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This book contains a thorough study of the upcoming of elite
women in Eritrea, encompassing the time of the armed struggle
for liberation and its aftermath, up to the tenth anniversary of
Eritrean independence in 2001 and beyond. The study is multi-
disciplinary, combining a comprehensive analysis of Eritrean

history, society and political developments with extensive case \\
study research of the lives of different groups of elite women.
Modernisation processes created by the Eritrean revolution,

fostered an environment in which women are regarded as

equal and are encouraged to occupy positions of leadership.

At the same time, the revolution’s hegemonic ideology does

not envisage women opting out of its version of modernity,

thus new avenues open up only for those subscribing to the

revolution’s narrative of progress. Furthermore, it is argued

that while the Eritrean revolution played a decisive role in

opening up possibilities for women’s emancipation, a failure

to implement democratic structures of governance puts the

revolution’s societal achievements at risk - its legacy might

well rest with possibilities of personal liberation in individual

lives.
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Angel of History

My wing is ready for flight
I would like to turn back.
If I stayed timeless time,

1 would have little luck.

A Klee painting named “Angelus Novus” shows an angel looking as though he
is about to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are
staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the
angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain
of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon
wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken
the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from
Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can
no longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to
which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward.
This storm is what we call progress.

Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, 1973: 259

To Beraki Gebreselassie and those with him — their personal histories serving
as symbols for the history of the Eritrean revolution.






Introduction

One of the major themes within the social sciences in the twentieth century was
the collective attempt to improve the human condition in (socialist) revolution-
ary (mass) movements. At the beginning of the twenty-first century many of
these attempts are considered to have failed, often piling wreckage upon wreck-
age in the course of their history. Nevertheless, the search remains for alterna-
tives to the dominant doctrine of global neo-liberalism which emerged after the
end of the Cold War, especially in the face of prevailing poverty in many coun-
tries in the developing world. Thus, particularly in the context of societies in the
developing world, the potential inherent in revolutions to radically reshape
those societies — a transformation commonly envisaged by the revolutionary
movement of the day in terms of ‘modernisation’ coupled with notions of social
justice — lets them remain intriguing and relevant objects of study.

The example chosen to discuss the relevance revolutions can still have in the
globalised world of the twenty-first century is Eritrea, Africa’s youngest state. It
came into being as the outcome of a national liberation struggle combined with
a social revolution. The potential to reshape the world inherent in a revolution-
ary situation is examined through the lens of social change in the status of
women in society. This is due to the fact that gender relations played an impor-
tant part in the ideology of all revolutionary movements in the twentieth century
in the developing world, and particularly so in Eritrea.

In judging revolutions as well as wider processes of modernisation in their
wake, the individual is often neglected in favour of the broader picture of
creating a new nation, a different society, a more just or modern or progressive
social order. After all, revolutions usually involve ‘the masses’ or some form of
popular movement, and thus they tend to be judged in terms of their impact on
this collectivity, of which an important group are ‘women’. In this study, it will
be individuals who come to the forefront. The Eritrean revolution will be
judged in terms of its emancipatory effect and the transformations it brought to
the lives of individual women who are in different ways part of the elite.

These ‘views from below’ which emerge in the life histories of this diverse
sample of women will reveal what the revolution meant for them personally,
how it changed their lives and opened up space for emancipation and liberation.
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At the same time, it will place their personal histories into the broader social
and cultural context of the Eritrean revolution and nation building process.

The focus is on the time of revolutionary institutionalisation and consolida-
tion, the time after the revolutionary movement achieved state power and is in
the position to put its political agenda into practice under the conditions of
building a new nation. It was ten years in May 2001 since the Eritrean People’s
Liberation Front (EPLF) marched into Asmara and became the de facto gov-
ernment of independent Eritrea. Thus, the ‘honeymoon period’ which usually
follows national liberation can be regarded as over and time has come to take
some stock of the revolution’s wider objectives and their implementation —
including changing gender relations within Eritrea.

The success of the Eritrean revolution relied to a large extent on the spread
of its ideology among a sufficiently large part of the population via a pro-
gramme of political education. Within this ideological framework, certain forms
of traditional lifestyles were judged as backward and a modernist outlook
propagated. An important part of this modernist agenda advocated the equality
of women and men by virtue of their joint participation in the revolution.

The main focus in this study is on three generations of present and potential
future elite women. It will be largely these elite women who will in the longer
term shape the conditions for the majority of Eritrean women — particularly so
in the light of the EPLF’s ideological belief that the more female ‘role models’
exist as part of the elite, the easier it will be for ‘ordinary’ women to advance
and for entrenched ‘backward’ attitudes towards women to be overcome. In the
lives of present elite women contradictions within the revolution are particularly
pronounced. The potential future elite women will be the cornerstone for the
future of the revolutionary agenda in terms of fundamentally changing the status
of women in Eritrean society.

These elite women comprise a group of ex-fighters who today occupy posi-
tions of political power. They were the female elite of the revolution, its “avant-
garde” (LeHouérou, 2000: 604), and now find themselves in the position of
being part of the female elite of the new nation, and, as will be revealed, con-
sider themselves as the “éclairée” (ibid.: 612), the “enlightened vanguard”
(Hale, 2000: 362). These are the women whose lives were shaped by the revo-
lution and who now transport its ideology into the consolidation process. Their
position is somewhere on a scale between the two poles of serving as “models
of emancipated women within a liberated society” or being “symbols of a
romantic era that passed, metaphors for and icons of the struggle” (ibid.: 349).
Their histories will be contrasted with the experiences of women — partly from
the same generation, partly younger — who chose a different route and, without
direct involvement in the revolution, became part of the business and academic
elite.
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The central focus, however, will be on a group of young women who were
teenagers when Eritrea won its independence and are currently students at the
University of Asmara (UoA). In being groomed to become part of the future
elite they will be decisive for the process of revolutionary consolidation. In a
further step back in time, the experiences of young women in secondary schools
will be looked at. The focus here is on ‘traditional’ environments to get some
insights into if and how the modernist agenda of the revolution might have
modified these environments in terms of opening up opportunities for young
women.

This focus on women successful within the system of formal education pays
tribute to the fact that as the central tool for women’s emancipation and
modernisation — in general as well as in the specific context of the Eritrean
revolution — education has been identified.

The challenges these women face and the ambitions they have for their fu-
ture will reveal the possible openings (and closures) created for women in the
aftermath of the Eritrean revolution in terms of enabling them to occupy posi-
tions of decision making in society as well as following their personal agenda of
emancipation. In a further step, their personal experiences will allow wider
conclusions to be drawn on the Eritrean revolution in general, in particular on
how it treads the fine line between authoritarian rule and a democratic society —
a balancing act in which so many revolutionary movements have failed.

The book consists of eight chapters.

Chapter one defines the concept of revolution as it is understood in this
study. It identifies gender relations as an important part in the ideology of
revolutionary movements in the twentieth century in the developing world and
proceeds to examine how women fared in a number of such revolutions.

Chapter two starts with a brief introduction of Eritrean society and national-
ist politics. It then introduces the EPLF as a revolutionary movement before
looking in detail at the ideological framework of the Eritrean revolution and its
practical implications for women within.

Chapter three briefly outlines the methodology followed to eventually arrive
at coherent personal narratives of elite women within the Eritrean revolution.

The main data chapters are chapters four to seven. Chapter four starts with
looking at the background of present elite women in Eritrea — namely former
fighters who today occupy positions of authority, as well as women who
successfully pursued an academic or business career. It then turns to a group of
29 female students at the UoA who are in the centre of this research and
examines their personal histories. While the background of present elite women
shows strong similarities — they come from urban and often semi-affluent
families — the history of a number of current students at the UoA shows that the



4 INTRODUCTION

Eritrean revolution did indeed create some openings via education for the pre-
sent generation of young women.

Chapter five takes the reader one step further back: to the years of secondary
schooling as a decisive stage in the lives of young women when the course is
set for much of their future. The remembered experiences of the 29 main
student participants during their years of secondary schooling are supplemented
by observations and interviews in five secondary schools in present-day Eritrea.
The lives of young women are shown to be located somewhere between being
academically successful and have aspirations for a ‘modern’ future on one hand,
and cultural traditions, the most prominent being early marriage, on the other.

Chapter six 1looks at present challenges and the future outlook of current elite
women. It shows the lives of former fighters mainly determined by the collec-
tivity of the nation, whereas individualised notions of success dominate among
civilian professional women. Both groups regard themselves as role models for
the future generation of Eritrean women. But they are regarded as such by the
dominant political ideology only in so far as their individual ambitions comply
with the perceived needs of the nation. For the future, it is envisaged that
education will be decisive for women’s advancement. But in the way education
is conceptualised the dichotomy between the individual and the wider society
inherent in any educational system is largely ignored.

Chapter seven illustrates this dichotomy in returning to the core group of
potential future elite women who at the time of the research were students at the
UoA and taking a look at their future aspirations. These 29 women are shown to
have ambitions common to young women the world over: a good job and a
successful family life. Similar traits are reported among a wider sample of male
and female university students who took part in a questionnaire survey. The
majority are, however, prepared to pursue their individual aspirations in a way
which at the same time benefits the nation.

Chapter eight shows the lives of the participants in this study determined by
two pairs of opposite poles: individualism versus collectivism on one hand — the
latter being a legacy of the revolution’s nationalist ideology and citizenship
obligations arising from it; and a modernist outlook (visible most prominently
in a culture of life-long career) versus cultural traditions (most prominent in
early marriage traditions) on the other. It concludes that the Eritrean revolution
established a process of modernisation which brought individual freedoms to
and created openings for women. These possibilities of personal liberation
might turn out to become its most important legacy.

The epilogue, with reference to recent political events, shows successes in
revolutionary institutionalisation and consolidation at risk. It remains to be seen
in which direction the storm will blow in the future, and whether it will allow
the angel of history to turn its face forwards again.



Social change and the status
of women 1n a revolutionary
society — The context

The following two chapters set the theoretical context into which the subse-
quent case studies of Eritrean women are embedded. In this chapter, revolution
and revolutionary society as understood in the context of this study are defined.
In a further step the standing of women in revolutions in the developing world
is being examined.

Revolution has been called a special case of social change (Moghadam,
1997), an attempt “to embody a set of values in a new or at least renovated
social order” (Dunn, 1989: 12). Revolutions (at the outset) aim for a combina-
tion of social justice and improvement of society (Kéufeler, 1988); the latter is
commonly described in terms of what can be called modernisation. Nearly all
revolutions which took place in the developing world in the twentieth century
had such a modernist agenda. This agenda centred on, as Cabral put it, “the
building of the people’s economic, social and cultural progress” (Cabral, 1980:
150).!

Modernisation here is understood in its most basic sense: Having its roots in
the humanist and secularist enlightenment philosophy of reason and progress
(Green, 1997; Hobsbawm, 1962) modernisation is the hope for a better world

! Partly an exception was the Iranian (theocratic) revolution of 1979.
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which will come about by “the growth of education (...) moral improvement and
technical development” (Kolakowski, 1990: 221).2

These elements — the strive for social justice, ‘betterment’, modernity — are
combined during the revolutionary struggle with an upsurge in the intrinsic
ability of people to reassert a history of one’s own, recapture an identity of
one’s own and ultimately recreate a society (often in tandem with a nation) of
one’s own (Davidson, 1981a; Selbin, 1993).> Above all, revolutions raise the
question whether human and social conditions need to be as unequal and unjust
as they are in a pre-revolutionary context (Dunn, 1989). Two emotions are thus
at the centre of revolution: hope and despair (Kimmel, 1990).*

This characteristic of a revolutionary process — regardless of what the even-
tual outcome will be — as a situation in which “possibilities seem to abound”
(Selbin, 1993: 1) does make these processes so intriguing. Here the potential of
human agency to radically reshape the world suddenly can become reality. In
the words of Arendt “what the revolutions brought to the fore was this experi-
ence of being free” (Arendt, 1963: 34). The process of revolution creates struc-
tural possibilities of transformation that were not present before (Kimmel,
1990).

Revolution has thus been regarded as crucial to the process of modernisation
(Huntington, 1968; Moore, 1967).° Moore argues that Western scholars are
unjustified advocates of gradual change instead of violent revolution (Moore,
1967). The conditions in some developing countries he describes as “the
suffering of those who have not revolted” (ibid.: 506). Even though Moore
acknowledges that the Russian or Chinese revolutions did not bring “higher
forms of freedom” to its peoples than Western democratic capitalism, these
revolutions nevertheless created what he refers to as “the possibility of libera-

2 1t goes beyond the focus of this research to engage in a debate on the tribulations of modernity.
In general the author agrees with Kolakowski that “it would be silly (...) to be either ‘for’ or
‘against’ modernity fout court (...) because both, modernity and antimodernity may be expressed
in barbarous and antihuman forms” (Kolakowski, 1990: 12). For many people in the developing
world, the promises of modernity mean things as simple as clean water, enough food, a roof over
their head and an education for their children.

3 The concept of creating a space of one’s own was adopted from the following line (echoing
Virginia Woolf and) written by Somali novelist Nuruddin Farah: “A room of one’s own. A coun-
try of one’s own. A century in which one was not a guest” (quoted from Ruth Iyob, 1997a: 149).
Even though Farah was referring to his native country, his imagery captures one of the essences
of any revolutionary process.

4 Arendt remarks in this context that the October Revolution in Russia had for her contemporaries
“the same profound meaningfulness of first crystallizing the best of men’s hope and then realizing
the full measure of their despair that the French Revolution had for its contemporaries” (Arendt,
1963: 57).

5 This link has been disputed by other scholars, one of the most prominent of whom is Tilly, who
regards political factors as decisive in explaining revolutions (see Tilly, 1973).
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tion” (ibid.: 506).° In a similar spirit, Dunn (1989) argues that revolutions must
be taken seriously because they represent “profoundly important and in some
ways distinctively successful attempts to improve the human social condition”
(ibid.: 20).7

In the context of this study, the potential to reshape the world inherent in a
revolutionary situation will be examined through the lens of social change in the
status of women in society. It has been suggested that “gender relations consti-
tute an important part of the culture, ideology, and politics of revolutionary
societies” (Moghadam, 1997: 137). Or, to look at it from the other angle, that
“the most striking changes” in the status of women have come about “in the
context of developmentalist socialist revolutions and regimes” (Moghadam,
1992: 228).°

Moghadam defines two models of womanhood which emerged in the con-
text of revolutionary change in the twentieth century. These are what she calls
the “Woman’s Emancipation model” (where women’s emancipation is a major
goal or outcome of a revolution) and the “Woman-in-the-Family model” (where
the family attachment of women is a major goal or outcome of a revolution)
(Moghadam, 1993).°

Even though this definition is analytically too broad in the sense that one can
conceive of a revolution which has women’s emancipation initially as a goal but
changes its course and thus has a different outcome (Algeria could be a possible

® In a wider sense Moore argues that in Western democratic countries revolutionary (and other)
forms of violence were part of a historical process that laid the conditions for subsequently peace-
ful processes of social change; in a similar way, in ‘communist’ countries revolutionary violence
has been part of a break with an repressive past and an effort to construct a less repressive future
(Moore, 1967: 506).

" A paradigmatic example here is the Cuban revolution. It is widely acknowledged that in its
course a legacy of underdevelopment and social deprivation was overcome — as witnessed for
example in the human development indicators published yearly by the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) (for a discussion of the Cuban experience see Miiller, 1993; Selbin,
1993). However, the Cuban revolution failed to provide “higher forms of freedom” to its people.

¥ Moghadam cites the Bolshevik revolution in Russia as providing “the first historic example of
sweeping legal reform in favour of women” (Moghadam, 1993: 69), soon to be followed by
China. In both cases, it was a mixture of principle (a believe in gender equality) and pragmatism
(the needs of the revolution) combined that led to vast improvements in the status of women
(Moghadam, 1992: 229) — not unlike in Eritrea as will be shown as this study unfolds.

® Moghadam regards as the historical precursor for the “Woman-in-the-Family model” the French
Revolution (for a discussion see Moghadam, 1993: 74f). Among the socialist or populist revolu-
tions of the twentieth century which fall into this category she identifies the Mexican, Algerian
and Iranian revolutions (Moghadam, 1993: 97). Examples cited for the “Woman’s Emancipation
model” include (in addition to Russia 1917 and China): Cuba, Vietnam, Democratic Yemen,
Afghanistan (Saur Revolution), Nicaragua, El Salvador and as a bourgeois revolution Kemalism
in Turkey (Moghadam 1993; 1997). No African revolution is among the examples as Moghadam
states (wrongly, as will be seen in more detail in the following sections) that very little informa-
tion is available on gender dynamics of African revolutions (Moghadam, 1993: 97).
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case in point here), it is useful in the context of this study to clarify its focus: It
centres on revolutions which follow the “Woman’s Emancipation model”:
Revolutions whose protagonists “target feudalism, tribalism, or backwardness
and recognise the need to integrate women into programmes for development
and progress” (Moghadam, 1993: 95) — in short, revolutionary movements
which combine a developmentalist orientation with a concept of women’s
rights.

The following will define the concept of revolution and revolutionary
society in more detail. In a further step, the content of some revolutions in the
developing world will be looked at in order to analyse how a change in the
status of women became integrated into revolutionary practice.

The concept of revolution

A useful starting point to approach revolution and clarify what is meant by
revolutionary society is Huntington’s definition, as he clearly distinguishes
revolution from other means of change in political power. For Huntington a
revolution is “a rapid, fundamental, and violent domestic change in the domi-
nant values and myths of a society, in its political institutions, social structure,
leadership and government activity and policies” (Huntington, 1968: 264, my
emphasis). Revolutions are thus different from rebellions, revolts, coups and
wars of independence, as all of these do not necessarily involve a change in
social structures and values (ibid.)."

Huntington argues from a structural perspective in which modernisation is
the cause of revolution. Skocpol — while sharing this structural perspective — in
her study of the three ‘great’ social revolutions (France in 1789, Russia in 1917,
China in 1911 and 1949) extends the focus to include the revolutionary process.
She defines the ‘great’ revolutions as events where structural transformation
occurred together with a class breakthrough from below. The latter is based on
Marxist understanding which defines revolutions as class-based movements
driven by inherent contradictions in society (Skocpol, 1979; Skocpol, 1994).

Remaining for the moment with this structural perspective, part of the es-
sence of revolution can thus be defined as a coincidence of radical political
transformation and fundamental change in political and social structures in a
mutually reinforcing fashion (Skocpol, 1979). Alternatively if a national libera-

10 Unless this distinction is made, the concept of revolution is in danger of losing much of its
utility. As Selbin (1993) points out, revolution is at times invoked as a rhetorical device to lend
drama to far less dramatic occasions and used synonymously with ‘watershed’, ‘turning point’, or
simply uprising. In this context, for example the Palestinian Intifada in the West Bank and Gaza
and the Zapatista movement in Mexico have been referred to as revolutions (see Foran, 1997).
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tion war is characterised by these features, it is considered to be a revolution."
Throughout this study when referring to the Eritrean liberation war or “the
struggle”, as it is usually referred to among Eritreans, what is implied is a
revolution in the full sense of the word."

