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Globalization, Imitation
Behavior, and Refugees from
Eritrea

ASEFAW BARIAGABER

Abstract

Social scientists and economists have argued that human beings
imitate the behavior of others to maximize benefits and minimize
costs; however, not much has been written on imitation behavior
among refugees. I appeal to globalization and increased access to
modern means of communication to argue that imitation does occur
among them. I provide empirical support for refugee-imitation
behavior through focus-group interviews with a recent group of
Eritrean refugees in the United States. I conclude that imitation is
an important variable in explaining current and recent refugee
movements from Eritrea and other countries in Africa. The
explanatory power of the variable will increase with further
expansion of modern means of communication.

In a seminal work entitled “The Refugee in Flight: Kinetic Models
and Forms of Displacement,” Kunz states that the movement of
refugees across international borders resembles “the movement of
the billiard ball, devoid of inner directions [and whose] path is
governed by kinetic factors of inertia, friction[,] and the vectors
of outside forces applied on them”; he adds that an “inner self-
propelling force. . . is singularly absent from the movement of
refugees” (1973, 131). The extant literature, therefore, treats refugees
as irrational actors when faced with events that impel their flight.
This contention runs in stark contrast to the rational and purposeful
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movement of migrants, who are assumed to plan well ahead of time
when and where to resettle.! Later works have partially challenged
Kunz’s contention and have argued that, given the limited amount
of information available, prospective refugees make considered
decisions to flee (Bariagaber 1995; Hansen 1981); however, the
assumption that refugees have no inner self-propelling forces
governing their flight still dominates the literature, and our
knowledge of refugee behavior has remained limited because of the
inability to apply migration models and theories.

With the recent rapid rise in modern means of
communication—the internet, electronic messaging systems (e-
mail), smart phones with various applications (apps), and the global
reach of television broadcasting, such as CNN and Al
Jazeera—prospective refugees have become more independent and
autonomous because of their increased access to information, not
only when deciding whether or not to flee, but also how to flee,
which route to take, and where to settle. It is plausible to suggest
that refugee movements nowadays increasingly resemble
deliberative and purposeful migrant movements. This article will
answer the following questions: What distinguishes current and
recent refugees in Africa from refugees during the Cold War? Do
prospective refugees imitate the behavior of those who have already
become refugees? And if so, what factors facilitate this behavior?
How, if any, have recent advances in modern communication
affected their flight?

I hypothesize that the more the diffusion of information, the more
individuals in closed societies tend to consider exile an option. The
higher rate of the diffusion of information at present has made
it easier for prospective refuges to seek information from those
who have successfully become refugees and to learn what to do to
attain the same status when conditions deteriorate in their places
of original residence. Increased information empowers individuals
by lowering their threshold of tolerance for hardships. Therefore,
prospective refugees are expected to make purposeful and strategic
decisions about flight much like prospective migrants. I provide
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empirical support for this contention through an interview with
a group of five Eritrean refugees who fled the country after the
signing of the peace agreement between Ethiopia and Eritrea on
December 12, 2000 and who have been granted refugee status in the
United States.

Variables that impel flight in the extant literature remain as
plausible as ever (Bariagaber 2006; US Department of State 2016).
These include religious persecution, a suppressive political
environment, arbitrary imprisonment based on political opinion,
and so forth. Indeed, at present, many Eritreans are fleeing from
rural areas to seek exile in neighboring countries and stay put until
the opportunity to repatriate presents itself, and many of them, like
their countrymen who fled to exile decades ago, are unlikely to
use modern means of communication. This study, however, adds an
explanatory variable that has recently become important because of
globalization. Increased access to information brought about by the
diffusion of communication technology, especially for those living in
urban and semi-urban areas of Eritrea, has eased flight, and this has
added to our knowledge of the dynamics by which refugees flee.

The rest of the article is divided into four parts. The first part
reviews the literature on imitation behavior and introduces
imitation as a possible explanatory variable in the present outflow
of Eritrean refugees. The second part talks about the magnitude
and factors associated with current refugee formations in Eritrea.
The third part identifies the factors associated with the flight of
refugees during the War of Independence and the 1998-2000
Border War with Ethiopia and discusses how these factors differ
from the factors commonly associated with the flight of the current
group of refugees. The fourth part examines the effects of
globalization on refugee movements and presents empirical
findings based on interviews with Eritrean refugees who have been
granted asylum in the United States. The article ends with a
discussion of the academic and policy implications of the study.
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Human Imitation Behavior and Refugee
Movements Out of Eritrea

Many refugees are leaving Eritrea because of a host of factors (US
Department of State 2016). Whatever the specific reason(s) for the
flight, the outflow of refugees—the dependent variable—is a given.
The independent variable is human imitation behavior, defined as
behavior adopted after observing the behaviors and decisions of
others. Imitation behavior is rather common, and very few acts
are original because humans notice the past successes of others
and factor them into their decision-making process (Ross 1908).
As Birkhchandani et al. (1998, 152) have noted: imitation is “an
involuntary adaptation that has promoted survival over thousands
of generations by allowing individuals to take advantage of the hard-
won information of others” This is more so for individuals in the
same or similar situations, who face the same decisions based on
similar information, and who expect similar economic payoffs after
potentially executing the decisions (Birkhchandani et al., 1998).
Therefore, convergence of behavior is to be expected because it
makes economic sense: imitation minimizes costs, maximizes
benefits, and reduces anxiety because of added predictability of the
possible outcomes.

Social psychologists have also appealed to imitation behavior in
their studies of personality traits. Indeed, the development of one’s
personality does not occur in social isolation, and a given behavior
occurs after an individual develops a drive or an urge to do
something that potentially provides a reward; thus, in social
situations that evoke action, individuals must notice and want
something, do something, and get something (Apple 1951). Given
this, it is not hard to imagine many prospective Eritrean
refugees—and prospective refugees elsewhere—imitating the
behavior of other refugees when they seek exile.

Studies of refugees, however, have barely touched upon imitation
behavior in refugee formations. The few studies that do only talk

4 | Globalization, Imitation Behavior, and Refugees from Eritrea



about refugees in exile and how settled refugees, including their
children, try to cope in their new surroundings (Cohon 1981). Other
studies link benefit-seeking and patterns of migration to explain
the flow of refugees to countries with successful assimilation of
previous migrants (Boyd and Richerson 2009). In other words,
imitative behavior is associated not only with outcome
predictability but with benefit maximization.

Whether or not refugees imitate when they flee has been,
however, conspicuously absent from refugee studies, probably
because of problems associated with obtaining credible data. First,
not many refugees will claim that they fled their countries of origin
to seek exile only because they saw others fleeing; to make such
a claim may take away a measure of respect they would otherwise
have among their compatriots. Second, they are seen as illegitimate
refugees if they took flight because they saw others fleeing; as
a result, they would not enjoy the legal protection accorded to
refugees under the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the Status of
Refugees and the 1969 OAU Convention Governing the Specific
Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa. Third, implementing strict
procedures to identifying deserving refugees from among a mass
of fleeing individuals poses a moral, ethical, and religious dilemma
for international organizations and their personnel; it means
withholding relief aid and legal protection in the country of exile
from supposedly undeserving individuals who cross international
borders and arrive at refugee camps in the same need of assistance
as the deserving refugees. All these factors have made credible
data hard to come by, either from prospective refugees or from
relevant international organizations; however, at present, additional
information makes it possible to determine whether imitation
behavior among Eritrean refugees (and refugees from the
developing world) is an important variable in the formation of
modern-day refugee situations, even if some of the factors
mentioned above still persist.

Therefore, when looking at the present emergency-like
conditions in Eritrea, it is easy to notice that the policies of the
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government have been especially felt by the young and the single—a
group that forms a large majority of those who seek exile. The
policies include national service required of all (regardless of
whether or not one is a conscientious objector), the closure of
independent media, the outlawing of political activities not
condoned by the ruling People’s Front for Democracy and Justice
(PFDJ), and so on (US Department of State 2016). Those fleeing the
country in opposition to these policies defy the traditional picture
of a refugee: hungry, poor, sick, helpless, hopeless, resigned, and
so forth (Kibreab 2005). They see no end to the desperate political,
economic, and security situations in which they find themselves,
especially because the national service, initially adopted to last only
two years, has become unending due to repeated extensions. In
the present era of globalization, where numerous sources of
information are available, they are likelier to have strong misgivings
about the direction the country is taking and to show impatience
with it. As a result, they have developed a strong desire to pull
themselves out of the situation in which they find themselves. The
intense desire to break loose from highly restrictive government
policies has propelled this group of individuals to look for ways to
actualize their desires.

Given the present situation, where the Eritrean government is
in a much stronger position vis-a-vis the opposition, to challenge
with arms, as during the pre-independence struggle against the
Ethiopian government, may not be a feasible way out, and the desire
to extricate oneself from an undesirable situation can be satisfied
only by seeking refuge elsewhere; however, there is no such reward
in exile in Sudan or Ethiopia because of possible governmental
restrictions and the lack of economic opportunity. Therefore, most
of the young and the well-educated seek temporary refuge in either
of these countries to pave the way for migration to a third country,
where the payoffs are greater than the risks. Their goal and desire
is to settle in prosperous countries in order to satisfy their wants.
Thanks to modern communication, including regular visits to the
country by the Eritrean diaspora, electronic messaging systems,
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and smart phones, they are aware that their relatives outside Eritrea
have satisfied their economic, security, and political wants by
settling in Europe, North America, Australia, and the Middle East.
Such individuals are more prone to imitation, compared to refugees
before independence. They find themselves in conditions that evoke
a strong desire to want a big payoff. The present situation in Eritrea,
where they see no future, evokes such a desire to want something
and do something by way of settlement in more prosperous
countries. What is crucially needed is information on how to go
about doing it, and the expansion of the means of communication
has provided the opportunity and the means.

The Current Refugee Flight from Eritrea

At present, there is increasing concern and apprehension about
the outflow of Eritrean refugees. The United States Committee for
Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI), a US-based organization that
advocates the protection of the rights of refugees and other
stateless persons,2 classifies Eritrea as one of the world’s principal
sources of refugees consecutively for the seven years before
December 31, 2007, and a major source of refugees in 2008 and
2009.% The result of an intractable thirty-year-old conflict that
began in 1961 and ended in 1991, the Eritrean refugee situation has
been one of the most acute in the world, and tens of thousands of
Eritreans have been given asylum in the United States and other
countries.

