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                                     ABSTRACT 

Currently, ethnic tension and conflict are serious problems in Ethiopia. The problem of national 

unity is inevitable in countries like Ethiopia in which it is comprised by various cultural, 

religious, ethnic and regional groups. However, religious institutions play undeniable role in 

promoting Ethiopian unity. They have been participated in reconciliation activities by mitigating 

conflict and prayed on the basis of their divine mission.  EOTC and Islam which were the focus 

of this study play a role in bringing Ethiopian unity. They are the very prominent religions in 

terms of history and number of followers they have in Ethiopia in general and Bahir Dar city 

administration in particular the study area of this research. The central objective of this study 

was to assess the role of the two dominant religions, EOTC and Islam in promoting Ethiopian 

unity. This research used qualitative research method through case study research design by 

consulting primary and secondary data. The research was framed by functionalism theory with 

the paradigm of social constructivism. Focus group discussion, and semi structured interview 

were the main data gathering instruments and data were collected from Bahir Dar city 

administration Ethiopian Orthodox Church, Islam religion institutions and ANRS Interreligious 

Council. The conclusion that is drawn from the finding of the study revealed that, EOTC and 

Islam religion have a vital role in creating a sense of belonging and relation among Ethiopian 

society irrespective of ethnic, religious, regional and other differences. Preaching, praying and 

reconciliation are among the activities that both EOTC and Islam perform. They have a great 

acceptance by the citizens of Ethiopia.  Hence, they have a power in promoting Ethiopian unity. 

However, due to the existence of different problems, they are challenged to contribute their 

expected role. The government does not use them as a prerequisite is one challenge among 

others.   

 

Key terms: Religion, national unity, EOTC, Islam  
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nation have a deep rooted relation of the society and they are unique in Africa. EOC was 

introduced in the 4th century. While in the 7th century Islam religion entered into the largely 

Christian country although, its exact expansion was started after the 10th century (Abbink, 2014). 

EOTC was the main part of the system since its introduction in the 4th century.  The state and 

church were the two faces of one coin during solomonic dynasty. The rulers were considered 

themselves as they have a blood ancestor from the Biblical King Solomon and Queen of Sheba 

(Mohammed, 2018; Karbo, 2013). However, this feudal system becomes an end after the Dergue 

regime comes to power. The regime was creating an environment which is hostile to religion. 

For Dergue regime religion was the main cause of backwardness in the feudal system 

(Mohammed, 2018). 

At the time of the Dergue regime religion was considered as irrelevant and ideological 

indoctrination which needs to counteract. The regime disestablished the church which was 

substantial during the imperial era and removed its patriarch. However, religion is the foundation 

for the lives of Ethiopian people. Hence, the regime cannot separate itself from the interference 

of religious practices (Karbo, 2013). The regime tolerated Muslims by retaining the court of 

Muslims which dealt personal and family law in law of Islam. But gradually it discouraged 

Muslim schools and their Arabic teaching (Haustein & Ostebo, 2011).  However, In 1974 the 

regime brought a major change in the official status of the EOC which was the element of the 

dominant Amhara and Tigray ethnic identity(Mohammed, 2018) and other religions by declaring 

that all religions are equal and a number of Muslim holidays become holidays in addition to the 

Christian holydays that is already honored (Karbo, 2013).  

After the Marxist regime was defeated by an ethno-federalist system of government in 1991. The 

political system becomes changed on the bases of ethnic and linguistic differences. This political 

system announces the equality of all religions based on the constitutional principle of separation 

of state and religion. All religions can practice their faith freely (Mohammed, 2018) Ethiopian 

Muslims, Christians and other dominations finally achieved a sense of equality with an exception 

in their previous history (Menberu, 2017). However, this becomes an obstacle for the very 

dominant religions of EOTC and Islam while strengthening other modern religions like 

protestant Christians. This creates a more computation and hostile environment among the 
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play a role in instigating violence, social unrest and cultural tension and it becomes a means for 

disunity which is the negative role of religion (Kamal &Margaret, 2012). This is because religion 

can never be politically neutral. Its power affects and influence public and international policy. 

