige 

acknowledge that cultural constraints operating within traditional society may necessitate 

"political organization from outside the workers' community. "97 

While Migdal emphasizes the role that institutions independent of the state created by the 

party play in the revolutionary process, Scott's approach is to stress the limited extent to 

which the institutions of the ruling elites penetrate the rural sector. Furthermore, he 

argues that it is the limited involvement of peasants in organized political activity that best 

explains why the peasantry, and not the proletariat has constituted the decisive social base 

of most successfid twentieth century revolutions. Scott thus puts Mam on his head and 

argues that, 

9 3 ~ .  Cumings, "Interest and Ideology in the Study of Agrarian Politics," 1'ulilic.s and .%xieiy, 10. No. 4, 
(1981), pp. 467-95. 
S 4 ~ .  Skocpol, "What Makes Peasants Revolutionary?" Comparative Polifics, ( 1  982), pp. 35 1-76. 
95~aige, p. 70. 
96~here is little place for politics and political parties in an analysis which defines a revolutionary 
situation solely by the capacity of the working class for organijration and the ability or willingness of the 
upper class to make concessions, see Kimmel, p. 138. 
9T~aige,  p. 68. 



"The relative isolation of the peasantry from the cultural and 
institutional life of the state and its ruling elites has meant 
that, as a class, it has been more immune than has the 
proletariat to the social and moral hegemony (in the sense in 
which Gramsci used that word) of the dominant classes."98 

State hegemony for Scott is dependent upon the courts and civil bureaucracy, schools, the 

media, and the church and these institutions are iess pervasive among the peasantry than 

among the proletariat. Moreover, as a precapitalist class the peasantry have their own 

traditions, values and culture distinct and often opposed to the dominant culture. Much 

peasant violence can thus be understood as a collective effort to preserve pre-capitalist 

communal rights against the incursions of the state and capitalism.99 The proletariat, 

however, is subject to the values and institutions of the bourgeoisie and capitalism and 

hence far less free of hegemonic entanglement and less likely to revolt. 

Scott is equally unconventional in his rejection of the "prevailing myth" which holds that it 

is the task of the political party to break the hold of a hegemonic value system and 

organize the opposition classes in the revolutionary struggle. In the first instance he 

argues that the peasantry does not have a hegemonic value system to break, and secondly 

the fbnction of the political party in organizing the peasantry, is based upon the view that 

the peasantry is made up of nearly autonomous communities with few, if any integrating 

bonds. Scott rejects this conception and holds that instead peasant economic life is not 

bound by the village, but by the marketing area, and further, that social interaction also 

takes place through religious linkages and kinship ties. 

98J. Scott, "Protest and Profanation: Agrarian Revolt and the Little Tradition," Theovy and Society, 4, 
(1977). p. 270. 
99fbid., pp. 279-80. 



Moreover, while Scott acknowledges the peasants' need for coordination and the tactical 

vision that must come from outside the peasantry, he equates the outside organization of 

the peasantry with Lenin's critique of trade unionism, which holds that unions become tied 

to a highly institutionalized struggle over the divisions of the surplus and as a consequence 

abandon the struggle for socialism. loo Organizations of peasants are also likely to be 

predisposed to conduct an orderly, nonviolent contest for power within existing 

structures. Scott thus concludes that it is the relative absence of peasant organization, 

together with the peasantry's precapitalist moral economy and religious traditions, that 

gives it a critical revolutionary advantage. 

The moral economists identified the impact of capitalism on precapitalist peasant 

economies as the stimulus for revolution, and in evidence they have pointed to both the 

successfiil revolutions since the advent of capitalism and the fact that peasants have been 

the critical social formation in virtually all of them. The failure in the moral economists' 

vision has been in not fiilly recognizing that the impact of the forces unleashed during this 

transitional period may serve as the revolutionary stimulus for non-peasant social classes. 

This has been noted by Walton who has argued that an exclusive focus on the peasantry in 

crisis implicitly denies the significance of the corollary crisis in the urban areas, and equally 

importantly, their common origin and interdependence. He writes that, 

"fhndamental theoretical difficulties arise when the very real 
rural effects cl" incorporation are considered in isolation 
fiom equally obvious urban and 'systemic' effects and when 
only the former are traced in their revolutionary 
implications." 101 

1•‹@Ibid., pp. 294-5. 
lo l~alton,  p. 17. 



Fanon also recognized that peasants play a decisive role in revolution, but that the 

initiztive 2nd !eadership passes to forces from the urban centres.lo2 

The analysts whose work has been examined here have not always recognized that for 

peasant rebellion to assume a national character the peasantry's insular perspective must be 

overcome and that can only come about by linking, through political organization and 

action, their grievances to those of other classes, notably the urban working class and the 

intelligentsia, who have been both created and suffered dislocation because of 

development and the forms that it has taken in modernizing societies. Without this linkage 

the peasant rebellion will not rise above local concerns and will be defeated. Where the 

linkage is made then societal-wide restructuring is on the agenda, but the leadership and 

direction of the rebellion passes to nonpeasant groups. In bringing a necessary revision to 

a Marxism which could only see revolutionary potential arising in the rural areas after 

capitalism had led to the creation of a rural class of landless agriculturist workers, moral 

economists went too far in their emphasis and came close to positing revolution as being 

solely dependent upon the peasantry. 

Amilcar Cabrai, leader of the anti-colonial Guinean revolution, drew a distinction between 

the immense "physical force" of the Guinean peasantry which constituted the bulk of the 

country's population and produced most of its wealth, and its "revolutionary force", which 

varied among different peoples in different parts of the country, but was never strong. He 

concluded that "... it is easier to convince the workers and people employed in the towns 

I o 2 ~ .  Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth. (New York: Grove Press, 19631, p. 126. See also P. Koehn who 
argues in reference to Ethiopia that, "The nature of urban economic conditions and the values, actions, 
and interactions of political actors in the nation's capital - particularly the military, students and workers - 
proved to bc far more salient in shaping prospects for radical political change than rural lrnd ownership 
patterns, incipient peasant class formation, and customary patterns of acquiring and distributing rural 
land use rights." P. Koehn, "Forecast for Political Changes in Ethiopia: An Urban Perspective," J. Scarrit 
(ed.), ilna!vring Political Change in Africa: Applications ofa  New Multidimensional Framework, 
(Boulder: Westview Press, 19801, pp. 75-6. 



that they are subject to massive exploitation because they can see it."103 Directly 

challenging the views of the moral economists, Cabral's experierm was that the "peasantry 

is not a revolutionary force." 104 

Indeed, as will be shown in this dissertation, for the first years of the Tigrayan revolution, 

urban elements not only dominated the leadership of the TPLF, but also constituted the 

majority of its members. It is thus equally important to understand the experience of 

urban Tigrayans during a period of rapid social change. Critical in this respect was the 

formation in post World War I1 Ethiopia of a petty-bourgeoisie to meet the growing 

professional and technical needs of the imperial state. In Tigray the most politically 

dynamic elements of this petty-bourgeoisie were found among university and high school 

students, teachers and government employees. And if, as Moore contends, the peasantry 

was the dynamite that brought the old building down, then it was the Tigrayan petty- 

bourgeoisie who set the h se  for the dynamite. The political evolution of this class in 

formation deserves far closer examination than is suggested by the moral economists. 

The major deficiencies of mcral economy theory that emerge and will be addressed in this 

study lie in three areas. First, the practitioners of the theory do not pay suficient attention 

to the part played by the regime in bringing about the revolt and influencing the form it 

takes. Second, in giving prominence to the economy of the peasants the moral economists 

do not acknowledge the part played by non-economic factors, notably nationalism, in 

motivating peasants as well as inteilectuals to revolt. Third, the emphasis on the agrarian 

crisis led moral economists to neglect a study of the urban petty-bourgeoisie and the 

importance of the leadership they provided in the revolution. This study will make clear 

the need for a revised approach and will develop an explanation of the Tigrayan revolution 

lo3A Cabral, Revolution in Guinea, (New York: Monthly Review Press, 19691, p. 54. 
Io4Ibid., p. 6 1. 



in terms of the regime parameters to revolution, the role of nationalism, and the part 

played by the pditicr! !eaders!ip of the revolutionary party. 

Regime Stimulus for Revolt 

Moore conciuded that it was the actions of the upper classes that in large measure both 

provoke peasant rebellions and define their outcome, and that was certainly the case in 

Ethiopia. lQ5 Under the old regime political dissent was restricted, but the feudal state 

did not have the capacity to eliminate it entirely and as a result opposition to the regime 

took shape in the towils. The Derg's prohibition against dissent and the capacity of the 

state to enforce its proscription in the urban areas forced opposition leaders to move to 

the countryside and attempt to launch peasant based insurrections. The Derg's policies in 

turn did much to alienate Tigrayans from the regime, to swell. the ranks of the opposition 

and define the political and military context of the rebellion. 

Until the 1960 attempted coup against Haile-Selassie struggles for power at the centre 

have largely taken the form of intra-feudal and dynastic rivalries within, or on the margins, 

of the state. The Eritrean struggle for independence and that of various Ethiopian 

liberation movements, including the TPLF, were of an altogether different character. 

While earlier rebellions were led by members of the nobility, the latter were led by the the 

petty-bourgeoisie. While the nobility pursued their goals through conspiracies, intrigue 

and armies held together by patron-client relations, the revolutionary petty-bourgeoisie 

concentrated on mass political mobilization. Lastly, while the nobility did not challenge 

the existence of the state, the petty-bourgeoisie aspired to overthrow it. 



The young military officers who formed the government after the collapse of the old 

regime in 1974 used political mobilization, bureaucratic measures, terror arid the 

ideological appeals of socialism and nationalism to establish its rule and attack the largely 

student based opposition which pressed for democratic civilian rule. The militaty 

government's use of violence against their opponents forced the students to leave the 

towns and launch a series of rural insurrections, one of which was led by the TPLF. 

Like the urban petty-bourgeoisie, the peasants' opposition to the new regime also 

developed in response to that regime's policies. The Derg's dismissal of the provincial 

administration of the Tigrayan leader, Ras Mengesha, not only offended the peasants' 

national sensitivities but also eliminated a crucial element in the patron-client relations 

which both linked and protected the peasant from the central state.lo6 As Clapham has 

noted, weakening the autonomy of local nobles served to undermine the connection 

between the central government and the political authority in the countryside. 107 

By the early 1980s the Derg's policies and and its authoritarian approach to government, 

together with its insensitivity to Tigrayan national sentiments, had alienated the large 

majority of peasants. The TPLF was able to capitalize on this disenchantment by raising 

the banner of nationalism and putting before the peasants a viable program of social 

reform. 

Nationalist Basis of Revolution 

lo6~oehn  and Cohen have noted that, "in a deconcentrated and atomized system such as Ethiopia's, 
powerful and centrally-located patrons can protect local offisials from national government regulation.. . " 
See P. Koehn and J. Cohen, "Local Government in Ethiopia: Independence and Variability in a 
Deconcentrated System," Journal ofcldministration, Vol. 9, No. 4, (19751, p. 385. 
107Clapham, p. 3. 



A theory of nationalism cannot be forrnuiated in these pages, but a framework can be 

outlined in which to approach Tigrayan nationalism and comprehend the context in which 

it emerged and the form it took. However nationalism, or ethnonationalim, since the 

Tigrayan rebellion was for ethnic autonomy within a unitary Ethiopian state, figured 

prominently in the mobilization of both the petty-bourgeoisie and the peasants. Indeed, 

the first name of the TPLF, irehahit Tegardelo Harnef Hisbi Tigray (Struggle for the 

Liberation of the Tigrayan People) and its subsequent names were specifically designed to 

appeal to Tigrayans' nationalist sentiments.lo8 Ethnonationalism not only played an 

important role in the TPLF's mobilization of Tigrayans, but it was also became a source of 

controversy within the movement and frequently a cause of tension in relations between 

the TPLF and other liberation movements. 

Moral economists hold ihai peasants revolt when major changes in the economy 

undermine their way of life; they thus recognize peasants to be economic beings, but not 

apparently, political beings capable of giving nationalist interpretations to changes in their 

economy and way of life. Generally, however, social scientists have recognized the 

importance of nationalist sentiments in Third World revolutions,109 but they have been 

reticent about concluding that peasants can have nationalist aspirations or ideals that were 

not introduced from outside, notably by the middle classes in the towns.l1•‹ 

It will be shown in the following chapter which examines the historical development of 

Tigray that prior to the modern era both the nobility and the peasants regularly voiced 

s *  - 'nteniew: Negussie Liit:. Endaselasle. Februaq 6.  1993. 
%tr for esample. E. Herri7assi. Iha Third Il'orld Reassessed, (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1 ii8O j. 
"%ne of the early and formative statements made on this subject was by Thomas Hodglun who wrote 
that "it is atrove aI1 in these new urban societies that the characteristic institutions and ideas of African 
nationalism are born and grow to maturity; and from these centres that they spread to, and influence, 'the 
bush'." T. Hodgkin. h'atiarmiis~ti in Coioniat '4frica, (New York: New York University Press, 1957), p. 
13. 



national gi-ieivances. Untii the advent of the TPLF-led revolu:;on these protests took 

4ace Y -thin the context, artd as 2 result of, the struggle for state power between ihe 

nobilities of Tigray and the Amhara dominated provinces. The Amhara nobility, and 

particularly those from the province of Shoa, proved victorious ir, this contest and they 

used state power to centralize administration, undermine local bases of authority and 

concentrate development in their home areas. Efforts were begun in the middle ages and 

continued through IIaile-Sefassie and the Derg to centralize state powers by weakening 

political and cdtura! i.d?ttences In the peripheries such 2s Tigray. And they were bitterly 

resented. It speaks to the continuing existence of Tigrayan nationalism, however, that in 

spite of the increasing marginalization of the province in a Shoan Amhara dominated 

empire that Tigray, alone among the core Abyssinian provinces, was able to maintain a 

measure of political autonomy from Shoa and was ruled by members of the local nobility 

until the revolution of 1974. 

However, as a movement nationalism was not able to acquire a mass basis of support until 

recently because, as Connor explains with respect to Thailand and Ethiopia, 

"diverse ethnic elements were able to coexist for a lengthy 
period within each of these states because the states were 
poorly integrated and the ethnic minorities therefore had 
little contact, with either the (mostly theoreticf state 
governments or with each other. " 

In the absence of the state, or the inability of the premodern state to i d l y  incorporate the 

ethnic minorities, there was no basis for a nationalism that had a broad support to develop 

"'H. Erlich, "Tigrean Nationalism, British lnvofvement and ble-Scllasse's Emerging Absolutism - 
Northern Ethiopia, 1911-1913." Asian and African Sfudzes, Vol. 15, No. 2, (1% l), p. 198. 
Il2w. Connor, Ethnonationalism: The Questfor Cnderstanding, (Princeton: Princeton t'nivcrslty Prcss, 
1991), p. 36. 



A further factor inhibiting the development of nationalism as a popular movement in 

T;~ . . -~ . ,  IltiJay ., &a3 nc ti.,,, r r ra t  as a territorial unit the province was c~nstzntly changing as various 

empires and the powers of different states waxed and waned. In the past century alone 

this has involved the loss of the predominantly Tigrigna-speaking highlands of Eritrea as a 

result of Italian conquest, as well as changes to the provincial boundaries made by the 

government of Haile-Selassie, and more recently by the EPRDF. Indeed, under Amhara 

regimes Tigrayan boundaries were drawn to include large numbers of Moslem Mars and 

to remove Tlgrigna-speakers in the southeast and the west of the province, with the 

objective of diluting Tigrayan national consciousness and weakening the power of the 

provincial nobility. 

Nationalism is thus a phenomenon identified with modernization: it begins with advances 

in communication, transportation and the media which progressively curtail cultural 

isolation and break down former identities. An unintegrated state, Connor argues, is not a 

threat to the existence of ethnic communities, but improvements to communications and 

transportation increase cultural awareness of minorities between themselves and others, 

particularly of the dominant ethnic group in the state. l 3  In Tigray these processes can 

fargely be dated from the brief period of Italian colonialism begun in 1935. 

Etttnclnationalism thus can only take form after primordial identities have been overcome. 

According to Brass, 

"ethnic identity and modern nationalism arise out of specific 
types of interactions between the leaderships of centralizing 
states and elites from non-dominant ethnic groups, 
especially but not exclusiveiy on the peripheries of those 
states. The occurrence of ethnic mobilization and 
nationalit)..-formation in centralizing multiethnic states and 
the particular forms they take when they do occur depenl 



upon the kinds of alliances made between centralizing and 
regional or other non-dominant elites. "I1" 

Following this reasoning the Tigrayan revolt of 1941 (to be examined in the next chapter) 

which was dominated by peripheral peasantries opposed to state incorporation cannot be 

considered a nationalist revolt. 

Language is a crucial element in this competition because the choice of the official 

language and the medium of instruction largely determine which groups have favoured 

access to the best jobs. The preference for Amharigna in the work place, its dominance in 

government and administration and the required proficiency in the language for university 

admittance caused enormous resentment among both Tigrayan and Tigrigna speaking 

Eritrean members of the petty-bourgeoisie. 

As a group the Tigrayan petty-bourgeoisie shared with other ethnic and regional pctty- 

bourgeoisies in Ethiopia an opposition to the feudal regime. But as members of an ethnic 

community they fought for position, status and employment in a multiethnic state 

dominated by Shoan Amharas in a struggle that was both a continuation of a centuries old 

rivalry and also involved the contemporary interest in the acquisition and articulation of 

various rights for their community. This is consistent with Brass who holds that ethnic 

nationalism emerges in multiethnic societies in the context of state centralization and elite 

competition for jobs in the urban and largely public sector. 

Udike the petty-bourgeoisie, Tigrayan peasants did not interact on a regular basis with 

other ethic  coriiilinities ii? the p s i ,  and this bid iloi drarnaiicaiiy change even under the 

kpact  of modernization and st.ate centralization. f-lowever, these processes did sei-ie 

"4~. Brass, Ethnicity and Kationalism: Theory and Cotnpauison, (N.D.: Sagc Publications, 199 1 ), pp 
9. 
'%id. p. 43. 



both widen peasant experience beyond the village and vastly increase the intrusive role of 

the state in their lives. And crucially, this state which became the object of the peasants' 

hatred was seen as an Arnhara state. This in itself was unlikely to stimulate nationalist 

sentiments, but it took place among a people who had a deep pride in their heritage and 

who had long been ruled by people from their own ethnic community. 

It is thus not surprising that the TPLF appeal was largely based on the perception that 

Tigrayans suffered discrimination at the hands of the Shoan Amhara elite, and wMe there 

is evidence to support this view, other ethnic communities and regions suffered similar or 

worse forms of discrimination without seriously rising to challenge the state. In contrast 

to theories which attempt to explain the development of ethnic nationalism in terms of 

inequality 1 1 this thesis reinforces the conclusions of ~ o o r e l  l7 and Brass, 18 who have 

both argued that the mere existence of inequality is not sufficient to produce nationalist 

movements and such movements may even arise among dominant groups. 

Demands for independence have figured prominently in post World War I1 revolutionary 

struggles, but Tigrayans, and particularly the peasants, have not been prepared to 

relinquish their links to Ethiopian civilization and the state that their ancestors created. In 

the event and afier some controversy the TPLF developed a position favouring national 

self-determination within a unitary Ethiopian state. As Brass has pointed out, the process 

of nation formation as an expression of nationalism can be fiilfilled without the creation of 

an independent state, l l 9  although in Africa the experience has most commonly been that 

'16~ke  belief ih;ii nationalism is a resuii of expioiiaiion of one ethnic group by anotner is also supported 
by a not inconsiderable number of academic observers, See Chong-do Hah and J. Martin, "Towards a 
Synthesis of Conflict and Integration Theories of Nationalism," World Politics, Vol. XXWI, No. 3 (April 
1975). pp. 372-74. 
H7Moore. p. 454. 
~ * ~ r a s s .  pp. 41-2. 
'19Tbid.. pp. 21. 37. 



the goal s f  self-deterrninztion is independence.lZ0 The TPLF, however, never refuted its 

originai contention that Tigrayan national self-determination inciuded the right to 

independence. 

However, the TPLF struggled for national self-determination, mobilization of the peasants 

could not be reduced to this demand. As one TPLF leader put it, 

"In Tigray all the people were nationalists, but the success 
of the TPLF lay in uniting national struggle with democratic 
struggle. Narrow nationalists cannot confront the problem 
of land, while democrats cannot confront the problem of 
Arnharz domination. A non-narrow nationalism must at 
some point take up the social question as the demands of 
the peasants were for social reform." 121 

Thus as important as nationalism was to the success of the TPLF's project, it was equally 

significant to address the social concerns and needs of the peasants and this brought to the 

fore the movement's skills in political leadership. 

Political Leadership 

Moral economists and all those of structuralist persuasions122 have consistently failed to 

appreciate the role of political leadership in the course and outcome of revolutions. This 

failure flows fiom their inability to distinguish between the structuralliy necessary 

conditions for revolutions to occur, and the process whereby they are actually carried out. 

Hence the structuralists' concentration on the context of revolution has meant largely 

l z a ~ .  Neuberger, National Serf-Detemination in Postcolonial Africa, (Bouidcr, Col: Synnc Ricnner 
Publishers, 19861, p. 1 17. 
12%terview: Gebm Asrat, Mekelle, January 25, 1993. 
I2*see Moore; Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions. 



ignoring the equally critical process pursued by revolutionaries to replace the existing 

order and state with their alternative. Chabal writes that, 

"There is no simple causal link between the context and the 
process of a revolution. The study of revolutionary 
leadership (and of the revolutionary party) is as essential to 
the understanding of the process of a revolution as the 
sociology of revolution is to the understanding of its 
context." 123 

The moral economists' error resuits in one-sided mechanical explanations that attempt to 

explain revolutions solely by the existence of particular structural conditions. Such 

explanations are invariably easier to make after the event than before. And even the most 

thought out structurally premised explanations are unlikely to cast much light on the 

course of the revolution, which group will eventually take power and the character of the 

new regime. In reviewing the revolutions in Lusophone Africa, Chabal concluded that 

stmctural factors alone could not account for their outbreak, process and result. 124 He 

argued that the political, economic and social context in which these wars broke out was 

in no sense "revolutionary"; the colonial state was cot crumbling; colonial rule had not led 

to massive economic exploitation and widespread social disruption, and there was no 

collapse of the agricultural system. Instead, Chabal attributed the subsequent form and 

outcome of the struggle to the interplay between structure and revolutionary leadership. 

Contrary to the assumed collective ethos and voluntarism of peasants as portrayed by 

most moral economists, the revolutionary context is best informed by Migdal's notion of 

the need for a "social exchange" between peasants and r evo l~ t i ona r i e s~~~  or by Popkin's 

conception of the "rational peasant". Such a peasant, Popkin found in his study of the 

'"P. Chabal. -4rnilcar Cnbraf: Rerolutionay Leadership and People's War, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1983). p. 12. 
g24bid., p. 218. 
'"h4igdal. p. 263. 



Vietnamese revolution, is only prepared to make the commitment to join the revolution 

after a carehl consideration of its prospects for victory and of the benefits that would be 

gained by joining the revolution versus what would be lost by not joining. 1% In such a 

relationship the revolutionary assumes the role of a "political entrepreneur"lZ7 whose 

appeal to revolution is evaluated by the assessment peasants make of the revolutionary's 

personal credibility and capability. In this process the revolutionaries must demonstrate 

that they are less interested in self-aggrandizement than other groups appealing for peasant 

support and at the same time be able to translate their visions of the fbture they are 

fighting for into terms consistent with peasant values and beliefs, and lastly, be able to 

relate these visions to their actions. 128 

This is indeed consistent with the pattern that can be drawn from this study of the TPLF 

during the course of the Tigrayan revolution. Peasant support for the TPLF only began to 

develop when the cadres demonstrated their commitment to the peasantry's welfare by 

living with them and sharing their deprivations. Also serving to build confidence was the 

cadres' exemplary behavior, particularly wher, compared to that of members of other 

revolutionary parties. No doubt these high standards of personal behavior and 

commitment of the TPLF leadership also reinforced the loyalty of the largely youthful 

membership of the movement. Such an approach confirms Cabral's conclusion that the 

petty-bourgeois revolutionaries must "commit suicide as a class" if they are to successfully 

carry out the goals of the revolution.129 Cabral did not consider revolution to be 

structurally inevitab!e and he argued that only a conscious decision by the petty- 

'26Popkin, p. 26. 
127 According to Popkin a political entrepreneur is "someone willing to invest hs own time and resources 
to coordinate the inputs of others in order to produce collective action or coliective goods." Popkin, p. 259. 
12%id., p- 26 1. 
'2gCabral, p. 89. 



bourgeoisie to commit class suicide and identi@ with "the deepest aspirations of the 

people" could contain "its natural tendencies to become more bourgeois." 

According to Popkin, "A leader must, first of all, be able to use terms and symbols his 

targets understand"l3 1 if he is to successfdly link the revolution's goals to the lives of the 

peasants. The TPLF did this by using traditional cultural forms to connect their revolution 

to past Tigrayan battles, particufarly those which were held to defend or advance the 

national interest. But it was not, as Popkin seems to believe, simply a matter of the 

revolutionaries manipulating, or being seen to ascribe, to peasant values. In the case of 

Tigray these same peasant values placed limits on, and gave shape to, the course of the 

TPLFts military campaign and its program to transform agrarian society. Although there 

can be no doubt as to the significance of the TPLF's restructuring of rural Tigrayan 

society, it is also true that in areas such as religious beliefs and institutions, gender 

relations, and economic institutions, an accord of sorts was struck that balanced the 

peasants more conservative values against the TPLF's program of social transformation. 

The moral economists whose work has been examined here are writing against a scholarly 

background which has emphasized individual motivations while under-valuing social 

structural preconditions of revolutions. They are also responding to approaches which 

stressed value consensus in a stable social system while denying the critical causal role of 

classes, the world market and the state. The structuralists' response has significantly 

advanced theorization on revolution, but in the process they have not recognized, as Dunn 

has pointed outt that revoiutions are the "product oc and constituted by, human 

and as such the part played by leadership cannot be ignored. 

13%lbid.. p. 89. 
'3'Popliin, p. 260. 
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As well as suffering from a preoccupation with structure, the fact that the moral 

economists' explanation of revolution is drawn almost exclusively from the crisis in the 

peasant economy has led them to ignore the important fimction of political factors. As 

Kimmel has noted, structural conditions do not dictate what people do, but merely place 

limits on human action or define a certain range of p o ~ s i b i l i t i e s . ~ ~ ~  It is the crucial 

hnction of revolutionary leaders to understand the constraints and realize the possibilities 

of the circumstances in which they are operating. Nor can it be forgotten that while 

skillful political leadership of the revolutionary party will not produce revolutions in the 

absence of suitable structural conditions, even the most fitting structural conditions h r  

revolution will not lead to revolution without competent political leadership. As will be 

demonstrated the success of the TPLF when seen against the failure of a host of 

revolutionary groups, including those operating in Tigray, provides ample evidence of the 

importance of political leadership. 

Conclusion 

The approach of the moral economists represented a significant advance over earlier 

explanations of revolution, but this study of the Tigrayan revolution will bring to light a 

number of its failings, as well as emphasizing the need to expand the caus~l framework. 

Critically, the central premise of moral economy that peasant revolt in the modern era is a 

response to the disruptive impact of agricultural commercialization is not supported by the 

evidence that will be reviewed here. In turning to peasant c!ass, Paige' contention that 

sharecroppers play a leading role in revolution has no basis, while Wolfs efforts to assign 

this task to the middle peasantry is at best doubtful. Of more value, although in need of 



revision, is Wolfs emphasis on the tactical mobility of the peasants, and Migdai's insight 

that peasant revolt iakes place in peripheral locations. 

The theorists whose work has been examined here have largely restricted their analysis to 

the peasant economy and as such they have not h l l y  recognized the importance of a range 

of political considerations to the course and outcome of revolutions. Moreover, in 

focusing on peasant demands, moral economists have not appreciated that these demands 

change over iims in response changing conditions and the inflwnce of political actors. 

While not ignoring the impact of economic change as a stimulus of revolution, this thesis 

will argue that the Tigrayan revolution can only be hlly grasped by also considering key 

political factors, notably the role of the existing regime in creating discontent, the 

importance of Tigrayan nationalism, and the role of the political leadership of the TPLF. 



CHAPTER 3: THE HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL BACKGROBJND 'r0 
REVOLUTION 

Introduction 

In this chapter the primary objective is to examine the historical and social background to 

the Tigrayan revolution and the Ethiopia wide environment in which it took place. In 

pursuit of this objective the first step will be to analyze Tigray's political and economic 

decline from a position of dominance in Abyssinian society before the tenth century to one 

of marginalization in the twentieth century. The second step will be to provide a socio- 
8 

economic profile of Tigray on the eve of the collapse of the old regime in 1974. Of 

particular interest following the approach of the moral economists, will be to evaluate to 

what extent the conditions of the peasants alone can be held to account for the revolution 

that engulfed the province. 

Since the TPLF emerged from the Ethiopian student movement which was a critical force 

in preparing the ground for the overthrow of the old regime and provided much of the 

early direction of the new regime, the last section of the chapter will be devoted to two 

ends. First, presenting a brief overview of the student movement, and then an even more 

condensed summation of the course of the post-imperial government's war against its 

opponents. With this background the political and military context in which the Tigrayan 

revolution took place can be better appreciated. 

Tigay: Emergence and Decline 

The known history of Tigrayan society began with the establishment of the Axurnite 

empire, but these origins remain obscure. What is known is that the original inhabitants of 



the northern highlands of what is now Ethiopia and Eritrea were Nilstic people who mixed 

with Harnites and migrated to the area some iirne before the first millennium BC. In the 

early years of the first millennium BC waves of Semitic peoples from what is now Yemen 

crossed the Red Sea and conquered the lesser developed civilization and settled at Yeha, 

fifty kilometres east of present day Axurn; later they moved to Haweti Melazo, some 

twelve kilometres southeast of Axurn. One group of Semites, the Sabeans, intermarried 

with the Hamites, and their offspring conquered their neigiilbours and established the 

Axurriite Kingdom. 

By the third century AD thc: Axumites armies are known to have reached Nubia, in what is 

now northern Sudan, and also to south Arabia where they remained, although not without 

interruptions, until the sixth century. According to Greenfield and most historians i;f 

Ethiopia, the Axumites spread south from their core in present day Tigray and crossed the 

Tekezze river to the Amhara lands and went to Lzke Tana, Gojjam, and across the Abbai 

(Nile River) Gorge and into Shoa. 134 However, revisionist interpretations, such as that 

of Okbazghi, hold that there is no evidence that the h h a r a  were part of the Axumite 

empire. 135 His controversiai finding is that the history of Axum is the history of southern 

Eritrea and northern Tigray. The Tigrayan historian and nationalist Solomon Inquai also 

supports this view and has concluded that there is no basis for referring to Axum as part of 

"Ethiopian" history Nonetheless, as the Axumites moved southwards they occupied 

the land and later their descendants were to claim usufructuray rights to it.137 

'3". Grccnficld. Ethiopia: '-1 Poliiical Histom (New York: Praeger, 1965), p. 23. 
"'Okbazghi Yohanncs, fiirrea: .4 P m n  in World Poliiics, (Gainesville: University Presses of Florida, 
199 1). p. 27. 
13h~olomon Inquai, "Revolution in Tigray," Horn oJAfiica, (1953-84), p. 7 ) .  
"?G. Wuntingford, The Land Charters of Northern Ethiopia, (Addis Ababa: 1963), p. 11 1.  



Through the Red Sea port of kdulis the Axumites exported incense, ivory, and animal 

skins to the Grecs-Roman wo:!d, Persia, Egypt, and the Far East, and iii~pofied a variety 

of luxury goods for their slave-owning rulers. Trade in turn brcught h u m  under the 

cultural influence of the Hellenic world. The Greek language was widely used and 

Christianity became the official religion of the empire in 330 AD., after which the Coptic 

Church s f  Egypt began appointing Axum's bishops or nhrrrmas. Geez, a language first 

introduced by one of the Semitic tribes, became the written and liturgical language of the 

Church and also formed the basis of the contemporary languages 7'igrigt:tr and 

Arnharigna. Greenfield holds that it was the Christian Church and its doctrine and 

institutional apparatus that was the connecting link between ancient Axurn and modern 

Ethiopia and not the imperial throne. 

The fourth to fifth centuries probably saw the height of the Axumite civilization and from 

the sixth to the tenth centuries it declined as a result of both external and internal 

pressures. The spread of fsiam, the loss of southern Arabia, and the destruction of the 

port of Adulis at the beginning of the eighth century, served to viriuaiiy close the 

Axumites' Red Sea door to the outside world and shift the centre of political gravity 

southwards, a process that was to continue until the end of the nineteenth century.139 

And with the move south decline eventually ensued at the core, beginning with the 

rebellion of tribute-paying conquered peoples and symbolized by the pillaging of Axum by 

Queen Gudit from the south, an event still referred to by Tigrayan peasants. The decline 

encouraged a segment of the Axumites to move south to Manz in northern Shoa and this 

led to the formation of the Amhara peoples. h u m ' s  empire officially collapsed in the first 

138~reenfield, p. 24. 
139~&ert Hess, Ethiopia: The Modernization ufAutocrqy, (ithaca: Cornell University Press, l970), p. 
32. 



The Z a p i t  dynasty lasted until ! ?TO when .4rnharas and Tigralans joined together to 

overthrow the non-Semites, aRer t ~ h i c h  poll.er passed to a surczssion of hrnhara krngs 

who declared in the fourteenth centuq class. the K c h e  iVgge.it. that the rulers of the 

former dynasty were usurpers and created the Solonmnic fiction of an minternqted lke 

of kings descending from Xiene?Ik I. he~r  to King Solonor! and Queen of Sheba 

iillendorffhas called this m j t h  one of the most influential sagas an>where in the world,i41 

while Markakis ciaimed that the m k ~ h  was nor only used to sanctie :he ruling dynasties, 

but also to del@ the Ethiopian peoples 14? 1t also sewed io legitmize the monarchical 

descent claims of Amhara nobles and rna:ked the beginning of a competition for 

dominance between i4mfiara and Tigrayar, leaders rkae continued until the present day 

Indeed. Aside T$.ho of xhe 1955 Curistirution of Ethiopia recognized a direct line of 

descent from Solomon and Sheba tc Halle-SeIassie, while the Emperor's divinity was 

proclaimed in Article Four 143 

llrnhara Dominated Empire 

Between the thirteenth and sixteenth centuries armies from the ib-ihara lands reached as 

far as Lake Abbaya in the south, Enarea in the southwest and briefly in the sotrtheast to 

the pon of Zeila on the northern Somali coast, according to P e r h ~ m . ~ ~ ~  it was t!.ese 

conquered territories and those ascribed to have been held much earlier by the Axurnites 

%!ah  Zewde, A Histoy ojNodern Dhicpia, (London: James Currey, 199 1), p. 8. 
j4'J5. L..iendsrfT, The Eihiopians, (New York: Oxfiord University Press, 1960): p. 64. 
1S2Mark&s, Anatotrz,~, pp. 29-32. 
I43f. Sorcnson, Imagining Efhiopia: Siruggles for History m d  ideniitv in the Horn of ilpica, (New 
Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 19% j, p. 23. 
'*M. Perham, The Government ofEthiopia, @vanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969), p. 37. 



that constituted the basis of rhe empire that Mezelik 11 was to llrec!airn" in the f i n d  days of 

the nineteenth century Abyssinian culture. and panicialariy Christianity. did leave their 

imprint among the disparate peoples of these territories, b~tt  to claim as many 

contemporary Ethiopian mtionalists and some scholars do,145 that ail these lands were 

part of a greater Ethiopia is ver). much open to dispute 146 Unlike Abyssinia, in the south 

traditionai beliefs and Islam were the most common faiths, pastoralism and communal 

farming the principle meam of production, and the people were not of Semitic origins. 

Most importantly. the .Abyssinian centred state of the north wds mobile throughout this 

period and it did not ha%.e the capacity to evert complete hegemony over the contesting 

principa!ities in the north, ier alone those of the south 

In response to the popdation movement of the nomadic Afar and Somali in 1527 "a 

military genius", Ahmad the Gragn, (literally the left-handed) organizes and led a Moslem 

army from the southeast, and with firearms acquired through access to ports on the Red 

Sea and co-religionists in Arabia and Turkey. quickly spread north overcoming the more 

poorly armed soldiers cf Abyssinia. destroying churches, and causing massive 

dislocation 147 AIthough Ahmad was eventually disposed of with the timely assistance of 

the Portuguese in 1541, the peoples of the northern and central highlands were then 

confronted with a massive influx of Cushitic Oromo pastoralists from the south, as part of 

the same population migration They settled as far north as southern Tigray and make up 

the present Raya and L\_zebo peoples Shoa in particular was subject to Oromo influence 

and as a result of these developments the political centre of the very loosely held empire 

for a period shifted to Gondar where, for the first time since h u m j  Abyssinia possessed a 

I4%ee Levine, Greater Ethiopia. 
I4%ee Sorenson; B. Holcomb and Sisai Bssa, The Invenlion of Ethiopia, (Trenton, NJ: Red Sea Press, 
1990.) 
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settled capital. However, the power of ;he monarchy coniiniied to decline in the face of a 

series nf c h a h g e s  by regional warriw V blocs. 

Around 1700 a powerfid war-lord. Nagassi, expanded from his base in Manz by 

conquering Oromo territories t s  the south and f~unded a dynasty that was to last for eight 

generations.148 While Shoan rulers until the crowning of Menelik as emperor in 1889 

paid nominal fealty to :he Gondar based emperors in the north, they expanded their 

territoria! base among the adjacent Orcmc lands io the south and west, while at the same 

time retaining the Oromo belt to the north in Wollo as a line of security against the 

northern emperors and the constant civii and foreign wars that beset the region Intra- 

feudal violence and sh$a, or bandit, activity in the nonh were also encouraged in the first 

half s f  the nineteenth century by the wide availability of weapons, which meant that "it 

-#as easier for the armed r~iers  of Shoa and Begemdir to keep an unarmed popuiation in 

subjugation than it was for the rulers of Tigray to dominate a population as well armed as 

themselves."149 Zewde estimates that at mid-century there were 28,000 matchlocks in 

Tigray against a mere 1,000 in Shoa and comparable numbers in the other Abyssinian 

provinces.150 The positive efFects of Shoa's isolation were acknowledged in various 

reports by eighteenth and nineteenth century travelers who contrasted the poverty and 

lawlessness of the war ravaged north with the order and prosperity of Shoa 1 5 1 

In the regiona! competition for power the Tigrayan rulers' greater possession of modern 

weaponry derived from their better access to, and sometimes control over, the port of 

Massawa. Exnlaining r=- -= the power of Tigrap's eighteenth century rtler, Ras Michae'l Sehul, 

the Scottish explorer, farms Bmce, write "Fire-arms . . .  which far mmy yezrs have 

148~e+-ine, Greater Ethiopia, pp. 3 1-3. 
149~wede Gabre-Sellassie, p. 18. 
1501bid., p. 19. 
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decided who is the Ti2osi powerfui in Abyssinia, ail ... come from Arabia, and not one can 

be pl~rchased tvithut his knowing to whom it goes, and after having had the first refusal 

of it."15* Ras Michael was lord of Tigray from 1769 to 1809 and also ruler over parts of 

Eritrea and Gondar. With such rulers dominating the highlands the period from the mid- 

eighteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries is known as the "Era of Princes", a period which in 

the view of Hess, "Ethiopia had become a mere geographical expression." 53 The decline 

of the central monarchy led Tigray to become "virtuatly independent", its rulers 

"wieldfing) power comparable to that exercised by emperors of former tirnes,"lj4 

although none of them, unfike the Shoar. Amharas, were to found a dynasty 

The early Shoan emphasis on ettpansion, however, must not obscure the fact that by the 

beginning of the nineteenth century Shoa, with its largely heterogeneous peoples, was far 

from united and still paid nominal allegiance to emperors of an even more disunited 

empire. l j 5  The centralizing policies of Emperor Tewodros were to collapse even before 

his self-inflicted death in 1868 and Abyssinia was again to fragment into a number of 

regional blocs, the most significant of which were Tigray (which included parts of highland 

Eritrea), Begemdir (Gondar), Lasra, Wag, Gojjam, and Shoa. These territories can be said 

to have shared a loose polity, social structure, system of land tenure, culture and 

religion.lj6 However, only when viewed against the periphery of the Nilotic peoples 

(who were commonly referred to by the pejorative term ShunkeUa or slaves), and Moslem 

Afar, did an Abyssinian identity predominate over regional identities at this time. 157 

lS23. Brice, ,T;.orw's io Slscover the S~iiuce of i h  Xik, (Edinburgh: i790j, pp. 251-2, quoted in 3. 
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Times !a the Risg ofEf3:peror Tewsdms fi, ((Addis Ab&x Instituk of Ethicpian Siiidizs, 19YO), p. 88. 
I S 3 ~  Hess, Ethiopia: The i~fodernization of;lutocraqv, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press), p. 50. 
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Moreover, while cultural influences were doilbtlesslv C-lt hrther afield, until 1880 Shoan 

expansion, as measured by occupation, had probably not reached more than one hundred 

miles south of what was to be Menelik's capital of Addis Ababa 1 5 8  

Emergence of Modern Ethiopia 

Three emperors, Tewodros, Yohannis, and hlenelik, laid the fou~datiun for the modern 

stzk of Ethiopia. Kassa, an A m h a  shiita leader was crowned Emperor Tewodros in 

1855 and brought the Era of Princes to an end by bringing one rule to the divided 

territories of the north. 159 He also attempted to bring the Church under his control and 

reduce the power of regional leaders by estab!ishing local administrations responsible to 

him. But in the end he failed in all his objectives. His final destruction at the hands of the 

British amy of Lord Napie: created a struggle for power that was won by Dejazmach 

Kahsai from Tigray who took the name Emperor Yokannis IV. Kahsai's victory was 

largely due to his decision to aid Napier's army which traversed his territory, and thus to 

be rewarded with its cast off but relatively modern weaponry when the expedition left the 

country. 160 

Yohannis pursued the goal of unity initiated by Tewodros, but his means, and those of the 

emperors who followed him, were decidedly different. Unity was net to be achieved by 

overthrowing regional opponents, eliminating Islam, or taming the Church, but instead by 

accepting a measure of cuttural diversity and the existence of regional centres of power or 

hy Menelik's pub!ir. renunciatinn of any claim tn he mperor and Yohannis's 



corresponding recogniticn of his rival as King of Shoa. Yohannis's ascent, however, did 

nor end the cultural dominance of the Amhara. Amharigna remained the language of the 

court, and Plowden, writing at this time, noted "Teegray is now almost universally 

acquainted with the Amharic language, and their customs, food and dress have become so 

assimilated to those of the Arnharas, as not to require separate description, though their 

hatred of that people is undiminished." lh2  Such cultural dominance was not to be 

seriously challenged by the reign of one Tigrayan ruler. 

While Ychannis fought invading Egyptians, Italians and Madhists on his northern borders, 

Menelik directed his energies at acquiring modern armaments and continuing Shoan 

expansion to the south. The southern expansion brought some of the most important 

caravan routes and markets within Shoals boundaries and there was a "direct connection 

between the influx of firearms into Shoa and the pace of the conquest."163 Armaments 

could also be acquired from Europeans. In 1887 shortly after the defeat of Italian forces 

at Dogali in what is now Eritrea by Yohannk's general Ras Alula, the Italians agreed in a 

secret treaty to supply Menelik with 5,000 Reinington rifles and money, as well as 

recognize him as a sovereign power, in return for Menilik's promise to assist Italy's 

colonial expansion. 164 

Yohannis's defeat of the Egyptians in a series of battles during the mid 1870s led to their 

evacuation along the entire Red Sea coast, but the ultimate beneficiary of this development 

\ i s  his competitor Nenelik who was able to occupy the crucial regional trading centre of 

--- -- U ~ s r  ir! 1886. A-n_ increase in Shoan trade based on the export of the South's luxury 

'"PIowdenl p. 128, quoted in John Bruce, p. 459. 
163R. Darkwah, Shewa, Menilik and the Ethiopian Empire, 1813 - 1889, (London: Heinemann, 1975), p. 
96. 
164H. Marcus, "Imperialism and eqansion in Ethiopia from 1865 to 1900," L. Gann and P. Buegan 
feds.), The History and Politics of Colonialism 1870 - 1914 Vol. I, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1969), p. 424. 



goods and the import of firearms rapidly fdfowed this change in the ba!ance of power in 

the region. According to one Itz!lan estimate, a total of 189.000 weapons were imported 

into Shoa from Italian Red Sea pons alone betmeen 1885 and 1895 I 6 j  

In the event there was no utzimate battle betueen Menelik and Yohannis as the latter was 

killed fighting the Mahdists in 3889 and hlenelik was quickly proclaimed emperor The 

Italians gained Menelik's recogcition of their sovereignty over Eritrea through the Treaty 

of iVichale signed on May 2. ! 889, two months after Yohamis's dca& Having filrttzered 

Italian colonial interests, Menelik then attempted to contain their advance south and in 

1896 his armies defeated the Italians at Adwa However, by accepting the Treaty of 

Wichale and no? taking advantage of thz Adiva victory to force the Italians out of their 

Red Sea colony (or, according to his defenders, not having the resources to do so166), 

~Menelik provided a future generation of Eritrean nationalists with evidence of Ethiopia's 

rejection of claims to the territory 

A small majority of Eritreans live as settled farmers in the highiands and are Tigrigna 

speaking peoples of the same ethnic origins and sharing similar cultural traditions, 

including adherence to the Ethiopizn Orthodox Church, as the people of Tigray to the 

south1S7 Almost as many Eritreans live in the lowlands, adhere to Islam, practice 

nomadic pastoralism and come from a multitude of other ethnic communities. Evidence of 

the historical ties between Eritrea and Abyssinia, however, is a matter of considerable 

controversy. While Ethiopian nationalists emghzsize the continuity of historical linkages, 

Er;lt:ean nahxz!ists zrgue that a!tho*lmh -5- nart fs ef the awient L k m ~ i ? e  empire, Fritrea has 

16%. Rubenson, "Aspects of the Survival of Ethiopian Independence," P. McEwan, Afinefeendh Century 
.4frica, (London: Oxford University Press, ! 968). p. 360. 
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not been part of the Ethiopian state since that time. 168 What is clear is that Eritreans 

lived on the periphery of an ern;=ire that was always in flux. The extent of the emnir~ -'r-- at 

any given time must be understood in terms of its power to compel tribute, and not on the 

later linear boundaries which were a product of European expansion. 169 What can be 

concluded is that parts of Eritrea had long ties with the province of Tigray, while other 

parts and peoples of the territory were never reduced to the status of vassals. 

fii Tigray the 1396 war against :he Itdians led to enormous destruction and loss of life 

among civilians. Kaplan has written that, "Tigray .. bore the brunt of the war with the 

Italians. Menelik's army fed itself from local food supplies, leaving grain and seed stocks 

empty, and slaughtering the oxen used for ploughing. Seven years of famine followed in 

Tigray." 170 The loss of Eritrea with its Tigrigna speaking population was also the cause 

of bitter resentment. Many Tigrayans even today contend that Menelik did not take 

advantage of his Adwa victory and force the Italians out of their occupied lands because 

that would serve to strengthen his chief competitors for siate dominance, the descendants 

of Yohannis. 

But the immediate impact of the victory at Adwa was a rnodus operandi with the Italians 

in the north that allowed hknelik's armies to march into the Ogaden and spread further 

into the resource rich Oromo lands of the south. In the ten years following the Adwa 

vicrcti-y the armizs of Menelik, together with his diplomatic successes with the adjacent 

colonial authorities, produced the Ethiopian boundaries that are largely in existence today. 

Etbpia 's  expansicm thus coincided with that of Europe's expansion in Ffrica and, like the 

E ~ r ~ p e a n  created pmnir~c  -=Y- --, it roo was maintained by force over alien peoples. Un!ike the 

168~eller,  p. 79. 
i@gGreenfield, p. 20. 
"OR Kaplan, Surrender or Starve: The Wars behind the Fatnine, (Boulder: Westview Press, 19881, p. 
95. 



inperiai powers, however, Meneiik and his successors have always attempted to kgiiirnize 

this expansim by reference r=  Erhbpiz's suppsed historic borders. 

The brief assumption of power by Menelik's randson. Lij Yasu, folIowed by a council of 

the nobility who overthrew Yaw; through to Haile-Selassie, did not change the basis of 

Shoan Amhara domination l y l  Xor did it effect the peripheral status of Tigray within the 

empire. Tigray's small-holding subsistence based agriculrural economy had few attractions 

when measured against the oppo~iinities available to Abyssinians in the captured Iands to 

the south. There the lands were fertile, suitab!e for valuable export crops like coffee, and 

their holders, the Oromo nomads and peasants, could be readily dispossessed and their 

lands given to court and Church favourites for services rendered z ~ d  to settlers from the 

north who were encouraged to migrate to the region. But Shoa's rise to political 

dominance and Tigray's decline in the empire cannot be attributed solely to narrow 

economic factors. 

The Amhara and Tigrayans are closely related peoples ethnically, Iinguistically and 

culturally. Geographically the Tekezze River has divided the Tigrigna speakers to the 

north from the hhar igna  speakers to the south and therein lies an important clue as to 

why the Arnhara, and particularly the Shoan Arnhara, became predominant in Abyssinia 

and later in the modern state of Ethiopia while Tigray stagnated. Accordirrg to Markakis, 

Tigray alone represented purity and continuity in Ethiopian culture172 and this purity was 

in part a hnction of Tigray's isolation or inability to grow through assimilating 

m ~ ; m ~ ~ ~ ~ f i ~ ~  Ilw511V T;-A ,,,,gna speakers wzre tjipicaliy highland sedentary Christian 

peasant farmers and their neighbours were either PJ~s!err, herders ixhabiting uninviting 

17'~&e his predecessors, Haile-Selassie concentrated on the cen!ralization of the empire and this allowed 
M e  scope for any policy of integration of the captured nations and nationalities beyond the selective 
incorporation of ethnic elites through Amharimtion. a policy that predated Menetik. 
172~arkakis, Anatomy, p. 48. 



lowlands or members of the majority h ~ h a r a  ueople. Conversely, the Shoans shared the 

high central plateau with stateless Orornos whom they found easier to either assimilate or 

dominate. 

Assimilation was also facilitated by what Ciapham calls the "plasticity of Amhara 

e'ihniciiy" and a kinship system which placed almost equal emphasis on maternal and 

paternal ties of discent It was hrthered by the practice of non-Amharas (primarily 

Cromos) taking Amhara personal names which for the next generation became their last 

names. ,hnharization was vifixally complete if the individual in question also spoke 

Arnharigna, accepted the Orthodox Church and assumed Amhara manners On this basis 

and through political marriages and alliances Oromo nobles started becoming important 

political leaders and generals in Shoa and over time many commoners became assimilated 

Amharas. The result is that today there are few Arnharas, and particularly those from 

Shoa who lived on the border larlds of the Orornos, who do not have some Oromo blood 

in them, a process which has not occurred among the Tigrayans. Without embracing 

Levine's thesis of a "greater Ethi~pia", since ultimately this process involved, as Keller has 

argued, the subject peoples committing "cultural ~ u i c i d e " , l ~ ~  it does help to understand 

the demographic and cultural dynamism of the Amhara, and particularly the Shoans, who 

were in the forefront of this process. 

Tigray did not have Shoats geo-cultural advantages, nor the benefit of a stable dynasty 

until the advent of Emperor Yohannis. And in the view of most Tigrayans today, his 

descendants were denied their legitimate political inheritance by the Shoan nobility who 

had Meneiik crowned on the basis of a disputed agreement. Instead Tigray has suffered 

'73~elfer, p. 160. Although not as politically significant as Tigrayan nationalism, the rise of Oromo 
nationalism must also raise serious questions as to the extent of Amhara assimilation of neighbouring 
Oromos. See P. Baster, "The ProbIem of the Oromos or the Problem for the Oromos?" I. Lewis, ed., Self- 
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. . 
from its iocatmn in the mxthern i-i:ighlar?dc that bqs been the site of repeated invasions by 

Egyptians, .Mahdists and itaiians. According to Eriich some twenty major batties were 

fought on Tigrayan soii between the Battie of Adwa and the Itaiiar, invasion of 1935. 174 

The armies that fought these invaders were primarily made up of Tigrayan peasants and 

the same peasants were forced to feed the arnies and suffered the depredations of the 

wars the armies brought to their lands. With  no saiaries (tlntil the formation of a 

professional army in 1941) or wen regular food supplies, it was common practice for 

armies to feed themselves. Indeed, pillaging from the peasants and collecting lv;x booty 
, - -  

were the soldiers' incentive for joining the army. I 'j 

In Shoan bomil~ated Abyssinia a!i regions opposed state centralization, but it is significant 

that by the time of the reign of Haile-Selassie only in Tigray did hereditary leaders still 

rule.176 The Shoan emperors reduced the territory to a semi-autonomous buffer region, 

but they were never able to h l Iy  control it or deprive the leading Tigrayan families of their 

centuries-old dominance Although the Tigrayan nobility could unite to defend the 

province against the Shoans, they ;?ere t~picaiiy divided among themselves The historian 

Gebru Tareke has speculated that the regional nobilities of Shoa or Cojjam were not as 

disunited as those of Tigray becailse there were not as many segments and because with 

their shorter political history they were not as strongly estabiished as the l'igrayans. 178 

' 7 4 ~ r l i ~ h ,  "Tigrean Nationalism," p. 195. 
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The Tigrayan nobles' internal divisions vgere also encouraged by the Shoans so thar they 

could achieve an internal batance and prevent any of Yohannis's descendants from 

becoming the n c g q  or king of Tigray In this century Emperor Haile-Selassie sought 

to undernine Tigrayan ar;toncmy by dividing authority in Tigray between two rival 

descendants of Yohaanis, Dejazmach Haile-Selassie Gugsa L V ~ O  administered eastern 

Tigray, and Ras Seyourn Men~esha - who administered western Tigray 

The system, however, m7as open In rnanipdaiion by the Ttaiians who had harboured 

designs on Ethiopia since their defeat at Adwa, and with the rise of Mussolini pursued a 

more aggressive Ethiopian policy fn a series of meetings Italian oficiais in Eritrea gained 

the sbippi)ri of Haile-Seiassie Gugsa by promising to appoint him sole leader of Tigray 

after their takeover of the province in exchange for ensuring an unopposed route for their 

invading army through his territory The dejazmach's treachery helped convince the 

Italians to invade Ethiopia while the broader and historical pattern of core-region power 

struggles convinced British policy-makers that Ethiopia's disintegration was inevitable, 

that an Italian protectorate over T i s y  was in E C C O ~ ~  with British regionzl interests, and 

that it would be mistaken to alIovJ unnecessary conflict with Llussolini over Ethiopia's 

integrity. 180 The seeds for the Iialian invasion of 193 5 were thus planted 

The extent to which the regionaf elites in Tigray and Shoa pursiled their political rivalry 

led many foreign observers to believe that it would bring about Ethiopia's dismemberment. 

The evidence seemed clear: Yohannis assisted the British invaders; Menelik made deals 

with the Italians and the Egyptians, and the Tigrayan hero, Ras Alula, who had "gained a 

nearly legendary name as a champion of Ethiopia's integrity", nonetheless undermined 



. .  - Ethiopia's sosrereignty by cooperating u i t h  iiaiian coloniai oficiai, in s m a i a .  181 i n  spite 

of there examples, Friich has concluded %hat "in the r n O s  rnrcia! !ul!ctinns of histop; ;.he 

theory of disintegration was prolied erroneousf' i 82 Moreovsi-. he rejected the view that 

the Ethiopians were lacking in nationa! patriotism a d  argued that. "in a paradoxicaf way 

the notion of Ethiopia's external existence EVZS SO deeply entrenched that it wzs  simply 

taken fur granted by many of the participants in the politics of tiaditionai E t h i o p i a . " ~ ~ ~  In 

light, of events oiler :he past decade. Eriich's zsswment seems inc:er,singly open to 

chaff enge. 

Environment Urtder Seige 

As the potitical fonunes of the Tigrayan nobility declined with the rise of the Shoan 

h h a r a  nobility, the condition of the pro~ince and its peoples also deteriorated as a resu!t 

of environmental stress, famine and rhe inability of traditionai institutions to cope with the 

problems. It had not alwa>-s been this way. Northern Ethiopia was once rich in 

. . 
agricultural resources and w-oi-ided $.,$ b 3 wet!-balanced diet for 1:s :r,h&itan:s. f gil Jiames 

Bruce, the Scottish explorer, who visited ;he country In the late years of the eighteenth 

century wrote that: peasants in the region of the Tigrayan town of .Mwa were growing 

three crops a year, withoct the benefit of manure, a ~ d  that  they "'presented a rich 

appearance to the visitori'. 185 

However, jess than one hundred years later Bruce's "rich lands" were perceived very 

diEerenrfy by another group of foreign - visitors >Members of the Napier Expedition dbund 

that, '"They tell us  his is a table land. If it is. they have turned upside down and we are 

i g l ~ r ~ i ~ h ,  "Ras AIilfa," p. 362. 
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scrambling up and down the legs According to Bahru Zewde, the Ethiopian peasant 

has historicalfy endured the largest number of recorded famines in Africa and that there 

were few recorded famines which did not include Tigray.lS7 Without doubt the most 

destructive famine to afflict Ethiopia in recorded history was that of 1888 - 1892 which 

began with a rinderpest plague caused by the importation of infected cattle to Massawa, 

but it soon affected all of Ethiopia and sub-Saharan Africa. However, its impact was more 

severe in the north and of longer duration there as evidenced by Catholic missionaries who 

described continuing near famine conditions in Tigray as late as 1905.188 In the period 

between the death of Yohannis in 1889 and the present day an estimated sixteen famines 

have struck Tigray, the biggest being in 1958-59, 1965-66, 1972-74, and in 1983-84. 

In spite of the impact of the famine of 1888, there appeared to be a steady increase in 

population in northern Ethiopia since 1892 and this sewed to intensify land use in older 

settled areas, encourage settlement in Iower altitude zones which has sometimes led to 

conflict with the peoples inhabiting those areas and also resulted in the elimination some of 

the most accessible pasturage and destruction of f 0 r e ~ t . l ~ ~  Although there is no 

disagreement that deforestation and environmental degradation are major problems in 

Ethiopia, and particularly in the northern highiarlds, there is disagreement on when these 

probiems arose. 

Environmentalists and foresters typically point to massive destruction arising in the last 

century, and there is evidence of this. Nathaniel Pearce, a visitor in the 1820s reported 

- - . -,. 
1'oquori3d in Gmfiefd, p. 124. 
!17~ehru Zewde (1 9%), pp. 52-3. AMul Mejid (ed.). 1976. 
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seeing "a great many elephants in the depth of the forest" near Adwa. 190 Less than four 

decades later, durhg the cortstmction of a telegraph line for the invading army cf General 

Napier it was reported that in parts of Tigray it was virtually impossible to find trees that 

could be used as poies and that peasants were selling the British timbers from their own 

houses.191 (I: is significant that Napier's army paid foi the poles and other supplies, 

something no other army had done before or would do again for the next eighty years.) 

On the other hand the historian hchard Pankhurst suggests much earlier origins far 

environmental problems and notes that the Portuguese priest Francisco Alvarez who spent 

six years in Abyssinia between 1.520 and 1526 described the highlands as already being 

grass lands. 92 

Environmental stress, internecine warfare and lack of development on the northern plateau 

all point to the crisis being systemic. It was probably Bruce who first noted the intimate 

connection between government and famine. Although he acknowledged the impact of 

various vermin in precipitating famine, he nonetheless concluded that, "to these plagues 

may be added still one, the greatest of them all, bad government, which speedily destroys 

ali the advantages they reap from nature, climate, and situation." 193 Being himself a 

feudal lord, Bruce may have been reticent to hold what he considered Ethiopia's feudal 

system with its unproductive but consuming classes of monarchy, nobility and clergy, 

responsible for the problem. 

Although the peasants of Abyssinia usually saw famine as a manifestation of divine 

retribution, and this was certainly emphasized in the teachings of the Church, in Tigray 

there was a national dimension to their suffering since the rulers were from another nation. 

lgoPearce, p. 251. 
lgl~ankhwst, A Social History ofEthiopia, p. 276 
19215id., pp. 2754. 
13?lames Bruce, p. 196. 



There is reason to believe that the elevation of a Tigrayan leader Yohannis to the position 

of emperor and the subsequent Ioss of power by his descendants to the Amhara nobility 

served to heighten the Tigrayans' sense of national grievance. Certainly it is true in this 

century that Tigrayans generally linked "the misfortune of their homeland to its political 

emasculation, and to blame Amhara domination for their misery. 11 1 94 

Tigray's Entry Into the Modern World 

With the 1935 Italian invasion of Ethiopia forces were set in motion that not only led 

directly to the 1943 anti-state revolt of the Tigrayan peasants, but also initiated the 

process of modernization. Connor has aptly described this process as "that amalgam of 

sub-processes including industrialization, urbanization, increasing literacy, intensified 

corntnunicaction and transportation networks, and the like."195 Modernization also left in 

its wake economic dislocation, new patterns and ways of life, the questioning of old 

identities as new ones took for?, and increasing challenges to old and new political 

institutions. 

The Italians, who had long entertained the idea of colonizing Ethiopia, manipulated the 

divisions between Tigray's nobles and benefited from the destabilizing effect of the 

banditry that plagued the province and the resentment of peripheral groups in Tigrayan 

society, such as the Raya, to advance their own imperial interests. As a result of the 

unstable conditions Tigray was ill-prepared for the Italian invasion when it came in 1935. 

Evidence of the weak government and soc-ial dislocation aggravated by the availability of 

weapons is provided by the prevalence of shifia bands throughout northern Ethiopia in the 

i94~arkakis, National and Class Conflict, p. 25 1.  
lg5Connor, p. 167. 
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nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth centuries. It is noteworthy that in Tigray 

Fernyhough identified the Wolkait region on the border of Sudan (which was to become 

the first base of operations of the TPLF) as a centre for shifia bands, while Gebru has 

identified eastern Tigiay as another centre197 and this area was to be the location of the 

Woyene, as the Tigrayan peasant revolt of 1943, has come to be known. Although not a 

force for change themselves, the shifia did create insecurity, particularly in the peripheral 

borderlands, and this s e n d  to destabilize governments. 

Ethiopia was made a direct colony of Italy and together with Italian Somaliland and 

Eritrea became part of the Africait Orierttale Ikdiana. Under Italian rule the country was 

divided into four governorships, hnhara, Harar, Oromo-Sidamo and Shoa, while Tigray 

was attached to Eritrea. Prior to the invasion the Italians had made much for propaganda 

purposes of Ethiopia's backwardness, oppression of the non-hhara  peoples and Haile- 

Selassie's failure, or inability, to eiirninate s'lavery. The Italians did eliminate slavery, the 

privileged status of the tze,ftegzirs, or northern settlers in the southern lands, was redused 

and schools were built that provided instruction in the indigenous tongues of the area, and 

not exciusively in Amharigna. 

The Itzlians' administrative restructuring served to undermine, if not do away with, the 

role of many nobles in Iocal government. The new rulers also attempted to dissolve the 

land holdings of the clergy, letting these Lands return to the people, while the priests were 

sometimes put on monthly salaries.198 Such reforms were generally welcomed by 

Ethiopia's heavily taxed peasants. One Tigrayan elder described the Italian occupation as 

1 9 6 ~ .  Fennybough, "Social mobility and dissident elites in northern Ethiopia: the role of bandits, 1900 = 

1969," B. Crummey (ed.), Banditry, Rebellion and Protest in Africa, (London: James Currey, 1986). 
lg7~ebru Tareke, "Preliminary History of Resistance in Tigrai, Ethiopia," Africa, 34(2), (1984), p. 43. 
'98~osen, "Warring with Words," p. 86. 
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a period when the people were "getting rest, peace and freedom from the (imperial) 

government. " Ig9  

Italian modernization included the spread of wage labour as Italian settlers started up 

commercial. concerns. The establishment of 1,436 commercial companies, 1,225 industrial 

firms and forty agricultural enterprises served to lay the basis of a modern economic 

infrastructure.200 During their brief rule the Italians built 4,000 miles of road and left 

behind machinery, !orries, factories and public buildings and many settlers. Adwa in 

particular benefited from Italian rule as the town was made an administrative capital and 

townspeople reported that "they were busy night and day making and providing things to 

sell to the Italians."Zol But modernization of the economy also meant the end of the 

centuries old mule caravan trade and, with the defeat of the Italians, Adwa declined 

because a new provincial administration was established in h4ekelle. 

The Italian defeat in 1941 and the return of Kaile-Selassie from exile in the company of 

British imperial troops served as the stimulus for a major revolt in Tigray. Tigrayan 

loyalties had been tested by the war when a number of local nobles actively supported the 

Italians and the occupiers wor, fixther support among some sections of the population by 

reducing the number of taxes and their amount, and by building badly needed schools, 

hospitals and roads. Moreover, Haile-Selassie's defensive strategy, which had largely 

involved abandoning the province to the invaders, caused lasting hostility to the imperial 

regime and facilitated the acceptance by Tigrayans of the Italians. 

lgg1nterview: Abraham Aley, Abey Gobast, Kashi Bercher Kasa and Grazmach Berhe Dumzu, all 
veterans of the Woyene, Mahoni, March 3 1, 1994. 
200~safa Jalata, Oromia and Ethiopia: State Formation and Ethnonational Conflict, 1868 - 1992, 
(Boulder: Lynne Rienne Publishers, 1993), p. 84. 
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Kaife-Selassie was anxious to reasserf controi, but his officials in Tigray were challenged 

when they attempted tax coiieciion. Although the emperor aboiished most of the 

traditional taxes and services, the peasants complained that the taxes were still far higher 

than those that existed under the Italian a d m i n i s t r a t i ~ n . ~ ~ ~  What particularly angered the 

peasants, however, was that in contrast to earlier practice the tax had to be paid in cash 

and not in kind, a severe imposition given the subsistence character of most Tigrayan 

agriculture. Moreover, Haite-Selassie's tax collecting involved the imposition of assessors 

steeped in corruption and accompanied by irregular troops known as Territoriais who 

became notorious for robbery and violence.203 

Tigrayan nobles, who were threatened and angered by Haile-Selassie's new administration 

which included the intrusior, of Amhara officials, encouraged peasant resistance and gave 

it a populist anti-Shoan character. In the unsettled conditions prevailing in the wake of the 

Italian administration's collapse these factors alone would have caused public disorder and 

discontent. The position was aggravated, however, because Haile-Selassie had to contend 

also with the British occupying army in Eritrea after 1941 which wanted to hive off Tigray 

and Eritrea from the emperor's control. To facilitate this they endeavoured to build up the 

authority of Tigrrjan hereditary leaders and supported a decentralized northern Ethiopia 

.204 Their efforts were facilitated by the Italian occupation of Ethiopia when Tigray was 

annexed to Eritrea and "self-awareness of Tigrinya speakers and Tigrean sectarianism 

were encouraged."205 As a means to stimulate Tigrayan nationalism and establish order 

in near anarchic conditions the British wanted Ras Seyoum Mengesha appointed governor 

of Tigray. 

202Gebru Tareke, "Rural Protest in Ethiopia," p. 14 1. 
2031bid., p. 14 1. 
2 0 4 ~ r l i ~ h ,  "Tigrean Nationalism," p. 2 16. 
20fErMs, The Struggle Over Eritrea, p. 3.  



Although Haile-Sefassie agreed to the appointment, he kept Seyoum under observation in 

Addis Ababa iiniii 1947. Nor woiold the emperor allow any role in the Tigray 

administration for Haile-Selassie Gugsa because of his alliance with the Italians. The 

emperor faced a dilemma: the appointment of Tigrayan nobles to positions of leadership 

might well have encouraged stability in the province, but as a Shoan Arnhara ruler he was 

anxious about raising the status of his historical competitors and at the same time he had 

reason to be suspicious of Erttish intentions. 

Haile-Selassie was also confronted by a number of rebellious minority communities in 

southeastern Tigray who took advantage of the state's weakness in this transitional period 

to attempt to escape state encroachment. Foremost were the Raya and Azebo people who 

were originally Oromo and had at least since the time of Yohannis fiercely resisted 

Abyssinian incorporation and retained much of their semi-nomadic clan based egalitarian 

culture. -Moreover, they constituted a lMoslem minority community in the heartland of 

Ethiopian Orthodox On the eve of the 1935 invasion the Italians 

provided the Raya and Azebo with several thousand rifles which, according to Italian 

military sources, they used very effectively against Haile-Selassie's army. 207 Haile- 

Selassie considered their actions traitorous, and the stage was set for postwar conflict. 

A neighbouring people, the VJejerat, also had a long history of militantly opposing 

successive state efforts to impose local administrators and the dominant Ethiopian system 

of land tenure. The Wejerat were mostly Christian peasant farmers, spoke a Tigrigna 

dialect, ;arid practiced a system of ieiilire in which Iand belonged to the entire community 

and !and rights flowed from permanent residence, unlike the lineage based system 

practiced by most Tigrayans. To ensure equality land was equally divided every four years 

20%. Triminglum, Islam in Ethiopia, (New Yak:  Barnes and Noble, 1952), p. 192. 
207~ebru Tareke, "Rural Protest in Ethiopia," pp. 152-3. 
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by elders and etected leaders. Feudal incorporation for the =Wejerat threatened the 

impositior! of outside authority in local aEairs and the desiriction of their land tenure 

system and decentralized forms of government. In 1942 the state did impose a chika 

shum, or local administrator, over them and the foremost historian of the Woyene, Gebm 

Tareke, has concluded that this served as one of the precipitating causes for their conflict 

with the central 

Minorities' resistance to incorporation, inter- and intra-feudal jockeying for power, 

dislocation involved in the transitional period, and the violence of the Territorials, all 

fostered an upsurge in shifta activity. Shifta were not homogeneous: some were basically 

criminals engaged in looting both peasants and nobles alike, but another group of shifts 

were peasants deeply angered at their conditions and the unjust rule they faced and "their 

discontent was in essence the peasants' discontent."209 Most of the latter group joined 

the rebellion and one of them, the aggrieved local official turned shifia, Blatta Haile 

Mariam Redda, became the principie leader of the Woyene. Public disobedience, whether 

of a criminal or political nature, was expedited by the Italian distribution of rifles to 

Gugsa's followers and to the Raya and Azebo immediately before and during the war. 

There was also a wide availability of weaponry in a region that had only recently witnessed 

clan based and anti-government skirmishes and had been the site of battles with khedival 

Egypt, Mahdist Sudan and imperialist Italy over the previous sixty-five years. 

After a series of battles that left the Woyene participants in control of the provincial 

capital idekelie and most of eastern Tigray, the rebels r'ocused their eKorts on the 

governmefit strsiighold of hSa Aiage. However, afier three weeks of iiicreasiiiglj; bitter 

attacks the army, with the assistance of British officers and aerial bombardment, was 



victorious in October 1943. Government retribution was quick and severe. The 

Tei-ri'roriais spread violence ihi-ougho~lt Tigray, fines were levied, homesteads destroyed, 

and cattle confiscated. Of more long-term significance the Raya and Azebo, who had been 

in the forefront of the rebellion, had their lands taken away and were made tenants with 

the opportunity to buy back their own land. Tigray's boundaries were redrawn and the 

districts of Wolkait and Tselernti in the west were given to Gondar. 

But Haile-Seiassie also began back-tracking on the more overt aspects of his policy of 

having Amhara officialdom administer Tigray. Although the Amhara Ras Abebe Aregai 

was temporarily retained as governor (Ras Seyoum took over in 1947), the occupying 

troops were withdrawn, and woreda administrators thereafter were Tigrayan and, after 

Seyoum's return, were appointed by him. However, Seyoum's deputy, Fitawarari Yemane 

Hassen, a Shoan Amhara, and his successors became the real powers in the territory.2l0 

The land tax which had caused so much resentment was eliminated and in its place a 

tribute system introduced in which the Tigriiyans themselves decided who paid and how 

much they paid. A measure of provincial autonomy was thus retained, but the trend 

toward state centralization continued and took other forms, such as the increasing use and 

status of hhar igna  in a province where few could understand the language. 

Although acknowledging that the Woyene attracted only minor support from regions 

outside eastern Tigray, the T P L F ~ ~  and some academics, such as Solomon ~ n ~ u a i , ~ ] ~  

contend that the revolt was stimulated by nationalism and represe ,ted the rzponse of an 

oppressed nation to Shoan M h r a  oppression. The TPLF pointediy claims ihat the 

v40yene was a "stiiiggk for self-dctermin~ttion when ihe oppressed people of Tigray took 

2101bid., p. 222. 
21 Woyeen, August, 1978. 
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arms demanding an end to national oppression and exploitation by the h h a r a  ruling 

clique."213 Ethiopian historian and former REST Chairman, Solomon Inquai, holds that 

the British Foreign Office records for the period conclusively demonstrate that the 

rebellion was based on peasant nationalism, and this in turn points to the continuity of 

sentiments among the peasantry to the Secotld Woyene, as the TPLF led revolution is 

frequently referred to.214 This, however, begs the question of how much the British 

really understood of Tigray's complex politics and whether their cwn strategic goals for 

the Horn of Mrica might not have clouded their judgment. 

Moreover, both the principle historian of the Woyene, Gebru Tareke, and the foremost 

historian of Tigray from the period of Yohannis to the overthrow of the imperial regime in 

1974, Haggai Erlkh, contend that the revolt was not an expression of Tigrayan 

nationalism. According to Gebru "the peasants rebelled against the state not particularly 

because it was controlled and dominated by the Shewan Amhara but primarily because it 

was oppressive" and points out that the Raya and Azebo repeatedly rose up against the 

state regardless of whether it was the Tigrayan Emperor Yohannis or the Shoan Amhara 

Emperors Menelik and Haile-Selassie who controlleo the apparatus.215 Both Giikes216 

and I3riich2l7 acknowledge the importance of Tigrayanism as a raliying cry, but the latter 

argued that ultimately it  was a slogan rather than a program to hlfill, and that Tigrayan 

self-awareness was inseparable from Ethiopianism. 

This problem cannot be satisfactorily resolved here and field interviews of Raya and 

kzebo Woyene veterans (referred to elsewhere) are too few in number to use as a basis 

213~eople's Voice, 5th Anniversay issue. 1980, p. I .  
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for convincing generalizations. These interviews, however, would not support the 

contention that the peasant participants in the revolt were solely or overwhelmingly 

motivated by nationalist considerations. Too many currents can be identified in the 

Woyene, such as incomplete national integration, national oppression, uneven economic 

development, peasant deprivation and inter and intra-feudal struggles, to convincingly 

single out one of them as being dominant. The TPLF's interpretation of the Woyene, the 

use to which they put this inheritance of anti-state struggle, and the tactical lessons they 

drew from it, are however of importance in their own right. It is thus noteworthy that one 

of the early names that the TPLF was to take was Hzsbaswi Woyene Harriet Tigray 

(People's Revolution for the Liberation of Tigray), which was desigued to link the 

movement's struggle with that of 1943 .2 

Paul Brass's work is useful here in that it recognizes that national identity is malleable over 

time and has a class dimension. The Tigrayan peasants' sense of national identity and anti- 

Amhara sentiments have been noted by eighteenth century foreign visitors,219 and in this 

century Rosen has conchded that, "no matter how the political fortunes of the province 

have oscillated, there has always remained the sense of the cultural supremacy of the entire 

region and people."220 However, until the TPLF led insurrection the peasants' devotion 

to maintaining their autonomy in the face of state attempts at incorporation and demands 

on their product have figured more prominently than any desire to fight for nationalist 

goals. 

h d  this appears to be the case in the most celebrated pre-1975 peasant revolt, the 

Wojene of 1943. In this revolt peasant demands were of a local character; few peasailts 

218~nterview: Negussie Lilly, Endaselasie, February 6, 1993. 
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outside of eastern Tigray participated in the struggle, and the calculated involvement of a 

smail minority of Tigrayan nobies suggest that they were more concerned with 

individualist, rather than national, interests. According to both Brass and Connor, 

ethnonationalism is a product of modernization which breaks down primordial loyalties 

and links otherwise geographically isolated peoples. This process had been set in motion 

by the Italian occupation, but was only weakly felt at the time of the Woyene. 

While the pre-1975 Tigrayan elites were not able to effectively mobilize the population 

using nationalism, the peasants nonetheless did have a sense of national identity and the 

deterioration of conditions in the province in the twentieth century could and were 

increasingly laid at the door of the Amhara elite who controlled the state. A Tigrayan 

nationalist revolt against Amhara hegemony, however, was not possible in the period 

reviewed here because of the power of the Ethiopian state (aided by the British) and the 

difkse national sentiments. Moreover, on the one hand conditions had not so deteriorated 

as to eliminate other options, and on the other the weYakened and divided Tigrayan nobility 

did not have the ability or the incentive to lead a revolt which might ultimately undermine 

their own fading powers. 

