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“It seemed like a punishment”:
Teacher transfers, hollow nationalism, and the intimate
state in Eritrea

A B S T R A C T
Discourses of the punishing state that circulated in
Eritrea at a time when the government had become
increasingly coercive were articulated especially
clearly in debates over teacher transfers. Teachers
imagined the state on the basis of their intimate
encounters with its bureaucrats, who were thought
of as capable of punishing, manipulating, or being
manipulated. In a country once noted for the
effervescent, revolutionary celebration of the state’s
capacity to defend and develop the nation, thinking
of the state as pernicious challenged the core tenets
of Eritrean nationalism but left intact lingering
fantasies of state fairness. By examining the
complexity of debates about teacher transfers, I
uncover a multifaceted commentary on government
power, a dialogue over the nature and meaning of
the notion of duty to the nation, and a reworked
popular imaginary of the state. [nationalism, state,
teachers, Eritrea, bureaucracy, intimacy, citizenship]

I
n the fall of 2004, in the town of Assab, Eritrea, teachers and stu-
dents as well as their families and neighbors were anxiously await-
ing news about teacher transfers to more remote towns and villages
in the Southern Red Sea region, where Assab is located. For weeks,
in every house, teashop, and bar I visited, this was the topic of con-

versation. That fall, several new schools were being opened in the sparsely
populated region, and a much larger number of teachers than ever before
were being transferred to remote posts. The transfers loomed large in ev-
eryone’s minds, evoking the specter of a government capable of relocat-
ing citizen bodies at will without regard for their well-being or wishes. The
transfers were personally troubling to teachers, who would be separated
from family for six months at a time or longer and who would have to live
without running water and electricity. But, in addition to this sense of in-
dividual loss, discussions of transfers among those affected, directly and
otherwise, described an increasingly pernicious relationship between gov-
ernment actors and citizens in a way that depicted the state as autocratic
and uncaring.

One transfer case was particularly controversial. As soon as Abraham, a
young university-aged, “national service” science teacher heard that he was
to be transferred to the village of Tio, he immediately left Assab and headed
for the Eritrean capital, Asmara.1 Before leaving, he made it clear that he
was protesting his transfer, claiming that it was a punishment for having
upset local Ministry of Education officials. He believed this punishment to
be highly personal. Abraham also stated that his highly placed relatives in
Asmara would intervene on his behalf. In a country noted for a lack of what
many would term “corruption,” Abraham was willing to use his personal
connections to counteract what he understood to be a very personal form
of punishment.2

In Eritrea, a country controlled by an authoritarian regime, it was
rumored that the government would not hesitate to arrest its citizens for
much lesser infractions.3 In this context, Abraham’s actions were both
bold and surprisingly commonplace. Many teachers obediently followed
government orders, fearing punishments should they not do so. But many
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others dragged their feet, returning to school late or irately
refusing to work if they disagreed with their placement.

Following Abraham’s abrupt departure, the debate over
his transfer raged quietly but persistently in Assab’s bars
and teashops, living rooms, and courtyards. These conver-
sations about the transfer drew in teachers, educational ad-
ministrators, students, parents, and neighbors and raised
questions: Were officials punishing Abraham by transfer-
ring him? Did he deserve it? Was it right of him to use
his connections in a case like this? These debates revolved
around the question of whether Abraham’s actions and
the actions of others who might do the same constituted
justified acts of intransigence against government actors
perceived to be behaving unjustly or acts of disloyalty that
undermined the development of the nation. These types of
incidents are particularly significant in Eritrea and in other
authoritarian regimes because they signal the reworking of
imaginaries of the state in places where there are few venues
to debate and critique the government’s power and its defi-
nition of what it means to be a citizen.

At one level, states are no more than “shifting com-
plex[es] of people and roles,” but they are imagined as more
coherent, vast, and grand than these localized experiences
suggest (Herzfeld 1997:5). States are thus fundamentally
imagined entities, but these imaginaries both frame and
are framed by local experiences.4 Citizens encounter states
through everyday interactions with government employ-
ees and institutions; however, what is striking about states
when examined ethnographically is that, despite their root-
edness in localized experiences, discourse about them ex-
tends these personal experiences beyond their immediate
locus, giving states the illusion of coherence (Gupta 2012).

In this article, I analyze how local experiences framed
as well as altered these broader imaginaries of both nation
and state. In Eritrea, imagining the state as punishing gave
it the appearance of coherence. Teachers’ encounters with
government officials helped to produce this imaginary, but
their perception of being personally punished aligned with
broader discourses that reified the pernicious state.

The process of imagining the state as punishing also
rearticulated the relationship between nation and state.
The narrative and symbolic material that enables citizens
to imagine themselves as part of a national community
has to be produced for citizen consumption, and govern-
ments are often responsible for doing so (Anderson 1983;
Appadurai 1996). Ideally, these cultural productions res-
onate emotionally with citizens (Benei 2008). Constructing
an emotional attachment to the nation requires that citi-
zens think of their relationships to the nation as intimate,
personal, and embodied (Benei 2008; Herzfeld 1997). His-
torically, Eritreans developed powerful emotional and ef-
fervescent attachments to Eritrea through a combination
of lived experiences of Ethiopian rule, war, and indepen-
dence and the highly effective nation-building strategies of
the liberating and, later, ruling party (EPLF–PFDJ) that pro-

vided a common national narrative for these experiences
(Hepner 2009; Iyob 1995; O’Kane and Hepner 2009; Pool
2001). Attachment to the Eritrean nation and an imaginary
of a benevolent state that protected that nation and its na-
tionals were fused, but in the years since independence,
the version of Eritrean nationalism produced by the rul-
ing party has become increasingly hollow and lacking in
emotional resonance (Connell 2011; Habte Selassie 2011;
Hirt and Mohammed 2013; Kibreab 2009a; Müller 2008;
Reid 2009).5

Forging a sense of intimacy between citizen, nation,
and state is a means for governments to draw their citi-
zens close to them, but this process simultaneously cre-
ates expectations among citizens that may not be met.
Depending on whether intimate relationships between cit-
izen and government actors are experienced as cruel or
kind and how this experience aligns with broader discourse
about the state, perceptions of intimacy may unravel, con-
struct, or reconstruct the nation, the state, and the rela-
tionship between them (Herzfeld 1997). In Eritrea, intimate
encounters with government officials fueled depictions of
a state that lacked discipline, good management, fairness,
and caring. But, ironically, teachers also actively engaged
in what I call “tactical intimacy” to turn the state in their
favor.

The imaginary of a punishing state evoked through talk
about teacher transfers not only encouraged the use of in-
timate tactics to navigate that state but also hollowed out
government-produced nationalism. Additionally, imaginar-
ies of an idealized, fair, impersonal state emerged as alter-
natives to this intimate, punishing state. Following a discus-
sion of my research in Eritrea and an overview of teachers’
national service, I theorize the role of intimacy in reshap-
ing the relationship between the nation and the state un-
der conditions of authoritarian rule. I then show how one
particularly salient facet of Eritrean national rhetoric—the
tenet of sacrifice and service—became increasingly hollow
as the government began to punish those who evaded ser-
vice and to use service itself as a form of punishment. Pop-
ular commentary then began depicting all forms of serving
the country, including teaching in remote areas, as punitive,
thereby altering the discursive meaning of service. I go on
to describe this process as it was experienced by teachers
in my field site, the town of Assab, and I show how trans-
fers of teachers were discursively configured as evidence of
the punishing nature of the state. I then look at how these
discourses of punishment allowed teachers to engage with
state actors on an intimate, interpersonal level and even, at
times, to utilize these interpersonal engagements tactically
to avoid being transferred. In my conclusion, I show that
while teachers used intimacy tactically, they critiqued gov-
ernment actors for being too intimate, revealing that they
harbored fantasies of a fair, impartial state. Rhetoric of sac-
rifice and service for the good of the nation was notably ab-
sent from this imaginary of bureaucratic fairness.
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Instability, imagination, and researching Eritrea

Ethnographers in unstable places are “jostled or overtaken
by events” and are entangled in the very instability they seek
to understand (Greenhouse 2002). This is the case for re-
searchers in Eritrea, an East African nation that became in-
dependent from Ethiopia in 1991, was immediately labeled
part of an “African Renaissance,” and then quickly engaged
in a border war with Ethiopia (1998–2000) and subsequent
mass militarization and authoritarianism.

