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Abstract

This is an ethnographic study of the 1lives and experiences of
Eritrean refugee women in Um Gargur, a settlement in eastern Sudan
established in 1976. It is based upon fourteen months of fieldwork and
builds upon the findings of my 1985 M.Phil. thesis, "A Preliminary Study
of the Position of Eritrean Refugees in the Sudan", for which I
conducted two months of research in Um Gargur. While the M.Phil. thesis
was a comparative study of Um Gargur and two other cases of resettlement
in Africa, here I am concerned primarily with questions of gender,
everyday life, and how processes of change and realignments of power
impact upon women in displaced heterogeneous societies.

After more than a decade in exile the people of Um Gargur continue
to be fiercely nationalistic and as unresigned to remaining refugees as
they are to assimilating into Sudan. There is also a growing trend
towards Islamic conservatism in the settlement. This, coupled with the
fact that Um Gargur is composed largely of mistrusted "strangers", means
that women experience more restrictions in Um Gargur than they did in
their communities of origin. The aim of the thesis is to examine the
effect of displacement and exile upon gender roles, social
infrastructures, traditions and perceptions, as people of disparate
origins, occasionally with conflicting beliefs and mores, negotiate a
way of living together. The title "Mothers of Steel” is taken from a
riot instigated by women when charges were introduced for water. As the
women revolted, their children shouted "Our mothers are steel, our
fathers are monkeys!"” This represented the main crisis point between
men and women. Yet although the title derives from this incident,
women, as they feed, nurture, socialise their children and keep their
families intact, have clearly become "mothers of steel” in the eyes of
their children since they have lived in Um Gargur.

Chapter One introduces an overview of the settlement and shows that
women’s deliberate exclusion from all formal institutions leaves them at
a disadvantage despite the fact that over 50% of them are household
heads for much of the vyear. The following chapters examine how
categories as diverse as politics, honour, health, and economics,
impinge on the lives of the refugee women and their families, and argue
that in contexts of displacement, where social realities are constantly
being redefined, these categories all have a moral dimension. In
Chapters Three and Four I show how limited employment opportunities in
Um Gargur have meant that the majority of men continuously resident in
the settlement have lost their roles as providers while women’s roles
have taken on a new symbolic significance. The society attempts to
compensate for men’s loss of status by placing greater restrictions upon
women. Women’s reactions to this are varied, but significant numbers of
them have redrawn the parameters of "honourable" behaviour to allow



themselves more flexibility. Women establish ties, not unlike kinship
bonds, which traverse ethnic and religious boundaries and offer limited
economic power and physical and psychological support. In Chapter Five I
explore the tensions between traditional beliefs and practices and
"Western" models of health care.

While society’s notion of what constitutes honour has calcified in
reaction to a situation of extreme social dislocation and jeopardisation
of "male" and "female" behaviour patterns, I show in Chapter Six that
the women of Um Gargur have recognised their common plight and responded
by renegotiating their identity, whilst at the same time being the
primary agents - through myths, songs, names, and stories about Eritrea
- in the construction of their children’s identities as Eritreans. 1In
the Conclusion (Chapter Seven) I introduce the story of the
aforementioned water riot to illustrate how radically women’s
perceptions of their own power have altered, and how their children now
perceive them. I suggest that though the process of change has been
slow, the pressures faced by the community have meant that women’s
reconceptualisation of their own roles has been inevitable.
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CHAPTER I - INTRODUCTION

Ade Amina, Christian-born injera [unleavened bread] maker, aged 75:

"I went to a school which belonged to the Italian
government and completed my studies up to the fourth grade.
The Italians did not want us to learn past the fourth grade
because they said we would become too educated. At first the
Italians seemed good. They gave us food and water and they
built many buildings, factories, houses and roads, but they
later became evil. If they saw a donkey they would tell us
that this donkey looks like your king. They had shops and
buses in Asmara which the Eritreans could not enter. There
were different shops for the Italians and different shops for
the Eritreans. We were seen as animals and they did not want
us to walk down some of their streets. They would call us
"merda" . Still, although the Italians were bad they were
much better than the British. I lived in the town so I saw
this. When the British came they took everything away,
especially in the last two years that they were in Eritrea -
all the factories, all the land, everything they took. We
came to hate them...I have lived in Um Gargur for nine years.
Before that I worked in Eritrea. I owned a store and was
making money when Menghistu came and took it all away.
Menghistu, that son of a dog. I don’t know about Haile
Selassie. As an Eritrean I don’t like him because he came
from his country and started to rule us...Of course in the
beginning some of us said let Haile Selassie rule us just for
one year so that these British can leave us alone. We didn’t
know any better. We thought maybe as a black man he 1is
better than the whites. This is what we thought but really
Haile Selassie was not good. But it was not until Menghistu
came that the slaughtering began."

(Tigrinya)



I. INTRODUCTION

1. Brief History of the Eritrean Question

1.1 Italian Colonialism

Italy’s first colony was established in 1890. It was named Eritrea,
from Mare Erythraeum, the Latin name for the Red Sea which borders this
territory. Until Italy colonised it, geographical Eritrea was never
controlled by any one centralised political power but was composed of
areas which, for centuries, had tributary relationships with local
chiefs in the Sudan and with the Ethiopian and Ottoman empires (Pool,
1982:15).

Although it was not until 1896 that Ethiopia officially recognised
its right to exist, the process of social and economic change in Eritrea
began as soon as the colony was in Italian hands. Both the agricultural
gsector and urban centres were developed. Factories were built in which
thousands of people were employed as cheap labour. The emphasis
however, was not placed on manufacturing capabilities because Eritrea
"would serve...to absorb Italian finished goods in addition to providing
raw materials for Italian industry" (Sherman, 1980:13). The
administration and the army also offered lowly but attractive employment
opportunities for clerks, messengers, drivers, etc. They introduced
facilities such as electricity and running water, health services, and
an extensive network of roads and railways.

The purpose of all of this development was not for the benefit of
the colonised; it was to encourage the immigration of Italians to the
colony rather than to the United States. "Liké the British in Kenya,

the 1Italians had come not merely to govern but to 1live" (Farer,



1979:26). The colonisers employed thousands of Eritreans in menial
positions but they were categorically excluded from any middle and upper
level jobs in the police or administration and were discouraged from
aspiring to posts of authority, all of which were reserved for a select
number of the seventy-thousand or so Italians who had heeded the call
and immigrated (Trevaskis, 1960:22). Although there was little overt
evidence of discontent, much Eritrean land had been appropriated by the
colonial government and given to Italian farmers and numerous court
cases resulted from these actions.

Italian rule also polarised the primarily Christian Tigrinya-
speaking highlanders and the predominantly Muslim Tigre-speaking
lowlanders by selective policies,' repercussions of which continued to
be experienced as late as 1987. Erlich notes that "in the context of
their propaganda war against the British in the neighbouring Middle
East, they encouraged 1Islam and Arabic. Moreover, the church was
damaged, primarily because of land confiscations, while...sectarianism
(was) encouraged" (1983:4). While it did not promote social cohesion,
Italian colonialism did much to bring about a growth of political
consciousness and hasten the emergence of an Eritrean social identity.

Eritrea also served as a base from which Italy could launch the
expansion of its East African empire. Their first attempt to conguer
Ethiopia failed when in 1896 they were summarily routed by the Ethiopian
army, but on 5 May 1936 the Italians, equipped with "planes, poison gas,
and a larger army", entered Ethiopia through its capital Addis Ababa,
and claimed it as part of their empire (Farer, 1979:16). 1In 1941 at the
height of World War II, British forces entered Eritrea through the Sudan

seeking to destroy the Italian army before it could join up with its

e



German ally. Two months later the Italians were defeated and the
British had taken control of the entire country, heralding an end to 51

years of Italian colonial rule.

1.2 British Military Administration

The British remained in Eritrea from 1941-1952. During this period
Eritrea became a hot-bed of political activity which was partly spurred
on by the worsening economic conditions brought on by the end of the
war. Also those who had previously regarded the British as liberators
found that they did very 1little to dismantle the structure of Italian
hegemony. Although they introduced reforms such as the dissolution of
the racial laws, it was clear to Eritreans that Italians continued to
appropriate Eritrean 1land and that they were still favoured in
applications for business licences. Many Eritreans were educated to a
high standard during the reign of the British, and unlike the colonial
period, many were also able to gain extensive administrative experience.

Eritrean nationalism had not yet emerged as a significant force, nor
was it encouraged but, in fact, ethnic and religious rivalries which had
burgeoned in the 1940's were politicised and divisiveness fomented
(Erlich, 1983:5). In 1945 a Four Power Commission (USSR, UK, France,
UsA) was set up to assess the situation in Eritrea (and the other
Italian colonies) and to decide upon its future. Various options were
presented including the partition of the country along religious lines
giving control of the western lowlands to the Muslim Sudan, and the
highlands to Christian Ethiopia. There were those Eritreans who
proposed complete independence for the territorial unity of Eritrea as

it was during Italian rule - mainly Muslims and a minority of



Christians, while there were others, particularly Coptic Christians, who
actively sought union with Ethiopia. The United Nations General
Assembly later sent its own commission which put forward three
proposals: 1) unionl with Ethiopia; 2) federation with Ethiopia; 3)
independence after a ten year trusteeship. Ultimately it was decided

that federation with Ethiopia offered the best solution.
1.3 Federation

Federation with Ethiopia was a disaster for Eritrea. Under the
bylaws of the constitution, Eritrea would "constitute an autonomous unit
federated with Ethiopia", its government would "possess legislative,
executive and judicial powers in the field of domestic affairs" and an
"Imperial Federal Council composed of equal numbers of Ethiopian and
Eritrean representatives" would be established (Sherman, 1980:162). At
the time the Ethiopians argued that nothing less than complete union
would serve the needs of both countries. The ratification of the
constitution by Haile Selassie took place on 11 September 1952 and the
Federal flag was raised alongside the Eritrean flag. Since the
constitution did not clearly regulate authority and responsibility
between the two countries, the Ethiopian government had no difficulty in
subverting the autonomy of Eritrea. The. Eritrean Assembly was
"temporarily suspended” in 1956 and Tigrinya and Arabic, the country’s
official 1languages were replaced by MAmharic, Ethiopia‘’'s official
language. The free press was put under federal control, political
parties and trade unions were banned, and two years later the Eritrean
flag was abrogated gnd replaced by the Ethiopian flag. In September

1959 the Eritrean assembly voted to adopt the Ethiopian penal code and



annul their own laws and on 15 November 1962, the assembly had voted
itself out of existence, declaring the federation between the two
countries null and void. This directly violated the stipulation that
only the UN General Assembly possessed the power to alter or amend the
Federal Act. With this, Eritrea had become fully annexed to Ethiopia

and began a new existence as the country’s fourteenth province.

1.4 Armed Struggle and Refugees

The resistance movement in Eritrea began in earnest in September
1961 with a Muslim separatist group which called itself the Eritrean
Liberation Front (ELF). Numerous other factions were to follow, the
most important of which is the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF)
which came into the being in February 1970. Under these two fronts (and
later mainly under the EPLF), the war for independence in Eritrea
continued more or less unabated for thirty years until 1991, although it
was really in the 1late 1970‘s that the war became of strategic
importance. During this period an Eritrean national identity and
consciousness was shaped and made inalienable by the deaths of the
thousands who had fought for independence. These years witnessed the
end of the reign of Haile Selassie and the fall seventeen years later of
his successor, Menghistu Haile Mariam. It lies outside the scope of
this thesis to document the sucession of events which led to the end of
these two regimes, or to chart the disunity which manifested itself
finally in a full-scale civil war between the two fronts. It is
necessary however to note that the war between Eritrea and Ethiopia has,
directly and indirectly, forced large numbers of people into exile,

fleeing Eritrea in search of safe-haven elsewhere.



Figure 1 : Pattern of Eritrean refugee movement into Sudan

Source: UNHCR; A. Wilson, 1991; J.R. Rogge, 1985; R. Sherman, 1980




It is believed that the first exodus of people began as early as the
1950s but increased markedly in 1967 as a result of fighting in the
western lowlands of the country. Before the early 1970s most of the

refugees were Muslim lowlanders but that composition changed abruptly
after the Ethiopian revolution in the mid-1970s when fighting escalated
in the urban areas and many Christians began to flee. By 1991, about
700,000 Eritreans had left their country because of war - one-fifth of
Eritrea‘’s population - of which an estimated 500,000 have been absorbed
into the refugee camps or urban areas of Sudan.2 Many more have also

settled spontaneously among their ethnic relations in the border

villages.
2. Methods and Sources

I first travelled to Sudan in the summef of 1984 to conduct
preliminary research in one of its many refugee settlements. I visited
five settlements in the eastern region - Um Ali, Abuda, Tawawa, Karkora
and Um Gargur - before deciding which one best suited my interests.
Although the refugee settlements in Sudan were established with the
purpose of hosting single "nationalities"” (Ugandians, Chadians,
Ethiopians/Eritreans), I was aware that what had often resulted were a
conglomeration of groups having diverse cultures, ethnic origins,
languages, religions, political affiliations and traditions, 1living
together for the first time in single villages. I wanted to assess the
extent to which people had assimilated and whether traditions or
stereotypes were altering as a result of the proximity in which the
refugees lived.

The first settlement I visited was Tawawa, an extremely large (pop.



15,000) urban settlement in which there were people who were recognised
in international law as Ethiopians but who identified themselves as
having separate nationalities as Tigrayans, as Ethiopians and as
Eritreans. I spent three weeks in Tawawa but excluded it as a
possibility because it was beset with problems at the time. While
hundreds of refugees fleeing famine in Ethiopia were arriving in that
settlement daily, Operation Moses, the Israeli airlift of Falasha Jews,
was taking place. Sharia law was being strongly enforced, tensions were
high and security was tight. I quickly realised that the complex nature
of an urban settlement such as Tawawa meant that refugees were
justifiably suspicious of any strangers. This precluded any possibility
of the type of inquiry which I proposed to undertake.

Um Ali and Abuda were both of a size and composition which was
favourable for my research purposes, but both settlements were newer
(est. 1981) than either Um Gargur (est. 1976) or Karkora (est. 1978) and
thus had not been in existence for a sufficient period to allow for the
possibility of a "melting pot" experience to occur. They were also
rather inaccessible during the rainy season. I finally chose Um Gargur

because it was an older settlement than Karkora and had all of the

elements which interested me. All of its settlers were Eritrean, but
came from diverse ethnic, religious, linguistic and political
backgrounds. It was sufficiently isolated that contact with a Sudanese

population was rare, and so there were very few influences outside of
the Eritrean context.

I stayed in Um Gargur for two months at this time. Upon my return
to England I incorporated the data collected in Um Gargur into my

M.Phil. thesis, "A Preliminary Study of the Position of Eritrean
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Refugees in the Sudan". The thesis was also an investigation of the
legal definition of "refugees" in international law, and examined the
historical background of the movement of Eritreans between Sudan and
Eritrea. It compared the case of Um Gargur to two other resettlement
situations: that of the Gwembe Tonga in Zambia, forcibly removed from
their homes in order to make way for the Kariba dam (Colson, 1960), and
that of the Luvale people from eastern Angola who fled their villages to
settle spontaneously among their kin in Zambia during Angola’s
liberation war (Hansen, 1977).

While among the groups studied by Colson and Hansen the necessity
for acculturation was minimised because of the homogeneity of the
communities, Um Gargur’s heterogeneous composition meant that the
refugees not only had to adapt to a new environment, they also had to
adapt to living in close proximity to "strangers", whose political and
cultural backgrounds often differed from their own. The conclusion
reached in the thesis was that although all cases of involuntary
displacement are undeniably traumatic in the initial stages, they differ
widely in regard to their long-term implications. Among the most
important variables to be taken into account are the degrees to which
marginalisation, assimilation, integration and self-sufficiency take
place.

New networks appeared to be burgeoning among women in Um Gargur in
1984. These were novel because they often extended across kinship,
ethnic, and political boundaries. The nature and extent of such
networks and their apparent potential of transforming the nature of the
settlement was of great interest to me and warranted future

investigation. I returned to Um Gargur in 1985 where I conducted just
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over one year of research, returning to England at the beginning of
1987. This D.Phil. thesis builds upon the findings of the earlier
thesis, and presents a closer examination of the processes at work in Um
Gargur, in particular their impact upon women in the settlement.

During my second stay in Um Gargur I stayed in a small tukul (hut),
in the homestead of Luigi Viglio (son of an Eritrean mother and an
Italian father). I shared this hut with two of his daughters, 13 and 15
years old. They were a great source of information and inspiration,
teaching me how to grind grain, prepare injera, and kisra, flat
unleavened breads made from fermented grain, and brew traditional
highland coffee, all skills I would need should I ever wish to become a
perfect Eritrean wife. Luigi was a Catholic and our homestead was in
the Christian section of the village. He was also a member of the ELF
which meant that ours was one of the few Christian households in which
Muslims were often present. Although I was unaware of his political
affiliations when I first went to live in his home, this worked to my
advantage as it allowed me access to two worlds. Had I lived first with
an EPLF family I am certain that I could not have established ties with
non-EPLF families very easily. EPLF Christians were as suspicious of my
motives for living in Um Gargur as ELF Muslims, but because I lived in
close proximity to them, many of my acquaintances who were pro-EPLF
rapidly became my friends. I remained in Luigi’s homestead for
approximately ten months. I later moved to the homestead of Kiros
Sereke, the Sudan Council of Churches (SCC) medical team leader, where I
lived for the final three months. Although Kiros’ family was firmly
pro-EPLF, by this time I was well enough established in the village not

to excite suspicions of adherence to any particular faction.
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I drew on my identity as an African "foreigner" rather than as a
woman in order to facilitate my entry into the society of men. This
allowed me access into male strongholds such as the market-place and the
tea-rooms where I discussed politics and other issues with numerous men.
Later I was called "sister” although admittedly unlike any other sister
they had known. When I left the public sphere for the company of women,
my persona changed immediately into a more intimate, confiding one. As
a woman among women we openly shared and exchanged information. I found
however, that I occupied a very peculiar position in relation to other
women. On the one hand I was trusted and, I think, respected because I
was an African woman who many villagers regarded as a "sister" or
"daughter"” who had made achievements. As a result, men who would
otherwise have been extremely reluctant to let their wives leave their
homes (except in large groups) to attend weddings or other ceremonial
occasions, would happily allow them to go in my company. At the same
time people expected me to follow rules of decorum which were not
necessary for white women who visited or lived in the settlement. I
witnessed this double-standard often with American and German women who
worked for aid agencies. When they smoked or wore short trousers,
people would merely shake their heads in wonderment and remark how like
men the khawajia (Western women) were. I am certain that had I done so
I would have jeopardised my relationships because although I was
regarded as different, I was not so unlike them that I could flout those
particular codes of behaviour. Of course aid workers in Um Gargur were
also seen to be contributing to the settlement and occupied roles of
authority, whereas my position was quite ambiguous and relied very much

on maintaining a good reputation.
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I was often plagued with self-doubt whilst in Um Gargur. So much
depended upon whether I was liked and accepted by the people with whom I
lived. In many ways I felt like a parasite, dependent upon the
villagers for so much and yet being able to give so little in return.
None of my friends had much in the way of material wealth but they
opened their homes and their hearts to me. So much had been made of the
importance of T"objectivity" in anthropology and yet it became
increasingly clear to me that the quality of anthropological field-
research rests almost entirely upon the relationships that are
established in the research setting.

Jacques Maquet noted that "the anthropologist perceives the social
phenomena he studies not from nowhere but from a certain point of view,
which is his existential situation” (1964:51). In terms of my own
research so many variables came into play, particularly regarding my
self-identification. After some consideration, I decided not to align
myself with any of the other foreigners who visited Um Gargur,
ultimately curtailing my contact with all non-Eritreans. Nor (after a
brief spell in the home of the Sudanese headmaster and his wife) did I
spend any time in the company of the Sudanese who lived in Um Gargur. I
did not want anyone to begin to doubt my loyalties. Indeed, although
this was part of my research plan, in time I grew to love and respect a
number of people and my loyalties came quite naturally. I began to
avoid all of the foreigners who came to Um Gargur, especially those from
the various donor agencies who had heard that I was 1living in the
settlement and sought me out as an "expert".

I was never sure whether I was doing the right thing. On the one

hand I knew that there was a possibility that some of what I had learned
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might be of use to the aid agencies and encourage positive policies for
the refugees. At the same time I knew that the villagers did not
generally trust the Sudanese or the expatriates and that much of the
information which was imparted to the refugee agencies was motivated by
a desire for change. Some of it was true and some exaggerated but I did
not want to be in the position of verifying what was said. There was
information which I knew could harm the refugees and I had neither an
interest in harming them nor, in falsely giving them cause to believe
that my contact with expatriates might alter their circumstances.

