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Coup in Ethiopia 
NOT enough is known about the 

coup in Eth iop ia as we 
go to press to attempt any f inal 
judgment of its nature and possi
ble effect on the future of the 
country . We do not know, for i n 
stance, what the precise role of the 
Crown Prince has been in the events 
of the past two days. Is he in fact 
the leader of the revolt wh ich has 
pushed out the Emperor? Or is he 
—as has been suggested in more 
than one quarter—a mere figure
head whom others are exploi t ing to 
give an air of ' respectabil i ty ' to the 
coup? Again , who are the key-
figures behind the revolu t ion , arid 
what is their a im? The course of 
events in the coming weeks w i l l , no 
doubt, provide some answers to these 
questions. But meanwhile it is 
instruct ive to note the background 
against which Ha i l e Selassie has 
lost his throne. 

The fact is that its suddenness is 
the only really surpr is ing th ing 
about this coup. The fact that it 
has taken place is not surpr i s ing in 
itself. There are a great many 
reasons why the more intelligent and 
enlightened people of Eth iopia 
should be dissatisfied wi th the rule 
of the Emperor, benevolent though 
it admit tedly was. This is not an 
age in which , even in so-called back
ward countries, unrestricted monar
chy can flourish wi thout challenge. 
Even kings now have to make com
promises. The trouble w i t h Hai le 
Selassie has been that he never show
ed himself anxious to make the far-
reaching compromises demanded of 
h i m . Since 1945, he has t r ied , in 
his own small way, to act as an en
lightened monarch ; but the reforms 
he has introduced have been sadly 
unequal to the challenge posed by 
the times. He has opened a num
ber of schools, and even introduced 
the country 's f irst-ever Par l iament in 
1957. But he remained his own 
Education Min i s t e r ; and Parl iament 
was never intended to act as any
th ing but a rubber-stamp to his 
wishes. M u c h has been said about 
the E m p e r o r s 'benevolence' and 
'generosity ' ; in effect, they were 
qualities which flowed out of a pub
l ic exchequer wh ich he had made his 
o w n . 

Indeed if there was emphasis on 
any th ing , it was on the person and 

eminence of Hai le Selassie rather 
than on the needs of the people, or 
the steps being taken to satisfy them. 
Even such projects as were most 
certainly fo r the publ ic good were 
announced, launched and publ ic ised, 
not as the acts of an enlightened 
Government alive to its responsibi
l i t ies, but as those of a generous 
K i n g who l iked to reward the 
loyal ty of his people. The empha
sis was always on the munificence of 
the K i n g instead of on the value or 
publ ic good of the project. 

Then there was the strangely ana
chronistic pomposity of court eti
quette to which the Emperor was 
addicted. A newspaper p r i n t i n g the 
Emperor 's photograph, for instance, 
could use no other picture on that 
(or an ear l ier ) page. People were 
required to prostrate themselves on 
the g round when the Emperor , or his 
car, was passing. Indeed, the amaz
ing th ing is not that at last some per
son or group has risen against such 
incredible anachronisms, but that 
they have been able to hold out for 
so long in the Twent ie th Century. 

At this stage it is not clear whe
ther the coup is led by progressive-
minded people anxious to demo
cratise the country and associate its 
people w i th Government, or whether 
it is merely a palace revolut ion i n 
tended to replace one benevolent 
autocrat wi th another. Reports of a 
g rowing r i f t between the Crown 
Prince and the Emperor have been 
current for some t i m e ; and it is 
even rumoured that the Emperor had 
at one stage threatened to dis inher i t 
the Prince. Is the coup, then, an 
attempt on the Crown Prince's part 
to grab by force a throne wh ich he 
migh t not otherwise inher i t ? I f 
that is so, a long per iod of insta
b i l i t y and in t r igue may l ie ahead of 
the E th iop ian people. But if it is 
t rue that 'educated' and progressive 
elements in the Palace Guards are 
in tending to put an end to what they 
call '3,000 years of tyranny ' , then 
indeed it may be that feudalism is 
on its way out in Ethiopia , The 
immediate prospect is in any case 
uncertain. Clearly, the country is 
not united in its support for the new 
rulers, or in its opposi t ion to the 
Emperor . In Erri t rea and Har ra r . 
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fo r example, the Emperor is s t i l l 
said to command almost total 
loyal ty . It is, again, not clear at this 
stage if the army is w i th the Impe
r i a l Guards in this adventure; and 
it is by no means inconceivable that 
the Imper i a l troops at present in the 
Congo should elect to back the Em
peror against the rebels. Some fight
ing—described at the t ime of wr i t 
ing as "moderate'—has already brok
en out even in the Eth iopian capi
ta l . M o r e may fol low, i f the loyal 
ties of the a rmy and the people are 
as strong as they are apparent ly 
d iv ided . 

But whatever shape the events 
take f r o m now on, it is certain that 
E th iop ia can never go back to its 
o l d medievalism. Even the Emperor 
himself, i f somehow restored to 
power, wou ld have to make substan
t ia l changes in Government and sur
render a good many of his powers 
to a proper ly constituted legislature. 
The one danger of the present situa
t ion , however, is that if the fighting 
gets prolonged and the issues at 
stake are not qu i ck ly settled, the 
m i n o r i t y groups in Eth iopia who 
have supporters outside the country 
(Somalia is an instance that springs 
to mind) may unwi t t i ng ly compl i 
cate the crisis by invoking their a id . 
The best th ing for Ethiopia now is 
to get over its crisis qu ick ly . 
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