Equally important is that Eritrea has been relatively peaceful since
2001; however, it remains one of the top refugee-generating
countries in the world, not only because many of the long-time
refugees have never returned home, but also because new refugees
have continued to join their ranks since 2001. The number of
“Eritrean asylum seekers entering Sudan has grown quite
dramatically, from around 1,000 in 2003 to almost 33,000 in 2008,
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with a somewhat smaller figure (between 22,000 and 25,000) in
2009 and 2010” (Ambroso, Crisp, and Albert 2011). With regard to
those who fled to Ethiopia in 2007, “between 300 and 600. . .
Eritreans entered [Ethiopia] per month” in small groups of
individuals or family members (USCRI 2008, 78). The flight
continues up to the present. UNHCR (2014) reports that more than
“10,700 Eritreans have sought refuge in Sudan [in 2014], an average
of more than 1,000 arrivals per month”; and an estimated twice that
number who fled to Ethiopia.4 There were a total of about 383,900
Eritrean refugees in mid-2015, of which about 139,300 have sought
exile in Ethiopia (UNHCR, 2015), and tens of thousands more in
Sudan. Most of the refugees these countries as the first stop on their
journeys for final settlement elsewhere.

With regard to their modes of flight, most have left, and are still
leaving, in small groups and at greater risk to their lives because
flight is seen as “voting with one’s feet,” an act not condoned by any
government, including the Eritrean government, which authorizes
the immediate killing of those caught while fleeing (US Department
of State 2013). If refugees successfully cross the border into their
first country of asylum, they are not received with open arms.
Beyond that, their chances of third-country settlement are bleak
because of the anti-refugee environment prevalent in the more
developed countries. Despite this, however, many Eritreans have
fled, not because of existing violence and threats to their lives,
as during the War of Independence (1961-1991) and the Eritrean-
Ethiopian Border War (1998-2000), but because of a combination of
persistent political and economic factors.

The present flight dynamics of Eritrean refugees are very much
unlike the flight dynamics during the years of struggle for
independence, when continuous violence resulted in massive
disruption of the means of livelihood, accompanied by the imminent
threat of death. It was a time when exile was approvingly seen by
Eritreans because it helped discredit the government of Ethiopia.
Hence, fleeing was a sudden action, sometimes undertaken in waves
of large numbers of people. About 26,000 Eritrean refugees fled
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to Sudan in 1967 in because of the large-scale Ethiopian army
offensives and the burning of many villages in the lowlands of
Eritrea (Kibreab 1987). The lack of a permanent presence of
government and opposition forces in the contested territories made
flight less risky. The chances that one would be apprehended then
were lower than now, when the chances of being intercepted by
government forces are not insignificant. Moreover, there was a
more welcoming environment in Sudan and a more sympathetic
international community for possible third-country settlement.

Given the absence of violence-related factors after the cessation
of hostilities between Eritrea and Ethiopia since 2001, an imperative
question is why Eritreans are fleeing at present, despite a much
more restrictive anti-refugee and xenophobic international
environment. Based on the opportunities that globalization and the
recent diffusion of modern means of communication have
presented and a focus-group interview conducted with a select
group of Eritrean refugees in the United States, this article advances
the proposition that individuals in countries with closed political
systems who contemplate exile make good use of modern means of
communication.

Eritrean Refugee Formation

From the early 1960s to the early 1990s, Eritrea suffered the longest
continuous war in Africa. As a consequence, it generated more than
500,000 refugees who fled to Sudan and an additional 100,000 to
150,000 refugees and migrants scattered in the Middle East, Europe,
North America, Australia, and Ethiopia (UN High Commissioner for
Refugees 1998). All told, about one in four Eritreans left the country
because of war-related factors (Bariagaber 2000). On a per capita
basis, therefore, Eritrea has been one of the foremost refugee-
generating countries, not only in Africa, but in the world. Refugees
have included men and women, young and old, married and single,
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and the educated and the less educated. Violence affected almost
everybody, and the composition of the refugee population matched
the general composition of the Eritrean population.

In 1991, Eritreans succeeded in establishing a sovereign state
through sheer perseverance and patriotism. There was hope that
such attributes would be an asset in establishing a peaceful and
democratic Eritrea, ready to meet the challenges of state-building
and nation-building, including the complete repatriation of the
estimated half a million refugees in Sudan and the return of most
of those residing in other countries; however, this hope has yet to
be realized. In early 2005, nearly fifteen years after independence,
an estimated 191,000 Eritrean refugees remained in Sudan, roughly
38 per cent of those who had sought refuge in the country (USCRI
2005), and in 2009, nearly twenty years after independence, an
estimated 113,000 Eritrean refugees were still in Sudan; this
apparent reduction in Eritrean refugee numbers was primarily due
to “onward movements, both to urban areas of Sudan but also to
other countries and continents, including Egypt, Israel, Europe and
beyond” (Ambroso, Crisp, and Albert 2011). This does not mean that
the percentage of those who did repatriate—either using their own
means, or through assistance from governmental and
nongovernmental agencies—is not significant, but tens of thousands
failed to repatriate. Similarly, the anticipated return of many
Eritreans from countries other than Sudan did not materialize.

Eritrea and Ethiopia successfully established amicable
relationships during 1991-1998, though conflicts over the exact
border and economic disagreements began to emerge. They
culminated in the 1998-2000 Ethiopian Eritrean Border War, when
between 80,000 and 100,000 soldiers on both sides are believed
to have died (Negash and Tronvoll 2000; Prunier 1998). The war
created about 85,000 Eritrean refugees in Sudan, made hundreds
of thousands of Eritreans internally displaced, and resulted in the
deportation of about 70,000 Eritreans and Ethiopians of Eritrean
ancestry from Ethiopia (Bariagaber 2000). Almost all these refugees
returned home following the 2000 Algiers peace agreement
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between the countries; likewise, almost all the internally displaced
persons have returned to their villages. Nevertheless, Eritrea still
finds itself in a state of pre-war-like preparedness because of the
government’s suspicion that Ethiopia is “intent on reversing
Eritrean independence altogether, or pushing for an outlet to the
sea, or at the very least, [bent on overthrowing] the existing
government in favor of a new, [more] compliant government”
(Bariagaber 2006, 9). Indeed, a few in the Ethiopian opposition have
yet to accept the separate and sovereign existence of Eritrea, and
demarcation of the border would make it harder to accomplish their
envisioned union of Eritrea and Ethiopia in the future (Mengisteab
and Yohannes 2005).

Given this history, the Eritrean government appears determined
to accomplish a single goal: to demarcate the entire border and
establish Eritrean sovereignty over all areas that the Eritrea-
Ethiopia Boundary Commission ruled to be Eritrean.’ Unless this
is accomplished, the Eritrean government sees little reason to
implement the 1997 Constitution, which would open up the political
system. It has been unable to focus and give sufficient attention
to the pressing economic, political, and other issues Eritrea faces.
“Therefore, Eritrea finds itself under emergency conditions,
accompanied by higher expenditure on defense, an open-ended
national conscription program, the banning of independent
newspapers, expulsions of various NGOs, various measures against
[the now-defunct United Nations Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea],
and of course, the imprisonment of dissident members of PFDJ”
(Bariagaber 2006, 10). Members of religious groups who have been
unable to reconcile the demands of the state with their religious
beliefs have been put in jail. The above factors together have
contributed to fresh refugee outflows from Eritrea. Also, unable to
voice their opinions at home because of the government’s heavy-
handed response to any opposition, some have fled Eritrea and
have established staging grounds for opposition activities in exile,
including armed opposition movements and civic organizations that
advocate human and refugee rights, democracy, and so forth.
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Unlike the pre-independence-era refugees, who came from all
sectors of the Eritrean social landscape, the new refugees are
mostly young, single, and relatively educated. Most of those who
fled to Sudan have settled in Khartoum and are now known as
the Kosovo group because they are “well-dressed, well-fed, and
disinterested in spending a single day in Sudan,” and do not “fit [the]
stereotypical image of a refugee” (Kibreab 2005, 136-137). Unlike the
earlier refugees, whose movements may be termed acute because of
the wave-like influxes of large refugee populations, the movement
of the new refugees may be termed anticipatory because of the
deliberative nature of their trek to exile. The factors that have
pushed out more recent refugees have been weaker than those that
pushed out the earlier 1‘efugees.6 Their flight was undertaken as
individuals, families, or small groups. They have characteristics that
resemble those of a typical European refugee who fled after the end
of the Second World War because of fear of persecution based on
political, religious, and other affiliations.

For more than fifty years, conflict and displacement have
remained unchanging attributes of the Eritrean political and social
landscape. If it was possible to establish that a small percentage of
pre-independence-era Eritrean refugees had sought exile because
of mass behavior (or imitative behavior),7 as Bulcha (1988) and
Bariagaber (2001) have established, then it makes more sense to
propose now that imitative behavior has become an important
factor in the movement of Eritrean refugees. This is mainly due to
the emergence of a new variable: the diffusion of modern means of
communication, such as the internet, e-mail, the smart phone and
accompanying applications, and so forth, brought about by rapid
globalization.
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Globalization, Communications
Technology, and Prospective Refugees

Migration has been part of human history since time immemorial.
Although there have been ups and downs in the rate of migration,
sometimes depending on the social, economic, political conditions
and at other times on natural disasters, population mobility as part
and parcel of human history is incontestable. It appears that over
the last few decades the rate of migration has increased as a result
of many factors, including political upheaval in many countries after
the collapse of the Soviet Union, the changeability of the
international political economy, and the conditions of globalization.
It is now easier than ever to make economic and other financial
transactions across national borders, to traffic human beings
without the knowledge of national authorities, to smuggle illicit
materials undetected, to broadcast and disseminate information
without the approval of the powers that be, and to enter countries
illegally and seek employment, despite strict laws that prohibit this.

More importantly, because of the diffusion of modern means of
communication, the public can now easily follow, send, and receive
news and other materials critical of government officials and move
from place to place despite strict government controls. Also, “flows
of capital, goods[,] and services” are nowadays “increasingly. . .
organized through transnational networks,” and not through state
actors (Castlles 2002, 1146). The world is increasingly changing from
a “space of places,” a feature that made the nation-state relevant, to
a “space of flows,” a feature that is increasingly making the nation-
state irrelevant (Castells [1996] 2000, 440-448). As a result, the
movement of people across national borders, whether legal or
illegal, has increased significantly over the last decade and has
become an inseparable aspect of contemporary international affairs.
In short, globalization has eroded state power and has empowered
individuals to a degree never seen before.

