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Abstract

Confronting Modernity:

Dialectical Images of Post Revolutionary/ Post Cold War Addis Ababa
This thesis takes issue with Ethiopian Studies (stuck as it is in an Orientalist-Semiticist
paradigm) as well as acultural models for theorizing modemity and development. Rather,
this thesis seeks to build a method that can shed light on the conditions of possibility of
modern Ethiopia, especially in the post-revolutionary period (1974). This thesis has
found that following Walter Benjamin’s notion of dialectical images is the best way to go
about building this kind of a method. As such, it attempts to build dialectical images of
Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia. Further, the confrontation of modemnity with the
local, as discerned in these images is read as emblematic of a larger process of what
Ethiopia is currently confronted with as it attempts to become more modern and more
developed.

The idea that modemity is dead or on the contrary that it never arrived in the
“periphery” (two sides of the same coin) is left to rest in the popular literature. Rather, it

is the point of this thesis to show that modernity’s story, far from being over, may just

now be reaching its apex.
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Note on the use of Amharic Words, Names and Dates.

There does not seem to be an agreed upon method for the rendering of Amharic and
Ge’ez words into English. As a result I have chosen to use the most popular rendering of
an Amharic word rather than invent a new system. When quoting an author that differs
from the popular form I have kept the author’s form.

Ethiopians do not have last names. The name attached to a person’s first name is their
father’s first name. One is addressed by their title and their first name. For example one
would call me, Ms Elleni, etc. No one is ever called by their father’s first name. In my
citations list I have attempted to respect this naming system.

The official calendar of Ethiopia is the Julian Calendar. I have converted all dates
(hopefully correctly) to the Gregorian Calendar.
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Introduction

One afternoon in 1997 [ indulged in what was for me a very unusual activity: |
hung out with some friends on a street corner of Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia. It
was unusual that I would partake in such an activity, for in 1989, the last time I had been
in Ethiopia, a Marxist military junta governed the country; a mid-night to Five AM
curfew was in place and the fear of arrest for being a reactionary (or any other convenient
label) seemed to be everywhere. Moreover, young people feared that they could be
forcibly recruited for service on either side of a war between the military junta and rebel
groups struggling to overthrow the junta.

The Marxist military junta [ am referring to governed Ethiopia from 1974 to 1991.
It rose to power during the Ethiopian Revolution of 1974 and was able to sustain its hold
on government due to the massive Soviet aid that was thrown its way from the mid
1970’s until the end of the 1980’s. In 1991 the military junta fell, in large part as a result
of the collapse of the Iron Curtain. Returning to Ethiopia in 1997, I was therefore curious
to see how the end of the cold war had impacted the country. Hanging out on a street
comer of Addis Ababa proved instructive.

On that afternoon in 1997, while | was hanging out on the street comer with my
friends, a group of British NGO workers on a tour of the city walked by. Not
understanding English, one of my friends was unable to discern where the “farengoch”
(foreigners) were from. Tellingly, he turned to me and said, “look at those foreigners,
over there are your Russian friends”. “But”, I said laughingly, “the Russians left years
ago and anyway [ don’t live in Russia”. My friend responded with a confused look that

said: Canada, America, Russia, they appear the same to me. The exchange between my



friend and I was telling because for my friend the British literally were Russian. Thus,
despite Francis Fukuyama’s triumphant tones with regard the end of the cold war, and
despite the fact that in the West, an overall feeling of relief accompanied the

disappearance of the Iron Curtain, for one young man whose life must have been most
dramatically effected by the cold war, there had been no post cold war transition at all.

In 1997, I also had the opportunity to view Haile Garima’s tremendously moving
documentary film Imperfect Journey. The film starts off with Garima journeying from
Addis Ababa to Gondar (in Northern Ethiopia), the city of his birth (as well as mine).
Garima wants to know how the people have endured the Marxist junta and what people
think about the new post cold war regime. Traveling on the road from Addis Ababa to
Gondar, Garima comes across school children, farmers, widows and families with
disappeared children and asks, for example: do you remember the bombs that went off
here? And where were you when such and such an event happened? From these simple
questions Garima collects memories of life under the junta and under the present post-
cold war regime.

