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Abstract. Religious violence has become increasingly relevant in political and academic discourses. Because of the revival of
religions, the contemporary world cannot be understood without accounting for the role of religion and religious organizations in peace
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from any of the previous ones with regard to the measure of religious freedom they provide. Paradoxically, one may wonder
why is it at this time, where religious freedom and equality of religion are guaranteed, we are witnessing increased tensions and
violent religious conflicts in contemporary Ethiopia. Inter-religious relations in Ethiopia have been peaceful and tolerant for long
period. However, the rise of inter-religious conflicts in recent decades is taking place. Generally, in contemporary Ethiopia religion
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IMpobnemaTrka peTUIrHO3HOTO HACHIIMS CTAaHOBUTCS Bee 0osee aKTyalbHOH B MONUTHYECKUX M aKaJEMHYECKUX JHCKYCCHSX.
W3-3a BO3pOXKICHHS PEIMTHO3HOTO (haKTOpa COBPEMEHHBIE MEKTyHAPOAHbIE PEaMd HEBO3ZMOXKHO MOHSATH 0e3 ydeTa PO PElUrHu
Y PEJIUTHO3HBIX OpPraHU3aluil B MOJAEP)KaHUN MHUPa U yPETYIUPOBaHNH KOH(IMKTOB, KaK, HAIPUMEp, B ciIydae ¢ Dduonuei.
Lenpio TaHHOM CTaTBU SIBISETCS U3YUCHUE POJIM PEIUTHH B 00ECTICUSHIH MUPA M YPETyINPOBaHUS KOH(IMKTOB B DPUONHY MOCTe
1991 r. Metonosorn4yecku B paboTe UCIIONb3YOTCS KaYeCTBEHHBIC METOBI HCCIICIOBAHMS C OTIOPOil Ha BTOPHYHBIE HCTOYHHKH
JaHHBIX. Pe3ynbTaTsl HCCIIeOBaHNS BEISBHIM MHOXKECTBO CaMbIX PA3HBIX IOJIOKUTEIBHBIX (PaKTOPOB, KAYECTB U HHCTPYMEHTOB,
KOTOpPBIE HEOOXOIMMO HCIONB30BATh B ITOITHON Mepe, HO TIPU 3TOM KPHUTHUYECKH, BKJIFOYas poiib MexXpenurno3Horo copera. Penu-
THO3HAas MONUTHKA HBIHEIIHETO Y(HONCKOT0 MPABUTEIbCTBA 3aMETHO OTJIMYAETCS OT MPEIBIIYIIHX B TOM, YTO KacaeTcsi o0beMa
MPETOCTABIIEMBIX PETUTHO3HBIX cBoOO. [TapamokcansHoO, HO B cCOBpeMEeHHON D(GHONHH IPH HBIHEIHEM TapaHTHPOBAHUH PEJTTHO3-
HOW CBOOOJBI M PAaBEHCTBA PETIMTUI MPOUCXOAUT 3aMETHBIH POCT HANPSDKEHHOCTH M YBEIWYCHUE HACHIILCTBEHHBIX PETUTHO3HBIX
KOH(IMKTOB. MeXpenuruo3Hsle OTHOLIEHHS B D(GHONMH ObUTM MUPHBIMH U OTIMYAIHCH TEPIUMOCTBIO B TEYCHHUE IITHTEILHOTO
neprona. OHAKO B MOCIIEJHUE ACCATUIICTHS CUTYalllsi M3MEHMIIACh M3-32 POCTa MEXPEIUTHO3HbIX KOHGIMKTOB. B coBpemMeHHOit
D¢uonuu penurust UCTIOIb3yeTCsl M KaK HMHCTPYMEHT IIPOBOLMPOBAHMS KOH(IMKTHOCTH B OTPEACNICHHBIX YCIOBHUSX, U KaK MOLIHBII
pecypc JUlsl YCTaHOBJIEHUsI MUpa U TpaHcopManuy KoH(IUKTOB B obliecTse. B 1enoM onpenenenue poiau peMruy B KOHGIMKTaxX
SIBJISIETCSL OYEHB CJIOKHOM 3a/1auei, TaKk KaK He0OXO0AUMO MPOJIYyMBIBATh U YUUTHIBATh MHOXKECTBO MEPEMEHHBIX.
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Introduction

