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Preface to Part II: From Architecture to 

Infrastructure 

While the first installment of this series mapped the systematic dismantling of Eritrea’s 

institutional foundations - a process I characterized as the deliberate "clearing of the 

deck" required for dynastic rule - Part II delves into the flesh and blood of this transition. 

In political science, we often focus on the "architecture" of power: the decrees, the 

purges, and the formal restructuring of the state. However, architecture alone is static. A 

dictator can decree a successor, but he cannot decree loyalty, nor can he legislate the 

shared interests that hold a regime together in the terrifying political vacuum that 

inevitably follows his death. 

To ensure that the Afeworki lineage survives the ticking of the biological clock and the 

heir’s inherent lack of revolutionary legitimacy, Issaias Afeworki is engineering what I 

call a "living infrastructure." This is the human scaffolding designed to support the weight 

of a dynastic crown. My thesis is that we are no longer witnessing merely a father-to-son 

project, which is historically fragile and prone to military intervention. Instead, we are 

observing the deliberate cultivation of a second-generation "Peer Syndicate" - a 

horizontal cohort of "princelings" whose own wealth, security, and elite status are 

inextricably and existentially tethered to the heir. 

By expanding the scope of succession from a solitary, vulnerable individual to a 

collective, multi-sectoral elite caste, the regime is attempting to transform a precarious 

hereditary transition into an unbreakable, self-sustaining political system (Gebremariam 

2018a, b; 2026; Nishizaki 2022). This is a strategic pivot: the dynasty is being "socialized" 

among the children of the loyalists so that the preservation of the Afeworki name 

becomes synonymous with the preservation of their own inherited privilege. 

As my research over the last decade has consistently argued, the "no-war, no-peace" era 

- which paralyzed Eritrea for twenty years - was never a simple failure of international 

diplomacy. Rather, it served as a meticulously maintained "state of emergency" that 

provided the fertile ground necessary for this very engineering. This prolonged 

suspension of normal constitutional life allowed the President to bypass the traditional, 

battle-hardened military hierarchy and quietly embed a younger, dependent cohort into 

the vital organs of the state machinery (Gebremariam 2018b; 2025a). 



In the following pages, I move from the cold architecture of power to the vibrant and 

dangerous human syndicate that now inhabits it. I will examine how this "Total 

Generational Capture" is being finalized across military logistics, regional diplomacy, 

and state finance to ensure that when the dictator finally leaves the stage, the dictatorship 

remains not as a relic of the past, but as a modernized fortress for a new generation of 

autocrats. 

 

Part II: How Issaias Afeworki is Engineering a 

Cross-Sector "Peer Syndicate" to Solidify 

Dynastic Succession in Eritrea 

The Premise and Personal Foresight 

Introduction & The Modern Autocratic Trend: The Personalization of 

the State 

In the contemporary global political landscape, the nature of authoritarian survival 

has undergone a profound metamorphosis. We have moved away from the twentieth-

century model of "ideological juntas" - where military committees or vanguard parties 

ruled in the name of a collective doctrine - toward a more insidious, "neo-patrimonial" 

framework. In these regimes, the distinction between public office and private 

interest evaporates. The state is no longer a sovereign entity serving a citizenry; it is 

treated as a patrimony - a family estate to be managed, milked, and eventually 

bequeathed.  

Contemporary scholarship has noted that many authoritarian systems have adapted 

to post-Cold War political pressures by personalizing power and weakening 

institutional constraints rather than democratizing. In such settings, ruling elites often 

seek to preserve political control through informal networks centered on the ruler and 

his immediate circle (Brownlee 2007). 

Contemporary research on authoritarian durability suggests that personalist regimes 

increasingly rely upon informal networks, family structures, and extra-institutional 

mechanisms to manage succession and preserve ruling coalitions (Yates 1996; 

Duindam 2016; Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 2024). Rather than transferring power 

through formal constitutional procedures, such systems frequently seek to embed 

authority within trusted familial and elite networks capable of preserving continuity 

beyond the founder's tenure. 



Eritrea, under the absolute grip of Issaias Afeworki, has become the quintessential 

case study of this trend. While the regime still cloaks itself in the vestigial language of 

the "Revolution," the reality is a transition toward what political scientists call 

"Sultanistic" rule. To decode this shift, we must apply Douglas A. Yates’s framework 

of dynastic rules and maxims. Yates argues that aging strongmen follow a specific, 

almost mathematical playbook to convert public state authority into private family 

capital (Yates 1996). This involves the systematic personalization of the national 

treasury, the intelligence services, and the military command. Issaias is no longer 

merely a "President" or a "Revolutionary Leader"; he has become the architect of a 

political inheritance. He is meticulously dismantling the institutional remnants of the 

1991 liberation - the very structures that were supposed to transition Eritrea into a 

constitutional democracy - to build a rigid scaffolding for his progeny. In this light, the 

continued "no-war, no-peace" stalemates and the indefinite national service are not 

policy failures; they are the necessary conditions for a controlled dynastic 

environment. 

The Author’s Retrospective: Predicting the Path to Succession 

This analysis is not born of a vacuum, nor is it a reaction to recent headlines. My 

current observations are the fruition of a predictive thesis I first articulated and 

documented years ago. In my previous works, Crafting a Family Dynasty in Eritrea 

(Gebremariam 2018a, b) and Unchaining Eritrea (Gebremariam 2025a, b), I argued 

that the systematic erosion of the EPLF and then, after 1994,  of the People's Front for 

Democracy and Justice (PFDJ) as a collective decision-making bodies was not merely 

a symptom of Issaias’s paranoia, but a deliberate precursor to hereditary rule 

(Gebremariam 2018a, b). 