Revolutions in the late twentieth century took place in different circum-
stances from the ‘great’ revolutions in France, Russia and China. In the context
of this study — and with the Eritrean revolution in mind — the typology sug-
gested by Hermassi (1976) is worth some elaboration. Hermassi distinguishes
between three types of revolutions: The first he calls “democratic revolutions”
(referring to England" and France), where the revolutionary agenda was one of
“liberating a dynamic society and growing economy from an inhibiting political
framework™ (Hermassi, 1976: 219). The second type he calls “developmental
revolutions”, referring to revolutions which “occurred in societies marked by
relative stagnation and backwardness, and their aim has been to employ a
massive apparatus of state power in order to catch up with developments
abroad” (ibid.). The prototype here is the Russian revolution (later reappearing
in Eastern Europe and partly China), whose significance Hermassi sees in

the establishment of political control over social and economic affairs, the oblitera-
tion of distinctions between state and society, and the conception of state power as
something to be mobilised at will for the purpose of changing societal relations
(ibid.: 221).

The third type he calls “national revolutions” (ibid.: 226). These are revolu-
tions which occurred in developing societies. Because of these societies’ struc-
tural position in the global world system, national revolutions could neither
carry out the programme of the early democratic revolutions nor fulfil the aims

" This is not to deny but rather support the distinction Chabal makes between a national libera-
tion war and revolution. While the former is mainly a military conflict between a nationalist
movement and a colonial power, the latter, in addition to the overthrow of an existing political
state by a counter elite, requires “the ability by the new political masters to establish a radically
distinct social, political and economic order” (Chabal, 1983: 188, my emphasis). Especially the
issue of ability is crucial here: Revolution implies not only having won power and perhaps
already administered part of the country in a ‘revolutionary’ way in that process, but the ability to
carry this qualitatively different system through to the post-independence area.

"2 In a broader context it has been argued that a mere violent overthrow of an unpopular or colo-
nial government could never justify the sufferings armed struggle involves; therefore a liberation
struggle worth being called that always involves establishing a new socio-economic framework
(and therewith a revolutionary element): “If there had to be warfare, it was to be for revolutionary
ends” (Davidson, 1981a: 20; referring to the liberation struggle in Guinea-Bissau and Cape
Verde).

13 The so called Glorious Revolution in England in 1688/89 could be called an ancestor of revolu-
tion, as here the establishment of a constitutional form of government was introduced. The Bill of
Rights of 1689 was subsequently used as a point of reference in the American War of Independ-
ence, which qualifies as another ancestor.
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of the developmental ones, but aimed to create societies characterised by a
synthesis of both agendas (ibid.). The Chinese revolution occupies a linking
position between developmental and national revolutions. It was on one hand
highly influenced by the Marxist-Leninist agenda of the Russian revolution. On
the other hand, it shared many of the features of national revolutions in devel-
oping societies which were to come afterwards — not least the need for national
consolidation in geographic and military terms and a unifying ideology (which
was to become symbolised in Mao’s ‘little red book”), as it was the only of the
‘great’ revolutions which required a long drawn-out military struggle for the
revolutionaries to come to power (see Dunn, 1989: 70f).

Revolutions do occur in situations where any road towards reform seems
blocked (though they do not always occur)." Or to look at it from the other side:
Legitimacy of a revolutionary movement requires a state of near total disillu-
sionment among the wider population with the ruling authority and prevailing
power structures (Turok, 1980: 13). There can be no revolution “except where
the previous regime, whether by its weakness or by its viciousness, has lost the
right to rule” (Dunn, 1989: 246).

To turn this disillusionment into a revolution needs, however, a further ele-
ment: a radical ideological break with what was before. Dunn characterises a
revolutionary as somebody who is engaged in creating a better future in being
committed not only to changes in the tenure of positions of power, but equally
to changes in social stratification (or even the eventual disappearance of it), to
improvements in social welfare and to decisive changes in ideology. The latter
is not merely consisting of ritual proclamations of certain political and social
values that might appeal to the wider masses, but of a transformation in the way
in which people’s “experience of living in their society leads them to perceive
and to feel about that society” (Dunn, 1989: 229). This last aspect will be shown
in due course as having been one of the decisive factors in the success of the
Eritrean revolution.

The ‘great’ revolutions provided all subsequent revolutions with an ideologi-
cal discourse of revolution. The ‘liberté, egalité, fraternité’ of the French revo-
lution symbolised above all a demand for a just political order (Dunn, 1989).
‘All power to the Soviets’ in the Russian revolution symbolised the (in reality
short-lived) experiment to set up a revolutionary leadership of proletariat and
peasantry (ibid.). Lenin’s dictum that socialism means ‘electrification plus the
Soviets’ can be described as the “inauguration of a developmental revolution”

' The question why revolutions occurred in some countries and not in others is, however, beyond
the focus of this research. For further discussion see for example Clapham, 1990; Dunn, 1989;
Foran, 1997; Selbin, 1993.
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(Hermassi, 1976: 221). The Long March'® during the Chinese revolution gave
birth to the strategy of protracted war. All later revolutionary movements made
reference to this discourse in one way or another and adopted, combined and
partly expanded its different languages in positioning themselves within a
broader ideological framework. Most visible are these pieces of discourse in a
revolution’s popular slogans. In the case of Eritrea, the slogan awat na hafash
(Victory to the Masses) to this day is written under every official document as
the sign-off line.'¢

The adaptation of a particular discourse became strongly related to concrete
revolutionary practice. As Dunn states,

revolutions belong to a tradition of historical action in the strong sense that virtually
all revolutions in the present century have imitated — or at least set out to imitate as
best they could — other revolutions of an earlier date (Dunn, 1989: 232, my empha-
sis)."

About revolutions in the developing world it has been generally said that
successful revolutionaries had — at least until the end of the Cold War and the
collapse of many socialist states — remarkably similar ideas about how to
remake and modernise their societies, all somehow related to socialism
(Colburn, 1994). Socialism was albeit defined differently in the concrete
context of each revolution, whose course was shaped by what Kirchheimer calls
“‘confining conditions’ — the particular social and intellectual conditions present
at the birth of these regimes” (Kirchheimer, 1965: 964).'8

Revolutions in different cultural settings were thus inspired by certain com-
mon, universal values. These values included notions of liberation and emanci-
pation (often from colonial rule), a right to basic social services, and last but not

!5 The epic withdrawal of the Chinese Communists after having been close to collapse between
1934-35, during which Mao took over the leadership and led the regrouping and eventual success
of the revolutionary struggle.

' More broadly, the EPLF adopted certain parts of various revolutionary discourses and experi-
ences in very pragmatic fashion. Particularly the Front’s propaganda pamphlets revealed that they
had been inspired by Chinese, Cuban and Soviet theory and practice. Based on these forerunners
the EPLF developed an ideological framework taking account of and corresponding to the
particular condition of Eritrea (see Ruth Iyob, 1997b: 659).

' Looking at Eritrea, the village councils introduced by the EPLF in the liberated areas provide a
good example. With strict rules of representation according to class and status, they on one hand
draw on the traditional baitos as structures of running village affairs but equally and arguably
more so on the concept of the ‘Soviets” as known from the Russian revolution (even though this
term was not used by the EPLF’s leadership). The EPLF’s military strategy, on the other hand,
was strongly influenced by Chinese experiences.

'8 Some examples include such geographically and culturally diverse cases as Algeria 1954-62;
Vietnam 1945-75; Cuba, 1953-59; Mozambique in the 1970s; Nicaragua 1977-79 (for a broader
discussion see Foran, 1997).
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least changes in the status of former disadvantaged groups — in short, what one
could call promises of (socialist) modernisation.” At the same time, each
revolutionary movement presents a specific case, and a successful ideology of
liberation had to develop from the “living reality of living people” (Davidson,
1981b: 160).

The concept of revolution used in this research can thus be summarised as
follows: It incorporates the structural conditions which provide the terrain for
revolutions to happen, but centres equally on the revolutionary ideology — and
ultimately the human agency of the revolutionaries (Selbin, 1993; Selbin,
1997). As MacPherson points out, revolutions in developing countries depend to
a much higher degree on ideology than the ‘great’ revolutions, not least because
in most cases these revolutions must virtually create new collective identities.?

Ideology in this context is used with MacPherson in a neutral sense, as a
“systematic set of ideas about [people’s] place in nature, in society, and in
history (...) which can elicit the commitment of significant numbers of people to
(or against) political change” (MacPherson, 1966: 140). As such, ideologies
contain elements of explanation of the past, justification of present demands and
faith in the ultimate rightness of one’s cause (ibid.).

Revolution thus viewed follows Selbin’s concept of social revolution. It en-
tails the “the successful overthrow of a ruling elite by a revolutionary vanguard
that has mobilized broad popular support and undertaken the transformation of
a society’s political, economic and social structures” (Selbin, 1993: 11).*' This
definition makes revolution contingent on an attempt to fundamentally trans-
form society and stresses the importance of the revolutionary leadership to
mobilise broad popular support. Dunn remarks in this context that all revolu-

' These notions are all present in spirit if not in words in the UN Declaration of Human Rights,
which after its adaptation in 1948 sparked a debate not resolved to this day between advocates of
human rights as a universal concept or a culturally defined, relativist notion. The author would
argue for a stance which embraces the universal values of human rights while acknowledging
aspects of cultural diversity (see Fox & Hasci, 1999).

2% In the case of Eritrea, it has been argued by some scholars that an Eritrean identity had to be
carved out of a previously shared Ethiopian identity, see for example Triulzi (2002). While the
author does not agree with this interpretation of Eritrean nation building (as will become clear in
due course), it is nevertheless the case that in Eritrea (as well as in other countries in which
national revolutions occurred) pre-existing collective identities needed to be transformed in the
process. An interesting discussion of part of the history of different collective identities in what is
now Eritrea can be found in Trivelli (1998) as well as Tronvoll (1999); for a discussion of
religion as the main building block of collective identities in Eritrea see Hussien (1998).

2 Vanguard here does not strictly refer to the Leninist concept of a vanguard party, but more
broadly to the revolutionary leadership (which can take different forms) — and indeed a common
feature in the revolutions of the twentieth century was a leadership with a vision which then
gained (or failed to gain) popular support. This was for example the case in such different
scenarios as the top-down Ethiopian revolution of 1974 as well as the nationalist revolutions in
Algeria, Angola, Mozambique or Guinea-Bissau (Davidson, 1978; Isaacman & Isaacman, 1983;
Ottaway & Ottaway, 1978; Rudebeck, 1974).



SOCIAL CHANGE AND THE STATUS OF WOMEN 13

tions are elitist in the short run. Even if the longer term implications are explic-
itly egalitarian, “the process of revolutionary change is one of instruction of the
many by the few” (Dunn, 1989: 7). He traces this back to the French revolu-
tion which epitomised for the first time a fundamental characteristic of the
process of revolution: the anticipation of a future of increasing economic,
political and social equality “generated above all by the expansion of educa-
tional opportunity and by a steady diminution in the hold of superstition at all
levels of society” (ibid.: 6). This quote could indeed have been taken straight
from one of the EPLF’s programmatic publications. Above all, it shows the
rationalist worldview which underlines modernising revolutionary ideology —
relying on the emancipation of secular reasoning from revelation — and ties
revolution to the “transformations wrought on the consciousness of ‘the
people’” (Lazarus, 1999: 138). What is implied here is the idea of a movement
in popular consciousness from “local knowledge to knowledge of the principles
of national and social revolution” (ibid.). And, as Lazarus points out, within the
modern era it is the nation which has been the site for forging “this articulation
between universalist intellectualism and popular consciousness” (ibid.) — so it
should come as no surprise that the majority of revolutions in the twentieth
century were endeavours in which modernising revolutionary change was com-
bined with nation building.”

Eventually, however, for revolutions to succeed, revolutionary agency needs
to refer only on one hand to the revolutionary leaders and their ability to present
the population with a vocabulary or framework that channels popular vision. On
the other hand it needs to refer to the population itself, as people have their own
independent context and revolutionary leaders can go no further then the popu-
lation is prepared to follow (Selbin, 1997). Indeed, as will be discussed further
below, what made the EPLF one of the “most formidable liberation movements
in contemporary history” (Pool, 2001: xv) was its “capacity to penetrate
society” (ibid.) and its determination “not to reflect its indigenous social base,
but instead to displace it with an ideology of ‘Eritreanness’” (Clapham, 1998:
13).

22 A similar picture is painted by Hobsbawm in relation to the revolutions of the nineteenth
century, when he writes: “All revolutionaries regard themselves, with some justification, as small
¢lites of the emancipated and progressive operating among, and for the eventual benefit of, a vast
and inert mass of the ignorant and misled common people, which would no doubt welcome
liberation when it came, but could not be expected to take much part in preparing it” (Hobsbawm,
1962: 144).

2 Within the EPLF’s ideology, an Eritrean past as a nation was established with the advent of
Italian colonialism (see Tronvoll, 1999: 1054) and imagined as a “modernised” community north
of the Mereb river (see Alemseged Abbay, 1998: 223); in this context, some authors speak about
a second wave of modernisation (“zweiter Modernisierungsschub”) brought about by the EPLF,
the first having occurred during Italian colonial rule (see Fengler, 2001: 212); for further discus-
sion see the chapter on the EPLF below.
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It is in that sense that revolution has been defined by the late Almicar
Cabral, a revolutionary leader himself, as “the inalienable right of every people
to have their own history” (Cabral, 1980: 143). In a similar spirit, Wertheim
points out that revolutions, whether successful or not, always have a major
effect on the freedom of people, and

the most significant emancipation generally occurs in the psychological sector. The
heightened sense of human dignity and a fresh belief in new social values may
produce such a transformation of mentality that this, in itself, may forebode a funda-
mental transformation of society. The mental forces released through a revolution
may embody its most important effect on a society (Wertheim, 1974: 220).

Within the context of this research, the focus of revolution is moved away
from the acquisition of state power towards the commitment to the creation of a
new society guided by new values (Selbin, 1993). This makes what comes after
the successful overthrow of the old system by the revolutionary movement the
arguably much more central task: the countrywide consolidation and institu-
tionalisation of the promises of radical change under which these revolutions set
out, and the legitimacy of new values and the new state in the eyes of the
population at large.

Consolidation and institutionalisation are regarded as two different things:
Institutionalisation refers to the establishment of state structures by the revolu-
tionary movement which are domestically and internationally recognised.
Consolidation refers to what Selbin describes as “winning the people’s heart
and soul” (Selbin, 1993: 22). It is the process by which the majority of the
population comes to support the social revolutionary project and make it their
vision for the future (MacPherson, 1966; Selbin, 1993). In contrast to the com-
mon judgement which regards a revolution as successful with its political vic-
tory — visible in the assigned dates, for example the October Revolution in
Russia in 1917, or the 1959 Cuban Revolution — it is not easy to define when
the consolidation process is over. This research — whose central concern is with
revolutionary consolidation — will consider the revolution to extend “as long as
ideological zeal is needed” (MacPherson, 1966: 140) to bring about the origi-
nally envisaged fundamental change.

One can broadly distinguish three phases (see Selbin, 1993) in the way
social revolutions develop: the phase of insurrection or the actual armed revo-
lutionary struggle; the phase of political victory (when the transition from the
old to the new, revolutionary government takes place); and as the third phase
the transformation of society and its people (within which the processes of
institutionalisation and consolidation fall).
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In many of the national revolutions of the twentieth century these phases
partly overlapped. They tended to follow a common pattern, which can be
characterised as follows:* The phase of insurrection is a prolonged period of
dual power structures, during which simultaneously and gradually the revolu-
tionaries expand political participation and build their own institutions (mostly
in some part of the country under their control), while they are at the same time
engaged in the actual military struggle.” Geographically, these revolutions start
in the countryside, usually in some remote area well suited to guerrilla warfare
but difficult to re-conquer by regular armies. After an often prolonged period of
struggle — and in most cases aided by a favourable shift in external conditions®
— the final collapse of the old regime, the occupation of the capital and the
coming to state power of the revolutionary movement take place.

During the revolutionary struggle itself, the revolutionary movement thus
concentrates as much or even more on “outadministering” the government as on
“outfighting” the regular troops (Ahmad, 1971: 145). As a successful revolution
relies on popular support, the revolutionary leaders must in practice demon-
strate qualitatively different arrangements which satisfy popular demands for a
better society (Miller & Aya, 1971).

To sum up the discussion in this section, a revolutionary society is defined
as: A society in which a revolutionary movement came to power with an ideol-
ogy based on two sets of values: notions of freedom and liberation on one hand,
and notions of social justice — based on a socialist-modernist outlook — on the
other. In the process of institutionalisation and consolidation the revolutionary
movement is following a holistic agenda of economic change to benefit the
whole population and especially the poor; political change towards greater
participation of the population and accountability of the government; and social
change towards more equality, especially for former excluded or marginalized
groups. Revolutionary society is a fluid concept, as no clear boundary exists
between where a revolutionary society ends and bureaucratic ossification of
once dynamic revolutionary institutions begins (Miller & Aya, 1971). The main
challenge for the revolutionary leadership lies in maintaining a high degree of
political mobilisation and social egalitarianism when the concrete task of direct

# Exceptions from this pattern include Ethiopia (see Dawit Woldegiorgis, 1989; Ottaway &
Ottaway, 1978; Thomson, 1975), Cuba (see Miiller, 1993; Foran, 1997; Selbin, 1993), Iran (see
Kaufeler, 1988), Nicaragua (see Selbin, 1993).

% Davidson provides a schematic overview of what he describes as a five stage military strategy
by successful liberation movements in their tactics of recruitment and warfare (see Davidson,
1981b: 174).

%6 These conditions have included for example in the case of the former Portuguese colonies in
Africa the collapse of the Portuguese military dictatorship; in the case of Eritrea the collapse of
the Cold War world order.



16 CHAPTER 1

struggle for liberation has given way to peaceful economic and social develop-
ment (Davidson, 1978; Rudebeck, 1974).

In the introduction to this chapter it has been pointed out that gender rela-
tions play an important part in revolutionary ideology (see Moghadam, 1997).
Therefore, the concrete example that was chosen as an indicator to what degree
revolutionary momentum is maintained or abandoned after political victory
within the process of revolutionary consolidation is the status of women in soci-
ety. The majority of societies in which social revolutions took place in the
twentieth century were characterised by great gender inequalities. In turn, most
revolutionary movements had the emancipation of women high on their agenda.
That was equally the case for Eritrea. But before turning to the concrete exam-
ple of the status of women within the Eritrean revolution, in a next step an
assessment will be given on if and how women benefited from revolutionary
processes in the developing world. This assessment will later be used as the
ideological background upon which the experiences of Eritrean women unfold.

Women and revolution in the developing world — A history of
unfulfilled promises?

One of the most fundamental changes in “dominant values and myths” (to take
Huntington’s definition of revolution literally, 1968: 264) a revolution could
bring (or fail to bring) about in developing societies was a change in the status
of women in the direction of freeing women from gender oppression.

This was acknowledged by various revolutionary movements which mobi-
lised women with the promise of freedom — only to reimpose controls over
women’s productivity and reproductivity once the revolutionary leadership
gained power.”’

A revolution’s triumph (unless it managed to overthrow the old regime in a
very short period of time) ultimately depended on successful appeals to women
“to supply resources to nourish it” (Tétreault, 1994: 4), especially as women
were often primary producers of essential goods in the respective countries

27 Examples include — to name just a few (and more examples will be discussed in the main text):
the mobilisation of women into the early nationalist movement in present day Tanzania, the
Tanganyika African National Union (TANU), only to be sidelined in the nation-building process
after Tanzanian independence (Geiger, 1987); the Algerian revolution, where women did partici-
pate in combat roles only to be exposed to an supposedly ‘Islamist’ agenda of exclusion after-
wards, all in the name of a nationalism that expressed itself as ‘going back to tradition’ (Helie-
Lucas, 1992: 112); a similar phenomenon could be observed in the context of the Iranian revolu-
tion (see Moghissi, 1993; Reeves, 1989; Shahri, 2000).
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(Boserup, 1970) and thus crucial to the material and ideological struggles of the
revolution.