In recent years, the issue of religious violence
has become increasingly relevant in political and aca-
demic discourses [Abbink 1998: 110; 2014: 348;
Svensson 2008: 5]. Along similar lines, Tarekegn
[2002: 3] has argued against the modernist predic-
tions about the weakening role of religion, the con-
temporary world has witnessed the revival of reli-
gions. Hence, the contemporary world cannot be
understood without accounting for the role of religion
and religious organizations in peace and conflict.
Furthermore, Reychler [1997: 20] has also claimed
that in the contemporary world, most of the violent
conflicts contain religious elements.

In Africa in general and in the Horn of Africa
in particular, religious identities have returned as
vigorous constituent elements in communal and po-
litical discourse. Thus, a gradual process of people
reverting to religion as a frame of reference and often
as a direct ideology for political action has become
quite evident since [Abbink 2011: 254].

The long history of Ethiopia’s robust religious
pluralism and peaceful co-existence has been noted
by various scholars. According to Levine [1974] for
example, Ethiopia is often labeled as a model of reli-
gious tolerance despite occasional persecutions of
followers of other religions than the Ethiopian Ortho-
dox Church (EOC) which had occupied a privileged
status as a state religion up until the 1974 revolution.
Nevertheless, irrespective of the constitutionally gua-
ranteed religious freedom and equality of religion,
in recent times, we are witnessing increased inter-
religious tensions and violent conflicts.

As it is argued by many scholars, religion is
most probably a category too broad for meaningful
analysis. In an attempt to identify factors that can
explain the role of religion' in peace making and con-
flict in the post 1991 Ethiopia, one must acknowledge
the fact that peace and conflict are the result of a com-
plex interplay of multiple variables. Hence, religious

' The term religion implies a vast area and, therefore,

for the purpose of this paper we will confine ourselves to
institutionalized religions commonly known as classical
religions. Even in the field of classical religions, our focus
will be on Christianity and Islam.
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factors are embedded in a complex and dynamic
setting of other political, social, economic and cultural
conditions.

In this respect, Tarekegn stated that “although
religions officially advocate peace and reconcilia-
tion, there are persistent and widespread allegations
that established religions are involved in violent con-
flicts. The problem is very complex to unravel, as
there is a lot of coupling of religion with society’s
other structures and interests — political, economic,
identity, cultural” [Tarekegn 2002: 3].

Accordingly, the general objective of this paper
is to examine and analyze the role of religion in con-
flict and peace in the post 1991 of Ethiopia. In doing
so, the paper mainly attempts to understand the nature
of inter-religious relationship and seeks to find out
how religions and religious institutions can contribute
to peace-building efforts in Ethiopia. Methodologi-
cally, the paper is both descriptive and interpretative.
It does not try to provide an extensive account of the
issue at hand, rather it is a desk research that reviews
authoritative works in order to understand and ana-
lyze the role of religion in conflict and peace in the
post 1991 Ethiopia. Relevant publications were iden-
tified and reviewed by consulting secondary re-
sources, including books and journal articles.

