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WOMEN, ETHNO-CULTURAL COMMUNITIES 

AND THE STATE IN ETHIOPIA   

In the modern history of Ethiopia both women and many ethno -cultural communities have 

been victims of injustice by the past regimes.  The struggle held by ethno-nationalist forces 

and women has enabled the country to have a somewh at liberal constitution that grants 

both collective and individual rights. However, making use of these rights still requires a 

substantive democratic system that considers the role of Women Associations beyond just 

an instrument for maintaining power of the ruling party.      
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I. INTRODUCTION 

In the modern history of Ethiopia, injustice 

against women and ethno-cultural 

communities has had several common 

features as well as differences.  The common 

features include formulating a constitution 

that recognizes neither the rights of ethno-

cultural communities nor women, with any 

positive instances only having a paper value. 

For instance; Civil Code that does not 

recognize gender equality and declares to 

abolish customary laws of ethno-cultural 

communities; the creation of women 

associations that neither address gender 

based injustice nor empower women. Though 

both women and ethno-cultural communities 

have passed through injustice, the injustices 

against women often have multiple grounds 

such as class, gender, nationality, custom and 

religion. The change of regime in 1991 led to 

the introduction of a kind of liberal 

constitution in Ethiopia that guarantees the 

right to equality and promises to rectify all 

forms of past injustice, both against ethno-

cultural communities and women. Yet the 

enforcement of women rights is facing 

several challenges. These include women’s 

machineries and associations continuing to 
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be used as instruments of control rather than 

being policy agencies for gender reform; 

legislative/policy gaps at sub-national levels 

of government to protect and promote rights 

of women within ethno-cultural community; 

and narrow institutional and political space 

for advocacy of rights. 

 The paper begins by giving an overview of 

the place of women and ethno-cultural 

communities in Ethiopian history, as a 

background to introduce the state and its 

relation with its ethno-cultural communities 

as a whole and with women in particular. 

Women’s associations and movements in 

Ethiopia under different regimes including 

the current regime will be discussed. 

Moreover, the legal rights of women and 

problems in the protection and promotion of 

these rights will be examined. Lastly, the 

paper draws a number of conclusions of the 

current situation.   

II. AN OVERVIEW OF THE PLACE 

OF WOMEN AND ETHNO-

CULTURAL COMMUNITIES IN 

ETHIOPIAN HISTORY 

There are scholars who indicate that 

patriarchal ideology was introduced in 

Ethiopia during the period of Menelik I 

around 1000 B.C1. Menelik I was the son of 

the legendary queen of Ethiopia, Queen Saba 

(also known as Sheba) and King Solomon of 

Israel2. There was myth that prior to and 

during the era of Queen Saba there was 

matrilineal society in the highlands of 

Ethiopia. The mother’s blood line was 

perceived as the main line of inheritance. 

When Menelik I came to the thrown 

succeeding his mother, he changed the 

matrilineal societal setup by declaring that 

only his direct male decedents would rule the 

country3 and would follow the religion of his 

father King Solomon4. 

 Though since the period of Menelik I it 

was declared that only the direct decedents of 

Solomonic dynasty should rule the country, 

there were also female rulers who ruled 

directly or indirectly as a regent at varying 

periods through history. For instance, during 

the era of Zara Yacob (1434-1468), there 

were well-known examples of female rulers. 

Nine of the daughters and close relatives of 

the King were appointed as governors by 

replacing disloyal principal counties5. From 

women who were famous as worriers and 

rulers, Queen Yodit of Flasha in the 8th 

century and Dilwenberra the wife of the 

Muslim leader Ibn Ibrahim Al Ghazi or 

Gragn Muhammed (the left handed) in the 

16th century, can be cited6. There were also 

many elite women during the medieval 

period that ruled either directly or indirectly 

(as a regent) or led armies to fight in the 

continuous conflict of the country such as 

Itegi Elleni, Seblewongel, Mintwab, etc7. 

However, all of these women were described 

in male-centered languages which indicated 

an inferior position for women in society8. 

Hence, presence of women leaders was 

considered as the exception rather than the 

rule in the medieval history of Ethiopia.   
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In the history of modern Ethiopia, tradition 

continued in this fashion and there were very 

few women who exceptionally fought for the 

wellbeing and rights of women, or at least for 

women of their class. In this regard, Empress 

Tayitu, the wife of Emperor Menelik II who 

was the founder of modern Ethiopian state, 

can be mentioned as the forerunner of women 

rights in terms of activism and promotion in 

the country9. The Empress was also known as 

a ‘valiant warrior’, diplomat, and great 

advisor of the Emperor, especially during the 

first Italian invasion (1895-1896) where she 

was admired for her leadership skills shown 

by commanding her own troops and female 

comp followers. In her private life, she 

possessed her own property and controlled 

her own army10. She was also known for 

arranging a dynastic marriage for a political 

purpose11. “Having no children of her own, 

she gathered her relatives, cousins and nieces 

around her, using them to create alliance with 

other rulers through the arrangement of their 

marriage”12. This could have been against the 

interests and rights of the intended spouses, 

but it was considered as culture and wisdom 

of politics of the time. 

 Empress Tayitu’s contributions as an 

activist and promoters of women’s rights can 

be expressed in four areas, though this had 

been done for women of her own class only13. 

Firstly, she recognized the problem of 

arranged marriage and advice for the 

replication of European culture of premarital 

acquaint between future couples in Ethiopia. 

Secondly, the Empress called for divorce 

damages to be paid for women. Thirdly, she 

motivated the emperor to include the 

education of girls in a proclamation he made 

in 1907. Fourthly, she was protective of her 

sex; she listened to the complaints of women 

and adjudicated disputes between a husband 

and wife; brother and sister; father and 

daughter; mother and son. Though many of 

her roles brought little or no change at that 

time, her agency was in the processes of self-

transformation and change14. Biseswar 

underlines that Empress Tayitu’s initiative 

marked the beginning of the protection of 

women’s rights in Ethiopia, though her 

initiate was discontinued among her 

succeeding empresses of the country.

