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Preface: A Duty to Truth and the Passing of the Baton 

As an Eritrean scholar, I have always believed that my education was not a personal 

achievement, but a debt I owe to the Eritrean people. It was their sacrifices and their 

collective resources that provided me the path to knowledge. Today, I consider it my 

sacred duty to return that investment by offering the fruits of my research to help 

illuminate the path toward a democratic Eritrea. 

My worldview was not formed in a vacuum; it was shaped by my upbringing in a rural 

farming family in the heart of Eritrea. In that environment, I was rooted in a culture that 

held the rule of law, fairness, and absolute integrity as its highest virtues. I was taught 

that a man does not tell lies, does not take what is not his, and never harms another. Most 

importantly, I was taught that we are our brothers' and sisters' keepers. These 

foundational values - honesty, mutual support, and “telling the truth to power” - are what 

drive my work today. 

Watching the recent interview on TV Meley, conducted by the Organization of Eritrean 

Unity (OEU), I felt a profound sense of hope. Seeing an activist of Halefom Siltan’s 

caliber articulate the deep-seated psychological and structural problems of our struggle 



was inspiring. It signaled to me that the intellectual and moral “baton” is being passed 

into capable hands. 

I want to encourage the young generation of activists: your struggle for justice is the 

continuation of a long journey toward dignity. I also want to commend the OEU and TV 

Meley for providing a platform for such bright, courageous voices. To struggle for justice 

is to take responsibility (ንፍትሒ ምቅላስ ሓላፍነት ይሓትት’ዩ) - not just for our own actions, but for 

the future of our nation. It is in this spirit of responsibility and cultural integrity that I offer 

the following reflection on how we can overcome the “narcissism of small differences” 

and finally achieve the democratic transition our people have so long deserved. 

 

I recently had the opportunity to watch a profound interview on TV Meley – the media 

outlet of the Organization of Eritrean Unity (OEU) – where activist Halefom Siltan 

was being interviewed by Maekele Gebremedhin, the Head of the News and 

Information Department of OEU. The title of the program, “ንፍትሒ ምቅላስ ሓላፍነት 

ይሓትት'ዩ” (Struggling for Justice Demands Responsibility), immediately arrested 

my attention. 

This statement is not merely a slogan; it is a vital prerequisite for any successful 

democratic transition. As someone who has spent years researching the 

psychological barriers to Eritrean unity, I found that Halefom’s insights perfectly 

mirror the themes I explored in my recent work on the “Narcissism of Small 

Differences” (Gebremariam 2025). The chronic fragmentation of our struggle is not 



an accident of politics; it is a consequence of failing to take individual and collective 

responsibility for our behavioral instincts. 

The Psychological Trap: Ethnocentrism and Small Differences 

Halefom rightly identified that our movement is paralyzed by an “in-group and out-

group” mentality. In social psychology, this is known as ethnocentrism – the 

tendency to view one's own group as the center of everything and to scale all others 

with reference to it. This instinct is often driven by what Sigmund Freud termed the 

“narcissism of small differences,” where communities that are otherwise similar 

engage in constant feuds because of minor distinctions that provide a sense of identity 

(Freud 1930). 

In the Eritrean context, we have allowed these “small differences” – whether regional, 

linguistic, or sectarian – to become walls. This is exacerbated by the Motivational 

Theory of Social Identification, which suggests that individuals derive self-esteem 

from the perceived superiority of their specific sub-group (Tajfel and Turner 1979). 

When we lack a functional, unified national identity, we retreat into these smaller 

identities to feel “right” or “pure.” However, as Halefom pointed out, this leads to the 

destructive use of technology, where blackmailing and stereotyping become tools of 

“activism,” further weakening our collective front. 

The Biological Impulse and the Psycho-dynamic Barrier 

To understand why it is so difficult to “take responsibility,” we must acknowledge the 

power of the Preservation of the Gene (Kin Selection). Evolutionary biology suggests 

that humans are naturally inclined to protect and favor those closest to them 

genetically (Hamilton 1964). In a climate of fear and state-sponsored oppression, this 

biological impulse shifts from a survival mechanism to a political poison: tribalism. 

Taking responsibility means consciously overriding this biological hardwiring. 

