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“Dreams Don’t Come True in Eritrea”:
Anomie and Family Disintegration due to the Structural
Militarization of Society
Abstract
This article analyzes contemporary Eritrea’s acute crisis within the framework of the the‐
ory of anomie. It is based on the hypothesis that militarization, forced labor, mass exodus,
and family disintegration can be interpreted as the consequences of two incompatible
norm and value systems: the collectivist, nationalistic, and militaristic worldview of the
former liberation front and ruling party People’s Front for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ),
and the traditional cultural system of Eritrea’s society. In 2002 the regime introduced an
unlimited “development campaign,” thereby forcing large parts of the society to live as
conscripts and perform unpaid labor. This has caused a mass exodus of young people and
a rapid process of family disintegration. The article is based on empirical fieldwork and
evaluates the ongoing developments, which have led to rapid economic decline and the
destabilization of the entire fabric of society.
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Zusammenfassung
„In Eritrea werden keine Träume wahr“: Anomie und Familiendesintegration als Folge
der strukturellen Militarisierung der Gesellschaft
Im vorliegenden Artikel wird die akute Krise, die Eritrea erfasst hat, im Rahmen der Ano‐
mietheorie analysiert. Der Text basiert auf der Hypothese, dass Militarisierung, Zwangs‐
arbeit, Massenexodus und Familiendesintegration als Folgen zweier inkompatibler Nor‐
men‐ und Wertesysteme interpretiert werden können: der kollektivistischen, nationalisti‐
schen und militaristischen Weltanschauung der ehemaligen Befreiungsfront und nun re‐
gierenden People’s Front for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ) und der traditionellen Wert‐
ordnung der eritreischen Gesellschaft. Im Jahr 2002 rief das Regime eine zeitlich unbe‐
grenzte „Entwicklungskampagne“ aus, die große Teile der Bevölkerung zu unbezahlter
Zwangsarbeit als Rekruten zwingt. Dies verursachte einen Massenexodus der jüngeren
Generation und zu einem rapiden Prozess der familiären Desintegration. Der Artikel ba‐
siert auf empirischer Feldforschung und analysiert die aktuellen Entwicklungen, die zu
einem rapiden ökonomischen Niedergang und einer Gefährdung des gesamtgesellschaft‐
lichen Zusammenhangs führten.
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1 Introduction
When a correspondent from the Financial Times visited Eritrea in summer 2009, a young
woman told him, “When I was younger, I had hopes and dreams here. Now I don’t expect
anything. I take things as they come. Dreams don’t come true in Eritrea.”1 “When I was
younger” refers to the time prior to the introduction of the Warsay‐Yikealo Development
Campaign (WYDC) in 2002, which was implemented two years after the end of a devastating
war with Ethiopia (1998–2000). The youth of the country aspired to finally live life in peace,
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FT.com Reportage: Inside the insular and secretive Eritrea, September 19, 2009, by Barney Jopson.
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to complete their educations, to have families, and to enjoy life together with their loved
ones. Most of them were ready to fulfill their “national duty,” 18 months of military training
and reconstruction service, but then they expected to return to a civilian lifestyle.
In November 1991 the provisional government of Eritrea, formerly the Eritrea People’s Lib‐
eration Front (EPLF), introduced a mandatory national service (Proclamation 18/1991) for all
Eritreans, male and female, aged 18 to 40. Initially, this service included six months of mili‐
tary training and 12 months of work on reconstruction and development projects. One im‐
portant aim of the national service is “to serve as an instrument for socializing Eritrean youth
into the values and characteristics of the EPLF” (Gaim Kibreab 2009: 44). Although there has
not been much enthusiasm for the program since its beginning, it was initially accepted as a
national duty. In early 1998, a few months before the war with Ethiopia started, a national
development campaign was announced and all those who had finished their national service
were remobilized. When the war started, they were directly integrated into their specific
army positions. Since the end of the war in 2000 there has been no significant demobilization
of the army,2 which consists of more than 350,000 people, while every year new rounds of
young men and women have been drafted (cf. Hughes 2005).
In summer 2002 the government announced the so‐called Warsay‐Yikealo Development
Campaign.3 The younger generation is referred to as warsay, meaning “inheritor” or “fol‐
lower,” while yikealo denotes a wise elderly person, a term the government uses explicitly for
the fighter generation. The younger generation is supposed to follow in the footsteps of the
former fighters by internalizing and practicing the values of self‐sacrifice, hard work and
dedication to the Eritrean nation in the form of unlimited and unpaid service. The introduc‐
tion of the WYDC meant de facto that the national service was no longer limited to 18
months (as a matter of fact, all those remobilized in 1998 had already spent years in the mili‐
tary) but rather became open‐ended. With the exception of women over 27, married women,
and those with children, all of whom are exempted from the service, only those with serious
medical problems are discharged. The rest of the younger generation work on infrastructure
projects or are employed at large cash‐crop farms run by the army or at party‐owned busi‐
ness enterprises in the construction service after completion of their military training. They
receive a “salary” of approximately 500 nakfa per month (approximately €25) and live under
military discipline even when working on civil activities. Some educated persons are allowed
to perform their national service in the offices of the administration, but they still do not re‐
ceive payment. Thus, it is the government, the PFDJ, the mass organizations, and the senior
army officers that are the beneficiaries of the campaign. Party‐owned construction firms op‐
erate mainly with national service conscripts. The four military command zones are involved
2

In 2002, approximately 5000 persons were demobilized, many of them women. In 2004, approximately 60,000
people were demobilized—most of them had already been working in government offices and did not change
their type of work, but they received regular salaries after demobilization.
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in economic activities such as trading, farming, property development and infrastructure
construction, all of which are based on the unpaid labor of the conscripts. Before private
firms were banned from the construction industry in April 2006, they could “hire” conscripts
for employment—their wages being payable to the Ministry of Defense (Gaim Kibreab 2009:
62‐63). Large parts of the population are thus unable to establish a family or care for their
wives and children or their elderly parents. The way of life forced upon the recruits stands in
stark contrast to the traditional forms of making a living. As this paper will explain, the
WYDC is causing social anomie by making it impossible to reconcile private norms and val‐
ues, such as concentrating on education and aspiring to a career, with the nationalist de‐
mands of the government. This creates a highly anomic situation in which traditional and na‐
tional norms and demands are incompatible.
This paper first discusses the theoretical background—the concept of anomie developed by
Durkheim, modified by Merton, and adapted to the context of authoritarian societies by
Waldmann—and then applies it to the Eritrean context. Sections 4 and 5 analyze the pro‐
found anomie that has developed in the 2000s in the aftermath of the political clampdown on
internal critics of the president and on journalists of the free press, and the totalitarization of
the political system. In the absence of rule of law and the freedom to travel, crossing the bor‐
ders illegally under the threat of death is the only alternative young Eritreans have if they
want to escape the militarized life imposed on them. It is the only way in which returning to
a life where basic cultural goals such as making a living for oneself and one’s family can be
realized, although it means violating the norms institutionalized by the government. The pa‐
per is supplemented by case studies which provide typical examples of how Eritreans are af‐
fected by the WYDC and their attempts to handle the situation. The case studies, which typ‐
ify countless individual fates, make clear that even the simplest personal aspirations are un‐
realizable in today’s Eritrea.