 Following the death of Emperor Menelik 

II (1889-1913), the founder of the modern 

Ethiopian state, his daughter Zewditu was 

crowed as Empress in her own rights in 

Ethiopian history. Zewditu had the title of 

Empress for fourteen years, but there was 

nothing during her period that could have 

been attributed to her. She was found to be 

more concerned to religion than politics. 

Next to Empress Zewditu, the wife of the 

Emperor Haile Selassie I, Empress Menen 

was also devoted to her religion like 

Zewditu15. Hence, the successors of Empress 

Tayitu failed to show much commitment or 

concern for women’s rights. 

 The modern Ethiopian state come into 

being by Emperor Tewodros, Yohannes IV 

and Menelik II in the latter half of the 19th 

century, through expansion and conquest of 

many ethno-cultural communities of the 
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South. There are debates on naming the 

processes of creating modern Ethiopian state 

vis-à-vis ethno-cultural communities of the 

country: some considered it as a process of 

unification or nation building, while others 

consider it as conquest and internal-

colonization of ethno-cultural 

communities16. The latter view is mainly 

based on the idea that the Emperors and 

Empresses of the time used coercive power to 

advance assimilation policy as major strategy 

of creating Ethiopian unity and identity. The 

monarchical rule (1889-1974) promoted 

Orthodox Christianity to be national religion 

and Amharic language as the sole national 

language of the state. In this period, many 

ethno-territorial communities were alienated 

from their land and become tenants of the 

ruling class, as well as language and ethnic 

communities of the ruling class being 

expanded to the newly conquered areas. 

Though with the coming into power of the 

Derg17, land was nationalized and 

redistributed to the peasants throughout the 

country, but the nationality question and 

national oppression continued. Question of 

nationalities18 and later the national 

oppression thesis19, was first articulated by 

the Ethiopian Student Movement (ESM) and 

was one of the main factors for the downfall 

of Emperor Haile Selassie’s regime. The 

question of nationalities and later national 

oppression thesis, analyses the assimilation 

policy of the state on ethno-cultural 

communities of the country. This then led to 

the creation of ethno-nationalist forces which 

took political power in the country in the 

post-1991 period.  

 Throughout the modern history of 

Ethiopia gender relation was dictated by 

patriarchal norms and values, both among 

speakers of the language of the ruling class, 

as well as the newly conquered ethno-cultural 

communities. In this regard, Gennet Zewide 

states that “the doctrine of separate sphere 

governs the relationship between the sexes in 

many parts of Ethiopian societies where men 

are perceived as bread winners and heads of 

households who represent the family outside 

of the home, whereas women are relegated to 

domestic work, looking after the children and 

the social wellbeing of the family”20. Thus, it 

is possible to state that in the era of the 

emperors, in almost all ethno-cultural 

communities of Ethiopia, women were 

considered as inferior to men. 

 The following section of this paper will 

discuss the codified rights of ethno-cultural 

communities and women (if any) in the eras 

of the emperor Haile Selassie (1930-1974) 

and the Derg (174-1991). 

2.1. Ethno-cultural Communities and 

Women in the 1931, 1955 and 1987 

Constitutions 

With the coming into power of Emperor 

Haile Selassei I in 1930, the first written 

Constitution was consequently introduced in 

193121. In general, the coming into power of 

the Emperor and the subsequent written 

Constitution marked a new epoch of 

centralization, which ended any kind of 
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autonomous kingdom in the country that was 

expressed in terms of regional autonomy in 

earlier times22. In the era of Emperor Haile 

Selassie, the policy of centralization and 

assimilation reached its highest stage and 

used additional legislation besides the 

Constitution, such as the Civil Code of 1960 

which attempted to repeal customary laws of 

ethno-cultural communities. Hence, both in 

the 1931 Constitution, as well as in the 

revised Constitution of 195523 of Emperor 

Haile Selassie, ethno-cultural communities 

had no collective rights in all spheres of life. 

 The idea of women’s rights was non-

existent in the 1931 Constitution. In the 1955 

Constitution, although there is no mention of 

rights of women, it did contain some human 

rights ideas under chapter three entitled 

“rights and duties of people”24. These 

provisions can be considered as an elaborate 

regime of civil and political rights for the 

subjects25. Although the 1955 revised 

Constitution incorporated human rights idea 

better than the previous Constitution of 1931, 

it remained to have paper value as the regime 

continued to seriously abuse them. 

 In 1987, the third Constitution of Ethiopia 

was adopted by the Derg and became the first 

to explicitly recognize women’s rights and to 

describe the state as multicultural26. Even 

though equality of nationalities had been 

declared by the Constitution, it had little or 

no empirical significance for the majority of 

ethno-cultural communities and hardly 

related with their demands. The civil and 

political rights of citizens were listed under 

chapter seven of the 1987 constitution which 

declared that there should not be any 

discrimination based on gender, nationality, 

and religion among citizens before the law27. 

Article 36 of the Constitution declared that 

women have equal rights with men (sub 

Article 1). Sub Article 2 of Article 36 states 

that to make women equal participants with 

men in all aspects of life the government 

would apply a policy of affirmative action. 

Sub Article 3 of Article 36 addresses 

women’s health rights. Article 37 outlines the 

equal rights of women at and during 

marriage. However, this Constitution was not 

put into practice due to the civil war which 

waged throughout the regime.  

 To have clear picture of the rights of 

women and ethno-cultural communities, it is 

also important to consider the 1960 Civil 

Code and related laws which were enforce 

until it was impliedly repealed by the 1995 

Constitution.   

2.2. Culture and Women in the 1960 

Civil Code 

In 1960 Ethiopia adopted a Civil Code which 

aimed at bringing legal unification in the 

country28 and consequently repealed and 

substituted all existing customary laws of 

ethno-cultural communities. Article 3347 (1) 

of the Civil Code provides that “Unless 

otherwise expressly provided, all rules 

whether written or customary previously in 

force concerning matters provided for in this 

Code shall be replaced by this Code and are 

hereby repealed”. This provision aimed to 
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abolish all cultural rules plus customary and 

religious laws in the country, in all areas of 

civil matters concerning family. However, 

this provision was not more than a legislative 

wish because the state institution and courts 

were not accessible to many areas where the 

majority ethno-cultural communities lived. 