Revolutions are as much struggles over symbols as struggles over political
and economic power. During times of revolutionary warfare one can often see
posters or murals of women with a rifle in one, a baby in the other hand — sym-
bolising a kind of ‘superwomen’ who combined her traditional nurturing role
with her new role as a fighter (Enloe, 1988: 164). But after the war is over, will
she be left only holding the baby?

To answer that question one needs to look at the rationale behind the effort
of revolutionary movements to mobilise women into the struggle: Was it mainly
instrumental because women were seen as highly sympathetic to a revolutionary
agenda promising more social equality and because of the need for women’s
support, be it as providers of basic necessities like food and clothing or as fight-
ers? Or was there a genuine drive for gender equality in society? Part of an
answer lies in the kind of revolutionary society that is being built after a revolu-
tionary movement comes to power and how (and if) the promises for gender
equality become consolidated.

In looking at various revolutionary struggles of the past in different parts of
the developing world, some general conclusions on how women fare in revolu-
tionary societies can be drawn. These are bound to have some relevance to the
struggle for gender equality in present day Eritrea.

On the African continent, two revolutionary movements stand out in claim-
ing to put an emphasis on women’s liberation: the movement for the national
liberation of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde, and the Front for National Libera-
tion in Mozambique.

In the 1960s, the most successful liberation movement in sub-Saharan Africa
was the Partido Africano do Independéncia da Guiné e Cabo Verde (PAIGC) in
the former Portuguese colony of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde, and in 1974
Guinea-Bissau achieved independence as the outcome of an eleven year long
armed struggle. What was remarkable about the PAIGC was not so much the
armed struggle itself, but the social and political achievements in the early
liberated areas of the country (very similar to the case of Eritrea). This made its
leader, Almicar Cabral, held in high regard and gave the movement its strong
appeal, support and legitimacy among the population (Chabal, 1983). The wider
ideology of the PAIGC, “simultaneously to pick up arms and to built a new,
nonexploitative society” (Urdang, 1979: 15; my emphasis) included to promote
the liberation of women, as this was regarded as essential for the advancement
of society as a whole (ibid.). The basic line taken by the PAIGC in this rather
instrumentalist approach towards women’s liberation came down to proclaim
gender equality as a right which however needed to be taken up by the women
themselves (ibid.). Overall, it has been observed that the PAIGC used rather
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than upset the traditional sexual division of labour. Whereas on one hand
women were given military training, they were on the other hand primarily
employed in support roles while at the same time the importance of child rear-
ing and nurturing was emphasised (Enloe, 1988: 163).%*

Women were in fact quite easy to mobilise as they saw a great opportunity
for their liberation in the society the PAIGC proclaimed to build. Some concrete
steps were taken in the liberated areas that benefited women, including the
reservation of seats for women in every village council and the abolition of
forced marriages. But very few women moved beyond traditional gender roles —
not for the lack of desire, but to a large extent because men’s attitudes made it
quasi impossible (Urdang, 1979). This situation was not fundamentally altered
with independence and coming to power of a PAIGC government. Some efforts
were made by the new government to encourage women to take up non-tradi-
tional professions (ibid.). By the late 1970s some women were indeed occupy-
ing economic and government roles to which they never had access before
(Enloe, 1988: 163). In the PAIGC’s general ideological framework, however,
the strive for social change (including the liberation of women) could never be
allowed to hold back the main objective: the national liberation effort and after
1974 the process of nation building (ibid.).

The resulting dilemma women face when demanding their rights in opposi-
tion to men in a revolutionary situation with a wider objective is described by
Helie-Lucas in the context of Algeria:

During wars of liberation women are not to protest about women’s rights. Nor are
they allowed to before and after. It is never the right moment. Defending women’s
rights ‘now’ — this now being any historical moment — is always a betrayal of the
people, of the nation, the revolution, religion, national identity, cultural roots (Helie-
Lucas, 1992: 112f).

Something else comes to the surface here: the burden for change in the status
of women is firmly placed on women themselves, as in fact has been the case in
most revolutionary or socialist-modernist movements. The ideological battle cry
for “women’s changing roles” (Randall, 1992: 169) shows a failure to envisage
a process of cultural transformation which equally relies on a change in men’s
conscience and attitude (Maloney, 1980).” And, as has been pointed out in the

% One justification for not employing women on a regular basis in the fighting force (women
should fight only when it was ‘needed’ was the official party line) was that enough men were
available to fight and as Guinea-Bissau had a small population one could not risk the death of
women (the potential producers of population growth) in combat (Urdang, 1979).

% This failure goes back at least to the Chinese revolution (which was partly a model for many
revolutions to follow) and until today on the political level leaves women in China with little
voice in decision making processes that can lead to full equality (Maloney, 1980: 177).
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context of the Cuban revolution but represents a more general truth, “these
cultural transformations must begin at the earliest stages of the Revolution, lest
they become permanently postponed” (Casal, 1980: 185).

Where does all this leave the quest for more gender equality? As will be
shown in the following examples, women’s fight for gender equality in a revo-
lutionary context is more successful if a considerable number of women actu-
ally did participate in armed struggle. Doing so, they earned some “entitlements
to freedom and equality” (Tétreault, 1994: 434) and were seen in a different
light by their male comrades.” It was almost impossible to otherwise push an
agenda of female emancipation through in a revolutionary society in the devel-
oping world characterised by male supremacy and where so many other prob-
lems related to poverty and deprivation were considered more urgent.’!

A revolutionary movement in which women had a considerable presence and
also participated in combat roles was the Frente de Libertagdo de Mogambique
(FRELIMO), the liberation movement in Mozambique. FRELIMO started an
armed struggle in 1964, and, after long infighting, at a party congress in 1968
took the ‘revolutionary line’ (Isaacman & Isaacman, 1983) in which the strug-
gle was seen as part of a wider movement for emancipation of oppressed
people. In this context, from 1969 onwards, the emancipation of women
received great emphasis. The late Samora Machel, a FRELIMO leader and
Mozambique’s first president after independence, put it like this: “The libera-
tion of women is a fundamental necessity for the Revolution, the guarantee of
its continuity and the precondition for its victory” (Machel, 1974: 24). Women
were allowed into combat roles and could theoretically rise to leadership posi-
tions (though in practice they hardly did). The quest for women’s liberation
became one of the most publicised aspects in the socialist reform programme
after independence in 1975. Mozambican women were portrayed as a kind of
international feminist vanguard (Sheldon, 1994) — not unlike women in Eritrea
today which, as will become clear later, does not correspond to how most
Eritrean women experience their concrete reality.

3% The same appears true for war in general, as for example the experiences of women during
World War I and II in Britain show (Segal, 1987).

3 It is however not the case that participation in armed struggle necessarily led to more gender
equality. As an example serves the ‘Chimurenga’, the Zimbabwean liberation war. It was charac-
terised by a highly publicised participation of women in the armed struggle. Between one third
and one quarter of fighters were estimated to have been women, a number holding positions of
authority in the military command structure (Ranchod-Nilsson, 1994). Because women played
such a significant role in the war one might have expected that it served as a watershed or catalyst
for changing women’s position in Zimbabwean society. This was, however, not the case. What
changes took place were restricted to the group of women who joined the war and actually experi-
enced being treated equally by their male comrades — but this did not have much of an impact on
wider society (and often made life after independence difficult for these women) (ibid.). Other
examples include Algeria and Iran, see earlier footnote.
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The Organizacdo da Mulher Mogambicana (OMM) was quite powerful in
advancing a women’s agenda in government and FRELIMO party structures (a
construct not dissimilar to present day Eritrea, where the National Union of
Eritrean Women (NUEW) plays a comparable role). At the beginning of the
1990s, steps taken to empower women showed results in an increasing number
of women involved in political processes. The continuing limitations to
women’s progress were described as largely due to deeply rooted patriarchal
attitudes especially among male leaders (Sheldon, 1994), a somehow familiar
scenario which suggests again that in order to achieve gender equality measures
to empower women only go a certain way and that it is as least as important to
change men’s attitudes.*

A commitment to do just that, which needs to include facilitating change in
the central area where gender roles are reproduced, the family, was found
throughout many socialist countries in the developing world which came into
being as the result of some sort of revolution (Molyneux, 1981; 1982; 1984).
Molyneux found that indeed women made major gains in socialist developing
countries in many areas, as here for the first time their struggle for equal rights
was given official state support (Molyneux, 1984). In general, socialist states
accepted greater responsibility for the area of social reproduction: Education,
housing and other basic necessities were viewed as an entitlement, an approach
that strongly benefited women (Molyneux, 1982). Equally, women were en-
couraged to join the labour force, but what lagged behind in all socialist coun-
tries was their full participation in political life (ibid.).* Ultimately, in spite of
formal legislation, socialist countries failed to alter the domestic relationship
and alleviate the burden of household responsibility for women. This failure is
related to the roots of socialist theory going back to the writings of Engels and
Lenin. It rests on one hand on the belief that the equal participation of women in
economic life will lead quasi automatically to wider gender equality (Moly-
neux, 1984); on the other hand, that the exploitation of women is related to the
general system of exploitation in pre-socialist societies and will cease to exist

32 Concerning Mozambique, it has been suggested that a weak state in a potentially revolutionary
society can be bad for women’s emancipation: In the late 1980s, FRELIMO’s support base was so
weak that it abandoned its official position on female equality in order to recruit more people
from highly traditional groups in society, which had a strong interest in keeping the gender status
quo (Tétreault, 1994: 438).

33 In addition, most socialist states did not permit any autonomous political movements, including
women’s movements: all women’s organisations were subordinated to the party and its social and
political priorities (Molyneux, 1984). A somewhat similar situation can be found in Eritrea today:
The head of the women’s organisation needs to be confirmed by the central committee of the

party.
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with the success of the revolution (Machel, 1974: 34).* To sum up her observa-
tions, Molyneux (1984) points out the following:

While most socialist countries have attempted to encourage the greater equalisation
of the domestic labour load, this cannot be achieved without challenging both pre-
vailing representations of masculinity and femininity with their concomitant gender-
specific roletyping, and the identification of ‘femininity’ with inferior and ‘mascu-
linity” with superior values (ibid.: 87).

This last point will become important later in the context of certain attributes
which are ascribed to women in Eritrea within the public discourse on gender.

A useful illustration at this stage is provided by the revolutionary process in
Nicaragua, where women’s participation in combat was considerable. They
made up approximately 30 percent of the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion
National’s (FSLN) combat forces (Molyneux, 1985). This participation of
women was part of a wider process of popular mobilisation, but was entered
into from a “distinctive social position to men, one crucially shaped by the
sexual division of labour” (ibid.: 228) and reinforced by the general machismo
ideology. This division was not transcended after the Sandinista government
came to power. Women benefited from welfare programmes and legal reforms,
but advocacy towards a change in men’s attitude and behaviour was not consid-
ered a priority, a fact which hindered women participating on an equal basis in
all areas of society. In general, policies from which women derived benefits
were pursued because they served wider goals “whether these were social
welfare, development, social equality, or political mobilisation in defence of the
revolution” (ibid.: 245). Programmes for women’s empowerment remained
essentially conceived in terms of how functional they were for achieving wider
objectives of the state (ibid.: 251).

3* The main texts on which these assertions are based are Engels’ ‘The Origin of the Family,
Private Property and the State’, and various statements and writings by Lenin over time compiled
in the volume ‘The Emancipation of Women’. Engels argues that the oppression of women came
into existence for the same reason and through the same forces that brought private property and
the class society into existence. Thus, within socialism “the position of women, of all women,
undergoes significant change. With the transfer of the means of production into common owner-
ship, the single family ceases to be the economic unit of society. Private housekeeping is trans-
formed into a social industry. The care and education of the children becomes a public affair”
(Engels, 1972: 139). Building on Engels, Lenin advocates that “to effect her complete emancipa-
tion and make her the equal of the man it is necessary for housework to be socialised and for
women to participate in common productive labour. Then women will occupy the same position
as men (Lenin, 1984: 69; my emphasis). In a different context he states that “working women
must take an increasing part in the administration of socialised enterprises and in the administra-
tion of the state. By taking part in administration, women will quickly learn and will catch up with
the men”(ibid.: 79) (the conceptualisation behind the italicised parts will be encountered again in
looking at Eritrea).
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This seems to be the case in the majority, possibly all, revolutionary socie-
ties in the developing world, be they in Africa, Latin America or Asia. An
example of the last is the case of female participation in the Vietnamese revolu-
tion, where women took part at a similar level as in Nicaragua but remained
equally underrepresented in the country’s political leadership afterwards (Eisen,
1984).

Concerns which arise from here about the potential of achieving gender
equality in a revolutionary society can be formulated at two extreme ends: On
one end, it can be asked whether the state in any case — revolutionary or not — is
an instrument of patriarchy and as such any state-centred feminist reforms have
to fail (Brown, 1992)? On the other end, it has been suggested that a “unity of
purpose” exists between the goals of women’s empowerment and “the
developmental and social goals of revolutionary states” (Molyneux, 1985: 245).
The author tends to agree with the latter statement. From the evidence so far, it
seems fair to conclude that women in socialist and/or revolutionary societies
benefited — often quite considerably — from the official egalitarian policy
agenda under the conditions of widespread poverty in the developing world.
These benefits can be described in material as well as non-material terms, the
latter referring to wider possibilities of agency.

For every revolutionary society, the central question remains how women
who were a vital force during the time of revolutionary struggle are able after-
wards to enter formal political institutions and take a greater role in decision
making in their society (Ridd & Callaway, 1987). To a large extent the author
tends to agree with the dictum that ultimately “the liberation of women cannot
be achieved through men making concessions to women, but through constant
organised struggle by women on the economic, social and political levels”
(Davies, 1987: iv). In a similar vein, Hale states:

To date, no liberation or revolutionary war, no matter how progressive its ideology
regarding the emancipation of women (...) has empowered women and men to
maintain an emancipating atmosphere for women after the military struggle and
brief honeymoon are over (Hale, 2001: 123).

At the same time the author believes that a revolutionary state with the broad
commitment to modernise society — of which the more specific commitment to
gender equality forms an important part — can considerably alter the status of
women within that society and thus transform the conditions for female eman-
cipation.

One central tool in this effort is education. It has been asserted that one of
the most important barriers to women’s ability to gain power over their lives in
the household and the economy is the lack of formal education or the gender-
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biased education they receive (Gordon, 1996: 152). Considering the fact that for
a majority of women in the developing world it is still the pivotal role of family
obligations that shapes their lives (Afshar, 1991), a change in consciousness
indeed “requires profound changes in the nature of a country’s educational
effort: changes in the methods as well as in the content of education” (Randall,
1992: 91). Additionally, for women to be able to occupy positions of decision
making in society they need to be educated.”® What has been stated about Viet-
nam is equally true for any other developing society: “Education, particular
higher education, is a basic requirement for women to achieve equality” (Eisen,
1984: 216).*° Concerning this last point, the underlying rationale is based on the
assumption — also important within the Eritrean revolution, as will be discussed
further below — that the more women there are in leadership or elite positions
(and as such serve as often ‘exceptional’ role models for others), the more likely
it will be for the bulk of ‘ordinary’ women to advance. While this might not be
a sufficient condition for sustainable female emancipation within a given
society, in the context of this study ‘exceptional’ women as pioneers are
regarded as necessary to consolidate progress in that direction for the wider
majority.

Education — encompassing political education, as well as a whole range of
formal and non-formal educational endeavours — was a central element within
the Eritrean revolution. Education was regarded as decisive by the EPLF leader-
ship in terms of disseminating its revolutionary ideology among the wider
population as well as with respect to altering the status of women in Eritrean
society. One needs to be aware in this context of the fact that attaining high
levels of education is possible for women without being accompanied by a
change in their status or gender consciousness (Stromquist, 1995: 445). It has
even been argued that states do propagate female education precisely because if

35 Davies (1987) rightly points out in this context that even though female emancipation means
partly to have women in leadership positions, it is important to begin from prevailing reality.
There is no point in putting a woman in a leadership position if she is illiterate. But giving her the
chance to join a sewing co-operative can be a liberating step for her, as it opens a space outside
the home and gives her the chance to earn an income. Female emancipation therefore needs to be
considered at different levels.

36 On a more general level, female education is increasingly seen as the panacea to solve wider
societal problems, particularly so in the developing world: In present day development discourse,
the positive linkages between female education and overall human development feature promi-
nently and increasingly the best way to overcome various forms of deprivation is seen in educat-
ing women (see for example Browne & Barrett, 1991: 276f; Human Development Report 1996;
King & Hill, 1993; Summers, 1994; World Bank 1993). Underlying this discourse is an instru-
mentalist view of education in line with what has been called the post-Washington consensus on
education and development (for a critical discussion see Fine and Rose, 2001; Heward &
Bunwaree, 1999).
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women are provided with an education that does not directly address the nature
of gender, they

become capable of making more and better contributions to the economy and to the
family as presently constituted, while their increased schooling does not threaten the
status quo, and so the basic structures of ideological and material domination are
retained and sustained (ibid.).

The question to be asked then is how far the Eritrean revolution — ultimately
guided by an ideology which rejected class, gender and ethnic divisions and
espoused a vision of unity where everyone worked for the common good — was
prepared to go in not only providing an opening for women within Eritrean
society through education but at the same time transform these structures of
domination.

The following chapter will at first introduce the EPLF as a revolutionary
movement, before looking at what the Front’s ideology and strategy meant for
women within the Eritrean revolution.



Within the Eritrean revolution:
National independence and
women’s liberation —
Conlflicting objectives or
complementary agenda?

Having defined revolution as understood in the context of this study, the
following will introduce the EPLF as a revolutionary movement. Before em-
barking on this journey, it is necessary to briefly introduce the Eritrean histori-
cal, social and political context from which the EPLF finally emerged, includ-
ing the Eritrean movements for national liberation predating the EPLF.' This
brief look back in history is important for two reasons: Firstly, because the
EPLF’s (re)interpretation of the past and its communication within the Front’s
political education programme was central to the creation of the EPLF’s ideol-
ogy.? Secondly, to arrive at an understanding what the Eritrean revolution was a
revolution from and how its notion of modernity developed.

! A schematic overview of the relevant wider historical context is provided in Appendix 1.

% See Pool (2001), who provides one of the most detailed accounts of the EPLF from its formation
to the present day within the wider context of Eritrean nationalist politics. He characterises the
importance of past history for the EPLF’s success as derived from “the dialectic relationship
between multi-faceted socio-historic sources of disunity and conflict and the political imperative
to forge both national unity and a unified nationalist movement” and stresses that “neither the
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Eritrean society and nationalist politics up to 1970

Eritrea can roughly be divided into two geographically distinct entities: the
kebessa, or highlands, and the metahit, or lowlands. Whereas the majority of the
highland or plateau population are Orthodox Christians and the majority of the
lowland population are Muslims, it is misleading to focus on the Christian
highlands versus the Muslim lowlands as the main social division, not least
because of century old migration movements between both entities (see Pool,
2001).> It is more precise to describe the different segments of the Eritrean
population in terms of ethno-linguistic characteristics.

