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Preface 

Introduction: The Question of Succession 

The question of succession has long occupied a principal place in the study of 

authoritarian regimes. History demonstrates that the durability of personalist systems 

depends not only on the concentration of power during a ruler's lifetime, but also on the 

deliberate mechanisms established to secure political continuity after his departure. This 

two-part series examines Eritrea through that lens. 

It argues that President Issaias Afeworki has engaged in a systematic effort to transform 

a post-liberation revolutionary state into the foundation of a hereditary political order. 

Rather than viewing succession as a future event, these essays - building on my earlier 

analysis in Crafting a Family Dynasty in Eritrea (Gebremariam 2018a, b) - analyze it as 

an ongoing process involving institutional restructuring, elite reconfiguration, resource 

consolidation, and intergenerational power transfer. While the ultimate goal of 

Unchaining Eritrea from dictatorial rule remains the broader strategic perspective, the 

primary analytical objective of this series is to document the specific methods by which 

this dynasty is being crafted. 

The Central Argument of This Series 

At its core, this series advances a single overarching argument: Eritrea is undergoing a 

deliberate transition from a personalized authoritarian regime to a dynastic political 

order. This transformation is occurring through two interconnected processes. The first 

is the systematic restructuring of state institutions and strategic assets to facilitate 

hereditary succession. The second is the cultivation of a new generation of political, 

military, and economic elites whose status and future prospects are tied to the 

continuation of the Afeworki family's rule. 

Taken together, these developments suggest that dynastic succession in Eritrea should 

not be understood as a future political event. Rather, it is a present and ongoing process 
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through which the foundations of a hereditary system are being actively constructed and 

consolidated. 

Evidence and Methodological Approach 

This series employs a comparative political economy approach to the study of 

authoritarian succession. Because Eritrea remains one of the world's most opaque 

political systems, direct access to internal decision-making is limited. Consequently, this 

study relies on a process-tracing and inferential methodology. Rather than claiming 

access to confidential deliberations, it examines observable developments - official state 

actions, shifts in elite configurations, and regional diplomatic engagements - and 

assesses whether those developments are consistent with established theories of 

dynastic succession and authoritarian adaptation. 

The purpose is to provide a conceptual framework through which readers can evaluate 

the cumulative evidence and better understand the political logic shaping the 

contemporary Eritrean state. 

Part I: The Architecture of Dynastic Succession 

Part I argues that the regime has systematically transformed key institutions into 

instruments of hereditary succession by hollowing out formal governance, marginalizing 

competing centers of authority, and converting strategic national assets into family-

controlled capital. I examine the “supply-side mechanics” of succession: the processes 

through which a ruler creates the institutional conditions necessary for continuity. This 

includes the emergence of a “Parallel State” and the steady elevation of Abraham Issaias 

Afeworki into pivotal strategic networks (Gebremariam 2025a). 

Part II: The Construction of a Peer Syndicate 

If Part I demonstrates the structural foundations, Part II addresses the question of 

continuity: Who will sustain this system once its architect is gone? History shows that 

many succession projects fail because they lack a durable support structure. 

Part II argues that the success of the dynastic project depends on the creation of a cross-

sector network of second-generation elites - a “Peer Syndicate” - whose political 

influence and economic privilege are tied to the Afeworki family. By positioning these 

second-generation actors within the military, diplomacy, and state enterprises, the 

regime is constructing a “Mutual Survival Architecture” (Gebremariam 2025b). This 

human machinery is designed to preserve the dynastic architecture across generations. 



Reading the Two Essays Together 

Although each essay can be read independently, they function as complementary 

components of a single analytical framework. Part I examines the architecture of 

dynastic power; Part II examines the human machinery designed to preserve it. 

Together, they advance a broader conclusion: the Eritrean succession project is 

simultaneously a process of state capture and elite reproduction. Understanding the 

nature of this project is a necessary first step toward the broader mission of Unchaining 

Eritrea and restoring the nation to its rightful sovereign: the Eritrean people. 

 

Part I: The Architecture of a Dynasty: 

Validating the Supply-Side Mechanics of Power 

Succession in Eritrea 

Introduction: The Emergence of the “Parallel State” 

It is a sobering and profound experience for a political economist when the warnings 

one issued years ago begin to manifest with surgical precision on the ground. In 2018, 

during a period when much of the international community was intoxicated by the 

promise of the Ethio-Eritrean peace deal and the potential “opening up” of the Horn 

of Africa, I published a series of analyses warning of a much darker, internal 

transformation. I wrote extensively then about the systemic efforts by President Issaias 

Afeworki to transform the Eritrean state - an entity birthed through the collective 

sacrifice of a thirty-year revolution - into a private family fiefdom (Gebremariam 2018a, 

b). 