My research examines the relationship between nation
and state through an ethnographic study of teachers in Er-
itrea’s Southern Red Sea zone. Teachers are in a powerful but
ambivalent position vis-à-vis the nation and state (Rockwell
1994; Wilson 2001, 2007). They are charged with teaching
the nation to their students and producing attachments to
the state in classrooms, and yet they themselves are also dis-
ciplined by the state (Luykx 1999; Silver 2007, 2010).

I initially worked in Eritrea as a teacher from 1995 to
1997. I visited Eritrea eight times between 1998 and 2003
and conducted informal pilot studies with teachers in the
Southern Red Sea region and elsewhere in the summers
of 2001 and 2002. I then engaged in a two-year ethno-
graphic study of teachers in the town of Assab from 2003 to
2005. Fieldwork consisted of participant-observation, class-
room observations in two secondary schools, and inter-
views with 26 teachers and ten administrators in Assab
and in Asmara. Participant-observation included spending
time with teachers at work and during evenings and week-
ends. I followed teachers when they went on leave dur-
ing summers and attended training sessions with teach-
ers from around the country. I also analyzed textbooks,
watched state television, read newspapers, and attended
celebrations of national holidays to develop an under-
standing of government-produced nationalism. But, in a
country where all media and civil society organizations
are government controlled, an examination of national-
ism also relied on listening to conversations among teach-
ers, students, and others. The realm of rumor and gossip
was essential for understanding imaginaries of state and
nation, yet these representations are notably partial and
local.

Among my research participants, the concept of the
state was typically articulated through talk about the gov-
ernment. The Tigrinya term mengisti, which translates as
“government,” is commonly used both to describe everyday
encounters with various government employees and to pro-
vide a broader commentary on the government as a whole.
This broader commentary discursively links together the
actions and intentions of disparate ministries, offices, and
other arms of the government, including the president’s of-
fice, the ruling party, and the military. In this way, the term
mengisti links imaginaries of the state to encounters with
state officials.

The town of Assab was, in many ways, an ideal site in
which to explore these dynamics. As in many of the sparsely
populated and peripheral administrative zones in Eritrea,
large numbers of teachers in the Southern Red Sea zone
were routinely transferred to provide education in remote
areas. At the same time, they had much more access to their
regional administrators than teachers in the more popu-
lous highlands did. Thus, the double-faced nature of the
intimate state was particularly easy to observe in interac-
tions between teachers and Ministry of Education officials
in Assab.

Conducting research in Eritrea poses particular chal-
lenges and opportunities. Conditions necessitate that cau-
tion be taken to protect human subjects, so I have left some
details in this discussion intentionally vague while preserv-
ing the content needed to analyze how Eritrean teachers
imagined the state. Additionally, a follow-up trip to my field
site would have helped me develop concepts and verify
data; however, I and other researchers have chosen not to
return to the country to conduct research, to avoid plac-
ing study participants at risk. There is tremendous sensi-
tivity about what is said in Eritrea; government officials, re-
searchers, and citizens are circumspect, and critiques of the
government are veiled. The government is highly secretive
and sensitive, particularly about anything related to the mil-
itary or national service but also about educational policies.
Indeed, government officials themselves often did not have
full information. When information is obscured, fact and in-
terpretation often blend seamlessly into each other, making
partial information, rumors, and gossip particularly salient
to understanding how teachers explain their professional,
political, and personal instability.

(Dis)locating teachers

The relationship between teacher transfers and Eritrea’s
controversial national service program helps explain how
debates over transfers altered imaginaries of the state and
nation. Beginning in 1994, all men and women between the
ages of 18 and 40 were required to undergo six months of
military training and one year of voluntary service to the
government (Kibreab 2009b). However, after the outbreak
of the border war with Ethiopia in 1998, national service
had no end for the vast majority of conscripts (Bozzini 2011;
Kibreab 2009b). Most Eritreans were assigned to serve in the
military, but those with higher education provided free ser-
vice as civil servants, many as teachers. Those in national
service received only minimal “pocket money,” and their
lives were highly controlled by the government. Because
of the universality of national service, which included mil-
itary training, all Eritreans encountered the state through
the military and imagined the state through the lens of these
encounters.
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Under the general rubric of “service,” teachers were di-
vided into different categories on the basis of whether their
primary assignment was to the Ministry of Education or to
national service. An older generation of teachers had been
hired by the Ministry of Education in the early nineties.
This generation was conscripted into national service at
the end of the border war in 2000, and their demobiliza-
tion was finalized in spring 2004. They were, first and fore-
most, professional teachers. In contrast, a younger genera-
tion of teachers, referred to as “service teachers,” had been
recruited as part of their national service obligation follow-
ing completion of university or teacher training. Members
of this group were not demobilized during my time in Er-
itrea, although they had been released from active military
duty to teach. While all teachers were unhappy about their
extended national service, service teachers, who did not
know if they would ever be demobilized, were particularly
discouraged. In reality, the distinction between a profes-
sional teacher doing national service and a national service
conscript serving as a teacher (service teacher) was a blurry
one, and quite a few teachers fell between the two cate-
gories. Nonetheless, the categories determined how quickly
one was demobilized and, as I discuss in more detail below,
teachers’ attitudes toward the government.

Displacement and relocation were prevalent in Eritrea’s
national service program and in the civil service. Transfers
of civil servants were not limited to a few isolated cases
but were widespread, particularly in the Ministry of Educa-
tion. As of 2003, when I began fieldwork, all teachers in the
Southern Red Sea region had been transferred at some point
or expected to be transferred in the future. To be a teacher
meant that one could not count on being able to settle or
put down roots in any one area.

Teacher transfers were necessary to expand education
into remote areas, yet a sense of duty was notably absent
when teachers talked about being sent to these areas, de-
spite the latent assumption that serving the nation should
constitute willingness to go anywhere and do anything for
the good of the country. On the contrary, transfers were ex-
perienced as the actions of a malicious and coercive state
that maintained control by attempting to hurt its people.

Intimate encounters and the decoupling of the
nation-state

There is a marked contrast between the mystique and sa-
credness with which the state is imagined and the intimate
realm where state power is experienced through highly ne-
gotiable relationships with highly flawed human beings
(Herzfeld 1997). Many theorists of the state have noted
the intimate relationship between the state and its people
(Aretxaga 2003; Herzfeld 1997; Mbembe 2001). State sub-
jects often understand that the state is close to them, par-
ticularly in contexts in which it is perceived as behaving

coercively and erratically. At the same time, citizens and
theorists alike tend to mystify the state and imagine it as
a far more concrete entity than it actually is. Often, this
mystification is what gives the state the illusion of coher-
ence. Several studies reveal and explore the constitution of
the state as a “mask” by exploring how it is produced as
“fetish,” as “magical,” or as “fantasy” (Abrams 1988; Coronil
1997; Navaro-Yashin 2002; Taussig 1997). Others have dis-
sected the way it is imagined as sitting at the top of soci-
ety and constructed as legitimately wielding power over so-
ciety (Ferguson and Gupta 2002). Citizens who experience
the state as intimate “power close to the skin” (Aretxaga
2003:396) may not necessarily imagine it as grand, magical,
or “on top” of society but may, nonetheless, reify it and think
of it as a powerful, coherent entity.

