
Suicide by Geography: How "Abiy Logic" Could 

Erase Ethiopia from the Map 

Context: 

This analysis is written in response to a documentary program recently aired on 

Ethiopian state media in Amharic. The program repeats the dangerous rhetoric 

currently being championed by the Abiy administration, specifically weaponizing the 

“Afar Card” to justify territorial expansion. By narrating a false history of “missed 

opportunities” during the 1998–2000 border war and suggesting that ethnic 

distribution should dictate international boundaries, the program promotes a 

narrative that is both historically inaccurate and strategically reckless. 

By Dr. Gebre Gebremariam 

The political geography of Africa is defined by a paradox: its borders are both 

"artificial" and "sacrosanct." Drawn during the Berlin Conference of 1884–85 by 

European colonialists with no regard for ethnic or linguistic realities, these lines 

divided ancient communities and kingdoms. Yet, at the dawn of independence in 

1964, the Organization of African Unity (OAU) recognized that attempting to redraw 

these borders would lead to continental catastrophe. They established the principle 

of uti possidetis—respecting inherited borders—as the only way to prevent endless 

war (Clapham 2017, 122). 

Today, this foundational principle is being threatened by what is increasingly termed 

"Abiy Logic." While a landlocked nation’s quest for commercial port access could be a 

legitimate economic goal if pursued through diplomacy, the current administration’s 

rhetoric suggests something far more dangerous: a demand for sovereign territorial 

access and the redrawing of international maps. This logic—that borders should be 

revised based on ethnic affiliation or "correcting" the outcomes of past wars—is a 

double-edged sword that could ultimately dismantle the Ethiopian state itself. 

 



The Afar Paradox: A Gateway or an Exit? 

The recent state media documentary leans heavily on the "Afar Card," suggesting 

that because the Afar people inhabit a contiguous region across Ethiopia, Eritrea, 

and Djibouti, Ethiopia has a natural claim to the Red Sea coast. However, this logic 

ignores the inherent danger of ethnic irredentism. 

The Afar people already possess sovereign territory and coastal access in Djibouti and 

Eritrea. If ethnicity becomes the primary justification for redrawing borders, there is 

no reason the Afar within Ethiopia would necessarily want to remain part of a 

landlocked, highland-dominated state. Applying "Abiy Logic," the Afar Region of 

Ethiopia—which serves as the country's sole economic artery to the outside world—

could just as easily choose to secede and join their kin in Eritrea or Djibouti to form 

a unified, coastal "Afar State." In this scenario, the "Abiy Logic" does not gain 

Ethiopia a port; it loses Ethiopia its most critical trade corridor and its only reliable 

link to international commerce (Shehim 1985, 340). 

The Domino Effect: A Map of Dissolution 

If Ethiopia challenges the sovereignty of its neighbors based on ethnic distribution or 

the "missed opportunities" of past wars, it provides a legal and moral blueprint for its 

neighbors to dismantle Ethiopia. Ethiopia is a fragile mosaic of over 80 ethnic groups. 

If the 1964 Cairo Declaration is abandoned in favor of this new expansionist logic, 

the following territorial hemorrhages become inevitable: 

1. The Somali Region (The Ogaden): The most immediate threat lies in the east. 

Somalia has historically sought to unite all Somali-speaking peoples into a 

"Greater Somalia." If Abiy argues that borders should follow ethnic lines, he 

validates Mogadishu’s claim to a third of Ethiopia’s landmass. This was the exact 

logic that fueled the 1977–78 Ogaden War (Tareke 2009, 185). 



2. Oromia and Kenya: The Oromo people, Ethiopia's largest ethnic group, share 

deep cultural and linguistic ties with populations in northern Kenya. Under a 

system of ethnic-based borders, southern Ethiopia could be pulled toward a 

transnational Oromo identity, effectively erasing the current border with Kenya 

and threatening the integrity of both nations. 

3. Tigray and Eritrea: The Tigrayans of northern Ethiopia share a language, 

religion, and history with the majority in Eritrea. If the "Abiy Logic" of ethnic 

reunification is applied, northern Ethiopia could be absorbed into a "Greater 

Tigray/Tigrinya" state centered in Asmara, further hollowing out the Ethiopian 

union (De Waal 2015, 34). 

4. The Western Frontiers: In the west, the Gambella and Benishangul-Gumuz 

regions are home to Nilotic peoples with deep ties to South Sudan and Sudan. If 

ethnicity dictates sovereignty, these resource-rich regions—which house the 



Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD)—could be claimed by Juba or 

Khartoum, stripping Ethiopia of its most vital energy and water assets. 

The Strategic Cost of Revisionism 

The state media’s lamentation over "missed opportunities" in the 1998–2000 war is 

particularly dangerous. That conflict was settled by the Algiers Agreement, a binding 

international treaty. By suggesting that Ethiopia should have "finished the job" by 

seizing the port of Assab, the administration signals that its goal is not merely 

commercial usage, but territorial conquest. This undermines Ethiopia's standing as 

a nation that respects international law. 

Furthermore, history shows that irredentist claims—the desire to "recover" 

territory—almost always lead to catastrophic displacement and economic collapse. 

The Balkan wars of the 1990s serve as a grim warning: when a multi-ethnic state 

begins to prioritize "ethnic purity" or historical borders over modern citizenship, the 

result is not a stronger nation, but a fragmented landscape of "rump states" (Glenny 

2012, 635). 

Conclusion: A Choice Between Sovereignty and Chaos 

The Horn of Africa is a region defined by profound interdependence. Ethiopia’s quest 

for a commercial port access, if it were just that, could have been a legitimate 

economic goal; but such a need must be pursued through 21st-century mechanisms: 

diplomacy, regional economic integration, and shared infrastructure. Instead, by 

pursuing a sovereign territorial claim disguised as an ethnic right, the Abiy 

administration is playing with fire in a room full of gunpowder. 

In a continent of "divided houses," those who attempt to move the walls often find the 

entire ceiling collapsing upon them. To save Ethiopia, the regime must protect the 

very borders it currently seeks to question. Challenging the sovereignty of neighbors 

based on the "Afar Card" is not a strategy for growth, but a map for national suicide. 
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