At that time, many observers and “Horn of Africa experts” viewed the internal 

dynamics of the PFDJ (People's Front for Democracy and Justice) through the 

conventional lens of post-war reconstruction, institutional inertia, or regional security 

imperatives. However, my analysis, rooted in the political economy of authoritarian 

survival, suggested a far more calculated and long-term project: the “supply-side 

mechanics” of dynastic building. This model posits that a dictator does not merely 

“hand over” power; he must first engage in a deliberate process of “structural 

transmutation” - stripping the state of its public and institutional character to 

reassemble it as a vessel for family capital and hereditary continuity. 

The “supply-side” approach focuses on the production of a successor’s viability. It 

involves the controlled manufacture of legitimacy, the sequestration of national 

resources into opaque family-controlled networks, and the pre-emptive neutralizing 



of any institutional body - be it the military, the cabinet, or the party - that could exert 

a counter-will during the moment of transition (Gebremariam 2018b). Research on 

personalist authoritarian regimes suggests that rulers who systematically weaken 

institutions and concentrate authority in their own hands frequently face acute 

succession dilemmas because political systems become dependent upon personal 

networks rather than formal procedures (Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2018). 

Today, as we move through the mid-2020s, the theoretical projections I made in 2018 

have transitioned into a verifiable operational reality. We are no longer speculating 

about the possibility of a dynasty; we are witnessing its architectural completion. The 

systematic elevation of the President’s eldest son, Abraham Issaias Afeworki, into 

pivotal strategic networks - ranging from the high-stakes mining sector to senior 

diplomatic and security roles - is the visible apex of this strategy. 

More importantly, as I have argued in my series, Unchaining Eritrea, the path to 

liberating our nation from the grips of this dictatorial rule requires a deep 

understanding of how the regime has sought to insulate itself (Gebremariam 2025a, 

b). While my work on 'Unchaining' provides the roadmap for popular liberation and 

the restoration of the social contract, the regime is currently working to tighten the 

shackles by constructing a parallel, loyalist inner circle comprised of the children of 

the president’s aging loyalists. This “shadow vanguard” is comprised of the children 

of the President’s aging and increasingly sidelined loyalists. By binding the futures of 

the “second generation” of the PFDJ elite to his own son, Issaias Afeworki is solving 

the ultimate paradox of dynastic succession in a revolutionary state: how to bridge the 

gap between the “Meda” (the liberation struggle) and a successor who lacks wartime 

credentials. 

In this light, the transition from an absolute autocracy to a hereditary dynasty is not a 

sudden event to be expected upon the President's passing; it is an active process 

being finalized in the present. As the state is systematically severed from its remaining 

social contracts, it is being transformed into a private, familial enterprise - a captured 

vessel designed solely for the purpose of hereditary continuity (Gebremariam 2025b). 

This structural metamorphosis places the mission of Unchaining Eritrea - the vital 

struggle to liberate our nation from the suffocating grip of dictatorial rule - at its most 

critical juncture. While the regime moves to finalize this operational capture, the work 

of unchaining remains the essential counter-movement to break these hereditary 

shackles and return the country to its rightful owners. In the following sections, I 

provide a forensic analysis of how this transformation has been achieved, examining 

both the historical precedents that mirror our current national tragedy and the specific 

"supply-side" mechanics that now define the captured state. By stripping away the 



regime’s opacity and exposing these structures, this essay serves as a foundational 

step in the broader mission of Unchaining Eritrea, offering the intellectual and 

political roadmap required to dismantle this familial enterprise and restore the nation 

to its rightful sovereign: the Eritrean people (Gebremariam 2025a, b). 

The Theory of Supply-Side Dynastic Building: Transmuting 

State Power into Family Capital 

The survival of a personalized autocracy beyond the life of its founder requires more 

than a simple testamentary decree. It demands a radical re-engineering of the state's 

architecture. In my 2018 analysis, I posited that the successful installation of a 

hereditary successor depends on what I termed “supply-side mechanics” 

(Gebremariam 2018a). While traditional political science often focuses on the 

“demand side” - the public’s or the elite’s acceptance of a leader - the Eritrean model 

focuses exclusively on the supply: ensuring that the heir is the only individual 

positioned at the intersection of economic resource control, military loyalty, and 

administrative authority. 

This process is fundamentally a conversion of assets. To secure the future for Abraham 

Issaias Afeworki, the President must convert “absolute state control” - which is 

theoretically bound by the remnants of revolutionary ideology and national interest - 

into “private family capital” (Gebremariam 2018b). This is not merely financial capital, 

though the monopolization of the nation’s hard currency and mineral wealth is central. 