Rural Tigray on the Eve of the 1974 Revolution 

In this section the objectives include outlining the system of land tenure praciiced in 

Tigray and to construct a socio-economic profile of the province and, then identi@ the key 

. . stresses and strains the i-ird ~ ~ i ~ i i i i ~ i i i ~ j i  was expzrieiieiiig oii the eiie of the I973 

revdution. On the basis of this examination it will be possible to make some preliminary 

comments about the usefblness of the moral economy literature as a tool in understanding 

the causes of peasant based revolts. This examination will also provide a point of 

reference fiom which to judge the impact of both the Derg and its policies, and of the 



TPLF and its program, in rural Tigray. But before examining the changes rural Tigray 

was undergoing in the contemporary era it is necessary to briefly outline the poiiticai and 

administrative context in which they took place 

The defeat of the Italians and the victory over the Tigrayan rebels, both with the crucial 

assistance of the British, lee the latter in a commanding position in the Horn of Africa. 

But post-war Britain was increasingly stretched financially and militariIy and hence unable 

to take on the role of coioniai master for the region. The United States aiso favoured 

Ethiopian independence, although at the core of its foreign policy was containment of 

Soviet influence in the region as indicated by its establishment of an important 

communications base at Kagnew outside of Asrnara. The eventual U.N. decision to !ink 

Eritrea to Ethiopia through a federation was thus strongly supported by the United States 

and served to bring together U.S. and Ethiopian interests.221 

The defeat of the Italians gave Waile-Selassie back his country, while the interest of the 

United States in Ethiopia through its base in Eritrea and its commitment to modernize his 

armed forces helped to ease the British oui of the country. The United States became 

Maile-Seiassie's new patron, and one far less demanding than the British. These 

international developments, together with the crushing of the Tigrayan challengers to his 

power, sewed to create a favourable environment for Haile-Selassie to pursue his life time 

goats of modernization and the consolidation of state power. For the next thirty years 

Haile-Selassie worked to reduce or eliminate regional bases of power by taking greater 

controi over appointments, estabiishing a fiscai system with tax payments going to the 

Ministry of Finance instead ofto the nobility, monetizing the coilection oftaxes and tithes, 

2xIn spite of this support for a federzl arrangement, the US acccpted Haile-Selassie's dissolution of the 
federation and integration of Eritrea into Ethiopia in 1961. It was not until February 1930 that Assistant 
Secretarq. of State for African Affairs, Herman Cohen, '~vas to testify before Congress that the dissolution 
had been illegal and that Eritreans had a right to self-determination 



creating and maintaining a central armed force and police, and developing a system of 

state supported education.222 In fostering the growth of a middle class and a professional 

standing army, Haile-Selassie's poiicies were not, however, without their dangers In 2960 

his palace guard launched a coup which demonstrated the vulnerability of the regime. 

In Tigray the emperor's administrative centralization led to a decline in the authority of the 

iocai nobility, but it aiso invoived the ancient practice of creating a network of politicai 

loyalties by dynastic marriages between Haire-Selassie's family and the leading families of 

Tigray, and notably the descendants of ~ o h a n n i s . ~ ~ ~  Nobility is primarily a function of 

titles which are conferred by the ernperor and are not inheritable, but some families, such 

as that of Yohannis, have retained titles for generations John Bwce has found that since 

early times commentators have emphasized that in Tigray, to a greater extent than 

elsewhere in Ethiopia, loca: ~overnments were administered by particular families. Tigray 

did not significantly benefit from the post-war expansion in education facilities and iittle 

state money was pug into other infrastrtctural developments, which were largely 

concentrated in cenrral and southern Ethiopia and Asmara, areas which offered greater 

commercial prospects, thus fixthering and reinforcing trends towards uneven economic 

development. State centralization may have brought a greater degree of security to the 

lives of Tigrayan peasants, but it could only come about through increased extractions of 

surpIus from the agrarian sector 

Tigray's post-war decline was evidenced by changes in the province's social stratification 

and socia! status. Rosen's study, based on four years residence in Adwa immediately prior 

to the 5974 revohtion, shows that the town's traditional elite, made up of descendants of 

past leaders and generals and prominent traders, were relegated to a category known as 

222Asafa, p. 86. 
223John Bruce, p. 33. 



jachmcu irg, or children of the well born.224 According to Rosen the former elite 

retained a sense of honour but, 

"since they were generally either retired personages or paid 
employees of the central government, they could no longer 
maintain huge entourages, nor could they keep any 
significant number of men under arms, even though they 
might have kept hold of their gult lands, they could no 
longer be sure that the people would pay them much of their 
former rent. This also applied to the effective powers of the 
heads of the rnzjor monasteries and churches, for these 
clerical leaders no longer were able to exert absolute control 
over the farmers working on the gulf lands of ;he church. 
The people in the town at feast were reluctant to be 
impressed with the efforts of new men to claim to be worthy 
of the kind of honor which had been prevalent in the 
past. '225 

.b elite which had dominated Tigray for centuries was being displaced from the centre of 

Adwa fife and in the late t%Kls and early 1970s Rosen was still hearing the townspeoples' 

lament. The new elite by contrast were rich merchants without pedigrees who used their 

money to enhance their economic positions. They were resented for not using their wealth 

to provide feasts as was the custom in the past. Instead they accumulated land and 

provided gifts and services to government officials to bolster their newly acquired 

positions of prominence in the tow-ns.226 

Given what was to f~"c;tlotv it is even more interesting to note that the people of Adwa held 

the Amfrara d i n g  elite responsibie for these unwelcome changes. In a fascinating, but all 

roo brief da ted  study, Rosen found that the inhabitants' perception of themselves was 

typified in the norion of Plobbo, xvhich refers to Tigrayans' determination, integrity and 

22%sen. "Warring 134th Wards." p. 90. 
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desire for revenge in the face of inju~tice.22~ Moreover, according to the Tigrayans, it 

was a characteristic the h h a r a s  did not possess. Indeed, Tigrayans' desire for revenge 

was directed against the Amhara for having sought to dominate and oppress the people of 

the province.228 Specifically the Amhara ruiers were held responsible for the deaths of at 

least six members of the royal house of Tigray who died in Shoa and for the economic 

neglect of the province. For Tigrayans, the term Woyene was "a reminder of the constant 

desire for some form of protest and possible future rebelli0n."22~ It is noteworthy that 

Kalechristos, governor of Tigray from 1976 to 1978 singled out the people s f  Adwa as 

being particularly resistant to unjust authority and obstinate in their struggles for 

justice.230 Nonetheless, writing on the eve of the TPLF led revolution, Rosen predicted 

that the Tigrayans' struggle with the ruling t2mha:as would not be violent but take the 

form of "warring with words", the title of his doctoral dissertation. 

The mral ecoromy and way of fife was also undergoing related far-reaching changes in 

this period as a result of similar forces of modernization and state centralization. But to 

appreciate their significance some perspective is needed. From the seventh century until 

the introduction of the Derg's "Proclamation to Provide for the Public Ownership of Rural 

Lands" in March 1975 the vast majority of the peasantry held land under the risti tenure 

system which ensured that every Tigrayan of the requisite social standing was entitled to 

claim land through descent from an Aklli Abat, or founding father, who was once believed 

to have owned the Tigray recognized three respectable statuses: farmer/soldier, 

cleric, and governor/warlord.2~2 Other groups, such as slaves, Moslems,233 tradespeople 

""7. Rosen, "Tigrean political identity," R. Hess (ed.), Proceedings of the 5th Internationai Conference 
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and ethnic and religious minorities, were not socially respectable and were generally 

denied access to productive land. Land claims and disputes could go back twenty 

generations and were originally arbitrated locally by elders, and in this century as land 

shortages developed, increasingly through reference to the courts. A later modification of 

the risti system that was to develop in a few small areas of Tigray and throughout most of 

Eritrea was the desa, or communal land pattern. Under this pattern? land was held by the 

entire community and divided up equally by elders every few years as a means of ensuring 

equality and avoiding absentee land holdings. 

Risti holders had considerable rights over land. Although the holder could not vary 

inheritance patterns he or she could plant what was desired, commit land in agrarian 

coiitracts, lease it for farming by a tenant, give it as securitj for a loan or exchange it 

temporarily for the use of another parcel. In addition. the holder could bar access to any 

of his or her children, or favour one child over another.234 According to Bruce, the risti 

holder's "mental set is that of an owner rather than a 'mere usufructuary'. aisti is the 

maximal estate in land, the most comprehensive bundle of rights over land, recognized by 

customary law. As such it is valued intensely. '235 

Although there were regional exceptions, in most areas the risti land of both parents was 

divided among sons and daughters, but the division was rarely equal, and Bruce has found 

that these disparities were generalizable: 

"eldest sons will generally receive somewhat larger amounts 
of the parental risti land than other sons; sons will generally 
receive larger am~ur.ts than daughters; childrer, who are 

2 3 3 ~ h i l e  probably the majority of Moslems in Tigray were denied access to Iand, there was a large degree 
of regional variation as will be noted in this dissertation. Many Moslems were also involved in trading 
and wewing, occupations generally looked down upon in Tigray. 
2341b1d., pp. 52-53. 
2351bidl, p. 53. 



patrilocally or matriclocally resident will usually receive 
more than those who are not; and usually a son will receive 
some share, no matter how small, while it is quite common 

11 11236 for a daughter to receive none at all. 

In spite of these inequities and the upset these land divisions frequently caused, they rarely 

became open conflicts or went to litigation because such action was considered 

On top of this land holding system rested the state with its two arms, the Church and the 

secular nobility, for whom f a d  and peasants to work the land were necessary for their 

survival. Churches or monasteries were granted one of two types of land: either gulti 

land which enabled the holder to levy taxes on the peasants of the area, or rim land which 

was directly acquired from the area peasantry and could either be farmed by the clergy 

themselves or by tenant peasants. Gulti rights were also given by the monarch to members 

of the nobility, generals, or other favoured individuals, who could retain part of the 

variable amount of taxes colfected and pass the balance to the monarch. Gulti rights in 

theory reverted to the crown with the death of the holder, but this was not usually the case 

with rights held by the Church. According to tradition the Church should hold one-third 

of all land, but in practice in Tigray Bruce found that it held less than a tenth of the land in 

most parishes.23* Where the Church held no land its clergy had to be paid in cash or kind 

by the peasants of the parish. 

The state extracted surpluses through nsrat, a tithe on land, that varied between one-fifth 

and one-third of production and taxes on livestock and trade. Cultivators were also 

required to provide compulsory military sewice, biiiets and provisions for soidiers, unpaid 

!25czr fix wok on the nobles' 'laads, and gifts to the nobility on special occasions. In spite 



of these features which suggest similarities with European feudalism, and the fact that 

most early European visitors described the system as "feudal", there were significant 

differences. Of particular significance is the fact that Tigrayan (and Amhara) peasants 

drew their rights to the land from st lineage system; they had a high degree of control over 

their land, and the nobilitjl lacked direct access to land, enjoying only rights of income 

from residmt producers.239 Bruce concluded that land in Tigray was "an intensely 

private property and the State's mechanisms for drawing off the farm surplus to support 

itself and its cadres are those consistent with a private property system - those of 

taxation. "240 

Although land as the principle means of production was inequitably divided in Abyssinia 

and this pointed to the solidification of classes, social relations were largely structured 

along patron-client lines.241 Abyssinian society has been noted for its hierarchy and 

rituals of deference which sharpiy demarcated its members. However, there were always 

strong bonds between superior and inferior, ties of blood, and what Hoben has called a 

"relatively low degree of diEerentiation in life-style - i.e. forms of social organization, 

ideas and ideals."242 The myth of a common ancestry, the fluidity of land holdings from 

one generation to the next which made social mobility both upwards and downwards 

common, the low level of technology, and the limited cultural distinctions between gentry 

and peasant, all encouraged the blurring of class distinctions and inhibited the emergence 

of class consciousness. Crummy has written that there were classes in themselves, but not 

classes for themselves.243 

239See McCann, p. 41; Asafa Jalzta, p. 38. 
zm~ohn Bruce, p. 55. 
24'Gebm Tareke, "Rural Protest in Ethiopia," p. 17. 
3 2 ~ .  Hobben, "Social Stratification in Traditional Amhara Society," A. Tuden and L. Plotnicov (eds.), 
Social Stratification in Africa, (New York: The Free Press, 19701, p. 192. 
2 4 3 ~ .  Crummy, "Abyssinian Feudalism," Past and Present, (19791, p. 23, quoted in Gebru Tareke, "Rural 
Protest in Ethiopia," p. 17. 



In Tigray class structure became particularly fluid in this century for a number of reasons. 

First, although ruling families, such as that of Emperor Yohannis, did become a feature of 

the society, titles and gulti rights were not inheritable and therefore class consolidation 

through inheritance was discouraged. Secondly, risti held land was not secure and as land 

shortages developed in the second half of this century peasants increasingly resorted to the 

courts to sort out claims and this led to many plots of land changing hands. Thirdly, 

closely defining peasant class in the Tigrayan context is made difficult by the need to 

account for considerable regional differences in wealth and in climatic conditions which 

could produce significant changes in household income from one year to the next. And 

lastly, and perhaps most significantly, social structural flux was also caused by the 

dislocation of Tigrayans have experienced in the past one hundred years as a result of war, 

drought, environmental decline and pestilence. 

In spite of the lack of statistical or other analyses of Tigray, two imperial government 

studies, one carried out by the short-lived and largely ineffectual Ministry of Land Refom, 

and another by the Central Statistical Ofice (CSO), can be used in outlining a 

so~ioeconomic profile of the province on the eve of the 1974 revolution. There are major 

problems with the analyses of these studies, but the lack of other available empirical data, 

nonetheless, makes them use&!. Both studies put the population of Tigrzy at slightly 

more than 1.5 million in the late 1960s, although several sources including Africa Watch 

and the TPLF argue that the Ethiopian government deliberately under-estimated Tigray's 

population in the past.244 Moreover, these figures do not include the populations of 

Wolkait and Tselemti which were removed from Tigray in the afiermath of the Woyene, 

and parts of south-eastern Tigray which were attached to Wollo in 1957. In addition, the 

244For a discussion of this see D. Hicks, "Tigray and North Wollo Situation Report April-May 1992," UN 
Emergency Prevention and Preparedness Group, June 1992, Addis Ababa. 
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1960 study acknowledged that no attempt was made to estimate the province's nomadic 

population.245 The CSO Tigray population estimates for 1989 - 1990, again not 

including Wolkait and Tselen~ti and parts of south-eastern Tigray, were 2.7 million, while 

TPLFREST estimates for the same year, but including these areas, was 4.8 million.246 

Although Tigray's literacy rates, according to Solomon Inquai, were the highest in 

~ t h i o ~ i a , ~ ~ ~  both his study and that of the CSO record that only 6.4 percent of the 

population were literate and this broke down to 12.1 percent of males and five percent of 

females.248 Within Tigray the figures ranged from a high of 12.1 percent literacy in 

Adwa to less than two percent in the awardja of Tembien. The average Tigrayan 

household was made up of 4.53 individuals and the average age for marriage was fifteen, 

with ninety percent of Tigrayans marrying between the ages of ten and nineteen.2d9 No 

figures were provided for either inter or intra-provincial migration, but a higher ratio of 

men to women in the countryside points to the greater number of women who moved to 

the towns to find employment. 

The same exclusion of the western and south-eastern districts gave Tigray an area of 

65,920 square kilometres, approximately 1/17 of the total area of Ethiopia. 253 Ninety- 

three percent of the population lived in the rural areas and 91 percent of the economically 

active population were engaged in agriculture. More than three-quarters of the land 

holdings in Tigray were privately "owned" (although given an earlier description of the 

risti system the tern privately held would probably be more apt; the studies simply 

- 

245CS0, p. 1. 
246Hi~ks, Appendix 1. 
247So~omon Inquai, article in Journal of Ethiopian Studies, Vol. 1 1 ,  No. 1, January 1969, p. 58. 
248CS0, p. 10. 
2491bid., p. 18. 
250Ministry of Land Reform, p. 3.  Boundary changes after liberation increased Tigray's area to just over 
100,000 square kilometres. 



distinguish "owned", "rented" and "partly owned and rented"), a figure considerably higher 

than anywhere else in I3hiopia.Z5' Within Tigray the awardja with the highest percentage 

of owned land was Agame with 94 percent.252 

Less than twenty percent of land in Tigray was partly owned and partly rented and only 

seven percent rented. The two woredas of Raya and Azebo had the highest figures for 

rented land at almost one-third, and the statistical profile notes that this was the only area 

in Tigray where land holdings were coi~~~noillji ineasured and registered in ihi: nairtes of 

individual owners.253 The study omitted to note in explanation that the peoples in this 

area had their communal land system destroyed and their lands confiscated by Haile- 

Selassie in the wake of the Woyene and the original owners were only given the option of 

buying back or renting their former lands. 

The average cultivated area of land per household in Tigray was 1.02 hectares, but again 

there was considerable regional variation: two-thirds of holdings were less than one-half 

hectare in Adwa, Agame and Kilte Awlaelo, while in the province as a whole two-thirds of 

holdings were less than one hectare.254 The average size of household land holdings was 

highest in Shire while Agame had the smallest average cultivated areas with a figure of 

1,800 square metres per h o ~ s e h o l d . ~ 5 ~  The awardja's extreme land shortages would be a 

major reason why the TPLF chose this area to carry out its first land reform, the process 

of which will be described in chapter eight. 

2S11bid., p. 54. 
252CS0, p. 27, 
253Ministry of Land Reform, g. 16. 
254CS0, p. 26. 
255~bid., p. 27. 



The ksii system of allocating land where claims could go back twenty generations and be 

made on both the mzle and fema!e sides encouraged !and subdivisions and fragmentation 

of land parcels. On average a household held 3.5 parcels of land, but three-quarters of the 

peasants surveyed were opposed to land consolidation for four reasons. First, they had a 

sentimental attachment to land inherited from their forefathers. Second, separate plots 

provided protection against crop failure and uncertain weather. Third, separate plots had 

different soils which favoured production of different crops were preferred as they spread 

risk. Lastly, consolidation wzs not deemed consistent with the risti system of land 

h0lding25~ Further evidence of the individualism of Tigrayan peasants that 

anthropologists have also noted is seen in the fact that, despite their poverty, three- 

quarters of those surveyed indicated that they would not be prepared to take up group 

farming and few would agree to resettlement, even within Tigray. 257 

Because of land claims which could be activated at any time and because most woredas 

allotted land shares in old holdings for new residents, land insecurity was a feature of the 

system and this served to discourage capital formation and conservation of the soil, trees 

and water. As population grew and land shortages developed in the post World War I1 

period traditional means of resolving problems of land tenure within the community by 

reference ro elders increasingly gave way to peasants resorting to the courts. On the eve 

of the revolution sixty percent of civil cases and eighteen percent of criminal cases in 

Tigray were recorded as being related to land.258 Although the risti system of land tenure 

strongly discouraged the privatization of land since there could be no guarantees against 

ancestral bsed  claims being made ever! on land that had been o ld ,  the Ministry nf Land 

Reform study found increasing evidence of sales and mortgages of land. These, it 

2 5 6 ~ n i s t r y  of Land Reform, p. 42. 
257~auer, Household and Society in Ethiopia, p. 42. 
258bGnistry of Land Reform, pp.37-4 1.  



concluded, provided evidence of the process of "ind~viduaiization of the land tenure 

system in ~ i g e .  "259 

Only in the Axum area, where the Orthodox Church had large :and holdings, were 

landlord-tenant relations singled out by the Ministry of Land Reform as being the cause of 

conflict. Very few of the Church's tenants had tenancy agreements and with no security 

they c ~ u l d  be evicted at any time. Lack of security in turn discouraged tenant capital 

formation and only thirteen percent of tenants were reported to have made improvements 

to their land.Z6O A mere five percent of rental payments were in cash which gives some 

indication of the low level of agricliltural commercialization in Tigray at the time, a figure 

incidentally, that was the lowest in Ethiopia. 

There is reason to believe, however, t h ~ t  landlord-tenant relations were far more fraught 

with problems than the Ministry's report acknowledged. Although the obligation of the 

tenant to pay the tithe was legally abolished in 1967, the Ministry of Land Reform study 

found that it was still being paid at the time of the study and Gilkes found that pcasants 

were still paying it throughout Ethiopia when the 1974 revolution broke out.261 

Moreover, although post-war legislation ended tenant services to landlords, Church lands 

were largely omitted from this provision. While it would be assumed that the landlord as 

owner of the land would pay the land tax, and the ministry's study makes no mention of it, 

in one district in Sidamo it was found that 89 percent of the tenants actually paid the land 

tax for their landlords, and there is no reason to think that this was a unique e ~ a m ~ l e . 2 6 2  



Unlike elsewhere in Ethiopia, a 'land tax was applied to Tigray as a whole and then divided 

among awardjas, then among woredas and so down to gofhs, or ?arishes, where it was 

fixed by local elders. The total tax payable by the goth did not vary year by year, but 

individual rates varied because they were dependent upon the number of persons holding 

land in the goth. The Orthodox Church collecte3 28 percent of the taxes and one-third of 

its taxes were spent on the schools which it operated.263 

The researchers had little to propose except to reiterate government policy which 

favoured increasing agricultural productivity through "individualization of communal 

tenure", a policy that would be carried out by eliminating "systems of holdings which are 

incompatible with economic and social development. "264 In spite of this policy, and the 

evidence examined above which the researchers concluded indicated a move toward 

individualization of the land tenure system, the study nonetheless categorically rejected the 

introduction of freehold land tenure. Instead, the study's authors called for permanent and 

inheritable leaseholds with restrictions on the transfer of land outside the community.265 

Since nowhere in the study do the authors consider the attitudes of Tigrayan peasants, this 

rejection of freehold tenure needs some explanation which the study did not, or could not, 

provide. This analyst was to discover what the earlier researchers almost certainly knew 

but perhaps for political reasons could not state, namely: that Tigrayan peasants abhorred 

any suggestion of the imposition of iiec'wld land tenure. 

Compared to the Addis Ababa government which spent little on infrastructure in the 

province, and did even less to encourage economic diversification, the Mekelle-based 

government was, if nothing else, energetic. With few possibilities for agricultural 

263Ministry of Land Reform, p. 19. 
264~bid., p. 60. 
2 6 5 ~ i d . ,  p. 60. 



commercialization (outside of pockets of land in the west and southeast which had earlier 

been removed from Tigray) Rzs Mengesha Seyourn, who became governor-general of 

Tigray upon the death of his father in 196 1,  attempted to establish an industrial base in the 

province. With less than one-third of one percent of Ethiopia's industrial employment 

against 87 percent for Shoa and Eritrea in 1970, Mcngesha's plans for a regional industrial 

core in Tigray were at odds with the central government's policy of creating an industrial 

structure built around impor! substitution, financed by foreign capital, and largely centred 

in Addis Ababa and Asmara. 

A regional government development corporation, Tigray Agricultural and Industrial 

Development Ltd. (TAIDL), was established through public subscription which led to the 

revitalization of the incense industry. Some other infrastmctural projects were pursued as 

well. However, at the end of the day, and in spite of Ras Mengesha's undoubted personal 

commitment to the projects, there was only a marginal increase in industrial employment. 

Bad management and a lack of access to capital and skilled labour clearly figured in these 

failures, but until the TPLF can prove otherwise there must be some doubt whether 

Tigray's peripheral and largely subsistence economy could sustain an industrial base. 

Moreover, the few jobs created as a result of these projects were paid for by Mengesha's 

taxation of peasants living very close to the margins, something that older peasants were 

noting with anger even in 1993. This must have had some bearing oil their tlnwiliingness 

to support him when he went to the countryside in November 1974 to launch his anti- 

Cerg rebellion. 

The pictttre that emerges &Tigray on the eve of the revolution is one of a rural economy 

facing a crisis that Mengesha's tinkering could do little to overcome. In 1972 Tigray 

(along with Wollo) experienced its second famine in less than fifteen years, both of which 



were siudiously ignored by ihe imperial government of Haile-Selassie. 266 Even before 

the outbreak of the famine the crisis in the countrgrside was precipitating a movement of 

peasants to Eritrea and the Sudan. And when the rains failed in 1972 in eastern Tigray 

and Woilo it was the most vulnerable who were hardest hit: first, the Afar pastoral 

nomads who were being displaced from their historical grazing lands by commercial 

cotton plantations, and secoild, the Raya and Azebo tenants still suffering from the effects 

of the loss of their land in the wake of the ~ o ~ e n e . ~ ~ ~  For most of this century Tigrayan 

peasants had trekked north to Eritrea when in need of supplementary income but by 1973 

factory employment for the displaced Tigrayans had become scarce as the growing 

Eritrean insurrection was reducing the supply of raw materials and factories were 

operating at reduced production 

A lack of rain precipitated the drought in f 972 but the cause of the famine that ensued lay 

in a bankrupt social system. The evidence is overwhelming that that the Haile-Selassie 

regime worked to thwart changes that might improve the living conditions of poor peasant 

families or make them less vuinerabie to natural d i ~ a s t e r . ~ ~ V s  Girma has noted: 

"Drought does not take people by surprise: its causes build 
over time, and ample, detectable warnings are visible well 
before drought incurs damages. If famine occurs, it is not 
caused by the lack of precipitation that triggers it: but by the 
lack of political commitment to develop adequate food 
distribution systems. "270 

266~es f in  Woldc Mariarn, R u r d  Puirrerahility l o  I;nrr;ine in f3hiupia 1958 - 1977, (Addis Ababa: Addis 
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2 6 9 ~ .  Koehn, "Ethiopia: Famine, Fwd Production, and Changes in the Lcgal Oider," African Studies 
Review, Vol. XXII, No. 1, (I979), p. 36. 
*'%im Kebbede, p. 75. 



Indeed, the northern centred famine occurred at a time when the eoilntry had suficieni 

food sapp!ies that remained undistributed, musing people to stan~e to death it; the midst of 

plenty ,271 

However, unlike many earlier Ethiopian fimines, this one was to have a marked effect on 

the unfolding politics of the country. Shortages produced rapidly rising grain prices in the 

towns that had a severe impact on workers, soldiers, and the urbar: poor, and gave rise to 

comparisons with the French Revohtion which had also beer! preceded by famine. 272 

Moreover, British television's Jonathan Dimbleby's exposure of a famine that the 

government was assiduousiy denying did much to undermine the international legitimacy 

of Haile-Selassie's regime and at the same time provided fiirther and graphic evidence that 

radical elements in the towns used so assail the regime. 

The defeat of the Woyene rebels and the changing international configuratiorl in the post- 

war period facilitated rapid moves toward state centralization and modcrnization, To the 

extent that state centralization measures were effective they reformed the administrative 

links between centre and periphery and increased the power of the emperor, but they also 

served to emphasize the Shoan character of the Ethiopian state ln  Tigray weakening the 

local administration further undermined the peasants' bond with their traditional rulers and 

this served to lessen the peasants' identification with the state The only significant 

Tigrayan leaders who retained power after the reforms were enacted were those like Ras 

Mengesha who had farnilid links to Haile-Selassie and this was clearly a mixed blessing. 

But, in spite ~f the declinixn 5 k+timacy I 5' that traditional leaders had in the ejtes of :he 

peasants, there were an signs prim- to 1974 that they were prepared lo oppose the 



increasing demands of the state on their meagre prodmt, much less challenge their d e r s '  

monopoly of state power. 273 

Economic modernization produced M e  genuine development in Tigray. In the early 

years the state had been maintained by the surplus extracted from ox-plough agriculture as 

well as by long-distance trade and the exploitation of tributary peoples. Under Haile- 

Selassie the system became increasingly dependent on resources drawn from commercial 

and plantation agriculture in the south, but this system largely by-passed the small-holding 

subsistence, backward and difficult to commercialize rural economy of Tigray. By the mid 

years of the twentieth century the Tigrayan peasantry were experiencing serious 

disiocatiori caused by a histoq of war, population pressures, toss of arable land through 

environmental degradation, and a lack of state supported productive and infrastructurai 

development. 

Collectively these processes produced declining plot sizes, growing migration both within 

and outside the province, increasing disputes over land possession, the expansion of 

tenancy, and the growth in mrat poverty. However, the separation of the peasantry from 

their means of production and the establishment of a market in land that were necessary 

precursors to the devdopmenr of comrnercizi agricultural were processes that were only in 

their infancy at the outbreak of the I974 revolution. Moreover, the growing Iand scarcity 

in Tigray meant that land aliefiation for commercial production would have caused mass 

displacement and this was certain to be resisted by the risti holding highland peasants.274 

P 
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With few employment opportunities on the farms and in the towns of highland Tigray, 

peasants were increasingly forced to find scasonal employment, frequently on plantations 

and commercial farms that were startins in this period with govsrrirnent support. But with 

few exceptions these farms were outside Tigray or in pockets of the province's 

inhospitable lowlands. In the majority of cases peasants were not drawn to wage labour 

by market created needs of an expanding commercial economy, but for their very survival 

in the face of declining living standards. However, there was no indication that Tigrayan 

peasants were averse to participating in markets; indeed, all indications were that even 

when operating at the margin peasants were sending small amounts of their produce, 

principally grains, to local markets. 

These conditions and circumstances do not at all conform to those sketched by moral 

economists who put agricultural commercialization at the forefront in undermining peasant 

forms of production, producing a class of landless labourers, dividing peasants by their 

involvement in the market economy and fostering rebellion. The growing crisis amicting 

rural Tigray derived in part from an insolveable dilemma: on the one hand commercial 

agriculture could not advance in highland Tigray because it would necessarily cause land 

dienation which would be resisted by peasants who could see no alternative means of 

survival than production on their minuscuie plots while, on the other hand, the existing 

rural political economy could not support the popula~ion as their poverty and the cycle of 

famines made clear. But even if the rural crisis had its roots in production and not in 

commercial agriculture per se this alone can not explain peasant revolt in Tigray when 

peasants in neighbouring Wollo, who suffered from a similar crisis, did not respond by 

revofting. 

This points to the need for a much wider causal framework than that proposed by the 

mord economists. What is required is a fiamework that embraces the impact of the 



political and economic changes that took place in Tigray during the forty years between 

the Italian invasion and the TPLF led insurrection. This was a period that can be 

characterized as one of modernization with virtually no development and one of economic 

change that produced declining standards of living for most Tigrayan peasants. The forces 

at work were not limited to agricultural commercialization, but crucially involved the 

breakdown of primordial loyalties and village isolation, a weakening ef patron-client 

relations before the demands of state centralization, a far more intrusive role for the 

central state in the lives of the peasants and, crucially, the growth of a privileged but 

increasingly discontented strata without a strong allegiance to the old regime: the petty- 

bourgeoisie. 

The Student Movement and Revolution 

The 1972 - 1974 famine in northern Ethiopia was not an underlying cause of the 

overthrow of Haile-Selassie, but it was symptomatic of the failures of the old regime that 

were becoming apparent to ever wider sections of the largely urban, and increasingly 

politically conscious, population of the country in the 1970s. The task here, however, is 

not to examine in detaii the reasons behind the collapse of the old regime, or to follow the 

course of the military regime that took form in its wake. What is required is an adequate 

background to approaching the subsequent Tigrayan struggle against the Derg which is 

the subject of the chapters that follow. Therefore, this section is necessarily brief and 

makes no clzims to originality. It opens with a discussion of the student movement which 

Markakis has described as "the imperial regime's political nemesisfl.275 Although the 

critical role that students played in bringing about the collapse of the Haile-Selassie regime 

is not shared by all anaiysts of the period,'76 there can be no doubt that it was out of the 

27'~arkakis, National and Class Conjiict, p. 100. 
276~ee P. Gilkes, p. 248, and D. and M. Ortaway (1978), pp. 38,66, 100, quoted in P. Koehn, "The 
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student movement that the TPLF derived its core rnembership and ideological and 

empirical origins, themes that wiil be taken up in the next chapter. 

The University College of Addis Phaba was founded in 1950 by French-Canadian Jesuits 

and was later re-named Haile-Selassie I University (HSTU) and, after 1974 Addis Ababa 

University (AAU). The institution experienced its first politicaI stirrings during the 1960 

coup attempt of Maile-Selassie's palace guard. Following a personal appeal for support by 

the coup leader General Mengistu Neway, virtually all the students at the university 

marched through the ~ a p i t a 1 . 2 ~ ~  Although the coup began the process of undermining the 

imperial mystique, its defeat punctured the students' self-confidence and it was not until 

1965 that they again entered the politicai arena with a march on Kaile-Selassie's 

Parliament demanding land reform. It is from this period that the emergence of what 

became the strongest student movement in Africa can be dated.27g By this time most 

ilniversity students rejected royal blood and religious sanctions as legitimate sources of 

political authority, and they viewed the regime as being corrupt and held that a highly 

inequitable proportion of the nation's resources was going to landed interests.279 

In the absence of political parties or forms of education different from those in other 

developing countries, Koehn and Hayes attributed early radicalism at the university to the 

presence of politically conscious foreign students in the country, together with declining 

pp. 34, 38. Koehn, who like Markakis had close contacts with student activists at AAU during the early 
1970s, argues that urban forces and particularly students, were critical actors in the decline and ultimate 
dom-idi ofthe oid regime. 
277~. Koehn and L. Hayes, "Student Politics in Traditional Monarchies: A Comparative Analysis of 
Ethiopia and Nepal,"Asian andAJvican Studies Xiii, Vol. I, No. 2, (i978), p. 39. 
278A wmparative study carried out at the end of the 1960s found a larger proportion of Ethiopian 
university students opposed to traditional authority in governmental structures than in the five other 
African nations studied. See 0. Klineberg and M. Zavaloni, Nationalism and Tribalism Among African 
Students: A Study ofSocial Identify, (The Hague: Mouton, 1969) p. 222, cited in Koehn and Hayes. 
279~oehn and Hayes, pp. 3 5-6. 



employment prospects for the educated minority. 280 In the first instance Ethiopian 

students, who frequently perceived themselves and their country as superior to the visiting 

scholarship students fiom "black" colonized Africa; were shocked to find that these 

students typically came from countries with higher standards of living, development and 

political organization than Ethiopia. Unfavourable comparisons between conditions in 

Ethiopia and the rest of prifrica were also facilitated by the presence of large numbers of 

_African diplomats in Addis Aba.ba which served as the headquarters for both the 

Organization s f  African Unity (OAU) and for the U.N. Economic Commission for Africa 

(ECA). 

Secondly, declining employment opportunities for the educated minority meant that there 

was less scope for the government to co-opt disaEected intellectuals into the bureaucracy. 

It has been argued that with most students coming from non-aristocratic backgrounds they 

recognized that they faced a h twe  of landlessness under a regime where the aristocracy 

was monopolizing investment in commercial land  enterprise^.^^ The same author holds 

that the predominately Amhara and Tigrigna speaking students at HSIU raised the "land to 

the tiller" slogan as a means by which to draw the southern peasantry into a political 

coalition against the landlords.282 

While these sociological and political factors must figure in any explanation of the strength 

of the Ethiopian student movement, probably more significant were the few opportunities 

the intelligentsia had in the modern private sector which was largely foreign owned and 

barred many Ethiopians from advancement, or conversely in the state bureaucracy where it 

occupied a well-paid but subordinate position. As Kiflu has noted, "[Tlhe only escape 

2801bid., pp. 36-7. 
281~ichaei  Chege, "The Revoiution Betrayed: Ethiopia, 1974-79," Journai ofModern African Studies, 
Vol. 17, No. 3 (1979), p. 365. 
282~bid., p. 366. 



from this petty bourgeois destiny lay through the exercise of political power, a fact that 

eventually turned the intelligentsia into a dissident group. "283 

However, it would be a mistake to deny the importance of youthful idealism and the 

influence of revolutionary experiences of the past (notably China and Cuba) and of the 

contemporary period (particularly Vietnam) in inspiring the students. The willingness of 

large number of students to give up their lives during the course of the Red Terror and 

through their participation in the various liberation fronts and parties cannot be reduced to 

simple careerism or political opportunism. It is probably not coincidental that students' 

demands for land reform came to the fore one year after the initiation of a government 

program to send university students to the countryside. This brought the students into 

direct contact with the people whose lives they wanted to change at a time when 

conditions generally for the country's peasantries, and particularly for those in the north, 

were deteriorating.284 

In a country where literacy rates in the 1960s were below ten percent the srnail number of 

students who gained entry into Ethiopia's onjy university were a privileged minority. 

Markakis has estimated that no more than 8,000 Ethiopians held higher degrees including 

university graduates in 1 9 7 0 ~ ~ ~  and Ottaway reckoned that Ethiopia had one of the 

smallest educated classes as a percentage of its population of any country in Mrica. 286 

Only a minority of the students, however, were actually from the ruling nobility because 

relatively speaking this was a small grouping, and further, their children either had no need 

to take up higher education or pursued their studies in North America and Europe. 

283Kifl~ Tadesse, The Generation: The Histoty ofthe Ethiopian Pe~ple's  Revolutionaty Party, (Trenton: 
Red Sea Press, 19931, p. 19. 
~ 4 ~ a h m  Zewde, p. 222. 
285~arkakis, Anatomy, p. 182. 
28"taway, Ethiopia, p. 23. 



Indeed, by the late 1960s there were almost 2,000 students abroad, one-third of them in 

the United S t a t e ~ . ~ ~ 7  By the mid-1960s Ottaway contends that most university students at 

HSm "came from urban families of traders, clerks, policemen, lower-level government 

employees - in other words, the Ethiopian petty-bourgeoisie. "288 This must be qualified 

with respect to Tigray. Most of the students at HSIU came from Shoa and Eritsea, the 

most economically developed provinces of the country with the largest petty-bourgeoisies. 

However, with the exception of poor scholarship students, in far lesser developed Tigray 

students were more likely to also come from backgrounds in the rich peasantry and lower 

nobility. 

Oromos, who constituted the largest ethnic community in Ethiopia comprised less than ten 

percent of the university student population at the end of the 1 9 6 0 ~ . ~ ~ ~  Although Moslem 

numbers probably equalled those of Christians in Ethiopia, because of the discrimination 

they experienced and their own fears that state education was a means to assimilate them 

into the Christian culture of the dominate Abyssinians, they represented only a small 

minority at the university.2" Females were also a negligible force at the university, 

amounting to only nine percent of the student body.291 

While the student movement led the assault on the regime and gave it ideological fervour 

and political direction, it was only one of a number of largely urban forces that became 

increasingly disaffected with the old regime in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Workers 

and the lower middle class protested against declining living standards. Teachers opposed 

'''Kiflu Tadesse, p. 1 8. 
2 8 8 ~ .  Ottaway, "Social Classes and Corporate Interests in the Ethiopian Revolution," Journal of Modern 
Apican Studies, Voi. 14. No. 3.  ( i  976 j, p. 475. 
2 8 9 ~ ~ ~ ,  Sociology Students Associations and Department of Sociology and Anthropology, "Research on 
the Social Situation of HSIU Students," (Addis Ababa: 1974), p 14, quoted in Kiflu Tadesse, p. 17. 
290J. Trinaingharn, Islam in Ethiopia, (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1952), p. 15. 
2g'~egesse Lemma, Political Econony ofEthiopia 1875-1974, (1979), p. 303, quoted in Kiflu Tadesse, p. 
17. 



government proposed reforms that would adversely affect the children of poor parents. 

Professionals were angered by their exclusion from political power. Eritreans demanded 

self-determination and their own state. In the face of the refksal of the old regime to allow 

democratic participation through the formzltion of political parties, the growing poprular 

disenchantment was expressed in the streds and took the form of direct opposition to the 

regime. However, as Koehn points out, it was the students alone among the organized 

collectivities in Addis Ababa who consistently engaged in overt antisystem This 

opposition forced the government to rely increasingly on the army to maintain order. 

However, the army, and particularly its junior officers from non-aristocratic backgrounds, 

was not immune to demands for political reform and higher wages. Revolt spread to the 

army and a faction within the army that was to be known as the Derg. It was this group of 

about 120 nsncomrnissioned officers, enlisted soldiers and radical junior ofticers with ties 

to the intelligentsia2y3 which overthrew the imperial regime in February 1974 and formed 

the de fact0 government, the Provisional Military Administration Council (PMAC). 

The overthrow of the old regime was widely applauded in urban Ethiopia and particularly 

by the students, but they were soon engaged in a struggle for control of the state with the 

Derg which was receptive to the students' socialist program because of its popular appeal, 

but unwilling to share power with them. Student opposition and continuing strikes by 

workers led the PMAC to declare a state of emergency in Addis Ababa and the suspension 

of all civil rights. These events caused ideological confusion and organizational 

restructuring in both the army and among the students. 

The student movement found itself divided on how to c~nfront the military government. 

The leading element was the Marxist-Leninist oriented Ethiopian Peopies Revolutionary 

-. 

2 9 2 ~ .  Koehn, "Forecast for Political Change in Ethiopia: An Urban Perspective," p. 82. 
2931bid., p. 84. 



Party (EPW), which demanded a quick end to military rule and the formation of a 

"people's government". At the other extreme, the smaller All-Ethiopia Socialist 

Movement (MEISON), which also saw itself as Marxist-Leninist, attempted to work with 

the Berg to gain the support of progressive elements among the urban population. A 

myriad of other groupings from the student movement took varying positions in this 

debate and others left Addis Ababa and the towns and went to the rural areas where in due 

course they launched the insurrections of the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF) and the 

TPLF. 

The monarchy, the Orthodox Church, the land tenure system, together with the myths, 

values and symbols of Abyssinia, were all part of the inheritance of the imperial regime 

and provided the legitimacy for its rule. In turning its back on the past the military had to 

acquire a new basis of legitimacy as well as institutional structures through which it could 

govern. In the absence of any philosophy of its own the Derg increasingly absorbed that 

of the Marxist-Leninist inspired students. Socialism was to provide the ideological 

underpinnings of the state and this was most forcefi_llly expressed through the Land 

Proclamation of 1975 which nationalized land and brought about the dissolution of the 

centuries old rural power structure. The agrarian transformation, however, had as much 

to do with the regime's survival than any commitment to scientific socialisrn~294 

To carry out its program in the countryside, as well as rid itself of student critics in the 

towns, the Derg organized the Zemacha, or campaign, that sent some 30-50,000 

university and secondary school students to the rural areas to take the revolution to the 

peasants. To build a popular basis for its rule as well as to decentralize authority the Derg 

created Peasant Associations in the rural areas and kebelles, or urban associations, in the 



towns. However, by 1977 the role of the PAS and kebelles had largely been reduced to 

that of mobilizing support for the Derg. Under Soviet and Eastern European influence the 

Derg established the Commission to Organize the Party of the Working People of Ethiopia 

(COFWE) in 1979, but it was to be five more years before the Workers Party of Ethiopia 

(WPE) was formed. These changes, however, largely left the Derg intact and of 198 

Central Committee members of the W E ,  116 were military officers and only twenty-five 

members represented trade unions, peasant associations, women's associations and youth 

0r~anizations.295 

The tensions between the government and its radical urban critics became increasingly 

violent as the EPW started a White Terror campaign in 1976 against the military 

gcjvernment which in turn responded with its far more lethal Red Terror campaign. 

Initiated in Addis Ababa, largely through the kebelles, the government orchestrated urban 

terror spread throughout the country and afier the EPRP was largely exterminated in the 

towns and only survived in a few rural outposts, the Derg then turned on its ally, 

MEISON, which it e!iminated by the end of 1 9 7 7 . ~ ~ ~  Other victims of the military 

included remnants of the old regime and merchants, particularly grain traders, who were 

blamed for their role in the 1972 - 1974 famine. By early 1978 the Derg's position was 

secure and much of the country's intelligentsia were either dead, imprisoned, exiled, or 

engaged in rural insurrections. 

Taking advantage of Ethiopia's disorder Somalia invaded the long contested Ogaden 

region and this set the stage for the Soviets and the Cubans to end their alliance with 

Somalia and come to the defense of Ethiopia. This leftward tilt also led to the United 

States breaking with its long-term regional ally. Disarray within the Ethiopian state served 

295Girma Kebbede, p. 4. 
296de Wad, p. 104. 



to embolden the Eritrean liberation Fronts, which by 1977, were in control of most of the 

province and appeared close to over-running Asmara and Ethiopia's main port of 

Massawa. However, the defeat of the Somalis in the summer of 1977 freed up Soviet 

equipment and supplies, and with a vastly expanded army the Derg was able to end the 

sieges of Eritrea's towns and force the dominant liberation Front, the EPLF, back to its 

base area at NaMg in the isolated Sahel region of northern Eritrea. 

At the time many sympathetic observers of Ethiopia predicted the eminent demise of the 

Eritrean insurgents and saw the Derg and its leader Mengistu as contimeling the efforts of 

Twedros, Yohannis, Menelik and Haile-Seiassie to unify the country. But the large 

numbers of highland Christian youth that joined the EPLF in the late 1970s testified to the 

failure of the Derg's attempt to win the support of Eritreans. And almost unnoticed by 

both the Derg and foreign observers during these tumultuous times, a small band of 

revolutionary students went to the lowlands of western Tigray and founded the TPLF in 

1975. 

The rehsal of the Derg to entertain political sclutions to the Eritrean problem led to a 

recurring cycle of ever bigger mi1i;ary campaigns against the insurgents. By 1982 there 

were an estimated 245,000 soldiers in the Ethiopian army, almost two-thirds of whom 

were stationed in Eritrea and 120,000 of them were used to attack EPLF positions in the 

Sahel in the largest series of battles to date in the war, the Red Star This 

campaign and those that followed it produced enormous destruction, loss of life and the 

creation of a large refugee population in neighbouring Sudan, but it did not defeat the 

EPLF. Instead, faced with a spreading insurgency, notably in Tigray, the Derg 

297~bid., pp. 1 17-8. 



encouraged famine conditions in the north and began resettling northern peasants to the 

south, as a means to undermine the growing appeal of the liberation fronts. 

If the Red Star Campaign demonstrated that the Derg could not overpower the EPLF, the 

latter's capture of the army's northern command at Afabet in March 1983 set the stage for 

the Derg's eventual defeat. The TPLF, by then of comparable size to the EPLF,298 

responded quickly and over-ran most of the Derg's bases in Tigray. Although the Derg 

was able to recapture these centres a few months later, the TPLF was left in a 

commanding position in the province, and between February and March 1989 it forced the 

Derg to make a final retreat from Tigray. 

In the wake of these military developments, and the evidence they provided of both the 

Derg's weakness and the opposition's strength, there were rapid changes on the political 

front. Notable was the TPLF's establishment of the Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary 

Democratic Front (EPRDF) which brought Oromo and Derg POWs, together with the 

largely Amhara Ethiopian Peoples Democratic Movement (EPCM) into a grand coalition. 

With the support of the EPLF, and to a lesser extent the OLF, this new TPLF-dominated 

front was to bring down the Derg and force Mengistu to flee to Zimbabwe in May 1991. 

The EPRDF then established itself as the Transitional Government of Ethiopia (TGE) and 

the EPLF emerged first as the Provisional Government of Eritrea and then, after the UN 

supervised independence referendum of April 1993, as the Government of Eritrea. 

2 9 8 ~ h e  TPLF has never given figures for the number of its fighters at any stage of the revolution, but by 
1988 its leadership was claiming to have larger forces than the EPLF. While this contention may never be 
either proved or disproved, the fact that Tigray and Eritrea have approximately the same population and 
the extent of the TPLF's military victories in 1988 emphasize the success of its political mobilization, 
suggest that this contention is believeable. Moreover, the TPLF's capture of the entire province of Tigray 
in 1989 which produced expectations that the final defeat of the Derg was in sight brought even larger 
numbers into the ranks of the Front. 



It is beyond the scope of this study to provide an explanation for the ultimate overthrow 

of the Derg beyond considering the role of the TPLF in bringing about its collapse, but 

some brief comments based on the above analysis may contribute to an understanding of 

what foilows in the dissertation. The students' efforts did much to undermine the 

legitimacy of the old regime, but they did not have the power to overthrow it, a task that 

fell to the military. The Derg appropriated the students' Marxism-Leninism as a 

legitimizing device and as a means to maintain and advance their authoritarian control. 

But Marxism-Leninism proved inadequate in the Somali war and the Derg appealed to an 

Amhara-inspired Ethiopian nationalism and rearmed the neftegnas of eastern Ethiopia 

whose power had been liquidated and lands taken with the enactment of the land 

proclamation. In consequence, the multinational character of the movement to overthrow 

the old regime largely withered as the Derg's rule increasingly took on an Arnhara cast. 

Much of the disposition, if not the form and method of rule, of the old regime thus became 

embodied in the new as the Derg fought to maintain a strong central state and rehsed to 

share power with either the politically conscious and aroused middle classes or the new 

regional and ethnic elites. 

Nationalism aroused in the course of the Somali war was used by the Derg to strengthen 

its grip on the state, but the regime's repeated failures to overcome the spreading 

insurgency in the country, combined with its disastrous economic policies and rehsal to 

countenance democratic expression, led to growing disillusionment. Although ir! the final 

stages of the war the @erg was able to mobilize an army of over half a million, dex dte fifty 

percent of the government's budget to defense and reb on the unfailing assistance of the 

Soviet Union, its troops increasingly demonstrated little willingness to fight against the 

committed combatants of the TPLF, EPLF and other liberation movements. As a result 

the final collapse of the Derg was almost anti-climatic. 



Conclusion 

As part of the Abyssinian core and descendants of the Axumites, Tigrayans have 

historically held a privileged position in society in relation to those in the peripheral areas. 

However, in the period from the decline of the Zagwe empire in the thirteenth century 

power in the northern and central highlands has irrevocably shifted to the more numerous 

Arnhara peoples, and in the hundred years since the death of Yohannis, state power has 

been firmly held by Punharas from Shoa. Moreover, the social status of Tigrayans has 

deciined as the locus of power moved south, and as both they and other Ethiopians have 

become increasingly aware of their poverty. Across the Tigrayan community pride and 

national sentiments hsed with resentment which was directed at the Arnhara elite who 

were held responsible for conditions in the province. 

The Woyene was an expression of resistance to the growing role of the state in people's 

lives, but its failure to engage the mass of Tigrayans in the revolt indicated the insular 

character of the society in the 1940s. Already, however, this insularity was breaking down 

before the combined assault of the central state devoted to eliminating the authority of 

regional powers and the autonomy of peasant minorities such as the Raya and the Wejerat 

on the one hand, and the expansion of communications and trade, on the other hand. The 

central state's efforts to replace personal means of control with bureaucratic institutions 

spurred dissension because it gave the petty-bourgeois hnctionaries of those institutions a 

criticai role in the development and security of the state, but at the same time it denied 

them a share in power. 

Similar processes have been the cause of conflict everywhere in Africa, but in Ethiop1.l the 

clash of interests was compounded by the fact that power was not held by a transplanted 

co1orGal class who could be pushed to relinquish their power and return to Yurope. 



Rather, it was held by an indigenous nobility whose survival as a class depended on their 

retention of state power 34oreover, the inability of the Haile-Selassie regime to respond 

to the key demands for land reform and an end to Arnhara hegemony left it with a 

dwindling base of support in the 1960s and 1970s. Indeed, the overthrow of the old 

regime in 1974 was accomplished with very little bloodshed but, like Russia in 1917, it 

opened the doors to revolts in the peripheries that were to consume the country for the 

next seventeen years. 

The focus of these revolts was national self-determination and the dominant movement in 

Ethiopia was to be the TPLF. It is the objective of the next chapter to locate the roots of 

this Front in the Ethiopian student movement and the towns of Tigray. 



CHAPTER 4: THE URBAN ORIGINS OF 4aEVOEhlTIBN IN TIGRAY 

Introduction 

Moral economists generally hold that left to their own inclinations peasants are only 

capable of initiating local or spontaneous revolts of a largely reformist nature. That is, 

their demands are an expression of local grievances and not those of the peasantry as a 

whole and they rarely challenge the legitimacy of government, only the means by which 

government is pursued. Both the demand for revoiution, and the leadership that gives 

expression to this demand, comes from an urban based intelligentsia. It is a case of 

mutual dependence with the peasantry unab!e to realize through their demands for change 

without linking their struggle with that of a section of the petty-bourgeoisie who in turn 

are too small and weak on their own to filndamentally alter social relations in society. 

AItIrouglt most moral economists recognize the critical links that must be dbrged between 

the intelligentsia in the towns and the peasants in the countryside to make a revolution, 

they have not generally recognized the importance of urban inhabitants to peasant-based 

revolutions. Like the peasants, the Tigrayan townspeople also experienced the 

conwfsions of rapid social change and the dislocation of the economy. They also became 

increasingly bitter at Tigray's growing marginalization under the Shoa-centred regime. 

Significantly residents of towns, particularly those towns with high schools where political 

radicalism was the most developed, provided much of the leadership and rank and file of 

the early TPLF. For the mclst part peasants took much longer to be drawn into the 

revolutionary struggle and their participation was far less influenced by ideological 

considerations than was the case of the petty-bourgeois students from the towns. Thus 

the almost complete excirzsion by the moral economists of any serious anafysis of the 

urban based population and their problems appears entirely misplaced. 



The objective of this chapter is to bring into focus the importance of the towns as the 

setting in which Tigrayan nationalism developed and in which the revolution was 

conceived, achieved prominence and then faded in the face of repression and was forced 

to focus on the countryside. The main concern of the first pzrt of the chapter will be to 

consider the roots of Tigrayan nationalism among the petty-bourgeoisie in the towns of 

the province, and secondly, to examine the critical role of teachers in giving a political 

expression to cultural nationalism. The last part of the chapter wi!l take hrther the 

examination of the Addis Ababa centred student movement begun in chapter three. Here 

the concern will be with the emergence of ethnonationalism in the student movement and 

specifically the organizational evolution of Tigrayan nationalism which led directly to the 

establishment of the TPLF. 

Nationalism in the Towns 

Until very recently Tigray possessed no industry and, with the notable exception of the 

Humera area (only placed within Tigrayan boundaries after the liberation), virtually no 

commercial farms. There was no mining except that carried out on a seasonal basis by a 

handhl of workers. Until the 1992 establishment of the Teachers Training Institute in 

Adwa, there were no post-secondary educational institutions in Tigray. And trade was, 

and remains, limited to the export of grains and cattle and the import of basic 

manufactured items. Tigray possesses no cities and its largest town and capital, Mekelle, 

has no more than 80,000 residents; the other major towns in the province are considerably 

smaller. The biggest towns served as administrative and commercial centres for their 

awardja and Mekelle for the region, while the smaller towns and villages served as woreda 

centres and held widely attended weekly markets. Apart from those people employed in 

administration, many in the smaller towns and villages were (and are today) either farmers 



with land nearby or involved in commerce (invariably very small traders and merchants) 

heavilj; dependent upon rural clientele. 

Thus with few exceptions the towns of Tigray have Iong been dependent upon the rurai 

economy and peasants for their existence. It was people in the towns who ruled over the 

peasantry, taxed them, pillaged them, and forcehlly conscripted them to fight the wars. In 

turn the towns have provided few services, an underdeveloped infi-astructure and little 

security. However, even the cash starved peasants of Tigray had needs for some town 

supplied commodities in exchange for small sales of their agricultural produce, and 

peasants also avaiied themselves of the limited employment opportunities provided by the 

towns. The need for adjudication of land and tax disputes brought peasants to the towns. 

And the towns were also centres for the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, an institution that 

was at the core of peasant oppression, but was nonetheless held in high esteem by 

Tigrayan peasants. 

Maile-Selassie's post-war program of modernization and state centralization involved a 

major expansion of the role of the Ethiopian state, particularly in the final years leading up 

to the collapse of his regime, but it did not alter the inequitable urban-rural relationship. 

Indeed, his program served to increase the part played by towns in the lives of the peopie 

and produced an urban based petty-bourgeois class. As this loosely linked class 

developed, a section of it began actively opposing the old regime which was held 

responsible for the slow pace of modernization, corruption and for the constraints to its 
. . 

otiiii participation in government. The Ilglajall pettj4ml;:geo:s:e shared these 

sentiments, but it was a h  motlmted by its opposition to Amhariziition. This c!ass held 

its tenuous status because it succeeded in spite of its ethnicity in acquiring the necessary 

language and cultural attributes of the dominant Arnhara. However, until assimilation 

was completed, and the collapse of the old regime was to bring a dramatic end to the 



prot;ess, the Tigrayan petty-bourgeoisie were to use their critical position in society to 

attack Amhara domination and espouse Tigrayan nationalism. 

Much of the bitterness of the Tigrzyan petty-bourgeoisie revolved around what for them 

was the denial of educational They recalled that prior to the Italian 

occupation there were almost no schools in Tigray. During the Italian occupation of 1935 

- 1941 some thirty-nine mission schools were opened and students taught in Tigrigna, but 

after Haile-Selassie resumed power all but four of these schools were closed, supposedly 

because therc was not enozgh money in the national treasury. By 1974 new schools had 

been built in the towns largely with grants from abroad, often from Sweden, but these only 

served eight percent of the school age population.300 These conditions led Tigrayan 

parents who had the means to send their children outside Tigray to board with relatives 

and attend school. 

The Tigrayan petty-bourgeoisie hrther resented the quotas imposed on them (and 

Eritreans) entering HSIU, and many believed that the central government deliberately 

manipulated the entrance exams to reduce the intake of Tigrayans into university. Tigray's 

lack of any colleges, and the possession of only two high schools until the eve of the 

revolution, were contrasted with the perceived favouritism for Shoan-Amharan students. 

Upon leaving schools Tigrayans again saw that they were discriminated against (at least in 

comparison to the Amhara) in the employment market. Tigrayans had few opportunities 

to rise in the public; service t~ top positions, which under Haile-Selassie were largely 

reserved for Shoan Arnharas. The military was another field where Tigrayans did not 

299~nterview: So!omon Inquai, Mekelle, January 7 and January 8, 1993. 
3QoStatistics from Huntings, Consultants to the Ethiapian Government, "Tigray, a Rural Development 
Study," Main Report, (London: 1977), quoted in J. Firebrace and G. Smith, p. 54. 



share equal opportunities with the Amhara. These obstacles led many educated Tigrayans 

to became teachers. However, even in teaching the national government often chose to 

place native-tongued Amharigna speakers in Tigrayan schools because, so it was 

reascned, unlike native Tigrayans they could not resort to answering students' questions in 

~igrigna. O1 

Much as these concerns with education and employment equity embittered the Tigrayan 

nationalist petty-bourgeoisie, it was issues of cultural syrnbo'lisrn that proved the most 

eEective in mobilizing petty-bourgeois ethnonationalism. When the Arnhara 

manufacturers of Pepsi-Cola publicly announced in the mid 1960s their intention to 

operate a new plant without hiring Tigrayans, there was an uproar among Tigrayans 

throughout Ethiopia that led to boycotts of the product and eventually a climb-down by 

the A hrther focus of national resentment was caused when the authorities 

ruled that placards with "Tigray" carried by Tigrayan atheletes during a sports competition 

at the Addis Ababa Stadium in 1972 be changed to read "Tigre", a term considered 

derogatory by ~ i ~ r a ~ a n s . ~ ~ ~  The Tigrayans rehsed and boycotted the affair. And 

positively, this heightened interest in Tigrayan culture led to a proliferation of cultural 

groups in the 1960s that performed to enthusiastic Tigrayan audiences. The fact that these 

groups operated in an environment of oficial harassment brought home the political 

challenge they represented to Shoan Amhara hegemony in the central state. 

The process of hharaization was most advanced in the towns of Tigray because 

Amharigna was the language of government, the courts, church oficialdom and, crucially, 

of the schools, institutions which were predominantly located in the towns. Significantly 

3011nterview: Gebregiorgis Gegiabher, Mekelle, January 5, 1993 
3021nterview: Solomon Znquai, Mekel!e, January 7, 1993. 
303~eople's Voice, SeptembedDemember 1989, p. 22. 



for upwardly mobile Tigrayans, proficiency in hhar igna  was a requirement for 

admittance into HSIU, the only university in the country. Moreover, a knowledge of the 

language was essential to living and working outside Tigray. And because of the poverty 

and limited opportunities available in the province, a considerable number of Tigrayans 

were forced to move outside their home province and seek employment as farm and 

factory workers and as traders. As a result, the public language spoken by many non-farm 

bound Tigrayans, and virtualiy all educated Tigrayans, was Amharigna. And over time 

and in a cultural environment where Amharigna dominated, Tiprigna became not only a 

parochial language, but increasingly a language not used, and frequently not understood 

(at least in terms of reading and writing), by educated ~ i ~ r a ~ a n s . 3 ~ ~  

In the countryside the situation was different. In spite of fleeting and unsuccessfUl 

government attempts to introduce Amharigna to the peasantry, Tigrigna was always the 

language of the majority and Arnharigna was more clearly seen as the language of 

outsiders, of people from the towns, and of oficialdom. Arnharigna was the language 

peasants were confronted with in the courts; it was the language the police spoke when 

attempting to collect defaulted taxes; it was the language of government oficials including 

their Tigrayan governor, Ras Mengesha, and it was the language of their town-dwelling 

inteliigentsia. Moreover, while there were a handhl of ethnic Amharas in Tigrayan towns 

employed as administrators, church officials, and teachers, there were virtually nonc in the 

rural areas with the exception of the mixed ethnic groups that inhabited the borderlands of 

the southeast. 

Although for the most part illiterate, rural Tigrayans were deeply attached to their 

language and retained a vibrant oral tradition where poems were prepared and recited on 

304~ndicative of this is that to this day most Tigrayan professors at AAU are more conversant in 
Amhargna than in their native tongue. 



special occasions. W-hile concern about the threat to Tigrigna did not have the same 

resonance in rural areas as it did among the intelligentsia in the towns, the TPLF was to 

put to good use the peasants' oral tradition as a means of introducing their political 

appeals to the village. 

The long and close association between religion and state in Ethiopia has given rise to an 

affiliation between religion and Amharigna that approaches that between Islam and Arabic. 

Although Geez is the liturgical language of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, and Tigrigna 

as the first working language of the Church was linguistically closer to Geez than was 

Amharigna, the dominant language of the state also became the dominant language of the 

Church. 

Although Church schools rarely went beyond the elementary level, they were little 

different than state schools in their attachment to Amharigna and hence the minority who 

graduated from Church schools and went on to become priests were well acquainted with 

the language. Years spent ministering to parish constituents, few of whom understood 

Amharigna, doubtlessly weakened the impact of the language, but Tigrayans who held 

higher positions in the Orthodox Church did, and still do, function linguistically in an 

almost wholly Amharigna environrnent.305 

Teachers and Nationalism 

Long economically and politicalljr marginalized in an h h a r a  dominated empire-state, it 

was the Tigrayan petty-bourgeoisie, and principally the teachers, who first began raising 

the nationalist issue in its modern, post-Woyene, form i.;~ the 1960s. Cultural oppression 

305~ven in the present and very different circumstances, the native Tigrz;an who was serving as the 
Orthodox Church's bishop for the province during my visit was heard ro preach in Amhargna in his home 
village; witnessed in CoHiquot, January 22, 1993. 



prompted the concern of teachers who focused on the decline of the national language, 

Tigrigna, and of Tigrayan culture in the face of a bureaucratic state devoted to 

centralization and homogenization of the empire around a Shoan Amhara base. It was 

thus at that moment historicaily when regional and ethnic particularities, at least in the 

urban centres, were on the verge of being overwhelmed in the national state that the state 

proved to be most vulnerable. And its opposition was articulated and led by the modern 

state produced nationalist petty-bourgeoisie. 

The sub-stratum of teachers, as a component of the Tigrayan petty-bourgeoisie, has a 

number of characteristics that help explain their concern with cuftural oppression. First, 

since teachers' education consisted of only one year of post-high school education, and 

these studies took place at provincial teachers' training institutes, teachers were not 

exposed to the cosmopolitan environment of Addis Ababa and the wide variety of leftist 

ideologies that were increasingly being entertained in the period after the 1960 coup 

attempt. Second, formal education, at least beyond the elementary level, was largely the 

prerogative of an urban minority, and this minority was the primary focus of state efforts 

at breaking down regional and ethnic loyalties and identities and forming a national 

Amhara overlaid culture. The teachers were thus critical to the implementation of this 

objective. More than any other group in society they were made conscious of both the 

fragility of Tigrayan culture, at least in its urban form, and of the state's efforts to weaken 

it even further. Third, unlike other provincial professionals such as those who were 

employed in local administration, teachers had few loyalties to their department, they were 

locally focused, and they were not hierarchically organized and therefore had fewer 

structural divisions to achieving unity of purpose. 

Tigsayan teachers were organized in the national body, the Ethiopian Teachers' 

Association (ETA), but its linkage to the state made subversion a hazardous pursuit under 



the Haiie-Selassie regime and later, under the Derg, a potentially fatal one. Nor in the 

conditions existing at the time was it easy to form official alternative organizations, even 

those of a cultural nature. However, teachers were well positioned with a captive 

audience of students to covertly raise their objections to state policy and attempt to give a 

political form to Tigrayan nationalism. In a school system that completely omitted the 

study of Tigrigna and emphasized Arnharigna, teachers could and did arrange cultural 

events that stressed the value of the Tigrigna language and Tigrayan songs, music, art and 

dance. Mocking those who took Amharigna names was also a means of raising Tigrayan 

cultural consciousness, and this mocking went as far as Ras Mengesha who was accused 

of not being a true Tigrayan because in public he only spoke Amharigna. Thus in a variety 

of ways teachers helped make Tigrayan culture a political issue by the late 1960s and in 

the process they inculcated their critique to the generation of Tigrayan students who 

would join the TPLF and launch an armed struggle. 

But that was not all. Teachers, together with university and high school students, would 

form the backbone of the early TPLF. The most notable figure in this light was Sebhat 

Nega, a school director in Adwa, and a generation older than the university students he 

was to lead in the TPLF. Sebhat had been trained as an agricultural economist and his 

decision to leave the Ministry of Agriculture (MOB) and become a teacher (where he was 

subsequently elected school director by his colleagues) was a reflection of the career 

limitations for Tigrayans in the MOA and his recognition that teachers were well placed to 

pursue political activities. He was not alone: when the TPLF went in to the field in 1975 

it was quickly joined by many teachers and students and this movement intensified with the 

Derg's imposition of the Red Terror in which these groups were the principle victims. 

Leaders of the present Tigrayan Teachers Association estimate that more than one-half of 

the Tigrayan teachers left their employment and went to the countryside in the period 



between 1975 and the height of the Red Terror in 1978,306 and sources within the TPEF 

confirm the accuracy of this estimate. An oficial of the Tigrayan Teachers Association 

claimed that because of the large number of urban recruits it was not until 1982 that the 

peasantry formed the majority of the T P L F , ~ ~ ~  whiie a former TPLF cadre reckoned that 

urban elements, largely teachers, dominated the Front for its first two years in the field. 

Whatever the case, and numbers alone do not reflect political dominance, the social base 

of the TPLF in the early years clearly lay with the urban petty-bourgeoisie, and the largest 

component of it was the teachers. 

Student Movement and Tigrayan Nationalism 

Parallel to the growth of nationalism among the petty-bourgeoisie in the towns of Tigray 

was its development among the Tigrayan political activists at HSIU. While "land to the 

tiller" early on became, and remained, a rallying cry for all students, the emergence of the 

Eritrean nationalist struggle in 196 1,  together with a preoccupation with Marxist and 

particularly Leninist literature, began to encourage a growing interest in Ethiopia's national 

character that was to foreshadow the emergence of the post-1974 national liberation 

movements. Recognition of the importance of the national question, however, did not 

come easily to the students. In spite of national movements in Eritrea and elsewhere most 

student activists rejected references to national divisions in Ethiopia as designed to 

promote tribalism and as such broadly matched the regime's policy of avoiding references 

to ethnicity in any context.308 Instead students extolled Ethiopian nationalism which was 

perceived to transcend all other identities and loyalties. 

306Gebrekidan Abay, President ETA, Tigray branch and Gebregiorgis Gegziabher, Secretary ETA, 
Mekelle, January 1 ,  1993. 
307~nterview: Gebrekidan Abay and Gebregiorgis Gegziabher, Mekelle, January 1, 1993. 
3 0 8 ~ i f l ~  Tadesse, p. 5 1. 



However, in what was to prove a ground breaking article published in the student 

fiewspaper S~mggle in November ? 969, Walleligne Makonnen argued that Ethiopia was 

not yet a nation but an Amhara-=led collection of a dozen nationalities. The author went 

on to support secessionist movements as long as they were committed to socialism. 3 09 

He thus implicitly supported the secession of Ethiopia's various nations at a time when the 

government was engaged in a war with Eritrean "secessionists". This challenged 

government policy which espoused "Ethiopianism" and denied the multinational character 

of the country, policies with which the students were largely in sympathy. 

As weI! as leading to the closure of the student newspaper, Walleligne's article was to be 

the first of many on the subject over the next two years as students moved from a position 

of outright condemnation of secession to one of recognizing the right of all Ethiopia's 

peoples, including the Eritreans, to self-determination. The theoretical difficulty students 

had was in reconciling their commitment to class struggle with the far from clear 

expositions of Lenin, Stalin and Mao on the rights of nations to secede. At a practical 

level the difficulty was also a hnction of their experience in an Ethiopia where, as 

Walleligne put it paraphrasing Fanon, "to be an Ethiopian you will have to wear an 

Amhara mask."310 In spite of these problems Balsvik, the leading historian of the 

Ethiopian student movement, has concluded that by 1970 the national question had 

become the central issue in the debates of Ethiopian students, bsth in the country and 

among their highly organized compatriots abroad.3 1 1 

As .- i c  thprefore C..Y. significant, that irt a study carried out by K!ineberg and Zaval!oni in the late 

1960s of social identity among university students in  six Afirican countries inc!uding 

3 0 9 ~ .  Bakvik, Haile-Selassie's Students: the Intellecluals and Social Background to a Revolution 1952 - 
1977, ((East Lansing: Michigan State University, 1985), pp. 277-8. 
310~alleligne Makonnen, Struggle, November 1969, quoted in Balsvik, p. 277. 
311~a l~v ik ,  p. 285. 



Ethiopia, the authors found Ethiepians to be less likely than other students to mention 

tribal and regional aElia;!iation as identity attributes, 312 and also less likely to express 

concern for inter-tribal tensions.313 In general the authors of the study concluded that, 

"Ethiopian students are highly conscious of their student status, emphasize personal 

attributes, are highly achievement-oriented, often conscious of their nationality and 

involved with the problems of their country. In contrast, tribal and African identity have 

low saliency. "3 l 4  Not surprisingly, foreign professors teaching at HSIU at this time often 

noted the low level of ethnic consciousness of their students. 

There is reason, however, to think that this conception may have been somewhat 

idealized, or thzt ethnonationalism was rapidly taking form among students at this time as 

a product of their critical re-evaluation of Ethiopian history, itself stimulated by the 

Eritrean insurrection. Not commonly noted by foreign observers was the fact that about 

ha!f of the students at Addis Ababa University were Amhara and, as befitted the dominant 

ethnic community, they typically looked upor. tl~emselves primarily as "Ethiopians", rather 

than as Amharas. A hrther twenty to twenty-five percent of the students were Tigrigna 

speakers, and given the higher level of social and economic development in the former 

Italian colony, the majority of them would be Eritreans. 

While it may not have initially been apparent, most non-hhara  students resented the 

cultural and employment advantages of the Amhara students and they were angry at the 

national status given to Amharigna while their own languages were considered "tribal". 

This was ii pzrticular source d i r e  for Tig:igr,a speakers whose language was suppressed 

as ;m official Zmguzige by the gnvernment after Eritrea was forcib!y made an Ethiopian 

312~heberg  and Zavailoni, p. 76. 
313~bid., p. 127. 
3'41bid., p. 233. 



province in 1962. Tigrayan and Eritrear, students also resented the fact that they needed a 

higher grade point average on their matriculation than students from elsewhere in the 

country to enter university, although this requirement was in part a response to the higher 

percentage of students in the university coming from these areas. 

Ethnic consciousness of the students was reflected in a number of ways. Almost half of 

the university dormitory rooms were occupied by students on the basis of eihnic 

connections, and afier 1570 an increasing number of Qromo students began replacing 

their Arnharigna adopted names with Orornigna Also indicative of rising ethnic 

consciousness was a riot at the prestigious General Wingate Secondary School by Oromos 

angered at the loss of prefect positions to students of other ethnic communities. 316 

The most ethnically conscious students, however, were invariabiy the Tigrigna speakers. 

In 1967 there was a riot at the Faculty of Education that pitted Tigrigna speakers against 

Amhara students that went on for several days. And again at Wingate a few years later 

the Tigrayan students led by the current president of Ethiopia, Meles Zenawi, engaged in a 

fight with Oronns students after a disagreement during a basketball game. Meies was later 

t~ cause h - the r  controversy by arguing in a history paper at MSlU that Menelik's army at 

Adwa was largely Tigrayan and it was Tigrayan soldiers and civilians who paid the highest 

cost in lives for Menelik's In another incident a leading Tigrayan student 

activist, Tilahun Gizaw, claimed that he was forced to leave the university when his 

political enemies charged him with tribalism and involvement in secessionist movements. 

By the late 1560s at unoficial Tigray students association at the university was united in 

3"3alsvik, p. 280. 
316~alsvik, p. 281. 
317~ntcwiew: Eschetu Chole, Faculty of Business and Economics, AAU, Addis Ababa. December 23, 
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the conviction that their province was condemned to stagnation because of its exclusion 

from power in an Amhara-dominated state bureaucracy.318 

These indications of the growing importance of Tigrayan ethnic consciousness are backed 

up by the findings of Kfineberg and Zavalloni's research. They found Tigrayans (a 

caiegory in their study that included Eritreans) to be far more "ethnocentric" (which they 

defined as a preference for one's own "tribe") than the other two groups compared, the 

Amhara and the ~ r o m o . ~  l9 In turn hostility to Tigrayans was based on the perception of 

Tigrayanst "feelings of superiority" and "ethnocentrism and tribalism".32G Equally 

revealing was the finding that the h h a r a  were the group most likefy to identify their 

group with the identity of the nation as a whole.321 The study found distrust between the 

Tigrayam 2nd Amhara was more strongly felt than between the other Ethiopian 

communities. Balsvik held that this antagonism was "rooted in the fact that the Amharas 

had won the historical struggle f3r political supremacy",322 and while there is some truth 

to this view, it is largely meaningjess without placing it in a suitable historical and social 

contex-t which she does not do. 

It wouM also be a inistake to over-emphasize ethnic antagonism at the university. The 

Tigrayan student Tiiahun was subsequently elected to the student union presidency and 

when he was later murdered. presumably by government agents, there were country-wide 

protests that resulted in the deaths of twenty students in Addis Ababa. Neither he, nor 

MeIes Teckle, another prominent student leader who was Tigrayan, gave any indication to 

their colleagues, many of whom are presently factilty rzembers at AAU, that they were 

3i%flu Tadesse, p. 52. 
3i%ineberg and ZavaIloni, p. 128 
3201bid., p. 143. 
32%1d., p. 93. 
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proponents of Tigrayan nationalism. Indeed, although by the late 1960s the concept of 

Ethiopia as a "prison of nationalities" was widely accepted among student activists, and 

this acceptance coincided with something of a renaissance of non-Amhara cultures, the 

Ethiopian student movement did not splinter along national lines. 

Generally the students followed Lenin and accepted the right of Ethiopia's nations to self- 

determination, up to and including secession, but held it to be a transitional demand or 

tactical concession, and that with the replacement of the oid regime by a communist party 

committed to ending expfoitation and respecting the rights of nations and nationalities 

there would be no need for secession.323 Indeed, many of the student Marxists held that 

the naxow chauvinist policies of the Shoar, Arnhara old regime were stimulating dissident 

nationafism in the periphery and that by overthrowing the regime and carrying out a social 

revolution that they were ensuring the unity of Ethiopia. Like the later Lenin and Stalin, 

most students on the one hand granted the theoreticai right of Ethiopia's nations to secede 

but on the other posed a number of obstacles that ensured that they would not be able to 

realize this right. 

As the perspective of the student movement deepened and broadened during the 1970s, 

various study, recreational, and seif-help groups started forming among non-Arnhara 

students. Such groups also formed among the Tigrayan students, but when some activists 

attempted to politicize their association by denouncing the governor of Tigray, Ras 

Mengesha Seyoum, they were roundly criticized by other ~igrayans .32~ Nonetheless, 

according to Markakis's informants, these same militants used the occasion of the closure 

of the university and the secondary schools following student demonstrations in 1972 to 

return to Tigray and to visit Asmara in an effort to gain hither recruits. 

3 2 3 ~  Pateman, Erifrea: Even the Sfones are Burning, nrenton, NJ: Red Sea Press, 19909, p. 13 
324~arkakis, hrational and Class CunJict, p. 242.  