That a sense of the coherence of the state can be forged
out of intimate encounters with it makes an exploration
of these two facets of the state—intimate and imagined—
particularly important. Akhil Gupta’s study of bureaucracy
in India provides a framework to do so. Gupta (2012) ex-
amines the relationship between citizens’ local experiences
with government actors and their discursive constructions
of the state. He argues that while citizens’ experiences are
fragmentary and localized, they imagine a coherent state,
which makes the state legitimate even when experiences
belie legitimacy. Yet, as Yael Navaro-Yashin (2002) notes,
fantasies of the state evoked in public discourse do not al-
ways elevate and legitimize the state but may bring it down
to the realm of the interpersonal and diminish its magical
power. Building on Gupta’s and Navaro-Yashin’s work, I ar-
gue that when imaginaries of the state emerge from inti-
mate encounters with it, they may create the illusion that
the state is coherent, but coherence need not be coupled
with legitimacy. When Eritrean teachers imagined the state
through encounters with actors who had the desire to pun-
ish, often on the basis of individual caprice or jealousy, they
spoke of their disappointment and disillusion with “the gov-
ernment” as a whole, thereby reifying the notion of the
state; that notion, however, cohered around the inability of
the government to ensure that its employees behaved fairly.
As a result, the state was reified but divested of its legiti-
macy, mystique, and magic.

As imaginaries of a legitimate state were reworked,
emotional ties to the nation were also weakened. National
narratives and symbols are often constructed by political
elites to position the state as the legitimate caretaker of
the nation and its citizens, thereby fusing nation and state.
While a vibrant literature on the construction of nations and
nationalisms diagrams the constitution of national imagi-
naries by the state (Anderson 1983; Bhabha 1990; Chatterjee
1993; Foster 1991; Hobsbawm 1990) as well as outside the
realm of the state (Herzfeld 1997; Malkki 1995; Nugent
1997), little work has attempted to bring together studies of
the state, as imagined and experienced, with work on the
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nation, as imagined and experienced. Scholars, most no-
tably Arjun Appadurai (1996) and Begoña Aretxaga (2003),
have noted that the “hyphen” that links nation with state
should be better interrogated, but little ethnographic work
has explicitly done so.6 In this article, I explore the com-
plex relationship between nation and state and particularly
how imagining one can undermine the legitimacy of the
other. Specifically, I explore the ways in which the experi-
ence of the state as intimate, interpersonal, malicious, and
punishing demystifies ideals of state benevolence and dele-
gitimizes the official national project.

Authoritarian forms of governance in many ways chal-
lenge the stability of the hyphen between nation and state.
Authoritarian regimes are adept at commanding citizens
to perform in and observe national rituals but often fail
to be perceived as legitimate representatives of the nation
(Mbembe 2001; Wedeen 1999). Achille Mbembe (2001:109)
suggests that authoritarian regimes have a capacity to com-
mand bodies and to display the spectacle of commande-
ment produced through these bodies. They produce a dis-
play of power, docility, and obedience (Mbembe 2001:110).
State coercion of the body and the production of legitimat-
ing national ideology thus exist in a mutually constitutive
but troubled relationship with each other.

The relocation of soldier and civil-servant bodies in Er-
itrea illuminates the power of the state to command these
bodies but also assumes that citizens are willing to pro-
vide service to the nation. The rationale for relocations of
teachers was that their skills and labor were needed in re-
mote areas to develop the nation, but transfers also sym-
bolically and discursively linked disciplinary practices of
teacher “service” to the nation’s collective “struggle” for in-
dependence and development, thereby embedding trans-
fers to remote locations in narratives of loyalty to the nation.
However, for the ideology of national service and develop-
ment to legitimate the coercive relocation of citizen bodies,
citizens must at least pretend that they are willing partici-
pants in national service. Authoritarian regimes must thus
“manage the symbolic world” by exerting disciplinary (in-
cluding coercive) and symbolic power (Wedeen 1999:32).

Attempting to consolidate state power while building
coherent national identities is a particularly delicate bal-
ancing act (Wedeen 1999:15–16), and authoritarian regimes
often produce hollow nationalisms—nationalisms that are
performed but not felt and thus never achieve emotional
resonance or legitimacy. It is precisely because of their
power over citizen bodies that authoritarian regimes under-
mine national loyalties. Fearing disloyalty or disunity, au-
thoritarian governments may actually turn on the nation,
either violently cleansing or attacking parts of the popula-
tion, and, in doing so, symbolically strip away people’s ca-
pacity to imagine themselves part of the national commu-
nity (Appadurai 2006; Aretxaga 2003). Additionally, coercive
state practices designed to force citizen bodies to comply

with performances of obedience can backfire, producing
an empty performance, an illusion of compliance, and an
imaginary of an illegitimate state (Mbembe 2001; Wedeen
1999).

Mbembe notes that, as symbolic and disciplinary
realms join to produce docility and obedience, they never
quite achieve complete compliance among citizens, and
thus the seeds of transgression may emerge in subtle ways
as symbols are transformed, rituals subverted, and nar-
ratives quietly rewritten. Mbembe argues that this subtle
inversion of the signs and symbols of officialdom, rather
than undoing official power, “produces a situation of dis-
empowerment . . . for both ruled and rulers”; it erodes offi-
cial power but fails to produce effective resistance, resulting
in what he calls “mutual zombification” (2001:111). What
Mbembe terms “the intimacy of tyranny” (2001:128) is the
modality through which power is both expressed and trans-
gressed. The mechanisms through which people transgress
these disciplinary–symbolic systems of power are located in
informal spaces and evoked through commentary on inti-
mate relations with the state (Wedeen 1999:151). Addition-
ally, talking about tyranny as an intimate practice discur-
sively reduces the state to a level at which its actors can
be critiqued. When soldiers, civil servants, and teachers de-
scribed government demands for service as a “punishment”
and characterized government officials as pernicious, they
produced an imaginary of state power that challenged the
legitimacy of officials’ command over citizen bodies.

Serving the nation: The hollowing of a national
ideal

Service and sacrifice have long been the core tenets of Er-
itrean nationalism. Long before independence, the ruling
party in Eritrea linked definitions of citizenship with service
(Hepner 2009; Kibreab 2009b). When I first visited Eritrea in
1995, the official national service program had just begun.
High school and university summer work programs were in
full swing. Tent camps had popped up along the sides of
roads, and groups of young people were planting trees or
building terraces. While there was some debate about these
programs, there was enthusiastic support for the idea of ser-
vice (Müller 2008; Reid 2009).

Meanwhile, in the evenings, families and neighbors
clustered into living rooms and bars around television sets
as Eri-TV, Eritrea’s government-run television, broadcast
footage of the first batch of national service recruits com-
pleting their military training in Sawa. The recruits per-
formed elaborate military drills while the national anthem
and other patriotic songs played. In interviews, soldiers of
both genders and from all nine Eritrean ethnic groups es-
poused the dual value of national service—to develop the
nation and create a sense of national unity.
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Eritrea’s three-decade-long war for independence re-
quired the country to draw deeply on its own scarce human
resources. “The Struggle,” as the war is called, relied heav-
ily on a spirit of volunteerism and sacrifice. The men and
women who left their homes to liberate their country dur-
ing the long war for independence are still revered. Given
the history of widespread participation in that war and the
reality that Eritrea had to fight it largely without the benefit
of significant allies or support, it is not surprising that self-
reliance and personal sacrifice became the cornerstones of
pre- and postindependence national rhetoric.