I know that there were those who remained, quite naturally,
suspicious of my motives for 1living in Um Gargur. I also know that
there were those who came to trust me. I would like to think that at
the very least I entertained many people - particularly the women with
whom I interacted most frequently - and offered them temporary respite
from the monotony of settlement life. I told them about my family and
friends and shared my photographs from Liberia, America and England with
them so that my life outside of Um Gargur could be contextualised and
conceptualised more easily. All of my friends in Um Gargur knew the
names of my parents and had seen their photographs. They often
commented on how beautiful my mother was and how unlike her I was. They
would laughingly add that I was blessed 1in personality with the
equivalent of what she had in looks. When I was asked about my religion
I professed no faith but mentioned that in my family there are both
Muslims and Christians, a fact which seemed to give my questioners much
pleasure.

I spent 90% of my social time in the company of other women. For

several days a week'my life was very structured. Although I had no
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formal medical qualifications, I had previously worked in a maternity
hospital in Liberia delivering babies and decided to do the same in Um
Gargur. I worked in the SCC clinic examining pregnant women and young
infants and carrying out deliveries. I also helped to conduct a
nutrition survey in the settlement and it is this survey from which much
of my statistical information is derived. All of these formal
activities also contributed to my being accepted by the villagers and
allowed me to establish lasting friendships with several women. There
were about fifteen households in which I felt very much at ease, and in
all of these I carried out extensive interviews with household members.
Eleven of these households were Muslim and four were Christian. In most
households I became accustomed to assisting in whatever the day’s work
was, whether it was grinding grain, making stew or preparing kisra or
injera. In this way I participated in the daily lives of the women
while at the same time learning about their experiences. There were
perhaps another fifteen households in which I was an occasional visitor
and I also interviewed various members of these households.

At the first stage of my research I had two assistants; Abdel-Aziz
Ismail Osman who helped me to conduct interviews in Tigre and Arabic,
and Kidane Ghebray who assisted me with Tigrinya. Because they were
both male, this presented both practical and ethical problems. I was
very interested in women and their points of view and quickly discovered
that many women were not prepared to answer, through a male interpreter,
some of the highly personal questions I would ask them. This applied to
both married and unmarried women. I was fortunate that both of my male
assistants, one Christian and the other Muslim, had extensive networks

of family and friends who were willing to be interviewed. Most of ny
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contacts with other women were derived from these networks and soon
(within two months) I decided it was more appropriate not to rely on my
assistants when interviewing (they themselves were also often
embarrassed and could appreciate my predicament) and worked instead on
my own. As my linguistic skills improved so did my range of contacts.
In the rare instances where there was a breakdown in communications, a
daughter, sister, or friend, would help to translate. Because there
were 8ix indigenous languages, I chose to communicate in Arabic - the
lingua franca of the settlement - my level of comprehension being
equivalent with most of the refugee women. I managed to pick up some
Tigre as well and could thus listen in on and contribute to numerous
conversations which I had not instigated.

One of the problems which I encountered had to do with whether my
study would benefit the villagers in any way. I believe that in any
situation where there is economic deprivation, outsiders who journey
from the West will be regarded with a mixture of suspicion and
expectation. In the refugee context where everyone wants to escape,
this is perhaps even more pertinent. 1In the beginning I was often asked
what the purpose of my research was, and I replied that I was interested
in learning about the 1life-stories and experiences of women, an
undertaking everyone, even my closest friends continued to regard as
nothing less than frivolous. I said that when the women of Um Gargur
finally returned to Eritrea no one would understand what had happened to
them while they were in Sudan and that it was important to record their
experiences for posterity. Because I knew that believing otherwise
might affect their answers, I had to make it clear that no gain would

come to anyone from sharing these tales with me. After living in the
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settlement for some months during my second trip to Um Gargur, I
realised that I had occasionally been given misinformation during my
preliminary stay and I was determined that the same thing would not
happen again. I often told women stories about my childhood and customs
in my own society in West Africa, and this often prompted responses;
however in the first months I relied mostly on the information given to
me by those whom I had come to respect and trust. Later I felt secure
enough linguistically and in terms of my own experiences in Um Gargur to
vigorously talk over any communications which seemed wunusual or
contrived. In time, many women, amused and pleased by my interest in
their life stories, willingly gave their time anq information to me.

The thesis includes a glossary of some of the words which were in
frequent use in the settlement among people of all groups. In the text
I have listed these words according to their perceived origins. Tigre
words are indicated by the letter (T); Tigrinya by (Tya); and Arabic by
(7). There are many Tigre words which derive from Arabic, and several
words which exist in both Tigrinya and Amharic. In the instances where
these words occur in the thesis they are noted as Tigrinya and Tigre
rather than Amharic and Arabic. The Arabic transliterations are based
on the language as it is spoken in Um Gargur and several people assisted
with the Tigre and Tigrinya transliterations.

Most of my extensive interviews were taped. Unless otherwise noted,
all of the data presented in this thesis is based on these interviews
which were conducted entirely by me. All of the quotations in this
thesis are also, unless otherwise noted, from interviews conducted in
Arabic. The first quotation which appears at the start of the

introduction was from an interview which was conducted in Tigrinya and
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is the only quoted interview for which I required a translator. For
this, Emnetu Woldeselassie, a Tigrinya schoolteacher, provided me with
valued assistance. I draw almost exclusively on these oral accounts of
people’s lives before and since becoming refugees, although I
occasionally refer to the work of historians when placing these accounts
in a temporal framework. Of course there are problems in relying
entirely upon oral accounts because of the biases which they bring to
bear. However as all history has its own biases and the problem of
recharting the histories of this diverse group of people is fairly
insurmountable, I rely on the refugees to recreate their lives for me.
This is extremely important because it provides us with information on
how they perceived their lives in the past and how they regarded their
position in Um Gargur at the time when this study was undertaken.
Finally, this is a community which is, and has always seen itself,
as a temporary one. At the time of my study the war in Eritrea showed
no signs of abating; yet none of the refugees imagined Um Gargur as a
place they would remain. People looked to the future and for them, the
future was Eritrea. In May 1991, four years after I had completed the
research for this thesis, the war in Eritrea ended and the pclitical
landscape was incontrovertibly altered. The country is now liberated and
thousands of refugees with the means to do so have reportedly returned
home, including a number from Um Gargur. Many more will return with the
help of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and
the Commission for Eritrean Refugee Affairs, established in 1987 to
assist Eritreans abroad and now helping to facilitate their
repatriation. The dream of return can, for all of them, now be

realised. Although Um Gargur’s community will soon disappear into the
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towns and villages of Eritrea, this thesis will serve as a record of

their dreams, hopes, and experiences during their time in exile.

3. Analysis and Purpose

Almost a decade ago a prominent academic was moved to remark upon
the dearth of academic material on refugees, compared to the ever
growing numbers of refugees in the world. "It has been estimated that
up to 140 million people have been forcibly uprooted in this century
alone! In view of this it is remarkable that social scientists have
generally neglected refugee studies and research...May it be
that...refugees are seen as immigrants with little distinction between
them? Or could it be too difficult an area to research, involving a
multi-disciplinary approach which academics tend to dislike?...Perhaps
it is also too painful a subject for social scientists to get close to?"
(Baker, 1983).

Since then a body of multi-disciplinary work on refugees has emerged
which has gone some way towards redressing the balance (Goodwin-Gill,
1983; Dick and Simmonds, 1983; Caulton, 1985; Karadawi, 1988; Harrell-
Bond, 1986; Rogge, 1985; Kibreab, 1985; Bulcha, 1987; Daley; 1991;
Peteet, 1991; Steen, 1992). There are now also several research and
documentation centres world-wide devoted to refugees; among the most
notable are the Refugee Studies Programme based at Oxford University,
the International Refugee Documentation Network in Geneva, the Refugee
Policy Group in Washington, D.C., the Resource Centre on Refugees at
York University in Canada, the Refugee Studies programme at the American
University in Cairo, and the Research and Resource Division for Refugees

at the University of Khartoum in Sudan.
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Until recently however, the young discipline of Refugee Studies has
been preoccupied with immediate political and humanitarian concerns. In
spite of their relevance, such concerns have not incorporated questions
about the long-term strategies for survival employed by refugees, or
about the daily processes of wurban and settlement 1life. Some
researchers, while conducting valuable inquiries, have spent very little
time among the subjects of the studies, relying instead on data
collected primarily from surveys and questionnaires for which there are
generally circumscribed responses. As a result, though the literature
currently available has been of some theoretical value, much of it
offers a relatively superficial understanding of what refugee 1life
entails. This study stems in part from a concern about the neglect of

the discipline to address long-term refugee concerns - particularly
within the settlements, many of which have been in existence for over a

decade.

My own specialised area of interest has been Eritrean refugee women.
Despite the fact that there is now a growing corpus of work on Eritrean
refugees (Palmer, 1976; Johnson, 1979; Smock, 1982; Laman, 1984; Pezaro,
1984; Kibreab, 1985; Caulton, 1985; Kuhlman, et al., 1987; PFrancis,
1987; Goitom, 1987; Cope, 1988; Bascom, 1989; Kok, 1989; Asfaha, 1990;
Sendker, 1991), when I developed an interest in the subject in 1984,
there was not much in the extant literature which was of use to my
inquiries. As an anthropologist I sought out studies within my
discipline, finding in 1984, few in-depth investigations on refugees
(Bansen, 1977; Spring, 1979; Braukamper, 1982; Harrell-Bond, 1982). At
that time I also came across only five short general papers on Eritrean

refugee women (Mebrahtu, 1981; Laman, 1984; Palmer, n.d.; Pezaro, 1984;
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von Vietinghoff, 1983).
Refugee women were generally discussed in passing, as though gender
was not a relevant factor of the refugee experience (El-Beshir, 1978;

Braukamper, 1982; Rogge, 1985; Kibreab, 1985). Surprisingly, even today

there 1is not an abundance of data on refugee women (Eritrean or
otherwise), an oversight noted by others (Kay, 1987; cCallaway, 1987;
Indra, 1989; Daley, 1991). And to date there are still reiatively few
anthropological studies on refugees, although the need has been noted by
anthropologists who have charted such territory (Bright, 1985; Callaway,
1987; Kay, 1987; Waldron, 1988; Sendker, 1989; Colson, 1989; 1Indra,
1989; Davis, 1992).

This neglect may be because refugee research has been considered
marginal to the study of social anthropology and so no comprehensive
methodology for the study of refugee communities has been developed in
the subject so far. Stein suggests that this "scholarly inattention”
results partly from the fact that refugee problems are regarded as
"temporary", "isolated" and "atypical” and because refugee reéearch "is
not a ready-made field of study. It lacks standard texts, a theoretical
structure, a systematic body of data, and even a firm definition of the
subject or the field" (1986:6). Yet the subject of refugees lends
itself rather neatly to anthropological investigations, in part because
the discipline is interested both in social and cultural change, and in
the study of marginal beings, which refugees are by virtue of their
alien status (Simmel, 1950; Douglas, 1966; Turner, 1969).

Colson makes a strong case for the necessity of anthropology to
focus on the ©political/historical context of refugeehood: "I1f

anthropology is more than a game or an academic discipline that provides
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employment to anthropologists, then at least some of its research effort
should be focused on policy environments that...create the political
chaos that currently has driven 10 million refugees into flight across
international borders" (1989:3). While it is not the brief of this
thesis to examine "policy environments" in detail, it is an overdue
attempt to address Waldron’s (1988) call for anthropologists to take on
the role of communicators and cultural translators who are able to lend
an insight into the perspectives of refugees. It therefore attempts to
bridge a crucial gap between the types of research possibilities which
anthropology can pursue. As Shipton rightly notes, the anthropologist
"offers time in year-round research, and in historical perspective --
both missing ingredients in development and relief" (1990:370).

Because the refugees of Um Gargur are in a rural setting which
happens to be characterised by certain specifically urban elements
(Bright, 1985), the refugees’ environment is, in a sense, "undefinable"
(Douglas, 1966). All aspects of their lives are marked by a quality of
limbo, for they remain on the outside of the host society. Those
refugees in the Sudan who "pass" as Sudanese succeed in crossing the
liminal threshold, but for refugees in settlements such as Um Gargur
passing is not an option that they would choose for themselves. They
consciously remain Eritreans, and therefore consciously remain marginal.

To date however, there has been 1little interest in long-term
investigations of camp settings and therefore no exploration of what
concepts such as "marginality", "power", and "powerlessness" mean for
those refugees within settlements. Data on the coping strategies of
refugees in camps is practically non-existent. Perhaps this reluctance

stems from the peculiar character of the settlement situation, the
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investigation of which may easily lend itself to accusations of
voyeurism. A more plausible explanation is that proffered by Robert
Chambers who notes that when it comes to exploring the refugee
experience, "Urban refugees are more 1likely to be investigated and
understood than rural, they are politically more visible and vociferous;
and they are more convenient for researchers" (1981:16). Certainly in
the case of Eritrean refugees, the ratio of urban to settlement research
appears to be consistent with Chamber’s observation (Cope, 1988;
Kuhlman, et al., 1987; Shone, 1985).

Yet the existing literature does not effectively explore either the
differences or the similarities between the refugees in rural
settlements and those concentrated in urban areas. For instance, Goitom
states that "the Eritrean refugees in Khartoum are determined to keep
their national identity...(and) the emotional 1links with their
home...(are) symbolized in their link with the liberation movement, and
hence encourage a close identification with their historical cause of
forced dislocation.” This observation, although convincing, is not
elucidated by a discussion of how identity is maintained in the face of
pressure to conform to the norms of the host country; such a discussion
would be important to our understanding of refugees in urban areas.
Goitom’'s findings do parallel some of those in Um Gargur; however few
reliable comparisons can be made when, as Stein notes, refugee camps
"have received relatively little analysis”. He calls for "models of the
crucial elements of the camp experience" (1986:11). It 1is these
"crucial elements" that this study investigates in detail.

Goitom argues "that people exposed to external or internal dangers

(sociopolitical and economic) tend to show a high degree of community
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solidarity on many levels. The refugees’ level of survival is based on
changing strategies, a mechanism demanding a continuous information
flow" (1987:142). One strategy is that which Hansen, in his study of
spontaneously-settled Angolan refugees in Zambia, terms
"(re)socialization" (1979). By this he means the process through which
refugees acquire the skills and norms which enable them to adapt and
assimilate in a host country. In multi-ethnic settlements such as Um
Gargur, assimilation and adaption are occurring between the refugees
themselves, i.e. within the community, rather than between hosts and
refugees. Yet to date there are no studies documenting the evolution of
such processes. It is the aim of this thesis to fill this gap. It
provides Refugee Studies and Social Anthropology with one of a small
number of long-term anthropological investigations of refugee
settlements (Hansen, 1977; Spring, 1979; Braukamper, 1982; Sendker,
1989; Daley, 1991), and attempte to enhance our understanding of some of
the complex processes which structure the experience of exile.

Power is a relative concept and is something which, on the face of
it, few refugees can be said to enjoy. Refugees are marginalised by
their position of being both outside, and at the same time reliant upon,
the host society. However even within this circle of marginalisation,
power structures proliferate. There are rich refugees and poor
refugees, vocal refugees and silent ones, male refugees and female
refugees. Yet the dichotomy between rich and poor, vocal and silent,
does not necessarily fall along gender lines; male refugees are often
silent and, this thesis will show, female refugees are not necessarily
without a voice. Moore‘’s (1988:4) observation, "It is not that women

are silent; it is just that they cannot be heard”, seems particularly
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apt with regard to Um'Gargur.

It is with female refugees and the processes of power and change in
Um Gargur that this thesis is concerned. This is a departure from the
existing Eritrean refugee 1literature, most of which has not been
adequately informed by questions of gender (Smock, 1982; Johnson, 1979;
Goitom, 1987; Asfaha, 1990; Rogge, 1985). In fact women have been
notable by their overwhelming absence in such analyses despite the fact
that they constitute the majority of adult refugees in Sudan (von
Vietinghoff, 1983).

For instance, in Kibreab'’s study of organised land settlements women
are given a cursory look. He and his team of enumerators interviewed
women in the absence of their husbands, and also women who headed their
own households. Kibreab 1is surprised by the extent of the women’s
cooperation having been previously informed that "because the man is the
sole spokesman of the household, the women in the settlement would
refuse not only to answer our gquestions but would even prevent us from
entering into their premises." He continues, "Contrary to such
assertions, in conducting the survey not only were the women in the
settlements willing to answer our questions, but some of them were even
more lucid and less ambiguous than some of the men. 1In fact, many of
the women we interviewed were more curios to know about many questions
outside the questionnaire...the answers provided by women, especially on
crop income and consumption, seemed to be more dependable" (1985:24).
And yet, despite the fact that Kibreab notes the importance of women to
his investigations, Moore’s (1988) statement that women "cannot be
heard" resounds throughout this work. What Kibreab does here (contrary

to his apparent good intentions) is offer either a genderless profile of
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refugee settlements, or one which, ironically, presents men as "sole
spokesmen".

Such oversights are not uncommon. Indra (1989:223) notes that in
refugee research, women’'s issues ‘"were by default identified as
essentially the same as those of men" and were ignored as a result.
What my analysis attempts to do is to explore the importance of gender
in the refugee context through such concepts as Honour, Identity, Health
and Economics in an attempt to document, for the first time among
Eritrean refugees, the crucial roles which women play in the sustaining
the social, political and economic lives of their families. My analysis
shows clearly that gender does define the refugee experience in Um
Gargur (as, surely, in many other refugee situations), and my
contribution lies partly in demonstrating that studies which omit gender
from their analysis necessarily advance a very limited representation of
that experience.

The prevailing concern of studies on gender and the position of
women in society has been with issues such as women’s subordination,
rituals and major life events (Rosaldo, 1974; Delmar, 1986; Goodale,
1980). Although such themes are treated in this dissertation, it 1is
concerned primarily with the texture of day-to-day life -~ an aspect
which studies on gender have not adequately addressed. This thesis
makes a case for the study of women’s daily existence within
environments where there is a breakdown of the legitimacy of male power
and an increased idealisation of women’s roles. Even where men attempt
to reestablish formal mechanisms of authority they are confounded, for

power does not necessarily reside in formal mechanisms.

According to a 1983 UNICEF report, between 50-75% of refugee
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families in Sudan are headed by women (von Vietinghoff, 1983:3). 1In Um
Gargur this number is as high as 57% during certain periods of the year.
Palmer (n.d.) suggests that in families which are "normally
constituted”, that is, where both parents are present and contributing
to the household, "refugee women assume a lower social profile than
usual” while men assume greater power. I agree with her assertion that
this is "partly due to the new alien environment when men assume greater
mobility and social visibility relative to women", but argue that even
where many families are not "normally constituted"” and are headed by
women, as in Um Gargur, restrictions are applied. I suggest that the
codes by which people have 1lived in their previous societies are
threatened by the presence of such a substantial number of women-headed
families, and that the determination to keep such women "invisible" and
under control is great.

Even though the analyses of Merryman (1976), Spring (1979) and
Oyedipe (1983) suggest that the options open to poor women who have been
relocated or resettled are sometimes greater than before relocation, and
that at times women’s status may improve in relation to men’s, I believe
these are exceptions rather than the norm and that in a conservative
Islamic, multi-ethnic rural settlement such as Um Gargur, the dangers
perceived in social assimilation are rife while the opportunities for
socio-economic advancement are extremely limited. I argue that poor
women refugees in Um Gargur are generally the most deprived of power,
and that even the poorest refugee man still exercises a degree of
control over women and children, even where they are unrelated to him.
In contrast with Spring’s findings among self-settled Angolan refugees

in Zambia, poor refugee women in Um Gargur do not intermingle with or
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marry host men, and thus cannot improve their economic condition in this
way. Nevertheless Bonnerjea’s (1987:10) generalisation that refugee
families are dependent on the ability of women to adapt since the "cost
of failure is increasing hardship and suffering for the whole family",
holds true for Um Gargur where it is the ever-present women who cement
their families together. In this sense women often have more
"influence" upon their families than men. Occasionally this influence
is parlayed into power.