At the centre of the student militants' debate was the question that was to bedevil 

Ethiopian politics for many years to come: whether the revolution should focus on class 

or national contradictions. For most non-Eritreans, national self-determination did not 

assume engaging in struggles for indzpendence and class emancipation remained the 

objective. The view Tigrigna speaking students increasingly embraced was that in a 

situation where a Shoan Amhara feudal class dominated Ethiopia, the best approach 

would be to engage in a national liberation struggle. In this light and with the old regime 

in a state of crisis in t 974 the Tigrayan militants published pamphlets in Arnharigna listing 

the "Grievances of the Tigrai ~ e o ~ l e " , ~ 2 5  perhaps the first real indicator of the political 

direction they would take. 

The outcome of these debates was the establishment of the Tigray National Organization 

(TNO), the organization that was to serve as a link between the militants in the university 

and their supporters in the towns until the TPLF took form. Markakis has the TNO being 

formed after the Derg's seizure of power and this is consistent with the position of some 

TPLF officials who hold that the 3310 was only in existence for six months to prepare the 

ground for launching the armed struggle, but other sources claim a much longer existence 

for it. According to one P L F  publication, the TNO was formed in the early 1970s as an 

underground urban organization of progressive inteljectuals and patriotic nationals who 

"carried out considerable work of agitating the masses during the 1974 uprising by writing 

and distributing parnphlets."326 This is also supported by the Eritrean scholar, Bereket 

Habte Selassie who wrote, 

"During the Ethiopian revolution, the TNO played an 
important roie in pubiiilng and distributing agitationai 
material and in guiding popular demonstrations. It 



intensified its organization of underground cells, in view of 
the usurpation of the fruits of the revolution by the military 
in September 1974, and, after having analyzed the situation 
in Ethiopia and in Tigray, it began to prepare for armed 
struggle in the countryside. 11327 

While Tigrayan students were among the most active in the uprising some of them now 

claim not to have known of the TNO's pre-1974 existence. It must be stressed that the 

TNO almost certainly did not command the support of the majority of Tigrayan students 

before 1975. Marxism and nationatism were the dominant ideologies among students, but 

their form and interrelationship had not solidified by the time the TPLF launched its 

insurrection as was to be evidenced by the ideological disputes that would afflict the 

movement in its first years. Probably most Tigrayan activists at the time the TPLF went to 

the countyide were members or supporters of the Marxist EPRP, the largest 

revolutionary ~rganization in the country, and it had a decidedly centrist perspective, 

emphasized the primacy of the class struggle, and had little sympathy for national or 

peasant based movements of liberation. 

In their ideological struggle with the EPRP the TPLF followed the Maoist line of 

"protracted struggles that march from rural to urban areas."328 Their reasons for 

following this course included first, the fact that the vast majority of the Third World's 

population iived in the countryside; secondly, peacehl political struggle was almost 

impossible in the Third World, and lastly, because of the revolutionaries' military weakness 

they needed time to develop and "this is more convenient in the countryside rather than in 

the faseist strong hold towns. Thus the rural population is the backbone of a revolution in 

the Third ~or ld . "329  The EPRP cadres had more prestige and a better knowledge of 

327~ereket Habte Selassie, Conflict and Intervention in the Uorn of Africa, (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 19801, p. 89. 
328Woyeen, August 1978, p. 25. 
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Marxism than their TPLF counterparts, as the latter have acknowledged. However, the 

EPRP's decision to makc the urban working class the focus of their political program 

proved to be a fatal mistake. 

While the TPLF may have over-emphasized the role of the TNO in the 1974 revolution, 

there is little doubt as to its importance in organizing the Tigrayan militants and preparing 

for the organization's move to the countryside, although only the barest of outlines of 

these events is known. A key figure in the TWO, and a person whose house was 

frequently used for meetings prior to the move to the TFLF's first base was Ayele Gesese, 

a former shifta, a dissident member of the lower nobility, onetime mayor of the Tigrayan 

town of Endaselasie, former senator under the Haile-Selassie regime and, because of his 

popular following in Tigray, a person whom the Derg had been anxious to co-opt into 

their administration by appointing him to a newly established council of regions. This was 

a calculated act on the part of the Derg to draw on the popularity and prestige of 

individuals like Ayele to increase the legitimacy of the new government. But Ayele 

(whose history will be taken up at greater length in chapter seven) was also a Tigrayan 

nationalist of long standing and he viewed the Derg as the inheritor of Arnhara hegemony 

and not a government committed to its banishment. In the end he gave up his position in 

the fledgling council and joined the TPLF in the countryside. 

Although not enough data has been collected to speak conc'lusively, it nonetheless appears 

that the leadership of the TNOITPLF was drawn disproportionately from the educated 

sons of the rich peasantry and the lower-middle local nobility, but there is room for 

conffision here since members of these classes commonly did not have the resources to 

live a style of life that set them apart from that of lower classes with who they were more 

likely to be aligned, than with the ruling families of Tigray. Thus apart from Ayele, a 

member of the lower nobility, the three men who were to become the most prominent 



leaders of the TPLF were Meles Zenawi, grandson of a dejazmach; Sebhat Nega, the 

school inspector from Adwa and son of a fitwari, and Aregowie Berhe, son of a powerfit1 

judge. Although the early TPLF did not nave a developed hierarchical structure and did 

not pay heed directly to the traditional basis of status in Tigrayan society, a hierarchy 

developed based on academic standing at AAU. Moreover, since acceptance in university 

was at least in part a hncticn of the financial standing of students' parents, the emerging 

TPLF leadership to some extent reflected the social inequities of Tigrayan society.330 

Not unlike an earlier generation of Tigraya~! dissidents, the student militants looked north 

to the Eritrean Liberation Fronts as part of their strategy to free themselves from the 

central state. Before going to the countnyside, Ayele made a number of visits to Eritrea to 

establish relations and gain the support of the Eritrean Fronts. Tigrayans living in Eritrea, 

particularly students at the University of Asmara, also endeavoured to obtain promises of 

assistance for the proposed Tigrzijan movement from the Fronts, and their efforts were 

successful with the EPLF, but not with the ELF. The EPLF leadership was frequently 

Tigrigna speaking and some of its members were, like those nf the TNO, former members 

of the university student movement. After the TNO accepted the EPLF's view that Eritrea 

was a colony and therefore had a right to secede from Ethiopia, they were promised 

support. 

The decision to go to the field followed from the TNO's conclusion, like the rest of the 

student movement, that the Derg was "fascist". Markakis concluded that 

"Despite the inappr~priateness nf the labe!, they assessed 
correctly the military regime's relationship to the state and 
.*,. ;LS .- ;qlicaiioiis for the aspiraiions of national minorities and 

backward regions. It was obvious that Addis Ababa's grip 

330~terview: Tecklehaimanot Gebre Selesie, Department of History, AAU, November 2, 1992. 
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was not going to be loosened, nor Amhara power 
significantly curtailed. "33 1 

While Ayefe investigated the best location from which the Tigrayan insurrection might be 

launched, other elements within the TNO set about organizing support cells in the towns 

of Tigray. Since most of the members of these cells were later to be captured and killed 

after their identities were made known by another dissident Tigrayan group, the Tigray 

Liberation Front (TLF), the nature of their activities is not completely clear. However, it 

is known that most cell members were teachers and former university students and it was 

their task to carry the party banner in the towns, to identi@ supporters who would be sent 

to the countryside for training at a later date, and to serve as intelligence gathering units. 

Thus the TFNO made arrangements to send a squad of men to the TPLF's first base of 

operations at Dedebit, an area some sixty-five kilometres from the town of Sheraro in 

Tigray's far western region. It also dispatched a hrther squad to the EPLF for training, 

establish cells in the towns of Tigray and in Addis Ababa, and establish links to supporters 

(frequently teachers) stationed in other parts of the country. 

The question of the timing of the TNO's move to the countryside (after which it was 

known as the TPLF) is important because it speaks to both the changing political 

conditions in the country and to the thinking of the TNO at that time. Unfortunately there 

is no agreement among TPLF officials interviewed on this question. What is clear is that 

the TPLF launched its rural insurrection well before the Derg officially unleashed its Red 

Terror, whose targets were primarily in the towns. Nonetheless, some of my informants 

explain the departure from the towns? and notably Addis Ababa, as a response to the 

deteriorating political conditions and point to the Derg's execution of the Tigrayan student 

331 ~arkakis, National and CIas ConfEct, p. 252. 
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leader Meles Teckle in late 1974 to argue that state repression had begun before the Red 

Terror officially started. 

Given Meles Teckle';, high status at the university, and the fact that the current president 

of Ethiopia took Meles's name for his "field name", it is noteworthy that the original Meles 

was not a member of TPItTO nor, according to his many friends and colleagues, a known 

Tigrayan nationalist. Nonetheless, it is revealing that Meles Teckle successfiAly 

challenged the nomination of Dawit Yohannis (presently a leading figure in the EPRDF 

government, but then a member of a small communist party) for the position of 

representative of the Law Faculty on the grounds that the latter mistakeniy put the 

Ethiopian class struggle before the rights of Ethiopia's oppressed nations.332 

It was not Tigrayan nationalism, but Meles's influence and appeal to students not to 

participate in the government's zemecha campaign, which involved sending the students 

the countryside, that led the Derg to falsely accuse and then execute him for the bombing 

of the Addis Ababa hlunicipal Buildings and the Washebelle Hotel. According to 

Markakis the ELF has since admitted responsibility for the b0mbin~s .?3~ In spite of 

Meles's death many other students, some known as crocodiles because of their powerful 

but underground involvement in the student movement, were able to continue their 

activities throughout this period simply because the Derg was too involved with its own 

internal problems to devote itself to liquidating its student opponents. Thus state 

repression alone does not seem sufficient cause for the TNO's decision to go to the field at 

this time. 

33%teniew: Merara Guidina, PSfR Department, M U ,  December 24, 1992 
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It is probable that the timing of the TNO's decision to begin their armed struggle was also 

influenced by fear that other would-be revolutionary organizations would pre-empt them. 

Writing sometime after the decision, a TPLF publication explained that, "unless 

galvanized into the path of class struggle, the present national feelings of the Tigrayan 

people could be exploited and used by reactionary forces led by ex-feudal lords of Tigray 

for their own Ras Mengesha, doubtlessly the "ex-feudal lord" in question, did 

attempt to raise a nationalist and reactionary Tigrayan rebellion, which will be examined in 

chapter seven. While the view of the mainstream student movement had been premised on 

the need to carry out a Manrist-Leninist guided revolution to ensure the unity of Ethiopia, 

the Tigrayan militants of the TNO argued that to ensure that the Tigrayan insurrection was 

not dominated by feudal elements they had to lead their own national liberation struggle. 

It is also entirely plausi'ole that the TPLFts decision to launch the armed struggle when it 

did was also over fears of being pre-empted by anti-feudalist groups, such as the more 

powerfU1 EPRP. 

The other consideration behind the TNOts timing to launch an armed struggle was its 

conclusion that the military government in late 1974 was weak, divided, and internally 

focused. To the extent it looked beyond Addis Ababa the Derg was more concerned with 

the rapidly declining security situation in Eritrea or the first indications of trouble on 

Ethiopia's border with Somalia, than with a handfid of student revolutionaries in Tigray. 

Indeed, the TNO's view that this was an opportune time for initiating a challenge to the 

Ethiopian government was also shared by the Soaalian government which invaded the 

Ogaden during this period, by the rapid military successes of the Eritrean Fronts and by 

the OLF and the EPRP, which also started rural insurrections at this time. 

334t6'oyeen. February 21, 1979, p. 3. 



The TPLF was officially established on February 18, 1975 at Dedebit, an isolated lowland 

and shifta irdested near the western town of Sheraro. Ayele (who took the code name 

"Suhul" when he went to the field and by which he is fiow better known) led a group over 

the next seven months which included his brother Berhane, two peasants who were former 

members of the imperial army, Sebhat and seven university and high school students. 

Suhul and Berhane taught the students bush skills; the former soldiers provided basic 

military instruction, and collectively they worked at formalizir~g the Front's political 

program. 

Meanwhile, another contingent gf about seventeen, including Ethiopia's current defense 

minister, Seye Abraha, went to Eritrea for military training with the EPLF. Nineteen 

fighters returned to Tigray three months later, including two EPLF veteran fighters, the 

Eritrean Mussie who was to become the TPLF's first military commander, and Jamaica, of 

mixed Eritrean and Tigrayan parentage, but raised in Eritrea. The expertise of these 

fighters (curiously the EPLF did not arm the returning Tigrayans) was crucial to the 

TPLFis evo!ving military capacity. A fkrther small group, which included Meles Zenawi 

and the present Chairman of Tigray, Gebru Asrat, were sent to the towns of Tigray. The 

armed struggle commenced. 

Conclusion 

What needs to be explained is why most of the Tigrayan petty-bourgeoisie chose to link its 

political fate with that of the TPLF. In the first instance the decision to oppose the Derg 

for those Tigrayans who joined the TPLF in the early phase of the struggle was little 

difXerent than the choice made by many other yourtg educated Ethiopians to join 

revolutionary organizations in opposition to the Derg. The Derg's monopolization of 

political power in the state, and the vast, almost totalitarian, expansion of the state into 



traditionally civil spheres of society meant that a politically sophisticated, aroused, and 

ambitious stratum which held itself responsib!e for the collapse of the imperial regime was 

being ignominiously shut off from the ievers of power. Moreover, it was refklsed a share 

in power by another section of the petty-bourgeoisie, the military, that the teachers and 

students. in particular considered their intellectual and political inferiors. Revolution, 

under the banners of Marxism-Leninism, civilian leadership of the revolution, nationalism 

or democracy, provided the stimulus for attempting urban or rural, national or 

multinational, insurrections. 

That most of Tigray's urban petty-bourgeoisie were to opt for rural and national 

insurrection under the leadership of the Marxist-Leninist TPLF rather than urban and 

rnultinationaiist revolt under the leadership of the Marxist-Leninist EPRP (the two most 

congenial options for most members of this class) speaks in the first place to a legacy of 

national self-consciousness built on deep-seated resentment at Tigray's position and 

destitution within an Ethiopia dominated by Shoan Amharas. Haile-Selassie's regime was 

not able to overcome this ethnonationalism and neither the Derg, nor the EPW, who both 

shared a class focused, statist anti-national perspective, hlly recognized the need to 

confront Tigrayan nationalism positively. Tigray's structural marginalization within a ~ h o a  

dominated Ethiopia fostered nationalism within the petty-bourgeoisie and the nationrrlist 

banner was there to be raised by any group in opposition to the state. 

The moral economists have been correct to emphasize that in underdeveloped societies 

dominated by feudal or colonial bureaucracies the petty-bourgeoisie's limited numbers and 

intermediary position (along with a big bourgeoisie and a working class) means that any 

marked political frustrations can only be overcome by aligning with the peasantry. In the 

case of Tigray, the Woyene rebellion of 1943 failed for many reasons, but of critical 

significance was the weakness of a class aliiance between an exploited, but still largely 



geographically and culturally divided Tigrayan peasantry, and a provincial nobility eager to 

protect their threatened regional powers, but hesitant about openly challenging the 

imperial government on which their own legitimacy ultimately depended. Divided on an 

inter and intra class basis, the peasant revolt, like others before it, was destined to fail. 

State centralization and modernization over the following twenty years, however, reduced 

the powers of the regional nobility, broke down some of the divisions between the 

peasantry and, crucially, gave birth to a petty-bourgeoisie made up largely of state 

fhctionaries. 

Having recognized the role of the intelligentsia in peasant based revolutions, the moral 

economists have, however, conceived this role as one limited to organizing and ieading a 

revolution which is already simmering in the countryside. At the time when students and 

teachers launched their revolution in Tigray there were few signs of peasant political 

initiative. Moral economy's link between rural economic crisis and peasant revolution is 

thus altogether too mechanical. Moreover, moral economy largely ignores the importance 

of the urban-based petty-bourgeoisie, particu!ar!y when it is inhsed by a deep sense of 

national grievance. 

Nationalist sentiments were thus a critical stimulus of the Tigrayan revolution, but within 

the TPLF and in the Front's relations with other oppositio~ movements it was the focus of 

considerable controversy. Conflict over the form nationai struggles should take, and 

between national and multinational struggles, and even between competing nationalisms, 

have been enduring themes in the political life of Ethiopia and Eritrea for more than thirty 

years now and they figured prominently in the TPLF, the concern of chapter six. But 

before that issue is examined in the context of the armed struggle it is necessary to put the 

TPLF revolution into its military context, the major objective of chapter five. 



CHAPTER 5: THE ARMED STRUGGLE EN TIGRAY 

Introduction 

By emphasizing the structural context in which revolutions occur, moral economists have 

largely ignored the process of revolutionary wars and the part played by the political party 

and the leadership it provides to the outcome of such wars. In this chapter political 

leadership wiil be highlighted through an examination of the TPLFis armed struggle. The 

TPLF's S U ~ C ~ S S ~ ~  pursuit of war was crucial in gaining the support of initially sceptical 

peasants. But it also figured significantly in the TPLF's reform program: refoms were 

instrumental in the mobilization of peasants for carrying on the war and at the same time 

they were both shaped and constrained by the needs of the war. 

This chapter will be framed by the stages of the war. Thus after beginning with an 

overview of the part pfzyed by the Derg in stimulating the revolution in Tigray, the 

chapter will consider the first stage of the revolutionary war which began in 1975 when 

the TPLF launched its insurrection, and ended in 1378 with the Front's victoryr over its 

major competitors for leadership of the anti-Derg opposition in Tigray. The second stage 

covers the period 1978 to 1984 and stands out for the mass mobilization of the peasants 

and the defeat of the Derg's efforts to overwhelm the EPLF during the Red Star campaign. 

H~wever, before the strategic initiative codd pass to the opposition Fronts, northern 

Ethiopia and Eritrea were stmck by the famine of 1984 - 1985. The famine itself will not 

be examined, but it did have a rn&jor impact on the conduct of the war and that is of 

interest to this study. The third stage of the armed struggle began in 1984 and ended in 

1989 with the TPLF's capture of the entire province of Tigray. The chapter ends with a 

selective examination of the TPLF's reforms and the role they played, and means by which 

they were constrained, by the Front's war objectives. 



Regime Provocation 

This section takes its direction from Moore who argued that it was the actions of the 

upper classes that both provoked rebeilions and defined their outcome. Such a conception 

must be considered both historically,335 a d  in terms of the immediate impact of the 

actions of those dominating the state, the task here. The objective is to examine the 

policies and administrative approach of the Derg in Tigray and demonstrate the role they 

played in stimulating the revolution, first of the urban based students and teachers, and 

then of the peasants. 

From the Derg's state coup in 1975 until the defeat of the Somali invasion in 1978, the 

regime's problems allowed the TPLF and other opposition groups a measure of freedom in 

which to launch their insurrections. However, a Derg victorious in the Ogaden and richly 

supplied with armaments by the Soviet Bloc was anxious to overcome its domestic 

opposition. According to Colcrne! -4sarninew Bedane, a former Derg officer and presently 

with the EPRDF, the government's priority was to cmsh the Eritrean Fronts militarily 

which it was convinced would bring an end to insl~rrections in Tigray and other parts of 

the country.336 The widely held view among the Derg leadership, if not necessarily by 

officers in the field, was that given the poverty and backwardness of Tigray, the province 

could not support a full-scale guerrilla war against the government. Indeed, if the Derg 

could have achieved a complete military victory over the Eritrean Fronts or drawn up a 

program of political reforms that alienated them from the Eritrean people, it is unlikely 

that the still minuscule TPLF could have survived the hll thrust of a concerted Derg 

attack. 

3 3 5 ~ h i s  was achieved in chapter three. 
336~~itertdew: Colonel Asamineiv, Addis Ababa, June 13, 1993. 



r he Derg also used a military approach to confront its civilian opposition. Initially the 

Derg's Red Terror proved effective at both eliminating its opposition in the towns and in 

consolidating Mengistu's dominance within the Derg By the kite 1970s the Red Terror 

serve to expose and destroy most of the TPLF's underground cells. However, ultimately 

the Red Terror proved to be one of the Derg's most serious mistakes because the regime 

could not eliminate an opposition that expanded as a direct result of its policy of terror. In 

Tigray the urbm terror led to large numbers of teachers artd students, the major victims of 

the terror, fleeing the towns and joining the TPLF. Indeed, a pattern begari to develop 

that was to continue for some years, of the Derg and the TPLF growing almost 

symmetrically in their capacity to inflict vioience on one another. 

While the Reci Terror was primarily an urban phenomenon, peasants who visited the towns 

for purposes of marketing, dealings with officialdom or to visit their children attending 

high schools which were excf~~ively located in the towns, could not escape the impact of 

thi: terror-, which was widelj interpreted as an attack on the entire Tigrayan community. 

Closer to their homes, the Derg attempted to organize rural administrations, but its 

methods were harsh, allowed bile room for democratic pankipation and, in particular, 

invoived direct and indirect attacks on Christianity which alienated the deeply religious 

Tigrayam. Moreover, by 1978 traffic on all main roads and n w t  secondary roads was 

tightly controlled by the military and this seriously interfered with both the movement of 

agrllcultural goods to the towns for marketing, and the movement of cmsumer goods to 

the mraf areas fn the fate 1979s government nfficia! in the towns started restricting the 

safe of goods, particularly agricultural implementsj to peasants in an elTort to cut food 

production and thus undermine TPLF support, but by mid 1982 grain surpluses were 

regularly being taken to the towns and the army was so desperate for food that it was 



forced to ignore the illicit trade of the town rnerchants.337 In the TPLF held areas 

observers reported that the shelves in the public shops were well. stocked with goods 

brought from th, : io\it7ns. 

Furthermore, after the initla1 euphoria brought about by the collapse of the otd regime, 

many of the reforms were either being rolled back or were being seriously questioned. 

New state taxes were bei~iig imposed by a government that badly needed finances to pay 

for the war in Eritrea and a host of smaljer confticis throughout the country, including that 

in Tigray. Derg sponsored "Motherland Festivals" were held to coerce townspeople into 

contributing money to the state through auctions of consumer items at prices up to ten 
? ?  

thousand times their market Peasants were unhappy at the Derg's closure of 

most rural schools on the pretext that the teachers were TPLF sympathizers.339 They 

were angered at being forced to provide quotas of produce at fixed minimal prices for the 

state mn Agricultural Marketing Board. Nor were peasants happy that the corruption- 

ridden locat administrations of the imperial era had been replaced by only slightly less 

compt, and far more harsh, Derg imposed administrations. 

The Derg's need to so!idi@ its Luinerable position in the country meant that its land 

reforms were hurried and completed without soil studies. censuses, or popular 

involvement. A critical element of the Derg's land reform was the prohibition on hiring of 

labour, a provision that made sense in southern Ethiopia, but which was bitterly resented 

in Tigray. Meies Zeriawi said, "There was no part of Ethiopia where money earned in this 

way wzs mGre iiiip~fiaiit to ;he people. The Derg was stupid to forbid this, for it forced 

our people into paveq and hopeiessr;ess and it gave our movemiit imporiaili support 

337~ire#race and Smith, p. 38. 
33g3~oYeen, August f 978, p. 12. 
339.Je Hammond, (ed.), Sweeter than Honey: Testimonies of Tigrean Women, (Oxford: Third World First, 
1989), p. SO. 



&om the very beginning."340 Peasant Associations which had started out as bodies 

representative of focal opinion were reduced to the status of organs responsible to the 

IDe1-g.3~' According to peasants across Tigray Derg appointed PA officials were invariably 

friends or cohorts who, together with their families and friends, became the prime 

beneficiaries of land distributions. 

The TPLF claimed that the Derg issued secret circulars instructing PA officials to give 

land to those who had the means to piow it, which would have the effect of ensuring that 

the benefits would have gone to higher income peasants who dominated the 

a~sociations.3~2 In its political appeals to the peasants the TPLF focused on the inequities 

of the Derg's iand reforms and contrasted them with its own reforms which were held to 

be fair, based on serious land and census studies, and involved the community in the 

process. By the late 1970s there were enough examples of TPLF initiated land reforms in 

the province that the peasants could make comparisons. 

These and other Derg policies undermined peasant support for the regime throughout 

Ethiopia. Noteworthy was the villagization program which was pursued between 1985 

and 1989 and had the goal of forcibly relocating thirty-three million people into nucleated 

villages so they could be brought under cioser government control, and as a means of 

encouraging a collective mode of life.j4j The primary victims of this policy, however, 

34%ut Heme intewiew with Meles Zenarvi. Washington, February 199 1. 
j3'~.  Kwhn, "Agrimhrd Policy Environmental Destruction in Ethiopia and Nigeria," Rural 
.4fi.ieana7 25-26, (19P5), p. 30. Koehn identifies this change in ihe function of the Peasant Associations 
as W g  piace &roughout Ethiopia in i97-7 and attributes it to the rise in power of Mengistu Haile 
,Ma-iam and the need $0 maintain law and order and raise h d s  for the rnilitav to confront rebellions in 
Eritrez. Tigray and the Qgaden. 
3 4 2 ~ .  Bennetk "Socialism and the Nationalities Question in the Horn of Africa - the case of Tigray," 
unpubIished paper, tMay 1982, quoted in Firebrace and Smith. 
3 4 3 G i m  Kebbede, p. 22. 



were the Orornos in the south and southeast of the country, and by the time the Derg 

attempted to introduce it into Tigray, the regime had little cont:o! ix the province. 

Unlike the Derg's efforts at villagization, its resettlement program did have a major impact 

on Tigrayan peasants. Because of the extent of environmental degradation and peasant 

poverty in the northern provinces, proposals had frequently been made by a variety of 

sources advocating the relocation of northern peasants to the richer and less populated 

!znds to the south. Indeed, between 1950 and 1974 an estimated one million peasants had 

left the northern highlands on their own and moved to the south and west of the 

country. 344 In 1984 the Derg launched a resettlement program with the aim of moving 

1,500,000 peasants, and by the end of 1986 half a million had been moved, most 

f0rcibl~.3~5 

The TPLF has long contended that the program was designed to undermine their support 

base. While the rationale for such a program predated the Derg, the former head of the 

government's Relief and Rehabilitation Commission (RRC) has acknowledged that this 

was a factor as part of the reasoning behind the program was to reduce the population in 

rebel areas so as to deprive the guerrillas of access to their peasant supporters. 3 46 

Realizing the danger posed by the program, the TPLF did its utmost to disrupt it. In one 

of many similar examples, the TPLF hijacked a government convoy of trucks and a bus 

carrying civilians from the town of Korem (then in Wollo, now in Tigray) to Welego for 

resettlement, as a means of disrupting thc program.347 However, until the TPLF 

334de Wad, p. 121. 
345Girma Kebbede, p. 8 1. 
3 4 6 ~ a ~ t  Wofde Giorgis, Red Tears: War, Famine and Revolution in Ethiopia, [Trenton, NJ: The Red 
Sea Press, 1989), p. 277. 
347~ntemdonal Herald Tribune, November 2 1, 1384. 



controlled all of Tigray it could not stop the Derg capturing and removing peasants from 

the province. A complete review of the Derg's resettlement program cannot be made here, 

but the evidence that has emerged makes clear that it involved massive human rights 

violations, was environmentally disastrous and ended in complete failure. Its political 

impact in Tigray was probably less in alienating peasants from the Derg, since this had 

largely already occurred by the time the program was enacted, but rather in convincing 

peasants that their only hope for the hture was to join the TPLF or leave the province. 

However, the fact that only fifteen percent of the total number of peasants removed from 

the northern region by the government were from Tigray had less to do with the TPLF's 

efforts at disrupting the campaign than with the large number of Tigrayans who fled to the 

~udan.  348 

The Derg's weak presence in Tigray in the first years after the overthrow of the old regime 

allowed the TPLF and other revolutionary bands the opportunity to establish themselves 

and encourage distrust of the new regime. However, it was the Derg's own policies and 

heavy handed administration, as exemplified by the Red Terror, that first drove the 

educated urban youth out of the towns into the arms of the TPLF, and then increasingly 

alienated the peasants. Derg policies and practices which encouraged revulsion for the 

regime were in turn reinforced by TPLF efforts in both the military and political spheres to 

transform disaffection into support for armed struggle. 

The Insurrection Launched: 1975 - 1978 

Initially the small group of students who first made up the TPLF were at the bottom of a 

learning curve on the practicalities of fighting a revolutionary war. A veteran of this 

period acknowledged that because of his urban and privileged background he knew little 



about the peasants' lives that the TPLF was committed to transforming. Another leader 

reported that many of the early cadres had a "Che Guevara complex and saw themselves 

as heroes who wanted to fight and win the war quickly''. The early TPLF was such a 

negligible force that it devoted much of its energies t~ simply traveling extensively across 

Tigray so that the Derg, and even the peasants, would be deluded into thinking the 

organization was far bigger than it actually was. 

With little interference from the Derg, small bands of TPLF fighters could move across 

Tigray in about five days killing members of the old regime, exhorting the peasants and 

"showing their power".349 Many of its early weaponless members carried sticks covered 

in plastic sheeting to create the impression that they were ar1ned.~5O With the exception 

of Yemane Kidane (code name "Jamaica") and Mahari Haile (code name "Mussie") who 

were originally from the EPLF, a former corporal in Haile-Selassie's army, and a couple of 

peasants who had experience in the imperial army, the intellectuals who made up the 

membership of the early TPLF knew nothing about fighting. Even TPLF publications of 

this period implicitly acknowledge their weakness.j5 1 

349~nterview: Yemane Kidane. Addis Ababa. December 1. 1992. 
350fYoOyeen, Februa~y 2 1, 1979. 
351The TPLF journal Revolt recorded the movement's "military accomplishments" at the end of the first 
year of operations: "on Hamle 29167 our forces freed a comrade who had been imprisoned in the fascist 
police station at Shire. With this a series of successfd operations began. On Nehase 27/57 our forces 
controlled Axum for a limited time and confiscated $E170,000 from the bank there. They also gave due 
punishment to the representatives of fascism there. In the mean time they took a considerable amount of 
arms from the poiice station of the t o w .  On Tekernti 25/68 our forces b l m d  a bus of tfie n~&onal 
transport company at Sero and confiscated some valuable properties of the bus. On Tahsas 4168 our forces 
seized an enemy lony at a place called Desa in KeIete Awalo. They confiscated arms from the enemy and 
gaye political education to the people around. On Tahses 19/68 our fighters imprisoned 9 oficials of the 
reactionary Derg near Edaga Hagus, Agame which were set free after been given stem warning and 
advice. On Tahsas 7/68 ow forces took 1 duplicating maclune, 2 type writers and various printing 
materials from the comprehensive high school at Adigrat." Revolt, No. 1, 3rd Year, p. 12. According to 
Markakis the stolen typew7iters and printing materials were used to establish the Front's propaganda 
organ tVoyeen. See Markakis, hrafional and Class Conflict, p. 253. 



In the early years the TPLF gained something of a reputation for kidnapping to draw 

international attention to their struggle. A British family, the Taylors, were captured in the 

Tigrayan awardja of Tembien and later released, and JoEi Swain of the Szrnday Times was 

briefly held captive before being freed.352 In July 1980 a TPLF raid on Axum led to the 

capture of two Russian doctors working in And in 1984 the TPLF briefly held 

ten foreigners after their capture of the tourist centre of Lalibela in Wollo province.354 

Selected assassinations of Derg officials were also carried out by "Fedayeadsuicide 

squads", such as that on February 4, 1978 against Lieutenant Tefera, chief of the Red 

Terror campaign in Tigray 355 The TPLF was very much a product of its times and 

worked at linking its struggle with various popular struggles of the zra. 356 

The TPLF held its first "Fighters Congress" on the first anniversary of its establishment, 

February 18, 1976, at Agarne and it was attended by its entire membership of about 170 

people.357 Aregowie Berhe was elected the first chairman of the organization and the 

first Central Committee consisted of seven members: apart from Aregowie there was 

Sebhat Nega, Abaye Tsehaye (from Asum and in charge of organization), Seyoum Mesfin 

(from Agame and responsible for Foreign AfiBirs and presently holds that portfolio in the 

eovemment), Gidey Zeratsion, Mussie and ~ u h u l . 3 5 ~  Suhul was the overall military - 
commander and Mussie the first chief of operations. 

3526t/qveen, August 1978. 
3 5 3 ~ .  Connell. "A Lesson of Hope from Eritrea," New Sfatesrnan, November 7, 1980, p. 20. 
35410 Held by Rebels in Ethiopia, Associated Press, Addis Ababa, November 21, 1984. 
3f"For.een, August 1978, p. 38. 
3 5 6 ~  &nse of the political character of the TFLF in the early period can be garnered by its appeals for 
support issued t ~ ,  "all revolutionaq, Democratic and peace loving Forces of the World to extend their 
helping hand to the Tigray people in their just struggle against Imperialism, Zionism, Feudalism, national 
oppression and Fascism." sic. Woiveen, Angust 1978. It says much about the political times that the EPLF, 
EPRP, or the Derg could each have issued the same appeal. 
357~arkakis, Naiionaf and Clnss Conftict, p. 253. 
358Thsodros Dame, "EPRDF's Rise to Political Dominance," Ethiopian Review: December 1992, p. 17. 



In the early years the fledgling TPLF was willing to engage in relations based on "tactical" 

considerations with virtually any non-feudal organization openly challenging the Derg's 

political and military hegemony. Thus, in spite of the initiai support of the EPLF, the 

TPLF soon developed closer relations with the ELF. It is not entirely clear why this was 

the case, but the ELF had gained considerable status, both domestically and 

internationally, from operating a: a guerrilla movement in opposition to the Haile-Selassie 

regime since 1961. Moreover, in 1975 it was still not clear that the ELF would soon lose 

out both politically and militarily to the EPLF. 

Certainly one of the reasons why relations of a military nature developed more rapidly 

with the ELF than with the EPLF was because of the ELF'S greater proclivity to conduct 

cross-border attacks on Derg positions in Tigray, thus providing the TPLF with the 

opportunity of joining them and gaining valuable combat experience. These joint military 

attacks were primarily agairtst Derg positions at Zalambessa (a Tigrayan town on the 

Eritrean border), Mulgetta (an important Derg communications centre outside Adigrat 

linking Addis Ababa to Asmara), and the Agame capital of ~ d i g r a t . ~ 5 9  in  the 1970s the 

ELF also conducted operations in the Rama area, immediately south of the lkiareb River, 

and in the Badirna area of northwest ~ i g r a y . ~ ~ ~  

Although the EPLF did not as ofier? attack targets in Tigray as did the ELF, the TPLF 

house organ Revolt reported in mid 1976 a series of joint TPLF-EPLF attacks stretching 

from Zaiambasa to Enticho were carried out simultaneously.361 In the following year the 

EPLF joined the TPLF in attacks against Derg forces at Nebe Ibal and on a convoy at 

----- 

359~alrtlt ,  NO. 7, First Yea, p. 29; Revoft, No. 8, First Year, p. 26. 
"O~irma, Karen Eritrea, April 27. 1993. 
3a~evcilt, No. 3, Yekat, 1968 EC, p. 12. 



~izet .362 Moreover, the Derg's "Raza Project" of 1976, in which it attempted to crush 

the Eritrean insurrection by organizing an invading peasant army, brought both Eritrean 

Fronts into Tigray and into military alliance with the TPLF. Most of Ethiopia's border 

with Eritrea is in Tigray and the main Addis Ababa - Asmara road runs through the heavily 

populaied highlands of eastern Tigray which continue into Eritrea, making this the 

favoured route historically for invading armies. At a time when Derg forces were 

reckoned to number only 45,000, the EPLF reported t ha~  the regime tried to raise a 

peasant army of 235,000 from Gojjam, Gondar, Tigray, Wollo and northern ~hoa.363 

However, according to a former Derg colonel who was serving as an operational officer in 

Eritrea at the time, only 63,000 peasants were finally recruited, a considerable number of 

them inhabiting the Tigrayan border area of Agame and related to the neighbouring 

~ritreans.364 The Derg's plan was to use the military campaign as a means to create 

fasting distrust and hatred between these civilian populations which could be used to the 

regime's advantage. 

Armed with antiquated weapons and little training this Ethiopian peasant "army" was 

encouraged to believe that they were defending "Mother Ethiopia" against the forces of a 

Moslem jihad and that they would overwhelm the Eritrean rebels with sheer n ~ m b e r s . ~ ~ 5  

In line with ancient Abyssinian practices the "patriotic" army was promised free rein to 

plunder and loot and settle in the conquered lands if they so wished. What ensued, 

however, was a massacre on the Tigrayan border and the few peasant soldiers who 

entered Eritrea in June 1976 were quickty killed or captured. 

362TP~F Foreign Bureau. "A Short History of the Tigray People and the Activities of the TPLF," 
December 1977, p. 6. 
3 6 3 ~ ~ ~ ~ ,  Adzilk, July 1990, p. 7. 
3 6 4 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Colonel Asaminiew Bedane, Addis Ababa, June 13, 1993. 
3 6 5 ~ r ~ i ~ h ,  The Struggle over Eritrea, (Stanford: Hoover International Press, 1983), p. 76. 



Most of the TPLF's military ventures were not so successfbl in the early years and its 

naivet6 and inexperience frequently led to death or disillusionment, and or defection. 

Colonel Kalechr-istos Abbay, a Tigrayan whose father had been an aristocrat and a patriot 

in the Italian war, and who held the position of governor of Tigray from 1976 to 1978, 

reported that the number of TPLF fighters fell from 1,200 to 450 in that period,366 TPLF 

sources maintain that the number of Front fighters was much lower than Kalechristos's 

1976 estimate, but were prepared to accept that in the following two years there was a 

significant loss of membership. Both sources agreed that the decline was due to the high 

number of fatalities in the fight against the EDU forces of Ras Mengesha for dominance of 

the Tigrayan opposition and as a result of defections. 

In spite of acknowledging a loss of membership through defections, TPLF sources deny 

that their members left for political reasons, but argue that they left because of the arduous 

living conditions and the high number of battle fatalities. The leadership does, however, 

admit that when confronted by some 10,000 troops of the EDU in the Shire-Adiabo 

district of western Tigray in March 1977, they were forced to retreat and some cadres 

abandoned the organization.367 Although the Front leadership accused the defectors of 

being opportunists and of failing to understafid the nature of a protracted people's war, 

they nonetheless maintain that the defectors helped to convince the Derg that the Front 

was close to collapse and thus deluded it as to their real strength. 

The picture that emerges from examining the context of these struggles, however, is not 

so clear. Kalechristos was appointed governor of Tigray, not only because of his military 

background and opposition to the imperial regime (he had been jailed for his involvement 

in the 1960 coup attempt), but also because unlike most Derg officers he had deep roots in 

"Interview: Colonel Kalechistos Abbay, Addis Ababa, June 4, 1993. 
36713ereket Habte Selassie, p. 91. 
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Tigray and this gave him a basis for understanding the turmoil that the province had been 

thrown into after the collapse of the old regime. Until 1978 the new governor could only 

rely on a single artillery battalion and a police force in the province so the rebel groups had 

to be primarily confronted politically. In any event the Derg largely discounted the TPLF's 

potential and considered it best to simply sit back and reap the rewards of the internecine 

warfare between the various opposition groups. 

However, in meeting with Tigrayan elders Kalechristos learned that in spite of Ras 

Mengesha's superior forces, his EDU was not considered a significant political threat, 

while the TPEF was treated seriously because it articulated genuine grievances in the 

community. These grievances included the demand for Tigrayan equality, ending 

discrimination in government empioyment and education; more schools and hospitals and 

other infrastructure, and an end to the imposition of Arnharigna. The new governor 

quickly concluded that the Maoist rhetoric of the TPLF was unlikely on its own to have 

much impact on the religiously devout peasants, but the Front's effectiveness at 

articulating populzr grievances did threaten the government in ~ i g r a ~ . ~ ~ ~  

In spite of the Derg's weak military position, the effect of promises of genuine 

development and good government in the province and the appeal of elders who did not 

want tc  see their sons die fighting the government, set against the difficult living 

conditions, led to hundreds of fighters deserting in this period. Kalechristos is convinced 

that had the Derg not instituted its repressive policies, and instead responded positively to 

the grievances of the Tigrayan and Eritrean peoples, both rebellions could have been 

contained and the TPLF and EPLF marginalized. 

3 6 8 ~ a ~ 1  Heme reach4 a similar conclusion. He wrote, "It seems unlikely that its Marxism is the prime 
reason for the TPLF's relative success in gaining the support of a sizable proportion of the Tigrean 
population." See P. Henze, Rebels and Separatists in Ethiopia: Regional Resistance tc a Marxist 
Regime, (Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 1986), p. 73. 



In the event the Derg's response to popular disaffection in Tigray was neither effective 

politically nor militarily. It did not fulfill promises of reform, and it thought so little of the 

military threat posed by the TPLF that it was slow to build up its forces in the province. 

The regime facilitated the spread of the revolution, but the TPLF was also working to 

their own agenda and, by 1978, the Front was able to operate in most of Tigray and had 

defeated its chief competitors to lead the anti-regime opposition in the province.3" A 

strengthened and emboldened TPLF could now devote its energies to confronting the 

Derg. 

War Against the Derg: 1978 - 1984 

The period 1978 - 1984 began with the TPLF confident as a result of its victories over the 

other opposition forces in Tigray, but with a much depleted fighting force and still only 

limited committed support among the peasantry. The Derg's victory over the Somalis in 

1978 freed up troops which were sent to the north and by this time the regime was also 

receiving large amounts of military equipment from the socialist bloc. Gonnell quotes the 

TPLF's Seyoum Mesfin as saying that there were 30,000 Derg troops in Tigray by the end 

of May 1978, three times the number of two months previously. 3 70 

However, as a result of its military successes within the province, the failure of the Derg's 

campaign to wipe out the EPLF, and the TPLF's positive response to peasant demands for 

village level reforms, the period ended with the TPLF considerably enlarged and with 

virtually the entire Tigrayan peasantry committed to the armed struggle. The TPLF's 

growing ability to meet the social welfare needs of the peasants is indicated by the Front 

369~nalyses of which are made in chapteis seven and eight. 
3 7 0 ~ .  Comell, Against -411 Odds: A Chronicle ofthe Eritrean Revolution, (Trenton, NJ: Red Sea Press, 
1993), p. 157. 



established Relief Society of Tigray (REST) in 1978 to adminster relief and development. 

Although stmcturally independent, REST remained largely politically dependent on the 

TPLF. As befitted the changing circumstafices resulting from the TPLF's victory over the 

EDU and the EPW, the Front begar! this period with a review of its leadership. 

-4t the Front's First Organizational Congress in 1973, held in Shire three years after its first 

Fighters Congress, eighteen more members were added to the seven person Central 

Committee. Sebhat Xega was elected Chairman of the TPLF and the former chairman, 

Aregowie Berhe, became head of the powerful Military The first 

Politburo came into existence and its membership included the original five Central 

Committee members as well as Meles Zenawi, Seye Abraha, Tewelde -vVolde Mariam, 

Gebru Asrat, Awalew Woldu and Aregash Adane, the only woman member.372 Apart 

from the elections, the major item on the agenda was drafting and passing the program of 

the National Democratic Revolution, which as 0r.e not unfriendly observer has noted was 

virtually the same as that of nearly all the contending groups in Ethiopia, the Derg 

included.373 

Much of the TPLF's military efforts throughout the entire war were directed at attacking 

the Derg's supply lines, particularly those connecting the relativeiy secure Amhara lands to 

the south with the beseiged territory of Eritrea to the north. Writing in mid 1980 from 

field observations, Rebecca Moore concluded that the most important factor in reducing 

Derg morale was the growth of the TPLF and its effectiveness in harassing Derg overland 

supply routes. "It [the TPLF] effectively blocks the two main roads into Eritrea [the main 

Addis - MekeEle - Asmara road and the secondary Addis Ababa - Gondar - Endaselasie - 

371~heodros Dagne, p. 18. 
3nIbid., p. 18. 
373Markakis, National and Class Conflict, p. 257. 



Asmara road]. This has forced the Derg to rely almost totally on air and sea transport to 

supply its battle Iines, and constitutes an expensive addi$ion to the already intolerable 

financial burden on the economy of the war. 1:374 

These TPLF assaults !eft the army with few troops to challenge the insurrection in mral 

Tigray. Although the Front established semi-secure base areas in Shire, central Tigray and 

Agame, for trainmg, treating their wounded, keeping prisoners of war, and as places of 

refuge, the bulk of the TPLF forces ranged widely across the province, carrying out small 

ambushes and then movirtg on quickly Witti a premium on mobility the TPLF was 

frequently forced to reject recruits because they did not have the capacity to absorb them 

The objective at this stage was to show their power to the peasants and limit government 

troop movements to large, centrslfy controlled operations in Tigray and beyond. Bniy 

rarely, when TPLF forces were superior in number, would tile army be engaged directly 

l though unable to seriously challenge the army at this stage of the war, the TPLF caused 

increasing disillusionment and psychclogicai stress as the Derg forces found they were 

unable to protect all th ir positions. 

TPLF attacks on Derg Iines cf communication to Eritrea also encouraged EPLF support 

for the Tigrayans. This support was .arge1y of a technical nature, responding to the 

TPLF's shortages of technical skills and advanced weaponry, most of which was made up 

of Russian arms captured from the ~ e r ~ . ~ ~ ~  i n  addition, as late as 198 i when the TPLF 

was unable to cope with the large numbers of recruits it was attracting, it turned to the 

EPLF to provide military training for its fighters in Eritrea. 376 The EPLF was to request 

the use of these fighters in its desperate defense of its Sahel base during the Derg's 1982 

- - - 

37" Moore, "Ethiopia's Widening Cracks." The Afiddle East, September 1310. p. 32 
3 n ~ .  Connell, "A Lesson of Hope from Eritrea," it'ew Statesttran Nm~ember 7 1980. 
3 7 6 ~ i d .  



From the early days of :tfe revolution deteloping, ixtaintaining and securing 

commtinicaticns links were crztctal ro the TFLF's success For a brief period betbeen the 

founding sf  the TPLF and the introduction of the Red Terror the Front could hold 

clandestine meetings and diszribute parnphlers 111 the towns But the urban terror brought 

this psriod to an end. aAer ?*vhicIi security concerns mean; that inter-mo.ifernent 

communications and the dissemination of propaganda were tightly controlled by the 

leadership. Indicative of the TPLF's fear of spies and saboteurs were the "field names" or 

aliases used by all fighters and the idcntibing numbers used by the leadership 379 Indeed. 

numbers and codes were widely used in the TPLF to identi& evet?;thir:y from geographical 

locations ro prison camps 

Fear that their political message could be distorted by enemies of the movement meant 

that communications had to tightly controlled and disseminated from the centre For many 

years Dejena in U'olkaii ssi-ved as a centre for both the production and distribution of the 

TPLF's political materials and for instmctions to fighters and supporters in the outlying 

regions. This same re!atis.ely secure area became the sits of the TPLF's radio station, 

Eimit-i Wuytlne (Voice of the Liberation), in 1985 after the Front's break with the EPLF 

ended its access to the EPLF's radio station in northern Eritrea. Given the poverty of rural 

"'~nteniew: PLsegmie Berhs, The Hague. I\iethcr!ands. June 22, 1993. 
378%id. 
3791t is \t.oT'rh noting that in spire of these efforts that the governor of Tigrdy (1976-781, Colonel 
Kalehisfos Abbay. reported that through his contacts among Tigrayan elders he was able to identify 
1+rtua1!y $1 TPLF members. Inten-ies: Colonel Kalechristos Abbay: Addis Ababa. June 4, 1993. 



Tigray, however, few peasants possessed radios and radio-transmission was prsbabiy 

more effective at Iinking TPLF fighters, audiences in the town, rehges camps in the Sudan 

and (to a fimited extat)  the internatie~al comrntinity. 

h t i l  about f 980 the majority of TPLF fighters were from the towns, mostly teachers and 

studem, but in the period 1980 - I982 recmitment increased by a (TPLF) estimated 

factor of four or five, with most new recruits coming from the peasantry. This increase 

cannot be accsunfed for by any single event, but was the culmination of a number of 

processes. First, the TPLF had to convince a sceptical peasantry that they had the military 

capacity to challenge their enemies. Their defeat of the EDU arid EPW, and survival in 

the h c e  of superior Derg f ~ r c e s  began that process. Secondly, with growing numbers of 

competent cadres the TPLF could advance from political appeals and displays of 

commitment to the peasants' welfare, to responding to the peasants' needs for land reforms 

and democratic institutions. 

These TPLF stimulated processes paralleled the rapidlv declining political and economic 

situation in Tigray under the Derg's administration. TPLF cadres who worked in the mral 

areas during this period reported that by 1980 peasant heads of families who had earlier 

only offered passive suppor; to the Front would now typically keep two of their sons on 

rhe fzmn and send the others to the TPLF.3m So ornaive was recruitment in the period 

1980 - 1982 that the Front was unable to absorb them all and had to send some to the 

EPLF for training, 

Growing rural suppor~ gave the TPLF the capacity to range fbrther afield and carry out 

attacks behind enemy lines and even beyond Tigray to Gondar and Wollo. Popular local 

380~aughters were more likely to join the TPLF without parental permission. 
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support meant a rapid Oddup in militias which, according to a f~riiler Cesg officer, had 

little fknctionai difference from iighrers when engaged in combat j 8 1  i n  addition. local 

support provided the kind of accurate iritsltigence and knowledge of the area so that the 

Front could engage much larger Derg forces and attack from ail sides The same source 

concluded that by 1982 Derg control did not reach beyond five to ten kilornetres from the 

main r 0 a d s . 3 ~ ~  

While the struggle was rapidly escalatin_g in Tigray, the Derg's Red Star campaign of I982 

against EPLF positions was to ha\.e a marked impact on the insurrections in both Eritrea 

and Tigray. The Derg's objective was no less than the complete destruction of the EPLF, 

and the planning for this campaign and the human and material resources deployed were 

on a scale never before witnessed anywhere in .Africa since World War 11. Such was the 

campaign's scale, however, that it was widely known, and contingency plans were being 

prepared long in advance by its proposed victiin, the EPLF Part of the EPLF's defense 

involved the request to the TPLF, and the latter's consent to its 3,000 recruits sent to 

Eritrea for training being utilized. As with the case of the Raza Project, the ability of the 

TPLF to continue its insurrection was held to be dependent on the survival and viability of 

the EPLF. 

These TPLF fighters spent nine months in the hot lowiands of the Sahel region that served 

as the base area for the EPLF. It is a!ways difficult to ascertain TPLF strength, but these 

fighters may have constituted one-half of its non-militia forces at the time, so their 

commitment to the EPLF speaks strongly to the importance the outcome of the defense 

held for the TPLF leadership.3g3 Indeed, a senior TPLF military leader acknowledged 

381Colonel Asaminew. Addis Ababa, June 13* 1993. 
3821bid. 
3830ne j o d  gives the figure of 4,000 TPLF fighters being sent to the EPLF (New Statesman, May 28, 
1982, p. 151, but my informants hold this figure to be too hjgh. 



that the "success of the EPLF in defending i t s  positions was critical to the suwivai of both 

organizations." The course of the Red Star campaign need not be taken up here except to 

say that, although the EPLF was pushed into the far north of the Sahel and lost an 

enormous number of fighters, the failure of the Derg to dislodge the Eritreans from their 

Nakfa headquarters in this and subsequent phases of the campaign, irrevocably shifted the 

strategic initiative away from the regime, both in Eritrea and in Tigray, in the view of 

many leaders sf the EPLF and TPLF, as well as of Derg officers who were in Eritrea at 

the time. 

This key campaign also helped to define the emerging military differences between the 

TPLF and the EPLF. Doubtlessly because of its significant involvement in the defense of 

the SaheI the TPLF felt that it had a right to question EPLF military strategies that were 

extremely costly even where they were successful. While the TPLF recognized the need 

to advance from guerrilla to conventionaf warfare if the Derg was to be defeated, it was 

convinced that the EPLF had opted for conventional warfare too early and at too great a 

mst. 

Contrary to the EPLF, the TPLF remained commited to a guerrilla style of warfare until 

the expulsion of the Derg from Tigray in 1989 where it had no choice but to operate as a 

conventional force militarily. A TPLF cadre pointed out that the Front's base area, if it 

coutd be called that, was generally in the Sheraro area of western Tigray, but this area was 

evacuated on three or four occasions when it was attacked by superior forces.384 Even 

after the TPLF's 1988 capture of all the Tigrayan towns north of Mekelle, it evacuated 

them and reverted to guerrilla struggle a few months later when the Derg mounted its 

offensive. In neither case was the TPLF prepared to accept the loss of large numbers of 

384~~~ten*iew: Tsegaye Berhe, Mekelle, April 1 1,  1993. 
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fighters and civilians to defend areas that it was confident i t  could at a time of its own 

choosing retake without loss of life oii such a scale. 

Although TPLF leaders today are reluctant to publicly criticize the EPLF's 2982 - 1983 

defense of its liberated territories, the journalist Dieter Beise! was told by a group of TPLF 

fighters at their base near Dedebit that the EPLF had made the mistake of letting itself be 

drawn into fighting a war of heavy armaments from fixed positions with the result that 

they had been pushed back to the Sahel and had little suppon in other areas of ~ r i t r e a . 3 ~ 5  

In contrast the TPLF fighters contended that, 

"We don': ;vant to distance ourselves from the general 
population for whom we are fighting. We aren't an army but 
a liberation movement and our people have to be convinced 
that we are operating on their behalf. The mutual trust and 
confidence that we now enjoy would be lost if we turned 
Tigray into a site to carry out large scale heavy armament 
fighting "3% 

With its greater complement of skilled fighters, the larger and more technologically 

dependent Derg army it faced and from which it acquired most of its weapons, and the 

greater professionalism of its military leadership, the EPLF was far quicker than the TPLF 

to move from guerrilla warfare to conventional warfare. Although the EPLF or! occasion 

was forced to conduct non-conventional warfare, b j  1980 its military leaders had largely 

built and directed an army that increasingly fought a conventional war from liberated 

territory against the Derg for the duration of the conflict. For the EPLF this demonstrated 

their military superiority over the TPLF which was committed to guerrilla struggle The 

P L F  in turn saw the EPLFfs devotion to conventional warfare as indicative of the 



ascendancy of a profess;onaf military establishment within the EPLF, a development which 

threatened to weaker; the democratic character of the war. 

Indeed, from the early 1960s ELF guerrilla leaders trained primarily in Syria at the military 

academy; training was also provided in China, and by Cubans in South  erne en.^^^ After 

the collapse of the old regime in f 974 a number of Eritrean officers from the imperial army 

joined the EPLF. The EPLF thus inherited a tradition of professionalism among its 

military leaders and two resdts followed First, there was increasingly a formal division of 

authority between the military and political leadership of the ~ r o n t . ~ ~ ~  Secondly, this 

professional military leadership emphasized technique and relied on technology. This 

approach was expedited by the EPLF's access to more skilled and educated recruits than 

those of the TPLF. While the TPLF attracted many urban educated youth during its early 

years, the EPLF attracted even greater numbers of educated recruits from the more 

established secondary schoofs of the Tigrigna-speaking highlands in the late 1970s, giving 

it a relatively skilled force capable of being quickly trained in the use of more advanced 

weaponry and military techniques. But the greater skilled base the EPLF could draw upon 

is only part of the explanation of its emphasis on militzry professionalism and conventional 

war. 

Of the top three surviving TPLF military leaders, Siye, Samora, and Hayloum, the first 

two were university educated, but none of them went abroad for military training. 

htilitary strategy and techniques were acquired by the Front leadership through personal 

study and practical experience in the countryside.389 Their training methods may have 

been p'imitive, but they were consistent with the TPLF's emphasis on self-sufficiency. 

387~. Andreas, "Politics and Liberation: The Eritrean Struggle 1961 - 86," PR.D. dissertation, University 
of Aarhus, Denmark, 1987, p. 67. 
38glnten4ew: David Pool, As- April 20, 1993. 
3s9~t?teniew: Yemane Kidane, Addis Ababa, December 1, 1992. 



Whife those with miiitary skills assumed leading positions in the army, there was never the 

marked division between the rnitltary and the political ieadership in the TPLF that was 

evident in the EPLF. 

Another related and significant contrast between the Fronts is that unlike the TPLF which 

had a substantial and well organized force of locai militias that were ar: integral part of its 

army, the EPLF did not piace the same emphasis on deveioping its militias Thus while 

TPLF fighters moved widely and frequently throughout Tigray and beyond to iink up with 

local militias (and at times bringing militia members with them into battle) and then attack 

Derg positions, the EPLF depended largely on more carehlly planned "push" movements 

of its conventional forces. With usually large numbers the EPLF army would move from 

fixed defended positions to attack the Derg, and then withdraw to thelr bases 

A former Derg officer with extensive experience fighting both Fronts found the EPLF's 

strategy and tactics to be superior to those of the TPLF, but the latter more terriij.ing in 

combat because of their skill in launching surprise attacks ar;d their fighters' courage. 3 90 

The same officer holds that these differences in tactics can be explained by the closer 

relations the TPLF had with Tigrayan peasant supporters than the EPLF had with Eritrean 

peasants.391 Thus the TPLF could move widely and attack the Derg from its rear and 

then with the suppofi of the local peasantry and militia withdraw to safe positions With 

its dependence on a largely conventional army, the EPLF did not have the mobility to 

carry out similar operations. 

The rapid mobilization and commitment of the Tigrayan peasantry to the struggle in the 

period 1980 - 1982 gave the Front an increasing capacity to attack much larger Derg 

- -- 

390~nteniew: Colonel Asaminew Bedane, POW Camp Tigray, May 5, 1988 
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forces. The Derg was astounded when the TPLF wiped out an entire brigade in northern 

Woifo in 1983, something which the much iarger EPLF had thus far been unabie to 

accomplish.39* By this time the TPLF was claiming to have "wrestled" control from the 

Derg of eighty percent of Tigray where ninety percent of the people lived.393 If it is 

accepted that the Derg's loss of control was not synonymous with the ability of the TPLF 

to always defend these areas, then the claim was probably true. TPLF ieaders hold that by 

1981 the movement had advarrced from a strictly guerrilla stage of combat to a transitional 

stage that anticipated conventional warfitre. AIthough the leadership in Addis Ababa may 

have deluded themselves into thinking othenvise, by the mid 1980s Derg operational 

offcess in the field had concluded that neither the war in Eritrea, nor that in Tigray, was 

winnable militarily and that efforts had to be made to resolve the disputes through political 

With the TPLF and the EPLF poised to take the military initiative, northern 

Ethiopia and Eritrea were struck by famine which threatened to undo their achievements. 

Politics of Refugees and Famine 

Although the TPLF took an active interest in Tigrayan expatriates internationally395 the 

primary foc.us of their energies was on the large number of rehgees who resided in the 

Sudan. Tigrayan refitgees in Sudan were to be a source of knding for the TPLF, and 

equally as important, as a source of fighters. The TPLF did not operate armed camm in 

"2~nterview: Colonel Asaminew Bedane. Addis Ababa, June 13, 1993. 
393~ekeste Agazi, Agrarian Reforrn in Tigray: .4 Case of the Land Reform in the District of Abi-Nebried, 
[London: Published by the Friends of Tigray in the UK, 1983), p. 3. 
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Sudan and as yet there is go eiridence that  the Sudanese regimes of Nimeiri or Srrdiq e! 

Mahdi supplied the Front with weapons or k t  them carry weapons in the county,  but both 

governmei?ts did allow the various Ethiopian and Eritrean rebel organizations to operete in 
0 

the country. As a result TFLF cadres moved freely across the Ethiopian - Sudanese 

border, had virtual embassies in Khartoum, and carried on a multitude of political and 

sewice activities among the largely refitgee population who lived in Sudan during the 

period of the conflict. The politics of refugee and the war-induced famines they ivere 

fleeing thus played an important rnfe in the course and outcome of the stmggie to liberate 

Tigray. 

In the late 1970s some 30,000 Tigrayans left Ethiopia and settled as rehgees in two 

communities outside Gederef in eastern Sudan as a result of fighting between the Derg, 

EDU and T P L F . ~ ~ ~  Tens of thousands more Tigrayans crossed the border to Sudan in 

the coming years, and all were the object of efforts by dissident Ethiopian groups to 

organize them and gain their support. These early refitgee settlements were initially 

centres of EDU loyalism, and attempts by the TFLF to organize in them frequently led to 

violence and injury t~ the Front's cadres. It was only after many years s f  community 

development combined with the same type of political propaganda used in Tigray that the 

large majority of the refugees were won over to the TPLF. 

Over the years the TPLF developed an impressive number of garagzs, workshops, a wide 

variety of refkgee organizations and the means to care for seriously injured fighters who 

were evacuated to Sudan Like the E P L F , ~ ~ ~  the TPLF was generally able to maintain 

amicable reiations with successive Sudanese governments for e number of reasons. First, 

the TPLF kept no armed soldiers in the country. Second, the Sudanese feared thst a break 

396~nteniew: Maned Kadawi, Mekelle. January 7, 1993 
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in relations codd lead PO the country being cn~efi-i'helmed by rehgees 798 Third, the tacit 

support given to the Ethicpian m d  Erifrean fronts was a response to the much more 

substantive support the Derg gaie to the SPLA in southern Sudan And lastly, the 

Sudanese government did not have the capacity to close its borders to the rebeIs 

The faiiure of the Derg's Red Star campaig~! pr~vided both the TPLF and EKE; with a 

major oppnflunity to go on to the offensive, but before that was possibie T i g r a ~ ~ ~ ~  was 

beset in the last months of 1984 and the first haif of 1985 with famine. As a result, much 

of the resources of the TPLF and its relief agency, the Relief Society of Tigray were 

devoted to arxeiiorating starvation and moving large numbers of refugees to UNHCR 

relief camps in the Sudan Some X0.000 Tigrayan refugees went to the Sudan and many 

more internal refkgees went to western Tigray in search of employment that could save 

them from starvation. 

De Wad is critical of those who suggest that the large scale movement of refugees to 

Sudan under TPLF auspices may not have afways been voluntary, but the picture is more 

complex than his analysis would suggest. When famine conditions began to emerge in 

Tigray, Abadi Zumi of REST and Yemane Kidane of the TPLF, both stationed in 

Khartoum, demanded that the Nirneiri regime appeal to the international community to 

provide support for REST'S efforts to stabilize conditions in the highlands, and stated that 

if the regime failed to do this a flood cC refugees would be unleashed on the Sudan, a 

threat that the Sudanese Commissioner of Refbgees at the time, Ahmed Kadawi, has 

called "political brinkmanship",400 When refixgees did start arriving in large numbers, 

39%ore on !his possibility shortly. 
3 9 % ~ d  other areas of northern Ethiopia and Eritrea. 
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The TPLF did not get international relief aid to the extent ii i imt t i i  GI- cxpecfed. biii i n  

part through the efTorts of a. group of youzg suppoflers fion-i ;he ;Vi'est opet ating out of 

Sudan, the relief e f i r r s  of REST and the stmgele - - of ehc TPLF k; the first rime gained 

r P f - \ - .  international attention. The Frmf also convinced a number of small western F - u t . ~  of the 

. . . . value of stqpir;g the flow of r&gees by stabilizing cond;t:ons ir; ti;e i;lghland.; sitl~:? the 

TPLF had begun to appreciate iha: it needed a settled population if i t  was to surcessfu!!y 

. ' 
pursue the war: "So peasants mean1 no support for fighters" is laow one REST oRcial 

put it.401 The same ofiiciai noted that. "iupport for the iiilagei meant the piesenration of 
R 1 

the military instruments of the villages, :he rniiitias."yO~ I t  was a case of re-icarnitig old 

lessons because, from its early days the TFLF had attempted to improve the living 

conditions of the peasantry as a means of discouraging !hem from fleeing ro the ~ u d a n . ~ ~ ~  

-Moreover, the TPLF had long recognized the vulnerabifity of the peasantry and, ua!ike the 

experience of revolutionaries elsetvhere, h e i v  that in poverty st1 ickm Tigray ii could rrot 

expect to survive exclusively on the peasants' produce. For this reason the TPLF had 

established its ou7n farms in western Tigray. 

Be Waal has argued convincingly that dthough there was a ma-jsr crop failure. in 1981, the 

"primary reason for the severity of the famine was the government's counter-insurgency 

~ t r a t e g y , " ~ 0 ~  and it is true that the Derg carried out a major military campaign in Tigray 

frsm Febmzr;~ tc May 1985. The principle objective of the Dergrs rriiiiiary strategy was 

made clew by the focus of its attacks ir, two zones: i~ Tembien In central Tigrq where 

""'nferview: Chekol Iiidane, Mckcfie. January 4, 1933 
@%id. 
433~irebrace and Smith, p. 70. 
404de Waal, p. 195. 



Whik the Derg was creaii~g &mine conditions. it was at the same t i n e  interfering ivith 

internaiionzi relief efforts b:i- Fi,rsr, not ailowing hod aid to be transported across military 

tines. arid second, biackmaiilng aid agencies vt;th the threat of being evicted from Ethiopia 

if ;hey delivered relief intg rebel heid areas From the Sudan, a threat that generally proved 

effective Ii was thus left rr! a handhi of NGOs operating from the Sudan with minuscuk 

resources to attenipt to meet the needs of the majority of famine victims in Tigray and 

Eritrea. !-Vestern governnwxs, which shou!d haye known, and probably did, that the vast 

majority of famine victims a w e  behind rebel iines. chose instead to direct most of their 

foodstuffs through the Derg's -WC And the); did this irr spite of widespread reports that 

their food contributions were being consumed by the army, sold to merchants, and used to 

enrice peasants to food distribution centres where they were forcibly sent OM' to 

resettlement camps in westem and southern Ethiopia Because of the ignorance and even 

negligence of the United Xztions. western countries and some NGQs, Tigray with one- 

third of the famine stricken popuiarion received only about one-twentieth of the food relief 

made availabfe.405 

But the D q ' s  mifitary cbjectives and the international comrnun i~ '~  negligent response to 

the famine were not the only problems faced by the TPII .  At the height of the famine in 

"%id., pp. f 96-202. 



1985 the EPLF broke relations w i t h  the TPLF as a resuir of a iong simmering 

1 roc. and they were nut resumed i i .r i~ii  nLft"ls Aiihough the causss of the .uptare  were 

sometimes los'c ir: the subsequerir v;ar of t:;ords, the impact of the brsakdo~x~n in relations 

between the former aities was dear  enough and immediate. h4iiiarv coflaboraiion ended, 

political contacxs were ~erminazed. and the IPLF's radio staiion in Eriirea was closed 

down. Dernonsrraiing-just ~ L ? W  serious the EPLF cons ided  this dispute to be. it went on 

;a the TPLF and FZST passage o1.e; "Pigray's main suppi> :ink through Ei-iirea to 

. ' . --. 
Kassala in Sudan, thus causing a cns;s m i !gray. 

TPI,FiT;aEST and some I iji;.OEjG neasanrs were q:ricitlv mobilized in consequence Zrs attend 

, . --. 
the urgent task of consrrucsing a direcr road rink from western r s p y  to Gederef in 

Sudan. Following a road line pre;;ioilsly s i l r ~ e ~ e d  and planned as a i ~ e a n s  to reduce 

dependency on the EPL.F, ihe T P t F  and its army of peasants with virtually no heavy 

equipment or outside wppof: ;i.ere able :-c, cr:nsimct z rarro,ls track that was functional for 

emergency truck traEc in less than  a i~:eek. but upgrading went on fer another two 

);ears407 As a iesiilt, aid con\.oyi were quickiy able t o  resume the transpoil of grain to 

farnke-strwk Tigray and refiiyees as ~zif had a more direct mute to the UNT-ICR camps 

ir, the Sudan. Because of this qtiick response probably few !i7,-es were actually 'lost as a 

resuit o f  the EPLF3s ac~irjns, However, the TPLFIEST constmcted road had to 

repeatedly cross the perenrlial Tekezze River and aherefore couM only he used when water 

fiotvs were ioxv. 

T I  -T P I  . .  . .  
i ni: r PLP s approach to the famine resuited in a serious re-think-mg of srratepy Some 

cadres !eft the TPLF over what they considered manipiria~ion ofthc peasants i n  addition, 

these events also provoked an extensive internal debate between the proponents of 



"pragmatism" and those of textbook Leninism, who held that the TPLF should rely 

principally on mobiiizing the local population. According to de Waal, as a result of the 

famine and the way the Derg was able to orchestrate relief efforts to its advantage, the 

Ethiopian army's offensive gave it a greater degree of control in Tigray than at any time 

since 1 9 7 7 ~ ~ ~  While TPLF's military prospects were indeed set back as a result of the 

famine and break in relations with the EPLF, in view of the events that followed de Waal's 

pesimistic conctusion is almost certainly an exaggeration 

The Initiative Passes to the TPLF: 1984 - 1989 

Tht, reason one might question de Wi'aai's judgment on the extent of the Derg's victory is 

the speed with which the TPLF was able to $urn the tables on the regime. In spite of the 

military setbacks the vast majoritj of the peasantry were irrevocably alienated from the 

Derg and wedded to the TPLF by the time of the famine. With the stabilization of the 

mraI economy resulting from better harvests and the return of some of the rehgees from 

the Sudan, the TPLF was soon able to re-exert its control over the rural areas and resume 

the siege of the towns and attacks on Derg convoys and positions. Indeed, by 1987 the 

V L F  leadership had reached the conclusion that their forces and those of the Derg were 

roughly in balance and that a "stalemate" existed. As a consequence the Front leadership 

began preparing plans to break it.jW In the event the Front not only ended the stalemate 

but irrevocably turned the course of the war in their favour. 

f"de jy-, p. 203. 

WgThe TPLF has never k n  forthcoming about their numbers. but former Derg Colonel .haminew, who 
was caprured by the Front in Apn'f 1958. toid me in his POW camp at Kalema that army intelligence at 
that time estimated TPLF strength to be 60.000 fighters. He thought that was a serious underestimatation 
and concluded that, "The whole population of the province is armed ... everyone supports the VLF." 
Inteniew: C~fane't Asaminew W m e .  POW Camp Tigray, May 5, 1888. 



While the TPLF was able to mobilize growing human and material resources, the inability 

of the Derg to cause serious damage to the Front's fighting forces led to declining morale 

among its officers and men. fn spite of its ability to recruit and field ever larger armies to 

replace those lost in battle, the Derg was nonetheiess singularly unsuccessf~d in inculcating 

a faith in the regime, or a willingness on rhe part of its soldiers to fight. Inteniews carried 

out by the author and others of Derg POWs held in Tigray exposed forced conscription on 

a massive scale, ineffectual training, and little understanding among the soldiers of why 

they were fighting. Many soldiers had been denied contact with their families for years 

and others received only rations in lieu of pay Indicative of the declining conditions in 

Tigray, the Commander in Chief of the First Division, Colonel Hailu GhebreYohannis said 

that he was forced to raid the food stocks of the NGO tirorld Vision in Maichew to feed 

his hungry 

Colonel. Asaminew Bedane, Deputy Commander of the 17th Division, said that at the 

urging of senior oficers he began meeting with local Tigrayan leaders to learn of the 

situation and gain their confidence with the idea of going over to the In 

retrospect he thinks that discontent was running so high among his troops that he could 

have taken the entire division over to the TPLF. Colonel Asaminew said that with the 

exception of a few of his feilow ofiicers, most talked openly of their forces' weakness and 

the inwitzbility of defeat. 

Although the bulk of the Derg's troops remained in Eritrea, in 1987 there were 

unconfirmed reports of a meeting between divisimal commanders and Menngistu where the 

Iztter was reported as saying that the TPLF had replaced the EPLF as the main enemy of 

the regime. Whatever the emh of these reports, growing TPLF inroads into the provinces 

4'a~eopie's Voice, September/Decem'oer$ 1889, p. 20. 
"fnkn4ew: Colonel Asaminew Bedane, Addis Ababa. June i 3, 1893. 



of Wolto and Gondar led the Derg to plan another major campaign against the Front in the 

summer and autumn of 1987, a campaign that was aborted after the TPLF launched a 

three-pronged pre-emptive strike against the communications centre of Mugulat outside 

Adigrat and the eastern towns of Sinkata and W ~ k r o . ~ ~ 2  The Berg's counter-attack failed 

badly and the stage was set for the TPLF's biggest military triumph to that point in the 

war, the 1988 capture of the towns. 

If troop morale was not already a serious problem h r  the Berg, between March 17th and 

18th, 1988, it certainly was after its forces suffered their biggest defeat of the war at 

Afabet in the southern Sahel at the hands of the EPLF. Basil Davidson who witnessed the 

battle called it Ethiopia's "Dien bien Phu". Some 15,000 government soldiers were put 

out of action, three senior Soviet officers were captured, and the Derg's Eritrean army fell 

back in disarray to strategically significant defensive positions at the town of Keren, north 

of Asmara. An enormous amount of military hardware and tanks were destroyed and still 

litter the road between the towns of Keren and Afabet and Nakfa. Within days of their 

defeat at Afabet, Derg forces were being attacked in Tigray. The close timing of the 

EBLF and TPLF attacks suggests coordination, although at the time the two Fronts were 

divided over ideological questions and claimed they had no relations.413 

A campaign on the scale of that launched by the TPLF in 1988 could not be based solely 

on military considerations, however favourable they might have seemed. Foremost among 

the politicai considerations was a desire to re-establish working relations with the EPLF 

which had been broken off in 1385. The TPLF view was that the EPLF wanted to 

dominate their movement, that it was arrogant, and that it under-rated the TPLF's military 

412ColoneI Asamincw as reported in People's Voice, SeptemberDecember, 1989, p. 20. 
413The apparent coincidence of the timing of their attacks may be due to the preference of both Fronts to 
launch such attacks in the dry season so that the agricultural cycle on which the peasants depended would 
not be disrupted. 



capacity. Capture of mzjor Tigrayan towns, it was hoped, would convince the EPLF that 

victory against the Derg was not possible without unity with the TPLF and that unity must 

be ackieved between equal partners. Further to that end, but also to bring the struggle of 

the TPLF to the attention of a much broader international audience, the TPLF for the first 

time began encouraging journalists to visit their liberated territories and meet their leaders. 

Another TPLF motive for launching the attack against the towns was concern over the 

extended alienation of the urban population from the rural-focused revolution of the 

TPLF. Life was difficult under Derg administration in the towns, but the regime also 

created and supported an (albeit artificial) service economy of bars, restaurants, hotels and 

brothels that fed a substantial number of people, and enriched a minority, mostly traders. 

and merchants. Some people in the town anxiousiy waited for liberation, but others tried 

to put political considerations aside and devote themselves to their private lives. Under a 

regime designed to break down social solidarity this was a natural respcnse. It was a 

response, however, which alarmed the TPLF. Fearing divisions between the urban and 

rural Tigrayan population, the Front concluded that the best means to bring the 

townspeople into the wider conflict was to take the struggle to them. This was a major 

reason the TPLF was prepared to expend so many human lives in capturing towns when it 

did not have the resources to administer or defend them. 

For the Derg the western Tigrayan town of Endaselasie was "a centre of gravity in its 

military strategy" and its defensive core was Hill 2005, which dominated the town and 

senled as the army's h e a d q ~ a r t e r s . ~ ' V i t h  some 35,000 soldiers in and around 

Endaselasie, the Derg's 604 Army Corps was the key to the regime's hold on western and 

central Tigray. Endaselasie was at the terminus of the east-west highway that linked 

4 1 4 1 ~ t e ~ i e w :  Negusie Lilly, Endaselasie, February 8, 1993. 



Tigray, and beyond its defensive perimeters were areas of TPLF control: south to the 

lowlands of the Tekezze River, west across the plains to the Sudanese border, and north 

to Eritrea. For months befclre the battle for Endaselasie the TPLF sent out squads to 

ambush Derg positions on the hills surrounding the town and sharp-shooters to kill or 

wound exposed Derg soldiers in the vicinity of the town. 

The battle for the town began with an attack on the Derg's communication centre of 

Mugulat in the north-east corner of the province and, after it was destroyed, the TPLF 

launched offensives against the army bases at Axum and Adwa in central Tigray. So quick 

was the collapse of these towns that Derg forces sent from Endaselasie to relieve the 

garrisons found themselves instead retreating before TPLF fighters moving west along the 

highway. The bmnt of the TPLF attack, however, involved moving large numbers of 

fighters at night from the surrounding hillsides of Endaselasie, across the plains that circled 

the town, and launching a dawn attack on Derg positions, first, on a small bluff 

immediately adjacent to Hill 2005 and then moving on to the Derg command post which 

served as the final defense of the town. The TPLF had no tanks and only light artillery. It 

relied on sudden and rapidly launched attacks, while the defenders operated from well 

fortified positions with underground trenches, heavy artillery and tanks, and were able to 

calf upon a squadron of MiGs for support. 

The fighting, which was the heaviest of the Tigrayan war, went on for two days before the 

Derg's positions were over-run in late March, with surprisingly little damage done to the 

town. But before Endaselasie fell Derg troops went on a rampage and soldiers who had 

been imprisoned were taken to nearby Dagabuna, sprayed with &el and burned to 

death.415 The fall of Endaselasie caused terror among Derg forces throughout Tigray, 

4151nterview: Mohammed Esumane, Nurehsyne and Melite Beyene, Endaselasie, February 6, 1993. 



and in the following days Derg garrisons were evacuated fiom Adigrat in the northeast 

and then from the towns of Sinkata, Kagerselam and Wukro along the eastern corridor, 

and from Abi Adi in Tembien. The retreating army did not regroup and take up defensive 

positions until they reached the provincial capital of Mekelle. 