It is “political capital” in its most illiberal form: the exclusive right to distribute 

patronage, command the security apparatus, and negotiate with foreign powers. 

The Strategic Hollowing of Institutions 

The first pillar of this supply-side strategy is the deliberate hollowing out of formal 

state institutions. For a dynasty to rise, the state must die. In the Eritrean context, this 

has meant the systematic paralyzation of the Eritrean State’s institutional organs. The 

National Assembly has not met in decades; the Constitution remains a shelved 

document; and the Cabinet of Ministers has been reduced to a collection of 

implementers rather than a policy-making body (Gebremariam 2018a). Brownlee 

notes that durable authoritarian systems frequently preserve the outward appearance 

of institutional governance while progressively concentrating effective power within 

informal networks centered on the ruler and his immediate circle (Brownlee 2007). 

By ensuring that no formal institution possesses the mandate to vet, confirm, or oppose 

a leader, Issaias Afeworki has cleared the “supply path” of institutional hurdles. As I 

argued in Unchaining Eritrea, when there is no rule of law, the “rule of the bloodline” 

becomes the default mechanism for continuity (Gebremariam 2025b). The vacuum left 



by the intentional decay of the state is precisely where the family dynasty is designed 

to take root. 

The Marginalization of the “Old Guard” 

The second pillar is the neutralization of the revolutionary “old guard.” These are the 

veterans of the thirty-year struggle who possess what the successor conspicuously 

lacks: “revolutionary legitimacy.” In the early years of independence, the collective 

leadership of the EPLF (Eritrean People's Liberation Front) served as a potential check 

on absolute power. However, through a decades-long process of purges, “freezing” 

(forced inactivity), and the exploitation of natural attrition, Issaias Afeworki has 

successfully marginalized these figures (Gebremariam 2018a). 

The “old guard” represented a demand-side risk; they could demand that the next 

leader be chosen based on merit, sacrifice, or adherence to the Front’s original 

principles. By sidelining them, Issaias Afeworki ensures that there are no “moral 

giants” left in the room to challenge the ascension of a son who never saw the trenches 

of Nakfa. This creates a structural environment where the successor is not compared 

to the heroes of the past but is presented as the only pragmatic node through which 

the “new” elite - those whose wealth and status are tied directly to the Issaias Afeworki 

family - can maintain their privileges (Gebremariam 2025a). As Svolik argues, one of 

the principal challenges confronting authoritarian rulers is managing elite actors who 

possess sufficient power to threaten the ruler while remaining essential to regime 

survival (Svolik 2012). 

In this supply-side ecosystem, the heir does not need to be loved or even respected 

by the populace; he merely needs to be the sole provider of the “supply” of security 

and resources to the small circle of enforcers who keep the regime standing. By 

transforming the state into a family enterprise, Issaias Afeworki is attempting to ensure 

that the collapse of the family would mean the collapse of the entire elite class, thereby 

making the dynastic transition a matter of collective survival for the regime’s inner 

circle. 

The Parallel Inner Circle: Solving the Legitimacy Gap 

through Intergenerational Insurance 

In the martial political culture of Eritrea, power is not merely a legal mandate; it is a 

sacred inheritance earned through the “Meda” - the field of struggle. For decades, 

the ultimate source of political capital has been one’s participation in the thirty-year 

war for independence. This creates a profound “legitimacy gap” for Abraham Issaias 

Afeworki. As a member of the post-independence generation, Abraham possesses no 

revolutionary scars, no history in the trenches of Nakfa, and no shared history of 



sacrifice with the men who currently command the divisions of the Eritrean Defense 

Forces (EDF). 

In my earlier work, I identified this lack of revolutionary credentials as the primary 

vulnerability in any dynastic project (Gebremariam 2018b). How can a successor 

command a military culture that worships the veteran when he himself is a civilian 

product of privilege? To resolve this, as I have detailed in my recent assessments, the 

regime has bypassed the traditional hierarchy altogether. Rather than trying to earn 

the respect of the “old guard,” Issaias Afeworki is systematically replacing them with 

a “Parallel Inner Circle” - a shadow vanguard whose loyalty is built on shared 

economic interest rather than shared revolutionary history (Gebremariam 2025a). 

The Architecture of the “Shadow Vanguard”: Engineering 

Intergenerational Loyalty 

The creation of what I call the “Shadow Vanguard” is a brilliant, albeit deeply cynical, 

innovation in authoritarian survival. This parallel inner circle is not comprised of 

random technocrats or meritocratic overachievers; rather, it is a cohort of 

“princelings” - the biological children of the President’s most loyal aging generals, 

security chiefs, and ministers. By placing Abraham Issaias Afeworki at the center of 

this youth-led network, Issaias Afeworki is engineering a new elite that mirrors the 

family structure of the presidency itself. As I have argued in my work, this strategic 

integration of the next generation achieves two vital objectives that serve to fortify the 

regime against the inevitable momentum of Unchaining Eritrea (Gebremariam 

2025b). 