Towards the end of the film Garima returns to Addis Ababa to talk with activists
and academics. In these discussions Garima places the memories he has collected within
a context of Pan Africanism and the movement to create better living conditions for all
African peoples. The Ethiopian Revolution, for Garima, was one answer to the questions
and issues articulated by Pan Africanism. Today, Garima asks, given what we know, how
does one address these still relevant issues?

For Garima it was not enough to simply let the memories he had collected speak

for themselves. Indeed on their own the memories say very little. Garima's film is



successful at mobilizing an affective response because (through interviewing activists and
academics) he is able to situate the memories he collected as being produced within
social relations.

One of the key points to emerge out of Garima’s ability to situate the memories he
had collected is that over the past fifty years Ethiopian governments specifically, and
African governments in general (whether in their communist or capitalist variety) have
had a blind faith in the concepts of development and modernization. The film therefore
ends on a somewhat pessimistic note, acknowledging that in Ethiopia such a faith has
only led and can only lead to a fire that will consume the very people that ignited it.

Instructed by my experiences on the street corner of Addis Ababa and affected by
the wisdom offered in Garima’s film, in 1997, I also began to wonder how it would be
possible to extend Garima’s analyses, and deepen his account of the continued hardships
of the Ethiopian people.

One thing that was clear to me right from the beginning was that returning to the
usual offerings put forward by theories of development and modernization would be
insufficient for getting at what was happening in Ethiopia. It seemed that these discourses
brought with them a whole heap of assumptions about what it meant to be a self, to be
human, to have an identity, etc — assumptions that in the end got in the way of
unravelling the complexity of the Ethiopian situation. However, as time went on it also
became clear to me that the field of Ethiopian Studies dominated as it is by an Orientalist-
Semiticist paradigm differed little from the afore-mentioned discourses in its ability to

attend to a situation on the ground.



Ethiopianist Discourse

Ethiopian Studies has its beginnings as an offshoot of Semitic philology, a branch
of Orientalism.' In this discourse, Ethiopia is often described as being in Africa but not
being of Africa,” as if the geographical space that is presently called Africa can
predetermine the quality of nations and their languages. Thus, Ethiopia is described as an
island of early Christians surrounded by Muslims; the home of the Abbyssinians;® noble
people that live in temperate highlands; “the dim lamp on the mountain top that lighted
on the ever-dark night that was Africa”.} Interestingly, in the Orientalist-Semiticist
paradigm all that is good in Ethiopia is not indigenously Ethiopian but was brought to the
Western side of the Red Sea by the Sabean civilization on the Asian side of the Red Sea.
Three thousand years ago these Asians brought with them their Semitic language. Today,
the Abbyssinians, particularly those of Amhara and Tigrean ethnicity are said to be the
true carriers of this Semitic culture. Thus, according to Ethiopianist discourse, the lower
in altitude and the farther south one goes in Ethiopia the less civilized and the less

authentically Semitic the people become.’ Ethiopians, then, figure in the broader

! Teshale Tibebu, The Making of Modern Ethiopia 1896-1974 (New Jersey and Asmara: Red Sea Press,
1995) xiii. For a clearer definition of Orientalism and the history of Semiitic philology sce, the now classic
text: Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1994).