The majority of the highland population belong to the Tigrinya nationality,’
whereas in the lowlands, mainly populated by Eritrea’s other nationalities, the
Tigre dominate.” Most Tigrinya speakers are indeed Orthodox Christians (with
the exception of the Muslim Jiberti and some converts to Catholicism or
Protestantism) while most Tigre speakers are Muslims; in some minority groups
two or more religions co-exist and ethno-cultural bonds are at least as important
as religious affiliation, if not more so.°

In general, all these divides within Eritrean society are not as clear cut as
might be assumed, and in fact no “neat fit between regions and particular com-
munities” (Pool, 2001: 5) does exist.’

social nor the political context from which the EPLF emerged were conducive to the creation of
the most successful liberation front to fight on African soil” (Pool, 2001: 1).

3 Pool (1982: 10) has rightly pointed out that this rather simplistic religio-geographical divide
propagated by many commentators “has conveniently suited the political and social analysis of
European and especially Ethiopian politicians, writers and journalists”, as it weakened the case
for an independent Eritrean state as a multi-ethnic political entity.

* The use of the concept of nationality here (instead of the rather expected notion of ethnic group)
was introduced by the EPLF (see for example EPLF, 1987a: 55 — the rationale behind this use
will be discussed later). Writings on Eritrea meanwhile often use this concept, and cultural and
language policies in present day Eritrea (e.g. the right to basic education in one’s mother tongue,
see MoE, 1999) are based on this definition of nationalities.

5 Altogether nine different nationalities live in Eritrea. With the exception of the Rashaida, who
use Arabic, all have their own language (usually the same term refers to language and ethnic-
ity/nationality). In 1996, the percentages of each nationality as part of the whole population read
as follows: Tigrinya: 50.0%; Tigre: 31.0%; Saho: 5.0%; Afar: 5.0%; Hadareb: 2.5%; Bilen: 2.1%;
Kunama: 2.0%; Nara: 1.5%; Rashaida: 0.5% (Source: UNICEF, 1997: 2).

6 The Muslim Jiberti, mostly merchants and city dwellers, comprise seven percent of the Tigrinya
population (Pateman, 1990a: 5). Among the Tigre, members of the Mensa clan are Christian.
Among the Saho, a small proportion is Christian, the Kunama are mixed animist, Christian and
Muslim, whereas the Bilen are equally divided between Christian-Catholic and Muslim. The
Nara, Afar, Hadareb and Rashaida are Muslim (Pateman, 1990a; Pool, 1982; 1997).

7 A schematic overview of the geographic distribution of the nine ethno-linguistic groups is
shown on map 2, which serves to give a broad orientation of a situation in constant flux — a flux
due to:

a) in-country-migration (e.g. migration by the Tigrinya to the lowlands as a function of land
shortages on the plateau) (see Pool, 2001); b) the return of Eritrean refugees from Sudan (see
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Having said that, however, the two geographic entities of kebessa and
metahit became to characterise two different social and historio-political con-
texts which in turn determined what type of national liberation movement origi-
nated within each entity and eventually shaped the inclusive ideology of the
EPLF. Before turning to the Eritrean nationalist movements, these differences
will be briefly discussed in the context of the creation of Eritrea as a geographic
entity.

The creation of Eritrea

Within the settled Christian agriculturist society on the plateau one significant
social division existed: the division between the restenyat, referring to those
who owned and could inherit land (and were descendants of the original enda or
kinship group), and the makalai ailat, referring to those who had migrated to
the plateau and did not own land (Jordan Gebremedhin, 1989: 47f; Houtart,
1980: 84; Pool, 2001: 11f). The church, which exercised a strong influence
within the highland peasant culture, was linked to the restenyat, and a society
developed in which the priesthood and the land-owning classes “were bonded
together through their mutual benefits of landownership, social privilege and
political power and the exclusion of the makalai ailat” (Pool, 2001: 15). At the
eve of Italian colonialism, the Eritrean highlands were thus characterised on one
hand by a high degree of religio-cultural homogeneity, while at the same time
by an internal class stratification within villages (Jordan Gebremedhin, 1989;
Pool, 2001).

The situation within the lowlands was quite different. With the majority of
the population being pastoralists or agro-pastoralists, the social division was
based on property not of land, but of animals and command over human re-
sources. The majority Tigre speaking tribes were divided into the nabtab and
shumagulle, the ruling clans, and the tigre, commonly referred to as serfs
(Houtart, 1980: 84f; Pool, 1983: 180; 2001: 17f). More generally, from the
seventh century onwards the lowlands saw various Arab conquests (see appen-
dix 1). A structure emerged in which Islam provided a loose form of cultural
solidarity, mainly based on the role of a few devout individuals or families
within religious orders (Pool, 2001).® This stood in stark contrast to the
organisational structures derived from the religious hierarchy of the Orthodox
church in the highlands.

Gaim Kibreab, 1996; Miiller, 2001a); c) internal displacement in the course of the 1998-2000
Eritreo-Ethiopian border war and large scale deportations of Eritrean citizens from Ethiopia (see
Asmeron Legese 1998; 1999; 2000; Miiller, 2000).

¥ The author is not aware of any detailed study of the role prominent Muslim families or sufi
orders played within Islamic Eritrea. The best overview is given by Pool (2001: 20f).
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When Italy officially established the colony of Eritrea in 1890, it gave birth
to the concept of Eritrea as a territory of its own with clearly marked boundaries
— the same boundaries which were contested in the 1998-2000 Eritreo-Ethiopian
border war (see Clapham, 2000; Ruth Iyob, 1997a; Tekeste Negash & Tronvoll,
2000). Eritrea as a geographical entity is thus a colonial creation, and to this day
the debate whether this at the same time marked the beginnings of an Eritrean
nation has not stopped.

Nationalist Eritrean historiography plays down a common past with parts of
Imperial Ethiopia and the common cultural and historical roots of the kebessa
and Tigray in Northern Ethiopia (for further discussion of these roots see
Alemseged Abbay, 1997). Italian colonialism is presented as “a decisive rupture
which established conditions for national identity” (Sorenson, 1991: 303), read
national Eritrean identity (see also Gilkes, 1991). Ethiopian nationalist dis-
course describes Eritrea as an artificial creation — as Sorenson has pointed out, a
rather curious argument in an African context in which most states are indeed
creations of colonialism (Sorenson, 1991: 303). It propagates the ‘Greater
Ethiopia’ thesis, according to which from a distant past an organic unity existed
between the different peoples of Ethiopia of which modern Ethiopia is the
successor.” During the 1998-2000 Eritreo-Ethiopian border war both discourses
gained prominence again in the media war which accompanied the war on the
ground."

This study will argue that with becoming an Italian colony, Eritrea did
indeed develop markedly different from the Imperial Ethiopian Empire — even
allowing for its modernising tendencies which started with Menelik IL."' Ttalian
colonial rule brought a new socio-economic order to Eritrea and in many ways
modernised Eritrean society, albeit in ways to suit Italian interests.'” In terms of
infrastructure, industrialisation, modern services and “contacts with the modern
and outside world” (Longrigg, 1960: 132), Eritrea became one of the most
advanced nations in Africa (Firebrace & Holland, 1985: 70). Many of its people
found paid employment in the rapidly growing urban centres of the highlands"

% The concept of ‘Greater Ethiopia’ was introduced to the scholarly discourse by Levine (1974)
and came to form the basis for regarding Eritrean nationalism as a secessionist and sectarian
movement.

' For a summary of the Ethiopian argument see http:/archives.geez.org, for the Eritrean stand-
point the archives of dehai-news at http://www.dehai.org.

"' The modern territorial state of Ethiopia (including its political and economic structures), of
which present day Ethiopia is the successor, emerged at the end of the nineteenth century under
Menelik II, emperor between 1889 and 1913 (for more details see Eikenberg, 1995; Ruth Iyob,
2000).

12 Alternatively it has been argued that Italian colonial rule merely imposed a capitalist sector
onto pre-colonial structures without any structural modernisation (see Tekeste Negash, 1986).

3 By the mid 1940s, twenty percent of Eritreans lived in urban centres, and their numbers in
Asmara alone grew from 15,000 to 120,000 between 1934 and 1941 (Killion, 1996: 102).
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or as soldiers fighting for the Italian army. Overall, particularly so during Italian
fascism, with considerable numbers of peasants and nomads entering the mone-
tary economy, the material base of rural life in Eritrea was undergoing profound
changes (Jordan Gebremedhin, 1989: 63)."

But Italian colonialism also reinforced the separate developments of high-
lands and lowlands. With the possible exception of Massawa, within the low-
lands there was a much lower level of modernisation. Politically, the colonial
administration in the lowlands partly relied on the power of local chiefs,
reinforcing feudal subjugation of the serfs, while in the highlands the old feudal
ruling class was dislodged by Italian land expropriation (Markakis, 1987).
Additionally, far fewer modern economic activities took place in the lowlands.
Rare exceptions were the fruit and vegetable plantations around Keren, and the
irrigated cotton plantations of Ali Ghider in the western lowlands on the border
with Sudan, which provided a livelihood perspective to serfs outside of the
traditional feudal relations (Jordan Gebremedhin, 1989). These socio-economic
dimensions and the fact that “the colonial economy produced almost no social
integration between highland and lowland Eritrea” (Killion, 1996: 100) added
to the cultural and other differences between the kebessa and the metahit (Pool,
1997: 10), and were to become an important element in how Eritrean nationalist
policies took shape.

To sum up the impact of Italian colonialism on the emergence of Eritrea as a
nation, one could say it established territorial integration as the first step in
nation building on which social, economic and political integration then could
be built (see Redie Bereketeab, 2000). However, Italian colonialism did not
create an Eritrean nation as an “imagined political community” (Anderson,
1991: 6)," this task was indeed only fulfilled by the EPLF."

' Three different phases can be distinguished within the 51 years of Italian colonial rule over
Eritrea: the phase of territorial consolidation and the establishment of the colonial administration;
the phase of ambitious Fascist development in terms of economic and political modernisation;
and finally the phase of military mobilisation. The latter included a drive towards industrialisation
to turn Eritrea into “the principal theatre of war” in the wider Italian campaign to create an Italian
empire in East Africa, comprising of Eritrea, Ethiopia and Italian Somaliland (see Eyassu Gayim,
1993; Houtart, 1980; Killion, 1996). During the second phase, particularly between 1911 and
1932, large scale military recruitment from all sections of the colony was a welcome opportunity
for many Eritreans; only when Italian preparations for the war against Ethiopia started were
Eritreans forcefully conscripted (eventually extending to 40 percent of male Eritreans of working
age) (Killion, 1998: 13). For an interesting epic account of part of Italy’s war in Ethiopia and
Eritrea see O’Kelly (2002).

15 As the main characteristic of such a community Anderson describes a deep, horizontal com-
radeship as the overarching mindset among the inhabitants, regardless of prevailing inequalities
(Anderson, 1991: 7) — a mindset not present within divided Eritrean society, as the following will
make clear.

' The EPLF itself and Eritrean nationalist discourse in general would judge things differently and
proclaim that Italian colonialism created Eritrea as a nation and a sense of “common national
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It is certainly the case that when the fate of Italy’s lost colonies was decided
after the end of World War 11, Eritrea should eventually have received inde-
pendence as the economic and social changes that took place under colonialism
mirrored the colonial experiences of other African countries to do so (see
Sorenson, 1991: 302)."” But it is equally true that Eritrean society was deeply
divided during the years of the British Military Administration (BMA) when the
future of Eritrea was being decided."® The BMA encouraged the emergence of
political parties, whose political activities focused on different visions for the
future of Eritrea. Roughly it can be said that a considerable part of the Tigrinya
Christian highland population favoured union with Ethiopia and became organ-
ised in the Unionist Party (UP). A large part of the Muslim population favoured
independence and became organised in the Independence Bloc with the Muslim
League (ML) — founded in Keren under the leadership of serf emancipation
leader Ibrahim Sultan — at its core. These diametrically opposite political
visions were not entirely based on religious affiliation: The third major party,
the Liberal Progressive Party, originated in the Christian highlands but opposed
unionism, whereas some Muslim tribal chiefs who feared for their privileges
saw union with Ethiopia as a way of restoring them and retain their power over
the serfs (see Markakis, 1988: 53; Pool, 1997: 10). It was not religion which

destiny” among Eritreans (Bereket Habteselassie, 1989: 146). Whereas an important legacy of
Italian colonialism was indeed that “by centralising the territory of Eritrea in a colonial state, it
has created in the people a sense of belonging to — and identification with — the territory” (Redie
Bereketeab, 2000: 88) — witnessed for example by communal acts of resistance to the Italian
occupation (see Houtart, 1980: 87; Pateman, 1990a: 47f) — the author does not believe this
amounted to what could be meaningfully called a sense of national identity. Equally, the EPLF’s
analysis that “in backward agricultural and pastoral societies [of which Eritrea is seen as one]”
social structures were based by necessity on tribal loyalties and it was Italian colonialism which
“in changing the economic, social and cultural structures” was “forging a nation” (EPLF, 1977:
3f) is regarded as too simplistic.

'7 The author thus supports the line of argument that the Eritrean question was indeed a question
of decolonialisation (see for example Berhane Cahsai, 1985; Bereket Habteselassie, 1989; Eiken-
berg, 1995), and not a question of secession violating the Charter of the Organisation of African
Unity (OAU); or an attempt by Arab states to obtain regional hegemony over the strategically
important Red Sea (Ministry of Information (Ethiopia) 1988a; Ministry of Information (Ethiopia)
1988b; Ethiopian Revolution Information Centre, 1977; Henze, 1987; 1989; for the ‘Arabisation’-
thesis see Erlich, 1983; 1986). For an overview of this discourse within the context of interna-
tional law see Eyassu Gayim (1993: 578f), and more generally Okbazghi Yohannes (1987).

'8 The BMA was a temporary administration, which came into being with British military victory
over Italian forces in 1941 and was intended to last until the Four Powers Commission (made up
of Britain, France, the Soviet Union and the United States) determined the future of Eritrea. As
the Four Powers were unable to agree, the issue was passed to the UN. A UN Commission of
Investigation (1950) after a prolonged process of consultations finally recommended a federation
with Ethiopia, which came into being in 1952. In 1949, the BMA had changed into a civilian
administration, an altogether rather nominal change except for the fact that Eritreans gained
increased opportunities to form their own political and labour organisations (Jordan Gebre-
medhin, 1989; Killion, 1996).
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determined political choices, but the material interests of the different social
groups as they perceived them at the time. To “secure maximum access to the
power of the state and the resources it commands” many Muslims — particularly
the serfs — saw independence as the only viable option.” In contrast, many
Christians of all classes — strongly influenced by the Orthodox church —
believed union with Ethiopia (with an equally powerful Orthodox church)
would guarantee “their political supremacy in Eritrea” (Markakis, 1988: 53).%

Within Eritrean nationalist historiography it is commonly argued that this
fragmentation and division was due to Ethiopian subversive action and the
strategic interests of Britain and the United States of America (who wanted to
secure the use of the Kagnew military base in Asmara) within the emerging
Cold War world order (see for example the historical analysis in the EPLF’s
1987 political report). While these factors no doubt played their part, it is
argued here that, as has been discussed above, the “social, cultural and political
division within Eritrean society” was of “longer historical standing” and merely
reinforced by these external interventions (Pool, 2001: 37).2' Among the major-
ity of Eritreans a unifying vision for a future nation had simply not developed.
It did so only as a function of the way in which Ethiopia mishandled the federa-
tion. Even then it took many more years for Eritrean nationalist politics to
achieve a unity of purpose.

' The politics of independence of the ML were rooted in and informed by the serf’s movement
for social emancipation; the ML’s mobilisation slogan thus read: ‘Against feudalism, for serf-
emancipation and national independence’ (see Jordan Gebremedhin, 1989: 151f).

2% Additionally, some multi-faith organisations had sprung up, among them the first anti-colonial
organisation to communicate Eritrean positions to the BMA, the Mahber Fikri Hager Ertra
(literally translated as ‘Association of Love of the Country of Eritrea’) in 1941, whose founding
members included Ibrahim Sultan and Woldeab Woldemariam (often called the father of Eritrean
nationalism) — both later left the organisation as it disintegrated over the question of union with
Ethiopia (see Ruth Iyob, 1997a: 65f for a more detailed discussion as well as a comprehensive
account of party politics between 1946 and 1950).

2! Ethiopia was certainly involved in acts of terrorism against advocates of Eritrean independence
and intimidation of nationalist Christians by the Orthodox church, while Britain used its adminis-
trative power to lobby for a partition plan (the so-called Bevin-Sforza plan) in which the Eritrean
lowlands would fall to Sudan, the highlands to Ethiopia (see Jordan Gebremedhin, 1989; Ruth
Iyob, 1997a; Johnson & Johnson, 1981; Pool, 1997). When the case went to the UN, the terms of
reference for the UN Commission included besides considering the wishes of the Eritrean people
equally the rights and claims of Ethiopia and the interest of peace and security in East Africa (UN
Commission for Eritrea, 1950). The right of Eritrean self-determination was weighed against
these other issues. The UN Commission, split in its opinion, thus advocated federation with
Ethiopia, the often cited statement made in 1952 by John Foster Dulles, then US Secretary of
State, sums up the dilemma Eritreans would face for the next decades: “From the point of view of
justice, the opinion of the Eritrean people must receive consideration. Nevertheless, the strategic
interests of the United States in the Red Sea basin and consideration of security and world peace
make it necessary that the country has to be linked with our ally, Ethiopia” (quoted from Perma-
nent People’s Tribunal, 1982).
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The history of the federation was from the beginning “the history of its
destruction” (Pool, 1997: 10). Under the federal act Eritrea retained legislative,
executive and judicial powers in domestic affairs. It had its own parliament,
whereas the Ethiopian government was to control defence, foreign affairs,
finance and communications, including the administration of the two ports
(Imperial Ethiopian Government, 1969: 191; United Nations Commission for
Eritrea, 1952: 74f). Ethiopia from the start violated the terms of this agreement
and “stripped away the safeguards on the autonomy of Eritrea’s political, social,
and economic institutions” (Ruth Iyob, 1997a: 88); the annexation of Eritrea as
Ethiopia’s fourteenth province in 1962 was just the last step in that process.”

The undermining of Eritrean autonomy and the eventual annexation clearly
contravened the spirit and the letter of the United Nations (UN) sponsored
federation (Johnson & Johnson, 1981), but the international community re-
mained silent. This silence was partly a function of the strategic importance of
Ethiopia within the Horn of Africa in the Cold War world order (Pool, 1997),
partly due to the ambiguous provisions laid down in the UN Declaration on the
granting of independence to colonial countries and peoples. In this declaration
the concept of territorial integrity — successfully invoked by Ethiopia in the
context of the ‘Greater Ethiopia’ discourse — was given the same importance as
the right to self-determination (UN, 1960).%

Within Eritrea however, estrangement from Ethiopia grew from the mid
1950s onwards — even among factions who before had supported union with
Ethiopia.* Before taking a closer look at how Eritrean nationalism gained sup-
port and developed over time to culminate in a movement strong enough to
unify the Eritrean people and revolutionise Eritrean society, one feature of
Italian colonialism needs mentioning, because it played a crucial part in delay-
ing the emergence of a united nationalist movement after the end of colonial
rule. In spite of modernising Eritrean society in many ways, Italian colonialism
in a conscious effort prevented Eritreans from having access to arguably one of
the most important tools in transforming society, modern education.”