At higher levels, globalization has facilitated the uses of social-
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networking technology in the pursuit of group goals. Perhaps the
most talked about are the uses of social media, including Twitter
and Facebook, in mobilization and democratization endeavors
following the 2009 presidential elections in Iran and the more
recent popular revolutions in the Arab world, including Tunisia and
Egypt. Protests against what the opposition saw as rigged elections
in Iran were largely initiated, facilitated, maintained, and fed to
the outside world by such social-networking outlets. Although the
protesters did not succeed in their demand to annul the election
outcomes, their persistence shook the foundations of the Islamic
Republic. More recently, the effective uses of Twitter, Facebook,
electronic messaging, and smart phones during the Tunisian and
Egyptian protests is believed to have played a critical role in
bringing about the downfall of long-entrenched regimes, not only
because such media outlets provided credible news where the
government-controlled media failed, but more importantly, because
they provided like-minded individuals and groups with the means to
cooperate, coordinate, and communicate various courses of action
(Olsson 2008). In other words, access to social media has made the
public more autonomous and less dependent on the nation-state
and its functionaries.

At lower levels, the internet has particularly advanced individual
autonomy vis-a-vis governments because of the secure and
confidential transmission of information that governments may find
objectionable. In particular, e-mails and smart phones have been
instrumental in providing an easier and secure means of
communication in situations and places where information flows
are highly restricted and controlled, or where access is minimal.
One such situation is when one contemplates and agonizes over
the decision to leave one’s country to seek exile. Granted that exile
is tantamount to a no-confidence vote in a government, the need
for private and secure communication in internet-sparse regions
of the world is imperative. E-mails and mobile phones provide that
means, especially since many governments in the developing world
may not have the technical know-how and the resources to monitor
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and access information being transmitted. It is therefore reasonable
to expect many modern-day refugees and migrants to use modern
means of communication, especially instant messaging, such as the
Yahoo! Messenger, and various applications in smart phones in their
quest to optimize successful departure from the home country and
arrival at their proposed destinations.

Prospective refugees in Africa use Yahoo! Messenger as their main
means of communication for many reasons. It was one of the
earliest instant-messaging systems, although others have now
become common; is the fastest program to use for e-mailing on
the slow dial-up connection computers found in most African

countries;8

is easy to use with a low amount of internet
connectivity; has a fast loading time and hence useful in Africa,
where connectivity is low; was free (unlike AOL, which was not free
in its early phase, or MSN, which had limited content); is available
on mobile phones, and mobile phone use in Africa is cheap and
more widespread than the use of regular telephone and internet
connections; and is ready for use, without a password, anywhere in
the world after an acquaintance, usually in a foreign country, has
set it up. Given that there is the need and the opportunity to make
such use and the certain payoffs to be had, the proposition that
individuals in less developed countries would be more inclined to
use Yahoo! Messenger and the likes in their private communications
is rather solid.

Eritreans find themselves in a closed society, where information
is hard to get. There was no mobile telephone usage in Eritrea
before 2003 and, by 2010, this increased to only 3.53 percent of the
population who used mobile phones—the lowest rate in the Horn of
Africa.? Also, Eritrea was the last country in Africa to establish local
access to the internet—in 2000. In 2015, while the internet usage
rate for Africa was 28.6 percent (that is, its penetration as a percent
of the total population of Africa), Eritrea’s usage rate was 1 percent,
one of the lowest in Africa.!® Thus, existing mobile telephones and
internet connectivity rates and the characteristics mentioned in the
previous paragraph are expected to make Eritreans, at least those
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in the urban and semi-urban areas with better access, want to use
them in their quest to leave the country and seek exile (Economic
Commission for Africa, n.d.) Why would they not, given that
Eritrea’s internet connectivity has been much lower, even by African
standards, until recently? How could they not if they have to travel
to the “United States by way of Sudan, Kenya, Gambia and Cape
Verde, then Brazil, Venezuela, Columbia, Panama, Nicaragua,
Honduras, Guatemala, and Mexico” (Vedantam 2011)?

Nonetheless, to provide empirical support to the contention that
current Eritrean refugees use modern means of communication in
their effort to seek exile, I conducted a focus-group interview with
five Eritreans in an American city on April 12, 2009."" All five had fled
Eritrea after 2000, were male Tigrigna-speaking Eritreans eighteen
years old or older, and had finished secondary school. Four had a
bachelor’s degree and had been accepted for graduate study in the
United States while they had still been in Asmara, Eritrea’s capital.
They all had fled to Sudan, their first country of exile, and had come
to the United States directly from Sudan.

The last two interviewee attributes—their higher educational
levels and direct flight to the US from the first country of exile—may
not strictly reflect the general composition of recent Eritrean
refugees. The first attribute may suggest a higher, more frequent
use of modern communications technology because they are well
educated, while the second attribute may suggest a lower, less
frequent use of modern means of communication because their
direct flight from Sudan to the United States minimized the time
(hence lowering the chances of their use of modern means of
communication) to arrive at their destinations. In fact, the second
contention appears to be more plausible because of the need to
use, and the ease with which one can get, telephone and internet

services in transit countries.'

Given this, I make a generous
assumption: that the opposing effects of the first and the second
factors on the uses of modern means of communication will even

out; that is, the information the interviewees provided is expected
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to be close to what is actually happening by way of usage of the
internet and smart phones.

Finally, all have been granted asylum under the 1951 UN
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and relevant US laws.
The reasons for their flight—as to whether or not they sought
asylum because of fear persecution on account of their political
orientation, religious persuasion, belonging to a particular group,
and so forth—are thus not examined because they have been
declared legitimate refugees. What is examined, however, is the
means of communication they used to reach their destinations.
There was no set of structured questions the interviewees had to
answer, except to share their general experiences with a focus on
the contacts they had made when the decision to leave was being
contemplated and made, and the means by which those contacts
were made. Apart from statements that the interviewees made in
passing, no specific questions as to whether or not they agreed with
government policies were asked.

With respect to their choice of Sudan and not Ethiopia on their
way exile, all indicated that they had received information on the
heavy Eritrean troop presence along the border with Ethiopia, and
there was more freedom for refugees to move inside Sudan as
compared to Ethiopia, where refugees were kept in strictly
controlled camps;13 there was a long history of Eritrean refugee
presence in Sudan and an established route to get there; and
information on all aspects of refugee issues in Sudan was readily
available. All five agreed with the statement one of them made:
“You have to find a reliable guide or smuggler before setting [out] on
the trip.”15 Hence, the choice of Sudan as the first country of asylum
was based on safety considerations, as well as on imitative behavior
of refugees who had left for Sudan during the War of Independence.
In short, the refugees who fled to Sudan did their homework before
embarking on what could have been a dangerous journey.

With regard to their use of modern means of communications,
all but one indicated that they used Yahoo! Messenger while in
Eritrea and/or Sudan to communicate with people in Sudan and/
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or the United States. It was important to do this because they had
to make arrangements for their documents to be sent to them
after their arrival in Sudan. Only one interviewee said he had kept
his documents with him at all times during the trek to Sudan.!6
Asked about why they used Yahoo! Messenger as the main means
of communication, one interviewee said many prospective refugees
do not know how to navigate regular e-mail, but “Yahoo! Messenger
was fast” and was easy to use.”” Also, the cost of internet use in
Sudan was “cheap.”lg All but one said that they had used a telephone
in Asmara and/or Sudan (not necessarily a mobile phone) to contact
relatives in the United States. Although they did not indicate that
they had contacted a recent refugee before they left, one
interviewee said that he had received detailed information through
e-mail from one of the interviewees who had arrived in Sudan
earlier.!® Finally, two of the five had relatives in the city in which
they presently reside, and had made several telephone and e-mail
contacts before coming to the United States.

The focus-group interview made it clear that safe arrival in the
first country and mobility within that country was critically
important for any refugee who planned to seek asylum in another
country. If there were restrictions in mobility, as has been the case
for Eritrean refugees in Ethiopia a couple of years back, then the
chances of successful transfer to the desired country became lower.
That is probably the reason why many refugees avoid immobility
and cross one international border after another until they reach
their final destinations.

Concluding Remarks

The arguments on the effects of globalization in facilitating imitative
behavior advanced earlier and the empirical support obtained from
the focus-group interview strongly indicate that prospective
refugees from Eritrea have used modern means of communication
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in the process of seeking exile, from the time they contemplated
and made the decision to leave to the time they arrived at their final
destinations. There are at least two reasons as to why refugees use
modern means of communications. First, technology eases learning
through the experience of others—that is, through
imitation—because it provides added predictability of outcomes,
maximizes the benefits to be had, and minimizes the costs to be
incurred. Second, the availability of information provides
prospective refugees with the knowledge to weigh and sort things
out and to make considered decisions. Knowledge, in turn, reduces
the fear of the unknown, builds confidence, and provides a sense
of empowerment sufficient to challenge state authorities. Hence,
the threshold of tolerance to put up with “life without a future,” as
Interviewee #5 stated,’’ had become low enough for prospective
refugees to be able to muster enough courage to take control of
their lives and to decide to leave. Had this not been the case, it
would have been difficult to imagine why current and recent
Eritrean refugees (and refugees from neighboring countries)
continue to leave despite the reported hardships on the
way—including the rape of women, as in Libya; death in the deserts,
as in the Sahara and Sinai; the risks of being taken hostages, as in the
Sinai; and drowning in dangerous waters, as in the Mediterranean
Sea. It would have been hard to contemplate how current and
recent Eritrean refugees would traverse many thousands of miles
through a dozen or so countries in three continents to reach the
United States.

As hard as it might have been, pre-independence Eritrean
refugees did not go through such travails to reach their
destinations. It would have been rather rare for them to plan to
traverse countries in Africa, followed by countries in Latin America
and Central America, to reach the United States. Perhaps this was
because they were fleeing violence and imminent threats to their
lives. The push factors were so overwhelming that quick exit and
safe arrival at their first countries of exile were critically important.
In addition, they did not have as much information as the recent and
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current refugees have to weigh the pros and cons of exile other than
the immediate safety to be had in the first, neighboring country of
exile.

At present, globalization has provided prospective refugees with
much better access to information when compared to the access
refugees had a few decades ago. Also, there is no war-related
violence to flee from. Therefore, recent and present-day Eritrean
refugees, in contrast to earlier refugees, have not been in a hurry to
leave: they have had enough time and information at their disposal
to think through the potential risks in transit and the pros and cons
of exile. Consequently, in terms of the kinetics of their movements,
they look more like migrants. The first implication is thus academic:
the conceptual distinction between a refugee and a migrant has
become increasingly blurred, and scholars of refugee studies may
now appropriately apply the more elaborate migration models to
advance the study of contemporary refugee movements.

