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Introduction

Dagnachew Assefa, Busha Taa and Sonja John

The spirit and tenor of the essays assembled within this publication focus on the 
cultural metrics that underlie the different cultures and meanings of democracy. The 
central terms and categories that form the basis of analyzing cultures of democracy are 
utterly diverse and range from; dialogue, communication, democratization, vulnerable 
subjects, liberation, self-governing, Indigenous concepts, public reasoning, interparty 
democracy, conflict resolution and secession up to including the question of the 
potential of media and music to act in processes of democratization.

Since the title of the conference invokes the term culture, it is fitting at this juncture 
to say a few words about the phenomenon of cultures. We find a variety of definitions 
and approaches to the concept of culture. In support of this, the papers collected 
in this book reveal that there exists more than one approach to democracy. As Dr. 
Sonja John succinctly argues in her contributory article within this volume, instead 
of looking to the global, we should take a close look at democratic cultural practices 
at local levels. Furthermore, instead of concentrating on the West as a leitmotif for an 
ideal democratic state, we should redirect our attention to societies that actually have 
long-held experiences in democratic cultural practices. It is sure that there is no one 
solidified concept of culture but what we have instead is a more pluralist perception 
of culture that emanates from the different cultural practices of people and societies.

Nowadays, the concept of culture has assumed a very important place in both the 
study of humanities and social sciences. This point is underlined by the preeminent 
cultural sociologist Christ Jenks (2001):

There is no such thing as a human nature independent of culture. Men 
without culture would not be the clever savage of Golding’s Lord of the Flies 
thrown back upon the cruel wisdom of their animal instincts; nor would they 
are nature`s noble men of Enlightenment primitivism or even, as classical 
anthropological theory would imply, intrinsically talented apes who had some 
failed to find themselves. They would be unworkable monstrosities with very 
few useful instincts, fewer recognizable sentiments, and no intellect, mental 
basket cases. (p. 6)

The concept of culture is derived philologically from agricultural practices emanating
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from working on or cultivating the soil. It implies a transformation of one state of 
being to another such as, cultivating the mind, the person, undergoing educational 
processor transforming and/or cultivating political practices. 

The concept of culture has evolved morphologically into a different set of ideas.Culture 
in this sense implies a state of mind; a properly nurtured and cultivated mind. A classic 
proponent of this perspective was Matthew Arnold (1932), who defined culture as “a 
pursuit of our total perfection by means of getting to know, on all the matters which 
most concern us, the best which has been thought and said in the world” (p. viii). 
Accordingly, for him, culture is the study of perfection par excellence. In Bonnell and 
Hunt`s volume titled Beyond the cultural turn: New directions in the study of society 
and culture, culture is defined as “the study of mentalities, ideology, symbols and 
rituals, and high and popular culture” (1999, p. ix).

The collected reflections presented in this book naturally gravitate towards the 
making of democratic practices and visions throughout Ethiopian cultural, political 
and educational fields. Hence, the majority of contributors examine the various 
dimensions democracies face from different perspectives. 

We have divided this book into two parts: the first part deals with the theoretical 
framework on cultures of democracy. The second part deals with practical issues 
that emanate when implementing democracy. Particular emphasis is placed upon 
Ethiopian political and cultural practices throughout the text. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ON CULTURES OF DEMOCRACY

Dr. Magdalena Freudenschuss’ article centers on the question of the figure of political 
subjects. She begins by launching a formidable critique of the Western notion of 
political subject which emanated from the Enlightenment. She calls for an alternative 
view or perception of political subjects and agents. Her study presents a thoughtful and 
alternative perception about political subjects that resists the old ideas and hegemonic 
practices of powerful European countries. She has systematically and imaginatively 
mapped out how a democratic culture could be accommodative and beneficial to 
vulnerable subjects. 

Dr. Sonja John sees democracy as all members of society practicing conversation 
and dialogue. Basing her argument on Amartya Sen’s The idea of justice (2009), 
she calls for a re-orientation of the dominant institutional perception of democracy 
to government by discussion. She locates democracy’s most essential foundation 
not in institutions but primarily in the promotion of open, all-inclusive, interactive 
discussions. By  calling  for  ‘Indigenizing democracy’,  she  suggests  that instead 
of turning  to  the  West  with its Westminster model and its rather young  democratic
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experience, Ethiopia could turn towards its own internal resources, traditional 
knowledge and cultures of democracy that have already been practiced for centuries.

Fasil Merawi telescoped modernity through the Ethiopian lens of inquiry and is highly 
critical of the way in which it was circumscribed to the centralization of power. He 
further contended that modernization cannot be realized without the inclusion of 
socio-cultural and economic aspects of the country to the process. In fleshing out his 
arguments, Fasil argues that the uniqueness of the non-colonized nation of Ethiopia 
defies all logics of modernization applied elsewhere. Through his analysis, he contests 
that modernization from above without popular participation fails, yielding to the 
current multiethnic identity-based intercultural model of democratization process. 