As a result, many communities continued to 

use their own customary and religious laws to 

adjudicate disputes in the areas of civil law as 

well as criminal law. 

 Ethiopian society has many customary 

laws as well as greater value and obedience 

to cultural norms and values. However, there 

was limited attempt to consider and 

incorporate them in the Civil Code, with 

consequent resentments in society towards 

this code. For instance, the Muslim 

community demanded for the re-recognition 

of Sharia courts29, which were put in a 

difficult situation by the Code and later 

allowed to function side by side with the state 

court system by administrative circulars30. 

Despite the Sharia courts, administration of 

justice became the sole authority of the state, 

although formal courts were inaccessible to 

the majority of people in the country. As a 

result, customary institutions have been the 

de facto institutions that deliver customary 

justice for ethno-cultural communities.

 When we consider the provisions of the 

Civil Code in the family arena, particularly 

the laws of marriage and marital dispute 

resolution, it was unjust and discriminatory. 

To begin with, Article 560 of the Civil Code 

states: 

A contract of betrothal is a contract whereby 

two members of two families agree that a 

marriage shall take place between two 

persons, the fiancé and the fiancée, 

belonging to these two families. Betrothal 

shall be of no effect unless the families of 

each of the future spouses consent thereto31. 

It is possible to note that the Code has little 

room for free choice regarding the idea of a 

single lifetime partner and the equality of a 

man and woman. The Code allows the system 

of betrothal and makes the agreement of the 

future spouses’ parents compulsory in a way 

which denies the rights to choose a lifetime 

partner.  

 The age of marriage also discriminates 

between a male and female. The Civil Code 

in its Article 581 (1) specifies the age of 

fifteen years for a female while eighteen 

years for male. Moreover, this code 

institutionalizes the subordination of woman 

in her marital life by making the man 

(husband) the sole head of the family and the 

entitlement to guide the management of the 

family, protect his wife and watch over her 

relation and guide her conduct32. It also 

makes the husband the only person who 

chooses the common residence33. In many of 

its provisions, the Civil Code clearly favored 

male dominance over women. This reflects 

the internalized societal tradition which 

considered women inefficient to guide her 

conduct and her family. Hence, the Code 

perpetuated patriarchal ideology in the 

private sphere of the home and the family.  
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Similarly, the 1957 Penal Code did not have 

a provision to criminalize practices which 

inflict harm on women. Instead, this law 

criminalized abortion but did not criminalize 

domestic violence or female genital 

mutilation and provided an inadequate 

penalty for rape34. Due to the failure of the 

then legislator to make harmful practices a 

punishable act; the State failed to educate and 

guide the public to dissociate itself from 

harmful practices against women, until the 

coming of the new Criminal Code in 200435. 

2.3. Women’s Associations and 

Movement in Ethiopia 

In Ethiopian history, organized women’s 

associations and movements began due to the 

threat of the second Italian invasion in 1935. 

Women affiliated to the ruling class, mainly 

the daughters of Emperor Haile Selassie I, 

initiated their own women’s branches which 

aimed at mobilizing women to help war 

related activities and led to the formation of 

the Association of Ethiopian Women’s 

Welfare Works36. The first nationwide 

women’s organization was the “Ethiopian 

Women’s Voluntary Service Association”, 

set up in 1935 with a similar purpose. 

Following the end of the war in 1941, the 

name of this association changed to the 

Ethiopian Women’s Worker Association 

(EWWA)37. However, women in Ethiopia 

had benefited nothing from this association, 

mainly due to the Association’s aim to 

maintain the status quo. Besides, the 

Association was created for few educated 

women in the capital, Addis Ababa. In this 

regard, Bahiru Zewde states that although the 

Association was established in the name of 

women, women were expected to be 

followers rather than leaders38. He raises for 

instance, that in 1956 the president; vice 

president and secretary of EWWA were men.  

 Women’s active and conscious 

engagement in the country’s politics, as well 

as for their emancipation, began within the 

Ethiopian Student Movement (ESM)39. 

Women in Ethiopian history started to be 

seen in higher education in the 1950s, 

however, their number was very few and 

grew slowly. For instance, in 1965 the total 

number of female students in higher 

education was below 5% of the total students 

in the institutions40. Of course, in 1968 there 

were some politically active female students 

who took part in the activities of University 

Student Union of Addis Ababa (USUAA), 

such as Martha Meberatu (who was later 

killed in a failed plane hijacking in 1972)41. 

However, their activism centered on the 

general political problem of the country until 

the Ethiopian Student Union (ESU) abroad 

underlined the need for a separate women’s 

organization.  

 One early women’s movement in Ethiopia 

started under the leftist movement, occurring 

in the first half of the 1970s alongside the 

ESU abroad with the aim to address the 

“women’s question”42. It became one of the 

areas of concern in the ESM, often raised and 

discussed with the “question of nationalities” 
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both with the Ethiopian Student Union in 

Europe (ESUE) and the Ethiopian Student 

Union in North America (ESUNA). Many 

members of the student unions considered the 

“women’s question” as double oppression: 

class and gender; while some other members 

of the union especially women considered it 

as triple or multiple oppression: class, gender 

and nationality. The student unions also 

recognized the rights of women to organize 

themselves separately to overcome these 

problems, which they believed could only be 

achieved through anti-feudal and anti-

imperialist revolution43.  

