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This paper examines the current language polidtioibpia, especially its significance
for the educational systems of that couhtrJhe policy in its present form was
proclaimed in 1991 after the present governmentalout the former Marxist-Leninist
military junta, which had ruled the country for theeceding twenty yedrs The
language policy, along with other human rights atithic-related policies, was
incorporated into the new constitution that todieeffin 1996. Among other things, the
policy provides for Ethiopia’s more than 90 lange&goups to develop and use their
respective languages in the courts, in governmamiglother political entities, and in
cultural, and business communications as well @slutation. The policies do not,
however, specify which, how many, or in what orttery would enjoy priority in
governmental support for further development, rthey hint at any limits as to the
number and extent of the languages. In the abs#rargy limit or specification, the
presumption is that all of them would have the trighfind the necessary resources,
whether through competition for governmental suppothrough other means. Practical
considerations would suggest that, given limitesbtgces in the country or any given
linguistic community, the law would provide someadguto efforts to balance the ideal
and the practical. It does not do this, consedyesdme time soon, conflict among the
tribal groups, is almost certain.

The Antecedents

The notion of Ethiopia as a “museum of peopleségitimate. One of the most ancient
civilization in the world, it has been and remaimshis day a multiethnic, multicultural,
and multilingual country. Amharic, arguably the shadvanced African language in that
continent, has been the official language sinc®13®% predecessor, Ge’ez, still remains
the liturgical and devotional language of the Bpiam Orthodox Church and the
language of literature and learning for those wioaileé pursue vocations in that Church.
Ethiopia’s present population of almost 65 millgpeaks at least some 90 different
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language and many more vernacula&for the most part only Ge’ez, Amharic, Tigrigna,
and Oromogna are written. The others are notfjettevely in written forms. The
number of first-language speakers of latter langaag also relatively small as shown in
Table 1.

Close to 40 percent of the people speak Amharibes mother tongue, and perhaps 80
percent or more of the total population speak aselAmharic either as a first or second
language. Between 40 percent and 50 percent speakation of Oromogna, the
language spoken by the second largest number dfentiingue speakers. Tigrigna is

% The democratic data are approximation. The kassas was published in 1994, and
since then, annual projects have continued to leniEhe same approximation applies
regarding the total numbers of languages existinjthe speakers thereof. Hence, for
instance the figures given in Table 1, do not nesely agree with the projections.



Table 1- The Major Languages of Ethiopia and Their Uses

L anguages Mother (L1 Second (L2
Tongue Speakers) L anguage Speakers)
Total number  Percentage of Total number Percentage of
of speakers the total of speakers  the total
population population
Amarigna
17,372,913 32.7 5,104,150 9.61
Oromigna
16,777,976 31.58 1,535,434 2.89
Tigrigna
3,224,875 6.07 146,933 0.28
Somaligna
3,187,053 6 95,572 0.18
Guragigna
1,881,574 3.54 208,538 0.39
Sidamigna
1,876,329 3.53 101,340 0.19
Welayitigna
1,231,673 2.32 89,801 0.17
Affarigna
965,462 1.82 22,848 0.04
Hadiyigna
923,958 1.74 150,889 0.28
Gamogna
690,069 1.3 24,438 0.05
Gedeogna
637,082 1.2 47,950 0.09
Keffigna
569,626 1.07 46,720 0.09
Other Eth. Lang.
139,047 0.26 24,447 0.05
Other foreign Lang.
20,418 0.04 58,372 0.11
English
1,986 0 169,726 0.32

Notel: The numbers of ethnic groups do not alwaysespond due to the fact of the one ethnic groopisyses
another language as first language (L1). E.g. Byieity one can be an Oromo but uses Antiaric astcl
Note 2: The suffix “gna” indicates the languagetaf ethnic category. Thus Amara (Amaric) is Amaaigetc.