Debates on the Role of Religion
in Peace and Conflict

Today, the relationship between religion, con-
flict and peace becomes an increasingly important
area of debates and discussions among scholars and
practitioners. Accordingly, there are three basic theo-
retical assumptions. The first represents the reduc-
tionist view; religions are used as an instrument for
achieving some other purposes. As such, religious
dimensions can always be reduced to real social
tensions, rooted in divergent economic interests or
social power structures [Svensson 2008: 7]. Thus,
most of the violent conflicts are not necessarily reli-
gious, but have other causes in economic and political
grievances of various communities [Kubai, Tare-
kegn 2008: 18; Muhabie 2015: 30]. In this respect,
religion is exploited or instrumentalized for some
political, economic and other purposes. Furthermore,
Niels (see: [Kubai, Tarekegn 2008: 18]) has also ar-
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gued that there is a direct link between people’s ac-
cess to state power and the political significance of
religion, that is, the more access to state power means
the less political importance of religion and the vice-
versa. Hence, from the reductionist perspective,
a proper analysis would reveal the real economic and
social issues that lie underneath religious issues
[Svensson 2008: 7].

In contrast to the reductionist perspective, the
second perspective, the essentialist position suggests
that religion in different forms is an essential and
a real part of the dynamics of armed conflicts. The
essentialist position would see the religious senti-
ments, identities and cleavages beneath economic
and political tensions. According to this perspective
religious beliefs are fixed and represent an important
unit of analysis. Accordingly, any analysis of con-
flicts should, therefore, focus on the religious as-
pects [Svensson 2008: 7]. In this regard, religion is
taken as the driving force of conflict.

The third perspective is conditionalistic. Ac-
cording to Svensson [2008: 7] religious issue could
play a role in the dynamics of armed conflict under
specific conditions. It does not assume that religious
aspects are either irrelevant or the core explanatory
factors behind the dynamics of armed conflict. Thus,
it does not disregard, nor does it exaggerate, religious
dynamics when analyzing armed conflicts.

Moreover, scholars have also spoken about
“hard” and “soft” sides of the religions [Tarekegn
2002: 7]. For example, Galtung (see: [Kubai, Tare-
kegn 2008: 18]) considers religion as a reality, which
is dualistic in nature and thus composed of both —
the hard and soft sides. Similarly, Boulding [1986]
has argued that “most religions have two distinctly
contrasting cultures: the holy war and the peaceable
kingdom”.

Political Conditions for Religion
in Contemporary Ethiopia

The religious policies of the present Ethiopi-
an government are remarkably different from any
of the previous ones with regard to the measure of
religious freedom they provide. The government
introduced policies aimed at recognizing the coun-
try’s long-standing religious diversity, providing
a public arena for religious groups, and maintaining
a sharp division between religion and the state
[Haustein, @stebo 2011: 755]. The 1995 Federal
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Democratic Republic of Ethiopia’s constitution
provides religious rights. In this regard, Article 11
marks a clear separation of religion and state, rules
out a state religion and provides the assurance of
no government interference in religious matters and
vice versa. While, Article 27 warrants, freedom of
religion, belief and opinion, which includes the right
of believers to “establish institutions of religious
education and administration in order to propagate
and organize their religion”. The constitution also
opens up the possibility for the recognition of reli-
gious marriage ceremonies and of religious courts
relating to personal and family issues (Articles 34, 78).

Furthermore, the new policies introduced by
EPDREF in 1991 also ended the restrictions on Hajj
and on import of religious literature, allowed the
construction of mosques and enabled the creation
of Islamic organizations, newspapers and magazines
[Ahmed 1994: 791; 2006: 12]. In contrast to the
previous governments, the EPRDF has sought to
accommodate the role of religions in Ethiopian soci-
ety. It has provided more space for the country’s
religions, separate from the state and politics, and
constitutionally enshrined religious equality and free-
dom of consciousness.

In addition, organized religious entities cannot
be simultaneously eligible to operate as political
groupings. Most importantly, the Ethiopian political
space does not seem to accommodate faith based
parties with clear religious programs. This situation
avoids the possibility of stronger connection between
religious organizations and political actors and
diminishes the possibility of the politicization of
religious issues. Paradoxically, one may wonder why
is it at this time, where religious freedom and equality
of religion are guaranteed, we are witnessing in-
creased tensions and violent conflicts.