2 The phrase “being in Africa but not of Africa” is so ubiquitous to Ethiopianist discourse that | have
actually forgotten who originally uttered this sentence. However, the idea behind this phrase rears its head
in the works of prominent Ethiopianists such as: Donald Levine, Greater Ethiopia (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1974); Edward Ullendorf, The Ethiopians (London: Oxford University Press, 1960). As
well as Adhane Haile Adhane’s discussion of nation building in his essay, *“Mutation of Statehood and
Contemporary Politics™, in Ethiopia in Change, eds. Siegfried Pausewang and Abebe Zegeye (London:
British Academic Press, 1994) 12-29. Even the post-modem influenced work of Donald Donham shows
traces of this thinking if only in his counter attempt to re-situate Ethiopian society as being African,
(whatever that can mean) and not feudal in the essay; “Old Abbyssinia and the New Ethiopian Empire:
Themes in Social History”, The Southern Marches of Imperial Ethiopia: Essays in History and Social
Anthroplogy, eds. Donald Donham and Wendy James (London: Cambridge University Press, 1986) 3-47.
3 For Amharic and Arabic speakers it should be noted that Abbyssinia is the English rendering of the
Ambharic word Habesha, and the Arabic Habesh.

* Teshale Tibebu xvi.

* The work of Edward Ullendorf is notorious for its efforts to distinguish between the Abbyssinians proper
and what he calls the negroid populations that inhabit Ethiopia. See Edward Ullendorf, The Ethiopians



literature on Africa as the continents noble savages: “the living land of the bible, of

majestic ruin and barbarous splendour, lost in mountain fastness, lost in the recurrence of

the same™.%

The Orientalist-Semiticist paradigm for doing Ethiopian Studies is closely tied to
the process of nation building in Ethiopia. The ruling classes of Ethiopia, at least since
the 14™ century have articulated the founding of the nation as linked to the arrival of the
Sabeans. Indeed since the time of the Kebre Negast’ until 1974, all Ethiopian emperors
have traced their descendency to King Solomon of Jerusalem. Ethiopian history has
therefore been written as the story of royal succession, leaving out of the picture those
who live in Ethiopia but are not the Abbyssinians proper. I have theretore found that,
although Ethiopian Studies claims to be secular and scientific it often reads likc the court
chronicles of Haile-Selassie and his predecessors.

Recent scholarship on Ethiopia has attempted to question the dominance of the
Orientalist-Semiticist paradigm. Most of this work has come from Western trained
Ethiopians and non-Ethiopians who would identify themselves rather loosely with a
Marxist or neo-Marxist approach to doing social-science. However, if the Orientalist-

Semiticist paradigm can be faulted for taking as ““Abbyssinian everything the

5 Teshale xxi.

7 The Kebre Negast or Glory of the Kings has been called the founding book of the Ethiopian nation. It is
dated as having been written in the 14™ century but is supposedly based on oral records that had been
passed down through the generations. The Kebre Negast tells the story of the meeting of Saba (Queen of
Sheba) with Solomon, the fact that they bore a child named Minilik and the arrival of Minilik and his court
in Ethiopia. Based on this story, Ethiopian emperors claim to be descendents of Solomon. Thus in the
rhetoric on nation building, the survival of Ethiopia has often been linked to the survival of the Solomonic
line. Further, Ethiopia is often said to be the new Jerusalem. Unaware of the complexity of Middle-East
crises, even today, many a school child in Ethiopia understands that they are Israeli. For a good discussion
on the idea of election and the Kebre Negast in Ethiopia see, the chapter “Soldiers of Fortune” in the
otherwise extremely troubling book by Messay Kebede, Survival and Modernization: Ethiopia’s
Enigmantic Present (Asmara and New Jersey: Red Sea Press, 1999).



Abbyssinians say and do”,? the leftists can be faulted for attempting to examine Ethiopia

through concepts that have little ability to pay attention to the nuances of the country’s
history. For instance, during the 1960’s and 70’s it was common for the leftists to
describe Ethiopia as a feudal society.” These days, it is common for the literature to decry
the term feudal and to describe Ethiopian society as organized around ethnicity.'® But,
given that in the 1970’s the Ethiopian government shaped its policies around the category
of class and given that the present regime organizes its policies by focusing on
recognizing ethnic regions and ethnic groups, the left scholarship that criticizes the
Orientalist paradigm often sounds like the court chroniclers that preceded them, but this
time for States that claim to be modern and secular.