Everywhere there was evidence of the army's panic: Derg vehicles and equipment lined up 

and torched, tanks, trucks and armoured vehicles destroyed or abandoned along the road. 

But as I witnessed one month later, the army nonetheless found time to destroy civilian 

electrical generators, pumping stations and clinics in the towns before they withdrew. In 

their terror Derg forces in Axurn did not have time to remove an Ethiopian Airways BC3 

and it was not until May 2nd after two earlier attempts that two MiG 23s were able to 

destroy the undefended and sole piane on the runway.4i6 The TPLF claimed that more 

than ten brigades were destroyed and over 7,000 troops captured in the rout of the Derg's 

forces.417 

Having captured the towns, the TPLF had the onerous task of inferming the towns' 

inhabitants that if the Derg launched a serious counter-attack, which was anticipated, the 

towns would not be defended. The TPLF's wiliingness to revert back to guerrilla warfare 

was based on a number of considerations. First was the acceptance of the basic guerrilla 

principle of not defending positions where the attacker could bring superior numbers to 

bear. Second, the mere capture of the towns had accomplished the TPLF's objectives of 

changing the balance of forces and demonstrating their power to the urban population and 

to the EPLF. Thirdly, the TPLF did not want to expose the towns to Derg attacks which 

could Iead to their destruction. 

416~ttack witnessed by the author 
417~eople's Voice, May 1988, p. 7. 



Another reason why the TFLF was not prepared to hold the towns at this time was that it 

did not have the resources and skilled administrative personnel to run them. Government 

employees and teachers who could not be paid from the Front's meagre resources were 

encouraged to move to Derg-held towns. The capture of the towns, however, alerted the 

TPLF to the need to develop the human resources that would be required to administer 

the urban centres that the Front was confident would soon again be in their hands. 

Indeed, the TPLF responded by quickly establishing schools of public administration in the 

liberated territories of Ternbien which, unlike the past, were far more practically than 

politically oriented. 

Although it is clear that both the townspeople and the fighters were upset at the impending 

turnover of the towns to the Derg, the TPLF was able to carry out its political work, to 

establish underground cells, and to prepare for the next stage of the war. As the author 

can confirm, the people were assured that the TPLF would return soon and remove the 

Derg permanently. Those who wished to leave the towns and go to the countryside with 

the TPLF were assisted to do so, and those who stayed behind were advised to "greet the 

Derg, to dance and demonstrate in the street as a tactic to protect ourselves. 114 18 

In the wake of the losses in Tigray and the major defeat at Afabet, the Derg faced its 

biggest crisis of the war. The regime quickly reached an agreement with Somalia which 

ended their state of belligerence that was in existence since the Ogaden War, and this 

made available troops and materials which could be transferred to the war zones of Eritrea 

and Tigray. Another mobilization campaign was started, and the Derg ordered the 

expulsion of all foreign aid workers from Tigray and Eritrea on April 6,  1988, for "security 

reasons", a move interpreted as ensuring that foreign observers wou!d not be able to 

4 1 8 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Mohammed Esumane, Nurehysne and Meiite Beyene, Endaselasie, February 6 ,  1993. 
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witness the events that followed. RRC Commissioner Berhane Jernbere was quoted as 

saying, "the relief activities will be carried out only after the bandits are militarily 

crushed."419 On May 14th, the Derg announced a state of emergency in Eritrea and 

~ i g r a ~ , ~ ~ O  but the effect of the proclamation in Tigray was not clear since with the 

exception of the southeast portion of the province, the Derg no longer had a presence in 

Tigray. 

Three months after its expulsion from the towns the Derg fielded an army of over 150,000 

in Tigray, the largest army ever assembled in the province, according to TPLF ~ o u r c e s , ~ ~ ~  

Elements of these forces began moving north from Mekelle along the province's main 

highway to take over the towns. Confronted with massive Berg reinforcements TPLF 

forces often moved no more than five kilometres outside the towns and resumed their 

earlier tactics of sniping and ambushing Derg lines of communication, thus reinstating the 

earlier sieges on the towns. And as the army re-established its garrisons along the 

highway it became progressively smaller and weaker, although with the re-capture of 

Endaselasie its total strength in the province was considerably greater than before the Ioss 

of that and other towns. The TPLF's view, however, was that although numerically much 

larger, the Derg was in reality a weakened force since its troops, having already been 

defeated, were demoralized and expected to be overrun again. 

Some of the Derg's most heinous atrocities inflicted against the Tigrayan civilian 

population during the entire course of the war took place in the following months. A joint 

operation involving helicopter gun ships and MiGs' attacked the market sf the 

northeastern town of Hausien on June 22, 1988, producing 1,800 civilian deaths, the 

4i9Adulis, N i y  1988, I>. 4. 
moAjj+can Defense, July 1988, p. 1. 
421~eople's  Voice, August 1989, p. 4. 



worst single atrocity of the entire war going back to the start of the ELF insurrection in 

1961 .422 De Waal writes, 

"The motive for bombing Hausien can only have been 
terrorism against the people of Tigray, in part revenge for 
the military successes of the TPLF over the previous 
months, and in part 'softening them up' for the government 
offensive. Hausien was probably selected as a target 
because, not being in a rebel-controlled area, the market still 
met during day-light, and there were no TPLF fighters with 
anti-aircraft artillery to make an attack dangerous. It had no 
military signif cance. 1,423 

However, as de Waal explains elsewhere, there was a motive to the succession of Derg 

atrocities, particularly its attacks on markets, and this lay in the regime's desire to reduce 

the population to a state of famine as a means of weakening the TPLF. 

Unlike earlier efforts, however, with the Derg largely restricted to the towns along the 

main roads and the TPLF in almost complete control of the countryside, the regime no 

longer had the capacity to cause the civilian dislocation that was needed if the TPLF was 

to be weakened. Derg terrorism, however horrific, was but the final actions in a drama 

which was rapidly reaching its conclusion. The string of EPLF and TPLF victories 

changed the entire course of the war and made it essential that the two Fronts resolve their 

political disagreements as a prelude to a joint military campaign. After years of bickering, 

the announcement was made in Khartoum that after only four days of meetings from the 

20th - 24th of April, the TPLF and EPLF had resched an agreement to coordinate their 

struggles. 424 

In the event, the Berg's collapse in Tigray came more quickly than the TPLF had 

anticipated. Once again the struggle focused around Endaselasie where the 603rd, 604th 

422de Waal, p. 258. 
423~bid., p. 263. 
424~eople's Voice, May 1988, p. 8. 



and 605th ,&-my Corps and the elite 103rd Commando Division combined to provide the 

Berg's Iast hope of reversing its fortunes in Tigray. But the TPkF's hold 0n the 

countryside was tighter than ever befors and the army found itself under siege in the towns 

with dwindling supplies. Attempts to open supply lines between Endaselasie and Asmara 

in September and again in December were repulsed, and in February the Commando 

Division was con~pletely defeated. Five days later the command centre of the 604th at 

Selekhlekha, forty kilometres east of Endaselasie, was taken over by the T P L F . ~ ~ ~  

The end was now only a matter of time, and on Febrw. v ! 9, 1989 the area in and around 

Endaselasie was captured and 12-13,000 Derg soldiers killed or taken prisoner by a joint 

operation involving a contingent of TPLF forces and backed by an EPLF armoured 

brigade. With the army's morale in almost total collapse, the TPLF could probably have 

routed the Derg ifi western Tigray on its own, but the presence of the EPLF brigade 

represented both the results in tangible form of the recent unity agreement, and, as TPLF 

military leaders have acknowledged, the Front's continuing weakness in the sphere of 

heavy artillery, associated with conventional and not guerrilla forces. The capture of 

enormous amounts of Derg supplies in the fo!lowing weeks was to rapidly cvercome that 

weakness and facilitate the development of a conventional TPLF force. 

The defeat of the army in western Tigray sent a shock wave through the Derg's remaining 

forces in Tigray and within two weeks all the garrisoned towns north of the Woilo border, 

including Ehmera, had been abandoned, usually without a fight. So rapid was the Derg's 

coliapse in the province, that it was three days before the TPLF was ab!e to occupy the 

abandoned capital of Mekelle. As had been the case in 1988, the retreating Derg forces 

still found time to remove the cash from the banks and sabotage public facilities, such as 

 id., MayfAugust 1989, pp. 4-5. 



electrical generators and water stations. But the vandalism was not entirely one sided, and 

in the interim between the Derg's evacuation and the TBLF's exertion of control. some 

local citizens in Mekelle, Maichew and other towns used the opportunity to go on a 

rampage which included the pillaging of schools until parents of the students attending 

those schools could organize their defense. 

The last major battle that ensured Tigray's security was fought at Kobo on the border of 

northern Wolio, where retreating Derg forces regrouped for a final engagement. The 

fighting was surprisingly severe as the Derg brought everything it could to bear in the two- 

day battle, including the dropping of paratroopers, while the TPLF had to utilize even 

medical personnel. The Derg's defeat at Kobo, however, did not end the war, as many 

Tigrayans had somewhat naively hoped. Aerial bombing and ambushes were to continue 

until virtually the final days of the regime. For example, in April 1991 with the EPRDF on 

the outskirts of Addis Ababa, some ninety-eight people in Sheraro were killed or wounded 

as a result of an aerial b0rnbardment~~6 But the victory at Kobo did largely take the 

ground war beyond the province and irrevocably passed the strategic momentum to the 

TBLF. 

With the Derg's demise widely anticipated, the concern of the TPLF and the other anti- 

Derg movements turned to alliance building and planning for the post-Derg administration 

of the country. But this alone does not explain the two years that transpired from the 

capture of Tigray to the final defeat of the Derg. Two other factors were critical. First, 

the scale of the TPLF's military victories meant that on the one hand it could no longer be 

ignored by the international community, and on the other that anticipation of power in 

Addis Ababa encouraged the Front to end its long years of international isolation. In 2989 

4b~oharnmed Esurnane, Nurehsyne and Mili te Beyene, Endaselasie, February 6, 1993. 
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Jamzs Cheek, US Ambassador to the Sudan, met with Meles Zenawi in Khartoum a ~ d  in 

the same year Meies visited the t;K Meies' expression of admiration for PJbania during 

that visit, however, Ied him to be harshly criticized in the British press, but in a visit to 

Washington in March 1990 he was reported to have renounced Marxism-Leninis~n.~~ 

Mengistu also dissasociated himself with communism at this time, but m i k e  the TPLF he 

did not win US favour, perhaps because he was not believed, or more likely because the 

Americans recognized that his days were numbered. 

These developments in the diplomatic sphere ended the TPLF's international isolation, and 

together with the rapid retreat of the Derg's forces in early 1991, set the stage for the US 

brokered London conference of 1 99 1. At that meeting Herman Cohen, Assistant 

Secretary of State for African Mairs, proposed that the EPPaF, whose troops were at 

that time on the outskirts of Addis Ababa, enter the city and assume the government of 

Ethiopia. This decision caused great anger among the TPLF's opponents who considered 

it an act of US betrayal. However, it was almost certainly not the result of any US-TPLF 

collusion, but simply based on the recognition that the Derg's army had collapsed and the 

EPRDF was the only force that could ensure stability, an important consideration given 

the destruction and anarchy witnessed in Monrovia and Mogadishu when the Dole and 

Barre regimes disintegrated. 

A second reason for the delay was thzt after the 1989 TPEF capture of the entire province 

of Tigray, the movement's own fighters, and Tigrayans generally, began to question the 

need to carry the war south into Oromo and the Amham populated !an&. As a result a 

province-wide debate was organized by the new TPLF administration and until it was 

completed, there could be little progress in the war. The outcome of the debates was that 

427~ndargachew Timneh, p. 362. 
4281bid., p. 362. 



Tigrayam were convinced thattheir peace arid security could be assured only with the 

n-rgis elininztion. U W I  

The resolution of this dispute led to rapid deve!opments on the war front. On February 

23, 1991, the TPLF led coalition, the EPFDF, announced that "Operation Twedros" had 

been launched with the assistance of the EPLF and in less than a month Derg forces had 

been removed from Goirdar and Gojam. The strength of the EPKDF, the declining 

morale of the Derg's hrces and the fack of support they had even In h h a r a  areas, were 

all evidenced in these final days of the regime. In mid-May of the same year the EPRDF 

launched "Operation ~ a l l e l i ~ n e " ~ ~ ~  in Wollo and by the 28th of the month EPRDF forces 

began the final assault on Addis Ababa which, as a result of the diplomatic efforts outlined 

above, was soon in their hands, together with the rest of the country. 

War and the Pursuit of Reforms 

The desire to transform Tigray and its relationship with the central state were the 

hndamental reasons why the TPLF launched its revolution, but the realization of these 

ambitions could only come about thmugh succussfully waging war against the Derg. 

What this meant in practice was that no matter how worthy these transformative projects 

were, they could not be considered independently from the impact they had on the war 

effort. In this section the objective is to examine a few selected TPLF reforms to 

demonstrate how they were formulated t~ meet the needs of the war, or were constrained 

by the pursuit of the war. 

429~amed after the well-known university activist from Wollo who had charged that Ethiopia was ruled 
by an Amhara clique - see chapter three. 



-Much of the TPLF nationaiist appeai made the point that the peasants' povefiy and the 

jack of irfias:mctu;e in :heir .;illages was 5 iesii!; Gf ;he stale L-'-- ut;!!r~ dominated by an 

Amhara. elite which wanted to keep Tigray in subj~gation. Ir was :'nus to be expected that 

the peasants would respond by asking the TPLF as representatives of the 'Tigrayan people 

to supply their cornmitttities with the facilities they needed, and high on their wish list was 

schools. Although the TPLF had h i l e d  access to material 2nd financial resources, after 

$978 they had a growing supply of skikd personriel tvhc were fleeing the Dergk terror in 

the towns and could be employed at rnobiking icrcat resources for such projects. 

After preparing a c~~rricuiurn in 1980 the TPLF asked the baitos to send them some of 

their most proficient members for training as teachers Materiais were supplied locally and 

"green" or camouflaged schools were built in the absence of existing s~hoois or to replace 

old schools that the Derg targeted for destruction. Schools were particularly attractive for 

the TPW because they not only advanced the cuitural level of the people, Sue they a!so 

served to deepen politicai and national consciousness and train a hiur:: generation of 

youth who could be utilized ir, the struggle 

The employment of Tigrigna as the language of instruction in the schools demansirated 

both the TPLF's nationalist credenriafs and symbolized the Front's a a l  of winning control 

of Tigray" culture fro= outsiders. The study of history in turn =as used as a neans to 

examine the oppression of the Tigrayail people, the record of resistance, and the role of 

the TPLF in the struggle for seff-determinztion. Indeed, alI the subjects taught In the 

VLS: estabtished schools were used to advance the consciousness of the people and 

strengthen their loyalty to the Fror;:. According to ;he ieadirtg 6gw-e on TPLF education 

policy, Gebru Desta, 

"political education cannot be separated from so-called non- 
political education since the very acts of buiiding local 



administration which in turn created schools was inherently 
political and served to mobilize and politicize the peasantry. 
These activities underpinned aid fostered Tigrayan 
nationsfism. "430 

Afthough the villagers were involved in all aspects of the educational reforms, the primacy 

of TPLF priorities is indicated by the switch from an initial emphasis on schooling for 

children aged six to twelve, to youths aged twelve to eighteen. When it was found that 

there were insuffjcient resources to meet all the demands for schooling, the TPLF 

preference war on educating those who could soon be utilized as fighters and 

administrators ir! the mass organizations. Gebru acknowledged, "This was not readily 

agreed to by peasants who may have seen their younger children denied education because 

of lack of resources, but they were eventuaily won over. "43 1 

Apart from formal education, the TPLF throughout the revolution piaced great emphasis 

on developing established forms of Tigrayan culture and using them in the mobilization of 

the peasants. In particular the TPLF peasants' oral tradition was put to considerable use 

and the Front also introduced drama, which although new to the peasants, proved highly 

ef5ective. According to one observer, 

"Previously the peasant culture consisted of singing dirges 
of their own misfortunes and hymns of praise for the feudal 
lords who bled them white Ncw everywhere the people 
gather, at weddings, after battles, mass meetings they sing 
songs of the revolution and national pride ... Every mass 
association, every fighting unit has its own cultural troupe. 
The TPLF as a whole has a cultural troupe who develop 
new songs and theatre which are taped in the field for 
outside consumption. "432 

S30intenie\v: Gebru Desta Mekeffe. January 3 ,  1993. 
4x bid. 
J " ~ .  %%right "Tigray: A Potitid R e p a "  September 1979. p. 9. 



It speaks to the importance with which the TPLF held culture that in the division in the 

Central Committee into two sub-committees, Political Affairs, and Social and Economic 

Miiirs, culture was handled by the former. The TPLF also published a cultural magazine 

from the early days of the 

While the TPLF's organization of schools and clinics in the rural areas gained the 

movement popularity, its Marxist-Leninist sympathies risked running afml of the powerhl 

Ethiopian Orthodox Church and the strong religious sentiments of the Tigrayan peasants. 

In the event that did not prove to be the case. The issue has been posed by Henze, who 

has raised the important question, "How does the movement's relatively doctrinaire 

Marxism square with the fact that Tigreans have long been known to be among Ethiopia's 

most tradition-loyal peopies, strong in their adherence to religion whether Christianity or 

 slam?"^^^ The answer to it is that the TPLF did not attack the local church or challenge 

the religious sensitivities of the peasants. The Front's skillfi~l and balanced approach did 

not alienate the peasants, but it necessarily restricted the scope of the reforms that could 

be carried out, and it has Iefi the Church a still powehl and sometimes suspect 

institution. 43 5 

With the Derg popularly conceived as atheists, the TPLF presented itself to the peasants 

as defenders of religion, and their propaganda, as one senior Front official put it, was 

"operating from ~ h r i s t " . ~ 3 ~  The same official said that the TPLF "concentrated on 

exposing the suffering of people and practicing good as a way of appealing to the 

433~nten.ieul: S~lomon Inquai, Mekelk, Januaq 7. 1993. 
43"P. Henze, Rebeis and Separatiftf in Ethiopia, p. 72. 
a5~though the Chtirch today does not have the land on which its imperial era power rested, it  i s  the only 
institution of the former stare that largely remains intact and, as some TPLF cadres privately 
acknodedge, some of the Church's leaders have at best a questionable loyalty to the new regime and 
continue to foster contrary values of the past. 
436~ntertiew: Aregesh Ariane, Mekeile, April 8, 1993. 



peasants' religious sentiments."437 TPLF cadres spent considerable time studying the 

Bible and the teachings of the Church so as to intellectuaily equip themselves for the task 

of linking the Front's social and political objectives to the humaniiarian and spiritual 

mission of Christianity. 

The TPLF, unlike the Derg, recognized that although the Ethiopian Orthodox Church was 

a major component of Ethiopian feudalism, it was not a monolithic institution. Many of 

the rural churches were not wealthy and their parish priests were often little better off than 

the peasants among whom they lived and served. The TPLF made considerable efforts at 

gaining the support of these parish priests who were figures of authority and respect in the 

villages. Their task was certainly made easier by the harshness with which the Derg dealt 

with t e  Church and its priests. Rural priests who sometimes subsisted on small plots of 

land or were even landless benefited from the TPLF's land reforms. As a result of these 

and other reforms slwh priests usually became active supporters of the TPLF, and their 

support did much to win the peasants over to the Front. 

Priests were frequently selected (with the TPLF's blessing) to participate in local 

administration and to senre as teachers in Front-established schools, although they were 

never permitted to dominate any of the mass associati0ns.~3~ Some priests resisted the 

Church's prohibition against taking up arms and became TPLF fighters, but many were too 

old to keep up with the youthful fighters and instead joined woreda militias. Other priests 

were sent to recently liberated areas to introduce Front members to other priests and the 

"371bid. 

438~riests have a considerable, but never dominating, influence in local administration, but their numbers 
steadiiy decrease with advancement up the administrative hierarchy, and this must be a result of TPLF 
design. While rural woreda executives commonly have priests among their membership, in none of those 
~lrisited during the course of this research was the chairman a priest. I am only aware of one priest 
represented on the executives of Tigray's four zobas (Father Makonen in the Central zoba); there are no 
priests among the Tigray-wide council executive in Mekelle, and no priests among Tigrqan 
representatives in Addis Ababa. 



local people and to teil them that unlike the atheistic Derg, the Front's members were true 

Christians. Because priests were usually fluent in Amharigna and Geez, some were even 

taken by the TPLF beyond Tigray to preach their message. Many deacons and dcrtbceru, 

or lay priests, who were usually younger than the priests, did join the TPLF as fighters. 

According to one estimate about five hundred priests and 2,000 deacons were killed 

during the ~ t r u ~ ~ l e . 4 3 9  As a means of breaking links to the state and establishing an 

alternative network under TPLF auspices, the Front facilitated the formation of a 

provincial Church Secretariat separate from the official one under Derg auspices in 

Mekelle by organizing mass meetings and providing security for them in the liberated 

territories. 

Although the TPLF's success in mobilizing Tigrayan peasants can in part be attributed to 

its commitment to operating within the structures of a deeply religious peasant culture, 

this also placed limitations on the Front's capacity to alter those structures. The TPLF 

pressed for changes within the Church and in the practices of its adherents, but it was 

never prepared to allow confrontation to develop over these issues, and as a result beyond 

the largely secular cadres, Tigrayan peasants remained as devoted to their ancient and 

conservative religious traditions as they did during the imperial era. Many examples could 

be referred to that attest to this. In the Orthodox Church more than half of the days in the 

year denote a religious event or commemorate a saint and many Tigrayans celebrate them 

by fasting and not working, thus causing considerable damage to the economy and 

standard of living of the peasants. The TPLF endeavoured to reduce these celebrations, 

but with only mixed results, even in the woredas where the Front has been active since the 

1970s. Nor has the TPLF had much success in reducing the number of Church officials, 

which during the imperial era, and now, can run into the hundreds in some woredas. 

439~nterview: Tsegaye Berhe, Mekelle, April 1 1, 1993. 



The most striking example, however, of the unwillingness of the TPLF to carry out 

reforms in the sphere of religious life which could disrupt the rural communities and thus 

interfere with the war effort is provided by the monasteries. In spite of otherwise far 

reaching land reforms, some monasteries in Tigray still retain their own land, while their 

monks farm land near by and may hold other land which is farmed for them in their home 

areas. In some cases monks still receive honey, tej and other luxuries from the near 

destitute peasants, just as they did under the old regime. One TPLF official acknowledged 

that the Front was "not in a hurry to penetrate the monasteries" and "kept quiet" about 

their conditions, while another official said that the TPLF "must respect monasteries" and 

that it "won't interfere" with them. Since the TPLF had the capacity to force through 

desired changes in the churches and monasteries, its reticence demonstrates the extent to 

which the Front would go to avoid confrontations that could upset its reiationship with the 

peasantry and thus interfere with its military efforts. 

The consiraints on carrying out far reaching change imposed by a conservative peasant 

culture are also evident in the TPLF's approach to women. Overcoming the age-old 

fetters on the role of women was a major concern of the TPLF from its earliest days in the 

west, in part because attacking female oppression was consistent with its liberation 

philosophy, but also because the TPLF needed to use to the 611 all the human resources of 

Tigray in the struggle against the Derg. Among the reforms enacted by the TPLF were 

raising the minimum marrying age, making dowries voluntary rather than obligatory, 

assuring women of their property rights, guaranteeing their rights in divorce actions, and 

endeavouring to reduce women's heavy work loads and raise their educational levels. 

Most importantly, women have gained a political voice in their communities through their 

participation in the mass associations. In spite of this record of achievement, TPLF efforts 



to advance the condition of women have been constrained by the need to maintain the 

unity in the vihges upon which the war effort ultimztely depended. 

Although women were not initially welcomed as fighters into the TPLF, by 1982 the 

TPLF claimed that one-third of their fighters were women,440 it being recognized that the 

term "fighter" as used by the TPLF referred to a broad range of positions and not just 

those involved in combat. But shortly thereafter the number of women recruited was 

restricted. The TPLF argued that domestic life was being disrupted as a result of so many 

women becoming fighters; women could make a valuable contribution to the war effort 

through their activities in the home and their villages; the educational levels for becoming 

a fighter were raised to five years and many women did not meet these criteria, and lastly, 

the war was moving to a conventional form that placed more emphasis on physical 

strength.441 In spite of these reasons and the long debate over the issue, the Chair of the 

DATW, Romain, acknowledged that some men took a "chauvinist interpretation" of the 

decision and argued that it demonstrated women's weakness. 442 

What was not said was that many young women had joined the Front, frequently without 

their father's or husband's permission, in order to escape the harshness of domestic life in 

rigidly- structured patriarchal families. This was to be the cause of particular resentment 

in Moslem households where unmarried women were closely supervised, and the freedom, 

clothes, and weaponry of the female fighters caused embarrassment. Although war 

conditions encouraged more liberal attitudes, the decision of Moslem women to become 

4 4 0 ~ ~ t e n i ~ w :  h m a i n  aad Herti, hkke!le, Jarnary 5, ! 993. 
jS1ln the wake of this policy change the TPLF began emphasizing women's supportive role in supplying 
food to fighters and road-builders, and assuming sole responsibility for children and property if a husband 
was away or lost because of the war. Instead of becoming fighters, women were encouraged to participate 
in development work, particularly on such things as child care, food preparation, introducing wood 
conserving stoves, health and literacy. 
4421nterriew: Romain and Herti, Mekelle, January 6, 3 993. 



fighters against the express wishes of their fathers andlor husbands was frequently seen as 

1 I t  443 "a crime in the holy booli . . . 

It would appear that the TPLF's decision to restrict the numbers of women fighters into 

their ranks was a response to unease in the villages and, more specifically, the appeals of 

Tigrayan fathers and the influence of the church and the mosque. In this light it is 

significant that while large numbers of women became fighters, v e q  few became militia 

members. In the TPLF stronghold of Zaiia only ten of five hundred militia members were 

women; in other woredas the proportion of women was often even lower, or non-existent. 

It can be surmised that it was far more difficult for women to assume combat roles that 

challenged traditional values in their own villages than to serve assignments as fighters 

where they were likely to be sent hrther afield. 

Another example of the castraints placed on the TPLF's reforming zeal is provided by 

their aborted efforts to teach women how to plow. This program, which began as a means 

to break down the traditional gender-driven division of labour, ran up against the same 

conservative village values that restricted women's participation as combatants. In the 

rural areas a rigid division of roles had long existed between men who plowed and women 

who did the planting, weeding and harvesting.444 Moreover, this division became 

particularly onerous when young men left the rural areas in large numbers to join the 

TPLF or to escape from the Derg's forced conscription campaigns. As a result single, 

divorced, separated or widowed women who had land as a result of the land reforms, 

iioiietheless, of en had to give as inticti as half their harwsteb prodme to ma!e neighbow 

to do their plcwing. The n'owinn . , prcgrzrr, thus served to respond te particular prob!ems 

443~ntepview: Sheiks Mohous Abdel Kadir, Ali Mohammed Siray and Ali Ahmed, Abi Adi, March 19, 
1993. 
4 4 4 ~ o  severe were the sanctions against women plowing that if a woman touched a plow it would have to 
be destroyed, see Beisel, p, 100. 



caused by the war, as well as well as challenge the traditional restrictions placed on 

womn.  

Two years aRer it was started, the program was abruptly ended because, according to the 

ensome TPLF, teaching women how to plow only served to increase their already burd, 

responsibilities; as well, plowing was considered to be work too heavy for women. As a 

result, in Zana, which was one of the first woredas where this program was introduced, no 

women were plowing in ear!y 1993. The TPLF assertion that rural Tigrayan women's 

domestic responsibilities leave them with little time is certainly true, but it does not 

confront the problem of husbandiess women vulnerable to economic dependency and 

exploitation, made worse by the disproportionate number of young men either killed as a 

result of the war or presently serving in EPRDF forces outside of Tigray. Moreover, 

female weakness was not a convincing reason for canceling the program when it is not 

uncommon in Tigray to see boys no older than ten plowing and women carrying heavy 

loads of f i r e ~ o o d . ~ 4 5  If the official reasons for discontinuing the plowing program can be 

discounted, then the assumption must be that the TPLF feared that encouraging women to 

plow was causing offense by challenging core religious and social beliefs about women in 

rural Tigrayan society. 

The TBLF's articulation of, and positive response to, the dissatisfaction of women with 

their role in Tigrayan society proved highly effective in the mobilization of women and in 

the strengthening of the movement. However, the TPLF's commitment to the 

advancement of worr?er?, as with its other socia! reforms, had to he balanced against fears 

that the program could divide the carefdly cultivated consensus in the rural community 

445The difficulty in plowing is largely dependent upon the condition of the soil and this is a result of 
whether the soil has been loosened by rain or previously plowed. While a dry season first plowing might 
well be too dB1cult for inexperienced women, that need not be the case for subsequent plowing or those 
carried out in damp soil. 



deemed necessary to carry on the war against the Derg and ensure a high level of support 

for the TPLF. 

Conclusion 

The TPLF began its insurrection with a basis of support among the petty-bourgeoisie, but 

at best they only received sympathy from the peasants who made up the overwhelming 

majority in Tigray. The policies of the Derg and the authoritarian manner in which they 

were imposed alienated the peasants and ended any hope the regime had of winning their 

support, but peasant disaffection did not automatically translate into commitment to 

struggle against the regime. Critical to the success of the TPLF in gaining the allegiance 

of the peasants was in convincing them that the Front's cadres were devoted to their 

welfare and had the ability to defeat the other forces competing for their support. By 

1938 the TPLF was victorious over its major challengers and so came to lead the 

insurrection against the regime. With a growing number of recruits from the youth fleeing 

the Derg's Red Terror in the towns the TPLF could both militarily challenge the Derg, and 

respond 3ositively to the peasants' appeal for reforms. 

As a result, by 1982 the mass of the Tigrayan peasantry had gone over to the TPLF. The 

failure of the Derg's Red Star campaign in the same year probably ended any prospects the 

regime had of defeating the EPLF and the TPLF. These developments also stimulated 

important changes in the TPLF's crucial relationship with the EPLF. The TPLF had 

developed its military skills through its association with the ELF and EPLF. It had learned 

much about political organization and mobilization from its contacts with these Fronts, 

and it had benefited from the EPLF's technical skills and possession of heavy weaponry. 

But even before the Red Star campaign the benefits of the TPLF-EPLF relationship were 

clearly going in both directions: TPLF attacks on Derg convoy traffic to Eritrea were 



having an impoi-tant impact on the war in the north and as the Front grew in strength the 

Derg was forced to devote ever larger numbers s f  troops to the defense of Tigray that 

could have been assigned to Eritrea. Although the TPEF would continue to need the 

EPLF's specialized skills, its participation in the defense of the Sahel served to mark the 

TPLF's coming of age. 

The Derg's defeat in the Sahel passed the strategic initiative to the EPLF and TPLF. 

However, the famine of 1984 which, if not directly caused by the Derg, was stimulated 

and manipulated by the regime to further its military objectives, temporarily set back the 

efforts of the northern based Fronts. Even the famine, however, could not alter the fact 

that the balance of forces was rzpidly shifting in favour of the opposition, particularly the 

TPLF, which by the late 1980s had a larger fighting force than the EPLF. The stalemate 

ended in 1988 with the EPLF's defeat of Derg forces at Mabet and the TPLF's capture of 

the Tigrayan towns. Although the regime was to make a last attempt to recoup its losses, 

the TPEF overwhelmed the Derg's garrisons in Tigray in 1989, and the final two years led 

an ethnically-based coaiition of resistance movement to gain state power in Addis Ababa. 

The role of leadership provided by the revolutionary party in shaping the peasant uprising 

is either largely ignored by moral economists or, in the case of Scott and Paige, expiicitly 

denied in favour of peasant sponianeity. This chapter has demonstrated that party- 

directed organization and mobilization in the pursuit of war, rather than peasant initiative, 

better explains the course of the Tigrayan revolution. So central was war to the fortunes 

of the TPLF 2nd the success of the revo!utim that the very reforms .,:kith underpinned the 

revolution were formulated and constrained by h i r  anticipated impact on the capacity of 

the Front to wage war against the Derg. It is thus a critical fimction of political leadership 

to construct a program of reforms which meets both the needs of the peasants for better 



services and democratic administration, as weil as the needs of the party for growing 

isumbers of fighters committed to the armed struggle. 

Ideological struggle, as much as armed struggle, is intrinsic to revolutionary parties and it 

is also the field on which many such parties founder. The next chapter will examine key 

ideological issues that engaged the TPLF, and again highlight the role of political 

leadership. The most contentious ideological issue for the TPLF, both internally and in its 

relations with other opposition movements, was related to the rights of nations to self- 

determination, and that issue and others will be examined because of how they speak to 

the political character of the Front. But what is also of interest, given the organizational 

stress caused by these issues, was the capacity of the TPLF to survive and advance as a 

movement, which again brings to the fore the issue of political leadership. 



CHAPTER 6: THE POLITICS OF TIGPAYAN NATIONALISM 

Introduction 

The TPLF launched its armed struggle in 1975 with an untested leadership, a vaguely 

formulated political program which emphasized Tigrayan nationalism, and the mixed 

support of the EPLF and ELF. As a result of experience in the countryside with the 

peasants of military and political struggles with opponents and allies, and of debates within 

the TPLF leadership, ideological, and to a lesser extent leadership, concerns became 

increasingly critical to the character and even survival of the movement. Because of the 

importance of the TPLF's relationship with the EPLF, the part played and positions taken 

by that movement were of particular importance to the course and outcome of these 

disputes. Conflict over ideology and leadership are invariably difficult to distinguish and 

understand within revolutionary rnoven~ents since they are committed to conspiracv and 

secrecy. Thus, the following analysis is almost certainly subject to revision as more 

information becomes available. However, what the disputes involved and how they were 

resolved largely determined the organizational viability and the political character of the 

TPLF. Therefore they cannot be ignored by students of revohtion. 

The most contentious disputes within the TPLF, and in its relations with other 

revolutionary movements, were over different interpretations of and the implications to be 

drawn from the right of nations to self-determination. This controversy, which took many 

forrns over the years, sometimes reflected major differences ir, the objectives being fought 

for, and in other cases simply to differences over the means by which these objectives 

were to be pursued. The principal task here is not to deveiop a theoretical explanation of 

the role of nationalism in revolutionary struggles, but instead to analyze the different 

dimensions of this conflict within the TPLF and between the TPLF and other 



revolutionary movements. Although prob!ems related to national self-determination were 

the most prominent and enduring, they were not the only areas of ideological contention 

for the TPLF. There was also controversy over the class basis of the Tigrayan revolution 

and over the role of the Marxist Leninist League of Tigray (MLLT) in the TPLF, and 

these problems will also be discussed in this chapter. 

Conflict with the TLF and ELF 

Apart from the EDU which had its roots in the old nobiiity, almost all of the Ethiopian 

opposition forces derived their origins, and certainly their inspiration, from the student 

movement. A central premise of that movement was that Ethiopia constituted a prison of 

nationalities. The students thus affirmed the right of Ethiopia's nations and of Eritrea to 

self-determination, although what self-determination meant and to whom it applied were, 

and are today, matters of considerable dispute. Nonetheless, it is clear that the TPLF's 

commitment to nationalist based struggle is entirely consistent with the thinking of the 

generation of students of which the Front's leaders had been members. 

Very quickly after launching their armed struggle the TPLF found themselves at odds with 

competing nationalist movements, first with the Tigray Liberation Front (TLF) and then 

with the ELF. In the period 1972 - 1973 a group of Tigrayans founded the clandestine 

Tigray Political Organization and with the support of the ELF began operations in 1975 

under the name of the Tigray Liberation ~ r o n t . ~ ~ ~  Led by Yohannis Tekle Haimanot, a 

teacher, and Gebre Kidane, a pharmacist, its program was devoted to achieving an 

independent Tigray. 447 

4j6~ahsay Berhe, "The National Question in Tigray: Myths and Realities," 1991, p. 6. 
447~arkakis, National and Class Conflict, p. 254. There is some confusion in the literature regarding the 
TLF with Uttaway (1980:86) and HalIiday and Molyneux (198 l:2O6) both claiming that the TLF was 
founded by Mengesha Seyoum in 1974 and that in 1976 it joined $fie EDU. They appear to be 
confirsing the TLF with Teranafit and they are also mistaken in having the TPLF emerge as a faction from 



The. TLF largely focused its ar,tivi&s in northeastern 'Tigray, paflicularly around the town 

of Adigrat, where it drew its support from the intelligentsia. and in the isolated Asirnba 

area where it attempted to gain the support of locat peasants Peasant informants from the 

area report that the TLF bid little political work and did not organize a militia or distribute 

a1 -ms .4~~  Little is known about this small and short-lived organization except that it was 

explicitly nationalist Takirtg its direction from the ELF, the TLF he!d that Tigray, like 

Erltrea, was a colony of Ethiopia and the primary objective of its rebe!!ior! was to achieve 

independence for Tigray In its pursuit of Tigrayan independence the TLF wa~ted to 

achieve the widest possible united front and to this end it developed relatioiis with the 

noble-led EDU. The TPLF objected to the exc!itsive nationalist focus of the TLF, labeling 

it "a die-hard, narrow nationalist organization" The TP1.F was also incensed with the 

TLF's alliance with the Tigrayan nobility whom it considered class enemies 

Ir, spite of these differences and their divergent Eritrean atta~hrnents,~'" the joint 

commiiment of the TLF and the TPLF 10 Tigrayan nationalism led them 10 come together 

and begin unity negotiations which resulted in an agreement in November 1975 to unite 

the two organizations and dissolve the TLF. In spite of this agreement, however, a 

number of TLF cadres, including two Ceatraf Committee members, Yohannis Tecle 

Waimanot and Tadesse Tilahun, were subsequently kilied by the TPLF These facts are 

not at issue, but their interpretation is. Former TPLF member Kahsay Berhe considered 

the killings to be part of an internal power struggle fed by the present TPLF chairman, 

the TLF in 1976. in fact the TLF was entirely scparate from the TPLF and the EDU. although it did ally 
itself with Mengesha. 
a81nteniiew: Mabrato Adhana and T&u Bqene, Sob& March 8, 1993. 
439~gny, Febnrary 1980. 
450The TLF was afXliated with the ELF. while the TPLF was affiliated with the EPLF 



Mefes ~enawi,451 while TPLF sources argue that the "executions" were due to the 

murders of Tigrayan natiunaiists carried out by Yuhannis and Tadesse. 

The absorption of the TLF members, most of whom came from Agame and Enderta in 

eastern Tigray, into the TPLF also led to problems, as some of these members were to 

accuse the TPLF of being dominated by members from Shire, Plxtrm and particularly 

Adwa (the "SAA group" as it was called by its critics). Indeed, there is some evidence 

that from its beginning in the TXO, the TPLF drew a disproportionate amount of its 

membership front these areas and the Front's three leaders to date all came from Adwa. A 

number of former TLF members and others did go over to the Derg, join the EDU or 

ieave the country, convinced that the TPLF leadership was discriminating against them 

because their homes were outside the S M  nexus. The TPLF subsequently appealed to 

them to re-join the fold, thus giving some credence to the defectors' claims. 

The TPLF had a much more substantive relationship with the ELF than with the TLF, but 

it too foundered over competing nationalisms and the two movements' ties with other 

organizations. Although the TPLF launched its armed struggle with the support of the 

EPLF, it was soon to develop closer relations with the ELF, in large part because of the 

more common practice of the fatter Front to c a p  out attacks on Derg targets in Tigray, 

thus giving the fledgling TPLF vafuabte combat experience. 

indeed, the ELF's wide fiefd of apetations in Tigray was to be part of the reason behind 

the complete break in relations between the TPLF and the ELF in the late 1970s. This is 

because, unlike the EPLF, the ELF's interpretation of Eritrea's boundaries went bey~nd 

the Italian-defined colonial borders to include parts of northwestern Tigray, a conception 

"iKahsaq-, pp. 9-3 0. 



thar the nationalist TPLF could not possibly accept. A further source of tension was the 

ELF'S affiances with movemenis with which the TPLF was at war The ELF was engzged 

in a tacticaI alliance with the ECU, to which the TPLF could not reconcile themselves for 

the same reasons that they could not accept the TLF's affiliation with that organization. 

Further, the ELF was also on friendly terms with the E P R . P ~ ~ *  which was challenging the 

TPLF in eastern Tigray and after September I977 the EPRP, according to the TPLF, 

joined an alliance with the E D U . ~ ~ ~  

According to the testimony of TPLF sources454 and that of former ELF fighters, the ELF 

aIso endeavoured to get the TPLF to accept its analysis and political positions over those 

of its rival, the EPLF, which the TPLF was very reluctant to do. A detailed examination 

of the ELF - EPLF dispute cannot be taken up here, but some elements of it must be 

referred to because of their obvious influence on the TPLF. From its beginning the ELF 

leadership had given a pan-Arab and Islamic character to its struggle and this involved 

building close ties with lowland sheiks and ethnic leaders. This approach was opposed by 

the EPLF which had broken away from the movement because it considered the ELF to be 

sectarian and feudal, while its cwn program was specifically anti-feudal, secular, and of 

course nationalist. The EPLF's program also proved more effective in gaining the support 

of the Christian half of the Eritrean population, particularly the youth who joined the Front 

in large numbers in the mid-1970~~ as well as the peasants who were attracted by its land 

reforms and establishment of local government bodies. 

Tie EPLF's seculairism and anti-kudal programs appealed to the TPLF, but almost as 

influential was the structure of tire EPLF's organization and its leadership. The ELF 

552See Eritrean Revolufian, J a n w  - April 1976. p. 30. 
453~byeen, August 1978, p. 39. 
4f 4fnterview: Tsegaye Berhe, Mekefle, April 1 1. 1993. 



evolved from the disparate Moslem communities in Eritrea's lowlands and it produced a 

leadership which frequently suffered from ideological and programmatic confbsion on the 

one hand, and in factionalism and party division on the other.455 Established by Eritrean 

exiles in the Middle East, the ELF leadership frequently operated from outside the country 

and this led to demands for "ieadership in the field". In contrast the EPLF evolved among 

the largely ethnically homogeneous and Christian groups inhabiting the highlands, and its 

leadership developed organizational structures that encouraged debate until a decision was 

reached and then demanded absolute loyalty to that decision. The result was a far more 

united leadership, and a rank and file more faithfid to their movement than was evident in 

the ELF. 

While the ELF'S armed struggle helped to raise awareness of the nationality question in the 

Ethiopian student movement, the movement's lslamic character, its support from Arab 

nations long and widely viewed as enemies of Ethiopia, together with the Front's ties to 

ethnic and feudal leaders, and its lack of an explicitly socialist program meant that it could 

not be considered "progressive", and hence could not be supported by the students. The 

birth in 1970 of the Marxist oriented EPLF whose early membership was drawn in part 

from the Ethiopian student movement, however, could not be so easily dismissed. Indeed, 

it encouraged trends towards greater radicalism within the student movement and led to a 

more sympathetic approach to Eritrean self-determination and the rights of Ethiopia's own 

nationalities. 

But the EPLF's largely Tigrigna-speaking leadership from lands bordering Tigray had their 

greatest influence on the Tigrayan students who joined the TNO and the TPLF. Imbued 

with similar political values as those which motivated the Ethiopian student movement, 

455See David Pool who argues that this was itself reflective of the segmentary character of lowland 
Eritrean society from which the ELF leadership emerged. Interview: Asmara, April 20, 1993. 



they were naturally drawn to the Marxist EPLF and their experience with the two Eritrean 

Fronts in the countryside reinforced this attraction. In spite of the TPLF's affinity for the 

EPLF, the movements' different approaches to national self-determination were to be a 

lasting source of tension. An understanding of the TPLF's approach to the right of nations 

to self-determination must begin with an examination of how it interpreted that right with 

respect to Tigray. 

The "Manifesto" Controversy 

In I976 the TPLF released the "Manifesto of the TPLF" which argued that "the first task 

of this national struggle will be the establishment of an Independent democratic republic of 

~ i ~ r a ~ . " ~ ~ ~  With those words the TPLF unleashed a controversy both within the 

movement and outside it which continues. Opponents of the TPLF and the EPRDF which 

assumed state power in 1991 charge that such statements demonstrate the goal of these 

organizations is to dismantle Ethiopia along ethnic lines. While such largely frivolous 

charges need not be considered here, the demand for an independent Tigray, or Tigrayans' 

right to independent statehood, raised divisions within the TPLF and were a source of 

tension in its critical relationship with the EPLF. 

Although it can be presumed that the Manifesto was produced by elements within the 

leadership, no names accompany the document, and in the present environment of denial, 

finger-pointing and accusations of "narrow nationalism", discovering which cadres were 

responsible for it, or how it spoke to ideological currents within the Front, is almost 

impossible for an outsider. In spite of TPLF claims to the contrary, it is not inconceivable 

that the document did represent the thinking of important elements within the Front 

4S6"~anifesto of the TPLF," February 1976, p. 24. 



leadership at the time it was written, and that it continued for some time to reflect 

significant political currents in the leadership. 

It is noteworthy that the Manifesto's appeal for Tigrayan independence was published only 

a short time after the TPLF liquidated the TLF which it had accused of "narrow 

nationalism". This suggests that either the ideological and violent attack on the TLF had 

more to do with the TPLF's desire to lead the anti-Derg opposition than with any serious 

objections to its platform, or that the TPLF leadership was not of one mind on the demand 

for Tigrayan statehood. Both explanations seem possible, but the weight of evidence 

would suggest that the majority, or the dominant elements, within the TPLF leadership 

favoured, or at least did not rule out, Tigrayan independence at this time. 457 

The Manifesto claimed that "Tigray lost its autonomy and independence" after the death of 

Yohannis 1 ~ , ~ 5 8  but it did not develop a reasoned historically based claim for Tigrayan 

independence. Nor did it adopt the TLF argument that Tigray constituted a colony of the 

h h a r a ,  even though it was held that the main force propelling the demand for Tigrayan 

independence was hostility towards Arnhara domination. Instead, the Manifesto argued 

that demands of the TPLF's National Democratic Revolution for "secession and 

democracy are but transitory ones to socialism and communism rather than being demands 

or ends of the struggle."459 

In any event shortly after the Manifesto was published it was disowned and has been a 

source of embarrassment for the TPLF ever since. Why it disowned the document 

subsequently is not completely clear. The TPLF's explanation is that the document was 

4 5 7 ~ e e  Kahsay Berhe; Intewiew: Aregowie Berhe, The Hague, June 22, 1993. 
458"Manifesto," pp. v-vi. 
4591bid., p. xiv. 



distributed without the authorization of the leadership whose views it did not represent, 

but that is not entire!y r,nnvinr,ing. Moreover, while disowning the Manifesto, the TPLF 

never repudiated the commitment to the principle that all nationalities had to right to self- 

determination up to and including the right to independence, in the words of the Ethiopian 

student movement. But increasingly the TPLF emphasized the tactical value of this 

demand. 

Thus the natiozral question was considered "the best tac!ic (my emphasis) to rally the 

oppressed peoples of Ethiopia in general and that of Tigray in particular."460 The 

nationalist basis of the opposition to the state was hrther justified in terms of the 

animosity of the country's ethnic communities which were a product of the Amhara 

domination of the Ethiopian state. According to the TPLF, 

"Even though it is undeniable that the oppressed masses of 
the Arnhara nationality itself do not play a major role in the 
oppression of the Tigrayan masses the two peoples have 
developed bitter hatred towards each other. They are 
deeply suspicious of each other. In short they cannot wage 
a joint struggle for a joint cause "461 

Whether a transitional strategy, a tactical consideration or a genuine principle, the notion 

of Ethiopian nations, including Tigray, having the right to independence remained a key 

element in the TPLF's lexicon. At the end of 198 1 the TPLF concluded that " 

[i]f there is a democratic atmosphere then it (i.e. self- 
determination) means the creation of VOLUNTARILY 
integrated ilations and nationalities whose relations are 
based on equzlity and mutua! advaxtages. However, if the 
present oppression and exploitation continues or intensifies 
it means the creation of an independent and People's 
democratic republic of Tigray. "462 

4 6 0 ~ ~ ~  Foreign Relations Bureau, "Tigray a nation in Struggle," 1980, p. 12. 
4a~evol t ,  No. 1,  1st Year, Tiri, 1968 EC. 
462"~he Just Struggle of the Tigrayan People," December 1 1, 198 1, p. 2. 



In I988 TBLF General Secretary Sebhat Nega was using more temperate language, but 

was sti!! a%rming, "the nationality question Is a primary issue" and claiming "We don't 

believe that the unity of Ethiopia should be pursued at all costs."463 

Indeed, for almost two decades the TPLF held "the primary contradiction in Ethiopia at 

the present time and space is the national contradiction, "464 and that ali Ethiopian 

nationalities had the right to self-determination, up to and including the right of secession. 

In spite of this r,onvir,tion the Front disowned the Manifesto md moved away from at least 

publicly proclaiming Tigray's right to independence. The reason for the TPLF's change of 

emphasis is almost certainly due to the opposition of the EPLF. 

The EPLF and the National Question 

The TPLF - EPLF alliance, although never without tension, was critical to the course and 

outcome of the revolutionary wars they were both engaged in. According to the EPLF, 

"The relationship was based on the EPLF's recognition of the rights of the oppressed 

nationalities of Ethiopia and on the TPLF's recognition of the just right of the Eritrean 

people for self-determination."465 But what provided the glue for their relationship was 

their mutual need for one another. The fledgling TPLF welcomed outside support, and in 

the wake of the massive Soviet backing for the Derg, the Eritrean Fronts, and particularly 

the EPLF, recognized that their success depended on working closely with other armed 

opposition forces in Ethiopia, and notably and increasingly as it demonstrated its 

capability, with the T P L F . ~ ~ ~  But that did not mean that the TPLF and EPLF were 

always in agreement on ideoiogical matters. 

463~l frcd  Taban, "Inside Tigray," New African, August 1988, p. 39. 
4 " ~ u y *  MayIJune 1978. 
4 6 s " ~ ~ ~ ~  Political Report and .mP," adopted at the Second and Unity Congress of the EPLF and the 
ELF-Central Leadership, March 16, 1987, p. 152. 
466~ndreas, p. 93. 



The TPLF's most fbndarnenta! conflict with the EPLF arose from the. fact that the right to 

independence it claimed for the Ethiopian nationalities also applied to the various Eritrean 

nationalities. The TPLF categorically stated "[ilf the fbture Eritrea is to be truly 

democratic it will have to respect the right of nations and nationaiities to self- 

determination up to, and including, secession."467 Elsewhere the TPLF noted that to 

"rule out the possibility of secession [of Eritrea's nationalities] would amount to 

contradicting its own democratic principles. 11468 

Unlike Tigray with its largely ethnically homogeneous population, Eritrea possessed some 

nine different nationalities. And faced with the dificult but necessary task of welding 

these nationalities into a united force in tl 

reticent about taking on board the TPLF's 

independence. In response to the TPLF's 

Ie struggle for independence, the EPLF was 

interpretation of the rights of nationalities to 

claims, the EPLF argued that all Ethiopian 

nationalities had the right to self-determination, but they did not all have the right to 

independence. The EPLF argued that the right to independence was conditional on first, 

the Ethiopian nationalities in question previously having had an independent status, and 

second, on their being economically cohesive entities. Moreover it claimed that, 

"once a progressive state is set up in Ethiopia and the 
system of national domination and oppression gives way to 
one based on the equal rights of all nationalities, there 
would be no historical, economic or other factors that 
would make the demand for secession correct and justifiable 
from the standpoint of the interests of the masses. 4 6 9  

467"0n Our Differences with the EPLF," People's Voice, Special Issue, 1986, p. 7. 
468"A Great Leap Forward," People's Voice, 1986, p. 6 .  
469~dulis, May 1985, p. 5 .  
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Though both convcrltnted and self-serving, the EPLFis interpretation of national self- 

determination had three objectives. First, it denied Tigrayans and other Ethiopian 

nationalities the right to independence. Second, it affirmed the right of Eritrea as a 

colonially-defined territory the right to independence. Lastly it denied its own nationalities 

the right io independence by restricting anti-colonial struggles to those of "multinational 

peoples"470 which it assumed Eritreans to be. Moreover, while initially the EPLF had 

maintained that acceptance of the right of the Eritrean people to independence was all that 

was necessary to loin in a political-military alliance against the Derg, as the controversy 

with the TPEF developed it argued that acceptance of the above position was a 

"precondition" for the formation of a united front of all national and multinational 

organizations in ~ t h i o ~ i a . ~ '  

A related area cf controversy that divided the TPLF and EQLF was the place of 

multinational movements in the united front that both movements were trying to organize. 

The EPLF held that multinational Ethiopian opposition groups, such as the EPRP and 

E I S O N  (All-Ethiopia Social Movement), were eligible for membership in the united 

front, bui the TPLF only grudgingly accepted this position: it acknowledged the right of 

multinational organizations like the EPRP to operate in Tigray, but held that they should 

instead carry on their activities in areas of Ethiopia where no "vanguard organizations" 

(such as the TPLF) already existed to lead the In the struggle to become the 

vanguard organization in Tigray (and there could only be one such organization) the 

EPRP was defeated by the TPLF because it lost the political debate, lacked the support of 

the people and was weakened by internal cont i -adic t io i i~ .~~~ 

"OIbid. ,p. 6. 
"IIbid., pp. 6-7. 
472"A Great Leap Forward," People's Voice, 1986, p. 7. 
"3~bid., p. 7. 



Generally the TPLF attacked multinational revolutionary movements, arguing that "[alny 

tendency that advocates an empire-wide mulcinationai struggle be it from the iefi or the 

right" did not accept the realities and implications of Amhara domination in ~ t h i o ~ i a . ~ ? ~  

As a result the TPLF accused the EPRP, the premier example of a multit~ational 

movement, of Amhara chauvinism because by not acknowledging the primacy of the 

national contradiction the movement simply affirmed the dominance of the Arnhara within 

a unitary state, a condition no different from that existing under the regimes of Haile- 

Selassie and Mengistu. Indeed, Markakis came to a similar conciusion "The young 

radicals (i.e. the EPRP) were fighting to overthrow ;he incumbent regime, not to dismantle 

the state, for that would have rendered their struggle meaningless, since they were 

planning to use the state apparatus to carry out a social ievolution"47~ 

Based on the conclusion that Ethiopia's primary contradiction arose from the Amhara 

state's domination of the oppressed nations, the TPLF concluded that national and not 

multinational opposition movements were better positioned to confront the Derg and lay 

the basis for the nation based federalism with which the TPLF hoped to replace the 

centralized state. Moreover, there was a widespread view among both the TPLF 

leadership476 and the Tigrayan peasantry that only a solely Tigrayan based movement 

should struggle for the liberation of Tigray, and similarly based movements should be 

established among the other nationalities of Ethiopia. In addition to this ideoiiogically 

grounded opposition to the EPLF pcsition, the TPLF also had political dificulties in 

working with multinational movements, at least within Tigray. From an early stage of the 

armed stmggie the TFiF's reiaticnships with the EDU and E P W  had been fraught with 

474~bid., p. 7. 
475~arkakis, National and Ciass Conflict, p. 255.  
476~his will be demonstrated in chapters seven, eight and nine. 



difficulties which produced war and a sea of mistrust that was still in existence a decade 

later. 

Stretching credibility, the TPLF hrther argued that the multinational Ethiopian Peoples 

Democratic Movement (EPDM), which had taken form with TPLF support in the wake of 

the collapse of the EPRP did not operate in Tigray "only because they have the confidence 

in the democratic line of the TPLF, and also because they know that the outcome would 

be no different if they were to be in Indeed, EPDM leader Tamirat Layne 

(currently Prime Minister of Ethiopia) acknowledged that the policies and programs of the 

movement largely mirrored those of the TPLF including its approach to national self- 

detemination and its views on the Soviet Union, China and ~ l b a n i a . 4 ~ ~  TPLF support for 

EPDM suggested there were limits to its opposition to multinational movements when 

they did not challenge the Front's hegemony and could supplement its efforts. Although 

the EPDM was sometimes considered an Amhara-based movement, it drew its 

membership from a number ofEthiopian nationalities. It also began operations in Wollo, a 

province with a mixed population of Amhara and Qromo, neither of whom held strong 

national sentiments like the Tigrayans. An organization operating in Wollo was thus ill- 

placed to gain popular support for a program based on nationalist demands such as that 

pursued by the TPLF in Tigray. 

Another element in this debate was over the question of whom the united front was to be 

primarily directed against, and this brought equally divtsive concerns of foreign policy to 

the fore as the TPLF fought for, and the EPLF resisted, a hard line against the Soviet 

Uiiion because of its ear* stippoit for Eritieaii inbepeadence. M e r  the ELF began 

military operations against the regime of Haile-Selassie, the socialist bloc hrther cemented 

4 7 7 " ~  Great Leap Forward," Peop!& Voice, 1986, p. 7. 
4 7 8 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Tamirat Layne, Mihanse, Tigray, May 2, 1988. 
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their ties with the Eritrean nationalists by becoming more actively involved diplomatically, 

and indirectly militarily, through the Cubans and other allies in the Middie East, who 

provided the insurgents with important sources of arms and training facilities in the early 

period of the revolution. 

Although this was to change abruptly as the socialist bloc cast its lot in with the Derg, 

there remained a residue of sentiment in favour of the Soviet Union within the EPLF 

leadership that was to cause some dissent within the movement internationally. d79 

Sympathy for th.e socialist bloc was due to their shared afinity for Marxism; the view that 

Soviet support for thp, Derg was based on a policy blunder and did not reflect on the 

overall character of Soviet society; fear of US imperialist interests in the region, and the 

anticipation that after the attainment of Eritrean independence that the country would take 

Its place internationally within the Soviet dominated "progressive" camp. There are also 

unconfirmed reports that the Soviets maintained low level relations with the Eritrean 

Fronts even zfter they committed themselves to the Derg. Although still not prepared to 

completely condemn the Soviet Union, by the mid-1980s the EPLF was prepared to 

approach the Soviets more critically.48g 

In contrast, the TPLF held the post-Stalin Soviet Union to be "social imperialist", and 

believed that it along with the Derg "should be singled out rs the principle enemy against 

whom a broad alliance should be formed."48 The issue of the Soviet Union, according 

479~he Association of Eritrean Students and Women in North America (AESNA) broke from the EPLF in 
August 1978 in opposition to the Front's policy with regard to the Soviet Union. see Connel, Against All 
Odds, p. i69. 
480~n an i n t e ~ e w  with S. Holland in 1984, Isseyas Afeiworki, a founding member of the EPLF, attributed 
Soviet opposition to their movement to its global interests, see J. Firebrace and S. Holland, Never Kneel 
Down: Drought, Development and Liberation in Eritvea, (Trenton NJ:  The Red Sea Press, 1984) pp. 
128-9. 
4 g 1 " ~  Great Leap Forward," People's Tbice, 1986, p. 8. 



to Meles Zenawi, was "the main dividing point between the EPLF and the T P L F . " ~ ~ ~  

Unlike the EPLF leadership which traveled widely abroad, TPLF leaders rarely left the 

Tigrayan countryside and favoured self-reliance policies that led them to look favourably 

at Albania without, however, having any formal relations with that isolationist outpost of 

socialism which condemned both the Soviet Union and China. Paul Heme calls this 

independent approach of the TPLF characteristic of "Ethiopian particularism", and writes 

that unlike Eritreans the Tigrayans "do not readily ally themselves with external 

forces",483 although who the "external forces" with whom the Eritreans were alligned are 

not identified by Henze. 

The TPLF demand that the Soviet Union be explicitly condemned because of its alliance 

with the Derg, and that the EPLF drop its view that the Soviets constituted "strategic 

allies", did not go down well in the Eritrean camp. Clearly referring to the TPLF, but 

without mentioning them by name, the EPLF Central Committee held in its harshest 

rhetoric that, "[tlhe groups that draw their swords at the Dergue and Soviet intervention 

but bow to western imperialism are precisely those whom imperialism has been sustaining, 

those who still carry the smell of the overthrown autocratic regime."484 Parties which 

held such views were also not eligible for membership in its proposed united fr-ont, 

concluded the EPLF. It is indicative of the narrow and isolated ideological environment in 

which the TPLF and EPLF operated that such language, which would not have been out 

of place in the 1930s, was being expressed on the eve of the collapse of the socialist bloc 

in the mid 1880s. 

"g21nrewicw: Meles Zenawi, Dejena. April 29, 1988. 
483~enze,  p. 74. 
4g4~dulis, May 1985, p. 8. 



Although the TPLF relied on the EPLF in its first years, as it developed into a mass 

movement in the early 1980s it increasingly took on a political and n~ititary character of its 

own. The massive influx of peasants into its ranks in 1980 - 198 i began this process, and 

it was fisthered as a resirit of the TTLF's roie in the defense of EPLF Sahel positions 

during the Red Star campaign in 1982 The military stalemate that evolved as a result of 

the Derg's failure in that campaign and the increasingly importafit role that a rapidly 

crowing TPLF would play in any offensive against the regime gave the Front the 
L- 

confidencz to openly challenge the EPLF on a range of ideological and, as was seen in the 

last chapter, mi1itar-j~ issues The central issue in dispute throughout this period was over 

the national question, but this was not the issue that precipitated the collapse in their 

retations in June 1985 

According to the EPLF the immediate cause of its decision to end ties with the TPLF was 

its discovery that the TPLF considered their relationship to be only of a "tacticai" nature. 

The EPLF found that, since 1979, 

"the TPLF had conciuded that the EPLF was not a 
democratic organization and that its (TPLF) relationshi? 
with the EPLF was 'tacticaf'. The EPLF had thought that its 
cooperation with the TPLF was genuine and not based on 
temporary tactical considerations. And so, when the TPLF's 
secret stand became public the EPLF realized its naivetk and 
although it did not regret its past actions, decided to break 
its relationship with TPLF and not enter into polemics with 
;,.11485 

By defining its relationship with the EPLF as tactical, the TPLF was making it clear that 

the only thing it had in common with the Eritrean movement was a shared commitment to 

overthrowing the Derg. It thus did not share a common t.:w with the EPLF on poIitical 

"*EPLF Political Report and r\fDP," Adopfcd at the Second arfd Unity Congress of the EPLF and the 
ELF-Centrai Leadership, March 15. 1987, pp. 118-9. 
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or ideological concerns, and hence the long-rerm viabiiity of their alliance was in doubt. 

Moreover, by claiming their relationship to be only tactical, the TPLF was calling into 

question the legitimacy of the EPLF's relationship with the Eritrean masses. That is, if the 

EPLF's relationship with the Eritrean masses was not "democratic" as the TPLF 

understood the term, it had the right to enter into tactical alliances with other movements 

even if those movements opposed the EPLF. This was the EPLF's fear, which was not 

misplaced, as in the mid-1980s the Democratic Movement for the Liberation of Eritrea 

@MLE), which opposed EPLF hegemony, was organized with TPLF 

Although not without signficance, the EPLF's decision to end relations with the TPLF 

because of its identification of their relationship as tactical is not entirely credible. As has 

been noted, there were a number of areas of disagreement between the Fronts. The 

principle one was over the national question. Brt, having learned to h e  with these 

differences for ten years in return for the obvious benefits they derived from their 

relationship, questions arise as to why the EPLF ended ties with the TPLF, and why it did 

so 1985. Although the TPLF does not discount their differences, its explanation is that 

after long being the senior partner in the atliance, the EPLF could not accept the TPLF as 

the equal it demanded to be. Xo longer the fledgling guerrilla band dependent on the 

EPLF, by the mid-1980s the TPLF's rapidly growing military capacity was approaching 

that of the EPLF. The TPLF hrther coniends that the timing of the EPLF's break in 

retarions was designed to have the maximum impact because Tigray (and Eritrea) were 

being devastated by famine in the period 1984 - 1985 

UltimateIy, however, neiiher the EPLF nor the TPLF would have survived and prospered 

under the conditions they did without being led by pragmatic leaders, which the quick 

"6~ccsrding to widespread but unconfirmed repons the DMLE was still operating from bases in Tigray 
with flLF support in 1993. 
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resolution of their conflict In i988 demonstrated Reconciiiation was facilitated by the 

TPLF's unstinting support of the right of ~ r i k e a  to independence even in the midst of a 

highly polemicaf and public debate But rapprochement was actually achieved, according 

to MeIes Zenawi, because of the string of military victories achieved by the EPLF at 

Afabet and by the TPLF on Derg positions in the towns of Tigray 487 Indeed, one of the 

reasons the TPLF launched these attacks was to draw the EPLF's attention to its power 

and of the need to overcome their differences and form a military alliance that would bring 

the war with the Derg to an end. And this objective was realized within months of the 

TPLFfs capture of the towns when the EPLF agreed to negotiations in Khartoum. 

Three other factors also encouraged an agreement at this time. First, the leadership of the 

two liberation movements must have been mindhl also of the implications of the 

agreements recently reached between Somalia and Ethiopia over the Ogaden. This, the 

TPLF Secretary-General Sebhat Negga told me, had freed up fifteen to twenty thousand 

troops for deployment in the rebellious northern provinces.488 Second, Tigray was again 

facing drought and would have to import grains from the Sudan over its road link to 

Gederef, passibie only until it was closed through the onset of the main season of rains 

that normally began in late June. Agreement with the EPLF would hopehlly, and in the 

event did, provide access to the all-weather road connection through Eritrea to Kassala in 

Sudan. Thirdly, although denied In 1988, TPLF officials in 1993 acknowledged that they 

had some fears that secret EPLF - Derg negotiations being conducted at the time could be 

successhl, and with the EPLF out of the war; the TPLF wou!d face the hi1 force of the 

Derg virtually alone. 

4gg71nteniew: Meles Zenani Dejena, April 28, 1988. 
48gIn~en.iew: Sebhat Negga. Wolkait, Aprii 27, 1988. 
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After four days' meeting from the 20th to the 24th of April between the politburos of the 

two Fronts, it was announced that an agreement had been reached to coordinate their 

struggle on the basis of their common views and aims.4X9 These common views included 

a commitment to work cooperatively to destroy the Derg, a condemnation of the 

intervention of both superpowers in the region, recognition of the legitimacy of the 

Eritrean people's struggle for independence, recognition of the right of Ethiopia's 

nationalities to self-determination, and the need for national and multinational opposition 

groups to unite in the struggle. 490 Their agreement thus reflected considerable 

compromise on the part of both parties, as well as a considerable amount left unsaid. 

The EPLF agreement to form a common front on an commensurate basis with the TPLF 

gave the latter organization the equal recognition that it wanted. Condemnation of both 

superpowers in the region amounted to a retreat by the TPLF which had focused its wrath 

on the Soviet Union, as well as by the EPLF which had focused its ire on the western 

imperialists. The statement on self-determination was constructed in a deliberately unclear 

manner, but on balance the TPLF would appear to have backed down somewhat from its 

earlier position since no reference was made to what the TPLF claimed was the right of 

Eritrean nationalities to self-determination and independence. The statement did not 

explicitly grant Ethiopian nationalities the right to independence which the TPLF had also 

repeated called for, but gave greater weight to the place of n~ultinational opposition forces 

In the united front than the TPLF had previously been prepared to acknowledge. 

What complicates any assessment of the agreement is that the positions of the Fronts 

appear to have changed somewhat over time from those stated at the outset of their 

quarrel For example, the EPLF was less insistent about defending the Soviet Union in 

489~eople's Voice, May 1988, p. 8. 
4 9 0 " ~ ~ ~ F  and TPLF Joint Statement," People's Voice, August 1988, pp. 16-7. 
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1988 when its days as z superpower appeared to be numbered. The TPLF in turn may 

have been less concerned with emphasizing the rights of Ethiopian nationalities to 

independence when it anticipated being in a position within the Ethiopian state to arbitrate 

the outcome of demands for national self-determination. As a journalist in Tigray in the 

immediate wake of the TPLF - EPLF agreement, it was clear to me that there remained a 

considerable residue of suspicion and bitterness. Indeed, REST officials were only 

guardedly optimistic that EPLF promises of access to their all-weather road would be 

hlfilled. Ultimately, however, the agreement demonstrated the pragmatism of both Fronts 

and an acknowledgment that they needed each other if victory was to be achieved. 

Internal Power Struggles 

The controversy over the TPLF's Manifesto almost certainly involved questions of the 

Front's leadership but, to date, they are not publicly known and therefore cannot be 

addressed. The problem posed by the make-up of the TPLF's proposed class alliance in 

Tigray was, however, publicly debated and so served to highlight the invehement of 

different individuals and groups contending for power within the movement. 

Unfortunately in the absence of sufficient data the connection between TPLF internal 

debates, such as those over the class alliance, the marginalization of key figures in the 

movement, and the rise to dominance of those associated with the Marxist-Leninist 

League of Tigray, cannot be firmly drawn. Nonetheless, a consideration of the debate 

over class and the rise of the MLLT are important in their own right because of what they 

convey about the ideological orientation of the TPLF. 

As a national liberation movement, the TPLF embraced all classes with the exception of 

the "comprador bourgeoisie" and the more common "feudalists". Poor, middle and rich 

peasants were defined in economic terms, but they also had to be understood in relative 



terms and considered iii their geographical context. Generally, poor peasants were defined 

as those without land or insufkient land to S L ~ ~ Y ' I V P  on, midd!e peasants had sufficient !and 

and oxen not to depend on wage labour, and rich peasants were defined as those who 

hired labourers or rented out the use of their oxen. It was the place of the rich peasants 

and the national bourgeoisie in the class a!liance that became a particular source of 

controversy. 

The TPLF !eadership1s concern with achieving the widest possible unity in its war against 

the Derg largely overroad whatever misgivings they might have had about embracing the 

national bourgeoisie and rich peasants in their alliance. They held that such groups were 

crucial to the development of the province, but tor, small to threaten the goals of the 

Moreover, capitalism was so little developed in Tigray as to largely 

preclude the existence of a comprador bourgeoisie, but the TPLF meant their definition to 

include classes that might emerge in the future as well as elements of these classes that 

resided outside Tigray. 

'Rich peasant' is a relative term in Tigray where poverty was (and is) endemic and 

consumer goods, particularly during the war, were so limited as to largely inhibit 

significant differences ir, consumption patterns. Distinctions in wealth probably had their 

largest impact on the opportunities for children to acquire a formal education, but this was 

more likely to result in opposition to the imperial regime than support for it. A fbrther 

difficulty arises fkom the complexity of land tenure systems in Tigray where, to provide 

but one examp!e, pnor peasants were typica!ly !md!ord w ~ ! e  their tenants were !ike!y to 

be rich% an anomaly that arose because wealth was largely a result of ownership of capital, 

particularly oxen which could be used to plow additional land beyond the owner's risti 

491~nteniew: Gebm Asrat, Mekelle, Januaq 25, 1993. 



entitlements. Historicaily in Tigray, classes were always in flux as rich peasants might lose 

their pcrsiiicril in society from m e  generation to the next through famine, war, toss of land 

through court cases, or by a reduction in livestock holdings. 

The TPLF's rural class analysis was thus a broad brush affair which led some Front leaders 

to claim that class was not an important factor in mobilizing peasants. According to a 

TPLF cadre with a long involvement in land reform, 

"Class analysis of rural Tigrayan society was based on a 
division between feudalists on the one hand, and rich, 
middle and poor peasants on the other. There were no hard 
criteria and there were difFerent definitions of these terms 
across the zones of Tigray. 11432 

This is a very different approach to that of the Eritrean and Chinese revolutionaries who in 

many spheres had an enormous influence on the ~ r o n t . ~ ~ ~  TPLF leaders contend that rich 

peasants were often easier to organize than peasants from other classes because they were 

more conscious of the benefits to be gained from supporting the Front's reforms. TPLF 

officials noted that rich peasants gained security over their land and possessions under the 

~ r o n t . ~ ~ ~  Pragmatism also figured in the TPLF's approach to rich peasants, with one 

4921nte~ew: Afera, Mekelle, Januan 2, 1993. 
493Materials prepared for EPLF cadres involved in carrylng out land reforms make clear that thew 
detailed class analysis and accompanying stratagems were designed precisely so that cadres could combat 
efforts of feudals, traditional leaders, and rich peasants to gain control of mass organizations by working 
wit& p r  and middle yeasanis to ensure that they gained majority positions in these crganizations (See 
the EPEF's "Creating a Popular, Economic, Political, and Military Base." December 1982 ). Studies of the 
Chinese Cornit-List Paiiy's hiid reforms, iviih which ifie P L F  leadership iveie closeiy acquainted, dso 
point to the Party's direct involvement in keeping rich peasants out, and getting poor peasants into, 
positions of power in mass associations. 
494Abraha, a former rich peasant from a village near Sinkata in eastern Tigray, told the journalist Dleter 
Beisel that at first he opposed the TPLF's land reforms, but in time was won over because under the TPLF 
administration he was no longer prey to bandits and forced to pay bribes to corrupt officials, which had 
meant that "a large part of my wealth existed so that others could take it from me," See Beisel, p. 68. 



cadre describing them as "friends of the revoltition", and therefore the Front was reluctant 

to alienate them, which would have occurred if they had redistributed their cattle.495 

Moreover, while rich peasants had more opportunities to ingratiate themselves or marry 

into privileged families, they still faced real barriers and may well have come to the 

conclusion that they had more interests in common with the poorer peasants beneath them 

than with those richer and more powehl above them. Certainly their perspective could 

undergo revision during the course of the struggle. According to one rich peasant, "Once 

one has accepted that democracy is a good thing for our people, then one must accept that 

the majority decides - and the majority is poor. 0496 

However, the very success of the TPLF's approach to rural mobilization prompted Gidey 

Zerat, former vice-chair of the TPLF and one of the leading Marxist theoreticians of the 

movement, to oppose the policy, arguing that the national bourgeoisie and the rich 

peasantry would come to dominate the national struggle through control of the mass 

organizations. In the view of Gidey and his supporters, these peasants would use their 

traditional power and their possession of capital which the TPLF reforms did not interfere 

to gain control of local government institutions and so subvert the land reforms. 

The TPLF leadership implicitly gave some credence to Gidey's concerns by acknowledging 

that rich peasants "wavered" in their alliances since they supported the TPLF when the 

revolution was going in its favour, and the government when it was not. Although the 

@%nterview: Tsegaye Berhe, MekeHe. Januarqi 23, 1993. 
"6~eisel, p. 69. 
4% remains unclear whether the P L F s  decision to not distribute capital was a response to peasant 
values which did not favour such a distribution a desire to vln the support of rich peasants, part of a 
l o ~ g - ~ g e  conception that held the need for Tigray to pass through a period of capitalism before 
socialism could be intrduc& or a recognition that in largely poveny-stricken Tigray even relatively well 
off peasant?; could not readily be considered oppressors. It is the last explanation that TPLF respondents 
give to questions as to why the Front did not distribute the capital of rich peasants. 



TPLF did not officially encourage any particular class of peasants for leadership in mass 

organizations, they did establish a criterion for selection based on "devotion to the 

peoples' cause", and this could have been used as a means to preclude anyone whose 

loyalty was in doubt from acquiring a position of leadership. Available information 

suggests that rich peasants did gain some local positions of power through the TPLF 

organization of local administrations but rarely greater it would appear, than their 

negligible proportion of the total population. 

It is difficult to piece together the threads of Gidey's concerns about rich peasant 

domination of the rural areas since it was only part of a broader quarrel that pitted him, 

and sometimes Aregowie, against the majority of the TPLF leadership, a situation which 

eventually led to them both leaving the organization, the most important defections to 

date. Gidey usually found himself at odds with the rest of the TPLF leadership over his 

espousal of left wing positions such as that discussed above, while Aregowie criticized the 

TPLF's approach to forming a united front and argued that it should include multinational 

movements like the EPRP; he also accused the leadership of "narrow nationali~rn".~~8 

Aregowie was also strongly committed to a non-conventional military strategy which 

emphasized multiple guerrilla actions throughout the country, a strategy his critics dubbed 

'1 499 the "war of the fleas . 

Current TPLF leaders hold that Aregowie's decline in the movement from general- 

secretary and military commander to the loss of both positions and eventual dismissal from 

the Central Committee in I984 was not based on ideological differences, but was due 

instead to a growing recognition that he did not have the military capabilities required to 

take advantage of the new opportunities arising in the military sphere in the mid-1980s. 

- - -- 

4 9 8 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Aregowie Berhe, The Hague, June 22, 1993. 
4991nte~ew: Gebru Asrat, hkkelle, January 25, 1993. 



The TPLF thus claim that Aregowie left the movement because he reksed to accept a 

transfer from the position of Military Commander to a position he considered to be of 

lesser importance. 

Further details of these quarrels need not be considered here, but they climaxed with a 

sixteen hour debate before the TPLF army between Meles and the man he called his friend 

and teacher, Gidey. The outcome of the debate was a vote that favoured Meles which 

prepared the ground for Gidey and Aregowie to leave the organization shortly thereafter. 

