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In spite of the fact that Eritrea (pronounced Liy-i-tré-a)
and its struggle for independence [rom Ethiopian rule have
been much i the news during the past few years, it scems likely
that most Western rcaders are poorly informed about the coun-
try, its history, and the origins and naturc of the independence
movement, In the article which follows, Yordanos Gebre-Med-
hin, a member of Eritreans for Tiberation in Neetl Americy,
supplies some of the basic information nceded for a better
understanding of the Eritrean situation. First of ull; however, a
fcw clementary facts of geography and carlier history may be
in order. -

Eritrea has an arca variously estimated at between 46 and
48 thousand square miles (the size of Pennsylvania or New
York). It is located on the cast coast of Africa, bounded on
the cast by the Red Sea, on the north and west by Sudan, on
the south by Ethiopia, and on the southeast by Affar-Issas.
Asmara is the capital, and Massawa and Assab are the coun-
try’s two important scaports.
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The last decades of the nincteenth century saw the carving
up of the African continent by the Furopean imperialist powers.
Italy, coming late to the colonial feast, penctrated Fritrea in
the 1880s and established a formal colony in 1890, intending
to usc it as a springhoard for the conquest of Fthiopia. How-
ever, in one of the few decisive setbacks suffered by the Euro-
peans in their drive to colonize Africa, the Italians were de-
feated by the Ethiopians at the famous battle of Aduwa in 1896,
putting an end for nearly 40 ycars to Italian expansionist am-
bitions in that part of the world.

These ambitions were revived by Italian finance capital
under Mussolini in the 1930s, and once again Eritrea was used
as staging ground for an attack on lVithiopia, this time suc-
cessfully, As Yordanos Gebre-Medhin makes clear below, the
consequences for Fritrea of Fascist Italy’s military-imperialist
activities were decisive in reshaping the country’s socio-cco-
nomic structure. When the Sccond World War broke out,
Mussolini saw an opportunity to expand further, at the expense
ol the British, and began moving into the then Anglo-Fgyptian
sudan. But carly in 1941 the British counter-attacked and by
April completely oceupied the country.

The British held Eritrea during the remainder of the 1940s,
pending @ decision on the fate of the former colonics of the
Axis powers. In December 1950 the UN General Assembly,
then completely deominated by the United States and its allies
and clients, decreed that Eritrea should become an autonomous
unit federated with Frhiopia, This arrangement, however, was
never seriously respected by the Ethiopians, who proceeded to
subjugate the country, eventually turning it into a mere pro-
VINee,

Irony this brief account it will be seen that Fritrea has its
own history quite distinet from that of Ethiopia, and that the

Ctwo countries have never been organically joined together.

—The Editors

Ever since DLritrea became a historically definite commu-
nity its history has been one of confrontation and resistance
ta colonial adversaries: Italy (prior o 1941), England (dur-



ing the 1940s), and now FEthiopia. Yet the Eritrean struggle
has been described in such negative terms as “secessionist,”
“endemic insurgency,” “forcign (Arab) instigated” ete. Such
categorizations deny the real issues. The “inviokute and sacred
unity” of Ethiopia serves only to cover the continued massacre,
oppression, and domination of the Lritrean people.

The class struggles that are now being wagred in Fritrea
and Lthiopia, while coinciding, are dilferent in substunce. This
is simply due to the differing historical circumstances of the
two regions. In Lritrea the Luropean impedialists had direct
control of the means of production, while in Ethiopin they
worhed within the existing framework of a feudal class struc-
ture and in direct collaboration with the feudid ruling class,

The Italian Colorial Period (1890-1911). The history of
modern Entrea begins during the peried of coloniad consolida-
tion.** "The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 facilitated the
capitalist plunder by Europe of the Red Sca area. ‘The already
existing seaport at Massawa (Eritrea) was fiest bricfly occupied
by Egypt, and liter by Italy, a colonial power. Italy was de-
~ feated by an indigenous army led by the feudal lords of Ethiopia
at the battle of Aduwa in 1896, This humiliating defeat pre-
vented Italy from expanding its Lritrean boundaries and shaped
Italian colonial policy toward Eritrea. Convenicutly and strate-
gically located, Eritrca was to be a base from which goods im-
ported from Italy were to be distributed across the sea to Arab
countries and to the neighboring Sudan, Ethiopia, and Somalia.
Im returen, Ttaly was to extract from there revions taw materials
and, via Erilrea, export them to industries in Ttaly. It was
Italy’s policy to discourage the development of a local commer-
cial bourgeoisie capable of competing with the Ttalians, Ttaly,
in short, was an expansionist and monopolist colonial power.