Hence, it has a profound implication in generating or dissolving a conflict. In fact in its doctrinal 

principle religion has never become an implication for generating conflict than a source for peace 

and stability. However, religion adopts and cheats violence in which it plays a complex role due 

to its institutionalized form (Gheorghe, 2012). Nevertheless, for the purpose of this study the 

researcher assesses the positive role of the two dominant religions, EOTC and Islam, as a means 

of reconciliation, conflict resolution and its end goal promoting Ethiopian unity. 

There are different scholars both in abroad and in Ethiopia that have been carried out studies on 

the role of religion with different issues like development, social cohesion, conflict resolutions 

and the like. For example, UN (2013) research report indicated that Tanzania religious leaders 

have vital role in maintaining sustainable peace and social cohesion. Besides, they advise and 

teach the youth about moral and ethical behavior as they are expected to inspire an attitude of 

tolerance and mutual respect to their followers. They joined their hands in peace building 

initiatives and advise the government on issues of national interest.  

Ikechi, et al., (2016) Study on an evaluation of the role of religion in the development of Nigeria, 

and revealed that religious groups have played featuring  roles in national growth through the 

provision of schools, hospitals, micro loans  in  partnership  with  directorate  of  rural  farmers,  

inculcating  morals  through  teaching  in  religious  and political assemblies for national growth. 

Kamal and Margaret (2012) studied on the role of religion to peace, security and sustainable 

development and their research finding showed that the prominence of religious education will 

instill values and high morals on the citizenry to bring about expected sustainable development. 

Besides, Islam, Christianity and African Traditional Religion have deep roles to play in 

enhancing peace, security and sustainable development. However, the role of religious education 

to peace, security and sustainable development in Nigeria cannot be over emphasized. 

In Ethiopian context, Abebaw (2014) studied on ethnic and religious diversity in higher 

education in Ethiopia in the Case of Bahir Dar University. His results showed that BDU has a 

diversified population both religiously and ethnically. There is a numerical dominance of one 
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Therefore, this study was thematically delimited on the role of the two dominant religions, 

EOTC and Islam religious institutions in  promoting the national unity of Ethiopia with the aim 

of, assessing  whether EOTC an Islam religious institutions play a role in promoting Ethiopian 

unity or not, investigating the activities that EOTC and Islam religious institutions don in  

bringing Ethiopian unity as well as the challenges that affect these religious institutions  

contribute in promoting Ethiopian unity. However, this study was not focused in the economic, 

social, developmental and environmental role of EOTC and Islam religions than the role in 

promoting Ethiopian unity. 

Geographically, this study was limited on Bahir Dar city administration EOTC and Islam 

religious institutions. The data was collected from members of EOTC kidus senodos, EOTC 

Bahir Dar city preaching center, from persons of Bête clergy, and EOTC center of Sunday school 

department (Mahibre Kidusan). Besides, ANRS council of Islamic affairs, Bahir Dar city 

administration council of Islamic affairs, Uleman Council, ANRS interreligious Council as well 

as preachers who are belonging to that religion were the focus of this study. The researcher did 

not go far beyond this area due to time and budget constraints. Periodically, this study was 

limited since 1991 Ethiopia.  

1.6. Rationale for Selecting Bahir Dar City Administration Eotc and Islam as 

a Case Study   

 In fact, all religions which are available in Ethiopia play a role in bringing national unity. But 

the researcher takes only the two dominant religions, EOTC and Islam as a case which are 

prominent religious institutions in Ethiopia as well as in Bahir Dar city. The role of religious 

institutions in all aspect rise as an agenda of discussion among the public, politicians and 

scholars. But the researcher raises this issue as an agenda, to assess the paramount role of EOTC 

and Islam in bringing Ethiopian unity. The intention behind to take Bahir Dar city administration 

EOTC and Islam religions as a case is:  

These religions are very prominent, EOTC introduced in Ethiopia in the 4th century and Islam in 

the 7th century, (Abbink, 2014; Zerihun, 2012&Karbo, 2013). They have also much amount of 

followers which covered 43.5% and 33.9% of Ethiopian population respectively (GSA, 2007). 