2 The Concept of Anomie
The term “anomie” was first applied by the French sociologist Emile Durkheim, most promi‐
nently in Suicide (1897). It describes a state of relative normlessness, or a lack of rules
(dérèglement). Durkheim also described it as a “state of disturbed order” (Durkheim 1973:
289). He pointed out that anomie is not a sort of individual disease, but rather affects the
state of a given society as a whole; individuals are too involved in the society to be healthy
while the latter is sick (ibid.: 238).
The theory of anomie was further elaborated by Robert K. Merton in his work Social Theory
and Social Structure, which first appeared in 1949. Merton claimed that deviation or deviant
behavior is not a psychological abnormality but is linked to the state of a given society. His
question was why the frequency of deviant behavior varies within different social structures,
and why these deviations have different forms and patterns in different social structures
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(Merton 1965: 131‐132). His central hypothesis was “that aberrant behavior may be regarded
sociologically as a symptom of dissociation between culturally prescribed aspirations and
socially structured avenues for realizing these aspirations” (ibid.: 134). A social condition in
which culturally internalized goals cannot be reached by socially accepted means is de‐
scribed as anomie and favors deviant behavior. Merton’s theoretical concept has often been
applied in the framework of deviance in the form of criminality, but his approach was much
more diverse. Choosing the United States of America as a case study, he stated that material
wealth was seen as a basic symbol of success but legitimate ways to reach this goal were not
equally distributed within the society. More generally, he observed that “it is only when a
system of cultural values extols, virtually above all else, certain common success goals for the
population at large while the social structure rigorously restricts or completely closes access
to approved modes of reaching these goals for a considerable part of the same population
that deviant behavior ensues on a large scale” (ibid.: 146). This situation may also arise in re‐
pressive political systems, especially when the rulers try to suppress traditional norms and
values internalized by the majority of the population within a hybrid norm and value sys‐
tem, as we shall see is the case in Eritrea.
An important point in Merton’s analysis is that there are various types of deviant behavior,
far beyond criminality. In his scheme there are five modes of individual adaptation in order
to deal with cultural goals and the institutionalized means to reach them:
1. Conformity: Both goals and institutionalized means are accepted—this is not deviant be‐
havior.
2. Innovation: Cultural goals are internalized, but institutionalized norms are not equally
internalized as the sole strategy for reaching these goals. In the US, for instance, there is a
persistent open‐class ideology which does not correspond with the real chances of the
underprivileged parts of society. In order to reach the goal “success,” “innovative” means
such as criminality or corruption are applied.
3. Ritualism: Cultural goals are abandoned, while conformity of behavior is maintained. In
order to avoid permanent frustration through unfulfilled ambition, the level of one’s ex‐
pectations is permanently lowered. It is a form of private escape, like the zealously con‐
formist behavior of employees in the lower bureaucracy.
4. Retreatism: Both cultural goals and institutionalized means are abandoned. The individ‐
ual drops out of society as, for example, psychotics, vagabonds or drug addicts do. Ac‐
cording to Merton, retreatism most likely occurs when a person originally assimilated
both cultural goals and institutional practices but experienced continued failure in near‐
ing the goals through socially accepted measures and is unable to use an illegitimate
route because of internalized prohibitions.
5. Rebellion: Alienation from both ruling goals and institutionalized means, which are re‐
placed by alternative goals and mechanisms (Merton 1965: 140‐157).
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These different kinds of deviant behavior will occur more often in a disintegrated society,
where the social structure precludes forms of behavior demanded by the cultural structure.
In this situation, there is a tendency towards the breakdown of existing norms and increasing
normlessness, that is, social anomie (ibid.: 163). Merton stated that anomie is not a stagnant
situation; rather, the emergence and growth of anomie are the results of an ongoing process.
When deviant behavior proves “successful” (or remains unsanctioned), the legitimacy of in‐
stitutional norms will be lessened or even eliminated, thus enlarging the extent of anomie in
the system and the frequency of deviant behavior (ibid.: 180).
Peter Waldmann has taken up the concept of anomie with a focus on dictatorial systems and
their impact on increasing anomie. He defines anomic situations as “those characterized by a
lack of clear, consistent, socially accepted and enforceable rules or norms” (Waldmann 2003:
22; translation: N.H.). This definition of anomie does not contain Merton’s assumption that it
is not necessarily a lack of norms but rather a discrepancy between internalized norms and
the institutionalized means for implementing them. Waldmann’s definition, in other words,
suggests that norms in anomic societies are unclear, inconsistent, not socially accepted, and
not enforceable. It does not include the possibility that there may be a hybrid system of
norms where one normative subsystem may be consistent and socially accepted while others,
for example, those imposed by a dictatorial regime, may not be consistent and socially ac‐
cepted but are enforced through state power. In this scenario, socially accepted norms do not
correspond with the goals defined by the political power center and the values imposed by
the government might force the individual to abandon internalized norms.
In the political context of a society ruled by a dictatorial regime, it thus makes sense not only
to accept Waldmann’s concept regarding the lack of clear and consistent rules and norms, but
also to apply Merton’s elaborated concept of a discrepancy between cultural (normative)
structure and social structure. Moreover, the various forms of deviant behavior elaborated by
Merton provide valuable indicators for measuring anomie. While rebellion may be hard to
realize in an authoritarian or totalitarian context, innovation, ritualism, and retreatism can be
good indicators of growing anomie. Ritualism, as a form of overconformity, overcompliance
and overidentification with rules that results from anxiety and insecurity or in response to a
situation which appears threatening (Merton 1965: 184), is a form of behavior which may be
seen as being closely interlinked with authoritarian systems. Retreatism, which according to
Merton often occurs in response to acute anomie “involving an abrupt break in the familiar
and accepted normative framework and in established social relations, particularly when it
appears to individuals that the condition will continue indefinitely” (ibid: 188), is also a pos‐
sible response to dictatorial rule, especially after a system change or after a dictatorial regime
carries out drastic measures.
Waldmann discusses the problems of empirical research based on the concept of anomie. He
states that it is difficult to conceive of a society characterized by the lack of a consistent regu‐
lative system, especially in a dictatorship, which may appear “peaceful and quiet” at first
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glance. In order to detect an anomic system, the subjective feelings, psychological strain, or
levels of suffering of individuals are decisive criteria. Direct or primary indicators are di‐
rectly related to the normative structure of the group or society (Waldmann 2004: 26). There
are also indirect or secondary indicators of anomie which can be deduced from empirical ob‐
servation. If, for example, judges are poorly paid and have a bad reputation, law in general
appears to be granted little respect in the society under investigation. The most important
indirect indicators of an anomic situation are the different forms of deviant behavior that oc‐
cur in the system, for instance, self‐aggression or aggression towards others. Waldmann
summarizes that the primary variables indicating anomie are a hybrid normative structure
and reduced commitment to accepted norms; the different forms of deviant behavior are the
secondary variables (Waldmann 2003: 26‐29). Merton has also identified subjective and objec‐
tive components of anomie, namely, personal feelings and life conditions (Merton 1965: 175).

3 The Concept of Anomie in the Eritrean Context
In regard to Eritrean society and its growing level of anomie, we4 rely on Merton’s concept of
anomie. One major reason for choosing his concept is the fact that Eritrean society does not
suffer from normlessness or dérèglement; there is, rather, a hybrid system of norms and values
strongly dominated by traditional norms, as we have shown in earlier research (Abdulkader
Saleh et al.: 2008). There exists an elaborate set of customary laws and regulations which rule
social life and conflict resolution. We assume that three distinguished norm and value sys‐
tems exist in Eritrea:
1. The traditional norms and values of the various ethnic groups in the country.
2. The norms and values introduced by the EPLF during the armed struggle, which are
based on a socialist ideology, nationalism, and the principle of self‐reliance.
3. Liberal values of individualism and democracy, which have a certain impact on the edu‐
cated urban population.
Until recently, and in spite of the numerous violent conflicts the population was exposed to
in the past, inner‐societal stability has been high and the degree of anomie low; a breakdown
of the normative system has never occurred. This is mainly due to the perseverance of the
traditional norms. Even the EPLF/PFDJ5 accepts the importance of customary institutions in

4

“We” in this paper refers to myself and my colleague Abdulkader Saleh, who is involved in the conceptualiza‐
tion and implementation of the research project.