The first phase of Italiun colonialism was primarily ad-
ministrative and repressive, aimed at making Lritrea govern-
able. Italy did its best to break the cultural and religious ties
between the highlands of Eritrea and Lithiopia by making
Lritrean Coptic Church heads subject to Italian consceration
and by confiscating church lands. Italy also built communica-

* Notes will be found at the end of the article.
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tions facilitics to consolidate its domination, but did little to
promote industrial growth.

A period of far-reaching change began in Eritrea in 1930
as the fascist government in Italy, party in response to the
depression which had begun to develop in 1929, opened a new
phasc of imperialist cxpansion in cast Africa. Rome used
Eritrea as a base, enlisting thousands of Eritreans into the armed
forces which launched attacks on the colony’s ncighbors. Italy
successfully, if briefly, occupied Fthiopia, Somalia, and parts.
of Sudan and Kenya before being defeated by Britain in 1941,
During this period thousands of Italians moved into Eritrea:
the European population which had been a bare 5,000 in 1930,
skyrocketed to 50,000 by 1935; and Eritrea, which had been
self-sulficient before 1930, beeame increasingly dependent on
Italy after that date. Banks, hospitals, roads, bridges, garages,
airports, ete., were built at a rapid rate. Excellent roads leading
out of Asmara turned Lritrea into an increasingly unificd eco-
nomic and social unit; and the spread of the network toward
western Sudan and northern Lthiopia encouraged greater con-
tact hetween Eritrea and its neighbors. In addition to modern-
izing the ports at Massawa and Assab, the Italians built rail-
roads, including one of the longest cable-ways in the world,
linking Asmara with the port of Massawa.

The impact of all these changes on the population was
drastic: peasants in significant numbers were transformed into
wage workers, soldiers, and city dwellers. By 1941 one fifth
of the total population was wrbanized, in spite of the fact that
relatively lew jobs were provided in productive industey. 1t is
not surprising, therefore, that with the collapse of the war
cronomy in 491, the situation turned desperate.

This led (o che migration of many managerial and tech-
nically qualificd workers to Sudian, Somalia, and especially Saudi
Arvabiv and Fthiopia. The influx of Tritrean workers into
Fahiopia, which was encouraged by the Ethiopian government
for both ceonomic and political reasons, was later to become
the basis for the Ethiopian propaganda claim that the migra-
tion of workers to Ethiopia was the result not ol the particular
historical conjuncture of the carly 1940s but rather of Eritrea’s
dependence on Fthiopia’s wealth, What the lthiopian ruling
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class was incapable of comprehending was that by advocating
and eventually achieving annexation of Fritrea, and at the same
time encouraging worker migration, it would crode the bascs
of the feudal mode of production and ultimately bring about
its own political extinction.

In terms of colonial administration the British occupation
(1941-1952) was cssentiully a continuation of the Italian one
that preceded it. By 1941 there were some 70,000 [talian nation-
als living in Eritrea, and they remained in control of the colonial
government under overall British supervision.”

The Peasant Revolutionary Transformation. In seven of
the cight subdivisions of Eritrea, where more than 95 percent
of Eritreans live, Italian capital precipitated profound evonomic
and social changes. It is important to note at the outset that in
Fritrea feudalizm in its clisical form, or its Fihiopian variant,
had never developed.® In the Christian highlands, however,
the Coptic Church owned very valuable lund and demanded
. and rececived free peasant fabor time for its cultivation, In the
lowlands, chiefs owned serls, and the status of the safs was
abhorrent. However in both areas, Italian colonialism altered
this *“‘nascent feudalism.”

In the highlands, the Church land was confiscated and
converted to Ltalian Crown land, some of which was leased
to peasant villages while other land was given to Italian set-
tlers. The church as an economic force was destroved.

In the lowlands, great serf revolts in the 1940s brought
about the abolition of serf-subordination and serf-obligations to
the chiefs. As "L'revaskis notes, this was a fundamental revolu-
tionary expericnce: in “a country where socicty has always
been divided against itself by feuds and conflicting interests,
there now emerged a real union embracing [all] the serfs.””

