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GWYNETH HENDERSON : 

PATRICK GILKES: 

In this weeks ' University Report ' what ' s been going 
on in Ethiopia at Haile Selassie I University. 
You may have noticed that in ' University Report ' 
over the years we have had practically nothing from 
Ethiopia , not may I say from lack of trying . It 
i s s i mply that peopl e ar e very unwi lling to under
take any sort of reporting fron the University there . 
The reasons are I think obvious - there has been 
increasing unrest a t the Universit y in l.ddis Ababa 
for some years now . There have been reports of 
large scale student dismissals and detentions , and 
of police action on the campus that ended up with 
several students losing their lives . One uncon
firmed report says tha t in March this year more 
than seven hundred University and High School 
students were being held in detention . Then on 
March 25th there was the arrest in Addis and 
subsequent deportat ion on April 11th of two 
academics - an Aµlerican lecturer in Sociology 
and a Brit ish History researcher - Patrick Gilkes. 
Mr . · Gilkes had been doing the research for his 
Phd thesis on Local Admi nistration in two Northern 
provinces of Ethiopia since September l970 under 
the auspices of the School of Oriental andAfrican 
Studies here in London , and before that he had 
been a member of s t aff in the Department of History 
at Haile Selassie I University . 

Well the reasons given for his and his colleagues 
deportation to London in the Bri t ish press were 
nemerous , and varied from a narcotics charge to 
subversive activiti es . So before asking Patrick 
Gilkes about the situat ion a t the University as 
he s aes it I asked him why he thinks he was arrested 
and then deported from Ethiopia . 

Well essentially I think it was because I was 
involvi ng myself i n tryi ng to persuade the staff 
the the University to be more interested in what 
had been happening among the students and between 
~he students and the administrati on . Something 
in fact tha t had led to the explusion of , or the 
dismissal , of approximately 52% of the student body , 
and I felt that the staff should be perhaps more 
involved and interestGd in this event . 
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When did this happen? 

Well it followed on from a number of arrests that 
had been made in the student body. The students 
then boycotted, this was in February, and the 
University put a dead line on their return to 
classes, a number did, but as I said, j ust over 
50% did not . 

What led to the student boycott of classes? 

Well towards the end of last year the high schools 
were causing trouble for a variety of reasons: some 
local, some not, and some being more national in 
origin perhaps and the University students were 
thought to be involved in this, and the Student 
Union president was arrested in February, beginning 
of February I think, and shortly afterwards, about 
a week later, some seventy odd students were holding 
a meeting, at any rate theoretically to set up a 
negoti~ting committee to try and free the Student 
Union president. This group were all arrested by 
the police and from then on the boycott followed. 

This is not the first time that there has been a 
large scale upheaval in the University in Addis 
Ababa. What in fact do you think are the main 
underlying causes t hat make the stud ents take per
haps such extreme action? 

Well I think there is a variety of causes amd the 
students are undoubtedly disatisfied with conditions 
in the University , there is over crowding and this 
kind of thing ineyitably of course , but more r e l evant 
really I suspect are deeper causes. There is a 
certain amount of. job frustration, difficulty aft e r 
they leave the University or if they drop out and 
they also feel that, I think, development is not 
going fast enough in Ethiopia and it is easy for 
them to say it of course, probably very much hard er 
to deal with such a thing. There is a certain amount 
of obviously l eft- wing approach among the student 
body , not I think very r ealistically. It seems t o 
be rather diverisifed and incoherent and this has 
been intensified perhaps by the repressive measures, 
if one could call them that , that have taken place 
in order to stop the students demonstrating on the 
streets and so on, and there are other factors like 
price rises which they have objected to at certain 
times last year. Price rises set off the high school 
students and t he Universi~y didn't follow but had 
trouble of its own and befor e that, of course , there 
have been occasions as in December 1969 when a number 
of students were killed in a campus riot afte r the 
assassination of the .student Union president. These 
sort of things all build up and its been going on in 
fact for a long time. 
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What will happen to the , you sai d just over 50% of 
students who have now left the University? 

