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National reconciliation and national conference are becoming topical issues in
the Eritrean political debate. Forums and other gatherings for dialogue on this
subject are now frequent events. Articles addressing it are also fairly abundant
on the Eritrean websites.

To be sure, this is not the first time that calls are being made for national recon-
ciliation and conference in respect of Eritrea. Those in the opposition have been
making such calls since 1991 and even before. But the group in power -i.e. the
EPLF (now PFDJ)- did not heed them. It still does not.

What is new today is that we have an increasing number of Eritrean groups
campaigning for conference and reconciliation. They include some former sup-
porters and associates of the regime. Of course, the older or senior opposition
forces have only intensified their endeavours in this area.

One can say that, by and large, Eritreans are waking up late to the issues of na-
tional reconciliation and conference. These issues are certainly long overdue. In
the African continent -especially in the Francophone states- national conferences
were in vogue in the early 1990s.

What accounts now for the rising interest in and support for conference and rec-
onciliation is the tragic situation in Eritrea. Actually the situation had been tragic
since 1991. But in recent years there have been some developments that caused
its further deterioration. And these developments include, in the first place, the
political and socio-economic crisis precipitated by Eritrea's humiliating defeat in
the war with Ethiopia.

To say that discussions on conference and reconciliation are long overdue is not
to suggest they are no longer necessary. They are necessary -in fact, crucial and



indispensable. Hence, it is important that Eritreans (and people in solidarity with
them) become clear on what national conference and reconciliation mean and
what they involve.

As mentioned earlier, many Eritreans are now addressing this subject in cyber-
space. In Awate.com., Meskerem.net, and Messelna.com, among others, articles and
opinions on this subject are frequently posted. This being the case, it may be
rather difficult to contribute a lot that is original to the discussion on this subject
these days. Nonetheless, in this paper, I am going to try to highlight some impor-
tant issues that I think are not being sufficiently focussed on in the debates.

I

One notices in the internet articles some inconsistency, or even far-reaching dif-
ferences, apropos the meaning of, as well as the relationship between, national
conference and national reconciliation in the case of Eritrea today. Some call only
for a national conference without, or unaccompanied by, national reconciliation.
Others contemplate both, but argue that we should have national conference
first. Still others seem to think we need some kind of reconciliation first.

I think one should also note there are those who write at the behest of the gov-
ernment in Asmara and claim that we need no such thing as reconciliation. We
are a united people, they say, a claim epitomized in the preposterous slogan "one
heart, one people".

One cannot help suspecting that studied politics underlie much of the differences
on the question of reconciliation and conference. However, I think it is also true
that there is some degree of genuine misunderstanding on this matter. Hence, the
need for dialogue and debates on the meaning and implications of these two
concepts as applied to Eritrean politics today.

What is a national conference? How proficient was it as a pattern of democratisa-
tion in Africa?

A scholar on African affairs, Samuel Decalo, defines national conference as an
assembly of

“all the country’s social, ethnic, economic, regional, religious and occupational
groups, leading to formal constitutional revisions, and eventually full-fledged
multi-party elections”. (Decalo: p. 21)

This approach is founded on the tenet that the people are "the ultimate source of
power" in a polity. There definitely is something Rousseauan about national con-
ference used in this sense.

It is to be recalled that in Africa, Benin was the first Francophone state to make
the transition to multi-party democracy via national conference. There is a gen-
eral agreement that national conference worked well in Benin. It is observed that
a conjunction of several internal and external factors allowed and facilitated it.



(i) Internally, the state administration had virtually collapsed. The regime was
bankrupt. It was in the eyes of the people devoid of legitimacy. The elites, civil
society organs, the various economic and social interest groups were embold-
ened to defy the regime and to demand a national conference.

(ii) Important external forces also played a role. Western governments and the
International Financial Institutions refused to give any financial help to, or oth-
erwise cooperate with, the regime unless change took place.