After independence, the government yoked the
rhetoric of sacrifice and self-reliance to several homegrown
development-oriented projects. One of these was the na-
tional service program. In the same vein, short-term service
projects recruited high school students, university students,
women, or, sometimes, members of the population at large
into a variety of civic and service activities that might last
anywhere from an afternoon to several months. The goals
of national service and shorter-term service projects were
to inculcate in citizens the value of service to the nation
and to forge an attachment to the nation among all of its
regionally diverse peoples through the common experience
of service (Kibreab 2009b; Müller 2008). For example, high
school summer work projects required moving teachers
and students to different regions where they would mix
with others. Although there was always some begrudging
what often seemed like endless service projects, there
was still widespread support for the ideal of service to the
nation until roughly 2001.

These pillars of Eritrean nationalism—volunteerism,
loyalty to country, and willingness to sacrifice—are en-
shrined in textbooks, public artwork, and on Eritrean tele-
vision. For example, history and civics textbooks recount
stories of the sacrifices that soldiers and citizens made to
enable the country’s liberation, and public artwork depicts
images of these sacrifices. Meanwhile, citizens’ participa-
tion in the various forms of service intentionally mimicked
the service and sacrifice of those who fought in the Struggle
(Hepner 2009; Müller 2008). National service thus was both
a disciplinary practice and an ideological one. As such, it ef-
fectively fused nation and state (Müller 2008; O’Kane and
Hepner 2009).

The spectacle of those serving the nation was also in-
tended to generate mass euphoria in the population at
large. As in many other nations, in Eritrea, national loyalty is
inscribed through bodily practices, and, ideally, as citizens
viscerally feel the nation in their bodies, they imagine the
state as the benevolent keeper of the national vision. Tekle
Woldemikael notes the importance of Independence Day
celebrations to “produc[ing] docile bodies, subjects who fit
into the ruling party’s image of nationhood” (2009:4). Simi-
larly, students traveling to national service or summer work
programs were often paraded through large towns, waving

from buses with horns honking. Government-controlled
television displayed images of those in national service
bearing flags, to a soundtrack of patriotic songs.

In marked contrast to these displays of nationalism, in
the course of my fieldwork, it became immediately appar-
ent to me that many of those in national service tended to
experience their service as coercive. The institutional ca-
pacity of the Eritrean government to relocate citizen bodies
to remote parts of the national space was expansive. Various
branches of the government and government actors had the
ability to determine where citizens’ physical bodies were to
be located, sometimes for weeks, months, or years on end.
This was particularly true of the military, but civil ministries,
such as the Ministry of Education, also relocated citizens for
permanent work assignments as well as for weekend and
summer service programs. As a result, citizens experienced
being dislocated and placed in an unfamiliar setting or sit-
uation or being threatened with dislocation as an ordinary
part of their everyday lives.

The potential for relocation meant that no one ever
felt stable or settled but always threatened with removal.
Research participants linked this feeling to the notion that
government officials themselves never felt settled. Even
high-ranking and midlevel officials were regularly rotated
into different positions and to different regions (Hepner
2009). The ubiquity and frequency of movements of officials
at all levels created the sense that the government had an in-
finite capacity to relocate, that this capacity could be used
to punish anyone who challenged authority, and that relo-
cations were often motivated by personal power struggles
rather than the needs of the country. These displacements,
which teachers and others were aware of, are key to under-
standing how and why Eritreans imagined their state as a
punishing one.

People’s comments about government demands for
service and control over where citizens were located began
to reflect increasing disillusionment with the government.
This occurred against the backdrop of a broader critique of
the government’s failure to hold elections, implement the
constitution, and institute democratic reforms. A three-year
border war with Ethiopia, which has since disintegrated
into a cold war, marked a turning point in sentiments about
national service. As early as 2000 and 2001, criticism began
to surface regarding the national service program and the
government’s failure to demobilize soldiers. In 2001, follow-
ing nine months of unprecedented and widespread public
critique, dialogue, and debate about these issues, the gov-
ernment clamped down on dissent.

Fall of 2001 was a turning point. Hopes for democratic
reforms, demobilization, and increased civic freedoms un-
der the then (and still) current regime diminished. Recruit-
ment into national service continued, and, in fact, in 2003,
national service was seamlessly integrated into the last year
of high school. Students who wished to graduate from grade
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12 had to complete their final year of senior secondary
school at a boarding facility located in the military training
center (Riggan 2009). This led to increased discontent, fear,
and a sense that government was punishing its people.

What was particularly striking is that, in the years since
2001, the meaning of the national value of sacrifice has
changed. As I note above, through the struggle for libera-
tion and in the early independence years, there was a faith
in the ideal of service as well as, and perhaps even more
significantly, a faith in the government’s capacity to man-
age manpower and care for citizens in service. The state
was largely imagined as benevolent, caring, and worthy of
the sacrifices of individual citizens. Tricia Redecker Hepner
notes that, as of 1995, summer youth work programs were
marked by a sense of national duty but that, later on, they
began to “lose their luster as more and more young peo-
ple found their lives dictated by the government’s demands
for labor and defense as part of its self-reliant development
strategy” (2009:65–66).

The first highly publicized critiques of service occurred
in the summer of 2001. The head of the University of As-
mara student union and valedictorian of the senior class
had been actively criticizing work conditions during uni-
versity summer service. He was arrested following a highly
critical speech he gave at the graduation ceremony in 2001.
University students protested his arrest by refusing to show
up for a summer service project. They were then forcefully
arrested on the streets of Asmara, detained in the city’s soc-
cer stadium, and sent to work on a summer service project
in the town of Wi’a, in one of the most remote and hottest
parts of the Northern Red Sea zone. Two students died of
heatstroke there.

Sending university students to Wi’a signaled to many
young people and teachers that service itself was a pun-
ishment and a form of government control (Müller 2008;
Treiber 2009). Relegating disobedient students to the desert
was, quite literally, a means of punishing them, but it
is perhaps even more significant that citizens read these
events as evidence that the state was punitive and that
the government was willing to use service as a means of
punishment.

Just as national service was coming to be imagined
as a national punishment, government mechanisms of
discipline and surveillance became increasingly prevalent
(Bozzini 2011). Not only had national service become in-
definite but, in addition, almost no one was allowed to
leave the country legally. People could not choose their
jobs. Travel permits and other forms of documentation were
needed to move around the country, even, in some cases,
from one town to the next. Major roads were dotted with
military roadblocks to check documentation (Bozzini 2011;
Ogbazghi 2011). As increasing numbers of young people at-
tempted to flee the country and escape these conditions,
along the highly militarized border, the state turned its use

of force against its own people (Kibreab 2009b; Okbazghi
2011).

The power of the government to regulate, watch, and
control the movement of citizen bodies through space was
epitomized in a practice commonly referred to as “gifa,”
which is often translated as “round up” but which one of
my research participants regularly glossed as “abduction.”
Through gifa, Eritreans palpably experienced state power
over citizen bodies in its most coercive form. During gifa,
soldiers manned street corners in major towns and checked
the identity cards of every male (and sometimes females as
well) who appeared to be between the ages of 18 and 50.
Those without proper identification were rounded up and
detained until their identity (and right to be walking freely
on the street) was determined. The practice was, in theory,
intended to catch those evading national service or defect-
ing from the military, but it had the effect of making the en-
tire population feel that the state could and might detain
them at any time. No one felt that they had the right to move
freely during gifa.

Against this backdrop of a state increasingly imagined
as punishing its citizens and civil servants at multiple levels,
teachers experienced their transfers not as part of a broader
nation-building project but as another form of punishment.
Rather than obediently internalizing expectations of service
and servility for the greater good of the nation, they increas-
ingly began to imagine the state as undisciplined and trying
to hurt them in an intimate way—by removing them from
family, friends, and communities.