The clearest impact of these internal quarrels was the appointment of Seye Abraha and 

Tsadkan Welde Tinsai to lead the TPLF army.500 

For Aregowie and Gidey, a power grab by Meles and his ally, Abaye Tsehaye lay behind 

the whole series of disagreements on theoretical and strategic issues that afflicted the 

TPLF in the 1980s. Their vehicle was the Marxist-Leninist League of Tigray (commonly 

called "Malalit") which was established after a thirteen day conference ending on July 25, 

1985. The League was designed to serve as a "vanguard party" within the TPLF and 

Abaye was selected as its first chairman. The MLLT claims that "communist elements 

played a big role in founding and consolidating the TPLF", and that these elements went 

on to establish a "pre-party organization" called the "Organization of the Vanguard 

Elements" in 1983 which was a precursor to the M L L T . ~ ~ ~  

The actual relationship of the MLLT to the TPLF is not clear, but the League's publicly 

issued statements hold that the "minimum programme of the MLLT ... is the maximum 

programme of the TPLF" and thus "the tasks of the Front and the League until the 

500~resently Seye holds the position of Defense Minister in the EPRDF Government and Tsadkan is the 
Military Chief of StaE. 
501~eople's Voice, July/September 1986, p. 12. 



consummation of the Peoples Democratic revoiution are one and the in  its 

statement of objectives the MELT committed itself to "spreading Marxism-Leninism 

throughout the world" and engaging in a "bitter struggle against all brands of revisionism 

(Kruschevism, Titoism, Tiotskyism, Euro-communism, Maoism . . . e t ~ . ) " ~ O ~  The fact that 

the TPLF leadership (including Gidey and Aregowie) joined the MLLT en masse meant 

that in practice there was little to distinguish its politics from those of the T P L F . ~ ~ ~  

However, there appears to be one notable exception to this and that is that the MLLT's 

stated objectives did not make clear any support of Tigrayan nationalism. Indeed, a 

principal objective of the League was the formation of a unitary multinational Marxist- 

Leninist party of Ethiopia and consistent with this Ethiopia-wide perspective the League 

announced that it would accept members irrespective of their national origin or place of 

residence. 

This highly influential, but virtually impenetrable (for an outsider) organization was 

dominating most of the TPLF's mass organizations soon after its founding and ensuring 

their "communist" direction. In the field TPLF respondents typically deny any knowledge 

of the MLLT, but one more forthcoming vice-chairman of a rural woreda admitted to the 

author that ten of the eleven members on his woreda executive were sponsored by the 

MLLT and that the League's representation was equally strong in the woreda's mass 

organizations. In 1988, however, Meles Zenawi denied that MLLT members formed a 

majority of the leadership of the T P L F . ~ O ~  Although an elitist organization, anecdotal 

information suggests that it has a powehl  following at the local level and in the rural 

areas, principally among teachers, but also among peasants. 

502~bid., p. 12. 
5031bid., p. 12. 
5 0 4 ~ h e  extent of the adoption of the MLLT's perspective within the ranks of the TPLF is illustrated by a 
Front "poiitical commissar" who described his task to me in April 1988 as, "teaching M m ,  Engels, Lenin 
and Stalin and exposing Trotsky and Mao" to new recruits. 
5 0 5 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Meles Zenawi, Dejena, April 29, 1993. 



Meks has said that, "The developments in Tigray are directly linked to the role that 

MLLT has been playing in the revolution over the past few years.if506 Some critics 

contend that the MLLT paved the way for Meles's replacement of Sebhat as chairman of 

the TPLF and of the EPRDF in 1989, but even if that was the case there is no evidence 

that there was any serious ideological divisions between them, as had been the case with 

Aregowie and Gidey. TPLF respondents invariably explain the leadership change-over by 

maintaining that Sebhat wanted to relinquish the leadership and that Meles was younger 

and deemed more suitable to meet future challenges. The fact that in 1993 Sebhat was 

still a member of the powerfit1 Politburos of both the TPLF and the EPRDF gives 

credence to the argument that there were no major differences between him and his 

younger colleague. 

The strong adherence of the MLLT/TPLF to seif-reliance and, until recently, its 

international isolation, led its leaders to look favourab'ly on Albania. While there is no 

evidence of any relations between the TPLF and the Albanian Labor Party, Sebhat has 

spoken of his admiration for the Party because of its independence of both 

superpowers.507 And after becoming TPLF Secretary General, Meles too praised 

Albania for maintaining its independence and its freedom from debt, but emphasized, "we 

do not believe in models".508 

Whatever else the formation of the MLLT accomp!ished, it clearly served to block the 

leadership ambitions of Gidey and Aregowie in spite of their popular following in the 

TPLF. After a year at the rear base at Dejena in western Tigray, Gidey engineered his 

506Hammond, p. 170. 
507~nten;iew: Sebhat Negga, Wolkait, April 28, 1988. 
50g~eople's Voice, Januarj/June 1990, p. 23. 



dismissai from the TPLF at a public meeting to ensure his safeiy, and in 1988 A-egowie 

gained pemisston t= visit a relative in Gederef 2nd ?her, slipped off to Khartoum where he 

applied for, and received, rekgee status through the U N H C R . ~ ~ ~  The TPLF holds that 

the survival of these two top defecting leaders is indicative both of the small number of 

disputes that have divided their leadership and their amicable way of resolving them. 

In comparison to the ELF and the EP-W which were wracked with ideological divisions 

that led to many deaths, this is tme. However, Aregowie is convinced that he and Gidey 

had to leave the TPLF and Tigray because their lives were in danger.5l0 The fact that 

Aregowie's wife, who was not an ideologue but a fighter of long standing, spent three 

years in a TPLF prison after his defection, two of them in solitary confinement 

underground, belies any notion that open dissent on matters of principle was widely 

accepted in the Front. Indeed, although details are hard to come by, a senior TPLF cadre 

has acknowledged that in the 1970s there were executions within the leadership because, 

in his words, they "betrayed the trust of the TPLF". There is no evidence, however, that 

these leadership disputes had much lasting impact on rank and file fighters or, at least in 

the short run, on the conduct of the war. 

Although there were genuine areas of concern over the implications of the class alliance 

that the TPLF was attempting to achieve, the struggle around the issue had far more to do 

with the distribution of power in the organization. Thus Gidey made common cause with 

Aregowie who did not share his ideological sentiments, rather than with Meles and Abaye 

w h ~ s e  creatim, the PdLLT, seemed to better reflect his !eelst perspective. This suggests 

thzt the was used, as its critics charged, as a vehicle for the advancement of some 

5 0 9 ~ t e ~ e w :  kregowie Berhe, The Hague, June 22, 1993. In 1993 Gidey was living in exiie in Norway 
and Aregowie in exile in the Netherlands. 
S1O~bid. 



individuals within the TPLF at the expense of others. But the also had other 

fbnctions: first and as stated, as a means to give the Front's politicization a more Marxist- 

Leninist flavour, and secondly, as a means to appeal to a wider audience outside Tigray. 

The emphasis on Marxism-Leninism and the avoidance of references to Tigrayan 

nationalism would seem to be part of an effort to provide a basis for the TPLF to establish 

relations and make alliances with other Marxist oriented opposition movements. 

Establishing a united front against the I%rg was always a premier objective of the TPLF 

and building alliances must have been even rime important in July 1985 when the MLLT 

was officially launched, just one month after the EPLF broke its relationship with the 

TPLF. Clearly the TPLF needed support quickly and presenting itself in a more orthodox 

Marxist-Leninist light was the most viable option given the circumstances then existing 

within Ethiopia. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has focused on the politics of nationalism and the TPLF's ideological 

struggles. One of the objective has been to demonstrate that, contrary to the perspective 

of moral economists, these concerns need to be figure prominently in any explanation of 

revolution. Critical trr the TPLF's success arrd even survival was the resolution of 

ideological problems both internally and with other movements, the most important being 

those with the EPLF. Ideological struggles, which often are or become contests about 

leadership, are intrinsic to revolutionary movements and they often lead to divisions or 

even the complete break-up of such movements. The marked divisions within the ELF, 

TLF and EPRP and the open warfare that broke out between the Eritrean Fronts in spite 

of their joint commitment to independence, are cases in point. 



The TPLF did have ideoiogicaf divisions and other problems which resulted in some 
. . 

members of ;he leadership defecting to the Derg ~thers  gang mto exile and dmbt!cssly 

still others being killed. Nonetheless, and quite unlike the experience of other 

revolutionary movements in Africa, none of these disputes produced significant schisms or 

break-away movements. -Moreover, in its nineteen year history from 1975 to 1994 the 

TPLF has only had three ieaders and although one of these leaders is now living in exile, 

the transfer of power between them gecerafly went smooth!y. 

In the final stages of the revolution there are indications that a number of cadres and 

peasants were jailed for their perceived opposition to the leadership. However, there is no 

evidence to date which would support Kriger's finding, based on her study of the 

Zimbabwean revolution, that coercion by revolutionaries was of central importance in 

winniqg the compliance of the p ~ p u f a t i o n . ~ ~ ~  Kriger attributes the revolutionaries' use of 

coercion as being due to rheir inability to provide utilitarian benefits to the peasants in 

return for the costly sacrifices they but that bears little resembence to the 

circumstances in Tigray where the TPLF provided a wide range of services including the 

provision through REST of relief supplies. 

The TPLFis success in not allowing potentially explosive issues of ideology and leadership 

to interfere with the war against the Derg or its continuing eEforts to reform Tigrayan 

society cannot be conipfletety understood given the lack of knowledge about the inner 

workings and decision-making processes of the movement. However, three features of 

the V E F  can be identified that were important in ihk respeci: the leadership's 

pratSvatii;m; :he Fron:'s reFwd :G dfow ;t. personality cu!t to develop, znd the extent ef 

democratic participation in the movement. 



Gebm Tareke has argued that the search for realistic solutions to concrete problems 

"probabiy explains why the Front has not been afflicted by internal squabbles and splits so 

characteristic of other African liberation movements. "5 l 3  Tigray'r first governor under 

the Derg, Colonel Kalechristos, reached a similar conclusion. He held that the TPLF's 

Maoist rhetoric "was solely for the benefit of students and to impress progressive sections 

of the army and the international community ... it was the politics of the 

Kalechristos felt that even the TPLF's first leaders, Sebhat Nega and Aregewie Berhe, 

were primarily nationalists, and not "committed Marxist-Leninists". He held also that the 

TPLF's success was not due to Marxism-Leninism, but rather in spite of it, and should be 

attributed largely to the Front's pragmatic espousal of community grievances. From this 

perspective Marxism-Leninism was for outside consumption and Maoism was usefbl 

internaIly for its practical approach to the conduct of guerrilla warfare. 

But why this should be the case is by no means clear, particularly in view of the fact that 

the TPLF was a product of the Ethiopian student movement which was renowned for its 

commitment to what it considered an ideologically pure Marxism-Leninism. Part of the 

explanation may be because the Front, unlike organizations such as the EPRP, originally 

lacked a clearly formulated pofiticat agenda and thus was more prepared to base its 

program on practical experience acquired in the course of the armed struggle. The initial 

small membership of the TPLI;. together with its limited resources and poor prospects 

compared to those of the EPRP and the EDU, meant that unlike these organizations it 

understood from the beginzing that its success depended upon winning peasant support, 

And to win that support it placed far greater emphasis than the EPRP and the EDU did on 



learning from the peasants, gaining their respect and developing a program that met their 

needs. 

Although power struggles were by no means absent in the TPLF, one of the reasons they 

were not as destructive as those in other Ethiopian and Eritrean movements was the 

absence of a personality cult in the movement. It was apparently a conscious decision of 

the early TPLF leadership not to allow such a cult to develop and this decision was 

reflected in the early practice of revoiving the chairmanship of the Front between 

Aregowie and ~ebhat.515 As a result only Suhul among the TPLF leaders developed 

something of a personzl foliowing and this was because of his prominence in Tigray before 

the outbreak of the revoiution. 

Individual leaders were constrained by the emphasis on collective decision-making which 

was also encouraged by the absence of any rigid adherence to rank or distinction between 

members. This is demonstrated by the extent of the leadership's participation in combat; 

their presence in the countryside rather than on the diplomatic circuit ofien fawured by 

other opposition elites; and the easy going relationships between leaders and rank and file 

fighters that 1 observed in Tigray in 1988. Further striking evidence of the tack of a 

personality cult in Tigray compared to many parts of the Third World is evidenced by the 

absence in the province, either during ;he rebellion or during the period of my research in 

1992 - 1993, of any visuat images of living leaders for propaganda purposes. The only 

piaures of TPLF leaders which are displayed in Tigray are those of the Front's "martyrs". 

Critical to the TPLF's conception of democratic decision making and the link between the 

civilian population and the leadership and the rank 2nd file fighters has been the roie of 

5'5fnten;iew: Aregouie Serhe, The Haguz, June 22. 1993 
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tabia, woreda and zoba administrations, the mass associations and the people's courts. 

These institutions, however, are remarkably similar to those established by the Derg which 

in practice used them to restrict popular participation and to serve as instruments of 

control. Therefore the populist character of these institutions under the TPLF cannot be 

attributed to their structure, but rather to the dynamic role they played in confronting and 

resolving the everyday problems of the people. although TPLF cadres dominate such 

councils, peasant participation was actively encouraged.5 lb 

The TPLF also made regularly use of long, and usually widely attended, mass meetings to 

achieve a high level of agreement on the goals of the revolution and the means to pursue 

them.517 What gave the meetings their appearance of consensual decision-making when 

they were largely orchestrated by the TPLF was the leadership's willingness to accept 

criticism collectively and individually and to allow virtually unlimited debate on issues. 

The result was that fighters and peasants did not perceive a significant gap between 

themselves and the TPLF leadership. They were not intimidated by the leadership and 

they knew that while their opinions might not carry the day that they would have their 

views heard. While this process cannot be compared to true consensual decision-making, 

5i6According to John Bruce who did research in Tigray between 1991 and 1974 and 
returned to the province in late 1993, 

"There is genuine engagement on issues in the meetings. There is, of 
course. a certain amount of direction by cadres. After all, the party 
cadres and fighters leading the meetings have seen themselves i1-t a 
vanguard role. 1~1th their task as mobilizationof the peasantry. But 
they are open to objections and discuss them patiently. They discuss 
them so thoroughly and patiently that. at least in the meetings which I 
saw. consensus seemed to emerge from exhaustion and the peasants' 
need to walk home to the villages." 

(john Bnice, in a letter to the author. November 29. 1493 j. 
S17~lfust-ative of these meetings 14-as those held in the wake of :he collapse of the TPLF's advance against 
the Derg in 1989 when fighters 'Left the battlefronts and returned to Tigray. At every level of the 
administration meetings were held, culminating in a month-long conference held in Mekelle which was 
attended by elected representatives from each tabia. tvoreda and zoba to consider the advantages and 
disadvantages of ending the war or canying on until the enrire country was in EPRDF hands. 



it did give peasanis and fighters a voice in their government and established a measure of 

accountability that had never existed before in Tigray. 

M e r  considering the origins of the TPLF in chapter four, the Front's military struggles in 

chapter five and its ideological struggles in this chapter, the thesis will now examine the 

background and course of the revolution in rural Tigray in the next three chapters These 

chapters correspond with the three regions into which the TPLF divided Tigray for the 

purposes of its mobi'tizztion of the peasants and the cctndust of its war against the Derg. 

Generally Region I corresponds to western Tigray and will be considered in chapter seven: 

Region 11 corresponds to central Tigray and will be considered in chapter eight, and 

Region I11 corresponds to eastern Tigray and is considered in chapter nine. With ihe 

exception of the southern part of Region I11 the temporal focus ofthese chapters is on the 

early period of the war, usually from 1975 to the early 2 980s. This is because, as has been 

made clear in the last two chapters, by 1982 the majority of the Tigrayan peasants were 

supporting the TPLF led revolution 
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CHAPTER 7: THE STRUGGLE FOR WESTERN TIIGR4Y 

Introduction 

Although Tigray forms an identifiable cultural and political unit within Ethiopia, it is also 

true that Tigray is a province of regions and the province's revolution is best understood 

by studying its development within those regions. None of this, however, is to say that 

there was not a marked similarity in the condition of the Tigrayan peasantry and in their 

political response to the collapse of the Haile-Selassie regime and to the policies and 

administration of the Derg and the TPLF. But Tigray does possess sometimes significant 

regional variations in topography, production of cash and subsiste~ce crops, ethnic 

makeup, infrastructural development, personal wealth, presence of shifta and other factors 

that impact on political conditions arid hence on the course and conduct of the TPLF-led 

revolution. Thus these differences must be noted, explained, and placed within the context 

of an overall explanation of peasant revolt in Tigray. 

Topography is critical to understanding the human environment of Region I or western 

Tigray and the context in which the TPLF-led revolution began. In the west the highlands 

that contain most of the province's population give way to a much lower and less 

hospitable climate and environment. The Ethiopians, or at least the Amhara-Tigrayan 

component, built their ancient civilization in the highlands, and the lowlands not only 

represent the heat of the plains, prevalence sf diseases like malaria, less infrastructural 

development and more lawlessness, but also an alien iand largely inhabited by their historic 

foes, such as Moslems, Turks, Mahdists and Arabs. The western region then, despite its 

attractions of better soil fertility and a much lower peasadland ratio has, until the virtual 

collapse of the Tigrayan rural economy in this century, been largeiy avoided by the 

highland bound peasantry. 



The temporal focus of this chapter will largely be the period from the TPLF's arrival in 

what they called Region 1 in 1975 to the early 1980s, by which time most of the peasants 

in the area were supporting the Front. The chapter will begin with an examination of the 

geo-political context for revolt in western Tigray and then move on to an analysis of the 

challenge posed by the former nobility and their followers to the TPLF's goal of 

domination of the anti-Derg struggle. Only after these movements were defeated could the 

TPLF devote its efforts to confronting the Derg. However, the regime's policies, 

particularly its agrarian reforms and its attempt to eliminate urban opposition by 

unleashing the Red Terror, were estranging many Tigrayans in the west even before the 

TPLF was able to mobilize them and this will be examined. Although land reform was not 

the crucial issue in western Tigray that it was in other parts of the province, it was 

nonetheless an important component of the TPLF's reform program and critical to their 

mobilization of peasants. The western region woreda of Adi Nebried to the north of 

Endaselasie provides the best documented example available of a TPLF land reform and 

fcr this reason it will be examined. Lastly, a brief case study describes the woreda of Zana 

which lies to the east of Endaselasie and became an early TPLF stronghold in this area. 

Gco-political Context for Revolt 

In western Tigray the TPLF first took up its struggle and competed with rebel elements of 

the old regime who also selected this area in which to launch their insurrections. There 

are a number of factors which explain why these movements were drawn to Tigray's 

western periphery and they will be examined. But the foremost attraction was the area's 

isolation and weak links to established authority. Mgdal's contention that revoluticmary 

situations are likely to emerge in areas of poor administration, communications and 



-. 
transportationS18 thus has considerable merit with respect to western i~gray. 

Unfortunately mwal economists have proven to be more sucsessful at explaining the 

structural context in which revolutions emerge than in providing insight as to how 

revolutions develop. Western Tigray is a valuable area in which both subjects can be 

examined. 

Western Tigray is one of only two surplus food producing areas in the province; the 

second area is in the southeast sf the province and is less significant. The m~jor  crops of 

the west are common throughout Tigray: sorghum, sesame, finger millet, sunflower, 

lentils, and maize, but they serve more commonly as cash crops in this region. The grain 

staple teffis grown at higher elevations everywhere in Tigray and is most commonly used 

for making irveru, a spongy bread like substance used for scooping up other food items. 

Many small peasant farmers and a smaller number of large landowners regularly brought 

surpluses to market which were bought by traders from Adwa and Endaselasie, the 

principle town of the west Endaselasie's relative proximity to Sudan also fostered a 

vibrant cross-border trade with oil seeds being the main export and consumer goods being 

the biggest import. 

Humera on the Sudanese border, Wotkait, and the much less significant region armnd 

Sheraro town became centres for commercial agriculture. These areas not only produced a 

disproportionate share of Tigray's exports, they were also critical to the survival of many 

thousands of Tigrayan fanners who lived so close to the margin that they depended on the 

wage labour they could get here. Those who hired wage labourers were usua!!~ J r i M ! e  * =  '- or 

rich peasants who produced srna11 surgluses. However, in some areas and nntab!y 



Kumera, members of ihe iraditional aristocracy employed large numbers of poor peasants 

US a&s nn-cs4 tJVYYYY V vast lands, exporting their products to Sudan, Amam and Pbabz. 

In spite of western Tigray's enormous agricultural potential, its social and physical 

drawbacks have meant that it has not been until this century that the region has attracted 

significant numbers of peasants escaping from conditions of high taxation and feudal 

exploitation, and the not unconnected physical constraints of the declining size of farm 

plots and sci! fertiiitj. Not surprisingly manj of the western peasa:ltry, particularly those 

who now inhabit the more harsh lowlands, have moved (or their parents moved) in recent 

times from areas where these conditions were particularly severe, such as the awardjas of 

Axurn and Adwa in central Tigray, and Agame in the northeast.519 

The frontier-like conditions in the west meant the complaints of a large and powefil 

landowning Church exploiting the peasantry with its tax demands are not commonly 

heard. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church had virtually no gulti or riim land in the far west, 

in large part because of the small size of the peasant pcpuiation to work its lands. The 

weakness of the Church was also to mean that parish priests, who as local spokesmen of 

the poor peasantry played such a prominent role in the TPLF in some other areas, were far 

less significant politically in western Tigray. 

The secular nobility was less dependent also on gulti land in the west than elsewhere in 

Tigray, but that did not mean that its members were any less grasping than other parts of 

51qypicaI of this is Kaile, a peasant resident in Adi Hagari who was born in Filfili, Axum awardja in 
I939 and moved west in 1 9 9  spcifird!y to get fadand.  He reckomx! t h t  had he stayed in central 
Tigray he would have inherited about "two pairs of oxen land" (a measurement that would approximate 
-25 hectares) thus leaving him both poor and dependent on wage labour for survival. Instead, he set oat 
by himself at age twenty for western Tigray. Although he had no oxen or tools to plow what he refers to 
as "virgin land", the low population in the west meant that wages were higher than elsewhere in Tigray 
and a few years' saving enabled fiim to acquire ten pairs of oxen land (or 2.5 hectares) and the tools to 
plow it, Interview: Haile, Adi Hagari, February 3, 1993. 



the province. A large Iand owner on the eve of the 1974 revolution might easily farm 300 

pairs of oxen plowing Iand, or 75 hectares. Moreover, older western peasants complained 

of feudal lords arbiirarily demarcating large sections of the most fertile lands for their 

personal use, and having few compunctions about impinging on the much smaller plots of 

their non-noble neighbours. The existence of these problems, however, points to the 

growing commercial vaiue of these lands. The intimate connection between large land 

holders and government officials clearly facilitated arbitrary land takeovers. As in other 

regions of Tigray, peasants complained of the inequity of land distribution, but for the 

most part, and unlike their more eastern counterparts, the peasants here were not driven to 

desperation by land shortages or declining soil fertility. 

The burning issue for the western peasantry was the "unfair" administration under which 

they lived. Complaints about the lack ofjustice under the old regime are common to all of 

Tigray and encompass both the inequity of the land division between the mlers and the 

ruled, and the related corrupt noble favouring court system to which the peasants had to 

appeal. Most of these cases, as the historical record confirms, related to !and 

disputes.520 In western Tigray, however, peasant complaints centred on the lack of 

security and the multitude of shifia. 

There are many factors that explain shifia activity on such a scale in the far west of Tigray. 

The primary cause was the lack or weakness of government institutions, or to put it 

differently, the steady decline in effectiveness of the central feudal state as distance 

increased fiom the core. And state in this context refers not only to the government in 

Addis Ababa, but also to the regional centres of political control such as Mekelle, and its 

integrally related centres of Church dominance, the most prominent in Tigray being Zion 

S20See Ministry of Land Reform Report. 



Mariam Church in Axum and its auxiliary churches. Without established state institutions 

or the traditions of social control they provided, constraints of a political or social nature 

were less developed in western Tigray than in other parts of the province. 

The attraction of shifta to the far west was also facilitated by the physical environment. 

Althaugh shifta require a settled population to prey on, they also need under-populated 

areas in which to hide and escape from authority and western Tigray provided suck areas. 

Security for the shifta was also facilitated by more tree cover than is found elsewhere in 

Tigray, and a hostile climate that detracted would-be pursuers coming from the highlands. 

Even adjacent areas provided a measure of protection: to the north is the Mareb River 

and the sparsely populated regions of southwestern Eritrea; to the south is the Takezze 

River Gorge, itself a region notorious for shifta, and to the west lie the ill-defined and long 

fought over border areas of Sudan. 

Shifta groups operated with little threat from the weak organs of established authority and 

this led many peasants in the west and throughout Tigray to hold that the nobility and 

shiftas worked in conjunction. As one peasant put it, the educated nobles took on the 

positions of local government while their uneducated relatives become shifias521 While 

this direct link between members of the aristocracy and shiftas is hard to either prove or 

disprove, there is no doubt that it produced two consequences. First, the inability of the 

imperial state and its regional organs to protect the peasantry from the depredations of the 

shifia did much to reduce the state's legitimacy in the eyes of the peasantry. Second, the 

conditions of lawlessness meant that many, if not most, of the peasant inhabitants were 

forced to arm themselves and were familiar with the use of guns, both factors which 

favoured the establishment of movements prepared to challenge the state. 

521~nterview: Haile, Adi Hagari, February 3, 1993. 



Endaselasie, at the junction of all-weather, but unpaved, roads east to Axurn and Adwa, 

south to Gondar, and dry season tracks west to Humera and north by a circuitous 

connection to Asmara, was the urban centre of western Tigray. But under the imperial 

regime the town of less than five thousand had no high schoo1,522 no paved roads, and 

only a small and ill-equipped hospital. Endaselasie did, however, have an important 

market where local traders purchased grains and using their trucks sent it out of the 

region. 

In spite of its limited urban attributes, Endaselasie was not immune from the intellectual 

ferment of the 1960s and 1970s that swept all of Ethiopia. Local residents report that 

although party identifications were largeiy absent, demonstrations which called for 

equaiity, land to the tiller, and opposition to the Arnhara nobility were held in the 

t 0 w n . ~ 2 ~  There were only a handful of Amhara in western Tigray, and most of them were 

poor and not the focus of public ire, but anger over limited educational opportunities, poor 

hospital facilities, the poor conditior, of the roads upon which the town and area's 

commercial economy depended, corrupt administration and the prevalence of crime 

expressed itself in resentment of the Amhara miers. 

Challenge of the Nobility 

The collapse of the imperial regime created the same ideoiogical conhsion and dislocation 

in the west that it did elsewhere in Tigray, but the political forms it took w, @re to some 

extent different. Common to the rest of Tigray, the peasants of the west held that 

exploitation flowed downward from an Amhara ruling class and that their local exploiters, 

-- 

5 2 2 ~ h e  nearest high school was in Adwa. 
523~nteniew: Mohammed Esumane, Nurehysne. Melite Beyene, Endaselasie, February 6, 1993. 



Tigrayan nobles, were often only agents of their Amhara masters. The overthrow of their 

Tigrayan leader, Ras Mengesha, thus seemed to herald a new era of even more harsh 

Arnhara rule through the vehicle of the Derg, or so it was widely believed in the confused 

environment created by the collapse of the Haile-Selassie regime. 

Appeals to Tigrayan national sentiments were thus de r ipear  for any political group 

appealing for support among the peasantry, and the first significant group in the field was 

the quasi-sl~ifia Teranafit. Well known and feared local shifia leaders like Nem Shett 

joined the Tigrayan nobility to create a body organized on traditional lines with squads 

made up of nobies and men from their home woredas. Teranafit combined common crime 

with an allegiance to Ras Mengesha, opposition to the "land to the tiller" promises of the 

Derg, and support for Christianity that was assumed to be threatened by the Berg and 

later the TPLF. In turn Teranafit promised risti land for all peasants, opposition to the 

atheism of the Derg and, crucially, an appea! to Tigrayan nationalism. Combined with 

assurances of food and security at a time when botn were threatened, it was initially highly 

successful and broughi thousands of poor western Tigrayan peasants into its ranks. 

Thus when the fledgling TPLF began its armed struggle with perhaps a total of one 

hundred largely untrained and poorly equipped fighters it was confronted by the forces of 

Teranafit, estimated to possess approximately ten and thousand men. Teranafit was most 

active in the Adi Dabo area of Shire which extends up to the Eritrean border, but the 

movement operated throughout western Tigray and had smaller bases of support in central 

Tigray, Tembien, and beyond to Gsndar, Not initially able to militarily cf?al!enge the 

forces of Teranafit, TPLF zfforts were directed at emphasizing the origins of Teranafit in 

the old regime and to lay before the peasants a piogram of land reform and democratic 

rights, both anathema to Teranafit. 



Trying to distinguis'h peasant support drawn to Teranafit and its successor organization, 

eke Ethiopian Democ~atic Union (EDU), from those iater drawn to the TPiFS2"s not 

easy. Indeed, one former Teranafit/EDU member said, "[p]olitical ignorance of the 

members led some to flip back and forth in their allegiance to EDU and TPLF; when one 

is strong they will go tn it."525 However, it is clear that Teranafit/EDU 

disproportionately drew support from the commercial farming areas of Humera and 

Wolkait in the far west sf  Tigray, hfeternma in the far west of neighbouring Gondar 

province, among Tigrayans working on plantations and commercial farms in the Sudan, 

and among Tigrayans who went to the Sudan as rehgees becaiise of the war-related 

disruptions to their lives. Metemma, like Humera, was an area of surplus production and 

served as centre for hired labour from a vast hinterland, including Tigray. Big farmers 

from aristocratic families in such areas resented the Derg because it oversaw the 

destruction of the imperial regime to which they were intimately linked, but even more for 

its Land Proclamation of 1975 which brought about their own destruction AS a result 

they and their largely poor workers joined TeranafitiEDU en masse 

Some among the TPLF leadership have explained the high number of fgrm workers in 

these reacxionary opposition groups as the result of their lower ievei of potitical 

consciousness and lack of integration into local communities 526 Such critics further 

cor;tend that farm labourers were only mobilized and kept active with promises of loot, 

and that this degenerate politics largely explains the violence and crime with which 

TeranafitlEDU were associated. In additicn the Teranafit leadership was not above using 

iniinGdaiion as a means of recmitment. Nonerheiess, it cannot be contested that many 

T n T  T pooi and middle Iaild-wnkg peasailis in what were soon to be she I rLr strongholds of 

524The TPLF was not in existence when Teranafit kgan operations 
52'Inter+iew: Tekle Berbne, Gcrndar May 6. 1 993. 
SZ6~ntei7iieux: Aregcsh Adane. Mekelfe, Aprif 8. 1993. 
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Shire and Sheraro, were also quick to  join these aristocratic-fed movements in their 

apposition to :he Derg. One such peasant said that he joined "a did many other peasants 

when we heard that the Derg was t ~ i i l g  to kill our leader, Ras Mengesha. "527 

Few educated youth were drawn to Teranafit because it was led by remnants of the old 

regime and sfriftas who did m t  readily accommodate inteffeetuals. The formation of the 

EDU was designed in pan to appeal to a broader ethnic and class base than Teranafit. 

Although fed by former ari~t_ctr,rafs~*~ it tried to project a more libera!, anti-monarchist 

image, stressed that its membership came from all regions of Ethiopia, and in its program 

favoured a Western democratic form of government.529 From the beginning the EDU 

cooperated with the Eritrean opposit;m~ movements, although as Ethiopian nationalists 

their ideology prevented them from supporting Eritrean separatism. 530 The EDU's 

greatest contribution to the Eritrean stmggle, however, was not through military 

cooperation, but in their field srrength in Gondar and western Tigray which seriously 

disrupted Ethiopian army traEc 10 Eritrea at a time when the TPLF and the EPRP were 

exerting pressure on the main Addis Ababa - Asaara road in the east. 

As the Derg's policies took an increasingly radical turn the EDU gained support from the 

Sudanese and the Saudis whose conservative anti-communist regimes grew concerned at 

the revolutionaq tiir their region was taking. The Sudanese supplied the EDU with 

57" --'Intemcst: Texma, Adi Wagari. Februarl; 3. 1993. Tesema was a self-described "middle" peasant and 
fomcr chi& shum from the \+Hag of MI Hagm, near Sheraro, who was appointed a Teranafit squad 
leads of 170 men. t 4fZ of svhom tkere am&. with their cmn wmpms. His rn&ilg squzd ::a:-e:s& :!as fa: 
as &e orriskifis of Axurn pillaging and drawing peasant sttpport in its wake But after only two and a half 
months as a member of Terwafit Texma ,&b that he k a m e  disgt~sted 54th !he organization and !is 
a&ities, quit i! and J~Ined the TFLF, nhere he k c a m  the Front's first militia leader in his home 
~xareda. 
f 2 9 ~ s  WCU as Mengesha Sqoum, &ere ttas General Scga Tegegn who had bcen governor of Begerndir 
and was a relative of Haiie-Setassie, and Generd Iyassu Mengesha, former ambassador to Britain. 
S2%l- and D. Ottarvay, Ethiopia: Empire In Revolurion, p 88. 
""~rfjch, The Struggle Over Erjfrea, p. 73. 



territory from which to operate a radio station and to train and house their fighters and 

political cadres; the Saudis provided them with money, and the CL4 was also a regular 

source of hnding With ainple resources and international backing the EDU should have 

been weil positioned to capitafize on the growing discontent among the urban middle and 

upper classes as the Derg, under civilian pressure, moved krther to the political left But 

in Tigray the EDU was to9 closely associated with the former nobility and the crimes of 

Teranafit Moreover, as it bid f ~ r  s u ~ p o r t  across Ethiopia it necessarily played down 

Teranfit's strengths, its Tigrayan character and opposition to a state dominated by the 

h h a r a .  

I t  was not until Ras Mengesha was able to reformulate the movement under the EDU that 

it attracted some suppor~ from the smelt middie classes of the towns in Tigsay, but it had 

little support among Tigrayan students. and with the emergence of the TPLF in the 

western region students in the tocns rapidly gravitated to the Front Western Tigray did 

not have a single high school, but the presence of the devdopment pro-ject. T;a,IDk,531 

with bases in the region's two major towns of Endaselasie and Sheraro. made them centres 

of inteliectuai ferment A number of TAIBL's professional staff such as Aregesh hdane 

(presently Secretary ~f Tigray Region). had been sent to the pra-ject at the behest of the 

'Pi0 with the objective of' mobilizing peasants in anticipation of the ernergepce of the 

TPLF. The EPRP was slso weil reprrsen:ed in TKDL, and the two groups competed for 

the support of the unafihater! staff T.NDi itself eventually collapsed when the TPLF 

iemed that the project 0% es %,+ere to be attacked by the EDU, and Front supporters 

within the organization raided its fiaances, turned them over to the TPLF and then joined 

the Front in the cou~yside.532 

531See page 115 for a brief description of the background to t h s  organization. 
'32~nteniew: Aregesh A h e ,  MekelIe, April 8, 1993. 
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The origins of the TPLF, like that of the other opposition movements that proliferated in 

the late Haile-Sefzssie period, lay in the cities, but the TPLF took form in rural western 

Tigray and in the contat of a battle for survival with TeranafitlEDU. Important to the 

political success of that battle for the TPLF, and insighthl of the political character of 

Tigray, was the person of Suhul. Suhul's father was a grazmach, a title of the lower 

nobility that he earned for opposing the Italians during the invasion of 1935,533 and Suhul 

was employed as secretary in the Ethiopian mission to Asmara during the British 

occupation of Eritrea before being elected as a reform mayor of Endaselasie. 

Constantly in battle against authority, he gained fame while mayor for his opposition to the 

poky of Ras Mengesha's Gum Arabic Corporation (another state development company 

established to reduce Tigray's dependence on agriculture) of not hiring locally. After a 

number of imprisonments and death threats Suhul "went to the forest" to ensure his safety, 

only to come out at the personal appeal of Ras Mengesha, who promptly appointed him to 

the position of head of the Gum Arabic Corporation. But Suhul remained a populist and 

Tigayan nationalist and, after leaving the Corporation thee  years later, was elected as 

one of two Tigrayans to the Ethiopian Senate of Haite-Selassie. Thus even before his 

involvement with the TPLF Suhul was widely held to be both a spokesman of the 

peasantry in their stmggles against feudal power, and a foremost opponent of h h a r a  

dcmjnance in Tigray. 

As noted earlier, Suhttl developed close relations with the students and left his Derg 

appointed position to the Council of Regi~ns to lead the TPLF at their first base camp at 

Dedebit, approximately s k y  kitometres west of Sheraro in western Tigray which he had 

" 3 ~ h e  title was given primarily as a means for Haile-Sefassie to gain support for his regime since it 
=mot have been overlooked &at Suhul's father later went on to support the Italians in opposition to the 
regime. 



selected. More inlportant than his survival skiils and knowledge of the region, Suhul gave 

the fledgling revolutionary movement legitimacy among the peasantry of western Tigray 

and to a lesser extent in the rest of Tigray. In early 1975 Suhul was active in Agame 

where the TPLF confronted the EPPS and carried out its first model land reform, and he 

also went on a number of diplomatic missions to Sudan. As one peasant woman put it, 

"Suhul was from our community, a leader and a really good man and people respected him 

and therefore people also supported the T P L F . " ~ ~ ~  Many older peasants in western 

Tigray still maintain that Suhul was the leader of the TPLF (hegowie Berhe and Sebhat 

Nega in fact alternated as Chairman of the TPLF during this period), and among some his 

life has taken on folkioric proportions, something that has not been noted regarding other 

TPLF leaders. 

However, even Suhu!'s involvement in :he TPLF was not able to overcome the Tigrayan 

peasants' belief that both TeranafitEDU and the TPLF were "sons of Tigray" and that 

they should set aside their differences and build a united opposition to face the "Amhara" 

Derg. This created something of a dilemma for the ieaclership of the TPLF who were 

irrecclncilably opposed to the EDU, but not at a11 comfortable at openly opposing the 

peasants. Nonetheless, they recognized that the EDU had a large peasant following to 

which they wanted to gain access and as both organizations were opposed to the Derg, 

negotiatiom with the EDU were undertaken to achieve what the TPLF called a "tactical 

altiance" How sincere the Front was in this quest, and how much of the negotiations 

were mere posturing for the benefit of the mediating peasant elders, remains unclear. At 

any rate the Teranafit killing of Suhul in June 1 9 7 ~ ~ ~ ~  ended any possibility of an alliance 

at that time. 

534~nten4w: M&n, Sheraro, January 29, 1993. 
535Suhul was killed in the western Tigrayan town of Adi Nebried while trying to prevent Teranafit from 
hijacking a public bus. His killer was Sazabed Douri, a former leader of the TLF who joined the EDU 
&er the defeat of that fledgling group in eastern Tigray by the TPLF, at? account of which will be given in 



Politic21 parties 2re offen defined in contrzst with their opponer?ts, but in the chaotic 

conditions that descended upon all Ethiopia in the wake of the overthrow of the imperial 

regime policy differences were not widely recognized, particuiarly when both opposition 

groups in Tigray were anti-Derg and nationalist. This proved to be the case even though 

TeranafitEDU had its origins and drew its leadership from among the nobility and shifta, 

social stratum less known for their sensitivitjl in dealing with the peasantry than for 

robbing them in various guises. In time, however, Teranafit a d  EDU armies became 

renowned for their lack of discipline, dru~kenness, raging and pillaging, to the point where 

many peasants today insist that they were not a politicai organization at all, but simply a 

gang of m a r a u d e r ~ ~ 3 ~  One former member Teranafit also said as much, stating: 

"Teranafit didn't have any politics until Ras Mengesha. If 
you are a shifia, or you kill or do something bad that 
newssitates going to the forest, you go and join Teranafit. 
There were no inteilectuals in Teranafit: they didn't know 
its aims and distrusted it until EDU formed under 
~ e n ~ e s h a .  "53 

Surprisingly far theoretically oriented students, the TPLF seemed to appreciate the 

limitations of trying to gain the support of the peasants by strictly relying on either appeals 

to party programs or class interest. Instead the Front attempted to gained the confidence 

and ultimately the support of the peasants by displays of self-sacrifice, commitment to the 

chapter seven. Sazabed was later captured by the TPLF in Gondar and handed over to the peasants 
peoples' council in Adi Nebried where he was ordered to be executed. Suhul's death led to TPLF forces 
fmm across T i g q  returning to &eir base aieas in &t west to confront the crisis. As wd! as SLihul, the 
Eritrean Mussie was also killed in another incident by Teranafit. 
5360ne p e r t  who had hem jaikd, tortlired, md fined 50 Birr ($US 25. at then oficid rates ef 
exchange) by Teranafit for being a suspected TPLF supporter said, "What I know is of their worst conduct 
- taking the property of the poor, taking their cattle and selling them, taking women's ornaments and gold, 
abducting women." (N.B. Reference to women being "abducted" or "kidnapped" invariably mean they 
were raped.) He did not understand how Teranafit could have any political policies since, "We didn't see 
my [among them] who knew how to read or write." Interview: Haile, Adi Hagari, February 3, 1993. 
5371nte~ew: TeMe Berhane, Gondar, May 6, 1993. 



peasants' interest, and highly disciplined behavior. Where robbery and rape were for 

Teranaft considered virttra! rights of membership, such activities resulted in summary 

executions for TPLF members. Even consensbiaf sex for TPLF fighters could result in the 

death penalty because, as one of their cadres explained, the Front wanted peasant farmers 

to know that their wives and daughters were as safe with the fighters as they were with 

their parish priests.538 Moreover, the TPLF leadership inspired its fighters by going into 

battle with them, and dying in large numbers with them, and this also impressed the 

peasants. 

In February 1975, when the TPLF went to Dedebit, the area was uninhabited because of 

the presence of shifia. Indeed, the TPLF itse!f couid have been mistaken for a shifta group 

thus serving to discourage peasants from settling in the area.539 The Front, however, 

&SO fought with the local shifta, made it safe for peasants to take up residence in the area 

and after the peasants returned established a rough but fair system of justice through 

popularly elected tribunals that were neither dominated by powerfd land owners nor 

subject to bribes, but had the confidence of the peasants. 

Peasants also speak of such everyday occurrences as TPLF cadres arranging a doctor's 

visit for a sick man or helping a husbandiess woman with her plowing. Such activities 

have led some TPLF members to refer to ttis as their "sociai work" stage of political 

mobilization. Through experience the TPLF cadres learned that the most effective wzy to 

win peasant support and politically differentiate themselves to their advantage in the eyes 

of the peasantry was to combine the traditional arts of politics with selfless acts that 

5381nterview: Aregey, January 3 1, 1993. 
S 3 9 ~  1978 Tesfai, a peasant and selfdescribed religious man, said that he was the first person to move to 
what is now the "village" of Dedebit, some eight dwellings spread out over two hillsides. It was safe for 
Tesfai to move there, he said, because the TPLF had eliminated the traditional scourge of shiftas. 
f n t e ~ e w :  Tesfai, Dedebit, February 1, 1993. 



materially improved the living condition of the peasants. The TPLF also gained in the 

contrast between their poverty and dependence on "country guns" and begging, and the 

EDfJ's apparent wealth and display of sophisticated weaponry. With its origins in the 

nobility and its reverence for heritage the EDU tried to demean the TPLF before the 

peasants by calling its leaders "wade butana" (sons of whores), but instead the TPLF 

proudly wore ;he label as indicative of their closeness to the people.540 

The fighters of Mengesha initially had superior marksmanship skills to those of the TPLF; 

they were better equipped, and they vastly outnumbered the TPLF. But in spite of these 

advantages and the basis of support that Mengesha had among many Tigrayans, these 

forces also had major liabilities. They fought under local ancestral leaders and their 

loyalties were to the leader and not the cause and they were poorly motivated and ill- 

disciplined. Nonetheless, until the TPLF was able to develop its military and political 

skills sufficiently, it was more often the loser than the victor in its many contests with the 

EDU. And while most of the contests coufd better be described as skirmishes rather than 

as battles, given the smaf! number of fighters involved and lives lost, the numbers 

nonetheless constituted a significant proportion of the TPLF mernbership.541 

The TPLF was badly dekated in its first three military encounters with the EDU. One 

former Teranafit member said that the students of the TPLF initially knew little about 

fighting and were easily defeated, but they learned fast. TPLF veterans of this period 

report how after each battle they anafyzed their failings and tried to supplement their 

growing practical experience with readings and videos on military strategy and tactics542 

S%ten&~: Zemichael, Mekelle. Jmuaq 17, 1993. 
"'See p. f 69 for estimates of TPLF losses during the struggle with the EDU. 
'"Interview: Yemane Kidane, Addis Ababa, December 1, 1992. These videos were probably acquired in 
the thriving illicit trade across the Red Sea and passed on to the TPLF by wealthy supporters. 



In defeat the TFEF fighters retreated to safe havens to recuperate, receive inspirational 

speeches and prepare for their next encounters. 543 

There were many engagements with TeranafrtEDU in the period from 1976 to 1978 over 

a wide territory ranging from Badima on the Eritrean border south to   met em ma in Gondar 

on the Sudanese border, although most of the clashes were probably centred in the Shire- 

Sherzro area. As their military skills increased the TPLF would typically send out squads 

ef -,-+-. A r y  to one hundred fighters who trwsfed at night and slept during the day while in 

search of the EDU. Upon finding an EDU encampment, a reconnaissance team was sent 

out to observe them and decide where to attack. Ambushes were usually at night with the 

TPLF attempting to surround the enemy, enter into their midst and, in traditional 

Ethiopian fashion, concentrate on attacking the core of the enemy camp where the leaders 

were most likely located. 

The constant movement across Tigray exposed the Front to large numbers of peasants 

with whom they met and tried to win over. Afthough most peasants remained scepticaI 

and unwilling to commit themselves to armed struggle, they slowly moved from positions 

of neutrality to passive support for the TPLF: first, not giving away their presence to the 

EDU, and then alerting the Front to the presence of the EDU and supplying Front fighters 

with food. In isolated cases the TPLF was able to distribute the EDU leaders' land among 

the peasants, thus providing them with direct benefits, and at the same time making clear 

the class differences in the approaches of the two movements. 

No one battie can be identified as conclusive in the TPLF-EDU contest, but the last major 

engagement took place on November 4, 1979, and is known as "War No. 4" as it took 

5431nterview: Aregey, Sheraro. January 3 1, 19%. 
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place on the fourth day of the fourth month of the Ethiopian calendar and lasted four 

days.544 Although the EDU was never completely destroyed, by the end of 1979 it had 

been reduced to a rump largely operating in small pockets outside Tigray in Gondar and in 

Sudan, where it remained until the total collapse of the Derg in 199 1. 

In spite of its efforts to develop modern organizational techniques and a political vision 

appropriate to the post-imperial period, the EDU was, and remains, a creatnre of the 

imperial past that has simply proved incapable of responding to the changed conditions of 

the Tigrayan peasantry. The TPLF's organizational structure, political program, and 

means of mobilizing the peasantry were clearly more in tune with the changed 

circumstances of post-imperial Ethiopia. But having become the sole opposition to the 

Derg in the west, it was now chailenged in the east by the EPRP.5" In the west the TPLF 

could begin its war with the Derg. 

War with the Derg 

The Derg's presence in western Tigray was negligible until 1977 and it was not until the 

marginalization of the EDU the following year that its struggle with the TPLF began in 

earnest. Aithough land shortages were not as severe in the west as elsewhere in Tigray, 

because of the pclitical forces in the area and the chaotic conditions, the Derg's Land 

Proclamation of 1975 received a mixed reception. TeranafitfEDU held that the 

government's reforms were based on nationalization of the peasants' land, while their own 

program promised risti land for all. Nonetheless, in the absence of compulsion, the 

payment ofgulti taxes was stopped as soon as peasants heard of the Proclamation. Actual 

land distributions were much slower to take place because of the government's lack of 

- -  

S~fintenlew: Negusie Lilly, Endaselasie. February 6, 1993. 
545The TPLF-EPRP struggle will \w examined in chapter nine. 



resources and the insecurity afflicting the area, and as a result it is difficult to comment on 

the extent to which the land refom took place. Certainly land distributions were carried 

out near towns garrisoned by the army, but farther from these towns they were less likely 

to be carried out or, if they were, they were likely reversed by the TPLF. Consequently 

the Derg did not always reap the political benefits of the land reforms even when they 

improved the conditions of peasants. 

In the far western region of Humera the Derg's land reform provoked insurrection among 

the large farmers and it also angered peasants hurt by the Proclamation's provisions which 

made it illegal to hire farm labourers. These provisions were deeply resented by peasants 

throughout Tigray tvho regularly depended on such wage labour for their survival, 

particularly during years of drought. Meles Zenawi has argued that the prohibition against 

hired labour affected an estimated 200,000 Tigrayans and was a major stimulus to the 

peasant discontent in the province.546 In a futile attempt to bring down the regime, the 

large Teranafit and EDU supporting Humera based land-owners killed their cattle, 

destroyed buildings, burned down the Bank of Humera and either took their farm 

equipment and harvested grains to the Sudan or destroyed it.547 This destruction not 

only hurt the economy of the locat area, but led to the financial ruin ~f Endaselasie-based 

merchants who depended on the Humera t r z ~ d e . 5 ~ ~  

In addition the Derg alienated large sections of the small but significant urban population 

of western Tigray by its controls on trade and movement. Repeated Teranafit attacks on 

traders and z June 1975 EDU attack on Endaselasie 'ted the Derg to begin organizing 

convoys to Asmara and a smailer number to Mekelle, while trade with Gondar virtually 

546~aul H e m  interview with Meles Zenawi, Washington, February 199 1 .  
547fnte~ear: Mohammed Esumane, Nur2hsr;ne and Melire Beyene, Endaseiasie, February 6, 1993. 
54pEbid., TRis trade did not resume for fifteen years. 



ended. Convoys left Endaselasie at different times, ranging from once a fortnight to once 

every two months in an unsuccessfiA attempt to avoid detection by the rebel movements. 

With the demise c ' the EDU, the TPLF and EPLF were principally responsible for 

attacking the convoys, most of which were carrying supplies and rations for the army. 

The TPLF had its own underground cells in Endaselasie that informed them of such things 

as the type of convoy and the number of Derg soldiers and amount of armour carried, and 

with this knowledge the TPLF decided whether to attack the convoy, when, and where. 

Those private vehicles of traders that were not confiscated ("nationalized") by the Derg 

could only be used by the merchants upon payment of 1,000-2,000 birr ($US 500 - 

$1,000) to transport goods to Asmara and a hrther payment or bribe of twenty birr ($US 

10.) per quintal shipped, to senior military officers. By the late 1970s the only way for 

private citizens to move between towns with Derg permission was to fly, or more 

ccmmonly go on foot. Travet between the towns and the countryside was fraught with 

danger as the traveler could be suspected of being a TPLF agent and imprisoned or shot. 

The town based intellectuals of western Tigray, as elsewhere in the province and in the 

country, had been strong advocates of overthrowing the old regime and warmly welcomed 

the new regime in their anticipation of civilian rule and democracy. However, the Derg's 

failure to meet their expectations turned the intellectuals into their strongest opponents 

and as a result the intellectuals became major targets during the Dei-g's Red Terror 

campaign. Youth who spoke Tigrigna were accused of being TPLF supporters and 

arrested or shot, their bodies being left in the streets as a warning to other citizens. This 

precipitated the movement of youth and students from the towns of the west to the 

countryside to join the TPLF. With the assistance of the TPLF others too began escaping 

from the towns to find security in the rural areas. Peasants coming from areas of TPLF 

strength ran the risk of imprisonment for being suspected Front supporters and they 



responded by largely avoiding the towns. The TPLF's repeated attacks on towns "to show 

its power" hrther increased tension. 

Endaselasie became the Derg's largest military encampment in Tigray and as it grew to 

meet the rising threat posed by the TPLF, the morale and discipline of its soldiers declined. 

Tensions between the sotdiers and the civilian population swelled and "women (who) have 

always been the most vulnerable to the violence of war and occupation" were increasingly 

the victims of assault and ~ a ~ e . 5 ~ ~  Many young women who had no means of suppon 

were forced into prostitution. 

Apart from a handhi of peasants, in the early years the TPLF was composed almost 

exclusively of intellectuais, as the Front did not actively recruit peasant fighters. The 

Front did not have the necessary resources or weapons; it was highly mobile and, 

crucially, there were prcbably few peasants prepared to make the necessary commitment 

But after the initial period of estabtishing itself, the TPLF did encourage the formation of 

village militias. The main hnction of the militias was to arrange ;he escape of women, 

children, and movable property in the event of a Derg attack They also helped collect 

financial and material contributions for the TPLF and, during major battles such as those 

in 1988 and 1989, they also provided the Front with rations Usualiy these militia 

members did not initiate contact with the army; more often their role was to assist the 

small core of TPLF fighters. 

Typically peasant militia members took three months' training in the countryside near 

Dedebit. %fast of the training was of a military nature, but for one or two hours every day 

trainees were taught the meaning of "class struggle", why Tigrayans had to struggle, the 



meaning of "rights", how to form a people's government, the means to support the Front 

against the Dei-g a d  the feudal laad owners and, lastly, how Tigray could become !I& 

through the deveIopment of its resources. One peasant reported that "studying was oral 

as I didn't know how to read."550 

Militias were established in rural areas that were brought under TPLF control, but the 

Front also drew considerable support and militia members from the villages on the road 

between the Oerg stronghold of Endaselask an3 western Tigray's second town of Sherarz. 

Durifig the entire course of the war the Derg was never able to exert more than temporary 

control over these villages in spite of their relative accessibility. The army's impending 

arrival in a village would bring about a rapid move to the countryside for all but the old 

and sick, and the army's departure would signal their return. The Derg never had 

sufficient troops to support garrisons in ali the viiiages, so instead advance troops were 

sent out to insure the security of passing convoys which were then removed when the 

convoy had passed. The movement of convoys along this road which continued to Eritrea 

and Asmara was critical to keeping the Derg's supply lines open, but holding Sheraro in an 

area almost completely hostile to the Derg proved too difficult and the much damaged 

town was eventually abandoned 

Although TPLF strength ctearly lay in the countryside, the first, baito was established in the 

town of Sheraro in 1 9 8 0 . ~ ~ ~  Sheraro, together with Edega Arbi in the southwestern 

Region 2 woreda of Adi Ahferom, and Zana, were selected as pilot projects because of 

&L-: rrtwr ~ f ~ d i ~ i ~ ~ i i o i j i i f  -- capaciiy, zombativeiiess~ political awareness of the people, and the 

closeness of the people to the TPLF. P-qme over the age of sixteen and a member of a 

TPLF mass association could stand for election to the baito which assumed responsibility 

SfoInten.iew. Aregey, Sherim, fanuaq 3 l ,  1993. 
' 5  '~eopfe's  Voice, Septemberi;3ezcmkr 1989, p. 1 1. 



through three standing committees for administration (justice. security, and self-defense), 

economics (agricufture. cottage industry, road buildii~g and technical deveicgrilent). and 

social afFzirs (health, education, relief and rehabiIitation) Shortly after the Sheraro baito 

was organized the Derg captured the town and untif they were forced to evacuatt it, many 

citizens a d  the baito administration took up residence in the surrounding countryside and 

continued working at' expmding their operation $9 d u d e  the entire woreda 

The Adi Nebried Land Reform 

Land reform was not the burning issue for the majority of peasants in western Tigray that 

it was in much of the rest of the province for reasons explained above, but that is not to 

say it was not reievanr. Equity was an issue of importance to the peasants and 2 fair land 

distribution spoke to that need, as well as being a critical element both in the restmcturing 

of the mrai political economy 2nd the in establishment of popular mass organizations. 

AIrnost the only detailed description of a TPLF land reform completed an13++ere in Tigray 

is that carried out in Adi Nebried over a five months' period beginning in mid-October 

1380. Although the report can be criiicized for its obvious sympathies (it was written by a 

TPLF cadre, Tekeste Agazi, who led the land distribution, and his description is published 

by a TPLF support group, the "Friends of Tigray In the bX"j it is a unique and detailed 

report that rquires ex&mination. 

While Tekeste wrote that the Adi Nebried land reform had begun in mid-October, L;? own 

description points to earlier beginnings: the decision to carry out the land reform was 

made at a "regional meeting of Agit-Prop cadres of the TPLF" and conveyed to the 3 1 

men and women already "recruited and trained from among the peasants" of the nine 



AFier discussions in the peaszEt committee on ~ 2 9 ~ s  of combating the expected saborage 

of the feudal land-owners and of mobilizing the penp!e for the reform, the committee set 

about srudying the arnouni and type of arable land in each tabia; how rnuch of it was 

owned by the feudais, churches and monasteries, rich peasants. n~iddie and poor peasants 

and the attitude of thest ~a r ious  land hidderr ro the reform. Whiie this precess was going 

fonvard, "intensive agitational x\~cxki' !n the form of general meetings and drainas was 

carried out in each tabia t~ explain .;he "unjust nature of ihe previous land ownership 

system and why and how it must be changed" Further meetings \%ere held that brought 

middle and poor peasanis and v o d i  actively into the process cf inobitizing their 

communities and combatisg attempts hv large land owners to sabotage :he reforms. 

The next step was the election of detegates to draft the rules h r  the agrarran relbrm and to 

carry cut the compfem :ask of redrawing the boundaries, both lvith the surrounding 

wsredas and 1xitt.l the ~ndividuai tabias of Adi Nebried. Kine peasants were eiested for this 

task, of whom four were poor peasants, three were middle peasants and two were rich 

peasants. After the borrndaq r-revisions were completed the committee had a "hot and 

i n t ~ f i c i v ~  disc:lssisr?" 'of t,he TPLF-ni-~nared &afi ~ ~ 1 ~ s  for carr\:ing nut the actual ]and ra-r 

When agreement kvas reached, both the committee of nine and the TPLP agit- 

542~ekeste Agazi, Agrarian Reform in Tigray: A Case ofthe Land Xe,brtrr in the Disrricr ofAdi-Nebrisd 
(Published by the Fi-ieds of Tigray in the U#. 1983 j, pp.9- f 0. 
5 5 3 ~ i d . l  p. 25. 
'%id., p. 14. 



prop cadres went to each tabia, explaining and discussing in some detail the rules which 

were eventually endorsed with kv: significant az~endments. 

Having reached agreement cn the need for land reform and the rules by which it would be 

carried out, a further committee of eighty-one peasants, forty middle peasants, thirty poor 

peasants and eteven rich peasanis, were elected to actually execure the reforms This 

committee met for two and one-half days of intensive study of the mies before approving 

a code of conduct Afier a tvoreda-wide mass demonstration was held to coincide with 

the completion of the iand redistribution committee's first meeting, the committee 

members wn t ,  to the nine tabias and started redistributing the land. 

In the first instance land was divided according to its location to ensure that everyone was 

given a certain proportion of land near their home while other land hrther afield was 

shared by lots Land was also dkrided according to its fertility with, ideally, each peasant 

getting some of each land cf each quality and, where this was not possible, iand of another 

quality wculd be given in the prcpodions agreed In addition, land distribution was based 

on the number of family members and unmarried, divorced or widowed men and women 

received commensurate shares Hence the land reform was heid to be "an important 

milestone in the liberation of the women" of the woreda. b d e r  the old regime women 

lost their rights to tan6 when they divorced, but with the land reform this ended. Further, 

the beating of women by their husbands which had been an "everyday phenomenon in pre- 

revohtienary Adi Nebried" and had frequently precipitated divorces, was reported to have 

almost complete!y disappeared because men now feared the loss of half the family land if 

their marriage ended. 5 S 5  



Land previocsly field by churches and monasteries was nationalized and priests. monks, 

and nuns were given ianci shares equal to that of the peasant population at large: 

Distribution of church and monasteries' lands were held bv the TPEF to be critical to 

destroying the economic basis of a class that had been a crucial component of Ethiopian 

feudalism At the same time the reforms served to divide the clergy along economic lines 

and identify the interests of the poor priests with those of the poor peasants and thus make 

clear that the reforms were not part of an organized attack on the Christian faith 556 

At the end of the distribution it was reckoned that of the 4,352 househoids in the woreda, 

1,150 families who had little or no land before the reform and a further group of 1,055 

families which had previously held insu%cient amounts of !and received significant 

additions of land; 1,507 households did not get significant additions, and 640 households 

had their land significantly reduced 557 

This was the formal process and its results, but Tekeste also provided a picture of the 

struggles which went on during the land distribution Bscairse the land reforms were 

carried out after the large land owners had been militarily and politically defeated as a 

class, armed opposition was not an option, but that did not step "intensive Feudal intrigue 

and sabotageW.55g it began with attempts to set woreda against woreda and tabia against 

tabia during the boundary revisions, but these attempts by the former nobles and their 

agents were exposed and discussed, and their perpetrators disciplined Some of them 

appealed directly to the Derg to disrupt the agrarian reforms and then spread rumours that 

those actively participating in the reforms would have their property burned and endanger 

their lives when the Derg came. Again the key conspirators were exposed in mass 



meetings and "severely punishedit,~S9 the opportunity being used to explain the links 

between the srmggle f i r  agrarian reform and that against the Derg. 

Tekeste reported numerous instances of anti-reform forces bribing, blackmailing, or 

defaming members of the land redistribution committee, and each case had to be discussed 

at meetings of the committee and then resolved before public forums. In five cases 

committee members were found to be in breach of their code of conduct and they were 

required to resign, and others were elected to replace them. 

hti-reform elements, particu!arly those from the upper clergy, tried to use the peasants' 

religious faith as a means to undermine the land reform, arguing that God had ordained 

inequality and that it was evil to try to change the will of God and forcibly impose 

equality. Priests of poor and middle peasant background were organized and used 

effectively to counter these notions. 

Feudal elements tried to enlist the s~ppoi t  of rich peasants by arguing that the TPLF's 

plans included the confiscation of all their land, cattle and farm implements, and this 

manoeuvre apparently was successfiil to the extent of bringing "a significant number of 

rich peasznts to their sideN.560 A meeting of rich peasants was immediately held and they 

were assured that, "since the rich peasants were rich primarily because they had more farm 

animals and implements and not because they had more Iand, the redistribution of land 

would not harm most of them significantly. We also told them that the reform movement 

had no intention 9f sharing out farm animals and implements and that was clear from the 

rules of the reform."561 it took several such meetings, together with a number of one on 



one talks with :he mwe intluentiaf among them. to neutralize dissent 5 e m  this quarter. In 

an attempt to foil sabotage by the anti-reform forces, poor and middle peasant were 

organized separately and repeatedly had explained to them the nature of the opposition to 

the reforms. 

The feudal landowners were a l s ~  approached directly during the course of the agrarian 

reform. The aim of the TPLF ivas to "divide them and prevent the formation of a solid 

feucia! conspiracy against the reform movement" and to "intimidate them" with threats of 

severe punishment should they not accept their fate which had been "sealed by 

history".562 Those who cooperated were assured that they would be treated 

benevolently. Tekesie acknowledged that this feudal-inspired opposition to the reforms 

was not broken; however, many were intimidated into passivity and their solidarity was 

impaired. 

On March 23, 198 1,  a mass demonstration of some 13,000 of the woreda's total 

population of 17,000 was held to commemorate the achievement or" land rebrm. And the 

process was finalized two days later when Tekeste held a final meeting of the peasant 

cadres who had played a decisive rote in the reforms, to assess the nlovernent, compare 

this experience with that of others in Tigray, and record their achievements. 

There will be occasions to refer to other, but less well documented, examples of land 

reform in Tigray and to compare TPLF reforms to those of the Derg and the EPW. The 

L a  Mi Mphripd z .wv..w.. land refmm pmvides a usefiil basis for c~mparison, but some points should 

be borne in mind. Land reform in western Tigray was generally not the critical concern to 

peasants that it was in other parts of the province, and this may explain its delayed 

L621bid., pp. 24-5. 



implementation in an area where the TPLF had been strong from the early bays of the 

struggle. Adi Nebried had a negligible ncmber of Mosiems, and many of them under the 

imperial regime were deemed to have "no country", and hence were denied access to land. 

Thus, a critical element of the land reforms in some parts of Tigray was for Moslems and 

other communities which suffered discrimination, such as biacksmiths, weavers and 

potters, to acquire land. In addition, Church and monastery lands were far smaller in the 

west than elsewhere in Tigray. 

It is noteworthy also that nowhere in the description of the Adi Nebried land reform was 

any reference made to gulti land, and the assumption must be that the Derg's land 

proclamation had had the effect of already wiping out this category of land holding. It is 

not clear in fact whether the Derg had attempted, or carried out, its own land reform in the 

area. Certainly, as the document does make clear, prior to the TPLF's land reform the 

feudals had already lost their political power, and the decline of their economic power was 

weif advanced. 

The land refcrm in Adi Nebried appears to have been carried out in a more systematic 

manner than was usually the case. Ofcen the land reform process continued for years in 

response to the needs of the peasants, changing local military and political conditions, to 

problems stemming from the first reforms that came to light later, or to the need to make 

adjustments based on population changes. For example, the land reform in the 

neighbouring woreda of Adi Hagmi was started in 1979, but not finalized far a number of 

years. Although by 1981 the TPLF had considerable experience in carrying out land 

reforms, there were always differences in what was done between woredas, based on 

when and where they were carried out, and a host of minor factors ranging from the 

physical to the political. 



In spite of these qualifications some preliminary generalizations based on the Adi Nebried 

expe+xce can sti!! be nnade. The dynamic of the TPLF-peasant relationshin Y was critical 

to the success of the entire !and reform process. The demand for the land reform came 

from the peasants, who also carried it out, bur it was the TPLF which decided when the 

land reform was to take place, provided the general guidelines, and directed the over-all 

process. Unlike most peasants, the TPLF cadres did not see land reform as an end in 

itself, For the TPLF, land reform was critical in breaking down feudal structures, which 

was believed to be necessay to establish a vibrant rural economy. However, and more 

importantly, it was the key component in a brosdtr effort to mobilize the peasantry and 

bring them over to the banner of the TPLF. I t  is significant that although class figured in 

the TPLF's mobilization, the Front did not encourage class struggle or explicitly identie 

the case of the CCP during the Chinese with the interests of the poor peasants as was 

revolution. 503 

However, it is all too easy ro focus on the role of the revolutionary party and under-rate 

that of the peasantry. The A d  Nebried reforms point to the importance of not only 

bringing the peasantry and their representatives actively into the process at each step, but 

also of ensuring that peasant sensitivities and values were not affronted. Christianity was 

not challenged and the church was not interfered with, although those elements within the 

church who used their land holdings to oppress the majority of the peasantry were 

distributed. Capital largely in the form of cattle was not redistributed apparently for two 

reasons. First, allowing the rich to keep their capital reduced the prospect that they would 

ac+;z Llde!, X, ,,,o,, --- ma tt. L I I ~  reform. Second, as my own interviews with peasants across Tigrajr 

stlggest, while peasants felt strongly about, the inequity of !and ho!dings, they accented Y-- 

inequities in the holding of capital to be part of the natural order of things. 

5 6 3 ~ e e  A. H a m ,  "Peasants and Revolution: Russia, China, India," Socialist Register. (Net+ York: 
Monthly Review Press, 1965). 



Zana 

The woreda of Zana is located well to the south of the main Endaselasie - h u r n  highway 

in the east of Region I and doubtlessly its isolated location facilitated it becoming an early 

TPLF stronghold. With 47,000 people spread across three different elevation levels, 

average family size farms of 1.5 hectares, fertile soils and, by Tigrayan standards, plentifbl 

water supplies that could be used for the production of off-season garden crops, Zana had 

a relatively high standard of living, and real potential for economic growth.564 Perhaps 

ten percent of the woreda's population could be considered "rich" which meant that 

through irrigation of their lands they produced two crops and owned at least five cows, 

small stock andlor honey bees. 

Nonetheless, until the land reform there was a minority group within the woreda without 

land as well as small landholders who regularly had to sell their labour in Humera to 

supplement their meagre incomes. Moreover, probably half of the farmers did not have 

cattle (among single women or Moslems the figure would rise to more than ninety 

percent) and had to rent them, paying one-third of production for the oxen, and one-half if 

the owner was hired to do the plowing. Zana's fourteen tabias are evenly split between 

highlands and lowlands, and, since lowland farmers were more likely to have oxen, they 

often rented them to their typically poorer highland c~unter~arts.565 Most production, 

because of its small scale and the difficulties posed by transport, was (and is), marketed 

!ocally. These difficulties were exacerbated by the war when local peasants were harassed 

by the Derg because they were coming from TPLF controlled areas and could be spies. 

564fnle~iew: Mulat Berhane and Gedeye Gebre Hiwat. Debre Krebae, February 23, 1993. 
56*~nterview: Bailay Gebru Selassic. Negash Bogalay, Zernichael Taqala, Debre Kaebre, February 24, 
1993. 



There are only about 600 lvicslems in the woreda, most ofwhom live in Debre Krabae, the 

woreda centre, where in spits of the f ~ c i  that the administrative cefitre had less :has 1600 

people, It4oslems and Christians lived in segregated neighbourhoods Until the overthrow 

of the Haile-Selassie regime Moslems frequently could not own land (although those who 

had good relations with the district governor did on occasion own land in Zana), or 

participate in the administration or festivals, and while they tvere allowed access io the 

limited number of public e'iementary schools in the worecia, typically they did not avail 

''' Most Mostenis were (and remain) ~ i ~ p l o j d  as themsefves of the opportunity.- - - 

weavers and traders, and while a!] of them have been granted iand, because of their earlier 

restriction to non-farming occupations, even today virtually none have oxen or plowing 

tools. Nonetheless, their standard of living now is higher and they are more accepted 

socially. 

There were three monasteries and forty-two churches in Zana woreda. but none possessed 

gulti land and generaily "people in the churches and monks lived the same as 

peasants."567 The last governor of the woreda during the imperial era, Dejazmach Haile- 

Selassie, owned a total of twenty-eight hectares of land, Fitwara Kasala twenty-five 

hectares and Ras Mengesha thirty hectares, and local people acknowledge that feudal iand 

holdings were not large in Zana. Instead, as was the pattern everywhere in western 

7.  ~igray,  people more common!y complained of corrupt and inefficient government, being 

forced to speak Amharigna in the courts, and of shifia whose ties to local administrators 

ensured their safety. 

566~nterview: Sheik Awal Mohammed Yaksin, Abdul Mohammed Nuir and Neja Bito, Debre Krebae, 
February 24, 1993. 
567~nterview: Margate Arefjm Wofdemelate, Halaka Amaharnardos and Halaka Gebrernedit Eysau, 
Debre Krebre, February 24, 19'1.3. 



-With no high S C ~ O O ~ S  in the woreda, anti-regime propaganda was introduced by iocai 

students who went elsewhere for their education and returned to propagate ideas of 

democratic rights and of land to the tiller Later Zemacha students spent three months in 

the woreda and lectured the peasants about socialism, land reform and democracy. A 

fi~rther source of political information on the land to the tiller campaign came from local 

peasants who resided r'ttr 2ong periods in Addis Ababa while petitioning the courts over 

land concerns jh8 

Again distance from government centres and the proximity of lowlands, notably the 

Tekezze a v e r  valley, made southern Zana an attractive area for shifta. When the TPLF 

itself entered this area they gained popular suppon by chasing the shifta away,569 and 

Herrni in an isolated area on the ShireEana border and long a popular abode of shifia 

became an important Front base and Prisoner of War (POW) camp.S70 

In 1975 a small Derg administration was established in Debre Krabae, but the officials 

were not able to carry out a land reform because in the following year the TPLF entered 

the woreda, killed the Tigrayan governor when he refused to surrender, and took the 

remaining officials to the west for political education. During their brief stay in Zana the 

small contingent of Front cadres started introducing themselves to individual peasants, 

explaining their program, and distrihting pamphlets. The EPW never operated in the 

woreda, instead staying south of the Tekezze River in Gondar, but in 1976 a Teranafit 

contingent passed through the woreda. 

568fbid. 
5691nterview: Awal Mohammed Yaksin. Abdul Mohammed Nuir and Neja Bito, Debre Krabae, February 
23, 1993. 
570After Tigray's liberation small numbers of shifta were again reported to be in the area, Interview: 
Goitem Gebre, Haile Gebremeska and Desta Gebrernedi, Debre Krebae, Februaq 23, 1993. 



. . 
-quaL returned, and a peasant assxiatlor; was forrrwcl In the sarne year, 1976. a TPLF : - v . - ~  

which began selecting militiz members v;ho !\.ere sent to a base near Sheraro for a rwrirh 's  

irair1ing5~1 biosl iocai peasants &,ere krniiiar with viZeaponi because they !i;ed in 

isolated areas and had to contend t d h  shiftas, but t h e y  facked skills iii ~varfare. Part of 

the rni!itia training they were given was of a poIirical nature arid incitrded an exanination 

;-- Tn' T- of the a i m  of the stmggie. Tigrayan i i i s i o ~ ,  difkrences between L~~~ i ~ i r  and Teranafit 

-*ho, the TPLF contended ir! their tectures to the peasants, fought for the interests of the 

kudal lords and their gulti privileges. Moreover. the TPLF; instn!c:ors toid the peasants 

that the EPRP were the same a Teranafit. and both tvere enemies of the Tigrayan people. 

Teranafit, reformdated as the EDU, returned to Zana in force in i 977 under the slogan 

"lunch at Etidaselasie and dinner at %fekelle", but it  was the FPLF they challenged and not 

the Derg, which was a negligib!e force in the woreda The EDU leaders told the people 

that Mengesha was their leader and that ;hey tt.ould give risti land to the peasants They 

also told the peasants that rke TPLF could not govern then and !hat it was an anti- - 

religious movement But according to local sources, a criminal dement followed the EDU 

and took the property, cattle, and guns of the people, as well 2s killing txvo women "to 

show their power" 572 Some iocai people acknowledged a measure of sympathy for Ras 

Mengesha because he was Tigrayan, hi even at this early stage it was nor clear that they 

wanted to retain him as their ruler Certainly the TPLF's commitment io genuine land 

reform offered more to poor farmers than the EDU's promise of risii rights What ensued 

was a series of local military contests that were part of the larger TPLF-EDU struggie for 

supremacy7 and in which the TPLF were the dtimate victors 

5711nterview: Temene Woldu and Nagash Gebre Mariarn. Debre Krebae, February 23. 1993. 
572~nter\;iew: Margate Arafjine Woldemelate. Halaka Arnahamardos. Halaka Gebremcdit Eyasu, Debre 
Krebae, February 24, 1993. 



En '1977 the Wonsm's Committee of the TPLF was formed and in 1979 the first -Wcmenis 

Associations were established in Sheraro and m a ,  which reflftcted both the levd of 

cctnstiousness in these areas and the fact  hat these areas were among the first to be 

liberated. and hence suitable iscation in which to pursue such political ~ i o r k . ~ ~ ~  The 

- r PEE initially estzblished separate young and o!d women's associations because of thein- 

difkreni experiences and "level of consciousness": but ;he organizations were later 

dissotved in favoar of a mired organization of all women between the age of eighteen and 
7 -  A 

fifty, after which women v+we deemed '"aged, house-bound, not active."w4 

While the separation of women from men during mobilization drives would seem to 

suggest that their problems %%ere unique, this *~kas. not the general philosophy subcribed to 

by the TPLF Zana's ix;'omer,'s .rissociation "Chairman" Keg1 Rite held that, "Women have 

rhe same problems as men Probierns of the society are nomen's problems also "575 

These views may reflect the TPLF's class perspective, but more iikeiy they represented the 

Front's concern to mobilize the various components of rural society without opening up 

divisions, which was a perennial concern 

Because the TPLF's various reforms "had to be protected from those who wanted to 

destroy themi' a much larger force of some 400 was selected from the woreda in 1977 - 

i 978 to take militia training. It speaks to the growing strength and resources of the TPLF 

that while most of Zana's first militia contingent were issued single-shot weapons and had 

to be taken to Sheraro undergo training, by I978 all of the second contingent of miiitia 

were issued automatic weapons and trained within the ~ o r e d a . ~ ~ ~  In 1979 the TPLF 

f ~ n n e d  a town baito in Debre Krabae, one of only three including those of Sheraro and 

'"htcn.iew: Romain and Herti, h.iekclfe, January 5. 1993. 
S74~nten-.iew: Negi Bito, Debre Rrabae. February 21. 1993. 
5'5&id. 
S76~nten4ew: Tamene Woldu and Kagash Gebre Mariam, Debre Krebae, Febnrary 24. 1993. 