Under these circumstances the national conference was held leading to the abdi-
cation of power by the President, the establishment of a transitional government,
the drafting of a constitution and its approval by referendum, parliamentary
elections, and finally presidential elections.

There are a few important points to note as regards the nature of Benin's national
conference.

(i) The national conference became sovereign. It became so on the insistence of
the various national forces that called for it. What was meant by sovereignty in
this case was that the decisions of the conference were not going to be "subject to
approval or variation by any one", and that they were going to be "fully ‘enforce-
able™.

(ii) Secondly, the head of state, or the authoritarian regime, gave in to the de-
mand for the conference -held inside the country- and actually participated in the
elections. In this connection it should also be noted that the head of state was
given full amnesty even though the party he led was dissolved.

Benin's national conference was not preceded or accompanied by a distinct proc-
ess of reconciliation. However, one can say that, in light of the amnesty granted
the head of state, the process of the conference itself included an element or a fea-
ture of reconciliation.

Though it worked in Benin, national conference was not really successful in sev-
eral other African countries where it was tried. In Togo, Zaire (now DRC), Niger,
Gabon and Cote d'Ivoire for example, it did not succeed and thus did not result
in regime change. In these countries the factors that enabled the process in Benin
to succeed had not fully obtained. The authoritarian regimes managed to frus-
trate the process by exploiting the weaknesses in the oppositions and in the so-
cieties concerned.

Can such a conference be held in Eritrea today? The answer is an unequivocal no.
A conference representing all national groups and aiming towards democratization
cannot be held in Eritrea today. The government of Isayas Afeworki is utterly
hostile to the idea of national conference or to any other idea involving the possi-
bility of regime change.



Then what is the kind of conference that can be held and what can its objectives
be?

The only conference that could be held is one in which the political, socio-
economic, cultural and ethnic groups affiliated with the opposition -old and new-
can be represented. In other words, it is an assembly of the representatives of the
national opposition forces and of the socio-economic and other national groups
accepting or affiliated with them. It can be -or can be called- "national" only con-
sidering the spirit in which it is convened and the ultimate goals by which it is
informed. But in terms of its composition it is not and cannot be rightly pro-
claimed national. One may regard it only as an approximation to a national confer-
ence.

And the central objective -or the immediate central objective- of the conference
can only be to strengthen the forces striving to compel the regime to yield to the
wishes of the people and step down. The conference would devise and establish
the opposition's consensus on ways and strategies to rid Eritrea of the dictatorial
rule and set it on the road to multi-party democracy.

II

As mentioned earlier, the national conference of Benin had a feature, but not a
distinct process, of reconciliation. Apparently, there was no need for such a proc-
ess -at least not a fully-fledged one. It was enough that reconciliation tacitly oc-
curred incidental to the national conference.

The most well known process -separate process- of national reconciliation that
took place in Africa was that of South Africa. Again, reconciliation could happen
at national level in this country because the government was or had become
supportive of -in fact, in a sense, a willing participant in- it. The reconciliation in-
volved all the nation's political, socio-economic, ethnic and racial groups and
took place inside the country.

What about in Eritrea? Can there be such a national reconciliation today? Un-
doubtedly no. The government in power is opposed to it. In fact it insists we
don't need one. We are all reconciled; we are one united people, it claims.

The claims of the regime aside, is there a need for a distinct process of national
reconciliation? Many Eritreans -mostly but not exclusively, those in the opposi-
tion- feel there definitely is a need for one.

So, what is reconciliation? Who are those that can and need to reconcile? And
how should they reconcile? These and related issues are worth exploring.

The concept of reconciliation is associated with such ideas as correction, healing,
making amends, restitution, as well as resumption and restoration in the positive
sense. It signifies, among other things, the ending of divisions. In this dialogue
we are concerned mainly with reconciliation in the domain of politics.