First, this network creates a peer group for Abraham that shares a collective, 

existential interest in the survival of the Issaias Afeworki system. These young 

men and women, often educated abroad and placed in lucrative positions within the 

mining, telecommunications, and logistics sectors, understand that their status and 

wealth are inextricably linked to Abraham’s successful succession. They are not his 

subordinates in the traditional military sense; they are his “partners in the enterprise.” 

In my analysis of the political economy of this transition, I noted that this shift is 

fundamental: it moves the basis of the regime’s “supply-side” loyalty away from the 

dying embers of ideological commitment and toward the cold preservation of private 

family wealth (Gebremariam 2025a). 

Second, and perhaps even more calculatingly, this structure serves as an 

intergenerational insurance policy against a “Generals' Revolt.” Historically, the 

greatest threat to a dynastic transition is the military “old guard,” who may feel 

entitled to the throne after the dictator’s passing. However, in the Eritrean model, 



Issaias Afeworki has effectively taken the legacies of his generals hostage by binding 

their children’s futures to his son. 

If the sons and daughters of the current generals owe their economic survival and 

political protection to Abraham, their fathers - the aging titans of the “Meda” - are 

effectively neutralized. A general cannot move against the President's son without 

simultaneously destroying the career and safety of his own child. This is the 

“mechanics of loyalty” in its most primal, biological form (Gebremariam 2018a). It 

transforms the high-ranking officers of the state from potential independent actors into 

captured stakeholders in a family-led transition. By creating this web of complicity, 

the regime builds a wall against the efforts of the people to Unchain Eritrea, ensuring 

that the elite view the survival of the dynasty as synonymous with their own family’s 

preservation (Gebremariam 2025a). 

The Strategic Placement of Abraham 

We see this strategy in motion through the specific roles Abraham has been assigned. 

He is not merely an “advisor;” he is positioned in the strategic nodes of the “Parallel 

State.” Whether he is overseeing foreign investment in the mining sector or acting as 

a high-level intermediary in regional security dialogues, he is being “supplied” with 

the tools of statecraft outside the formal institutional channels of the Eritrean State 

(Gebremariam 2018b). 

This parallel structure ensures that by the time the formal transition occurs, the “old 

guard” will find themselves presiding over an empty shell of a military and party. All 

the real power - the money, the foreign contacts, and the loyalty of the junior officers 

(who are the peers of the “princelings”) - will already have been consolidated under 

Abraham. It is a textbook mechanism to secure a dynastic transition by ensuring that 

the only viable “supply” of power in the nation flows through a single, familial network. 

Converting State Assets to Family Capital: The Economic 

Bedrock of Succession 

A dynasty cannot survive on political decree or revolutionary nostalgia alone; it 

requires an independent, unassailable economic base. As I have argued throughout 

my work, the transition from a state-centered autocracy to a family-led dynasty 

necessitates the systematic “privatization” of national wealth - not through a 

transparent market process, but through the diversion of state resources into opaque, 

familial networks. Over the last few decades, we have witnessed the Eritrean economy 

undergo an aggressive process of informalization. Key sectors - most notably mining, 

logistics, and the management of foreign exchange - have drifted away from even 



nominal state oversight and into “dark pools” controlled directly by the President’s 

office (Gebremariam 2018b).  

Studies of rent-based political systems demonstrate that control over strategic 

resource revenues often provides the financial foundation through which ruling elites 

sustain patronage networks, manage succession, and preserve political authority 

(Yates 1996). This is the financial cornerstone of the “supply-side” logic. In a 

functional state, the treasury belongs to the public, and its expenditure is governed 

by institutional checks. In the dynastic model Issaias Afeworki is perfecting, the 

objective is to ensure that by the time a formal handover occurs, the state treasury is 

effectively empty, while the “family treasury” is overflowing (Gebremariam 2018b). 

The Mining Sector as a Private Reserve 

The most visible manifestation of this strategy is the management of Eritrea’s mineral 

wealth. In a traditional developmental state, mining revenues from gold, copper, and 

potash would be funneled through a central bank to fund infrastructure, education, 

and healthcare. However, in the “Parallel State” I described in Unchaining Eritrea, 

these revenues are increasingly decoupled from the national budget. By maintaining 

a state of “permanent emergency” and a lack of budgetary transparency, the regime 

is able to bypass the Ministry of Finance, directing the “supply” of hard currency into 

offshore accounts and strategic networks that are accessible only to the President and 

his immediate circle (Gebremariam 2025a). 