However, in the highlands, the Church--no longer an eco-
nomic power—still exerted influence becanse the ideology of the
masses remained that of Coptic Christianity. In the lowlunds
where the tradition was quite different, with the emancipation
of the scrfs the socio-cconomic power of the chiels was elimin-
ated. In both cases, with thc peasants freed from cconomic
bondage, the power of the Church and that of the chiefs was
“almost™ annihilated. Almost, because neither the interests of the
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ruling class nor its ideas dies that quickly. With the political
chiios of 1941, the temporary resurgence of these ruling inter-
ests and the strengthening of feudalism became a possibility.
This was attempted i the {ollowing manuncr.

Immediately after the lalian defeat a clandestine organ-
ization (which became an official political party in Deceraber
1947) made every effort to reverse history. The Patriotic Asso-
ciation for the Union of Lritrea with Ethiopia (UP), spon-
sorcd by the LEthiopian government, cultivated as allics the
dispossessed Coptic Church and the chiefs of the Moslem low-
lauds. The party founders and active members had already se-
curcd by the carly 1940s important high offices in the Addis
Ababa-based Lthiopian government. The main objective of the
UP was to culivate support among the masses for its unionist
cause, In return, Ethiopia was to restore to the Church and
the chicls their lost cconomic and political power and, through
royal intermarriage, make them part of the Ethiopian feudal
ruling class.

The agent of this conspiracy was the Eritrean Coptic
Church. It began intimidating the peasants, threatening ex-
communication, and refusing the holy services of baptism and
burial if the Church’s adherents did not support the unionist
cause. llowever, when even these tactics did not work, the
Church Ieaders began to propagate anti-Moslem paranoia.
This ultimately resulted in the split of the alliance between the
Church and the chiels but did rally some anti-Moslem support
for the U,

With the partial suceess of the unionist cause, @ counter
party articulating the interest of the lowlands, the Moslem
League (ML), was formed in 1916, Although the founders of
this party were merchants, ex-serfs, and past [unctionarics of
the Italian government, at the beginuing they gave voice to the
interests of the serfs and criticized the worn-out feudal system
in Lthiopia. However, as it hecame increasingly elear that their
real goal, in opposition to the UP, was to secure state inde-
pendence for the lowlands, the ML hecame an opportunist and
sectarian political organization, allowing the chicfs who had
defected from the UP to infiltrate into the party organization.
Finally in the sunmmer of 1946 the hostility which was brewing
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between the leaders of the UP which supported union with
Ethiopia and the new rulers of the ML who supported an in-
dependent lowland erupted into the worst political war in
the history of both Asmara and Lritrea.

Thus for the time being the Ethiopian government was
able to divide the Eritrean pcople, and especially the peasants,
by sowing discord within the ruling class of Eritrca, and by -
appealing to the “sanctity” of the Ethiopians’ official religion.

Political Movements. In the 1940s, during British occupa-
tion, freedom of speech and assembly and all the other liberal
democratic paraphernalia [lourished in Eritrea. Other than the-
already described UP and ML, the Eritrca for Eritrcans Party,
the New Eritrea Pro-Italian Party, and the National Party of
Massawa comprised the most influential political organizations.

Generally, the political leadership was lacking in idecology
to unite the masses of Eritreans on programs transcending local
or religious limitations. Without solid mass support, the party
apparatuses were weak and underdeveloped and most of their
platforms unrcalistic. As late as 1950, the philosophy of the

-numerous parties was guided by parochial, decadent, petty bour-

geols, and comprador intercsts.

By July 1951, however, these various interests congealed
into two distinct national partics. Almost all the opposition
parties consolidated to form a pro-independence bloc called the
Eritrean Democratic Front (LEDF). The EDF challenged the
UP, which in the UN General Assembly debate naturally
sought a stronger federal link with fendal Frhiopia. But hy 1952
with the nominal UN-sponsored federation and the actual an-
nexation of Eritrea by Ethiopia, liberal politics began to dis-
integrate, and the EDT leadership was forced into exile. This
was no surprisc, for feudal authoritarian Ethiopia could hardly
have been expected to tolerate a liberal political atmosphere
in Eritrea. Neverthcless, this deteriorating situation was gradu-
ally and inevitably leading to an armed confrontation.