Source: The 1994 and Housing census of Ethiop@yrde 11, Addis Ababa, June 1999.

the mother tongue of some 6.07 percent of the poipul. The other languages are
spoken by relatively smaller segments of the pdpmria Some of these, especially those
identified by linguists as Ethio-Semetic, such asharic, Ge’'ez, and Tigrigna, share
similar characteristics. They are believed to haeen derived from the same Ge’ez



roots. The other languages are very different foora another and have not as yet
developed their own written characters. Whetheretkisting Ethiopian alphabets or
Latin characters should serve as the basic alphabet fact a matter of great
controversy. The issues surrounding this questrervery complicated. Since any
decision would have fu8rther implications for pehtl arrangements, and since the
constitution limits the power given to the cengalernment, any action taken would
have grave consequences for communal developmdribateaching and learning
within the national polity. Oromogna, in all itanations, has a very limited literature
and does not have its own alphabet. Over thectagile of decades a controversy has
arisen among Oromogna scholars and politiciansneSa their effort to develop
Oromogna as a language of work and learning, hayeed that using the Latin alphabet
instead of the Ethiopic one would enhance he istexed further development of the
language with the mother-tongue speakers. Furheproponents argue that since
English is a major international language of litara, science, and technology, and is a
second language in Ethiopia, it is more efficienintroduce the Latin characters to the
children early in their schooling. This way theldten would learn Oromogna or other
languages used in Ethiopia more easily. In oth@ndg; circumventing the national
language, Amharic, would create a short cut to aded learning for the children.
Opponents argue that the Latin characters areefaoved from any other used in
Ethiopia, and therefore adopting the Latin alphatmild create further disparity among
the country’s languages and would be detrimenthkerahan beneficial to the lasting
interests of all concerned.

At this writing, there are serious disagreementsragrthe Oromogna speakers. The
government, aware of the political ramificationglod controversy, is keeping silent. No
final decision has been made about which form tpadMeanwhile the use of the
Oromogna language is being implemented in the dshoourts, and other institutions.
Neither the necessary teaching skills nor matehale been developed for this de facto
movement, and | fear that if they insist on impletagion before the necessary
foundations are properly laid down, for this anldestlanguages, more harm than good
will ensue, especially for the children and youttschools. | will return to this topic
later.

The Census of Ethnic Politics Limited to Education

An increased consciousness of ethnic and linguiiierences, and translation of that
consciousness into political actions, are relatetth¢ development of a “modern,” or
public and secular education system. Most oflthigpened after Ethiopia’s liberation
from a five-year interlude of fascist Italian re936-41). For the first time in the
country’s long history, Ethiopians who had hithdren isolated, due to lack of
transportation, communications and other moderwveoiences, came together to
participate in the venture of learning. It is e fasting credit of the government at that
time, led by the late Emperor Haile Selassie halgh geographic accessibility
determined which children enjoyed access to educagpportunities, that the policies did
not in any significant way discriminate against gmgup of people. In fact, on many



occasions governmental leaders instituted spe@aknres to support and encourage
ethnic minority youth’s and children’s access tbauing at public expense.

As the educational level, number, and ethnic migthiiopian university students
increased, questions about nationalities becamenagated. At the same time, conflicts
going on in Eritrea in the north, Sidamo in thetepand Somalia in the southeast were
perceived by the student leadership as directhtedlto the country’s ethnic issues. The
main target of all the conflicts was the very regilad by Emperor Haile Selassie |, who
had prided himself, in many ways justifiably sotlas father of modern education in
Ethiopia. What the Emperor did not understand thhaseducation by its very nature is
the antithesis of dictatorship. Equipped with esdion and training, even under
constrained circumstances, youth would prove unwilto continue to support the
unworkable and unworking obsolete policies. Ultietg the strength of the student
organizations, with limited support from some pesgive elements in the national
community, turned out to be fatal to the politiaad cultural status quo

It is worthwhile here to examine more thoroughlg gosition of the student-led
movement since it is so important to understanthiegoresent political situation in
general and the language policy in education itiqdar. In the November 17, 1969,
edition of the university students’ major publicatj The Sruggle, the student
organizations set forth their understanding ofdkisting political and economic
conditions in the country, and of the positionshaf various ethnic groups under that
umbrelld. Walelign Makonnen, one of the most articulate gifted student leaders,
declared that the student-led revolutionary movedreas a prelude to the anticipated
armed struggle which was to organize and educatentisses for action toward liberation
that would take full account of the question ofiordlities and languages.” In the same
issue were listed some of the major Ethiopian mafites and their status in relationship
to the country’s dominant Amhara-Tigray languagksthe past, Makonnen continued,
Ethiopians were led to believe that the “true” Bfhan was one who spoke Ambharic,
listened to Amharic music, believed in the Amhargray religion, and wore Amhara
dress. Sometimes, he added, to be “authenticjbptms even had to changed their
names and fake their true identifies

Changes had to be effected and soon, Walelign Makonrged. Previous conflicts
about ethnicity and domination had been led by [geopthe middle class; from now on,
said the student revolutionary, the peasant masastsbe mobilized to take action
against the feudal state. Thus the student movesoeight to link the poor condition of
the various nationalities or ethnic groups of Epiacto the prevailing economic, political,
and cultural conditions in the country.

