Being “Better” is not “Good Enough”

Mersea Kidan

I read Tesfaye Hailu’s piece posted on Aiga forum with appreciation and also to some extent
with disappointment. In his article titled “For major departure in political culture”, Tesfaye
called for a change of political culture; a change from the past politics of aggression towards a
new peaceful politics, which he dubbed the only alternative at presentday. I cannot agree more
with this call of him. He also called those in the Diaspora who are waging war on the
government to come to their senses and join the peaceful politics. This is also a noble idea. I
congratulate Ato Tesfaye for making a good argument to show the need for cultural change in
the political elite of Ethiopia and also for showing that peaceful struggle is the only viable
alternative. For the reason that Tesfaye well argued on the issues on which I agree with him, I
will expound on my disappointments in his article.

Tesfaye’s article, to my disappointment, falls short of conveying an objective account of the
actual political situation and the challenges of peaceful political movement in Ethiopia. Ato
Tesfaye tried to show the incapability of the opposition parties to strengthen themselves but
also, intentionally or unintentionally, tried to disguise the contribution of EPRDF’s pervasive
political control to the absence of a strong alternative party. I agree that most of those in the
opposition camp are power greedy, and in search of individual interest. [ also agree with Ato
Tesfaye’s assertion that most opposition politicians are “laypersons who show just reactions to
the rising cost of living, high tax rates and high education fee without realizing the far reaching
implications ....”

But there are some politicians in the opposition camp who genuinely believe in peaceful
political engagement and pursue genuine agenda. Ato Tesfaye fails to recognize this fact and
also tries to undermine the contribution of EPRDF’s forced presence in every single community
in the country to the incapability of political parties to organize themselves.

Ato Tesfaye rightly portrayed the political culture of our previous regimes which he dubbed
“polarized political regimes” as follows

“... Dissidents were considered as a nuisance by the various political regimes in Ethiopia. The
prevailing political system was such an unaccommodating one that whoever was opposed to the
ruling class had to be imprisoned, tortured or at best eliminated......”

He then tries to assert that the current government is accommodating by arguing that the
economic growth and presence of political parties is a reflection of that. But He, intentionally or
unintentionally, disguises the difficulties that peaceful opposition political parties face,
especially those difficulties imposed by the ruling party. He did not provide any evidence that
the current political environment is accommodating to dissidents. He may be able to show that
dissidents face less harsh measures in this regime than the previous ones. But he cannot



provide any anecdotal or empirical evidence to show that there is a conducive environment for
opposition political parties.

EPRDF claims to have more than five million members. How those members have been
recruited is well known to the society. If one wants to be a Kebele worker, then membership to
EPRDF is a requirement. If one wants to be a health extension worker, EPRDF membership is a
requirement. If one wants to be an agricultural extension worker again EPRDF membership is a
requirement etc.. etc... To make things worse, these members were ordered to recruit members
when they do their daily government job with the electorate. For example a Kebele health
extension worker in her weekly round to the households recruits the family members to be
EPRDF members. Guess who gives them their yearly spare mosquito net “Agober”? it is the
same health extension worker ... Guess who gives the farmer access to buy fertilizer for the
year? It is the same agricultural extension worker who asked him to be member of or elect
EPRDF. Now, do they have the liberty to say no? Well, the answer is clear. This is what I
meant by pervasive control or forced presence in the community.

Tesfaye suggested that we Ethiopians should be proud of our Government for its achievements.
[ agree. I am proud of EPRDF’s successes in the economic sector. But, as much as we should be
proud of its successes, we also should be ashamed of its failures. I am proud of and commend
EPRDF’s success in some economical sectors but [ am also ashamed of and condemn its failure
to create a free society. [ am more ashamed of its supporters who hail whatever EPRDF does
instead of criticizing when wrongs are done. Creating fearful society instead of free society is
shame and should be criticized. I call all confident supporters including Ato Tesfaye Hailu to
call for diminution of EPRDF’s pervasive control. I am one of those who admire the sacrifice
EPRDF paid to bring a relatively better environment, both political and economical, in Ethiopia.
And my admiration to the then fighters and my respect to the martyrs of EPRDF will remain in
my heart. And it is that respect to the martyrs which should push us to challenge EPRDF so that
it fulfills its promise of creating free/democratic society in Ethiopia. Being better than the
previous regimes is not good enough to buy EPRDF the support of electorates. We expect more
from it.
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