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Remembering Kassahun Berhanu Alemu (1955-2022) — the
Man and his Work

Jon Abbink*

The unexpected death of Professor Kassahun Berhanu, long-time professor of
political science of Addis Ababa University (AAU), on 22 February 2022 was
shock to many. His reputation and popularity in the university and among wider
Ethiopian audiences was high. Feelings of sadness and loss befell all those who
knew him —his many colleagues and friends, and the larger public, to whom he was
known from media appearances and televised debates. His contributions to these
public debates on the political and societal challenges of Ethiopia were thoughtful
and much respected. He was a unique intellectual and a great human being who
will be missed by lots of people, especially at a time that armed conflicts,
international pressure and unresolved domestic discord had put the country in
serious problems.

Prof. Kassahun Berhanu Alemu was born in the Wollega region of western
Ethiopia. In the time of the revolution and the Derg military government (since
1974), he became politically active in one of the revolutionary student movements,
the MEISON?, a movement whose history- like that of the its rival the EPRP —
ended very badly. Kassahun suffered imprisonment and abuse. He looked back on
his membership in that movement with very mixed feelings.

After his release he completed his BA in political science at AAU (1986),
and later an MA (gained at the ISS in The Hague in 1991) and then pursued an
academic career.

Senior Researcher at the African Studies Centre, Leiden and Professor of Politics and
Governance in Africa at Leiden University, Email: g.i.abbink@asc.leidenuniv.nl, Tel.:
+31715272727, Leiden/the Netherlands
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He did his PhD work at VU University Amsterdam, the Netherlands (where
I was a research professor at the time and with two colleagues supervising him).
Kassahun gained the doctoral degree in 2000 with a very good and pioneering
study of former refugee-returnee Ethiopians from Sudan settling in northwest
Ethiopia, in Mai Kadra and Rawyan (in the Kafta-Humera area, in 1991 annexed to
Tigray). His study was based on solid empirical research on location. He
concluded that the resettlement of returnees from Sudan was unmistakably as
much a humanitarian-developmental as a political enterprise (as the subtitle of his
book reveals). Bitter irony has it that those places were tragically involved in the
violent clashes between the TPLF and the federal government.

Since obtaining the PhD degree Kassahun continued building his career at
the AAU Department of Political Science and International Relations, eventually
gaining the rank of professor. In addition to research and teaching, he provided
often exemplary services to the university community as Department chair,
Assistant-dean (twice), and Head of the External Relations Office of AAU. In
addition, he served as Resident Vice-President and Executive Committee Member
of the Organization for Social Science Research in Eastern and Southern Africa
(OSSREA), in 2005-2007 and as Board Chairman of the Center for Policy
Research and Dialogue from 2004 to 2010. Lastly, he was a leading member of the
Social Science and Humanities working group of the Ethiopian Academy of
Sciences.

Kassahun published many articles, papers and edited books. His scope was
wide, as he wrote on agricultural policies, civil society, political developments and
governance in Ethiopia and the wider Horn of Africa, South Sudan, higher
education policy, international relations and resettlement issues in Ethiopia. His
bibliography reveals this broad scope and great knowledge.

He was also involved in diverse editorial boards of scholarly journals and
participated in several international research projects, next to being a recipient of
numerous international scholarships - in the USA, Norway, Japan, China, various
African countries, and the Netherlands. Twice he was a visiting fellow at the
African Studies Centre Leiden (in 1999 and 2009). In 2005 he was a member of
the international five-member Abyei Boundaries Commission, installed by the
IGAD, co-writing the report proposing what is likely the best solution for the
Sudan vs. South Sudan border dispute in the Abyei area.’

*See Donald Petterson, Kassahun Berhanu, Shadrack B.O. Gutto, Douglas H. Johnson &
Godfrey Muriuki, Abyei Boundaries Commission Report (IGAD, 14 July 2005).
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Professor Kassahun’s university service was outstanding. He was a popular
teacher and supervised scores of MA and PhD students in the past decades. As a
member of numerous AAU committees he was much sought after in cases of
disputes and problems: his reasonable and agreeable attitude towards people made
him popular and effective as a mediator and problem-solver, but he was also
forceful and no push-over. Among his civic commitments at the time of his death
were his membership in the Administrative Boundary and Identity Affairs
Commission of the Ethiopian government and in the Foreign Relations Advisory
Council of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Kassahun was also involved in training
courses for Ethiopian diplomats on foreign policy issues. In the current violent
disturbances in Ethiopia of the past one-and-a-half years he often gave balanced
and astute comments in the media.

Kassahun was a man of outstanding integrity, sense of civic duty, and wit. He
had an incomparable and great sense of humour. He kept this even after several
personal tragedies struck his life. A conversation with him always brought not only
new insights and new ways to look at a problem, but also great jokes and anecdotes
that had you laughing long afterwards.