Various types of reconciliation are identified in politics. The main ones of impor-
tance to Eritreans today are state reconciliation and national reconciliation. One
writer, Holly Ackerman”, distinguishes not only between "national reconciliation
and state reconciliation” but also between "transition of the state and reconciliation
of the nation". She defines the various concepts as follows:

* National reconciliation is "a process of accommodation and reintegration by
a previously divided unique people". "Unique" here means just specific or par-
ticular. It does not mean special in the sense of being superior to others. Recon-
ciliation in this case is a process whereby the various components of the nation
come together.

* State reconciliation is a "process of accommodation and reintegration by a
government". I understand this to mean a process of compromise whereby vari-
ous factions or groups obtain shares and are thus represented or absorbed in the
government.

* State transition is "the process of changing the form and/or terms of political
domination in a recognised sovereign country". This is a reference to the realisa-
tion of political reform in the polity such that the power relations between the
basic socio-political components of it change in one sense or another.

Ackerman points out that all these processes do not -at least not necessarily-
happen or proceed at the same pace. With regard to state transition and recon-
ciliation, she says that generally their paces of development are different. The
case is that "in general, reconciliation is a more protracted process than transi-
tion". It takes much longer to consummate fully. The explanation for this has to
do with the essence of reconciliation and what it involves.

III

Reconciliation does not always mean the same thing to every one in a particular
polity. One writer opines that indeed "an operational definition" of reconciliation
"does not really exist". (Galvin: 8). For example, with regard to post independ-
ence Namibia, it was observed in June 1990 that

"what reconciliation means to people in power, it does not mean to those not in
power, and what it means to Whites it does not mean to Blacks”. (Galvin: 8)

This is quite true. Nonetheless, it appears that groups agree -even if only
roughly- on what reconciliation means at least for purposes of what need to be
done in their cases.

Reconciliation is understood as a process for "transcending the divisions of the
past". It is about "clearing" the past. It exposes the wrongs that happened in the
past so that they may not recur and so that their effects or consequences would
be rectified as far as possible.



Though it addresses the past, reconciliation is a forward looking process -i.e. a
process helpful to future relations. What it does is treat and sanitize the legacy of
the past so as to inoculate and smoothen the march into the future.

In plural societies in particular, reconciliation is wholesome and valuable in
many ways. It helps to address differences, to boost understanding and toler-
ance, and to maintain order. Along these lines, one expert in the field, John Paul
Lederach, says:

"Reconciliation is a central component of dealing with contemporary conflict and
restructuring divided societies. Reconciliation is understood as a process of rela-
tionship-building”. (quoted in M.-Fahrenholz: 58).

In light of this, one can say reconciliation is a process that many or even most of
the African polities - multiethnic and "divided" in several other senses as they
are- cannot do without.

What are some of the elements of reconciliation?

The following discussion concerning the elements of reconciliation is based
largely on the work of Geiko Miiller-Fahrenholz, "The Art of Forgiveness: Theologi-
cal Reflections on Healing and Reconciliation”.

Among the major elements are what Miiller-Fahrenholz and other experts call
forgiveness and remembering.

Forgiveness is a central element in the process of reconciliation. It is not the same
thing as the casual offer of apology. It is something more solemn and earnest, in-
volving "the element of guilt". In its Biblical roots it is related to the notion of "re-
lease from bondage". Its function is to extricate and emancipate "the future from
the haunting legacies of the past". (M.-Fahrenholz: 5)

An important aspect of forgiveness is confession. In the words of one expert, "in
confession, you admit not only to having done something, but also that it was wrong to
do it". (R. Longman Jr.: 3) As such, confession includes

“an element of self-humiliation which runs counter to our pride and seems to
threaten our self-esteem”. (M.-Fahrenholz: 25).

Confession is a crucial phase in reconciliation. Indeed, according to the Interna-
tional Reconciliation Coalition, "the path to reconciliation must begin with indi-
vidual acts of confession". (International Reconciliation Coalition: 1)

Another aspect of forgiveness, or a corollary to confession, is repentance in one
or another form. And in repentance, say the experts, "you commit yourself to not do
the wrong thing “again’”. (R. Longman Jr.: 3) It is not only a promise not to repeat
"the wrong thing" but also a resolution to live up to the promise.