Christian-Muslim Relations
in Contemporary Ethiopia

Historically, Christians and Muslims relations
in Ethiopia have repeatedly been celebrated as
peaceful and tolerant. The culture of religious toler-
ance is deeply rooted in the Ethiopian socio-cultural
fabric. Hence, people are friendly to their fellow
citizens, regardless of religious differences. Religious
public holidays are warmly celebrated at national
level. On religious occasions, the adherents of one
religion show best wishes for the others. Neighbors

609



Awnturers I'.K. Becmuux PY/[H. Cepusi: ME)KJIVHAPO/JHbBIE OTHOLLFEHHA. 2019. T. 19. Ne 4. C. 607—614

spend the day together in a festive mood. They mix
much with their neighbors; people are well known
for firmly stand together during good and bad times,
irrespective of their religious or other social back-
grounds.

Of course, this is not the only defining feature
of the relations between the Christian and Muslim
societies in Ethiopia. As can be gathered from his-
torical records, there have been some setbacks and
incidents that slightly tarnished such exemplary
relationship, though, by and large they may be attri-
buted to the reigning rulers who had fought for power
and economic reasons. Indeed, one cannot also deny
the fact that Orthodox Christianity as the traditional
official State religion of the past imperial regimes;
it had advantages over other faiths.

However, contrary to this tradition, in recent
decades, we are witnessing the hardest of inter-re-
ligious boundaries and the rise of violent interfaith
conflicts in different parts of the country. Along
similar lines, Abbink [2011: 261] has argued that
“in Ethiopia, as in other parts of Africa, relations
between Christians and Muslims show a new dy-
namic under the impact of both state policies and
global connections”. Thus, religious identities are
becoming more dominant as people’s primary public
identity.

Numerous whys and wherefores are identified
for the worsened inter-religious relations in the con-
temporary Ethiopia. In this respect, Haustein and
@stebo [2011: 767] have stated that tensions bet-
ween Christians and Muslims have often revolved
around the construction of mosques and churches.
Moreover, controversies over the celebrations of
religious holidays have often been sparked by spatial
proximity, like that of Kemissie where a procession
of Christians celebrating Epiphany came too close
to the Muslims preparing for prayer at the town’s
mosque, resulting in skirmishes with casualties on
both sides [Haustein, Qstebo 2011: 767].

The inter-religious conflict and the high degree
of violence that occurred around Jimma and in Beghi
(Wollega) in 2006 and in 2010 came as a surprise
to many. The conflict erupted in connection with the
celebration of Timket in a village outside of Jimma,
and gradually spread to the Beghi area. It resulted
in casualties on both sides, churches were burned, and
unconfirmed reports tell of Christians being forced
to convert to Islam [Haustein, Ostebo 2011: 767].
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Abbink [2011: 254; 2014: 348] on the other
hand, recognizes the nature of religious polemics
as the main sources of the problem. According to
him, religious polemics in Ethiopia have expressed
discursive battles about religious ‘truths’, communal
identities, and power claims that take on a ‘primor-
dialist’ character and sharpen the boundaries bet-
ween faith communities and thereby between citi-
zens. The emerging trend of intolerance between
followers of different religions can be explained
in terms of polemics. In the name of comparative
religion some preachers unfairly criticize other reli-
gions’ doctrines and deeply held values. Hence,
the effects of polemical exchanges in this sense are
a redrawing of boundaries, discursive over-confi-
dence if not recklessness, decline of dialogue and
toleration, and deep rivalry, extending into the social
and even demographic sphere [Abbink 2011: 254;
2014: 348; Endalew 2014].

Along similar lines, Haustein and Ostebo [2011:
757] have also argued that the increased religious
activism and fragile inter-religious relations have
spurred Protestants, Orthodox and Muslims create
their own, and largely competing narratives on the
meaning of Ethiopia. Drawing upon Ethiopian histo-
riography in a highly selective manner, each of these
narratives has generated particular perceptions of the
“other” and politics in general.

