




















Christiani ,Islam, and Socio-economic Develo ment in Ethio ia

Muhammad in Medina

In the early fh century C.E., the Prophet Muhammad was faced with a similar socio-
economic crisis as both Nehemiah and Jesus in their respective eras. In Medina, the
Prophet had to deal with recalcitrant Jewish tribes-many of whom were descendents
of the Biblical Hebrews-who constantly attempted to undermine his authority, even
after these tribes gave their oath of allegiance to follow the rule of governance based
on the Qur'an that the Prophet Muhammad had established. The Jews of Medina so
loved the taking of usury that they paid no attention to the Prophet's decree based on
Qur'anic revelation that usury-all forms of interest-taking on financial and
commercial transactions-was to be forever abolished. The Jews in Medina were
completely merciless, charging huge rates of interest on loans to the people and
cpnfiscating their properties in case of default. Indeed, the high rates of interest
helped to ensure the probability of default. Thus, a handful of Jews, with the help of
exorbitant rates of interest, were concentrating the wealth of Medina into their hands
and impoverishing the community.

The people of Medina saw the Prophet's decree against usury as an extension of his
mercy and his unrelenting endeavours to help those in need. The prohibition against
usury became a pillar of the political economy of Medina and was strictly enforced
under the Islamic governance the Prophet Muhammad had established. On the other
hand, the Jews became more and more outspoken against the Prophet Muhammad.
They saw him as an ever-growing threat to their control and manipulation of the
socio-economic welfare of the people. Because of their greed in financial matters,
because of a bold conspiracy hatched by the Jews that included secret meetings with
those recalcitrant Meccan Quraysh-the blood relatives of the Prophet Muhammad
who had not joined him yet in the practice of Islam-to attack the Muslims of Medina,
and because of an assassination attempt on the Prophet Muhammad's life by the
leader of the conspiracy, a Jewish poet by the name of Qa'ab, the Jews were
eventually banished from Medina to an area which is now part of present day Syria.

In the Qur'an-the text from which the Prophet Muhammad developed the Islamic
political economy that governed the allocation and distribution of resources in the city-
state of Medina-there are several verses that reveal an emphatic prohibition against
usury (interest-taking. of all kinds). One such verse is taken from Surat-ul-Baqara
verse 275 (Yusuf Ali Translation):

Those who devour usury (interest) will not stand except as stands one whom
Satan by his touch has driven to madness. That is because they say: 'Trade
is like usury.' But Allah has permitted trade and forbidden usury. Those who,
after receiving direction from their Lord, desist shall be pardoned for the past;
their case is for Allah to judge, but those who repeat the offense of dealing in
interest are the Companions of the Fire: they will abide therein" (italics mine).
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Anyone who manipulates prices in his own interest 'springs from sheer
wantonness and greed,' contrary to God's word, reason and every sense of
justice. 'All such fellows are manifest thieves, robbers, and usurers'...

Luther's struggle for economic justice may give an impetus for church and
initiative groups to stand on behalf of resistance against violence and
injustice and carrying out a new constructive way for the rights of the poor.
What Luther criticizes concerning the economic development of his time is
based on his radical understanding of God, Christ and the gospel from the
perspective of the poor. The gospel is preached to the poor. Luther's
theology in face of early capitalism can remain a valid lesson for Asian
Christians who struggle with the inequality of world trade in recent global
capitalism. We may see that justice for the oppressed is an integral part of
Luther's teaching of justification (Chung 2003:4-6; italics mine).

Although Luther and others fought a valiant intellectual battle against the proponents
of economic individualism, these proponents ultimately prevailed. Ironically, it would
be the rise of another Christian school of thought-the teachings of John Calvin
(1509-1564), a 16th century French theologian, and founder of the Puritan
movement-that would undermine the work of the anti-capitalist Christians.

Basically, Calvin insisted that men should be allowed to behave in business as they
wished and that all usury was not extortion so long as it was reasonable. Thus,
Calvin made a distinction between excessive interest, which he called usury, and
moderate interest, which he simply called interest. This distinction persists today in
conventional thinking of the Atlantic tradition, the classical-neoclassical tradition in
economics. It was Max Weber (1864-1920), the great socio-economist of the late
19th and early 20th centuries, who articulated that it was Calvinism and the English
Puritan movement that developed the intellectual arguments favourable to the rise of

capitalism.

