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Neste artigo, o autor tenta descrever a maneira como, durante os doLe; anos de 

conflito sangrento onde o rccem nascido Estado da Eritn?ia enfrentou a sua antiga 

«patria», Eti6pia, os dois anteriores aliados e «pafses irmaos» utilizaram a guerra 
como uma forma aberta de assumir as ten.sOes que no passado existiram entre cl~ e 

no pafs em geral. Entre Maio de 1998 e Dezembro de 2000, quando urn acordo de paz 

foi assinado em Alger, os dois paises desencadearam uma guerra de propaganda 

extremamente violcnta que acompanhou os combatt>s no terreno e os sustentou. Esta 
ccguerra de palavras» tevc como objectivo nao apenac; a dcfesa dos direitos de cada 

urn dos pafses sob re as areas fronteiri915 disputadas, mas ao mesmo tempo a projec­

c;ao das identidadcs nacionrus, re-encontradas pouco ante., bem como a consolida­

c;ao da percep~o,'ilo intema destas identidades. Uma utili7ac;ao publica do passado foi 

encenada numa tentativa para re-alinhar as identidad~ hist6ricas dos dois paiscs, 

adaptando-as ao novo contexto geo-polftico que se gerou depois da queda do ante­

rior regime etfope, em 1991. 

In this paper, the author attempt to describe how, during the two years of bloody 

conflict which confronted the newly-born State of Eritrea with its old ccmother-coun­

try», Ethiopia, the nvo former allies and <<brotherly» countries uc;ed war as an open 

way of acknowledging tense past between them and in the country at large. Between 

May 1998 and December 2000, when the peace accord was signed in Algiers, the two 
countries launched an extremely violent propaganda war which accompanied and 

sustruned the fighting in the field. This «war of wordS•• was aimed not only at defend­

ing the rights of each country over the disputed border areas, but at projecting as well 

the newly-found national identity and consolidating its internal perception. A public 

use of the past came to be enacted in an attempt to realign the historical identities of 

the countries and to adapt them to the new geo-political settings which came about 

with the demise of the previous Ethiopian regime in 1991. 

Dans cet article, l'auteur e:.saiede decrire la fa<;on comment. pendant les deux ans 

du conflit sanglant ou le nquveau-ne Etat de l'Erythn.~ a fait face a son ancienne 

«patrie», l'"Ethiopie, les deux anciens allies e «pays freres» ont ul:ilise la guerre commc 

une forme ouverte d'assumer les tensions qui dans le pas!it ont existe entre eux, et 

dans le pays en general. Entre mai 1998 et decembre 2000, quand un accord de paix 

a ete signe a Alger, les deux pays ont lance une gucrre de propagande extremement 

violente qui a accompagne et soutenu les combats sur le terrain. Cette «gucrre de 

paroles» eut corn me objectif non seulement la defcnse des droits de chacun des deux 

pays sur les regions frontalieres disputees, mais en mcme temps la projection dt~ 
identites nationale;, nouvellement rencontrees pcu avant, ainsi que la consolidation 

interne de la perception de ces memes identite>. Unc utilisation publique du passe a 

ete mis en scene dans une tentative d'en arriver a un rcalignement des identites his­

toriques des deux pays, en les adaptant au nouveau contexte gOO-politique survenu 

apres la chute de l'anterieur ~gime ethiopien, en 1991. 



In the thirty years of intermittent studies and contacts I had with Ethiopian 
friends and colleagues over their different interpretations of the country's 

past, I was often struck by the diverging and often opposing views of the country's 
history which they passionately held and which hotly divided groups coming from 
different cultural, social and particularly ethnic backgrounds1. rrus «divided» nation­
al ethos has lingered for many years in Ethiopian studies and in society at large but 
assumed political visibility more recently following the repression of ethnic politics 
and dJssent by the Derg in the period 1974-1991, and the heightening of the 
local/ regional element in the structure of the Ethiopian state due to the ethnkally­
based policies of the present regime. 

The debate over the reading of the country's past involves different historio­
graphical aspects and variant interpretations but is mainly focused on diverging 
views over the nature of the multi-ethnic state and the gradual process of expansion 
and amalgamation of its different nationalities. To some (the groups belonging to the 

Christian Highland Semitic-speaking Amhara-Tigray groups) the «llllihJ of the nation 
was assumed and largely unq11estioned»; they genuinely shared the long-held imperial 
view that <<Ethiopia was Abyssinia writ larger. The natiou did 1wt need to be built; it simply 
existed»2. To others, mainly coming from the southwestern and eastern border regions 

which had been forcefully annexed by Emperor Menelik at the end of the nineteenth 
century, the Empire was a mere product of «internal colonialism» and a «prison of 
nations», if ever there was one-3. 