While the cnset of the Red Terror stjmtitated a ilood nE recrui:~ to rhe TPLF from 

students, teachers, i d  others ir; the tetvns. iocal informants in Zana repi>rr;ed that the 

TPLF started recmiting large numbers of peasant fighters in I979 - 1980 The presence sf 

the TPLF in the woreda and the mimssity i t  aroused for the Derg r;;eant that by 1979 few 

. - 
of Zana's peasants went to ti~;i.ri markets. while ihe Deru - only  ir~treqrxnrly entered the 

woreda. Hence, other factors than those cqxrating in the towns must have been more 

import-ant in encouraging peasmts to join the TPLF as 5ghters A local priest a;gtaed that 

the woreda became an eady mpporter of ihe TPLF because the Front "brought good 

' 1 '  public administration, organzzea rr,e poor. kiiled the ski i ta and returned (stolen) property 

to the poor, and sectied dispures an3 quarrels aitmrtg farmers. Their pclfiticd education 

P was also good. "578 A s  \ve!i as these benefits, the large scale recruitment oi iocd righters 

also points $9 the impomnce ~ F f h e  -defeat of rhe EDLr and the ~stabiishi~~eiii of compeieni 

- 
popular local administratio~s. i he completion of the land reforms in particuiar gave the 

peasants the  confidenice and the iocentive to cijrnmit ihemseives to tire struggle r.=, protect 

their gains and work r i l  achiew the broader goals of peace and Tigrayan self- 

determination. 

Sefiklakla, on the main .%cum - Endaseiasie road, served as the main Derg arriiy base and 

the start of the foriy kilometre track which led $9 Zana's administrative capital of Dehre 

Krabae, and it was boxxn this road that attacking forces were sent until the final days of 

the war in 1989. The TPLF fiever had permanent bases in Zana, only mobile forces that 

5i7inren-iess.: Haile Gebrerneska and Goitern Gebre. Debre Krcbac. Februaq 23. 19997 
"%ten.iew Margage A r e f i e  WoIdemeIate. Debre Krebae. February 21. f 993 



could be quickly activated when alerted by peasants who lived along the SeliklakIa-Debre 

Xrabae track A.ltfiough generaliy the militia was restricted to defending their local areas, 

militia members reported fighting fitrther afield if: Adwa to the east, Endaselasie to the 

west, and Rama on the Eritrean border. 

The struggle had many means or" activating people apart from involvement in actual 

fighting Of particular importance in Zana was road-building, primarily to meet military 

demands to supplying and linking the various liberated territories, but also to encourage 

civilian transport and trade since the traditional communication link to Seliklakla was 

hampered by the war fn f 982 the Zana woreda bairo passed a resolution to supply people 

and resources for cons;ntct.ion of a southern road that would link Shire in the west with 

the woreda of Adet to the east running parallel to the government controlled main road. 

Plans and organization were developed by iiaising with officials in neighbouring liberated 

o i s  The building season was restricted to the three months of the dry season when 

w?ather conditions wera suitable and the peasants were free from planting, plowing and 

hawesting, and most work was done at night ro ensure safety from marauding MiCs. 

Participants included male youth and the middle-aged drawn from the mass organizations. 

%'omen did not work on the roi-td. but prepared food for the five-day stints of those 

paaicipating. There was no mechanized equipment and workers were entirely dependent 

on picks, axes, and hoes.579 By 1984 the road was completed. 

tt'fiile the TPLF doubtlessly initiated the project, the level of Iocal organization was 

significant and, according to focal respondents; the road also made possible the sending of 

h o d  to neighbouring wcrsdas during times of drought or Derg depredations. In the year 

?n Tigray where peasants used ox pulled plows. hoes were only used for market gardening. 



of irs completion famine broke oili and TPLF/REST ied thousands of starving rehgees 

over the road to Sudan, and then. later, over it as a means to return to their homelands. 

Zana was one of the more wealthy woredas examined in this research and because of its 

adequate water supplies and soil fertitity it had some of the elements necessary to develop 

real economic potential However, due to a lack of irrigation resources, schools for the 

woredak children. and roads to market peasant surpluses, it had stagnated under the old 

regime. Added to this was a history of government corruption and inability to contain the 

shiftas who plagued the woreda Zana was ripe for establishing new popular government 

structures when the imperial regime collapsed, but the Derg coutd not meet those needs, 

and the fzct that its ioca! representative was Tigrayan could not guarantee the peoples' 

loyalty The TPLF was able to capitalize on the Derg's inadequacies and propose 

programs which gained the support and participation of the people By the early 1980s 

the reforms were largely in place and the people demonstrated their willingness to commit 

themselves to the struggle by sending their sons and daughters to the TPLF as fighters. 

Conclusion 

Earlier chapters have focused on the rise of revolutionary dissent in the towns and the role 

of the TPLF in the military and ideological spheres. However, beginning with this chapter 

the focus has been directed to considering the place of the peasantry in the revolution. 

Specifically the geo-political environment of western Tigray or Region I has been 

examined and the relationship of the peasantry to the three political parties competing for 

its support, TeranafitEDU, the Derg, and the TPLF, has been studied. 

The lowlands of western Tigray closely fit the profile drawn by moral economists of where 

peasant revolts are likely to break out, but these theorists appear wide of the mark in their 



emphasis on agricultural commercialization as precipitating the revolt. It is true that 

agricultura1 commercialization was more developed in this region than anywhere else in 

Tigray but, because of land surpluses, it did not produce either a class of landless 

labourers, or of private capitalist farmers. Commercial farming was undertaken by 

members of the aristocracy who could acquire land without threatening that in the 

possession of peasant cultivators. 

Opposition to commercial agriculture causing dislocatiort in the peasant economy was not 

an impetus for revolt in western Tigray. Instead, opposition sprang from the threat posed 

to the livelihoods of many thousands of peasants dependent on seasonal employment from 

commerciai farming by the Derg's revolutionafy land reform policies. It is significant that 

the aristocratic leaders of TeranafitEDU appealed to the peasantry for support by 

promising both protection of the risti land tenure system on which the rural economy was 

based, and the right to employ labour on which commercial farming was premised. 

Furthermore, TeranafitEDU also raised the fear that the Derg's land reforms were a 

means to nationalize peasant !and. 

However, disruption of the peasants' moral economy proved to be an insufficient basis for 

them to engage in a revolt against the state. Thus it is significant that both the 

aristocratically led TeranafitEDU and the petty-bourgeois led TPLF couched their appeals 

to the peasants in terms of Tigrayan nationalism and played on fears that the Derg 

represented a new and more powefil form of Amhara domination. In the wake of the 

collapse of the imperial regime, and well before the Derg was able to alienate much of the 

peasantry through its brutality and incompetence, the western Tigrayan peasantry was 

dislocated and confused, but virtually united in opposition to the new government. And it 

is clear that fear of the pending introduction of a new form of Amhara domination was to 

be imposed was an important initial stimulus for revolt. Contrary then to the view of 



moral economists, the Tigrayan case demonstrates that in the context of a multinational 

state in crisis nationalism can play an important part in the peasants' decision to revolt. 

In addition, the moral economists' preoccupation with analyzing the structural context in 

which revolutions take place means they are ill-placed to pay heed or attempt to 

understand the varying forms the revolution takes in its critical early period. Although 

possessing more men, better armaments and more external backers, TeranafitEDU 

estranged the western Tigrayan peasantry. The much smaller and poorly equipped TPLF 

with its program of popular government and land redistribution, and its involvement of the 

peasants in implementing these reforms, contrasted favourably with the noble led rebels, 

and increasingly won the Front the support of the peasants. By the time the Derg was able 

to exert its power in the west the TPLF had survived its perilous birthing period and had 

replaced the EDU as the main opponent to the regime in western Tigray. 

The success of the TPLF, however, depended on its ability to quickly move from its base 

area in the west and take the struggle to every region of the province. Therefore, the 

examination of the struggle must now extend to Region 11, central Tigray. 



CHAPTER 8: THE STRUGGLE FOR CENTRAL TIGRAY 

Introduction 

The area encompassed by Region 11, central Tigray, is the historical heartland of ancient 

Axum, contains more than half of Tigray's population, and was a stronghold of the 

aristocracy and the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. After beginning the struggle for the 

liberation of Tigray in the west, and then carrying it to Agame in the northern part of the 

eastern region, the TBLF concentrated on central Tigray. It is by no means easy to 

capture the local dimensions of the struggle across the geographically diverse, but 

ethnically largely homogeneous, central region. The TPkF's establishment of Region I1 

was an operational amalgamation of a number of awardjas, one of which, the isolated 

region of Tembien, had long had a separate identity and assumed a strategic role for the 

TPLF similar to that of Sheraro and Wolkait in the west during the war. 

This chapter wiIl begin, however, by considering developments in the central region towns 

of Adwa and Awm. Adwa has long been the commercial and intellectual centre of 

Tigray, while Axum served as the foundation of Ethiopian civilization and as the pre- 

eminent religious centre. These towns were important because they gave expression to 

the revolt against the imperial regime and shaped the new pditical forces that arose in the 

wake of the I974 dissolution of the regime. Since Tigrayan towns also served as 

administrative and marketing centres, they are a focal point from which to examine 

conditions in the adjacent countryside. From the central towns the focus will turn to an 

examination of the evolving political and militzry conditions in the former awardja of 

Tembien and the two rural woredas of Adi Ahferom in the east and Adet in the 

southcentral part of the region. These areas were selected for examination because they 

were among the first to support the TPLF and carry out its program of reforms. They are 



thus vaiuabie points of reference in which to study the peasants' relations and attitudes to 

those who appealed for their support. 

Towns in Revolt 

Adwa has long been the major commercial centre of Tigray, traditionally linking the trade 

routes from Gondar and Shoa in the south through Hausien in Eritrea and on to the Red 

Sea coast. However, except during the Italian occupation when the town was made an 

administrative capital and the economy boomed, Adwa's economic and political 

importance has been in decline during this century. Apart from being the centre for the 

adjacent largely subsistence peasant economy, small, and for the most part, Moslem 

traders have traveled from Adwa to Endaselasie to gather oil seeds, finger millet and other 

grains, or to Mekelle to acquire salt and grains. Some of these grains supplied the local 

market and the rest were taken to Addis Ababa and Asrnara by bigger merchants, who 

then returned with building materials and consumer goods.580 

Adwa has also been an intellectual centre in Tigray and people in the town were quicker 

than most to see the benefits of secular Foreign influences seem important 

in any explanation of this phenomenon. Apart from the favourable impact of trade, Adwa 

has long had contact with Jesuits and later with Swedish evangelical missionaries, some of 

whom were influential in encouraging education among the t o w n ~ ~ e o ~ l e . 5 ~ 2  As a result 

Adwa possesses what is reputed to be the best government high school in Tigray and is 

also home to an important Swedish mission school. For some years students from the 

town have distinguished themselves in the professions, and three successive leaders of the 

TPLF, Aregowie Berhe, Sebhat Negga, and the present leader and president of Ethiopia 

S 8 0 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Gebru Aregey and Berhane Desta, A h a .  February 2 1 .  
S8'~osen, "Warring with Words," p. 89. 
5g2~bid., p. 89. 



Meles Zenawi, are all from Adwa. However, in contrast to much African experience 

where mission schools played an important role in the formative years of the continent's 

political leaders, all three Tigrayan leaders attended the government s c h 0 0 1 . ~ ~ ~  

Beginning in the early 1960s students took part in strikes, fought with the police, were 

arrested and imprisoned, dismissed from school, and in some cases killed. Their demands 

generally were for first, development, which commonly meant better and more educational 

and health facilities, together with roads and factories, and secondly, democracy, which 

directly challenged the aristocracy's monopoly of power, and the local representative of 

that power, Ras Mengesha. 

It is indicative of the town's political sentiments that as early as 1962 a planned visit by 

Haile-Selassie to Adwa had to be re-routed because of the activities of an underground 

movement of teachers. Later, in 1971 - 1972 teachers, together with high school and 

elementary students, supported peasant demonstrations held to protest land in the area 

being given to relatives of Ras ~ e n g , e s h a . ~ ~ ~  By this time local university students were 

politically active in the town and were spreading radical ideas among students and 

teachers. When the 1974 revolution broke out, local residents were prepared. A 

committee was formed of teachers and villagers who set about arresting former 

government officials to ensure they did not escape before the Derg was able to exert its 

control over the town. Once it did do so, the committee continued to exist for almost a 

year before being disbanded by the in-coming a d r n i n i s t r a t i ~ n . ~ ~ ~  

5 8 3 ~ e i e s  Zenawi was, however, to later attend Wingate Secondary School, the elite British school in 
Addis Ababa. 
58~nterview: Berhane Mengesha, Adwa, February 20. 1993. 
585~bid. 



After the collapse of the old regime the Derg did not have the necessary resources to make 

its administrative and militafy power felt quickly. However, the Derg did organize - an 

armed militia of its supporters and set about carrying out land reforms in the rural areas 

immediately adjacent to Adwa. Three of the sixteen tabias of the woreda were given over 

to gulti land, most of it heid by descendants of Ras Michaelss6 and a number of churches 

and monasteries, notably Endaselasie Church and Zion hlariam Church of ~ d w a . 5 8 ~  The 

remaining land was largely risti held peasant plots. 

But even peasant-held risri land was by no means secure. First, it was rarely easy to 

establish peasant ancestral rights to land if powerhi nobles contested those claims. 

Secondly, even where claims could be established the power of the aristocracy was such 

that peasants might still be denied access to their land, made to pay rent on it, or be forced 

to pay bribes to the aristocrat in question.588 Those who worked gulti land paid as much 

as one-half of their produce to the landowners, as well as 100 birr for the following year's 

rental and a goat or other bribe to secure the land. In addition there were any number of 

other taxes, !and, health, school, and church, that a virtually unchallenged 'local class of 

nobles was able to impose on an economically weak and politically disinherited peasantry, 

and even, so my respondents claim, "a pretty woman" tax589 The result was that both 

gulti and risti land holders were forced to regularly trek west to work on the commercial 

farms of Humera and Sheraro to supplement their incomes. 

Although the secular and non-secular lords were quickly displaced and their lands 

distributed by the Derg, after the initial flush of optimism the peasants, as in other areas of 

S86See a brief description on this important Tigrayan noble on page 80. 
587~nierriew: Terhe Taku and Gebrc Kidan Wolnocha, Adwa, February 29, 1993. 
5881nterview: Haredgu Gebre Mariam. Gurish Gebre Miskel and Maressa Haile Mariam, Adwa, Februaq 
21, 1993. 
5891bid. 



Tigray, grew disenchanted with both the process and the results of the land reforms. As 

one peasant reported, "[lland distributors were agents of the Derg, not peasants; only 

those who had the means could get land from the agents."590 Moslems in the town 

traditionally worked as merchants and weavers, and under the Derg they received land for 

the first time on which to build houses, although today their leaders say the "distribution 

was not practical and you couldn't say it was equal between Moslems and ~ h r i s t i a n s " ~ ~ 1  

It was in the critical interim as disenchantment grew, and before the army came in large 

numbers in 1978 and was able to contain dissent, at least in the towns, that the EPRP, 

TPLF, and to a lesser extent the TLF, were able to actively and successfi~lly propagate 

their programs. Teranafit was also operating in the rural areas of the central region in 

1975 - 1976. In addition the ELF was expanding south into the region, from the Mareb 

River, which divides Tigray and Eritrea to disrupt the grain trade to Asmara, a forerunner 

of its later attacks on the Derg's military convoys. Thus until the Derg was able to assert 

its authority in the region its many opponents were well placed to challenge its legitimacy 

to rule and undermine its land reform program. 

The Derg's most aggressive attempt to contain dissent was through its enforcement of the 

Red Terror. In Adwa the town's military governor began by organizing a meeting of all 

the teachers and students of the towil and told those assembled that if they confessed to 

their participation in illegal organizations they would not be punished. Nonetheless, that 

same night mass arrests, largely of teachers and students, began, and corpses started 

appearing in the streets. Many local rural schools were closed when teachers were 

prohibited from going to them because of government fears of TPLF activities in the 

countryside. Apprehension at TPLF influence in the countryside also led to convoys being 

5g0~bid. 
5911ntehview: Sheik Mahrnoud. Adwa, February 2 1, i993. 



introduced in I975 affecting a!{ movements outside the town, and by 19'98 there were four 

or five checkpoints on the forty kilometre long road to h u m  alone. Trade links with 

western and eastern Tigray declined and most convoy traffic was directed to Asmara 

where, because it was for military purposes, was targeted by all the Fronts operating in the 

area. 592 

In response to the Derg's campaign of terror young people, and particularly students, 

began leaving Adu-d and joining the TPLF in the countryside. In the town TPLF cel!s 

were formed to pass on information about such things as Derg convoys, troop movements 

and the extent of their weaponry. .4ccording to local residents, by this time the TPLF was 

carrying out sabotage attacks within ten kilometres of Adwa, and one peasant interviewed 

reported that the Front was able to organize mass associations in his "homeland" only 

eighteen kilometres from the town.593 

In 1978 the TPLF unsuccesshily attacked Adwa and in the fo!lowing year the Front 

attempted to rob the town's bank, but was again unsuccessful. Apart from those incidents 

Adwa itself did not become the site of any major military confrontation until it was 

captured by the TPLF in 1988. Adiva was an intellectual and commercial centre which 

contributed significantly to the struggle in its farmative period but, like the other towns of 

Tigray, was to play only a minor role in the conflict between 1378 and 1988. 

The only other major town in the central region, h u m ,  was for centuries a political and 

religious centre but, as the fortunes of Tigray declined and the po!itica! core of the 

northern hiahlands - progressively moved south to the h h a r a  lands of Shoa, the town 

5921nterview: Gebm Aregey and Berhane Desta, Adwa, February 2 1, 1993. 
593~nterview: Hardegu Gebre Mariam, Gurish Gebre Miskel, and Maressa Haile Mariarn, Adwa, February 
21, 1993. 



went into a decline from which it has never recovered. Today it is still an important centre 

for the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, and under TPLF administration it has been made the 

centraI zoba administrative headquarters, but otherwise it is a small town in the shadow of 

its larger neighbour, Adwa. Like other towns in Tigray, Axum served as a market and 

administrative centre for the surrounding area, and despite its poverty, it was engaged 

until the late 1970s in a small export trade of agricultural products to Asmara and Addis 

Ababa. 

To pre-1974 Tigrayans Axum's premier church, Zion Mariam, most clearly represented the 

economic and political power of Ethiopian feudalism. According to Church spokesmen, 

Zion Mariam held gulti land in most of the woredas of Tigray and even beyond, in Arsi 

and Gojjam provinces. Church officials reckoned that it possessed, and this is almost 

certainly an exaggeration, one-tenth of the Tigray's arable land.594 Its 350 priests claimed 

one-third of the peasants' produce on gulti held land, while risti land holders paid one-fifth 

of their produce in tax to the Church. 

Apart from its centres of devotion, the Church operated a school in Axum and oversaw 

many rural church schools in Tigray. These schools taught religious poetry, singing and 

dancing, as well as interpreting the Bible and reading. There were no grades, classes did 

not go beyond the elementary level, and many of the teachers were blind because of the 

belief that sightless teachers were better at reciting. Anyone could attend these schools, 

but students "mostly came from the poor as they had no alternative."595 Geez and 

Amharigna were the languages of instruction in Church schools because, as Church 

officials explained, "[fleudals and administrators used Arnharigna and in order to make 

- 

594~alekay Fitzum Tafare, Lekamrynie Takaste Asaha, Lekarkarnat Gebre Medin Gebre Selassie, Axum, 
February 12, 1993. 
595~bid. 



them happy, we taught Arnharigna "596 By first becoming Church deacons and then, if 

they had the opportunity, going on to the priesthood, Church schools were one of the few 

vehicles by which children of poor peasants could advance their sccial and economic 

standing. 

Church power was not simply based on its accumulated lands, whose extent can probably 

never be accurately calculated, but also in its role as an exponent of the imperial system 

and its effectiveness in encouraging peasant submission. The Church also served as a 

means by which secular feudalists could hide their venality under the guise of religiosity. 

In the towns Church and State were virtually fused, commonly through blood 

relationships, always through mutual interests, and sometimes through an awardja or 

woreda governor engaging a Church official as a father confessor/advisor 297 But Zion 

Mariarn, no less than other Ethiopian churches, was a rigidly divided institution, and while 

its bishops were usually wealthy and pillars of the dominant society, at the other extreme 

its monks and parish priests were often poor and had far more in common with Tigray's 

underprivileged peasants whose spokesmen they frequently became. 

There would appear to be numerous incidents of individual peasants objecting to paying 

Church taxes, and Tigray's shifta tradition meant that there was at least the possibility of 

"going to the forest" to escape oficialdom, but there are only a few cases of collective 

opposition to the demands of the Church. Nonetheless vario~ls respondents report a 

"revolt" against Church-levied gulti taxes by peasants in the Axum area in the early 1960s, 

but unfortunately the details are obscure.598 



As in other parts of Tigray, opposition in h u m  to the Haile-Selassie regime in the 1960s 

was dominated by university aildents who during their vacations brought the issues to the 

people. By 1970 a local movement fed by high school students was active in the town 

and, by 1973, students and teachers tried to destroy a quarry owned by Ras Mengesha that 

shipped marble through Massawa to Italy 599 Slogans including "Down with the regime", 

"Down with Arnhara domination" and "Tigrayan Self-Determination" were raised in this 

protest. In another demonstration just outside Zion Mariam Church, police shot at 

students and in the confusion wounded an old woman who later died. In the same year 

peasants living near the towr, objected to Church taxes and raised the slogan, "You have 

to eat what is yours."600 Local police could not contain the problem and additional 

police reinforcements were brought in from Mekelle who arrested the peasants and 

crushed the opposition. 

When news reached Axum of the overthrow of the Haile-Selassie regime it was welcomed 

by students, but older people were sometimes conhsed by the rapid turn of events and 

supported Was Mengesha who briefly hid in Zion Mariam Church during his escape from 

Mekelle to the Sudan. ,Many secular nobles and government officials followed him west, 

but most Church oficials, although in some cases reduced to poverty with the loss of their 

traditional lands and privileges, remained in Axum. 

As in Adwa, the opposition forces took advantage of the Derg's initial weakness to 

commence their political activities. In 1375 with the arrival of the Zemacha students, 

town residents began finding pamphlzts in offices and classrooms, some written in 

Tigrigna and others in Arnharigna, that dealt with the history of the Tigrayan people, and 

with the regimes of Menelik, Haile-Selassie, and the Derg. Initially the people did not 

599~nten+ew: Sessay Medana Mariam, Axurn. February 1 l . 1993. 
"OIbid. 



know who the signatories of these pmphlers,  the TPLF and the EPW, were. But in July 

1975 the TPLF became known by aii when it carried out a dar:!ng raid on the local police 

station, telecommunication ofiices and bank which led to the deaths of three or four 

policemen: including the chief cf poiice. and netted the Front some 80,000 birr 

( $ ~ • ˜ 4 0 , 0 0 0 . ) ~ ~ ~  It was the success of this raid :hat led to the subsequent failed attempt 

on the Adwa bank. 

The Red Terrdr hegar! ir! May 1978 in Axurn, according trs eye-\.vitr.ess r~nofts  "r Derg 

cadres ordered the town's teachers and students to assemble in the high school playing 

field, where they were surrounded by troops and told that the army had an envelope 

containing all the names o ~ T P L F  supporters, 2nd that if they failed to identify themselves 

in one-half hour t h e r ~  wodd be a bu'llet waiting for them Abcut 500-600 students 

{including elementary students) and 150 teachers identified themselves as TPLF 

supporters and were taken to a coficenmtim camp outside the town T h q  were held for 

a month and only released after t t ~ o  reachers and three students were killed As one of the 

s~rvivors put it, "It was done to rerrorize the people, to make them come to the Derg 

camp, to show their power "602 The same source estimated that a funher twenty teachers 

were killed in h u m  in the next few years Despite eliminating open expressions of 

dissent, such activity encouraged the movement of youth to the TPLF's bases 

In July 1980 the TPLF launched a second attack on .4mrn, this time wih the covert 

support of Yemane, the district governor, who had ordered the local militia to stay in their 

houses. The TPLF killed a number of Dere + soidiers and robbed St Mary's Hospital of 

medicines and an x-ray machine. Rut the Front's bigget r m p  

Russian doctors who were later taken to the Sudan and released 

was in capturing three 

in a blaze of publicity. 



However, the story does not end there: six months iater a leading TPLF cadre, Grimay 

Mouse: kilted twe TPLF fighters and then defected to the Derg where he exposed a 

number of TPLF supporters in h u m  including Yemane, who was imprisoned and killed 

some years later in Addis Ababa. 

The Cerg's approach to ihe estabiished Church was as ill-adapted to winning popular 

support as its approach to the students and teachers. Distributing Church lands was 

widely approved of, bus alheism and attacks on Church dogma and practices, and on 

priests. were abhorred by the consercative Tigrayans "The Derg knew that the Ethiopian 

people folfowed their religion and if it opposed the Church directly, people will oppose the 

Derg. but at the same time he undermined the Church and religion indirectly."603 The 

Derg used its mass associatifrns to urge the people to end baptisms, grieving ceremonies, 

fasting, and even attending church It used every opportunity to interfere with Church 

activities, even going so far as preventing traders from selling grapes used for sacramental 

wines to the churches Bur subtle or indirect means of undermining the Church were not 

the only methods used 

According to charts prominently displayed in the administrative offices of Zion Mariam 

Church in the winter of 1993, some fifty-four church oficials were killed by the Derg in 

Axurn awardja, 110 were imprisoned, nine churches were burned, twenty-seven churches 

were damaged. anti many wives of priests w-ere The Derg was badly 

mistaken to asscrne that because Tigrayans welcomed the destruction of the Church's 

feudal authority, their ancient ties to Orthodox Christianity could be readily severed also 

6rn~nteniew: Halaka Fitzum Tafare. LehqniTakaste  Asaha and Lekarkarnat Gebre Medhin Gebre 
Selassie, Axwn, February 12. f 993. Note that Tigrali-ans invariable refer to the Derg as "he". 
m4fiid. 



Although also professing Marsism-Leninism, the TPLF was far more circumspect, and 

ultimately more successfUl, in its approach to the Church and religion. 

Tembien 

Made up largely of middle and low elevation lands and with smaller population densities 

than are found elsewhere in Tigray, Tembien is one of the most underdeveioped parts of 

Tigray. Until the establishment of the post-Derg TPLF administration. Tembien was a 

separate awardja made up of six woredas with the small town of Abi Adi in the extreme 

south serving as its capital, now its woredas are simpiy constituent parts of the central 

zoba. It is considered second only to western Tigray in inaccessibility and in its weak 

Infrastructural base, but it is also held to be one of the few areas of potential economic 

growth in the province because of its small population, soil fertility and, in the case of Abi 

,4&, its natural springs Tembien was aIso home to two of Tigray's greatest nineteenth 

century heroes, Ras Mula and Emperor Yohannis, and is a stronghold of the Ethiopian 

Orthodox faith and host to many monasteries. For these reasons its peoples were 

considered by the TPLF to be strong Tigrayan nationalists. As a result Tembien, and 

particufariy the area around Abi Adi, served as an early base area for the TPLF, and was 

one of the most fought over areas in the province 

Apart from some small tracks, there are only two roads that link Tembien to the rest of 

Tigray. The first runs from Adwa in the north to Abi Adi in the south, stretching the 

length of the former awardja7 and was constructed during the Italian occupation so that 

the Ethiopian patriots, who made the surrounding rugged countryside their base area, 

could be attacked, and the awardja's capital defended. A difficult road even today, it 

passed out of the Derg's control early in the war. It was this road, however, which since 



Italian times has served as the awardja's main trade link to the rest of the province. 

Ternbien's traditional export, oil seed crops605 were taken along this route to Adwa and 

then on to Asmara. Tembien's second link to the outside was the even marc arduous 

connection east to Tigray's capital of Mekelle. Starting in Mekelle the road ended in 

Hagar •˜dam on the edge of the plateau, where a mere path suitable only for donkeys 

began a rugged and very steep descent to the middle and lowlands that surround Abi 

~ d i . 6 ~ ~  

As was the case in western and southern Tigray, few of Tembien's peasants suffered from 

landlessness, and only a minority could be said to suffer from land shortages. And because 

of smaller population densities, local farmers have typically had bigger plots than are 

found elsewhere in ~ i ~ r a ~ . ~ ~ ~  This wealth by provincial standards is also indicated by the 

fact that few of Tembien's peasants under normal conditions were forced to leave the 

awardja in search of seasonal labour. Nonetheless, land inequities and the general lack of 

oxen for plowing were as bad in some parts of the awardja as elsewhere in Tigray. 

Emperor Yohannis3s descendants, Rases Seyuum and Mengesha, together with other 

nobles, typically held enormous lands with the best soils, although few of them lived in 

these hot lands. 

There is some dispute as to whether Moslems in the area near Abi Adi gained rights to 

land during the reign of ~ohannis,hO8 or according to some Moslem sources as early as 

the reign of King Zeraias in the seventeenth century.609 Clearly, however, Moslems in at 

6050il seeds inc!uc!ed snake, rap, flzx aand sesame. 
606Shortly after the TPLF's victory, a tarmac road was begun which by 1994 should connect Abi Adi to 
Mekelle. 
5071nterview: Teklu Woldegite and Mabratu, Abi Adi, March 19, 1993. 
"*~nteMew: Aiesmu Hailu, Mengesha Gerechal and Gebrehaiwit Gebre Selassie, Abi Adi, March 18, 
1993. 
mg~nteMew: Mohammed Said and Bedru Mohammed Yesaid, Abi Adi, March 18, 1993. 



least southern Tembien have held risti land for more than a century, and hence lack of 

access to land was x ~ t  a source of grievance here to the extent that it was h r  hfoslems in 

other parts of the province. 

The picture that emerges in Tembien is one similar to that of western Tigray. Peasant 

complaints about the imperial era are most likely to be of inadequate and corrupt 

administration, poor infrastructure, land insecurity, and of shiftas who emerged from the 

forests at night to prey on poor farmers who could 20; aiTord weapons to defend 

themselves. If the peasants worked gulti land they invariably objected to high rents and 

overbearing agents of the large landowners. Merchants in turn also complained of shiftas 

and the ineffectualness of local officialdom in overcoming them, where they were not 

accused of conniving at their activities. 

Although many local shifta were drawn from the peasantry, in this area too it was widely 

believed that there was a link between the aristocracy and shiftas, it being assumed that the 

lower nobility became shifta because of disputes among the feudals which led to their 

going to the forest.610 The Wari kver  on the Adwa - Abi Adi road was an area of 

particular dread for traders, but shifta bands would also hide out in the Tekezze and 

Gebere river basins. Not surprisingly, the TPLF was quickly able to bring traffic on the 

Abi Adi - Adwa road to a virtual halt for the entire duration of the war by first removing 

the shifta, and then taking over their positions along the Wari River on the Adwa-Tembien 

border, thus compelling the Derg to depend on the only marginally more secure Abi Adi - 

Meke!!e route. 

flOInterview: Sheiks Mahout Abdel Kadir, Ali Mohammed Siray and Ali Arnhed, Abi Adi, March 19, 
1993. 



As in other towns of Tigray, Abi Adi experienced demonstrations led by junior high school 

students, teachers, and vacationing university students, from the 1960s onwards. Those 

who were students at that time report the wide availability of Chinese publications on 

Marx, Lenin, and Mao among teachers and s t ~ d e n t s . ~  The 1973 - 1974 famine in Wollo 

and Tigray led the town's local representatives to call a public meeting which was attended 

by local students from HSIU who argued that it was the corrupt feudal regime of Haile- 

Selassie that was responsible for the famine.6 

The national question also figur,~d high in Tembien before the revolution in 1974, although 

the awardja governor, Dejazmach Sahale, came from Shire and was not related to Ras 

Mengesha who was deemed tainted because of his relationship to Haile-Selassie through 

his wife, the emperor's Amhara grand-daughter. It was Mengesha, however, who 

appointed the district and sub-district officials in the awardja, and the pattern throughout 

Tigray was one of nepotism with, in the view of the critics, the pyramid stretching 

irrevocably upwards to the Amhara royalty who dominated the system. As one teacher 

and former student in Abi Adi put it, "Starting from Menelik, who people blamed for the 

death of Yohannis, the people have hated Amhara oppression and the upper class."613 

The Derg's presence only slowly began to be felt in the wake of the overthrow of the old 

regime, and again in the transitional period the opposition forces were able to carry out 

their political work. The EPRP only moved through this area in transit to its two base 

areas in Gondar and Asimba, while the EDU attempted to strike deeper roots based on its 

leader Ras Mengesha's ancestral ties to the area. But it was the TPLF that quickly 

611~nterview: Teishe Hagos and Mulu Hailu, Abi Adi, March 19, 1993. It appears that such literature 
was brought into Ethiopia by a handfid of universit). radicals who then had it printed, and in some cases 
translated, and then distributed throughout the country. 
6121nterview: Alesmu Hailu, Mengesha Gerechal and Gebrehaiwit Gebre Selassie, Abi Adi, March 17, 
1993. 
6131nterview: Tsighe Hagos, Abi Adi, March 19, 1993. 



achieved a virtual hegemonic position in Tembien. The Front, with only minimal forces, 

was able to take over the lightly defended Abi Adi in I976 and cnntro! the town fib almost 

a year before being routed by superior Derg forces, Thus ensued a bitter struggle during 

which control of the town passed in and out of Derg hands until 1988 when it irrevocabiy 

fell to the TPLF. 

In spite of its weak presence, the Derg was able to carry out land reform in various parts 

of Tembien which, at least according to peasants in the woreda adjacent to Abl Adi, 

Taquomlesh, "was according to family size and was fair."614 As was the Derg's pattern, 

land reform was an in-house tog-down affair where the "Derg merely looked at the land 

and then divided it up."615 In time this led to grievances that the TPLF was able to 

exploit. The Front first came to Taquomlesh in 1976, but it was not until 1978 that their 

cadres mobilized the people and replaced the Derg established Peasant Association with 

their own. Surprisingly, it was notuntil 1981 that the TPLF carried out its land reform in 

the area, according to local peasants. 

Nonetheless, it is worth noting that the families of the three peasants interviewed in the 

Adi Sumuon tabia of Taquomlesh woreda, Kashi Marasa Abara, Nagash Gebre Shidan, 

and Girmay Esgabihir, had respectiveiy 1 .O, 1.25 and 1.75 hectares of land at the time of 

the revohtion; as a result s f  the Derg's reforms they had respectively 2.0, 1 2.5 and 1.5 

hectares, and under the TPLF their families collectively each held 1.25 hectares of land.6'6 

Although such unscientific surveys cannot take into account such differences as soil 

fertility and access to water; according to these men the dec!ine in their !and ho!dinnc ..Be was 

6 1 4 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Kashi Marasa Abara, Nagash Gcbre Shidan, Girlnay Esgabihir, Taquomlesh, Adi Sumuon 
tabia, March 19,' 1993. 
6 1 5 ~ i d .  
6i61bid. 



because the distribuiion was according to family size, and two of them had sons who had 

departed. 

In Abi Adi there were only two hundred registered farmers, but similar questioning there 

tbund that Alesmu Hailu, Mengesha Gerechal, and Gebrehaimit Gebre Selassie 

respectively held 1.0, 1.0, and 1.5 hectares of land at the time of the revolution; they 

retained the same amount of land after the Derg's land reform, and as a result of a TPLF 

distribution in 1993 they hold respectively .5, 75,  and 7 5  hectares of land.617 The 

peasants attributed this result to the fact that Alesmu was a richer peasant to begin with 

and lost land, while the other peasants' plots decreased because former non-land holders 

such as weavers, priests, and traders received land as a result of the TPLF reforms, and 

ikrther, after victory many people returned to the area and claimed their right to land. 

It does not appear that peasants who lost land as a result of TPLF land reforms were 

angry with the TPLF. They seemed to recognize that there was little they could do in the 

face of widespread support for the reforms, and it must also be remembered that most of 

those with larger land holdings before redistribution had more capital, which was not 

distributed, and this would allow them to retain a higher standard of living than their 

neighbours even with the loss of land. It must also be borne in mind that with springs in 

Abi Adi, it is possible to grow market crops all year around, which makes small plots 

considerably more valuable than in most areas of Tigray. 

The sin~gg!e for cnntm! of Tembien, and ir. particu!ar the arez zrmnd Abi was 

crucial to the TPLF's Tigraywide military strategy. In the ear!y period of the war 

Tembien's isolation and its strong Tigrayan national sentiments made it a prime area in 

617~nterview: Aiesmu Hailu, Mengesha Gerechal and Gebrehaiwit Gebre Selassie, Abi Adi, March 17, 
1993. 



which to develop and train guerrilla forces. For the same reason it was a difficult area for 

the Derg administration to defend. Later the TPLF was to use the awardja as a base for 

political and public administration training schools, riiedical facilities, and an area suitable 

for holding conferences. Tembien aiso provided a link between the TPLF woreda 

strongholds of Zana in Region I and Adet, Samre and Bora in Region 11. Under TPLF 

direction the people of the awardja built a road from Abi Adi to the border of Adet, and 

another road southwest to the border of 'Wollo, to transport weapons and rations for the 

fighters, and to serve as both a means to bring reiief to famine victims, and as a route to 

safety in the refbgee camps of the Sudan. Traders also sporadically used these routes until 

the victory over the Derg when the earlier traffic links to Adwa and Mekelle were 

resumed. 

But the costs of the TPLF struggle for Abi Adi and Tembien were not borne lightly by the 

people. The Red Terror took a particularly brutal form in Abi Adi, doubtlessly because of 

the townpeoples' perceived allegiance to the TPLF who had only recently been routed 

from the area when the terror was unleashed. During a market day in July of 1977 the 

Derg had some 178 people killed on the spurious grounds that they were thieves. There is 

little reason to doubt eyewitness accounts that the victims were virtually all peasants, 

many of whom had journeyed from as far as Adet woreda to the north to buy salt because 

of shortages in their home area. Although such atrocities were designed to intimidate the 

population, they invariably had the effect of encouraging an evacuation of the town and 

surrounding countryside, particularly by youth, who were most often the Derg's target. 

Apar: fioiii the market ki'tlirrgs, Abi Adi was bombed by the Derg thirteen times, 340 

houses were burned or destroyed, and over 400 of the town's inhabitants were killed or 



wounded.6lg In the face of this level of violence many people left the area, some for 

Mekelle, and others as far as the liberated territories around Sheraro where even 

merchants took up farming.6I9 With the road to Adwa closed, movement to Mekelle 

confined to convoys, the issuing of trading licenses restricted, and the establishment of 

government trading corporations, only the older merchants and those close to Derg 

officials remained in Abi Adi, and even they had to pay bribes to ensure they were not 

ki1led.~20 The remaining younger merchants went to the liberated territories or with the 

approval of the TPLF operated as mobile traders in the rural areas, in later years engaging 

in trade with Asibi (Afar) traders who went to the Red Sea port of Djibouti. 

The early and extensive presence of the TPLF in Tembien meant that their administrators 

and militia members were repeatedly moving from countryside to the town and then back 

again. Abi Adi was one of the few places where TPLF militia members were not always 

peasants, but held urban occupations62* A training base for the militia was established at 

Ruwakazi, very near to Abi Adi. Tembien also became a ma j~ r  area in the later stages of 

the war for the training of public administrators and political cadres badly needed to 

assume leadership positions in the growing number of tabias and woredas that were being 

brought under TPLF control. 

Although Christian Orthodox authorities testifL that some forty-three churches were 

destroyed and seventy-two priests killed in the six woredas of Tembien awardja, 622 

Tembien was nonetheless deemed sufficiently secure for the holding of two conferences 

618~nterview: Farada Hagos, Mohammed Abdel Kedir and Tabere Gebre Michael, Abi Adi, February !7, 
1983. 
6 i 9 ~ i d .  
620~nterview: Mohammed Said and Bedru Mohammed Yesaid, Abi Adi, March 18, 1993. 
621See Woreda Teka, a trader, and Geogesgehe Abraham, a carpenter, both militia members from Abi 
Adi, Interview: March 18, 1993. 
622~nterview: Kashi Terka Abara and Melhakabraham Gebrujesus Gebremariam, Abi Adi, March 17, 
1993. 



of Orthodox priests from TPLF liberated territories. These conferences held near Abi ,4di 

in 1983 and in Roba Kazi in 1984, did much to consolidate the TPLF support from the 

priesthood, a constituency of enormous influence in rural Tigray. Some 747 priests 

attended the first conference and 550 priests attended the second, at which the delegates 

agreed to reduce the large number of holy days celebrated, and also to establish an 

Ethiopian Orthodox Church Secretariat in the liberated territories, thus giving rise to a 

"TPLF Secretariat" and a "Derg Secretariat", which continued to hnction iiut of 

~ e k e i l e . 6 ~ 3  

Two hrther conferences were held in Ambara Metaga woreda of Tembien during 1987, 

where resolutions regarding religious laws, holy day celebrations, weddings, and the 

administration of monasteries and churches were passed. When Mekelle was captured by 

the TPLF in 1989, the Derg suppo~ted Tigrayan Secretariat took up residence in Wollo, 

and the TPLF supported Secretariat assumed responsibility for the administration of all 

Tigray. The TPLF organized all these conferences, provided the security, and took an 

active part in the proceedings, doubtlessly reaping considerable political dividends. 

Many priests and deacons from Tembien joined the TPLF, the deacons being younger 

usually became fighters, while the typically older and slightly better educated priests 

became minor political cadres, sewing in baito and woreda administrations and as teachers 

in the TPLF literacy program. Two such priests from Abi Adi, Kashi Terka Abara and 

Melhakabraham Gebmjesus Gebremariam, reported that they served in the TPLF for 

seventeen years as political cadres, not carrying guns, but "agitating" people throughout 

newly liberated territories in Tigray, and even beyond to Gondar and Wollo, as the Front 

took the struggle south in the final stages of the war.624 Arnharigna and Geez were the 



languages of the Church and they could be effectively employed throughout northern 

Ethiopia by the priests. Following the Front's fighters, these and nther TPLF priests held 

conferences where the fighters would be introduced to the priests and peJples of newly 

liberated territories as "their children", and always the contrast would be made between 

the TPLF who came as liberators and the "atheistic Derg". Older and respected priests 

would then be recruited from each area to carry the word forth. 

Tembien's early role in the Tigrayan conflict as an area of security for the TPLF can be 

likened to that played by the west, but because of its strategic location in the centre of the 

province it was, until the great battles of 1988 and 1983, of even greater military and 

political significance than the west as evidenced by the many conferences held in the area, 

the amount of fighting, particularly over possession of Abi Adi, and the extent of the 

bombing, The Front was confident that the people would not be disheartened by the 

extent of the Derg's retribution which the Front's presence in the area would bring. In the 

event, the TPLF's assessment was correct, but it may have had less to do with Tembien's 

history and more to do with the radicaiizing impact that the Dsrg's overwhelming violence 

had in driving the people to embrace the Front. 

Adet 

Adet woreda has a population of 51,602 largely subsistence peasants, and is only forty- 

two kilometres south of Axum over an unpaved road that took a four wheel drive vehicle 

about three hours, but the woreda passed out of Derg hands in the early days of the 

struggle and remained a TPLF stronghold throughout the war. Isolation, defined both in 

terms of distance and the difficulty of transport from the major Derg army base at Axum, 

is part of the explanation as to why the Front was able to quickly gain control of this 

woreda, but there are other factors, some of which have relevance to other parts of 



Tigray. Certainly the primary dass structure and ethnic homogeneity of Adet simplified 

the TPLF's task of mobitizing the population. Apart from a brief visit to the woreda by 

Teranafit in 1975, there were no other opposition political forces competing for the 

support of the peasants, and this was a marked advantage for the TPLF. Lastly, the 

support given to the TPLF by poor, but influential, Orthodox priests was critical to its 

acceptance by the people of the woreda. 

Adet was, and remains, one of the most underdeveloped woredas in a province 

characterized by underdevelopment. That underdetttopment was expressed in a lack of 

infrastructure, dependence on an economy little changed for generations, and poor 

communications that limited trade to mule traffic, which translated into higher prices for 

the limited amount of consumer goods the woreda's peasants could afford. Urbanization 

was confined to two small villages whose fbnctions barely went beyond that of holding 

weekly markets. Pre- 1974 Adet society included a minuscule number of Church officials, 

local administrators and aristocratic land owners and about five hundred Moslems, most of 

whom were poor traders and weavers. Apart from the Moslems ihere were no identifiable 

minorities in the woreda. The woreda chairman in I993 estimated the population as being 

almost ninety-nine percent peasant,625 and few of them could be considered wealthy even 

by local standards. 

Gulti land constituted only zi small part of the woreda and, unlike woredas where the 

power of Zion Mariam and other churches was great, taxation in Adet only consiituted 

one-fifth of produce. This was; however, a poorer woreda than most in central Tigray. 

Typically the older peasants, as in other parts of Tigray. objected to insecurity of tenure, 

since even risti land could be taken away by the powerfbl landowning nobles during the 

6251nten4ew: Tkabo Berhe, Dagalousie, Fcbruary 13, 1993 



imperial era. They also complained of a poor and corrupt Haile-Selassie administration, 

and of life under a regime where peasants were forbidden to enter the offices of officials 

without bowing at the door, quoting a saying of the times, "the poor peasant and the 

donkey need a stickU.626 

Adei did have a few isolated exampies of peasants collectively opposing the government, 

although none that involved the entire woreda. There were area-wide disturbances in 

1962 which led to protest marches and the jailing and fining of peasants. In the following 

year in Kuzat Awi kushette there was a revolt against the large landowners that led to 

farmers distributing land among themselves. Kashi Gebre Medhin, in 1993 a TPLF 

woreda executive member, was himself jailed in Axum and fined thirty birr for his 

involvement in these protests. 

With only one small government elementary school and never more than three teachers in 

the entire woreda (there were no church schools), there was little in the way of a resident 

intelligentsia that could stimulate a process of radicalization. Some high school and 

university students secretly attempted to politicize the wort, da peasants in the final days of 

the Haile-Selassie regime, but their influence could not have been great. Although older 

local peasants reported that no Zemacha students came to this isolated woreda, people did 

hear of student demonstrations in ti-xum and other urban centres. Upon further 

questioning, the same peasants speak of the influence of Suhul, but it is dificuft to 

ascertain whether this was a factor as he has now become one of the TPLF martyrs whose 

history is known to most Tigrayans. Thus Adet, while not immune to the radical currents 

of events and thought in the period immediately prior to the collapse of the Haile-Selassie 

regime, could not be considered an area beset with tensions or subject to important 

626~nterview: Kashi Gebre Medhin Desta, Dagalousie, February 13, 1993. 



outside influences. That this area became a minor revoitrtiorrarg. centre in the ensuing 

struggle owes a lor to the character of ihat society, its isolation; and to the fixinner of the 

Derg and TPLFis entry into that society. 

In spite of their grievances azainst the woreda's large landowners and aristocrats, peasants 

seemed genuinely upset at Ras -Vengeshals overthrow and welcomed his escape. to Sudan 

-. 
(even though Mengesha himself held guiti land in the woreda) f hey were even more 

shocked at the bnrtality of the Derg in killing Haife-Seiassie a ~ d  local members of the 

nobility. As Kashi Gebre explained. "He (Mengesha) is from Tigray and because of this 

people were loyal until he escaped, they were loyal to their governor, his name is 'son of 

our cowi. He was a Tigrayan leader "627 And of Haile-Selassie's death "They (the 

peasants) thought, 'What kind of devil is the Derg to kill the old man" They were 

opposed to the system, not the person, a coun should have decided his fate "628 

Although the old world was rapidly collapsing, the brutality of the Derg offended the 

peasants' moral views In particuiar the Derg chafienged their religious sensibilities, not by 

taking the lands of the rich churches or by ending the hated gulti taxes, but by attacking 

the local priests and attempting to undermine the place of the parish church in the 

community. It is difftcult to verify the extent of the killings of priests and the destruction 

of churches that local people now report However, the Derg's beliicose approach to local 

priests who served as both spiritual guides and !eaders of their communities shocked the 

peasants who saw it as an affrortt to Christianity This served to not ody alienate the 

peasants, but to drive them, and panicu!tr!t. the priests, inm the arms ~f the TPLF As 

one priest put it, "The Derg came to destroy the lahots (arks)7 books  and kill priests For 

this the priests had to fight for the Cross - in the left hand a machine gun and in the right a 



Cross. The TPLF was supporting us and did not destroy the churches. There is a saying 

that to kill a big snake you need a big stickW6z9 

Adet's distance from the core areas of the Teranafit and the EDU to the west, and the 

EPRP to the east, meant that the TPLF was only confronted by the Derg and by the time 

their first cadres passed through the woreda in 1976 the population had already been 

politically aiienated from the Dere and was receptive to the appeals of the TPLF. At that 

time the Front had few members and was rapidly moving about the countryside, only 

staying ir, any one area for a short period, but iong enough to telf the people something 

about what they were fighting for and to recruit people to operate in underground cells. 

At the end of 1977 TPLF cadres returned to Adet and explained in greater detail their 

political program. The people learned that the TPLF did not rob and that they were 

opposed to the shifta gangs Having virtuatly nothing in the early days, the TPLF 

representatives made a virtue of their poverty A poor priest reported how the cadres at 

first refbed to accept f ~ o d  from the peasants because they said the people were 

themselves too poor 630 Another peasant explained, "One day we were sitting outside 

and a fighter came by and f said. 3 I y  son come and join us for some food'. He had a wild 

mushroom in his pocket; that is what they were eating They suffered so much."63 1 The 

fact that many of the early TPLF cadres were from wealthy families, at least by the 

standards of these poor people. did not undermine their appeal. According to one 

peasant, ''[eJven if they were the sons of the rich and well-to-do they would come and say 

'f am rich and I could have land and live anlvhere, but instead I am a fighter'. In practice 

6'9~~ten.ieu-: h h i  Cebrc Wolde Teckie. Dagalousie. February 14, 1993. 
a3alnte.view: Kashi Berhe Cerengi. Dagalousie. February I f .  1993 
a3'~nteniew: Beher Teka. Ctagdausie. Febmr)- If. 1993. 
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we have seen :ha: they lived with the poor, fought for the poor, and died for them ... Their 

background didn't matter, we followed them for their airnst'632 

While the Derg land distribution involved violence and resulted in their friends getting 

superior shares, the TPLF emphasized that their program favoured an equitable 

distribution of land. A widowed and previously landless s w a  (traditional beer) seller said 

that, initially, "[tlhe people didn't know how these small boys could accomplish their aims; 

they !ikeb them, but had no confidence in their abi!ity to do what they said. But they 

supported them and prayed for them. After a year they started the land distribution and 

every peasant had his own land."633 

The very few Derg attempts to contain the rebellion in Adet proved fittile. Alerted by 

TPLF supporters as soon as Derg forces left their bases, the army would then be attacked 

by the local militia and TPLF fighters called in for support. When Derg forces finally 

reached the woreda centre of Dagalousie they would find the village deserted as the 

people fled to take refuge with relatives in the rugged surrounding areas. During the 

Derg's stay in the area they would be constantly attacked and harassed, and when they left 

after being unable to inflict much damage on the TPLF militarily, the people would return 

to their homes. The last entry of the Derg with large numbers of troops into Adet was in 

1985, but aerial bombardment, frequently timed to coincide with market days, continued 

until the end of the war, and in the final stages of the war the Derg began deploying small 

commando groups to terrorize the people.634 Nonetheless, by the early 1980s the Derg 

had i,.re~ocab!y jest contro! of the wore& to the TPLF. 

6%fbict. 
63%terciew: T m k t  Hagos, Dagafousie, Februaq 14. 1993. 
a3"~nteniew: Tkabo Berhe, DagaIousie. February 13, 1993. 



The example of Adet makes clear that it was not Derg policies that led to the alienation of 

the peasantry, but the way in which they were enacted. The Derg's land proelamation was 

welcomed, but the dissolution of the old power structures served to bring to  the fore the 

role of the parish priests, particularly in underdeveloped rural areas, soch as Adet. 

Doctrinaire atheism and a fear of the respect that villagers held for their ptiests, however, 

led the Derg to attack the local Church and its representatives and this whdermined the 

support they should have reaped from their reforms. The Derg's almost complete 

disaEection of Adet society prepared the ground for those who would challenge the new 

regime. The TPLF provided virtually the only opposition to the Derg in M e t  and their 

success at winning the support of the peasants owes much to their respect for peasant 

sensibilities, particularly those of a religious nature. 

Adi Ahferom 

The woreda of Adi Ahferom in the far east of Region I1 is, like Adet, very poor and 

because of major water shortages, it has little potential for growth. Ubtil the TPLF's 

victory the woreda did not possess a connecting track to the main east-we% highway, and 

it is so isolated that zoba officials in Axum have trouble explaining how to get to it. 

However, Adi Ahferom's isolation and the anger of its people at the poor quality of the 

administration they were receiving encouraged the TPLF to come to the wareda and carry 

out their second land redistribution in Tigray, which is now a source of considerable pride 

for the inhabitants. 

With a total population of 21,550 Adi Ahferom has ten tabias - two in the Iowlands, three 

in the middle lands and five in the high1ands.635 Even with peace most of the woreda's 

t a b s  are so poor as to require on-going food relief from REST, but two ~f the highland 

635~nterview: Makonnen Gebre Medin, Adega Arbi, February 28, 1993. 
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tabias are considered "rich" because they grow gayshm which is used in beer making as a 

cash crop. 

A considerable portion of Adi Ahferom's most productive lands was controlled by 

churches fiom outside the woreda. An Eritrean monastery held five kushettes of gulti land 

that supported approximately 700 families, while Debre Abey monastery in Shire had two 

kushettes in the woreda. In addition churches at Adwa and Endaselasie collected as much 

as one-quarter of the peasants' harvests in taxes, although they held no land in the 

woreda. The twenty-three local churches, each with twenty-five priests and approximately 

ten deacons, however, had few resources. Priests did not hold risti land, but only land in 

the name of the church, and this went back to the church when they died, thus leaving 

surviving members of their families destitute.636 Land owners from the nobility held an 

estimated one-third of the woreda's land, and peasants today testify that it was "forbidden 

to walk on it or graze cattle on it",637 Estimates of families without plowing oxen in the 

woreda range from fiRy to ninety percent of the total, and land shortages were almost as 

severe as those in Agame. Conditions were so poor that according to a local priest, "If a 

farmer had four sons, three would have to find work outside the woreda and one would 

work for a feudal. "638 

Of three older peasants questioned, Woldelelanos Woldegergis reported that during the 

final years of the Haile-Selassie regime he held 2 5  hectares of land in separate plots and 

had to go to Asmara every year to find wage labour. Talanal Kassay said that his family 

had 2 5  hectares of !and and that he worked for a noh!e as a farm labourer. Fina!ly, 

Cireorgiha Karbem reported that he also had 2 5  hectares of land, farmed for members of 

6 3 6 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Melleas Adek, Adega Arbi, February 28, 1493. 
637~nterview: Woldelelanos Woldegrsgis, Adcga Arbi, February 28, 1993. 
"%tewiew: Kashi Gebremeden Gresgis, Adega Arbi, Februzry 28, 1993. 



the nobility and sometimes had to go to Asmara or elsewhere to supplement his 

income639 As a result of the TPLF land distributions these peasants now respectively 

hold .5 hectares, .75 hectares, and .4 hectares of land, still not enough to live on, but they 

had land security and no longer paid taxes to the secular nobility or to the church. All 

local priests had their own lands. 

Older peasants provided a familiar catalogue of grievances to explain their revolt, but with 

oiie addition. From the late 1950s local peasants petitioned the imperial regime's oEcials 

to separate the area presently recognized as Adi ahferom and have it made a woreda. A 

large and rugged area with only long and rough paths linking it to the existing woreda 

administrative centre, the people wanted their own ofiticials. The High Court in Addis 

Ababa replied positively to their request, but it was rejected in Mekelle. Later the Derg 

accepted their request, but it was never implemented. The TPLF eventually responded to 

the peoples' grievances and sense of isolation and made Adi Ahferom a woreda in 1977. 

Woreda residents say that university students did not visit the area to politicize the people 

during the late Haile-Selassie period, and local students attending schools outside the 

region apparently did not attempt t~ arouse local peasants. Zemacha students under the 

Derg only stayed two months. None of this, however, seems to have had much bearing on 

the political thinking of the people. While other rural Tigrayans sometimes acknowledge 

that at least in the early period after the collapse of the imperial regime they retained some 

loyalties or sympzthies for the regime, and for Ras Mengesha in particular, Adi Ahferom 

residents inteadiewed c!aim thej were happy at the fiews of the fall of Haile-Selassie's and 

Mengesha's administration. According to one peasalmt, the peop!e "didn't mind if he was 

killed as he was a feudal, an exploiter and a 

6391nterview: Woldelelanos Woldegergis, Talanal Kashsay and Greorgiha Karberu, Adega Arbi, February 
28, 1993. 
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criminal, whether or not he was a Tigrayan. "64C 

Because Adi Ahferom was not constituted as a wor eda the Derg never established a local 

administration in the area, although they did send in agents to collect taxes. The TPLF put 

in a brief appearance in the area in 1975 "to show their Kalashriikovs and introduce 

themselves", and in the following year the EPRP started operating in Adi Ahferom. With 

eighteen mobile cadres who regularly returned to bases outside the woreda every few 

months, the EPRP dominated Adi Ahferom for about ten months in the period 1976 - 

1977. In spite of the early EPRP dominance, peasants from the area sent four 

representatives to a TPLF base near the Eritrean border to take militia training and to 

invite the Front to begin operations in the woreda and carry out a land reform. 

The two groups fought for political supremacy with the EPW arguing that the peasants 

should not support the TPLF because it was poor and because it was concentrating its 

efTorts in the rural areas when it should be in the towns where the enemy was. They also 

accused the TPLF of being "narrow" because they were only fighting for the liberation of 

Tigray and not for that of all Ethiopia like the EPRP. But the people opposed the EPRP 

because they "were not interested in staying in the rural areas to help the people struggle" 

unlike the TPLF which fought the peoples' enemies, the shiftas and nobles. In addition 

they were attracted to the TPLF precisely because of its membersi poverty, which to them 

demonstrated the TPLF's selflessness. And, as always, the nationalism of the TPLF drew 

support. One peasant held that the Front's nationalism was essential since "only Tigrayans 

could solve Tigrayan problems,"641 while the woreda vice-chairman said that the people 

640~nte~ iew:  Meles Adet, Adega Arbi, February 28, 1993. 
641~n~erview: Kashi Gebremeden Grasgis, Adega Arbi, February 28, 1993 



supported the TPLF fiom the beginning because of "the word 'Tigray' in the Front's 

name. '642 

The event which replaced political competition with military competition between the two 

opposition groups and at the same time served to sever the EPRPts ties with the peasants 

was their killing of a TPLF cadre, Haile Mariam, and the subsequent torture of three 

student TPLF supporters in early 1977. Altho~gh the details of the events are not easily 

discerned, peasants in Adi Ahferom claim it was they, and not the TPLF, that forced the 

EPRP to leave the area. After Haile Mariam's death four regional woredas passed a 

resolution asking the EPRP to leave peacefdly, and although there was some "gun play", 

the EPRP did leave without anyone else being killed. 

With the departure of the EPRP, the TPLF began systematically carrying out its 

propaganda work at weddings, funerals, and during religious holidays, organizing people 

into mass associations, and setting up baitos, a local militia, and carrying out its land 

reform. It was not until 1979 that the Derg re-entered the woreda and by then their 

position was untenable. The Derg's nearest and biggest base was at Inticho on the main 

east-west highway and this was the direction most attacks came from, but as there was no 

road, their soldiers had to make the very difficult trek by foot supported by MiGs and 

helicopters. Sometimes they got as far as the tiny village of Adega Arbi, the woreda 

administrative centre, but with enemies all about them in the countryside, they rarely 

stayed more than one night before retreating to their base areas. Although the woreda had 

little strategic value to either the TPLF or the Derg, the latter kept returning to Adega 

Arbi until 1987. 

642~nterview: Madonnen Gebre Medin, Adega Mi, Februa~y 28, 1993. 



According to statistics collected in the woreda, 109 militia members and thirty-seven 

civilians were killed as a result of the war A total of 1667 fighters were recruited from 

the woreda (126 of them women), although to date no figures have been released 

anywhere in Tigray of the numbers of fighters killed. That these figures are almost 

certainly known is made clear by the rigour with which local officials have accumulated 

statistics on war damage. For instance, in Adi Ahferom 136 cattle, 522 goats and sheep, 

and 143 donkeys and mules were killed; 280 beehives were destroyed, as were 789 

harnesses, 3837 metal plows, 654 wooden plows, 82 1 articles of clothing, 675 hide sacks, 

873 quintals of grain, 52,120 kilograms of hay and straw, 3 14 hides and mattresses 350 

glass bottles, and an undetermined amount of food; 32,722 birr in cash was taken, and 389 

houses were burned down.G43 

The extent of Adi Ahferom's poverty and feudal oppression distinguished it from wealthier 

woredas such as Zana and Shire, but not from many other poor woredas in Tigray. The 

complaints of Adi Mferom peasants were similar to those of peasants in other parts of 

Tigray, but what is interesting here is how a particular local grievance, the lack of 

administrative facilities, served to arouse and unite the local population in a collective 

pursuit. The people of the area took their grievance to three successive powers before the 

TPLF committed itself to establishing a woreda administration and delivered on its 

promise. Unlike the moral economists who assume that peasants are invariably opposed 

to the state and want to escape it, evidence in Tigray as illustrated by Adi Ahferom, is that 

peasants want an accessible and responsible public administration and will support the 

party or government that provides it.644 

- - 

643Fig~res supplied by Makonnen Gebre Medin, see Interview. 
644Altho~gh the demand of Adi Ahferom residents for their own woreda administration appears unique, 
the desire for effective and democratic local administration was strong among peasants across Tigray and 
was at the centre of the TPLF program. 



Conclusion 

In Region 11, as elsewhere in the province, the picture that emerges is one of the TPLF-led 

revolution arising out of the student movement, taking form in the towns and then, with 

the onset of the Red Terror, moving irrevocably to the countryside. While there was 

scattered evidence of peasant resistance to the powers of the nobility under the old regime, 

it was invariably localized in terms of area and issue, and thus easily contained by the state 

authorities. The experience of the central region thus supports those moral economists 

who argue that peasant revolt can only take on a serious form when the intelligentsia goes 

to the countryside to lead it. 

Although the overthrow of the old regime and the Derg's Land Proclamation ended the 

Orthodox Church's rights to land and taxes, it did not lessen the attachment of the 

peasants to their religious traditions and values. And with the destruction of the 

traditional power structure in the rural areas the importance of the parish priests increased. 

The Derg with its doctrinaire fixati~n on the establishment of a Marxist state in Ethiopia 

proved incapable of understanding the peasants. Like its victimization of the educated 

youth in the towns, the Derg's attack on the Church was a major factor in its estrangment 

of the peasants. The Derg's insensitive approach to the values and institutions of the 

peasants canncjt alone account for the TPLF's accomplishments in the countryside, but it is 

inconceivable that the TPLF could have succeeded in gaining the support of the peasants if 

the Derg had not first alienated them. 

A central theme of moral economy theory is that peasants revolt when the bureaucratic 

state challenges their cultural values, an important insight in the case of Tigray, but the 

moral economists' approach is nonetheless wide of the mark. While moral economists 

define the tensions which provide the impulse for peasant revolt in economic terms and 



hold that state-peasant conflict arises from opposition to the efforts of state hnctionaries 

tn 01; bllman8te . p:e-capitalist cornmuna! rights, the above ana!ysis points to the importance of 

the Derg's assault on the religious values of the peasants. The peasants were not 

necessarily opposed to the Derg's economic reforms, but instead to the authoritarian 

manner in which they were implemented. 

Moreover, in their emphasis on economic factors and values, moral economy largely 

ignores the role that nationalism played in radicalizing peasants. Peasants in this case 

study defined themselves as Tigrayan and the authoritarian state which intruded on their 

communities as Amhara. This definition also facilitated the effa-ts of the explicitly 

nationalist TPLF and reduced :he prospects of the multinational EPW, a reality which 

becomes a major consideration in the following chapter. 



CHAPTER 9: THE STRUGGLE FOR EASTERN TIGRAY 

Introduction 

Although few in number, TPLF fighters quickly moved out from their base area in Region 

I in i975 to cover all of Tigray, but they were particularly anxious to establish themselves 

in Agame awardja in the northern section of Region 111 for two principal reasons: first, 

the EPW, with whom they were competing for dominance of the anti-Derg opposition in 

the province, had established a base in this area, and secondly, the area's peasants suffered 

more from land shortages than anywhere else in Tigray, and hence welcomed the TPLF's 

proposed land reform program. While the TPLF quickly established a base of operations 

in the northeast, the Front's move to the southern area of Region I11 was much slower, 

fraught with dificulties and involved the unique situation for the TPLF of mobilizing an 

ethnically and culturaily diverse population. As a result the Front did not establish a base 

of operations in southern Tigray until i980, considerably later than elsewhere in the 

province. 

Because of these differences between the north and the south this chapter will be 

organized differently than the two that preceded it. After beginning with an examination 

of the political conditions in Region 111's major towns, Adigrat, Mekelle and Maichew 

prior to the Wed Terror, the chapter will examine separately the course of the uprising in 

the northern part of the region from that in the south. Moreover, while the time frame in 

examining the northern part of the eastern region will be approximately 1975 to 

was the pattern in the two previous chapters, the time frame for the south will be 

1989. 



Opposition in the Towns 

The three towns in Region IT1 to be examined here are Adigrat in the north, which was a 

commercial centre and administrative capital for the awardja of Agame; Mekelle in the 

centre, which was the capital of Tigray and the largest town in the province, and Maichew 

in the south, which was a commercial artd administrative centre. It was in the towns that 

opposition to the regimes of Haile-Selassie and the Derg firs1 took form and continued 

until the new regime's policy of terror ended civil politics and stimulated the armed 

struggles that took place in the countryside. 

Adigrat possessed the only high school east of kdwa and north of Mekelle, Agassey 

Comprehensive High School. That institution and Adigrat's Catholic junior high school 

became centres for anti-regime dissent. They were strongly supported and influenced by 

local students in attendance at the university in Addis Ababa. The presence outside of 

Adigrat of a large military base served as a focus for the protesting students who, in both 

the late years of the Haile-Selassie regime and in the early years of the Derg, placed their 

hopes on a military coup. While the young dissidents had little sympathy for feudalism 

and the representatives of the old regime, the Derg's summary execution of members of 

the old regime was widely abhorred and Mengesha's escape was generally welcomed 

locally because, "he was a Tigrayan ... and people thought he would fight the Derg and 

not try to restore the feudal regime."645 

Agame's, and particularly Adigrat's dependence on merchandising and trade, meant that 

the Derg's imposition of commercial and transport restrictions in response to security 

conditions in Eritrea, and increasingly in Tigray, were strongly felt.646 Under the Derg 

645~nterview: Kiros Beyene, Adegrat, March 3, 1993. 
6 4 6 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Beranberas Seyurn Meles, Melakus Asmlem Gebre Mariam, Berhane Hagos, Berhane 
Asgdam, and Svegai Masa, March 3, 1993. 



business licenses became progressively more difficult to get, and traders' trucks were 

requisitioned for the transport of war-related materials to army bases in Eritrea. Permits 

to travel were required; convoys were introduced by 1976 and the road links to Asmara 

were virtually broken, largely by the ELF, by the late 1970s. Derg established distribution 

centres and the Agricultural Marketing Corporation, which purchased virtually all 

marketed agricultural products at government fixed prices, also seriously interfered with 

the activities of the local business community. 

Denied their livelihood, merchants left Adigrat and Tigray in increasing numbers as 

secmity conditions declined and government controls proliferated. Those who remained 

were often forced to supplement their incomes by participating in illegal trade, of which 

the most important was with Saudia Arabia across the Red Sea. Small boats bringing 

iuxury goods were linked to a network of smugglers using mules, donkeys, and camels. 

The Derg's economic programs reflected their opposition to private trade and their 

suspicion of the merchant class, and as a result this important class to the local economy 

was soon estranged from the new regime. 

Beginning in 1977 the EPRP unleashed its White Terror against the Derg.647 Centred in 

Addis hbaba and the bigger cities of Ethiopia, it nonetheless had a local impact as the 

EPRP began an assassination campaign that included a government official responsible for 

land reform, a leading Derg cadre and a clerk, who was killed during a robbery involving 

cash for the teachers' monthly salaries.648 The Derg responded by penetrating virtually 

every component of civil society and carrying out its own and far more comprehensive 

terror. Local army administrators organized mass meetings of different occupation groups 

that would end with summary public executions and forced viewings of the corpses. 

637~or the background to the White Terror, see p. 128. 
6"inteniew: Meskel Gebre Sadik, Adigrat, March 3, 1994. 



Along with Tigrqans, Eritreans resident in the area were also targeted by the Derg 

campaign. As elsewhere this led to the desertion of many - young - people from the towns 

for the bases of the opposition, and primarily that of the largest opposition group, the 

EPRP. 

hfosfems, a community historically discriminated against in Tigray, were a significant 

minority in the former Kilte PIwiaelo awardja immediately to the south of Agarne, but 

were found in significant numbers throughout the eastern parts of ReGor, U 111. Only a 

small number of the area's Moslems escaped the imperial prohibitiori against holding land 

and farming, and therefore most bfoslems in the north lived in the towns and worked as 

weavers and a smaller number as petty merchants. The land proclan~ation resulted in rural 

Moslems acquiring farmland, and together with the prohibition against religious 

discrimination, led them to initially support the Derg. 649 

However, as most Mosiems lived ir, the towns febv of them directly benefited from the land 

reform. Instead, a? weavers they were frequenriy without work when Derg-imposed trade 

restrictions meant that they could not get the materiaIs they needed Mosiem suspicion of 

the Derg grew when its opposition to religion became better known. However, present 

Moslem leaders d c  not point to any systemic Derg discrimination against their community 

to account for their alienation from the regime They felt themselves to be fittie different 

from their Christian neighbours, and hence motivated by the same broad concerns 

TLF, which were all politically active in Adigrar. In the short time be f~re  the curtain came 

down on what by Ethiopian standards could be called poiiticai pluralism, there were wide- 

6"91nterview: Kadi Sharia Sheiks Musa Ibrahim. Yemane Negcsse, Mohammed Arab Human and Omar 
Musa, Adegrat, March 3, 1993. 



ranging debates, discussions, and the production and dissemination of political parriphlets. 

Students, teachers and gcvernment employees were active in all of the parties which 

fought for ascendancy, atthough the EPRP wzs clearly the dominant organization in the 

early years. With the rise in government repression the civilian opposition groups began 

forming underground celis in the urban areas. A former TPLF cell member reported that 

the Front had four cells in Adigrat. each with four members, most of whom were teachers. 

Initially the rote of the cells was to continue politicization efforts, but after the TYLF 

launched its insurrection in t 975. they were largely concerned with passing on information 

and materials to those in the countryside and receiving instructions back. Most cells 

csllapsed with the onset of the Red Terror and those cell members not captured joined 

their comrades in the countryside which became the focus of the war. 

To the south of Adigrat and in the centraf part of Region IJI was Mekelle. As Tigray's 

biggest town and provincial capital in a re~olution which had its origins in the urban 

centres, Mekelle played an important role in the formation and development of the TPLF- 

led struggle until the onset of the government's terror campaign. Mekelle was an 

intellectual centre and along ~ v i t h  Adwa had the largest and best high school in the 

province; it possessed the province's major hospital also and served as an economic centre 

which attracted people from throughout the province.650 As a result Mekelle became a 

place where people met and talked about social and political issues of relevance to the 

province and country and this led to the emergence of anti-regime movements under both 

KaiIe-Selassie and the Derg. 

Teachers were in the forefront of the Mekelle-based opposition to the old regime which 

to& form in the mid-1960s and largely focused on nationaiist concerns. Although the 



teachers were organized in the Ethiopian Teachers Association, government control of the 

Association as wet1 as its prohibition on participation in political activities, encouraged 

teachers to concentrate on cultural issues, particularly the preservation of Tigrigna and the 

popularization of Tigrayan songs and dances.651 The teachers were able to use their 

position to surreptitiously introduce nationalist ideas to their students and the community 

and to mount a campaign against those who took Arnharigna names. This campaign also 

focused on Ras Mengesha and others who were held to be pawns of the h h a r a  regime. 

Indeed, Ras Mengesha became a symbotic figure for attack by the urban intellectuals who 

hated him for speaking Arnharigna and oppressing Tigrayan nationalists, although the 

recriminations teachers experienced were to seem rather mild in light of what followed 

under the Derg. They doubtlessly also resented the fact that he was supported by the 

peasants who admired him because of his illustrious Tigrayan ancestry and personal 

commitment to hard work for the benefit of the province. Moreover, the regime's 

Amharization policies that Mengesha was introducing and were the focus of the protesting 

urban inteflectrrals' opposition had a far greater impact in the towns than in the 

countryside. 

Although teachers could not strike over culturai issues, they did strike regularly over such 

things as late pay as a means to politicize their members. By the eariy 1970s Mekelle 

teachers were becoming more public in their opposition to the regime as they distributed 

Tigrigna leaflets and newspapers. In 1974, some were directly involved in the overthrow 

of the old regime. As was t te  case in other Tigrayan iowns, urban civilian politics 

proliferated in the brief period before the Derg was able to exert its authority. Unlike 

Adigrat, in Mekelle the TPLF quickly gained ascendency over the other opposition forces, 

"Qfntemiew: Gebregiorgis Gegziabher and Gebrekidan Abay, Mekelle, January 1,  1993. 



notably the EPRP, because of the importance of the national question to the 

townspeople. 652 

Because Mekelle was the provincial capital the Derg was much quicker than in other 

Tigrayan towns in making its presence felt and this was accomplished in an even harher 

manner than elsewhere. In the period 1976 - 1977,653 at any rate before the formal 

introduction of the Red Terror, some twenty-one teachers were arrested at the ETA 

offices in the town by the Derg for their support of the TPLF and taken from the province, 

after which they were never heard of again.654 It has only been since the EPRDF victory 

that it has been learned that the teachers had been taken to Wollo where they were set on 

fire and then buried by a grader. 

Mekelle was to again fleetingly come under the political spotlight as a result of a daring 

TPLF raid on the town jail on February 9, 1986, which freed 1,800 inmates in fifteen 

minutes.655 However, normally Derg control was such as to largely preclude dissent for 

the duration of the war. Moreover, unlike the Tigrayan towns to the n ~ r t h  and west, 

Mekelle was not captured by the TPLF in 1988 and it was not until 1989 and the final 

days of the conflict in the province that the town was liberated. 

While Ras Mengesha was opposed in Mekelle and the other towns by the urban-based 

inteIlectuals for his identification with the Amhara-dominated regime in Addis Ababa, in 

Maichew in the southern extreme of Region 111 the Tigrayan governor was resented for his 

perceived negligence of the town and the area surrounding it. Mengesha was widely held 

to be opposed to the development of the south because of an inter-feudal quarrel that he 

65a~nterview: Chairman Mekelle baito, Mekelle, January 22, 1993. 
a3~igraYan ETA officials inten4ewed were not certain of the date. 
65%tenieur: Gebregiorgis Gegziabher and Gebrekidan Abay, Mekelle, January 1, 1993. 
655~eople's Voice, July/September 1986, p. 8. 



had inherited from his father, Ras Seyoum, who had long fought the local awardja 

governor, Dejazmach Aberra Tedla. Mengesha drew his legitimacy from the fact that he 

was a grandson of Yohannis IV and was married to Emperor Haile-Selassie's 

granddaughter, Ayda, while for his part Aberra had imperial links through his 

granddaughter, Sara Gizew, who was married to Haile-Selassie's second son, Makonnen. 

As a result local people attributed the area's lack of civic amenities, and particularly a high 

school and good clinic, to discrimination because of Mengesha's fight with Aberra. 

Opposition to the regime in the 1960s and early 1970s thus had a distinctive local 

character, with students and their parents protesting against the lack of development in the 

awardja, and in particular demonstrating for a high school. Until 1973 when a high school 

was finally built in Maichew the awardja's schools only went up to grade eight, thus 

necessitating students going to Mekelie or Addis Ababa for hrther education. 

Maichew citizens also had a direct link to the student struggles in the national capital in 

the person of Tilahun Yigzaw, the well-known HSIU student activist who returned to his 

home town to arouse local students.656 Zemacha students were also politically active in 

the town. But it was probably local teachers, who were getting radical literature from 

China and other socialist countries and sources, and using it to appeal to their students, 

who had the biggest impact.657 Mobilizing around these local grievances went hand-in- 

hand with support for such Ethiopian-wide demands as "land to the tiller". 

Members of the TNO and later some TPLF cadres organized cells in Maichew before the 

fighting forces of the Front reached the area. They also operated underground cells in 

both of the major towns of the 

establishment of urban cells was held 

eastern lowlands, Mahoni and Chercha, as the 

to be necessary before military operations could be 

656See chapter four where there is commentary on this student. 
6571nten4ew: Berhe Belay, Maichew, March 25, 1993. 



successfiilly carried out in an area. 658 The TPLF was not alone: the EPRP also had a 

well-developed support apparatus among teachers, students, and civil servants. 659 The 

EPRP was concentrated in the towns and advocated the setting up of a "people's 

government". In contrast local residents report that the much smaller TPLF identified 

themselves as Tigrayan nationalists and its propaganda emphasized the need to first free 

the province from the Derg. Political competition between the EPRP and the TPLF was 

fierce in the southern towns, sometimes giving way to fisticuffs, but the conflict between 

them went underground or largely disappeared with the advent of the Red Terror. 