As time went on it therefore became clear to me that there was a need to rethink
the terms in which Ethiopia’s hardships were discussed — a rethinking that did not leave
the Ethiopians with the burden of carrying their hardships all alone, but at the same time
did not become another colonial project. In many ways, then, working on this thesis has
felt like a kind of wading in new territory. In the end, much to my own surprise, my only
way out was to follow Walter Benjamin’s cue, who in his own efforts to critique the

notion of modernity and its equation with progress turned to the construction of

dialectical images.

§ Adhane 14.

? See the proceedings of a conference on feudalism convened in the early stages of the Ethiopian
Revolution and attended by many, who today are still considered prominent Ethiopianists; Conference on
Ethiopian Feudalism (Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 1976). Also see, what was considered
ground breaking work at the time, the work of Addis Hiwet, Ethiopia: from Autocracy to Revolution
(London: Review of African Political Economy, Occasional Publications, 1975).

' In this regard the scholarship collected and associated with both Pausewang and Donham is particularly
interesting, if not somewhat disturbing. See, Siegfried Pausewang and Abebe Zegeye, eds. Ethiopia in
Change (London: British Academic Press, 1994). For Donald Donham’s take on things see, The Southern
Marches of Imperial Ethiopia: Essays in History and Social Anthropology, eds. Donald Donham and
Wendy James (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).



Begging to Differ

Methodologically, then, this thesis has been inspired by Walter Benjamin’s
unfinished study of 19™ century Paris in the Arcades Project, and particularly the manner
in which Susan Buck-Morss has taken up this project in her book, The Dialectics of
Seeing. What is important for both of these authors is not the understanding of history as
a continuum whose meaning is waiting to be revealed by the keen archivist, nor to
develop a relativist philosophy of history. Rather, they attempt to *“reconstruct historical
material as philosophy”'' in order to achieve “a phenomenological hermeneutics of the
profane [...]”.12 The objective here is to strip history of its legitimating function so as to
understand the conditions of possibility of the present. Rather than being involved in an
endless search for origins, “historical objects are ripped out of developmental histories
and understood allegorically, whereby the general is revealed in the particular”.'?

The dialectical image, Walter Benjamin tells us is “identical to the historical
object; it justifies blasting the latter out of the continuum of history’s course.”"* Yet,
dialectical images are not empirically given, (that would be naturalism), nor are they in
any way arbitrary (that would be positivism). Rather, the present mode of an object is a
force-field where by its fore-history and after-history play themselves out. The fore-
history of an object is its possibility, the after-history are the conditions of its cultural
transmission. If we read the two together, we get the object in its present mode. Reading

the two together also means that the after-history and the fore-history confront each other

so that the object’s present mode is no longer part of natural history but is an object with

:; Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing (Cambridge Mass.: MIT Press, 1991) 55.
ibid 3.

'3 ibid 218.
' ibid 219.



political prescience. When fore-history and after-history confront each other, what we get
is not “progress but actualization™."” Dialectical images, are “dialectics at a standstill™'®
and yet, just as any present moment is fleeting, so too is the dialectical image.

Dialectical images, then, have allowed me to move out from under the shadow of
the Orientalist-Semiticist paradigm that dominates Ethiopian Studies. Following
Benjamin’s lead when he undertakes to create dialectical images of Paris, this thesis, is an
attempt to construct dialectical images of Addis Ababa and so offer a way to begin to
critically think about the continued hardships of Ethiopia. As | mentioned earlier, | have
not always known how to proceed. | did not have an argument and a conclusion set out
long before | started writing this thesis. Rather, like the reader of this present work I have
been involved in a process of discovery, learning and journeying. The only question at
hand has been how to proceed. As a result, [ have attempted to maintain a feeling of
journeying throughout the body of this thesis.

