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Can Ethiopia Survive 
Both Communism and the Drought? 

More U.S. newspaper space and television hours have 
been devoted to Ethiopia in the past half-year than 
this ancient land has attracted from the media since 
Emperor Haile Selassie's 1936 appeal to the League 
of Nations for action against the invasion by Mussolini's 
Italy. Two events sparked this phenomenon: (1) the 
announcement from Addis Ababa in September 1984 
that Ethiopia had become "Africa's first structured 
Communist state" with the reorganizing of the govern
ment under a Soviet-modelled Workers' Party of Ethi
opia (WPE), and (2) the series of riveting BBC televi
sion segments which NBC brought into U.S. living 
rooms during prime time evening news in October, 
thereby launching the American discovery of the Ethi
opian drought some two years after its discovery by 
millions of hapless Ethiopians. 

These media events reflect the turmoil of a nation in 
transition, from feudalism to uncertainty, for better or 
for worse. To understand their meaning, it is useful to 
place them in historical and regional context. 

Is This [True] Communism? 
Ethiopia has been an authoritarian society for some 
3,000 years. Haile Selassie and a long line of prede
cessors drew their political strength from the feudal 
armies they commanded, and maintained order and 
control in carefully balanced cooperation with another 
authoritarian and well-organized institution-the 
Ethiopian Coptic (Orthodox) Church. 

If the Emperor had died in his prime, his successor 
would almost certainly have been of royal blood. In
stead, a vacuum developed as he gradually lost power 
in the course of a sad and prolonged decline into 
senility. Slowly, almost reluctantly, the younger offi
cers of the Ethiopian army came to the realization 
that no one was in charge. 

The first step toward military rule came in January 
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197 4 with the outbreak of a mutiny by soldiers and 
noncoms of the Fourth Brigade in the south . This un
rest soon spread to other parts of the army, and 
sometime in May or June a National Coordinating 
Committee (Dergue) was created. The Dergue (which 
consisted of junior officers, noncoms, and privates) 
disclaimed any desire for immediate military rule, and 
it was not until September 1974 that its members got 
up the courage and the organization to place the pro
gressively more confused monarch under detention. 
Two and a half more years of contradictory signals 
passed before a brash (and lucky) 39-year-old lieu
tenant colonel, Mengistu Haile Mariam, emerged from 
a bloody February 1977 confrontation at the Palace as 
the undisputed head of the Dergue (now known as the 
Provisional Military Administrative Council). Although 
this has been called a Marxist revolution, the slow
moving sequence that culminated in Mengistu's su
premacy followed a script more reminiscent of Groucho 
Marx than Karl. 

The reasons for the arrival en masse of Soviet ad
visers and Cuban troops were primarily related to the 
new government's acute material needs rather than 
ideology. In very early 1977, the Dergue abandoned 
its initial efforts to get the Emperor's patron, the 
United States, to provide the arms to forestall the 
growing threat of a military takeover by Somalia of 
Ethiopia's Somali-inhabited Ogaden region, and turned 
to a ready and willing Soviet Union for an eventual 
$2 billion in military aid. By early 1978, the Soviets 
and most of the rest of the world perceived that Moscow 
had a strategically-placed client state . By 1979, the 
Soviets were pressuring Mengistu to create a revolu
tionary vanguard party to lead the nation to 
communism. 

Mengistu responded by forming a Commission for 
Organizing the Party of the Working People of Ethiopia 
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(COPWE). For the next five years, he procrastinated 
and drove his Soviet party advisers to exasperation as 
he culled out one batch of Soviet-loyal Ethiopian 
cadres after another. Finally, in September 1984, the 
Workers' Party of Ethiopia was formally launched. 
Much concern -and clucking ensued around the Western 
world at the announcement that the WPE would be 
the sole instrument to effect the realization of commu
nism in the country. 

The WPE is a continuation of the PMAC in all but 
name, and is, if anything, even more totally in Men
gistu's hands than was its predecessor. Seven of the 
11 Politburo members are military, headed by and 
loyal to Mengistu. Legesse Asfaw, the Soviet Union's 
strongest supporter over the years, finds himself in a 
position of declining influence. More than two-thirds of 
the Central Committee are military. The Party's total 
membership is about 30,000, and "invitations" to join 
are carefully vetted by Mengistu's military; half of the 
members are paid party functionaries. The opening 
congress focused almost exclusively on nationalist 
concerns, and devoted remarkably little time to 
socialist ideology. The army retained firm control of 
the policy apparatus, and the technocrats took control 
of the machinery. The ideologues and radicals are, for 
now at least, in decline, and the Soviets are clearly 
frustrated and disappointed. 