His deep humanity and honesty made him unigue. His commitment to his
country and to furthering its social harmony and progress was strong and sincere.
Ethiopia has lost a great person who made a huge impact; an impressive, committed
intellectual and a voice of reason needed in troubled times.

While we personally always remained in contact, | had not met him in the past
two years, due to the COVID-19 disturbances and travel restrictions, and it is
distressing to realize that there will.

Kassahun was buried on 23 February 2022 at the Yeka Michael Church
cemetery in Addis Ababa. He is survived by his wife Elsa and his daughter Yanet.
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Bibliography of Prof. Kassahun Berhanu Alemu

Book:

2000 Returnees, Resettlement and Power Relations: The Making of a Political
Constituency in Humera, Ethiopia. Amsterdam: VU University Press, xvii +
251 p.

Edited books:

Kassahun Berhanu and Demessie Fantaye (Eds.)

2006 Ethiopia: Rural Development Policies, Trends, Changes and Continuities,
Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press, 311 p.

Attilio, A., Kassahun Berhanu and Yared Ketsela (Eds.)

2006 Ethiopia: Politics, Policy Making and Rural Development. Addis Ababa:
Addis Ababa University Press.

Pankhurst, Alula, Assefa Tolera, Gebre Yntiso and Kassahun Berhanu, (Eds.)

2006 Rethinking Resettlement: The Ethiopian Experience. Addis Ababa: Forum
for Social Studies.

Kassahun Berhanu, Tafesse Olika, Asnake Kefale and Jalele Erega (Eds.)

2007 Electoral Politics, Decentralized Governance and Constitutionalism in
Ethiopia. Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University, Department of Political
Science and International Relations, 186 p.

Kassahun Berhanu, Tor Halvorsen and Mary Mwiandi (Eds.)

2010 Shaping Research Universities in the Nile Basin Countries, 2 volumes.
Kampala: Fountain Publishers, 256 p. and 224 p.

Kassahun Berhanu and Tegegne Gebre-Egziabher

2014 Socio-Economic Base-Line Survey of Rural and Urban Households in Tana
Sub-Basin, Amhara National Regional State. Addis Ababa: Forum for Social
Studies, xvi + 193 p.

Papers and chapters:

With Assefa Admassie and Mesfin Gebremichael

2022 Political economy and settlements in development and employment policies
in Ethiopia.

In: Martin Atela and Abdul Raufu Mustapha, (Eds.), Political Settlements
and Agricultural Transformation in Africa. Evidence for Inclusive Growth.
Abingdon, UK — New York: Routledge (in press).

2021 Peace building in the context of Ethiopia—IGAD relations. In: Victor
Adetula, RedieBereketeab and Cyril Obi, (Eds.), Regional Economic
Communities and Peacebuilding in Africa: Lessons from ECOWAS and
IGAD pp. 174-186. Abingdon, UK - New York: Routledge
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with Yonas Ashine

2021 Implications of protest and reform for domestic governance in Ethiopia
Journal of Asian and African Studies 56(5): 988-1006.

2019 The Political Economy of Somali Diaspora Remittances in the Ethiopian
Somali Region. Copenhagen: Danish Institute for International Studies
(DIIS Working Paper 2019:9), 44 p.

2018 Ethiopia: the quest for transformation under EPRDF. In: Redie Bereketeab,
(Ed.), National Liberation Movements as Government in Africa. Abingdon,
Oxon. — New York: Routledge.

with Dawit Alemu

2018 The political economy of agricultural commercialization in Ethiopia:
discourses, actors and structural impediments. Brighton: University of
Sussex, Future Agricultures Consortium (APRA Working paper 14), 39 p.

2016 Political trajectories of Ethiopia’s post-1991 agrarian transformation efforts.
Eastern Africa Social Science Research Review 32(2): 1-22.

with Colin Poulton:

2015 GO-NGO principled partnership for enhancing development efforts in
Ethiopia. Journal of Ethiopian Civil Society Organizations 3: 20-37.

2014 The political economy of agricultural extension policy in Ethiopia:
economic growth and political control. Development Policy Review 32(S2):
§199-s216. (Also appeared as a Future Agricultures Consortium Working
Paper, no. 42, Brighton).

2014 TImplications of Southern Sudan’s Independence for the Horn of Africa and
Beyond In: Post-Referendum Sudan: National and Regional Questions,
pp.51-70.

with Bahru Zewde and GebreYntiso:

2014 The Ethiopian diaspora and the Tigray Development Association. In: Liisa
Laakso and Petri Hautaniemi, (Eds.), Diasporas, Development and
Peacemaking in the Horn of Africa, pp. 122-162. London: Zed Books, in
association with Nordic Africa Institute.

