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Martin Plaut’s Understanding Eritrea is a highly readable handbook on the
causes and consequences of despotism in Eritrea—a pocket reference on
where it came from, how it works, and how it got that way.
Its brevity is both a strength and an obvious limitation. It will reward
anyone getting acquainted with Eritrea for the first time or looking for a
coherent narrative to understand the current reality there within a historical context (without which little makes sense), However, it will frustrate
experienced scholars for its fast-paced treatment of intensely complex
issues and its lack of sourcing or references to existing literature. It also will
infuriate supporters of the regime in Asmara, for whom Plaut, a former
BBC reporter, is already a pariah. But the author makes no pretense of producing an academic study. Instead, he has written what might be better
termed an extended essay on what has gone awry in Eritrea and how the
country might be set on a different course.
Written with the voice and sweep of a journalist, the book offers short
but trenchant summaries of Eritrea’s regional relations, its internal political and economic structure, the plight of its many thousands of refugees,
the continuing role of its extensive and engaged diaspora, the failure of
its chronically ineffective external opposition to provide a viable alternative, and a tentative way forward. The first half focuses mainly on Eritrea’s
history and its relations with its neighbors, most of which have been
confrontational; the second concentrates on internal issues, going back
to the experience of Eritrea’s authoritarian president, Isaias Afwerki, as
a student activist in the 1960s and continuing through his founding role
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in the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) and the secret vanguard
party—the Eritrean People’s Revolutionary Party—that was embedded
within the front, and ending with an assessment of present-day politics in
Eritrea, which are as opaque today as they were during the independence
struggle.
Plaut provides valuable insight into the rocky relations between the two
liberation movements—EPLF and TPLF (the Tigray People’s Liberation
Front, based in northern Ethiopia adjacent to Eritrea)—whose alliance
was instrumental in first defeating the military regime of Haile Mariam
(now living in exile in Zimbabwe) and then enabling a smooth transition to Eritrea’s de facto independence in 1991. His insights into how
the alliance unraveled in the mid-to-late 1990s, setting the two states on
a collision course that exploded into full-scale war over their as yet undemarcated boundary in 1998, are especially useful. His intimate familiarity
with the situation is evident in his account of the way personal relationships within and between these two movements both undercut the establishment of stable institutions in Eritrea and undermined interstate
relations.
It is the failure to resolve the issues that triggered the Border War—
notably, but not only, fought over the border’s final demarcation—that
has defined Eritrea ever since, as it settled into what its leaders characterize as a state of “no peace, no war” that has served as a rationale for
keeping the country on a permanent war footing and justified a continuing
state of emergency. Plaut’s account of the breakdown of the peace process in a section subtitled “Aftermath of the War” is particularly illuminating, if frustratingly truncated. The TPLF veteran Addis Alem Balema
(who is now the vice president of the Tigray Regional State) presents
a fuller analysis of this important issue in Democracy and Economic
Development in Ethiopia by (Red Sea Press, 2014). Balema recounts the
process from its inception in 1998 through its collapse after 2002 when
the international Boundary Commission set up to adjudicate the dispute
rendered its verdict, though, not surprisingly, he interprets the matter
entirely from Ethiopia’s viewpoint. Both parties had agreed the decision
would be “final and binding,” but when they awarded Eritrea the highly
symbolic village of Badme where the conflict had broken out, Ethiopia
objected and called for further talks. Eritrea said there was nothing more to
discuss, and the situation has remained at a precarious impasse ever since.
What both authors show, intentionally or not, is that in the course of
numerous attempts to end the fighting in 1998–2000 and through the final
round of postwar peace-making, the members of each party accepted mediation results when it suited them and demanded changes when it didn’t,
accusing the other side and the mediators of bad faith. Had there been a
modicum of trust between them, the details might have been worked out.
But there wasn’t, and the peoples of both countries, especially those in
Eritrea, have paid the price, which Plaut recounts in considerable detail,
both in the economic and political realms.
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But Plaut continues to hold out hope that brighter days may lie ahead,
once the interminable conflict with Ethiopia is resolved, and he quite rightly
suggests that both sides should approach an agreement within the context of
the broader framework of the Algiers Peace Agreement of December 2000,
in which border demarcation is one of several commitments and which was
designed to facilitate reconciliation and normalization. His inclusion of the
agreement in the appendixes, along with maps, historical photographs, and a
chart of Eritrea’s leadership (as of 2016), adds value.
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