The measure of individual and collective violence which accompanied the his­
torical unfolding of the country has been differently evaluated by observers4 and has 
become today a troublesome bone of contention in public discourse over the coun­
try's destiny. But most would agree with John Abbink that «a gradual rooting of vio­
Lence as a pattem and ideology of behauiour» has become an institutional component of 

the Ethiopian experience in recent years, and today expresses itself, in the scholarly 
world, in the various radical modes of the historical discourse, themselves an indica­

tion of the growing «culture of violence» which accompanies today's debate over the 
growth and destiny of the Ethiopian state. According to Abbink, this «legacy of vio­
lence», which is yet to be fully explored and acknowledged in Ethiopia, goes back to 
the very foundation of the Ethiopian state, and must include both the forced incor­
poration by the Ethiopian State of its neighbouring peoples and the brutal colonial 
repression of the Fascist period (1935-1941), as well as the domestic violence of Haile 

Sellassie's modernisation policies. The brutal enactment of boundless state violence 
which became a daily practice during the Revolutionary years 1974-1991 resulted 

l 
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finally in the «crumbling of the Ethiopian state and of the imagination of n common 
Ethiopian identity», both «the alienatio11 of people from lire state, but also from each other»5• 

The memory of this enduring structure of violence has lingered on more in private 

perceptions and individual and family remembrance than in public discourse For the 
most part, the acknowledgement of the country's past divisions and present sorrows 
have tended to remain till recently silent or muted: <<Memories of terror n11d violent death 
have beet1 engrained in the minds and bodies of the population, and are ever-present in tf1e 

country's collective memory. This collective memory can be said to consist of the shared but 
in articulated recollection of experiences of violence and intimidation, which were inter11nlized 
by people and muted in expression. This memon; forms a frame of reference, w!ticfl people rec­
ogmze among each-other, but which is not openly talked-about»6. 

In this paper I will attempt to describe how, during the two years of bloody con­
flict which confronted the newly-born State of Eritrea with its old mother-country, 

Ethiopia, the two fom1er allies and <<brotherly» countries used war as a direct and 
openly antagorristic way for acknowledging «tense past» between them and within 
the region at large. Between May 1998 and December 2000, when the peace accord 
was signed in Algiers, the two countries fought an extremely violent propaganda 
war which accomparried and sustained on both sides the fighting in the field. This 
<<War of words»7 was aimed not only at defending the reciprocal rights of each coun­
try over the disputed borders but at projecting as well the newly-acquired national 

identities after the breaking away of Eritrea. A public use of the past thus came to be 
enacted during the war in an attempt to realign the historical identity of each coun­
try and to adapt it to the new geo-political set-up which came about with the demise 
of the Derg regime in 1991. 

ln this war- war was used as a storehouse for acknowledging tense past between 
the two countries and for indicting each other's faults in the shaping of the national 
destiny. The conflict thus created new venues for historical assertions and derrials in 
the region. In the course of the. war, two opposing visions of national identity came 

to be proposed. The fact that the Eritrean identity had to be carved out of a previously 
shared Ethiopian one made matters all the more fierceful and inevitably painfuL 
Acknowledging tense past between the two peoples became a way to distinguish the 
two «nations» at war. The resulting «War of words» was fought by way of public 
statements as well as through debasing accusations and insults which were voiced in 
the media and, increasingly, in the air. The respective diaspora joined in and loudly 
took part in the globalized realm of internetll. New suppressed memories were made 
to surface and came to be articulated during this period in a fierce battle of definitions 

Abbink. 1995, p. 71. 
ldt'tll, p. 59. 
Abbink. 1998. 
for Ethiopia sec the collection of •Despatches» now printed m W.)lta Information Center. n.d. and the forum and 
chat pages of £tl~{or11m, Warka, or £thio.rom. For Eritrea, ~ the web ,Jtes of A'ttwrino.com, Ddwi . .,rg, EritrrnJ .vrg, etc. 



ALESSA"DRO fRIUL Zl 

and slogans concerning the «WC» and «them», the «nation» and its «enemy». New 

sites of memory came to be proposed, while old ones were revisited and rewritten in 

the field. Thus war itself became a living <<lieu de mcmoirc», a realm which visibly 

revealed old rivalries and long-felt chains of collective resentmenl War events were 

thus lived~ occasions of memory, «history-repeating-ibeJf, in such a way as to con­

firm the new identity of the nation-in-the-making, offended and denied by the other 

side's national destiny; commemorating war events became a way to come to terms 

publicly and settle accounts with a troubled past, to disentangle oneself, so to speak, 

from the once-shared collective memory of the country. The war at the border was 

thus accompanied and sustained by a parallel war of memories inside both countries. 

The conflict between Ethiopia and Eritrea offer.; an interesting case of acknowl­

edgement of tense past which may be of interest here to compare, and contrast, with 

parallel cases in the region. It is not my aim here to discuss the conflict's causes or 

describe its forcscable consequences for both countries in the political geometry of 

the region. The Ethio-Eritrean war remains as yet the most intriguing and the least 

.malysed or explained among the n.'gion's conflicts in an area which has witnessed 

n.'CUrrent forms and transformations of collective violcnccQ. Rather, 1 am interested 

here to outline how war itself wao;; used in Ethiopia to help the country's settling 

accounts with, and re-shaping of, its own past. The historiographical change of 

course owe> nothing to the war itself, whose causes and rL'Sults are yet to be settled, 

but to the way the conflict has bt.'Cn pn.-sented to the Ethiopian public particularly by 

the State media (including internet) and in the private pn..">s. 