Being sent to the desert: Imagining the
punishing state

In Eritrea, then, service, once a core tenet of official Eritrean
nationalism, came to be experienced by citizens, and, in-
deed, utilized by the government, as a form of punishment.
Building on these experiences, below I explore how teach-
ers discursively transformed being transferred into a pun-
ishment. The sparsely populated Southern Red Sea zone
largely overlaps the vast and inhospitable Denakil Desert.
Its main town, Assab, was considered remote by Eritreans
living in the central highlands. Despite its remoteness, at
the time of independence, many Eritreans and Ethiopians
flocked to Assab, and, because of its thriving port, it was a
relatively desirable place to live. In the years following in-
dependence, many Eritrean teachers who were just begin-
ning their careers put down roots in Assab, married locally,
and began to have families. However, after the border war
with Ethiopia began, the port closed, Ethiopian residents
fled, and Eritrean civil servants began requesting transfers
to Asmara and other places in the central highlands. Assab
became a ghost town.

Teachers in the Southern Red Sea region had always
been haunted by the specter that they might be sent to the
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desert. Since independence, elementary school teachers
had been eligible for placement in schools in isolated
villages throughout the region, but as education continued
to expand into more remote areas, larger numbers of them,
as well as junior and senior secondary school teachers
faced a higher likelihood of being sent to the desert. After
1999, teachers transferred to Assab dreaded the possibil-
ity. Just as Assab was becoming a less desirable place to
live, then, the government began expanding education
throughout the Southern Red Sea region, meaning that a
larger number of teachers were needed in Assab and in
even more remote parts of the region. Expanding edu-
cation was a key component of Eritrea’s nation-building
strategy, and teachers were necessary for educational
expansion. Government officials responsible for allocating
manpower inevitably had to transfer teachers to staff these
schools.

Any notion they were doing essential nation-building
work, however, was notably absent from the way teachers
talked about transfers. In fact, they did not acknowledge
that they had a role to play in educational development at
all. As I note above, in the immediate postindependence
years, effervescent nationalism coalesced around Eritreans’
willingness to serve and contribute to development efforts
(Hepner 2009; O’Kane and Hepner 2009). Several scholars
have suggested that, more recently, willful refusal to accept
their role in the government’s nation-building project is an
indicator that individualism has increasingly replaced ear-
lier collectivist sentiments (Müller 2008; Reid 2009). I put
forward an alternate argument and suggest that this refusal
frames a political critique of leaders’ infinite demands for
service from their citizens and of their willingness to use
service as a form of punishment.

In my interviews with many teachers, I noted the ab-
sence of any discussion of the need for teachers’ skills in
remote areas. Even though all teachers typically articulated
a deep belief in the importance of their role in building
the nation by educating its students, when they discussed
transfers, they did not refer to this role. Teachers often pro-
duced detailed arguments to show that their labor was not
needed in the town or village to which they were being
transferred and thereby to support their claim that transfers
were not about communities’ educational needs but were
punishments. For example, in Abraham’s case, teachers ar-
gued that the village of Tio already had a science teacher
and that Abraham’s labor was actually needed in Assab, the
town he was being transferred from.

Following the 2001 expulsion of university students to
perform summer service in the Northern Red Sea town of
Wi’a, being sent to the desert took on new meaning. While
elementary teachers had always intensely disliked being
sent to the desert and some even believed that they were
assigned to remote villages because an official or “boss” did
not like them, after the Wi’a incident, teachers increasingly

commented that anyone who made trouble, complained, or
spoke out might be sent to the desert as a punishment.

Ezekiel, who was transferred to Tio in 2000, at a time
when many of his peers were being transferred to Asmara,
was chair of his department and a highly regarded teacher.
Although Ministry of Education officials argued that they
needed strong, well-trained teachers like him in villages
such as Tio, Ezekiel saw his transfer as a punishment for be-
ing too outspoken. He had often complained openly about
problems with his school and about policies of the local
Ministry of Education office. He felt that he was seen as a
direct threat to the then director of that office and believed
he was transferred for this reason.

Not all teachers felt that they were being punished for
being outspoken. Some, such as Gebreselasie, insisted that
they were punished because the government itself was in-
herently punitive. In asserting this, Gebreselasie and oth-
ers conveniently refused to comment on whether they de-
served to be disciplined:

Jennifer: Tell me about your transfer to Tio.

Gebreselasie: [My transfer to Tio] seemed like a punish-
ment. If you look at the soldiers, there are so many ways
to punish them, but there is no way to punish teach-
ers. Because we are national service [and not earning
salaries], they cannot take our salary. The only thing
they can do is send us to Tio.

J: So what did you do to make them punish you?

G: I don’t think I did anything. As I told you I was given
some months rest and I was in Asmara for about six
months.

J: Did they send you [to Tio] for coming late to school?

G: They gave so many reasons for this.

Gebreselasie’s case is revealing in two respects. First,
Gebreselasie probably deserved to be disciplined for ar-
riving late to school and, indeed, in this regard he was
something of a bane to his supervisors. However, they had
no means to discipline him. Prior to the summer of 2001,
when large numbers of teachers began to be recruited
into national service, infractions were punished by docking
salaries. This was sufficient discipline to ensure that the ma-
jority of teachers arrived at school on time and taught all re-
quired classes. However, when teachers no longer received
a salary, there was no way to hold them accountable. Several
supervisors and school directors expressed great frustration
to me that there was no way to discipline teachers and often
noted that if they were soldiers, there would be ways to pun-
ish them.

Second, although Gebreselasie, like other teachers, be-
lieved that being sent to a remote area was a punishment,
he insisted that he had done nothing to deserve this punish-
ment. When I asked Gebreselasie if officials transferred him
because he showed up several weeks late for the school year,
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he waved his hand dismissively and said with disgust, “They
gave so many reasons for this”; in other words, they had no
good reason for transferring him. Gebreselasie did not be-
lieve that his punishment–transfer was warranted because
of any particular action on his part. Instead, he felt that it
was a move by a powerful “they” that wanted to hurt him.

Gebreselasie’s understanding of punishment ulti-
mately suggested that it reflected poorly on the character
of the one with the power to inflict it, not on the one
being punished. Although some teachers had a sense
that punishments were justly or unjustly associated with
breaking the rules by coming late, skipping classes, or poor
conduct, most emphasized the unfair, capricious nature
of transfers. By emphasizing the punishing nature of the
state, as opposed to the actions that merited punishment,
teachers refused to acknowledge that they had a duty to
educate students in remote areas or that the government
had a legitimate right to relocate them so that they could
fulfill this duty. Instead, complaints about transfers became
a critique of government actors’ misuse of power and their
mistreatment of teachers.

In discussions that evoked teacher transfers as pun-
ishments, comparisons between teachers and soldiers of-
ten came up. These comments typically built on the idea,
articulated by Gebreselasie at the beginning of this sec-
tion, that, whereas soldiers could be punished, it was diffi-
cult to punish teachers. What meaning can be derived from
this comparison between teachers and soldiers, and why
were soldiers perceived to be punishable in certain ways
whereas teachers were not? By characterizing both teachers
and soldiers as punishable and by drawing a comparison
between themselves and soldiers, teachers undermined the
symbolic value of a pivotal and much celebrated national
figure—the soldier–fighter. As noted in the previous section,
the quintessential Eritrean is the “fighter” in the struggle for
liberation. The fighter embodies nationalist values of per-
sonal sacrifice and willingness to defend or develop the na-
tion. National service is designed to disciplinarily transform
all young Eritreans into this quintessential national figure.
In contrast to the heroic revolutionary fighter, the soldier of
the postindependence era is cast as a victim of demands for
endless service.

