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It is not possible to understand Ethiopia’s continuous political crises and
economic stagnation since the Revolution of 1974 without bringing into play the decisive
role of its Western educated elite. Admittedly, students and intellectuals have
spearheaded the uprising against the imperial regime; they have also been instrumental in
the radicalization of the military junta, known as the Derg[1], which seized power and ruled
the country for 17 years. The ethnic movements that brought down the Derg were also
launched by intellectuals[1q]. The present rulers of Ethiopia are ‘remnants’ of the Ethiopian
student movement of the 1960s and early 1970s[2q]. In short, what happened in Ethiopia
since the early 1970s is largely the handiwork of Ethiopians educated in modern schools[3q].

Seeing the incessant political instability and persistent economic inertia of the
country, one cannot help but wonder whether the nature of the Ethiopian system of
education was not an accessory to the gestation of these lingering tribulations. What else
could explain the failure to stabilize and put the country to work but the emergence of an
educated elite too prone to radical and oppositional views? True, the reluctance of the
imperial regime to make the necessary reforms had polarized the country and created the
conditions of class and ethnic confrontations. No scholar can seriously underestimate the
impact of repression and lack of reforms on the radicalization of students[4q]. As Bahru
Zewde puts it, radicalization reflected “the growing impatience with a regime which was
not prepared to reform itself. As the century wore on, the medicine prescribed also grew
in virulence”. (Bahru Zewde, 1994:490).

But the evil legacies of Haile Selassie’s long reign do not fully explain the drift of
the country into the path of radicalization and confrontation, given that reformist and less
oppositional solutions were available. The venture into a revolutionary path is the direct
product of the infatuation of Ethiopian students and intellectuals with Marxism-Leninism[5q].

Hence the assumption that the education system may have caused cultural cracks into
which radical ideas, which were then in vogue, were injected. The best way to validate
the assumption is to assess the impact of modern education on the cultural setup of
Ethiopian students by laying out the kind of thoughts it encourages. To weigh the cultural
metamorphoses caused by modern education, a brief review of the traditional, premodern
system of education is necessary.
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Scholars who have reflected on the traditional system of education agree on its
Ethiocentric orientation and contents[6q]. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church assumed the
exclusive task of designing and propagating an education system whose central subjects
were the religious beliefs, values, and practices of the Ethiopian Church. In addition to
religious instruction, the teaching had a secular component that dealt with Ethiopia’s
history and socio-political organization[7q]. So tied up with the Church was the teaching that
scholars speak of “Church schools which bore the main burden of education for sixteen
centuries”, that is, until they were progressively supplanted by modern schools.(Pankhurst, 1955:232).

A brief review of the curriculum is enough to show the Ethiocentric orientation of
the country’s traditional education system[8q]. The system had three distinct and successive
stages, which can be said to correspond to elementary, secondary, and higher levels[9q]. The
first level “taught reading and writing in Ge’ez[3], and Amharic … and simple arithmetic.

The emphasis was upon reading the Scriptures in Ge’ez, the original language of the
Church ritual.” (Pankhurst, 1955:234). This elementary education was dispensed to
students who became ordinary priests and deacons[10q]. Students who wanted to pursue
higher levels of study had to go to the great churches and monasteries. Higher studies
begin with the “Zema Bet” (“School of Music”) in which students study the musical
composition and the liturgy of the Ethiopian Church. (Milkias, 1976:81). The next stage
was called “Kiné Bet,” which means “School of Poetry[11q]”. (Ibid.). It focused on “church
music, the composition of poetry … theology and history, painting … manuscript
writing.” (Pankhurst, 1955:237). The Kiné level also added the teaching of philosophy
whose “main text was Metsahafe-Falasfa Tabiban (Book of Wise Philosophers), with
passages from Plato, Aristotle, Diogenes, Cicero, etc.”. (Milkias 1976:81). The third
level, called “Metsahaf Bet (Schools of texts, or books),” provided an in-depth study of
the sacred books of the Old and New Testaments as well as of books related to monastic
life. (Ibid.). It also included the study of three major books of Ethiopian history and code
of laws, namely, “Tarike-Negest (monarchic history), Kibre-Negast[2] (Glory of the Kings),
Fetha-Negest (laws of the Kings)”. (Ibid.1976:82). World history was taught at the third
level: the ancient world and the histories of the Jews and the Arabs made up the
substance of the teaching. The student who successfully went through the three stages
earned the title of “Liq” or “debtera[4][12q]”.