At that time, many observers interpreted the "freezing" of veteran ministers and the 

marginalization of the "G-15" as a sign of a regime in decay. I viewed it differently: it 

was a strategic "clearing of the deck." For a dynasty to take root, the old forest must 

be thinned. The revolutionary peers of Issaias - men and women who could claim a 

level of legitimacy equal to his own - represented the greatest threat to a hereditary 

transition. By systematically purging, isolating, and "disappearing" the old guard, 

Issaias was ensuring that when his son, Abraham Issaias Afeworki, eventually stepped 

into the light, there would be no giants left to overshadow him. 

Today, the reality on the ground matches what Jeroen Duindam characterizes as the 

classic "tensions between aging fathers and eager sons" (Duindam 2016). We are 

witnessing the biological clock of the dictator dictate the pace of national policy. 

Issaias is navigating the precarious "successor’s dilemma": he must empower 

Abraham enough to command respect, but not so much that he becomes a target for 



the remaining jealous remnants of the military elite. My early observations of 

Abraham’s quiet placement - first in the technical management of mining revenues 

and later in the strategic oversight of the security apparatus - have now evolved into 

a full-scale institutional reality. The maneuvers I predicted in 2018 are no longer 

speculative; they are the logical, cold-blooded progression of a regime entering its 

twilight phase. 

The gradual marginalization of the G-15 and other veterans can be interpreted not 

merely as an episode of authoritarian consolidation but as part of a longer process of 

institutional preparation for hereditary succession (Gebremariam 2018a, b; Roller 

2001). 

The Core Thesis: Total Generational Capture 

However, as I have continued to track the regime's evolution, it has become clear that 

the transition has evolved beyond a simple father-to-son pipeline. We are witnessing 

a phenomenon I term "Total Generational Capture." Using Yoshinori Nishizaki’s 

framework of "dynastic networks," I argue that Issaias is not merely grooming an 

individual heir; he is executing a horizontal takeover of the entire state machinery 

(Nishizaki 2022). 

What is emerging is not simply a succession mechanism but a process of elite 

reproduction. Research on personalist dictatorships suggests that rulers who weaken 

institutions and centralize authority often face acute succession dilemmas because 

political systems become increasingly dependent upon personal networks rather than 

formal rules (Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2018). As Nishizaki argues in his study of 

dynastic networks, durable hereditary systems often depend upon the creation of 

interconnected elite families whose interests transcend individual officeholders and 

become embedded within the political system itself (Nishizaki 2022). 

A lone heir is vulnerable. If Abraham Issaias were to stand alone against the battle-

hardened (though aging) generals, his lack of revolutionary "credentials" would make 

him a prime candidate for a coup the moment his father passes. To solve this, Issaias 

is engineering a "Peer Syndicate." He is grooming and placing a parallel cohort of 

second-generation "princelings" - the children of the most loyal PFDJ elites and 

military commanders - into key positions of power. 

This is not just nepotism; it is a sophisticated "Mutual Survival Architecture." By 

embedding the children of his inner circle into the vital organs of the state - logistics, 

finance, intelligence, and diplomacy - Issaias is ensuring that the entire elite class has 

a biological and financial stake in the survival of the Afeworki lineage. This syndicate 

is designed to ensure that the transition is not merely the survival of a man, but the 



survival of a class. When we look at Abraham Issaias today, we must not see him as a 

solitary figure, but as the apex of a horizontal web of "princelings" who are collectively 

hijacking the future of Eritrea to protect their inherited privilege. This is the "Total 

Generational Capture" that now stands as the greatest barrier to Eritrean 

democratization. 

Mechanics of the Succession – Elevating Abraham Issaias 

The Strategic Portfolio & Resource Control: Following the Dictator’s 

Playbook 

The elevation of Abraham Issaias Afeworki has been a study in "stealth 

institutionalization." Unlike the flamboyant heirs of other African or Middle Eastern 

autocracies, Abraham’s rise has been meticulously calibrated to avoid the immediate 

"successor’s envy" that can spark internal resistance. In my 2018 analysis, I identified 

the initial stages of this process: the quiet transfer of economic levers into the hands 

of the President’s office, bypassed the traditional ministries (Gebremariam 2018a, b). 

Comparative studies of dynastic succession suggest that control over strategic rents 

frequently precedes political succession itself. Access to resource flows allows 

prospective successors to build patronage relationships before assuming formal 

authority (Yates 1996; Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 2024). 

Abraham was first granted oversight of critical financial pipelines - most notably those 

tied to the Bisha mining projects and the operations of the "Red Sea Corporation." This 

entity, which I have previously described as a "state within a state," operates outside 

the national budget and is the primary vehicle for the regime’s hard currency 

acquisitions. By placing Abraham at the helm of these rentier resources, Issaias 

followed Douglas A. Yates’s model of dynastic preparation: an heir is first given 

control over the family’s "private" treasury (the state’s resource rents) before being 

introduced to the public political stage (Yates 1996). This ensures that the heir controls 

the "patronage purse," making the military and political elite financially dependent 

on him before they ever have to take orders from him. 

Today, this evolution has reached its second phase. Abraham now officially serves as 

the "Special Advisor on Strategic Studies." While the title sounds academic, its 

function is profoundly operational. It grants him a seat at the table in high-stakes 

regional summits - from Riyadh to Abu Dhabi - and places him at the nexus of Eritrea’s 

intelligence and security apparatus. He is no longer just a "manager" of funds; he is 

being branded as the regime’s primary interlocutor with foreign powers, particularly 

the Gulf monarchies who value dynastic continuity over democratic volatility. 