Abraham Issaias Afeworki’s integration into these economic nodes is not accidental. 

By placing him in a supervisory role over these high-value strategic interests, Issaias 

Afeworki is ensuring that the successor becomes the nation’s “Chief Financial Officer.” 

If the heir controls the “supply” of hard currency, he controls the lifeblood of the 

nation’s elite. 

The Logistics of Patronage 

Beyond mining, the control of logistics and the “informal” trade sector serves as a 

mechanism for elite discipline. In my 2018 analysis, I noted that the PFDJ’s business 

entities (such as the Red Sea Corporation) operate outside of any legal framework, 

creating a monopoly on the import of essential goods and the distribution of wealth 

(Gebremariam 2018a). This informalization serves a dual purpose: it prevents the 

emergence of an independent merchant class that could fund a political opposition, 

and it ensures that the military and security apparatus remain entirely dependent on 

the “family” for their sustenance and benefits. 



The “Supply-Side” Security Logic 

This total economic capture functions as the ultimate insurance policy for a successful 

dynastic transition. In the cold logic of supply-side autocracy, the heir apparent has 

no need for the validation of a popular election, nor does he require the genuine 

affection of the citizenry. He requires only absolute ownership of the strategic 

resources necessary to purchase and secure the continued loyalty of the security 

apparatus. 

As I underscored in my works on Eritrea, military loyalty is never a static constant; it 

is a commodity that must be continuously bought and maintained (Gebremariam 

2018a). By funneling national wealth into private family capital, Issaias Afeworki is 

grooming Abraham as the sole “supplier” of the salaries, equipment, and illicit 

privileges that prevent the military’s upper echelons from defecting. Within this 

predatory framework, the systematic impoverishment of the Eritrean state is not an 

accident of mismanagement, but a deliberate strategic choice intended to sabotage 

our collective mission of Unchaining Eritrea. By intentionally draining the national 

treasury, the regime calculates that any successful movement for liberation will inherit 

nothing but a hollowed-out husk. They seek to ensure that the task of unchaining our 

nation from the dictator’s legacy is made exponentially more difficult, leaving a 

liberated Eritrea resource-depleted and structurally fragile (Gebremariam 2025a). 

Historical Parallels: The Textbook of Transition 

Eritrea’s current trajectory, while tragic, is not unique. It follows a well-documented 

pattern seen in several 20th and 21st-century autocracies where “revolutionary” 

regimes - initially birthed by collective struggle - transmuted into “familial” ones. By 

analyzing these parallels, we see that Issaias Afeworki is not innovating; he is 

following a grimly successful textbook for dynastic survival. As Duindam observes, 

dynastic systems historically depend upon mechanisms that transform political 

authority from a personal possession into a transmissible form of inherited power 

(Duindam 2016). 

Syria: The Assad Model of “Princeling” Networks 

When Hafez al-Assad began grooming his son, Bashar, in the mid-1990s, he faced an 

almost identical “legitimacy gap” to the one Abraham faces today. Bashar was an 

unproven ophthalmologist with no military record in a state dominated by war-

hardened Ba'athist veterans. To bridge this gap, Hafez did not rely on Bashar’s 

charisma; he relied on “supply-side” structural engineering (Gebremariam 2018a). 

Hafez spent years systematically purging the “old guard” - most notably his own 

brother, Rifaat al-Assad - who held independent revolutionary authority (Zisser 2001). 



Simultaneously, he elevated a new generation of security officers and business elites 

who were Bashar’s contemporaries. These “Ba'athist princelings” were the children 

of the regime’s original pillars. By the time Hafez died in 2000, the “supply” of 

economic and military power was so thoroughly integrated into the Assad family’s 

survival that the elite had no choice but to support Bashar to protect their own 

inherited wealth (Hinnebusch 2001). We see this exact template being laid over 

Asmara today as Issaias Afeworki builds a peer-network of generals’ children around 

Abraham to thwart the eventual mission of Unchaining Eritrea (Gebremariam 2025a). 

North Korea: The Institutionalization of the “Parallel State” 

The transition from Kim Il-sung to Kim Jong-il, and later to Kim Jong-un, provides the 

ultimate example of the “Parallel State.” While North Korea uses a semi-religious 

mythologization of the “Paektu Bloodline,” the underlying mechanism is secular and 

structural. The Kim family created a system where the formal government and military 

are merely facades, while the real “supply” of power flows through the “Personal 

Secretariat” and “Office 39” - opaque entities that manage family wealth and elite 

loyalty (Lankov 2013). 

