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Negasso Gidada died in Frankfurt, the city he used to call his second home, on 27 April 
2019. He lived in Frankfurt for seventeen years, earning a PhD in historical ethnology 
and today is still the only student of Goethe University who managed to become a 
statesman, in his case the first president of his home country, Ethiopia, after the fall of 
the socialist regime (von Lucius 1999). In this obituary, I will trace the unusual course of 
his life: son of a priest, history student, asylum in Germany (where he earned a doctorate 
in ethnology and became a central figure in the Oromo movement), return to Ethiopia, 
election as the country’s first president, resignation from the presidency and work as an 
opposition figure. These stations in life, which Negasso traversed during the whole of 
his seventy-five years, initially appear full of contradictions.1 Only on closer inspection 
do they make sense and show that Negasso was a man of strong principles who did not 
shy away from uncomfortable changes.

1	 Ethiopian names consist of an individual personal name and a patronym. I therefore use the first 
names of persons in the following, as is usual in Ethiopia.
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St u d i e s  i n  h i s t o r y  a n d  a n t h r o p o l o g y

Negasso was not the first famous person in his family. He was born in 1943, the second 
son of Gidada Solon (1899–1977), also known as the ‘Apostle of the Oromo’ in Dembi 
Dolo, south-western Ethiopia.2 Negasso’s father, Gidada, had lost his sight at the age of 
five due to a smallpox infection. In 1920 he became the first convert of Thomas Lam-
bie, the first Protestant missionary among the Oromo. Gidada later founded numerous 
communities of the indigenous Protestant church in his birthplace. To be a Protestant 
preacher in those times was not without danger. During the Italian occupation of Ethio-
pia (1936–1941) and in later struggles with the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, he ended 
up in prison on several occasions, often becoming seriously ill (Gidada 1972, Balisky 
2004). In keeping with the turbulent times and his insecure life as a priest from an 
ethnic and religious minority, he named his second son Negasso (Oromo for ‘peaceful’).

Negasso attended primary school in Dembi Dolo and later high schools in Naza-
reth and Addis Ababa. Between 1966 and 1971 he studied history at Haile Selassie I 
University, now Addis Ababa University. Directly after his graduation he served as a 
school director and history teacher in Aira, Western Wallaga. The location of this high 
school in Addis Ababa, in the middle of the university campus, enabled him to discuss 
politics with university students at an early age and to become politically active. He not 
only participated in the student movement of the 1960s, he also led the Aira School 
demonstrations against the Wallaga feudal system in the 1970s.

Negasso’s academic interests were very much influenced by the environment in 
which he grew up. As a Protestant Oromo in an imperial state dominated by an Or-
thodox Christian Amhara ruling class, his senior thesis was a study of the ethnic and 
religious oppression of his own people.3 Negasso was eager to continue his studies to 
document this history further, seeing this as contributing to their liberation and eman-
cipation (Negasso 2001:xi). In 1974, he received a scholarship from the Ecumenical 
Study Centre of the Protestant Church in Germany, and was accepted as a student of 
Eike Haberland at the Goethe University Frankfurt. 

In Frankfurt he first obtained a Master’s degree in historical anthropology  
(Negasso 1977) before going on to work towards his PhD (Negasso 1984). Besides his 
studies, he taught Oromo, his mother tongue, at the university. The fact that his motives 
for researching the history of his people were politically motivated is also partly evident 
in his publications. An article about Oromo poems and songs, for example, does not 
end with an academic summary, but with a clear political statement:

2	 Negasso’s older brother Solomon also went into politics and served as Ethiopia’s ambassador to the 
UK from 1992 to 1998. More information on Negasso’s father Gidada Solon can be found in his auto-
biography “The other side of darkness” (Gidada 1972).

3	 Negasso (1971). See also the slightly revised version of Chapter III of this thesis (Negasso and Crum-
mey 1972).
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They [the poems and songs] deal not only with the life of the Oromo under the Amhara 
governors, but also with their experiences under Oromo leaders. This should call attention 
to the fact that a mere change of Amhara governors to Oromo governors would not solve 
the present problems unless the state apparatus […] is changed. Only a democratic state 
which respects the rights of the oppressed classes and peoples in their respective areas 
and a system which could get rid of the prevailing economic relations can bring peace and 
development in the Oromo country and in the Horn of Africa. Solutions such as ‘regional 
autonomy’ are chauvinistic (Negasso 1983:340).

