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Indigenize Democracy – Public Reasoning and Participation 
as a Democratic Foundation

Sonja John1

Abstract

While Amartya Sen (1999) has convincingly argued for democracy as a universal 
value in his earlier work, current developments might prove him wrong; authoritarian 
and intolerant forces are on the rise today. In his more recent publication, The Idea 
of Justice, Amartya Sen (2009) argues for a re-orientation towards an understanding 
of democracy as “government by discussion”. Following this claim, I argue here 
for a more intensive investigation of Indigenous concepts, cultures and traditions 
of democratic concepts since confining attention almost exclusively to Western 
institutional definitions of democracy has been limiting and parochial. Understanding 
the history of democratic practice globally involves taking interest in peoples’ public 
reasoning in different parts of the world. Investigating the connection between the 
reach of public discussion and the accepted mode of democratic government might 
offer suggestions on how to develop federal systems that are in line with local 
democratic traditions and practices.

Keywords: Indigeneity, democracy, public reasoning, refusal, Amartya Sen

CURRENT REFUSALS IN ETHIOPIAN POLITICS2

Democracy is currently in crisis. Although there is no consensus on how to define 
democracy (EIU, 2017, p. 51), most attempts agree that it is based on a self-controlled 
government of a state, community or other political body by its own members, 
employed through a system of power sharing. Community members want to discuss, 
determine and decide matters affecting their lives. The disregard of this principle of 
self-government and a (perceived) loss of control over community affairs led to the 
current protests in the Oromia and Amhara  regions  in  Ethiopia. Since 2014, Oromo

1 Dr. Sonja John is assistant professor for Civics and Ethical Studies at the University of Gondar, Ethiopia. 
Contact: sonja.z.john@gmail.com 

2 I am grateful to Claudia Brunner for her critical reading and generous comments on an earlier version of 
this paper and also to the two reviewers for their insightful comments. Any errors are my own. 
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people have been demonstrating against alleged land appropriation through the 
controversial Addis Ababa Master Plan, initiated by the federal one-party and ethnic-
based government led by the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front.  This 
plan would continue the practice of extending the national capital into the ancestral 
land of the Oromo people without their prior and informed consent. The resistance 
against this plan must be seen in the context of preceding Oromo experiences of land 
dispossession, displacement from their homeland, loss of resources and identity and 
the repercussions of economic marginalization (Davison, 2016, p. 2).

The Amhara protests of 2016 have a similar source; the root of the issue is the 
unilaterally determined expansion of the Tigray region into fertile Amhara territory in 
the Wolkait region. The displaced Wolkait people have formed a committee and have 
been campaigning in Gondar to regain their land and identity as Amhara. Wolkait 
committee member Teshager Woldemichael had declared: “We are from Wolkait; we 
are Amhara, we have always been Amhara, our first language is Amharic” (personal 
interview, April 10, 2016). The protests became violent during the arrest of Colonel 
Demeke Zewdu who also urged for a return of the Wolkait district to the Amhara 
state in his position as leader of the Wolkait Identity Question Committee. Colonel 
Demeke Zewdu and his defenders resisted his attempted arrest and killed several 
soldiers. This resulted in more aggressive military action and mass arrests. During the 
ensuing demonstrations in Gondar, Bahir Dar and elsewhere in the northern region, the 
specific demands for Wolkait self-determination and the release of political prisoners 
broadened to demands for more democratic rights. After appeals from religious 
leaders for peacefulness, protestors were mostly unarmed and changed tactics to 
holding general strikes in Amhara and Oromo regions. These were outlawed when 
Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn declared the state of emergency on October 
9, 2016.

The state of emergency is a continuation of restrictive regulations intended at silencing 
critical voices and restoring peace.3Adem Abebe has argued that since the anti-terrorism 
law and the media law in the post-2005 election period have been passed that both 
freedom of expression and association have already been severely suppressed: there 
is “no other country in the world where anti-terrorism laws have almost exclusively 
been applied against journalists and opposition political party members” (Adem, 
2012, p. 9). Hence, the media cannot function as a mediator between different groups 
of society. Further, the anti-corruption laws effectively excluded the opposition from 
participating  in  parliament,  making the parliament a farce (Adem, 202, p. 6).