The Mengistu regime has not been an outstanding 
success in promoting internal tranquility and the com
mon good. In the early days, the Dergue totally re
jected a possible (if not probable) politically negotiated 
settlement of the Eritrean secession problem. Its clum
sy handling of the Eritrean and other nationalities 
issues has exacerbated old resentments against the 
central government, and fueled the insurgencies now 
ongoing in 6 of the country's 14 provinces. Its han
dling of the ideological disputes among the various 
Marxist factions and students and urban workers in 
the late 1970s led to thousands of political killings 
during a grim period of "red terror" and "white ter
ror," leaving scars that will remain in the body politic 
for a generation or more. 

The economic picture, after 10 years of Dergue rule, 
is mixed. Many of the statistics are dismal. A recent 
census revealed an unexpectedly large population of 
42 million, necessitating sharp downward revisions of 
per capita economic indicators. The socialist agricul
tural policies that have been introduced have been 
costly and inefficient at best, but they have been ap
plied to only about five percent of the country's culti
vated land.- On the positive side it should be 
noted that the old feudal land tenure system has been 
broken to good effect in some areas of the country. 
Peasant farmers and city dwellers have been some
what politicized by participation in the ubiquitous 
kebeles (revolutionary neighborhood groups) and 
associations, which perform useful services in such 
areas as consumer distribution, education, health, and 
literacy. The Dergue has managed its budget, its 
foreign exchange, and its inflation problems better 
than a number of other African countries. 
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On balance, there has been remarkably little ideo
logically imposed interference with most sectors of the 
economy. The peasant farmer remains the backbone 
of Ethiopian agriculture, and the several parastatal 
enterprises enjoy a degree of autonomy that has 
allowed them to do business as in the days of the 
Empire-and to prosper. Indeed, it could be argued 
that, were it not for the ongoing civil strife and the 
massive drought, the economy of Ethiopia would 
compare favorably with most of the rest of the Third 
World. Whether it is by design or by accident that the 
government hasn''t gotten around to massive inter
ference in the economy is a moot point. 

If Kremlin strategists had ·delved more deeply into 
Ethiopian society and history before taking on the role 
of transformers, they would have learned that the 
Ethiopian body politic has never surrendered to long
term domination by any foreign power. The national 
character will not permit it . Every good Ethiopian 
takes in with his mother's milk the unshakable belief 
that he and his people are God's gift to the universe. 
He has always felt superior to all peoples, certainly in
cluding Europeans, and especially and predictably the 
dour and graceless Russians. 

The Soviets came to the rescue of Mother Ethiopia 
in time of threat from the traditional Somali foe, and 
continued Soviet military support has been very useful 
in preventing fragmentation of the Empire. The "pay
off'- providing access to some naval port facilities on 
the Red Sea, and supporting some Soviet foreign pol
icy positions that are no real interest to Ethiopia 
(such as boycotting the Los Angeles Olympics)-has 
no real impact within Ethiopia and is seen as a small 
price to pay. 

A careful reading of major policy speeches over the 
years reminds us that the rhetoric of Marxist ideology 
is generally directed to international issues. Just as 
Haile Selassie, to facilitate entrance into the League 
of Nations, issued decrees in French and English abol
ishing slavery, but not in Amharic (to avoid disturbing 
traditional thought on the subject), Mengistu has been 
known to issue several versions of a speech-one con
taining anti-American diatribes in Russian, a more 
benevolent version in English, and a version delivered 
in Amharic for home consumption that ignores the 
whole irrelevant subject. A recent example of the low 
level of Marxist rhetoric in dealing with domestic audi
ences is Mengistu's 7,600-word address to the nation 
on February 9. Although there are occasional refer
ences to "our revolutionary motherland," "proletarians," 
and "class enemies," one reads page after page of the 
transcript without finding a single mention of the Soviet 
Union, scientific socialism, or specific ideological prin
ciples or goals. 

The lives of the overwhelming majority of Ethiopians 
are simply not affected in any way by the so-called 
"Soviet domination" of Ethiopia, certainly not the rural 
people who make up 90 percent of the population. 
Even among urban dwellers, only a very small elite is 
seriously concerned with the introduction of Marxist 
institutions or with the international political stance of 



the present Ethiopian leadership. And many of those 
who are involved are quietly embarrassed by the thin 
patina of Marxism that covers their lives. 

Ethiopians are not widely known for their sense of 
humor, but humor they have, and it is generally bitter 
and derisive in its application. Increasingly, this humor 
is directed toward the Soviet guests and their better
known Ethiopian students. A typical joke in the capital 
these days is one about the huge statue of a striding 
Lenin in Revolutionary Square in downtown Addis 
Ababa. "Of course Lenin is here for now," the story 
goes, "but you can see he is already headed in the 
direction of the airport." 