22 For a detailed analysis of the events which preceded annexation see Ruth Iyob (1997a) chapter
five.

2 The Eritrean question was thus never brought before the UN again, as it was regarded as an
internal Ethiopian problem.

2% A development anticipated by Trevaskis (a British official who had served all over Eritrea until
1950) who had warned against undue Ethiopian interference in Eritrean affairs as this was bound
to provoke Eritrean resistance; he recognised that the unionists were in favour of union with
Ethiopia because they believed it would best serve Eritrean interests (Trevaskis, 1960: 131).

2 1n 1909, Andrea Festa, then Director of Education in Eritrea, outlined Italian educational policy
within the colony, which was based on separate schools for Italian and Eritrean children. Con-
cerning the latter, in a now famous quote, Festa stated as educational objectives: “By the end of
his fourth year [for most Eritreans, four years of schooling was the maximum, and these were
only available to boys] the Eritrean student should be able to speak our language [/falian] moder-
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What has been said about social revolutions above, that they require some
form of “revolutionary vanguard” (Selbin, 1993), is equally true for the creation
of a national liberation movement, whether it turns out to be revolutionary or
not: An indigenous intelligentsia or what Cabral calls “native petty bourgeoisie”
(Cabral, 1969: 88)* is needed — capable of developing a vision for the future
and thus playing a key role in its formation (Wolde-Yesus Ammar, 1997: 59;
Redie Bereketeab, 2000: 141). The emergence of such an intelligentsia is
related to the expansion of modern education (Redie Bereketeab, 2001).

The development of Eritrean nationalism can therefore partly be read in
terms of the emergence of an indigenous intelligentsia, which occurred in
parallel with the expansion of modern educational opportunities (Markakis,
1987: 61): While these were severely restricted under Italian colonial rule, they
were markedly expanded during the time of the BMA.” Concerning opportuni-
ties for post-secondary education, this was particularly beneficial to certain
groups of Eritrean Muslims, who could pursue further education in Egypt and
Sudan. As will be seen in the following section, the first liberation movements
were indeed Muslim dominated and established in Sudan and Cairo respec-
tively. This was partly a function of the above described socio-political divi-
sions within Eritrea — and the fact that many Muslims from the lowlands saw
themselves as the main losers in an Ethiopian empire (see Markakis, 1988);
partly related to the emergence of intellectual leaders that arose with educa-
tional opportunities (Redie Bereketeab, 2001). During the federation period and

ately well; he should know the four arithmetical operations within normal limits; he should be a
convinced propagandist of the principles of hygiene; and in history he should know only the
names of those who have made Italy great” (quoted from Adane Taye, 1991: 28). In addition to
Adane Taye (1991), a very detailed overview of the educational opportunities provided for differ-
ent parts of the population by the Italian colonial government (which also includes the history of
missionary education which started in Eritrea around 1840 and was partly restricted under Italian
fascism) is found in Smith-Simonsen (1997); see alsoTekeste Negash (1987) on the wider impact
of Italian colonialism on Eritrean society, with an extensive chapter on Italian colonial education
that concludes: “Italian educational policy attempted, and with considerable success, to prevent
the evolution of an Eritrean intellectual elite” (ibid.: 84).

%6 Cabral states in this context that the only social class capable of understanding the reality of
“imperialist domination” was the native petty bourgeoisie, as the colonial situation would not
permit “the popular masses [to] reach the necessary level of political consciousness”; thus the
project of a national revolution “offers the petty bourgeoisie the historical opportunity of leading
the struggle” due to its “objective and subjective position”, characterised by higher standards of
living, more frequent contacts with and knowledge of colonial power, and thus a “higher level of
education and political awareness” (Cabral, 1969: 88).

%" For a detailed discussion of this expansion of modern educational opportunities see Adane Taye
(1991); British Military Administration (1944); Four Power Commission (1948); Trevaskis
(1960). For a general history of education in Eritrea — from pre-colonial traditional education to
the EPLF’s educational agenda — see Schroder (1987) and — starting with education during the
Italian period — Bergen & Ertzgaard (1995). For a history of women’s education see Asgedet
Stefanos (1997a).
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the time of annexation before the Derg came to power in 1974, secondary edu-
cation in particular was expanded in Eritrea (Adane Taye, 1991).”* Many gradu-
ates from the Tigrinya highlands then proceeded to Ethiopia proper, mainly to
Addis Ababa university, to continue their education.” The leadership of the
emerging EPLF was to come from among these two groups: (Asmara) secon-
dary school or (Addis Ababa) university students, with the former playing an
important part within nationalist mobilisation from the late 1950s onwards
(Wolde-Yesus Ammar, 1997; Markakis, 1988).*

These processes of mobilisation and the emergence of the most important
nationalist movements will be discussed in the following, before turning to the
EPLF and the qualitatively different type of movement it was to become.

The beginnings of Eritrean nationalist politics

Within Eritrea, increased nationalist agitation could be witnessed from the mid
1950s onwards, culminating in strikes and demonstrations, the most notable a
general workers’ strike in 1958 (Ruth Iyob, 1997a; Pool, 2001), the year in
which the Eritrean Liberation Movement (ELM) was established by nationalist
Muslim exiles in Port Sudan.

To eventually succeed in liberating Eritrea from foreign domination, it was
necessary for any Eritrean nationalist movement to on one hand reconcile the
divisions of the past — based on class differences, the Muslim-Christian schism
and ethno-linguistic affiliations — in short, to construct something that could be
called an Eritrean national identity; on the other hand, to mobilise large seg-
ments of the population into actually resisting Ethiopian rule.

The ELM was aware of this challenge. Its youthful founders — a new
generation of nationalist leaders not drawn from traditional power brokers (see
Ruth Iyob, 1997a: 98f for more details) — declared in the movement’s charter
that “Muslims and Christians are brothers and their unity makes Eritrea one
[nation]” (quoted from Markakis, 1998: 55). It challenged the traditional model
of conducting politics through inter-elite alliances and centred recruitment
efforts on “the working class, petty traders, teachers and students, social groups

2 Two secondary schools (grade 9-12) were opened during the federation period, and six further
secondary schools after 1962; enrolment rates were higher than anywhere else in Ethiopia except
Addis Ababa (Adane Taye, 1991). It was only after the Derg came to power in 1974 that educa-
tion became seriously disrupted and schools were torn down or turned into barracks (see Bergen
& Ertzgaard, 1995).

 In that context it has been observed that during the federation period, the percentage of Eritre-
ans joining Addis Ababa university or working in administrative positions was extremely high
(Schroder, 1987).

3 Issayas Afewerki, leader of the EPLF and current president of the State of Eritrea, for example
was a member of a militant student group at Prince Mekonnen Secondary School in Asmara in the
1960s, as were many others who were to become prominent EPLF members.
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from which the leadership itself was derived” (Ruth Iyob, 1997a: 100). What
the ELM lacked, however, was a clear strategy — apart from the notion to
achieve liberation in a coup d’état. After its inability to counter the Ethiopian
annexation of Eritrea in 1962 it was eventually destroyed by “a more militant
organisation which promised to accomplish by guerrilla war what the ELM had
been unable to bring about by other means” (ibid.: 106) — Eritrean independ-
ence.”’ The ELM’s most important legacy was its inclusiveness shown in its
commitment towards reconciliation between the different antagonistic forces in
Eritrean society (see Pateman, 1998).” Its demise was followed by an era of
sectarian nationalism as the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) became the prime
opposition movement, drawing its main support from the Muslim population of
the lowlands, who were most disillusioned with the Ethiopian annexation.

The ELF was established in Cairo in 1960 by nationalist Muslim leaders in
exile who drew a large following from among the Eritrean expatriate student
community there (see Ruth Iyob, 1997a: 108f). The armed struggle itself is
officially dated as having started in September 1961 in the Barka region, when
Hamid Idris Awate, a local shiffa leader notorious in tribal raids in the western
lowlands, clashed with Ethiopian police. He thus became (not quite deserved)
accredited with having fired the first shots of the armed struggle and the ELF
was to cultivate the impression that he was one of their field commanders
(Markakis, 1988: 56). Awate’s companions (he himself died a few months later)
remained in the area and were joined by others, mainly Beni Amer tribesmen
and Eritreans who had fought in the Sudanese army. They gradually spread the
armed struggle from the western lowlands to the Keren area. These beginnings
of the armed struggle point to its roots: the Beni Amer lowland areas had been
the centre of the serf agitation movement whose leaders had formed the ML. In
doing so they had “linked together Islam, social reform and national independ-
ence in an ideological cluster that was to have a profound impact on the forging
of a unified nationalist movement” (Pool, 2001: 43). On one hand, the social
changes which were brought about in the lowland Muslim communities by the
serf liberation movement as well as by economic opportunities under Italian
colonial rule did provide “an egalitarian social basis for mobilising individuals
into joining and supporting an armed movement” (Pool, 2001: 47), a movement
that with achieving liberation would at the same time have destroyed the serf-

3! For a detailed account of these developments see Ruth Iyob (1997a) chapter 6. For an attempt
to throw new light onto the ELM see Pateman (1998).

32 Pateman describes the later to emerge EPLF as the logical continuation of the ELM and the
elimination of the latter as the most tragic episode of Eritrean infighting and a major setback for
the nationalist cause — “the EPLF was the logical home for the ELM members; both movements
being firmly committed to a non sectarian, democratic socialist future for Eritrea” (Pateman,
1998: 13).
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leadership system that had existed before. On the other hand, the ELF was
never able to free itself from its Muslim consciousness and its tradition in the
serf liberation movement, which led to a politics of exclusion — most visible in
its civil war against the ELM with its programme of reconciliation — and a zonal
command structure which incorporated long standing socio-economic conflicts
into the nationalist movement (Ruth Iyob, 1997a; Pool, 1980; 2001). When with
the heavy handed Ethiopian policies in Eritrea after the abolition of the federa-
tion from the mid 1960s onwards recruitment to the movement increased and
included many educated Tigrinya Christian highlanders, this led to an organisa-
tional crisis and the eventual fragmentation and demise of the ELF in the early
1980s.*

From 1969 onwards various factions had spilt from the ELF — made up of
Muslims and Christians alike — out of which eventually the EPLF was formed.*
Being a product of the divisions within Eritrean nationalism in the past, to
succeed the EPLF had to build on the agenda of the ELM: It needed to reconcile
these division and forge a sense of national consciousness, while at the same
time appeal to and mobilise the major social classes within both spectrums of
Eritrean society, Christian and Muslim.* This it regarded as possible only if the
armed struggle for national liberation and a social revolution within Eritrea took
place together — a social revolution which would constitute a radical break with
the past. As early as 1971 the Ala group — the faction led by Issayas Afewerki
which was to become the core of the EPLF — issued a pamphlet called “Our
struggle and its goals”. This pamphlet, in addition to providing a justification
for the group’s separation from the ELF and a sketch of its programme, stressed
the need for Eritrean unity “and the necessity for a ‘revolutionary organisation
with a revolutionary line’ to forge [that] unity” (Pool, 2001: 68). This line of
thought was to become central to the ideological stance the EPLF was to take,

33 The details of these events go beyond the scope of what is relevant for this research; detailed
overviews are given in Ruth Iyob (1997a); Markakis (1987), (1988); Pool (1980), (2001) (the
latter particularly interesting for the account of an early crisis within the EPLF). For the eventual
unity of the two fronts under EPLF ‘guidance’ see EPLF (1987b), (1987c¢).

3* For the most detailed account of the various factions and their relationship to each other and the
ELF see Pool (2001), and also Ruth Iyob (1997a). Different dates circulate as to when exactly the
EPLF came into existence: whereas its formal establishment can be dated back to its first organ-
isational congress in 1977 (see Pool, 2001: 63), Ruth Iyob dates its formation back to the merger
of various former ELF factions in September 1973 (Ruth Iyob, 1997a: 114f). The EPLF itself
uses 1970 as the date of its formation (EPLF, 1977: 13), the year when the Ala group (see below)
among others came into existence.

35 This involved breaking the link between the Orthodox church and the highland peasantry (and
its support for union with Ethiopia) and recruitment of the latter, as well as delinking the agenda
of national liberation from the emancipatory traditions of the Muslim serf liberation movement.
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that only it with its ‘correct’ and inclusive brand of Eritrean nationalism was
able to simultaneously free the country and create a new society.*

The EPLF and its national democratic revolution

It has been argued in the preceding that the “national revolutions” (concept
taken from Hermassi, 1976: 226) which occurred in the twentieth century in the
developing world were not only characterised by an overthrow of the existing
social order, but at the same time by a transformation of pre-existing collective
identities in the process of creating new nations — and thus a revolutionary
ideology which provided a coherent explanation of the past, the justification for
the revolutionary struggle and a strong belief in and commitment to its cause
was decisive for their success (see MacPherson, 1966).

Looking at the EPLF, that was precisely what part of its eventual success
was based on: a unifying ideological framework induced to its members in a
programme of political education “which shaped the consciousness of Front
members, and acceptance of it was as much a symbol of organisational com-
mitment as the carrying of a Kalashinkov” (Pool, 2001: xv).

Within this ideological framework — which has been described as a “dialec-
tical reaction against the past [of nationalist disunity] and a purposive recon-
structive analysis of it to reshape the political consciousness of nationalists”
(Pool, 2001: 35) — great emphasis was given to the re-writing of Eritrean history
from a different theoretical perspective. Using Marxist and Maoist concepts and
language — as was common among liberation movements at the time*” — divi-
sions within society were portrayed as class divisions and thus the link between
Christian highlanders and Unionism removed. In a similar vein, the notions of
religion and tribe as significant social entities were undermined by the concept
of nationality as the main cultural category (see Pool, 2001). While on one hand

36 1t has been argued in this context that these developments do not necessarily point to a failure
of the ELF, but that the ELF and its political mobilisation during the 1960s was indispensable to
arrive at this new stage in the struggle for liberation (see Cliffe & Bondestam, 1983, who — in
comparing various national liberation movements — conclude they generally develop from being
narrowly nationalistic in the beginning towards socially conscious movements with a socialist
agenda).

37 As has been argued in chapter 1, revolutionary movements of the twentieth century in the
developing world made use of the wider ideological discourse of revolution and socialism. In
concrete, the EPLF “can be situated within the great tradition of liberation movements like the
ones of China, Vietnam, Cuba, Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique and Angola. To a certain extent, it
has been able to profit by their experiences. However, it also appears to have given much atten-
tion to the specificity of its own situation” (Houtart, 1980: 109).
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bringing the EPLF into conflict with various segments of Eritrean society, this
new interpretation of Eritrean nationalist history at the same time made the
Front “impervious to social, ethnic, regional, tribal, religious and ideological
division” (Pool, 2001: 55). With the EPLF’s expansion into Eritrean society and
its capacity to turn political and military adversity to its advantage, this new
national consciousness spread to parts of the wider population. The EPLF
became thus an organisation which “moulded Eritreans rather than one buffeted
by Eritrean socio-historic divisions” (ibid.).*

The main pillar on which the EPLF’s ideology as well as its organisational
structures® were to rest became its concept of unity (see e.g. EPLF, 1987a: 1).
To this day the EPLF slogan “unity in diversity” is one of the official slogans at
every Eritrean national celebration. In its first ‘National Democratic Pro-
gramme’ the EPLF states that:

Although the 1940s witnessed the emergence of several political parties in Eritrea,
the Eritrean people’s struggle for independence could not triumph because none of
the parties had the correct line, strength and cohesiveness to unite the majority of the
Eritrean people around itself, overcome the machinations of imperialism and neo-
colonialism and lead the Eritrean people to independence (...) [to achieve this goal] a
democratic force [was needed and the mandate of the EPLF was thus] to fulfil the
historic tasks of the national democratic revolution that the EPLF ever since its
formation in 1970 has been fighting to unite the workers, peasants and other democ-
ratic and patriotic forces in a single Front (...) to achieve independence and free-
dom, peace and justice, prosperity and progress for the Eritrean people, the EPLF,
led by a correct revolutionary line and based on the worker-peasant alliance, shall

38 1t has been noted that the way many inhabitants of the highlands understood their history “was
not compatible with the project of inventing a unique identity that was being promoted by the
EPLF. The quest for an identity that they can feel is distinctly their own made the EPLF resolve
their past. (...) Given the gap between the collective memory of the majority and the aspirations of
the political elites, the invented history had to be fanciful” (Alemseged Abbay, 1997: 330; see
also Alemseged Abbay (1998) and Trivelli (1998) on relations between the kebessa and Tigray;
Tronvoll (1999) on communal identities among the Afar and pastoralist communities in the
western lowlands).

% For the EPLF’s version of Eritrean history see EPLF (1977), (1979).

0 Cornerstones of the EPLE’s internal character were a cohesive and unified leadership and strict
internal discipline, with stern punishment for internal dissent (see Pool, 1998; 2001); concerning
internal organisation, it broadly followed the Leninist principle of democratic centralism, under-
stood as being an amalgamation of popular participation through mass organisations (in the
EPLF’s case, five national unions of women, peasants, workers, students and professionals)
together with strong executive powers. At the apex was the Front’s Congress, then the structure
worked its way down from the Central Committee via the Politburo and the Standing Committee
to the various departments (see Barnett, 1980; Firebrace & Holland, 1985). Democratic central-
ism was regarded by the EPLF as a system “by which the people can participate directly in
decision-making, albeit at the same time ensuring (...) influence and power at the top” (Pateman,
1990b: 461).
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fight to implement ensuing objectives until complete and final victory (EPLF, 1977:
7-22; my emphasis).*!

It is unity of the Eritrean people, the argument goes, which will lead to
independence in a revolution carried out by an alliance of the disadvantaged
social classes under the guidance of the EPLF.*

In all this it has to be kept in mind that the primary objective of Eritrean
nationalist politics (and the EPLF) was not a social revolution which would
transform Eritrean society, but the creation of an independent Eritrean state —
and the way to go about that was seen in what the EPLF calls a national democ-
ratic revolution. In its 1987 programme, the EPLF defines its mission as “the
realisation of the Eritrean people’s right to self-determination and independ-
ence” (EPLF, 1987a: 46f), while stating at the same time that

even though the EPLF’s primary task has been to wage armed struggle to free the
Eritrean people from the colonial yoke, it has not shelved the objective of economic,
social and cultural transformation, as this is an integral part of the revolution (ibid.:
76; my emphasis).

In every revolution though, revolutionary ideology has to be related to the
material reality of the people, to what could be called the ‘bread and butter
issues’, or, as Amilcar Cabral put it:

Always bear in mind that the people are not fighting for ideas, for the things in any-
one’s head. They are fighting to win material benefits, to live better and in peace, to
see their lives go forward, to guarantee the future of their children (quoted from
Davidson, 1981b: 159).

11t is not within the scope of this research to assess the EPLE’s claim that only it had what could
be called a revolutionary agenda, aiming for the transformation of society as well as national
liberation. Various people known to the author who were members of the ELF had political
visions similar to those formulated by the EPLF. In a similar vein, Pool (2001: 141f) — referring
to the large scale influx of new fighters to the EPLF as well as the ELF in 1974/75 — reports from
interviews he conducted that many of these new recruits saw little difference between the two
fronts (see also various ELF publication at the time, e.g. ELF (1976), (1986); for a contemporary
overview http://www.meskerem.net/ provides links to current Eritrean opposition movements (all
based outside Eritrea) and their agendas, including the remains of the ELF and the ELF-RC
(Revolutionary Council); see also Institute for African Alternatives, 1998). But as when the ELF
was driven into Sudan in 1982 the EPLF became the dominant political and military force within
Eritrea and thus the bearer of the Eritrean revolution to this day, an assessment of the Eritrean
revolution is by necessity an assessment of the EPLF.