The Haile Selassie government, however, remaintghde, insolent, stagnant, and
ineffectual. Instead of taking the initiative torly about badly needed reforms, it

4 Sruggle, v.5, no. 2, the entire issue was devoted to thestipn of the nationalities. This term is used to
mean ethnicity and refers to groups of people §dtam the rest of the population of the natioatston
the basis of racial, religious, cultural, and atreg<riteria.

® Ibid.



became offended and defensive. Instead of seflhngccasion to re-examine available
alternatives, the Emperor and his government ogamappealed to youth for respect
for traditional norms and values as embodied byrkgtutions of family, religion and
government, notions which already had been disize@dind attacked by youth. The
older generation, including the parents and tHage elders to whom appeals were
directed to controlling the youth, had become I most part, non-literate or traditional.
They, themselves, would not have understood whylhybacame so disobedient and
abusive. In this respect they were on the side@Emperor and for tradition. The
whole phenomenon revealed the huge generationduwhgonal gaps existing in the
country.

Eventually, it was the military that took powen the winter of 1974, a “creeping coup,”
instigated by elements of the armed forces, ovewttthe government of 83-year-old
Emperor Haile Selassie I; (he was murdered a yar While under house arrest). The
students and the intellectuals who had been ingntmhin bringing down the old regime
were unable to form a front strong enough to replacinstead, the military, as the only
organized entity in the country, assumed the reafqower. The new military
government tried to recruit factions of the intelleals but was able to attract only some
of the most radical students who had been bidieg time in Europe and North
America. These student leaders from abroad rughaddis Ababa and were
encouraged to form the first “politburo,” under tteirmanship of the Oromo
sociologist Haile Fida. They began to collaboxait the military junta leaders and, no
doubt, helped to shape its initial utterances aodnams regarding the nature of the new
government.

The new military regime, which called itself theoRisional Military Administrative
Council (PMAC), issued a series of proclamatioasy@ng other things, abolishing the
monarchy and the constitution), downgraded thetjoosof the state-supported church,
and began the search for the replacement of thesautions. At that point, the ancient
land of Ethiopia, as it had been known for ageased to exist.

The military junta, which assumed power, was veejl wware of the issues that led to
the demise of the old regime. On April 20, 19T, tProgram of the National
Democratic Revolution of Ethiopia” was promulgateédeking to begin to legalize what
the student leaders had been agitating for urdtitilme. The tone and substance of the
document were undeniably inspired by the platfoofhe student associations. The
first issues that the PMAC had to address invol'getf-determination of the
nationalities.” Article V, section 1 of the documerovided that “the right to self-
determination of all nationalities will be recogatzand duly respected... No nationality
will dominate another one since the history, c@flanguages and religion of each
nationality will have equal recognition in accordarwith the spirit of socialism. The
unity of Ethiopia’s nationalities will be based tihve common struggle against feudalism,
imperialism, bureaucratic capitalism and all reawiry forces. This united struggle is
based on equality brotherhood and mutual respgenten Ethiopia’s existing situation,
the problem of nationalities can be resolved ifheaationality is accorded full rights of
self-government. This means that each nationaiiiyhave regional autonomy to decide



on matters concerning its internal affairs. Withgenvirons, it has the right to
determine the contents of its political, econoraing social life, use its own languages
and elect its own leaders and administrators td ftsaown internal orgarfy.