5

At its third (and so far last) congress in 1994 the EPLF renamed itself the PFDJ (People’s Front for Democracy
and Justice), without making significant changes to its Marxist organizational structure.
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maintaining peace and stability in the country and tolerates traditional conflict‐resolution
mechanisms as long as the ruling party and its members are not impacted.6
The WYDC is a new strategy of total mobilization. It means extreme interference in the pri‐
vate lives of people and has a strong impact on the fabric of society, rendering individuals
unable to follow long‐established role expectations. The traditional norms cannot be applied
in the national service, which is a form of collective life under military discipline quite differ‐
ent from community‐oriented life. Moreover, the WYDC endangers the very existence of the
entire population by forcing people into illegality for the simple purpose of earning money
to sustain their families. Anomie is linked to situations where culturally prescribed aspira‐
tions and the socially structured means to realize these aspirations are dissociated, as cultur‐
ally accepted goals cannot be reached using socially accepted means. In Eritrea, all genera‐
tions including the youngest one have so far internalized and respected customary values.
The lineage or extended family is the basic form of social belonging, and founding a family
by following the traditional rituals is a basic societal goal. Of course, providing for one’s fam‐
ily is another goal. Many Eritreans depend on support from their relatives in the diaspora,
but they see it as their duty to contribute as much as they can to the wealth of their (ex‐
tended) family. Education is also highly valued, more because of the honor and respect it
generates than the material wealth it can bring. By introducing the WYDC, the government is
now preventing a whole generation from reaching these internalized cultural goals through
legitimate means. Avoiding indefinite military service is only possible if one lives as a draft
dodger; bribes military commanders, if one has the financial capacity; works as a govern‐
ment spy; or flees the country. It is also evident that suicide rates are very high in the na‐
tional service. The campaign has severely disturbed the cultural system and social structure,
as the previously existing rules have been shattered by massive government intervention in
normal life circles. As deviant behavior is a good secondary indicator of anomie, the four
variations elaborated by Merton will be applied in the Eritrean context.
At first glance, there seems to have been no increase in deviant behavior if the term is re‐
duced to criminality. Criminal acts have always been rare in Eritrea and still are. However,
empirical research shows which forms of deviance occur frequently:
1. Innovation: There is growing corruption and a mentality of self‐enrichment within the
higher and middle strata of the PFDJ apparatus in the bureaucracy and the military.7 This
can be interpreted as a sort of disillusion: the values the fighters internalized during the
independence struggle, that is, reforming and liberating the society, have not material‐
6

In 2004 the government even introduced so‐called community courts headed by lay judges appointed by the
ruling party. They are supposed to decide civil and criminal cases of lower importance (up to 100,000 nakfa in
dispute) by applying customary law. The intention is to gain control over customary jurisdiction, which is
usually executed by elders and mediators elected through customary procedures.

7

Eritrea ranked 126 out of 180 in Transparency International’s 2008 corruption index, in spite of the govern‐
ment’s goal of eradicating all forms of corruption.
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ized. Now individual interests are playing a growing role among a group of people who
spent their life following the collectivist idea of being “fighters” (tegadelti). They have
thus shifted their cultural value system from the collectivist ideals of the struggle to‐
wards privatized norms of personal well‐being.
2. Ritualism: It is probable that many ex‐fighters who internalized, at least partially, EPLF
values concerning social revolution are dissatisfied with post‐independence develop‐
ments. Many of them are “frozen” (mediskal) employees who receive a salary but are not
given any meaningful work because of their perceived political unreliability. Members of
this group ritually perform the tasks they are ordered to without any feeling of personal
responsibility or initiative (overconformity as a result of anxiety or insecurity). The loy‐
alty of this group towards the system is probably still higher than that of the frustrated
members of the national service, who do not see any sense in what they are doing and
are deprived of their private lives but who nevertheless accept their situation due to in‐
ternalized norms of obedience towards higher authorities.
3. Retreatism: Psychological stress and traumata, especially during the “border war,” have
led to numerous cases of mental illness, and there are many people with mental distur‐
bances who can be seen as having dropped out of the system. Alcoholism is also wide‐
spread. Retreatist behavior is, however, limited by a strong net of family relationships
which helps to avoid homelessness and complete neglect.
4. Rebellion: In a strongly authoritarian or totalitarian system like Eritrea’s, open rebellion
is virtually impossible; those who rebel face arrest and severe punishment. One form of
rebellion exercised has been the massive movement of the population towards the Evan‐
gelical churches since the end of the Ethio‐Eritrean War, something which is an indicator
of alienation from both traditional values and the political values of the EPFL and a turn
towards the alternative normative system provided by these religious communities. The
same pattern applies to Muslims who have shifted towards the Wahabite ideology, which
rejects the old traditions of Sufism. The harsh reaction of the government to these reli‐
gious movements, including the arrest of more than 3,000 followers of “unregistered”
churches and an unknown number of Muslims since 2002, indicates that it sees them as a
serious threat to political stability in spite of their apolitical behavior.8
The mass flight of people in order to escape the national service can be seen as a form of
innovation as institutionalized norms of serving one’s country are permanently aban‐
doned when those fleeing the country try to fulfill traditional expectations by settling in a
foreign country to support the family from afar. In other cases, the flight is a form of re‐

8

In 2008 more than 2000 members of unregistered minority religions banned in 2002 remained in incommuni‐
cado detention. At least 40 Muslim clerics and elders from the Saho ethnic group were arrested in August
2008 (Amnesty International 2009: 140). Hundreds of Muslims have been arrested over the years for alleged
“Islamist radicalism,” while the government has no problem with supporting the Islamist Al Shabaab militia
in Somalia.
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bellion against a system that does not allow legal forms of protest. Both the traditional
values and those of the EPLF are abandoned, while a Western lifestyle, which is already
followed by parts of the diaspora, is adapted as an alternative cultural goal.
5. Conformity: According to Merton, a society can only be stable as long as conformity is
the predominant form of behavior within it. In Eritrea it is most probable that the num‐
ber of “conformists” is steadily declining: Those who have built their lives according to
the cultural goals of the traditional society are no longer able to achieve these goals, as
the means for reaching them have been destroyed by the structural militarization of the
society. Those who have internalized EPLF norms, are convinced of the government’s
policy, and still believe that the goals of self‐reliant development and social justice can be
realized within the present system must turn a blind eye to the reality in the country,
where the economy is on a steady course of decline and the number of beggars in the
streets is rising on a daily basis. Generally, it is more likely that conformity of behavior
can be identified among diaspora members who still believe that their government is on
the right track as they are not directly exposed to its policies, yet are influenced by the
regime’s media propaganda.

4 The Impact of War, Militarization and National Service on Families and the Social
System
The “border war” with Ethiopia (1998–2000) and the WYDC have had serious impacts on in‐
dividuals and families; these range from resource conflicts, separation, loss of life and prop‐
erty, violence, and physical assault to the imprisonment and killing of those who try to cross
the borders to neighboring countries. This section analyzes the anomic situation which has
seized the organizational structure of Eritrean society’s nuclear‐ and extended‐family system.
The first attempt of the EPLF/PFDJ to expand the influence of its norm and value system dur‐
ing and after the armed struggle failed because the fighters, though dominant in the state
apparatus, were a minority in the country9 and the demobilization of the majority of combat‐
ants exposed them to the traditional structures they had come from. The values of the strug‐
gle were wartime values, developed by the leaders of a guerrilla army that lived under con‐
tinuous threat of extinction, and it was easy to impose them on the rank and file fighters who
were permanently exposed to political indoctrination. These values included self‐sacrifice
and the extinction of individualism; however, they also included positive values such as be‐
longing to an egalitarian community entailing shared responsibility, shared property and
gender equality with no distinctions along ethnic or religious lines. The primary loyalty of
the fighters thus shifted from the extended family or clan to the Liberation Front. However, it