All of the refugees know what constituted "ideal" behaviour in their
traditional societies. They are also aware that what was ideal for one
group in the pre-refugee situation might not have been appropriate
behaviour for another and similarly that the refugee context demands its
own modifications. Although more restrictions were placed upon women’s
behaviour than on men’s in traditional Eritrean contexts, such
restrictions constituted part of every woman’s identity and values and
reaffirmed her place in the society. With refugeehood this value system
has been undermined. "Male" or "female" behaviour patterns or
activities are cultural constructs which are jeopardised when people are
unable to fulfill their social roles. When everyone is dependent upon
aid subsidies and rations, and little opportunity for employment exists,
men who reside in the settlement are generally idle. They no longer
fulfill their roles as providers and decision-makers and their
identities as resourceful and dynamic players are erased; and when men
are no longer around it is women who are burdened with the
responsibility for taking care of the family. Ironically, it is only by
depriving their wives and children of their physical presence that men

can contribute most to their families’ economic well-being. Since women
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continue to manage the domestic sphere, their role in the family remains
pivotal. Children grow up seeing their mothers as contributors, and the
few fathers who are present as increasingly redundant.

By being thrust into positions as heads of households, women in Um
Gargur constantly transcend what Pezaro in her. study of pychological
conflicts among Eritrean refugee women calls "the bounds of their
internalised norm system" (1984:2). The counter-reactions to this are
extreme: social assimilation among women from different ethnic and
religious groups is discouraged while behavioural assimilation - with
strict guidelines - is promoted. Women'’s attempts to achieve any degree
of economic flexibility, or engage in ritual, social, or educational
activities which take them away from the domestic sphere and offer them
psychological independence are inhibited. In an effort to keep women
dependent upon men, whether related or not, seclusion is presented, more
forcefully than ever before, as the ideal. Even in their social and
ritual lives, some activities which were morally sanctioned for women by
tradition have become haram or unacceptable. The heterogeneous nature
of the settlement also provokes extreme manifestations of "ideal"
behaviour which would not have been required in the traditional context
and are a new development. I follow Maher’s assertion that "in times of
social upheaval, when economic and power relations are convulsed and
ill-defined, women and their roles become doubly invested with symbolic
significance for the relationships among men, but...these symbols are
drawn from the moral context believed to be proper to the traditional
gsociety, which is itself an ideological abstraction. In other
words...women have been forced to represent a traditional model of

social reality for the purposes of men" (1980:101).
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And yet as the title of this thesis suggests, women are not
enfeebled by the vicissitudes of settlement life. The epithet "Mothers
of Steel" arose from a riot which was instigated by women when they
learned that charges were to be instituted for water. As the women
revolted, the children of Um Gargur yelled "Our mothers are steel, our
fathers are monkeys." This was the first time that women, and later
children, openly demonstrated against men and against the settlement
authorities. However, even though the phrase derives from this
incident, it is clear that for the children, their mothers have always,
or at least for as long as they have lived in Um Gargur, been "mothers
of steel”. It is the mothers who, as they clean, feed, garden, and
nurture, visibly sustain the health and welfare of their families. It
is also the mothers who constantly redefine accepted codes of honour and
challenge circumscribed social and economic boundaries in an attempt to
give their children a better life. Finally, they shape the social and
political identities of their children by offering them, through their
stories of Eritrea and of the liberation struggle, what James calls "an
archive" which constitutes "a lasting base of past reference and future
validation" (1988:6). It is such crucial but mainly non-conspicuous
contributions that have earned women their prominence in the eyes of
their children, and the right to be called "mothers of steel”.

It is the purpose of this thesis to show how, within the refugee
context, gender roles and relations have evolved. Although others have
noted that the gtructural relationship between the sexes in long-term
refugee situations is frequently altered (Bonnerjea, 1987; Spring, 1979;
Hansen 1977), most of the extant 1literature fails to analyse the

processes which bring this about. One notable exception is Kay’s (1987)
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study of cChilean women in Scotland. Kay draws a distinction between
those she terms "privatised" women, - that is women who are essentially
housewives and mothers - and ‘"public-private" women, - those who

straddle both spheres by working both in and outside the home. She
argues that during the political upheavals in Chile women during the
early 1970s, women struggled to "preserve the private domain from
political invasion and expropriation. In exile, the privatised women
experienced a different process of devaluation of their domain. Their
venerated place in society had been stripped away, mothering was
socially devalued and there was a profound change for the worse in the
terms of their ideological representation in society. Many privatised
women experienced a slippage in meaning of the private domain in exile.
In their attempt to recuperate the privileged meaning of the private
domain, the privatised women turned to their men to reinforce the
deference, honour and respect they felt they deserved as women"
(1987:197).

Despite the fact that they were largely responsible for their
families’ welfare, and their children saw them as "mothers of steel”,
women in Um Gargur also lost status. However this manifested itself
mainly through the attempts to curtail the choices they made for
themselves outside of the private sphere. Just as it had for the
Chilean women, the private domain for women. in Um Gargur became
overwrought with symbolism. Yet, the emphasis in the two situations was
decidedly different; whereas Chilean men wanted women to get out of
their homes and become politicised, the Eritrean women were being forced
to remain at home and to represent ideals of motherhood and "feminine"

behaviour. Ironically, among both groups "mothering" was devalued.
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However among the refugees in Um Gargur, this occurred because men had
seen their own positions being undermined and were reacting to this by
depreciating women’s contributions and roles; among the Chileans this
took place because men regarded "privatised" women as counterproductive
to the "forward march of the revolution" (1987:187). Chilean women in
exile were disappoinﬁed in men because they found that their positions
as mothers and women were no longer venerated. Women in Um Gargur were
disappointed in men because when they turned to men to protect their
interests, they found them incapable of behaving honourably.

This thesis is an ethnographic study of the position of women in Um
Gargur. By presenting the first in-depth study of Eritrean refugee
women, it situates itself both within Eritrean and Gender studies. It
is not primarily about women’'s resistance but about women’s lives as
refugees, which sometimes includes resistance. The thesis analyses the
impact of refugeehood on the traditional roles, mores, and perceptions
of women. It examines the ways in which women cope with the changes
that their society has undergone in the absence of the extended family,
and often in the absence of their husbands. It examines the stringent
codes that have been applied to women’s behaviour and which men imply
are 1in place to "protect" women from all thé polluting influences
represented by the "strangers" who constitute their community, but which
are, in reality, an attempt by men to reassert themselves and compensate
for the loss of status suffered by them through refugeehood.

The thesis seeks to illustrate the means by which women, mainly
through new economic and social networks, have managed to counteract
their subordination by men. Women show that when they and their

children feel threatened, they are prepared to react collectively by
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vocalising their objections even when these are met with the greatest
resistance. One main theme which runs through this thesis is the extent
to which the notion of what constitutes honour has calcified, at the
same time as the gulf between men and women and their spheres of power
has widened. Women have managed to counteract this calcification and
reinterpret shame by viewing honour as a bargain which works both ways;
if men uphold their part of this bargain and behave honourably by
supporting the women economically and physically, women will behave in
ways approved of by men. However when men fail to conduct themselves
accordingly, women interpret this as less than honourable. Women, to
protect themselves and their children, respond aggressively, in ways
which would in other contexts be regarded by the society as shameful,
but which in the refugee context they have claimed for themselves as
honourable behaviour. I suggest that precisely because it 1is the
behaviour least expected of women, regarded generally as passive actors
who wield neither social nor political power, such collective action 1is
powerful and efficacious. Although one comes across evidence of women’s
collective challenges elsewhere (Ifeka-Moller, 1975), nowhere in the
anthropological data on honour and shame do there appear to be parallel
reconceptualisations by women (Peristiany, 1965; Campbell, 1964; Abu-~
Lughod, 1986; Al-Khayyat, 1990).

Um Gargur is in many ways a chaotic, heterogeneous construct in
which there are many contradictions, dilemmas, and identities, all of
which operate simultaneously to shape the perspective and ethos of the
society. It is a society in which all the players consistently
articulate their marginal status - a status which, paradoxically, has

also served to reassert national identity and to encourage moral
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cohesion where none ﬁight have previously existed. Although notions of
"honour" and "shame" in Um Gargur are largely connected to questions of
women’s virginity and sexuality, this thesis presents new evidence that
they are not limited to these questions, as they appear to be in many
other societies (El Saadawi, 1982; Jeffery, 1979; Youssef, 1974). Even
though the concept of honour is more strictly applied to women in this
community of strangers, the thesis moves away from commonly held
assumptions about women’s powerlessness in the face of such strictures
to demonstrate how in a community such as Um Gargur where values are
undergoing change, it is men who are now felt by women to be in a
protracted state of dishonour. In Um Gargur women have recognised their
common plight and responded by struggling against the dominant forces.
They have renegotiated their identity, whilst being the primary agents
in the construction of their children’s identities as Eritreans. The
thesis demonstrates that women are, even within restrictive refugee
environments, strategists in their own right whose roles and influence

should neither be underestimated nor ignored.
4. Layout of Chapters

Chapter Two places us firmly within the context of Um Gargur as an
example of a failed promise of self-sufficiency. Because women’s roles
are peripheral to the formal infrastructure of the settlement, it deals
only briefly with Qomen. However it sets the backdrop for the
succeeding chapters and reveals how, despite their large numbers, women
are left out of this infrastructure. The establishment of the
settlement is outlined and the political and administrative layers are

identified as are the conflicts which arise between various segments of
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society. In Chapter Three I consider how in the past men provided the
economic "cushions"” upon which women would perch, comfortably guarding
their honour. By providing economic support men also maintained their
own honour, for it was partly through this exchange that a husband
fulfilled his conjugal responsibility. The loss of economic status for
men here is significant, for it deprives them of honour and fills them
with shame since they no longer have a pivotal role. This has resulted
in many fissures in the society which manifest themselves in various
ways, including women’s taking up employment (Chapter Four) and in
setting up economic and social networks which have their basis in old
structures. This chapter also discusses the importance of saving
societies in the settlement and their role in ensuring that money is
recycled in the female sphere. It touches upon the importance of
children to women’s economic life since without child labour women’s
flexibility would be severely compromised. In its portrayal of the new
roles and interdependencies it shows how women'’s ingenuity sustains
their families and how they can be called "mothers of steel".

I explore the idea of continuity and change with regard to Honour,
Economics and, in Chapter Five, Health. The interaction between health
workers and healers is considered as well as the role of the clinic in
education and change vis-a-vis the perceptions about illnesses. Drama
here is regarded as a catalyst for change and for giving women a voice.
Chapter Six examines more closely the concept of identity maintenance
and reconstruction through ideas about "Eritrea the homeland" held by
women (and men) as they socialise their children who were either too

young to have a memory of the country or who were born in the Sudan. It

looks at the function of myths, songs and names, in forging and
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Preserving an Eritrean identity outside of Eritrea.

In the Conclusion (Chapter Seven) I link together the various themes
from earlier chapters in my analysis of a water riot in Um Gargur which
mobilised over one hundred women into action. I illustrate that
although the refugees are in limbo, trapped between an idealised past
and a difficult present, their society is one in which realignments of
values and ideas are frequent. I suggest that notions of propriety and
honour are being reconceptualised by women to allow them greater

flexibility and choices in their society, particularly where their

children’s well-being is at risk.



CHAPTER II - UM GARGUR: THE CONTEXT

Zaharra Ismail, Jiberti mother, aged 48:

"We came to the Sudan ten years ago from Tessenei. Jemal
[son] was only one year old at this time. Before we came to
Sudan we were so well. It was during the reign of the
emperor. He came for the first time to our country from
Gondar, from Addis Ababa. He came in a small car and many
people came from all over to greet him. People killed many
goats, they beat the drums for him and played the horns. He
came in a small car. There were so many people. They came
from all over - Asmara, Mendefera, Gondar, Tigray. First
when he came everyone was happy but later things changed.
Everyone, the young and the old became ill. We were all
small at the time but I remember that after he entered our
country people became sié&. They all had eye disease, their
eyes were hurting. He only stayed for a short time but as
soon as he left everyone became better. Things were not too
bad wunder Haile Selassie but when he was caught and
imprisoned things became much worse under Menghistu. Before
this our country was much better. Aman Andom came after
Haile Selassie but when Menghistu came he killed all. What!
He killed so many. They [the army] came to our homes in the
night. So many people died. They cut off women’s breasts,
they cut women’s bellies open. When Menghistu came everyone
became a fighter. They burned us with fire [bombs]. People
died. Everyone fled and scattered and became refugees like

us. Our country is best but we are living here. Before
Eritrea was so good. There was no famine or war. The war
started in the 1960s’. The government betrayed the people

and started killing us. Then the people took arms, different
types of arms. There was war everywhere in Eritrea...We did

not want to come to Sudan. First we were 1living in
Mendefera, then Asmara. From there we moved to Alighidir in
1958. We came to Wad el Hilew in 1975 and Um Gargur two

years later. During the battle, when we were fleeing during
the night, it was dark and thorns were piercing us here [feet
and legs]. We carried water, Jemal was very young. In the
night we slept on the ground. We had only one flashlight
between us. The other thing, you see, the women were dead.
They killed some. They butchered oh, they burned...the fire,
ai! But we were not, thank God. We saw that some of the
dead women had their fingers and their ears cut off and the
army took their gold. Many people were lost. In Om Hajer,
when people fled from bullets they were carried away by the
river. Especially children. They were carried from their
mothers’ backs, their mothers’ arms by the river. It was
happening all over Eritrea. In our country we had good food.
We had thaf [grain grown in the highlands]. Our houses were
good houses. Our country was cool, not hot like here. Where
is our country now? Where? Where are we now? Where are we
now? We are just living on grass. We left everything."

38
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II. UM GARGUR: THE CONTEXT
1. Geography

Um Gargur refugee village lies in the Kassala province of the
eastern Sudan. It is approximately 60 kilomet;res north-east of the
market town of Gedaref and 80 kilometres west of the Eritrean border.
In 1985 it was one of twenty-four settlements in eastern Sudan, the
nearest of which, Karkora, was established in 1978 and is located less
than 10 kilometres from Um Gargur. Um Gargur is administered from the
regional headquarters of the Sudan Government'’s Commissioner of Refugees
(COR) in Es Showak, a town 25 kilometres away.

The settlement is located in a semi-arid region not a great distance
away from the desert, in an area where the landscape is flat and
unvaried and shows remarkable resistance to vegetation despite the fact
that its soil, black-cotton, is of rich agricultural quality. The
natural vegetation consists of sparse growths of various acacia shrubs
and scatterings of thorn-brush surrounded on all sides by a dusty plain.

The yearly average for rainfall in the area is marginal, around 300-
500 mm. This, coupled with rainstorms which are intense but of short
duration, inflicts severe water stress on the crops grown in this area
(Cree, 1983:2). The seasonal distribution is at best, unsteady, and
during the years between 1983 and 1987 it was generally poor (CARE,
1987:1). In addition, much of the formerly arable land in the region
has been subjected to overgrazing by the numerous nomads who feed their
herds around Um Gargur. Trees were also cut down for local fuel and

consumption purposes as well as for the shipment of charcoal to Khartoum
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while rodents and grasshoppers thwarted efforts to replant. Thus vast
tracts of degraded and exhausted earth dominate the landscape. 1In fact
it is estimated that 95% of the forest which existed 50 years ago in
this region has since disappeared (de Crombrugghe, 1988:11). Because of
these ecological and man-made factors, largely the only crop which has
been consistently cultivated with any degree of success for sale outside
the settlement is the hardy and relatively droﬁght resistant durra, a
variety of sorghum. Conditions would not appear to support large-scale
production of other crops except through intensive farming and
artificial irrigation, both of which are economically unfeasible (CARE,
1987:3).

Um Gargur has neither a well-defined "rainy season" nor a "dry
season". The rains might occur anytime between June and October.
Although July and August tend to be the wettest months, the rainstorms
which occur during tﬁis period are intense and erratic and only hint at
a rainy "season". Those months which precede and follow the rains are
generally considered the dry season. December and January are the
coolest months while between April and June the climate turns both
extremely hot (110°-120°F) and latterly, extremely humid. Between April
and June a continuous build-up of heat occurs which stirs up dust-storms
of wvarying intensities. The dust-storms or haboob, generally occur
shortly before it rains when the earth is parched and dry and there is
little vegetation. The days in Um Gargur are generally hot and dry

while the evenings are cool and still.
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2., Structural Environment

All residential homes in the village are circular wattle and daub
structures which have conically shaped thatched roofs. Each hut or
tukul is set within homesteads and homesteads are occupied either by a
nuclear family or more commonly, by an extended family. The number of
huts that can be found within each homestead varies according to the
number of adults and children resident there. Each family functions
theoretically as an autonomous unit and has its own huts, land and
livestock. Interdependence among homestead members is great however and
much 1is shared. Homesteads are separated from each other by fences
constructed either from acacia brushes or =zinc depending upon the
enterprise or wealth of its occupants.

Every homestead has at least one kitchen which is generally an open
air one where there is a mogogo - an earthenware stove, for making kisra
(T) or injera (Tya), flat crépe-like breads made (in Um Gargur) from
durra or maize and favoured by Eritreans. Many people often build a
small mud hut to serve as a second kitchen and it is in this hut that
food is usually fermented or dried and stored. In 1984 the number of
pit latrines in the settlement stood at 400‘. By 1986 that number had
reached 530 and although this was still inadequate for the needs of the
population, it was clearly a great improvement. Each homestead has at
least one rakoba or sitting area. This is a shelter constructed out of
thatch and wood which opens at the front and allows air to circulate.
People use it as a shade during the afternoons and on very hot evenings
as a sleeping room. Homesteads that have many inhabitants generally

have several and it is under these rakoba that men and women carry out
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their social life.

Almost all families have some animals. Chickens and pigeons are the
mainstay of poorer families who keep the chickens for their eggs and the
pigeons for meat. Those families who have wage-earning members are much
better off and are more likely to have livestock such as goats and
sheep. Only families who are very well-to-do are likely to have cows
although sometimes poor families might own cattle jointly which are then
kept for their milk. The donkey is extremely important as it is used to
fetch water from the wells and to bring back loads from the fields.
Because of this, any family that does not own a donkey will generally
cultivate contacts with a family that does, so as to have access to that
family ‘s donkey. Animals are usually kept within an enclosure in the
homestead although those people who have large herds will employ a
shepherd to look after the animals in another enclosure. These larger
enclosures are often built and shared by friends or acquaintances who
decide to hire the same shepherd. ' These shepherds usually take the
livestock out of the village in search of pasture. According to Csman
Zayed, the settlement’s health and sanitation supervisior, there are
approximately 453 milking cows in Um Gargur, 210 non-milking cows, 25
camels, 1300 goats, 800 sheep and 325 donkeys.Z

The villagers divide the settlement into four residential areas or
hillat. They are hillat Jeffe where many cow-herders live, hence the
name which means cow-dung, hillat Baria where the Baria live, hillat
Alighidir which refers to the area in Eritrea which most of its
inhabitants stem from and hillat Habash or Jedid, the last area to be
settled and where the highlanders live.

There are two water-pumps in the village which work continuously
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throughout the day. These are known locally as "donkii" and it is from
these that the villagers get their supply of water for domestic use.
Children have the responsibility of providing water for their families
and water is taken from these wells several times a day. There are
also children who hire out their services to families too poor to own a
donkey or who have no children old enough to fetch water. Although from
time to time one might see men at the pump fetching water for their
families, it is unusual. And even though women can be found in the
environs of the water pump where there is a vegetable garden, one never
sees them transporting water for their families. Because there have
been numerous quarrels arising because of animals using the water spots
on occasions during the dry season when water has been scarce, there are
also two storage wells at opposite ends of the settlement which are used
to water the villagers’ animals and those of the numerous Sudanese
nomads who pass through Um Gargur with their own livestock and camels.
There are four mosques, three Koranic schools, and one church in Um
Gargur. There are also three elementary schools; they are the Sabbe
(ELF-PLF) school, the Sudanese government girl’s school and the
government boy’s school? During my first period of fieldwork in 1984
the Sudan Council of Churches (SCC) school was still in existence,
however it was already being phased out as an elementary school and in
1985 it finally closed. The SCC does maintain an adult literacy
programme and handicraft school in the women’s centre on its old school
plot. It is interesting to note that in 1984 there was only one mosque
which served the needs of the entire settlement. The three new mosques
which have been built 1lately reflect a recent upsurge in religious

fervour in Um Gargur.
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Two clinics serve the population, which means that Um Gargur, like
many refugee settlements, is well catered for in terms of medical
services. Although it is not a regular occurrence, the c¢linics do
occasionally have Sudanese nomads who come seeking treatment. The two
clinics have separate functions; one run by the SCC is essentially for
maternal and child health although its overnight facilities are used by
other adults. The other, run by the Commissioner of Refugees (COR) and
Save the Children (SCF), began its life as a tuberculosis clinic and is
now primarily a walk-in clinic for adults. It is much smaller than the
SCC clinic and much less burdened.