Remembering is the other element of the reconciliation process. It does not mean
a mere or formal recollection of what happened in the past. Rather, it denotes
something more somber and penetrating. It is "a way of re-living the anguish and
bitterness of the past in order to arrive at a more profound awareness". (M.-Fahrenholz:
59) The phrase "deep remembering" renders the concept more clearly.

What does such remembering imply in the area of politics? It suggests that
groups or peoples resenting one another should revisit -intensely and in concert-
the past experience which gave rise to the resentment. This is what Miiller-
Fahrenholz means when he says that such peoples or groups "must engage in
walking through their histories together". Restating Joseph Montville, he writes:

"representative groups be set up to revisit each other’s history, especially those
events that are still hurting. Careful and patient attention is required to listen to
the interpretations of those events by the “enemy’ side in order to begin to appre-
ciate the depth of pain and the extent of resentment”. (quoted in M.-
Fahrenholz: 65)

Indeed, such remembering is "about taking the victim seriously". (M.-Fahrenholz:
70). It is an effort to uncover some "hidden and shameful aspects of our past".
(M.-Fahrenholz: 53)

In light of the above, we can imagine that reconciliation -genuine reconciliation-
is a difficult process. "It don't come easy", as some Americans would say. In fact
there is pain involved. The forgiveness aspect of the reconciliation process is par-
ticularly painful. Miiller-Fahrenholz states that a genuine process of forgiveness
and reconciliation

"implies a process of catharsis, and this is the point which scares most people.
Much as they might long to be freed from their bondage, they shy away from en-
tering into this cathartic moment”. (M.-Fahrenholz: 25).

But the catharsis is only a phase in the process. And once one is through the ca-
thartic phase, one is healed and feels unburdened. "An overwhelming liberation
takes place”, says Fahrenholz. (M.-Fahrenholz: 26.)

1A%

The details of the objectives of national reconciliation vary from country to coun-
try or one situation to another. Processes of national reconciliation have been and
are still going on in different societies. In countries like Canada and Australia
such processes go on in an effort to acknowledge the wrongs committed to the
aboriginal peoples and to affirm their dignity. In countries like the Lebanon rec-
onciliation aims to stabilize a polity comprising of two or more confessional
groups. In countries like Namibia and South Africa reconciliation seeks to har-
monise and stabilise bi-racial and multi-ethnic societies.

In developing countries national reconciliation is related ultimately to the objec-
tives of stability and development. It is thus important that reconciliation, which



is a process and not an event, is given unfailing support so as to develop and en-
dure.

In order to be sustained the reconciliation process has to have a beneficial role in
the polity. It has to be such that the peoples concerned perceive it as serving their
legitimate needs and interests. In light of this some scholars define reconciliation
as "a dynamic process of balancing interest". Writing in the context of Namibia,
Mary Galvin points out two situations the appearance of which, or of one of
which, would render the reconciliation meaning]less:

(i) The first is a situation in which only "one of the parties is willing to come to-
gether and to forgive or be forgiven". This is what is meant by the statement that
"reconciliation can not be a one way street". (Galvin: 9).

(ii) The second is a situation in which a government "has ‘sold out™ by going
"further than serving some of the opposition's interest". This situation is de-
scribed as a "danger" which is inevitable in a policy that concentrates "on the aim
of constructing one nation through appeasement". (Galvin: 9). In the context of
Namibia this means pandering to the agenda of the White minority.

One gathers from this that, as a process, reconciliation is not self-perpetuating. In
order to be sustained and continue it has to serve the interests of all the recon-
ciled groups. This means, among others, that it demands constant nurturing and
vigilance.