9

Towards the end of the liberation struggle in 1991, the EPLF’s membership reached a peak of approximately
95,000 combatants, out of a population of approximately three million (Bruchhaus/Amanuel Mehreteab 2000).
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proved impossible for the leadership to convince the ex‐fighters to maintain these values in
peacetime, as they now had to take over the responsibility for their families and redevelop a
sound individualism, while also relying on the support of the extended family. The govern‐
ment tried to provide material support for the demobilized, but it was unable to create a so‐
cial environment that could reconcile both normative systems.
The war with Ethiopia and its aftermath brought a “second chance” for the PFDJ cadres to
impose their rules on the entire society. The government introduced the national service in
1994, not only as military training and a development service but also as a tool for imposing
the EPLF’s values on the younger generation, especially in regard to overcoming “subna‐
tional” orientations—meaning loyalty to ethnic, regional and religious networks—and de‐
veloping a culture of nationalism and self‐sacrifice. The introduction of the WYDC in 2002
can be seen as an attempt to perpetuate the revolutionary wartime ideology and thus win a
late victory over traditional values and sentiments. The name warsay‐yikealo indicates that the
younger generation, the inheritors, must live and work according to the advice of the older
(and wiser) generation, but in a sense that excludes the civilian elders and defines the fighter
generation as those who have all wisdom at their disposal. Even though they live in relative
peace, the members of the younger generation are supposed to live in an enduring war‐
simulating situation. In an imitation of the situation in the field during the struggle, all civil‐
ian activities are subordinated to a militarized lifestyle. Individualism is bedeviled, and all
personal interests must be negated.
It is, however, an obvious fact that this second attempt to impose the EPLF value system is
about to fail and is leading to an ever greater state of social anomie, which is most clearly
visible in the mass exodus of the younger generation. The large majority of the fighters
joined the independence struggle voluntarily and was united by a common goal. They were
convinced that in the end their extended families would profit from their efforts to liberate
them from repression by the Ethiopian regime. If they got married and had children in the
field, the EPLF took care of them. The warsay generation, however, has been forced into a
lifestyle which not only seems senseless to them but also deprives them of hope for the fu‐
ture. Every individual, no matter how conservative and traditional his or her socialization
has been, is now forced into military life, forced to leave his or her family and the responsi‐
bilities towards it behind, and forced to engage in activities which are simply imposed on
him/her by military commanders. Even seeking comfort in religion has been prohibited,10 as
this would run contrary to the PFDJ’s nationalist ideology. It is an obvious fact that the prom‐
ised rewards, such as the rapid development of the economy, food security, and national self‐
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In Sawa and the other military camps reading the Bible or the Quran is forbidden. In numerous cases those
who refuse to hand over their respective holy books to the military officers have been arrested and placed in
metal containers for punishment. For details of human rights violations in the military see Human Rights
Watch: Service for Life. April 16, 2009, in: http://www.hrw.org/en/node/82280/section/6 (7.10.2009).
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reliance, are an illusion; the actual outcome of the campaign has been, on the contrary, a
rapid decline in economic performance and the living standards of the population.

5 Anomie Caused by the Warsay‐Yikealo Development Campaign and Possible Coping
Strategies
Since the introduction of the indefinite national service, members of the younger generation
have experienced a severe conflict of roles in attempting to fulfill their national obligation
and to live a meaningful life by realizing their personal educational and career ambitions.
Equally importantly, they have been deprived of the ability to contribute to their families’ in‐
comes. This section discusses the reactions and coping strategies evident as a result of the
prevailing state of social anomie using Merton’s categories of deviant behavior. It can be as‐
sumed that individuals have partially internalized both systems of norms, the traditional
ones and those of the EPFL/PFDJ, but to varying degrees; this variation depends on the envi‐
ronment in which people were socialized and their degree of exposure to the party’s ideol‐
ogy.

5.1 Characteristic Features of Anomie
Our empirical study examines primary (direct) indicators of anomie in relation to established
norms and cultural goals. These indicators include feelings of dissatisfaction, insecurity,
guilt, and depression. Secondary indicators, such as an increase in deviant behavior in the
form of innovation, ritualism, retreatism and rebellion, will be demonstrated using case stud‐
ies. As empirical research opportunities are extremely limited in present‐day Eritrea, long‐
term participant observation is the most important research tool. The information presented
in the case studies was partially gathered through narrative interviews, supplemented by
long‐term observation and target‐oriented conversations. This paper presents five cases out
of a sample of 14. All names have been changed to grant anonymity, and in some cases spe‐
cific characteristics have been changed in order to further protect the person’s identity. How‐
ever, Muslim and Christian names indicate the real religious affiliation of the individuals. In
cases where conscripts had left Eritrea, close relatives of the refugees were asked about their
whereabouts and the conditions under which they escaped. The information may not be ac‐
curate as to the exact details of the flight, but it reflects the general patterns often described
by Eritreans who are now in exile. In one case information was derived from Internet mes‐
sages sent by the person who had escaped.
Our sample of 14 case studies does not claim to be representative, but it does demonstrate
features common to the majority of those affected by the WYDC. Seven members of the re‐
search sample were Muslim, seven were Christian. Five were women; nine were men.
Among the women, three were national service recruits and two (both of them Muslim) had
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not registered for the service but both had husbands who were soldiers. Eight members of
our sample had a grade‐eleven education or higher, and the remaining six had no formal
education, were housewives or maids, or worked in the agricultural sector before being con‐
scripted. Nine people were from Asmara or had lived there for a long period; the rest were
from a rural or semi‐urban environment in the Southern Region. Seven of the sample group
(all male) had escaped to Sudan by 2009. Four of them left Eritrea after we had included
them in the sample without knowledge of their respective plans to flee, a fact which reflects
the uncontrollable mass exodus that has begun in very recent times. The ages within our
sample group ranged from 24 to 43 years, with an average age of 32 years. Those who were
in the army and national service had served from two years up to 10.5 years, with an average
length of five years (with the three cases doing only nominal service excluded). Among the
men, the average duration of service was eight years. None of them had any hope of being
released anytime in the near future.
In all cases, with the exception of three people who avoided serving in the WYDC by bribing
officers or obtaining a medical exemption, the desired biography of the person in question
has been severely disturbed: Eight members of the sample were deprived of the right to carry
on their education or practice the profession they had studied; as a result, seven were unable
to care for their family financially. One left his workplace due to severe mobbing and invol‐
untary separation from his family, who lived in Sudan, as he was denied an exit‐visa to visit
them. In three cases, the national service led to divorce or separation from a partner, and one
woman was widowed when her husband was shot while trying to cross the border.
All members of our sample group had experienced personal harm which ranged from a low
to an extremely high degree of severity: five faced permanent separation from their family
after fleeing the country; one was exposed to psychological harassment by his superiors; six
males were arrested after a futile attempt to escape the military service; three were exposed
to mistreatment in the military; and two women experienced sexual harassment in the mili‐
tary. These women had also faced social exclusion after their release, even though they man‐
aged to resist the advances of the military officers. Another woman had been mistreated by
her husband, who had developed psychological problems while in the national service. One
member of our sample group died, and the fate of another who ended up in Libya is un‐
known.
Our aim is not to show exceptional cases, and our sample was not selected to demonstrate
particularly dramatic occurrences; similar stories can be heard in daily conversations and be‐
long to the everyday experience of all Eritreans. In a highly anomic environment, all mem‐
bers of our sample group had to resort to deviant behavior in the sense of Merton in order to
find a solution to their dilemma: Seven members of the sample had practiced innovative be‐
havior by leaving the country in order to support their family from abroad. They maintained
their traditional values and refused to accept the government’s nationalist demands any
longer. In two cases the flight can be seen as rebellion, as the people in question left Eritrea
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with the aspiration of leaving behind not only the national service but also the traditional
expectations of their families. One man had reacted by divorcing his wife in order to give her
a chance to remarry in order to resolve a clan conflict over his poor economic situation. One
woman had managed to get pregnant while in the national service so that she would be re‐
leased. She ended up in retreatism as she was unable to marry her boyfriend due to the resis‐
tance of her family; could not continue her education; and was ultimately dependent on her
relatives, from whom she was alienated. Another woman had retreated from her aspirations
of continuing her education and of finding a husband as socially accepted goals after being
released from the service. One man had resorted to alcohol abuse and violence, which are
also a sort of retreatism. Two women from a strongly conservative social environment had
practiced innovation by taking up work to feed their children, even though this violated tra‐
ditional role expectations. The following behavioral patterns are frequent as a consequence
of the WYDC:

5.2 Innovation
Innovation is practiced when cultural goals are internalized but institutionalized norms are
not equally internalized. Given the fact that the vast majority of the Eritrean population tries
to achieve traditional cultural goals, a great deal of creativity is used to avoid the institution‐
ally prescribed national service. Various strategies are utilized to avoid life as a recruit.
Innovation by Draft Dodging: Many young Eritreans try to avoid being conscripted into the
army. They do not register for military service as they are required to do when they reach the
age of 18; they hide from the security agents who are roaming the streets in search of civil‐
ians without exemption certificates; they do not report back to their military unit after their
annual holiday has passed; they voluntarily fail in school exams in order to repeat a school
year instead of going to Sawa11 for their twelfth school year. Girls marry at an early age and
become pregnant—sometimes even without being married—in order to avoid the service.
Thus, the government’s military security employs a large number of secret agents whose sole
task is to search for draft dodgers in streets, in bars, and by collecting information from draft
dodgers’ neighbors and acquaintances (cf. Treiber 2005). These agents are active throughout
the year. Additionally, regular roundups called giffa are carried out, during which members
of the military control the papers of passersby at all street corners and search private houses.
One peculiar fact is that such roundups regularly take place in the weeks before Independ‐
ence Day. While the population is expected to be in a festive mood, the streets of the capital
are swarming with armed military personnel filling up the prisons with desperate draft
dodgers.
11

Sawa is a military training camp in the western lowlands (Zoba Gash‐Barka), where the military training usu‐
ally takes place and where a boarding school for all twelfth‐grade students was established in 2005. In every‐
day language, “going to Sawa” is equated with being a national service (agelglot) conscript.
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As the case of Halima shows, the arrest of draft dodgers can destroy entire families. Halima
(30 years old) is from the Southern Region (Zoba Debub). In 1996, she married Ismail, a man
from the same extended family who was an agro‐pastoralist. He joined the army during the
war with Ethiopia and was not demobilized. In 2003 he refused to go back to his military
unit after a one‐month vacation because his monthly salary of 450 nakfa (approximately €23)
was too small to make a living. He worked illegally at a private construction firm and be‐
came one of the many wanted draft dodgers. He was arrested in 2005 on charges of betraying
the nation and was sent to Wi’a, a military prison site.12 The family was cut off from the fi‐
nancial support provided by Ismail. The arrest of her husband changed everything for
Halima and her two little daughters. She received occasional support from her husband’s
family, but it was not enough to cover her needs to survive. So she moved to Massawa, the
coastal port city, to search for a job and to educate her children, which was only possible in
an urban environment. While in jail, Halima’s husband became displeased with her, as his
family passed on false information regarding her activities in Massawa,13 where she was
working as a housemaid. After one year imprisonment, Ismail was released and sent back to
his military unit, which was stationed in Zoba Gash‐Barka, near the Sudanese border. After
four months of rehabilitation, that is, service under strict control to observe his behavior, he
decided to risk his life and attempt to cross the border to Sudan with two of his friends.
However, all three of them were shot and killed by border commandos. Halima was devas‐
tated when she received the news of Ismail’s death, and her pain was exacerbated by the fre‐
quent queries of the children regarding their father. The three are now alienated from the ex‐
tended family because of Halima’s job and live under extremely poor economic conditions.
The children will not be able to finish their education and will have to look for work as soon
as possible.
Halima’s case is an example of how state violence against national service recruits affects all
family members, particularly women and children. The husband, for the sole “crime” of try‐
ing to feed his family, was jailed, alienated from his wife, and ultimately shot while trying to
cross the border to find work in Sudan. His wife had to leave her place of origin and violate
traditional role –expectations, against her will, by working as a housemaid. The children not
only lost their father at an early age but also ended up in poverty and isolation.
Innovation by Trying to Avoid the Service: Exemptions are another way to escape the fate
of being recruited into the national service. They are hard to obtain, as only persons who are
considered physically or mentally unfit are exempted from the service. A council of military
doctors decides who falls within this category. People try to get the certificate by pretending

12

Wi’a, situated in the Southern Red Sea Region and one of the hottest places on earth, is used as both a military

13

The port city of Massawa is known as an urban area where prostitution is widespread; thus, the mere decision

training camp and a military prison.
by a woman to seek a job there can lead to suspicion in her family that she might earn her income through
prostitution.
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to be ill, mad, or overaggressive. Those who have the financial capacity try to bribe officials
in order to be discharged. Some even accept being declared HIV‐positive in order to escape
the army. Another way people attain an informal exemption from the service is by bribing of‐
ficers to allow them to enjoy extended periods of leave or to work in the administration,
preferably in Asmara, where they can go about their own business while doing their service
for only an hour a day. Sometimes young men are released when they can prove that they are
the only breadwinner for their extended family, but it appears that this has no longer been
accepted as an excuse in recent times.
The case of Mekonnen (36 years old) is typical of those who are “on the better side of life.”
Mekonnen comes from a well‐to‐do family in Asmara; his parents own a large electronics
shop and have good relations with the government. During the 1990s, they opened a restau‐
rant, which is managed by Mekonnen. When the war started in 1998, Mekonnen was con‐
scripted like the other nationals but managed to get a job as the driver of a high‐ranking offi‐
cer, who employed him more or less nominally and who accepted bribes from his family in
return for leaving him undisturbed. After the end of the war, Mekonnen was not demobi‐
lized but continued his nominal job. He is formally regarded as a national service recruit.
About once a month he is called to drive the officer around for a few days; the rest of his
time is at his own disposal, and he is free to get on with his business. He stresses that he is a
soft and peaceful person and is glad that he never had to go through the hard military train‐
ing. He feels content with his life, without considering his privileged position as something
exceptional or unjust. His conviction is that whoever is in a position to avoid the national
service will do so. However, even privileged persons such as Mekonnen are living under
anomic conditions, as their maintenance of their comfortable lives and business enterprises is
never secure. Large parts of the Asmara entertainment business (discos, nightclubs, etc.) are
under the control of military officers, and the few private individuals who continue doing
business in this field have to get along well with them at any cost as there is no legal security
in the country.
Innovation by Exodus: Exodus is the last alternative for those who cannot deal with the
situation any longer. Fleeing the country has become a mass phenomenon in recent years.
Young people cross the borders to the neighboring countries under the threat of death. If
they are discovered while trying to escape they may be shot on the spot or arrested and
placed in a camp for an unspecified period, usually for about one year, only to be sent back
to their military unit after the prison term is up. Torture, physical abuse, and beatings are
common in military prison camps, although former inmates are reluctant to talk about what
happened to them there, at least if they are still in Eritrea.14 Those who leave the country to
escape from the national service put their families and parents in a critical situation. The par‐
ents are accused of facilitating the escape of their sons and daughters, either financially or
14

For human rights conditions and methods of torture and mistreatment, see Human Rights Watch 2009 and
Amnesty International 2004.

20

Hirt: “Dreams Don’t Come True in Eritrea”

morally, which in the logic of the government is an act of treason. They are obliged to pay
50,000 nakfa (€2,500) when one of their dependants escapes; otherwise they go to prison,
unless they are released on bail.15 This punishment has been introduced as a subtle weapon
to generate a moral conflict for those who feel responsible towards their relatives; however,
given the desperate situation in the country, this strategy has not paid off. In very recent
times the regime has seemingly had to drop this practice—at least for the time being—
because the number of escapees has become so large that the prison facilities are no longer
sufficient to house all affected parents. In 2008 almost 200,000 Eritrean refugees were regis‐
tered in Sudan, not including the large number who had not reported to the authorities, to
avoid living in a refugee camp, but had instead sought work in Khartoum and other large
cities. Currently, at least 100 Eritreans arrive in Sudan on a daily basis.16 In Ethiopia, 21,000
Eritreans were registered as refugees in 2008, with numbers demonstrating an upward trend.
Israel, a recently discovered destination, reported an influx of almost 4,500 Eritreans in 2008.
Even Uganda now hosts close to 800 Eritreans. Many of those who manage to reach Sudan
then try to make their way to Europe via the Sahara Desert to Libya and from there by boat
to Malta or Italy. Accordingly, the number of registered Eritrean refugees in Italy rose from
94 in 2002 to 9,033 in 2008. The respective figures for Malta, which is infamous for having
deported hundreds of Eritreans back to their country, are 7 for 2002 and 779 for 2008. The
numbers of Eritreans asking for asylum in Switzerland rose from 201 in 2002 to 2,471 in 2008;
the figures for Sweden are 232 and 2,165, respectively.17 This list could be continued and does
not indicate the complete number of refugees. There is without doubt an evident connection
between the introduction of the WYDC and the steady increase in the number of Eritreans
leaving their country.
The case of Ali (32 years old) is typical of those who try to leave the country by all means.
Ali is from the Central Region (Zoba Ma’akel) and was recruited in 1997. He experienced the
war with Ethiopia, and his two best friends lost their lives in the third Ethiopian offensive.
After the peace agreement in 2000, his hope was to be demobilized, but he was kept in a mili‐
tary position. He felt desperate and made plans to escape with some like‐minded friends. In
2004, when his military unit was shifted to Gash‐Barka, some of the soldiers managed to
cross the border, and he was supposed to join them. But on the night of the planned escape
15