Inspired by socialist ideology, informed by the iBfhan realities as understood by the
nationalist, and based on the students’ rhetdrase political formulations were
prophetic and formed the fundamental structurddiar dialogue. As we will see

shortly, subsequent governments tried to implenaarnibus aspects of the nationalities
policy. From then on, to think differently woule@ lassociated with backwardness.
Which was an anti-progress or reactionary positibhe question of nationalities was
also intimately linked with other issues, such agegnance, culture, language, and
human rights. A few months later, under the pmitpressure brought about by the
Eritrean question, the military junta further clexd its intensions: “Study each of the
regions of the country, the history and interactiohthe nationalities inhabiting them,
their geographic position, economic structure anthbility for development and
administration. After taking these into considenatthe government will at an
appropriate time represent to the people the foohtte regions that can exist in various
levels and decide upon it themselVe<Clearly these proclamations intended, at th fir
level, to please the intellectuals and studentdesad’ho had been major proponents of
such issues, by securing their understanding amplost) and at the second level to show
the nation and the world that the present governnvas indeed progressive and against
the feudal regime it had replaced.

After having made such public commitments in reseaio challenges from different
groups, and wishing to accommodate the intellestaatl the progressives, the
government took further actions. In created atituts for the study of the true condition
of the various ethnic or tribal groups of the coynthe first of its kind in the country’s
history. Members of the institute were some oflibst linguists, geographers, and
political scientists drawn fro Addis Ababa Univeysi The government also initiated
adult literacy programs in no fewer than 15 langasagRadio programs were already
being broadcast in four different languages in toldito Amharic. The more than 20
rounds of national-literacy in the self-determinatand self-sufficiency for the
nationalities. The earlier emphasis on creatifigeeate society that speaks one language
was replaced by the goal of literacy in the motbague, which could facilitate access to
the amenities of development for all. Threw asatime, genuine excitement in the
land.

The military regime by now transformed into therg (Committee) was fully aware that
the old national institutions it had destroyed t@be replaced with viable institutions
acceptable to the majority of the Ethiopian peofteen while they grappled to find or
create such institutions, there were many civilfibcts. The war with Eritrea was still
festering. The Tigray Liberation Front, which etuteily overthrew the military regime,
was waging war. At one time at lest fourteen suahs were going on between the

° TG Wagaw, “Emerging Issues,” Northeast Africandsgs, v. 2, no. 3 (1980-1981), v. 3, no. 1 (1981)
combined number) pp. 72-73.

. Ibid., p. 73.



central government and the various ethnic-basd@fec The regime’s embrace of
socialist policy was intended to create politicedtitutions that would command the
allegiance of the population. But in spite of Had coercion in practiced, the regime
could not ultimately win the majority of Ethiopiatsthe alien values represented by that
policy. What the long struggle showed was thatHtieopian people, the better informed
segments of them, were searching for a lastingisolto their many problems, including
civil, cultural, linguistic, and human rights issue

The Recent Situation

In May 1991, The Ethiopian Peoples Democratic F(BRRDF) captured the capital city
of Addis Ababa and overthrew the very unpopulaitary dictatorship of the Mengistu
Hailemariam regime. The EPRDF was formed by thaietbased Tigray Liberation
Front along with its kin, also ethnically based &ritrean Liberation Front, which had
plenty of opportunity to reflect and refine theioaglities issues during its 15-year battle
against the central regime. Elements of otheriediig based political parties that had
also been fighting the ruling junta were, almosaasfterthought, incorporated into the
EPRDF. Soon after assuming power, the EPRDF fiast#iembled people from the
various ethnic groups for a four-day conferencadulis Ababa. From that assembly
emerged a provisional charter which prescribedtireciples of Ethiopia’s present
policies regarding human rights, self-determingtibie administrative divisions of the
country, and language policies. The final docuntleat was ratified in 1994 and became
the constitution of the land more of less follovikd guidelines outlined in the
provisional charter.

Article 1, section B of the charter states that‘thaight of nations, nationalities and
peoples to self determination is affirmed.” Eatthese entities, i.e., ethnic or tribal
groups, is guaranteed the right “to preserve gstitdy and have it respected, promote its
culture and history, and use and develop its lagguaadminister its own affairs within

its own defined territory and effectively participan the central government on the basis
of freedom, and fair and proper representatiorhe fight of self-determination includes
the right to secede from the union if such an gittgcomes convinced that its rights are
impinged upon and that adequate redress is ndicfmmting.

To make the picture complete, Article Xll of thersalaw establishes local and regional
councils for local administrative purposes defioedhe basis of nationality. Thus, the
basis of th4e current language and administraheyis ethnic identity and ethnic
affiliation. Accordingly the country is dividedtm 14 administrativéilil (regions)
simply based on ethnic affiliations. The 14 regiamne assigned numbers instead of
names. Every region has many sub-regions, eaathich is again divided ethnically.