The Drought 
Drought is not a new phenomenon in Ethiopia. With 
discouraging persistence, it has struck every 10 to 15 
years for a good long while. The last time was in the 
early 1970s, when it contributed to the final collapse 
of the tottering government of the Emperor. The pres
ent scourge, which began in 1982, seems to be par
ticularly intense, as well as more extensive. But it is 
not much different in kind from previous experience. 
What is new is the impact on the United States of the 
nightly television news coverage that began in October 
1984. Just as grim television coverage of the Vietnam 
conflict made war a reality to at least one generation 
of Americans, so has it made African drought a politi
cal as well as a humanitarian concern to the United 
States of 1985. This consciousness-raising of the body 
politic, in turn, forced the U.S. foreign policy estab
lishment to reexamine its stance toward Ethiopia . 

There have been four U.S. presidents since the 
Ethiopian revolution began. In the first transitional 
year, President Richard Nixon was understandably 
more concerned with domestic politics than with the 
leftist-talking army "revolutionaries" who were slowly 
elbowing aside an old and trusted U.S. friend, Haile 
Selassie. Under President Gerald Ford, the United 
States remained wary of the Dergue but maintained 
its Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) mission 
and awaited events. President Jimmy Carter's admin
istration was more explicit in communicating its con
cern about the human rights policies of the Dergue, 
and its doubts about rearming Ethiopia to enable it to 
cope with the clearly growing military threat from 
Somalia. 

Even after Mengistu turned to the Soviets in 1977, 
Carter administration policy toward Ethiopia and 
Somalia remained ambivalent-the military assistance 
provided to Somalia was not commensurate with that 
provided to Ethiopia by the Soviets, while little or 
nothing was done to influence the increasingly pro
Soviet stance of the new Ethiopian regime. The 
Reagan administration did not change the substance 
of inherited policy toward Ethiopia during its first 
term, except to stiffen the tone of U.S. rhetoric 
toward Mengistu. 

By 1982, the Ethiopian government was approach
ing the international community for food assistance, 
and the effects of the continuing drought grew steadily 
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worse through 1983. The United States contributed 
only $9 million in 1983, and at one point in the budget 
process Ethiopia was the only African country whose 
1984 food allotment was eliminated by the Reagan 
administration. When the Ethiopian Relief and Reha
bilitation Commission (RRC) issued an urgent world
wide plea in early 1984 for massive help, Washington 
(and much of the rest of the world) largely ignored 
the call. In mid-September 1984, at the time of the 
emergence of the new "communist" Ethiopia, USAID 
Administrator M. Peter McPherson announced that 
the United States would give $18 million in humani
tarian aid for all of 1984. He warned that aid for 1985 
would be conditional on the availability of new and re
liable data. 

Then came the new and reliable data, in the form 
of the NBC/BBC evening news "rolling barrage" dur
ing the last half of October. By the end of the month, 
it was announced that AID had obligated $45 million 
in assistance for Ethiopia. By the middle of November, 
the United States had pledged 130,000 tons of grain 
for 1985; by the end of November, 215,000 tons; and 
by the middle of December, 232,000 tons at a cost of 
$120 million. Aid for Ethiopia had grown sevenfold in 
three months . 

On January 3, 1985, President Reagan announced 
an additional $411 million in 1985 food aid for all of 
Africa, bringing the Africa-wide total to over $1 billion, 
of which Ethiopia could expect some $120 million. 
There were, however, some caveats in the presidential 
statement: 

The United States government will thus implement 
a new food aid policy to be called "Food for Prog
ress." This policy will emphasize use of America's 
agricultural abundance to support countries which 
have made commitments to agricultural policy re
form during a period of economic hardship, in
cluding adequate price levels for agricultural pro
duction, based on market principles, and improved 
rural infrastructure and private sector involve
ment. 

Although it is highly unlikely that Ethiopia will pass 
this particular political test this year, or any time 
soon, indications are that the previously pledged 
232,000 tons of grain not only will go forward but will 
be substantially increased. 

Meanwhile, US. officials are making maximum use 
of the discrepancy between the Western and Soviet 
responses to the drought. Speaking at the National 
Press Club in Washington a week before embarking 
on a trip to several African countries, including Ethio
pia, Vice President George Bush on February 25 con
demned the Ethiopian government for giving priority 
to military cargo over "food for starving millions" in 
deciding the order in which ships can dock in the 
ports , but saved his strongest language for the Soviet 
Union: "The Soviets were fully capable of putting a 
billion dollars worth of military hardware and nearly 
20,000 Cuban troops into Ethiopia between November 
1977 and March 1978 . . . Yet they and their allies 
have donated only about $7 million in food, medical 
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equipment, and logistical support to the relief drive
tO percent of what Americans have donated privately." 