Keeping Benjamin in mind then, Chapter One entitled, “Confronting Modernity”,
mobilizes a number of contemporary theorists to flesh out a more nuanced manner
through which to construct dialectical images. Chapter Two takes up these theorists,
breaking up Addis Ababa into its performative parts and so begins the construction of
dialectical images of the city.

Chapter Three carries on the work already begun in Chapter Two but is much
more descriptive in nature. In this chapter | attempt to take the reader on a tour of Addis
Ababa. Following a route that will lead the reader through central Addis Ababa, I walk

the reader through a series of dialectical images of the city. Under each sub-heading in

5 ibid 219.
15 ibid 219.



this chapter (except the last one) is a mini-dialectical image that can more or less be read
on its own. Read together the mini-dialectical images work in conjunction with Chapter
Two to create a more encompassing dialectical image of Addis Ababa.

In Chapter Four, I again take up Susan Buck-Morss’ description of the dialectical
image. Here, with the help of the Italian political philosopher Giorgio Agamben, |
attempt to move away from (what appears to me to be) Buck-Morss’ simplistic rendering
of the political prescience of the dialectical image towards a more complex definition.
From there I proceed to ask what can be learnt from our dialectical images of Addis
Ababa and I attempt to draw some tentative conclusions about the hardships of Addis

Ababa, and by extension that facing Ethiopia.

Writing

Dialectical images are tleeting, they move; they are not graven images. In the
essay, “The Idolatory of Rules: Writing Laws According to Moses™, Arthur Jacobson
points out that both naturalism and positivism depend on graven images; Naturalism in
claiming that everything is already given is static. Positivism, on the other hand
establishes a right procedure for doing things and then describes the world through those
procedures.'’ Unlike Naturalism, Positivist images require two writings, however in the
end its images are as static as Naturalist images. In this thesis [ have attempted to be
explicitly vigilant against falling into a mode of writing where [ would be creating graven
images. This thesis is therefore not only an experiment in finding new concepts through

which to think about contemporary Ethiopia, it is also an experiment in writing.

10



In the afore-mentioned essay by Arthur Jacobson, we are also told that the modern
author usually adopts one of two voices. The first voice is the all-knowing God, who
rules over the world that they create through narration. The second voice is that of the
hidden God, who rules through a character that judges for us the world that is narrated. In
creating dialectical images of Addis Ababa, it seemed to me that it would be best to adopt
a lesser role for myself than God, than the modern, and so avoid graven images. At
various points in this thesis, I therefore, often speak in the third person plural. I also make
myself a character in my own text. As well [ refer to a “you” whom I never name. This is
not an effort to aestheticize critical thinking, nor is it an attempt to confuse the reader. It
is rather an effort to propose, on the one hand that I, you, we, them are inextricably tied
together and at the same time it is to understand that I, you, we, them are in constant
struggle with each other, over riding each other, doing different things at different times.
The multiple voices adopted in this thesis is therefore an effort to narrate, while at the
same time insisting that narration is perspective; it is to put into play multiple
perspectives and so avoid becoming either a naturalist or a positivist.

Lastly, it should be said that this thesis is a tentative answer to a call put forward
by Edward Said in the last chapter of his book Orientalism, whereby he asks; “How does
one represent other cultures? What is another culture? Is the notion of a distinct culture
(or race, or religion, or civilization) a useful one, or does it always get involved either in

self-congratulation (when one discusses one’s own) or hostility and aggression (when one

17 Arthur Jakobson, “The Idolatry of Rules: Writing Laws According to Moses, With Reference to Other

Jurisprudence” in Deconstruction and The Possibility of Justice, eds. Durcilla Comell, et al (New York:
Routledge, 1992) 1 11.

