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BAHRU ZEWDE, The Quest for Socialist Utopia: The Ethiopian Stu-
dent Movement c.1960-1974, Eastern Africa Series, 16 (Woodbridge,
Suffolk: James Currey, 2014). xvi, 299 pages, 3 maps, 13 photographs,
bibliography, index. Price: £ 50.00. ISBN: 978-1-84701-085-8.

At long last an historical event that seems to have had some significance in
the political development of Ethiopia has been successfully and fairly treat-
ed in this monograph by an author who personally experienced at least part
of the process. A number of publications briefly mentioned the student
movement of the 1960s and 70s, and later some dissertations on some as-
pects of the movement were written abroad, but a long time had to pass
before this detailed description and scientific analysis was available.

The university students who informed themselves about politics through
their readings of books on politics as well as through various sources of in-
formation about student movements abroad, began to criticise against the
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slowness of their country’s progress and the corruption prevalent within the
government of the absolute monarch. This they did through their campus
newspapers, their debating societies and occasionally by public readings of
their critical poems. The government’s reaction was at first rather mild. But
when the students (at times accompanied by the secondary school pupils)
repeatedly left the campus and demonstrated in the streets of the capital, con-
frontation with the police and security became inevitable. The confrontation
was sometimes bloody; in December 1969 the student leader was assassinated
and the students refused to surrender his corpse, intending to carry it on their
demonstrations. The government reacted with force and some students were
killed, several others were wounded, others imprisoned. The students who felt
their lives were at risk resorted to hijacking ‘passenger planes’; in one case the
hijackers were killed and at least one was wounded and paralyzed.

Another problem the movement faced was internal disagreement on the
choice and interpretation of ideologies and methods of applying them. This
was a problem not only among the students in the country, but also among
their compatriots abroad. As a result, various groups developed separately
and, in some cases, became enemies of one another. This was the case dur-
ing the military dictatorship, which benefitted from the different groups
attacking each other. Some joined liberation fronts whose political policies
they found acceptable.

If the student movement was so fragile and so efficiently crushed by the
monarchy and the military dictatorship, and if the movement itself soon lost
unity from within, what is then the significance of this movement in history
or politics? This aspect is not clearly dealt with in the book. It would have
been quite interesting to examine the possibility of whether or not the mili-
tary was inspired at least at the start by the ideas of the students. After all,
some of the students were children of army officers. Quite a few officers,
especially the graduates of the military academy, the air force and navy, were
also highly educated and presumably they, too, read the works of Marx, Len-
in and Mao. But the author prefers to simply assign the military the role of a
‘snatcher’. The ‘land for the tiller’, for which principle the students had
fought, went to the state and not to the peasants. The question of nationalism,
another important theme of the students, was laid down in the constitution of
1994, but remained inapplicable in practice. Whether the question of Eritrea
was a colonial question or a question of secessionism, a factor which divided
the students, was set aside when Eritrea became independent not by political
theory, but by force of arms. The author concludes then: ‘For about a decade
and a half in the middle of the past century, Ethiopian students made a deci-
sive and fateful intervention in the national affairs of their country. In a sys-
tem that did not brook any formal political dissent, they effectively became
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His Majesty’s Disloyal Opposition.” [p. 297] In spite of my admiration for
their courage, I tend to imagine that whatever the students thought and tried
to achieve was obviously beyond their ability.

Bairu Tafla, Universitit Hamburg
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