The Credentials Deficit: The Shadow of Nakfa 

Despite this strategic positioning, Abraham faces a fundamental structural challenge: 

a total deficit of "revolutionary legitimacy." In the political culture of the People's Front 

for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ), authority was forged in the decades-long liberation 

struggle. The aging generals and ministers of the Shabia (EPLF) era are bonded by 

the shared trauma and triumph of the trenches of Nakfa. They view themselves as the 

"owners" of the state by right of blood and sacrifice. 

Abraham possesses no such "revolutionary capital." He did not fight in the liberation 

war, nor did he command troops during the 1998-2000 border conflict with Ethiopia. 

He is a product of privilege, a beneficiary of a victory he did not help win. As I have 

argued in my previous writings, this creates a profound psychological and political 

rift. In the eyes of the veteran military elite, Abraham is a "civilian interloper" 

(Gebremariam 2018b). Historically, heirs with such a credentials deficit are highly 

vulnerable to military coups the moment the patriarch’s "fear factor" is removed. 

Without a base of loyalty within the rank-and-file of the army, Abraham’s survival 

depends entirely on his father’s ability to "tame" the military before his departure. 

Svolik identifies the relationship between rulers and elite power holders as one of the 

central dilemmas of authoritarian governance, particularly when questions of 

succession generate uncertainty among military and political elites (Svolik 2012). 

Neutralizing the Gerontocracy: The Augustan Strategy 

To mitigate this threat, Issaias has looked to the classical playbook of autocratic 

consolidation. In his study of the Julio-Claudian dynasty, Matthew B. Roller details how 

Emperor Augustus secured a dynastic succession for Tiberius by systematically 

dismantling the power bases of the Roman senatorial class (Roller 2001). Issaias has 

mirrored this "Augustan" strategy with chilling precision. As Roller notes in the Roman 

case, dynastic succession often required the systematic reduction of alternative 

centers of legitimacy before hereditary continuity could become politically viable 

(Roller 2001). Historical succession projects are therefore concerned not merely with 

elevating an heir, but with neutralizing figures and institutions capable of challenging 

the emerging dynastic order. 

The neutralization of the Eritrean gerontocracy has been achieved through a three-

pronged approach: 

1. Fragmentation: Issaias has ensured that no single general or minister remains in 

one post long enough to build a loyal constituency. By constantly rotating military 

commanders between administrative, agricultural, and frontline roles, he prevents 

the formation of "private" power bases. 



2. The "Freeze-and-Thaw" Tactic: This is a psychological weapon Issaias has 

mastered. High-ranking officials are suddenly "frozen" - stripped of duties and put 

under house arrest without a formal charge - only to be "thawed" and reinstated 

months or years later. This cycle of humiliation ensures that the veteran elite 

remains in a state of perpetual insecurity, more focused on their personal survival 

than on organizing a challenge to the heir. 

3. Institutional Vacuuming: The 2001 purge of the "G-15" (the group of fifteen high-

ranking officials who called for reform) was not merely a crackdown on dissent; it 

was the definitive step in "clearing the deck" for a future dynasty. By removing his 

most competent and legitimate peers, Issaias ensured that there would be no 

"Giants of the Revolution" left to question Abraham’s right to rule. Magaloni and 

Kricheli argue that ruling parties frequently serve as mechanisms for elite 

coordination and succession management. The progressive hollowing out of party 

institutions therefore represents not only a political transformation but also a 

reconfiguration of how elite cohesion is maintained (Magaloni and Kricheli 2010). 

As I noted in Unchaining Eritrea, this systematic destruction of the old guard has 

created a vacuum. This vacuum is not being filled by democratic institutions, but by 

the "Peer Syndicate" of princelings I am now uncovering - a younger generation that 

owes its status not to the liberation struggle, but to the Afeworki family itself 

(Gebremariam 2025a). Just as Augustus transformed the Roman Republic into a family-

owned Empire by emasculating the old aristocracy, Issaias is transforming the PFDJ 

into a dynastic vessel by neutralizing the very men and women who built it. 

The Core Discovery – The Horizontal Peer Syndicate 

(Taiziqiang) 

The "Mutual Survival Architecture": Beyond the Individual Heir 

The most profound discovery in my recent research - and perhaps the most alarming 

for those hoping for a democratic transition - is that Issaias Afeworki is not acting in 

isolation. A dynasty cannot be sustained by a single individual; it requires a class of 

people whose interests are inextricably linked to its survival. I have found that Issaias 

is systematically grooming and promoting the children of PFDJ loyalists, high-ranking 

military officers, and senior economic managers to rise in tandem with Abraham. 

The succession strategy appears increasingly oriented toward the creation of what 

may be termed a Mutual Survival Architecture. Within such a system, political 

authority, economic privilege, and elite security become mutually reinforcing. 

Loyalty is derived less from ideology than from shared incentives and shared 



vulnerabilities. Members of the emerging elite understand that their future 

opportunities are linked to the preservation of the existing order (Nishizaki 2022). 

This mirrors the Chinese model of the Taiziqiang or "Princelings." In the Chinese 

Communist Party, the offspring of the original revolutionary veterans form a cohesive, 

informal caste that dominates both the political and corporate sectors (Nishizaki 2022). 

These Princelings are not just beneficiaries of nepotism; they are a "Peer Syndicate" 

designed to protect the "red" legacy and their own inherited privileges. By 

surrounding Abraham with a cohort of second-generation elites, Issaias is creating a 

horizontal support structure. This ensures that when the transition occurs, Abraham 

will not be a lonely civilian facing a hostile military, but rather the leader of a unified, 

youthful elite that controls the vital organs of the state. 