From the viewpoint of the government, the rise
of religious conflicts in post 1991 Ethiopia is ex-
plained as the use of religion as a cover by ‘bank-
rupt’ politicians, especially since the contested May
2005 national election. Here, the underlying causes
of the inter-religious conflict are presented as non-
religious. This position of the government is ex-
pressed by the following speech of the late Prime
Minister, Meles Zenawi: “There are destructive forces
on both sides that operate under the cover of religion.
Among Christians, particularly some followers of the
Orthodox Church, there are attempts to interpret
Ethiopian history only from a Christian perspective;
a perspective which has generated the slogan of
‘Ethiopia is an Island of Christianity’. This position
is exclusive and is anathema of religious equality.
This is in fact a sick perspective. Similarly, among
Muslim circles, there are even forces who want to
destroy by force the homegrown Islam [Sufism]”
(see: [Ahmed 1994: 791]).

Accordingly, religion is not considered as the
essential cause of the inter-religious conflicts in Ethi-
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opia. Rather, both the Islamist and Christian extremist
groups are regarded as deliberately misinterpreting
Ethiopia’s current socio-political landscape. Thus,
the extremist groups are considered by and large
products of ‘defeated politics’ or ‘bankrupt politicians’
who use religion as a ‘mask’ for legitimacy. All in all,
in order to achieve some other purposes, extremist
people use whatever possible means at their disposal
to foment hatred, instigate violence wrapping them-
selves in the flag of religion.

However, researchers like Ostebg [2007: 11]
have argued that Islamic religious reform movements
in Ethiopia are less inclined to struggle for the inclu-
sion of Islam in politics than assumed. He further
stated that “the rhetoric of a political nature is overtly
absent among the Salafis in Ethiopia. Rather than
politics, the Salafis are focusing on the religious
sphere; encouraging a strict adherence to the principle
of Tawhid and avoidance of Sufism and indigenous
elements within Islam. Although ideologically linked
to the Salafi doctrines underscoring the sharia’s as
the only legitimate law, the Salafis do not advocate
a similar system for Ethiopia. Recognizing the reli-
gious plurality of Ethiopia, the prevailing view
among Ethiopian Salafis is that religious freedom
for all could only be secured under a secular govern-
ment. Although an expansion of the sharia’s-court’s
jurisdiction would be welcomed by most Salafis, and
where more radical elements even would include
corporal punishments, the Salafis at large realize that
the infusion of the sharia’s into the governing system
would be impossible in Ethiopia” [@stebeg 2007: 11].

Yet, such explanations have failed to consider
the reality on the ground in which some radicals are
claiming the notion of exclusiveness. For example,
the violent clashes erupted in Jimma and Beghi in the
fall of 1996 was apparently initiated by elements
within the Salafi movement, and it is generally as-
sumed that radical segments of the movement have
been fuelling other conflicts as well [Abbink 2011:
254; Dereje 2012: 1895]. Furthermore, the resurgence
of the Takfir Wal-Hijra® in Jimma around 2005

2

Takfir wal-Hijrah first emerged in Egypt in 1977, where
its leader, Shukri Mustafa advocated a radical interpretation
of Islam, defying any Muslim except his own followers as
kafirs. With the appearance of the Takfir wal-Hijrah group
in 1994—1995, it seemed that the Salafi-movement would
move in a new direction. Introduced by a certain Sheikh
Mohammed Amin returning from exile in Sudan 1992, the
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pointed to a politicization of Islam. Taking an exclu-
sivist position towards both Salafi and Non-Salafi
Muslims, the group has moreover assumed a radical
position toward the Ethiopian state, seen among others
by their refusal to hold identity cards and to pay taxes.
When this was stated publicly in 2009, the govern-
ment sends the army, leading to violent clashes with
the Takfiris and to the imprisonment of allegedly over
1,500 men and women [Haustein, @stebo 2011: 765].
In such circumstances, religion is used to energize
a struggle for some other purposes. Yet, the causes
of conflicts are often presented as religious, even
when the underlying causes are non-religious.