Psycho-dynamic Theory suggests that our current divisions are often a 

“displacement” of our frustration with the regime onto our fellow travelers in the 

struggle. It is easier to attack a fellow activist than to confront the complex machinery 

of a dictatorship. Responsibility requires us to bring these unconscious motivations 

into the light and hold ourselves accountable for the damage they cause to the national 

cause. 

The Challenge of Plurality: Social Markers as National Fault Lines 

The significance of these behavioral patterns is magnified by the fact that Eritrea is a 

plural society. With nine, or so, distinct ethnic groups, two major religions, and deep-

seated regional identities, our nation is defined by numerous social markers or 



“cleavages.” In a stable democracy, these differences are celebrated as diversity; 

however, in a struggle for transition, they can become dangerous fault lines. 

When the “narcissism of small differences” takes hold in a plural society, individuals 

begin to view their ethnic or regional “social markers” as the primary boundary of 

their loyalty. If an individual's sense of belonging is tied exclusively to their sub-

group, any other Eritrean from a different “in-group” is viewed with suspicion. This is 

the “chronic problem” Halefom referred to: we have allowed our pluralism to become 

a source of weakness rather than strength. The regime thrives by manipulating these 

markers, keeping the opposition in a state of perpetual ethnocentric friction. To be 

“responsible” in a plural society means recognizing that no single group can secure 

justice for itself in isolation; justice must be a collective national project that 

transcends these markers. 

Lessons from History: Overcoming the Divide 

The Eritrean struggle is not the first to be bedeviled by internal fragmentation within 

a pluralistic population. History provides clear examples of how the “narcissism of 

small differences” can either destroy a movement or be overcome through radical 

responsibility. 

In the struggle against Apartheid in South Africa, the movement was deeply divided 

between the African National Congress (ANC), the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), 

and the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP). These divisions were often ethnic (Xhosa vs. 

Zulu) and ideological. The regime exploited these “in-group and out-group” tensions 



to incite “black-on-black” violence, much like the current Eritrean regime exploits 

sub-national identities (Mandela 1994). The transition to democracy was only possible 

when leaders took the responsibility to look past these differences. By coalescing on 

the “Big National Issue” – the creation of a non-racial, democratic constitution – they 

moved from a “war of identities” to a “struggle for principles.” 

Similarly, during the American Revolution, the thirteen colonies were rife with 

regionalism and “small differences” in governance and economic interest. The 

“Federalists” and “Anti-Federalists” were often at each other's throats. However, the 

realization that they would “all hang separately if they did not hang together” forced 

them to prioritize a collective governance structure over provincial narcissism (Ellis 

2000). The lesson for Eritrea is clear: unity is not about liking one another or being 

identical; it is a strategic and moral responsibility born of the necessity for survival in 

a pluralistic environment. 

The Core Solution: Accountability and Practicing Justice 

The interview’s central theme – ንፍትሒ ምቅላስ ሓላፍነት ይሓትት'ዩ – is the missing link in our 

transition. Halefom Siltan proposed a roadmap that I fully endorse: 

1. Coalesce on Big National Issues: We must stop dwelling on the “small 

differences” and agree on a governance structure that will replace the current 

autocracy. Responsibility means prioritizing the “Big Picture” – the survival and 

democratization of the nation – over the interests of the sub-group. 

2. Justice Starts at Home: We cannot demand from the state what we do not practice 

ourselves. If we want a just Eritrea, we must be just in our dealings with one another 

today. This is the essence of accountability. As Halefom noted, if we use the 

“destructive ways” of the regime today, we are simply reproducing the regime in 

a different mask. 

3. Constructive Engagement: Responsibility demands that we use our technology 

for civic education and bridge-building, rather than for the “in-group” narcissism 

of character assassination and stereotyping. 

Conclusion 

The insights shared on TV Meley remind us that the struggle for democracy in Eritrea 

is as much a psychological and moral battle as it is a political one. As I argued in The 

Narcissism of Small Differences, “the survival of Eritrea as a cohesive state depends on 

our ability to prioritize our shared humanity and national destiny over the minor traits 

that divide us” (Gebremariam 2025). 



To be “responsible,” as Halefom suggests, is to accept that the failure of the opposition 

is not just “their” fault, but “ours.” It is to realize that accountability is the only cure for 

the ethnocentrism that keeps us weak. Let us take this message to heart: let us be 

responsible, let us be accountable, and let us finally bridge the divide to secure the 

justice our people so deeply deserve. 
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