As I had a chance of visiting the country repeatl>dly since the beginning of the 

conflict, I will report here my experience of living through these war events and dis­

cussing them with several Ethiopian and Eritrean colleagues as they were unfolding. 

Being Italian, I was particularly struck. by the sudden «return of memory» the con­

flict unleashed in the collective memory of the country concerning the earlier «act of 

aggression•> by Fascist Italy in 1935. All along the hvcryear conflict, war events were 

locally commented with a cons.tant «look backward» effect, \vith the Eritrcans acting 

as the new external threat to the country's integrity as colonial Italy had done in the 

past. Old and new sites of memory thus emerged during the conflict, and the mem­

ory of the Battle of Adwa, whose centenary had just been celebrated three years ear­

lier, was called back, this time as a memory-agnmst no longer geared to the Italian 

invader but to the newly-coined aggn....,sor, ·~fascist» Eritrca. 

~During tlte an of colonialism. Eritrm ltas sen't'd as tlte citmtd of Italian Fascism [ ... ]. 
Ami as if tltc deeds af colol!ial times were 110! e1wuglt, it is o/lcc again tire Eritrca11 clih• which, 
in lfteir effort to rekindle the Italian dll!nm, [ ... ]started tire wrre111 cmiflict. Just like tfte 1 talian 

• 
For a det.aiW .x-.:ount of the war in inwm..-t .mJ .t d...,;cnplion of the \'ill1<>ll' \'<-b pag~ mvoh-ro tn the .;unnict. see 
Guazzini, 200 I. 
For an analy'-15 oi the Ethio-Enl:rl'an war; Wl' Al>Pinl lQIIII, Trivelli tQ91l, t;,l~.;cs &c l'laut 1999, Medhane 1999, Tek-..lt' 
& Tronvoll200.l. Clapham. 200l. 
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master once did, it is the Eritn'mrs who lzaue caused the displacement of over 300,000 people 
from their lwmes. lt is tire Eritremrs who lunJt? invaded flu.' Etlriopian territory, mui despite rcs­
olutio11s from the u.>orld l1Qdy to withdraw from Ethiopian territory, lurve given a deaf ear to 
the ·world cot111111mity» to. 

Although the historical analogy with colonial ltaly rcnccted in many ways a 
search for legitimacy by the 1igrayan leadership over a fractured country, there is no 
doubt that the traumatic experiences of the Italian aggression, and the transfer of 
guilt to the Eritrean enemy which was shaped in the course of the conilict, helped 
sustain the war effort and was used to instill a national sense of belonging of which 

the Eritreans were no longer part. 
This became particularly dear after Ethiopia's counter-offensive of 23-26 

February 1999 which disrupted the Eritrean line of dcfcnsc around the tmvn of 
Badme and repelled the enemy across the border11 • The crushing victory at the 
Badme front followed nine months of desultory trench warfare and extensive mili­
tary build-up during which the Government had been repeatedly called to task for 
inaction. The military victory over the Eritrean enemy was to be celebrated accord­
ingly. Thus, although the offidal news of the successful counter-offensive against 
Eritrean troops at the Badmc front was announa.>d on February 27, «the got>emmenf 
did not mcourage street celebrations on tlw subsequent days. The TPU got~t?nunent wanted 
to score a propaganda victory as well by delaying it until tltt' 103d Amriversary of the famous 
Victory of tlte Battle of Adwa, tlrerel1y equating the Bad me SLICCL">S witlt the glorious victory 
of Adwa. Thus on the evr of tlw 1 03d mmiversan;, tire Lualnwincl a11d Secutiry Commiltrc of 
Addis Ababa City Council called 011 the people to come out i11fo Mesqel Square to celebrate tire 
double victon; 011 Marc/1 2, 1999»12. 

On that day, the traditional commemoration of the Batlle of Adwa saw a «mam­
mouth crowd» variously estimated between 500.000 and one million people gather 
for the Adwa anniversary celebrations at Masqal Squarc1 ~. The unusual mac;s atten­

dance- possibly the greatest gathering of dty residents since the coming to power of 
the new GovernrnentH- was r:cported by Richard Lee, BBC correspondent in Addis 
Ababa, in the following terms: <<There were remarkaMc :>CCII('S. this morning in Addis 
Ababa[ ... ]. Tlte Masqal Square which used to be knawn as Revolutio11 Square was ot>erjlown 
with up to a million people. There were groups of people cha11ting and dancing, singing praise 

10 T~..Jay Dl.'!n\?2:101\ Mussolim:, Choir, JX">IL'<I!O June 1999, m W.!lt.llnfonnMi<•n Cl'11ll'T n.d.I2(U}L pp. 121·122 Squan• 
brackts in the original l"'t. The rolk'dlon con1atn:. several hundred m<'S.<W1i;~~ po-.tcd on the Ethiopian Walta \\\:b 
Site. 