On the other hand, explaining every conflict
in terms of a reductionist perspective may involve
bias. In this regard, allocations of plots for churches
and mosques have produced protests from Muslims
and Christians respectively, in some cases leading
to clashes between the two communities. For example,
since 1992, there have been controversies in the an-
cient town of Axum over the Muslims’ request for
permission to construct a mosque there [Dstebe 2007:
11; Magesa 2007]. Similar example is also seen in
Gondar and Dessie in which there has been a clash
between Orthodox Christians and Muslims over land.

There are also critics against the government
for not fully succeeded in keeping religions and
politics apart. Here, most of the critics against the
Ethiopian government commonly condemned the go-
vernment for supporting Al-Ahbash’ and violating
the constitutionally nailed ‘separation of state and

movement grew strong in the northern town of Gondar in the
years 1994—1997 — before it spread to Addis Ababa, gain-
ing foothold in the mosque in Terro, a northern suburb of the
city. The Takfir was soon able to attract quite a number of fol-
lowers among the young generation, and for a period the issue
of Takfir was on everybody’s lips. Distancing themselves
from the Christians, they also severed their connections to
other Muslims, refusing to pray with them. In accordance
with the principles of Takfir in general; the criticism of shirk
among fellow Muslims,who subsequently are labeled as non-
believers (kafirs), the Takfir even refuted other Salafis askafirs,
including the leading Salafi ulama of Addis Ababa (see:
[Dstebo 2007: 7]).

3 Labeling the Salafis and Islamists as deviators from
Islam, al-Ahbash views itself as the leading force for modera-
tion (al-i’tidal), advocating religious plurality, stability, and
political passivity. It has positive attitudes toward the West;
recommending its members to study Western learning and
science, which in turn would enable them to “civilize” Islamic
society (see: [@Dstebg 2013: 1045]).
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religion and the right to religious freedoms’. Thus,
the government is too condemned for using religion
as an instrument for political interests. In this respect
Ostebe indicated that “the EPRDF-regime has con-
sequently taken a more proactive role with regard
to religion. It has actively engaged in intra-religious
debates, and a highly interesting aspect is how it de-
liberately has sought to produce its own conceptu-
alization of Ethiopian Islam. The regime’s emerging
view of Islam is being clearly conceptualized in the
Ambharic term “nebaru Islimina”. Repeatedly reiterated
by Prime Minister Meles Zenawi, the term refers
to a home-grown, native, or a traditional form of
Ethiopian Islam, viewed as pragmatic, flexible, and
apolitical, which is currently under attack by the for-
eign and intolerant Salafis” [@stebe 2013: 1045].

Moreover, the emergence and growth of Islamic
reform movements in Ethiopia have also led to in-
creased intra-religious tensions. The one receiving
the most attention is the Salafi movement, ideologi-
cally and financially affiliated to Saudi Arabia. The
Salafis have been the most ardent critics of traditional
Islamic practices in Ethiopia. The movement has
fiercely attacked what they regard as the inclusion
of indigenous elements and Sufi interpretations of
Islam®.

The second main reform-movement is the
Jama’at al-Tabligh’. The third movement of the re-
form is emerging in the early 1990s, which can be
labeled as the Intellectualist movement. In contrast

4 Particularly the pilgrimages to various shrines and

celebrations of Mawlid are the majors. These practices, as
well as Sufism in general — the main antagonism to Salafism,
has been refuted as shirk; as deviations from the true faith.
Moreover, the Salafis have agitated for a stricter observance
of Islam, with the inclusion of various aspects of the Sunna
as compulsory (wajib), notably the growing of beard, the
wearing of trousers above the ankles (isbal) and females
covering their faces (niqab). The Salafi-movement in Ethiopia
has in general subscribed to the mainstream Salafi doctrines
of Saudi Arabia (see: [@stebo 2007: 4]).