Teachers transformed the ideal of service into a dis-
course about punishment by comparing themselves with
soldiers. Comments such as Gebreselasie’s “there are so
many ways to punish soldiers” recast the national symbol
of the fighter as the punished figure of the soldier. This re-
casting reflects a broader shift in attitudes toward the na-
tion. Soldiers were pitied because they were highly disci-
plined, often punished, and had little control over their
lives. Their bodies were totally at the mercy of the state.
But even as teachers differentiated themselves from sol-
diers they also felt that they were like soldiers. Like sol-
diers, they were, they felt, at the mercy of the state. Un-

like soldiers, however, teachers had a modicum of control
over their everyday lives. Like soldiers’ labor, teachers’ la-
bor was appropriated by the state. Unlike soldiers’ service,
teachers’ service did not require total discipline. Life in the
army, for most, was highly regimented; soldiers ate together,
slept together, and were, thus, under the constant surveil-
lance of their superiors and dependent on those superiors
for any break from this regimentation. Teachers generally
worked during particular hours and particular months of
the year, although their precise daily, weekly, and annual
schedules were not entirely stipulated in advance, whereas
soldiers had to request and be granted permission from
their superiors for daily, weekly, or annual leave. This meant
that superior officers had a great deal of power over sol-
diers. Teachers, however, still had a degree of control over
their private lives, so, unlike soldiers, they were difficult to
punish.

Herzfeld’s (1997) notion of “social poetics” is useful
here as a means to explore the interplay of official sym-
bols and narratives with everyday discourses that reinter-
pret and rewrite those symbols and narratives. As Herzfeld
notes, social poetics “links the little poetics of everyday
interaction with the grand dramas of official pomp and
historiography in order to break down illusions of scale”
(1997:25). If we understand teachers’ commentary on trans-
fers as one such instance of these “little poetics of every-
day interaction,” we can see how this commentary reworks
the “grand drama” of Eritrean nationalism, a drama that
casts the figure of the fighter as the quintessential sacrific-
ing, serving Eritrean. In Gebreselasie’s comment above and
in other comments by teachers, the fighter has morphed
into the soldier and is symbolically evoked as a victim of a
punishing state. Thus, not only do teachers characterize the
state as inherently punishing but also, in characterizing sol-
diers as victims of punishment, they engage and alter the
symbolism of the nation itself.

Eritreans playfully engaged the idiom of the fighter–
soldier. Ironically, as the government developed increas-
ingly coercive mechanisms to shuttle all citizens into ser-
vice, Eritreans came to identify with the fighter–soldier, but,
in the process, the fighter, an icon of willing service, was
transformed into the soldier, a specter of punishment. The
soldier became the index for judging how “controlled” oth-
ers in various forms of service were. These discourses of
the punishing state thus undermined official national nar-
ratives and the sacred symbols of the nation.

“They don’t care about us”: Deploying intimacy
tactically

The institution of national service, which subsumed all Er-
itreans into a corpus that represented core national val-
ues while also inscribing these values on each individ-
ual body, was both massifying and individuating, both
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symbolic and disciplinary, but, above all, dehumanizing.
Soldiers existed to serve the nation. Within the corpus of
those serving the nation, the personal circumstances of in-
dividuals were erased by the national project. Above I have
argued that teachers came to imagine the state as a punish-
ing entity. When teachers imagined the state as punishing,
they situated their own intimate encounters with state ac-
tors within a broader discourse that cast soldiers as pun-
ished and drew on common experiences, such as gifa, to
provide evidence that the government as a whole had pun-
ishing tendencies. But amidst this more generalized imag-
inary of the punishing state, actions that punished, such
as transfers, were attributed to particular actors, sometimes
real and sometimes imagined, but always specific. By en-
gaging intimately with government actors, Eritrean teachers
sought to rehumanize themselves in the face of massifying
projects that mandated service and sacrifice. Teachers’ in-
timate encounters with government representatives served
as the basis for imagining a punishing state, but, ironically,
these experiences also provided opportunities to call atten-
tion to personal circumstances, desires, and needs.

Punishments were often thought to be personal. Ge-
breselasie, Ezekiel, Abraham, and others described their
transfers as reflective of highly personal grudges, jealousies,
and emotions. In fact, any time a teacher was transferred to
a remote location, he or she assumed it was because some-
one did not like him or her. Several teachers among those I
interviewed had been offered a much-coveted and rare op-
portunity to attend Eritrea’s sole university or to leave the
country to get a master’s degree, only to hear a few weeks
later that they were to report to Sawa for military train-
ing and national service. Teachers inevitably assumed that
some particular individual who was jealous of their receiv-
ing an opportunity to further their education had contrived,
instead, to rout them to national service.

Teacher Elias recounts one such experience. He had
been selected to work on a master’s degree partly at the Uni-
versity of Asmara and partly abroad. While working on his
degree, he was assigned to be an administrator in the cen-
tral Ministry of Education:

My boss at that time was not good. From the day I came
here [to the Ministry of Education Office] I was treated
not well. They thought I was new and could be treated
how they wanted. He was not a real boss. He deliber-
ately sent me [to national service]. He sent my name to
them. So, anyway, I had to go and I told them that I have
to complete my education but the Ministry of Defense
didn’t care.

Stories like Elias’s were quite common. Indeed, I heard
that teachers had been simultaneously selected for higher
education and national service frequently enough to be-
lieve that these dual assignments were not coincidences.

But what is more significant for this article is that teach-
ers cited these types of stories as evidence that immedi-
ate supervisors’ use of power was frequently intimate, ma-
licious, and based on personal emotions such as jealousy.
In these instances, power was experienced as “close to the
skin” (Aretxaga 2003). Discourse around punishing trans-
fers thus illuminated the interpersonal nature of the state
by focusing on jealousy, grudges, and ambition rather than
national duty.

Teachers also analyzed the motivations of government
officials on the basis of these personalized experiences of
power. For example, as one usually shy and soft-spoken ser-
vice teacher angrily exclaimed to me when I was interview-
ing him, “This ministry doesn’t care about education!” He
went on to describe the way he was treated upon arrival in
Assab as evidence of this uncaring attitude. He and his co-
hort of service teachers were unceremoniously dropped on
a street corner when they arrived in the town by Ministry of
Education vehicle. It was a Sunday, midday in early Septem-
ber, and well over 110 degrees. No shops were open, and
the streets were empty. These teachers, in their early twen-
ties, had just finished university and had never been outside
Eritrea’s central highland areas. They had never lived away
from their families except during their brief stint of military
training. Because they were national service teachers, they
had no money. No one came to pick them up or offer them a
place to stay. The failure of the Ministry of Education to take
care of them was perceived by the teacher I spoke with as
evidence that this government office was not doing its job,
but it also illuminates an assumption that the state should
care for those in service.

The tendency to characterize staff in the regional Min-
istry of Education office as uncaring and irresponsible was
particularly prevalent among younger, university-aged ser-
vice teachers who, as I note above, articulated a number
of grievances against the government and whose attitudes
were particularly framed by the mistreatment of university
students in 2001. The identities of the malicious or negli-
gent “they” that teachers constructed, however, varied. The
precise characters and characterization of the “they” de-
pended on who was doing the characterization. For exam-
ple, in contrast to service teachers, who tended to mistrust
all Ministry of Education officials and to regard them as un-
caring, the vast majority of the more senior teachers, who
had been in the region for almost two decades, were quite
fond of several of the officials in the regional ministry of-
fice, whereas they described others as mean-spirited and
driven by personal dislike for teachers. In the course of my
time in Assab, a variety of regional ministry heads circu-
lated through. Teachers tended to hold these powerful in-
dividuals personally responsible for any professional mis-
fortune that befell them. However, the senior teachers, who
had experienced several shifts in personnel over the years,
continued to distinguish between supervisors who were
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balanced, who, for the most part, made careful, fair, and
well-reasoned decisions, and those who were unfair, biased,
and out to hurt the teachers. When decisions about trans-
fers were passed down, the more senior teachers focused
their negative comments on several younger administra-
tors they did not trust. They accused these administrators of
making decisions on the basis of personal ambitions rather
than having the interest of good education in mind. Thus,
teachers’ imaginary of the punishing state was nuanced and
reconfigured through their experience of intimate, interper-
sonal relationships with specific power holders.