Fr o m  O r o m o  a c t i v i s t  t o  p o l i t i c i a n 

Being now in exile in Germany, Negasso always followed the political situation in 
Ethiopia, where a socialist regime had been in power since his departure, generating 
mass emigration from the country for the first time. During the preceding imperial 
period (1930–1974), emigration from Ethiopia had been practically non-existent (Solo-
mon 2007:3). However, within just six years of the socialist revolution, and under its 
so-called Red Terror, which lasted from 1974 to 1991, 1,743,800 Ethiopians fled their 
homes (Solomon 2007:48). Many of them were Oromo, and numerous Oromo associa-
tions were established in different host countries abroad. Negasso took an active part 
in these associations in various capacities. From 1976 to 1981 he was secretary, chair-
man, and editor-in-chief of the organ on the Union of all Oromo students in Germany 
and Europe, and from 1979 to 1981 he was a member and representative of the Oromo 
Liberation Front in Europe. He also became a member and finally the head (1985–1989) 
of the Dritte Welt Haus [Third World House] in Frankfurt, an association of initiatives 
concerned with social justice, human rights, and the struggle against racism (http://
www.drittewelthaus.de/). In 1989 Negasso joined the Democratic Organization of the 
Oromo People (OPDO), a party which in 1991, after the fall of the socialist regime, 
became part of Ethiopia’s ruling coalition, the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Demo-
cratic Front (EPRDF).

Negasso’s political commitment was always focused on his homeland, to which he 
wanted to return. When in May 1991 the military junta or Derg that had ruled Ethiopia 
during his stay in Germany was overthrown, to be followed by a transitional govern-
ment, he went back for good. Back in Ethiopia politics eventually became Negasso’s 
main profession. He became a member of the central committee of the OPDO and was 
appointed first Minister of Labour and Social Affairs and later Minister of Information. 
Under this transitional government he was also made a member of the electoral com-
mission and chairman of the constitutional committee. In drafting the new constitu-
tion, he was guided, among other things, by the German constitution, the Grundgesetz.

At the end of this transitional phase all the parties belonging to the EPRDF agreed 
to nominate one presidential candidate. Negasso explained later in an interview (Seble 
2011) that he wanted to turn down the opportunity to be a candidate, saying he was still 
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too young and still wanted to be active in politics instead of having the more ceremonial 
role of president. Nonetheless he was persuaded to stand as candidate because of his 
loyalty to his party, subsequently being elected and becoming president on 22 August 
1995. Negasso became not only a somewhat reluctant, but also an unconventional head 
of state. Michael Bitala, a German journalist who visited him in the presidential palace, 
gave the article he subsequently wrote on his visit the sub-title “Ein Besuch bei Negasso 
Gidada, dem äthiopischen Staatspräsidenten, der im Palast von Haile Selassie wohnen 
mu ss” [“Home visit to Negasso Gidada, the Ethiopian President, who has  to  live in 
the palace of Haile Selassie”] (1999; emphasis added). He described Negasso as looking 
like an older room-mate of a student flat somewhere in Germany and mentioned that 
he complained about the superfluous luxury of the palace, such as the gold rims on the 
crockery. Negasso soon discovered that there was a gap between EPRDF dogma and 
practice (Seble 2011): While the EPRDF called itself a leftist coalition, the Prime Minis-
ter, Meles Zenawi, followed a policy of the purest capitalism. Negasso therefore decided 
to leave office when his term expired on 8 October 2001. Even before then he had been 
expelled from both the OPDO and the EPRDF.

Jo i n i n g  t h e  o p p o s i t i o n 

Now Negasso found himself the ex-president of an increasingly authoritarian state. He 
was still young enough to become politically involved. In order to prevent him from 
doing so, a proclamation was immediately drafted stating that if a former president 
involves himself in politics, he will lose every benefit the government provides him 
with. However, this did not deter Negasso, who in 2005 was elected as an independent 
candidate for the Dembi Dolo constituency in the elections to the House of People’s 
Representatives. As promised, he lost his privileges, like an official car, security and his 
retirement salary. He did not seem to be impressed by these measures and stubbornly 
continued on his path. In November 2009, he announced that he had joined the opposi-
tion Unity for Democracy and Justice Party, later (2012–2013) serving as its chair.

Joining the opposition in the political atmosphere of Meles Zenawi’s strict re-
gime brought more than material deprivation to Negasso. His predecessor as chair of 
the Unity for Democracy and Justice Party, the famous opposition politician Birtukan 
Mideksa, was twice sentenced to life in prison. A newspaper report (Hedemann 2010) 
provides a brief account of the circumstances of her second detention in Addis Ababa’s 
notorious Kaliti prison. The article reports an unsuccessful attempt by Negasso and 
another party member to visit their chairman, who is said to have suffered a nervous 
breakdown shortly before. At least his former term as president seems to have protected 
Negasso from a similar fate.