* Their activities were facilitated by a certain Sheikh
Musa, resulting in the expansion of the movement among
the Gurage community in Addis Ababa. In accordance with
the movement’s general principles, the Tablighin Ethiopia
has sought to enhance the Muslims’ commitment to Islam,
by calling them to attend the prayers in the mosque, to ob-
serve the fasting and to uphold the six main principles of
Tabligh. The Tabligh has moreover not voiced much criticism
towards ‘traditional’ Islamic practices; rather they are allowed
to continue within the movement [@stebo 2007: 4].
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to the two other movements, the Intellectualist move-
ment has repeatedly emphasized Islam as a resource
for man’s life in the temporal and the secular world®.

On the other hand, Erlich [2010; Kabha, Erlich
2006] describes that “today, in Ethiopia two varieties
of Islam is prevalent. Ethiopian or African Islam,
a flexible brand of Islam with a popular set of be-
liefs, traditions, and customs with the acceptance of
Ethiopia and its legitimacy as a land led by a Christian
establishment. The second brand of Islam is the
fundamentalist and political militant brand which is
inspired by and imported from the Middle East. This
brand of Islam calls for a boycott of Christian-led
Ethiopia and to win Ethiopia for Islam. It is this brand
of Islam that was at the forefront in the recent con-
frontations (2012) between the state and followers
of Islam.

According to Abbink [2011: 255] also the ‘revi-
valists’ or ‘reformists’ within the Muslim community
rant against the mainstream, Sufist-oriented Islam
in Ethiopia, thereby advocating a purist and dogmatic
form of Islam tending toward hegemonism and in-
tolerance of others. They are challenging not only
the traditional, more Sufist-oriented, Muslim faith
and Christianity, but also the secular state.

The Role of Religion in Building Peace
in the Contemporary Ethiopia

There is no doubt that religion has continued
to play an increasing role in the dynamics of conflicts
in Ethiopia. Religion can evoke deep sensitivities
and profound historical memories. Combined with
political, tribal, regional identities, religious identities
can evoke deep divisions, hatreds and enmities that
are, in most cases, passed down through generations.
Yet, religion can also provide a powerful resource
for peace and transformation of conflict in society
[Kubai, Tarekegn 2008: 15; Karbo 2013: 45].

Researchers advocating the use of religion as
a peace tool are an increasingly important response
to the prominent use of religious differences as a basis
for waging disruptive conflict and war. In this regard,

6 TIslam is perceived as a comprehensive religion, being

relevant for all aspects of life, and where the Muslim is thus
expected to be active in various sectors of societal and political
life. The believer should participate in the capacity of being
a member of society, where his or her conduct is to be guided
by Islam, and whereby the society will be influenced by
the Islamic virtues [@stebo 2007: 4].
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Appleby [1999] asserted that the ability of religion
to inspire violence is intimately related to its equally
impressive power as a force for peace. Appleby
[1999: 226] draws attention to the number of social
and religious locations available to religious peace
activists. They include a strong institutional base
in a major religion that reaches across many states,
a high office in a single state, local offices and those
involved in indigenous traditions. In line with this
argument Reychler [1997: 20] indicated that in an
effort to understand what religions or religious or-
ganizations could do to promote a constructive con-
flict dynamic one could start by investigating syste-
matically which positive or negative roles they play
now. According to Reychler’s view, religious organi-
zations have a major impact on inter-communal and
international conflicts. Furthermore, Reychler [1997:
30; Karbo 2013: 45] perceives that the primary re-
sources offered by religious peace activists to be
moral legitimacy, neutrality, ability to advance other’s
political standing, and ability to reach the world
public opinion.