Cf. Amnesty International, 21 Dec. 2006: Eritrea: Over 500 parents of conscripts arrested. AI Index AFR
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Sudan Tribune: Important number of Eritrean and Ethiopian refugees arrive daily to Sudan, 21.8.2009. Infor‐
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dependence struggle and the “border war” who reapplied for asylum in 2003, when the general refugee status
of these groups was revoked. In 2007, 14,100 Eritrean new refugees registered in Sudan and 7,800 in Ethiopia
(UNHCR 2008: 20, “2007 Global Trends: Refugees, asylum‐seekers, returnees, internally displaced and state‐
less persons”).
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he was assigned to serve food and drink to the officers. At that time, his family’s situation
was miserable because his father, the wage earner, had become ill. The family had no money
with which to seek adequate medical treatment. Ali’s younger brother left school and began
to work various jobs to support his family, doing hard labor on a daily‐wage basis as his fa‐
ther had done before him. Some months later he was arrested because he had reached the
age of 18 and had dropped out of school but had not reported for his national service. Ali felt
ashamed that instead of supporting his family he himself had become a burden to them, as
he as the eldest son was unable to assist his family. The only option he had to improve the fi‐
nancial situation was to try crossing the border and find employment in Sudan. Thus, it was
only a matter of time before he made another attempt. Unfortunately, Ali was arrested at the
border along with four others in 2005, and all of them were sent to prison for one year. When
he was released, he was sent back to his unit. As he explained, it was hard for him to survive
in the hostile environment of the military camp, where his superiors viewed him as a traitor.
Finally, in late 2008, Ali managed to escape, together with two friends. His family learned
about his flight from a relative in Sudan.
This case is a typical example of the incompatibility of the normative system imposed by the
government and the civil normative structure which implies that the eldest son is responsible
for maintaining the family when the father gets sick. Although Ali was not married, he ex‐
perienced great psychological stress because he was not in a position to care for his parents
and younger siblings. Furthermore, he was traumatized by his experiences during the war
with Ethiopia and during his prison sentence. As the anomic pressure was very strong, he
tried to flee at all costs. Ali’s flight from the country was primarily a strategy of innovation.
By working in Sudan he is able to fulfill his family’s expectation that he will support them, a
possibility he is denied in his own country.

5.3 Ritualism
Ritualistic behavior means that cultural goals are abandoned while conformity is maintained.
It can be described as the overconformist behavior sometimes practiced by employees in the
lower bureaucracy. In the Eritrean administration, there are numerous individuals who have
been “frozen” (medeskal) by the government, which means they receive their salary but do
not have any meaningful tasks as they have lost the confidence of their superiors. Neverthe‐
less, they appear at their office every day, as they are deprived of alternatives. This pattern of
behavior also applies to those national service recruits who accept their fate and never at‐
tempt to flee or overstretch their holidays. They either do not marry or neglect their families.
Many of them suffer from psychological problems caused by delusion. Even many elemen‐
tary and secondary school students refuse to attend school or study only half‐heartedly be‐
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cause they want to avoid being recruited into the military and having to work for the na‐
tional service for an unlimited number of year once they have finished the twelfth grade.18

5.4 Retreatism
In the case of retreatism, both cultural goals and institutionalized means are abandoned. The
individual drops out of society. Alcoholism, as one form of retreatism, is common among
men who have given up trying to cope with the difficult situation. It is not uncommon to see
drunken people in the streets of Asmara or other towns and cities. There are also less evident
forms of alcohol abuse, but those who drink in their free time out of frustration often become
aggressive towards their wives and children.
The case of Salma (35 years old) demonstrates the fate of a woman who has suffered from
the violent behavior of her husband, who is trapped in the national service. Salma was mar‐
ried in 2002 at the age of 28. Her husband Mohammed was 40 years old and had been con‐
scripted since 1998; he received a payment of 500 nakfa per month, of which he was sup‐
posed to give 300 nakfa to his wife. Soon after the marriage, however, it became clear that he
did not care to support Salma financially, even though she was pregnant. Mohammed had
grown up in a rural environment in the Southern Region (Zoba Debub). Before joining the
army, he had supported his family by cultivating and harvesting. Once in the military he
started to drink, even though he was a Muslim from a conservative background. He was not
satisfied with his life and was frustrated by his poor economic situation. After his marriage
he took his frustrations out on his wife, as he could not fulfill her expectations and those of
his clan. Having fallen into disrespect, he drowned his feelings in alcohol. Salma eventually
had to move to her uncle’s house in order to survive, and her daughter became sick due to
being underweight. After six months, Mohammed suddenly decided to take his wife and
daughter back to his house. He again mistreated Salma and did not give her food or clothing.
According to their tradition, the extended families of the couple tried to keep the marriage
together; however, Salma was now determined to get divorced. As the marriage had been
held under Shari’a law, she turned to the Shari’a court to get the divorce. The court tried to
appease her and justified the behavior of her husband with the fact that he was under na‐
tional service. The husband was told to stop drinking and beating her. Mohammed refused
to accept a divorce, as this would be an admission of his personal failure, but Salma refused
to return to his house. Finally, in 2006, the leaders of Mohammed’s clan intervened and con‐
vinced him to accept the divorce. Salma decided to take her life into her own hands and
managed to find work as a housemaid, leaving her daughter with her uncle’s family.