The second implication is related to policy. Pre-independence
Eritrean refugees (and refugees from neighboring countries) fled
because of violence and imminent threats to their lives. Nowadays,
however, people are fleeing because they see no political and/or
economic future if they stay home, much as many Central and
Eastern European refugees did when they left their home countries
for the West in the aftermath of the Second World War. They now
have enough time at their disposal and more opportunity to access
and process information because the push factors are not as
overwhelming as they were decades ago. It appears that the days
when Africans will seek exile only because of violence and imminent
threats to their lives are gone. Gone also are the days when they
would seek asylum in the next-door neighboring country, because
now they are more informed of the legal and other rights accorded
to asylum seekers in more prosperous countries. Therefore, the
combined effects of the expansion of modern means of
communication and closed political systems in many countries are
expected to generate refugees, even in the presence of nominal
peace, in the years to come. Of course, the more closed the
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political system is, the higher the number of refugees will be. This
is a challenge that policymakers have to face. After all, because of
globalization, we now find ourselves in a “space of flows” (Castells
[1996] 2000). This is as true of Eritrea as it is of some countries in
Africa.
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Notes

1. Per the 1969 Organization of African Unity Convention Governing
Specific Aspects of the Problem of Refugees, a refugee is “an individual
who flees from his/her state of nationality because of political, racial,
ethnic, or other kinds of persecution or to avoid warfare or other forms
of political violence.” A refugee is reluctant to uproot oneself and would
rather return upon cessation of the conflict or other factors that
impelled his/her refugeehood. In contrast, a migrant is an individual
who voluntarily leaves his/her state of nationality and is optimistic
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about life in the new environment and has no intention of returning.

2. The United States Committee for Refugees and Immigrants is a
century-old, highly respected organization. I have used refugee
statistics provided by it because they are the most accurate estimates
available.

3. See annual publications of the USCRI, entitled World Refugee Survey.
Each includes a section on the world’s principal sources of refugees or
major sources of refugees, and it lists the top ten countries with such
characteristics. The 2009 issue is the latest that is available online.

4. The UNHCR estimated that about 2000 Eritreans crossed into Ethiopia
each month during the first nine months of 2014, and about 5000 in
October 2014. These puts the total to 23,000 in the first 10 months of
2014.

5. The Eritrea-Ethiopia Border Commission was created to demarcate the
border as provided in the 2000 Algiers Agreement between the
countries. A full text of the agreement is available at
http: //untreaty.un.org/cod/riaa/cases/vol_XXV/83-195.pdf.

6. These are borrowed from Kunz'’s (1973) typology of the kinetics of
flight.

7. Bariagaber (2001) has documented that about 4 percent of a sample of
104 Eritreans who repatriated during 1992-1993 had left simply because
they saw others leaving.

8. Obtained from a conversation my graduate assistant had with a former
Peace Corps volunteer, whereby the Peace Corp volunteers in Kenya a
few years back had been instructed to create a Yahoo account before
arriving in the country to begin their assignment. They were told
Yahoo was the easiest electronic-messaging system in the country. I
assume this is true of other African countries.

9. See Index Mundi at http: //www.indexmundi.com/eritrea/cellular-
subscribers.html.

10. See The Internet Coaching Library at
http: //www.internetworldstats.com/statsl.htm. Accessed on May 30,
2016.

11. Because of institutional review board requirements of confidentiality
and anonymity and my assurance that this will be the case, the city and
the names of the interviewees are not disclosed. In another city where
a focus-group interview was scheduled, only one interviewee showed
up at the appointed place on time (a second came when I was about to
leave); therefore, only the information from the focus-group interview
in the first city is included in the discussion.

12. For example, a friend of mine in the United States tells me that he
received an unexpected telephone call in November 2009 from a
relative in Libya who asked him for money to pay human traffickers for
a clandestine entree into southern Europe. I myself received a
telephone call sometime in June 2011 from a female relative of mine in
Sudan (who has a mobile phone) to help her find ways to come to the
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13.

14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

United States as a refugee.

The Ethiopian government has since relaxed its control and has
adopted a policy whereby Eritrean refugees can now live outside of the
camps. See http: /www.refworld.org /country,,, .ERI, . 4c64f132¢,0.html.

All five interviewees. 2009. Interview by author, 12 April.

Interviewee #1. 2009. Interview by author, 12 April.

Interviewee #1. 2009. Interview by author, 12 April.
Interviewee #1. 2009. Interview by author, 12 April.
Interviewee #3. 2009. Interview by author, 12 April.
Interviewee #2. 2009. Interview by author, 12 April.
Interviewee #5. 2009. Interview by author, 12 April.
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Introduction: Postliberation
Eritrea

TEKLE MARIAM WOLDEMIKAEL

Abstract

After thirty years of armed conflict with Ethiopia (1961-1991), a
national liberation movement, the Eritrean Peoples Liberation Front
(EPLF), took power in 1991, making Eritrea an independent country
from Ethiopia. In 1993, Eritrea conducted a successful referendum,
gaining independent state status. It received recognition as a new
African Renaissance state, and was on the forefront of African
renewal and rebirth, which included the nations of South Africa,
Namibia, Uganda, and Ethiopia as well. This occurred after many
gloomy years of pessimism about progress, stability, and democracy
in Africa. In the 1990s, a series of African nationalist liberation
movements gained power that stimulated international and local
observers’ imagination for the dawning of an African Renaissance.
There was hope that the Pan-Africanist dream of African unity would
bring a new level of continental cooperation, economic growth, and
political stability. This task rested on the shoulders of a new
generation of African leaders. Today in Eritrea, thousands of Eritrean
refugees, mostly young, are fleeing the country to seek refuge in camps
in Ethiopia and Sudan. They eventually hope to find asylum in Europe
and in the Middle East.

On the journey hundreds of Eritrean youth have drowned in the
Mediterranean and Red Seas, have been victims of human trafficking,
and have been abducted for ransom in the Sinai Desert. Many are
starved and Rkilled, and their body parts sold for organ transplant.
This is not a story the world expected to hear when Eritrea gained
its independence in 1993. In twenty five years, Eritrea fell from the
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high status of an African Renaissance state to the low position of
an African pariah state, shunned by international organizations and
communities, sanctioned by the United Nations and distrusted by
neighboring countries. Why and how did this new nation fall into
social, political, and economic crisis? This book tries to answer these
questions through careful analysis and rigorous logic. The writers
are Africanists whose disciplinary training is in the social sciences
including anthropology, sociology, political science, and international
and cultural studies. They have conducted extensive research on
Eritrean politics, culture, and society. They shed light on the current
crisis of state and nation formation in Eritrea and by extension, they
hope to bring greater understanding about why the idea of African
Renaissance is being replaced by continuing pessimism about the
future of Africa.

Twenty-six years ago, the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front
(EPLF), armed with Kalashnikov rifles and tanks, entered Asmara,
the capital of Eritrea, announcing that it was liberating Eritrea from
Ethiopian rule. The thirty-years’ war between the Eritrean
nationalist front and the Ethiopian government has been termed the
long struggle (gedli) (Cliff and Davidson 1988). Right after winning
the war, in 1991, the EPLF was on the world stage, struggling to
establish a new political order in Eritrea, replacing the Ethiopian
regime that had ruled from 1952 to 1991. This had included a ten-
year federation (1952-1961) and thirty years of direct rule
(1962-1991).

Eritrea is the name given in 1889 by the former Italian colonial
administration to a strip of land on the Red Sea coast of North
East Africa. In 1992, the EPLF leader Isaias Afwerki declared that
the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front would be the provisional
government of Eritrea, thus assuming the role of running the state
institutions left by the collapse of the Ethiopian administration.
Soon after conducting an internationally supervised referendum on
April 23-25, 1993, the provisional government of Eritrea declared
itself an independent state. As a new African state, Eritrea received

Introduction: Postliberation Eritrea | 27



immediate membership in the Organization of African Unity and the
United Nations as well as recognition from the major world powers
and the neighboring African countries. This support gave the new
state legitimate power along with authority over its territory and
citizens. The referendum gave the new Eritrean state an
international mandate to rule the Eritrean population and the land.
The referendum was the crowning achievement of the EPLF, which
had just won the longest armed conflict in Africa’s history. In 1994,
the EPLF conducted its first postliberation congress and
reconstituted itself as the only party of the new state, calling itself
the People’s Front for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ).

The authors in this special issue treat the PFDJ’s construction of
dominance and the rupture of the national consensus that had been
established by a referendum and a declaration of independence in
1993. The essays deal with the fragments of culturally constructed
social divisions, such as young people, refugees, and diasporas, and
their relationship to the nation and the state. The Eritrean state can
be characterized as a state of exception (Agamben 1998, 2005), a
state in which the leader of the nation, Isaias Afwerki, used the crisis
following the Border War with Ethiopia (1998-2000) as a cover to
exert absolute control over the society and state and consolidate
his power over the nation. The papers focus on the structures of
domination and subordination that have emerged in postliberation,
postindependence Eritrea. They contend with the cultural politics
of Eritrea and show how certain people’s exclusion is unsustainable
in the long term. (Cultural politics can be defined as “the domain in
which meanings are constructed and negotiated, where relations of
dominance and subordination are defined and contested.” [Jackson
1991, 200]). They pay special attention to the younger generations of
Eritreans who are fully affected by the domination of, and exclusion
and disconnection from, the dominant culture. The articles
collectively bring into question the popular wisdom that Eritrea’s
political instability would end once the political issues of the war
between the liberation movements and the Ethiopian government
ended. This demonstrated that gaining sovereignty or autonomy
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was insufficient to resolve the political, economic, and social crisis
in Eritrea.