 3 This is a narrow definition of peace being the absence of war; the conflicts remain unresolved.
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One cannot discuss issues from different angles when articulating differing perspectives 
and opinions are prohibited. Adem has attested to the absence of rule of law, which 
means that no political authority should be higher than the law and the constitution, 
while the rights of citizens are protected by independent courts. Instead of ruling 
with rule of law, Adem argues throughout his article that the Ethiopian government is 
ruling the country by law, changing the constitution and laws to ensure its continuing 
reign. For Ethiopia, just as for most sub-Saharan countries, the Democracy Index 
predicts: “much of the region will continue to be characterised as deeply entrenched 
one-party states that go through the motions of holding elections without providing 
the freedoms necessary to promote genuine democracy” (EIU, 2017, p. 50).

After the Ethiopian government was criticized for taking an authoritarian turn with 
the 2016 state of emergency, the Prime Minister acknowledged that the country’s 
huge youth population has created “dissatisfaction and desperation”. He suggested 
that his government might increase dialogue: “We have shortcomings in our 
fledgling democracy, so we want to go further in opening up the political space and 
engagement with different groups of the society” (cited in Association Press, 2016, 
p. 5).4 From where best to draw guidance and inspiration? After the fall of the Derg 
regime, Ethiopia has turned towards the West and adopted the Westminster model of 
government. However, while the West with its rather young democratic experience 
had to look to ancient Greece for inspiration, Ethiopia could draw on Indigenous 
epistemologies as well as external understandings of democratic systems (Zelalem, 
2015; Abebe, Samson and Tessema, 2015; Sklar, 2005; Bahru, 2002; Aadland, 2002). 
Thus, in its conclusion, this chapter points towards a different tradition in democracy 
study; one that is respectful of the value of practices that precede the present or Greek 
traditions but endeavors to move democracy study to a future that is not bound so 
inextricably to an institutional definition.

This article is an attempt to investigate realization-based comparisons that focus on 
the advancement of democracy. Currently, the deficiency of politically engaged public 
reasoning points towards a weakness of democracies. The refusal of different groups 
to even engage with each other points towards capability deprivation, that people do 
not have the ability to achieve  various  combinations of functionings that they have 
reason to value. Similar to Sen’s approach to develop a theory of justice, the attempt 
of this paper is not merely studying to achieve some perfectly democratic society or 
procedures,  but   about   identifying  the  weaknesses  of  contemporary  democratic 
systems  and  suggesting  remedies.  The  departure point is a rather comparative and

4 The language clearly indicates a top-down mentality of government, assuming the leaders grant rights to 
people instead of people possessing inherent rights of articulation and participation.
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constructive approach: how can democratic practice based on public discussion 
be advanced? The focus lies clearly on actual realizations, lives and capabilities: 
“lives that people manage−or do not manage−to live” (Sen, 2010, p. 9). According 
to Amartya Sen’s capability approach, social realizations are assessed in terms of 
capabilities that people actually have, rather than in term of their utilities or happiness. 
Translated into the realm of theorizing democracy, this means that the departure point 
is the substantive freedoms that people actually have to participate in shaping their 
democracy. Using an informational focus in assessing democracy, in line with the 
freedom-based capability approach, one may choose the person’s capability to do 
things she or he has reason to value and the freedom to determine and articulate what 
she or he wants, values and ultimately decides to choose (Sen, 2010, p. 232).

The following section sheds some light on scenes of disengagement and refusals in 
order to argue for an understanding and analysis of democracy on the grounds of 
open discussion as put forward by Amartya Sen and as practiced traditionally in many 
Ethiopian communities. 

DEMOCRACY IN CRISIS

The long praised democratic system of public self-government and administration 
of society is in crisis (EIU, 2017; Preiss and Brunner, 2012). While Amartya Sen 
(1999) has convincingly argued for democracy as a universal value in his earlier 
work, current developments might prove him wrong; authoritarian and intolerant 
forces are widely on the rise today. The “democratic recession”, as democracy scholar 
Larry Diamond (2015) called it, is not recovering. In many countries of the West, 
citizens see themselves as detached from the political elites and react with refusal or 
protest against the establishment. “Political elite” here encompasses governments, 
legislatures, state institutions, political parties, the media and think tanks. In many 
countries upon which the West has imposed its own ideas of democracy, the promises 
of peace, self-government, justice, participation and sustainable development have 
not materialized.5 Hence, processes of institutionalized democratization are being 
reversed in several countries, along with a strengthening of authoritarian government 
and diminishing discussion.  