11 The vx:tory of Badfll(', whidlldt on the ground an 1.'5timat<<d20,0.(l Cl&l.lllits on both sido.>s, ~· a gruestll11l' 3-d ay 
Ethiopian assault on fortifi.<d £ri~.m po:-tl.ion!... The battle was fought blot\\ l'l'!l23-2t> February .. ,th mop up Uf'l"rd• 

lions the following day ~ milit,uy opl'ration. which'~"" htt..<d CJrtnriiOII Surrsrl, d.mved its name from a quob.! by 
the Erit:rean Presidl'l\l, lsaya~ At.-worJJ. that Eritrean~ would not with.lr,nv fn>m lh<> ~l(CUpied lenitorie. •oot '"''"' 
if tht> sun doesn't ri'1<'·•. Set> rn..,, O.g~t (Englbh, priViltl' wt>t•IJy. hl'rta' PO), l March 199'1, pp. 1·3 

11 Se.! the&pecial report tn El/riUf>iall Rt8'·''"· Aprill999, pp. 'HI. 
0 See report m PO, 11 Ma~h 199'1, p. 9. Elhropian Poltce gave the lower lt~rl\' the duy nftt•r the even I. See n~ Mcmilr>r 

(English, private Wl'<'kly), 4 M~rch 1999. 
1l Contr.uy to the previow• regtme, the I!PRDF Govemement had bo.~ "'far loth in 'uppt>rting mas!> rallie.. 



,\ LE.'>SAi\IDRO TRJUI Ll 

~11gs for the soldiers at the front and also denouncing the Eritremz government. Many peo­
ple were carrying placards [ ... ]. At one poi11t, there was an L'fjigy of the Eritren11 Presidmt 
which was paraded nrowrd the square. TlzLy tried to bum it but they were stopped by the 
police. So, instead, they just threw it on the ground and kicked and tore it to o:;/rreds»15• 

Oearl}~ the tension which had accumulated in Ethiopia in the long «11i11e months 
of pntience .. 16, and during the heated propaganda war which was daily exchanged 
between the two countries all along the conflict17, found in the anniversary of the 
1896 major victory over the Italian army a long-repressed relief. But there wns more 
to it. Because of the calculated matching of the dates of the two war events, the Battle 

of Badme soon bec1me to be equalk-d to its more famous predecessor, the Battle of 
Ad\.,·a. Thus Badme was conveniently lnbelled •·the ~>cond Adwa». During the fol­
lowing week practically all electronics and print media equalled «Ethiopia's 
resounding def~.?at over a numerically mammouth Eritrean army)) to the cchistoric 
feat)) accomplished at Adwa in 1896111• The argument was best synlhetized by 
Al,yiotmui Demokrnsi, a private Amharic weekly in these terms: «Some 103 years ago a 
lri~taric font u>aS accomplis/zed: Ethiopian warriors, anned witlr primitit'f! tveapo11s /Jut full of 
courage, trou11ccd a well-anned, well orgmrized aggressor nn11y from ltaly. Forty years Infer, 
Fascist Italy's army inmded Ethiopia once again. Its cau.•ardly anny used intemationallv pro­

hibited poison gas. lis victory was shorf-lir'Cd, and was finally kicked out, lwmilinfed. Nine 
months ago, Issnins Afl"luorki, a brnincluld of his Italian colonial masters, invaded Cflriopia. 
True to their histor~f, Ethiopians once again punished and will continue to punish tlris latest 
aggrc'Ssor[ .. . ]»19• 

The Ethiopian Register, an Amhara-based diaspora journal normally quite critical 
of the ligrean-led Ethiopian Government at home, commented the event in no less 
glowing terms: «Whether there is coincidence or not, Mnrclr 2 is tire 103 amriver.;nn; of the 
lfalinn defeat at Adwn under the leadership of Atsc Menelik. Whether intended or not, or by 
coincidence or not, tire symbolic metaphor is 110t lost tltat yl.'f another arrogant ellemy was 
humiliated 011 tl1e snme dny as the Italia11 colonialists were rouft'd. There was national umty 
1/ren, as there u>aS unprecedented national unity now, agai11st nggression,..'11J. 

The historical comparison ~twt.>cn Adwa and Badmc wa!> not unexpected. The 
«Wat of words)) which had preceded the Ethiopian victory on the Bad me front had 
seen a massive propaganda effort on both sides which made frequent use of in.c;ult­
ing epithets and debasing accusations. On the Ethiopian side (the only one I can wit­
ness here), war propaganda closely associated Eritrean aggression to Italian colonial 

ambitions in the region and to the legacy of racist arrogance they had left behind. 

a PD, 11 March 1999, p. 10. 
1" • \1\e mdmnl fiwl,\(11 <'f<"IIJ%rlioll a11d humiliallcJII fi>r mrrr m()rrths i11 1/w lk'J>r lhattlll' mlrmal1onal wmrmmrtv would <VIlt•m · 

f< £nlm1 to aca1>t a Jll'aaful ,;olutiotl to 1/rr omjl1d •, Office of the Govcmm~·nl Spokl...;person, Offidal St.lll'mt'nl. 6 
March 1999, Add~< 7 . .-n~n (Amha:ric. Govemmml d3ilyl 7 Mardt 1999 .._, yuutro an PD. 11 Mruch 1999, p. 11. 