Reconciliation process helps to build trust and confidence among the groups or
collectivities concerned. A group or a collective that has encountered and ac-
knowledged its past becomes a reliable entity in its dealings with others. This is
true also about individuals as well as about countries and their relations with
their neighbours. In the words of Miiller-Fahrenholz,

"A nation that is clear and honest about its history can be a trusted covenant
partner for its neighbors”. (M.-Fahrenholz: 44)

This hypothesis is striking. Incidentally, it may remind one of issues concerning
Eritrea's internal politics as well as its relations with its neighbors.

An example of national reconciliation process informed by many of the elements
discussed thus far was that of South Africa. The Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion (TRC) headed by Bishop Desmond Tutu was the pivotal institution in the
process.

The Commission was established by the National Unity and Reconciliation Act of
July 26, 1995. The name as well as the tasks of the Commission reflected the po-
litical compromise central to the South African process of negotiated transition.
The ANC had favored a Truth Commission while the National Party had favored
a Reconciliation Commission. What was finally agreed upon was the TRC incor-
porating both Truth and Reconciliation.



The aim was to promote "national unity" by revealing as fully as possible the
"causes, nature and extent of the gross violations of human rights" committed in the
period between March 1, 1960 and Nelson Mandela's swearing in as president.
Amnesty was granted to those who gave "detailed account of their activities, their
background and motives". But an important condition was that the activities must
have been "associated with a political objective".

The chief purpose of the process was not quite the pursuit of justice. The main
goal was to heal the polity, to contribute towards the endeavor of "transcending
past divisions in a spirit of national unity". South African leaders themselves admit
that justice was sacrificed to a considerable extent in the interest of peace and
stability. One of the leaders, Kader Asmal, said:

"We sacrifice justice for truth so as to consolidate democracy, to close the chapter
of the past and to avoid confrontation”. (Quoted in Graybill: 103)

The process in the Commission involved revelation of details. The former vic-
tims, who were ready to forgive provided they knew "whom and for what", were
heard. Their dignity was acknowledged and recognised.

The process was a cathartic one. It must have been so especially -but not solely-
to the former oppressors who had problems understanding how they could ask
forgiveness from, or apologize to, their erstwhile servants, African and other
peoples of colour they considered inferior.

The South African process was original, noble and constructive. Still, there have
been some criticisms about it. Some say for example that not the whole truth was
revealed, that in the end blame was put on individuals instead of on the system,
and that consequently ordinary White South Africans who benefitted from the
apartheid system do not accept their share in the responsibility for the violations
of human rights. Most seriously, some note that for the reconciliation to hold
what is needed is socio-economic transformation that would better the life of the
former victims in the rainbow nation. Truth is important, they say, but they add
that

"placed alongside continued inequality and discrimination, truth appears of little
value”. (Stanley: 543).

The criticisms notwithstanding, the South African process is quite exemplary. In
many ways it is instructional. Eritreans and their supporters can gainfully learn
from it.

\%

As noted earlier, throughout the years the regime of Isayas Afeworki had said no
to reconciliation. Any serious follower of Eritrean events knows the regime will
continue to reject the idea.
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It follows that any process approximating national reconciliation cannot include
the regime. An Eritrean writer, Menhot Woldemariam, stated this point clearly
thus:

"Isayas and his PFD] cannot realize the very needs of Eritrea at this time, and
they don’t deserve the benefit of doubt any more. Eritrean politics of today call a
spirit of inclusiveness, to be started with a meaningful action on reconciliation of
the political forces in the arena. This is not an assignment for Isayas and his
PED] cronies, period”. (Menhot Woldemariam: "Reconciliation and Na-
tional Unity: ...." Part VII) (emphasis added)

I agree. The reconciliation visualized is, as noted earlier, only that of the opposi-
tion forces -all the opposition forces- as well as of the socio-economic, cultural
and ethnic groups affiliated with them. It too is not therefore quite national, but
an approximation to it, analogous to the national conference that can be held.