There is a large market-place which sits in the centre of the
settlement and in which much of Um Gargur’s male social-life takes
place. In it there are four tailor-shops, three tea-shops, one small
restaurant which makes sandwiches, one soft-drink stall, an abbatoir,
ten to twelve vegetable stalls, and six miscellaneous goods shops. All
of these are privately owned and managed. There is also a cooperative

store, mill, and a bakery.
3. Demographic Profile

One of the major problems in Um Gargur is a lack of reliable
quantitative data. Although this does not necessarily undermine the
findings of the anthropologist, such data would be helpful for any
analysis of the 1long term effects of refugeehood with regards to
population growth, morbidity, mortality, and migration.

In Um Gargur the registration of births and deaths is not compulsory
and other than those who are born or have died within the SCC clinic, no

consistent records are Xkept. Even the routine data that the clinic
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collects on vaccinations, mother and child health and welfare session
attenders (MCH) and antenatal clinic visitors are not wholly reliable
although this has improved in the last five years or so. It is also

necessary to keep in mind the fact that although Um Gargur is "stable"

compared to other settlements which have a constant flow of people
moving in and out, the population is never actually static. There are
always small numbers of people who arrive from Eritrea or other refugee
settlements or Sudanese cities to live with relatives already settled in
Um Gargur. Men from certain ethnic groups are required, upon marriage,
to move into the bride’s village i.e. Um Gargur. The demographic
profile of Um Gargur is also affected by a "floating" population of men
(primarily) who are away earning incomes in the Sudan and the Gulf
states, or fighting, as well as by the %grge numbers of people from
outside the settlement who appear wheneveﬁ there is a census or when
there is a need to visit the clinic.

All the aforementioned factors are important variables in
ascertaining the settlement’s population, and indeed most of the health
workers and others I spoke to recognised that the numbers of people
registered with the COR and UNHCR does not reflect the actual
population. During the 1986 census undertaken by the COR and the
American-based non-governmental organisation (NGO) CARE, the problem the
refugees have with the census became quite obvious. Um Gargur was
surrounded by soldiers at about 4:00am to prevent anyone coming into or
leaving the settlement. Once a person’s name was recorded his/her thumb
was stained with ink to prevent him/her from registering in another part
of the settlement. Yet the refugees had heard some days before that the

army would be coming in to Um Gargur for the census, and many had got in
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touch with relatives and friends who were willing to travel to the
settlement from elsewhere in order to inflate the population numbers.

Others managed to get hold of acetone with which they removed the stains
in order to re-register.

The refugees’ preoccupation with keeping the population number high
is entirely to do with the fact that the allocation of food and other
materials in the settlements was carried out not according to needs but
rather to the number of people in a family. For refugees who were
particularly impoverished, ill, or unable to earn an income this was one
very important way to get more food for their families. Thus by the end
of the census the numbers recorded were much higher than expected.
Darhaba Tesfamichael, the deputy-head of the SCC clinic in Um Gargur,
told me:

People are never subtracted from the population, only added.
Those who have left Um Gargur for good, those who come to the
settlement only once every couple of years, even dead people,
remain on the books. This is out of neccesity. People have
learned to be very flexible and innovative in circumstances
that affect their survival and well-being. 1In order to get
more food and stay healthy and strong, people manage to keep
their numbers inflated.

Wwhen the SCC clinic made later attempts to make a more accurate
count of the population through a survey, many of the refugees were
afraid that this information would be passed on to the COR which would
reduce the aid that came to the settlement as a whole and to each
individual family. Needless to say the clinic had only limited success.
As well as the practical difficulties mentioned above, it was widely
felt by the refugees that the financial priorities of the COR militated

against an accurate count. Many people felt that the COR also had

something to gain from inflated statistics, though this did not
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encourage any revelations on the part of the refugees to reduce their
numbers. It was felt by some of the more educated and better-informed
refugees, and not without reason, that the 1larger the populations
recorded in all the settlements, the more foreign aid the Sudanese
government was likely to receive from donor governments. They had all
heard of the Band Aid concert and fund-raisers which had raised millions
of pounds, and they were very suspicious that much of this aid was not
filtering down to them, the refugees in the settlements whom the food
and clothing was meant for. Given this situation, I imagine that
statistically accurate surveys will always be extremely difficult to
achieve.

Official estimates attained by the UNHCR 1list the population at
7,500 (UNHCR, 1984:6) while CARE gives a figure of 8,000 (Bright,
1985:78). The more accurate population count was probably that of the
SCC’'s home visitors in 1986. They estimated the population of Um Gargur
to be 5,750, with 801 families occupying homesteads, and it is this data

upon which my calculations are based unless otherwise noted.

Table 1. Demographic Profile.

Aqge Female Male Total
0-4 688 675 1363
5-12 585 582 1167
13-17 . 397 331 728
18-35 663 461 1124
36-50 431 299 730
51-70 268 258 526
over 70 63 49 112
TOTAL 3095 2655 5750

Source: 1986, SCC clinic.

There are 1,425 women and 1,067 men in the settlement over 17 years of

age. This includes those normally resident in Um Gargur as well as
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people who spend the majority of their time outside of the settlement.
Using the data collected during the nutrition survey, Kiros Sereke and I

estimated there to be about 400 men working outside of the settlement or

-

fighting at the front which means that only 667 men (or 10.75%) reé;in
there continuously and these are therefore outnumbered by women by more
than 2:1. In Um Gargur 41.4% of the population are between 18-70 and 2%
are over 70 compared with the typical developing country profile where
40% are between the age of 15-60 and 15% are over 60 (Morley, 1973).

A disproportionate number of the residents in the settlement are
children under the age of 13 (2,530), <constituting 44% of the
population. In theory this does not differ greétly from the population
profile of the typical developing country in which 45% is between the
age of 0-15 (Morley,'1973). If we take into account the number of men
who remain outside of Um Gargur however, then clearly many children are
deprived of the influence and socio-economic support of their fath;rs.
This has repercussions for the population not only in relation to health
(e.g. being able to purchase nutritious foods) but also in terms of
overall development, for if the refugees’ desire to return to Eritrea is
ever fulfilled then this younger generation that has been brought up in
the settlements of Sudan will be a valuable component of their country’s
workforce. The older members of the settlement often sgpeak about the
hoped for return to Eritrea as though it is imminent and say that in Um
Gargur they need to produce healthy and strong shebab (T), or youth, for
their country. Despite the concern with health, the economic (and
cultural) conditions which persist in Um Gargur have meant that a large

number of children are to some extent malnourished. These children, who
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are most susceptible to chronic illnesses, are the main focus of the

health workers’ attentions.
4. The Settlement’s Beginnings

The government of Sudan through the COR provides land for refugees
in two basic types of organised settlements, agricultural and wage-
earning. Although wage-earning settlements were generally established
in areas close to agricultural irrigation schemes or large urban
markets, agricultural, or land settlements wefe constructed in rural
areas for refugees who came from mainly rural backgrounds. Organised
settlements were devised by the UNHCR and government of Sudan during a
period when it was realised that refugees, originally thought to be
short-term visitors, were turning out to be long-term residents.

Um Gargur was established in 19764~as a "permanent" land settlement
for 5000 people of Eritrean origin. The majority of refugees reported
that they arrived in the settlement after 1977. As is the case with all
land settlements, it was expected that Um Gargur would create sufficient
produce (durra or sesame principally) to meet the dietary needs of its
refugees as well as provide them with an extensive economic base to
achieve the ideal of self-sufficiency until such a time when conditions
improved sufficiently to allow them to be repatriated (Bright, 1985:13).
Each family was to be allotted between five to ten feddan (1 feddan is
equivalent to 1.04 acres) of arable land. As is the case with all new
settlements, the World Food Programme (WFP) worked under the auspices of
the UNHCR and the COR to provide food rations for the refugees in Um

Gargur. Full rations were provided for one year during which period the

refugees made their fields ready for cultivation. The UNHCR shouldered
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the costs for housing, building of facilities, tractors, and water;
management of all of these were handled by the COR settlement
administrators who provided both infrastructural services and personnel.
Health care and education were provided by the COR and the SCC while the
WFP continued to provide partial rations on a decreasing scale for the
next two years. According to Omer Yassin - the project manager (moodir)
in 1984, between 1980 and 1982 Um Gargur appeared to be a success story
in comparison to many of the other land settlements. The rains were
good and many people realised profit from their durra. In fact there
were those who found they could subsist for an entire year on the durra
grown on their allocated plots. In 1984 however, after two consecutive
years of severe drought combined with the fact that most of the seeds
planted were eaten by rats, half rations had to be introduced for the
entire population (except "vulnerables" i.e. elderly, children, orphans,
nursing mothers, widows and divorcees who received full rations).
Between 1985 and 1987 CARE took over the rations which would decrease or
increase depending on the harvest of the preceding year.

Unlike the wage-earning settlements which are situated in
appropriate locations in order to give refugees an opportunity to find
employment, land settlements are only viable when all the variables
(adequate rain, arable land and sufficient labour) are in place. They
were set up to reduce the dependency on both the host government and the
UNﬁCR. Unfortunately the environmental factors described above have all
combined together to make agriculture unsustainable as a dependable
long-term solution. Also the pressures placed on the land by continuous
cultivation has led to a reduction of arable land and has meant that

many refugees are without their expected allottment of five to ten
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feddan of land (Cree, 1983:22). Some people also reported that even at
the start they were allocated no land while others had more than their
fair share and this contributes to the need for large numbers of men to
leave the settlement in search of seasonal or permanent employment.
Cree reports that malnutrition was high enough in January 1983 to propel
gsome families to migrate out of the settlement in search of better
conditions (ibid.). The irony of the situation is that although Um
Gargur is an "agricultural" settlement, the people are primarily
pastoralists and had to adopt to a new method of earning their
livelihood. Having made atteﬁpts to become agriculturalists, within
five years of their arrival it was clear that agriculture was
unsustainable and that the settlement was not providing adequate food
for the needs of even half of its population. For people who lost not
only material wealth but the social identities which were part and
parcel of that wealth, Um Gargur represents not merely a failure in
"self-sufficiency"”", but by being mainly dependent upon external sources
for their food and protection, a challenge to the refugees’ sense of

self-worth.
4.1 The Administration

Although the COR is based in Khartoum and comes under the umbrella
of the Ministry of the Interior, it has numerous administrative branches
in the refugee-affected areas of the country. These administrative
branches collaborate with the UNHCR and other voluntary organisations to
ensure that land, food and material aid is provided to the refugees who
are, ideally (from the point of view of the Sudan government), living in

gettlements. At the head of each administrative branch is a general
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project manager whose role is to oversee all of the settlements which
come under his jurisdiction and report back to the head offfice in
Khartoum which in turn delegates to him. In the case of Um Gargur, the

office of the general project manager was in Es Showak, one of two

regional offices in the Kassala province.

Under the general project manager (GPM) there is a moodir, or
project manager, who like the GPM is Sudanese. The moodir lives in the
settlement and functions as a kind of governor and liaison between the
government and the people. Ideally he is there to assess the needs of
the refugees through personal contact with them and their
representatives. In practice the moodir in Um Gargur was far removed
from the goings on in the settlement and was very rarely approached on
an individual basis. The majority of refugees whom I queried on the
subject seemed to feel that there was a gulf between them and the
administration and were convinced that their needs would not be listened
to. Many were genuinely afraid to approach the moodir, regarded as an
absolute figure of authority representing the government of the Sudan,
with their complaints.

To my knowledge the moodir did not ban the refugees, although he did
discourage individual callers from visiting his office. There was also
a more formalised system of the elder-committee through which complaints
or appeals could be transmitted (Bright, 1985:54). The refugees are
gub~divided into ethnic/administrative units under twenty-three sheikhs
who were, according to the moodir, elected by the refugees to represent
their needs to the administration. 1In reality they were a motley group
each one of whom had his own motives for becoming sheikh and very few of

them were actually "elected" but "appointed". In most cases it was a
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process of natural selection through which those people who were the
most vocal offered themselves up to the administration as being best
suited to represent the people from their ethnic groups. There were
also people who were recognised as religious leaders or skilled
negotiators in the past and offered leadership roles, as well as three
or four who were elected because they had the support of the refugees.
These sheikhs then elected seven of their number to an elder-committee
or lij’na. Ideally, no two members of the elder-committee may represent
the same constituency or ethnic group. Both the elder-committee and the
sheikhs have direct contact with the Sudanese authorities however when
major decisions are made it is the elder-committee that the
administration approaches first. The elder-committee then passes these

decisions on to the sheikhs who are free to query them with the moodir.

4.2 First-Comers

Between 1976 and 1977 approximately 2000 people were transferred
into Um Gargur from urban areas and reception centres in the eastern
Sudan.s- Some had lived in the Sudan for many years while others had
arrived only a year or two previously. At the beginning the refugees in
Um Gargur were largely a homogeneous group. They were similar to most
Eritrean refugees in the Sudan before 1975 since they originated from
the lowlands (mainly from Akeleguzai, Agordat, Om Hajer and Alighidir)
and were all Muslims who gave unconditional political support to the ELF
(Bright, 1985:83). They came from areas which were the first to be
subjected to concerted military attacks because it is there that the
liberation movement evolved and later armed itself during the 1960s

(Kibreab, 1985:68). Yet these people had not only fled from the
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assaults on their villages by the Ethiopian army, but were also escaping
the first (from 1972-1974) of two bloody and protracted civil wars ¢
between the ELF and EPLF (Erlich, 1983:32). As a result they left
Eritrea hating both the Ethiopian government and the EPLF equally. They
arrived in the Sudan to be taken to various reception centres, the most
dismal of which, according to many, was at Jebel Maharigat. Maharigat
was apparently very close to the site of what is now known as Um Gargur
and no one was prepared for it, least of all the refugee agencies who
had hurriedly constructed it. There was very little shelter and because
it was only a reception centre, no permanent housing was available.
Sanitary conditions were bleak, people rapidly became ill and there was
little water to be had. Later, some of the people from Maharigat were
transferred to Um Gargur. Conditions in Um Gargur at this time sounded
as though they were similarly deplorable.
Um Caltoum, a Habab woman from Afabet was among that first group and

she tells of her arrival in the Sudan and later in Um Gargur:

We left home in 1975 because of the war. We fled from the

fire and the fighting between Ethiopia and the Front (ELF).

We left in the night and travelled for two days by foot and

camel and arrived in the morning. Thanks to God we were able

to flee safely. We came to Abu Jemal (a Sudanese border

town) and we entered Sudan. For eight days we stayed there

under the care of the Sudanese government. Later they moved

us from there to Wad el Hilew by the side of the

river....When they brought us to Um Gargur the village was

just a plain. There was nothing growing on it, there was

nothing in it. When we came here first it was bitter like
losing blood. We saw nothing in it. It was just a plain and

we were in the sun sitting under a mat....there were no
houses or anything. There were not even tents prepared for
us. They did not even receive us with a cup of water. We

were here by ourselves with that bitter water we had to fetch
for ourselves. We were wretched.

Her story is echoed by all of the people I spoke to who arrived in

the same group. In fact the 1984 UNHCR "Inventory of Facilities and
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Services" clearly shows that before 1978 most of the structures which
are now in Um Gargur were not in existence and that many of the office
buildings and permanent structures such as the classrooms, staff houses,
slaughter house, butcher shed and bakery were built only after 1981l.
The first group of refugees was at least fortunate in that great effort
was made to keep those who left Eritrea at the same time - families,
friends and neighbours - together. According to many refugees no such
effort was made with the second group and although immediate relatives
were generally settled together, the more extended families were often
split up and resettled in other camps (Bright, 1985).

The first entry point into the Sudan for all of the refugees was in
the Kassala province. Since lowland Eritreans of all ethnic derivations
have historically settled along the Sudan-Ethiopia borderv, some of the
refugees chose to self-settle in neighbourhoods where they had relatives
or acquaintances already resident or, failing that, to settle in areas
where there were other Eritreans. Most refugees whom I questioned about
it seemed to be divided on the subject however. Some said that had
conditions permitted them to do otherwise, they would not have chosen to
settle in a refugee camp while others were quite clear about their
preference for the settlement since it was an area of safety and
relative comfort.s (In fact many people’s complaints in Um Gargur
centred around the fact tgat rain was scarce and that they were
thoroughly dependent upon the food rations). As greater numbers of
refugees continued to flee across the border into Kassala the Sudanese
government began to offer Eritreans in Gedaref and Kassala incentives to
move into refugee settlements. Refugees reported that they had been

informed by government workers that their housing and dietary needs
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would be met in the settlements and that they would receive livestock
and land from which they could grow produce to sell.

Many of those situated in the Kassala area were initially reluctant
to leave because they felt mistrustful of the government’s motives.
However given their living conditions at the time, the incentives were
far too favourable for most refugees to not consider seriously. 1In the
urban areas rents were high while wages were very low and many families
found themselves forced to share housing with other refugees. Not only
were environmental conditions unconducive to good health, but many
people were now living in extreme poverty, barely able to provide food
and clothing for their families. (Bulcha, 1987:79).

The strain on the urban areas was most evident when in Khartoum,
Kassala and Gedaref refugees would be periodically attacked by Sudanese
locals who saw them as a threat. When a coup d’état was attempted on
July 2, 1976 the Sudanese government voiced its suspicions of Eritrean
involvement publicly. More attacks on Eritrean refugees in the major
cities occurred and resulted in numerous casualties before the
government subsequently apologised (Palmer, 1976:3). Refugees became
the perfect scapegoats for both the government and the disenfranchised
Sudanese poor since they were voiceless and generally afraid to call
attention to themselves for fear of repatriation. Since refugees were
willing to work for much less and did not complain about the high rents,
the local population found that many jobs were now going to refugees and
as increasing numbers of refugees competed for local jobs, so did the
grievances of the locals increase. In 1978 the government conducted a
sweeping-up operation in the urban areas in which refugees who had

gsettled there were rounded up from their homes by the police and armed
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forces and thrown into trucks which carried them, frightened and
possessionless to rural camp sites near Gedaref (Wright, 1980:160).
When the news of these types of operations spread from settlement to
settlement many people became too frightened to leave the settlements
while others who had been living in the urban areas decided it was best
to register with the COR and, if the possibility existed, move into

settlements in which they had relatives.

4.3 Second-Comers

The population in Um Gargur remained fairly stable until the latter
part of 1977 and the beginning of 1978 when a large influx of refugees
entered the Sudan from both the lowlands and highlands of Eritrea
(Wright, 1980:159). This influx coincided with periods of extreme
political upheaval which were taking place in Eritrea. In 1977 the
liberation fronts were making considerable military progress capturing
many Eritrean cities in a relatively short space of time. Apart from
Asmara, Assab, Addi Qaih, Barentu and a portion of Massawa, the EPLF and
ELF had, between them, almost all of the country under their control
(Erlich, 1983:110. The end of the war seemed imminent and some
optimistic Eritreans even began to leave the Sudan for these liberated
cities. In 1978 however the Ethiopian government began to receive
considerable military and economic support from the Soviet Union.
Towns and cities which had recently been 1liberated by the Eritrean
liberation fronts were soon recaptured, using napalm and cluster bombs,
by the Ethiopian army with great loss of life and mass displacement.
This resulted in a large-—-scale exodus of people in search of safehaven

to eastern Sudan. According to the Red Cross this left "122,000 people
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homeless, of whom some had crossed into the Sudan" (Kibreab, 1985:76).

This second group of refugees arrived between 1978 and 1979 and was
considerably larger than the first. For the majority of them Um Gargur
was their second or third stop. Many, particularly those who originated
from the Eritrean regions of Um Hajer and Alighidir, had first been
moved into Wad el Hilew, a Sudanese village about 40 km from the border
with Eritrea which was being used as a temporary refugee camp and from
there were being resettled in Um Gargur. Still others from the Tessenei
region were taken to Wad el Hilew and a semi-urban settlement camp at
Khashm el Girba before finally settling in Um Gargur. These new
arrivals (about 3,500)w would ultimately constitute the bulk of Um
Gargur'’s population. The majority of these people had much in common
with the original settlers of Um Gargur. Like the first refugees, most
of them were also Tigre speakers and lowlanders. Others were from
various ethnic and religious backgrounds.