. The Rise of the Working Class. Tollowing the defeat of
the Italians in 1941 and the ensuing cconomic collapse, a
gradual recovery took place under the British occupation, based
in the first instance on the infrastructure inherited from the
Italian war economy and what qualified manpower remained
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in Eritrca. Taken as a whole, the decade of the 1940s was one
of considerable industrial growth: whereas during the entire
Italian colonial period only five industries with six plants had
been established, by 1950 there were 18 more industries with
19 plants, an increase on the order of 300 percent.

By 1950 the principal manufacturing industrics, mining,
transport, administration, and public utilitics were responsible
for the employment of 38,800 Lritrcans and 19,800 Furopcans.
In addition there were scasonal migratory laborers and indi-
vidual farmers. This economic growth was a modest but im-
portant accomplishment for an Eritrean population estimated
at 2.5 million by 1952.*

In addition, from 1940 to 1946 the number of livestock
in Eritrea approximatcly doubled, and the export of agricul-
tural goods was begun. Between 1943 and 1915 industrial ex-
ports rose threefold. The potential of Lritrea to be a self-suf-
ficient and exporting country was demonstrated.

As a corollary to this cconomic development, a workers’
movenent arose. While workers had little voice in the late 1940s,
with the formation of trade unions in the carly 1950s they be-
came the most vocal and militant and among the best organ-
ized workers on the African continent. '

By December 1952 (11 years before labor unions were
legalized in Ethiopia), the Eritrean General Union of Labor
Syndicates was formed in accordance with provisions of the
Eritrcan constitution, only to be banned a few days later by
the government of Iithiopia. The workers went underground,
and the dock workers in Massawa and Assab staged a two-weck
strike to defend what they considered their legitimate rights to
organize. This ended in armed clashes between the Ethiopian
soldiers and the Eritrcan workers, who were supported by the
Lritrcan police. In February 1958 the workers in Asmara and
Massawa coordinated strike action “into the longest and biggest
strike cver to take place in the country.” The result was the
“February Massacre,” in which the occupying Ethiopian force
killed or wounded more than 80 protesting workers.

The Launching of the Eritrean Liberation Front. As early
as July 28, 1949, when it appcared that the international im-
perialist forces were favoring Ethiopia’s claim to Eritrea, and
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Ethiopian-backed sabotage, terror, massacre, and assassination in
Eritrea were at their peak, a discussion concerning the forma-
tion of an Eritrcan liberation front appeared in Eritrean Weekly
News. But the front did not matcrialize, and the UN parlia-
mentary solution was given a chance,

It soon became clear, however, that the UN mandate was
not working. Fritrca was gradually losing its sovereignty. The
economic and social situation was detcriorating. In reaction to
this, in 1959, the Eritrean Liberation Movement, an urban
guerrilla force, was established. Among its objectives was to
liquidate Eritrean traitors and agents of Ethiopian fcudalism,
to raise and collect funds, and to prepare for armed struggle
against Ethiopian colonialism. In September 1961, with the
establishment of the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF), the
armed struggle officially began. The deplorable conditions in
Eritreca combined with thc world revolutionary atmosphere
made the radicalization of ELF inevitable. Some of the cadres

.of the fighting forces have been assisted or trained by friendly

socialist countries, notably Cuba and the People’s Republic ol
China.

But the profundity of the Eritrcan revolution, which is
barely touched upon here, lics not only in the bearing of arms
for the past 14 years. More important is its attempt to transform
Eritrcan society, to liberate men and women, transcend the
remaining decadent and archaic traditions, and wage the Eri-
trean democratic revolution, paving the path to a pcople’s
republic. Difficult as this task is, its success is already having a
cataclysmic cffect on the masses of Ethiopia in their struggle
against their exploiters. Morcover, the Eritrean revolution, as
a class struggle against an African ruling class and its im-
perialist collaborators, will undoubtedly have a far-reaching im-
pact on future African revolutions.
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Nur, “Eritrea: Significance of its Struggle Against Feudalism,” I'ri-
continental Bulletin (June 1969).

No accurate population count of FEritrea exists. According to the
British estimate, the population of Eritrea was little more than one

" million. See Trevaskis, pp. 133-134. For the same year (1952) accord-

ing to the above cited ELF publication, “The population of FEritrea is
not less than 2.5 million,” p. 11, At present the popular estimate is
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