Should there be a distinct process of reconciliation, or would a national confer-
ence in which people vow not to antagonise any more suffice? It seems to me that
considering the history of the various opposition forces there is a need for a defi-
nite and serious process of reconciliation.

Trust and confidence are not the hallmarks of the relationships between the vari-
ous forces constituting the opposition. In the past there have been serious differ-
ences -in some cases clashes- between them. The scars on the part of all these
forces are deep. In many cases the wounds have not even healed. In respect of
several issues there still are differences and problems. Hence, undoubtedly, rec-
onciliation is a matter of central importance. It also seems there is something im-
perative about it.

Which should come first, national reconciliation or national conference? To an-
swer this question one has to recall the purpose for which reconciliation is
needed.

I am aware, as I intimated earlier, that some are suggesting national conference
be held without or prior to reconciliation. I believe this suggestion is unrealistic.
It seems to me that a reconciliation process should be launched first and foremost
and basically materialise. The reason has to do with the fact that, as indicated
above, among the various opposition forces -including some leading personali-
ties in them- there is a lot of mistrust and lingering resentment as well. Unless
these are addressed and dealt with there cannot be any conference that is sincere
and worthwhile. Reconciliation is indeed a first priority!

The opposition forces owe it to the Eritrean people to do everything they can to
pull off a reconciliation process. Without reconciliation there cannot be an effec-
tively unified opposition. And without such an opposition it is not possible to
remove the dictatorial regime. And of course, unless the regime is removed there
would be no end to the terrible plight the people of Eritrea are in.
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All the organisations in the opposition need to go through a process of national
reconciliation. The process is not going to be easy. Undoubtedly, there will be
some pain involved.

(A) EPLF-DP

The founders of the EPLF-DP were part of the regime until recently. As such they
were antagonistic to the older opposition.

Actually, at first, it did not seem that these "reformers" would be willing to have
any relation with the old opposition. It sounded that what they were seeking was
some sort of "state reconciliation” whereby they would be re-accommodated in
the government. It was gradually that they developed positions of real opposi-
tion to the regime. Their positions are still evolving.

(i) As former EPLF/PFD] members -actually cadres and even leaders- the foun-
ders of the EPLF-DP, had unwarranted assumptions about their former organisa-
tion and its history. They also had a false picture of and condescending attitude
towards the organisations in the old opposition. One hopes they have less of
these shortcomings now. But there is no doubt that they need to cleanse them-
selves of prejudices that presumably are still lingering on in them.

(ii) The founders of the EPLF-DP have been part of the regime and were accom-
plices to many of the wrongs the regime committed. They need to acknowledge
how wrong they were in the roles they played in the EPLF/PFD]J and in the re-
gime.

(B) The old opposition

These are the organisations comprising the Alliance of Eritrean National Forces.
These need to reconcile not only with the EPLF-DP but also among themselves.

(i) There were and there still are differences and problems among them. There
were resentments and antipathies at leadership level. The situation has improved
but there is no full trust as yet.

(ii) There are so many episodes and events in the history of the relationship of
these organisations around which there is a lot of anger and misunderstanding.
There are still sharp differences in the interpretation of those events. A reconcilia-
tion process is needed to deal with the anger and misunderstanding that still per-
sist.

The opposition, as a whole - i.e. the old and the new - need to walk together
through the history of the Eritrean revolution. And they have to walk with their
eyes wide open. They should have the courage to face and accept the truth, to go
through the cathartic experience and be healed and liberated. The leading pro-
tagonists in particular should have the courage to acknowledge whatever
wrongs they might have committed. Only following this experience, following
this liberation, can they develop to become effective leaders, bring about the re-
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placement of the present dictatorship with a system of multi-party democracy,
and help Eritrea realise its needs.

Reconciliation is needed and should take place at various levels. For example
there should be reconciliation between individuals, between organisations, be-
tween ethnic groups and between religious groups.