Since it had the largest number of supporters in the awardja's towns and posed a threat to 

the Derg in Addis Ababa which the TPLF did not, the EPRP suffered the most from the 

terror. The Derg's fear of the TPLF's espousal of Tigrayan nationalism, however, is 

evidenced by the fact that town residents were made to speak Arnharigna publicly and 

many went so far as to change their Tigrayan-sounding names to Amharigna ones. Mere 

possession of an opposition pamphlet led to arrest and possible torture and death. The 

politically suspect, often teachers, were arrested and would be urged to become double 

agents; if they refbsed they would be imprisoned or shot, their bodies being left outside 

their schools to intimidate others. 

Explaining life under the regime, a resident who grew up in Maichew said, 

"People had to be clever or tactical. It was a soldier's 
government and you had to give soldiers food, tej, whatever 
they wanted. Parents gave their children to marry Derg 
soldiers to get security. Rape was common, even of priests' 
wives. The belongings of the wealthy were taken. If 
parents were rich enough they W O U ! ~  send their children out 
of the area, but if the children were young they had to put 
up with it. You couldn't even sit outside with two or three 

658~nterview: Somcrc Geresgi, Asfa Hailu and Woldegirgis Kiros, Mahoni, March 30, 1993. 
659~bid. 
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people, even with one's family as they might be employed by 
Derg security. You could only talk about sex, food and 

*I 660 eej. 

In the face of such persecution many possible victims evacuated their homes and left for 

Sudan, the forest, or to the base areas of the EPRP or the TPLF. After an individual's 

disappearance the Derg would arrest that person's parents and this often led to the other 

children leaving and joining the opposition. A former member of the Commission for 

Organizing the Party of the Workers of Ethiopia (COPWE), and thus in a position to 

know who directed the persecution, concluded that people "who were not political 

thought [wrongly that] the terror was the responsibility of lower officials and not the Derg 

government. The choice for the people was to survive tactically, join the Front, or leave 

the area for ~ u d a n . " ~ ~ ~  

The Derg's authoritarian restructuring of civil life was probably felt most forcefully in the 

introduction of convoys in the face of the declining security in the area. By 1977 the Derg 

required that all vehicle traffic traveling north from Maichew or south to the Wollo border 

be restricted to convoys and beginning in 1980 convoys were deemed necessary to move 

from Maichew to Mahoci, a distance of only twenty kilometres.662 Shortly thereafter 

citizens of Mahoni were required to get government permission to attend weddings two 

kilometres outside of the town.663 These measures invariably interfered with the 

livelihoods of merchants and traders, but they were also resented by ordinary people 

pursuing everyday activities. 

Agame 

660~nterview: Berhe Belay, Maichew. March 25, 1993. 
6611bid. Berhe's reference to "suwivfing] tactically" should probably be understood to be collaborating 
when necessary. 
662~nten.iew: Kidane Hailu, Marly Emir and Tadesse Woldelabanos, Mahoni, March 30, 1993. 
6631bid. 



In r! province known for its poverty, Agame in the northern part of the TPLF's Region HI 

stands out to the extent that in Addis Ababa and Asmara, where the destitute farmers of 

the awardja were frequently driven in search of wage labour, the term "Agarne" was 

usually one of abuse and equated with coolie or unskilled labourer, and refered to one 

called upon to l i f t  and cany heavy objects.664 Like all of Tigray, Agame suffered from 

farm plot fragmentation, deforestationl, soil infertility, overpopulation, and a lack of basic 

infrastructure such as schoo!~, hospitals, roads and other amenities. Thus the problems of 

the awardja were not different from elsewhere, but the scale of the problems were. And 

the very severity of the problems forced survival responses on the people of a different 

magnitude than elsewhere In Tigray. 

With the exception of southern Tigray which in good years has two marked rainy seasons, 

allowing its farmers to plant two crops, the rest of Tigray's farmers are dependent on a 

single season of rain to grow their single crop. In parts of Agame farmers were able, 

indeed forced, to draw ground water, and by carrying it on their backs to their fields, 

could sometimes produce as many as three, usually tiny, crops. Despite this industry,665 

farmers' plots were the smallest in Tigray according to studies carried out during the final 

days of the imperial regime666 In any case these conditions forced peasant families to 

depend to a significant degree on off-farm work for survival. 

Much of the political economy of the area has resulted from the land crisis and the 

response t.0 that crisis. First, as noted, h a  been the push to grow crops year-mund, and 

beyond production of the basic subsistence grain crops, this encouraged market gardening 

664~nterview: Dada Mengesha, Adigrat, March 3, 1993. 
6a~garne farmers are renowned in Ethiopia for their commitment to hard work. 
"%ee CSO, Report on o Swe-Y of Tigray, Wellega and WoNo Provinces 1963 - 1967. 

336 



on a scale not witnessed elsewhere in Tigray. This in turn led to greater consumption of 

vegetables (and doubtlessly a more balanced diet than the largeiy grain dependent diet that 

is common in the province), and greater commercialization as the products were sold on 

the market. Again as elsewhere in Tigray, Agame farmers often went to the west to work 

on commercial farms after the rainy season. -And in disproportionately large numbers they 

went to Asmara (a city in close proximity to Agame), and to Addis Ababa, where they 

have typically worked as unskilled factory labourers, sometimes forming a lumpen group 

in these towns, hence the derogatory inference sometimes attached to the term "A.gameH. 

Destitution and nearness to the Red Sea also favoured poor Agame peasants going legally, 

or more often illegally, to Saudia Arabia and other Gulf states, as labourers and small 

merchants. 

Doubtlessly the most creative response to land shortage, however, was in the large 

numbers of people from Agame who become merchants and traders. Taking advantage of 

their strategic position on the Addis Ababa to Asmara road, these merchants dominated 

the transport of Tigrayan raw materials, chiefly grain and cattle, to the main metropoles of 

the country to exchange for the consumer and manufactured goods they returned with. 

Indeed, Agame merchants can be found throughout Ethiopia and abroad, and now rival 

the Gurage, traditionally the pre-eminent merchant and trading ciass of the country. 

The Contest for Ascendancy over the Opposition 

The TPLF's stated reason for its rapid movement from its base area in western Tigray $0 

rural Agame was to propagate its program of land reform and local administration. In 

Sobia woreda in the northeast of Agame where the TPLF set up its base in early 1976 

farm size per family rarely exceeded a minuscule .25 hectares even after the Front's 



reforms, far too little land to support even a small family.667 However, the desire to 

implement land reform was not the only reason the TPLF was attracted to this area. As 

one peasant noted, "The TPLF started to investigate the problems of farmers in the area, 

but had come because of the EPRP's presence. "668 

Indeed, the EPRP established rural bases in Agame at almost exactly the same time that 

the TPEF was moving into the area. As noted earlier, the EPRP was pre-eminently an 

urban-based multinational student organization that had hoped to assume national power 

with the collapse of the Haile-Selassie regime. But by 1975 the Party had begun to 

appreciate that the struggle for state power would be both longer and more difficult than 

had been thought earlier. Although the EPRP held that the road io power lay in an 

alliance between the working class and the radical intelligentsia who formed a vanguard 

Marxist-Leninist party which the EPRP assumed itself to be, it also recognized a marginal 

role for the peasantry in this alliance. 

The EPRP thus argued the primacy of the class struggle over the national Tigrayan 

struggle, and hence held that the TPLF should accept their political leadership. The EPRP 

did not recognize the Ethiopian peasantry as constituting a revolutionary force in its own 

right and therefore, unlike the TPLF, never considered the peasants to be critical to the 

outcome of the revolution. Thus the decision of the EPRP leadership to establish rural 

bases had far more to do with gaining control of the countryside as a means to exert 

pressure on the towns than with any notion of making a peasant based struggle the centre- 

piece of the Party's political strategy. 

667~nteniew.: Teklay Awash and Tadele Alemsiged. Adigrat, March 3, 1993. 
6 6 8 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Aela Assesse, Sobia. March 7, 1993. 
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A hrther incentive to begin operations in the countryside was provided by the terrorism to 

which urban Ethiopian political life was being subjected as the Derg consolidated its 

power. Indeed, the rapid deterioration of civil life in urban Ethiopia beginning in 1975 

was held to promote the conditions that would herald the coming to power of the E P W  

and its allies. Going to the countryside was a means of increasing pressure on the Derg, 

and of providing the EPRP with rural bases of operation that could be used to support the 

urban insurrection that remained at the core of the EPRF strategy. 

Three operational fields were chcsen by the EPRP (Agame in Tigray, Wollo, and Gondar) 

and armed units took up positions in each of these areas in 1975. Agame, and specificatiy 

Irop woreda in the northeast s f  the awardja which encompassed the remote Asimba 

Mountain, was chosen for a number of reasons, some of which bear a marked resemblance 

to those which led the TPLF to estsblish its initial base at Dedebit. First, Asimba was 

remote and inaccessible and the revolutionaries were unlikely to be disturbed by Derg 

forces whose nearest military camp wzs at Zalambessa on the main Adigrat to Asmara 

road, some forty kilometres away over a very rugged track. Seco~d,  the EPRP base was a 

mere four hours walk from the Eritrean border, and a part of Eritrea in which their EPLF 

allies operated. To the east lay the even more remote and inaccessible Danikal lowlands. 

Third, the leader of the EPW, Dr. Tesfai Dubessie, was a member of the minority Saho 

people who inhabited the Asimba area, and this gave the Party an added measure of 

security. Despite this apparent recognition of the importance of ethnicity in revolutionary 

struggle, the other sixteen members of the force included many non-Tigrayan arid non- 

Tigrigna speaking members. Like the Dedebit base of the TPLF, the government's 

presence was limited in the Asimba area and shifias had free reign 

According to Bereket Simon, who was shortly thereafter to join the EPRP at Asimba, the 

initial group of seventeen EBRP fighters had been trained and equipped by the Palestine 



Liberation Organization in the Middle East, and then returned to Ethiopia by way of 

Eritrea through the auspices of the EPLF which had relations with the F L ~ . ~ ~ ~  Although 

the EPRP's position was to change, at this time they, like the TPLF, supported Eritrea's 

right to independence, a critical precondition to gaining the EPLF's support. 670 

The fate of the other EPW contingents cannot be followed here, except to note that very 

early on virtually the entire Wollo force was destroyed by the Derg, leading the EPW to 

order its forces in Tigray and Gondar not to engage in military operations without the 

explicit permission of the Party's Addis Ababa based ~ e a d e r s h i ~ . G ~ ~  As these events took 

place at approximately the same time that the Agame contingent was taking up positions, 

it was to have a negative effect on its ability to acquire the necessary military skills and 

battle victories to gain prestige in the eyes of the peasants. 

A greater obstacle to the EPRP's political success in Agame was occasioned by the Derg's 

land proclamation which was enacted shortly after the Party launched its armed struggle. 

Already doubtful of the revolutionary potential of the peasantry, this enactment drove a 

wedge into the Party, leading eight of the original seventeen Agame cadres to desert the 

E P R P . ~ ~ ~  The Derg's commitment to far reaching land reform demonstrated, in the view 

of the deserters, the revolutionary credentials of the military government, and at the same 

time eliminated the peasants' hunger for land, the one issue that might have brought them 

into revolutionary struggle. How wrong the dissident EPRP members were about the land 

reform and its impact, at least on the Tigrayan peasantry, would soon become apparent. 

6 6 9 ~ n t e ~ i e w :  Berekct Simon, Addis Ababa, June 16, 1993. 
670~ndarachew Tiruneh, p. 174. 
671~nterview: Bereket Simon, Addis Ababa, June 16, 1993. 
6 7 2 ~ i d .  



Contrary to the EPW, the TPLF was convinced that in the circumstances the Derg did 

not have the means to carry out its announced land reform and further that even after the 

Derg was able to acquire a presence in the rural areas that its military and bureaucratic 

structure would preclude the reforms from having a democratic character. Lastly, the 

TPLF contended that the Amhara domination of the regime ensured that it would never be 

responsive to the national sensitivities of the Tigrayan peasantry. As a result the Front 

was confident that only its program of land reform could meet the needs of the peasants. 

The TPLF was attracted to Agame by the presence of the EPRP, and to a far lesser extent, 

the TLF. The TPLF was probably too small and weak for its leadership to seriously 

contemplate challenging the larger and better financed and armed EPRP militarily at this 

early stage. However, it was not prepared to leave the field open to the EPRP and did 

want to compete with, and distinguish itself politically from, the EPRP, as well as perhaps 

work to establish an anti-Derg alliance. And at least in the first year and a half after their 

respective arrivals in Agame, there was serious and non-violent political competition 

There was also a rough division of territory between the two groups for the purposes of 

their political work, with the EPRP centred in Irop woreda and the 'TPEF in the adjacent 

woreda of Sobia. 

What these woredas shared was their isolation and their poverty. Irap was (and is) 

reckoned to be the poorest woreda in Tigray, and Sobia the second poorest. Prop, as 

noted, is inhabited by the minority Saho people who live on both sides of the Eritrean- 

Ethiopian border. The Saho are largely nomadic and for this reason no land reform was 

ever carried out in the area, either by the EPW, Derg, or the TPLF. The Saho have their 

own culture, and speak their own unwritten ianguage, although almost ail are fluent in 



Tigrigna.G73 The majority of the woreda's approximately twenty thousand inhabitants are 

Roman Catholic, having been converted a century ago by Lazarkt priests from France. 

Although disputes sometimes arose bet-ween the nomadic Saho and their settled 

neighbours over grazing rights and water, the communities have generally been well- 

disposed to one another. 

To the west of Irop lies Sobia with a population of twenty-two thousand inhabitants 

spread among fourteen tabias, seven in the highlands, five in the middle lands, and two in 

the lowlands. The vast majority of the people are ethnic Tigrayans and most are Ethiopian 

Orthodox Christians. Approximately five percent of the population are Saho and a slightly 

larger percent are Catholic. The woreda of Sobia has a Catholic Church and an 

elementary school. 

Irop's greater isolation and the nomadic character of its people probably served to protect 

it  from feudal lords and the tentacles of the Orthodox Church. In Sobia this was not the 

case. The peasants generally held risti land under the imperial regime but, as has been the 

case everywhere in this examination of Tigray, these rights were frequently overturned by 

poweAl lords or their agents. Peasants in the woreda reported that poor farmers had no 

place for cattle, goats and other animals as land was limited and the nobles had 

priority.674 in a province where possession of oxen is a key indicator of wealth, fewer 

than twenty-five percent of Sobia's peasants were reckoned to own any o ~ e n . 6 ~ ~  h c h  

farmers who had good relations with nobles and local administrators got farmland, but 

even they had to pay bribes. Usually the nobles simply chose the most fertile land and 

demarcated it for themselves. 

673~nterview: Aba Tesfa Michael Sejum, Sobia, March 6, 1993. 
674~ntcrview: Gersgeher Sebhaa, Kashi Herur Mcrhiri, Biru Gesc and Hagos Meginna, Sobia, March 7, 
1993. 
6751bid. 



There was no gdti land in Sobia, rich church officials or monasteries, b ~ t  one-third of the 

land in each tabia was held by local branches of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church This land 

was used by local priests, and although their descendants could not inherit it, they did 

benefit from having farming plots that were larger than their peasant neighbours The 

priests also benefited from a "cross tax" and received injera and suwa for such things as 

performing baptisms and grieving zerentonies Peasants were also required to pity an 

"archbishop tax" of ten kiiogramc of grain that went out of the woreda 

The initial EPRP contingent in Agame was minuscule, but by I978 Bereket Simon 

estimated they had between 3,000 to 4.000 fighters,676 although some TPLF sources 

consider this estimate too high In spite of the initial support received by the EPLF, the 

EPRP moved closer to the ELF, which managed through its Middie Eastern connections 

to supply it with weapons and equipment The EPRP was atso well financed, having f'unds 

taken from a bank robbery in Addis Ababa that netted over one million birr ($500,000.), 

as well as finances supplied by affiliates of the Erhiopiitn Student Movement in Europe and 

North ~ r n e r i c a . ~ ~ ~  This meant, according to the testimonies of area peasants, that EPRP 

cadres paid for their food and lodging, and not surprisingly the peasants considered the 

Party to be " r i ~ h " . ~ ~ g  This demonstration of military and financial strength, however, did 

not win them peasant support. 

The peasants contrasted the wealth of the EPRP with the TPLF fighters who had 

uncnpf?istic-ated single-shot guns and typically begged ft?r grairr ivhich thexi 3 ceoked and 

"7~nterview: Simon Bereket. Addis Ababa, June 16, 1993. 
6 7 7 ~ i d .  
h78~nterview: Aela Assesse. Tsefa Baliho, Desta Hadimey, Rossine Mahafu and Hale Dademos, Sobia, 
March 7, 1993. 



carried around in their pockets.679 While the peasants held TPLF pow-ty to be a virtue, 

they argued that if the EPftD had come as liberators, as their sons and daughters to 

organize them, then they shouid not have to pay for their food and accommodation, but 

that it should be provided by those in whose name the struggle was being fought, that is 

the peasantry. The willingness of the EPRP to pay even higher than market prices for 

food items to gain peasant support may in fact have deprived the poor of badly needed 

food in short supply, and thus undermined its support among this section of the peasantry. 

The EPRP's description of themselves as "Black Bolsheviks" is ilfustrative of their 

authoritarian approach to the peasantry and doctrinaire understanding of revolution. 

Repeatediy in interviews peasants referred to the EPRP's use of vioience when peasants or 

their leaders refbsed to cooperate with the Party's plans. In addition peasants reported 

that the EPRP interfered with their sales of cattle and other livestock because they thought 

that if people were going to the town markets they would betray them to the ~ e r g . 6 ~ ~  

But ultimatety the EPRP's violence against the peasants demonstrated the political 

weakness of their program which advocated urban insurrectior;, but involved working - with 

peasants to whom the Party was not committed. 

In addition, the righrs of Ethiopiak nationakies never figured highly in the EPRPis 

program, which emphasized a multinational approach to revolution, and considered 

narionafis~ sentiments to be "bourgeois". EPRP propaganda accused the TPLF of "narrow 

narionalismtl and heid that unfike the TPLF, the EPRP was fighting for all of Ethiopia. 

EPW cadres in Tigray were drawn from a number of Ethiopian nationalities and as a 

result peasants concluded that "the Derg had Oromo and Amhara soldiers in Tigray and so 

G:gInten.iew Gershcher Sctthat &hi Herclr Mcrhiri. Biru Gese and Hagos Meginna. Sobia. March 7, 
1943. 
"@%id. 



did the EPW, so there was no difi'erence."68f According to another peasant, "The 

people were confi~sed when they heard EPW's position that they were fighting for all of 

Ethiopia and knew that they needed their (Tigrayan) rights first so they ~ a i t e d " ~ ~ 2  

While the EPW never questioned its belief in multinational-based revolutionary struggle, 

the iand crisis in Agame and peasant pressure forced the Party 10 move on its weak 

commitment to land reform. Two land redistributions were attempted in Adi Aduka and 

Embeto tabias in Sobia woreda, apparently because the EPRP had members in those 

tabias.683 AAer a politicization campaign that concentrated on the youth and the 

establishment of local militias, the EPRP divided up the land However, the peasants were 

not directly involved in the process; censuses were not taken, and land fertility studies 

were not carried out. iand was simply demarcated, after which a lottery took place to 

distribute the land plots. As a result, it is not surprising that accusations were 

subsequently made that the EPW's friends got the best 

The TPLF were quick to advocate land reform, but the rr?oven?ent was in no hurry to 

actuaIly carry it out. When the reforms were implemented they were carehlly thought 

out, systematic in their execution, and involved the peasantry at every step of the process. 

The TPLFis first land reform took place in Sobia and resulted in each family, irrespective 

of size, receiving one hectare of iand comprised of a number of separate plots to account 

for differences in soit fertility. avaiiability of water, and other considerations. Although 

the Sobia land reform was to be a model for subsequent TPLF reforms in Tigray, the 

declining security situation in the ~voreda and the demands placed q o n  the tiny TPLF 

force eisewhere in the province meant: that there were to be three more land reforms over 



the next fourteen years. Even some of the principles laid down in Sobia, such as each 

family getting an equal portion of land rather than the individuals in the family, were later 

to be discarded. But the care with which the reforms were carried out and the active 

in~mlvement and acceptance of the peasants in each step of the process were to be 

hallmarks in the TPLF land reforms that would distinguish them from those of the EPRP 

and the Derg. 

The TPLF did not have the capacity tc  absorb large numbers of fighters during its first 

years of the armed struggle, but it did encourage the establishment of local militias. The 

major finction of the TPLF militias was defense of their villages against the Derg, but at 

this early stage the Derg did not have the capacity to threaten outlyin~ woredas like Sobia. 

Therefore, the militias' major task was to assist the TPLF in winning over other villagers. 

According to an early member of the Sobia militia, "we concentrated on poor and middle 

peasants, but there were no differences and we would agitate in any place where we met 

'685 

Political competition between the TPLF and the EPRP increasingly created tension, 

particularly as the peasants were clearly moving to the TPLF camp. As in western Tigray, 

the peasants were not in favour of two groups opposed to the Derg fighting one another. 

They were of the view that "one wife can't have two h u ~ b a n d s " , ~ g ~  and the upshot of this 

was a peasant initiative to decide formally at a woreda-wide meeting which organization 

to support. 

The peasants' meeting was convened at Galat tabia in the centre of Sobia woreda late in 

f StT8. Three to five representatives were selected from each tabia, again depending on the 

6X%nteniiew: Mabrato Adhana, Sobia, March 8, 1933. 
696~nieniew: Gersgeher Sebhat, &hi Werur Merhiri. Biru Gese, Hagos Meginna, Sobia, March 7, 1993. 



size of the tabia. and for four to six hours each day for eight consecutive days the peasants 

debaied wheiher to siippoiq the TPLF or the EPW. A local peasaili, Assesse Nsgabe, 

chaired the meeting in which both organizations, together with the ELF, had observers but 

did not actively participate. According to participants, the delay in reaching a decision 

was due to the need to reach a consensus, since a minority of the representatives were 

members of the EPRP militia and they had to be won over to the majority position of 

supporting the TPLF. 

Mabrato Adhana, an observer of the meetings, said, "People supported the TPLF because 

they felt that two pofitical organizations in one area were not desirable and there should 

only be one; also the Tigrayan people have the same culture and problems, and the EPRP 

should go to its homeland and fight for their poor and 0 ~ ~ r e s s e d . " 6 ~ ~  The meeting ended 

with a resolution being passed and presented in written form to the two organizations 

which concluded, "the EPRP was fighting for all of Ethiopia, but needed to organize each 

nationality first to get its own freedom, and therefore each nationality should fight in its 

own area."688 The EPRP was then asked to leave the woreda. 

The EPRP did not accept the resolution and returned the next day and captured and tied 

up the chairman of the meeting, Assesse, and took him away, whereupon the peasants 

followed and demanded his release which they subsequently achieved.689 Other peasant 

leaders were subsequently captured, held for some time, and fined before being released. 

One peasant, Abraha Tecklehaimonot, was tied up and thrown off a cliff to his death by 

687~nterview: Mabrato Adhana, Sobia March 8. 1993. 
"sibid. 
6g9fnteniew: Gzrsgeher Sebhat. Kashi Herur Merhiri, Biru Gese and Hagos Meginna, Sobia, March 7, 
1993. 
69%id. 



A TPLF militia member fiom Sobia said that during his field training, "[wle were told thai 

if we can resolve our differences there will be no sho~ting as we don't want to kill them 

(the EPRP), so even if provoked don't do anything and try to resolve our differences."691 

Nonetheless, violent conflict between the TPLF and the EPRP was perhaps inevitable, but 

the rupture in relations in late 1978 could not have been more ill-timed for the TPLF 

which was in the final stages of a victorious, but very costly, war with the EDU in western 

Tigray. The TPLF strongly suspected that the timing of the outbreak of fighting between 

the Front and the EPRP was based on the latter's collusion with the EDU. An ex-EPRP 

member gives credence to this suspicion, but said that in addition to this factor, the timing 

of the conflict was designed to defuse growing internal Party criticism by waging war 

against external forces.692 

What is clear is that the peasants' rejection of the EPRP in Sobia served to precipitate the 

TPLF-EPRP war. After its rejection, the EPRP's local network virtually collapsed and the 

Party was able only to maintain its position in the woreda by resorting to violent measures. 

While subsequent events are confused, it can be said authoritatively that the EPRP 

initiated the conflict by killing three or four TPLF cadres at a Front medical clinic and then 

leaving their corpses on the rozd, which had the effect of inhriating the peasants. In the 

face of this aggression, TPLF fighters ir, the woreda and their local militia supporters 

retreated to central Tigray. 

if the tiiiiiiig of the EPW attack was made iri ihe befief thai the TPLF had h e n  serioiisly 

wakened by its bitter engagements with the EDU, this was 2 se:ior;s. error of judgment. 

The number of TPLF fighters had indeed been seriously depleted, both as a result of the 

591~nter+iew: Tuku Beyene, Sobia, March 8, 1993. 
692~nterview: Simon Bereket, Addis Ababa, June 16, 1993. 



war with the EDU and through defections in the difficult first two years since the Front 

had launched its armed struggle, but the result was a TPLF steeled in battle, confident of 

its skills, and increasingly supported by the Tigrayan peasantry. 

In fact it was the EPRP that had been seriously weakened, both politically and militarily by 

the experience of the past two years. The EPRP was the primary victim of the Red 

Terror that the Derg unleashed in 1977, and by March 1978 the Derg was claiming, only a 

little prematurely, that the Party had been completely wiped out.693 And while the terror 

encouraged the movement of youth, particularly in northern Ethiopia, to join the EPRP in 

its rural bases, the Party's weak program and continuing devotion to an urban insurrection 

that it was increasingly incapable of leading, meant that ir was unable to take advantage of 

the changed circumstances. 

The EPW's superior numbers and armament compared to the TPLF did not overcome its 

demoralization, internal political conflict, poor relations with the peasantry and, despite 

almost three years in the field, lack of military experience. The EPRP also ran afoul of the 

two Eritrean fronts. Relations with the EPLF were broken completely when the EPRP in 

a change of policy declared that it no longer supported Eritrean independence, and 

reiations with the ELF were seriously jeopardized when the EPRP apparently referred to 

the ELF as one of its mass organizations.694 

It was thus a very weak EFRP that confronted a small but emboldened TPLF. With its 

greater numbers the EPKP was initially successfiil in forcing the TPLF out of Agame. But 

at this point the TPLF was able to bring its battle-hardened forces from the west into the 

cay, and in an engagement north of Inticho in central Tigray in late March 1978, the 



EPRP was roundly defeated. The TPLF then forced the EPRP to retreat to its base in 

Asimba, where after five days of fighting it completely disintegrated. The Party split into 

three groups. One retreated north into Eritrea, where its members were taken into 

custody by the EPLF and later released into the Sudan. A second group retreated to the 

isolated Wolkait district on the Sudanese border in Gondar province, where it was still in 

existence when the Derg collapsed in 1991. A third group retreated to Wollo where it 

eventually reformulated itself with TPLF support as the Ethiopian Peoples Democratic 

Movement (EBDM). 

This victory thus left the TPLF in a dominant position in opposition to the Derg in the 

northeast at the same time that it had achieved dorninance in the west. The TPLF, 

however, was too small and weak at this stage of'the war to consolidate its position in the 

area and move to the south and it was not until 1980 that it would finally establish a base 

of operations in southern Tigray. 

Developments in Southern Tigray 

Unlike other parts of Tigray, the TPLF's struggle for the southern part of Region 111 took 

place within a different time framework and involved important ethnic considerations. 

While the TPLF was able to quickly establish itself in most parts of rural Tigray and 

largely complete the organization of iocaf administrations and peasant militias, and start 

their land reform programs by 1980 - 198 1 ,  the Front was not able to effectively become 

established in the sout!aern part of the region until about 1980. 

War> geography and history are intimate bed-fellows and southern Tigray has a number of 

unique characteristics critical to the course and outcome of the struggle in this area. 

Perhaps the most distinctive geographical feature is its pattern of two annual rainfalls, the 



short and more unpredictable Relg rains of February-March, and the much longer Kempt 

rains from June to September. Two rains so far apart usually allows for two growing 

seasons, and hence a different agriculture pattern than that of most of Tigray. For this and 

other reasons that will be referred to, the south is also held to be only second to the 

western region in terms of its economic or agricultural potential. 

Geographically the south is very mixed, having densely populated highlands to the west, 

falling off rapidly to the middle level plains as one moves east. Similar to the rest of 

Tigray, the highlands suffer the ill-effects of soil infertility, over-grazing, and deforestation 

from long and intensive use. Except for pockets in the southwest of Agew-speaking 

people who tend to be well-integrated into Tigrayan society, and some Amharigna- 

speaking people in the south, virtually all of the highland peoples are Tigrigna-speaking. 

Most highlanders are followers of Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity. 

The lower lands, or kolu lands. are rich agricultural plains bound on the west by sharply 

rising highlands, and in the east less dramatically hy gradually falling elevations as one 

passes into the Danikzl Depression, going into what is now the independent state of 

Eritrea, and on to the Red Sea. Like the southern highlands the eastern plains are 

characterized by two seasons of rainfall; but they are even more unpredictable, leading to a 

boom-bust economic pattern.695 A tabia chairman put it thus: "When rains come people 

are rich, but with no rains they are poor and wilI sell their labour as far away as Humera 

and ~udan.  "696 

695~elevision's portrayal of the slan-ing masses huddid in the feeding camps near the town of Korem 
during the great Ethiopian famine of 1984-85 lefi a lasting impression of a destroyed land and a destitute 
people. But in 1993 the plains to the a t  of Korem were everywhere green and rich, and the people, If 
not aIways u-ell-fe& were nonetheless not starving. Horveirer, in 1994 eastern Tigray was again suffering 
from brought, thus testifying to the sagari es of the climate. 
696htenkv: f3erihun Gebrc, Bela. March 27, 1993. 



For similar reasons to those referred to in the discussion of western Tigray, the eastern 

plains with their low elevations have lower population densities thatz those found in the 

highlands, and largely because of this they do not suffer the same degree of soil infertility 

or the consequences of over-grazing. Land-holdings are typically two to three times 

greater than those of the highlands, and even after the TPLF land reform it was possible in 

some areas for a large family to collectively hold six or more hectares of land,697 

something unheard in highland Tigray. Given a pattern of droughts, however, such large 

land holdings are sometimes necessary to carry the peasants over seasons and years of 

little or no production. 

As ekewhere in Tigray it was possession of capital, largely in the form of cattle, goats and 

sheep, that distinguished the rich farmer from the poor. Unlike much of Tigray, however, 

most eastern plains' peasants did possess cattle, thus testifying to a generally higher 

standard of living in this area. Again like western Tigray, the kola lands have a less 

hospitable climate; diseases like malaria and typhoid are more prevalent, and social 

infi-astructure in the form of schools. hospitals, roads and government services were less 

developed than in the highlands. The shifta culture was also an important feature of life. 

The Political Economy of Ethnic Conflict 

It is the particular mix of peoples and geography that largely shaped the course, character 

and outcome of the TPLF-led struggle in this area. The southern Tigrayan lowlands form 

a transition area between Tigrayan and Amhara peoples, but it is largely language that has 

historically separated these peoples, their cultures being very similar and long shared. 

Such tensions as existed were of a low level, with some of the population wanting to be 

697fnteniew: Bim Kiros, Maiciiew. March 26, 1993. 
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associated with the dominant -Amhara culture to the south, while others preferred the 

Tigrayan culture to the north. 

To the far easP9* were the lowlands of the still largely nomadic afar people with their 

culture and economy boufid up in cattle and camels. From the sixteenth century onwards 

they confronted the Raya and Azebo people who were originally Oroms pastoralists who 

migrated from lands to the south of Shoa during the course of Ahmed the Grants military 

campaign and found these lands largely uninhabited. These same lands were used by the 

nomadic Afar to graze their cattle and the stage was set for a conflictual relationship 

which has continued into the present. 

"The main co~flict between the Raya and the afar stemmed from similar cultures and 

customs for proving manhood," noted a Raya elder699 The economies of both peoples 

were based on cattle and nomadism (the Raya gradually adapting in time to settled forms 

of existence), thus ensuring disputes over grazing lands and water that had the potential 

always of ending in violence. This was pai-ticularly a problem during the Belg rains when 

the noma.ds brought their cattle to the higher lands for grazing. Both peopks also placed 

much value on the tradition of raiding, and in particular on castrating one's opponent to 

demonstrate manliness and as a necessary task for a young man to carry out before he 

could marry. An Afar said, "In the past the Raya people were horseman and warriors and 

robbed the cattle of the Afar ... Raya were taking testicles and many men today do not 

have wives because they don't have penises."700 A Raya might well have made a similar, 

and equally accurate, observation. 

69g~his is the region of the former awardja of Maichew. Afier the EPRDF victory in 1991 it became the 
autonomous Afar area of Zone Two. 
699~nteniew: Fitwari Kebede Arayah, Mahoni, March 30, 1993. 
7001ntemiew: Barento Abadayme, Chercha, March 27, 1993. 



As has been observed earlier, the Raya managed to preserve their distinct institutions and 

way of life until they were defeated by Haile-Selassie's army during the Woyene. In the 

wake of this crushing defeat the Raya were forced to give up much of their semi-nomadic 

culture and become settled farmers, although often as tenants on lands they formerly 

owned. Moreover, in the past fifty years most of them lost their original language and 

religious affiliation and now speak Tigrigna and adhere to Orthodox Christianity. Until 

recently most Tigrayans saw the Raya and Azebo as "uncultured" peoples, but increasingly 

they are accepted into mainstream Tigrayan society and most other Tigrayans now identi@ 

the Raya and Azebo merely as the names of the areas which they inhabit,701 not as a 

distinctive people. 

It was far more difficult for the Afar to assimilate into Tigrayan society. They generally 

only met their Tigrayan neighbours in markets such as that of Mahoni in the southeastern 

plains, which has become one of the largest in the province as a result of the Afar trade. 

Here the Afar brought their cattle, consumer goods from Djibouti and, in some areas, salt 

to exchange for grains, cloth and other products of settled highland society. As a result of 

these limited contacts they have retained their language and Islamic faith and have not 

intermarried with non-Afars. 

Cross-cutting the area's ethnic divisions is a Christian-Moslem divide, although this has 

not historically been a source of conflict here or elsewhere in Tigray. There were few 

Moslems among the trading population of the highlands of the southern part of the eastern 

region, but in the less populated eastern plains and lowlands (and specifically the strategic 

woredas of Chercha, Mahoni, Inda Mahoni and Adishuhu) Moslems constituted a 

701~nterview: Abadi Marasa, Maichew, March 24, 1993; Interview: Fitwari Kebede Arayah, Mahoni, 
March 30. 1993. 



significant r n i n 0 r i i ~ . ~ ~ 2  Apart from the Afar, most Moslems were originally Ororno, 

although other Moslems led by Abdul Mohammed from Gondar also settled in the 

area.703 Moslems in this area have held land since the time of King Fasilidas (1632- 1663, 

but they have never been part of the local power structure. Nowhere in Tigray did 

religious divisions have a significant impact on the struggle in Tigray, but the existence of 

a large pslitically marginalized and economica'ily underdeveloped ethnic minority in the 

form of the Afar within the province's boundaries did pose dificulties for the TPLF. 

Revolt in the South 

In the southern parts of Region III the TPLF was most active in the isolated highlands to 

the west of the main Addis Ababa - Asrnara road link, and later in the far eastern lowlands 

of the Afar people. From positions of strength in Tembien in the central region, the TPLF 

moved south in the late 1970s setting up a headquarters in Samre, a village whose only 

road link even in 1993 was with the distant capital of Mekelle. Like other early TPLF 

strongholds Samre was isolated and shifla-ridden, although the shifla were dispjaced with 

the arrival of the T P L F . ~ ~ ~  The TPLF was on occasion forced to retreat from this area in 

the face of superior forces, but the Derg found it impossible to supply and defend this 

remote area, and hence very early in the struggle gave up de facto control of this area to 

the TPLF, 

Operating from Samre the TPLF had the capacity to conduct hrther operations to the 

south, and this led to the early capture of Bora and the lands of the adjacent Agew peoples 

who had largely been assimilated into the dominant Semitic culture as evidenced by the 

extent of the inter-marriage with Tigrayans and Arnhara in the area. From the position of 

702~nterview: Sheik Ahmed Ibrahim, Maichew, March 26, 1993. 
'031nteniew: Sheik Nuri Barantu, Hussien Omar and Ali Mahdi, Mahoni, March 3 1 
7 0 4 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Merusue Woldeman. Maichew, March 25, 1993. 
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strength in Bora the TPLF was able to capture and briefly hold the key WoIlo town of 

Sokotz. Reinforcing the Front's pofitical and military objectives, a rough road was 

constructed at TPEF urging, but with the labour and resources of local people, f r ~ m  

Tembien south to Lasta parallel to the main Derg-controlled north-south highway. This 

provided the final link in a road network that stretched from Shire in western Tigray to 

Sokota in the southeast.705 Notwithstanding TPLF successes in this area, it was unable 

to use it effectively as a base from which to bring larger numbers of peoples and territories 

to the east under Front control. 

More important fbr the TPLF, however, was to move from their areas of strength in the 

northern part of Region 111 along the eastern lowland corridor to Maichew awradja. They 

had four reasons for wanting to do this. First, to respond to the demands of the local 

peoples to bring them into the political and military struggle against the Derg. Second, to 

gain access to the rich agricultural lands of the area at a time when the Front was largely 

dependent on food production from its farms in the far west. Third, to use the territory as 

a base from which to launch attacks on the main Derg bases strung out along the main 

north-south road from Addis Ababa to Asmara. Lastly, operating from secure bases in the 

south, to carry out attacks on the road links from Kembolcha in Wollo to the Red Sea port 

of Assab. The latter attacks had the additional purpose of hijacking Derg military vehicles 

to acquire ammunition which the TPLF always needed.706 However, the Front was not 

entirely successhl in meeting these objectives and significant parts of even the eastern 

plains were not hlly brought under TPLF control until the Derg's expulsion from Tigray in 

! 989. 

705~nte_n/iew: ASadi Marasa, Maichew, March 24, 1993. 
7w~nteniew: fimichaael, Mekelle, April 1 1 ,  1993. 



The move south proved very ddificult for the TPLF. The corridor was isng, passing 

through narrow canyons easily defended by the Derg, and as a result the Front was not 

able to effectively extend its road network through to Wollo on the east side of the main 

highway as it intended. High temperatures and water shortages in the lowlands added to 

the difficulty for the predominantly highland membership of the TPLF. Transporting food 

was also a significant problem. The TPLF was largely dependent on its own farms in 

western Tigray for supplying its fighters during the early period of the war and this meant 

transporting food the length and breadth of Tigray. While the R a p  were anxious to be 

mobilized, these local-bound people were not prepared to leave their homeland and go to 

the western bases of the TPLF for military training.707 But a bigger probiem for the TPLF 

was the need to win the support of the Afar who inhabited the low lands, from where the 

Front might launch its attacks on Derg positions on the piains. 

Winning Over the Ma: 

To bring the struggle to the south and operate from secure bases the predominantly 

Tigrigna-speaking Christian TPLF had to win the support of the historically distinct 

Moslem Afar and this proved very difficult. Aithough for administrative purposes the Afar 

lands were included in Tigray, the Afar were not ethnic Tigrayans and did not consider 

themselves as such. Initially the TPLF had no particular policy with regard to the Afar 

and simply concentrated on mobilizing them in a similar manner as other Tigrayans, but 

they soon learned that these people were different A TPLF cadre working with the Afar 

reported his astonishment at finding that many of the afar had never been in towns or had 

any understanding of the elements of modern society.708 As a trainer of an .4far militia 



selected to defend their communities, this cadre found that they could not even explain 

why they were taking the %raining. 

Mar support fur the TPLF developed, as it did among other peoples in Tigray, against a 

background of Berg brutality and the Front's mobilization efforts. According to an Afar 

leader, "the problem was the same h r  all ... Mar were also robbed, their houses burned, 

cattle stolen, and women raped. Derg violence against the Afar was also stimulated 

by the government's suspicion that the Mars' long-standing trade in cattle with the 

Eritreans served as a cover for relations with the Eritrean Fronts and the TPLF. There 

was also little doubt that Derg violence against the Afar reflected the traditional disdain of 

highland Ethiopians for iowiand nomads. As a result of Derg persecution many- young 

Afar men living within Tigray joined the TPLF because it was the organizatioil most 

militantly opposing the Derg in the area. LMobilization of Afar living outside the provincial 

boundaries who had Iess contact with Tigrayam and the TPTF, however, proved more 

complicated. 

Through negotiations the TPLF was given permission by the Afar in 1982 to operate a 

bass at Rabat in the isolated Megale region but even here security concerm were such 

that signs of a road which might attract atte~tion from aerial observers had to be wiped 

out each morning.710 Rabat did, however, have the major advantage of possessing a 

perennial water supply in a land where water sources were rare It was alsn diEcult of 

access for Derg ground forces even though it was only forty-two kilometres from their 

base at hlahoni. Megafe had a chic,  training centre for fighters and militia, a POW camp, 

and became the TPLF's headquarters for the entire eastern pan of Tigray 71 

7 0 9 ~ 2 t e ~ - i e ~ :  Barento Abadaj-ma, Chercha, March 27, 1993. 
710~nten.iew: Zemichaef. Mekefle, Aprif 1 1 .  1993. 
7111nteniew: Somere Gersgi. Asfa Hailu and Woldegiorgis Kiros. Mahoni. March 30, 1993 



From its Megate base the TPLF conducted operations in the agriculturally rich eastern 

plains and harassed traffic on what wzs still known as the Imperial Highway. In spite of 

its isolation, in the mid 1985s Rabat was discovered by the Derg who bombed it for a day 

and then launched a ground attack TPLF forces escqsd capture and at the very time the 

Derg was annmncing its success over the nationai media the Front was carving out a 

contingency plan of attacking Derg forces elsewhere in the area 712 AAer the departure 

cf the Derg, the TPLF returned to its base in Rabat and resumed operations 

However, critical to the Irzng-term success of the TPLF in this area was the need to 

overcome the age-old conflict betvieen the Rava and the Afar The fact that the leaders 

and fdlowers of the early TPLF represented an alien cultural tradition made the task that 

much more difficult. But political and military unit3 and the need to establish themselves 

in the south necessitated bringing the Afar into the struggie Derg depredations i ~ o u l d  not 

alone drive the people into the arms of the Front As with other peoples in Tigray the 

TPLF had to gain itcar support by making positive contributions to their lives In the case 

nf the Afar this meant working tc end the political and economic discriminatiorl against 

them. This tock a number of f o r m  economic detieloprner~t, political appeals and 

education and lastly, summary punishments of those who transgressed mles and laws 

Since the Mar were among the most u~derdevelopeb peoples in the province, it was 

apparent that building bridges to the community would entail a deve'lopment component. 

Hawever, unlike other areas in Tigray where resources were mobilized IocaHy for 

development, this was usualfy not possible in the Afar areas and hence the TPLF had to 

raise the necessary capital from other parts of the province. Even then, according to one 



TPLF cadre involved in the development scheme, the Mar were sometimes reluctant to 

see their lands developed for fear that, given their political weakness, it would simply 

encourage highianders to move in and reap the r e ~ a r d s . ~ l ~  Such projects had the dual 

objectives of convincing the Mar of the TPLF's commitment to their welfare, and of 

providing a community of settled farmers who could be more readily mobilized. Land 

reform was not a crucial issue forthe predominantly nomadic Afar, but those few who 

were prepared to accept a sedentary life were given access to land under the same 

conditions as those made available to ~ i g r a y a n s . ~ ~ ~  

There were two other elements in the TPLF's strategy of gaining the support of the Afar. 

The first, and seeminglv most contradictory, was in building a political alliance with the 

traditional feudal leader of the Mar, Sultan Ali Mjra, through the auspices of his Saudi- 

supported, Jiddah-based and anti-Derg Afar Liberation Front (ALF). Established in 

March 1975 the ALF was led by the Sultan's son, Hanfari, who had left Ethiopia for Saudi 

Arabia after the Derg's land reform proclamation in 1975.715 A number of joint TPLF- 

ALF ambushes were carried out over the years, particularly on sites along the road to the 

port of Assab which runs through Afar territory 

-* 

i he TPLF justified this aaiiation on ttvo grounds. First, that the alliance was "tactical", 

that is to say it was based solely on the Sultan's opposition to the Derg and did not 

constitute acceptance of the feudalism that the Suitan represented. Secondly, that in the 

s:rongiy traditional cIan society of the Afar the Sultan represented the closest thing to a 

poptifar leader. it'onethetsss, the TPLFs strategy with respect to the ALF did much to 

undermine the position of the fledgling, but TPLF inspired, Afar Peoples Democratic 

7'f bid.  
7i4~bitis is according to Barento Abadapa who availed himself of this opportunity: see Interview: 
Barento Abadayna. Chercha March 27. 1993. 
"%rlich. Smueple Over Eritrea, p. 74. 



Organization ( A P D O ) . ~ ~ ~  The policy, however, has proven successful in containing 

opposition to the EPRDF government, and bringing peace to the Afar autonomous area. 

A second component in the TPLF's strategy of gaining Afar support, or at !east reducing 

the prospect of their dissent, was to promise the Afar their right to self-determination. 

Although the TPLF's program explicitly acknowledged the right to self-determination to 

all of Ethiopia's national minorities, initially this demand was not raised by the politically 

weak Afars. Instead, recognition of the unique cultural character of the Afar and the 

imprudence of administering them from Mekelle came from the TPLF. Both the afar and 

the TPLF affirmed that the promise of Afar self-determination was not an early Front 

commitment to gain their support, but was made only in the mid- 1980s when the need for 

an Afar administration separate from that of Tigray became apparent. 

The TPLF assisted the F&r in holding a conference where self-determination was debated 

and approved, after which efforts were made to build Afar political institutions separate 

from those of the Tigrayans. Afar self-determination was reaiized with the E P m F  

capture of Addis Ahaba, after which Zone Two, as promised, was carved out of Afar 

populated lands in Tigray, Wollo, and ~ h o a . 7 1 ~  At a more practical level the TPLF also 

attempted to revitalize, and apparently with some success, the traditional reconciliation 

council of elders, known as Abugore, which tried to resolve disputes between the nomadic 

and settled peoples. Building institutions of local administration created a crucial vehicle 

through which the disparate ethnic groups of the southern region could work together for 
. . 

collective goats. However, in spite of real progress a4 overcoming historical animos!t~es, 

7"~nter\riew: Ismail Ali and Mohammed Abdul, Mekelle, April 10, 1993. 
'I7Afat continued to live in Tigray, often on the border of Zone Two, and these people ciearly would 
prefer to be in Zone Two, but the boundaries seem to be drawn fairly with the resident Afar usually living 
in majority Tigrayan communities who would not accept the transfer of their land to Afar administration. 



traditional values sometimes still prevailed and in those instances the TPLF resorted to 

rapid trials followed by summary executions. 71 

In spite of its political achievements one of the biggest problems faced by the TPLF in this 

area during the latter years of the struggle was to defend itself against the Derg-directed 

but Afar-manned, Ugzimit group. Uguma was a creation of the Derg, often led by Derg 

officers, supplied with arms by the Derg, and while it could not seriously challenge the 

TPLF, it was an obstacle that was difficult for the Front to counter. The motivating factor 

for Uguma was the Derg's promise of Afar autonomy but, as the Derg pointed out, this 

autonomy could not be realized if the EPLF and TPLF "secessionists" were success~l  in 

their project of dividing up Ethiopia, with the inevitable result of the division of the Afar 

people between an independent Eritrea, an "independent" Tigray, a rump Ethiopia, as well 

as those in Djibouti. 

Perhaps because this reasoning was not entirely erroneous, the Uguma did achieve a 

measure of political legitimacy among the Afar, particularly those resident outside of 

Tigray. When the TPLF took up the problem with the Afar they received mixed 

messages: Mar elders urged them to go after the Uguma, while the Afar women stressed 

caution and p a t i e n ~ e . ~ ] ~  Conscious of the danger of affronting national sensitivities the 

Front decided not to attack Uguma within Afar territory and risk alienating the wider 

population of the Mar which might do lasting damage to the TPLFts objectives in the area. 

- 
l ig~l lhough in March of 1993 ail Raya and Afar that I interviewed said that ethnic antagonism between 
them had ended and they were now lising in peace, isolated crimes still cropped up. One year previously 
a R a p  killed an Afar at the Mahoni market and TPLF vengeance was quick and public as the transgressor 
was tried and executed that day and in the =me market. 
7~9~nterview: Zemichaet, Mekelle, April 1 1, 1993. 



However, this decision meant that Uguina was able to attack almost with impunity TPLF 

liberated territories artd positions along a wide stretch of eastern Tigray and they usuaily 

only had to face the opposition of TPLF militia squads. Uguma's most serious impact was 

its virtual destruction of the camel trains that moved salt blocks from the deposits in the 

Danikal lowlands to the Tigrayan highland town of Wukro. They also repeatedly attacked 

TPLF positions at Berhale, near the Front's base area of ~ e g a l e . ~ 2 0  Uguma's 

depredations continued as irritants to the TPLF up to, and even briefly after, the collapse 

of the Derg, and the organization was reputedly still in existence in the Mar autonomous 

region when this research was being conducted at the end of March 1993.~21 

Nonetheless, TPLF's successes among the Mar meant they were better placed to carry the 

war to the plains. 

The War on the Plains 

As in other parts of Tigray the TPLF objective was to build up its support on either side of 

the heavily defended main road that runs through the province so that it could bring 

increasing pressure on the Ders's strong points This objective proved far more difficult in 

the south where, apart from the need to overcome ethnic antagonisms, the TPLF had to 

launch its attacks from the hot dry eastern lowlands onto the plains which were guarded 

by the Derg-garrisoned towns of Mahoni and Chercha. Moreover, these towns could be 

easily defended from near-by Derg bases strung out along the main road in Namata (then 

in Wollo), Kuha, Adichewu, and their major base of some 10,000 soldiers at Maichew, the 

regime's largest concentration of troops between Mekelle and the Wollo provincial capital 

of Desie. 

'%ter\iiew: Mohammed Ibraharn Ibiahayrn. Mohammed Mekela and Nur Muso, Mahoni, ApriI I,  
1993. 
'*'Interview: Sequm Negus and Dej&m Gebrecherkos. Chercha, March 28, 1993. 



Illustrative of the problem was the 1980 TPLF surprise attack and brief occupation of the 

then only lightly defended town of Mahoni. With oniy a small contingent the TPLF was 

able to drive the retreating troops back to the Derg's main base at Maichew, but that 

town's commanding position in the mountains only a few kilometres away forced the 

TPLF forces quickly to evacaute the town. Mahoni's garrison was subsequently 

reinforced by two brigades of some 3,000 soldiers and the TPLF was not able to capture 

the town again until the Derg's evacuation of it without a fight in 1989. 722 

Meanwhile, Chercha by the mid-1980s was being regularly fought over with neither the 

TPLF nor the Derg able to hold the town for extended periods. For the Derg the town 

was simply too far from their main bases of Alamata and Mahoni to be able to keep their 

supply lines open. From the hilt that towers over the town they could exert their control, 

but at the same time the Derg soldiers were largely restricted to the hill. TPLF attacks on 

supply lines, as well as constant sniping and ambushes, might force Derg troops to leave, 

but the Front in turn could not long defend the town from sustained ground and air attack 

by the Derg. Ner did they want to invite that kind of retribution on the town and its 

inhabitants. As a result of this constant fighting, all but the oldest of the town's residents 

left for the lowlands of the east controlled by the TPLF, where they were supported by 

their During the 1984 - 1985 famine the TPLF assisted these people in their 

movement to Sudan, and later facilitated their return by supplying them with rations and 

oxen. 

The departure of the town's merchants fbrthereci Chercha's decline, but, in the desperate 

economic environment of Tigray a new and hardier breed of traders filled the vacuum. 

Often starting as day labourers employed by rich farmers, they slowly built up capital and 

722~nten.iew: Abadi Marasa. Maichew. March 21. 1993. 
n3~nteniew: Yemane Berhe and KaMe Gebriot, Chercha, March 27, 1993. 



began transporting basic consumer items from Alamata and Maichew and later hrther 

afie!d, to Chercha and the other towns on the plains. The movement of traders in and out 

of TPLF-controlled territories made them suspect to the Derg, and in a contested area like 

that around Chercha they were constantly exposed to danger. The danger was worse 

when the TPLF was in control of a town since a Derg attack was a constant possibility. 

Agew merchants Kiros Abay and Mamo Demerka stayed away from living or trading in 

TPLF controlled towns, and it is to this caution that they attribute their survival when 

many traders operating in the area were captured, accused of being TPLF agents, and 

summarily shot. 724 

There were no such killings in Mahoni, but traders faced similar dangers, particularly of 

being caught entering the town with illegally imported goods. The Derg "nationalized" 

any illegally acquired goods they found in the possession of traders, but they also on 

occasion took legally acquired goods in the name of development, resettlement, or some 

other reason. Sometimes the extortion was more direct with Derg soldiers ordering the 

merchants to set artificialiy high prices for goods and then taking the extra money from the 

sales. 

Derg rule was equally insensitive to &lostems who formed a significant proportion of the 

eastern plains population. The Derg's execution of Sheik Sadiq played an important role 

in antagonizing h l o s l e r n ~ , ~ ~ ~  and is still referred to with bitterness by Moslems from all 

parts of Tigray. Sadiq was a "known sheik", a hereditary Moslem leader in the area and 

under the n!d r~,g!me a large Iand-c?u-.ner; and his rr?xder was widely interpreted by 

Moslems as an attack on their f ~ t h . ~ 2 6  The effect of Sadiq's killing was to undermine 

7"~nter?lew: Kiros Abay and Marno Demerka. Chercha, March 28, 1.993. 
nS~nteniew: Sheik Nuri Barantu, Hussan Omar and Ali Mahdi, Mahoni, March 3 1 .  1993. 
7261ntenriew: Sheik A h &  Brahim, h4aichew. March 26, 1993. 



support the Derg should Rave garnered from Moslems in the area who benefited from the 

greater religious tolerance of the new regime. 

Acts of Derg brutality and atrocities did much to alienate many other local peoples and 

encourage them to go over to the TPLF. The w ~ r s t  such atrocity in the southern region 

was undoubtedly the MiG attack on Chercha during a market day in 1989 which killed an 

estimated 250 According to eye-witnesses MiGs flew low over the 

defenseless town strafing and bombing. All the victims were civilians. As was the case in 

the similar and even more horrific attack on the market in Hausien, there was no 

immediately discernible military reason to justify it, other than to terrorize the pcpulation. 

De Wall, however, argues convincingly that such attacks were part of a planned Derg 

attempt to disrupt markets across Tigray with the objective of intimidating peasants who 

the Derg implicitly acknowledged were almost universally supporting the T P L F . ~ ~ ~  Such 

a+t;tcks in surplus-food growing areas such as the south had the additional effect of 

discouraging poor fanners from elsewhere in Tigray from going to the region to undertake 

farm lzbour to supplement their meagre incomes. 

So terrifying was the aerial attack on Chercha that to this day the market, on which the 

economy of the town depends, has not recovered, the Afar in particular avoiding it. 

While formerly possessing a larger market than that s f  Mahoni, today Chercha's market is 

only a fraction of that of its neighbouring town. Indeed, representatives of the Traders' 

Association in Mahoni attribute the relative success of their market in part to Chercha's 

misfortune and in part also to the fact that Mahoni was only once, and very briefly, in 

TPLF hands and hence never a MiG target.729 

7 2 7 ~ t e ~ e w :  Yemane Bere and Kebede Gebriot, Chercha, March 27, 1993. 
7 2 g ~ e  Waal, pp. 263-4. 
7 2 9 ~ n t e ~ e w :  Kidane Hailu, Marly Emir and Tadesse Woldelebanos, Mahoni, March 30, 1993. 



Outside the towns in the TPLF liberated territories there were fewer problems. Afeer 

sporadic attempts during the early years of the struggle, the Front did not interfere with or 

tax area trade. Instead traders were expected to make voluntary contributions to the 

TPLF, a system that the Front found to be administratively simpler than taxing, while also 

fostering less opposition and producing more revenue. Xnwever, if traders took cattle to 

Eritrea they had to pay taxes to the TPLF to cover the security costs of their escort and 

for the necessary receipt to present to the EPLF. Apart from this small and technically 

illegal trade, the area's long standing trade with Asmara virtually stopped during the 

war. 730 

Meanwhile the TPLF purchased rubber sandals, sugar, canned milk and grain from local 

traders.731 Sometimes the TPLF would commission a trader to bring them essential 

goods in the possession of the Derg, a dangerous task which entailed indirectly trading 

with the Derg. Soldiers in hlahoni sold their rations and sometimes even bullets to 

traders, knowing that they were destined for the TPLF. The TPLF also made small raids 

on Derg supply depots in the towns to acquire badly needed items like bullets and 

There was a not insubstantial number of merchants who worked closely with 

the Derg and were richly rewarded, but it appears that none of them were punished afier 

the TPLF's victory because, it was reasoned, such activities were a result of the system 

and not the fault of the individual.733 

As elsewhere in Tigray the TPLF was only rarely able to '%berateu territories, if by that it 

is meant that they had the power to stop the Derg from entering an area. Within these 

7301nteniew: Haile Marasa and Woldu Kassa, Maichew, March 24, 1993. 
"'~nterview: Kidane Hailu, .Marly Emir and Tadesse Woldclebanos, Mahoni, March 30. 1993. 
732~nte17iiew: Zernichael, Mekelle, April 11,  1993. 
7331nteniew: Haile M a m  and Woldu Kasa, Maichew, March 24, 1993. 



territories the TPLF =ere Increasingly able to carry out their pr~paganda work, and 

mobilizing the peasants and organizing mass associations and militias often, as was the 

case in the Mahoni area, within a few kilometres of Derg bases. In the Raya areas the 

TPLF drew on the legacy of the Woyene, but emphasized by way of contrast that their 

"Second Woyene" had a political leadership of young educated people who came from the 

community.734 Unlike in other areas of Tigray, drama was apparently not used as a 

vehicle for political education in the TPLF appeals to the southern peoples. Moreover, 

while women and men were normally separated for purposes of political education, in 

so~l<hern Tigray they were brought together because women in the region were used to 

participating with men. 73 

Tabia baitos and mass associations were established, as were militias to provide the people 

some measure of security. When the TPLF took over an area, Derg-established militias 

were rapidly disarmed, but their members were not punished and they were allowed to 

stay in their villages and continue farming. TPLF militia members were selected at village 

meetings and had to appear regularly before such meetings and account for their activities. 

Recruits were generally given twenty days training at the TPLF Megale base and returned 

to their villages as armed farmers.736 

Militia members' tasks included general security, defending their areas when Derg forces 

were sma!l enough to challenge, bringing in TPLF fighters if the Derg came in strength 

and was to be engaged or, as was often the case, assisting in the evacuation of the area in 

the event of a major Derg assault. Local militias were also used to assist TPLF fighters 

durhg major campaigns which were usually arranged for the dry season to ensure that 

734~nterview: Kiros Hawre, H a g s  Bzrug and Manos Hailu, Mahoni, March 31, 1993. 
7351bid. 



crops would not be damaged and farmers would be free to participate in the fighting.737 

Mi!itia casualties varied enormously, but those units near Derg bases suffered the most. In 

one tabia near the Derg base at Mahoni where figures were available, of 130 militia 

members some forty-six were reported killed. 73 

In spite of the TPLF's political successes with the Afar, the Front was not able to dominate 

the eastern plains to the same extent as it did in much of the rest of the province. 

Although support for the Derg was never extensive the flat, treeless land dominated by 

army strongholds in the adjacent highlands made this a poor area in which to conduct a 

guerrilla war. As a result some of the key TPLF reforms, such as land reform, were not 

carried out in this area until after liberation. 

Land Reform 

Land redistribution was not the issue of importance on the plains of southern Tigray that it 

was in the northern part of Region 111 and in the central region. But lowland Tigrayan 

peasants, like those of the west and Tembien, were equally receptive to the TPLF's 

message of ousting the Derg, Tigrayan nationalism, administrative reform and popular 

government. In addition they supported a land reform that was fair and in which they 

would be directly involved in carrying out. As one respondent put it; land distribution was 

not a crucial issue here, but the rights of the people ~ e r e . ~ 3 ~  With the exception of 

BerhaIe near the Tembien border, where the TPLF carried out a land reform in 1982 - 
-- - 

'371nterview: Yemane Berhe and Kebede Gebriot. Chercha, March 27, 1993. 
73g~nten+ew: Kiros Hawre, Hagos Barug and Manos Hailu, Mahoni, March 3 1, 1993. 
7391nte~ew: Sheik Nuri Barantu, Hussien Omar and Ali Mahdi, Mahoni, March 3 1,  1993. 



1983, no fimrther refoms were carried out in the southern part of Region III until after the 

Derg had been removed from Tigray in 1989 when all the peasant associations were first 

0r~anized.740 Thus this iand reform was carried out under peaceful conditions, so that its 

course and end-results were different than the iand reforms thus far considered. 

The TPLF's land reform in the southern lowlands took a somewhat different form than 

that applied elsewhere in Tigray. Because of a land surplus in otherwise land-short 

Tigray, the Derg attempted to move poor peasants, largely from central Tigray and 

Agame, to the southeastern plains where various cooperative farms were organized. 

These cooperatives were resented b j  indigenous residents, some of whom were kilied by 

the Derg for their opposition to them: and the present Mahoni woreda Peasant Association 

Chairman was himself forced to go into hiding for eight months because of his 

opposition.741 In any event the scheme did not prove successf%l, apparently because of 

the difficulty individualistic Tigrayan peasants had in working cooperatively.742 After the 

Derg's retreat from the area the TPLF organized a conference where various systems of 

lznd tenure were diswssed; debated aiid voted on, a~ id  not surprisingly cooperative 

farming was oveiwhelmingly rejected. Migrants to the area were given the option of 

TPLF help in returning to their home areas, or assistance in acquiring their own individual 

plots of land in the eastern plains. 

The first step in the TPLF's l a ~ d  reforn: was for each of Mahoni's forty-five kushettes to 

elect three representatives at a general meeting who then attended a woreda-wide course 

sponsored by the Front where they were supplied with rations, notebooks and other basic 

740~nterview: Aradie Bezabe, Mahani. March 21. 1993. 
7411nten.iew: Abehaftu, Mahoni, hiarch 30, 1993. 
7421bid. 



material~.~43 They then went back to their kushettes and organired people for the iand 

reform, Once again the representatives returned to the woreda centre and discussed the 

problems and issues they faced in land distribution and then collectively decided on the 

best way to carry out such things as iand rr?nasurements, fertility studies and consideration 

of the proximity of the plots to water sources. Retrlrriifig to their kushettes they discussed 

these matters =with the inhabitants. 

The representatives then registered the people, noting the age of the firxer, his wife and 

children and the size and quality of farmland in the kushette, after which they decided how 

much land to allocate to each household. If there was subsequently found to be a surplus 

of land it was distributed among all the Famiiies of the kushette. This was in addition to 

the establishment of communal grazing areas for the large numbers of cattle owned by the 

inhabitants of this area. Again the representatives went back to the people to explain the 

process, gain input and respond to problems before formally completing the reforms. In 

all the Mahoni iand reforms required twenty-two 3 tys for the csrnpfetion of the course, 

fifteen days for collecting data and carrying o ~ t  surk-eys, and a hi-ther thirty days for ehe 

acttial land distribution. 

It was agreed that land was to be redistributed every four years, but that was latsr deemed 

impractical as such a redistribution would disturb soil conservation effortz that the 

community is participaiing in. From reserves in each kushette !and may be allocated to 

children upon their reaching maturity. Where the parents have a lot of land, the son will 

inherit from his father upon reaching the age of twenty-two. Daughters receive their land 

entitlements at age sixteen because this is considered the age they normally marry, 

although land is given to them irrespective of whether they marry. Land from the reserve 

743~nformation on the Iand reform is taken from the testimony of Mahoni PA officzals who were directly 
involved in the land distribution. 



Conclusion 

Although for purposes of peasant mobilization and war the 7'PLF linked northeast and 

southeast Tigray into Region III, they kvere in many ways quite distinct as this cllaptcr 

demonstrated. After defeating the EPRP in Agame in the early years of the conflict thc 

fledgling YPLF largely withdrew from the area and concentrated its field of operations 

elsewhere in the province, And in the south the TPLF was not able to establish a basc 

until 1980. 

In the north Agame suffered from poverty and lack of development, but that did not sel 

this area apart from the rest of Tigray, most of which could be described as poor and 

lacking in development. Nor does oppression, either of a secular or religious nature, scent 

any greater here than elsewhere in Tigray. Although probably a hisher proportion of 

people from this area than anyahere else in Tigray participated in the cornlnercial 

economy, either as seasonal hired workers, traders, or sellers of agricultural produce on 

the market, there is no evidence that this produced a stronger impetus to revolt on the part 

of the people. The moral economists' contention that agricultural commercialization 

encourages peasants to revolt is not supported by the evidence from Agame The Agame 

peasants' participation in the market was not a response to modernization and capitalist- 

created consumer demands, but was a necessary response in an environment where most 

of the population did not have enough land on which to survive 

Moreover, there is little evidence that familial and commercial ties with a neighbouring 

Eritrea in revolt heightened political consciousness in Agame. Indeed, one peasant 



Informant who had rang worked in Asmara claimed he did not pay that much attention to 

,L- t l i& re.& going on in E;i:;ea, even when Eritreans t d d  him that Tigrzjrans tvouId a h  

have to struggle against Haile-Selassie for their freed0m.~44 Another peasant thought 

that the Eritrean war only had a significant influence on the thinking of Tigrayan 

inteffectuafs 745 

Events in the nofiheast of Region XIIt however, did have a significant impact on the course 

of the Tigrayan revo!ution First. the politics! contest with the TLF and the EPPP helped 

a0 clarify and define the TPtF's position on Tigrayan nationalism and the role of 

multinational movements in revolution Secondly, the land reform in Sobia gave the TPLF 

valuable experience in mobilizing peasants and Sobia was to serve as a model for other 

land distributions that were to be carried out in the province. Thirdly, the TPLF's 

struggles with the EPRP helped to distinguish the Front, both in political terms and by the 

character of its cadres, in the minds of the peasants Politically the peasants favoured the 

nationalist appeals of the TPLF to the pan-Ethiopian approach of the EPRP. And the 

povedy and selflessness of the TPLF cadres contrasted favourably with the wealth and 

arrogance of the EPRP cadres Lastly, the TPLF's defeat of the much larger and more 

prestigious EPRP began to undermine peasant scepticism about the Front's military 

capabilities. 

In the southern pafi oPRegion 111 attempts at nation building figures prominently. Nation 

buitding has been a prominent feature of national liberation struggles carried out in 

pltiratist societies; but the TPLF had the advantage of operating in a largely homogeneous 

ethnic environment where most of the inhabitants had a strong sense of national identity. 

Southern Tigray, however, with its Agew and Amhara peoples, the Raya whose culture 

7441ntcwicw: Gcrcsgcher Sebhat, Sobia. March 7. 1993. 
'J-slntcn-ic\s.: Tesfa Baliho. Sobia. March 7. 1993. 



(and certainly origins) tvas diEere;.,r frolit most of highlmd Tigray. and  particulari:~ thc. 

Afar, was in sharp contrast it-irh the rest of the pro.r.ince Although the T'I'tFts political 

mobilization in the southern region had much in common with those conductcci i r?  other 

parts of Tigray, the fact that it was not able to establish a base from which to cart? out 

operations in the south until the 1980s speaks to the difficulty the Front had in sno~ing 

down the Derg-defended eastern corridor, but more importantly, it speaks to the greater 

time and effort expended in mobilizing the population in a pluralist contest 

Such strategic and ethnic factors rarely figure in structurally formulated attempts to 

explain the course of revolutions, but they must be considered in any attempt to 

understand why it took the TPLF approximately five years longer to establish a base of 

operations in the south than in other parts of Tigray. And moral economy theory can 

provide little insight into the ultimate success of the TPLF in overcoming the divisions 

within southern Tigray and uniting the various communities in war against the Derg For 

that one must turn to the Front's political leadership In trying to win the support of the 

Afir the TPLF implemented its program of community development and empowerment, 

but for the nomadic Afar land reform could only play a marginal role while economic 

development was dependent upon the importation of outside resources Attempts to 

reconcile the Raya and the Afar involved education, the use of councils to arbitrate their 

disputes, and a willingness to resort to summary justice when those efforts failed B u t  

when the TPLF recognized the limits of its program it promised the Afar sclf- 

determination, made a tactical alliance with the traditional leader of the Afar, Sultan Ali 

PJlira, and dispensed with their awn creation, the APDO, which was competing for the 

support of the Afar against the Sultan's ALF. 

Not for the first time the TPLF put pragmatism and problem-solving before doctrine or 

political philosophy. The same pragmatism was evident in the Front's decision to allow 



the Agew people an autoncjmous region outside Tigray and tc redraw the Tigray-Wolio 

boundaries io include the mixed Amhara-Tigrayan inhabiiaiiis of the southern towns of 

Aiamata and Korern within Tigray, a move which has caused some resentment among the 

Arnhara =f the area The TPLF also demonstrated its willingness to work within the 

constraints of peasant society by accepting the decisions of the eastern plains' peasants to 

end coeperative farming and reintroduce private farming. In a political environment 

dominated by the stridency and dogmatism of the Derg and the various student based 

poiiiicai parties, the TPLF's s o r e  flexible approach stands out. 



Introduction 

This chapter begins with a critical evaluation of moral economy theory in light of rny 

explanation of the peasant-based revolution in Tigray The specific areas of concern tt-at 

will first be addressed are those raised in chapter two: peasant social stn~cture arid 

proclivity to revolt; agriculturaf commercialization as the antecedent of peasant revolution, 

and factors outside the peasantry in precipitating revolt The chapter then turns to the 

examination of other factors not considered or en~phasized by the moral economists which 

have been found through this study to be critical in explaining the 'Tigrayan revolution 

These include the regime-generated stimulus to rebel, the nationalist basis of thc 

revolution, and the role of political leadership in revolution 

SociaI Structure and Rebellion 

Moral economists diverge widely in their understanding of the effect of peasant social 

structure on revolution. Wolf identified the middle peasantry and peripheral peasants as 

playing leading roles in the struggle against state incorporation because of their tactical 

mobility. With some revisions this latter conception is of value in understanding the 

Tigrayan experience, but Paige's class conflict model which holds sharecroppers to be the 

bearers of agrarian revolution when they confront a class dependent upon income from 

land has little relevance. The same can be said for Scott's identification of subsistence 

tenants. Tigrayan peasants, who proved to be the most revoiuiiunai-y in Ethiopia, were 

en* ZIur ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ e c r o p p e r s  c ~ m . -  or tenants biit more likely to be in possession of their own land than 

peasants from anywhere else in the country. 



Al'though there are many diEculties in economicaily differentiating the peasantry in the 

Tigrayan context, cIass nctrietheeless did figure in the TPLF's mobifizatioii of peasants and 

in the Front's model of rural transformation. Class was briefly a source of controversy as 

Gidey and his supporters argued that the TPLF's embrace of rich peasants in its coalition 

threatened to undermine the Front's efforts to transform the class basis of power in rural 

society. fn Adi Nebried it was seen how the TPLF tried to convince the rich peasants that 

the Front's land reform would provide them with security of land tenure and cormption- 

free administration and did no: involve the confiscatation of their cattle. 

TPLF officials reported that most rich peasants were, or became, strong supporters of the 

struggle and there is some indication that the reasons why this was the case are similar to 

those Wolf gave for middle peasant support for rebellion, that is, they were less subject to 

societal constraints and had stronger links with the towns, the source of the revolutionary 

stimulus. Rich peasants in Tigray were also more likely than middle or poor peasants to 

have children employed as teachers or in attendance at high school or university, the 

breeding ground of early TPLF and other revolutionaries. 

In spite of the support the TPLF was to win from rich peasants, it was clear that the 

agrarian reforms were designed to benefit the middle, poor and landless peasants. In the 

Adi Nebried land reform the middle and poor peasants were organized separately from 

other classes of the community, but not from one another. Nonetheless, interviews of 

Front cadres make it clear that apart from a minority group headed by Gidey, the TPLF 

leadership were not seriouiy di~ttlrbed at the prospect ~f wealthier peaants playing a 

sinnificant - part in the administration of their communities once the nobility was displaced 

and the Front's mass organizations were operational. Moving fbrther in achieving rural 

equality could only come about by redistributing capital and intensifying class conflict and 



this would cause divisi~ns among the peasants that would threaten to jeopardize the 

TPLF's capcity to conduct war against the Derg. 

This is a very different approach from that of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) whose 

revolution was often a source of inspiration and instruction for the TPLF In China niiddic 

and poor peasants were first enjoined to struggle against the political dominance of the 

rich peasantry, afier which the better mobilized middle peasantry assumed a dominant 

position in the countryside.746 It was only after the rich peasantry had been isolated thar 

the poor peasant leadership acquired the perspective and confidence to begin, with the 

assistance of the Communist Party, to displace the middle peasants The Chinese 

experience was that initially the poor peasants were the least militant rural class, and 

according to AIavi this was because they were more subject to the authority of the gentry 

and local 0fficialdorn.7~~ 

This was not apparent in Tigray, but that may be because the nobility had largely deserted 

the countryside or at any rate lost their gulti privileges under the Derg's reforms, and the 

local administrations had collapsed, before the TPLF began their mral reforms. In any 

case, while it can be confidently asserted that the poor peasantry formed the primary 

support base of the CCP in the final stages of the revolution, a similar conclusion cannot 

be made with respect to the TPLF. 

Although there are reports that in the late 1970s the TPLF carried out a campaign against 

former members of the nobility who obstructed their rural reforms, it would appear that 

those killed were selected on the basis of their political affiliations, either with the EDU or 

the Derg, and not because of their class origins per se. Pre-revolutionary Tigray was a 



society characterized by patron-client relationshjps and a weakly developed ssnse or" class 

consciousness, as the initiai acceptance by the peasants of the noble-ied EDU 

demonstrated. There are strong indications that personal or family ties or displays of 

loyalty could overcome unfavourable class backgrounds in the eyes of the TPLF and this is 

not surprising given the privileged origins of many of their leaders. 

Rurat class conflict thus did not assume the significance in the Tigrayan revolution that it 

did in the Chinese revolution or as Wolf anticipated. Much of 'iVolf's emphasis on the 

critical part played by middle peasants in leading a revolution was based on their tactical 

mobility and he also identified peasants or minority groups on the periphery of society as 

possessing tactical mobility. But sure!y he misses the point: it is the revolutionaries' 

interaction with the peasants that their peripheral position allows that is of importance, not 

merely the peasants' isolation. Peasant support for the anti-Derg revolution was by no 

means restricted to peripheral parts of Tigray, but the peripheries' relative inaccessibility 

from the organs of the state and their proximity to Eritrea attracted revolutionaries and it 

was this characteristic which linked the otherwise disparate woredas that became early 

TPLF strongholds. 

The mobility of peripheral peasantries would also seem to be strongly shaped by their 

communal structures, as evidenced by minority peasantries such as the Raya and the 

Wejerat who did not inhabit isolated areas, but for many years successfidly managed to 

reiain much of their traditional culture and avoid state incorporation. What sustained the 

stmgg!e ~f the Raya 2nd We-ierat, e~sured that the unique chzracter of their co,lr?munities 

were preserved long after most Tigrayan peasants had been forcefully linked to the state, 

and led to their leading role in the Woyene, were their communal institutions and 

egalitarian values. 



In spite of this tradition of militancy and opposition t t l  the state, the Rays a i d  \'a7c)erar did 

not stznd out for their invofvement in the Tigrayzn rebellion that is the s::hjrct of this 

study. This may simply be because their defeat in the Woyene and the state repression 

that followed destroyed the autonomy and undermined the militancy of these communities 

Alternatively it may be that the Derg land reforms which gave many Raya and VJejerat 

peasants lands they had lost as a result of the Woyene won their sripport or at least 

acquisience. But the explanation that is favoured here is that the communal sirustures of 

the P q a  and Wejerat societies were more effective at mobilizing resistance to their own 

incorporation into the state than in leading a Tigray-wide rebellion fur national self- 

determination. 