This introductory essay is divided into five parts including (a) a
brief exploration of the rise and fall of Eritrea from the group of
African Renaissance states; (b) how it became a state of exception
ruled by an arbitrary and absolutist state; (c) how the absolutist state
created a bifurcated social hierarchy in which the population was
divided into “citizens” and “subjects” with differentiated gradation of
citizenship in relation to the state (Mamdani 1996; Ong 1999); and (d)
how this “graduated citizenship” has created a “Refugee-Diaspora
Nexus” that could explain the current refugee crisis in Eritrea. This
introductory essay ends with a brief description of the articles in
this volume. Collectively, the articles provide a deeper examination
of the refugee-state-diaspora nexus through theoretically informed
case studies and essays on Eritrean refugees and diasporas
including: (1) Assefaw Bariagaber’s exploration of how globalization
has facilitated the flow of refugees from Eritrea; (2) Victoria Bernal's
discussion on how the information revolution has provided spaces
for political engagement for Eritrean diasporas; (3) David Bozzini's
discourse on political jokes among Eritrean youth conscripted for
national service as a form of resistance to the power structure
in Eritrea and also its limitation; (4) Amanda Poole’s examination
of how the Eritrean state functions as a gatekeeper state that
financially supports itself through receiving ransoms from families
of refugees and managing remittances and diasporas, which
becomes a basis for its claims of self-sufficiency and autonomy from
outsiders; (5) Jennifer Riggan's essay on how debates on national
duty in Eritrean classrooms link directly to the deeper and practical
meaning of citizenship of the refugee-diaspora nexus through how
the students imagine emigration as a form of fulfilling national duty;
(6) Gaim Kibreab’s research, using Albert Hirschman’s theory of exit,
voice, and loyalty, about Eritrean youth who were required to
participate in the Eritrean National Service (ENS), which turned into
endless national serve after the Border War in 1998-2000, causing
them to exit their home country en-masse; (7) Dan Connell’s study
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of the movement of Eritreans from their home country to the many
places of refuge around the world and how their voyage from place
to place was conducted at great personal risks and potential harms;
(8) Georgia Cole’s inquiry into how the international community
contributed to Eritrea’s state crisis (a state of exception) through the
failure of the United Nations Commission for Refugees (UNHCR),
the Government of Eritrea, and the Sudanese government to find a
mutually satisfying solution to the return of Eritrean refugees from
Sudan to Eritrea in the early 1990s; (9) Magnus Treiber’s exploration
of how Eritrean refugees in Switzerland have figured in the
Switzerland’s election in 2015, by analyzing the missed opportunity
for politicians, social workers, and refugees to dialogue with one
another in a productive and mutually beneficial manner to mitigate
the refugee crisis in Switzerland; (10) Milena Belloni’s fieldwork on
the influence of transactional communications, ties, and kinship
obligations between Eritrean refugees and how communities in
Eritrea fostered the social-psychological feelings of being “stuck” in
places they consider as less desirable such as Italy, Ethiopia, Libya
and others; and finally, (11) Michael Woldemariam’s synthesizing
essay explores the significant role played by international events in
the making of Eritrea an African “pariah” state. The following section
will examine how the new Eritrea state was elevated into one of the
emerging African “renaissance” states for a short period of time in
the early 1990's. It further explores how that hope was frustrated
in short period of time after Eritrea’s independence. After Eritrea
conducted a border war with Ethiopia in 1998-2000, the lack of
a successful resolution of the border conflict has made Eritrea a
state that views itself as in siege, insecure in its relationship with its
bigger neighbor, Ethiopia (Tronvoll and Mekonnen 2014).

30 | Introduction: Postliberation Eritrea



A Brief Description of the Rise and Fall of
an African Renaissance State

In the early 1990s, Eritrea, along with South Africa, Uganda, Rwanda,
and Ethiopia, was put on pedestal in the Western mass media and
powerful global political circles as one of the emerging African
states that was expected to play a leading role in the recovery of
Africa from decades of corruption, poverty, inequality, and violence.
They were dubbed Renaissance African States that were expected to
charge forward in African economic, cultural, and scientific growth.
Unfortunately, by 2001, Eritrea was demoted from this chosen group
and is one of Africa’s most oppressive countries, and generates some
of the largest numbers of refugees leaving the country for safety and
security.

The expectation that the flow of refugees from Eritrea to the
neighboring and Western countries would stop after the end of
the thirty-year war between Eritrean nationalist movements and
the Ethiopian government has proven elusive. On May 24, 1993,
Eritrea declared its official separation from Ethiopia and became
the newest independent state in Africa and the first successful case
of an African country’s breaking away from another African state.
Foreign journalists and Eritrean scholars wrote that Eritrea was
different from the rest of Africa; they believed that the newly
independent Eritrea could become a showcase for African
development and recovery. The new sovereign nation-state of
Eritrea was expected to generate economic opportunities and
provide a stable political culture for its people. The enthusiastic
reception Eritrea received was partly due to the perceived malaise
that postcolonial African countries had entered after their
successful decolonization. Many writers and analysts were seeking
a success story from sub-Saharan Africa, something that could set
an example for African recovery and development; they believed
that Eritrea could play this role because they were impressed by
the Eritreans’ show of a new identity of self-sufficiency, confidence,

Introduction: Postliberation Eritrea | 31



and unity. In the early 1990s, Isaias Afwerki, Yoweri Museveni of
Uganda, Paul Kagame of Rwanda, and Meles Zenawi of Ethiopia
were dubbed the new generation of African leaders, leaders of this
African renaissance (Oloka-Onyango 2004). This honeymoon did
not last long. Postwar Eritrea brought neither peace nor prosperity
to the population under its control, nor did it resolve the crisis
of citizenship and identity affecting its population. This is not
surprising, considering that Eritrea had long been in a state of crisis,
first as colony of Italy, then under Ethiopian rule, and then
subsequently during thirty years of nationalist war that destroyed
the social and economic infrastructure of the society. The structural
challenges of nation building and constructing the new Eritrean
state were nearly insurmountable. Eritrea, a nationalist movement
turned into a state, had neither the economic and political
resources nor the organizational capacity to tackle the challenges
effectively.

After the Border War with Ethiopia in 1998-2000, which cost
about 70,000 lives on both sides, with Eritrea admitting a loss of
19,000 soldiers, over half a million people were displaced within
the country. This unresolved border war immersed Eritrea in a
quagmire of consequences, leading to an economic and political
crisis of citizenship and, subsequently, a new surge of refugees from
Eritrea into neighboring countries. The no-war, no-peace stalemate
between Eritrea and Ethiopia placed both countries in an ongoing
economic and political crisis, with Eritrea suffering more. In
addition, a shortage of rainfall had put Eritreans on the verge of a
major famine. Even though Eritrea emerged with great fanfare and
the blessing of the United Nations in 1993, by 2009 Eritrea reached
a new low. Its international reputation had plummeted following the
United Nation’s accusation that Eritrea was supporting the Somali
insurgents known as Al Shabab, who sought to overthrow the
emerging government in Somalia. On December 23, 2009, the
Security Council imposed arms-and-travel sanctions against Eritrea
(United Nations 2009). Additional sanctions were imposed on
Eritrea on December 5, 2011 for not heeding UN sanctions and
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continuing to provide support to armed groups seeking to
destabilize Somalia and other parts of the Horn of Africa (Reuters
2011). As a result, by 2013, the economic and political crisis in Eritrea
had reached an alarming intensity. Many years after its official
independence, the state continued to experience persistent
shortages of electricity, water, bread, and fuel.

The Eritrean state made policy choices that stifled economic
growth and political stability and made the nation uninhabitable
for its growing youthful population. The government attempted to
transform traditional Eritrean society into its own image of a
modern society. This top-down method of transformation tended to
create a new class structure of hierarchy of statuses: an oligarchy,
with the top leaders occupying the most privileged and highest
status and the lowest status occupied by people who left the
country to avoid forced conscription and forced labor (Djilas 1957).
The PFDIJ saw itself as a vanguard party, seeking to bring quick
economic progress and prosperity and establish a classless society
where everyone could be part of a popular state. It sought the
nationalization of the country’s labor and natural resources,
bringing them under the firm control of the state.

The ensuing policy, designed to expand the sovereignty of the
state over the population, is the immediate cause of the current
economic, political, and citizenship crisis as well as the refugee
crisis it has spawned. The more Eritrea pursues a stringent policy
to protect its national sovereignty and control the economic and
political sphere, the more it generates continuous economic failure,
political instability, and social upheaval, including new refugees,
who join the Eritrean diaspora communities around the world. All
the articles in this present volume examine, directly or indirectly,
the disastrous consequences of this misguided policy. To
understand it and how it came about, it is imperative to
contextualize this moment in a larger historical context and explain
how the new ruling class, the PFDJ oligarchy, is partly, but not
entirely, responsible for the outflow of young people as refugees.
The refugee crisis in Eritrea can be explained using a perspective
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that sees Eritrea as a state of exception (Agamben 1998, 2005;
Schmitt [1922] 1985), a product of long-term violence, war, and
colonization. It is a crisis that has deep roots in Eritrea’s political
history, involving colonial violence, liberation, and civil and border
wars, and it is therefore not amenable to shortcuts and an easy
solution.

Eritrea as a State of Exception

The idea of a state of exception comes from Schmitt and Agamben.
Schmitt argued that a state of exception occurs when a sovereign
exceeds the rule of law for the public good in a state of emergency
(1985). Developing Schmitt’s ideas, Agamben (1998, 2005) explored
the increase of power of the government in response to crisis as a
state of exception, in which a leader, under the guise of a threat to
his or her sovereignty, suspends the constitution (hence violating
the rule of law) and treats the population under his or her control as
subjects, stripping them of their human and political citizenship and
individual rights. Agamben believes the role of politics is to create
justice and produce a good life for citizens. Therefore, the question
for him is whether a sovereign creates justice for a few or for many.
In a democratic and open system, the wider and more inclusive
the citizenship rights are, the bigger the circle of people who have
an expansive understanding of citizenship. In contrast, in a state
of exception, citizenship is narrowly defined and includes only a
fortunate few. This does not mean that a state of exception does not
have rules or laws, but that laws are made only to serve the interests
of the sovereign. Citizenship is narrowly constructed, benefiting
and providing a good life for a few members of the ruling elite. The
suspension of the constitution gives the sovereign absolute power
to keep the population at the level of bare existence, merely bodies
that have no rights and protections. In the words of Agamben, a
person who is reduced to bare life is a Homo sacer, a man who can be
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killed but not sacrificed: his killing will not be considered as dying,
but as sacrificing, for the state or nation (1998, 2005).

The state of emergency in Eritrea began when Italy, a European
power, intervened in Eritrea. It has lasted a long time, starting with
the colonization of Eritrea, which reduced the people’s political,
economic, and cultural ties with neighboring areas and divided
ethnicities, histories, kin groups, authority structures, and regional
economies. Although the Italian presence in Eritrea was short-lived
and the area settled by Italians was a small part of the country
(mostly urban), the new configuration produced a fundamentaly
transformative, long-term effect on Eritrean society. Colonialism
casts a shadow on the people, from which they have not been
able to escape. The newly configured area called Eritrea was a
conglomerate of different ethnicities, histories, religions, and
cultures that did not consider themselves part of a single national
entity. Eritrea was tied to Italy, a nation in Europe, a continent
that had a global reach. Eritrea was one of the colonies that was
hierarchically integrated into a colonial and world capitalist system
(Wallerstein 1976). Whether people who call themselves Eritreans
were aware of it or not, they were being realigned, and their society
was being reconfigured into a different constellation, a
hierarchically organized global system of nation-states. They were
in a peripheral region of the world, a source of cheap labor and
raw materials for the benefit of the industrial north, mostly Europe,
North America, and Japan. Local populations were thrown into a
crisis of historical continuity, belonging, identity, and citizenship.