 This led to the creation of the first women 

study groups in North America and Europe in 

1971 which later established the World Wide 

Ethiopian Women’s Study Group 

(WWEWSG). This group  started its 

publication in 1972 with ‘Tanash Labadarit’ 

(‘Arise, Ye Female Proletarian), which was 

later replaced by Tanash Ityopyawit (‘Arise, 

Ye Female Ethiopian’44. The WWEWSG 

created links with women’s activists in the 

country through the agency of Gennet 

Zewde, and Marta Mebratu who distributed 

its publication in the capital and in the 

provinces45. In its publications, the 

WWEWSG focused on issues tracing the 

historical evolution of women’s 

oppression46; women’s status under different 

customary laws47 and women’s rights in the 

Civil Code; plus, the role of educated women 

in Ethiopia48.  

 The creation of the women’s study group 

abroad, as well as the emergence of second 

wave feminist movements in the West, 

helped the students to contextualize some of 

their strategies of women’s emancipation 

based on the situations of women in their 

home country. Yet there was still no form of 

feminist awareness among women in 

Ethiopia that could be translated into any 

radical form of action49. Moreover, when a 

student union abroad split to later become the 

two leftist parties Ethiopian People 

Revolutionary Party (EPRP) and Meison50, 

the “women’s question” was used as 

instrument to get women onboard to expand 

the new party program. 

 Activism for women’s emancipation and 

rights started to take shape in the country 

after the 1974 revolution. In 1975 Women’s 

Coordinating Committee (WCC) was 

established within the Provisional Office for 

Mass Organization Affairs (POMOA). The 

students mobilized for ‘Zemecha’ and the 

“development through Cooperation 

Campaign” in 1975 which was considered as 

instruments to the duties given to WCC 

which would have different branches51. 

Clandestinely this committee was composed 

of fifteen to sixteen women from EPRP and 

Meison52. The main strategies used by WCC 

to mobilize women to struggle for their 

emancipation were conscientious schemes, in 

the form of lectures, seminaries and political 

education forms. 

 However, the closure of the Zemecha after 

one and half years, as well as the ensuing of 

Red Terror53 by the Derg, led to the 

eradication of radical and conscious women 
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on the “women’s question” from WCC who 

were members of EPRP and Meison. 

Following mid-1976, a new WCC, fully 

staffed by Derg appoints, replaced the 

previous WCC. The new appoints of WCC 

did not have any level of awareness on the 

women’s issues due to this, therefore at the 

beginning the focus of the women’s question 

was seen as dual oppression. This outlook 

was changed in 1978 by the Derg which 

considered class oppression superseding 

gender oppression, following the Russian 

model54. Biseswar argues that the takeover of 

WCC by the Derg marked the end of first 

wave women’s movement in Ethiopia which 

was initiated and carried out mainly by 

students or educated and intellectual women.  

III. THE DERG AND WOMEN’S 

ASSOCIATIONS 

The Derg established Women’s Associations 

(WAs) throughout the rural areas of the 

country under Peasant Associations (PAs) 

following the revolution beginning from 

1975. All women above the age of fifteen 

were made to be members of these 

associations. These associations at the initial 

stage were ambitious and had the objectives 

of “securing the rights of members, 

monitoring their social, political and 

economic problem and establishing 

professional associations”55. However, these 

objectives did not come to be realized, 

mainly due to the appointment of new leaders 

following the collapse of the earlier WCC 

leadership and the begging of red terror in 

1976. 

 In general, however, the revolution and 

the government of the Derg in particular, 

were appreciated for creating opportunities 

for women for the first time to organize 

beyond their domestic boundaries in the 

history of the country. It was considered as a 

path-breaking experience that challenged the 

country’s ancient tradition of confining 

women to the domestic sphere56. Women’s 

participation in associations has since been 

considered as a sign of their liberation by the 

government of the time. International 

Women’s Day (IWD) on March 8th was 

started to be celebrated since 197557. Often 

March 8th was celebrated with conferences 

throughout Ethiopia, calling for the 

attainment of its revolutionary objectives 

instead of women’s emancipations58. The 

other achievement of the Derg was its legal 

reform; the Derg Constitution for the first 

time in Ethiopian history, enshrined the rights 

of women and guaranteed women legal 

equality with men, although it has only paper 

value.   

 The Derg regime created women’s 

associations as an instrument of control and 

to restrict women to its political ideology for 

the benefit of the regime. This has reached its 

climax in 1980 when Revolutionary 

Ethiopian Women’s Association (ERWA) 

was established with a specific mandate and 

goals. The objectives of REWA were: Firstly, 

to enhance women’s political consciousness 

through socialist ideology and to make 
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women take their rightful place in the 

production processes and make them 

politically and economically independent. 

Secondly, to safeguard women’s rights as 

mothers as well as enabling women to 

participate as equal to men in the national 

democratic program so to establish a socialist 

Ethiopia. Thirdly, to defend the country from 

internal and external enemies as well as to 

create an opportunity for women to have 

access to skill training59. However, there was 

no democratic environment to enforce this 

objective and therefore as a result, REWA 

used all available compulsory measures to 

exploit women’s labor and make them 

submissive to all the rules imposed by the 

Derg.  

 The compulsory measures taken were to 

make all women members of REWA and to 

take part in mobilization meetings. The 

measures also included a series of sanctions 

such as loss of food rations, land, house, 

employment, and kebele services, in addition 

to being fined. They were forced to work for 

the state without pay, in the form of quota and 

rations which was a new method of 

exploitation and made women “akin to slaves 

of the state”60. Gennet Zewide expresses the 

REWA as “women’s organization against 

women”61. Moreover, Biseswar expresses the 

extent of the problem within REWA as 

follows: 

 

REWA seems to be devoid of any critical 

thinking capacity and took the Dergs’ 

misconceived views for granted. It perceived 

women’s economic equality to be the solution 

to all women’s problems………..it never dealt 

with the more serious structural problems of 

subordination and inequalities of women 

which includes sexual division of labor, land 

rights for women, VAW, control of women’s 

sexuality and fertility, the cultural and 

traditional practices of FGM, early marriage 

and abduction………. it in general refrained 

from challenging any issue that could be 

sensitive to the state62. 

In general, REWA did nothing to protect and 

promote women’s rights; rather it served as 

an instrument for the exploitation and abuse 

of women’s rights by the state. 