For the year 2016, the Democracy Index6 attested to a global democratic recession 
(EIU, 2017, p. 3). Out of the 165 countries and territories monitored, 72 had a declining 
level of democracy, 38 an improving and 57 a stagnating level. The indicators of the 
index  examine  five  categories:  electoral  process  and  pluralism, civil liberties, the 

5 The West has given financial support conditional on the existence of democratic institutions, fostering 
Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) and guaranteeing human rights. But experience has shown that 
fulfilling these requirements on paper do not guarantee democratic governments.
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functioning of government, political participation and political culture. Based on 
a combined score achieved in these categories, the country’s governmental system 
is classified on a 10-point scale, ranging from “authoritarian regime” to “full 
democracy”. While in 2015, according to the Index, 8.9% of the world’s population 
lived in a “full democracy”, this number dropped to 4.5% in 2016 (EIU, 2017, p. 3). 
Only 19 countries were listed within the “full democracy” category and within this 
category, most countries had decreased scores in comparison to their 2015 results. 57 
countries were classified as “flawed democracies”, 40 as “hybrid regimes” and 51 as 
“authoritarian regimes” (EIU, 2017, p. 3). 

What complicates the matter of the lack of consensus on how to define democracy 
is that there is also no consensus on how to measure democracy (EIU, 2017, p. 
51). Overused as it is, the term democracy has become an ‘empty significant’, as 
sociologists like to call it. How can we best give recommendations and suggestions 
regarding a topic that is in a definitional limbo? The Economist Democracy Index has 
been following political sociologist Larry Diamond (2008, 2015) in his understanding 
of the nature and the state of democracy. This is something that is not surprising as 
Diamond also applies an economist’s approach. For him, the acceptance of democracy 
is subject to cyclical economic booms and downturns similar to economic cycles of 
growth and recession. Diamond believes that the many countries currently in what 
he calls “democratic recession” phase will eventually pass into the next cycle of 
democracy boom. This understanding of a naturally given sequence of the acceptance 
of democracy leads to the assumption that there is no need for action since the deflation 
will eventually pass and better days will come. However, there is reason to be alert 
since recent authoritarian voices resemble and re-echo those that led to World War II. 
Hence, recent support for racist parties, protests against democratic institutions and 
the refusal to participate in elections or public debate have to be taken very seriously 
if one cares about democracy and peace.

Against the background of these occurrences, the Index warns of the demise of 
democracy: “The trend towards declining political participation, which has been a 
feature  of  all  the  advanced  democracies  in  recent  decades,  is  a  threat to the 
future  of democracy” (EIU, 2017, p. 24). For a better understanding of how political 

6 It is not unproblematic to apply this index normatively when trying to put forward Indigenous 
understandings of democracy; it includes many countries but excludes others; it canonizes questionable 
democracy definitions, and is mainly an Euro-American instrument at the notorious intersection of politics 
and economics. The Index acknowledges the connection between economic recession and democracy 
recession but the authors do not regard the structural inequalities that will exclude more people from 
socio-economic participation; trickle-down trickles even less in the U.S. without slavery or dispossessing 
the Natives; in the UK without colonizing half the world; in Germany without forced labor or the Marshall 
Plan.
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participation can save democracy, I argue here that it is useful to move away from 
Larry Diamond’s institutional definition of democratic practice to Amartya Sen’s 
foregrounding of open discussion and public reasoning.