42 This concept of revolution is in line with Selbin’s definition of social revolution as the “over-
throw of a ruling elite by a revolutionary vanguard that has mobilized broad popular support and
undertaken the transformation of a society’s political, economic and social structures” (Selbin,
1993: 11); in this case, the ruling elite being the occupying Ethiopian regime.



40 CHAPTER 2

In the context of the Eritrean revolution, the EPLF’s success in mobilising
large parts of the Eritrean population to its cause depended as much on the
strengths of its military wing — the Eritrean People’s Liberation Army (EPLA) —
and a belief that one day it could deliver a free and independent Eritrea, as on
the social transformation of Eritrean society.” This led the EPLF to forge a
strategy “in which the military and the political were symbiotic” (Pool, 1983:
191). Within the EPLF, the lines between the civilian and the military were
fluid (everybody who was a member of and worked for the Front was referred
to as a “fighter”). Not only were civilians (who usually had undergone some
form of military training) called in when the military situation demanded it, but
equally the role of the EPLA was seen as crucial in both, to overthrow Ethio-
pian rule and transform Eritrean society (Leonard, 1984; Pateman, 1986: 4).*

The Eritrean revolution can thus be defined as a synthesis of both, a military
struggle for national independence culminating in the creation of a nation of
one’s own, and a revolutionary project of social transformation along modern-
ist-socialist lines.” Much has been written on its successes on the military front,
and even more on its achievements in terms of the social transformation of
Eritrean society under the adverse conditions of war — including land reform,
provision of social services particularly in the areas of health and education,

4> Witness to this bears for example the fact that after the EPLF (and the ELF, for that matter)
‘liberated’ major towns from Ethiopian control in 1977, recruitment increased tremendously (see
Pool, 2001: 139). It has to be pointed out in this context that the EPLF in many ways was rather a
pragmatic than an ideological movement: With its overall strategic goal being an independent
Eritrean nation, the tactics used were adjusted to the circumstances and the Front “proved highly
adaptable to changing domestic and international contexts, and shifted from its original revolu-
tionary ideological position, stressing class struggle and anti-imperialism, to a pragmatic quasi-
liberalism, and from guerrilla to conventional war” (Pool, 1998: 20); in a similar vein it has been
argued that between its first congress in 1977 and its second congress in 1987 the focus of the
EPLF’s programme shifted from being strongly social-revolutionary to merely social-reformist
(Eikenberg, 1995: 264).

* Leonard describes the EPLA as the testing ground and a “social vanguard” in exemplifying
wider EPLF policies and regards for example the integration of women into the EPLA on an
egalitarian basis as a major factor in developing the struggle for liberation of Eritrean women
(Leonard, 1984: 6).

4 Concerning the latter, Issayas Afewerki said in an interview with Stuart Holland (then Labour
Shadow Minister for Overseas Development and Co-operation) in 1984: “We want to transform
this society and have a modern society, not the kind of society we have (...) there is no other way
for Third World societies to transform the social and economic formations of their societies
except by following the general socialist trend (...) as to the details and models, well, we do not
have models practically (...) if we succeed in (...) implementing our development projects side by
side with our military achievements, then we can really transform this society (...) what we are
doing now is a prototype of a small experiment of our forthcoming programmes and it’s been
successful so far” (Firebrace & Holland, 1985: 128f).
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changes in the status of women and the establishment of organs for popular
political participation — and need not be repeated here.*

Going back to Selbin and the three (often overlapping) phases he distin-
guishes in the way social revolutions develop — insurrection, political victory
and transformation of society — the Eritrean revolution was successful in the
first two as well as in the third in the areas under EPLF control from the late
1970s onwards.*’

As has been outlined above, a central cornerstone of this success in the
EPLF’s revolutionary strategy became the political education of all its mem-
bers, including those in the Eritrean diaspora abroad, who were socialised into
the Front’s weltanschauung (Pool, 1998: 20). The programme of political
education informed an active policy to incorporate all social groups into the
movement and to break down rooted distinctions between Christians and Mus-
lims, the rural and urban population, workers and intellectuals, and not least
men and women (Pool, 1983: 190), as well as between the leadership and mem-
bers of the Front.”* This egalitarian agenda has “forged an intense national and

46 See for example Chaliand (1994); Connell (1997a); Firebrace & Holland (1985); Michler
(1980); Papstein (1991) on social achievements and military developments; Barnett (1980) on
agriculture; Gottesman (1998) on education and literacy; Burgess et al. (1985) on political and
social change; Wilson (1991) on changes in the status of women.

47 The EPLF decided on a strategic withdrawal to its base area in Sahel after Soviet and Cuban
troops had altered the military balance in favour of Ethiopia in 1977, where it started to put much
of its social revolutionary agenda into practice in the areas under its control (see preceding foot-
note for references).

8 Behind this systematic diffusion of its general philosophy was a powerful clandestine ‘van-
guard’ party within the inner circle of the EPLF. Its existence was publicly acknowledged only in
1994, when it was said to have dissolved in the late 1980s. To this day, not much is known about
the party and its workings, as silence was a prerequisite for membership (and is maintained by
former members). New members were recruited on the basis of demonstrated ideological correct-
ness, general commitment to the cause and proven leadership skills. The structures of the clan-
destine party mirrored those of the EPLF. Democratic centralism was the organising principle and
Issayas Afewerki at its apex, a fact which increased the centralisation of power in his hands (see
Ruth Iyob, 1997b; Pool, 2001; Connell, 2002). The transformation of the EPLF into the People’s
Front for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ) at the same congress where the existence of the clandes-
tine party was acknowledged and the prevailing ambiguity about the status of the PFDJ (whether
or not it is a “political party’) have raised the question whether the party was really dissolved or
whether the PFDJ is not merely acting as ‘front’ for a still existing or transformed clandestine
organisation (Ruth Iyob, 1997b: 662; Pool, 2001: 93). This question could gain new prominence
as since the end of the 1998-2000 Eritreo-Ethiopian border war internal controls within Eritrea
have tightened and dissenting opinions are openly suppressed — visible for example in the arrest
without trial of a group of prominent EPLF/PFDJ members after having written an open letter to
all PFDJ members in May 2001 accusing Issayas Afewerki of unconstitutional government (see:
http://news.asmarino.com/PFDJ_Membership/

http://web.amnesty.org/ai.nsf/recent/ AFR640082002!Open; as well as Jayasekera, 2001).
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social cohesiveness” (Pateman, 1990b: 466) and resulted in a “marked lack of
social differentiation” (ibid.) or “elitism” (Johnson & Johnson, 1981: 191).*

What will be the main concern in this study is the process of revolutionary
consolidation that followed the political victory of the EPLF and the birth of an
independent Eritrean nation state, in particular what happened to one pillar of
the EPLF’s revolutionary agenda — the transformation of the status of women
within Eritrean society® — after the concrete struggle for liberation gave way to
the structurally different task of peaceful social and economic development.

The notion of gender equality was introduced into the Eritrean revolution
within the EPLF’s programme of political education.’’ After the EPLF’s politi-
cal victory, this programme of political education gave way to the task of
building a national system of education — based on the system of education
already developed during the struggle in the field.”” It was underlined by a simi-
lar philosophy according to which education was regarded as “a social instru-
ment designed to serve a specific social purpose” (EPLF, 1989: 2)* A new na-

* This process has been analysed in terms of Cabral’s notion of class suicide’, who argued that
under the conditions of Guinea-Bissau (to which the Eritrean struggle has many parallels) the
only self-conscious revolutionary force was the petty bourgeoisie. In the course of a protracted
struggle against the colonial state it would be forced to commit ‘class suicide’ and identify with
the interests of the exploited masses (Cabral, 1969: 89; Johnson & Johnson, 1981: 185f). The
EPLF itself stopped to use the concept of class by 1984 because it no longer seemed a useful
category (Connell, 1997a: 188) — partly due to the levelling of differences after the drought of the
early 1980s, coupled with the EPLF’s monastic approach and its philosophy of self-reliance
(Kaplan, 1988).

5 Many observers have described “the outstanding changes occurring among Eritrean women” as
“probably the most distinctive feature of the revolution” (Pateman, 1990b: 465; see also e.g.
Alayli, 1995; Connell, 1997a; Wilson, 1991). The Eritrean revolution thus follows the “Woman’s
Emancipation model” in Moghadam’s classification (Moghadam, 1993) and serves as an example
for the centre stage changes in the status of women took within revolutions in the twentieth
century.

3! The first time the eradication of patriarchal social structures that placed Eritrean women into a
subordinate position to men was mentioned as one objective of the liberation struggle was in the
1971 pamphlet of the Ala group (Ruth Iyob, 1997a: 170).

52 Many of today’s educational policies have their foundations in the time of the struggle and in
most cases the same people who are in decision making positions in the Ministry of Education
(MoE) today were already in charge of certain aspects of education in the field (including the
Minister of Education and the three Director Generals). Much of the present-day curriculum was
developed and tested in the EPLF revolution school and within other educational programmes run
by the Front (see Adulis 1984-1991; Gottesman, 1998; Resistance, 1978-1981; Rice Bulletin,
1989-1992).

53 The EPLF curriculum should “provide for the proper dissemination, respect and development
of the history of Eritrea and its people, the struggle against colonialism, oppression and for
national independence, the experience, sacrifices and heroism as well as the national folklore,
traditions and culture of the Eritrean people” (EPLF, 1977: 28) and “promote the national unity of
the Eritrean people” (EPLF, 1987a: 172); at the same time “literacy and the raising of educational
levels” were regarded as “an integral part of the campaign to politicise, organise and arm the
people” (EPLF, 1987a: 86) and education was to be integrated with production and put “in the
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tional education system has thus been described as “clearly the most important
instrument for disseminating the new culture [the culture created by the EPLF
in the field including its notion of gender equality]” (IDASA, 1994: 8). Within
this notion of education for social change — which together with disseminating
the Front’s culture had as a major objective to change discriminatory social
practices — the unequal standing of women in traditional Eritrean society fea-
tured high on the agenda. Since the time when the EPLF admitted women into
its ranks in 1974, education was recognised as the crucial factor in enabling
women to redefine their private and public roles. A commitment was made in
the 1970s to establish educational equality between men and women (Asgedet
Stefanos, 1997a: 665). This commitment has continued beyond Eritrean
independence — in fact within contemporary Eritrean society, women’s educa-
tion is seen as decisive to achieve (more) gender equality in the future by all
women who took part in this research, as will become clear as the text unfolds.*

In more general terms it has been stated that a crucial factor in the making of
a modern nation — the ultimate objective of the Eritrean revolution — is a system
of education which allows on one hand for the effective diffusion of the
national narrative (Anderson, 1991), on the other for its citizens to participate
effectively in this modern community (Gellner, 1964: 159). Few nations have
indeed embarked on independent statehood without recourse to the “ideological
potential” (Green, 1997: 1) of education as well as using it as a tool for political
and economic modernisation (Green, 1997).

This leaves the notions of education for social change and education as a
means to establish the EPLF’s version of the Eritrean past as hegemonic
national narrative still important. At the same time, the scope of Eritrean educa-
tional policy objectives became broader: It equally centres on enabling all
Eritrean nationals to exercise fully their citizenship rights (for which arguably
literacy is a prerequisite),” and on a strategy to as a nation participate success-
fully in today’s globalised modern world. Thus, in the latest strategic policy
document, as the main objectives of educational policies it is stated “to produce
a population equipped with the necessary skills, knowledge and culture for a
(...) modern economy” (GSE, 1994: 39). On a more general level, it has been

service of the masses” (EPLF, 1977: 28; 1987a: 173) to become “a decisive weapon in national
reconstruction and economic development” (EPLF, 1987a: 85).

54 Special attention is given and measures are taken to increase girls’ and women’s enrolment in
all strata of the educational system, and educational statistics are published gender-segregated
(see MoE, 1997; 2000a; 2000b; UoA, 1998; Berhane Woldemichael, 1992).

35 See for example Gellner (1964) who asserts that: “The minimal requirement for full citizenship,
for effective moral membership of a modern community, is literacy” and continues to say that a
nation’s political status “is now determined by the preconditions of education” (ibid.: 159). The
latest Human Development Report (HDR) puts Eritrea’s literacy rate at 55.7% overall, 44.5% for
women and 67.3% for men (UNDP 2002).
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asserted that many official speeches and policy documents “demonstrate the
government’s narrowing focus on economic modernisation” (Asgedet Stefanos,
1997a: 681).° This is in line with the observations of Habte Tesfaldet: He de-
scribes the educational system in the liberated areas in the 1970s as having been
greatly influenced by what he calls the “social-demand-approach” (Habte
Tesfaldet, 1992: 20). A lot of emphasis was placed on political, social and
cultural development which implied freeing people from constraints in their
lives and had similarities to the conscientisation approach propagated by Paolo
Freire, who saw in education “that specifically human act of intervening in the
world” (1998: 6) in order to promote change. But Tesfaldet notes that since the
1980s, the “manpower-demand-approach” seems to have gained the upper hand
(Tesfaldet, 1992: 20) and in present day Eritrea an ambitious Human Resource
Development (HRD) strategy is slowly given priority over this more holistic
approach towards education.”” A similar point is made by Hale (2000) who
asserts that “the uncompromising and challenging (...) liberatory pedagogy used
in the Revolution Schools is being diluted and retreated from in the develop-
ment of the National Curriculum” (ibid.: 361).

The question to be asked then is whether within this new agenda of educa-
tion for building a certain type of modern nation, there is still room for the
concept of education for emancipation — or, more precisely, women’s emanci-
pation. Women’s emancipation here is conceived of as a dynamic process in
which arising forms of gender oppression are overcome (see Asgedet Stefanos,
1997a) — as such, it is a very personal concept, meaning different things to
different women.

In a wider sense, this leads back to the question how far a revolutionary
movement transformed into the governing party of a new state is generally
prepared or structurally able to go in maintaining a liberatory, emancipatory
agenda ‘after the shooting stops’. Concerning women’s emancipation, it leads
back even a step further to the question whether women’s liberation or a
profound change in the status of women can sustainably be achieved within a

%% The economic development strategy pursued by the Eritrean government and for which human
resources need to be developed is one of export-orientation, or in other words, “the establishment
of an efficient, outward looking, private sector-led market economy, with the government playing
a proactive role to stimulate private economic activities” (GSE, 1994: 12). The government’s
overall development strategy has as a major component human capital formation “with education
and health as key inputs” (ibid., my emphasis). This blueprint shows many similarities with the
developmental states of East Asia (see Green, 1997; Miiller, 2002a for further discussion).

57 Overall, the HRD strategy pursued by the Eritrean government is very similar to the human
capital approach propagated by the World Bank (WB), the bottom line of which regards educa-
tion as an investment which will eventually lead to increased productivity, macroeconomic
growth and development — while at the same time delivering positive externalities in terms of
better health and nutrition as well as social cohesion and equality — and in the case of Eritrea a
united nation (WB, 1999: 5).
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national revolution. The following will therefore analyse the way women were
conceptualised by the EPLF and what wider assumptions lay behind the way
they were integrated on supposedly equal terms into the Front, before turning to
what these meant and do mean today in the personal lives of present and poten-
tial future elite women in Eritrean society.

Within the Eritrean revolution: National independence and
women’s liberation

With the emergence of the EPLF as the sole relevant force in the Eritrean strug-
gle for national liberation, what has been described as its progressive and revo-
lutionary character was often connected to its agenda for women’s liberation.

In this context, it has been mentioned as an outstanding feature of the
Eritrean revolution that women participated heavily and in all aspects in the
fighting force (Hale, 2000: 353f). By the end of the liberation struggle they
comprised about one third of the EPLF and served in all capacities (Bernal,
2000; Connell, 1998; Marcus, 1995; Worku Zerai, 1994) — except for the top
ranks of the leadership, as “women’s entry into central leadership positions”
was not a priority (Asgedet Stefanos, 1997b: 257).” Altogether, placing
women’s rights at centre stage has been called “one of the most striking features
of the EPLF’s programme of social reform” (Green, 1994: 6).©

58 Looking at the status of women in traditional Eritrean society, one needs to be cautious to
generalise, as a variety of cultures and traditions exists among Eritrea’s nine nationalities and
within each of these there are many exceptions and variations. In addition not much systematic
anthropological research has been conducted in Eritrea over the last decades (partly an exception
is the study of Tigrinya women by Kemink, 1991). Apart from various studies conducted by the
EPLF’s Department of Public Administration (see Worku Zerai, 1994) or foreign visitors suppor-
tive of the EPLF’s agenda — both of which were shaped by the EPLF’s ideological outlook of
what ‘traditional’ and ‘progressive’ means and portrayed, rather simplistically, women in tradi-
tional Eritrean society as lacking any form of civil, economic, political, social or cultural rights
(Gaim Kibreab, 1995: 4) — little is known about the everyday lives of Eritrean women (for some
mainly anecdotal evidence see Department of Administration, 1986 (in Tigrinya); NUEW, 1980;
Terhas Magos, 1981; SUKE, 1990; Wilson, 1991; Worku Zerai, 1994; Wubnesh Selassie, 1992).
Overall, the accounts available suggest that the status of Eritrean women varied according to
social class, geographic setting (urban or rural), ethnicity and religion (Gaim Kibreab, 1995) and
the gender divisions of labour differed as a results of at least three factors: agro-ecological, socio-
cultural and socio-economic (Green, 1994; Silkin, 1983).

% No women combatants ever achieved the three highest officer ranks; the military hierarchy
starts with commanding a gujelle (ten people); then ganta (three gujelle — 30 people), followed by
hailee (three gantas) — and always multiplied by three bottolini, brigade and kefle-serawit. No
women advanced further than /ailee commander (see Asgedet Stefanos, 1997a: 677).

% The objectives of the EPLF in relation to women’s rights were first formulated in its National
Democratic Programme in 1977. It has to be pointed out though that women’s issues were not
dealt with in their own right, but under point number four “safeguard social rights”, were section
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Wilson states that while Eritrean society in essence was not different from
any other patriarchal peasant society in the developing world, “the way the
EPLF has tackled the subject of women’s oppression is different from any other
revolutionary movement” (Wilson, 1991: 131), mainly referring to the refusal
of EPLF cadres to bow to pressure from traditional cultural norms but siding
with and helping women for example in disputes over forced marriages or land
ownership.®!

Keeping in mind that the complexity of Eritrean society makes it impossible
to posit a “neat dichotomy” between “traditional” and “modern” (Silkin, 1989:
148), what made the EPLF indeed “progressive” from the point of view of
gender transformation was “a particular focus on the position of women” in its
“transformation (...) from simple nationalism to socialism” (Silkin, 1983: 909),
which challenged pre-existing forms of gender subordination and led to consid-
erable gains for Eritrean women (Green, 1994; Marcus, 1995). Besides the
issues of land reform and marriage these were most visible in the EPLF’s provi-
sion of social services, the encouragement of women’s participation in public
life and the conscientisation of women and men to overcome traditional gender
roles.” In this context it is also worth mentioning that the EPLF did not — as
many movements involved in armed conflict have done — encourage women to

B was concerned with women’s rights which were outlined in very broad terms. The full text of
the section is found in appendix 2.