In addition to the long-term history, we need to analyze the
microhistory and recent events in Eritrea, where these factors are
significant in the continuing crisis of identity and citizenship. After
the end of the nationalist war, Eritrea continued to be a state of
exception. It never demilitarized its soldiers, nor did it lift the state
of emergency for the entire population. In the 1990s, it retained
a bitter memory of its nationalist war. According to Haben, its
government introduced a special court in 1996 “allowing the office
of the President to go after the alleged corrupt officials of the
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Red Sea Trading Co. with zero tolerance or least leniency. In other
words, the President can do what he wish [sic] with zero
accountability” (Haben 2010). The formation of the special court
predates the Eritrean Constitution, ratified in 1997. Immediately,
however, the government suspended the implementation of it.
Engaged in a border war with Ethiopia from 1998 to 2000, the
state expanded the state of emergency—its state of exception—to
the whole society indefinitely. Like other states of exception, it
established a new regime of truth, its own version of reality, by
which it justified imposing arbitrary rule and made its leader,
President Isaias Afwerki, an absolutist head of state, unaccountable
to any government body.

The state of exception in Eritrea became more entrenched after
the Border War with Ethiopia (2008-2010), which produced a leader
and a state obsessed with national security and sovereignty. The
war started out as a border skirmish in May 1998, but it quickly
escalated into full-blown trench warfare, similar to that of the Great
War. The war greatly damaged both countries, with both sides losing
more than 70,000 soldiers. It left 1.4 million people displaced, and
both sides still disagree over the demarcation lines of their shared
border (Reuters 2008). Ten-plus years of neither war nor peace have
further weakened Eritrea’s sovereignty. Eritreans are now more
determined to defend national security and sovereignty at any cost.
After the war, the Eritrean leader and his supporters became
obsessed with national security. The more Eritrea pursues a
stringent policy to protect its national sovereignty, the more
refugees it generates—mostly young people who join the ranks of
global refugee communities around the world. Thus, the policy of
expanding the control of the state over the population to maintain
its security and sovereignty had the unintended consequence of
making Eritrea one of the countries that has produced the largest
number of refugees in the last ten years (ICER 2011). These are the
new homeless, who have to live by their wits to survive. They enter
refugee camps to gain access to refugee rights and seek asylum in
safe havens in the West. They do not necessarily leave the country
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voluntarily. The state’s denial of their citizenship rights and its
treatment of them as bare lives is the main impetus for their exodus.

The first victims of the state of exception were migrants from
Tigray, a province bordering Ethiopia, and other Ethiopians who
had lived in Eritrea as an integral part of the society until they felt
vulnerable and at risk after the nationalist front took control of
Asmara in 1991, which made them leave Eritrea soon after. Religious
minorities and leaders, including Jehovah’s Witnesses, Pentecostals,
and various Christian groups and Muslim clerics who had been
imprisoned for being unpatriotic followed them. Many of the
persecuted groups left the country and became exiles or refugees.
After the 1998-2000 war, two more groups followed: people
displaced by the war who left their homes and took refuge in
Ethiopia and Sudan and young people pressed into national service.
An incredible number of young people have fled from all corners of
Eritrea to escape national service. This demonstrates that citizens
in an oppressive, absolutist, closed state—a state of exception—will
either protest the status quo when permitted or exit to another
state (Hirschman 1970). To become an exile or a refugee suggests a
lack of confidence in the government. The national liberation war
was noisy and violent, but a stealth revolution (selahta maabel) is
silently being waged in Eritrea: young people leaving the country
will prevent the state from reproducing itself in the future.

Subjects and Citizens in Postliberation
Eritrea

In the last twenty years of independence under the leadership of
President Afwerki, the Eritrean state has created a differentiated,
hierarchical, unequal system of citizenship. This hierarchy ranges
from what may be called super citizenship for the top echelons
of the government and party members, to local persons’ status
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as subjects, with few rights and little chance of upward mobility.
This system of citizenship mirrors what Mamdani observed in other
postcolonial African states: that many countries, after achieving
independence, reproduced a two-tier system-—citizens and
subjects—similar to colonial social hierarchies. The citizens were the
European colonizers and settlers who had established themselves
as the dominant racial group, assuming rights and privileges of
modern citizenship, and the subjects were the colonized indigenous
populations, seen as uncivilized and racially inferior, ruled through
customary laws that ostensibly preserved their tribal cultures,
authorities, and communities. The postcolonial African states
continued the practice of bifurcated domination by privileging the
educated elites and administrators over urban and rural dwellers.
As with the so-called civilizing mission of the colonial elites, the
African political elites claimed they were liberating and developing
their societies, transforming them through revolution or social
reform (Mamdani 1996). The bifurcated social hierarchical approach
serves as an analytical tool, but the reality of social hierarchies
can be more complex, as they do not always fit into two neatly
contrasting types. Mamdani’s insight is relevant in the Eritrean case
because it lets us explore the emergence of differentiated social
hierarchies among its population, especially between state and
society. His framework needs to be revised to include the effects of
globalization, plus the information revolution regarding the power
of the African states over their citizens.

Giddens, drawing from Marshall's (1950) classification of
citizenship into civil, political, and social rights, argues that these
three rights are arenas of contestation or conflict, and each is linked
to a distinctive type of surveillance, which, he argues, is necessary
to the power of the superordinate groups and acts as an axis for
the operation of the dialectic of control (1987, 205). Globalization
encourages the development of new sets of rationalities and
techniques of governmental practices (Perry and Mauer 2003).
According to Ong, while European states have confronted these
contestations sequentially over decades, postcolonial Asian and
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African states have had to deal with them simultaneously, mostly in
an era of globalization. Newly industrializing regimes, eager to meet
capitalist requirements, have evolved into what she calls a system
of graduated sovereignty, by which she means that citizens in zones
differently articulated within global production and financial
circuits are subject to different kinds of surveillance and in practice
enjoy different sets of civil, political, and economic rights (Ong 1999,
41). Ong’s concept of flexible citizenship complicates Mamdani’s
classification of subject and citizen, which primarily focuses on
classes and power structures. Ong argues that in an era of
globalization, Southeast Asian governments have sought to
accommodate corporate strategies of location by becoming flexible
in managing their sovereignty. Flexible citizenship, as a product
of graduated sovereignty, allows the differentiation of populations
into graduated scales of citizenship, or graduated citizenship. Ong
uses the concept of flexible citizenship to “describe the practices
of refugees and business migrants who work in one location while
their families are lodged in ‘safe havens’ elsewhere” (Ong 1999, 214).
Eritrea, dealing with globalization, has adopted a strategy similar
to what Ong has called graduated sovereignty and citizenship.
Citizenship is expressed through an individual “sacrificing for the
nation” (Bernal 2014, 7). Those who died in the Nationalist War or the
Border War with Ethiopia are considered martyrs. When a former
guerrilla fighter dies, for any reason, including natural causes, he or
she is automatically called a martyr and buried in the local martyrs’
cemetery. This is because the EPLF and the PFDJ have elevated the
martyr as a symbol of Eritrean culture: “The martyr. . . is not only
a central figure in the Eritrean national imaginary, but represents
the essence of the social contract between Eritreans and the state
in which the citizen’s role is to serve the nation and sacrifice
themselves [sic] for the survival and well-being of the nation”
(Bernal 2014, 33). Therefore, in Eritrea, a new hierarchy of
citizenship, based on sacrifice to the nation, has evolved. This
differentiates the people into graduated scales of citizenship,
ranging from full citizenship—granting civil, political, and economic
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rights to members of the party—to treating local people as subjects
and forgetting and abandoning the refugees. The practice of
assigning citizenship unevenly has grave consequences.

There are in Eritrea two broad ideal and typical strata, with
intersecting and crisscrossing boundaries. This includes citizens,
the former guerrilla fighters, often called tegadelti in Tigrinya, and
subjects, known as hafash in Tigrinya, meaning ‘masses’. The masses
include all those who were not members of EPLF and are not
members of the new party, PFDJ (i.e., civilians in Eritrea and in the
diaspora). The government sometimes uses the term gebar, meaning
‘taxpayers), to refer to them. The government-run media translate
the terms gebar and hafash as ‘nationals’ These analytical categories
are imprecise, but they do fit effectively with reality. The tegadelti,
estimated to be 95,000 ex-combatants, are the power elites. They
are mostly former members of the EPLF and current members of
the PFDIJ. Their superiority is based upon their belief that they
deserve more than the rest of the population because of their
participation in the armed struggle (Article 19 2013). They receive
a higher salary, better housing, and special treatment for services
and goods in all government institutions. Although they represent
only a small fraction of the population, they dominate government
positions, including at least 50 percent of national assembly seats,
constitutionally reserved for them; in addition, they control the
executive branch, specifically the ministerial cabinet (Article 19 June
3, 2013). Among the tegadelti is a hierarchy, in which higher
government and military officials (laalewot halefti, ‘higher
authority’) occupy the highest position; these personnel include
government bureaucrats, military officers, and party officials and
intellectuals. The membership of the oligarchy is not publicly
acknowledged, but we get a glimpse of it when there is a breach
within the ruling class. A breach happened in 2001, when fifteen top
officials of the government questioned President Isaias’s leadership,
particularly his handling of the 1998-2000 border conflict with
Ethiopia. The state-controlled media accused them of disloyalty,
treason against the state authority (meaning Isaias Afwerki), and
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conspiracy to surrender to Ethiopia. Eleven of them were arrested
without charge, and they remain in prison; the other four are out
of the country, living in exile. Additionally, we can infer who might
be in the inner circle. On September 21, 2013, government media
showed pictures of 150 administrators, regional PFDJ, heads of
regional administration, and subzonal administrators participating
in a PFDJ-organized retreat (Eritrea Profile 2013a), and on October
2, 2013, these media showed videos of twenty ministers at a cabinet
meeting (Eritrea Profile 2013b). These meetings are often convened
at the president’s whim. For the cabinet meetings, the videos were
released for propaganda and served no other purpose. Under the
powerful elites are disparate groups of tegadelti who have higher
status because they are considered to have sacrificed their youth for
the nation and are thus valued more than the hafash. They occupy
differentiated, hierarchical positions in a complex of patron-client
relationships. Although the entire edifice makes the government
look like a bureaucracy that functions as an efficient, modern,
rational legal system, in fact it is not. As with many African
patronage systems of governance (Berman 1998), all Eritrean
government services, from top to bottom, are done within the
patron-client relations of loyalty, friendship, acquaintance, and
future favors for service rendered.