The Democracy Index for the year 2016 carries the subtitle Revenge of the 
“deplorables”. This is taken from a quote by Hillary Clinton who, during the 
presidential campaign, called her opponent’s supporters a “basket of deplorables”, 
who do not represent the U.S. (EIU, 2017, p. 1). While Clinton distances herself from 
these “folks” (EIU, 207, p. 1), her successful adversary purposefully appealed to the 
angry and anti-political resentment of large parts of the “electorate who feel that the 
two mainstream parties no longer speak for them [emphasis added]” (EIU, 2017, 
p. 12). It was during the U.S. presidential election that it became more evident that 
these different groups do not talk to each other. What they have in common is their 
distrust of the media. Today, the “oldest democracy’s” president often expresses his 
outright distrust in and the obsoleteness of basic democratic institutions like the court 
system or the media. The lack of political participation and democratic culture was 
responsible for downgrading the U.S. from a “full democracy” in 2015 to a “flawed 
democracy” in 2016 (EIU, 207, pp. 4-5).

In the U.S., the failure of democracy as public discussion is particularly ironic since 
their structure was adopted from the inclusive, debate- and consensus-oriented system 
of the Haudenosaunee (League of the Iroquois) (Obama, 2013, p. 1; Alfred, 1995) and 
also since America’s Indigenous societies have been practicing democratic traditions 
since time immemorial (Akwesasne Notes, 1986 [1978]), a point to which I return 
later.

The German translation for “deplorables” may be “das Pack”, an expression used 
by (at that time) Vice-Chancellor and Federal Minister Sigmar Gabriel, referring to 
neo-Nazis putting fire to refugee homes (Zeit, 2016, p. 3). On a different occasion, 
he showed neo-Nazis his middle finger when they disrupted his speech. Even before 
the long summer of migration to Germany in 2015, far right parties with clearly racist 
ideas and ideals have been gaining supporters and allocated more space within the 
reported media public voices. Groups that called themselves an alternative (Pegida, 
Alternative für Deutschland) protested the establishment and demanded policies that 
puts  Germans  without  a  migration background (if there are any) first. “We are the 
people” shouts were repeated from the fall of the socialist GDR regime (1989) but 
these turned from uniting to excluding slogans. The established media was defamed 
as “lying press” (“Lügenpresse”) and even movement leaders refused to talk to 
professional journalists.

In the UK, the Brexit debates in 2016 were similarly polarized but a bit more civil. 
However, it also spurred a new wave of anti-migration – in a country that had colonized
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half the world itself. On March 22, 2017, the British citizen Adrian Russell Ajao (aka 
Khalid Masood) with a migration background engaged in a suicide attack at London’s 
Westminster Bridge and House of Parliament. The parliament is the most fundamental 
institution of democracy. The word etymologically derives from the old French 
parler which means “to talk” and parlement, “conversation”. Prime Minister May 
declared that someone has tried to “silence [emphasis added] our democracy” (cited 
in Dearden, 2017, 2). However, what this attack has in common with many terror 
attacks in the West7, is that they are performed by marginalized members of society 
whose voices are not being heard. While Prime Minister May was quick to blame 
“Islam terrorism” (35), she failed to critically assess the situation of democracy in 
the UK. Do all members, so far defined by citizen status, have substantive freedom to 
participate in public discussions and shape them equally? The accessibility of credible 
information is one of the main aspects that connects democracy pessimists across 
international borders, class or ethnic lines. Hence, democracy must also be seen more 
generally in terms of the capacity to enrich reasoned engagement through enhancing 
informational availability and the feasibility of open and interactive discussions.

I have included these three Western examples of rather role model democracies – U.S. 
as the oldest operating system, Germany as the success story after dictatorship and the 
UK whose Westminster model has been exported to most African countries – in order 
to argue that they are not the best prototypes of orientation for countries like Ethiopia 
that are trying to eventually move from authoritarian to full democracies. What these 
examples have in common with the Ethiopian case is a refusal of large segments 
of the public to engage in open discussion. Amartya Sen’s (1999) assessment of 
democracy as a universal value can be disputed today. In several countries that are 
formal democracies, people gradually stopped communicating with each other. What 
democracy pessimists share across national borders, class, gender and ethnicity lines 
is a perceived loss of control over local matters and a massive distrust of the media in 
general. Groups deny others the right to be heard by confining their attention to some 
people and not others, presuming that some people are more relevant than others, 
that only their interests matter or voices count. When democracy is understood as 
public discussion then a refusal to engage in dialogue poses the most fundamental 
threat to democracy. Refusal has been theorized in different ways. In political and 
social sciences, refusal is regarded as the starting point for substantial critique. Lila 
Abu-Lughod (1990) wrote of how the concept of resistance enables a more complex 
recognition and theorization of “the nature and forms of domination” (p. 41). 
Refusalhas also been recognized as a strategy for decolonization, self-determination, 
gaining  of  rights  and  recognition  and  for  rejecting  certain systems of governance” 