In contrast to the Raya and Wejerat, most Tigrayan peasants did not have strong 

communal institutions or traditions of egatitarianism. They had long since been caught up 

in a web of state relations 2nd patron-client ties and divided by wealth, religion and most 

significantly, the risti land tenure system which fostered insecurity and made peasants 

potential rivals of one another. There are many examples in Tigray of individual peasants 

rebelling against authority, but apart from the Woyene (which was largely restricted to 

eastern Tigray) there are very few examples of peasants taking collective action to assert 

their interests. 

Following Marx's famous comment on French villages likening them to a sack uf 

potatoes,748 it might appear that description would also fit the Tigrayan peasants, but it 

does not. The development processes which were creating divisions between peasants on 

the one hand were also actively breaking them down on the other. Incorporation and 

centralization involved a more intrusive role for the state in the lives of peasants, which in 

7 4 g ~ .  Marx, The Eighteenth Brrcmaire of Louis Bonaparte, (New York: International Publishers, 1463), 
p. 123. 
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turn made the state a hcus  iitr their anger that transcended region, class, religion and 

other divisions Modernization invo!wd the development of infiastmcture and this a!so 

served to weaken or break down prjmordjat loyalties which had long divided Tigrayans. 

The construction of roads in particular fostered the growth of commercial agriculture and 

markets for the peasants' prodtrce, as well as providing employment opportunities, thus 

linking traditionally isolated villages to the wider world. Schools served a similar fiinction 

and most importantly fostered a unifying Tigray-wide nationalism. 

These processes were already welt developed when the Derg came to power and broke the 

peasants' most significant links to the state by its elimination of Ras Mengesha's 

administration, while its Land Proclamation of 1975 served to complete the task of 

destroying the basis of patron-client relations.749 Thus when the TPLF launched its 

rebellion the Tigrayan peasantry were less divided than at any time in the past and were 

also linked only weakly to the state. 

As Wotf has noted, revolutions take form in areas with the weakest links to the state. The 

EDU, EPRP and TPLF all established their first bases in the outlying areas of Tigray to 

svoid the security apparatus of the state and thus be positioned to carry out peasant 

mobilizations, be near their Eritrean supporters and, in the case of the EDU and TPLF, 

proximity to Sudan where they maintained political ofices and attempted to mobilize 

refugees. This did not, however, mean that the TPLF's supporters were restricted to the 

ruraal areas because among the earliest followers of the TPLF were the inhabitants of the 

small towns and villages on the road between the western Tigray administrative centre of 

Endaselasie and the region's second town of Sheraro, communities readily accessible to 

'"in similar fashion Alavi concluded that the Chinese gentry's departure from the countryside served to 
loosen social control in the villages and enabled the peasants to gain more confidence and allow p, pasant 
militancy to develop, see Alaui, p. 252. 



the Derg's amy. Part ofthe esplmation for their support of :he I 'PtF lies ;;a the fact that 

apm from the Adwa-Axum news. a considerable propoflion of !!?e ear!v Frnzit It.ad;.rsh!p 

came from this area and this would sene to zttract local support The secor~d porn to 

note is that Dedebit. like the EPW's base at Asimba in the east, bccanrs a magnet tbr the 

Tigrayan yottth terrorized by the Derg and the nearest inhabitants to Iledebit were t h w  

living in the villages along the Endaselasie-Shsraro road 

A more fitting explanation of isolation from authority must recegnize that ii cannot be 

simply evaluated in te rm of physical distance In western Tigay the lirnltccf 

infrastructure, weakness of administration and prevalence of shifta and frontier-like 

conditions led to the state being perceived by local inhabitants as distant and InctTccrual 

Secondly, the Derg was slow to gain effective control over the organs of the state bccause 

of its own internal weaknesses and the chaotic conditions prevailing in the wake of the 

coliapse of the old regime. Thus for a time the state was indeed largely absent, 

particularly in the pe~ipheral areas of the country 750 

It was also in the context of this political vacuum that the opposition movements began 

their operations. This transitional period continued until about 1978 and the development 

of the Red Terror campaign, by which time the Derg was in the process d establishing a 

far more effective, centralized, and militarized state than existed (or ccdd have existed) 

under the old regime. It was this Soviet-supplied and increasingly monolithic state that 

confronted rebels and their supporters, including those living along the road between the 

towns of Endaselasie and Sheraro. Confronted by such power and military resources the 

TPLF initially withdrew From the roadside villages, but their basis of support never 

T t  was also the case that the Derg neither anticipated revolt in Tigray nor, when i t  broke out, grasped 
its potential seriousness since it arose in a province popularly held to be destitute and unable to sustain a 
rebelf ion. 



wavered and they made cond!elons so dificuit for the Derg thai very soon the Front 

. . 
I t ' l t l l 8 1  )CallllrJ de fact0 conlrd o ~ e :  the vi!fages and by the eady f 980s the army was. forced to - 
wixisdraw from Sheraro 

Agricufturat Commercialization and the Rebellion 

- .  Iheorists working - wi~hir: the moral economy school contend that peasants revolt to 

maintain the old ways when traditional institutions and relationships are upended or made 

ineffective by agricultural commercialization. Wolf, Migdal, Paige, and Scott all 

emphasize the ro!e of commercial aericulture - in undermining the social and economic basis 

of traditional peasant societies and forcefutiy linking the peasantry to the world economy. 

According to them commercialization produces a loss of subsistence, security and welfare, 

and peasants respond by rebelling. Wolf idefitiI'led the middle peasant as the bearer of the 

revolution in part because he sees this class as particuiarly wirierable to zgricuitural 

commercialization. Paige focuses on the destntctive impact of systems of export-based 

agricufture, while the approaches of hligdal and Scot? largely stress the failure of 

traditional institutions to meet the manifold crises created by capitalist penetration. 

Such an explanation, however, has limited application for Tigray. Outside of Humera and 

parts of Wolkait there Lvas virtuatfy no large scale production of cash crops for export and 

at the time of the collapse of the old regime there was only the beginnings of a market in 

the peasants' land Patron-client relations zvere not dissolved as a result of agricultural 

commerciafization because the dominant elements in this process were from the nobility 

v+4-m served as patrons. Moreove:, commercial enterprises were largely restricted to the 

Iowlands which were areas of land surpiuses. This pattern of agricultural 

commercialization is at odds with Marx's model which held that the interests of industrial 

and cumrnertial capitalists were incompatible with those of feudal landowning classes. 



Agricultura! commerciafization thus did not have a markedly disruptive impact on 

indigenous systems of land tenure r.r on the rural economy in highiand Tigray and tiws 

could not have pr ~rlced the kind of reaction that moral economists argue was thc 

stimulus for peasant revolution. Indeed, there is no indication that  Tigraym peasants 

opposed agricultural commercialization a d  good reason to suspect that it had become 

critical to the survival of many of them This is the view of the TPLF leadership who held 

that the peasants attributed their poverty to the lack of modern development in the 

province.752 In tile face of rising population, declining plot size, fairing soil fertility and 

the increasing frequency of drogght and famine in the twentieth century, growing nun~bers 

of peasants looked to seasonal employment on commercial farms as one of their survival 

strategies. Unfortunately the agricultural commercialization that was taking place in 

Tigray on the eve of the overthrow of :he old regime was on too small a scale to produce 

the economic growth needed to reduce poverty or to meet the expanding demand for 

wage labour that the crisis in the riral economy was producing 

The expansion of agricultural commercialization in the highlands where most Tigrayan 

peasants lived was limited by the risti land tenure system which made land alienation 

extremely difficult. It was affected also by the poor quality of the soils and the absence of 

valuable cash crops. It was most advanced in southeru Ethiopia where most of the land 

had been alienated by the northern-based neftengna in the last century and the soil was 

fertile and suitable for growing coffee. However, agricultural commercialization brought 

75f~aylor, p. 26. 
7 5 2 ~ e ~ o i t ,  NO. 7 ,  1st Year, p. 27 



few benefits to the indigenous peoples of the south and, significantly for this discussion, it 

did not serve as a stimulus for peasant revolt. 

Not only was agricultural commercialization not resisted by peasants in Tigray under the 

old regime, but the Derg's attempt to eliminate it by introducing agricultural marketing 

corporations and restricting commodity and labour markets helped drive peasants into the 

arms of the TPLF. The Derg's prohibition on the hiring of wage labour, most of which 

took place on the commercial farms in Humera and other western centres, was a source of 

particular anguish for the peasants, and as such it proved highly beneficial to the TPLF as 

Meles Zcnawi has acknowledged753 

The breakdown in patron-client relations came about as a result of government decree 

ending feudal obligations and to a lesser extent under the impact of the TPLF's rural 

political mobilization. It was thus not a product of agricultural commercialization as 

anticipated by moral economists. Economic relations in Tigray had not become 

"bureaucratic and impersonal", which Wolf held was a necessary pre-condition to peasant 

revolt. Nor had Tigrayan peasants been reduced to the status of sharecroppers as argued 

by Paige. 

Even when turning to recent Ethiopian history there is little evidence that would support 

the contention that agricultural commercialization fosters or produces peasant revolt. In 

the thirty-one years prior to the 1974 revolution there were three significant peasant 

revolts in Ethiopia: Tigray in 1943, Bale between 1963 and 1970 and the 1969 revolt in 

Gojjam. None demonstrate any linkage between agricultural commercialization and 

peasant revolt. As noted earlier, agricultural commercialization had little direct impact on 

?%iul Henze interview with Meia f enawi, Washington, February 199 1 .  
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the Tigrayan peasants at the time of the -Woyene. In in the southeast province of Bale 

there =as a concern over land aiienaiioii, h i  more signi5canily tiis indigenous Sniriali 

Moslem peoples revolted against ethnic and religious domination. In Gojjarn peasants 

revolted because of fear that a new tax law was a prelude to the alienation of their 

lands.754 

Far from peasants revolting because of the impact of agricultural commercialization and 

the gre-wfh of capitalism, in each of these cases the peasants could be seen to be revolting 

against feudal structures which interfered with the commercial economy. The revolts were 

"anti-feudal in content through perhaps not in intent" is the way Gebru Tareke has put 

it.755 This finding draws into question the work of moral economists who argue that 

peasants are anti-capitalist in content, though not necessarily in intent. Tigrayan peasants 

wanted development and feudal structures were obstacles to that objective. 

The Tigrayan experience reinforces the conclusions of Popkin who found in his study of 

the Vietnamese revolution that peasants did not rebel because of their desire to reinstate 

traditional institutions threatened by capitalism, but instead because of their opposition to 

feudalism.756 Popkin found that contrary to the views of moral economists who held that 

patron-client relations resting on mutual obligations were the linchpin of the village, they 

were instead related to power and strategic interaction among individuals757 and typically 

resented by peasants who found them restrictive.758 However, Popkin's contention that 

peasant involvement in commercial agriculture is not usually due to declining situations 

and was often opposed by the nobility is not supported by the experience of Tigray. In 

754See Gebru Tareke, "Rural Protest in Ethiopia." 
7551iiid., p. iv. 
756See Popkin. 
7 5 7 ~ i d . ,  p- 22. 
7 5 8 ~ i d . ,  p. 29. 



Tigray the rural crisis forced peasants into commercial agriculture which was dominated 

by leading members of the old regime. Popkin's view that this involvement is a response 

to new opportunities and often benefits poor peasants is backed up by this research. 

Moral economy's conception of the break-up of the self-sufficient pre-capitalist village 

with its associated stable social relations and way of life under the onslaught of 

agricultural commercialization is both untrue in the Tigrayan context and unduly romantic. 

It is worth noting that in spite oftheir devotion to Marxism-Leninism, the TPLF were not 

taken with such fanciful conceptions of pre-capitalist agrarian life and, after initially 

pursuing restrictive economic policies in the areas under their administration, responded to 

peasant opposition and allowed the employment of labour, encouraged markets, did not 

interfere with trade, and at no time threatened the possession of agricultural 

Factors Outside the Peasantry in Explaining the Re~olution 

Theorists of moral economy theory have played a valuable role in bringing attention to the 

critical part performed by peasants in revolutions in the modern era. This contribution has 

been particularly estimable because it was done at a time when behavouralists were largely 

ignoring peasants as a social group and Marxists saw peasants as at best assuming a 

supportive role to the proletariat in revolution. But in bringing the peasantry to the centre 

of their explanation of revolution, moral economists have tended to ignore or not k l l y  

appreciate the significance of other groups to the course and outcome of revolutions. And 

759~n the early period of the struggle the TPLF attempted to closely control trade and merchandising, and 
to this end prices were fixed and taxes intrduced as a means to finance !he war. The resu!t. was that trade 
declined, commodity shortages developed and popular resentment arose, particularly among the many 
traders and nlerchrtnts who \yere ofien poor peasants forced to pursue such activities to supplement their 
meagre returns from farming. After consultation with the peasantry, the TPLF ended these policies and 
found they gained more financially and had less problems because merchants preferred to make 
"contributions" to the Front. rather than pay t a m ;  Interview: Aregowie Berhe, The Hague, June 23, 
1993. 



while for the most part they acknowledge the role played by the petty-bourgeoisie in 

providing the leadership for the revolrition, the sti-uciural focus of the ii~orai ecsnvrlisis 

has meant that they have not comprehended the nuances and consequences of the 

relationship between the peasantry and the petty-bourgeoisie in struggle. Nor have they 

appreciated the importance of the revolutionary party in organizing, leading and setting 

the agenda of the revolution. 

The work of Paige and Scott must be singled out for criticism in this regard. Paige posits 

the emergence of the revolutionary party from within the peasantry and only in exceptional 

cases does he accept that cultural constraints within peasant society may result in political 

organization being introduced from 0utside.~60 Paige would thus contend that the 

Tigrayan revolution where the TPLF played a critical role was an exception, but there is 

good reason to think he is badly mistaken and that his analysis does not hold up for his 

case study of ~ i e t n a m . ~ ~ ~  

Scott in turn argues that the isolation of the peasantry from the cultural and institutional 

life of the ruling elites make them, rather than the proletariat which is enmeshed in that 

world, uniquely placed to be the bearers of the revoiution. However, the Tigrayan 

peasants' strong attachment to the values of the Orthodox Church which was a critical 

component of the feudal state provides strong evidence that they did not maintain a set of 

values different from those of the ruling nobility. Scott's attempt to overturn Marx misses 

his important insight: in feudal states capitalism has a revolutionary impact and the 

nascent working class is among the first to be aEected by the new forms of socia! 

organization and values. Through its participation in the modern economy, Ethiopia's 

urban working class was influenced by the values of individual liberty, representative 



democracy and free markets in iand and labour, but peasants only heard a faint echo of 

these values in the 1960s and i 970s through the srnali minority who had educated chiidren 

resident in the towns. As a result, the tiny working class did play a not insignificant part in 

the overthrow of the old regime, while the peasants were largely passilie. 

Scott argues that the peasants' lack of political organization gives them a revolutionary 

advantage. In fact this constitutes their major weakness and necessitates their alliance 

with forces which are organized, notably the petty-bourgeoisie and the working class. The 

weakness of the working class in turn is due to their small numbers in non-industrial 

societies and the fact that as a result of their presence in the urban areas they are much 

easier to control by the state than the peasantry. Scott only grudgingly acknowledges that 

the peasants' lack of vision calls for revoiutionaries from the urban areas to assume 

positions of leadership, but he apparently does not appreciate that this radical vision is a 

product of the urban society that he contends suffocates the revolutionary impulse. 

Capitalism has taker, form in the late developing countries in a context where it has been 

slibject to the social critique of socialism, which in Ethiopia was largely provided by the 

youth of the urban petty-bourgeoisie. Ethiopia on the eve of the 1974 revolution was a 

ramshackle empire on the periphery of the international economic and state systems. But 

its educated youth were products of what Skocpol calls "world historical time": they were 

able to appropriate the knowledge and ideas of world history, particularly socialism and 

social revolution, and they attempted to put then to use in the transformation of Ethiopia. 

I by studefits, it was the petty-bourgeoisie with the support of workers and soldiers hbU 

wha inhabited the cities and towns of Ethiopia that brought down the Hai!e-Se!assie 

government, and the peasants only became revolutionary later as a result of mobilization 

by outside forces. And it was primarily students and teachers from the towns who not 

only led the Tigrayan revolution, but who also numerically dominated it in the early years. 



Although moral ecoiioixists have geiierally neglected the role of iirhii elemenis iii agrarian 

revolution, with the exception of Paige they have recognized that it is the town-based 

petty-bourgeoisie who lead the revolution. However, because of their over-riding concern 

with the structural context from which revolutions emerge, they have demonstrated little 

appreciation of the nuances of the petty-bourgeoisie - peasant linkage in struggle. "l'he 

collapse of the old regime and the initial weakness of the Derg encouraged many 

revolutionary bands to go to the countryside and attempt to gain the support of the 

peasantry, but the failure of most of them makes it clear that more than a favourable 

structural context is necessary to forge a bond between the revolutionary party and the 

peasants that will culminate in revolution. 

This study of the Tigrayan revolution has demonstrated major weaknesses in inoral 

economy theory. The theory attributed peasant revolt to a rural crisis caused by capitalist 

agricultural commercialization. But in Tigray the rural crisis had its origins in the old 

order and it unfolded in the context of peasant resistance to a new regime attempting to 

establish state socialism by eliminating the commercial economy on which peasants were 

becoming increasingly dependent. This study also serves to question the emphasis of 

moral economy theorists on a crisis in the rural economy when dislocation was also being 

experienced by the inhabitants of the towns. While the class of peasants clearly figured in 

TPLF mobilization campaigns, their role in stimulating revolution in Tigray was, to follow 

" 762 and neither Wolfs Scott, "ambiguous and allows no easy generalizations , 

identificatior? of the mid$!e peasant nor Paige's identification of sharecroppers as peasant 

classes that lead revolts is confirmed by this study. 

7 6 2 ~ ~ o t t ,  The Moral Economy of the Peasant, p. 20 1 .  
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This research has also revealed three major shortcomings of moral economy theory which 

will now be taken up because of their importance in framing an understanding of the 

Tigrayan rebelIion. The first shortcoming of the theory is in not recognizing that the form, 

course and outcome of the rebellion are shaped in important ways by the character and 

policies of the regime the rebellion is struggling against. Secondly, in arguing that peasant 

revolt emanates from a rural crisis that is defined solely in economic terms, moral 

economists have neglected the equally important part played by non-economic kctors, and 

notably nationalism, in stimulating peasants to revolt. Lastly, in focusing on the structural 

context in which revolutions occur, moral economists have failed to seriously analyze the 

process of revolutions and hence have largely ignored the importance of political 

leadership provided by revolutionary parties. 

The Regime Stimulus to Revolt 

The experience of revolution in Ethiopia and Tigray provides strong evidence in support 

of Moore's contention that upper classes provoke rebellions. As an example, Moore drew 

attenti~n to the importance of the Japanese occupation of China in fostering peasant 

resentment and thereby creating the conditions for peasant solidarity that were 

prerequisites to the Communist Party's vi~tory.~63 Ail analogy can be made with respect 

to the Derg's role in Tigray. But Tigrayan experience also points to the significant part 

pl2yed by the regime in influencing the form of the rebellion. The devotion of both the 

Haile-Selassie and Mengistu regimes to extending state centralism and preserving Arnhara 

hegemony produced ethnic-based rebel!ions and r,u!minated in a TPLF-dominated 

government which has facilitated Eritrean independence and appears (in 1994) committed 

to decentralizing state powers to ethnically based provincial administrations. 



Until the 1960 coup attempt by the emperor's palace bodyguards, most opposition to the 

old regime took the form of inter-feudal rivalry which was resisted by the age-old metiiods 

of the country's rulers: political marriages, loss of titles and gulti rights, banishment and in 

extreme cases, execution. The 1960 coup attempt marked a turning point, however, after 

which most opposition to the regime came from the urban-based petty-bourgeoisie and 

principally the students. Their ideologically driven struggle was not for power within the 

old state which had been the objective of most earlier dissidents, but was premised on the 

conviction that the state was a product of politically bankrupt social system and had to be 

replaced. Moreover, while feudal dissent was expressed through individual revolt, 

conspiracies and the organization of private armies, petty-bourgeois opposition in the 

post-1960 period was expressed through mass political mobilization. The centralized and 

increasingly decrepit state which had its basis in inter-linking patron-client relationships 

was ill-prepared either to ideologically confront or to overcome this opposition, whose 

strength did not depend on personal ties to regime leaders. 

The inheritors of the state after the demise of the old regime came from a section of the 

petty-bourgeoisie, the military, and they used political mobilization, bureaucratic 

measures, terror, and the appeal of socialism and of nationalism to establish their rule and 

to attack other elements of the urban petty-bourgeoisie who pressed for democratic 

civilian rule. Even before the mass organizations constituted by the Derg were formally 

assigned the task of directing the Red Terror against the urban dissidents, civil and 

political life in Addis Ababa had so deteriorated that many student activists had left the 

capita! for the provincia! tcwns. 

However, the onset of the Red Terror not only foreclosed challenges to the Derg 

emanating from urban centres. In Tigray it also drove frightened youth and other potential 

victims to seek security by either leaving the country or joining the principle rebel groups 



in the countryside. While the experience of more than a decade of political mobilization in 

the towns and the ideology of the student movement attracted educated youth to 

revolutionary organizations like the EPRP and TPLF, it is clear that the Derg's 

victimization of young people in the towns of Tigray served to drive them into the ranks 

of the rebels. 

The Derg's initial weakness and disorganization after assuming state power, together with 

its pre-occupation with the more serious problems posed by urban dissidents, the Somali 

invasion, and the Erltrean insurrection, provided the fledgling TBLF with an important 

opportunity to establish itself. That opportunity was not lost. It marked the beginning of 

a period which began in 1975 when the TPEF went to Dedebit, a time when the 

instruments of the state were barely knctional in Tigray, and it ended with the onset of the 

Red Terror. During the interim, the TPLF was able to develop its political program, make 

its first contacts with the peasants, establish relations with the Eritrean Fronts, carry out its 

first model reforms and distinguish itself from other anti-Derg movements. 

Unlike the discontent of the petty-bourgeoisie which was fbeled by their aspirations for 

state power, peasant discord flowed from the crisis in the rural economy. The 

dissatisfaction of both the petty-bourgeoisie and the peasants thus had its roots in the 

period prior to the collapse of the old regime, but it took the form of armed opposition in 

response to the policies of the Derg and the means it used to implement them. While 

Tigrayan peasants looked upon Haile-Selassie and those who dominated the old regime as 

uswpm ~f state p w e r  that right&l!y be!onged to the descendants of Yohannis, they 

nonetheless were loyal to Ras Mengesha, a fi~nctionary of that regime, but a tme 

descendent of the late Tigrayan emperor. 



Haile-Seiassie well understood the value of Mengesha in preserving ihe legitimacy of his 

regime in Tigray, but Derg !egitimacj depended en fiilfi!!ing its :evolutionary goa!s, and 

this necessarily meant destroying feudal power. Moreover, to achieve state hegemony the 

Derg needed to destroy the patron-client relations on which the authority of the old 

regime rested. In doing so, it unintentionally undermined the Tigrayan peasants' most 

fundamental link to the central state. Although the Derg was aware of the Tigrayans' 

loyalty to their native leaders, they discounted the threat posed by rebellion in such a 

destitute province. However, with Mengesha's hasty retreat to the Sudan the peasants 

feared they v,ould have no one to protect them from the new Amhara elite which they 

werf con;inced had taken over the government. Into this void stepped Teranafit, the TLF 

and the TPLF, all bearing the nationalist banner and promising to defend the province 

from an Amhara government committed to state centralization and the elimination of 

Tigray's last vestiges of autonomy. 

The destabilizing effect of replacing traditional power-holders with military elites has been 

noted elsewhere. Heeger holds that the military's forced removal of central political elites 

from positions of authority breaks the primary linkages between the central government 

and political periphery and the linkages that those leaders had with their personal 

followings.764 As Sherman points out, this accurately describes pre-revolutionary 

Ethiopia, with its great emphasis on personal politics.765 Sherman goes on to say that 

while "the Dergue has striven to concentrate more and more power in its own hands, 

Ethiopia, divested of its feudal underpinnings, has become increasingly susceptible to 

centrifugal forces. What the Dergue inherited from Haile-Selassie may have been a single 

polity but in no sense was it a unified nation. 11766 

764G. Heeger, The Politics of Underdevelopnrent, (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1974). 
7 6 5 ~  Sherman, "Center-Periphery Relations in Ethiopia," Horn ofAfiica, Vol. 2 ,  No. 2, AprilIJunc, p. 46. 
766bid., p. 47. 



ii was ihiis an already deeply siispicioiis peasmiry that heard the iiews, typically second 

hand or over the radio, of the Derg's land reforms. Peasants were quick to end their gulti 

obligations, but they feared that elimination of the risti land tenure system was a means 

enabling the government to gain control over their land. Unlike southern Ethiopia where 

land reform was welcomed by the indigenous population who saw it as a means of 

acquiring land lost to outside interlopers, in Tigray landlordism was not well developed, 

there were virtually no non-indigenous land holders, and in the highlands there were few 

large concentrations of land. 

Land reform might still have served as a valuable means of gaining the peasants' support 

had it not been for the authoritarian means the Derg used to implement it and establish 

local administrations. Because of the political threat the Derg faced its land reforms were 

carried out too quickly and became the source of many grievances, while the domination 

of the Peasant Associations by the government's allies caused bitterness and undermined 

peasant support for the government. Peasant disaffection increased krther when the Derg 

began forcibly procuring agricultural surpluses at less than market prices and restricted the 

employment of seasonal farm labour which many peasants depended upon for survival. 

The introduction of state farms at Humera and cooperative farms at Mahoni also caused 

peasant anger. As the rural insurrection of the TPLF spread, the government introduced 

compulsory conscription, convoys, ever higher levels of taxation to finance the war, and 

resorted increasingly to terror attacks or, civilians and religious leaders. 

The Derg's unwillingness to share power with its civilian critics from the urban petty- 

bourgeoisie led these critics to mount a militant challenge against the government. But the 

Derg's position of power in the urban centres forced opposition into the countryside and 

ensured that it would take the form of a peasant-based rebellion. The government's 



policies in turn alienated the Tigrayan peasantry and by the early i980s most of them 

supported the TIDLF. What sustained and gave focus to the rebellicn was hmtility to t!::: 

Derg, Tigrayan nationalism, and the political leadership of the TPLF. 

Tigrayan Nationalism and the Revolution 

Moral economists acknowledge the importance of the peasants' sense of social Justice in 

their decision to revolt, but this social justice is only understood in narrow economic 

terms. Largely lacking is any appreciation that the peasants' national sensitivities could 

figure in their resolve to revolt. The evidence of this study demonstrates that Tigrayan 

nationalism formed the unifj4ng link in the rebellion and had the support of the peasantry. 

However, evidence was not found to support the TPLF's contention that nationalism could 

be explained as being simply a product of the province's lack of development in an 

Ethiopia dominated by Shoan Arnharas. 

It cannot be stated conclusively here when Tigrayan national sentiment began to emerge, 

but they were evident among nobles as early as the thirteenth century during the 

competition with Amhara nobles for domination of the northern highlands afler the 

destruction of the Zagwe dynasty. While national sentiments were also in existence during 

the Woyene, the dominant theme of that rebellion was opposition to the feudal state. 

Moreover, the fact that the rebellion did not gain significant support from either the 

peasants or nobility outside eastern Tigray, and that among key participants such as the 

Raya and Wejerat primordial loyalties outweighed Tigray-wide sentiments, provides 

further evidence that the Woyene cannot be characterized as pre-eminently a nationalist 

revolt. A fully developed nationalism assumes the impact of modernization in breaking 

down primordial loyalties and linking peoples beyond their local communities into a 

national unit and that had not happened in Tigray in 1943. However, in the thirty-one 



years following the Woyene, modernization and state centralization had largely 

undermined local !oya!ties and seriously advanced the process of uniting Tigrayans into a 

national unit. Revolutionafy struggle and the TPLF mobilization completed the process. 

The source of Tigrayan peasant nationalism is less easily discerned than that of the petty- 

bourgeoisie, which largely took form as a result of their competition for position and 

status in a multiethnic state dominated by Shoan Amharas, a common pattern in both the 

developing and the developed world. Theorists of nationalism have generally concluded 

that contact and competition between ethnic groups foster nationalism and, because these 

processes are less widespread among peasants than among elites, peasants are held not to 

be subject to the same forces that produce nationalism. 

It is true that Tigrayan peasants had little contact with non-indigenous ethnic communities 

in the past, and even with the expansion of schools, systems of transport and agricultural 

commercialization, they, unlike the petty-bourgeoisie, did not directly compete with other 

Ethiopian communities. However, in spite of their limited interactions with the ruling 

Amharas, under the impact of modernization accelerated by Italian occupation and 

expanded in the period following the Woyene, their contacts with the Arnhara-dominated 

state were increasingly poignant. Amhara supremacy in the state was felt by peasants 

through contact with police, court officials, tax collectors, church dignitaries and 

governors, few of whom were Amhara, but most of whom spoke the official language of 

the state, hharigna, in their dealings with them. The privileged position of Amharas in 

Ethiopia was also experienced directly by peasants who traveled outside the province 

either in pursuit of employment or trade or to settle court cases in Addis Ababa. 

Tigrayan peasants also had great pride in what they took to be their cultural heritage: 

Semitic descendants of the union of King Solomon and Queen of Sheba; heirs to the 



Axumite empire; early bearers of Christianity, and the source of many traditions and values 

subsequently absorbed by the Amhara elite. Thus for a people aptly described by Levinc 

as the "cuitural aristocrats" of Ethiopia, Tigray's decline, and in this century its poverty, 

heled a sense of national grievance which readily found expression in hostility to the 

Amhara elite who dominated the central state. 

Unlike the peasants, few among the Tigrayan petty-bourgeoisie had any attachment to 

their provincial nobility and to Ras Mengesha in spite of his Tigrayan origins and 

illustrious ancestors. For most of the petty-bourgeoisie he was hated as a feudal 

reactionary and as an agent of the regime of Haile-Selassie. The nationalism of the petty- 

bourgeoisie was a result of their encounters with the Amhara in the state, in the university, 

and particularly in the competition for employment, but it was also infused with the 

Marxism of the Ethiopian student movement which provided a critique of feudalism and 

Tigray's place in an empire dominated by a Shoan Amhara elite It was the task of the 

petty-bourgeois led TPLF to transform the national sentiments of peasants, based on 

culture and anti-statism, into a program which linked the demand for national self- 

determination with the necessity of social transformation. 

Almost all Tigrayans attribute their province's lack of development to the country's Shoan 

Amhara rulers, but the TPLF has framed this conflict in terms of Shoan Amhara state 

hegemony which developed under feudalism and continued under Derg fascism. And it 

linked the struggle against the Derg with the need to carry out a social revolution in 

Tigray. Development in the Third World during the modern era, Tigrayan nationalists 

argue, has been fiirthered by state investment in the economy, in the physical infrastructure 

and in human resources, and in these terms Tigray presented the starkest evidence of 

neglect. On the eve of the revolution and with a population of pessibiy four million, 

Tigray had no mines, virtually no manufacturing industry, no post-secondary educational 



institutions, and only five secondary schools, four hospitals, five doctors and one paved 

road.7G7 The transfer of some of the province's most productive lands in the west to 

Gondar and in the southeast to Wollo by Haile-SeIassie both weakened the regional 

economy and confirmed the prevailing view of Tigray's victimization by Shoan Amkaras. 

If anything explains the ferocity with which Tigrayan peasants clung to their land in the 

face of overwhelming poverty it is the evidence cited here of how few opportunities they 

had available to them elsewhere. These same circumstances go part of the way also to 

explaining the large-scafe migration from Tigray, the prevalence of shiftas in the province, 

and the nature of the effbrts made by those Tigrayans with the necessary resources to gain 

an education. But can the maIevolence of the Shoan Amhara ruling class alone be held 

responsible for Tigrayan underdevelopment as claimed by the TPLF? The view here is 

that Tigray was not singled out for discrimination and that Shoan Amhara state hegemony 

is at best only part of the explanation for the province's lack of development. Brass 

contends that the perception of insqilaiit>r is an indispensable justification for the existence 

of nationalist movements, but i t  cannot provide an explanation for therq768 and that is 

aftirmed by Tigrayan experience 

Wife it is true that lack of state investment in Tigray clearly limited development, there is 

tittle evidence that Tigray suEered disproportionately from many other parts of non-Shoan 

Ethiopia in this respect. A I982 international study of the Ethiopian economy found that 

it was "directed towards supporting the Amhara elite concentrated in the central highlands 

and, in pariicuiar, in Addis ti't\abat' and this "orientation determined the seieciion of the 

eeommic aciiviiies receiving certtd government supyoit, directed the development of the 

mad and transport systems and allowed the unrestricted development of regional 



inequalities."769 The study did not find, however, that Tigray was singled out for 

discrimination under this system. Indeed, historically Tigrayans never suffered the loss of 

their land like many Oromos in southern Ethiopia, nor were they ever made slaves like 

other unfortunate non-Abyssinian peoples. 

Moreover, since development policy under the Haile-Selassie regime was based on 

encouraging the import of foreign capital and promoting coinmerciai agriculture, and 

virtuaily no capital was invested in peasant agriculture, it is difi%xlt to see how a near 

destitute Tigrayan peasantry would have benefited if the state had pursued its development 

policies in the province.770 Commercial agriculture, as has been noted, had little potential 

in highland Tigray and, if it had been encouraged it would have benefited largely the 

existing dominant classes who had access to capital. 

In the absence of opportunities within Tigray, investment in human resources such as 

schools would also have encouraged migration to Addis Ababa, because of the prospect of 

employment in the state, or to other more productive parts of Ethiopia. The benefits of 

post-elementary schools would have fallen, and did fall, disproportionately to the children 

of the privileged. With declining opportunities for social advancement or a place in the 

government of the country, it was these children who launched the Tigrayan revolution. 

Indeed, while there is some truth in Tigrayan claims that they were discriminated against in 

7"9Griffin, p. 42. 
77@Eken the Swedish sponsored Chilalo Agricultural Development Unit (CADU) which was specifically 
designed to benefit small farmers by improving communications and marketing arrangements and 
introducing new farming techniques, was found instead to have increased the vaiue of their iana and this 
encouraged commercially minded large farmers to acquire the land of poor farmers and evict share- 
croppers ixi fisvoiii of mechanized fanning, see i. CfiEe, "Feu&lism, Capiialisii-i and Famine," lieview oJ 
African Political Economy, Vol. 1, No. 1, (August-November 1974), p. 39. And in the most extrcmc 
e m p l e ,  the loss of valuable grazing lands of the nomadic Afar in the Awash River basin as a result of 
the introduction of large commercia! cotton growing schemes was responsible for the enormous number of 
nomads who died in the drought of 1972 - 1974. The lion's share of the benefits from commercial 
fhming in every case went to a small number of large farmers who were either members of ihe nobility or 
had dose relations with this privileged group. 



the field of education, it must be noted that other provirxes also suffered from a lack of 

schools. Moreover, Tigrayzns had among the highest literacy rates in the country and they 

made up a significant proportion of those accepted into the national university in spite of 

its discriminatory admission policies. 

In addition, the TPLF contention that Tigrayan peasant nationalism was a response to the 

immiseration of the province at the hands of the Amhara elite begs the question of why 

Oromo peasants who suffered from the loss of their land to non-indigenous northern 

conquerors were never able to launch a sustained revolt against either the old regime or 

against the Derg. There are many elements that would have to be considered in any 

convincing answer to this question, but for the purposes of this study two factors are 

crucial. First, unlike the Oromos, Tigrayan peasants have a deep pride in the part their 

cultural and political heritage has played in Abyssinia and Ethiopia. Even the long 

dominance of the Shoan Amhara rulers and Tigray's poverty of the last century did not 

undermine the peasants' certitude and faith in their status within an Ethiopia which their 

ancestors once ruled. Oromo peasants did not have such sentiments because the 

contribution of their ancestors to Abyssinian and Ethiopian civilization has never been fidly 

acknowledged, much less appreciated. 

However, while the peasants' local and culturally based nationalism underpinned the 

Tigrayan revolution, it did not determine the TPLF's national objectives. The Tigrayan 

youth who were to form the TPLF developed their ideology in the Ethiopian student 

movement which fought the oid regime and the miiitary dictatorship on a pan-Ethiopian 

basis. Aregowie, ?'\/leks and the other Tigrayan students were leaders of that movement 

and their establishment of the TPLF did nat mark a retreat into ethnic parochialism, but 



proved to be an accurate assessment of the revolutionary possibilities En the countty at that 

time.551 

Unlike Eritrea, where Italian colonialism had largely eliminated feudal structures in the 

highlands, thus allowing nationalism to be pursued with little fear of challenge from an 

aroused aristocracy, in Tigray the TPLF was initially confronted by the noble-led 

nationalist forces of Teranafit. The Front's response, particularly in the west where these 

forces were strongest, was to emphasize the anti-feudal and transformative eiements of its 

program. This served to both define its political character as a movement and to ensure 

that its nationalism was not insular. But raising the natiofialist banner is no guarantee that 

revolutionaries can strike roots among the people, as is evidenced by the experience of the 

TLF, Teranafit and the OLF. Political leadership was also essential. 

Political Leadership in Tigray 

While moral economists have recognized that the linkage between the peasantry and the 

revolutionary intelligentsia is a critical element in agrarian revulutions, most have not fully 

appreciated the importance of political leadership in revolutions. The view of most 

activists in the Ethiopian student movement who went to the countryside to launch rural 

insurrections, was that peasants did not have a political existence independent of the 

revolutionary intelligentsia. Formulating the "correct line" was thus the primary task of 

the revolutionary party and this was done without any reference to the values and cultural 

traditions of the peasants. 

771~assahun Berhanu helped me reach this conclusion. See Interview: Kassahun Ecrhanu, Addis Ababa, 
June 4, 1993. 



In contrast to moral economists whose explanation of revolutions was largely limited to a 

consideration clf their structural context, the TPLF recognized that structure only sets the 

parameters of the revolutionary project and does not determine its course and outcome. 

That left a critical role for political leadership. But contrary to the views of many of their 

former colleagues in the student movement, the TPLF discovered from experience in the 

countryside that leadership involved more than merely f~llowing rigid formulas. While 

ever increasing the capacity of the movement to wage war against the Derg remained the 

Front's objective, it was conditional upon gaining and keeping the support of the peasants, 

a task that brought to the fore the role of pragmatic political leadership. 

Although initially ideologically driven students, the TPLF cadres demonstrated an ability 

to adjust their program in light of practical experience, a skill not readily absorbed by 

other revolutionary movements in Ethiopia. One of the ways they did this was in 

recognizing that although largely homogeneous, there were nonetheless differences in 

material conditions and in the culture of peasants across the province, and that 

necessitated study and appropriate political responses. Thus according to one senior 

cadre, "Agitation was tailored to meet particular conditions and to respond to particular 

institutional frameworks of the peasants."772 The same cadre noted that the peasantry 

"had different governing institutions in different parts of Tigray, but they all had a large 

amount of democratic participation and we had to operate through these in~ti tut ions."~~3 

It also meant designing reforms to meet the needs of the particular community, such as 

emphasizing local government in western Tigray, but stressing land reform in much of the 

remainder of the province. The TPLF appeal also paid heed to differences of gender, age, 

religion, and nationality, and reforms were carried out only after detailed study of local 

conditions, as the land reform at Adi Nebried demonstrated. 

77Zf ntcwiew: Gebru Asrat, Mekelle, January 25. 1993. 
773~bid. 
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The TPLF tried to distinguish itself from its opponents - - but, given conditions of state 

collapse, massive social dislocation and a barrage of frequently similar sounding 

propaganda, peasants were understandably conhsed as to whom to support. TPLF cadres 

learned that their political education had to be reinforced by demonstrating exemplary 

personal behavior which they did by working with and assisting the peasants, and by 

sharing their deprivations. Older peasants who had contact with the various revolutionary 

movements can usually distinguish their main ideological differences but, significantly, it is 

the personal characteristics of the fighters that they emphasize in interviews, thus 

confirming the validity of the TPLF's approach. It also confirms both Cabral's finding that 

revolutionaries have to identify with the deepest aspirations of the people,774 and the 

conclusion of Popkin that peasants measure revolutionaries by their personal 

credibi l i t~~.~~S 

M e r  distinguishing their movement from those of their competitors for the leadership sf 

the anti-Derg opposition, the next step for the TPLF was to militarily defeat them. For 

TPLF members who hzd little or no military skills when they first launched the armed 

struggle this was probably the most testing period of the entire war. By the time the EDU 

and EPRP were defeated, the TPLF had lost an estimated haif of its original membership, 

either in battle or because of defections. But in victory the TPLF had significantly 

advanced its standing and the prospects of victory in the eyes of the peasants. 

A demonstrated commitment to the peasants' well-being, together with the TPLF's military 

victories, helped win peasant sympathy for the Front, but they could not in and of 

774See Cabral; Interviews of TPLF cadres make clear that the leadership only bccame acquainted with the 
writings of Cabral after they had already learned theii craft through practical experience. 
775~opkin, p. 259. 



themseives produce mass peasant commitment to the struggle. That could only come 

about, as Basil Dwidson has pointed out, when the liberation movemen: was able to meet 

"the material and cultural needs of everyday life" of the peasantry, which included the 

provision of both services and democratic political structures. 776 What has been of 

interest to this study is precisely how the TPLF gained the support of the peasants by 

meeting these needs. Migdal's notion of a "social exchange" between revolutionaries and 

peasants, and Popkin's concept of the revolutionary party as a "political entrepreneur"777 

have both cast light on this process. And both are typified by Gebru Asrat who found 

that, 

"Often a peasant meeting would not end until there was a 
resolution and an agreement to carry out some reform. In 
many parts of Tigray this commitment was to land reform 
and only after baitos were set up and land reform carried 
out were peasants prepared to defend their institutions and 
join the TPLF as fighters. "778 

The image of the Tigrayan peasant that emerges is thus not a creature that takes 

precipitous or spontaneous actions as suggested by Scott or Paige. Nor are such peasants 

readily manipulated by revolutionaries as was argued by many in the Ethiopian student 

movement. Although apparently driven to destitution by the crisis in the rural economy, 

most Tigrayan peasants did not rush to the revolutionary banner, but instead stood back 

and evaluated the ideals and programs of the movements contesting for their support, 

7 7 6 ~ .  Davidson, 1978:353-4. 
777~ased on her study of Zimbabwe Kriger is highly critical of Popkin's analysis and his conclusion that 
the success of revolutionary p d e s  is dependen! on their ability to build a basis of popular support and 
that the use of coercion as a policy is necessarily self-defeating. She attributes Popkin's error to the fact 
that he "never obtains direct peasant voices to suv~ort  his argument about the centrality of popular support 
in a revolution, but draws on an impressive volume of secondary literature to show that organizations that 
offered utilitarian appeals could induce ration, costcalculating peasants to participate." (p. 15) However, 
the research on which this disseration has been based has listened to, and frequently made reference to, 
peasant voices in Tigray and they do not support Kriger's emphasis on the role of coercion in 
mobiliation. 
778~ntenicw: Gebru Asrat, Mekelle, April 6, 1993. 



considered the personal credibility of the revolutionaries, and judged their prospects of 

defeating the Derg, bef~re pledging themselves. Whi!e the peasants were not in i; position 

to set the political agenda of the revolution, they did have a real influence over the course 

and conduct of the war, and as this study has demonstrated they did employ it. 

Working within the peasants' cultural milieu to gain their support meant accepting the 

constraints those values imposed. It also meant constantly evaluating their impact on the 

community on the one hand, against the Front's ability to wage war against the Derg, s n  

the other. Implementing the TPLF's program of reforms served as both an instrument 

with which to transform rural society and as a means of mobilizing popular support for the 

war. However, these are not always complementary goals since the social tensions caused 

by the transformative project may open up divisions that undermine the widest possible 

consensus needed to carry on a revolutionary war. It is thus a crucial fiinction of the 

political leadership of revolutionary parties to construct an appropriate balance between 

the need for reform and that for social peace. This study examined how the TPLF 

managed the resulting tensions while attempting to alter the peasants' religious practices 

and gender relations, but the Front was equally circumspect in every sphere of peasant life 

in which it operated and attempted change. And as a result of its sensitivity in dealing 

with the peasants the TPLF was able to command great loyalty, oversee a major program 

of social change, and in the process give form to the most powehl  political and military 

movement in Ethiopia. 

Summary 

According to moral economy theory revolution occurs in underdeveloped societies 

undergoing rapid and destabilizing change brought about by agricultural 

commercialization. Analysts working on the basis of this theory concentrate on economic 



structures and pay little heed to the historical background of revolts, the role of other 

groups in revolution, and the importance of political elements in fostering and directing 

opposition. This research on the Tigrayan revolution has provided evidence which 

questions basic assumptions of moral economy theory and it has also established a basis 

from which to argue for the inclusion of a range of political factors in formulating 

explanations of revolution. 

Tigrayan nationaiist and anti-state sentiments developed in the historical context of 

Arnhara hegemony in the state and took a revolutionary form in the 1970s as a result of 

modernization, the collapse of the old regime and the political mobilization of the TPLF. 

No evidence can be found to support the contention that Tigrayan peasants were opposed 

to commercial agriculture and there are many indications that peasants were favourably 

disposed to the labour and commodity markets upon which they were becoming 

increasingly dependent for their survival. Indeed, peasant resentment of Derg policies 

that placed restrictions on the rural commercial economy proved to be a major stimulus of 

the Tigrayan revolution. 

This study has shown how Derg policies and the authoritarian manner in which they were 

implemented prepared the ground for revolution by alienating the mass of Tigray's 

peasants. While the Derg's insensitive approach to the values and institutions of the 

peasants cannot alone account for TPLF's success, it is inconceivable that the Front could 

have acquired the level of support among peasants that it did if the regime had not first 

estranged then. 

Although moral economists tacitly recognize that the urban-centred middle strata, or 

petty-bourgeoisie, in underdeveloped societies assume positions of leadership in peasant- 

based revolutions, they seriously misrepresent its role. The finction of the Tigrayan petty- 



bourgeoisie was not restricted to that of providing the leadership of the revolution as held 

by moral economists. indeed, it has been estimated that the petty-bourgeoisie made up the 

majority of the TPLF membership during the early years of the movement's existence. 

Revolutionary momentum, however, is dependent upon peasants joining the revolution, 

but in the case of Tigray peasant unhappiness with the regime did not mechanically 

translate into commitment to take up arms against it. The TPLF had to win their support 

by first defeating the Front's opponents to lead the anti-Derg opposition in Tigray, and 

then respond positively to the peasants' demands for reforms. This research has found that 

the organization and mobilization of the peasants in pursuit of war, rather than the peasant 

spontaneity ascribed to by the moral economists, better explains the means by which mass 

resentment is channeled into revolutionary struggle. 

While moral economists concentrate on structural crisis and do not closely analyze the role 

of political parties in revolution because they consider such approaches to be voluntarist, 

this study has largely revolved around the TPLF and its relationship with the peasantry. 

This research, however, does not endorse party-centric analyses which ignore the critical 

part played by the peasantry in influencing the nature, course and objectives of the 

revolution. At every stage of the revolution - from the TPLF's formulation of its 

nationalist agenda, to the kind and extent of reforms carried out, through to the decision 

to carry the war beyond Tigray to the rest of Ethiopia - the peasants had a marked, and at 

times determining influence, on the decision-making process. 

Morz! ecmcrr?y hzs z!so glvex short shift to the role and importznce of naticnalism in 

peasant-based revolutions. In contrast, this study has found that an analysis of Tigrayan 

nationalism is crucial to an explanation of the revolution. Moreover, it was established 



that nationalist sentiments were not restricted to the petty-bourgeoisie, but also served to 

politically motivate the peasants. 

This was perhaps most graphically illustrated in western Tigray where the TPLF fought 

Teranafit. In spite of the radically different social composition and political programs of 

the two movements, they both found it necessary to couch their appeals to the peasants in 

terms of Tigrayan nationalism and played on fears that the Derg represented a new form of 

Amhara domination. The TPLFfs defeat of the EPRP in eastern Tigray in turn owed much 

to the Front stressing the national question, while the EPRP's pan-Ethiopian appeal did not 

find fa.vour with the peasants. 

For the peasants and the petty-bourgeoisie nationalism was an affirmation of a Tigrayan 

identity increasingly being undermined by a centralizing state, as well as an expression of 

resentment at their own poverty and at the province's underdevelopment. This anger was 

directed at the Amhara dominated Ethiopian state and took a political form in the demand 

for national self-determination. The capture of provincial power by the TPEF in 1989 and 

then power in the central state by the TPLF-dominated E P D F  in 1991 largely hlfilled 

the demand for Tigrayan self-determination. 

The findings of this research have served to both challenge key elements of moral 

economy theory as well as to argue for the inclusion of a range of political factors in 

developing explanations of peasant-based revolutions. It was found that moral economy's 

structural premised analysis and focus on the peasant economy undergoing capitalist 

transformation did not provide the causal fiamework for understanding revolution that its 

proponents claimed. Nonetheless, this case study has not found reason to completely 

reject moral economy theory. It does, however, raise doubts as to the ability of this or any 



other macro-level theory to provide the conceptuai framework with which to explain the 

actual course and outcome of such complex phenomena as revoiuiions. 

This is not to negate the importance of theory construction to the study of revolution, but 

it does point to the limitations of grand theories and makes clear that there can be no 

theoretical shortcut to understanding revolutions that are not based on empirical studies. 

Instead, theory construction must move from the lofty goals of positing broad structural 

fiaineworks to ihe more modest objectives of developing generalizations, formulating 

hypotheses and constructing middle-level theories. In line with the approach of this study 

these processes must be derived from the findings of empirical studies of revolution, and 

specifically of those whose lives are being transformed, the peasants. 

This study makes no claims to having co:ltributed to any causal explanation of revolution 

writ large, but it has generated a large number of generalizations and hypotheses that may 

be of value to other students of revolution. Probably of most theoretical significance was 

the examination of the factors that explained the TPLF's success in mobilizing the peasants 

of Tigray. This explanation, if developed in a comparative framework, could provide the 

basis of a middle-level theory of the role of revolutionary parties in peasant societies. 

As was repeatedly emphasized in this dissertation, structure only frames the parameters of 

revolution; it cannot govern its process and consequences. In this light the revolutionary 

party, which moral economists virtually ignore, assumes a crucial role. And the key to the 

success of the TPLF was its abi!ity to reconci!e the extreme commitment required of 

revolutionaries with a reasoned assessment of the constraints and opportunities provided 

by the context in which they were operating. Crucially, the TPLF needed to win the 

overwhelming support of the Tigrayan peasantry, a political project that as has been 

demonstrated demanded both sensitivity to peasant values and an ability to balance 



competing interests within peasant society. In a word the TPLF's political success can be 

attributed to its pragmatism. U C .  

Pragmatism is not an attribute readily associated with revolutionaries who are generally 

ion was considered extremists. But the TPLF leadership's decision to launch a revolut' 

guided by their undoubtedly correct conclusion that the Derg would not share, much less 

relinquish, power to civilians. Nor would the Derg willingly shift from its devotion to an 

Amhare dominated central state. The Front also recognized the opportunities for 

revolutionary movements in the interim between the collapse of the old regime and the 

imposition of the in-coming regime. In turn, the timing of the TPLF's decision to launch 

their agrarian-centred revolution was based on both the growing Derg-imposed constraints 

on political activities in the towns, as well as fears that remnants of the old regime, and 

possibly the EPRP, might soon dominate the anti-government opposition in the Tigrayan 

countryside. It was thus a reasoned and realistic appraisal of conditions existing in 

Ethiopia that led the TPLF to launch its revolution. 

The same approach is evidenced in the TPLF's joint commitment to Tigrayan nationalism 

and to a revolutionary transformation in the province. It remains unclear whether, or to 

what extent, this approach was formulated before the Front launched its movement, or if it 

was developed in response to the positions of the alternative opposition movements it 

confronted politically and militarily in Tigray. Whatever the case this approach, and the 

political program that followed from it, proved both remarkably apt in the circumstances 

and also demonstrated the superiority of the TPLF over its narrow and ideologically 

driven con~petitors. 

The TPLF's pragmatism, however, is most evident in its mobilization of the Tigrayan 

peasants. Time and again this research brought to light tensions that developed in rural 



Tigrayan society as a result of social transformation, as well as their impact on relations 

between the peasants and the Front. The TPLF recognized that only through t!x 

transformation of rural society could all of the elements of society be freed from 

traditional constraints and thus be mobilized to fight the Derg. But in spite af its 

commitment to social transformation the Front made clear that it was not prepared to let 

this inherently disruptive process cause divisions within its carehlly cultivated alliance. I t  

thus repeatedly revised and compromised its social agenda in the broader interests of its 

politics! objective of defeating the Derg and achieving state power. 

Moreover, neither arrogance nor dogmatism, both of which typically characterized 

relations between revolutionary elites and peasants in Ethiopia, were evident in the TPLF's 

mode of dealing with the peasants. Instead, the TPLF focused on addressing the 

immediate needs of the peasants and - through the Front's political campaigns - 

communicating the linkages between the problems the peasants faced and the necd to 

achieve Tigrayan self-determination through revolutionary action. 

While the TPLF did use compu1:ion and vidence to maintain the discipiine of its members 

and to counter its opponents, it rarely or never used such means in dealing with peasants 

en masse. Indeed, in what appears to be a unique case, the Front's attention to the 

concerns of the peasants was briefly lost sight of in the fading days of the Derg when 

opposition developed within the army and among the civilian population to the decision to 

carry the struggle beyond Tigray's borders. In confronting that opposition the TPLF did 

not respond by forcing its agenda or by disciplining its fighters: but instead it consulted 

and eventually won over the peasants, and at the same time it allowed the dissident 

fighters to return to their fields in Tigray. Although the consultation more closely 

resembled a mobilization, it nonetheless served to affirm the TPLFts dependence on 

peasant support, its willingness to acquire anew that support at every stage of the struggle 



and its refusai to consider force or violence in gaining and keeping peasant support. The 

r r e -  *LA -1- ..-I L t .  r F L ~  s tfiarnp wits trttfs in a very reat sense the triumph of pragmatic decision-making. 

Afterword 

Now that the major political obstacle to Tigray's development has been overcome, the 

TPLF and the people are confronting the task of rehabilitating the war-ravaged and Iong 

neglected province. Just how daunting that task will be was made clear by the outbreak of 

famine in parts of southern and eastern Tigray in 1994. However, while the deep-seated 

problems of the past weigh heavily on Tigray, the revolution has bequeathed the province 

two invaluable assets with which to confront these problems: a system of popular 

administration and a mobilized population. It thus remains to be seen whether the hopes 

and aspirations of a generation of peasants who committed themselves to revolution will 

be fulfilled. 



GLOSSARY 

Abagore: Afar council of eiders used to settle disputes 
Abun: bishop, the highest ecclesiastical title of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church until the 
appointment of the first patriarch in 1959 
Akni Abat: founding father for purposes of land inheritance 
Asibi: Afar trader 
Asrat: tithe on land 
Ato: a term of respect simiIar to Mr. 
Awardja: administrative sub-region under imperial regime 
Baito: administrative council of the assemblies organized at tabia, woreda, zoba and 
provincial levels 
Baiabbat: originally hereditary owner of risti land; since the nineteenth century used to 
denote the hereditary head of a southern people. 
Balambaras: "commander of a mountain" 
Birr: Ethiopian currency for many years officially exchanged at 2.07 Birr = $1.00; as of 
October 1992 was allowed to float at a range around 5.00 Birr = $1.00. 
Blatta: a title of respect given in the twentieth century 
Chika shtim: lowest ranked title holder; tax collector 
CrocodiIes: activist students operating underground 
Datbara: lay priest 
Dejazmach: commander of the gate 
Derg: the military committee which was to form the Ethiopian government in the wake of 
the overthrow of the imperial government 
Ferenj: foreigner 
Fitwari: commander of the vanguard 
Geez: Semitic language of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church 
Goth: parish 
Grazmach: commander of the left wing 
Gulti: non-hereditary right to collect tribute, bestowed on members of the cobility aild 
clergy by the emperor 
Hobbo: characteristic embodying determination, integrity and desire for revenge 
Jachawa: children of the well born 
Kashi: priest 
Kebelle: urban residents' association 
Kenyazmach: commander of the right wing 
Kola: plains 
Kushette: administrative grouping of rural homesteads; does not have a baito 
Lmarist: a member of the Congretation of the Priests of the mission formed by St. 
Vincent de Pzu! in 1624 
Meisson: All-Ethiopian Social Movement; student based Marxist-Leninist party that 
initidly worked with the Derg 
Neftegna: gunowners; Abyssinian settlers in the south 
News: king 



Ras: commander of an army, a title which has generally been held by heads of provinces 
Risti: a lineage system of land-ownership, giving usufruct rights to the claimant 
Shifta: bandit or rebel 
Suwa: village made beer 
Tabia: group of villages; has an elected baito 
Tabot: holy ark of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church 
Teff staple cereal cultivated in Ethiopia 
Tej: honey wine; in former times restricted to the upper classes 
Teranafit: feudal organized dissident group active in Gondar and Tigray; became basis of 
EDU 
Uguma: Afar militia established by the Derg to oppose the EPLF and TPLF 
Woreda: administrative district that groups together a number of tabias; possesses an 
elected council 
Zernacha: campaign; refers to the Derg's Development Through Cooperation Campaign 
where students were sent to the countryside to initiate the land reform in 1975. 
Zoba: administrative region that groups together a number of woredas; possesses an 
ejected council. 
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Eschetu Chole, Faculty of Business and Economics, AAU, Addis Ababa, December 23, 
1992. 

Kasshun Berhanu, PSIR Department, M U ,  June 4, 1993. 
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1992; June 4, 1993. 

Dawit Yohannis, (former AAU student activist), EPDM, Vice Chairman Election 
Commission, Member Council of Ministers, Addis Ababa, December 18, 1993. 

Colonel Kalechristos Abbay, (former Governor of Tigray 1976 - 1978), Addis Ababa, 
June 4, 1993. 

Abraham Fiseha, Regional Director Hope International NGO, Addis Ababa, October 28, 
1992; November 20, 1992; December 12, 1992; June 2, 1993. 

Bruce Bond, Director Sudan Interior Mission, Addis Ababa, December 22, 1992. 

Colonel Asaminiew Bedane, (former Deputy Commander of 17th Division), presently the 
Ethiopian Defence Forces and Member of the Council of Representatives of the TGE, 
POW Camp at Kaiema in western Tigray, May 5, 1988; Addis Ababa, June 13, 1993. 

Yemane Kidane ("Jamaica"), Ministry of Defence official, Addis Ababa, December 1, 
1992; December 15, 1992. 

Haile Kiros, Director EPRDF Foreign Relations Bureau and Member of the Council of 
Representatives of the TGE, Addis Ababa, December 2, 1992; December 16, 1992; June 
4, 1993. 

Interviews: Mekelie 

Tsegaye Berhe, Vice-chairman Region 1 (Tigray), Mekelle, January 23, 1993; April 1 1, 
1993. 

Ahmed Kadawi, (former) Sudan Commissioner of Refbgees, Mekelle, January 7, 1993; 
Addis Ababa, May 28, 1993. 

Solomon Inquai, (former Chairman REST), Mekelle, January 7, 1993; January 8, 1993. 

Zemichael, Director TPLF Natural Resources, Mekelle, January 16, 1992; January 17, 
1992; January i 9, i 992; January 25, i 992; Aprii l i , i 993. 

Chekol Kidane, Regional Manager REST, Mekelle, January 4, 1993. 

Mertta Christos, Bishop of Ethiopian Orthodox Church for Tigray, Mekelle, January 4, 
1 993. 



Ismail -Ah, Chairman Mar Peoples' Domocratic Organization, Mohammed Abdul, Central 
Committee member, Mekelle, April 10, 1993. 

Gebre Meskel Hadgu and Kailu Gebre Yessus, EDU Co-ordinators, Mekelle, April 6 ,  
1993. 

Hagos Hailu, former member of Teranafit and peasant from Enderta; Baranabas, EDU 
member and former Church of•’icial; Halika Aluf Gebremedian, EDU Vice-chairman for 
Mekelle region and middle farmer; Asbha Aley, EDU member and unemployed; and also 
in attendance were EDU members who identified themselves as a guard, peasant from 
Tembien, retired Ministry of Health employee, unemployed woman, former convict, and 
former employee at Assab port, Mekelle, April 9, 1993. 

Gebrekidan Abay, President Ethiopian Teachers' Association, Tigray branch; Gebregiorgis 
Gegziabher, Secretary, Mekelle, January I ,  1993. 

Gebregiorgis Gegziabher, Secretary ETA, Mekelle, January 5, 1993; January 22, 1993 

Sheik Kadir, head sheik for Tigray, Mekelle, January 5, 1993 

Wolde Yohannis Tedela, former member of Teranafit, Mekelle, April 1 1 ,  1993 

Tadesse Haile, Planning Bureau of Tigray, Mekelle, January 18, 1993 

Veronica Rogers and Hawa Fafana, research consultants for DATW, Mekelle, January 14, 
1993; January 18, 1993. 

Mera, TPLF MOA, Mekelle, January 1, 1992; January 2, 1993. 

Chairman Mekelle baito, Mekelle, January 22, 1993 

Gebru Desta, TPLF Department of Education, Mekelle, January 1, 1993. 

Gebru Asrat, Chairman Region 1 (Tigray), Mekelle, December 28, 1993; December 30, 
1993; January 25, 1993; April 6, 1993. 

Romain, Chairman DATW, Herti, Vice-chairman DATW, Mekelle, January 6 ,  1993. 

Interviews: Mixed 

Ayafew Sdomon, Secretary EDU, Gondar Region, Gondar, May 4, 1993 



Tekle Berhane, (former peasant in Shire; former shifia; two years in TeranafitEDU), 
presently merchant in Gondar, May 6; 1993. 

Bereket Simon, (former EPRP cadre at Asimba), EPDM official and Member of the 
Council of Representativesof the TGE, Mihanse, Tigray, May 5, 1988; Addis Ababa, June 
16, 1993. 

Tamirat Layne, Chairman of EPDM and Prime Minister in TGE, Mihanse, May 5, 1988. 

Teclewani Asfaw, Chairman REST, Tigray, May 1 - 8, 1988. 

Tadesse Eba, former Chairman OLF, Khartoum, January 8, 1989; February 28, 1989; 
April 2, 1989. 

Robert Thompson, former official in Haile-Selassie administration, Fort Langley, October 
22, 199 1 ; February 1 8, 1992; April 16, 1992. 

Wolde Selassie Asfaw, former TPLF member, London, June 26, 1993. 

David Pool, researcher, Asmara, April 19, 1993; April 20, 1993. 

Girma, former ELF fighter, Karen, April 27, 1993 

Aregash Adane, Secretary Region 1 (Tigray), Endaselasie, May 3, 1988; Mekelle, April 8, 
1993. 

Fiseha, former TPLF Representative in Sudan, Khartoum, April 14, 1988; October 19, 
1988; March 16, 1989. 

Sebhat Nega, former Chairman TPLF, Wolkait, April 28 - 29, 1988; Addis Ababa, 
November 7, 1992. 

Meles Zenawi, President TGE, TPLF base at Dejena Wolkait, April 29, 1988. 

Aregowie Berhe, (former Chairman of TPLF), The Hague, June 22, 1993; June 23, 1993. 

Interviews: Region 1 (West) 

Seboah, Vice-chairman Adi Hagari Woreda, Ad1 Hagari, February 2, 1993 

Tsema, (former member Teranafit and leader TPLF Adi Hagari militia), Adi Hagari, 
January 29, 1993; February 3, 1993. 



Haile, peasant, Adi Hagari, February 3, 1993. 

Asefa Habte, Vice-chairman Adi Nebried Woreda, Adi Nebried, February 5 ,  1993. 

Roman, wife of late dejazmach of Adi Nebried and mother of TPLF military leader 
Hayloum, Adi Nebried, February 4, 1993. 

Mebrat, Chairman Sheraro Woreda and Kiros, TPLF cadre, Sheraro, January 29, 1993 

Kiros, TPLF cadre; Aregey, Executive member Sheraro Woreda; Medhin, DATW 
Representative on Sheraro Woreda; Zagdy, guard, Sheraro, January 30, 1993. 

Michael, Executive member of Sheraro Woreda and teacher, Sheraro, January 30, 1993. 

Aregey, early TPLF peasant fighter, Sheraro, January 3 1, 1993 

Tesfai, peasant, Dedebit, February 1, 1993 

Mohammed Esumane, trader and farmer; Nurehsyne, trader; Melite Beyene, DATW, 
Endaselasie, February 6, 1993. 

Neguse Lilly, Secretary Enda Seleasie Woreda, Endaselasie, February 6, 1993; February 8, 
1993. 

Dangwe Ayele (brother of SuhuI); Makale Ayele and Zoditu Ayele (sisters of Suhul); 
Asano and Mulu Akim (nephews of Suhul), Endaselasie, February 9, 1993. 

Mulat Berhane and Gedeye Gebre Hiwat, MOA ofiiicials, Debre Krebae, February 23, 
1993. 

Haile Gebremeska, Vice-chairman Zana Woreda; Goitem Gebre, member Woreda 
Executive; Desta Gebremedi, member of Woreda baito, Debre Krebae, February 23, 1993. 

Awal Mohammed Yaksin, Chairman of Zana Moslem Association; Abdul Mohammed 
Nuir, Vice-chairman of Moslem Association; Neja Bito, member of Moslem Association, 
Debre Krebae, February 24, 1993. 

Negi Bito, Chairman Woreda DATW, Debre Krebae, February 24, 1993 

Tamene Woldu and Nagash Gebre Mariam, Woreda militia mernbers, Debre Krebae, 
February 24, 2993. 

Margate AraQne Woldemelate, Woreda Chairman Ethiopian Orthodox Secretariat, 
Halaka Arnahamardos; Halaka Gebremedit Eysau, Debre Krebae, February 24, 1993. 



Bailay Gebru Selassie, member of Woreda PA Executive; Negash Bogalay, peasant; 
Zemichaei Taqaial, trader, Debre Krebae, February 24, 1993. 

Interviews: Region 2 (Central) 

Makonnen Gebre Medin, Vice-chairman Adi Ahferom Woreda, Adega k b i ,  February 28, 
1993. 

Meles Adek, head of woreda Ethiopian Orthodox Church; Rosadabe Gresgibe Hailirehal, 
Ethiopian Orthodox Church; Woldelelanos Woldegergis, peasant; Talanal Kahsay, 
peasant; Greorgiha Karberu, militia member; Tesfayraeda, militia member; Kashi 
Gebremeden Grasgis, Adega Arbi, February 28, 1993. 

Mulu Gebesadga and Safbtafer, DATW, Adega Arbi, February 28, 1993 

Farada Hagos, Vice-chairman Abi Adi Woreda Council; Mohammed Abdel Kadir, 
Secretary Woreda Council; Tabere Gebre Michael, Woreda Council, Abi Adi, March 17, 
1993. 

Tabere Gebre Michael, Judge, Abi Adi, March 17, 1993. 

Alesmu Hailu, Mengesha Gerechal, Gebrehaiwit Gebre Selassie, all peasants from Abi 
Adi, March 17, 1993. 

Kashi Terka Abara, priest from St. Mary's Church; Melhakabrahan Gebrujesus 
Gebremariam, Ethiopian Orthodox Church Secretariat, Abi Adi, March 17, 1993. 

Mohammed Said and Bedru, traders from Abi Adi, March 18, 1993 

Woreda Teka and Geogesgehe Abraham, militia members from Abi Adi, March 18, 1993. 

Worku Ulif, Vice-chair regional DATW; Asah Tesfay and Sodu Mabatu, members of 
DATW, Abi Adi, March 18, 1993. 

Teklu Woldegite, Department of Natural Resources; Mebratu, REST, MOA Offices, Abi 
Adi, March 19, 1993. 

Tsighe Hagos and Mulu Hailu, teachers, Abi Adi, March 19, 1993. 

Sheik Mohous Abdel Kadir; Sheik Ali Mohammed Siray; Sheik Ali Ahmed, all from local 
mosques, Abi Adi, March 19, 1993. 



Kashi Marasa Abara, Nagash Gebre Shidan, Girmay Esgabihir, peasants from Taquomlesh 
Woreda, Adi Sunnuon tabia, March 19, 1993. 
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I ~ a b o  Berhe, Chairman Adet 'Woreda; Kashi Gebru Medhin, member *Woreda Executive; 
Kashi Gebre Wolde Aregey Teckle, member Woreda Executive, Dagalousie, February 13, 
1993. 

Kashi Gebri Medhin Desta and Kashi Gebri Wolde Teckle, Dagalousie, February 14, 
1993. 

Tkabo Berhe, Chairman Adet Woreda, Dagalousie, February 14, 1993. 

Beher Teka, Debre Genet, Kashi Berhe Gerengi, Debre Genet, Tsabet Hagos, Makonnen 
Adane, peasants, Dagalousie, February 14, 1993. 

Tkabo Berhe, Chairman Woreda; Keflzion Mahari, member of Woreda Executive, 
Dagalousie, February 14, 1993. 

Berhane Mengesha, former Adwa school director; Berhane Girma, district Education 
Officer, Adwa, February 20, 1993. 

Terhe Taku, member Woreda Executive and judge; Gebre Kidan Wolnocha, member 
Adwa Woreda Executive, Adwa, February 20, 1993. 

Vice-chairman Adwa Woreda, Adwa, February 20, 1993 

Haredgu Gebre Mariam, Gurish Gebre Miskel, Maressa Haile Mariam, all peasants from 
Adwa, February 2 1, 1993. 

Gebru Aregey and Berhane Desta, traders, Adwa, February 2 1 ,  1993. 

Haji Mahmoud, head sheik for Adwa Woreda, Adwa, February 2 1, 1993. 

Likemesemoran Isak Teklehaimanot and Kasis Ariah, Ethiopian Orthodox Church 
officials, Adwa, February 2 1, 1993. 

Sesay Medana Mariam, Axum school inspector, Axum, February 1 1 ,  1993 

Kashi Makonnen, member of Executive Central Zoba, Axum, February 17, 1993 

Makonnen Haile-Selassie, trader, Axum, February 17, 1 993 

Bura Mohammed, Chairman DATW, Axum, February 17, 1993 



Haleka Fitzum Tafare, Lekarurynie Takaste Asaha, Lekarkamat Gebre Medhin Gebre 
Selassk, all of Zion Mariam Church, h u m ,  February 12, 1993. 

Twolde, iafay Machew %'orecia P-OA Co-ordinator, Axurn, February 1 1 ,  1 993 

Gazey Kassa, Gebre Medhin Wolde Gebrief, Kasha Berhe, all peasants, Axurn, February 
13, 1993. 

Haile-Selassie and Kassa Gebru Il-ariam, Zoba MOA, Axum, February 10, 1993. 

Interviews: Region 3 (East) 

Teckle Awash and Tadele Alemsigel, Eastern Zoba Agriculture officials, Adigrat, March 
3, 1993. 

Dada hqengesha, Chairman Adigrat baito, h4eskel Gebre Sadik and Kiros Beyene, ail 
teachers, Adigrat, March 3,  1993. 

Seyltm Meles, Melakus Aemlem Gebre Mariam, Berhe Hagos, Berhane Asgdum, Degai 
Mara, all merchants and traders, Adigrat, March 3, 1993. 

Kadi Sharia Sheik Musa Ibrahim, Kadi Sharia Yemane Negesse, Kadi Shari Haji 
Mohammed Arab Human, Kadi Shari Sheik Omar Musa, Agame Moslem leaders, Adigrat, 
March 4, 1993. 

Melaksalam Gebre Aregowie Gemi, Eastern Zoba Chairman Ethiopian Orthodox Church 
Secretariat; Malak Abraham Gebre Zamer Berhe, Secretary Church Secretariat; 
Melaksalam Margatta Berhe Gebray, Education Church Secretariat, Adigrat, March 4, 
1993. 

Father Keven Mahoney, Adigrat Catholic Seminary, Adigrat, March 4, 1993 

Kashi Geresger Hailu, Dasey Gebre Meskel, Hadish Teklehaimanot, all peasants from 
Gane Afashum Woreda, Adigrat, March 5, 1993. 

Dada Mengesha, Chairman Adigrat Woreda baito, March 3, 1993. 

Kashi Fesaha, priest from Embeto tabia Sobia, Adigrat, March 10, 1993. 

Aklulu Gnklichael, teacher and former member of both TLF and TPLF, Adigrat, March 
10, 1993. 

Aba Tesfa Michael Seyum, Catholic parish priest, Sobia, March 6,  1993. 



Ladese Alamayo, Secretary Sobia Woreda Executive; lirahale Terage, member of Woreda 
Executive; Gebre Gergis, member of Woreda Executive, March 6,  1993. 

Gebre Gergis, Judge, Sobia, March 6, 1993. 

Aela Assesse, Tsefa Baliho, Desta Hadimey, Rossine Mahah, Hale Kademos, all peasants 
from Sobia tabia, Sobia, hlarch 7, 1993. 

Gersgeher Sebhat, Kashi Herur Merhiri, Biru Gese, Hagos Meginna, all peasants tiom 
Sobia tabia, Sobia, March 7, 1993. 

Ladese Alamuyu, Secretary Sobia Woreda, Sobia, March 7, 1993 

Mabrato Adhano and Tuku Beyene, members of militia, Sobia, March 8, 1993 

Medhin Gebrahauis, Chairman Sobia Woreda DATW, Sobia, March 8, 1993. 

Kashi(s) Abraha Gedey, Berahi Tesfa, Berahi Abay, Hagos Kidan, Mulu Hasay, all priests 
from Sobia tabia, Sobia, March 8, 1993. 

Aradie Bezabe, South Zoba Secretary, Maichew, March 29, 1993. 

Abadi Marasa, South Zoba PA Vice-chairman, Maichew, March 24, 1993 

AIamash Girma, Chairman Zoha DATW, Maichew, March 24, 1993. 

Naile Marasa and Woldu Kasa, both from Zoba Traders Association Executive, Maichew, 
March 24, 1993. 

Kashi Halefome Desta, Zoba Ethiopian Orthdox Church Secretariat Organizer, Maichew, 
March 25, 1993. 

Memse Woldeman, Zoba Judge, Maichew, March 25, 1993 

Hagos Tesfay, school director Tilhun Yigzaw Senior Seconday School, Berhe Belay, 
teacher and former COPWE member, Maichew, March 25, 1993. 

Sheik Ahmed Ibrahim, Sharia Court Judge for Chercha, Mahoni, Indamahoni and 
Adishuhu, Maichew, March 26, 1993. 

B i n  Kiros, MOA Natural Resources Co-ordinator, Maichew, March 26, 1993. 

Berihin Gebre, Baito Chairman Bela tabia, Chercha Woreda, Bela, March 27, 1993 



Yemane Berhe, Vice-chair Chercha Woreda; Kabede Gebriot, member Woreda Executive, 
Chercha, March 27, 1 993. 

Berento Abadayma, Dawit A w l ,  Mistapha Baalgeli, Marto Mogoley, all Mar from 
Chercha Woreda, Chercha, March 27, 1993. 

Gebre Abraha, retired court secretary; Arada Berhe, retired farmer, Chercha, March 28, 
1993. 

Kiros Abay and Mamo Denmerka, Agew merchants from Chercha, Chercha, March 28, 
1 993. 

Seyuum Negus and Dejahm Gebrecherkos, members of militia from Chercha, March 28, 
1993. 

Abraha Tekle, MOA, Chercha, March 29, 1993. 

Iyzsu Nigse, Zoba PA Secretary and Chercha Woreda Secretary; Kasha, auditor of 
Woreda and member of Woreda DATW Executive, Chercha, March 29, 1993. 

Somere Gersgi, Vice-chairman Mahoni Woreda; Asafa Hailu, Woreda Propaganda 
Organizer; Woldegiorgis Kiros, Secretary of Woreda, Mahoni, March 30, 1993. 

Abehafiu, Chairman Woreda PA, Hagos Gebre, member of PA Executive, Faradja 
Mohammed Amma, member of PA Executive, Mahoni, March 30, 1993. 

Fitwari Kebede Arayah, Woyene vetran, Mahoni, March 30, 1993. 

Kidane Hailu, Chairman Mahoni Traders' Association; Marly Emir, Secretary Traders' 
Association; Tadesse WoIdelebanos, member of Association, Mahoni, March 30, 1993. 

Kiros Hawre, Hagos Barag, Manasu Hailu, all militia members, Mahoni, March 3 1, 1993. 

Abraham Aley, Absy Gobast, Kashi Bercher Kasa and Grazmach Berhe Dumzu, all 
veterans of the Woyene, Raya peasants, Mahoni, March 3 1, 1993. 

Sheik Nuri Barantu, Mahoni Woreda kadi; Hussien Omar, Secretary Woreda Moslem 
Association; Ali Mahdi, town resident, Mahoni, March 3 1, 1993. 

Mohammed Xbuahayrn, nomad from Megale; Mohammed Mekela, trader from zone two 
Nur M u s ~  farmer fiom Mahcni, a!! A&r, -Mahoni, Aprl! 1, 1993. 
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