Yet despite their many similarities, on the whole these newcomers
were not quite so uniform in terms of their political allegiances. They
had spent several years longer in Eritrea and were first-hand witnesses
to the in-fighting, and shortly-lived "marriages of convenience" taking
place among political factions.'l Many of them were ELF supporters
however they had among them many who were also EPLF supporters and still
others who swore allegiance to groups which had fragmented from both the
ELF and the EPLF.a' Almost all of the highlanders, both Muslim and
Christian, were among this second refugee influx. Some highlanders were
ELF supporters but the majority belonged to the EPLF. Among this group

of later arrivals there were even those who had changed their political

allegiances over the years and were now simply willing to give vocal
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support to whomever was fighting the war on their behalf.

Among these new arrivals to Um Gargur there included a small number
of people who had previously been living in the urban areas, in some
cases for years. Younis Adam, a Beni Amer from the lowland village of

Alighidir, was one of those.

I came first to the Sudan in 1970 and moved to Um Gargur nine
years later, in 1979. I didn’t come as a refugee but came to
look for work in Kassala. 1 stayed in Kassala for two years
doing various jobs as a bricklayer, a driver and working in a
warehouse. After this I went to Halfa where I found some
work and I stayed thexe for three years. At this time I
heard that the Sudanese government was returning Eritreans to
Ethiopia so I started to "pass" for a Sudanese. Because of
my skin colour and the marks on my face it was very easy to
"pass" since all the Beni Amer are one people and look the
same. I returned to visit my family in Alighidir and stayed
there for one month. Forty-five days after I returned to
Sudan, Alighidir was evacuated because it was well known that
the people there were sympathetic to the ELF. My family came
to join me in 1978 in Halfa and I learned from my wife that
the Ethiopian army were looking for me because they thought I
was an informant for the ELF. I left my family in Halfa and
returned to Kassala to work with an 1Italian road-building

company where I was employed as a driver. I stayed there
until 1979 when I came to Um Gargur. Before 1977 I had no
problems with the Sudanese people. With me the Sudanese

people were always very nice. After 1977 the goverment began

to give Eritrean people a lot of trouble. It was worse when

they discovered we were not Sudanese but "passing" as

Sudanese, so after some problems in Kassala, I took my wife

and children from my brother’s house in Halfa and moved them

to Um Gargur.?
Younis’ experience was similar to that of many others, mainly Beni Amer
or Maria men who had left Eritrea in the late 1960s. These men had
moved into the Kassala province and were conducting business or working.
They generally travelled freely between the borders of Eritrea and Sudan
visiting their friends and relatives from time to time, however when the
war escalated and their families had to flee thus becoming refugees, so

too did these men. They moved into the settlement to be with their

families and were refugees only in the loosest possible sense.
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5. Ethnicity

There are six ethnolinguistic groups represented in Um Gargur. I
use the term "ethnolinguistic" loosely to mean "people who base their
identity upon similar culture, language and shared feelings of descent
or any combination of these and other characteristics" (Bright,
1985:38). These groups are the Tigre, Tigrinya, Belin, Baria, Baza, and
Saho, all of whom have diverse origins and languages. The Tigre in Um
Gargur all stem from the western lowlands of Eritrea and are further
sub-divided into six tribal groups; the Beni Amer, Maria, Mensa, Beijuk,
Beja and Habab. The Tigrinya highlanders are, within Um Gargur, also
sub-divided into two groups, the Jiberti and "Habash"ﬂq' who are
indistinguishable from each othex:"5 but for the fact that the latter are
Christian and the former are Muslim. Of the tribes represented in Um
Gargur, the largest is the Beni Amer and the smallest is the Assa’orta
(Saho) who number about eleven people. Also even though there are
several Baza families in Um Gargqur, few of them admit to being Baza but
align themselves with the Baria and identify themselves as such.

Because of the nature of the settlement this list is by no means a
definitive representation of the people resident in Um Gargur. This is,
however, a clear rendering of the groups which the refugees acknowledge
do exist in Um Gargur. The categories are in fact relative and dynamic,
constantly segmenting in different ways according to the benefit that an
individual hopes can be gained from realigning himself with a specific
group. Thus although one can speak of "ethnic identity" within the

context of Um Gargur, it is more problematic to speak of "ethnic groups"

as static categories, since the number of groups varies according to who
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one addresses. Some people regard themselves as members of a large
group and prefer to ignore the fact that it might consist of numerous
smaller groups, while others see themselves solely as members of a
smaller group to the exclusion of a larger one, unless that larger one
is a national identity.w There were those who, when asked about their
ethnic identity referred to themselves as Tigre or Tigrinya, however
people were generally more specific about their origins and said that
they were, for example, Habab rather than Tigre, or Jiberti rather than
Tigrinya. For instance the Maria in Um Gargur when asked whether they
were Tigre usually replied that they "spoke Tigre like the others" but
that they were "Maria".

We know that the Tigre speakers in Um Gargur were mainly semi-
nomadic cattle and camel herders, and that the highlanders or Tigrinya
speakers came from either the urban or semi-urban areas where they had
access to schools or were agriculturalists or traders; however to say
that one is Tigre, rather than Mensa or Maria also suggests a lexicon of
identity which is overtly political and nationalistic. While there are
some cultural similarities between groups which can be identified as
Tigre, in one stroke it both expands the definition of ethnicity and
conversely, relegates it to a secondary dimension which includes under
the "Tigre" umbrella, groups who might neither have recognised nor
acknowledged shared culture, identity or history in Eritrea. It has
also been suggested that the categories of Tigre and Tigrinya, although
long used within academic discourse, are among the people themselves a
more recent development which has gained greater currency during the
i7

last thirty years of political struggle. There are additional

developments. Highland Christians in Um Gargur now refer to themselves



65

as "Habasha" even though many say that in Eritrea they did not refer to
themselves as such. Distinctions were made, however, between specific
geographical origins of Christian highlanders, and so those who stemmed
from the districts ovaamasien, Serae, and Akelliguzaytai were referred
to respectively as Hamasienai, Serawitai, and Akelli Guzaiwi. In the
cities and refugee camps of the Sudan the word "Habash" has now come to
suggest shared religion, ideology and world-view, all concepts which
could be associated with ethnicity.

Despite its rural setting, Um Gargur has elements which are more
reminiscent of an wurban migrant situation than that of a rural
community. For instance here there are a plethora of languages, but
only one, in this case Arabic, is the lingua franca. It is this
language which cuts across ethnic categories and is used in the market-
place, with the settlement administrators, and in all transactions which
take place in the public domain. Just as the settlement is a temporary,
artificial construct, so too is the use of Arabic to communicate inter-
ethnically. The use of it rather than Tigre (which is spoken by the
majority) does not simply reflect the fact that the refugees are in the
Sudan, but also the fact that they are unified in their marginalisation
and alienation from their own cultures. Despite the fact that many of
the lowlanders, in particular the Beni Amer, speak it well, whereas the
the highlanders, the Belin, the Baria and a few other groups learned it
after they arrived in the Sudan, the use of this artificial language
highlights, rather than undermines, a shared national identity. Most
people now speak it, with varying degrees of ability.

Few people in Um Gargur had, before becoming refugees, experienced

daily contact with people of such diverse ethnic, cultural, and socio-
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Table 2. Religious and Ethnolinguistic Groups in Um Gargur.

Muslims 96% Christians 4%
Tigre Beni Amer
Maria
Mensa Mensa
Beijuk (lowlanders)
Habab
Beja
Tigrinya Jiberti [Habash]
Hamasienai
(highlanders) Serawitai
Akelliguzaytai
Saho Assa’orta (highlanders)
Others Baza (lowlanders)
Baria (lowlanders)
Belin (high/low) Belin

Source: 1986. Osman Zaki, Um Gargur project manager.

Map 4. Geographical Origins of Eritrean Groups

Source: R. Sherman, 1980
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economic backgrounds. They were thrust from primarily homogeneous
communities into a complex environment which was not a cohesive whole
but the sum total of its parts. These parts are composed of "strangers"
who, in most cases, experience similar degrees of cultural and
psychological proximity and distance to each other. Simmel says of the
stranger that he "is an element of the group itself. His position as a
full fledged member involves both being outside it and confronting it"
(1950:403). Yet since everyone is a refugee and the role of the
Sudanese host is peripheral in daily settlement 1life, in Um Gargur
"host" and "stranger" are interchangeable notions and everyone is as
much one as the other.

It is also important to note that when these disparate groups are
threatened or faced with crisis, for instance when they hear that
refugees elsewhere have been attacked by Sudanese, or when someone dies,
then an ideology of unity rather than one of separateness and difference
is articulated. In fact, to the outsider unity and homogeneity is
consistently expressed using a recent, situationally-specific identity,
that of ladji‘’in, or refugees. By being ladji’in the villagers all
belong to a supra-tribe whose members support each other, at least in
theory, morally, physically, and if conditions permit, economically. By
accepting the fact that they are ladji‘in it‘ also means that they
recognise the temporary nature of their condition and that they retain
their sense of identity as Eritreans, an identity which has itself
emerged out of oppositionalism and ambivalence.

Thus, when tensions in Um Gargur are articulated by employing ethnic
or tribal stereotypes this is more of a reflection of the refugees’

sense of helplessness than it is a preoccupation with ethnicity. People
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often repeat old stereotypes and prejudices but even these are
dissipating as a direct result of the proximity in which people live.
Of course there is always the danger of the unknown in "stranger"
relationships and so by way of protection people prefer to live among
those with whom they have the most in common. Social relations are
defined along ethnic, religious, regional and linguistic 1lines and
intermarriage between people from different ethnolinguistic groups is
unusual. Nevertheless, even though ethnicity is under-communicated and
people often choose to speak of themselves as a unified group of
Eritreans or ladji‘’in, the administrative system of sheikhs emphasises
ethnic and tribal affiliation. Except in neighbourhoods which contain
people from diverse groups, it is always possible to ascertain an
individual‘’s tribe and/or ethnicity by discovering his sheikh or his
place of residence.

A strain between ethnicity and nationality is evident from time to
time as in the case of two Beni Amer men in Um Gargur, one of whom
passes for Sudanese and the other who constantly uses his ethnic ties
with the Sudanese and is regarded by many as colluding with the
administration.'9 The former, a storekeeper employed by the COR to
oversee the distribution of rations is despised because he is extremely
ambiguous about his national identity in a situation where this identity
is agressively asserted, although he readily admits that he is Beni
Amer. Because they are in the majority, the Beni Amer are in a
privileged and enviable position, able to call upon ethnic and kinship
ties both within the settlement and outside it, constructing networks of
support. In times of illness, death, weddings or circumcisions they are

able to mobilise the most assistance, financial or material from each
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other. Even though all the refugees are marginalised and feel
themselves to be so, the Beni Amer are less marginalised than others and
are also, as a rule, far more successful than the other refugees in
dealing with the camp authorities.

A preoccupation with or continued expression of ethnic identity is
not regarded as a positive thing in Um Gargur. People are expected to
conform, and this means that whatever makes them distinct from the
majority is seen as threatening and upsets the status quo. For instance
all Muslim women are expected to wear the tobe, a long sheet of material
which covers the head and body, when they leave their homes for other
sections of the settlement. To wear a tobe is to respect the code of
decorum. It is the "decent" apparel for a woman to wear. As a result,
rather than risk ridicule Christian women are forced to abandon their
own traditional garb and wear a garment which for them has no cultural
associations with respectability. When there are weddings or other
fétes, women from groups like the Belin, Jiberti and Christian, who
traditionally perform drumming are remonstrated for doing so. The Baria
sheikh was often admonished by some of his fellow sheikhs for not
putting an end to the drumming and singing in his area on nights when
weddings or circumcisions took place. This "norm" was set mainly by a
few powerful lowland sheikhs, mainly Beni Amer and mainly from the
conservative groups who demand a uniformity of behaviour. Most of the
refugees actually feel estranged from this but are powerless to make
their positions felt. The people constitute a voiceless majority in the
face of a vociferous and powerful minority. People either become
increasingly apathetic or they adopt the positions of the conservatives.

It is usually men who take up these new positions because they are also
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marginalised and expect that adopting a conservative position aligns
them with those who are most vocal, most powerful, and have, in the
heterogeneous construct which is Um Gargur, a clear agenda.

We have already noted that people in Um Gargur live among those with
whom they feel safest and can look to for support. In this way they
minimise the distance, both spatially and psychologically with that
which is most familiar to them. What we have not said is that it is
women who are the main builders of 1links between different groups
because they are in the majority, and because social conventions are
such that they can only establish and conduct their relationships in a
more private sphere. The scale of interaction between women appears to
be far greater than men despite the injunctions placed upon their
movements. New networks have been formed botb in the neighbourhood
along ethnic lines and among people who they meet outside of the home in
the clinic or through rotating credit associations. It would be true to
say that men experience a good deal of inter-ethnic contact however with
women, once relationships have been established, they spend hours in
each other’s homes, seeing after their children and gaining each other’s
trust. Although there is very little inter-marriage, women help with
preparation of food for weddings, circumcisions and other ritual or
ceremonial occasions, Whereas for men the social engagement is far more
public, carried out almost exclusively in the market-place, for women
that engagement is clearly of an intimate nature. For women these new
networks offer both psychological and physical support, fulfilling some
of the same functions as the old networks in Eritrea. They are also
losing some of their prejudices about other peoples (and perhaps

developing others) and are exhibiting a dynamism and understanding that
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few men in the settlement can match. Ascha Idris a young Baria woman
expressed the sentiments of numerous women when she said, "We (the

refugees in Um Gargur) all have the same mother and father, Eritrea."

6. Religion

There are two religious groups in the settlement, Muslims who
constitute approximately 96% of the population, and Christians who are
4%. These may be further divided into sub-groups. The Chr;stian
contingent is composed of Roman Catholics, Protestants and Coptic
Christians, while a minority of the Muslims are conservatives who mainly
identify themselves as Ansar and Islamic Front. . Although I categorise
the 1Islamic Front as a religious organisation, this is a deliberate
misnomer. The Islamic Front is in fact a political group (known within
Um Gargur as mujahiden) which has as its objective the establishment of
an Islamic state in Eritrea. The Ansar on the other hand are a
religious and not a political group, although many of its adherents are
sympathetic to the agenda of the Islamic Front. The Ansar in Um Gargur

(1
and elsewhere in Eritrea are Ansar al Suna,U

rather than Ansar al
Mahdi, although the two groups appear to share many of the same
practices.

Following the analysis of Choueiri (1990:53) I refer to the Islamic
Front as "radicalists", and the Ansar as "revivalists”. Collectively I
refer to them as conservatives (Watt, 1988:2). According to Choueiri
"Radicalism highlighted God’s sovereignty and the role of the jihad as
the most important aspects of Islam. The act of assigning particular

aspects a dominant position entailed the subordination of Quranic

injunctions, or their outright abrogation for the sake of more urgent
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tasks. Furthermore, these new priorities were often in direct contrast
to the prevailing customs of traditionalist or official Islam"
(1990:11). He describes Islamic revivalism as a movement to reinstate
Islam in its pure and original state (1990:20).

It is generally agreed by the refugees that Islam has become a much
more important force in their 1lives in Um Gargur compared to its
influence in their villages in Eritrea. One reason for this has to do
with the refugees’ position of insecurity and their search for "moral
cohesion". To deal with the significant changés which took place in
their lives they had to make many adjustments. These adjustments were
possible as long there was a familiar given, in this case religion, that
could be relied upon. People, particularly men, began to cling to
religion steadily and as things worsened or they felt more insecure, it
increasingly represented stability, security and optimism. For them the
rhetoric of hope always is distilled alongside the rhetoric of religion.
Religion may not offer an answer to all their ills but it softens the
blow of poverty and deprivation and gives people a dimension of surety
which is unassailable. For them religion is not an abstract concept but

manifests itself continually in their daily lives.
6.1 The Conservatives

In Um Gargur the Ansar and Islamic Front conservatives regularly
exploit the refugees’ fear, insecurity and powerlessness. Many Muslim
refugees themselves acknowledge this by saying that it is their lack of
money which propels some villagers in the direction of the more
conservative (and generally prosperous) elements. Trimingham is one of

the few Islamicists who writes in depth about the Ansar (1965a;1965b).
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Although his discussion refers mainly to the Ansar al Mahdi from Sudan,
much of what he relates is relevant to the Ansar al Suna whose teachings
derive from Sheikh Mohammed Abd-al Wahhab (1703-92). Trimingham says of

the Ansar that they were "easily fired to fanaticism by their misery".zo

Although the refugees in Um Gargur agree that there were Ansar in
Eritrea, particularly in Alighidir, apparently they were less
reactionary for people clearly regard certain aséects of their behaviour
as a new phenomenon. In Um Gargur where conditions are chéracterised by
economic and psychological deprivation, the environment is an ideal one
from which to preach deliverance. The Ansar believe that they heed the
true word of Allah and are the honourable ones. They are described as
"those whose hearts are entirely consecrated to God and whose souls have
become enlightened by a desire to possess the joys of the world to come,
quitting the pleasures of this life and having full faith in the power
of the Almighty who has created Paradise for those who are truly
faithful to Him".z' They were to renounce the world and expressly
forbidden "intoxicants, tobacco, amulets, magic...processions, marriage
and circumcision feasts, mourning...(and were instructed to) Always pray
whether you are walking or riding or with your friends. Abstain from
all amusements, for through prayers alone can this world be kept in
peace. Abstain also from the pleasures of music, do not beat the big
and small dx:ums;".‘2

The injunctions observed by the Ansar in Um Gargur completely
parallel those listed above. Both the Ansar and the Islamic Front
believe in purdah for women. For them a woman’s place is in the home,
permanently out of the sight of all unrelated men. The Ansar however do

not shake hands with women and only barely acknowledge the existence of



74

unrelated women. Much of what the Ansar and the Islamic Front believe
in runs contradictory to many aspects of the ritual and social life of
the settlement. Their attempts to encourage cultural and religious
uniformity are a perennial "thorn in the flesh" of many villagers
particularly women for whom such rituals represent a way of establishing
and maintaining ties in the new society. They have power precisely
because, as many of the Muslims themselves say, they use religion and
shame to manipulate. In comparison to the rest of the population they
are extremely well educated. Both the 1Islamic Front and the Ansar
received funds from Saudi Arabia and Syria with which to build their
mosques and schools and proselytise. Some of the teachers at the
schools were even educated in Saudi Arabia. They are the two groups
which have microphones in the settlement and throughout the day they
broadcast radicalist and revivalist messages. Those who decide to ally
themselves with the Ansar or with the Islamic Front are immediately
elevated in moral (and often economic) status by this association, for
where there is demoralisation, the conservatives offer faith and
clarity.

The Ansar prescribe clitorectomy although they believe that
infibulation or pharaonic circumcision should be forbidden; dancing and
especially drumming should, they insist, cease completely in the
settlement and that occasions such as Ramadan should be solemn; zar and
any forms of healing which do not use the Koran as its basis are
suggestive of spirit worship and are forbidden. 1In fact so many of the
activities regarded by other Muslim villagers as part of their cultural
birthright, the Ansar see as contrary to the laws of Mohammed, that it

ig important to understand at least one of the reasons for their
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Magnetism and that of the Islamic Front. Their followers are a
Significant minority although when people are marginalised, economically
deprived and dependent on hand-outs to feed and clothe themselves, the
message proffered by the well-fed conservatives is, not suprisingly,
extremely attractive to many. Because they are so vocal and appear to
have excellent relations with the settlement administrators, even those
who do not agree with them prefer not to offend them, and are content to
make token gestures of support. The proof of their influence on the
social institutions in the settlement lies in the fact that for three
months in 1986 drumming and 'dancing was forbidden by the sheikhs
following the suggestion of the conservatives. This had the full
approval of the moodir. When one family took matters into their own
hands and simply had a wedding party in which the drums sounded through
the night, the moodir later capitulated and decreed that drumming could
take place, but only until 9.00pm. The Ansar and the Islamic Front were
still against this although after the show of strength from one family,
the tensions generated by their injunctions dissipated and people

carried on as normal.
6.2 Relations Between Muslims and Christians

The Christians face a harder time than other refugees in Um Gargur,
a phenomenon which appears to be not uncommon in the Sudan. Bulcha
notes that a major "source of refugee-host conflict is in the area of
religion and culture...a degree of incompatability over some basic
values is unavoidable. Although no open conflict seems to exist on
religious grounds as such, there is in some areas obvious resentment and

mutual avoidance, not only between refugees and their hosts but even
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between cChristian and Muslim refugees in some of the settlements”
(1987:88). Indeed although people from the two religious groups live
side by side in Um Gargur without antagonism, there are very few real
friendships which exist between individuals. The exceptions are found
within the Jiberti, Mensa, and Belin ethnic groups, which contain both
religious elements and whose cultural similarities far outweigh their
differences. In the instances where friendships do occur among Muslims
and Christians who are not from these particular ethnic groups, they are
generally instigated by women rather than by men.