8 Reportedly, many women especially in the rural areas joined the EPLF to escape arranged
marriages (Cowan, 1984; Silkin, 1989). The legacy of the struggle which had arguably the biggest
impact on the lives of especially rural women were the new marriage law and the law on land
reform introduced by the EPLF. It for the first time in Eritrean history gave women the right to
own land (Fullerton-Joireman, 1996: 274; Silkin, 1983; Wilson, 1991; — Gaim Kibreab (1995)
disputes the last claim and cites examples from regional Codes of Customary Law in Tigrinya
peasant societies which allowed women under certain conditions to inherit property, including
land). These new laws might still not be enforced everywhere but a general consciousness is said
to be growing among women which encourages them to fight for their legal rights (Wilson, 1991;
Worku Zerai, 1994).

62 Concerning social services, because of their low rate of literacy, women have been the main
beneficiaries of the EPLF’s educational provision. The same is true for EPLF health care, includ-
ing maternity services. Equally, the introduction of small scale technology in EPLF administered
villages, e.g. grinding mills, transformed the lives especially of women (Cowan, 1984; Wubnesh
Selassie, 1992). Concerning the political realm, women’s active possibility to participate has
begun with the EPLF, as women were not allowed to vote in the past (for example during the
brief parliamentary period of the Eritrean-Ethiopian federation, 1952 — 1962) or occupy public
office, in short, they did not have any political rights NUEW, 1995; NUEW, 1999b; SUKE,
1990). Concerning women’s participation in public life, in EPLF administered areas, in the tradi-
tionally male dominated village assemblies women were pushed to participate and in some
assemblies eventually made up 30 percent of its members (Wubnesh Selassie, 1992; Wilson,
1991). Within the EPLF itself, it has been stated that there was no room for a gender based divi-
sion of labour (Wubnesh Selassie, 1992: 69) and skill training for women was given special
emphasis, as women usually possessed less skills than men when they joined the Front.



WITHIN THE ERITREAN REVOLUTION 47

“breed sons to fight for the cause” (Marcus, 1995: 140), but rested its recruit-
ment policy on convincing civilians from all strata of society to join the fight.*?

In assessing in more detail what participation in the struggle within the
EPLF might have meant for the considerable number of women who decided to
join, two things have to be kept in mind: Firstly, no comprehensive accounts
exist of life within the EPLF for women and men alike. What has been written
was either produced by the EPLF (or some of its members); or based on EPLF
publications which served a political purpose; or on scholarly accounts of
people who spent (sometimes repeatedly over the years but still) a very limited
amount of time with the EPLF; or interviews with former fighters (see for
example Christmann, 1996; Connell, 1997a; 1998; NUEW, 1982; Papstein,
1991; Pateman, 1990b; Pool, 2001; Schamanek, 1998; Silkin, 1989; Wilson,
1991; Worku Zerai, 1994).

All these sources taken together show a very fragmented view of life in the
field and women’s liberation in concrete in the context of the Eritrean revolu-
tion. The second point to keep in mind follows from here: The women who
joined the struggle came from very diverse backgrounds and thus brought with
them a very different understanding about what emancipation might mean for
them.* But after they had joined, they were exposed to and their thinking was
formed by the ideological stance of the Front.

The EPLF’s approach towards gender issues and the way in which it sought
to implement gender equality among its members can be summarised as “inte-
grating women into the EPLF not simply as the equals of men, but as male
equivalents” (Bernal, 2000: 62).

Even though the EPLF defined itself in terms of both, national liberation and
revolutionising society, one needs to keep in mind that it was the question of
nation building that was the overarching objective, and women within the EPLF
were regarded first and foremost as an integral part of this process. According
to Wilson, this had a major impact on the way women experienced their own
identity. Shortly before independence, in an account very supportive of the
EPLF, she wrote:

% One should not forget that when the EPLF emerged, it was a minority movement, threatened by
the then much larger ELF. It was therefore also a question of sheer survival to make the women’s
issue to one of the central issues and mobilise women to participate equally in the Front. It also
needs to be pointed out that not all women who did so joined the Front out of conviction: some
were caught up in the strategic retreat and did see no other choice to survive than to join, others
were reportedly forcefully recruited (Christmann quotes the testimonies of two female fighters
who were forcefully recruited against their will, but later became convinced members, see
Christmann, 1996: 110f; 138f).

% Some of the accounts quoted in Christmann (1996), Schamanek (1998) and Wilson (1991)
provide an idea of this diversity in the background of female fighters.
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Twenty-nine years of struggle have had a major impact on the identity of the people.
They have not only engendered an intense nationalism but have subtly and crucially
altered it, giving it a revolutionary form. Perhaps as a result, particularly in the areas
where the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front has had a long presence, we no longer
see the sharp cutting dichotomy between the personal struggle of women and the
broader politics of national struggle (Wilson, 1991: 2).

In the EPLF a “new identity (...) erased all the other identities of family,
religion, class and clan” (Wilson, 1991: 132), and, it could be added, gender.
The development of a “unique identity created by the struggle itself” (Sorenson,
1991: 309)* was seen as a prerequisite by the EPLF to succeed in both its
objectives, national liberation and national reconstruction (Schamanek, 1998:
124). Eritrea was to become a nation built “on inclusion, rather than exclusion”
(Bernal, 2000: 64). But with this prime emphasis on an all-inclusive nation,
what could be called the “cultural bases of womanhood” (ibid.), namely
motherhood, familial roles, or domestic duties, were not transformed. The
EPLF’s relative success in incorporating women as equals relied more on
repressing gender differences than on transforming gender relations.® It

% Sorenson (1991) speaks of two opposing discourses on national identity in relation to Ethiopia
and Eritrea. The Ethiopian discourse he describes as based on historical unity and essential
identity (ibid.: 312). To characterise Eritrean nationalism he uses the concept of “territorial
nationalism” (ibid.) which originates in opposition to an imposed political entity (Italian, later
Ethiopian colonialism in this case) rather than in a distinctive cultural identity (which in multi-
cultural Eritrea does not exist). Eritrean nationalism is thus an expression of national identity
based on common experience and its myths and narratives are created and altered together with
these experiences. As such, it is a future-oriented ideology and well suited to serve the EPLF’s
wider objectives.

5 The ambivalence in the EPLF’s early attitude towards women is explicit in its dealing with
sexuality. In the beginning it demanded from its members to be celibate, and sexual relations
were forbidden with civilians and among fighters alike. Bernal reports she was told there were
however always hidden sexual relationships (Bernal, 2000: 68), a fact also Wilson (1991)
mentions. This prohibition, which was abandoned officially in 1977 when the EPLF introduced
its own marriage law, was partly introduced to protect the smaller number of women from male
advances (Worku Zerai 1994, quoted in Bernal, 2000) and to create a space in which both sexes
could develop a (sisterly-brotherly) caring relationship necessary for the survival in the harsh
conditions of the war (SUKE, 1990). In addition, it was believed that the Ethiopian side would
send women with venereal diseases to the Front to infect its members (ibid.) — which gives a hint
of the underlying suspicion with which women were initially regarded by the EPLF, as sexually
dangerous and politically treacherous.

Overall it should not be negated, however, that once the EPLF came to terms with the issue of
sexual relationships, especially its marriage law was in many ways liberating for women, not least
because premarital sex was encouraged and contraceptives were provided, which had a particu-
larly liberating effect on women as traditionally female virginity had been connected with the
honour of the family. In general the new marriage law which gave equal rights to both partners
aimed to end the tradition of marriage as an alliance between male elders of extended families,
where marriage marked the transfer of a girl from the authority of her father to that of her hus-
band’s family (Silkin, 1989).
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amounted in effect to “eliminating [the] female gender”, without a “comparable
erasure of masculinity” (ibid.: 67).7

This was connected to the fact that the EPLF’s gender analysis was largely
based on socialist theories which regard women’s integration into social pro-
duction as the cornerstone from which social and political emancipation would
follow (Silkin, 1983). Its agenda on women has to be viewed within the gen-
eral modernist outlook of the EPLF and its secular, scientific and socialist
orientation, which helps to explain that women’s advancement assumed such a
central role, as “gender relations and the treatment of women figure in the ways
modernity and progress are constructed in contrast to tradition” (Bernal, 2000:
66).” As has been discussed above, many parallels can be seen with other
revolutionary movements as well as with state feminism in (former) socialist
countries.” The emancipation of women here is regarded as central to achieve a
wider objective (in the case of Eritrea, success of the Eritrean revolution),” a
“crucially different emphasis from a feminist [perspective] which sees women’s
emancipation exclusively in terms of women’s interests” (Silkin, 1983: 909).

Silkin (1989) has pointed out that despite locating the origin of women’s
subordination in their exclusion from social production, the EPLF recognised

%7 This ambiguity in the new image of women as equal to men became obvious in the way women
and their relationship to children was portrayed in part of the official iconography: “with a gun in
one hand and a baby in the other”, while no similar representations of men were to be found
(Asgedet Stefanos, 1997b: 257).

% In the EPLF’s analysis of Eritrean society, Eritrea was defined as a “colonial and semi-feudal
country” (NUEW, 1980: 7), which had become integrated into the world capitalist system under
Italian colonial rule; what is termed the “Ethiopian colonisation of Eritrea” was then made possi-
ble and “sustained by US imperialism (...) because it fitted into the shift in the hegemony of the
world capitalist system” (ibid.). For Eritrean women, this meant double oppression: through the
overall exploitive character of society, as well as due to their own weak economic status which
cemented their subordination in the political, social and cultural life of society (ibid.: 12). The
EPLF and NUEW therefore regarded women’s participation in social production as an
indispensable requirement for women’s liberation. This led to the major focus on mobilisation of
women towards participation “in the on-going national democratic revolution in all spheres”
(ibid.: 24), as only this participation would guarantee women’s equality.

% This construct is in line with what Jayawardena (1986) says about Asia, where reformers con-
nected the apparent freedom of women in Western societies to the West’s advancement and
“argued that ‘Oriental backwardness’ was partly due to women’s low status” — women’s status in
society thus became a “barometer of ‘civilisation’” (ibid.: 12). A similar point has been made by
Yuval-Davis (1997), who regards the incorporation of women into the military in e.g. Libya,
Nicaragua and Eritrea as a move to construct women as the “bearers of modernity” (ibid.: 98) and
asserts more widely that in many revolutionary or decolonisation projects “the emancipation of
women has come to signify (...) political and social attitudes towards modernity” (ibid.: 60).

" In both cases, the objective to achieve gender equality often failed because the approaches
followed were top-down and male-led (Bernal, 2000).

! Mobilising women was thus one part of what the EPLF called its “overall political work among
the masses” (EPLF, 1987a: 53), which was guided by assuring the participation of all nationals in
the process of liberating and developing Eritrea, so “the participation of women, who make up
half of our society, must be given great attention” (ibid.: 54).
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that women’s emancipation would not be an automatic consequence of their
integration into social production and that redefining gender relations must go
beyond and address social and sexual problems between men and women (ibid.:
147). In practice, however, the mobilisation of women for the revolutionary
cause and their integration into the Front centred on the motto: ‘Equality
Through Equal Participation’.

Within the EPLF the National Union of Eritrean Women (NUEW) was
founded in 1979 under the slogan “Emancipation through equal participation in
the struggle” (Worku Zerai, 1994: 66). It defined as its primary goal “to mobi-
lise and organise women to participate in the national liberation struggle led by
the EPLF” (ibid.: 66) — in fact adopting the EPLF’s policies on women as its
objectives.”” NUEW followed its goals in the same way as did the EPLF as a
whole,” through a top-down approach in which women were mobilised to carry
out certain tasks.”

Within this ‘participatory’ framework considerable achievements were in-
deed experienced by women in the EPLF and in areas where the EPLF had a
long presence.

The EPLF itself created a cadre of skilled women in all areas who were to
act as trainers and role models for other women in and outside the Front
(Marcus, 1995: 138) and give the civilian population an insight into alternative
gender roles (Green, 1994: 7). This approach followed the wider ideological

"2 From the very beginning, its activities demonstrate that the NUEW was mainly concerned with
the needs of the struggle and not with questioning patriarchy or a change in the sexual division of
labour — even though it has to be pointed out that in establishing the NUEW women “were
encouraged to view themselves as a collective group with common needs and concerns” (Hodgin,
1997: 88).

Interestingly, after independence the NUEW’s objective was modified to “participate in the
reconstruction of the country and to struggle for the emancipation of women” (Worku Zerai,
1994: 66), mainly through educating and training women to participate in the post-war economy
(Connell, 1998: 189) — here again, women’s emancipation was given secondary importance,
something that might be natural in the time before independence when the question of personal
survival was often at stake, but becomes more problematic in the post-independence present
(Worku Zerai, 1994).

3 To this day, even though the NUEW is officially independent, the PFDJ exerts strong control
over its programme as well as the composition of its leadership. The chairwomen of the NUEW,
for example, is elected by a congress of the organisation, but has to be approved by the PFDJ
central committee — in reality, no candidate not approved beforehand would stand for election.

™ The NUEW (together with the other national unions) was, together with the people’s assem-
blies set up in the villages, regarded as a tool to establish what the EPLF called “people’s political
power”, a concept which was seen as central to the transformation of women’s position and in
general to release the creative energy of the masses (Wilson, 1991: 49). Education campaigns
were launched to describe the role of the assemblies, the unions and other institutions, and then
enable people to exercise power through them. Concerning the NUEW, even though demands
could move from the bottom to the top theoretically, it does not seem to have happened often
practically, for which partly the poor democratic culture of women has been blamed; the ex-
change of information and ideas travelled in one direction, top-down (Worku Zerai, 1994: 66).
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conviction held by the Front (and still important with regard to gender policies
in present day Eritrea, as will become clear as this study proceeds) that to create
female role models in different areas was one necessary prerequisite on the way
towards gender equality within wider society. ™

A hierarchy developed in Eritrean society: Inside the EPLF controlled areas
gender norms were much more egalitarian among EPLF members than in
civilian society.” At the same time, among the civilian population in these areas
gender relations changed in a way which did not happen in Ethiopian controlled
areas (Eikenberg, 1995: 260; Marcus, 1995: 131).” Overall, it has to be kept in
mind that, especially concerning female fighters, EPLF membership was selec-
tive rather than representative of the population as a whole. Women who were
predisposed towards gender equality and a change in social relations were more
likely to join — testimony to this is the fact that many women joined to escape
arranged marriages and with it the traditional system of social control — which
made social change easier to push through within the EPLF (Silkin, 1989: 158).

In spite of all these factors, already during the struggle even within the EPLF
the official ideology of gender equality did not describe reality. Bernal (2000) —
who spent a few weeks with a former fighter she calls Saba, a key informant of
her research — reports how Saba remembers that in the field men would cook,
but on vacation it would be the women. Similar observations have been made
by foreign observers to the EPLF (see various accounts published in Eritrea
Information).”® They were confirmed by Abrehet Ghebrekidan, one of the

5 A schematic overview of women’s participation within the EPLF towards the end of the strug-
gle reads like this (and shows that a traditional division of labour did partly exist also within the
Front): of all combatants, 23% were women; as were: 35% of administrators; 30% of those
working in the EPLF’s industrial activities; 30% of those in the transportation service; 55% of
health workers; 20% of construction workers; 20% of agricultural workers; 25% of those in
electronics; 9.5% of those working in finance and 32% in communication (UNICEF, 1997: 25;
Voice of Eritrean Women Winter 1989: 9; Zimprich, 1996: 92).

" When for example in 1987 a new Civil Code, containing provisions for laws on family and
marriage was introduced, family law was divided into two sections — one dealing with members
of the EPLF, the other with civilians. In making this distinction, in the code the tenacity of cus-
tomary values among civilians was acknowledged, as were the diverging developments taking
place inside the EPLF, where for example marriage reform was more far reaching than in Eritrean
society as a whole (Silkin, 1989: 157).

" EPLF educational activities were carried out clandestinely in some of these areas, mainly rural
communities removed from Ethiopian military posts. Hale (2000) quotes a fighter working for the
NUEW in these activities on the coercive force she used: “There was a political struggle between
us and those with undeveloped ideas. So we took young women and children by force for the
revolutionary school. We transferred all our ideas to them. They believed us and influenced their
families” (ibid.: 355; my emphasis).

8 Other accounts of foreign observers paint a rather optimistic picture, for example Cowan
(1984), when she writes: “The sight of men changing nappies, bathing babies and feeding toddlers
with obvious enjoyment is the most promising sign that, in this revolution perhaps, women’s
emancipation may not come to mean ‘the double shift’ — women participating in men’s work,
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participants in this research, who worked as a doctor in the field and has this to
say:

Yes, yes, [in the field] it was really something that you cannot identify the job
descriptions between the two sexes, everybody went to the kitchen on schedule and
boiling tea, cooking, whatever, equally we were assigned everybody, and even in the
health services, well, we had quite a lot of female over there (...) [also when I trained
barefoot doctors, the men] were listening, accepting orders, perfect, all the time, you
know, it’s military, you shouldn’t forget that, it’s military, that’s how it was, and,
you know, we had a motto, work is always put first, we have to work to achieve our
goal ... wherever you were assigned, work is number one (...) you know (...) when
we were fighting for our independence, the men’s role in the kitchen was equal with
the female, when we came here it’s different ... they are there, they wash their hands
and they wait for the service, and when they finish just walk to the bathroom, wash
their hands and sit in the living room, that’s what they are doing, 1 always fight
when I go to the fighters’ house, you know, what were you doing when we were in
the field, can’t you pick up this plates, then they say ‘please Abrehet, we have done
enough’, that is what they say, ‘we have done enough’ (...) even the ex-fighters,
when it was military order, they did it [kitchen work], but now they are free, so it
shows it did not change their mind really.

And indeed since independence, particularly demobilised women fighters
face a lot of problems as they lack resources, skills and work opportunities and
at the same time the domestic role comes to the forefront again (for more details
see Bernal, 2000; Bruchhaus et al., 1995; MITIAS, 1993; Zimprich, 1996).”
The fact that women participated as equals in the liberation struggle “has over-
shadowed the fact that women, more so than men, are defined by a strong (...)
patriarchal society with all the related expectations” (Tadria, 1997: 8) and that
in many communities traditional custom remains more important than progres-

while continuing to bear total responsibility for the children and the housework. At the front it’s
certainly not uncommon to see a man cooking, while a woman fighter sits and chats or busies
herself cleaning her Kalashinkov automatic rifle” (ibid.: 151). In reports by foreign observers it
were accounts like these which were the norm and a general picture emerged of truly liberated
women in the Eritrean struggle. This picture is also played to by the Eritrean side itself. The re-
searcher for example during a visit to the Tsorona frontline in the new conflict with Ethiopia in
2000 was witness to the following: Upon her arrival the only female soldier present grabbed her
Kalashinkov and started to go on patrol, whereas before she had been preparing tea, a task now
continued by one of her male comrades.

" To this day, women are encouraged to participate in the workforce but very little is done to ease
their domestic burdens — until a general new tax regime was introduced at the beginning of the
year 2002, a washing machine for example was considered a luxury good for which 120 percent
import tax had to be paid, something remarked on critically by some interviewees of this research.
Equally in other areas, for example in the provision of child care facilities, there is little evidence
of practical commitment by the government to free women from their domestic obligations
(Green, 1994: 18).
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sive laws and the most powerful institution remains the family (Connell, 1998;
2002). This implies that marriage (and childbirth) is still (one of) the most
determining aspect(s) in the lives of many women.* Evidence suggests that
particularly former female fighters in mixed marriages (marriages in which the
partners come from different ethnic and/or religion backgrounds) face high
divorce rates, which leaves them in a precarious position (Tadria, 1997).%' Addi-
tionally, many women who were unmarried when demobilised and are now past
the traditional marriage age face difficulties when returning to their communi-
ties, as their assertiveness is being resisted (Marcus, 1995: 142) and images of
free sexuality attached to living within the EPLF make it difficult to find a hus-
band.