7  I.e. the 2017 Manchester bombs, 2015 Paris attacks, or the 2013 Boston marathon bombing. 
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(Simpson, 2014). The diverse approaches share the understanding that refusal marks 
the point of a limit having been reached, when people refuse to continue in a particular 
way. They are unsatisfied or disappointed with the way that things are going and 
refuse or resist to participate in the process that keep things this way. Through refusal, 
they express their dissatisfaction with how things are and the direction in which things 
are moving (Ahmed, 2014, p. 41).8

Here, I want to theorize refusal as a concept to think with and think about, to recognize 
and theorize. Being more concerned with formal refusal linked to state institutions, 
media and class struggle, I want to recognize refusal as an element of political 
relations and, as such, interpret the practice of refusal as a cutting off of political 
relations, as withdrawing the right to be represented by the existing institutions and 
their personnel. As I intend to argue, refusal marks a point where the democratic 
practice of public discussion has obviously failed. Hence, the current political moment 
demands that a new theoretical conversation on refusal be opened and that practical 
attempts on a practice of listening to all be initiated. In Ethiopia, for example, refusal 
can also be viewed as generative and strategic, as a deliberate move towards change 
and to include all in discussions over decision-making processes. In order to grasp 
the dissatisfaction with the currentmode of democracy, I argue here, that a common 
understanding has to shift from an institutional focus to foregrounding democracy as 
public reasoning. In the following, I briefly highlight this shift in Sen’s writing before 
turning to Indigenous practices of democratic cultures as leitmotifs. 

PUBLIC REASONING AS A DEMOCRATIC FOUNDATION

Analyzing the connection between the reach of public discussion and the acceptance 
of democracy can help to explain the current weakness of democratic systems 
evident in the lack of participation and wide refusal to engage with other segments 
of society. Detrimental for this investigation are two processes: first, foregrounding 
an understanding of democracy as public discussion instead of the pure existence of 
democratic institutions. Second, based on this shift in definition, acknowledging that 
democracy as public discussion has been practiced in other regions, long before the 
times of Plato and Aristoteles.

In his earlier work, Sen (1999) adopted an unproblematized and narrow model of 
democracy. He stated the often – and to this day – repeated misconception that 
democracy has its roots in ancient Greece:

The idea of democracy originated, of course, in ancient Greece, more than two

8 Not surprising that a lot of protest movements had slogans like ¡YaBasta!. The Indigenous movement Idle 
No More, however, refuses to refuse any more.

CULTURES OF DEMOCRACY IN ETHIOPIA
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millennia ago. Piecemeal efforts at democratization were attempted elsewhere 
as well, including India. But it is really in ancient Greece that the idea of 
democracy took shape and was seriously put into practice (albeit on a limited 
scale)9, before it collapsed and was replaced by more authoritarian and 
asymmetric forms of government. There were no other kinds anywhere else. 
(Sen, 1999, p. 3)

When Sen stated in 1999 that democracy originated in ancient Greece, he applied an 
institution-focused definition where the sheer existence of a parliament and elections 
qualifies for democracy. Although the term undeniably has its roots in Greece and 
efforts in parliamentary democracy were recorded there, this ancient country no 
longer upholds its assumed unique position as first and only birthplace of democracy. 
This was further underlined by Sen (2010) who emphasizes an understanding 
of democracy as open public reasoning. Within the ten-year period between the 
publication of Development as Freedom (1999) and The Idea of Justice (2010 [2009]), 
Sen emancipated himself from the quoted statement above and revealed his new 
understanding and definition of democracy.