One gets the sense from speaking to older, mainly Tigre Muslims in
Um Gargur, that historically relations between Muslims and Christians in
Eritrea were strained. The literature appears to bear this out.
According to one observer, whereas the Christians believed themselves to
be civilised, "to be a Moslem herder" was, in the eyes of the
Christians, to be "backward" (Bauer, 1977:16). Trimingham argues that
"Social prejudice...tended to make the position of Muslims...inferior to
that of Christians" (1965:136). The sense that the Muslims had
grievances with the Christians resurfaced time and again in fairly
derogatory remarks. The Christians, or Habash according to various
people in the settlement, were "like Ethiopians” and Habash women had
"loose morals", all descriptions conveying mistrust and disapproval. On
an individual level no one would point out who in particular these
descriptions fitted, but occasionally one encountered sgsuch feelings
which were not open to negotiation.

The Christians were also regarded as latecomers to the Eritrean
revolution, formerly pro-Haile Selassie, who were now bent on usurping

the struggle as their own. Indeed although this view does not take into
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consideration certain historical facts, it is not entirely without
credibility for, in the 1950s many Christians openly supported union
with Ethiopia, while the Eritrean revolution came out of "an open
rebellion by Muslim separatists" in 1961.24 Granted it developed into a
full-scale nationalist movement only in the early 1970s after those
Eritreans who had hitherto allied themselves with the Ethiopians, became
alienated by that government’s agressive annexation of Eritrea. Erlich
(1983) argues that while "extensive areas of Eritrea, esssentially the
Muslim-populated areas of western and northern Eritrea, were never (with
the exception of short insignificant episodes) wunder the political
control of Ethiopian emperors", the "Christian-populated
districts...have historically been more a part of Ethiopia’s political
framework and culture than have the provinces of southern Ethiopia".r
The Ethiopian government of Haile Selassie used the powerful Coptic
church to promote unionist activities in Eritrea among the Christians
who, having felt mistreated by successive colonial governments, imagined
that they would be better off as part of an Ethiopia in which they had
historic ties (Bright, 1985:22). It is not surprising, then, that at
the beginning some Christians actively sought unification with Ethiopia.
Even those who were interested in Eritrean independence found the
separatist agenda of the ELF fairly unattractive. In 1967 the few
Christians who joined the movement were being trained as fighters in the
Sudan. Their Muslim counterparts were sent for training in Syria. Once
in the Sudan the Christians "found that the use of Tigrinya was
forbidden, and they were told that the aim of the ELF was to Arabize

Eritrea” (Erlich 1983:24).

What is extraordinary about Um Gargur is the fact that so much of
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the historical information recounted here still manifests itself in the
life of the refugees. Thirty years ago Trimingham noted that among the
Eritreans "nationality and religion are inextricably bound together"
(ibid.). In Um Gargur 1little has changed except for the fact that
politics is now also irrevocably entertwined with religion. Because Um
Gargur’'s refugees have been away from Eritrea for so long, they are out
of touch with the thousands of people very like themselves from the same
ethnic and religious groups who are supporters of the EPLF (Firebrace,
1984). They are trapped in a time when opposition and conflict between
the ELF and EPLF was articulated partly by capitalising upon more
obvious differences.
Thus many of the older refugees harbour more than a few grievances.
They resent at once the hesitation of the Christians in joining the
movement, and the fact that the EPLF, regarded by them as primarily a
Christian organisation is seeking to "revolutionise" their society. It
is the EPLF’'s line on gender relations which really antagonizes them:
"The new marriage law unequivocally provides that the
arbitrary and compulsory feudal marriage system which is
based on the idea of the superiority of man over
woman...shall be abolished, that child betrothal and dowry
shall be abolished, that the free choice of partners,
monogamy and equal rights for both sexes and protection of
women and children shall be put into effect, so that husband
and wife may live in harmony, participate to the fullest
extent in productive labour and rear united, democratic
families. Divorce will no more...depend on the unilateral
decisions of the husband..." (NUEW, 1980:30).

For the Muslims in Um Gargur, in particular those who are conservative,

such a 1line is indefensible as it undermines or nullifies all

traditional precepts. This is regarded as yet another act of concerted

disrepect and interference on the part of the EPLF toward their religion

and values. As the Christians in Um Gargur are seen to be active
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Supporters of the EPLF, the general character of relationships between
the two groups is entirely linked to these considerations.

The market in Um Gargur is controlled by a small group of traders,
mostly Beni Amer, while the clinic is controlled by the Habash, or
Christians. Many Muslims, again mainly Beni Amer, have relatives in
Arab countries who send them remittances which leave them a great deal
better of than the other refugees. Proportionally, the Christians in Um
Gargur are generally better educated than Um Gargur’'s Muslims, although
there are a small group of Muslims, primarily conservatives, who are
well educated. This is partly because few well-educated Muslims choose
to remain in the settlement, migrating instead to the urban areas of
Sudan or to other countries to work, while a large proportion of
Christians in Um Gargur are skilled workers who have been sent by the
SCC to the settlement. However the main reason for the educational
imbalance has to do with the fact that in Eritrga, highlanders of both
Muslim and Christian origin had greater access to the educational
facilities which the country offered, whereas in the lowland areas from
where most of the refugee stem, "the nomadic population 1is 1little
involved in modern urban life and rarely receives medical attention or
education” (Pool, 1982:11).

All Christian families have at least one person earning an income,
mainly through the clinic which has a mostly Christian staff. 1In fact
75% of the Christians work for the SCC. None of them have relatives in
the Arab countries but a few do have relatives who have resettled in the
West. The Muslims believe quite rightly that the resettlement
programmes to western countries favour Christians and resent this fact.

Yet although exile in Um Gargur has rendered them redundant
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pastoralists, very few lowland Muslims would ever consider surrendering
their dreams of return to a pastoralist lifestyle by choosing a life in
the West, even though they clearly want their children to have more
opportunities than they. For the lowlanders, geographical proximity to
Eritrea appears to be an extremely important factor in their
psychological well-being. It should be noted that most of the Muslims
in Um Gargur would never think of applying to resettle in countries such
as America or Germany, and, of those Christians who applied, very few
were accepted for resettlement.

Many of the values of the two groups were constantly in opposition.
Five prostitutes for instance worked openly in Um Gargur, three of whom
also earned extra money from brewing alcohol. One non-prostitute woman
also earned a living as a beer-brewer (Christians attached no stigma to
this activity). These activities were thought reprehensible by many
Muslims although in reality there were about eight covert prostitutes
who were Muslim. (Ironically the Christian prostitutes and those selling
alcohol were forced to move to Um Gargur after their homes in Khasm el
Ghirba were fire-bombed by Muslim fundamentalists who resided there).
The Christians had to bear this burden as they were identified in
relation with these activities and Christian women in particular
suffered from this negative stereotyping. Yet some people found that
with time their opinions did change. Neimat, a young Habab woman whose
brother had recently become an Ansar told me "Before people said the
Habash (women) were chermutta [prostitutes] because they only had the
small circumcision, but look at the Ansar - it is the same with them.
People say things like this only to keep women down. They are afraid

that we will know too much. Then women will say ‘No, I don‘'t go to the
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house of christian women’. 1In Um Gargur we see the truth."

As long as politics did not play a part in the general discourse,
tensions rarely surfaced in the daily life of Um Gargur. Relations
between the Muslims and Christians were characterised by scepticism

rather than antagonism. The majority of the villagers seemed to respect

and appreciate the skills that the Christians offered to the settlement

as teachers and health-workers. Although they were the elites in
Eritrea, in Um Gargur the Christians are certainly the (religious and
cultural rather than economic) underclass. Despite their decreased

status, there were those Christians who felt that the majority of the
Tigre in Um Gargur, with their relative lack of education, beliefs and
superstitions, were "backward". This was generally attributed to the
fact that they had 1little access to schools in the lowlands. Other
Christians noted that although most of the Muslims had little or no
formal education, a small number of conservative Muslims in Um Gargur

were educated to a higher standard than the majority of the Christians.

7. Politics

7.1 Factional Politics

When Um Gargur was established it was assumed that its inhabitants
were linked by a single nationalistic cause. Although this was and
remains true (since everyone wultimately wants the 1liberation of
Eritrea), the ways and means by which liberation .is achieved are a
matter of contention among Um Gargur'’'s population. At the start of the
settlement all of the refugees who came in the first influx supported
one political faction, the ELF. There was no structure given to the

political organisation and no head of the ELF in the settlement. 1In the
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absence of any opposing political ideologies it was enough that when
political affiliation was expressed, the idiom was the same. It has
already been suggested that as ladji’in the refugees are a supra-tribe.
In terms of politics then, it would also be appropriate to speak of the
Muslims, and mainly Tigre speakers, as a fairly unified group in Um
Gargur. The Baria who were later arrivals also pledged their allegiance
to the ELF (although one year after I left the settlement there were
reports that the majority of them had shifted allegiance to the EPLF).
Although most people identify themselves as pro-ELF, many admit that
before they left their villages in Eritrea they were not active in ELF
politics but gave support to the ELF fighters by offering them food and
shelter when it was required. Many did have relations who were
physically involved in the fighting and it was primarily because of this
kind of support that their villages were bombed. It has also been noted
that another reason for the displacement of some of the refugees was the
civil war between the ELF and EPLF from 1972 to 1974. As there was
still enmity between the two factions, when the first group arrived that
included people who were politically allied with the EPLF, political
differences were in evidence for the first time and tensions began to
surface. Face to face with the "enemy" the ELF began‘to restructure
itself in the settlement moving away from becoming an informal group to
a more formal group. From what I could gather the organisation did not
have one leader per se, but the most dynamic people became the nominal
leaders of the ELF. Usually they were self-elected men whose active
involvement often stemmed from the fact that they had close relatives,
including children, who were fighters with the ELF. All of these

leaders were sheikhs and some were also members of the Ansar sect and
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headed the Cooperative. They and other active ELF supporters met quite
irregularly and generally no more than 50-80 peoéle would attend at any
one time. It is significant that even though the majority of the
refugees would identify themselves as ELF supporters, most of them are
not actively involved even now in the camp organisation. Those who were
actively involved accounted for less than 2% of the number of people who
would lay claim to ELF affiliation. There was little collective action
taken by these supporters except when it was in opposition to the EPLF.
When people were asked why they identified themselves as ELF
supporters, the reasons cited had more to do with family, ethnic or
regional ties rather than to do with the ideology of the ELF. A
secondary reason given was that the EPLF was "not good" for Eritrea and
this was only mentioned after I asked what they felt the difference was
between the two groups. Out of twenty people I questioned on the
subject, only two mentioned political ideology and of those two, one,
Ahmed Mohammed Erbut, was Ansar. However numerous EPLF supporters feel
that the settlement administration favoured thé ELF because the ELF’s
opposition to the EPLF is circumscribed primarily in religious terms.
Cohen in his fieldwork among Hausa migrants also describes a situation
in which religion and politics have become completely inter-linked and
which bears some similarities to that in Um Gargur: "...after adopting
the Tijaniyya (mystical order), the Hausa in effect transformed their
community from a tribal polity to a ritual community. In the process,
their formal political organisation...became informally articulated in
terms of religious ideologies, symbols, myths, attitudes, 1loyalties,
ceremonial, and power structure" (1969:141). What the Ansar and other

conservatives are attempting to do (so far with limited success) 1is
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convince the Muslim wvillagers that Eritrean politics can only be
conceptualised in religious terms.

Two incidents which occurred while I was in Um Gargur serve to
illustrate why this point of view is a valid one. The first incident
took place at the time of my preliminary study in 1984, during a
celebration held in the village to celebrate the anniversary of the
liberation struggle. Although theoretically all overt political
activities in refugee settlements are banned and any display of
political factionalism is disallowed, the ceremony was organised by the
ELF with the full support of the moodir. Despite the fact that members
of both the ELF and EPLF regarded the day as one for celebration, the
celebrations specifically excluded the EPLF supporters in the village
from attending. When several of them showed up, the tensions generated
by their arrival was palpable and veiled threats were made. Finally,
several of them decided to leave. The political struggle was defined in
no uncertain terms as a kind of jihad in which Islam would ultimately
prove victorious.

Even though there were two Christians who were also supporters of
the ELF, they later admitted that they were completely alienated from
the celebrations and from their ELF compatriots that day. There were
also Muslims who indicated that they were unhappy with the way the
ceremony had evolved, and felt that an opportunity to articulate unity
had been squandered by the organisers of the ceremony. The day had a
particular significance for me because I was arrested and removed from
the area by the Sudanese policeman after the organisers suggested that I
might be a spy for the EPLF. One sheikh attempted to take my camera in

order to confiscate my film but I protested that I had a pass from the
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Sudanese government which allowed me to take photographs anywhere within
the settlement. This contretemps lasted for less than thirty minutes.
By the time I reached the home of friends in hillat Alighidir news had
spread and many people came to offer their support and to say that the
organisers did not speak for them. This marked a positive turning point
in my relations with the refugees of Um Gargur. Even EPLF members who,
until then had been very suspicious of my motives, warmed to me. I later
became friends with the most aggressive sheikh who I occasionally
reminded of his treatment of me.

Another incident occurred when the cultural unit of the EPLF which
had been touring some of the other settlements decided to come to Um
Gargur to show a film and to put on cultural dancing. Various leaders
of the ELF got together and forbid them to come to Um Gargur. They made
several threats and finally the group went to the neighbouring
settlement of Karkora where they were made more welcome. At this event
I noticed several of the instigators of the trouble enjoying themselves
and asked why they were there and not back in Um Gargur. One of them
told me that he also wanted to see the event but that it was
inappropriate for the EPLF troupe to come to Um Gargur considering the
history between the two groups. He was in the peculiar position of
having to rally against an extravaganza which he quite wanted to see and
was relieved that it could ultimately be shown in Karkora since it meant
that his moral status, as a defender of ELF interests would remain
intact.

Surprisingly, it appeared that the entire population of Um Gargur

had travelled to Karkora for the event. For the first time many of the

people from Um Gargur were prepared to discuss openly the politics of
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the EPLF since they were genuinely surprised that there were people from
every cultural and ethnic group representing the EPLF. It was precisely
what the ELF leadership, some of whom were also members of the Islamic
Front, did not want them to witness; the coming together of people from
all ethnic and religious groups under one political umbrella, the EPLF.
While the rhetoric at the ELF ceremony in Um Gargur was openly political
and quite divisive, the EPLF troupe was forbidden to say anything
overtly political at this show. However, the fact that on the stage
were people very much like themselves, dressed as they were and speaking
their respective languages in a unified and progressive display gave the
refugees much to think and talk about for the coming weeks. As the ELF
had no authority in Karkora, they were powerless to prevent the event or
stem the obvious pleasure and questions which arose in those that
witnessed it.

I later learned that this was the second time that an EPLF group
which wanted to bring a cultural troupe to‘ Um Gargur had been
threatened. The first time was in 1981 when someone from Um Gargur who
had lost a son in the civil war between the two factions mobilised a
group which beat up various members of the troupe quite badly,
overturned their jeep and destroyed their generator and film-projector.
Apparently after the incident, Um Caltoum, a woman whose son was an ELF
fighter and who was herself highly regarded, collected money mainly from
other ELF supporters for those members of the troupe who had been hurt.
When I asked her why she - a noted ELF supporter - had done so, she told
me that though she disagreed with their politics, the EPLF was, like the
ELF, fighting to liberate Eritrea so that she and others like her would

not need to live as refugees in Sudan. She said that although her son
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was with the ELF, the EPLF was not her enemy and that it made her
ashamed to think that men in Um Gargur could beat up young Eritreans who
had come all the way from Eritrea to entertain their fellow countrymen.
The ELF is essentially frozen in opposition to the EPLF. It is
interesting that the ethnic composition in Karkora is almost identical
to that in Um Gargur, however because the refugees in Karkora are a more
recent influx, there are a significant proportion of Muslims (some
people estimated as high as two-thirds) who actively support the EPLF in
Karkora. For the ELF hierarchy in Um Gargur, this is dismaying.
Although many ELF members realise that much has changed in Eritrea since
Um Gargur was settled, they remain stuck in a time of the civil war when
passions were inflamed against the EPLF and religion was as much a
reason for being anti-EPLF as the notion that they were betrayers to the
cause. With the war over it is difficult to imagine how the ELF leaders
in Um Gargur will adapt to an Eritrea which some of them left almost two
decades ago and in which the structures of society appear, judging from

the Karkora Muslims, to have altered radically.

7.2 Support for the Two Groups

It has been noted that the ELF is supported by the majority of the
settlement. This support is expressed verbally and through the actions
of sending young men from the settlement to train in ELF camps along the
border. Out of ten families I knew in hillat Alighidir, four had close
relatives, either sons, nephews or brothers who were involved in the
fighting. Two of the families had sons between the ages of 11 and 13
who were determined, at that young age, to be trained as fighters. Both

of them, Nurredin and Ahmed, constantly threatened their parents with
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running away if they were not allowed to go. Women also contributed to
the liberation cause. From time to time a number of them under the lead
of Um Caltoum, would make collections for young men who had come to the
gettlement to rest after a period at the training camps. This form of
support for the ELF in Um Gargur was tangible and constructive since it
actually provided the liberation movement with a strong young cadre of
fighters from the settlement. But at the same time support was quite
diffuse and very informal, because almost everyone claimed to be a
member of the ELF and also because many of the refugees also feel that
the organisation in Um Gargur has been hijacked by the same people who
dominated the other facets of settlement life. As a result, most of
those who claim to be members might have very little to do with the so-
called leaders of the ELF in Um Gargur but might contribute to "the
struggle" in less formalised ways. It is primarily because it has such
a broad basis of support that the ELF in Um Gargur cannot be regarded as
a tightly-knit and formal organisation.

The EPLF enjoys the active support of at least 95% of those who
claim to be members (about 110)r7 of the organisation in Um Gargur.
There are five elected representatives in the settlement and, not
suprisingly in view of its size, it is a highly organised group. The
majority of the EPLF supporters are Christians and Jiberti however there
are also a number of Baria who are members as well. Out of the adult
Christian population (80), less than 4% support the ELF although at one
time in Eritrea, a significant number of the Christians also supported
the ELF. Several of the men were at one time fighters in either the ELF

or the EPLF. The supporters of the EPLF pay dues and raise funds for

the organisation by contributing money from their monthly salaries,
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making baskets, embroidery and other handicrafts which they sold both
within and outside the settlement. The women are extremely active,
meeting once a week as paid-up members of the National Union of Eritrean
Women (NUEWmn), to knit sweaters and sew clothes for the fighters in
Eritrea. Everyone in the settlement is generally up by 6.00am to listen
to the news which is broadcast daily in Tigrinya and Tigre and gives
them an up-to-date account of how the war is progressing. Because the
aim of the EPLF is to permanently alter the "backward and unacceptable

2

feudal structure"” of Eritrean society, it is just as consummate an
ideology as the religion and politics of the ELF. Everything, from
marriage, to health, to circumcision, and ownership of property is

articulated in politiCal terms, and the EPLF has an agenda for all of

these.

7.3 Women and Settlement Politics

There is a hierarchy of paternalism in Um Gargur. The settlement
administration is paternalistic towards the refugees; the sheikhs are
essentially self-serving and paternalistic towards the men; and the men
are paternalistic towards the women. Women - on the lowest rung of this
scale - are the most disenfranchised of the refugees, both economically
and politically. Women are only effectively administered to by their
husbands, fathers and brothers who are expected to voice their demands.
This is not surprising in view of the traditional limitations placed on
the roles of most women by their Muslim communities. Also because
neither the  administration nor the UNHCR encouraged female
representation, but expected families to be represented through a male

head, women’'s views were not even reflected in Um Gargur. This is in
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spite of the fact that for at least one-quarter of the calendar year
approximately 57% of the 801 families in Um Gargur have women as their
heads. While 146 of these women, or 18.3%, are permanent heads of
households (widowed, divorced or separated), the remainder are de facto
heads, left behind during the long periods when the majority of men in
the settlement migrate in search of employment or to participate in the

liberation war.

Table 3. Female Heads of Households (FHH).

Permanent household heads 146 - (18.3%)
Husbands absent 3-6 months yearly 254 - (31.8%)
Husbands absent over 1 year 56 - (7%)
Out of a total of 801 families 456 (57%) FHH

Source: 1986, SCC clinic.