Of course the latter two reconciliation processes -i.e. those between ethnic groups
and between religious groups- would be more effectively carried out with the
help, or under the auspices, of a national or central government. Hence, it is fol-
lowing the establishment of a democratic regime that they can be fully under-
taken. Nonetheless, at the present, it is important also that the opposition forces
do what they can in this regard.

Very important is also reconciliation with the peoples and governments of the
neighbouring countries. The regime has antagonised virtually everyone of the
neighbouring states. The opposition forces thus have the huge responsibility to
restore relations of peace and cooperation with them. Of course, for practical
purposes this can be done realistically following the demise of the present regime
and its replacement by a democratic system. But at this stage too, it is important
that the Eritrean opposition forces credibly dissociate themselves from the poli-
cies of the regime and maintain, to the extent possible, relations of understanding
and fraternity with the peoples and governments of these states.

VI

National reconciliation is a long process. It takes time to develop and to be real-
ized fully. This means that, once it is launched, it needs upkeep and mainte-
nance without which it cannot really be sustained.

What are some of the conditions or means for sustaining reconciliation in a polity
like Eritrea? What can the opposition forces and the other participants do in the
course of the reconciliation process?

(1) The parties concerned can discuss and stipulate fundamental principles that
are the bases of their relations, and of the governance and state policies. These
should include affirmation of their commitment to human rights as embodied in
the International Bill of Human Rights. Furthermore, consensus reached on all
crucial issues concerning relations in the polity can be highlighted. Examples
would be the issues of religion, local government, languages, and land owner-
ship.

All the principles agreed upon and the consensus reached can be issued and de-
clared in a Charter. And there are precedents for this. An example is the National
Reconciliation Charter of Lebanon, also described as "the Charter of cohabitation". Like
Eritrea, Lebanon is bi-confessional (Moslem/Christian) in its composition. Its ex-
perience -including its Reconciliation Charter- can be of considerable help to Eri-
treans.
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(2) Concrete measures should be taken as early as is practicable to restore the
rights and the dignity of the aggrieved communities in Eritrea. For example,
communities wrongfully deprived of their ancestral lands should be reinstated to
their rightful position and be allowed to reclaim their way of life, to the extent
that it is substantively compatible with the International Bill of Human Rights.

(3) Consensus should also be reached and understandings stipulated in regard to
foreign policy. The Charter of National Reconciliation should state principles of
friendship and cooperation as the bases of the country's relations with its
neighbors and with those in the region as a whole. For example it is necessary
that there be a consensus on the form and prospects of the country's fraternal ties
with Ethiopia and with the Sudan, consensus on its relations of cooperation with
the states of the Near East and on its policy of peace towards Israel and Palestine.
In this respect too the Charter would be similar to the National Reconciliation
Charter of Lebanon which stipulates the consensus reached on the country's rela-
tions with Syria.

(4) Finally, the type of government and electoral system in the country should be
one which is as inclusive as possible. On many occasions I have stated that a pol-
ity like Eritrea needs an electoral system of proportional representation with a
very low threshold, say 2%, and a Government of National Unity -i.e. a govern-
ment in which all the parties that reach the threshold in the elections are repre-
sented in both the legislative and the executive branches. The Charter of National
Reconciliation should provide for such an electoral system as well.

VII

It is not easy to get a process of national reconciliation started. This certainly is
true as regards reconciliation of the broad Eritrean opposition forces. Who are
those in the best position to help start the process?

It is observed that at the initial phase of reconciliation processes what are known
as "middle-range actors", as distinguished from "top level leadership"”, have con-
siderable roles to play. In a sense, these actors are "non-political leaders". They
comprise of academics and other intellectuals, the clergy, business people, etc..
They are called "middle-range” because they are close "to grass-roots" and also
have access to "top leadership".

The political leaders are too associated with the controversial events and epi-
sodes, too deeply involved emotionally and otherwise. Hence, it is easier for the
non-political leaders to take the first steps, especially if they have the "courage,
wisdom and capacity to show the way". (M.-Fahrenholz: 58).