The focus on the Christian doctrine and values, the use of indigenous languages,
and the extensive reading of books and textbooks that are impregnated with native
contents bear witness to the fact that the subject of study was Ethiopia, its legacies,
characteristics, and history. Not only did the materials deal with Ethiopian history,
customs, languages, and values, but the spirit of the education system was also to produce
scholars able to serve the Church and, by extension, the country with a sense of
dedication to its characteristics and sense of mission. Describing the requirement of the school of poetry, Sylvia Pankhurst says that teaching “must be rich in content, revealing a
deep knowledge of the Bible, of Ethiopian history, and of the stories and legends which
have gathered during the centuries around the great personalities and events of religious
and national tradition”. (Pankhurst, 1955:245).
Take the Ethiopic text known as the Kibre Negast: it establishes kinship between
the rulers of Ethiopia and King Solomon of Israel, the favourite nation of God. The epic
narrates the visit of an Ethiopian Queen, Sheba or Makeda, to King Solomon and the
subsequent birth of a son who became the King of Ethiopia under the name of Menelik I.
Besides stating the blood ties of Ethiopian rulers with the Solomonic dynasty, the epic
relates the transfer of God’s favour from Israel to Ethiopia. Unlike the Jewish people,
acceptance of Christianity promoted Ethiopians to the rank of God’s chosen people[13q]. The
bonus for being God’s favoured country is, of course, the assurance of the survival of
Christian Ethiopia in a hostile environment dominated by heathens and powerful Muslim
countries. Clearly, the Kibre Negast is a national epic: it lays the foundation for the
merger of church and state as the best guarantee for Ethiopia’s survival, and so “defines
the secular and religious foundation of Ethiopian nationhood”. (Mulatu & Abate, 1988).
It also imparts a direction to history such that Ethiopia is where the sun rises and sets[14q].
The impregnation of students with the spirit of Kibre Negast enabled them to see the
world from the viewpoint of Ethiopia. In a word, the discourse centered Ethiopia by
endowing it with a specific mission, which became the repository of its national identity.
(Messay Kebede, 2003). An objection can be raised according to which the Semitic
element is so heavily present in the Kibre Negast that it is difficult to consider it as
Ethiopia’s national epic. The author of this paper gives the answer that the Ethiopian
version of the Kibre Negast specifically refrains from assigning a Semitic or Sabaean
origin to Queen Saba. Moreover, the connection that it establishes between the Ethiopian
ruling elite and Judaism is cultural rather than racial[15q]. (See Messay Kebede, 2003, pp.1-
19, for further discussion).
The emphasis on serving the Church did not entail the exclusive confinement of
the traditional system to the formation of priests, deacons, and church teachers. Religious
education extended to the secular realm, since “church education also produced civil
servants … such as judges, governors, scribes, treasurers, and general administrators”.
(Wagaw, 1979) This extension to the secular society was a natural consequence of the
basic and all-embracing cultural function of religion in Ethiopia. Religious instruction
conveyed the norms of social behaviour, the meaning of the social hierarchy, and the
rights and duties attached to the social status of individuals. The education system was
thus both mundane and spiritual: it taught a religious belief that was inextricably
intertwined with a definite social system and a mode of life. According to the renowned
Ethiopian novelist and essayist, Addis Alemayehu, the traditional education had served as
“a powerful means to unite the spiritual existence with the secular mode of life”.
(Alemayehu, 1956:107).
7
In addition to its highly integrative and nationalistic function, the other virtue of
the traditional system was its freedom from political influence and vicissitudes. The
source of this freedom emanated from the complete autonomy of the Church from the
state in terms of education. Because traditional schools were “run by the church without
the intervention of the state”, education was not politicized[16q]. (Ibid.,1956:101). On the
contrary, church education transcended political rivalries to concentrate on what was
permanently Ethiopian, and so was an agent of unity and national cohesion. As one
author writes: “acting as the sole repository of Christian culture and identity, an educated
elite of priests and dabtaras preserved a heritage which for fifteen centuries united the
Christian community against surrounding alien cultural influences”. (Kalewold, 1970).
Modern critics of the traditional system have, of course, no trouble exposing the
severe shortcomings of the traditional system of education. Thus, Mulugeta Wodajo
points out that the techniques and the contents of the education system were not
particularly apt to develop the understanding; nor were they liable to cultivate the
intellectual faculties of creativity, criticism, and imagination. These deficiencies sprang
from the emphasis on “the role of rote memory” in the traditional education system[17q].
(Wodajo, 1959). Worst yet, the teaching used a language that was not current and
familiar to students, as “all the texts are in Ge’ez and hence are meaningless for the
child”. (Ibid, 1959). However, Wodajo tempers this negative evaluation by the
recognition that the high level of poetry made “great use of the imagination and creative
mind of the pupil” and that “it is a source of sorrow to see the decline of the ‘Zema Bet’
without any worthwhile substitute in the Government schools”. (Ibid., 1959:26). Some
critics have underlined the discriminatory nature of the church education, since only
parents who were Orthodox Christian could send their children to the traditional schools.
“Church schools did not serve the whole nation, therefore, and so
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 “The people of Europe were like us:
 By the increase of knowledge and work,
 They mounted to the sky in order to float there”.
 (Ibid., 1924:229).
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