Although during these periods (which amount to a significant portion
of the year) women outnumber men 2:1, this is not reflected in their
involvement in the political life of the settlement. Women acquire the
responsibilities which come with being heads of families such as
budgeting for food, water, clothing and household necessities,
disciplining the children and educating them about traditional mores,
but women do not acquire the status which generally comes from being in
the majority. On the contrary, in the absence of a woman’s husband the
role of protector which was occupied by her husband is now transferred
to the sheikh from her jurisdiction, who sees himself as responsible for
her moral - although not her physical - well-being. One such sheikh -
an elder - said to me, "Even if one hundred men travel, there are still
men in Um Gargur. And even if one thousand men travel, as long as there

is one man left, he will speak for her (women). It is haram (forbidden)



92

for a woman to speak as if she were a man. For a woman to speak is to
throw away her father or brother or husband, and to say that there are
no men. It is an insult to all men."” This sheikh also told me that
women had "no head" and were there to "cook, stay at home and bear
children”. When I enquired why the views of women were never sought by
the sheikhs or elders, he asked me, "What do women know about what is
good for them?" His was certainly not a minority point of view, nor was
it an extreme one.

Thus, in neither a formal nor an informal context were the majority
of women offered a modicum of power either by the administration or by
their own communities. Since they were not allowed to speak in public
their views were never put forward for consideration, women and their
needs or priorities were completely left out of the dialogue which took
place between the sheikhs and the moodir and between the men and the
sheikhs.

Those women who most wanted to change the structure of things in the
settlement were not those who were married to prominent men and who
might have been able to influence their husbands; it was generally quite
poor women who were interested in starting small businesses such as tea-~
rooms, restaurants, soap and mattress-making in the settlement, without
having their honour or values questioned. They were also the ones who
most wanted to attend literacy and sewing classes which were run by the
SCcC and which many were forbidden from attending because it was felt
that these classes were EPLF-run and generally a bad thing for women who
should otherwise be at home looking after their households. Such women
objected to the fact that decisions made by the‘administration and the

conservative sheikhs impinged on their ritual activities, one of the few
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areas in which women exercised any real control. These women who had
concrete ideas about change were probably in the minority. The
principal concerns of the majority were to keep‘the price of water and
food at affordable levels, and to receive information about changes in

rules which would affect their daily lives before such changes were

implemented.

Women have informal information networks through which news about
events in the settlement is channeled. Weddings, circumcisions,
ceremonies, general gossip, deaths are learned of through such networks.
Most of the other information about the administrative affairs of the
settlement is communicated to women through their husbands who might be
present at meetings. Those who are without husbands, however
temporarily, are dependent upon their children and other women who might
be privy to such information. Women seem to feel that they are left in
an increasingly subordinate position because without their men-folk to
negotiate for and protect them, and provide them with food, clothing and
other basic necessities, they are completely vulnerable. Fatna Senai
told me, "Um Gargur is terrible to 1live in, and everyday I am not
well...our children and our men who took care of us all went to Yemen
and we do not see money for many months. If you go to the moodir or the
cooperative and say this they tell you to go. It is not their affair.
So we wait for the money from Yemen. When it comes, we are happy. If
it doesn’t come, malish. What can we do?"

Beck observes that "In societies where males form and interact in
exclusive political, economic, religious, or soéial groups, the status
of men in relation to women rises, because activities are drawn away

from the domestic scene and into a realm that excludes women and
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children" (1980:365). In the extreme situation which characterises Um
Gargur, there are even greater tensions which exist between men and
women, mainly because men have lost so much economic power and social
standing as a result of being forced into refugeehood. Thus if a man’s
status rises in relation to women, so, conversely, does women’s status
fall in relation to men. As the situation worsens for men, it worsens
proportionately for women. All of the refugees are marginalised, but
women most of all.

Excluded from political life women have formed their own groups,
mainly credit societies and other informal networks, which put their own
interests first. Although the majority of them are illiterate, there
are increasing numbers of women who are becoming involved in the
literacy programme run by the SCC women’s centre, despite the
disapproval of many of the men. Women are learning how to read, write,
do simple arithmetic and tell the time. Even those women who were not
interested in attending 1literacy classes were insistent that their
daughters learn how to read and write. Social cohesion exists among
these women precisely because of their abnormal position in the wider
society, and, although they are unable to define and articulate their
needs to those who are in charge of the settlement, the unity which
exists among many women appears to lessen the negative impact which
refugeehood has on their lives. Though such networks are political only
in so far as they go against the social system as defined by the sheikhs
and elders, through them many women are confidently gaining a limited
degree of economic power and flexibility for themselves while at the

same time managing to feed, clothe and keep their families healthy.
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7.4 8heikhs, Elder Committee, and Cooperative Leaders

The system of sﬁeikhs and elders was created to serve the refugees
in a number of respects. The sheikhs as representatives of the people
are expected behave in certain ways which make it clear that their
loyalties are unambiguous and lie with the refugees. They are expected
to approach the moodir when their constituents request it of them and to
negotiate so that fees for services such as water and tractor use are
kept to affordable levels. They also resolve conflicts which arise
between refugees. People prefer to settle disputes among themselves
rather than to involve the Sudanese administration or the resident
policeman. If disputes cannot be settled this way there 1is a
progression of responsibility among the refugees before they decide to
seek outside arbitrators; if the two parties in disagreement are in fact
from the same tribe an attempt is first made to resolve it by the
sheikhs who represent the tribe. If they are from different tribes,
then there are two sheikhs who become involved.‘ In the rare cases when
this does not work, then the conflicting parties seek a decision from
the elder-committee, who, as the highest refugee authority makes the
final decision. All of the elders are sheikhs, however only eight of
the sheikhs are elders.

The sheikhs and the elder committee also serve the moodir, carrying
out his instructions and informing the people of any changes in
settlement policies or otherwise which might affect them. They issue
administrative direcfives and are in charge of collecting money from the
refugees for tractor use and the hiring of a driver. Sheikhs are also

charged with making sure that food is distributed to those whom they



96

represent and are responsible for informing the moodir when people leave
the settlement permanently and of any new arrivals to the settlement.
From all indications relations between the moodir and the sheikhs was a
good one, so much so that the refugees consistently complained that the
sheikhs did not have the refugees’ interests at heart but rather the
government of the Sudan and their own.

In theory the system, sanctioned by the COR and UNHCR, seems quite
an effective means of resolving crises and encouraging integration among
the refugees as well as allowing them to participate to some degree in
the decision-making process. In practice, however, it is only the
sheikhs who participate in the process with very little involvement from
the other refugees. People find themselves caught in a system which
they feel does not benefit them. Yet although some of the sheikhs were
disliked, the idea of involving the Sudanese authorities in intra-
refugee conflicts was not a popular one and so people would, when
necessary, seek out the sheikhs. For the refugees to refer to the
authorities would be to destroy any pretensions of their independence
within the settlement and imply that they were incapable of resolving
their own conflicts. The system puts them at a disadvantage because
they have no recourse to change things. Any one of their
representatives could theoretically lose their positions 1if their
constituents organiéed themselves in opposition. It is however,
extremely unlikely that such a change would occur because people rarely,
except in cases felt to be extreme, mobilise against authority as there
is always the feeling that as refugees they are in Um Gargur on
sufferance and should therefore conform to the wishes of the

administration. This means that even when it comes to monitoring or
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demanding more from their representatives, the refugees are powerless.

Some say that the sheikhs and the hakuma, or administration, speak
with one voice. Ascha Are Hamid illustrates the perceptions many have
regarding the sheikhs:

When the moodir comes he talks with the sheikhs. He says he
does not want to meet with a 1lot of people so he gets
together with the sheikhs...the people are not allowed. They
are chased away. The sheikhs get together among themselves
and they do not call the people together for anything. If
they have something to give to the people, they hide it among
themselves without telling the people. The moodir and the
sheikhs always agree and take things for themselves while the
people die with their own fire. The people are always
cheated. They have lost their rights. The sheikhs have
their salaries, they always meet with the moodir and hide
(steal) things for themselves. When we go the the moodir he

says "where is your sheikh?". If we say we do not have a
sheikh or that the sheikh is not good he says "Do not come
here by yourselves". He does not want to speak with me or

see my face. It is because I speak the truth, that is why he
will not speak to us. The sheikh does not speak with the
people. He speaks by himself with the hakuma...the evil
thing is from the moodir himself and the sheikhs. Before we
had a good moodir who, when you talked with him he listened
to you and acted on your complaints. But those who came
after are all bad. May they be cursed. Especially that Omer
the dry. May Allah be upon him. He was terrible. The rain
stopped when he came and we suffered from hunger.

The cooperative in Um Gargur is another "bone of contention" for the
refugees. It was started in 1978 with help from the COR and the UNHCR,
beginning first with a bakery, followed by a cooperative store and mill.
All of the nine leaders of the cooperative were chosen from the group of
twenty-three sheikhs, thus creating an elite group who were the
"gatekeepers" for the refugees on every formal level. At its start the
cooperative was open to all members of the settlement who were invited
to join for §S£3.25. After this initial contribution they contribute

nothing else to the cooperative. This sum allows the refugees access to

the COoperative store where goods such as sugar, rice, beans, salt and
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soap are, theoretically, at a lower price than the other stores in the
market. Membership also allows them to purchase bakery bread and the
use of the mill. Unfortunately the mill worked only occasionally and
people were often forced to use the mill at Karkora. Also there were
numerous complaints that the goods in the cooperative store were rarely
plentiful and that the prices for some items were the same or even
higher than those sold in the other shops in the market. This was
believed to be a deliberate attempt by the cooperative leaders to
encourage the refugees to buy from their own stbres. Also it was felt
that the cooperative leaders were benefitting personally from the sales
at the cooperative store when profits should otherwise have gone towards
necessities such as repairing the mill which would benefit the refugees.

Not all of the refugees are involved with the cooperative and of
those who are, very few admitted that real benefit accrued them as a
result. According to the cooperative leaders about two-thirds of the
camp are members because at the cooperative’s inception there was a time
limit on membership. One group that does benefit from the cooperative
somewhat are the butchers whose abattoir is actually owned by the
cooperative and to whom they pay a nominal rent. In Um Gargur there was
often some difficulty in differentiating between the roles of the
sheikhs and the cooperative leaders and this was not helped by the fact
that all cooperative leaders were in fact also sheikhs. Refugees.became
confused about the two groups and it was not uncommon for people to
refer to many of the sheikhs as cooperative leaders. When queried in
detail however, people generally seemed to believe that although not all
of the sheikhs were untrustworthy, the same did not hold true for the

cooperative leaders. Women were especially suspicious of them.
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People were aware that several of the stores in the market were
owned by sheikhs or cooperative leaders and their relatives, and that
while many families had very little, these men and their families were
always thriving. Since the sheikhs were also in charge of food
distribution for their constituents, they were in the position to keep
more food for themselves while distributing less to others. None of the
sheikhs or cooperative leaders were ever openly accused of this and most
people continued, at least in public, to pay them deference.

The refugees had assumed that through these representatives they
would be given a voice. The problem was not only that the sheikhs were
never seen to challenge the authorities, but also that they rarely
sought out the opinions of the refugees themselves who they were meant
to represent. These sheikhs had evolved into an elite which was
alienated from the majority of the population. They would often report
what the authorities wanted without attempting to discover what their
constituents desired. However they were also in quite a difficult
position themselves and as refugees, their perceptions of their own
rights are very limited. They could live harmoniously by cooperating
with the authorities or create difficulties by antagonising them.
Several sheikhs indicated that they felt that it was not even an option
to question directives and very few are prepared to test the
administration. Salih Amhirai a Beijuk sheikh told me, they were not in
any position to argue with the authorities and that they were as
helpless as the other refugees. "People will always talk but the office
of the moodir is open. Why don’t they go there and talk to him....they

can go there themselves and complain. What are we to do? We are also

refugees just like everyone else and if the moodir tells us we must do
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something we do it. People like to complain but if we were in our
country then we can say we want this, or we want that. Here we are all
ladji’in so we say thank you and nothing more." Yet few refugees would

agree with his rendering of the sheikhs’ position in Um Gargur.
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CHAPTER III - HONOUR AS BARGAIN AND REINTERPRETING SHAME

Khedija, Beni Amer divorcee, aged 38:

"When there was drumming or when the girls and boys went
dancing together, people saw each other 'as brothers and
sisters. It was a safe country, Eritrea. ' People didn’t act
shamefully. This country 1is the country of shame and
problems. Now in this country even if you go to the market
they say it is shameful. If you are walking with a man they
suspect you of doing something else with him. In Eritrea
they wouldn’t say that because people were free just to be
normal with each other...The same people who say everything
is shameful are the same people who run the cooperative.
They say people must not do this or do that and because they
are the ones who have the money and influence, the sheikhs in
the cooperative, then the men listen to them. wWhen the men
listen to them then we have to stay at home. The men say if
we leave the home then it is making shame for them. In
Eritrea I used to go to the market. Even to distant places
with our brothers and neighbours. We would buy things from
the market and then return home. This country 1is terrible
and this place is full of people who show no respect to
others. This and this is forbidden. To go with your husband
in the street is forbidden. You do not go. You dress like
this [completely covered up], so that people may not see you.
You hide yourself and walk. Why is this? Allah did not say
so. Allah says don’t go [sleep] with Ahmed. That 1is sin.
Allah says that I shouldn’t go with your husband, that this

is sin. It is not allowed in the Book [Koran]. This we all
knew. But now the men are saying that we did not know the
Book. They say even dancing is sin. They say that we are

allowed to eat, drink water and dress in the house. The man
will work outside and the woman inside."

Ascha Idris, Baria ex-ELF fighter, aged 23:

"Wwhen I was going to the field people were saying to me 'you
are a girl. What will you do there after all?’ I was saying
can’‘t a woman fight? I will stand up and fight against the
enemy. [In the field] women and men go through political and
military training and go to the battle together. Women and
men are like this [on par]. The boys and girls sleep, eat,
sit, drink, side by side. When I came back to Sudan I found
the girls and boys sit separately and eat separately. It
looked strange to me. I didn’t care at first. I would sit
and eat with anybody but people started talking. They said
‘She 1is useless’. But my mother did not say anything, she
just kept quiet.”



102

IIT. HONOUR AS BARGAIN AND REINTERPRETING SHAME

Because Um Gargur'’s population is overwhelmingly Muslim, it is not
inappropriate to refer to it as an Islamic settlement. Most 1Islamic
societies observe some aspects of the sharia (Islamic law), although its
interpretation varies from society to society. It can, if strictly
interpreted, be an all-encompassing system of doctrines which imposes
comprehensive guidelines on everything from education, politics,
economics and law, to the family, morality and war (Gilsenan, 1982;
Schuon, 1963). Before moving to Um Gargur, some of the groups within
the settlement differed in their interpretation of sharia. Some people
observed the strict seclusion of women, some did not. Others practised
infibulation while others regarded it as being contrary to the teachings
of Mohammed. Despite the differences, all practices were legitimised by
each group’s interpretation of Islamic law. In Um Gargur there has been
a (mainly conservative) trend towards religious and cultural uniformity.
Islam now pervades all facets of life and is therefore relevant to any
discussion of social organization.

In this chapter we will discuss "honour", a concept which has great
bearing upon all aspects of the social and economic 1life in this
community and is at what Peristiany calls "the apex of the pyramid of
temporal social value" (1965:10). In Um Gargur honour, or sharaf, is
closely linked to religion. We will examine the meaning and evolution
of honour in the refugee context.

In Chapter Two we noted that Um Gargur was created as an
agricultural settlement and that its incoming population, made up

primarily of pastoralists, was encouraged to adopt a new means of
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subsistence. These people regarded cattle herding as the most
prestigious way of 1life, whilst farming was, if not culturally
unacceptable, something mainly women and children did in small garden
plots (El-Beshir, 1982). Traditionally, the quality and quantity of a
man’s herd was a reflection not only of his material worth but also his
intelligence, taste, and character. For the men, farming entailed a
clash with their values and a loss of the prestige associated with their
former livelihood. Despite this there was little resistance to farming.
According to people with whom I spoke, many people began to grow
vegetables for consumption and durra and other cash crops on the land
allocated to them by the COR. The more successful farmers then sold
their produce in Um Gargur and other villages.

By the time I arrived in the village in 1984 things had changed
radically although some durra was still being grown. I learned that for
two consecutive years the rains had failed and many of the seeds planted
were eaten by rodents. Just as upon their arrival in Um Gargur, the
villagers once again had to depend upon the various foodstuffs
distributed by the WFP and later by CARE. By 1987 this situation had
worsened.

Ever since those first harvests failed, self-sufficiency seems to
have been out of the grasp of Um Gargur, and this has resulted in the
continued demoralisation of its residents. Many of the things which
they cherished they found to be of 1little significance in the new
society and many of their old values were under threat. New roles were
created - cooperative leaders, farmers, and sheikhs - all of which
continue to have great bearing on their 1lives but which leave the

majority of the refugees with little control over their situation.
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In this environment which is distinguished by its limited material
resources, multi-ethhicity' presents additional problems which I will
touch upon here. The refugees were faced with the task of organising
their disparate communities into a recognisable and workable framework
but found that the heterogeneous composition of the settlement stirred
prejudice and suspicion. Because very few people in Um Gargur had,
before their flight to the Sudan, lived in close contact with other
ethnic groups, and many were sensitive to the danger that their
respective cultural identities would become diluted. Many refugees
indicated that for them Um Gargur is a sort of testing ground in which
the different groups can explore and strengthen the ties which 1link
them. The more politically sophisticated among them generally try to
avoid presenting themselves to non-Eritreans as a heterogeneous group,
dismissing ethnic origin as incidental, as they feel that this would
undermine their claim of national solidarity. Despite their idealism,
- and day to day relationships between people regardless of background
are usually warm and relaxed - there is a deep vein of xenophobia which
emerges during intra-village conflicts, political meetings, or when
someone inspires jealousy by returning to the village from abroad with
much money. At times like these, differences are highlighted rather
than underplayed. In such situations honourable behaviour 1is linked
entirely with ethnic or political loyalties. However when they are
confronted with real crises or outside aggression - when for instance
news of the Ethiopién army retaking an Eritrean city is heard, or if

Eritreans in Sudan or Eritrea are killed ~ then internal schisms
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dissolve and the ultimate solidarity which exists between the Eritreans

in Um Gargur is very much evident.

1. The Elite

1.1 The Sudanese'

In Um Gargur there is a hierarchy of positions with the settlement
manager and then the village policeman, both Sudanese, at the very apex.
Generally their interaction in village 1life is kept to a minimum,
however their high status is determined by the fact that they are the
two offical representatives of the Sudanese government, to which all the
refugees owe some gratitude. The rest of the Sudanese in the village -
the head male teacher or mualim, and a number of young female teachers,
mualimat - also occupy quite a high social position.

Although all these Sudanese are in a better position than the
Eritreans, their high social status can be regarded as incidental, or
perhaps even transcendental, since it has no real influence on village
life. Aside from refugee matters, whatever the Sudanese may do in Um
Gargur, and however they may choose to govern their lives, the villagers
have very little say in the matter and no demonstrable means of vetoing
their behaviour. Nor do they try to. Gossip, a major mechanism of
social control 1in the settlement has no effect upon the Sudanese
primarily because they are not in any position to hear it since they do
not socialise with the villagers. During my stay in Um Gargur a few of
the teachers were judged by the villagers to have loose morals. People
thought these girls took jobs in the refugee camps only so that they
could be far away from the controlling influence of their families.

Neither the Eritrean men nor the women could do much about this except
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talk among themselves. The men who might ordinarily have tried to
seduce these girls did not even attempt to make passes since they were
handicapped by their social status and their Eritrean nationality,
which, whether they had more money than the girls or not, did not allow
them to intermingle. As refugees these men and the other villagers
could only effectively apply categories of "virtuous", [rahmet-T/
hiyawnet-Tya)], and "loose" [fitht-T/ kelal-Tya] to women who were their
equals (other refugees or Eritreans), and it is only these women with
whom they could act upon the "assessment" of their morality. Attempting
to use the same code of conduct with Sudanese girls would almost
certainly be to risk offending the girl and maybe even the law.