 Another women’s association during the 

Derg was the EWWA, marginalized and on 

the brink of extinction but not closed by the 

regime. Many of the leaders of the EWWA 

were in exile or in prison and its properties 

were nationalized by the Derg, reducing it to 

just a symbolic form of women’s association. 

There was also a clandestine association 

known as the ‘Ethiopian Mother’s 

Association’ (EMA) which emerged in 1976 

as a wing of the EPRP, mainly active in Addis 

Ababa. The major objective of the 

association was to protest against the 

atrocities committed by the Derg against 

children and youth using the strategy of 

outcry (UUTA in Amharic). As well as to 

inform searched persons that the 

revolutionary guards (the Derg) were around 

and thus help searched persons escape63. 
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However, its existence was limited to Addis 

Ababa. 

IV. ARMED STRUGGLE FOR 

AUTONOMY AND THE PLACE OF 

WOMEN 

The ESM was credited with the idea of the 

“question of nationalities” and its analysis, 

which can be considered as one of the main 

reasons for the beginning of the autonomy 

movement through armed struggle and civil 

war. The armed struggle was led by ethno-

nationalist forces especially by the Tigrian 

People Liberation Front (TPLF) from 1975-

199164.The root-cause of the war was the 

centralization and assimilation policy of the 

state which was consolidated by Emperor 

Haile Selassie I and continued adding more 

oppressive measures by the Deg regime. The 

demand of many ethno-territorial 

communities of the country, as it was 

expressed by the thesis of the “national 

oppression” by the incumbent party, was a 

question of autonomy which was experienced 

by many regional lords before the reign of 

Emperor Menelik II, as well as slightly seen 

during the period of Italian occupation (1936-

1941) 65. The refusal of the state to hear these 

demands led the ethno-nationalist forces, 

under the leadership of the TPLF/Ethiopian 

People Revolutionary Democratic Front 

(EPRDF)66, to wage a protracted war of 

liberation to overthrow the Derg regime. In 

the following paragraphs, the paper examines 

the TPLF’s stand on the “women’s question” 

as well as the role and rights of women during 

the armed struggle.  

 All political parties and ethno-nationalist 

forces in Ethiopia that emerged in the 1970s, 

including the Derg, were shaped on the 

ideology of Marxism-Leninism. As a result, 

all share the “women’s question” and 

consequently set a strategy to emancipate 

women but with slightly different 

interpretations. In this regard, the TPLF, 

which was established in 1975 in Northern 

Parts of Tigray, incorporated the agenda in its 

first Manifesto67 written in 1976. The 

Manifesto recognized the equal rights of 

women with men and planned to eliminate all 

forms of social inequalities and social 

problems through class struggle. Biseswar 

argues that in its manifesto, “the party held 

similar view with the Derg that women’s 

active participation in politics /revolution/ 

armed struggle was a sign of their 

emancipation/empowerment”68. Based on 

this principle the TPLF has established a 

women’s wing, and women were actively 

recruited as combatants and commanders. To 

this end, the Women Fighters Association of 

Tigray (WFAT) was established primarily to 

mobilize women for the objectives of the 

struggle69. 

 During the armed struggle, women had 

two rights that had been implemented 

especially by the TPLF and the 

EPDM/APDM70. These can be considered as 

iconic for women in their struggle for 

equality with men: the right to participate in 

the armed struggle on an equal footing with 
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men (right to be a fighter); and the right to 

plough the land in the liberated areas71. Many 

female members of the TPLF and the 

EPDM/APDM were actively involved and 

scarified their life. As a strategy of winning 

the support of women, the ethno-nationalist 

forces, especially the TPLF, gave unreserved 

support for women and their rights, on the 

basis of party discipline and strategies as well 

as promising the ‘women’s questions’ would 

be resolved after liberation72. However, after 

the TPLF/EPRDF come to power in 1991, 

many writers consider that women’s rights, 

even though legally granted in many areas of 

live, still did not enable women to enjoy the 

required level of freedom and democracy for 

a human being. The ruling party policies 

towards women were paternalistic that 

sought to control women’s freedom, by 

always prioritizing the party agenda rather 

than issues of gender equality, or just leaving 

the issue to women themselves. For instance, 

in the 1998 Etho-Eritrea war, women were 

denied the opportunity to be fighters, 

something considered by some feminists as 

denying women their traditional sphere 

where gender equality in the country was 

expressed for many centuries73.  Hence, it is 

possible to argue that the participation of 

women in the armed struggle is valued for its 

contribution to defeat the Derg, rather than 

emanating from the respect, protection and 

promotion of equality of women rights in 

society.   

 

V. WOMEN’S POLICIES AND 

ORGANIZATIONS IN POST 1991 

ETHIOPIA 

5.1. Women’s Affairs Offices and 

National Policy on Ethiopian Women 

Following the control of state power by the 

EPRDF in 1991, the Women’s Affairs Office 

(WAO) was established under the Prime 

Minister’s Office in 1992. The primary 

responsibility of the WAO was to make 

National Policy on Ethiopian Women 

(NPEW) which was enacted in 1993. This 

policy has three major objectives; firstly, 

“facilitating conditions conducive to the 

speeding up of equality between men and 

women so that women can participate in the 

political, social and economic life of their 

country on equal terms with men and 

ensuring that their right to own property as 

well as their other human rights are respected 

and that they are not excluded from the 

enjoyment of the fruits of their labor or from 

performing public functions and being 

decision makers”. Secondly, “facilitating the 

necessary condition whereby rural women 

can have access to basic social services, ways 

and means of lightening their work-load”. 

Thirdly, “eliminating, step by step, 

prejudices as well as customary and other 

practices that are based on the idea of male 

supremacy and enabling women to hold 

public office and to participate in the 

decision-making process at all levels”74. 

 The policy has also contained 

implementation strategies and implementers 
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which were the WAO, Regional Women’s 

Affairs Bureaus (WAB) and Women’s 

Affairs Departments (WAD) in each of the 

Ministries and public organizations. Civil 

societies and donor agencies are also 

expected to do their share of duties for its 

effective implementation75. To this end, the 

WAO was upgraded to a Ministerial level in 

2005 with a decentralized structure76. 