17 See Abbint-. 19'.1$:!\'>.1 , 
18 See PD, 4 \lan:h and 11 Mruch 1999. 
19 ~ Drmdcrasi (Amh.lnc, w,>ekJy privati.') 2-8 M.uch 1999, "-' qu<>l•-.1 in I'D, 11 Mruch 1999, p. 11. 
lll 1\.umo MuciUe, • from Adwa to Badme: ~ trom Hi'IOl)'», ElhWpia11 Rlg~<lrr, Apnl1999, p. 32. 
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Reacting to President Issayas' remarks made on 18 July 1998 that the «elite ofTigray 

have this baggage of feeling inferior, marginalised and wanting to assert itself by 

expanding territory», an anonymous intemet dispatcher calling himsef Dagmawi 

responded by indicting «The Fascist-era ideology: it humiliated Eritreans and relegated 
them to sub-human status. In tlte searclz for positive self-identity, those Eritrean elites r.vlro lwd 
adopted some superficial Italian cultural aspects began to look dawn upon their 'uncivilised' 
fellawmetl. The self-hatred caused by Italian colollialism was fumed around and reflected on 
the common people of Ethiopia a11d Eritrea who were still in hme wit/1 their culture. It is this 
attitude which has been peprehmted through the past several decades, sadly contaminating tlze 
Eritreon identity. lt is this phenomenon wlrid1lzas created the paradox whereby the indigeuous 
cultural heritage of Axum is disparaged and the c11rrent inhabitants of the tcmm derided as 
'Agames'. In its place tlze Eritreans substitute the foreign trappings left behind by the depart­
ing ltal inns and cherish these rei ics as if thet.j created them themselt•es»21 . 

Although the state media were more restrained in their formal statements and 

official dedarations22, both electronic and printed media particularly in the private 

press made recurrent use of Italian war images of the Fascist period manipulating 

faces and slogans to point to the new Eritrean «fascists» and to their coarse parrotting 

the ex-colonial masters. Thus a National Geographic picture of 1935 showing young 

Eritrean boys swearmg «to become loyal balillas» was transformed in the web into 

«lssaias and Eritrean boys tak[ing] the oath a11d swear[ing] to become loyal balillas», the pic­

ture itself being heavily manipulated as the Eritrean President's face was superim­
posed to that of the Italian militia office.r2.'3. Terms such as «band a», «fascisb>, «ascari>>, 

people affected by «the mulatto disease» or by «the abused wife syndrome» were 

often used to indjcate the Eritrean enemy in the Ethiopian media and the private 

press, thus indicating the continuity between the old Eritrean «collaborators» and 

their present heirs m the new «colonial regime» at Asmara, their government named 

constantly «shabia» from the old EPLF times of war, while the term «woyane», after 

the Tigrean rebellion of 1943, was constantly used by the Eritreans to denote the 

Ethiopian TPLF leadership. 

The crude labelling was not just a rhetorical device which graphically aired the 

growing resentment among the Tigray leadership vis-a-vis the old allies now turned 

into enemies. As the conflict built up, the deep contrasts between the two Fronts, 

which had accompanied all along the uneasy anti-Mengistu alliance24, were openly 
debated breaking a tradition of secrecy which had been typical of the two Fronts but 

n Dagmawi, posted 30 September 1998, in Walta Information Cemt~ cit., p. 117. 
22 Not so the Ethiopian daily radio broadcasls in 1igrinya addressed to the Eritrean pubUc. themselves an answer to 

the Vltriohc propaganda daily broadcaJ.ted in Amharic from Asmara. 
Z1 1he Nationnl Geographic picture was shown repeatedly on Internet in the «Ethiopia·Entrea Conflict Webpage», a 

private pro-Ethlopian network. See http://www.geocities.com (consulted 13.05.1999). Another much abused image 
was the one depicting Hitler talking to Mussolini and stating, in the b"Uperimpo.;ed caption pointing to a smiling 
lssaias, ·He is MY ~tudent and I have t~ught him well. One day he will be a rrol fascist under OUR command•. The 
picture was printed in the forum at http: //www.ethio.com (cons. 13.05.1999). 