11



discusses the “other)? Do cultural, religious, and racial differences matter more than
socio-economic categories, or politicohistorical ones?”'®

Said himself begins to answer these questions when he claims that the notion of a
culture as “radically different” from another gets us nowhere. At the same time, to
pretend that conditions be they social, political, economic, historical or what have you,
have not produced difference is to be apolitical and disingenuous. More importantly, it is
to ignore human experience. This thesis, therefore, starts off by privileging experience,
echoing Said, I have found it necessary to reject the notion of radical difference, and yet |
have attempted to steer clear of a false universalism. But the reader should remember this

is a tentative cffort: a journey. Its success lies in what it opens up, not in what it proves or

disproves.

'8 Edward Said, Orientalism 325.
12



Fig. 2 The edge of Revolutionary Square, 2001. Photo, Elleni Zeleke.

13



Chapter One
Confronting Modernity

Keeping in mind that Addis Ababa translates to mean new flower, we will be
appropriating the memories its residents have of this relatively new city' in order to rub it
against the landscape of transformation, “erasure and reinscription’” (modernism) that
has characterized Addis Ababa since its founding in the late 1800’s. We are interested in
this rubbing in order to create a counter-discourse to the developmentalism that is the first
reading the passerby is confronted with when passing through the city. We understand
developmentalism to be a latent discourse of modemism and we take the memories as
“tactics” employed by the passer-by when waking though “espace propre”.’ Gathered
together, the memories will give us a notion of the practiced spaces, or the rhetorical
stylings of the Addis Ababa resident. The tension between the rhetorical style of the
Addis Ababa resident and the landscape’s obvious modemism will force the play of an
analysis that can account for the city’s constant renewal and transformation along with its
continued smelly, slum-like nature. Out of all of this we hope that a counter-discourse to

developmentalism/modernism will seep out.*

' Although the exact date of the founding of Addis Ababa is disputable, ali agree that it is no earlier than
1886. Thus when we call Addis-Ababa a relatively new city, we do this understanding that the next newest
city in Ethiopia, Gondar, dates its founding to the early 1600’s.

It is important to note that if we use 1886 as the date to mark the founding of Addis Ababa what we are in
fact referring to is the establishing of a temporary settlement near the site of a hot-spring by Emperor
Minilik’s wife, Queen Tayitu. In fact it was not until after the Ethiopian victory over the invading Italian
army in 1896 that Addis Ababa was chosen as the permanent site of the capital of the new consolidated
(some may say united) Ethiopia. It was also at this point that it became clear that Addis Ababa would
become a sort of modernist monument for the rest of Ethiopia and the world in general- proving that this
“backward empire” had at last entered the world stage. Highways were quickly built, as was the first grand
hotel (Tayitu Hotel). See, Pankhurst, Richard. The History of Ethiopian Towns From the Mid Nineteenth
Century to 1935. (Stuttgant: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1982).

2 James Holston, The Modernist City: An Anthropological Critique of Brasilia (Chicago:University of
Chicago Press, 1989) 5.

* Michele De Certeau, The Practices of Everyday Life. (Berkley: University of California Press, 1989) xviii.
* Here I do not want to suggest that the counter-discourse to developmentalism will simply seep out on its
own accord nor do I want to suggest that it is merely invented by us, the thinkers and writers of this thesis.
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We are particularly interested in Addis Ababa’s transformation from the Marxist
military junta (the Derg) to a new, more democratic and free market regime. Under the
Derg, Scientific Socialism was adopted as the country’s method of governance. On the
basis of this new method, the military junta introduced across the country — but
particularly in Addis Ababa — a public culture of signs and symbols that represented
various aspects of the new regime. Lenin monuments were erected, as were numerous
billboards of Marx, Lenin and Engels. In 1991, along with all the other iron curtain
countries around the world, the Marxist military junta fell. The public billboard culture,
however did not disappear; rather the billboards were replaced by ones produced by
private companies.