Thus the rule of the Bible and its economic laws were pushed into the background.
Th~ anti-religious sentiment beginning during the Renaissance and continuing into
the modern age was ultimately solidified politically and economically by the concept
of separation between church and state. That is why today the Christians have their
Bibles but they have accepted as normal the anti-Biblical economic paradigm of
capitalism. Important exceptions to this rule are the liberation theologians discussed
earlier and those anti-globalisation activists and organizations who use Biblical
economic themes to protest against the economic injustice practiced and perpetrated
on a global scale by the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA), and the World Trade Organization, just to name the more
prominent ones.
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economic performance, it is necessary to view the community as a system,
perceiving the critical roles and relationships of institutions, such as government,
business, labour union, and school. For the holist there is no separation between
what economists refer to as 'macro' and 'micro'" (Lodge 1987:21-22).

As has been shown, ABS is fundamentally communitarian. The significance of this
fact is that communitarnism, based on national culture that often has at its centre a
unifying religious ideology, is central to national competitiveness in the international
marketplace. This is the important finding advanced by George C. Lodge and Ezra F.
Vogel in a study commissioned by the Harvard Business School and published as
Ide~l_o_QY ~nd National Competitiveness: An Analysis of Nine Countries. For Lodge
and Vogel, the phenomenal economic rise of such Asian nations as Japan, South
Korea, Taiwan have been due in no small measure to the communitarian nature of
their cultures which arises out of their religious ideologies. I will take a glimpse at
Japan eventually to highlight the influence of its national religion on its economic
success.

National Competitiveness and Religion

The theory of comparative advantage is still taught in college and university classes
on international trade theory as tt)e undisputed truth. Consequently, it is taught that a
nation must seek its comparative advantage if it wants to achieve a higher level of
economic development. The theory of comparative advantage assumes a two-
nation, two commodity situation. Dominick Salvatore, author of International
Economics, a standard collegiate textbook on international economics, says the
following about the theory of comparative advantage:

The law of comparative advantage... postulates that even if one nation is less
efficient than the other nation in the production of [two commodities], there is
still a basis for mutually beneficial trade (as long as the absolute
disadvantage that the first nation has with respect to the second is not in the
same proportion in both commodities). The less efficient nation should
specialize in the production and export of the commodity in which its absolute
disadvantage is less (this is the commodity of its comparative advantage).
Likewise, the more efficient nation, the nation that has absolute advantage in
both commodities, would, nevertheless, specialize in the commodity in which
its absolute advantage is greater. This would become the commodity of
comparative advantage for the more efficient nation. The two nations would
thus enter into an agreement to import each other's commodity of
comparative advantage and severely curtail, if not completely discontinue,
each other commodity of comparative disadvantage because of the
reallocation of resources required to accommodate the production of the
commodities of comparative advantage in the two countries. According to
the law of comparative advantage, both nations can gain [from trade with
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whole... The system of political rule and its underlying ideology provided
impressive stability for 268 years" (Vogel 1987:142-143; italics mine).

Thus, the Japanese, beginning with the vision and leadership of leyasu Tokugawa,
deliberately developed an organic, communitarian national ideology around the
religious teachings of neo-Confucianism. Today, the neo-Confucian-centred
communitatrianism of the Japanese features a society where "all groups and
individuals in the society acknowledge-even take for granted-the desirability of
working together for a national purpose" (Vogel, 1987, p. 155). Ever since their
defeat in World War II, the Japanese have been more concerned about the
development of their nation as the first priority:

Since World War II, the pre-eminent concern has been reviving the country,
bringing the fruits of a high standard of living to all citizens and giving the
Japanese a place of honour in the world. The Japanese work well together
because they were trained as children to enjoy the benefits of
cooperation, ...because there are rewards for those who cooperate and
benefits are withheld from those who do not, and because they believe thai
the fate of everyone living on the Japanese islands is closely bound
together. ...Like people elsewhere, they have personal interests that they
pursue, but social norms give greater rewards for cooperation (Vogel
1987:155-156; italics mine).