It should be added here that foreigners -i.e. solidarity activists well-meaning to
the people of Eritrea, also have very important functions. They can join hands
with the "middle-range actors" in preparing the initial steps towards national
reconciliation.
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In the Eritrean political landscape we now have a body that represents an ap-
proximation to national unity. This is the Alliance of Eritrean National Forces men-
tioned above. Its Charter is national in its spirit and in terms of the objectives that
inform it. The Charter can be developed to become one of National Reconcilia-
tion. Hence, the middle-range actors should be in close contact with this body in
their endeavor to start a process of reconciliation.

While the role of "non-political” leaders is important, what is indispensable for
pulling off the process is that of statesmen in the political arena. The experience
of successful national reconciliation processes like those of South Africa shows
that in this kind of task "personalities ... play an important role" as F. W. De Klerk
said in 1995. In his words:

"The main role players from the negotiating parties must be able to develop per-
sonal relationships based on mutual trust and confidence. They must also develop
a strong sense of patience and the fortitude to deal with the frequent frustrations
and obstacles”. (F. W De Klerk: 5).

The main role players, or the leading personalities in the parties involved, are in
effect the statesmen.

In the case of Eritrea what this means is that the leading personalities in the op-
position forces must effectively act as statesmen. The opposition needs to pro-
duce statesmen of which the government of Isayas Afeworki is utterly lacking.

Several observers have, in various ways, expressed the view, especially in con-
nectigp with the latest Ethio-Eritrean war, that "there are no statesmen in Eri-
trea"” . Unfortunately this is true, but only considering the modus operandi and
style of President Isayas Afeworki and of those clustering around him. Other-
wise, in the Eritrean community at large there are many who can be responsible,
capable and astute statesmen. Needless to say there are such personalities in the
broad opposition as well.

The opposition forces can realize national reconciliation and help bring about
multi-party democracy if they manage to tap the human resources available to
them and produce people with skills of statesmanship.

At present there is indeed an opportunity to start -to kick off, as it were- a "na-
tional" reconciliation process. The PFDJ regime headed by Isayas Afeworki is de-
spised by and alienated from the people. It is exposed internationally as anti-
democratic and repressive. It is condemned as a violator of human rights. In-
creasing number of Eritrean intellectuals and other "non-political leaders" are re-
doubling the effort in the campaign for national reconciliation and conference .

This opportunity for launching a reconciliation process should not be missed. A
secret of statesmanship, it has been observed, lies in the ability to perceive the
emergence of an opportunity and in the courage and ability to use it in time for a
constructive agenda. Discussing how negotiations and reconciliation came about
in South Africa, F. W. De Klerk had said the following in 1995:
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"History sometimes opens a window of opportunity when all the forces involved
are ripe for negotiation. It is the task of statesmen to recognise such windows and
lead their followers through, before history once again, slams the window shut”.
(F. W. De Klerk: 5)

A window of opportunity for reconciliation is being opened in Eritrean politics.
The sooner it is recognised and used the better for Eritrea and Eritreans. Surely,
the times are crying for statesmanship on the part of the opposition.

Notes

* Holly Ackerman's article is on "National Reconciliation in the Case of Cuba". I do not
know Ackerman's position on US' policy towards Cuba. I am only using her theoretical
discussion on the various types of reconciliation. This does not imply that I agree with
Ackerman's application of the theory to the specific issues concerning Cuba.

** Dr. Solomon Inquai made this observation in an article, "The End of the Road for the
Shah'ebia", (Walta Information). The article was written sometime in 1999 in the context
of the conflict between Eritrea and Ethiopia.

Dr. Solomon is the Speaker of the regional assembly in the Ethiopian State of Tigrai. He
is a prominent member of the TPLF, the core of the EPRDF ruling Ethiopia. Perhaps not
everything he says on Eritrea is plausible. But his observation that the present regime is
destitute of statesmen is correct.
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