At the same time the male head teacher who oversaw the curriculum
for both the girls’ and boys’ schools was acknowledged to be an
alcoholic who spent a great deal of his time in the homes of the village
prostitutes drinking mes (honey or date wine), suwah (local beer made
from fermented grain), and aragi (a strong gin) until the early hours of
the morning. His behaviour was legendary and whenever there was talk of
his drunkenness most people would agree that he had "no shame" [farhay-
T/ fogquis-Tya]. I spent a week at his home when I arrived in the
village and was without lodging. Although when sober he was an
agreeable man, I quickly became uncomfortable in his presence after
hearing him each night return home in a stupor and once seeing him ill
in the morning outside my bedroom door. At the end of the week I was so
unnerved by his drunkenness that I left his home. I later learned from
one of the drivers that he did not feel free around me and had alsoc been
planning to ask me to find other lodgings. After this he was extremely

embarrassed around me and this marked our future relationship. Yet even
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though the entire village knew that he was an alcoholic, this knowledge
never affected the way he interacted among the villagers or the way he
undoubtedly saw his own position in Um Gargur. Although it was obvious
that neither he nor the female teachers were above suspicion, they were
none of them treated any differently by the villagers and were given all
the respect that their positions warranted. Clearly although social
status might be 1linked to honour, the honour which comes from the
individual’s Sudanese nationality or their economic and political status
(hashm-T) differs immensely from that which stems from an individual’s

moral persona [sharaf-T].
1.2 Sheikhs, Elders, and Cooperative Leaders

The sheikhs who act as liaisons between the rest of the wvillagers,
and the project manager who oversees all activities which take place in
the village, are also high in the social order, as are the religious
sheikhs. Some people were both religious and secular sheikhs as well as
cooperative leaders. In Chapter Two it was observed that conflicts
which arise within or among ethnic groups are usually resolved among the
conflicting parties and the secular sheikhs without recourse to the
Sudanese administration unless, of course, the problem is so serious
that it needs the involvement of the law. The law (personified by the
Sudanese policeman) was, I noted, rarely resorted to. It was also rare
to call upon the elder-committee to make legal decisions. There were
only two instances they were involved in while I was in Um Gargur; when
a young girl had become pregnant and the sheikhs met to convince the
young man to marry her, and later when a young boy was allegedly raped

and the sheikhs got together to find the culprit, who it turned out, was
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a Sudanese. In Um Gargur there were no disputes over land or property
and I knew of no thefts. Misconduct is more social than criminal and so
the main role of the sheikhs is administrative.

Some of the sheikhs are admired and liked by the people they
represent whilst others are intensely disliked and perceived as being
too collaborative with the Sudanese and the wealéhier elements in the
village, to the detriment of the poorer and more vulnerable members of
the groups they represent. Villagers, whilst not exactly frightened of
these men, certainly show most of them déference whether they like them
or not. Most wvillagers (in particular the women) do not think of
confronting the settlement manager about their needs and so they
approach the sheikh who is appointed from their hillat to go to the
settlement manager with their requests. Favouritism is rife and whether
the sheikh does so or not depends a great deal upon whether the request
comes from one of the wealthier or more influential members of hig
hillat. It also depends upon whether he regards the request as an
expedient one which will not threaten his own position.

In 1984 the villagers of Um Gargur appeared to be more respectful of
their sheikhs than when I returned a year later. Since my first visit
several things had happened which altered their perceptions. Firstly
sharia law had been relaxed in the Sudan and although people continued
to show deference to figures of authority, they were less afraid since
they did not feel constantly under threat from them. Also the American
organisation, Save the Children (SCF), had set up a base in the village
and they were instrumental in getting people to speak up for their
rights, particularly those who felt completely marginalized by the old

system or felt too insecure to voice their needs.
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SCF personnel were very dynamic and created within a short time of
arriving in Um Gargur, a feeling of confidence among the villagers.
After a short period of misapprehension on the part of the refugees, it
became clear that they were there to help them and people began to seek
them out when they had problems. Everyone felt that their community was
about to be rejuvenated and there was a palpable difference in peoples’
attitudes. The villagers rationalised that SCF personnel, unlike the
settlement sheikhs, had nothing to gain by currying favour with the
authorities and thus were much less concerned about whether they would
alienate the settlement head, sheikhs or cooperative leaders by
confronting them with the villagers’ misgivings.

SCF personnel, mostly khawajaat, or foreigners, certainly
transcended both the social and moral codes which applied to refugees in
the settlement (whereas I could not) and yet they were regarded not as
neutral, but on the side of the refugees. While in some ways this
undermined the sheikhs’ roles as mediators, in practice people continued
to go to them with their problems. Of course the sheikhs’ power was
potent only as long as the administration sanctioned it. This applied
also to the power of the SCF (though in the case of the latter,
villagers might not have thought so) since ultimately they too would be
accountable to the project manager. In any case the arrival of SCF
signified a change of attitude on the part of the refugees in terms of
what they expected the sheikhs to accomplish for them and they appeared
less apathetic. Um Caltoum told me:

Before when we came first the sheikhs used to give us rations
as families. The sheikhs were created to represent the
families. They used to go to the storeroom and bring the
rations to their homes and distribute to the families,

sometimes keeping things for themselves. That is how they
came into existence. Now the expatriates have stopped the
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sheikhs. We are grateful that they stopped them for it is
better if they do not distribute them. The expatriates saw
the injustice [referring to rumours of corruption among
sheikhs] and stopped them.
Unfortunately SCF did not remain very 1long in the settlement and
transferred their operations to Karkora where there was a cholera
epidemic which affected large numbers of incoming refugees.

Although the system of cooperative leaders, sheikhs and the elder-
committee should have allowed the COR/UNHCR administration to reach
important decisions concerning the settlement with the input of the
refugees, in practice this did not happen. In part this was because the
men were too fearful to demand anything of the ‘administration but more
importantly it was because women, who formed the majority of the
villagers, were completely excluded from this process and never asked
their viewpoints although they resided in the village at all times and
needed its facilities.

As a result of this most of the families resorted to deceit in order
to get items such as food and clothing from the authcrities. Families
would divide themselves up on paper so that a mother could be
reclassified as a female head of household (FHH) and her children taken
as her dependants, while the father remained listed as a head of
household in his own right with his own dependants. Also when the
censuses were taken, people increased their family members in order to
be able to sign up for more food by getting children from other parts of
the homestead to make the rounds. They requested their relatives and
friends in other settlements to wvisit them at this time. The

administration finally became wise to their ruses and decided to try a

more radical approach to census-taking which resulted in the army being
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brought in during the early hours of the morning to surround the village
so that no one could leave or enter at this time. The climate in the
village then and for a long time afterwards was very tense since the
villagers resented their treatment at the hands of the administration.
Had the men been confident enough about airing their views in order to
establish an honest dialogue about their situation it is unlikely that
the situation would have deteriorated to this extent, although by this
time sending in the army for census purposes had become uniform in the
other settlements as well. Unfortunately the sheikhs did not relay this
information to the inhabitants of Um Gargur in such a way that it could
lessen their grievances and in some parts of the settlement people felt
they had been singled out. The refugees had also been frightened at the
idea of the Sudanese army embarking on Um Garr‘;ur because they had a
reputation for harrassing Eritrean refugees in the urban areas. Many
people, (of whom the women were the most vociferous,) became incensed
that whilst the administration could clearly expect all its demands to
be met by the refugees, the reverse was impossible.

Before the sheikhs acted as representatives for the people in Um
Gargur it is clear that most of them were believed to be honourable men
(amin-T/ umum-Tya] who would stand up for the people of their hillat.
The incident over census taking was one of the precursors to the water
riot which would mobilize the settlement and which will be discussed in
the Conclusion. It was however, incidents such as the census taking
along with the arrival of the SCF, which undermined the influence of the
sheikhs and called into question their ability to act for the good of
the people. Also since the majority of the refugees were poor whilst a

disproportionate number of the sheikhs or their family members and
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associates were rich or relatively well-off (they were merchants or had
trucks or ©buses), people saw them less and less as members of the same
social group with the same pressing problems and motivations.

Nine sheikhs were also big cooperative leaders and the impression I
received from an overwhelming number of people I spoke to, especially

women, was that many of the cooperative leaders were quite corrupt.

Table 4. Administrative Sheikhs in Um Gargur.

SHEIKH WETHNICITY™ ELDER COOPERATIVE PROFESSION RELIGIOSITY
Osman Mohd. El Amin Habab X X Shop/bus owner

Dermas Idris Dermas Mensa

Salih Ali Amhirai Bei juk X X Ansar

Hamid Nur Dergi Beni Amer X X COR worker

Yubbattit Mohd. Adam Bei juk

Ismail Hamid Fikak Mensa X Ansar
Haroun Lebab Baria

Mohd. Nur Musa Beni Amer X X

Osman Nurai Beni Amer Social-worker

Berhane Ferizgi Tigrinya/Habash Christian
Ali Bakhit Baria Butcher

Adam Mohd. Tai Beni Amer

Mohd. Osman Hadj Idris Tigrinya/Jiberti

Ali Idris Ali Habab X School - teacher

Idris Osman Dermali Belin

Aboud Adam Baria X

Mohd. Nur Maibatot Bei juk X X Shop owner

Mintai Jimeh Belin

Osman Arouf - Baria

Mohd. Nur Abu Hawa Beni Amer X Islamic Front
Yacoub Ismail Beni Amer Shop owner Islamic Front
Mahmoud Nur Adam Maria X

Musa Adam Hamid Beni Amer X Ansar
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People said that they ran the cooperative in such a way that mainly
their own families would benefit from the cooperative which sold soap,
oil, flour and other household goods. They were said to buy things at a
low price and sell them at inflated prices, all the time skimming off
the profits which, in theory, should have been put back into the
cooperative account for the benefit of the refugees. The cooperative
leaders strenuously deny this accusation and claim that they are only
involved in the cooperative "for the people” and that all profits
ultimately go back into the cooperative itself. Although these leaders
were obviously richer than the other refugees, it was also evident from
speaking to most of them that they were people who in Eritrea had owned
shops and businesses and clearly had a knack for it. Even in Eritrea
they had been relatively affluent. Like many of the refugees, they had
also managed to bring gold with them from Eritrea, although probably in
larger quantities. The extent to which they may have been corrupt was
never actually clear but public opinion branded them thus, and even
though on a day to day basis they appeared to enjoy cordial relations
with their fellow villagers, generally they were mistrusted.

The sheikhs, whether through cunning or not, often invoked the
collective label of ladji’in, or refugees, in describing themselves and
their relations with the villagers. The 1identity ladji‘in (sing.:
ladji’) is distinct from ethnicity or nationality but equally important
since it defines the villagers as members of a homogeneous unit
characterised by its alien character, and their marginalisation in the
Sudan. All wvillagers will use this term to describe themselves
practically but often it is also used symbolically. In this symbolic

sense we can say that as ladji’in, the villagers support each other
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morally, physically, and if they can, economically. This is considered
truly honourable action. When an individual falls ill and needs medical
treatment which is only available outside of the settlement or at great
expense, the common practice is for a male member of his or her
immediate family to make the rounds of the market-place and the
homesteads collecting money. The sick person is seen as belonging to
the village, being an Eritrean and a ladji‘, who must be helped.
Villagers reason, "We are all ladji‘in and must help each other.”

To help your fellow refugee without self-approbation or expectation
of reward is thought to be one of the most honourable things that anyone
can do. Several, although by no means all of the shiekhs, whose honour
actually derived initially from the fact that people thought them to be
generous and full of integrity but who were now thought to be rather
mean-spirited, were perhaps hoping that by always throwing their hands
in the air and saying when asked questions about the census or other
delicate community related issues "We are all ladji‘in" - in other
words, "we are all in the same boat together", they were identifying
with the others. They might have hoped they could reverse public
opinion and revert their authority-linked honquf or hashm, into the
altogether more precious quality, sharaf, or esteem. It is unlikely
that they were blind to the fact that according to the moral order of
the settlement, they had "status" without being considered "honourable".

Yet etiquette in Um Gargur demanded that even the most despised
individuals, whether sheikhs or not, were never shunned in public,
although there was much discussion about them behind their backs. In
fact in one case which I knew of that involved incest between a father

and his daughter I never actually saw anyone turn away from the father
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although his home was regarded as off-limits by most people. The
refugees disapproval always manifested itself in more subtle ways and
social interaction with these men was limited and strained rather than
cut off. Although it wasn’t unusual to see them drinking tea or coffee
in the market-place, the warmth and joviality which characterised most
encounters among men was missing. Some non-religious sheikhs could not
always be sure of being invited into the homesteads of many of their
neighbours. This is not to say that they were pariahs, but even when
they were listened to and their views considered, (which was often), by

the beginning of 1987 respect for them had dwindled.

2. Men and Honour

In Um Gargur honour is clearly a dynamic quality as opposed to a
static one. Peristiany notes that "Honour and shame are the constant
preoccupation of individuals in small scale, exclusive societies where
face to face personal, as opposed to anonymous, relations are of
paramount importance and where the social personality of the actor is as
significant as his office...What is significant...is the insecurity and
instability of the honour-shame ranking” (1965:11). This holds true for
Um Gargur however, when a man is recognised as honourable, or amin by
his associates, his reputation protects him unless he or (one of his
relatives) does something which is felt to be d;sfinctly dishonourable.
Someone who is a drunkard, a braggart, a relentless wife beater, rapes,
steals, cheats, borrows without repaying, or lies to enhance his status,
immediately loses status in Um Gargur. In fact, a good reputation is
more easily lost than gained.

Yet, although stealing is not looked upon at all favourably, acts
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such as cheating and lying to the Sudanese administrators do not affect
a person’s reputation adversely because this 1is seen by many people as
necessary to their survival. In fact if a man 1is very adept at
deceiving the authorities and this enables him to get more food or
clothing for his family, his reputation for being a resourceful provider
is enhanced greatly. A person who was perceived as lacking integrity in
his dealings with his fellow refugees would lose whatever good name he
had. A person who made an honest mistake even if it was costly to his
fellow refugees was less 1likely to be vilified than someone who
deliberately misled his associates.

In one instance which achieved some notoriety, Osman Nurrai, a young
sheikh who was well-liked and respected by Muslims and Christians alike,
had a small poultry concern and was supplying eggs to many of the people
in his own hillat and the surrounding ones. He learned from someone at
one of the main batteries in the neighbouring town that there was a
vaccine available which could prevent his chickens from getting the
diseases which often decimated the poultry population in the settlement.
He decided to get some of this vaccine for his own chickens and in a fit
of good will ordered more of the vaccine for the chickens of other
villagers. When he arrived back in Um Gargur there was incredible
squawking and a great hub of activity going on around his house and I
inquired as to what was happening. I walked over and saw huge crowds of
people with their chickens in their arms all milling around waiting for
their birds to be wvaccinated.

Everyone expressed eternal gratitude to Osman and later when I went
to another section of the village people were saying how angry they were

that they had not been able to get their chickens vaccinated as well
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since Osman had run out of the serum. People sang his praises and said
that he was always looking out for their interest. Within the space of
a week however there was again a large crowd milling around his home,
this time with lifeless chickens in their hands. It turned out that the
majority of the vaccinated chickens, including Osman‘’s, had died.
Everyone was angry and voices were raised as théy kept asking him where
he found the serum and whether they could get compensation from the main
battery. They were angry at Osman for encouraging them to take their
chickens along, but later, when I went to their homes, people were quite
philosophical about the whole incident and were surprisingly charitable
about him. Not one person I spoke to actually had a derogatory word to
say about Osman’s character or his intentions. Much later when people
were able to laugh at the whole incident they would speak about the
expression on Osman’s face when they all showed up bearing their dead
chickens and would say regretfully how they might have lost only three
or five chickens but poor Osman, he lost one hundred! He was regarded
as a modest man who was also intelligent and industrious, and took his
religion seriously without being intrusive or sententious. Many felt he
was quite unlike most of the others, particularly the conservative
sheikhs who were always intruding on the lives of the refugees.

Men’s honour is 1linked in crucial ways to women’'s behaviour and
women’s honour. A man who has a close female relative who is believed,
rightly or wrongly to be unchaste, suffers from her reputation.
Traditionally, men’s honour is also linked to economic concerns; a man
should be able to feed, clothe and provide for his family. With the
administration providing many of these basic needs for men and for their

families, the contribution that husbands and fathers make is necessarily
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less than in the pre-refugee situation, unless of course they are
employed and receiving a good income. In Eritrea, a man who did not
provide for his family, and by extension did not protect his family’s
honour, was thought to be unmanly or weak. As many men who remain in Um

Gargur do not work, the notion that their honour is linked to their
economic roles is a problematic one. Ideally the entire community has
to reconceptualise its notions of the prescribed '‘ways in which men are
perceived. This might not have posed a dilemmé but for the fact that
women are being forced to represent traditional ideals of femininity,

while men clearly no longer represent traditional ideals of masculinity.
3. 0l1ld People

People would often say that in Um Gargur the old people’s "heads
were always hurting" or that they were "thinking too much”, since in Um
Gargur they had 1little to do and many had lost their function as a
unifying force in ﬁhe absence of the extended family unit. This
contrasted sharply with the notion that in Eritrea the elderly were
"steel” or as some men would say, "like a book" in which many things
were written. In some homesteads it was not uncommon to find two
elderly people who were dependent on the younger, more able members of
the hosh to support them. All too often these younger members would be
women who were themselves characterised as vulnerable by the SCC by
virtue of the fact that the majority of them did not or could not
undertake wage labour. Most of them were economically and politically
dependent upon men outside of the settlement or on the settlement
rations.

There were, of course, some old people who lived reasonably well
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with their children, particularly when the children were relatively
affluent. The elderly people whose relatives were poor or who had not
relations were the most pitiable. They lived entirely off the CARE
rations and hand-outs from the SCC. 0ld men spent much of their time in
the mosques or in the market-place where they would gather to drink tea
and chat about the old days or the war. Most of the old men in Um
Gargur had lived in Italian Eritrea and would tell stories about the
reign of the 1Italians and later the British and the Ethiopians who
occupied their country. The old people were the strongest links with
the past and would lament the fact that the chiidren who were now born

in Um Gargur would grow up without the memories that they were fortunate

to have.

Surprisingly, many old women were, potentially at least, much more
mobile than their younger counterparts. After a woman had reached a
certain age she was not bound by the same restrictions and her virtue
ceased to be jeopardised or suspect. A woman who in her youth and
middle-age was regarded as a virtuous woman [rahima-T/ hiyaweyti-Tya])
does not 1lose her reputation in old age. Yet, except for weddings,
naming ceremonies and other festivities, some older women chose to
remain in their neighbourhoods or hillat not taking great advantage of
their status since they regarded it as shameful to travel too much
around the village. These women said that in Eritrea older women had
greater flexibility to visit friends because everyone was familiar with
everyone else, but that in Um Gargur everyone is watching to see where
they are going and talking behind their backs. They said that the
farthest and most frequent trips they took were to the clinic to visit

friends and relatives who were patients. Other women said although
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"people would talk", they knew that they were not doing anything wrong
and so they were not ashamed. One woman, Nasserit Ramadan told me that
as she had raised six children who were decent and polite, no one had
any right to criticise her. "Look at the useless children of the people
who spend their time at home and gossiping. They are all good-for-
nothings, just like their parents." In practice, many women (even some
of those who insisted that they did not) chose to visit friends in other
neighbourhoods and joined social and economic networks which were based
in their hilla.

I rarely heard anyone speak ill of old women just because they
travelled around the village although one occasjonally heard them being
teased. Once I overheard a young boy gossiping to his friends about one
old lady, "She doesn’t have teeth and she is moving around like a bus",
by this implying that she was too old to be so spry. The older women
who would go to the rationing were always the ones who were the poorest,
either widowed or divorced and with no young children or other relatives
to run errands, go to the market or collect rations for them. Rezan
Ghebrenegus who headed the women’s centre told me:

In our country the elderly women rested while their children
worked for them. Because old people have worked for us when
we were children we work for them when they grow old. If
they do not have children or have useless children they have
to work for themselves, otherwise in Eritrea the elderly do
not work. We do everything for them. They are respected.
An old woman may help with the work of the house if she
wishes, otherwise we provide her with food, shelter and
clothing. This is the same with the Tigrinya, Tigre and
Baria. If she has no-one, she has to take care of herself,
cooking and making kisra. If she has a field her neighbours
will take care of it. They will plough, sow and weed for her
to make sure she has enough food for the year.

Elderly poor women always seemed to be the ones hardest hit by their

displacement since they had no money coming to them from outside the
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settlement (as a great number of refugees with relatives in the Gulf
countries or agricultural schemes had) and were incapable of planting
even small gardens to supplement their food rations and too poor to hire

anyone to plant or do chores for them.

4, Women

The poorest women are also generally at the bottom of the
hierarchical scale of esteem. They are seen as constantly begging or
demanding some form of assistance from their neighbours who are often
reluctant to give it. This means that their very presence embarrasses
their neighbours who have cosy perceptions of themselves as honourable
people. The women are oft<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>