All the sub-regions have the important powers tcidkeon many issues of national
import including what language(s) to use or notarseé where and when to use them.



The Language of the Schools

This law establishes specific education languadieips. But these are intricately
interwoven with the other ethnic-marking factofihis specific aspect of the law is also
informed by the imperatives of political ideologthier than sound pedagogy or existing
realities of the country, such as the availabityufficient human and material
resources; or the degree of preparation on theopanbst of the population to support
such initiatives. In effect, the education-langaipglicy states thus: Given that the
nations, nationalities and peoples have the rigietermine, cultivate, and use their own
cultures and languages; Given that previous govenimad suppressed or ignored the
language and cultural rights of the peoples; Gibert education is at the center of self
and national development, the charter establisteefotiowing standards: Where
Ambharic, the national language, is the home langugrning and teaching will
continue in Amaric. For the rest of Ethiopia’s laages, those that are relatively
developed, such as Tigrigna, Oromogna, SomaligrSéddamigna, children in grades
one to six will be taught in those native languagésle they also learn that language as
subject. For the other undeveloped languages, aaysneans will be found where
students can both be given instruction in their ¢tanmguages and study the same as
subjects until they reach sixth grade. One areatheasSudanese border, where the local
language of communication is primarily Arabic, wile that language as a language of
instruction as it has in the past. Amharic willibroduced as subject later on. In the
meantime, English as an international languagedatfigcto the second national language
(second to Amharic) will be taught as a subjecito@gg from grade one, and will
continue to be the language of instruction begigminthe junior high school lever, i.e.,
grade seven level.

Since it is necessary to retain one common natiangluage, Amharic was to continue to
be the means of communication, commerce and goarhat the national level.
Consequently, beginning in the sixth grade, stuslemtre also to learn Amharic as a
subject. Beginning in 1992, ways were to be founiitplement the study of the various
languages at the secondary level. The languageanfi@ations and evaluations at the
sixth, eighth, and twelfth grades were to be deiteedhafter proper studies have been
conducted. The teachers were to be trained inoited languages in locally-established
training centers, and curricular materials werbd@repared centrally with input from
local representatives. Furthermore, the nationsnatidnalities could establish specific
policies regarding language use and other facedased to their local cultures. The
current policies provide only a broad outline af #ducational language-policy goals.
The policies do not provide for budgetary, humarphysical resources. The documents
consistently fail even to mention the financial Irogtions of the various policies. This
failure has been repeatedly mentioned to me bylpambarged to implement some of
these policies. The language policies seem to ibeapity formed and guided by political
ideology rather than pedagogical merits.

Taken to its logical conclusion, this approach nseat, among other things, non-
Amharic speakers, or the minorities, will suffee timost under the present provisions, at
least for the present. Since Amharic remains verygsful both as a national language



and a language of education, although it is notethas such, those whose home
language is Amharic will continue to enjoy the aatege of using their own language
throughout the schooling years and beyond. Alsctmiothe curricular materials are
produced in the Amharic language and the othergramslated from the Amharic or
English texts. That, too, works to the disadvantaighose whose home language is
other than Amharic. Speakers of the other languagethe other hand, will have to deal
with three or more languages, i.e. their mothegt@s, Amharic, and English. Since
teachers are not yet trained in most of the otlmeguages and teaching aids are very
undeveloped, and since examinations will contirmuleet in a very disadvantageous
position. Perhaps the most important shortcominth@ipresent language policy is the
unbelievably disingenuous stand taken by the palitauthorities. Although they agitated
the masses of people into accepting the rhetoradak of self-determination, they have
failed to inform the same national audience ofgtablems attendant to the new policies.