Even though teachers complained about power holders
behaving in overly personalized and often malicious ways,
they themselves invoked the personal realm when negotiat-
ing transfers. Once teachers understood the state as an in-
timate one, that intimacy became a currency that they em-
ployed in their attempts to shift outcomes in their interest.
In Assab, in mid-September or early October every year, a
handwritten list of those to be transferred that fall was sta-
pled to a weathered wood announcement board. This list
sometimes included names of teachers to be transferred
to the capital but more often than not it included names
of teachers assigned to small, remote villages within the
Southern Red Sea region. Teachers’ greatest fear about be-
ing transferred was that they would be stranded, forgotten
by the government officials who transferred them and left
in a remote village for years.

Teachers seldom visited the regional ministry office
unless they were having a problem, filing a grievance, or
involved in a dispute. Those who were to be transferred
and those who were already posted in remote areas came
to plead their cases. In early fall, though, a handful of
teachers could always be found anxiously clustered in the
makeshift teashop—a wood structure with a rusty tin roof
housing a couple of wobbly plastic chairs, some crates,
and some cobbled-together benches—next to the ministry
office. They drank tea and waited to gain audience with
the regional director of the Ministry of Education or an-
other high-level official. The experience was always highly
emotional and depressing for those hoping to avoid the
almost inevitable transfer or to secure a transfer to a bet-
ter place. The attempt required them to engage in ne-
gotiations that involved discussing the intimate, personal
details of their lives—a recent illness, a chronic medical
condition, a newborn child, a sick or troubled relative, a
new marriage, a troubled relationship, and financial hard-
ship might all be used in an attempt to evoke the sympa-
thies of those with power and have one’s name removed
from the transfer list (to be inevitably replaced by some-
one else’s). As they waited, other teachers would gather
around to provide support, listening to their rationales for
why they should not be transferred, and sympathetically
assuring them that their transfers were completely unjust.
They also murmured, usually behind each other’s backs,

about who might be transferred, speculating that so and so
had not yet done enough time in remote locations or so and
so had upset someone.

Intimacy was deployed as a means of engaging the state
personally and served as an answer to demands for endless
sacrifice and service. In many ways, as I have suggested,
Eritrea’s nationalization project, which required setting up
schools in remote areas, depended on docile teacher labor
willing to go to those places. And yet teachers were highly
unwilling to comply when it came to relocation. These in-
timate negotiations over transfers, even if they had rela-
tively little actual effect on decisions, served to constantly
and persistently remind officials that teachers were not just
bodies to be mobilized in the name of service and na-
tion building but were human beings with unique and in-
dividual human needs. Such negotiation was thus a strat-
egy of humanization in the face of policies that persistently
dehumanized.

But intimate tactics were a double-edged sword of
sorts. These tactics built from imaginaries that challenged
the ideals of service and sacrifice, replacing these national
ideals with a sense that the state was populated by petty,
jealous officials acting badly. But while the idea that the
state was intimate was largely a critique of the institution,
teachers contributed to that intimacy, their attempts to ma-
nipulate it adding to the sense of the state as disorderly,
undisciplined, and unfair. Thus, an uneasy tension was cre-
ated between teachers’ critique of this intimate, manipula-
ble state and their participation in producing it.

Imagining fairness

Discourses that critiqued government actors for function-
ing in overly personalized ways contained within them an
embedded fantasy of what the state should be—fair, unbi-
ased, and powerful enough to enact policies evenhandedly.
Teachers praised what they saw as fair examples of trans-
fer policies, which reflected their ideal of an effective sys-
tem of management. Teachers often cited the Ministry of
Health as having a much more fair policy than Education,
regularly rotating its employees so that no one got stuck
for more than a couple of years in a remote location. They
also tended to praise the policies of the Ministry of Educa-
tion office in the Gash Barka region—another region with
a large number of remote sites—for its policy of regularly
rotating teachers rather than allowing them to be relegated
indefinitely to remote areas. As I did not examine the ac-
tual transfer policies in these areas myself, I cannot verify
that they were, in fact, more fair than those of the South-
ern Red Sea zone. Nonetheless, teachers’ perception and
idealization of a fair, transparent transfer policy is signifi-
cant, reflecting a sense that transfers would be palatable if
they were managed fairly and impartially and were based on
stated policies and clear criteria rather than on the personal

759



American Ethnologist � Volume 40 Number 4 November 2013

whims that teachers understood to be their basis. In many
ways, this idealization of a fair, policy-based state is a
counterimaginary to that of the punishing state in which
whims, grudges, and desires, not criteria and policies, make
decisions.

Many teachers also understood that their own actions
contributed to ongoing erratic and intimate relationships
with government actors. Teachers who did arrive to school
on time, teach according to the timetable, and generally
follow rules and professional expectations were frustrated
with those who did not and often suggested that school di-
rectors should do a better job of holding teachers account-
able to the rules. Commentary on desires for discipline and
good management thus reflected an imaginary of a strong,
fair, benevolent, and impersonal state.

I return now to the case with which I started this ar-
ticle, which illuminates the central tension between teach-
ers’ ideal of and desire for a strong and fair state and the
realities of coping with life in the intimate, punitive, prison
state. In fall 2004, Abraham arrived to school about a month
later than the effective starting date, the latest among the
late arrivals. It was promptly announced that he was to be
transferred to the village of Tio. After requesting that the re-
gional Ministry of Education office rescind the decision to
transfer him to Tio, Abraham went back to Asmara. When
he returned to Assab several weeks later, he possessed a let-
ter stating that he should begin work in Assab, not Tio.

Teachers were unanimously of the opinion that the or-
der for Abraham’s transfer was a punishment. Abraham,
as noted, was a science teacher, and the official rationale
for his transfer was that a science teacher was needed in
Tio. Teachers argued, however, that Tio was saturated with
science teachers, whereas one was needed in Assab, and,
therefore, that the government’s desire to punish Abraham
was actually hurting the quality of education.

Even though there was consensus around the under-
standing that his transfer was a punishment, there was
some debate as to whether it was appropriate to use trans-
fers in this way. Senior teachers, who tended to place profes-
sional responsibility over frustration with the government,
tended to think that, while unwise, the decision to transfer
him was not necessarily unjust. Their discussions of the is-
sue tended to focus on Abraham himself and his wrongdo-
ing; the fact that he did arrive late for the school year placed
additional burdens on other teachers, who had to teach his
classes. In contrast, national service teachers emphasized
the unjust actions of the officials who punished Abraham.
This reaction was typical of younger teachers, who tended
to reject the idea that the government had any right to relo-
cate citizen bodies or demand service.

Another line of debate related to Abraham’s use of fam-
ily contacts to evade and subvert his transfer. In many ways,
this was an extreme form of the tactical use of intimacy.
Abraham made use of personal identities and connections

to renegotiate his transfer. In a country where, historically,
corruption has been rare and patronage has been frowned
on, this is a striking example of the use of the intimate
realm to negotiate around decisions made by powerful gov-
ernment actors. Many teachers and others were made un-
easy by Abraham’s ability to evade transfer in this way, as it
flouted their imaginary of a fair, unbiased state. Others un-
derstood these actions and respected him for standing up
to local authorities and using whatever strategies he had at
his disposal.