In the arena of industry and commerce, the communitarian attitude arising from the
neo-Confucian religious belief system is realized through the practice of consensus.
This engenders a completely different attitude in the workplace, an attitude different
from the predatory, oppressive practices of company managers found in the industrial
and commercial practices in nations having a societal ideology based on
individualism:

[In Japan,] employees at all levels in the bureaucracy and in a company are
encouraged to find ways to assist their organization performing its job better
and to inform others of these ideas. Employees are expected to work hard
arid to make some sacrifices when it is in the company's interest. In turn,
management will look after the interests of employees, help them grow and
develop, and give them a substantial share of the benefits of the company's
success... .In a very important sense, the purpose of the company is to serve
the interests of its employees rather than those of its stockholders (Vogel
1987: 157).

The organic, holistic aspects of Japanese society are also important in understanding
its communitarian ideology. There is a high level of interactive cooperation between
private and public sectors:
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Labour and management, government and business leaders, and leaders of
competing companies in the same sector work together for common
purposes much more than in most Western countries. Great efforts are
made to cultivate strong informal ties and to create a climate of human
warmth and understanding that will make it easy to find new flexible ways to
solve problems. In the Japanese view, many Westerners are excessively
rigid, conservative, unimaginative, legalistic, and egotistic when they deal
with common problems" (Vogel 1987: 162).

6. CHRISTIANITY, ISLAM, AND ETHIOPIA

Christianity came to Ethiopia nearly 2000 years ago, absorbing ancient Hebraic
elements and practices present in the country since 1000 B. C., and thus creating the
very unique Ethiopian Orthodox Church. Islam came to Ethiopia nearly 1,400 years
ago. Clearly, these great spans of time should indicate that Christianity and Islam
have been in Ethiopia long enough to become fully indigenous.

Over this span of time, however indigenous they may have become to the land, there
yet remained a cleavage between the two, manifesting at best a tangential
interaction. The Christians dominated the central highlands; the Muslims occupied
the far eastern fringes of the highlands and the lowland areas up to the Red Sea and
the straits of Bab el Mandeb. During the medieval period, there was intermittent
raiding and armed conflict between the two communities as both struggled to achieve
some level of political and economic hegemony in the region. Finally in the early 16th
century, this cleavage widened into open hostility, when a great Muslim army under
the generalship of one Ahmad ibn Ibrahim-known to the Christians of the highlands
as Ahmad Gragn-launched a jihad to end what he saw as the never ending
incursions of the highland Christians into Muslim territories. The Christians saw it as
a time of Muslim brutality, as they tell a horrific story of forced conversions to Islam as
well as wanton destruction of life and property at the hands of the Muslims.

Moving forward to the late 19th century, Muslims tell a horrific story of suffering at the
hands of Emperor Yohannes with his issuing of the edict of Boru Meda in Wollo in
1878. In Wollo, an important region in the heart of the traditional Christian homeland,
had developed a rather highly organized Islamic infrastructure. In order to break up
this infrastructure and establish Christianity as the means by which to achieve
national unity, the edict basically said that the Muslims had to convert to Christianity
within a specified period of time or leave Wollo altogether. By 1879, Yohannes began
to ravage Wollo, killing many Muslim scholars, burning Islamic books, performing
mass baptisms, and massacring thousands of men and women who refused to
convert.

Thus, both the Christians and the Muslims of Ethiopia have their historic horror
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they had not been included in the new government although they had made some
contributions in the field to help topple the Mengistu regime And so it went.