18

In 2009, 24,000 students attended the twelfth grade at Sawa. Only 3,000 of them passed the matriculation exam
and are thus able to attend the technical colleges, the only form of tertiary education left in the country since
the university was closed in 2006. The remaining 21,000 students will receive some educational training or be
directly transferred to the army (source: informant; name withheld).
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Military recruits often develop psychological disturbances due to the conflict of roles they
find themselves in. In this case the husband wanted to maintain his nominal role as the fam‐
ily head while leaving the responsibility for his wife and child to her uncle. His reaction is a
typical case of retreatism. He was alienated from his cultural roots and retreated to alcohol
abuse and aggression. In such cases, the Shari’a court, the traditional function of which is to
mediate in family conflicts, finds itself in an ambiguous situation as national service con‐
scripts are no longer in a position to maintain their families. By telling Mohammed to stop
his excesses, the court tried to find a solution where no genuine solution was possible; even if
Mohammed had done so, he would not have been able to live up to traditional expectations
because his income was not sufficient to support his family. From Salma’s point of view, her
aspirations to lead a family life with a caring husband and several children were not fulfilled.
She now finds herself in the difficult position of being a divorced woman with a child, some‐
thing which makes it hard for her to remarry within her conservative cultural environment.
Without the support of her extended family, she would have been unable to manage her life.
Her fate is typical of the majority of mothers in Eritrea, who do not receive any support
while their husbands are in the national service.
Retreatism in Cases of Psychological Trauma: Many young people have suffered psycho‐
logical trauma and/or suffer from a mental disorder. A great deal of those who fought in the
Ethio‐Eritrean War were traumatized and did not receive adequate professional support to
address this trauma (cf. Fleischhauer 2008). Equally traumatized were those women who suf‐
fered sexual assaults and rape. It is an open secret that involuntary relationships and rape
occur in the military, but our respondents, thereby representing the attitude of the general
public, were reluctant to report cases of sexual harassment because they are a social taboo
and there is no chance that such assaults will be brought before a court. Young women who
join the national service have to suffer this violence silently. If it becomes known that a
woman has been a victim of rape, she is stigmatized and will have great difficulty finding a
husband. Asia Abdulkadir, an Eritrean scholar who interviewed refugees in Sudan, has dis‐
covered that incidents of sexual violence in the military are frequent but that the women af‐
fected are reluctant to report them and completely unwilling to talk about their personal ex‐
periences (Asia Abdulkadir 2008: 86).
The case of Yordanos (33 years old) exemplifies the social stigmatization faced by female na‐
tional service recruits. Born outside of a legal marriage, Yordanos grew up with her single
mother in Asmara. Her mother worked as a hairdresser, and they lived in poverty. Yordanos
was drafted into the military when the border war started in 1998. After the end of the war,
she was kept in the national service and assigned to an officer to work as his maid. He soon
started to make advances by complimenting her about her beauty. When she refused to start
a relationship with him, he made her work in the hot sun for hours without rest. Yordanos
felt desperate, but she was determined to defend herself and not to give in to his demands.
After some time, she learned that her officer’s superior was moving into a military camp
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some miles away. While she was on duty she managed to escape to that camp and tell her
story to the superior officer. She was lucky, as he was more honorable than her immediate
superior and she was transferred to another unit and demobilized in 2002. But now she faced
isolation: although she had fought as a soldier in the war against Ethiopia, she was not hon‐
ored by society; instead, she experienced stigmatization and exclusion. She began to work as
a hairdresser like her mother, but she felt isolated and lonely and was barely able to make a
living. Two years later she managed to go to Saudi Arabia, where she now works as a
housemaid for a rich family. Yordanos was not able to fulfill any of her aspirations to lead a
dignified life and improve her personal situation. She would have liked to get married and to
have a beauty salon of her own, but due to her “career” in the military, people viewed her
with even more suspicion than before. Her work in Saudi Arabia allows her to earn a rela‐
tively better income, but she is deprived of a private life, marriage and children and is com‐
pletely at the disposal of her employers.
This case, which demonstrates the typical fate of many female conscripts, shows clearly that
the so‐called “heroines” of the war are in no way rewarded by the government, despite its
nationalist and war‐glorifying ideology. Once they return to civil life, these women’s destiny
is determined by traditional role expectations which they were forced to break against their
will. Thus, women can either live up to the nationalist expectations of the state, thereby los‐
ing their dignity in the traditional society, or they can try to avoid the service, which means
losing the chance to finalize their education and lead a self‐determined life. All girls who
want to finish their secondary education are forced to do so at the military training camp at
Sawa. This is a further indication of the incompatibility of Eritrea’s hybrid norm and value
systems.
Retreatism in the form of suicide is the last resort for many of those trapped in the military.
During the period from August 2008 to August 2009, we learned of 12 cases of suicide in dif‐
ferent neighborhoods of Asmara, a number which indicates the prevalence of suicide. While
young men often shoot or hang themselves, young women reportedly swallow liquid poison
or burn themselves after pouring kerosene on their body and their clothes. The parents are
not supposed to talk about how their children died, as the government wants to maintain the
picture of the heroic youth serving their country with enthusiasm.

5.5 Rebellion
The mass exodus of many young people can also be seen as a form of rebellion, which in
Merton’s characterization means alienation from both ruling goals and institutionalized
means, and the replacement of these with alternative goals and mechanisms. In some cases,
young people leave the country to be free of both the traditional role expectations of their
families and the government’s nationalist expectation of self‐sacrifice. Those who rebel
against private and EPLF/PFDJ norms are more likely to be young women from the urban
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middle class and those who have not been thoroughly exposed to both the traditional and
the government’s norm systems, for instance, young Eritreans brought up in the diaspora
whose parents returned with them during the 1990s.
One such case is that of Daniel (24 years old), the son of a family that resided in a European
country for many years and returned soon after independence to build a new life in Eritrea.
Unlike many Eritreans who lived abroad, Daniel’s family did not acquire European citizen‐
ship for the family members, so Daniel had no chance to leave the country when he got into
trouble. In 2002 he was 17 years old and frustrated with his life. He had never managed to
thrive in the Eritrean school system, as he had spent his first school years in Europe, and he
complained that the Eritrean system was very rigid and that teachers were hitting the stu‐
dents. He had no idea which professional career he should follow and longed to return to
Europe. Daniel liked to spend the weekends at discos for some entertainment, but as he was
only 17 and admission to discos was only granted from the age of 18, he had somehow man‐
aged to get a false foreign passport indicating that he was 18. This would turn out to be very
unfortunate for him, as a security agent searching for draft dodgers discovered this fact and
turned him in. Daniel was arrested for forgery of documents and kept in prison until he
reached the age of 18. He was then immediately sent to military training and was later kept
in the national service. About four years later, in 2007, he managed to escape to Ethiopia with
some friends from his military unit. He did not stay there but instead continued his journey
to Sudan, where he hoped to be able to get support from relatives in Europe. After crossing
the border from Ethiopia to Sudan, Daniel and his comrades were arrested by Sudanese bor‐
der guards. The guards stripped the group of all their belongings but did not deport them to
Eritrea. Daniel had a hard time but was able to make it to Khartoum, where he stayed
throughout 2008. In 2009 he managed to get to Libya with the help of an organized human
trafficking organization, which he paid for the transport across the Sahara Desert to Libya.
From there he was able to inform his friends living in the diaspora that he intended to board
a boat and continue his journey to Malta or Italy, like most Eritreans who try to make their
way out of Sudan. Now Daniel faces two different risks: he may be arrested by the Libyan
authorities like thousands of his countrymen, who subsequently remain stuck in Libyan
prisons or refugee camps or are even deported to Eritrea19 or he may drown in the Mediter‐
ranean like hundreds of other illegal migrants who have tried in vain to reach European soil
by boat.20

19

In 2008, some 700 Eritreans were held in the Misratah detention center in Libya. Amnesty International
warned that 230 of them were about to be forcibly returned to Eritrea. Although the deportation did not take
place, Eritreans are in a precarious situation in Libya, which is not a signatory of international treaties to pro‐
tect the rights of refugees (Amnesty International public statement, 11 July 2008: Libya: Amnesty International
warns against deportations of Eritreans, AI Index MDE 19/007/2008).

20

In August 2009, 73 Eritreans died on their passage from Libya to Italy after their boat ran out of fuel. They
were not picked up by passing vessels or Italian boarder guards. Five people were rescued after having spent
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From the time of his youth, when his parents decided to return to Eritrea, Daniel has not
been able to follow his own ambitions to finish his education in Europe and study a profes‐
sion there; instead he had to spend the first years of his adult life in prison and in the mili‐
tary without being able to complete his secondary education. For the past three years of his
life he has lived under insecure and precarious conditions, and it is unknown whether he
will make it back to the European country where he was born. His attempt to make it any‐
way is a form of rebellion against both the government and his parents’ aspirations to have
him live in his mother country.

6 A Form of Forced Retreatism: The Increasing Number of Beggars as a Consequence of
Anomie
During the 1990s the number of beggars in Asmara was small and Eritreans often stressed
that they were proud not “to be a society of beggars.” While only a small number of old men
and women were begging in the streets, child beggars were almost unknown. Poor children
were selling cigarettes, chewing gum, peanuts and the like to improve the income of their
families, but they did not resort to directly asking people for money. The number of beggars
in Asmara increased immediately after the war with Ethiopia, when hundreds of war‐
displaced families fled to the cities and tried to survive by begging in front of churches and
mosques, especially during religious festivities.
The gradual but continuous increase in begging which has taken place in recent years has co‐
incided with the introduction of the WYDC. There has been a steady increase in the number
of beggars from year to year, with a dramatic expansion of the phenomenon in 2009.21 As al‐
ready explained, the Eritrean society’s social security network is not based on a state welfare
system but rather on solidarity networks among extended families within and outside the
country. The prolonged national service has rendered this system defunct, as the members of
the workforce are no longer earning enough money to support their families. In addition, in‐
creased divorce, out‐of‐wedlock pregnancies, and psychological disturbances are forcing
more and more people to sit in the streets and beg for money.
The beggars sitting at street corners waiting for handouts are typically elderly women and
young mothers with small children. The elderly women have fallen through the cracks of the
social networks as their children have died in the war with Ethiopia, have left the country,
are imprisoned, or have been kept in the national service and are unable to send money. The
number of young mothers begging with their children has significantly increased over the
past couple of years—even as recently as 2007 these women usually had only one very young

three weeks on the boat (http://www.welt.de/die‐welt/politik/article4374514/Tote‐Fluechtlinge‐im‐Mittelmeer‐
gesichtet.html).
21