Debates over Abraham’s transfer thus index teachers’
varying imaginaries of the state. The idealization of a fair
and well-ordered state is evoked in the critique of Abra-
ham’s actions and in understandings that, perhaps, some-
one needed to punish him. Teachers imagined a state
that should be able to discipline those who do not fol-
low the rules. Although almost all teachers were highly
critical of the inconsistent nature of government policies
and the intimacy of governing practices, different cohorts
of teachers apprehended different imaginaries of the state
and the nation and understood their role in very differ-
ent ways. For those who began teaching at or before Er-
itrea’s independence, sentiments of serving the nation were
still palpable even if diminished in intensity from earlier
years. Many of the senior teachers imagined an idealized
state—disciplined, fair, transparent, and well-managed—
understood that they had a role to play in bringing it into
being, and held out hopes that the government and the
Ministry of Education could still be representative of that
state. In contrast, the younger service teachers felt abused
by the government. They were the generation whose ser-
vice to the nation the government not only demanded end-
lessly but also blatantly converted to punishment. For most
of these teachers, Abraham’s transfer could only be under-
stood as yet another punitive action of a punishing state.

Conclusion

Citizen imaginaries of nation and state under authoritar-
ian regimes are particularly complex. Citizens in these con-
texts often express their discontent through covert trans-
gressions and a subtle rewriting of the symbols of the
nation (Mbembe 2001; Wedeen 1999). Here I have detailed
one such instance of covert transgression by document-
ing Eritrean teachers’ attitudes toward transfers and their
modes of avoiding them. These transgressions fail to trans-
form state power in most cases but do produce what Mbe-
mbe (2001:104) calls a “condition of impotence” in which
neither state nor citizen is empowered.7 In other words,
these transgressions produce an imaginary of a state that is
impotent in the sense that it is incapable of fully command-
ing citizen loyalties or emotions, and yet citizens do not fully
rebel and tenaciously hang on to loyalties to the nation and
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hopes for what the state could be. In this context, imaginar-
ies of the state and nation unravel each other.

Governments rely on sentiments of nationalism to le-
gitimate their own coercive actions. The Eritrean govern-
ment assumed popular support for narratives of service
and sacrifice to legitimate the forced relocation of soldiers
and civil servants; however, not only did national narra-
tives fail to legitimate coercive actions but coercion itself
also undermined these narratives, replacing nationalistic
ideals of willing service with commentary on the punishing
state.

I have shown how teachers came to imagine the state
as punishing. Service was core to Eritrean national identity,
with military service epitomizing what it meant to be Er-
itrean. Over time, as the government became increasingly
coercive, Eritreans began to experience service as punish-
ment, and, indeed, the government began to use it as such.
When teachers talked about transfers, they referenced the
punished nature of soldiers to characterize the state as
punishing.

The state was also experienced as “close to the skin.”
That is, the state was incarnated in particular actors who
were perceived to punish individuals on the basis of per-
sonal jealousies, ambitions, or grudges. The state was, thus,
imagined as both punishing and capricious, personified in
and embodied through a series of often mean-spirited in-
terpersonal relationships.

At the same time, the longing for a good paternalis-
tic state remained intact (Aretxaga 2003). Teachers imag-
ined an idealized state that takes care of its people, that
commands the loyalty and service of its people, and that
treats its people with fairness. In the absence of this ide-
alized “fair” state, individual teachers attempted to change
the rules, evading the punishing state, enacting their own
intimate tactics, waiting for the state to display fairness,
while the memory of a nation based on collective sacrifice
and service became increasingly distant and hollow.
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1. In keeping with human subjects protection protocols, all
names used are pseudonyms.

2. By corruption, I refer here to paying bribes to low- and mid-
level government officials in exchange for government services or
favors, something that was notably absent in Eritrea at the time of
my fieldwork.

3. Eritrea has a long history of rule by successive autocratic and
tyrannical regimes (see Wrong 2005 for a detailed discussion; Iyob
1995 and Markakis 1990 also detail successive waves of authoritar-
ian rule). It was an Italian colony from 1890 to 1941. After World
War II, it was administered by Britain and then federated with
Ethiopia, which was then ruled by Emperor Haile Selassie. Eritrea
was forcibly annexed to Ethiopia in 1962 (Trevaskis 1960 details
these transactions; see also Killion 1998). In the midst of this pro-
cess of annexation, Eritrea’s struggle for independence began (Iyob
1995; Markakis 1990). Haile Selassie was overthrown in a 1974 coup
and replaced by a Marxist dictator, Mengistu Haile Mariam, and the
Derg regime. In 1991, when Eritrea gained independence, Mengistu
was also overthrown. As a result of these waves of authoritarian-
ism, Eritreans often compared the different forms of tyranny un-
der successive leaders. A thorough discussion of how ordinary Er-
itreans compared these regimes, however, is notably absent in the
literature, which instead tends to focus on the emergence of Er-
itrea’s revolutionary leadership and, increasingly, the authoritarian
tendencies among this leadership (see, e.g., Connell 2011; Kibreab
2009a, 2009b; Mengisteab and Yohannes 2005; Pool 2001). For ex-
ample, although all forms of tyranny resulted in brutality and vi-
olence against Eritreans and Ethiopians, often, my research par-
ticipants commented that things were better under Haile Selassie
than under Mengistu, and quite a few people complained that even
Mengistu’s Derg regime was not as repressive as the current regime,
something that has been noted in the literature as well (Bozzini
2011; Kibreab 2009b).

4. In his seminal 1988 article, which has influenced both anthro-
pologists and others who are interested in the state, Phillip Abrams
argues that, while there is a “state system” that consists of a “pal-
pable nexus of practice and institutional structure centered in gov-
ernment” (1988:22), the state itself is nothing more than a “mask”
or an “idea” that hides political reality and power dynamics. Timo-
thy Mitchell (2006) echoes this argument, suggesting that there are
palpable and powerful “state effects” to which social scientists must
attend but that there is no state as such. He thus argues for a move
away from the use of “the state” in normative terms but not a move
away from the state as object of study. Some anthropologists have
sought to move beyond these “statist” perspectives to understand
the state as a “mask” that hides the reality of power and to study the
integral relationship between the constitution of this “mask” and
the complex everyday practices of power that enable and conceal
its constitution (Abrams 1988; Mitchell 2006). Other work, most no-
tably, by Michael Herzfeld (1997) and Akhil Gupta (1995), has at-
tempted to illuminate and decipher the maze of procedures, pro-
tocols, relationships, and practices that compose “the state” and its
interactions with its citizens or subjects. In so doing, this literature
seeks to understand how imaginaries of the state are produced, cir-
culate, and become reified among the public but also how these
imaginaries intersect with Abrams’s “palpable nexus of practice.”

5. An increasingly robust literature analyzes the postindepen-
dence erosion of the elite, party-sponsored version of Eritrean na-
tionalism as the state has lost legitimacy among its citizens. Some
scholars locate the seeds of this erosion in the struggle for inde-
pendence itself (Connell 2011; Habte Selassie 2011). Other schol-
ars detail the failings of state institutions and betrayed promises
in the postindependence years (Kibreab 2009a, 2009b). And still
others focus on shifting sentiments of nationalism as a result of
increasingly coercive policies (Hepner 2009; Hirt and Mohammed
2013; Müller 2008; O’Kane and Hepner 2009; Reid 2009). My focus
in this article is to ethnographically analyze how this reimagining
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of the state and hollowing out of nationalism occurred in every-
day lived practice. The notion of hollow nationalism is inspired by
Ritty Lukose’s (2005) discussion of “empty citizenship.” Elsewhere,
I have focused more extensively on the subtle and covert forms of
counterideology that emerged in the face of the hollowing out of
official nationalism. I have examined how hybrid nationalism was
formed by Eritreans born in Ethiopia (Riggan 2011), how teachers
construct notions of national identity for educated citizens (Rig-
gan 2007, 2009), and how students attempt to carve out a sense
of national identity that is based on desires to emigrate (Riggan in
press).

6. A number of studies of nationalism engage the anthropolog-
ical literature on the state and vice versa, for example, Navaro-
Yashin’s (2002) work on rituals of the state and Herzfeld’s (1997)
work on cultural intimacy.

7. I extend Mbembe’s notion of “impotence” to show that state
power strips popular national ideals of their potency and in so do-
ing delegitimizes the state.
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