Well if the University can't take them back then 
they look for jobs . It ' s not v ery easy for them to 
find jobs . 

Is there mass unemployment of gradu2tes? 

Oh no , certainly not mass enemploymcnt of graudates , 
but there is a shortage of jobs in certain fields. 
Or perhaps one should really say there is a shortage 
of jobs that the students, or the graduates r ather , 
are prepared to take . Certainly in some fields there 
is not a great fee ling among the students that they 
want to teach for example and Ethiopia needs teachers 
very badly . There is a lack of enthusiasm to go 
out in to t he countryside . 

Some time ago in ' University Report ' we heard nbout 
a short of national service which took place as p~rt 
of t he students life at the University, that thGy 
spent a year out in the countrysid e somewhere doing 
something , and thi s was , · I assume , and it was said 
then, partly to try and involve the students in the 
life outside Add is Ababa , in the count ryside . Does 
this meRn that this pol icy in fact h~s been a failure? 

I don ' t thi nk so . Certainly the students , I mean it 
still goes on , and the University se rvice is , in 
some ways, a popular thing among the stud ents because 
they get paid for it and as many of them have no 
income other than perhaps a very small amount from 
parents or something and they only get their board 
and lodging from the Un iversity. They hnve , some 
of them , no money and this is a very useful financial 
bonus . It also means , from their point of view I 
think, that they can spread their ideas in the 
countryside and quite a lot undoubtedly do , but I 
don ' t think it f i lls them with enthus i asm to go back 
and work in the countrysid e afte rwords . The problem 
is really one of communication and so on i n t he sense 
that the students arc used to ameniti es •in Add is 
which are not available in remoter parts of the 
countryside obviously , and they miss them. Also 
there is a certain amount of suspicion pnrticularly 
from l ocal authorities , quite often probabl y justi
fied in the fact that the students have caused 
trou. le in Addis Ababa and so on and they tend to 
think in t hose terms perhaps when they go into the 
mor e remo t e areas toom . So that sometimes when 
there is trouble in Addis the students in these 
remoter p: aces find thenselves in difficulties . 
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It's often said thRt Ethiopia is still the most 
feudal country· in Africa. Looking at the intake 
of the students each year what proportion. in fact 
come from the aristocracy or the middle class elite 
and what proportion come from say rural families 
who have had in fact no education nor l arge financial 
backing? 

Well I think most of them come from the secon, the 
rural background , in that sense. Many of the weal
thier people send their sands abroad, Most of them 
though I think do come from the countryside and in 
that sense most of them have a background that is 
non-educational in any sense. 

As far as your own work is concerned - you ' re research 
into Local Administration back in the nineteen 
twenties in two provinces in the north of the country 
- presumably this work you were doing played some 
part in making people a little bit suspcicious of 
you since it includ ed looking into controversial 
things like land tenure, taxation, feudal systems 
and so on. · 

Well I ' m not sure how much suspicion this sort of 
thing necessarily gives rise to . The Ethiopi ans 
a r e suspicious of .people mo want to denigrat e their 
country of course . I'm not quite sure whether what 
I was do ing could be classifi~d in t hat sense , I 
didn't think so, and to be quit e honest whether it 
really was or not I don ' t know - until I have my 
notos r eturned I shan ' t find out. 

A situation in Ethiopia as far as the traditional , 
if you like, aristocracy is conceined, appears from 
t he outside not to change very much . In f act from 
the wor~ that you've don, in the twenties, and look
ing at Ethiopia now, how far in fact has there been 
change in things like the traditionRl systems of 
land tenure, l and ownership? 