Field observations and extensive interviews witicptioners revealed many problems in
connection with the new education language poldseady, in several regions, many
gualified and experienced teachers and adminisgat@ being removed for no other
reason than ethnic incompatibility with the regidespite the fact that they had been
there for years. Other teachers are being brougiat take the place of discharged
teachers for no other reason than their membenshipe local tribe. The authorities
forbid teaching in other than the local languagensequently, teaching and learning is
suffering. One shudders to think what kind of gratés will come forth from such a
confused and confusing system in the near futueanwhile, there is a deafening silence
prevailing on the part of scholars regarding meguilp informed dialogue and criticisms
of the important issues in the country. Experts pirodessionals have concluded that it is
not their place to criticize the government polithey know who signs their paychecks.
Contrary to what | have observed in South Africd Blamibia regarding their respective
language policies, in Ethiopia the dictated dogarasthe only ones that are talked about
in official circles. The Ethiopian Teachers Unicedhbeen vocal by offering valuable
criticism but even that organization has now bekmeed by the imprisonment or
banishment of its leaders.

TheLarger Implications of L anguage Policy

The language policies governing education desciieed are, of course, only part of the
larger national language and ethnic policies. Asaaly pointed out, the political party in
power since 1991 (TPLF) has established that eatitbrrality has the right to determine
how it governs itself, as well as to develop anel itss own languages. Each region is
given total autonomy in all matters except in samas as foreign policy, national
defense, and currency control. | fact, the regmikectively can overrule the central
government on any issue. Moreover, since the regaa divided purely on ethnic lines
they have legal right to include or exclude othtene group members from living and
working in the tribal areas. They have already destrated their willingness to do just
that. Some have called such actions tantamounetbriic cleansing.”
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Ethnic gerrymandering, however, is not simple.ha past, all ethnic and religious
groups in Ethiopia have intermarried and livedififedent parts of the country. Now
some local groups are forcing out those people wtiy believe do not belong in a
given area. The central government in insisting fiowerless to intervene in local
matters. Therefore it is apparent that somethikgdipartheid and ethnic cleansing is
going on in different parts of the country resudtin mass dislocations and loss of life
and property. Teachers and other government emgddyave been fired; businesses
have been confiscated; and some citizens havéhieisthomes, simply because they
happen to belong to ethnic groups different froat ffredominant in that region. This is
despite their many years of residency in these sagien and fluency in the local
language. The government says that it cannot kegatrvene in matters that have to do
with local affairs.

For reasons such as those mentioned above, mamynied Ethiopians have come to
guestion, even challenge, the government’s moftwesnacting the present ethnic-driven
education language policies. Such policies, thguarare not designed to advance the
welfare and rights of the nationalities, but to emdine, weaken, and eventually to
destroy the notion of Ethiopia as an independelitigad and cultural entity. For

example, the regime in power since 1991, led byndreowly ethnic-based Tigray
Liberation Front, is very well aware of its weaksfimn on relation to the other, larger
and more powerful groups especially the Amharakencountry. Convinced how hard it
would be to gain acceptance and support from soaregul groups it saw political
advantage to foment mistrust among ethnic groupantyghasizing the difference among
them. My conclusion is that, as they stand nowJdhguage policies related to education
and training will not lead to nation building omrge the educational and training needs of
the children and youth of any segment. Ratherptiieies are designed to promote
artificial divisions among Ethiopians, even at reflcreating hatred and divisiveness
which might lead eventually to deep rancor andtiitgh It is tragically ironic to see that
Africans reinvent for themselves the policy of dpaid, notions which colonial powers
have been forced to abandon everywhere in the world

Implications

Other things being equal few challenge the deditglof using the mother tongue as
vehicle for business, education and every day Gfertainly in terms of cognitive
introducing the child to the world of learning irstor her own home language is the most
desirable thing to do. Unfortunately most languaayesnot equal or are ready to enhance
the lasting interests of the child in terms of eation job opportunities if they are made

to serve as medium of learning in the school sgttifthey can be nurtured and developed
but that takes time and resource commitment ol@ngperiod of time. But in the case

of Ethiopia at present the basic tenets and théigatpn of the policies remain
unexplained to the general public, teaching aidd,teained teachers are practically
unavailable, and those that are available arevofjoality most of which are poor
translations from the Amabhric version. In additeren in the classroom teachers are told
not to revert to explain terms in any other langudman the local one even when students
request it. In the face of a growing rate ofeltacy and the fast growing population and
in the face of acutely diminished resources thatdcbe devoted to the learning system
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the sudden introduction of the policy is untenalfe. a matter of fact it can be concluded
that as things stand in Ethiopia, for the most,fhg language policies pertaining to
education are untenable; injurious that would daghpe future interest of the children
and youth and ultimately the well being of the aaéil community
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