24 On the contrasts between TPLF and EPLF see in particular Young 1996, pp. 105-120. 
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which was now allowed to surface in the public arena. In fact, the internal contrasts 

between the old allies in the field - TPLF and EPLF- was soon submerged by a much 

broader and ·widespread anti-Eritrean resentment which openly surfaced within the 

Ethiopian public, promptly stimulated by a strong propaganda machinery which 

daily ignited and kept it alive. The resentment had many causes of which the forced 

independence of Erltrea agreed by lhe two Fronts in the absence of a public debate, 

and the expulsion of some 120,000 Ethiopians from independent Eritrca were by no 

mc.1ns the only ones: the privileged position Eritrean citizens maintained in Ethiopia 

particularly after the 1993 referendum, their enjoying a de facto dual citizenship 

which allowed them to keep positions of power and wealth in the h\'o countries, and 

the protection accorded them by the EPRDF government, were equally important 
factors. The ensuing deportation of some 60,000 Ethiopian citi1ens of Eritrean origin 

was the sad outcome, and the late replica, of the earlier expulsions from independent 

Eritrca of the Ethiopian military and administrative personnel together with their 

familiL>s25• 

Yet the war unJeashed another tense but hidden memory: that of the Eritrean col­

laborators in the 1935 Italian occupation of the country. Until the recent conflict, on 

the whole Eritreans had not lx-cn made accountable for their pa-.t participation in the 

Italian colonial venture and occupation of the country. FollO\\'ing the liberation in 
1941, and particularly after the federation with Eritre<1 in 1952, the nationalistic 

mythology which developed around the anti-Fascist resistance required a certain 

«dcgrcc of historical amnesia» which was to sooth the newly-found unity between 

ex n..~isters, exiles and coJlaborators. 

·~In this nationalistic enzriro/111/l!lll, tacit £'11courngemmt was givL'II to amplifi; one's coll­
tribution and tactfully to amid discu~sion of tilt' deficiencies of other:.. lltdividuals wlro had 
sct't>ed the Italians as askaris (regular soldit>rs) or bande (irregulars) largely [,ecame mute, 
tmrcilling and tmencoumgcd to say much about the wartime cxpcrimccs. Certainly the his­
lory books did not record tlteir im'Oll'emcllt (or did so mi11ima/ly) a11d lltcrc was little serious 
t'}Jort to understand why tlu.y made the clwices tltaf tlu.y did»2h. 

Thu~, throughout the post-liberation period, it was the Eritrcan patriots' resis­

tance to Italian rule which was celebrated and many Eritrcans were caUed in to help 

in the post-war reconstruction cffort.TI1us, the fact that Eritrcnn troops accompanied 

the Italian colonial army in 1896, and were massively used during the short-lived 

Fascist occupation of the country, became part of a grieved yet silenced past. 

lronicall}~ the Eritrean «colonial» factor was not allowed to surfncc in Ehiopian soci­
ety till the Eritrean liberation mo\·ement decided to employ it to define its strategy 
for independence, and even then it was openly dismissed by Ethiopia in her consis-

:D !he tr.JUma of the reoprocal dcportltion' and dt·human•.ring mod.ilib~., whim aa.,lmp.m~<-.:1 them willn.'IIIilln in 
the "'lh"bv.: memory of both Ethi(lp1an~ .1nc.l Entrean.' yet anothcr una.-1-n<lwll'<igl'<i and unaccountable ~tructure 
<1l \1uknre '"the region. On this point st>e Gilr..,, & Plaut, 1999, pp. 11,54-56. 

:16 fl.kCil'llan. 1996:66. 
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tenl denial ofEritrca's request for independence as an ex-colonial country wunting to 
decolonise. Yet, in a few months, the war with Ethiopia changed all this, and the war 

freely unleashed an anti-Eritrcan «colonial>• memory which till then had been 
repressed or removed. 

Then the real meaning of the Ethio-Eritrcan conflict, and the historic importance 
of the victory of Badme-Adwa, was to mak.e the separation between two «brother» 
countries possible because it transformed, albeit traumatically, a political event {the 
Eritrcan independence) into a cultural one. In this sense the conflict has been a real 
turning point for both countri~ and the lengthy war, though miscalculated at first, 

helped con.'iOiidating a separate identity for both: this is perhaps one of the main rea­
sons why it lasted ~ long. The conflict helped forging, perhaps irrevocably, an 
Eritrean national altt?rity which was denied throughout thirty years of war but which 
confronts today the Ethiopian society and its acknowledgement of a peculiarly tense 
past. If Ethiopia was to be separated from Eritrea, it needed an irrevocable cesure. 
l11c war events helped to provide it: «Bad me if; a place of no partiwlar C011seque11ce i11 the 
lligltlallds betwem [thiopta and If!> mud1 smaller kill, Critrea, two natio11s of great promise i11 
the llom of Africa. But lying on the battlefields tu'ar tlte toum are tlu• corpses of10,000 sol­
dim;- maybe less, maybe more- wlto died over lite last month because each nation claims 
Badme and the surrormding area aB its ow11»27. 

ll C, the eo~ of th<>!>e «10,000 soldiers, mayb,, /C$5, mayl'l! mort'» that are making 

the irrevocable difference deep in.side the Ethiopian nation and its ethos of wounded 
outrage and irreparable moral offence: «Tire cluster bombs dropped [over] dementan; 
se/tools killing children, and the bmn/ls dropped on imwcent civilians wlro wae i11 line to 
receiPe food assistance in Adigrnt, and lhe exodu!> of tire Erilreans from Etluoptn and 
Ethiopians from Eritrea Jun>e assured us tlmt we willl'C two separate and distinct comrtrh-s»JS. 