Well on the whole I think one can say there are 
very little. The land owning system , l and tenure 
system i s a highly complicated one, and it's very 
difficult in fact to reform it. There has been a 
Land Reform Bill before Parlirunent for quite a long 
time now and it doesn 't appear to the outsider , a t 
any rate, to bemking a great deal of progress, 
though I think there is little doubt that the govern
ment would in many ways like it to pass . Obviously 
changes have been made, the amoun t of taxation in 
kind that has to be paid has gone down and money has 
come in instead, and I think there is little doubt 
that the amount of tax itself has sunk in that sense 
because before it could have been, and certainly was 
perhaps , in certain cases, very high indeed . Now 
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this sort of thing doesn ' t happen . And also t here 
has been a withdrawa l of s e rvices that wer e placed 
upon t he land and these no longer apply of course 
because , f or example , the army has been mechanised 
and do esn ' t need horses or mules which before, 
people held l and conditional upon providing either 
forage or the animals themselves. In that sense 
of cour se there have been changes , but the basic 
pattern of l and ownership on the whole hns remained 
relat i vely s t able t his century . · There arc , of 
course , some very big land ho l dings , but it is 
usually said that in zthiopin these are the majority , 
and this I think is not t rue , a l ot of people do 
own their own l and f nr more than is generolly all owed 
to be kn own . 

Gett ing bnck to the point t hat you made earlier t~at 
·the majority of the students who go to University 
in Addi s rather t han overseas nr e from the poorer 
sections of society - is the fact th~t there has 
been s o little change over all in the land situation, 
is this one of things tha t the stud ents nre baulking 
ngninst now because t his l and reform bill that you 
ment i oned has been in front of Parliament for some
thing like four years now? 

Yes , I think this has certainly had an affect, the 
students certainly are conscious of the need for 
land reform and it comes out in sorne of the ir 
clandestine and some of their more officia l public
ations . 

So , in fact , this is one of the , as far as one can 
see fr om the outside , one of the few int ernal 
pressure gr oups for change within Et hi opian s ocie ty? 

Certainly fr om the outside this is the impression 
that is g iven I thi nk , yes . But Ethiopian politics 
is a very complica ted and difficult subj ec t and it 
is- hard to s ay in fact where the pressure g r oups do 
lie . There is a pr essure group certainly I ' m sur e 
in Parliame nt , in t he Hous e of Deputies nnd no doubt 
in the House of Senators and so on and there a r e 
othe r groups which undoubtedly make pressures and 
push f or certain things . But the only vocal group 
t hat is obvious to outsiders is certainly the 
s tudents , and that of c ourse is a r ather ill- formGd 
and isorgani sed and quite often stupi d pressure group. 

Well the situnti on obviously nt the University is 
to put it mi l dly , i s a very unhappy one , It i s a 
little unfar to ask you to prophesy particularly now 
sinc e you ' r e not going t o be there to sec how things 
develop . But can you see how this situation which 
has been building up f or years of students versus 
administrati on and versus gove rnment . How in f act 
it can poss ible evolve into a peaceful settled 
situation? 
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We l l that' s a very diffi cult one I must say. Th€ 
government in recent years I think hns shown signs 
of losing pati€nce with the students and has acted 
more vigourously nguinst them in the last two or 
thr ee yenrs than it did do before . If that is con
t i nued then I suspect that the student agitation 
will continue and get worse . But obviously at so~e 
point there are going to be changes in government , 
i n Ethiopia , and this may have a qui e t ening effect. 
I think I would assume on the whole that it would be 
fairly easy to stop student agitation by one or two 
well propagandised reforns . It would be fairly 
eas y to draw the teeth of the student agiation by 
judicious , and indeed pnobably fairly minor changes . 
But on the whole the attitude appears to have been, 
in the last year or two at any rate , at least this 
is how it looks to an outsider that crack i ng down a 
bit on the students is Qore effective than anything 
else , and to some extent possibly this is true 
because in 1970 after the deaths of several students 
on the campus , on December 29th 1969 , the University 
was quiet for quite a l ong time aft erwards. I 
would guess that the agiation would continue for 
some time to come , I wouldn ' t see it stopping, and 
there are things wrong in the students eyes , at any 
rate , with the University and with the governm0nt 
and until something is done about some of them they 
will continue . 

Thank you very much indeed Patrick Gilkes . And 
there we c ome to the end of this week ' s ' University 
Report '. 
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