POLITICAL  AND CULTURAL PRACTICES OF DEMOCRACY IN 
ETHIOPIA

Teguada Alebachew’s reflection is based on an examination and exploration of intra-
party democracy in Ethiopia. The fundamental claim of her paper is based on the 
assumption that unless political parties develop democratic cultural practices within 
their structures, it would be very difficult for them to effectively enact government 
practices based on democratic values or to demand them from other actors of the 
political field. Without intra-party democracy, there cannot be a truly democratic 
government or political culture. Therefore, she insistently calls for the establishment 
of a legal regime to regulate intra-party democracy. 

While most contributions in this volume view democratization processes as a state 
responsibility that has to be implemented from the top down, Nigisti Gebreslassie 
explains how the work of her Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) Yenege Tesfa 
engages in participatory democracy at the grassroots − or street roots − levels. In 
addition to providing homeless children and their  families with homes and access to 
education, healthcare and job opportunities, the organization also encourages street 
children to discuss their situations, needs and prospects for a self-determined and 
brighter future.

Ebrahim Damtew presents an investigation into conflict resolution and peacemaking 
process led by Dubarti women from Jamma woreda, South Wallo. These local peace 
envoys lead conflicting parties through negotiation and mediation processes until they 
reach a compromise that satisfies the contending parties and the community at large. 
Ebrahim argues that these respected personas become involved in conflict resolution 
due to their traditional Dubarti knowledge and rituality with a sense of neutrality. 
Unlike  the modern court that punishes the offender and rewards the victim, the 
decision by these revered women re-harmonizes the community, reconciles disputants,
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compensates victims and reintegrates the offenders into communities.

Tewelde Gebremariam’s interrogation into the concept of democratic developmental 
states raises profound questions about the distinction between democratic and non-
democratic developmental states. His study is particularly focused on identifying the 
peculiar features of the Ethiopian state and tries to address whether it is democratic or 
rather authoritarian in nature.

Wuhibegezer Ferede’s analysis on the question of nations and nationalities deals with 
the problem of integration and separation in the Horn of Africa. He believes that 
the integrative and disintegrative impulses, which are pulling the Horn states to and 
fro, have become a source of destabilization for the region. In recent times, Ethiopia 
has tried to cope with this problem by adopting semi-Marxist and ethno-nationalist 
measures. Even with the creation of ethnic-federalism, the issue of state legitimacy 
has not been resolved to the satisfaction of some nationality groups. Wuhibegezer 
warns of the destabilizing effects of quarrelling elites, competitive ethnicization in the 
country and how new secessionist states in the region could threaten Ethiopia’s unity.

Yilkal Ayalew argues that civic and ethical education nurtures democratic cultures in 
citizens. He believes that civic culture and knowledge could create a viable political 
habitat for the growth and development of democracy. He finds civic skill, civic 
knowledge and civic disposition to be extremely important ingredients towards the 
attainment of democratic cultures. His study demonstrates some shortcomings within 
the civics education curricula developed by the federal ministry and thus recommends 
modifications.

Tezera Tazebew explores the internet’s unique implication in the process of 
democratization. Depending on context, it has been praised by proponents and cursed 
by opponents. Tezera argues that the internet age has given rise to an explosion of 
information for Ethiopians. The coverage of internet in Ethiopia has risen from 2.9 
% in 2014 to 12% in 2015. However, despite its colossal potential of information 
dissemination, it remains under the monopoly of the centralized government. In the 
case of Ethiopia, ongoing censorship disables the constitutionally granted right of 
freedom of expression.

Solomon Girma’s essay on the interrelationship of music and democratization in 
Ethiopia also addresses the issue of censorship. He tries to demonstrate the existence 
of two antithetical songs; one celebrates the current political trends and the other 
condemns political practices of the current Ethiopian regime. He calls the two trends 
‘protest’ and ‘praise’ songs. In conjunction with these contradictory tendencies, he 
finds freedom of speech immensely circumscribed both at home and abroad. Protest 
songs are encouraged and  promoted  by the Diaspora community, while praise songs
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are championed here at home and listening to critical songs had been outlawed under 
2016/2017 (GC) the state of emergency. Solomon explains how more tolerance and 
openness in regard to music could contribute to an open debate and to democratization. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Culture is a theory and a set of meanings, processes and practices that are both shared 
and contested. As a consequence, the perspectives, topics and suggestions expressed 
in this volume are diverse. The issues addressed in this book involve topics ranging 
from; dialogue, communication, democratization, vulnerable subjects, liberation, 
self-governing, indigenous concepts, public reasoning, interparty democracy, conflict 
resolution and secession up to including the question of the potential of media and 
music to act in processes of democratization.

What they have in common is a call for a better understanding of democracy, for 
practicing democracy and thus for eventually developing cultures of democracy. This 
book is the result of those deliberations.

Although we feel this issue is a valuable and important contribution to the literature 
on democracy theory and practice, it only represents a beginning in the debate of 
developing a culture of democracy. Rather than filling a gap in the literature in 
democracy study − a gap too large for any volume to fill − we hope that this book 
provides a platform for further study.
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