In my earlier work, I argued that Eritrea was moving toward this “North Koreanization” 

of power (Gebremariam 2018a). By hollowing out the PFDJ and the National Assembly, 

Issaias Afeworki has ensured that power in Eritrea no longer resides in the office of 

the Presidency as a state institution, but in the person of the President and his progeny 

(French 2007). The “Parallel State” in Eritrea is now the only state that matters, 

operating entirely outside the reach of the law or the public interest. 

Togo and Gabon: The Economic Capture of Succession 

The cases of the Gnassingbé family in Togo and the Bongo family in Gabon illustrate 

the “supply-side” necessity of private capital. In both nations, the long-ruling “Big 

Men” (Gnassingbé Eyadéma and Omar Bongo) spent decades converting national 

resource wealth - phosphates in Togo and oil in Gabon - into private family assets 

(Yates 1996). 

When these leaders died, their sons (Faure Gnassingbé and Ali Bongo) were installed 

almost instantly by the military. This was possible because the fathers had ensured 

the military was “paid and loyal” through the family treasury, not the state treasury 

(Brownlee 2007). This mirrors the process I identified in crafting a Family Dynasty: 

the deliberate informalization of the mining sector to ensure that Abraham Issaias 

Afeworki inherits a “family treasury” overflowing with mineral wealth, even as the 

Eritrean people face systemic poverty (Gebremariam 2018b). 



The Strategic Network of Abraham Afeworki: Constructing 

the Heir Apparent 

Today, the “supply-side” preparations I first theorized years ago have moved into 

their final, most visible phase. Abraham Issaias Afeworkiis is no longer a shadow 

figure; he is being aggressively integrated into pivotal strategic networks that serve 

as the functional nervous system of the Eritrean state. This is not merely a son following 

in his father’s footsteps; it is a calculated “on-the-job training” program designed to 

manufacture a veneer of competence and technical authority for a man who lacks the 

revolutionary pedigree of the “Meda” generation (Gebremariam 2018b). 

The Architecture of “On-the-Job Training” 

The regime has strategically placed Abraham at the intersection of the nation’s most 

vital interests: high-level diplomacy, mineral resource management, and the 

supervision of key infrastructure projects  - the very sectors I identified as the bedrock 

of the family’s private capital (Gebremariam 2018b). By giving him oversight of the 

mining sector - the nation’s primary source of hard currency - Issaias Afeworki is 

ensuring that Abraham becomes the ultimate “gatekeeper” for the regime’s elite. This 

position allows him to control the “supply” of patronage, making him the 

indispensable node through which the military and the PFDJ bureaucracy must pass 

to secure their own economic survival. 

Abraham’s growing visibility in high-stakes diplomatic arenas - especially among 

strategic regional powers like the monarchies of the Arabian Gulf - is a calculated 

effort to brand him as a "known quantity." Through these engagements, Issaias 

Afeworki is actively marketing a narrative of "controlled continuity" to his 

neighbors. The objective is to position Abraham as the predictable, status-quo 

alternative to the supposed "chaos" that might follow a genuine democratic transition 

or a military intervention. By introducing his son to these regional monarchs and 

crown princes as a peer-in-waiting, Issaias is seeking a form of externally 

manufactured validation to compensate for a dynastic project that lacks any shred of 

internal, popular legitimacy. 

The “Veneer of Competence” 

This strategy seeks to bridge the successor’s deep legitimacy gap by attempting to 

substitute the “revolutionary sacrifice” of the past with a manufactured brand of 

“technocratic management.” By positioning Abraham at the helm of infrastructure 

projects and high-level national security deliberations, the regime is “supplying” him 

with the artificial persona of a modernizing leader.  



Behind this thin veneer of managerial competence lies the grim reality of a state being 

systematically hollowed out of its public purpose. Abraham is not being prepared to 

lead a sovereign nation of citizens; he is being meticulously trained to act as the chief 

executive of a family-owned enterprise. For those of us committed to the actualization 

of Unchaining Eritrea, we must recognize that this performance is the primary 

barrier to our liberation - a structure that must be dismantled if we are to truly restore 

power from the dynasty to the people (Gebremariam 2025b). 

The Finality of State Capture: Barricading Against Liberation 

We must view the regime’s sophisticated strategic networking and institutional 

restructuring not as legitimate state-building, but for what it truly is: a calculated 

counter-offensive against the mounting momentum of Unchaining Eritrea - the 

movement to liberate our nation from the suffocating grip of dictatorial rule 

(Gebremariam 2025b). While the Eritrean people strive for democratic liberation, the 

regime is systematically stripping the state of its public character to ensure the private 

continuity of a single family legacy. The transition we are currently witnessing is the 

total desecration of the Eritrean state’s public mandate. The republic is being reduced 

to a hollow shell - a mere collection of symbols and bureaucratic offices repurposed 

to serve the narrow interests of the Issaias Afeworki bloodline. In this predatory model, 

the people are no longer the sovereign source of power; they are reduced to mere 

subjects within an extractive economic zone managed by a family dynasty 

(Gebremariam 2018a). 