In contemporary political philosophy, democracy is no longer seen in terms of the 
demands of public balloting, but much more capaciously, in terms of exercising 
publicreason (Rawls, 1999; Ackerman 1989; Benhabib, 1996; Dworkin, 2006). Sen 
(2010) now asserts that the “success of democracy is not merely a matter of having 
the most perfect institutional structure” but the working of democratic institutions 
depends on the activities of human agents in utilizing opportunities for reasonable 
realization (p. 354). This thinking has brought about a general recognition that 
the central issue lies within a broader understanding of democracy as a process of 
political participation, dialogue and public interaction. Sen argues for a re-orientation 
towards an understanding of democracy as “government by discussion” and judging 
democracy “not just by the institutions that formally exist but by the extent to which 
different voices from diverse sections of the people can actually be heard” (pp. 3, xii).
He now stresses that institutions and elections are just one aspect of democracy. “The 
effectiveness of ballots themselves depends critically on what goes on with balloting, 
such as free speech, access to information and freedom of dissent” (p. 327). Hence, 
elections can be thoroughly inadequate, especially when “expressions of public views 
are thwarted by censorship, informational exclusion and a climate of  fear, along with 

9 The shortcomings of ancient democratic experiences that Sen attests as “on a limited scale” are evident in 
its exclusionary nature. The right for political participation was limited to a minority of property-owning 
male adults. Athenian democracy was based on excluding women, slaves and the pauper from public 
discussion. Hence, the majority of voices went unheard (Preiss and Brunner, 2012, p. 11). 
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the suppression of political opposition and the independence of the media and the 
absence of basic civil rights and political liberties” (p. 327).

Tolerance of diverse views, that is so necessary for open discussion, is missing in 
today’s political debates. If we view democracy as participatory public reasoning 
then the end of discussion is inevitably the end of democracy. Amartya Sen (p. 111) 
reminds us that in order to safeguard the liberties of all, we have to cultivate tolerance 
of each other in our respective values; this is a public reasoning justification for 
cultivating tolerance and open discussion. Public reasoning fosters a questioning of 
the normative standing of preferences, questioning the demands of liberty and re-
examining the norms of reasoning and behavior. Developing the willingness to listen 
to each other’s opinions and reasons would allow the currently refusing groups in, for 
example; the U.S., Germany, UK or in Ethiopia to enter into an open discussion and 
eventually democratize their communities and countries.

Sen argues throughout his book how central the role of public reasoning is for an 
understanding of justice: “’Discussion-less justice’ can be an incarcerating idea” (p. 
337). This recognition connects the idea of justice with the practice of democracy: 
if participative open debate is possible and practiced, the more just a society can be 
because multiple voices are being heard to better inform the discussion and decision-
making processes. The strength and reach of public reasoning depends on the 
opportunities for discussion and interactions that the institutions and practice provide. 
As John Rawls (1999) phrased it in his Theory of Justice: “The definitive idea for 
deliberative democracy is the idea of deliberation itself. When citizens deliberate,they 
exchange views and debate their supporting reasons concerning public political 
questions” (pp. 579-580). Hence, the essential connection between public reasoning 
and participatory social decisions is central to the acceptance and effectiveness of a 
democratic society. 

This shift in perception of democracy implies that other cultural practices – that are not 
officially institutionalized or labeled as democracy – do now qualify as democratic. 
Sen now asserts that democracy does not exclusively belong to the West and that it 
is not a quintessential ‘Western’ idea: The practice of elections, in fact, has had a 
considerable history in non-Western societies, but it is the broader view of democracy 
in terms of public reasoning that makes it abundantly clear that a cultural critique 
of democracy as a purely regional phenomenon fails altogether” (pp. 330-331). Sen 
corrects this earlier view, stating that the “belief that democracy has not flourished 
anywhere in the world than in the West is widely held and often expressed” and calls 
this belief an “ultimately a wrong and superficial diagnosis” (pp. 322, 328). Now, 
better understanding the roots of democracy in the world, Amartya Sen points out that 
we have to take an interest in the history of people’s participation and public reasoning
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in different parts of the world: “We would fail to understand the pervasive demands 
of participatory living if we take democracy to be a kind of  specialized cultural 
product of the West” (p. 322). After recognizing ancient Greece’s contribution to the 
development of democracy, Sen emphasizes that the tradition of public discussion has 
had a much more widespread history. He mentions councils in several Asian countries 
(Iran, Bacria, India), forms of public reasoning in the Middle East and stresses the 
exceptional tolerance of diversity of views in the Muslim world that oftentimes 
gave asylum to persecuted Others from Europe (pp. 329ff.). Examples from several 
Ethiopian nationalities could enrich this collection, as the following section shows.