The Social Composition of the Peer Syndicate 

The concept of the Peer Syndicate extends beyond the elevation of a single heir and 

points toward a broader process of elite reproduction. While much attention has 

understandably focused on the growing prominence of Abraham Issaias Afeworki, the 

more consequential development may be the emergence of a second-generation 

cohort whose political, economic, and institutional trajectories are increasingly 

intertwined with his own. In this respect, the succession project appears to involve not 

merely the preparation of an individual successor, but the cultivation of an entire 

generation of stakeholders whose collective future depends upon the continuity of the 

existing order. 

Similar patterns of elite reproduction have been observed in political dynasties across 

Asia, the Middle East, and Africa, where access to authority is gradually transferred 

through intergenerational networks rather than formal institutional mechanisms 

(Nishizaki 2022; Duindam 2016). In such systems, the offspring of ruling elites are not 

simply beneficiaries of inherited privilege; they become the vehicles through which 

political influence, economic advantage, and institutional control are reproduced 

across generations. The Eritrean case increasingly exhibits characteristics consistent 

with this broader comparative pattern. 

A central component of the emerging Peer Syndicate appears to be the children of 

senior military commanders. For decades, the Eritrean Defense Forces (EDF) have 

functioned as both a security institution and a pillar of political authority. As the 

liberation generation advances in age, the sons and daughters of influential 

commanders are increasingly positioned within administrative, logistical, and 

managerial roles that connect them to the strategic functioning of the state. These 

individuals often possess advantages unavailable to ordinary citizens, including 

privileged access to education, professional opportunities, foreign travel, and 



institutional networks. While they may lack battlefield credentials, they are acquiring 

influence through their proximity to the structures that now sustain political power. 

A second component consists of the offspring of intelligence and security officials. In 

highly centralized authoritarian systems, intelligence institutions play a critical role in 

regime preservation, monitoring political activity, managing information flows, and 

preventing challenges to elite cohesion. The children of senior figures within these 

institutions frequently inherit not only access to influential networks but also 

familiarity with the informal mechanisms through which power is exercised. Their 

integration into state structures helps ensure continuity between the security 

architecture established by the first generation and the political priorities of the 

second. 

A third constituency emerges from the families of long-standing PFDJ loyalists and 

senior government officials. Although many of the formal institutions associated with 

governance have been weakened or hollowed out, membership within the broader 

political establishment continues to provide pathways to influence and opportunity. 

The sons and daughters of trusted party figures often gain access to positions within 

diplomacy, administration, economic management, and policy implementation. Their 

advancement serves a dual purpose: it rewards the loyalty of the parent generation 

while simultaneously cultivating a successor cohort whose interests remain aligned 

with those of the ruling system. 

Particularly significant is the role of younger actors connected to state-owned 

enterprises and regime-linked commercial networks. As argued in Part I, sectors such 

as mining, logistics, telecommunications, and external trade constitute critical pillars 

of the regime's political economy (Gebremariam 2026). The management of these 

sectors increasingly requires technical expertise, international exposure, and 

familiarity with modern financial systems. Consequently, a growing number of 

foreign-educated second-generation elites appear to be assuming responsibilities 

within these strategic domains. Their importance lies not merely in their technical 

skills, but in their ability to bridge domestic power structures with external economic 

and diplomatic networks. 

The emergence of a foreign-educated generation deserves particular attention. 

Unlike the veterans of the liberation struggle, many members of this younger cohort 

have acquired professional experience and educational credentials outside Eritrea. 

They often possess language skills, international contacts, and familiarity with global 

institutions that make them valuable intermediaries between the regime and external 

actors. In succession terms, they serve an important legitimizing function. They help 

project an image of modernization, competence, and continuity without altering the 



underlying structure of political authority. Their presence enables the regime to 

present dynastic succession not as a return to hereditary rule, but as a form of 

technocratic adaptation (Nishizaki 2022; Duindam 2016). 

What distinguishes the Peer Syndicate from traditional patronage networks, however, 

is its cross-sector character. These individuals are not concentrated within a single 

institution but are distributed across military logistics, intelligence, diplomacy, state 

enterprises, and information management structures. This dispersion creates 

horizontal linkages among sectors that were once more distinct, strengthening the 

collective cohesion of the emerging elite. As a result, the succession project becomes 

increasingly embedded within the broader machinery of governance rather than 

confined to the ambitions of a single family. 

Viewed collectively, these developments suggest that the regime is cultivating a new 

generation of political stakeholders whose authority derives not from revolutionary 

sacrifice but from institutional access and inherited networks of influence. The 

significance of the Peer Syndicate therefore lies not simply in who these individuals 

are, but in what they represent: a mechanism through which elite status, political 

power, and economic privilege can be reproduced across generations. In this sense, 

the Peer Syndicate constitutes the social foundation of the broader Mutual Survival 

Architecture, ensuring that dynastic continuity becomes a shared interest of an entire 

emerging elite rather than the personal project of a single successor (Nishizaki 2022; 

Duindam 2016).  

The significance of the Peer Syndicate therefore lies not merely in its social 

composition, but in the strategic institutional positions its members increasingly 

occupy. Understanding how this emerging cohort is being embedded across the 

state's most consequential sectors is essential to understanding the mechanics of 

dynastic continuity itself. 

Total State Machinery Infiltration: The Five Pillars 

The discussion now shifts from the social composition of the Peer Syndicate to its 

institutional penetration of the state's strategic sectors. The significance of the Peer 

Syndicate lies not merely in who its members are, but in where they are positioned. 

As argued in the preceding section, the regime appears to be cultivating a second-

generation elite drawn from the families of senior military commanders, intelligence 

officials, PFDJ loyalists, and managers of strategic state enterprises. Yet elite 

reproduction alone cannot guarantee dynastic continuity. For the succession project 

to become durable, these emerging actors must be embedded within the institutions 

that control the flow of resources, information, and authority throughout the state. 