When I finally got my chance to speak, a kind of hush fell over the auditorium. When
I opened my mouth, not only did I speak in English but I also spoke with an American
accent, the first one to do so that day. I first apologized to the panel of officials for not
being able to speak in one of the major indigenous languages of Ethiopia even
though I claim paternal descent from the Warra Sheik and Warra Himano of Yejju and
Wollo respectively. I went on to say that in my two trips to Ethiopia in 1980 and 1982,
I had been positively impressed by Ethiopia in spite of its grinding poverty. I told the
panel that one thing that left an indelible impression on my mind was the energy I saw
the people put into their work, particularly the street vendors hustling to make a bir,
an Ethiopian dollar. No matter what he or she called himself-Adere, Amhara,
Gurage, Oromo-l saw lots of hard working people working for very little against
tremendous odds. Also, I told the panel, I often saw Christians and Muslims working
together and socializing together, getting along just fine. I concluded from these
observations that the peoples of Ethiopia had the potential amongst themselves to
become one of the great nations, not only in Africa but also in the world. But the
peoples of Ethiopia had one historical problem going from the 17 years of the
tyrannical rule of the Mengistu regime backwards as far as anyone would care to
remember. That historical problem was bad leadership. No regime had ever
genuinely had the interests of the people first and foremost in their hearts. It was
historically bad leadership that had been the major impediment to the peoples of
Ethiopia in achieving their greatness. If the peoples of Ethiopia could somehow push
aside those power mongers who are after their personal aggrandizement and
personal enrichment, then the peoples of Ethiopia might be able to accomplish
something great. I thanked the panel for listening to me and I turned and walked
away from the microphone.

To my complete surprise, I got a thunderous applause. Apparently, I had touched a
deep level of frustration in a lot of those present. One gentleman even pulled me
aside and told me that what I said before the panel was the most meaningful thing
that had been said that day. For some time after this gathering at the University of
Maryland, I would get stopped on the street or I would meet someone in a restaurant
who remembered me and what I said and congratulate me for it. Well, I meant every
word I said that day. And I still do. The only difference between then and now is that
I think I have finally found a way that the people at the grassroots level can begin to
move forward. We may not have an Ethiopian leyasu Takugawa. But what I am sure
that we do have among ourselves-Christians and Muslims-are many with
something of the spirit and something of the vision of leyasu Takugawa wherein we
can come together and work together to do what has to be done. I am, therefore,
proposing the establishment of the Ethiopian Institute for the Development of
Abrahamic Belief System Ideology (EIDABSI).
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8. THE ETHIOPIAN INSTITUTE FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF
ABRAHAMIC BEUEF SYSTEM IDEOLOGY (EIDABSI)

National Ideology. The primary goal of EIDABSI would be to develop a national
ideology that would bring the peoples of Ethiopia together in a communitarian fashion
to be better prepared to work toward the growth and socio-economic development of
Ethiopia. EIDABSI should bring together the best Biblical and Qur'anic scholars-
credentialed and non-credentialed-to work on this important effort. Additionally,
experts in all areas of socio-economic development sensitive to ABS should be
assembled as well.

Educational Development. One of the primary goals of EIDA~SI would be to
determine the best way to incorporate the ABS concept in the educational curriculum.
Every country that has achieved anything worthwhile has prepared the young minds
of their country in such a way as to carry the nation forward according to its chosen
ideological framework.

Financial Intermediation Development. EIDABSI should propose the establishment of
microfinance institutions that would advance the ABS philosophy of interest-free
financial intermediation. Worldwide, microfinance institutions have produced
microenterprise projects that have had a significant impact on the socio-economic
development of the rural and urban poor. A growing body of evidence shows that
interest free microfinance withstands the ravages of inflation better than those
microfinance institutions which operate on the basis interest.

Policy Development. EIDABSI should be about the business of making concrete
policy proposals to the government. Of course, these would be proposals to improve
growth and socio-economic development in the country by making the best and
proper use of the instrumental value of moral and ethical concepts inherent in ABS.

Constitutional and State Policy Reform. EIDABSI would take a close look at the
Ethiopian constitution and current policies of the national government to determine
those aspects that are impediments to establishing a strong, viable national ideology
based on ABS. EIDABSI would then make proposals for constitutional andlor policy

changes accordingly.

Of course, EIDABSI would involve itself in other areas of research and
recommendation as it deemed appropriate. Such additional activities would be
determined by circumstances existing in Ethiopian society.
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