INDIGENIZE DEMOCRACY

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 experiences in democratic 
cultural practices: Indigenous peoples of the world. As Mohawk anthropologist Audra 
Simpson has pointed out, academia has so far failed in effectively studying political 
cultures of Indigenous peoples either robustly or critically. Anthropology has dealt 
almost exclusively with Indigenous peoples in an ahistorical and depoliticized sense, 
whereas political science is relatively new to questions of Indigenous politics because 
of their rather Western, institutional and statist focus (Simpson, 2014, p. 11).10  

Indigenous modes of self-governance can lay grounds for decolonizing externally 
introduced tribal governments in settler states (U.S., Canada, Australia, New Zealand) 
and offer democracy studies insights into non-Western democratic modes as cultural 
practices and lived traditions.

The Haudenosaunee (also known as Iroquois or Confederacy of the Six Nations) were 
accredited to have had the “new world’s first federal system” (Morgan, 1996 [1851], 
p. 8). This  system  not only provides/provided for a check-and-balance system that 
has inspired  the  founding  mothers  and  fathers  in  establishing  the  U.S.  political 
system11, Haudenosaunee politics also provided mechanisms through which all people 
actively engaged in the affairs of the community. Mohawk scholar Gerald Taiaiake 
Alfred (1995, p. 78ff.) has characterized Iroquoian democracy as consensual decision 
making and as a participatory political process.The basis for this process is open 
discussion. The culture of listening to each other in an all-inclusive, consensus-based

10 Duncan Ivison’s (2000) compilation of articles on the rights of Indigenous peoples is noteworthy to   
mention as one exception.

11 Although the extent of influence is still debated, ranging from a complete copy to mere similarities, then-
President Barack Obama has acknowledged that when “the Framers gathered to write the United States 
Constitution, they drew inspiration from the Iroquois Confederacy” (Obama, 2013, 1).
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forum constitutes cultural practices that date back long before the hay-days of ancient 
Greece.  Most  Native nations in the Americas had traditional all-inclusive governing 
systems and many were either matrilineal or matriarchal (Simpson, 2014, pp. 15, 57, 
147, 162). Diné writer Lloyd Lee (2008) stresses that the continuation of the Diné 
people “depends on all people, not just a few” (p. 101).

After colonization, Indigenous nations within the U.S. were required to form tribal 
governments under the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) of 1934 and in Canada 
according to the Indian Act. In both contexts, these tribal governments do not represent 
Indigenous political traditions but stand in stark contrast to them. For example, 
leadership is now elected but not selected and decisions are made on the basis of 
majority rule but not through consensus. Tribal governments resemble Western ideas 
of institutionalized democracy and remain under the supervision and domination 
of the settler state. The IRA and the Indian Act brought severe internal conflicts to 
Native nations12 as they were written by the federal governments for Native peoples 
without deep knowledge of Indigenous self-governing practices. However, very few 
First Nations have considered Indigenizing their political structures. One of the few 
exceptions is the White Earth Nation of Anishinaabeg Natives that, in 2009, ratified 
a new constitution which may be the first official (meaning: on paper) Indigenous 
democratic constitution. “The Constitution of the White Earth Nation was conceived 
and ratified as a resistance to a federal executive constitution and as a necessary 
structure and manifestation of  Native politics” (Vizenor and Doerfler, 2012, p. 
17). This constitution merges Anishinaabeg traditional practices of governance, 
like community councils and cultural reciprocity, with political divisions of power, 
providing for a system that ensures rights and equity for its citizens.