This process may be understood as Total State Machinery Infiltration: the 

systematic placement of second-generation loyalists within the strategic sectors that 

collectively sustain political power. Rather than concentrating authority within a single 

institution, the emerging Peer Syndicate appears to be distributed across multiple 

domains simultaneously. Such dispersion reduces the likelihood that any individual 

institution could challenge the succession project while strengthening horizontal ties 

among the members of the new elite. 

Control over logistics, information, resource distribution, and diplomatic access has 

historically proven as important as formal office-holding in sustaining authoritarian 

continuity (Yates 1996; Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 2024). In the Eritrean case, this 

emerging architecture appears to rest upon five interconnected pillars. 

Pillar One: Military Logistics and the Infrastructure of Force 

The first pillar concerns military logistics. 

In conventional political analysis, military power is often equated with command 

authority. Yet in contemporary authoritarian systems, control over the infrastructure 

that sustains military operations can be equally decisive. Studies of authoritarian 

durability increasingly emphasize that control over organizational infrastructure often 

provides greater political leverage than formal command authority alone, particularly 

during periods of succession and elite uncertainty (Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 

2024). 

Fuel supplies, transportation networks, communications systems, procurement chains, 

maintenance facilities, and personnel administration collectively determine whether 

military formations can function effectively. The strategic placement of members of 

the Peer Syndicate within these logistical structures provides an indirect but powerful 

mechanism of influence. While aging commanders may continue to hold formal rank, 

increasing control over the operational lifelines of the armed forces potentially shifts 

practical leverage toward a younger generation whose loyalties lie with the 

succession project. 

In this arrangement, authority flows not simply through chains of command but 

through control of the systems upon which those chains depend. This shift from direct 

command to infrastructural control reflects broader patterns in contemporary 

authoritarian governance, where logistical systems serve as instruments of political 

discipline and regime continuity (Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 2024). 

Viewed in this light, military logistics becomes a critical instrument of dynastic 

continuity. The objective is not necessarily to replace senior commanders 



immediately, but to ensure that the infrastructure of force remains aligned with the 

emerging order. 

Pillar Two: Regional Diplomacy and External Legitimacy 

The second pillar involves diplomacy and international relationship management. 

Every dynastic transition contains an external dimension. Comparative studies of 

dynastic rule demonstrate that external recognition and elite acceptance frequently 

serve as important sources of succession legitimacy, particularly in regimes where 

domestic legitimacy remains contested (Duindam 2016). 

Regional governments, investors, and strategic partners seek reassurance that 

political continuity will be maintained during periods of leadership change. 

Consequently, the succession process requires not only domestic preparation but 

also international familiarization. 

The emergence of younger actors within diplomatic, advisory, and strategic-policy 

circles appears to serve this purpose. Members of the Peer Syndicate are positioned 

to cultivate relationships with regional powers, international investors, and external 

partners well before any formal transfer of authority occurs. Through repeated 

exposure to these actors, they become recognized participants in policy discussions 

and informal diplomatic networks. 

This process effectively creates a parallel mechanism of diplomatic succession. Rather 

than confronting regional actors with a sudden and unfamiliar leadership transition, 

the regime gradually introduces the next generation as credible custodians of 

continuity. In doing so, dynastic legitimacy is supplemented by external recognition 

and elite acceptance. The presentation of dynastic continuity as a source of regional 

stability mirrors patterns observed elsewhere, where neighboring states and external 

partners have often prioritized predictability over institutional reform during 

succession processes (Yates 1996; Duindam 2016). 

Pillar Three: Strategic Economic Enterprises and Resource Control 

The third pillar centers on the management of strategic economic assets. 

As argued in Part I, the control of mining revenues, foreign-exchange flows, logistics 

networks, and state-linked enterprises constitutes a central component of Eritrea's 

emerging succession architecture (Gebremariam 2026). These sectors provide not 

only financial resources but also the material foundation upon which elite cohesion 

depends. In rent-based political systems, control over strategic economic assets 

provides the financial foundation for patronage, elite maintenance, and succession 

management (Yates 1996) 



The integration of second-generation actors into these economic domains serves 

multiple purposes. First, it provides practical administrative experience and 

familiarity with the operation of the state's most valuable assets. Second, it creates 

opportunities to establish relationships with domestic and international economic 

stakeholders. Third, it enables the next generation to acquire influence over the 

distribution of patronage and strategic resources. 

Comparative studies of dynastic succession suggest that control over strategic rents 

frequently precedes political succession itself because economic authority allows 

prospective successors to build networks of dependency before assuming formal 

leadership positions. Access to resource flows allows prospective successors to 

cultivate networks of dependence and loyalty before acquiring formal political 

authority, thereby reducing uncertainty during leadership transitions (Yates 1996; 

Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 2024). In this context, the management of strategic 

enterprises functions as both a training ground and a power base for the emerging 

elite. 

Pillar Four: Information Management and Narrative Control 

The fourth pillar concerns information management, media influence, and narrative 

construction. 

Unlike the liberation generation, whose legitimacy rested heavily upon revolutionary 

credentials, the ascending elite must operate within a vastly different information 

environment. Political authority today is increasingly shaped by the management of 

narratives, digital communication platforms, and public perceptions. Contemporary 

authoritarian systems devote significant resources to the management of narratives 

because public perception increasingly constitutes an important arena of political 

competition and legitimacy construction (Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 2024). 

The younger generation appears particularly well positioned to operate within this 

sphere. Educated in different technological environments and more familiar with 

contemporary communication systems, members of the Peer Syndicate can play a 

central role in constructing narratives of continuity, stability, and modernization. 