In spite of the increasing presence of inter-re-
ligious conflicts in Ethiopia, there are solid grounds
that constitute the base for religious co-existence
in Ethiopia. For example, the long-standing religious
plurality and the tradition of relatively peaceful co-
existence in Ethiopia have undoubtedly been contri-
buted in preventing escalation of inter-religious con-
flicts. The pattern of shared commonality on the grass-
root level, a degree of mutual respect and even,
in some areas, transgressions of religious boundaries,
in the form of cross-religious marriages and even
conversions, have served as important resources
in preventing conflicts. Moreover, despite the recent
extremist discourse in terms of the religious or theo-
logical ideas, the mainstream religions in Ethiopia
preach love, peace, tolerance and forgiveness and
reject violence.

Furthermore, in the Ethiopian context, there is
no religious institution that endorses or opposes can-
didates for election to public office. Such absence
of religious involvement in political campaigns and
the higher deference in the political sphere contribu-
tes to the creation of peaceful and non-polarized
religious landscape. Likewise, religious institutions
in Ethiopia can also promote the values of tolerance
and living in harmony with others. In this regard,
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the Inter-Religious Council” of Ethiopia (IRCE) is the
leading agency responsible for bringing together,
in a collective manner, all faiths and religions to
address issues of social exclusion and development
in the country. In this regard, Karbo [2013: 50]
argues that the establishment of the Inter-religious
Dialogue — Ethiopia® by the IRCE is the most pro-
gressive development in which interpersonal relation-
ships among the various leaders of member faiths
will with develop thorough learning about the cul-
tural, ideological and religious views of each faith.

Conclusion

The study has examined the role of religion in
peace and conflict in the post 1991 Ethiopia. Reli-
gious relations in contemporary Ethiopia cannot be
understood without accounting for the role of reli-
gion and religious organizations in peace and con-
flict; this is because of the revival of religions. Re-
ligion becomes one of the debatable issues among
scholars and practitioners on its role in peace and
conflict. In doing so, three perspectives on the sub-
ject under investigation are identified. Accordingly,
the reductionist perspective considers religions as
an instrument for achieving some other purposes.
In contrast to the reductionist perspective, the es-
sentialist position suggests that religious identities
are fixed, and represents an important unit of anal-
ysis. The other perspective, conditionalistic view,
does not assume religious aspects either as irrele-
vant or the core explanatory factors.

Furthermore the study has examined the current
political conditions for religion in Ethiopia. In this
respect, the religious policies of the present Ethiopian
government are remarkably different from any of the
previous ones with regard to the measure of religious
freedom they provide. Paradoxically, one may won-
der why is it at this time, where religious freedom

7 Members of the IRCE include the Ethiopian Orthodox
Tewahedo Church, the Ethiopian Catholic Church, the Ethio-
pian Adventist Church, Evangelical Churches Fellowship
of Ethiopia, The Ethiopian Evangelical Church Mekane
Yesus (EECMY) and the Supreme Council of Islamic Affairs
in Ethiopia.

8 The basis of the IRD-E is focused on three main aspects
of religious convictions shared by all members of the group.
These include: i) The unity of the human race; ii) The fact
of religious pluralism; and, iii) The Ethiopian situation (see:
[Karbo 2013: 50]).
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and equality of religion are guaranteed, we are wit-
nessing increased tensions and violent religious
conflicts.

Historically inter-religious relation in Ethiopia
is peaceful and tolerant. However, we have corres-
pondingly realized the rise of inter-religious conflicts
in recent decades. In this regard, the existing numer-
ous whys and wherefores concerning the worsened
inter-religious relations are critically examined in the

study. With regard to this, one can safely argue that
in certain circumstances religion is used as an instru-
ment but not in all. In addition, religion can provide
a powerful resource for peace and transformation
of conflict in society. As regards the potential source
of religious peace, Ethiopia has many positive as-
sets that have to be exploited fully and critically
including the role of the Inter-Religious Council of
Ethiopia.
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