The subjects are placed in two groups: diasporas and locals.
Diasporas live abroad and are assigned a higher status than locals.
They are expected to fulfill their obligations to the regime, such
as paying a two-percent diaspora tax and/or giving money for
government-sponsored funding initiatives, such as martyrs’ trust
funds and war-disabled patriots’ funds. Locals call diasporas belles,
referring to a sweet cactus fruit widely sold in the streets of Asmara
and other towns during the summer. Because diasporas flock into
Eritrea during the summer at the same time belles are harvested,
locals apply the term to them and call their arrival belles-times.

Locals are urban and rural people of diverse classes and statuses.
They lack power and are marginalized by the elites and political
leaders. Refugees (segre-dob, ‘those who crossed the border’), who
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fled their country to avoid national service and conscription or
were displaced by war, have the lowest status. National service
began in 1994, drafting teenagers over the age of sixteen and adults
under the age of forty. It initially entailed six months of training
and one year of service; however, it soon developed into two years
or more in military service. Since the Border War with Ethiopia,
it has turned into unending military service. Even boys and girls
are mandated to enter military-training camps for at least one year
when they reach the age of sixteen. If they have finished tenth
grade, they are required to finish their eleventh grade in a military
camp called Sawa, where they receive military training in addition
to their formal, nonmilitary education. The prospect for gainful
employment and upward mobility for all people in Eritrea is almost
nonexistent. Eritrea’s employment sector is heavily monitored and
managed while being policed by the state.

Since 2002 the military national service has been tied to a
development program campaign called Warsai-Yikealo in which the
youth are required to perform their national service for an
indefinite time period. Some writers have characterized the Warsai-
Yikealo campaign as forced labor (Kibreab 2009). This glaring
difference of life chances, rights, and privileges among preferred
citizens, diasporic citizens, and locals has triggered an insatiable
desire for most working-age young people to seek better
opportunities and rights in exile. They are leaving in droves, through
every country that borders Eritrea. They are abandoned by the
Eritrean state; they are, to use Hannah Arendt’s words about
refugees, stateless people (Arendt 1943).

A new generation of Eritreans, mostly young, has started to
oppose the regime indirectly inside Eritrea, and openly abroad.
Diasporas who openly support opposition groups or groups who
criticize the government face the possibility of arrest by the
government. Diasporas who make negative statements about the
Eritrean regime jeopardize their preferred citizenship and may be
classed as an enemy of the state, subject to arrest and torture upon
arrival on Eritrean soil.
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The Refugee—Diaspora Nexus

Rapid globalization in recent years has made it possible, either by
choice or pressure, for immigrants to maintain strong ties to their
countries of origin, even when they are integrated into the
countries that received them (Levitt 2001). In response to
globalization, countries are distinguishing residence from national
membership and extending their boundaries to those living outside
of them. They have created mechanisms to facilitate immigrant
participation in the national development process over the long
term and from afar (Levitt and de la Dehesa 2003). Intensified
globalization has enabled the new Eritrean state to enhance its
power and its relationship with Eritreans abroad.

Eritrean diasporas valorize the Eritrean nation-state and give the
sovereign the power to decide and have flexible sovereignty over
them. They support the state, mitigating the sense of alienation
in their host countries. They hope for preferred citizenship in
Eritrea—their only chance in the world to be preferred citizens,
where they will be more equal than others. With the added
resources they have in exile and things being so affordable in
Eritrea, they are more than happy to do what the sovereign asks of
them. The Eritrean state and the diaspora have become a mutual
admiration and support unit. The state does not have much
responsibility to meet the basic needs of the diasporas: they are
citizens of other nations, and their needs are taken care of by their
adopted new countries, mostly democratic nations in Europe, North
America, and Australia. In relation to the Eritrean state, they are
required to pay taxes and contribute to war efforts; in return, they
are given some scarce resources in Eritrea, such as free land, where
they can build houses. Their houses in Eritrea may serve as resting
places for summer vacations or places of residence when they
retire. Diasporas are the strongest supporters of events that
celebrate holidays and parties initiated by the government. They
dance the night away and spend a lot of money at these parties.

Introduction: Postliberation Eritrea | 43



Although they could have asked for more representation in Eritrean
politics, they cannot afford to antagonize the state and thereby cut
their connection to home. They need a place they can call home
so intensely that they are willing to accept the state of exception,
where normal rules are suspended indefinitely and the regime
routinely makes arbitrary decisions. Such mutual benefit works at
the expense of the captive citizens inside Eritrea and the refugees
in refugee camps. Diasporas, government officials, members of the
single party, and former guerrillas are treated as sovereign subjects,
with rights that the local subjects do not receive. Eritreans,
especially young people, dream that-through a process of
transformation by leaving the country as refugees and then
returning as diasporas, with a higher status and resources to spend
lavishly—they will become part of the sovereign subject.

A paradox of Eritrea’s refugee crisis is that today’s refugees are
tomorrow’s diasporas—a phenomenon that I call a refugee-diaspora
nexus. Refugees have to find a suitable home within centers of
global powers, the global north, and then they can become new
diasporas and attain preferred citizenship with significant rights in
Eritrea. Refugee status seems a rite of passage, rife with danger and
risks, where only a few become successful diasporas. If everything
works out, a refugee becomes a diaspora who will be resettled
in a third country, hopefully Europe, the United States, Canada,
or Australia; he or she will then be able to come back home to
visit—proud, rich, and supportive of the status quo. In the context of
the refugee-diaspora nexus, however, many Eritreans cannot move
freely in and out of the global north: they are neither refugees,
slated for resettlement in a third country, nor in a party-sanctioned
diaspora, and they therefore do not have privileged citizenship
status in Eritrea. Many are in legal limbo, have not reached their
destination or goals, and are still waiting to be resettled in a third
country.
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The Papers in this Volume

Each of the papers in this volume takes as its starting point the state
of exception in Eritrea itself which has produced various forms of
bifurcated and/or graduated citizenship.

Assefaw Bariagaber in his article uses social-psychological
concepts of imitative behavior as an explanation for the outflow
of young people from Eritrea. According to him, emigration from
Eritrea is an externally induced imitative behavior, effected as a
result of the diffusion of social media, such as the Internet, movies,
and mobile phones among Eritrean young people, who have used
technology-based social networks to flee to neighboring countries
and eventually to industrialized Western countries. He contends
that learning from others enables young people to escape, take
chances, and face dangers, including rape, death in the Sahara and
Libyan deserts, being taken hostage in the Sinai Desert, and
drowning in the Mediterranean and Red Seas. He argues for looking
at Eritrea in the context of emigration from Africa in response to the
pull of the information revolution and globalization.

Victoria Bernal explores how the information revolution has
influenced Eritrean politics and public life through the participation
of Eritrean diasporas in social media by creating their own websites
to discuss and participate in Eritrean politics. She shows how these
websites serve as a public sphere, countering a lack of a free press
and free space for civil society in Eritrea. She argues that online
websites are now an integral part of Eritrean national politics, safe
for civil society and dissent because of their location outside Eritrea.
She contends that their significance has increased since 2001, when
the state increased its repression of public discourse inside Eritrea.
She focuses on the political activities that take place on three
sites—Dehai, Asmarino, and Awate—and examines the decentering
effect of these media in challenging the top-down method of
governance in Eritrea, where the mass media are under the strict
control of the state.
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David Bozzini conducted two years of fieldwork, from 2005 to
2007, in Eritrea and studied people enrolled in national service
there, exploring their political imagination, jokes about
bureaucracy, superiors, positions relative to the state system, and
citizenship. He states that the blocked social and economic mobility
for conscripts in Eritrea leads them to resignation and a deep desire
to seek exile. He suggests that jokes and other subversive discourse
against state power and ideology may inadvertently promote some
of the dynamics of the power system that they contest, and he thus
highlights the limits of resistance and subversive discourse.

Amanda Poole argues that we should look at Eritrea’s
state-society relations as a manifestation of a larger African issue,
involving the state-society relations of a gatekeeper state. She
suggests that the flight of citizens from Eritrea and their continuing
connection through remittances and ransoms can be understood
if we conceptualize the Eritrean state as a gatekeeper state, one
that has acquired the capacity to manage massive emigration and
use remittances, taxes, and national service to further its nation-
building project. Remittances and ransoms have made it possible
for the Eritrean state to claim self-sufficiency and autonomy from
outside forces, such as nongovernmental organizations, and other
dependency from foreign aid. Since the 1998 border conflict, young
men and women in national service have been transformed into
sources of unlimited and cheap forced labor (Kibreab 2009).

Jennifer Riggan directly addresses the question of graduated
citizenship and the effects of the bifurcation of citizen and subject
under the Eritrean state of exception. She takes up the question of
how valorization of diaspora communities in Eritrea itself produces
an imagined future in which leaving the country becomes central
for high-school students. This is an unintended consequence of a
governmental policy that ascribes greater citizenship to diasporas,
rather than people in Eritrea, especially young people. This
graduated citizenship has reshaped the way young people redefine
emigration as a way of fulfilling their national duty, after they
become diasporas and contribute remittances and diaspora taxes.
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Riggan observes a classroom debate among high-school students
in an English class, where students consider leaving their country
a patriotic act. She shows that they are reworking the state-
sponsored idea of citizenship into a citizenship that justifies leaving
the country within the logic of global market forces, going against
locally defined duty and sacrifice, and thus protecting the national
sovereignty and power of the Eritrean state.

Gaim Kibreab’s chapter is on how the Eritrean National Service
(ENS), which was originally a project of for the construction of
nation identity and culture, transformed into an endless national
service after the 1998-2000 Border War. He applies Albert
Hirschman’s theory of how individuals respond to intolerable
conditions by following one of three options, including staying at
home and remaining loyal in spite of the difficult challenges, or
staying in their country while resisting and voicing their objection,
or exiting the country through migration to safer places for a better
life. Kibreab questions the use of the three concepts developed
by Albert Hirschman-—exit, voice, and loyalty—as sequential and
mutually exclusive concepts. Instead, he suggests that they should
be conceived as crisscrossing and interrelated outcomes.

Dan Connell conducted interviews of Eritrean refugees in
nineteen countries around the world, including countries in Africa
and the Americas. He explores the dangerous routes the refugees
take, facing kidnapping, torture, being ransomed for money, and
sometimes execution in the Sinai and Sahara deserts, or drowning in
the Mediterranean and Red Seas. He seeks an approach that would
diminish such risks by engaging and empowering the refugees
themselves.

Georgia Cole studied how the international community’s dealings
with the Eritrean government between the period of Eritrea’s
liberation and the Border War with Ethiopia influenced the Eritrea
government’s line of action and policy toward Eritrean refugees in
the Sudan. Using illustrations related to the multinational effort to
repatriate Eritrean refugees in the early 1990s, she postulated that
the international community, especially the United Nations (UN),
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the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and
other states, behaved in ways that fostered alienation of the Eritrean
state from the international community.