During his time in opposition, it seems to have been important for Negasso to 
apologize for actions that had taken place during his term as president. Speaking at an 
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Oromo Human Rights Conference at the University of Minnesota in 2007, he apolo-
gized to exiled Oromo for government decisions he had supported during his presi-
dency and assumed responsibility for human rights violations committed at that time, 
especially against Oromo (Grovum 2007). In November 2009, when he announced that 
he had joined the Unity for Democracy and Justice Party, he also officially asked forgive-
ness from Ethiopians for deceiving them into thinking that Ethiopia’s current constitu-
tion had been ratified in 1995 in a democratic manner and with the full agreement of 
all political parties. The shortcomings of the constitution, not only the process of its 
ratification, but also unresolved controversies over, for example, the form of federalism 
and the question of sovereignty, seem to have been his main worries in his later years 
(Tsedale 2016). He hardly missed an opportunity to apologize for such mistakes and, as 
in the case of the constitution, to plead for change and more generally for a democratic 
transition in Ethiopia. His biography (Daniel 2011) refers to several similar apologies. 
Furthermore, Negasso used countless interviews and speeches to plead the importance 
of solidarity with Ethiopia (see e.g. Frye 2012), another major concern of his. He criti-
cized the fact that, even though Ethiopia is one of the largest recipients of humanitarian 
aid worldwide, donor countries do not demand political change, for obvious reasons: 
Ethiopia is not only an important ally of the West in its fight against Islamic extremism 
in the Horn of Africa, it also borders two ‘failed states’ (Eritrea and Somalia). Moreover, 
there is a fear that, without autocratic rule, there will be an ethnic implosion in Ethiopia. 

R e t u r n  t o  a c a d e m i a  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  r e h a b i l i t a t i o n

I had the opportunity to get to know Negasso better during his guest professorship at 
the Frobenius Institute in 2012 and to support him in a seminar on ethnic federalism in 
Ethiopia. This was shortly before Meles Zenawi’s death, when change in Ethiopia was 
still not in sight. As a consequence, Negasso was disillusioned by politics and happy to 
have a break from it, instead sharing his knowledge with university students. Two years 
later he had a similar chance to return to academia briefly when, like his party colleague 
Birtukan Mideksa shortly before, he was granted a Reagan-Fascell Democracy Fellow-
ship in Washington D.C. At the end of this fellowship he had the opportunity to give a 
public lecture, again on the topic that occupied him most: the Ethiopian Constitution 
(Negasso 2015).

Meles Zenawi was followed by a rather weak Prime Minister, Hailemariam De-
salegn, who tried to continue his predecessor’s policies. After years of nationwide pro-
tests against the Ethiopian government, considered responsible for the killing of several 
hundred people, Desalegn resigned as Prime Minister on 15 February 2018, saying that 
he wanted to clear the way for reforms. Before his resignation he tried to calm the pro-
tests by releasing political prisoners. Towards the end of his period in office, he also 
rehabilitated Negasso and even appointed him an advisor to the ruling coalition. Only 
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a few days before Hailemariam stepped down, he officially confirmed that retirement 
benefits would be restored to Negasso (Ethiopia Observer 2018).

Since April 2018, Ethiopia has had a new prime minister, Abiye Ahmed, like Ne-
gasso an Oromo, who has announced a number of political reforms and a democratic 
transition. For example, he released numerous political prisoners and invited opposition 
members in the Ethiopian diaspora to return home. Due to intensified ethnic conflicts, 
Abiye founded the Administrative Boundary and Reconciliatory Commission at the end 
of 2018, of which Negasso became a member in January 2019. The Commission’s task 
is to resolve boundary and identity issues in a peaceful, sustainable and unbiased way.

Unfortunately, Negasso died shortly afterwards, on 27 April 2019. A life-long pro-
ponent of human rights, ethnic inclusion, and democracy, he genuinely lived up to his 
name Negasso, ‘the peaceful’. He died right at a time when his advice was needed more 
than ever, especially during the ethnic conflicts that occurred in the Amhara and Sid-
ama regions shortly after his death. He had foreseen such conflicts for a long time and 
had pleaded for the constitution to be changed in order to prevent them:

I fear if something is not done this constitution will not hold the country together; people 
will eventually ask why we should have this constitution. If things are not improved, I fear 
the controversies will get out of hand and eventually put the country’s unity in danger. 
Something has to be done (Tsedale 2016).
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