Narrative management serves several interconnected functions. Domestically, it 

seeks to normalize the growing visibility of successor figures and present continuity 

as synonymous with national stability. Internationally, it frames hereditary succession 

as a pragmatic mechanism of orderly governance rather than a departure from 

democratic principles. Such narrative strategies are commonly employed during 

succession periods to normalize continuity and reduce domestic and international 

uncertainty regarding political transition (Duindam 2016; Nishizaki 2022). Within elite 



circles, it reinforces shared understandings of interest and contributes to the cohesion 

of the emerging ruling cohort. 

Control over information therefore complements control over institutions. While 

economic and security structures provide material power, narrative control helps 

sustain political acceptance of that power. 

Pillar Five: Intelligence and Internal Security 

The fifth and arguably most critical pillar lies within the intelligence and internal 

security apparatus. 

Authoritarian succession is inherently vulnerable to uncertainty. Research on 

authoritarian transitions consistently identifies intelligence and security institutions as 

critical instruments for managing elite competition and preserving regime stability 

during periods of leadership change (Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 2024). As a 

ruling generation ages, competition among elite factions often intensifies. The 

capacity to gather information, monitor potential rivals, and manage political risk 

therefore becomes indispensable. 

The integration of second-generation actors within intelligence structures provides 

the succession project with a mechanism for maintaining situational awareness during 

periods of potential instability. Through access to surveillance systems, reporting 

networks, and internal security channels, members of the emerging elite acquire 

influence over one of the state's most sensitive functions. 

This role extends beyond monitoring societal opposition. Beyond their coercive 

functions, intelligence structures frequently serve as mechanisms for monitoring elite 

loyalty, detecting factional disputes, and ensuring coordination among competing 

power centers (Yates 1996). Equally important is the management of intra-elite 

dynamics. Intelligence structures help detect dissatisfaction within established power 

centers, reduce uncertainty surrounding succession, and provide early warning of 

potential challenges to continuity. 

In effect, intelligence becomes the nervous system of the Mutual Survival Architecture, 

connecting the various pillars of the Peer Syndicate and ensuring coordination across 

different sectors of the state. In the Eritrean context, the integration of second-

generation actors into these structures appears consistent with a broader effort to 

ensure that succession management remains embedded within the state's most 

sensitive channels of information and control (Gebremariam 2026). 

The Logic of the Five Pillars 

Considered individually, each pillar performs a distinct function. Military logistics 

sustains the infrastructure of force. Diplomacy manages external legitimacy. Strategic 



enterprises provide economic resources. Information systems shape political 

narratives. Intelligence structures monitor and coordinate the broader system. 

Taken together, however, these pillars form something larger than the sum of their 

parts. They constitute an integrated framework through which the regime appears to 

be pursuing what this study has termed elite reproduction. By embedding members 

of the Peer Syndicate across these strategic sectors, the succession project extends 

beyond the preparation of an individual heir and becomes embedded within the 

operational machinery of the state itself. 

The importance of this arrangement lies in its cross-sector character. No single 

institution becomes solely responsible for continuity. Instead, continuity is distributed 

across an interconnected network of actors whose political influence, economic 

privilege, and personal security are increasingly linked to the preservation of the 

existing order. In this respect, the Five Pillars provide the institutional foundation of 

the broader Mutual Survival Architecture, transforming dynastic succession from a 

personal ambition into a system-wide project of inherited power (Nishizaki 2022; 

Yates 1996; Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 2024). 

The Psychology of Co-Dependence: A Pact of Blood and Privilege 

This peer network is bound by what I term "The Psychology of Co-Dependence." 

These Princelings are under no illusions about their status. They understand that their 

elite lifestyle, their access to hard currency, and their immunity from the harsh 

realities of "National Service" are not based on merit or law, but on the survival of the 

Afeworki lineage. 

As I analyzed in my previous works on the structural decay of the PFDJ, the regime 

has created an "all-or-nothing" environment (Gebremariam 2018a, b). If the dynasty 

falls, the entire Princeling class falls with it. They face not only the loss of wealth but 

the potential for legal accountability and popular retribution. This creates a "Mutual 

Survival Architecture" (Nishizaki 2022). Their loyalty to Abraham is not necessarily 

born of affection, but of a shared existential threat. They are a syndicate bound by the 

knowledge that they must hang together, or they will surely hang separately. 

This dynamic can be understood as a form of collective risk management. As Svolik 

(2012) observes, authoritarian systems are characterized by persistent tensions 

surrounding elite cooperation and succession. Members of the Peer Syndicate may 

occupy different institutional positions, but all share a common interest in preserving 

the political order that protects their influence, privilege, and security. Cohesion 

therefore emerges less from personal loyalty than from shared dependency and 

mutual vulnerability (Nishizaki 2022). 



The Invisible Track: The Real Government 

There is a profound disconnect between what the world sees and what is actually 

happening in Asmara. While international observers focus on the aging, visible faces 

of the regime - men like Foreign Minister Osman Saleh or Presidential Advisor 

Yemane Gebreab - these figures have become increasingly ceremonial. They are the 

"front" for a regime that is already being run on an "invisible track" by this younger, 

invisible network. As formal institutions lose their coordinating function, authoritarian 

systems often rely increasingly upon informal structures and networks to perform 

critical governance roles that would otherwise be carried out through party or state 

institutions (Magaloni and Kricheli 2010). 

Authoritarian succession often unfolds through informal institutions that operate 

alongside, and sometimes above, formal state structures. Consequently, the visible 

hierarchy may conceal a parallel decision-making network already preparing for 

post-founder continuity (Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 2024; Yates 1996). In such 

systems, formal titles do not necessarily correspond to actual influence. Instead, 

power gradually migrates toward networks that control information, resources, 

access, and elite coordination. 