As the Tplf-lcd coalition gradually consolidated its leader.hip over a country-in­
arms, the war achieved important political assets for the Ethiopian government 
Although its policies were critically exposed in the private pn.>ss before the war, the 

political returns of the victorious events were clearly perceived: 
"17u~ Ethi0]1ian Gcn."t?nunent,· wlrich had law support in the country because of tlu: t"l.lff 

deteriorating economy, has now allied Ethiopians /1chind it and gamt>red a lot of support. 
Though Ethiopians may hm.>e their domestic griL>tmnces, they are ready to defend their cowz­
try ... No doubt that the Govemmml if Ethiopia has taken full admntage of this wm; which 
is indeed a blessing to it. It has armed and fortiftt'd itsdf and maybt.• for the first time has 
become 1mtouchable both for domestic ami outside 1/rrenf.,:N. 

:tJ l .. n f'bl.c1, •Whenncr lhot to''"' i~, 'OOM<'<>r'IC will doe for it• (r'l:pnnl<'<l from 'IJrc N,,., )i>rk Titr!L's), in '17tt• R•7»rl,.,. 

(lngli-h, privati.' W~'('l..ly ), 24 March 1999 . 
.1!1 ~>1.11, ·Eritrea and f:thk>pt.lll Bitter Divorn"' cr.ut Dl. in Addis Tribulll", 12 Mann 1999. 
2'1 Uaslum AhmeJ. ·I ntn•a', Prbl.!m is o~ t....adcrJUp Futun.,., in Addis Tribrm~. 12 !l.lanh l9'J\I, cit !'\ot all pn\'llll' ~' 

ah~'\lib.<!lf. On June 3 Tobyirl (Amh,m~~ Wl"<:kly private) wn>lt.': o\\e had lhl>Ughl that \\C have avoodro war once 
.1nd for all and ~'!'lon.JJJ,hng peace in our «>lrntry. Sad l'flOUgh. "~have ona• ·lj;.Hn ~ll'll onto anolho.·r mura. ... -. of 
w.u- ,, war of dl',lni<llon and misery . •. 1 wluld another round nt d~mght and l~n\lm• •~ hovi!mlg over tht.> (Ountry•. 
s.. .... ro, to ]unl' 199, p. 6. 
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And again, soon after the end of hostilities, observers agreed that <<Etllioptn's latest 
offensive against Eritrcn llns undoubtedly strengthened tlte position of tile mling coafiti011 gov­
mzmn1t. The war has produced a 11t.'W sellS<' of national unity amt removed mu ell of file sus­
ph·ion and distmst wztlz which the EPRDF administration ha:> bet.>t~ vit"lt't'd /ly many 
£tlliopia11s previously co11cemed al10ut Tigraymz domilla/lcc i11 national politic...:;»:Kl. 

At the historiographical level, the prt>Sent conflict is further inspiring a new 
Tigrean-oriented historical writings which the recent victory over Eritrea appears to 
sanction and legitimate on the ground. According to Medhane Tadesse~ 1 , Ttgray 
always acted in r:thiopian history as the «senior partner» of the \>\rider 1igrinya­
speaking region. It wa., the Tigray lords who had <• pn.>a.'<lence and grandeur» over 
their northern rival.; -;ince Alvare:l times and always «ach .. '<l as protectors of their 
junior partners to the north of the Mercb,,:~:;. It was Italian colonial presence that first 

instilled «mz incipient supremacist fcclillg mnm1g the Tigrinya-spcnki11g Eritrea11 ttrlm11 elite 
t•is-11-vis the Tigrny am/ other Ethiopia11 ttaliollnfities», while colonial Fascism inevitably 

bn.'CI «the mutatio11 in the clznracter, behaviour as well as socio-culturnl ide11tity• of particu­
larly the modem urbanized Eritrean elite. Fiat cars and Italian \rillas thus gave the 
Eritreans a false s.cnse of superiority which entrenched i~lf and affected Eritrean 
nationalism at a time when Tigray was impoverished and starved by a centralized 
feudal state33. 

But the Tigray political elite, tells us Medhane, did not fall into the easy trap of 

Eritrean-tigrinya nationalism. From the beginning it opted for Ethiopia and main­
tained its pledge throughout Thus the anti-Mengistu struggle which was fought 
together \l..ith the cx-Eritrean allies is explained today by ligrean intellectuals as 
being only tactical, beleaguered as it was by continuous superiority complexes and 
arrogant behaviour by EPLF, and by deep strategic and political divergences34• Thus, 
while TPLF reorganj~d the country under a coalition government and, although 
traumatically, «applied the principle of seif-d~tmnination ami ethnic federalism••, EPLF 
went on building, as it had been doing from the start, «a nation from above··>. The two 

governments thus adopted «diatnctrically opposite and even hostile political sys­
tems»35. 