Magnus Treiber informs us that Eritrean refugees to Switzerland
have had influence on the political debates and anti-immigration
campaigns in the country’s 2015 election. This was because the
Eritrean refugees were the largest asylum-seekers in Switzerland
2015. This led the Swiss politicians to frequently question the
legitimacy of Eritreans’ claims for asylum. He analyzes the
difficulties faced by professional social workers in assisting the
refugees because of their mutual misunderstanding and
miscommunications, which resulted in hurting the cause of asylum
seekers in the country.

Using ethnographic research materials conducted in several
countries extending from Eritrea to Italy, Milena Belloni explores
the lives of Eritrean asylum seekers in Italy. She asks the question,
once they reach Italy, why do the refugees desire to move on to
other places and not want to stay and seek asylum. She found the
Eritreans feel “stuck” in Italy even when they could be gainfully
employed and she explains the source of their disappointment to
be the pressure they experience from their families to reach the
more wealthy northern European countries, which have greater
economic and social safety support system for refugees and asylum
seekers.

Lastly, Michael Woldemariam’s chapter focuses on why the state
of Eritrea has faced international sanctions and isolation and why it
was labeled as a “pariah” state, especially by the United Nations and
related agencies since 2009. He contends three major international
political events, including the Ethiopian-Eritrean Border War, the
9-11 terrorist attacks on the US, and the growth of Al Shabaab in
2007-2008 in Somalia, produced a set of interlocking forces that
have led to Eritrea’s international isolation.

Taken together, all of these papers address the challenges of
Eritrea’s strategy of nation-state formation in an era marked by
global flows. The government’s attempts to act as a gatekeeper
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between Eritrea and the rest of the world by attempting to regulate
flows of people, money, and ideas about nationalism produces
graduated categories of national citizen and subject each endowed
with very different rights and duties. However, Eritreans themselves
are aware of these categories, and, in response, they apprehend and
produce alternative forms of belonging to the nation be it through
the Internet, other forms of media, Eritrean classrooms, or political
humor that circulates more broadly.
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Civil Society and Cyberspace:
Reflections on Dehai,
Asmarino, and Awate

VICTORIA BERNAL

Abstract

Websites created and sustained by Eritreans in the diaspora over
the past two decades stand as one of the most significant initiatives
undertaken independently of the state. In fact, due to the Eritrean
state’s pervasive domination of public life and orchestration of
political expression and practice, the online public sphere created by
the diaspora has no offline counterpart of free press or civil society
within Eritrea. This essay argues that diaspora websites are an
integral part of Eritrea’s national politics. Websites are used by
Eritreans as an ambiguous and elastic space that can serve at times
to extend the nation and state sovereignty across borders, and at
other times can be used as an extraterritorial space that is safe for
civil society and dissent because of its location outside Eritrea and
beyond the reach of the state. This shows, among other things, that the
internet is not singular or universal in its effects on politics, but can
produce quite opposite results based upon the distinctive ways people
engage with it. Websites like Dehai, Asmarino, and Awate are public
spaces where a range of political activities can take place. Websites
bring publics and counterpublics into being, mobilize opinions and
actions, and allow for -collective debates and collaboration.
Cyberspatial activities extend beyond the realm of the virtual, yielding
material consequences even as they transform people’s understanding
of the nation and their places in it.
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The Internet brings people into contact in a public agora,
to voice their concerns and share their hopes. This is why
people’s control of this public agora is perhaps the most
fundamental political issue raised by the development of the
Internet. (Castells 2001, 164)

Websites created and sustained by Eritreans in the diaspora stand
out as one of the most significant political initiatives taken by
Eritreans independently of the state. The Eritrean diaspora has long
been engaged in Eritrean politics and its members are recognized as
Eritreans by the state that seeks to retain their loyalty and maintain
the flow of remittances to Eritrea (Bernal 2004; Hepner 2009;
Conrad 2005; Fessehatzion 2005). The diaspora contributed to
Eritrea in an unexpected way, however, by establishing cyberspace
as a site for Eritrean politics. Beginning in the early 1990s, Eritreans
living in the US created a transnational public sphere in cyberspace
for debating, chronicling, analyzing, and influencing Eritrean
politics. Due to the Eritrean state’s comprehensive orchestration of
political expression and practice within Eritrea, the public sphere
created online by the diaspora has no offline counterpart in Eritrea
(Woldemikael 2008; Amnesty International 2004; Connell 1997). In
creating Eritrean space online and an open forum for political
participation, the diaspora achieved something not simply for
themselves, but for the nation.

This essay contributes to an emerging body of literature on
politics and new media as well as to the understanding of Eritrean
politics since independence. I argue that websites can be seen as
constituting a unique political space that can be both inside and
outside of the nation at the same time. Diaspora websites are an
integral part of Eritrea’s national politics and therefore the
understanding of Eritrea is incomplete without the inclusion of
Eritrean activities in cyberspace. This study reveals that websites
are used by Eritreans as an ambiguous and elastic space that can
serve at times to extend the nation and state sovereignty across
borders, and at other times can be used as an extraterritorial space

54 | Civil Society and Cyberspace



that is safe for civil society and dissent because of its location
outside Eritrea and beyond the reach of the state. The use of
websites as a space for Eritrean civil society has been particularly
important since 2001 when the present era of government
repression in Eritrea began with the imprisonment of journalists
and high officials who had publicly expressed criticism of President
Isaias Afewerki.

The online activities of Eritreans in the diaspora show that the
internet offers much more politically than simply making
information more accessible, providing a new means of fact-
checking, and facilitating the creation of an informed citizenry that
is so important to democracy. Websites like those established by
Eritreans are public spaces where a range of political activities can
take place. Dehai, Asmarino and Awate are products of Eritrean
culture and history as much as they are products of digital
technologies. The Eritrean diaspora has, moreover, engaged with
these technologies in distinctive and evolving ways that relate to
the changing conditions in Eritrea, including projects of nation-
building, supporting the government’s war effort, and mobilizing
for political change in Eritrea. Cyberspatial activities extend beyond
the realm of the virtual, mobilizing public opinion and actions, and
putting pressure on national authorities. This essay, based upon
a long-term research project, analyzes Eritrean activities online
focusing on three major websites, starting with the earliest, Dehali,
and continuing up to the present with Asmarino and Awate.

An emerging body of scholarship is providing a range of insights
about how the internet might be transformative of politics in ways
that go beyond simple issues of providing information or greater
transparency (Dean 2009; Bernal in press; Boler 2008; Sreberny and
Khiabany 2010). Some research suggests that with the rise of new
media “government is simply one of many competing sites, albeit
a powerful one, in which values and ideals are adapted, debated,
reshaped, or nourished” (Norton 2003, 23). In the Eritrean case
this de-centering effect of new media is particularly meaningful
because of the top-down method of governing by the Eritrean state.
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The regime of President Isaias Afewerki and the ruling party, the
People’s Front for Democracy and Justice controls media within
Eritrea and mobilizes citizens in national projects but allows no
space for independent organizing or expression by citizens on their
own behalf (Hepner and O’Kane 2009; Kibreab 2009). As one scholar
observes, “The Eritrean postliberation state is widely recognized
to be strong, controlling, and mobilized” (Dorman 2005). Other
observers, such as Human Rights Watch, put things in starker terms:

The Isaias government has granted no independent civil
society institution authority to operate. All labor
organizations and youth and women groups are appendages
of the ruling party, the People’s Front for Democracy and
Justice (PFDJ). All news media are owned and closely
supervised by the government, relentlessly used as
instruments of propaganda. (HRW 2011, 1).

This political context makes diaspora websites particularly
important. In fact, the regime has forced civil society into the
diaspora and into the alternative public spaces created online.
Through debates and dialogue among diverse interlocutors and
through the vicarious participation of “lurkers” who are known to
include members of the government, the websites have played a
role in defining Eritrean identity, mobilizing support and opposition
to the government, and constructing Eritrea as a nation (Bernal
2010, 2006, 2005).

In a seminal article, Becher and Wehner (2001, 69) discuss the
internet in relation to civil society in terms that are well-suited to
the analysis of Eritrean websites.

By virtue of its interactive communication structure, the
Internet may support the domain of public communication,
which has been described as “civil society” in the context of
theoretical discussion about modern democracy. The term
“civil society” refers to a network of preinstitutional civil
activities and assemblies as well as social movements and
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pressure groups. . . These movements form an alternative
public sphere, which influences both political decisions and
the public opinion established by mass media system [sic].
In this way civil society generates partial forms of public
opinion which are relatively open, close to the needs of
citizens and which are characterized by rather elaborate
levels of discussion.

The way Becher and Wehner define civil society is worth noting
because they see it as including an array of phenomena that are
deeply entwined with the public sphere.

In the Middle East, Eikelman and Anderson (2003, 5) found that
the accessibility of new media widens the base of producers/
senders and “create(s) public space.” The notion of public space has
serious implications because it allows us to see that websites, for
example, allow for more than simply greater access to information
or cheaper communication; they serve as spaces that bring people
together. The public space offered by websites is all the more
important under conditions like those in Eritrea where public space
is under government control and surveillance (Bozzini 2011).

In the context of Eritrea’s authoritarian regime, what ordinary
Eritreans in the diaspora have created through the establishment
of a range of websites constitutes an increasingly vital dimension
of Eritrean national politics. The websites serve as Eritrean public
space not controlled by the government. No space for civil society
to develop can be found within Eritrea’s borders, but it has been
created online. Whereas small groups created the various websites,
their success as an online public sphere rests on the content that is
contributed by a larger pool of posters, some of whom are loyal and
prolific and others whose contributions are intermittent or fleeting,
and an even larger pool of readers who constitute the public or
publics that posts address.
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Dehai and the Eritrean Internet in 1990s

Dehai was the first computer-mediated network of Eritreans and
is now the longest-running Eritrean website. It has been part of
Eritrean politics since 1992, the year before Eritrea was officially
recognized as a nation. Dehai was established by a group of
Eritreans in the diaspora in the US and by design it was devoted
to Eritrean politics and nation-building. Eritrean activity on the
internet thus has unfolded in tandem with Eritrea’s postliberation
development as a nation. Through participating in Dehai, Eritreans
in the diaspora saw themselves as serving a larger national purpose
and contributing ideas and expertise to the new nation. The Dehai
charter, first posted on the website in 1995, defines the purpose of
the site as follows: “The main objective is to provide a forum for
interested Eritreans and non-Eritreans to engage in solving Eritrea’s
problems by sharing information, discussing issues, publicizing and
participating in existing projects and proposing ideas for future
projects” (Dehai 1995). A poster gives a sense of what this meant in
practice when he writes:

I recen