This "supply-side" consolidation is the definitive antithesis of the liberation struggle. 

It is a structural attempt to ensure that even if the dictator falls, the shackles of the 

dynasty remain firmly in place. As I have articulated in my recent work, our struggle 

must now evolve to confront this final stage of absolute state capture (Gebremariam 

2025a, b). We are witnessing a system where Abraham Issaias Afeworki is positioned 

as the sole node through which all national resources, elite peer networks, and foreign 

diplomatic relations must flow. This is a structural barricade designed to ensure the 

survival of the system regardless of the individual at the top. 

However, recognizing this grim architectural reality is not an admission of defeat; 

rather, it is the essential diagnostic prerequisite for the actualization of Unchaining 

Eritrea. For those of us committed to a democratic future, we must recognize a 

fundamental shift in the political landscape: we are no longer merely opposing a 

singular, aging autocrat whose power might naturally dissipate upon his passing. We 

are confronting a nascent dynasty that seeks to mortgage the future of the Eritrean 

people - and the sacred legacy of our martyrs - to secure a permanent family fiefdom. 

To successfully unchain our nation, we must move beyond outdated political 



assumptions and begin the urgent work of dismantling the specific systemic 

mechanics that this dynasty relies upon for its survival (Gebremariam 2025a, b). 

Historical Lessons: The Fragility of Manufactured Competence 

Historical lessons reveal that a manufactured “veneer of competence” is inherently 

fragile and often collapses under the weight of its own artificiality. A profound 

example of this can be found in Egypt, where Hosni Mubarak spent years meticulously 

grooming his son, Gamal Mubarak, for succession. Gamal was placed at the helm of 

the National Democratic Party’s (NDP) Policy Committee, a role from which he was 

presented to Western and regional powers as a visionary “modernizer” and 

technocrat (Brownlee 2007). 

Much like the current branding of Abraham Afeworki, Gamal was marketed as the 

stable, business-friendly alternative to the perceived threats of ideological extremism 

or military hardliners. However, because his legitimacy was constructed through top-

down “supply-side” mechanics rather than bottom-up public consent, it evaporated 

instantly during the 2011 revolution. Crucially, the Egyptian military - recognizing that 

its own institutional interests and economic benefits were being threatened by a 

civilian “princeling” - ultimately chose to sacrifice the Mubarak dynasty to ensure the 

survival of the broader military-state apparatus (Kandil 2012). 

In Eritrea, Issaias Afeworki is attempting to pre-empt such a military betrayal by 

strategically binding the children of his generals to Abraham’s personal and 

economic networks. This creates a “shadow vanguard” designed to ensure that the 

military’s elite remains biologically and financially tethered to the family's survival. 

However, as I have argued throughout my work, a state constructed solely on the 

“supply” of private family capital is ultimately a state built on sand. 

While the regime attempts to finalize this transition by treating the nation as a private 

family estate, the urgent mission of Unchaining Eritrea remains the only path back 

to genuine national sovereignty. The state currently no longer reflects the collective 

will or sacrifice of its people; it has been repurposed into a private enterprise where 

the heir apparent is being installed as the chief executive. To Unchain Eritrea is to 

dismantle this manufactured competence and restore the state to its rightful owners: 

the citizens of Eritrea (Gebremariam 2025a, b). 

Conclusion: The Architecture of Continuity and the 

Challenge of Dismantling 

When I penned Crafting a Family Dynasty in 2018, I issued a stark warning: the window 

of opportunity to prevent the institutionalization of a hereditary autocracy in Eritrea 

was rapidly closing (Gebremariam 2018a, b). At that time, the components of this 



transition were still being forged in the shadows of the President’s office; today, those 

“supply-side mechanics” are almost fully assembled and operational. For those of us 

dedicated to the mission of Unchaining Eritrea - the process of liberating our nation 

from the grips of dictatorial rule - recognizing this architectural reality is the essential 

first step toward dismantling it. 

The regime has moved with surgical precision to complete three critical tasks that 

now underpin this dynastic project. First, it has successfully constructed a parallel 

elite - a “shadow vanguard” of princelings who are biologically and economically 

tethered to the success of Abraham Issaias Afeworki. Second, it has systematically 

privatized the nation’s most lucrative strategic assets, transmuting the sovereign 

wealth of the Eritrean people into private family capital. Third, it has effectively 

marginalized the revolutionary generation, ensuring that the “Meda” legacy and its 

surviving veterans can no longer serve as a moral or political check on familial 

ambition (Gebremariam 2018a, b). Only by understanding these pillars of 

authoritarian survival can we effectively engage in the mission of Unchaining Eritrea 

- dismantling these hereditary shackles and reclaiming our institutions to restore the 

state to its rightful sovereign: the Eritrean people (Gebremariam 2025a, b). 