However, it was found that WAOs 

throughout the country have unclear 

responsibilities and roles, as well as lacking 

capacity in terms of human power and 

budget77.The structure and the roles played 

by WAOs indicate that these institutions 

often serves as means to advance the ruling 

parties interests, rather than being an 

instrument to empower women or address the 

genuine concern regarding women. 

 The NPEW has also been criticized on 

several theoretical and empirical grounds, 

one being on its emergence. The NPEW 

emerged during the Transitional Period (TP) 

and lacked inputs from civil society 

organizations, plus the incumbent party 

cadres were the ones who actively engaged in 

its formulation. Secondly, the policy focused 

on a WID welfare approach, involving relief 

and service delivery that perceived women as 

a “passive recipient attaining emancipation 

when and how the party chooses”78. Due to 

the top-down and hierarchical structuring, the 

policy failed to consider the real concerns of 

women at a local level. The top-down 

approach also implied that the policy was not 

demand driven, lacked transparency and was 

not accountable to the people79.  

 The NPEW remains salient on the key 

components of women’s empowerment 

which includes the development of women’s 

critical consciousness, nurturing their 

independent agency, promoting their social 

and political empowerment, gender justice, 

and taking care of structural reform to ensure 

sustainable gains on women’s rights80. 

Despite the serious failure of the police to 

address the problems women face at the 

grass-roots level, there were no measures 

taken to improve the policy over the past 

twenty plus years. 

 Moreover, the NPEW was not in place for 

very long due to the absence of a strategic 

plan. Following this, the National Action 

Plan for Gender Equality (NAPGE) was 

undertaken by the WAO alongside the donor 

Group for the Advancement of Women 

(GAW), launched in 2006. In the NAPGE, 

the WAO selected five critical areas as 

national priorities for addressing women’s 

needs in Ethiopia. Namely, poverty reduction 

and economic empowerment of women; 

education and training of women and girls; 

reproductive rights and health of women; 

human rights of women and elimination of 

violence against women and girls; and 

institutional mechanisms for the 

advancement of women in decision 

making81. All civil society organizations in 

the country are required to work on the 

identified priority areas. Although the WAO 

and the government at large acknowledge the 

problem and indeed initiated an action plan to 
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satisfy the international community, for its 

implementations there was no mandate, 

willpower, capacity or resource82.  

 In 2013, due to the unabated perpetuations 

of harmful practices against women and 

children in the society, the WAO 

(reorganized under Ministry of Women’s, 

Childers and Youth Affairs (MWCYA)), 

prepared a two year ‘National Strategy and 

Action Plan on Harmful Practices against 

Women and Children in Ethiopia’ to 

implement one of its objectives in the NPEW. 

This was with the aim of “eliminating, step 

by step, prejudices as well as customary and 

other practices that are based on the idea of 

male supremacy”. This national strategy on 

Harmful Traditional Practices (HTP) focused 

on five widely seen problems in the country: 

child marriage; Female Genital Mutilations 

or Cutting (FGM/C); uvulectomy, milk-teeth 

extraction; and abduction/forced marriage. In 

the same year, assessment on the condition of 

violence against women was carried out, 

which revealed the widespread existence of 

the problem. Even though at the national 

level there are policy frameworks and a 

strategic action plan that helps to ameliorate 

the situation of women in the country, its 

enforcement largely depends on the existence 

of room at local level for its contextualization 

and community participation.  

5.2. Legal Reforms on Women’s Rights 

The ruling party has initiated and 

promulgated several laws that give emphasis 

to the human rights of women. The first of 

these is the 1995 FDRE Constitution which 

contains explicit provisions on women’s 

rights. The Constitution is generally 

appreciated for the wide space it provided for 

human and democratic rights. For instance, 

31 of the 106 articles are devoted to human 

and democratic rights, providing a 

comprehensive and detailed list of 

fundamental rights and freedoms that are 

assigned to individuals and ethno-cultural 

communities. According to Article 13 (2) of 

FDRE Constitution, human and democratic 

rights incorporated in the Constitution “shall 

be interpreted in a manner conforming to the 

principles of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, International Covenants on 

Human Rights and international instruments 

adopted by Ethiopia”.  

 Several provisions of the FDRE 

Constitution clearly state the equality rights 

of women’s in different spheres of life.  For 

instance, Article 25 prohibits discrimination 

on the grounds of sex. Article 35 of the 

Constitution consists of nine sub-Articles and 

is the most comprehensive law regarding 

women’s rights. The rights incorporated in 

Article 35 are: equality of rights in marriage; 

entitlement to affirmative measures; freedom 

from harmful practices; maternity leave; 

equal participation in program planning and 

implementation; equal rights on property 

ownership; equality in employment; full 

access to reproductive health care. Other 

provisions of the constitution which have a 

direct bearing on the protection of women’s 

rights are Articles 7, 33, 38, 42, and 89.  
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Ethiopia was also among the first countries to 

become a signatory to many international, 

regional and continental convention on the 

rights of women83. These include the 

Convention on the Political Rights of Women 

(1969); the Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(1981); the Convention on the Consent to 

Marriage, Minimum Age of Marriage and 

Registration of Marriages (1969); and 

African Charter on Human and Peoples 

Rights84. To domesticate international 

treaties, the FDRE Constitution also contains 

a provision in Article 9(4) which states that 

“all international agreements ratified by 

Ethiopia are integral part of the law of the 

land”. 

 There are also revisions of different laws 

which were incompatible with the rights of 

women guaranteed by the FDRE 

constitution. Among the revised laws, the 

provisions of the Civil Code in the family law 

arena and the Criminal Code can be 

cited85.The National Parliament of Ethiopia 

ratified the Revised Family Code (RFC) for 

the federally administered city of Addis 

Ababa and Dire Dawa in 200086, which 

served as a model for regional states of the 

country to have their own regional family law 

in a way that accommodates regional ethno-

cultural diversity87.  