2013 CAADRP Ethiopia: A New Start? Brighton: Future Agricultures Consortium
Working Paper no. 60, 26 p.

2013 Conflicts in the Horn of Africa and implications for regional security. In:
Redie Bereketeab (Ed.), The Horn of Africa: Intra-State and Inter-State
Conflicts and security, London: Pluto Press and Uppsala: Nordic Africa
Institute.

2010 Ethiopia: power relations in higher education management. In: Kassahun
Berhanu, Tor Halvorsen and Mary Mwiandi (Eds.), Shaping Research
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Universities in the Nile Basin Countries, vol. 2, pp. 24-56. Fountain
Publishers, Kampala.

2010 The state of higher education and research in Ethiopia. In: Kassahun

2009

2008

Berhanu, Tor Halvorsen and Mary Mwiandi (Eds.) Shaping Research
Universities in the Nile Basin Countries, vol. 1, pp. 79-104. Kampala:
Fountain Publishers.

Returnees’ experiences of resettlement in Humera. In: Pankhurst, A. and
Piguet, F., (Eds.), Moving People in Ethiopia. Development, Displacement
and the State, pp. 199-209. Oxford: James Currey.

Decentralization and democratization in Ethiopia. Regional Development
Dialogue, 29(2), 18-31.

with Tegegne Gebre-Egziabher:

2007

2007

2007

2007

2007

2006

2005

2002
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A literature review of wereda decentralization in Ethiopia. In: Taye Assefa
and Tegegne Gebre-Egziabher, (Eds.), Decentralization in Ethiopia, pp. 9-
68.Addis Ababa: Forum for Social Studies.

The contribution of civil society organizations to the development
of Ethiopia. Economic Focus (Addis Ababa), vol. 9(6): 14-25.

Constitutional engineering and elections as sources of legitimacy in post-
Cold War Africa. In: J. Okola-Onyango and S. Nansozi, eds, Debating the
Form and Substance of African Governance Systems. Kampala: Fountain
Printers.

Decentralization, local government and federalism in Ethiopia. In: Kassahun
Berhanu et al., (Eds.), Electoral Politics, Decentralized Governance and
Constitutionalism in Ethiopia, pp. 33-69. Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa
University, Department of Political Science and International Relations.
Growth, civil conflicts and oil prospects in the border regions of Ethiopia. In:
K. Wohlmuth and Tino Urban (eds.), Reconstructing Economic Governance
After Conflict in Resource-Rich African Countries, pp. 125-134. Berlin: LIT
Verlag.

Review of policies pertaining to pastoralism in Ethiopia. In: Kassahun and
Demessie 2006a, Ethiopia: Rural Development Policies, Trends, Changes
and Continuities, pp. 71-88. Addis Ababa: Addis Ababa University Press.
Parliament and dominant party system in Ethiopia. In: M. Salih (Ed.),
African Parliaments: Between Governance and Government, pp. 162-182.
London: Palgrave Macmillan.

The role of NGOs in protecting democratic values: the Ethiopian experience.
In Bahru Zewde and Siegfried Pausewang (Eds.), Ethiopia: The Challenge of
Democracy from Below, Stockholm: Elanders Gotab.
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2002

2000

1998

1997

1995

Party politics and political culture in Ethiopia. In: M.A. Mohammed Salih,
ed., African Political Parties, pp. 115-147. London - Sterling, VA: Pluto
Press.

Resettlement: a strategy for vulnerable groups? In Zenebework Tadesse,
(Ed.), Issues in Rural Development. Proceedings of the Inaugural Workshop
of the Forum for Social Studies, 18 September 1998, Addis Ababa, pp. 123-
152. Addis Ababa: Forum for Social Studies.

Democracy, state building, and “nations” in Ethiopia: 1974-95. In J.-G.
Gros, ed. Democratization in Late Twentieth-Century Africa: Coping with
Uncertainty, pp. 77-95. Westport - London: Greenwood Press.

Land allocation in returnee/refugee settlements: a case study of two
settlement schemes in Humera. Ethiopian Journal of Development Research
19(2), 33-56.

Ethiopia elects a Constituent Assembly. Review of African Political
Economy 22(63), 129-35.

Some of Prof. Kassahun’s media appearances and video clips:
www.thereporterethiopia.com/article/national-dialogue-would-help-cast-away-

extremists-ethnic-and-ethiopian-nationalism (2021)

www.youtube.com/watch?v=WGduFJyPo0z8 (2021)

www.youtube.com/watch?v=0ikoOaZL Huw (2019)

www.youtube.com/watch?v=PbOCDo-ke-g (2018)

www.youtube.com/watch?v=NRV7cXCPGWo (2018)

http://www.thereporterethiopia.com/index.php/interview/item/3202-the-art-of-

campaigning (2015)
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