In the African context, political scientist Richard Sklar (2005, p. 8), has argued for 
incorporating traditional institutions with the organs of sovereign state governments. 
This was done in Botswana, Namibia and South Africa with dual goals of preventing 
a boycott of state elections by traditional clans or weakening the authority of the 
kingdom by maximizing the status of the federal system (Sklar, 2005, p. 12). The idea 
of mixed government has been raised since the time of ancient Greece whenever the 
challenge arises to consolidate dualistic forms of political authority, i.e. combining 
institutions that protect interests of the rich with other institutions that protect the 
interests of the poor. Sklar asks to what extent constitutions of sovereign states should 
be shaped by principles derived from Indigenous political traditions. He refers to this 
linkage that binds and strengthens the dualistic system of government as first and 
second  dimensions  of  political  space; first dimension being the sovereign state and 
the second dimension the traditional systems of government (Sklar, 2005, p. 4). Since

12 Divide et impera par excellence.
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he builds his argument on the premises of legal foundations, he does not advocate 
for founding of Indigenous politics: public reasoning. He finds more adequate replies 
when turning to democratic cultural practices instead of institutions.

Investigations into Ethiopian traditional government systems have found that 
they often permit a greater degree of public participation than Western forms of 
parliamentary democracies. But their findings are always limited due to recurring 
conceptual problems; they are either purely ethnologically descriptive (Abebe, 
Samson and Tessema, 2015; Bahru, 2002; Aadland, 2002) or they set normative the 
old-fashioned Western institutionalized understanding of democracy (Zelalem, 2015; 
Sklar, 2005).  A few scholars have considered the potential of Indigenous forms and 
knowledge of governing systems in enhancing participative democracies. Practices 
of consensus-based participatory public discussions can easily be found amongst 
Indigenous communities in Ethiopia. The Gadaa system was found to have a greater 
potential of protecting a constitution than the current Ethiopian federal system could 
ever offer (Zelalem, 2015, p. 36). Lecturer for law Zelalem Tesfaye investigates 
whether the Gadaa system of governance could be applied at the state level despite the 
ethnic federalism prevalent in Ethiopia. But he also bases his inquiry on “indigenous 
versus [emphasis added] modern institutions” (Zelalem, 2015, p. 36) and sets the 
criteria for central normative Western democratic institutions to be ticked off.

These relevant and legitimate questions would produce more relevant and more 
legitimate answers if the dual forms of political authority were not treated dialectically 
or in opposition to each other. If the question is how to transform the current imperfect 
forms of democracy to better cultural practices of public discussion, then it would 
make more sense to treat Indigenous forms of governing as the first dimension of 
government and the institutions as second.

CONCLUSION

The current weakness of many democracies is evident by their deficiency of politically 
engaged public reasoning. While the fundamental institutions are of unquestioned 
importance, they become useless when the public cannot engage in shaping them.
To ask how things are going and whether they can be improved is a constant and 
inescapable part of the pursuit of academia and the advancement of democratic 
societies. The improvement of democratic practices and the removal of autocratic 
processes demand engagement with institutional choice and behavior adjustment 
based on public discussion of what is promised, how institutions actually work and  
what needs to improve. We have to seek institutions that promote democracy, rather 
than treating the institutions as themselves manifestations of democracy, which would 
reflect  a  kind  of  institutionally fundamentalist view. It is the intent of this article to
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contribute to this project by spurring on more research about Indigenous conceptions 
and cultural practices of democracy based on tolerance and public discourse in the 
non-West.

Ethiopia is one of the world’s richest countries in terms of civilization, history and 
culture. This wealth includes democratic traditions in various Ethiopian societies that 
date back to time immemorial. The basic democratic principles of self-government, 
equality, representation, voice, open debate, consensus as well as participation in 
agenda setting and decision making have been practiced as traditional cultures on 
local levels throughout various Ethiopian societies. What I am arguing is that there is 
a disjuncture between the most common understandings of democracy and the various 
traditions at work in the canon of democracy studies. However meaningful and 
flexible democratic traditions may be in day-to-day experiences in many Ethiopian 
communities, particularly in the southern regions, the literature to date has been too 
narrow to capture these. So far, the literature on democracy in Ethiopia has operated 
according to tight, discursively controlled, theoretically delimited and canonical 
imperatives of federalism. What I argue for is that, instead of turning to the West with 
its Westminster model and its rather young democratic experience, Ethiopia could turn 
towards its own internal resources and incorporate democratic principles that have 
been practiced for centuries at local levels onto a national level. Recovering unheard 
voices on democratic experiences will add to expanding the project of understanding 
the history, present and future of democracy. 
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