 Next to the Family Code, the Criminal 

Code, which was also revised in 2004, 

criminalized harmful practices against 

women which were previously not 

recognized. This includes criminalizing 

abduction, as well as increasing the penalty 

for rape from five to fifteen years 

imprisonment88. However, there are areas 

that are not exhaustively dealt within the 

criminal law, even though the acts inflict 

harm on the human nature of mainly 

women/girls. For instance, domestic violence 

and sexual harassment89, plus marital rape 

which is a cause of the spread of 

HIV/AIDS90. One of the main reasons for not 

clearly addressing these issues lies around the 

controversy over culture, and socialization. 

Some members of ethno-cultural 

communities consider these criminalized acts 

as being part of their culture.  

 The major criticisms of legislation 

regarding women’s rights start from the 

constitutional provisions. In this regard, the 

recognition of customary and religious 

institutions of ethno-cultural communities to 

regulate rights in the family arena91, are seen 

by many human rights advocates as 

nullifying the rights of women guaranteed by 

the Constitution. This is due to the existence 

of long-term discriminatory and harmful 

practices against women in almost all ethno-

cultural communities of the country in this 

arena92. However, this criticism fails to 

recognize the significant place customary and 

religious laws (culture) have among female 

members of a given ethno-cultural 

community, which cannot be transformed by 

imposing laws from above. The absence of 

specific legislation or policy either by sub-

national or local governments regarding how 

to apply customary and religious laws during 
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marriage and in the adjudication of family 

dispute, can be taken as a major limitation in 

the enforcement of women’s rights within 

ethno-cultural community. This is especially 

significant given the wide role these 

institutions play in many communities in this 

field, as well as the serious limitations seen in 

these institutions with regards to respecting 

and protecting women’s rights. 

 Other criticisms focus on the serious 

problem seen in the implementation of 

women’s rights in courts of law. Laws are 

often applied in courts in a manner that does 

not take into account women’s rights. 

Biseswar expresses the problems seen in this 

regard as follows: 

 

Injustice is often meted out by law 

enforcement agencies, prosecutors, and 

judges. Presiding judges have often been 

found to give differential treatment to 

persons who have committed similar crimes. 

These incidences illustrate how women’s 

rights are compromised when the laws are 

implemented in a biased form93.  

The second problem is linked to the 

implementation of not only the national and 

constitutional rights of women, but also 

international conventions that have been 

ratified by the Ethiopian government. This 

needs to be treated as the law of the land, but 

the reality is often otherwise. Many 

international conventions signed by the 

country such as the CEDAW have never been 

published in the country’s Negarit Gazetta94. 

As a result, many judges and law enforcing 

bodies are not considering the convention as 

part of the law in the court rooms.  

5.3. Women’s Based Civil Society 

Organizations 

With the coming to power of the EPRDF, the 

number of civil society organizations 

increased dramatically95, which is also true 

for those concerning women. Many women’s 

based civil society organizations are involved 

in micro-enterprise, micro-lending or income 

generating work for their beneficiaries96. In 

1999, there were nineteen women’s based 

civil society organizations registered with the 

Minister of justices which included Women 

Aid Ethiopia (WAE), the Ethiopian Women 

Entrepreneurs Association (EWEA), the 

Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association 

(EWLA), the Women Industrialist 

Association (WIA), Women Empowerment 

and Assistance Forum (AEAF), Women in 

Development (WID), and Women in Self-

Employment (WISE)97. Despite this, only a 

few civil society organizations are engaged in 

high level advocacy and lobbying for 

women’s rights in the country such as the 

EWLA, particularly the case in its early 

days98. Other civil society organizations such 

as the Action Professional Association for 

People and Panos Ethiopia, advocate work 

mainly centering on politically neutral areas 

of concern99. For instance, promoting the 

rights of the child, campaigning to end 

violence against women or working for the 

eradication of harmful practices etc100. 
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Many scholars indicate that works of Civil 

Society Organizations (CSO) in Ethiopia are 

generally challenged by the intervention of 

the government in their affairs, to curb their 

independent existence and functioning using 

various policies and laws. This includes 

women’s based CSO being required to 

function on priority areas identified by the 

government101. Secondly, the Proclamation 

for the Registration and Regulation of 

Charities and Societies (Proclamation no. 

621/2009) have put serious limitations on the 

independent and effective functioning of 

women’s based CSOs. The proclamation 

classifies CSOs into three categories: 

Ethiopian charities and societies; Ethiopian 

resident charities and societies; and foreign 

charities102. Ethiopian charities or societies 

are formed by Ethiopian citizens under the 

Ethiopian laws and can engage in human 

rights and policy advocacy, but “they are not 

allowed to receive more than 10% of their 

funds from foreign sources”103. However, 

Ethiopian resident charities and societies, 

plus international NGOs are not allowed to 

engage in advocacy of rights104. For instance, 

the EWLA was among the first women’s 

based CSOs in the post-1991 period, that has 

contributed a great deal for the respect and 

protection of women’s rights, but the 

association was put in a precarious position. 

The funds raised by the EWLA (8.6 million 

Ethiopian Birr) were confiscated by the 

government and the director of the 

association fled the country due to fear of 

government retaliation105. In this regard, 

Messeret argues that “the enactment of SCO 

law forced many women-focused and rights 

organizations to change their mandates and 

terminate advocacy works and legal aid, and 

this was viewed as setback to the process of 

combating gender based violence and 

enhancing survivors’ access to justice”106.

 The ruling party also prevents civil 

societies from initiating new interventions by 

establishing parallel government CSOs107. 

These include the different women’s 

associations (Women’s Democratic 

Associations, WDA) formed in different 

regions, such as; Addis Ababa Women’s 

Associations (AAWA), the Amhara 

Women’s Associations, Tigray Women’s 

Association, and Oromia Women’s 

Association. These associations are 

structured along the governmental 

administrative organ at regional, Zonal, 

Wereda and Kebele level and they work in 

close collaboration with the WAO. Hence, 

the mandate and the roles played by these 

associations barely differs from those of the 

Women’s Machineries or the WAO.   