We understand Addis Ababa’s latest transformation as being more of the same,
whereby the city’s public space is organized under both regimes with the same aesthetic-
politico sensibility. A sensibility, that is, grounded in modernism. We also view these
billboards, their very public nature and the way they have come to dominate the Addis

Ababa landscape, as serving as a useful heuristic device to get at the tactics employed by

Rather, what I want to suggest is that we are involved in is a kind of movement, one which rubs the
rhetorical stylings of the Addis Ababa resident against a landscape of transformation. We are aware that
everyday, in the real world the shoe of the resident marks a groove on the asphalt road. Walking in the city
produces consequences. Perhaps, then when we talk of rubbing, what we are doing is allowing ourselves a
kind of reading of something that in many ways is already there; if we know how to read, that is. Here it is
best to think of reading as an active, productive action rather than a passive one.

The approach I am adopting here has been influenced by three thinkers; Walter Benjamin, Susan
Buck-Morss, particularly her explication of Benjamin’s philosophy of history in the book Dialectics of
Seeing and James Holston in his book The Modernist City. Holston in talking of his method also claims to
be following the Frankfurt school theorists. Thus he writes, “[my...] procedure begins with the substance of
what is to be criticized and establishes its [the substance’s] self understanding (its premises, intentions,
categories, instruments and the like). It then unfolds their entailments, implications, and consequences
which it uses to reexamine the object of investigation. [...By focusing] my analysis of Brasilia’s
development on its structure of premise and paradox...my interest...is to show how its unsolved problems,

gaps and contradictions trip up the master plans, creating the conditions for their own transformation”,
(James Holston 13).
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Addis Ababa’s residents. This thesis will therefore focus its discussion around the

experience and memories people have of Addis Ababa’s billboards.

Walking and Telling

We are attempting to tell a story, or a counter-story if you like, yet we cannot
know the outcome of the story until it has been told. However, we have a narrative
strategy so as to go somewhere; it is two fold.

We are not interested in the individual as the locus of analysis nor are we
gathering memories that would provide us with an accurate image of what life was like in
Addis Ababa under its various regimes. Rather our story starts by pushing together
Raymond William’s notion of Structure of Feeling with that of De Certeau’s notion of
Practiced Place.

“Structure of Feeling” is a term developed by Raymond Williams in his book
Marxism and Literature. It is a term that allows one to “‘acknowledge the specificity of
present being, the inalienably physical, within which [...] we discern and acknowledge
institutions, formations, positions but not always as fixed products, determined
products’™. Indeed, in Marxism and Literature, William's argues that practical
consciousness (that which is lived) is always different from official consciousness (that
which can be described through already established fixed forms).® The difference
between the two forms of consciousness is “not only a matter of relative freedom and

control”.” Rather, both practical and official consciousness, are “social and material”.$

5 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature. (Oxford:Heinemann, 1993) 130.
¢ ibid 130.
7 ibid 131.
¥ ibid 132.
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Thus, for Williams, social analyses has often failed to acknowledge that which is moving
and living as social because it converts relationships, institutions and formations in which
we are still involved into fixed social forms.” Further, Williams argues there is always a
tension between fixed forms and practical experience, much in the same way as there is a
tension between official language and spoken language. Social analyses unable to grasp
this tension reduce all that it cannot describe or articulate as fixed form into the personal
or the subjective.'” But it is clear: that which is everyday, although in tension with fixed
forms, is still formed through social relations.

Williams suggests thinking about practical consciousness as the equivalent of the
linguistic notion of style.'' In The Practices of Everyday Life, Michele de Certeau
describes, in a similar fashion, practiced place (walking in the city) as the equivalent of
the rhetorical device of style. In this thesis, we want to push Williams and De Certeau
together. We believe that De Certeau's notion of “espace propre” is similar to what
Williams is talking about when he spcaks of official consciousness. Hence we suggest
that it would be useful to consider the notion of “space” (practiced place) with the notion
of “structure of feeling”.

As a corollary to the notion of “‘espace propre”, de Certeau develops the notion of
“tactics” and “strategies”.|2 “Tactics”, to our mind, resembles spoken language while
“strategy” resembles official language. “Tactics” cannot depend on ‘‘espace propre” but

are the paths city dwellers make out as they walk through the city. It is their style of

speaking.