To make sense of the often self-defeating manner in 
which Ethiopia has dealt with the international com
munity on drought relief requires some understanding of 
the interrelationships between food and politics in this 
country. Ethiopia's Marxist government has been at 
war-in several wars to be more accurate-for the en
tire decade of its existence. In addition to the war of 
secession it inherited (and exacerbated) in Eritrea in 
the north, it has fought a bitter war with an invading 
Somali army in the east, faced insurrection from an 
Oromo Liberation Front in the south, been harassed 
by an Ethiopian Democratic Union and later an Ethio
pian People's Democratic Revolutionary Party in the 
west, and now faces a serious military threat from the 
Tigre People's Liberation Front (TPLF) in the north. 
The drought, which has killed more than 300,000 to 
date , hit hardest in the areas of the most serious in
surgencies in the north. 

Not surprisingly, the wars, the drought, the issue of 
national survival, and the politics of food tend to get 
all mixed in together. The Mengistu government does 
not want to see relief food assistance finding its way 
to insurgent groups. The fact that it has chosen this 
time to embark on a project to move some 1.5 million 
people from the Tigre and Wollo regions has aroused 
indignant suspicion in Washington and other Western 
capitals that the object is primarily to undercut peasant 
support for the TPLF. While this accusation may sound 
credible under the circumstances, some independent 
observers have noted that the degree of starvation 
among the Tigre peasants allows for no support for 
anyone or anything. And the Ethiopian government 
notes that if the accusation were true, it also would be 
relocating peasants from Eritrea. This is not happening. 

At any rate, the relocation of Tigre's population to 
nondrought areas in the south and west is well under 
way. With only $35 million budgeted to relocate 1.5 
million people this year, there is bound to be massive 
confusion, and a constant round of charge and counter
charge, as international relief agencies and aid donors 
carp at the government and the government responds 
with a refrain about how foreigners should mind their 
own business, and should send much more money and 
much less policy guidance. 

The Mengistu regime's knack for irritating donors of 
badly needed aid is more in the nature of a long
treasured Ethiopian cultural tradition than something 
of recent Marxist origin . It is tied up with the notion 
that if you save someone's life, you owe it to him to 
keep him alive from that day forward. A case in point 
is RRC Commissioner Dawit Wolde Giorgis' December 
1984 observation that Western donors bore a serious 
responsibility for the suffering of the drought victims 
because they had not answered his pleas soon enough 
or generously enough. The resulting spate of outraged 
editorial comment about churlish attitudes and "biting 
the hand that feeds you" almost certainly surprised 
and incensed Dawit, who probably concluded that the 
ferenji (alien) donors simply did not understand the 
dynamics of give-and-take in Ethiopia. In view of the 
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fact that Ethiopia will need from 1.3 to 1. 7 million 
tons of grain in 1985, one can only hope that the cul
tural understanding gap can be closed a little . 

What Next? 
Given the problems of cultural and political communi
cation between the leaders in power in Washington 
and Addis Ababa, what will be the net result of $120 
million (or more, possibly much more) of U.S. as
sistance flowing to Ethiopia? Probably not much, in 
obvious and immediate political terms. The United 
States can take satisfaction in the knowledge that it 
will be instrumental in alleviating a situation of tragic 
human suffering, and perhaps that should be enough. 
It will probably have to be enough, at least in the 
short run. 

Yet, in spite of all the Ethiopian government is do
ing (and it is doing a lot) to hide the full extent of 
U.S. food assistance, the people of Ethiopia at the 
end of the day will know full well that it was the Ameri
cans who once again showed their friendship and gen
erosity. This is not the sort of result that an ag
gressive and result-oriented foreign policy group finds 
very satisfying, but it may well be the most important 
result for U.S.-Ethiopian relations . 

U.S. policymakers would also be well advised to 
shape their assessments of future developments in the 
Horn in terms of the realities rather than the rhetoric 
of Ethiopia's ruling WPE. Although the new party 
formed in 1984 was given the trappings of a commu
nist party, it is run by the army. And in the unlikely 
event that Lieutenant Colonel Mengistu should forget 
this, or should the very traditional army establishment 
feel threatened by a serious civilian attempt to take 
actual control of the party, the army can be expected 
to react decisively to maintain its traditional role of 
defender of Mother Ethiopia and its ancient values. In 
so doing, it would be able to count on the support of 
the peasantry and the still-powerful Coptic Church. 

The question to ask about the future of Ethiopia is 
probably not so much "Can Ethiopia survive commu
nism?" as "can communism survive Ethiopia?" Com
munism, in any form that would bring real comfort 
and assurance to the Kremlin, is unlikely to survive 
prolonged contact with the Ethiopian population. No 
ferenji system is ever going to hold any Ethiopian in 
subjugation for long. The Soviet contingent in Ethiopia 
should not invest heavily in real estate, and should 
even be wary of long-term leases . 
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