 In 2009, some of the women’s 

organizations federated themselves under 

one umbrella organization known as 

“Ethiopian Women’s Federation”. Around 21 

associations, both regional and national in 

nature, became members of the Federation. 

The Federation campaign of ‘healthy 

motherhood’ and the sensitization program 

that it undertook in areas of human rights 

violation and violence against women, were 

exemplary activities that are worth 
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mentioning108.Women’s based SCOs are 

often criticized for a lack of radical agenda 

that could transforms women’s lives. This 

may have been due to the restriction on areas 

where SCO can work, as well as the limited 

independency of a CSO in the country, 

particularly those working on rights and 

policy advocacy.   

 In sum, the role of CSOs in the general 

protection and promotion of human rights, in 

particular women’s rights, is dependent on 

the overall democratic environment in 

Ethiopia. The challenges SCOs are facing in 

Ethiopia can also be seen along this line. The 

democratization process in Ethiopia is facing 

serious challenges from a dominant one-party 

system, especially in the post-2005 electoral 

period where the ruling party is now on the 

eve of losing popular vote.  Since then CSO 

organizational freedom to advocate human 

rights has been seriously scrutinized and 

controlled, by making SCO law that gives 

little space for the advocacy of human rights 

in the country.  

VI. CONCLUSIONS 

The ancient Ethiopian history indicates 

periods when women had played significant 

roles in the politics of the country as well as 

in shaping the course of history. Even though 

in a large part of Ethiopian history the 

doctrine of separate spheres that undermined 

the role and rights of women was entrenched 

in the society, there had been a few women 

who have ruled the country directly and 

indirectly as the regent of the kings both in 

the medieval and modern periods. Empress 

Tayitu, the wife of Emperor Menilik II, was 

one of the outstanding female politicians in 

the modern history of Ethiopia. Tayitu had 

significant role both for the independent 

existence of Ethiopia109 in a continent 

swallowed by colonialism, as well as in the 

promotion of the rights of women that has 

been underpinned by modernization. The 

effort of promoting women’s rights started by 

Empress Tayitu has been affected by religion 

of the state that pushed her successors to have 

a nominal role in politics, even if women 

such as Empress Zewditu ruled the country in 

her own name for more than a decade in the 

first half of the 20th century110. Religion and 

customs are still one of the factors that hinder 

women from making active participation in 

the public sphere. 

 Although Ethiopia is home to dozens of 

ethno-cultural communities, the assimilation 

policy of the state which promotes one 

religion and language, has been considered as 

the main source of injustice until the 1990s. 

The codified laws of the state such as the 

1931 Constitution and the 1960 Civil Code 

underpin a policy of assimilation as well as 

the inferior position of women both in the 

public and private sphere. Policy of 

assimilation and centralization of power led 

to movements particularly among university 

students that demanded the right to self-

determination Ethiopians111. The ‘Question 

of Nationalities’ is one of the main agenda of 

the ESM that led to the creation of different 

associations including political parties that 
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demanded regime change. Even though 

women associations and movements were 

started in the country during the second 

Italian evasion, it began to be underpinned by 

knowledge within the ESM. A separate 

women’s based organization was created 

with the student associations which attempts 

to analyze the ‘question of women’ in 

Ethiopia112. These associations have been 

potential forces in the creation of women’s 

associations during early period of the 1974 

revolution. The eve and early days of the 

1974 Ethiopian Revolution was a period 

during the women’s movement that has been 

led by educated and intellectual women and 

can be considered as the first wave of 

women’s movement in the country113.      

 However, the consolidation of power by 

the Derg after the revolution undermined the 

objective of women associations, from 

emancipation of women to that of serving the 

regime.  Alhough the Derg recognized 

multiculturalism and the right to equality of 

sexes, oppression and centralization of power 

has not been improved, an area which has 

been considered as one of the sources of 

injustice. This resulted in the consolidation 

and creation of ethno-nationalist forces 

which struggle for ethnic liberation or 

autonomy. In the struggle for autonomy by 

different ethnic based liberation fronts, 

women participated as fighters as well as 

giving general support for the organization 

they belonged to114. All political forces, 

including ethno-nationalist forces that 

emerged in the 1970s, were guided by 

Marxist-Leninist ideology in their policies. 

The TPLF, the first ethno-nationalist front 

within the EPRDF, has women’s policy 

based on the same ideology that became the 

basis for the NPEW when the EPRDF come 

to power. To enforce the NPEW, women’s 

machineries (WAO) were established from 

the national to local level. These institutions 

are mainly used as instrument of control and 

they have limited capacity to enforce the 

policy. Independent women’s associations 

engaged in advocacy of women’s rights also 

face serious challenges from the government, 

this was expressed by establishing a parallel 

government-based SCO, as well as by 

making laws that give limited space for 

advocacy.  

 The 1995 FDRE constitution has been 

acknowledged as well as criticized in many 

ways regarding its recognition of the rights of 

women. The Constitution is generally 

appreciated for the wide space it provided for 

human and democratic rights. It clearly 

recognizes the right to equality of sexes as 

well as containing provision on women’s 

rights in different spheres of life, something 

which was denied for too long. Following the 

Constitution, different laws such as the 

Family Code and Criminal Code have been 

revised to make them compatible with 

women rights enshrined in the Constitution. 

One of the criticisms of the legal reforms on 

women’s rights is related to the autonomy 

granted to ethno-cultural communities by the 

Constitution to regulate rights in the family 

arena. Many human rights advocates 



 ECMI- Working Paper # 100 

 

22 | P a g e  

 

considered this as nullifying the rights of 

women. However, this criticism fails to 

recognize the significant place customary and 

religious laws (culture) have among women 

themselves as a member of a given ethno-

cultural community. Hence, the issue 

surrounds which kind of policies are in place 

to protect and promote women rights within 

ethno-cultural community, rather than 

criticizing cultural autonomy as it is.  
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