? ibid 129.

19 ibid 130.

" ibid 131.

12 De Certeau xviii.
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The methodological implications of pushing de Certeau and Williams together are
that the critical thinker is able to acknowledge that everyday life does not resemble
official life without returning to the individual and the subjective as the locus of analyses.
Moreover, by distinguishing between “tactics and strategy’ we already begin to discern a
certain rubbing against the grain, and particularly in our case a rubbing against the
landscape of Addis Ababa.

One side of our two fold narrative strategy then is to lay out for our listeners
(which includes the researchers) the official landscape of Addis Ababa from the time of
its founding until the present with a particular focus on the transition from the Derg to the
present. We will use archival photos, look at old maps, talk with former mayors, look at
documents produced at the office of the Addis Ababa Master Plan, examine newspaper
articles, etc. For the sake of getting the work done we will also concentrate on — but not
limit our investigations to — key public spaces and billboards in central Addis Ababa
such as Piazza, Bole Road, Arat Kilo, Sidist Kilo, Meskel Square (former Revolutionary
Square), and the area in and around Africa Hall. As well we will examine the various
entrances and exists to Addis Ababa. In understanding the history of these specific sites
we will be able to patch together a sense of what has been driving the development of
Addis Ababa.

In laying out the official landscape of Addis Ababa we will also take as a given
that no city is more modern than Addis Ababa. In this regard will follow James Holston’s
argument in his book, The Modernist City that claims that there is an affinity “between
modernism as an aesthetic of erasure and reinscription and modemization as an ideology

of development in which governments regardless of persuasion seek to rewrite national
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histories”.'> In examining the public billboard culture introduced under the Derg and
continued by private companies under the present regime we will be led in our discussion
by texts such as Boris Groys’ The Total Art of Stalinism, Susan Buck-Morss,
DreamWorld and Catastrophe,” and Zhang Xudong, “The Power of Rewriting”. What is
important for each of these writers is that we understand Socialism as “a historically
rational project of modernity [...] with Socialist Realism being a radical formulation of
the mainstream enlightenment idea of modernity”."> Indeed, Buck-Morss has argued that
what binds the East and the West, Socialism and Capitalism is the 20" century dream of
mass utopia, or as Groys might have it, a dream of total transformation'®.

We want to lay out the structure on which we will rub the tactics of its users. We
are laying out the structure by describing the landscape ot Addis Ababa as modernist and
by describing its official history through a number of archival mcans. Here, we are taking
a queue and perhaps a little inspiration from James Young’s cffort to understand how
Nathan Rapport’s Warsaw Ghetto Uprising monument organizes historical memory.
Young does not ask whether the monument witnesses events, nor does he ask if the

monument distorts history. Rather, he breaks the monument into its performative parts,

3 Holston 5.

'* Susan Buck-Morss, Dreamworld and Catastrophe, (Cambridge. Mass: MIT Press, 2000).

15 Xudong Zhang, “The Power of Rewriting: Post Revolutionary Discourse on Chinese Socialism” eds.
Thomas Lahusen, and E. Dobrenko, Socialist Realism Without Shores, (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 1997) 282.

'6 Groys writes; ““The turn towards Socialist Realism was moreover part of the over all evolution of the
European avant-garde. It has parallels not only in the art of Fascist Italy or Nazi Germany, but also in
French neo-classicism, in the painting of American regionalism, in the traditional and politically committed
English, American and French prose of the period [...]. Where Socialist Realism differs from these is
above all in its radical methods and a monolithic style that nowhere (with the possible exception of
Germany) was applied with such consistency across all areas in the life of society. Under Stalin the dream
of the avant-garde was in fact fulfilled and the life of society was organized in monolithic artistic forms,
though of course not those that the avant-garde itself favored™. See, especially Chapter One, “The Russian

Avante-Garde”, The Total Art of Stalinism, trans. Charles Rougle (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1992) 9.
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