The official approach to address these issues and to maintain gains women
have made is very similar to that followed during the liberation struggle: The
Eritrean government is taking the lead in law and policy,** whereas grassroots
struggles are left to the NUEW, whose main activities are the organisation of
women at the village level and advocacy and public education campaigns which
aim to reach all patriarchal institutions of Eritrean society (Connell, 1998;
2002).

The NUEW’s main focus is on poor rural and urban women®* which leaves
other groups of women feeling excluded and many women with a ‘feminist’

8 Abrehet Ghebrekidan, Lecturer at the College of Health Science and a former fighter herself,
describes as the main problem for women in Eritrea the fact that society expects every women to
have children (which in general is only accepted by society within marriage). Therefore she feels
women do not have a “real” choice about their career or their future, as this pressure basically
means that at some point a women has to stop doing certain types of work “and develop her femi-
nine aspect and have a child [she mentions as one example a former comrade who was with the
artillery and wanted to stay in the army as a professional soldier, but left in order to have
children]” (interview notes, 12/06/2001).

81 By 1997, some 12.000 of the 51.000 women soldiers had been demobilised; of these, half are
reported to be divorced (Hale, 2001: 130). As the rules of demobilisation required that people
who joined latest were demobilised first, a much higher percentage of women was demobilised.

%2 The political commitment of the Eritrean government is reaffirmed in its macropolicy docu-
ment, whose section on gender issues is found in appendix 2.

Other steps taken by the government include the reservation of 30 percent of seats in the National
Assembly for women (a measure criticised by many women who participated in this research).
This measure is seen to be temporary until civic education campaigns by the NUEW and other
stakeholders encourage enough women to stand for election and change men’s perception on
female representatives. And even though it is in theory recognised that social services are needed
to relieve women from domestic constraints and enable them to take part in political life, imple-
mentation here is lacking behind.

83 Altogether, the NUEW with its branches at regional, sub-regional and community level has
more than 200.000 members predominately from these communities (NUEW, 1999b); according
to chairwoman Luul Gebreab, the majority of members come from geographically disadvantaged
areas and are mainly nomadic and peasant women without any professional expertise for whom in
addition to literacy classes NUEW provides training in certain skills, e.g. sewing, raising of
chicken etc.



54 CHAPTER 2

agenda are in fact rejecting and criticising it. Some highly politicised ex-fighters
have serious misgivings about the union (Green, 1994), as do intellectual
women or women in the business community (as will be discussed later). At the
same time the NUEW has a monopoly to speak on behalf of women and
women’s issues and no other forms of organisation are allowed and welcome.™

Taken together, the contradictions of the nationalist project and women’s
emancipation have become more obvious after liberation. However, it does not
seem to be the familiar story of before the revolution and after, when promises
made for women’s liberation were abandoned (which in fact has not happened)
— even though since independence there has been a change in emphasis by the
government, away “from political and social change towards a more pragmatic
stance focused on rehabilitation and reconstruction” (Green, 1994: 41). Rather,
already during the time of the struggle the contradictions in the EPLF’s
approach towards gender issues were present and in due course became intensi-
fied with the return to civilian life (Bernal, 2000: 63), when it became obvious
that in many ways “tradition has prevailed over liberation ideological commit-
ment” (Tadria, 1997: 8).

As Bernal (2000) points out, women’s participation within the national
revolution is in many accounts portrayed as one of the achievements of the
EPLF (for a particularly analytic account see Frankland and Noble, 1996).
Eritrean nationalism here remains a ‘male’ project of which women are con-
structed as one of the beneficiaries (Bernal, 2000),* with the underlying

% Two attempts made by groups of women (who felt the NUEW did indeed not represent their
needs) to form their own organisation in the end failed: The most prominent one was the Eritrean
Women War Veterans Association (BANA), established in 1995. Its members pooled their demo-
bilisation payout together and started a share company, in due course establishing a bakery, a fish
market, a training programme for commercial drivers and other projects with the long-term aim to
make its members economically self-sufficient. When BANA registered as an NGO and started to
receive substantial funds from Europe and the USA, its office was shut down in spring 1996. A
second failed NGO by a group of women ex-fighters was the Tesfa Association, whose aim was
to tackle the lack of child-care facilities for working mothers. It established a kindergarten and
equally was shut down shortly after it started to attract foreign funding, with the official explana-
tion that the project would replicate work done by the NUEW, to which its resources were turned
over (Connell, 1994) (an explanation that is rather hollow as to date almost no créches or other
public childcare facilities exist). Behind both closures (and it should be pointed out that in 1997
other NGOs were closed down as well) appear to be two reasons: not wanting foreign donations
which the government could not control, and not undermining the monopoly of the NUEW on
women’s issues (to this day, with the exception of the National Union of Eritrean Youths and
Students (NUEYS) who are also engaged in programmes dealing with gender issues, no other
form of organisation exists — for further discussion see Connell, 2002).

85 The main leadership of the Front (who devised the EPLF’s policy on women) was always male
dominated and in spite of some women in high positions in Eritrea today (for example the Minis-
ter of Justice and the Minister of Labour and Human Welfare), all major decisions are still made
by a group of male leaders around the Office of the President. Such male dominated institutions
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modernist assumption “that gender inequalities (and ethnic tensions) could be
erased by ‘progress’” (Bernal, 2000: 69). The drive to modernise society
brought with it not only the notion of progress but also the concept of “rational-
ity” (Schamanek, 1998: 125) — emphasised in the EPLF’s dictum to “free all
people from any form of superstition und unscientific belief” (EPLF, 1982: 9).%
This in turn changed the characteristic style of language, going beyond the use
of a certain vocabulary but at the same time modifying patterns of thought and
moral judgement.®” Concerning the gender issue, this led to the EPLF’s ap-
proach of eliminating social inequality between men and women in making
women’s equality “contingent on them being able to behave as if they were
men” (Bernal, 2000: 67); if women could accomplish the same tasks as men,
voila, point proven.®®

It is on one hand the case that “women’s struggle for emancipation cannot be
seen in isolation from society as a whole because women are part of the
society” (Worku Zerai, 1994). In that sense war can facilitate change (Women’s
Commission for Refugee Women and Children, 1992) and national revolutions
have helped to transform society and improve the position of women (notably
for example in China and Vietnam, see Jayawardena, 1986: 10).* The fact that
women could successfully perform male roles did challenge conventional
Eritrean notions of gender and did empower women. Equally, military and
political involvement in the EPLF meant that many women have undergone a
personal transformation and at the same time acquired valuable skills (Green,
1994).

But not only did this process of social transformation take place unequally
all over Eritrea, the process of change is also contingent on the different levels
of female participation which need to be thoroughly analysed and are mani-

are likely to be dominated by a male centred development perspective (see Connell, 2002; Tadria,
1997).

% Looking in this context at religion, an important organising principle in Eritrean traditional
society, it became of minor importance, as for emotional encounters common especially at wed-
dings and funerals there was little room within the culture of a liberation war (Schamanek, 1998:
126).

87 Above all, a socialist revolution requires its own discourse from which guidelines for practical
action then emerge.

8 This spirit becomes obvious in the title of a bibliography on Eritrean women produced by the
NUEW on the occasion of its twentieth anniversary in 1999: “Equal in Deeds” (NUEW, 1999a).
% More generally it has been said that nationalism can transform society progressively or regres-
sively, “depending on the identity cultivated by the movement”, and in Eritrea the first was the
case (Frankland & Noble, 1996: 408).

% And in contrast to for example Namibia and Zimbabwe, where women were deprived of this
option (Melakou Tegegn, 1992: 39), women could stay in the army and to this day they are
trained for example as fighter pilots, something of which Eritrean officials are very proud.
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fested at the end of the day in the distribution of power, resources and labour
(Mama, 1992: 75).”!

Something else needs to be considered here: As Schamanek (1998) notes,
the revolutionary potential of the EPLF, including its agenda on women, could
develop not so much in spite of the war (as was often claimed when the massive
achievements by the EPLF “against all odds” were described, see for example
Connell, 1997a), but equally because of the war (Schamanek, 1998: 127). It was
the war against an overwhelming enemy which formed the thread which held
the revolutionary project together, strengthened solidarity among the Eritrean
community world-wide (“eritreische Schicksalsgemeinschaft” in the words of
Fengler, 2001: 212) and equally put personal concerns of gender identity to the
background in favour of the context of the national narrative (Schamanek,
1998). In the post-liberation era, the “promise of ‘development’ (Makki, 1996:
491) replaced the war as “legitimising strategy” (ibid.) for the EPLF’s and now
PFDJ’s agenda of completing the nation-building process’ — a nation meant to
be built on the revolutionary foundations created during the struggle,” with
women’s advancement regarded as both, an end and an indicator of revolution-
ary consolidation.

The remainder of this study will use the agenda of a change in the status of
women to exemplify a shortcoming of the EPLF which is continued by the
present leadership: to look at women’s emancipation and liberation primarily in
terms of the political, with near total disregard for the personal.

This shortcoming has its roots in the EPLF’s early socialist-modernist ideol-
ogy, which like the ideology of many revolutionary movements with similar
roots is characterised by the lack of a theory of personality. This lack in turn led
to women’s emancipation being conceived of mainly in terms of how functional

! An example on how participation in certain activities might not in a broader sense prove to be
liberating for women is given by Gaim Kibreab (1995) in his study on Eritrean women refugees
in Khartoum, Sudan: He suggests that even though women often became the sole income earners
of the refugee family, due to cultural norms they disposed of their income in a way that served the
interests of male members of their communities and were often detrimental to their own well-
being (ibid.: 24f).

°2 The EPLF/PFDJ’s National Charter for Eritrea states in this context: “The journey of nation-
building is long and complicated. Even though the bases of Eritrean nationalism have been firmly
established through our long liberation struggle, it has yet to be concluded. (...) The EPLF [views
independence] as a precondition for building a (...) modern society in which justice and prosperity
prevail” (EPLF, 1994: 7).

> While many of the government’s development policies have been based on an economic
rationale, they are equally characterised by the “intention of enhancing the national unity created
during the war” (Tronvoll, 1998: 461); many of the approaches which proved successful during
the war have been imported into the civilian society (Fengler, 2001) — for example the social
engineering project of a national service campaign (which requires all women and men between
18 and 40 years of age to undergo six months of military training followed by one year on a
reconstruction project) as a citizenship obligation (Connell, 1998; 2002).
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it was for achieving wider objectives of the revolution or later the state. On one
hand emancipation is something Eritrean women “have learned in the process
of struggle and that cannot be seen in isolation from the change that has to come
within the entire society” (Worku Zerai, 1994) and tools are there for women to
grasp and fully participate in society. On the other hand, there seems little room
for women’s own vision of emancipation and, contrary to all official declara-
tions and the Front’s many publications on these issues, women’s interests and
those of the Front or the present Eritrean State are not necessarily identical.

These interests, together with personal visions of emancipation of individual
women, will form the core of the following fieldwork based analysis on revolu-
tionary consolidation in Eritrea. Before turning to these personal histories, how-
ever, the next chapter will briefly outline research methodology and data col-
lection procedures.



Methodology

The following will commence with some reflections on the epistemological and
methodological choices made in conducting this study, and culminate in a brief
overview of the actual data collection procedures as well as issues concerning
analysis and representation.

Methodological choices

The study sets out from the epistemological stance that social phenomena have
an existence relative to peoples’ perception and experience of them, but also
have some ‘objective’ reality, and that certain rule-governed relationships can
be found between the two. The particulars of individual lives are understood as
being shaped by “forces and dynamics not locally based”, while at the same
time “the effects of extralocal or long-term processes are (...) manifested locally
and specifically” (Abu-Lughod, 1993: 8). This leads to the notion that “action
and structure presuppose one another” (Giddens, 1979: 53), highlighting the
central problem of any sociological enquiry: how to merge structural and inter-
actional traditions (Van Maanen, 1988). Here what has been called an “actor-
oriented approach” (Long & Long, 1992) is followed for the analysis of certain
aspects of revolutionary change in Eritrea.

Bringing human agency to the centre of inquiry allows the analysis of differ-
ent responses to similar structural circumstances. At the same time, an under-
standing of how individual choices are shaped by larger frames of meaning and
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action is provided for. Human capability and knowledgeability are brought into
interaction with institutional conditions (Giddens, 1987).

Adapting a perspective in which the research participants themselves are
agents in their own destiny implies the recognition of multiple social realities.
This recognition leads to an open-ended ethnographic approach, in which com-
plexities of meaning — rather than anthropological generalisations and ethno-
graphic typifications — are developed (Abu-Lughod, 1993).!

Integrating human agency implies the potentiality of change, a concept
central to any revolutionary process. It allows for different people to interpret
reality in different ways, to be “restricted by different boundaries and create
different power dynamics (...) over time” (Crewe & Harrison, 1998: 4).

People to a large degree think in narratives in making sense of their own
environment.” In doing so, they combine reportage and definitions in a broader
picture, in order to communicate an internally consistent view of their needs,
their values, their beliefs, constraints in their lives. Narratives are thus not
records of facts but “meaning-making systems” (Josselson, 1995: 33) through
which people choose certain facets of their past experience that have led to the
present. Narratives allow individuals to render their lives as coherent (ibid.: 35)
and link past and present to consistent “future life worlds” (Ochs & Capps,
1996: 24).

Additionally, narratives are the vehicles to make mental frameworks acces-
sible and give meaning to people’s discourses. As such, they can be communi-
cated across cultural and linguistic differences, as no language that is inherently
private by nature does exist (Wittgenstein, 1984: 356). However, in the end it is
the ethnographer who chooses which story to present and in what way. It is vital
how different voices — including here those of the individual research partici-
pants, as well as the ‘voice of the Eritrean revolution’® — are integrated and how
the author is positioned in the final text.

' To speak of complexities of meaning draws on Abu-Lughod (1993) who shows — in taking the
example of how the institution of polygamy is lived by a particular set of individuals within an
Egyptian Bedouin community — that to speak of “the meaning” of polygamy is an essentialist
simplification (ibid.: 13). A comparable simplification will be encountered in the context of
official discourse in Eritrea in relation to early marriage later.

% Narrative reasoning has even been described as one of the two basic human cognition modes,
the other being logico-scientific reasoning (for further discussion see Richardson, 1990a; 1990b).
In a similar vein, personal identity has been described as arising from the “narrativisation of the
self” (Hall, 1996: 4). Life and life-story are thus regarded as internally related through the “narra-
tive identity” of the person whose story is being told (see George, 1997: 56; also Widdershoven,
1993). Narrative identity is defined as the unity of a person’s life as it is experienced and articu-
lated in stories which express this experience (Widdershoven, 1993: 7). This lets narratives be
born out of experience and at the same time give shape to experience (Ochs & Capps, 1996).

? The “voice of the Eritrean revolution® or its ideological discourse had at its core the reinterpreta-
tion of ‘meaning’ — most visible in the EPLF’s creation of a national narrative. It is a reflection of
the way in which people use narratives as “meaning-making systems” in their personal lives. For
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In essence, all ethnographic writing — as it depends on a concrete encounter
between the ethnographer and members of another culture or society — “formu-
lates knowledge that is rooted in the author’s autobiography” (Fabian, 1983:
88). No matter how loyal the ethnographer might feel towards the people whose
lives she studies, the final analysis is written outside their control (Burawoy,
1991). As Clandinin & Connelly (1998: 155) put it:

We say that people by nature lead storied lives and tell stories of those lives,
whereas narrative researchers describe such lives, collect and tell stories of them,
and write narratives of experience.

Ethnography thus represents a world of experience that is bound to go well
beyond any abstract conceptualisation. Doing research has been described as “a
process of construction” (Barnett & Blaikie, 1994: 226). It starts off with a
vague notion of a problem around which a certain framework of ideas is assem-
bled and then grows via experiences once one enters the field, be it in conversa-
tion, reading archival materials or by just being witness to certain situations. At
the end, an account is being produced which relates back to the problem from
which everything originated (ibid.). There is no hidden treasure somewhere in
the field which has to be disclosed in order to get “access to the truth” (De
Vries, 1992: 72). The path itself and the writing of the ethnographic text is the
‘truth’ that is being produced,

it is in the process of choice, collection and organisation of data that the main theo-
retical work is done, and it is in this process that the reflexivity (...) is situated (Bar-
nett & Blaikie, 1994: 228).

Thus, a reciprocal relationship exists between data and theory, in which the
theory grows out of the researched context (Lather, 1991), similar to what has
been described as “extended case study” (Burawoy, 1991). The overall rationale
behind this study is foremost to produce a detailed and “analytically coherent
description” of the social reality in question from the collected data, “rather
than conceptually coherent theory” (Barnett & Blaikie, 1994: 245). An analyti-
cally coherent description which is accessible to all the actors involved — here
especially the individual participants as well as Eritrean policy makers — in
order to facilitate change and transform social inequalities. A description that is
partly based on “partial, locatable, critical knowledge sustaining the webs of
connections called solidarity in politics and shared conversations in epistemol-
ogy” (Haraway, 1988: 584).

concrete examples of the interplay between collective discourses and subjectivity in the lives of
some Eritrean women see chapter four.
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Overall, this study can be regarded as individual case studies of current and
potential elite women in Eritrea. A case study is a strategy which focuses on
“understanding the dynamics present within single settings” (Eisenhardt, 1989:
534). In this case the ‘setting’ is a subset of women in Eritrea and the dynamics
investigated are whether and how the Eritrean revolution potentially led to more
gender equality in Eritrean society today, which experiences lead to women
being included in this process and how and why are they included.

Personal narratives can become case studies as they provide interactive
insights and in doing so suggest connections that were previously not apparent;
recreate and effectively portray the social and historical circumstances a person
is living in; and illuminate the causes and meanings of relevant events, experi-
ences and conditions in people’s lives (see Abramson, 1992; De La Gorgen-
diere, 1999; George, 1997; Runyan, 1982). Crucial events which surface in
personal narratives can reveal frameworks of meaning through which indi-
viduals locate themselves in the world they experience (Personal Narratives
Group, 1989: 22).

However, this focus on personal narratives is not to discard the fact that
people often narrate their lives according to prior scripts, a “script written else-
where, by others, for other purposes” (Goodson, 1995: 95). To account for the
fact that “when someone is asked for his life-story, his memory draws on pre-
existing story-lines and ways of telling stories, even if these are in part modified
by the circumstances” (Passerini, 1987: 8), these stories are narrated and
analysed in their social context. This context includes aspects of the dominant
discourse, if not hegemonic ideology. Triangulation with additional data to
reveal possible inconsistencies between narrative and behaviour becomes
important. The ‘truth’ of personal narratives lies in an interpretation that pays
“careful attention to the context that shapes their creation and to the world view
that informs them” (Personal Narratives Group, 1989: 261). Treated in this way,
personal narratives as the product of a relationship between social reality,
discourse and subjectivity (Summerfield, 1998: 16) can be used as ethnography,
as “social narratives” (Richardson, 1991: 175) — even though no person “is ever
truly representative of a culture as a whole” (Perks & Thompson, 1998: 405).

Different methods and data sources have been used in this study to arrive at
an in-depth understanding of elite women within the context of the Eritrean
revolution and transform their individual stories into a “cultural narrative”
(Grel