The Choice Ahead: From State Capture to National Liberation 

The evidence I meticulously gathered years ago has materialized with a clarity that is 

as intellectually validating as it is nationally heartbreaking. The fundamental 

challenge that now confronts the Eritrean people, the diaspora, and the international 

community is whether we will permit this dynastic transition to be finalized. Will we 

sit idle as Eritrea is fully converted into a “North Korea on the Red Sea” - a state where 

power is treated as a hereditary right and the nation as a private estate? Or will we 

commit to the urgent mission of Unchaining Eritrea and demand a return to 

institutional governance, the full implementation of the long-suppressed Constitution, 

and the restoration of the rule of law (Gebremariam 2025a, b)? 

This “supply-side” transition depends entirely on our silence and our fragmentation; 

it relies on the global community accepting the false and cynical promise of a “stable” 

family dynasty over the perceived risks of an “unpredictable” democracy. By 

exposing the predatory mechanics of this dynastic building, we strip the regime of its 

veneer of legitimacy and provide the analytical framework necessary for the 

liberation of the state. We must assert, with a single and unwavering voice, that Eritrea 

belongs to its people - not to a singular bloodline. The architecture of the dynasty may 

appear formidable, but it is built upon the hollowed-out remains of a nation and the 

suppressed will of a population. It is our collective duty to ensure that the future of 

Eritrea is determined not by the orchestrated “supply” of family power, but by the 



undeniable “demand” of a people for justice, liberty, and sovereign dignity 

(Gebremariam 2025a, b). 

The analysis presented in this essay suggests that dynastic succession in Eritrea is 

best understood not as a distant future event, but as an ongoing, active process of 

institutional restructuring and total state capture. Yet, even the most carefully 

engineered architecture of hereditary power cannot endure without a supporting 

network of actors whose private interests are inextricably invested in its preservation. 

The critical question, therefore, is no longer whether the foundations of succession 

are being constructed - the evidence confirms they are - but whether a new 

generation of elites is being successfully assembled to sustain them. It is to this critical 

question of elite reproduction, intergenerational continuity, and the emergence of a 

cross-sector “Peer Syndicate” that Part II now turns. 

Transition to Part II: From Architecture to Continuity 

Part I has argued that Eritrea is undergoing a deliberate, systemic transformation from 

a personalized authoritarian regime into a permanent dynastic political order. 

Through the hollowing out of formal state institutions, the strategic marginalization of 

competing centers of authority, the consolidation of national resources into family 

capital, and the elevation of Abraham Issaias Afeworki into the regime's most vital 

networks, the foundations of hereditary succession have been meticulously 

constructed (Gebremariam 2018a, b). 

Yet, the existence of an architecture of dynastic power does not, by itself, guarantee 

its survival. History demonstrates that many succession projects fail not for lack of an 

heir, but for lack of a durable support structure capable of sustaining the system once 

the founder departs. While institutions can be reconfigured and resources centralized, 

hereditary rule ultimately depends upon the creation of a broader constellation of 

actors whose personal interests are inseparable from the preservation of the new 

order. 

This challenge is particularly acute in the Eritrean context. The legitimacy of the 

liberation generation was forged in the fire of the “Meda,” whereas the emerging 

generation of successors derives its influence solely from proximity to the Afeworki 

bloodline rather than participation in the revolutionary process. Consequently, the 

regime's long-term stability cannot rest upon the elevation of Abraham Issaias 

Afeworkialone; it requires the construction of an entire ecosystem of loyalty, privilege, 

and mutual dependence. 

This reality points to the second, more insidious dimension of the succession project. 

If Part I examined the institutional and economic foundations of dynastic rule, Part II 



examines the human machinery of elite reproduction. It explores the emergence of 

what I term the “Peer Syndicate” - a cross-sector network of second-generation elites 

strategically embedded within the military, intelligence services, diplomacy, and 

state enterprises. Together, these actors constitute a “Mutual Survival Architecture” 

designed to safeguard the family's rule against the rising tide of popular sovereignty. 

Read together, these two essays advance a definitive conclusion: the Eritrean 

succession project is a dual process of state capture and elite reproduction. It aims not 

merely to transfer power from one individual to another, but to create a durable 

system of inherited authority capable of outliving its founder. To succeed in our 

mission of Unchaining Eritrea, we must understand both the stone walls of the 

architecture and the living syndicate that guards them (Gebremariam 2025a, b). 
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