This section is based on personal observation over extended periods between 1995 and 2009.
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child, indicating that the pregnancy had occurred outside a regular relationship and that
they may have been rejected by their family and the father of the child. Recently more and
more young mothers with several children, from babies up to five‐ or six‐year‐olds, have be‐
come beggars. The fact that they have two or three children is an indicator that these women
are married, and that their husband is no longer able or willing to feed and house his family.
He may be trapped in the national service, be serving a prison sentence for draft dodging, or
be stranded in Sudan or another neighboring country without being able to remit money.
Some male “dropouts” from the system are now hanging around in the streets in ragged
clothes and showing signs of psychological illness, alcohol addiction and often aggressive‐
ness. This is a phenomenon that first appeared on a significant scale after the end of the war
and has since expanded due to untreated traumata. The prolonged national service may have
similar effects, as the lack of any personal opportunities or possibilities for fulfilling one’s
familial duties also leads to traumatization and mental disorientation, something which is re‐
flected in the demoralized people walking the streets unable to care for themselves. The
army usually dismisses people who are unfit for the service due to massive psychological
disturbances, leaving them without social or medical care.
Only in the past couple of years have children resorted to directly begging for money. Ac‐
cording to the traditional values of Eritrean society, sending children out to beg is intolerable;
it can thus be assumed that these children have parents who are unable to make ends meet
for themselves and their families, and thus let their children go begging out of desperation.22
This is a further indicator of the familial disintegration caused by the so‐called development
campaign, which keeps husbands far from their families, meaning that the latter have to cope
without any income or compensation from the government. In 2009 begging by persons who
are not disintegrated from their family networks has also increased due to an overall increase
in poverty. Given the high inflation rate and an extreme increase in the prices for basic con‐
sumer goods, even well‐educated people dressed in suits and neat dresses are covertly beg‐
ging when they see a chance. They approach seemingly well‐off people and ask for money
claim to be sick, that their business has been closed, or other similar stories. Many women try
to earn a few nakfas by preparing ful (roasted peanuts) in the streets. Although selling ful at
street corners and in bars in the evening has always been a way of earning income for the
poor, the number of women doing this selling has increased dramatically in 2009.
In the summer of 2009 a large number of impoverished peasants from the countryside came
to the city. They walked through the streets, sat around religious buildings, and knocked at
private houses asking for food. These persons had been affected by the poor harvest of 2008,
which was caused by drought but aggravated by land confiscation, the transformation of
private subsistence agricultural fields into military‐owned cash‐crop plantations, and the ab‐
sence of family members, who had been conscripted, from their own land, which they were
22

Children who are orphans are taken care of by the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, which places them
in orphanages or foster families.
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supposed to till. In late 2008 staple foods were confiscated from the producers by the military
in order to divert them to the market. In other cases, the Ministry of Agriculture seized the
land of subsistence farmers under its policy of rationalizing agricultural production; it
claimed that it would work the land using conscripts and pay the peasants compensation,
something which did not occur. While the so‐called community shops in Asmara distribute
subsidized food to citizens, there are no such services in the countryside, where the produc‐
ers depend on their own harvest to make a living and sell surplus grain in order to be able to
buy nonfood items and coffee, cooking oil, etc. The national service has disrupted the entire
subsistence‐farming and pastoral‐production system, as all able‐bodied men are serving in
the army while women and elderly people are trying to keep up production. The result is an
influx of destitute people into the cities, the likes of which has been unknown since Eritrea’s
independence.

7 Conclusions
In the period since 1961 the Eritrean people have experienced 30 years of a liberation strug‐
gle, a short period of peace that lasted for seven years, two years of a devastating “border
war” with Ethiopia, and nine years of a no‐war/no‐peace situation. Remarkably, the level of
societal disintegration during these challenging times has never been as high as during re‐
cent years, namely, since the introduction of the WYDC. During the liberation struggle, the
vast majority of the fighters went to the field as volunteers and were convinced that they
were fighting not only for national independence but also for a social revolution and the bet‐
terment of their people and families. When independence was achieved in 1991, there was
hope for a better future. The majority believed that slow but steady economic development
and the liberalization of the political system would occur. During the war with Ethiopia,
most of the soldiers were still convinced that an independent Eritrea was worth fighting for
in the face of the threat of a new Ethiopian invasion. Immediately after the Algiers Peace
Agreement in 2000, Eritreans became impatient: they wanted to see progress in the field of
democratization and challenged the political elite’s culture of secrecy. After large areas of the
state’s territory were invaded by the Ethiopian army in May 2000 and some officials openly
claimed that “Eritrea had lost the war,” the PFDJ lost its image of invincibility; this resulted
in the public’s demand for self‐criticism on the part of the government and the broader par‐
ticipation of the hafash, the Eritrean masses, in public affairs. The president reacted with a
clampdown on the free press and the arrest of his most prominent adversaries within the po‐
litical elite, the G15, in September 2001.23 The next step towards totalitarianism was the in‐
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The so‐called G15 is a dissident group whose members held high positions in the party, government and mili‐
tary and demanded inter alia the implementation of the 1997 constitution. For details, see Amnesty Interna‐
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troduction of the WYDC in summer 2002. Its implementation was justified with the unsolved
conflict with Ethiopia, as Ethiopia’s prime minister Meles Zenawi did not accept the verdict
of an international border commission and was not ready to cede territory awarded to Eri‐
trea. The Eritrean government reacted by abandoning plans for demobilization and by re‐
cruiting more youngsters into the army every year. In 2007 Eritrean president Isayas Afew‐
erki declared the border issue between Eritrea and Ethiopia “solved.” He claimed that there
was no longer conflict as the border had been virtually demarcated and there was no danger
of a future war.24 Still, he saw no necessity of demobilizing an army of more than 350,000
conscripts. The government has since effectively turned the economy into a party‐ and mili‐
tary‐controlled venture based on the “free” labor provided by the warsay generation. Forced
labor has replaced the free labor market, especially in the fields of cash‐crop agriculture and
in construction (Gaim Kibreab 2009). As demonstrated in this article, this has led to a rapid
increase in anomie and family disintegration and to the spectacular mass exodus of the
younger generation.
It is hard to grasp the logic of this social experiment. The unlimited service completely un‐
dermines the morale of the armed forces: instead of defending the country against the Woy‐
ane (the Ethiopian government led by the Tigray People’s Liberation Front), conscripts
dream of fleeing to the neighboring countries to escape their fate. If the Eritrean govern‐
ment’s primary aspiration was to train a reliable defense force, it could have maintained the
original 18‐month duration of the service, with occasional training sessions for reservists.
The official argument for the campaign is that in order to rebuild the war‐devastated country
within the framework of the government’s self‐reliance strategy, voluntary labor is necessary
for sufficient infrastructure construction to initiate a process of development. At the same
time, the economy is being strangled under a command economy that heavily restricts the
private sector and foreign investment. What is worse is that the national service recruits do
not even receive a salary adequate to support themselves, not to mention their nuclear and
extended families. There is no longer any “normality” of life: one can no longer live up to the
general norms and values without breaking the laws of the government. As Eritrean society
has always lived under stress, it has developed a remarkable capacity to survive under ad‐
verse conditions. This time, however, people do not feel that they are fighting against an oc‐
cupying enemy force and for the improvement of their lives; rather, it is their own govern‐
ment, the former liberator, which has made their lives miserable. The only plausible justifica‐
tion for the ruling elite of the country to continue turning a blind eye to the rapid downward
spiral they have initiated is their desire to force the values of the liberation struggle upon the
younger generation and to thereby gain control over each and every individual who poses a
tional: Eritrea. “You have no right to ask”—Government resists scrutiny on human rights. AI Index AFR
64/003/2004.
24

Interview with Al Arabiya, 10 May 2007, in: http://www.somalicongress.org/article518.html?debut_articles_
rubrique=60 (5.10.2009).
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potential threat to the ruling group. The negative consequences of this strategy are affecting
the economy, the educational sector, and the core of societal organization. They will be felt
for years to come if no immediate policy changes are introduced, an action which is unlikely
under the present leadership.
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