This younger generation is already running the day-to-day operations of the state 

infrastructure. They manage the ports, the mines, the intelligence feeds, and the 

foreign currency swaps. This ensures that if Issaias Afeworki were to pass away 

tomorrow, the gears of the dictatorship would not grind to a halt. The "Invisible Track" 

is designed to provide a seamless transition, where the change at the top is merely a 

formalization of a power structure that has already been in place for years. As I argued 

in Unchaining Eritrea, the tragedy of this engineering is that it seeks to make the 

dictatorship "unbreakable" by making it a collective enterprise of the next generation 

(Gebremariam 2026). 

Domestic, Regional, and Systemic Implications 

Domestic Calcification: The National Service as a Dynastic Resource 

For the ordinary Eritrean citizen, the institutionalization of this dynastic transition does 

not merely mean a change in leadership; it translates into a state of "Domestic 

Calcification." In my earlier analysis, I argued that the "no-war, no-peace" stalemate 

was a manufactured pretext to keep the nation under a state of exception 

(Gebremariam 2018a, b). Today, it is clear that the continued reliance on indefinite 

national service has evolved into a fundamental pillar of the dynastic economy. 

From a political economy perspective, indefinite national service increasingly 

functions not merely as a security instrument but as a mechanism for preserving a 



broader system of political control and economic extraction (Gebremariam 2018b; 

Yates 1996). By regulating labor, restricting mobility, and maintaining dependence 

on state-controlled structures, the system helps sustain the economic and political 

conditions upon which the emerging dynastic order relies. 

The national service is no longer about "national defense" in any conventional sense. 

Instead, it has been repurposed as a mechanism to provide an endless stream of free, 

coerced labor for the "Peer Syndicate’s" economic projects. Whether it is in the 

mining sector, the construction of infrastructure for the Red Sea Corporation, or the 

agricultural estates owned by the military-commercial complex, the youth of Eritrea 

are the "human capital" being exploited to resource the dynasty’s longevity. 

This creates a dual-layered society: a stagnant, calcified majority trapped in a cycle 

of poverty and servitude, and a mobile, tech-savvy "Princeling" elite that manages 

them. By keeping the population in a state of controlled compliance through the threat 

of the Gufa (raids) and the prison system, the regime ensures that no grassroots 

movement can rise to challenge Abraham’s ascent. As I noted in Unchaining Eritrea, 

the state is being "hollowed out" of its citizenry to make room for a family estate 

(Gebremariam 2025a, b). Brownlee argues that authoritarian durability frequently 

depends on restricting autonomous political space while maintaining mechanisms of 

elite control and social dependence, a dynamic increasingly visible within the 

Eritrean context (Brownlee 2007). 

Bypassing the Old Military Hierarchy: The Asymmetric Kill-Switch 

The most brilliant - and dangerous - aspect of the Peer Syndicate is its ability to bypass 

the traditional military hierarchy. Historically, the greatest threat to a dynastic heir in 

a militarized society is the "Bonapartist" general - a charismatic military leader who 

uses his control over the troops to seize the throne. Issaias, a keen student of power, 

has solved this problem by ensuring that while the old generals have the rank, the 

Peer Syndicate has the remote control. 

The relocation of influence from command structures toward logistical and 

administrative systems reflects broader trends observed in contemporary 

authoritarian regimes, where control of organizational infrastructure often outweighs 

formal military rank (Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 2024). In such systems, power is 

exercised less through direct battlefield command than through control over the 

resources, information flows, and institutional mechanisms upon which military 

operations depend. 

By embedding the Princelings in military logistics, state finance, and internal 

intelligence, the regime has created an "asymmetric kill-switch" over the armed 



forces. A veteran general, regardless of his battlefield record, cannot launch a coup if 

he does not control the fuel for his tanks, the salaries of his soldiers, or the digital 

communications of his subordinates. In the modern Eritrean state, these "lifelines" are 

increasingly under the purview of the younger cohort loyal to Abraham. 

This mirrors the structural controls seen in the late Soviet Union or contemporary 

China, where the party’s grip on "logistical and political departments" ensures that 

the army remains a tool of the leadership rather than an independent actor. As I 

highlighted in my 2018 study, the "disenfranchisement of the veteran class" was a 

necessary prerequisite for the rise of the son; the Peer Syndicate is the mechanism 

that keeps them disenfranchised even while they remain in uniform (Gebremariam 

2018a, b). 

Regional Re-alignment & Dynasty Acceptance: The Marketing of 

Stability 

On the regional and international stage, the rise of Abraham Issaias Afeworki is being 

framed not as a subversion of democracy, but as a "guarantor of stability." In recent 

years, Abraham’s quiet involvement in geopolitical discussions with Middle Eastern 

powers - specifically the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Saudi Arabia, and Egypt - fits a 

broader regional playbook of "autocratic continuity." 

The presentation of dynastic continuity as a source of regional stability mirrors 

patterns observed in other succession projects where external actors prioritized 

predictability over institutional reform (Duindam 2016; Yates 1996). From the 

perspective of regional governments, especially those operating within highly 

centralized political systems of their own, the prospect of an orderly transfer of 

authority often appears less risky than the uncertainties associated with political 

opening, elite fragmentation, or contested succession. 

These powers, particularly the Gulf monarchies, possess a natural affinity for dynastic 

structures. They view the unpredictable nature of democratic transitions in the Horn 

of Africa as a threat to their strategic investments and maritime security in the Red Sea. 

Issaias is successfully marketing Abraham as a "known quantity" - a successor who 

will maintain the status quo and honor the shadowy bilateral agreements (often 

involving base rights and resource concessions) that characterize Eritrea’s current 

foreign policy. 