Seen in thi..s perspective, the victory over the Eritrean aggressor is indeed a «SCC­

ond Adwa», a major war of national identity and the beginning of a new cycle of state 
formation and consolidation of supremavy in the region of the Hom36.It has helped 
the country to redefine an enduring site of memory and charge it with new symbol­
ic meanings which were daily sanctioned by the conflict it~lf. It is through war that 

ill! P. Biles, ·Bitter f<X>s•, Dll'lctmntlc Briefin.~. Add.- Ab.1b.1, \'ol XV, No. 72. 2(XX). p. 22. 
" See Mcdhani! Tad<"''*' 199'1. Though nol an offiti.ll publi:-alion, the volunw h.1~ ~'l!n ma,,ively diftu-..od in Addis 

Ababa and in the medi.l, 
3l See Jbid, pp. 5-7. 
$) Ibid. pp. 2b4.3. 
ill Ibid. pp. 50-&>. For a 'lmal.lr argument. 5£'\! Adhan.t IIJ9.l 
ll'l lbad. p. 102. 
,. In thl, sen<oe abo Cl.lpham. 200J. 
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Ethiopian ~ociety was brought to internalise the political wound of Eritrean inde­

pendence, while strengthening at the same time the fceling of unity in the country. 

How much this war-created unity is of a flim~y nature i!:. shown by the recent 

crises which assailed recently both the Ethiopian and the Eritrean governments, with 

serious splits among the two le.1ding political fronts, mas..<> arre-t of opponents fol­

lowing student protests and the early stepping down of the Ethiopian President 

Negaso Gidada from office. While the internation.11ly-superviscd demarcation of the 

border is hnmpcred by political and technical difficulties on the ground, observers 

recognise today that the «llnfllre of the l 1iolei1Ct' Jll'rpt'lmtcd in this twt>-ycar war has sunk 
in deep iltfo tl1e public COII.'ciousm·ss» and has lx'l'n dangerously •<internalized>>: « Tite 
deep a11tipatlty, and ofteu hatred, now gem>ratcd is a social fact tt>luclt will ltal'i.' serious conse­
quences. Of courSt' not tlze violence in battle but the often tmspcakal7/e almS<'S against civilians 
that creaft'd the de(>p resentment, alsp among people with lW interest in 110/itics and no com­
mitment to yet a11other war: the exp11lsions of each other's citizm, the arbitrary killings and 
disa1~~earance of people, the robbing of lr1lxmr migrant~ of all of their posse..::;rons and sm•ings, 
the intmmtent of so-called 'cncmyJIC('Jlle' in camp~ under dismal conditions, tlw physiCIII 
abuse, a11d tin• torturing and ltumiliati11g of ordinary ])('(>plc»37• 

If the rationale of the war was to .. create difji·n·nn• ami anchor it J7::>"!tclwlogically» in the 

country at large, the war has been an easy win, and its net result will be «the impend­
ing creation of an iron-clad, physical border beht'l'L'II ctlriopia and Eritrea, in an area of trailS­
border contacts and slrared idmtitics, I which] will yield a new element of in~tal1ility»'38. 

Such a border in fact has lx>cn and will remain of artificial colonial nature. It \\;11 
divide cross-border groups and local communities, such as the Irob, the Kunama and 

the Afar, who have always lived, and have bt.>cn purposely maintained, at the 

periphery of any colonial or internal government: •'people 011 the borders wlw ltnve for 
centuries nt.'l'er known the difference: wor~hipped together, celebrated to,c.:ether and intermar­
ried. [ ... ] This war is easier for someone from Addis Abal'a and Asmarn than those living in 
ZalambcsSII, /rob, and Bad me. People there on l10th sides of the l'Ordcr hm'C more in rom111011 

with tire 'mcmy' than with their rountrymen. Tiris is a cm~{lict that splits family members into 
two military camps. If lras brou,'\ht Cousin against Cousin. Trying to drmo a straight bound­
ary I me tltrouglz the people above is in itself a crime. ( ... ] Hatred that has already been pi owed 
will be ham:~ fed, a11d there wil111at be an end after f11c nmclusion of the wm: [ ... ] Tlze most 
probable outcome of this war [is] that there willnotl't' a winner and a losa, only ht'O losers»39. 

The tremendous social and human cosls of the Ethio-Eri~an war, the toll of 

human and material distruction it has left in the entire border region, and the new 

unacknowledged «legacy of violence•• it will leave in the region of the Horn, may 

soon form a new intractable web of divisive memories which may bt.• even more dif­
ficult to appease or simply acknowledge in the future. 

a; Abbml,. 2001: ,449-50. 
38 Ibid. pp.441H9. 
)9 S.>tal, dL. p. 1.1. 
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