Likewise these religions are cover 90 percent and 8.5 percent of Bahir Dar city population 



10 
 

respectively (Woinshet, 2013).Therefore; the researcher takes Bahir Dar city administration 

EOTC and Islam religion as a case, by assuming that the dogmatic and doctrinal principles, 

teachings and all activities of those religions are the same wherever any place in Ethiopia.  

In addition, since the researcher is near to this area, it helps her to get relevant information from 

those religious institutions and hoped to get full cooperation from them. That is, the researcher 

does not face difficulty to create close contact with her discussants in terms of language as well 

as other barriers than other places. This makes the researcher to select Bahir Dar city 

administration EOTC and Islam religions as a case which has given little attention by other 

researchers. 

1.7. Limitation of the Study  

It is impossible to conduct a research without facing any of challenges. This study reaches at this 

stage with the passage of many challenges. The first problem that the researcher faced was 

because of time and financial problem this research is impossible to study a nationwide. It is 

limited only on Bahir Dar city administration which is the capital city of ANRS. But the 

researcher will study this problem by taking much time and allocating budgets for her future PhD 

dissertation. The second challenge that the researcher encountered was the difficulty of finding 

reliable information from the informants. This is due to some of the informants in the particular 

study area cannot understand the issue simply this creates imbalance between the answer they 

provide and the issue needs to get. To resolve such problems, the researcher tries to give an 

introduction about the issue before the main interview. Thirdly, the researcher encountered the 

problem of adequate information and on time analysis of the data as a result of the lengthy 

appointment by the interview and FGD. However, the researcher devoted her time, effort and 

resource to find reliable information from the informants for the sake of collecting adequate 

information. The fourth challenge that the researcher faced was the difficulty of identifying 

informants who have better religious knowledge especially these problems were faced from 

Islamic religious institutions. Due to the researcher has no affiliation to this religion. But with the 

help of Muslim brothers, sheiks, leaders and picket of mosques, the researcher is able to conduct 

interview and FGD from those who have better religious knowledge. Furthermore, with regard to 

FGD the researcher face a problem to get all of members of the group at time and impossible to 
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attempted to triangulate the data collected from different participants and sources using different 

tools of data collection. In addition, the researcher detached herself from subjective interpretation 

of data that were obtained from interviewees and focus group discussants. Therefore, the 

researcher attempted to crosscheck the collected data and methods used in the study for 

credibility.      

1.11. Organization of the Study   

This study is organized into five chapters. The first chapter includes the general background of 

the study, the problem statements, objectives and research question. Limitation and significance 

of the study, ethical considerations, trustworthiness of the research and providing the general 

insights of Bahir Dar City administration are also included in this chapter. In chapter two related 

literatures on the conceptual perspectives of religion, national unity and national unity of 

Ethiopia, theoretical frame work, conceptual framework, the role of religious institutions, how 

religion becomes a means in bringing national unity and the activities and mechanisms of 

religious institutions. Power of religious institutions, the challenges that affect EOTC and Islam 

religious institutions contributing for Ethiopian unity are also described in this chapter. 

Furthermore in this chapter the nexus between religion and Ethiopian politics describes religion 

in the context of Ethiopian history, Historical origin of EOTC and Islam, the role of EOTC and 

Islam religion in Ethiopian politics. Moreover, the third chapter is about the methodological 

aspects such as research approach, design, sampling and sources of data, data gathering 

instruments through which research questions are answered and method of data analysis. The 

fourth is about the finding of the study. In this chapter  the role of EOTC and Islam in bringing 

Ethiopian unity, the activities they have done and the challenges they have face are interpreted 

and analyzed based on the data collected from interview and FGD. Lastly, the fifth chapter is 

illustrated about the recommendation and conclusion part of the research. 

            1.12. Description of the Study Area  

         1.12.1. Bahir Dar City Administration  

Bahir Dar City is located in North West Ethiopia at the southern extreme of Lake Tana and Blue 

Nile in which it starts its journey to Egypt and Sudan (Seyoum, 2012). The City is located 
































































































































