This "dynastic acceptance" is a crucial component of the succession plan. By 

positioning Abraham as the central interlocutor for regional security and the "Special 

Advisor" on Red Sea affairs, the regime is signaling to the world that there is no 

alternative to the Afeworki line. As I argued in my recent updates, the regime is not 



just seeking to survive internally; it is seeking international "legitimacy by default," 

convincing regional actors that any change to the current dynastic engineering would 

result in a "Libya-style" collapse (Gebremariam 2026). Consequently, the Peer 

Syndicate serves as the diplomatic bridge that connects the pariah state of the past to 

the "stable" autocracy of the future. 

The domestic and regional dynamics examined above highlight a central reality: the 

succession project unfolding in Eritrea extends far beyond the elevation of an 

individual heir. It represents a broader effort to institutionalize continuity through the 

reproduction of elite networks, the consolidation of political influence, and the 

preservation of inherited privilege. By embedding a new generation of loyalists 

across the state's strategic sectors and linking their fortunes to the survival of the 

existing order, the regime appears to be seeking not merely a transfer of leadership 

but the perpetuation of a governing system. 

Whether this project ultimately succeeds remains uncertain. What is increasingly 

evident, however, is that the future of Eritrea will be shaped not only by the question 

of who succeeds Issaias Afeworki, but also by the nature of the political order that 

succession is intended to preserve. The emergence of the Peer Syndicate and the 

Mutual Survival Architecture suggests that the country's most consequential 

transformation may be the transition from revolutionary legitimacy to inherited 

authority, a shift whose implications will extend well beyond a single generation. 

In this sense, the domestic and regional dynamics examined in this section 

reinforce the central thesis of this series: that Eritrea's emerging dynastic 

project is not merely a succession strategy, but a coordinated process of state 

capture and elite reproduction designed to transform personal rule into a 

durable system of inherited power. 

Conclusion – The Volatility of Engineered Legacies 

The Mirage of Total Control: The Successor’s Dilemma 

Despite the meticulous engineering and the strategic embedding of the "Peer 

Syndicate," history suggests that dynastic successions in highly militarized, closed 

societies remain profoundly volatile. The architecture Issaias is building is, in many 

ways, a "Potemkin village" of stability. As Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell (2024) 

observe in their exhaustive study, The Politics of Succession, while hereditary lines are 

specifically designed to prevent immediate civil war or military coups upon a ruler's 

death, they frequently fail because they lack "natural" legitimacy. 

In the case of Eritrea, the legitimacy of the state was forged in the fire of the liberation 

struggle - a fire that Abraham Issaias and his cohort of "Princelings" never felt. An 



engineered legacy is often a mirage; it appears solid and impenetrable only as long 

as the patriarch is alive to enforce it. The moment the "Grand Arbitrator" - the father - 

is gone, the internal tensions that were masked by fear and the "freeze-and-thaw" 

purges tend to erupt. Geddes, Wright, and Frantz observe that highly personalized 

authoritarian systems frequently encounter significant instability during leadership 

transitions because mechanisms designed to protect the ruler may prove inadequate 

for managing succession after his departure (Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2018). 

We can look to historical parallels to see the fragility of such arrangements. In Syria, 

Hafez al-Assad spent decades grooming his son, Bashar, and surrounding him with a 

loyalist Alawite military-business elite. While the transition appeared smooth initially, 

the lack of a broad-based social contract and the resentment of disenfranchised 

classes eventually led to one of the most brutal civil wars of the twenty-first century. 

Similarly, the attempts by Hosni Mubarak in Egypt and Muammar Qaddafi in Libya to 

position their sons (Gamal and Saif al-Islam) as "modernizing" successors were swept 

away by the very populations and military factions they thought they had neutralized. 

The "Peer Syndicate" might control the logistics, but it does not control the hearts of 

the people or the deep-seated resentments of the veteran class. 

Final Thought: The Fortress and the Future 

My long-term thesis, which I first presented in Crafting a Family Dynasty in Eritrea 

(2018) remains more urgent than ever: a political dynasty cannot survive on a surname 

alone. It requires an interconnected human apparatus - a living, breathing network of 

stakeholders who believe their own survival depends on the preservation of the 

throne. 

By embedding Abraham Issaias within a horizontal web of dependent, second-

generation peers who now hold the keys to every single sector of the state machinery 

- from the ports and the mines to the intelligence feeds and the digital propaganda - 

Issaias Afeworki is attempting to ensure that when the dictator leaves, the dictatorship 

remains unbreakable. He is not merely building a bridge to his son; he is building a 

fortress for an entire new generation of autocrats. 

This discovery fundamentally changes the nature of the Eritrean struggle for justice. 

The challenge for the Eritrean people, both at home and in the diaspora, is no longer 

just the removal of a single aging man. It is the dismantling of a "Peer Syndicate" - a 

networked class of "Princelings" who have hijacked the future of the nation to 

safeguard their inherited privilege. We are no longer fighting a 20th-century autocrat; 

we are facing a 21st-century dynastic machine. To unchain Eritrea, we must recognize 

that the "invisible track" of the state is already in motion, and only by exposing and 



disrupting this "Mutual Survival Architecture" can we hope to restore the sovereignty 

of the people over the property of a family. 

Viewed together, Parts I and II have traced two interconnected dimensions of the 

same political phenomenon. The first concerns the restructuring of institutions and 

strategic resources to facilitate hereditary succession. The second concerns the 

reproduction of an elite cohort whose collective interests are invested in preserving 

that succession. The central conclusion of this series is that Eritrea's dynastic project 

is simultaneously a process of state capture and elite reproduction. Its ultimate 

success or failure will depend not only on the elevation of an heir, but on the durability 

of the networks assembled to sustain him (Gebremariam 2018b, 2026; Nishizaki 2022; 

Kokkonen, Møller, and Sundell 2024). 
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