


Table of Contents 

COUNTRY PROFILE...................................................................................................... 3 

Introduction .................................................................................................................................................. 3 

Geography..................................................................................................................................................... 3 

History ........................................................................................................................................................... 6 

Economy........................................................................................................................................................ 9 

Ethnic Groups............................................................................................................................................. 11 

RELIGION ...................................................................................................................... 13 

Orthodox Christianity................................................................................................................................ 13 

TRADITIONS ................................................................................................................. 20 

Male-Female Relationships........................................................................................................................ 22 

Dress Codes ................................................................................................................................................. 22 

Favorite Pastimes ....................................................................................................................................... 25 

Non-religious Celebrations ........................................................................................................................ 25 

Social Events ............................................................................................................................................... 26 

Dos and Don’ts............................................................................................................................................ 29 

URBAN LIFE.................................................................................................................. 30 

Daily Life..................................................................................................................................................... 30 

RURAL LIFE.................................................................................................................. 42 

Land Distribution ....................................................................................................................................... 43 

Health Care................................................................................................................................................. 45 

Education .................................................................................................................................................... 47 

Gender Roles............................................................................................................................................... 47 

Rural Life .................................................................................................................................................... 47 

Markets ....................................................................................................................................................... 48 

Who is in charge? ....................................................................................................................................... 48 

 1



FAMILY LIFE................................................................................................................ 50 

Family Structure......................................................................................................................................... 50 

Marriage and Divorce ................................................................................................................................ 51 

The Typical Household .............................................................................................................................. 53 

Women......................................................................................................................................................... 54 

Tigrinyan Names ........................................................................................................................................ 55 
 

 2



Country Profile 

Introduction 
This small, lamb chop-shaped country in the Horn of Africa 
struggled for two decades until it achieved its independence from 
Ethiopia in 1993. It is a fragile democracy sandwiched between 
failed states like Somalia, and countries in political turmoil, like 
Ethiopia and Sudan. Eritrea has two principal ethnic groups, 
Tigrinya and Tigre, and seven smaller groups, and is roughly half 
Christian, half Muslim. 

Geography 
Area 
Eritrea’s surface area is about equal to the state of Pennsylvania: 121,000 sq. km (46,780 
square miles). It has a Red Sea coast line of 1,158 km (720 miles) and shares borders 
with several other countries in the Horn of Africa. The smallest border is with Djibouti  
(98 km, or 61 miles). The border with Ethiopia is the longest and runs for 870 km (541 
miles). To the west and north is the Sudanese border, which is 581 km (361 miles) long.1

 
Eritrea can be divided into three geographic sections: the coastal lowlands, the central 
highlands, and the western plateau. The coastal lowlands run along the Red Sea Coast 
and stretch inland for 32 to 161 km (20 to 100 miles). At places there are depressions 
several hundred feet below sea level. One such place is the Danakil Depression, one of 
the hottest and driest places on earth. In the center of the country, a chain of mountains 
runs through the highlands north to south for approximately 483 km (300 miles). The 
capital, Asmara, lies in these central highlands at an altitude of nearly 2,134 m (7,000 ft). 
The average altitude of this area is about 600 m (1850 ft.) and it runs from the Highlands 
in the east to the borders with Sudan and Ethiopia in the west and southwest. 
 
Climate 
The climate of Eritrea is varies by geographic zones. The eastern coastal lowlands, with 
little annual rainfall,  are hot and arid, and summer temperatures can soar to over 50° C 
(120° F). The highlands, by contrast,  are moderate and have an annual rainfall of about 
51 cm (20 inches) and an average annual temperature of 20° C, or 68° F. The climate of 
the western plateau is similar to that of the highlands, although summer winds can bring 
sand storms and extremes of temperature. Rainfall is unpredictable, and in barren years, 
the land yields little in the way of crops. 2

                                                 
1 CIA World Factbook. “Eritrea: Geography.” 2006. https://cia.gov/cia//publications/factbook/geos/er.html 
2 Home Planet Eritrea.. Mebrat Tzehaie.  “Eritrea: Climate.”   
http://home.planet.nl/~hans.mebrat/eritrea-climate.htm 
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Major Cities 
Asmara 
Asmara, the capital, is situated in the northeastern part 
of the highland plateau. With a population of about 
435,000, it is the largest Eritrean city. It is a picturesque, 
clean, and safe city with palm-lined streets. Its name 
means ‘four villages united’ in Tigrinya.   
 
Massawa is Eritrea’s main seaport. It is located in the North Red Sea Province. Its three 
districts are mainland Massawa, peninsular Tualud, and the historic island of Batse. The 
island, with its ancient squares, Ottoman houses and religious buildings, was an 
important trade city in antiquity.  
 
Nakfa (Nacfa) is the birthplace of Eritrea’s struggle for independence from Ethiopia. At 
an altitude of 1,524 meters (5,000 feet), and with a population of 25,000, Nakfa is a 
major town in the North Red Sea region. Eritreans named their currency, the Nakfa, after 
this city.   
 
Keren (Cheren) is a highland city at 1,372 meters (4,500 feet) and capital of the north-
central Anseba region. With a population of 75,000, it is a major agricultural and dairy 
center. An Egyptian fort built in the 19th century overlooks the city. 
 
Agordat (Akordat), is located in Eritrea’s sunny south near the Ethiopian border, 
between the Barka and Gash rivers. The main city of the Gash region, Agordat is famed 
for its banana and nut production. Many of the 25,000 inhabitants of this area own or 
work on banana plantations. 
 
Assab, in the South Red Sea region, is the second seaport of Eritrea.  Located in the south 
of the country with a population under 25,000, it was once the main port city of Ethiopia. 
Its Soviet-built oil refinery has been mothballed until domestic oil production can be 
achieved. 
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Major Rivers 
Eritrea has four rivers, all of which flow into the Sudan. 
Three are seasonal or temporary, and one flows year 
round. None are navigable. These include the Setit 
(called Tezeke in Ethiopia). This permanent river flows 
along the western border with Ethiopia where it 
continues into the Sudan. The Anseba and the Barka 
rivers rise only during the rainy season and flow north 
into the Sudan. Finally, the seasonal Gash (also known as the Mareb) flows west along 
the Ethiopian border into the Sudan.   
 
Biodiversity 
The future of biodiversity in Eritrea is managed by the Ministry of Agriculture, and the 
Ministry of Land, Water, and Environment, with the assistance of United Nations 
Development Projects. Biodiversity and environmental protection are actively promoted 
in several areas. These include combating desertification in the western plateau, 
conserving forest land in protected natural park areas like Samenawi Bahri Park (North 
Red Sea Region), and protecting endangered species. Among the seven identified species 
of endangered animals are birds such as the Rose-ringed Parakeet, and reptiles like the 
Hawkbill Tortoise of the Red Sea and the Girdled lizard. Other animals, including 
crocodiles and the native wild cat, are protected from hunting and export by Convention 
on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) Eritrea is an active member of 
this organization.3

                                                 
3 World Resources Institute. Earthtrends Environmental Information. “Biodiversity: Eritrea.” 
http://earthtrends.wri.org/pdf_library/country_profiles/bio_cou_232.pdf 
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History 
One of the earliest mentions of the land that is today 
Eritrea is found with the ancient Egyptians. Emissaries 
of the pharaohs from the 5th dynasty (c. 2400 BCE4) 
visited and traded with the people of the Land of Punt, 
bringing back ivory, ebony, marble, alabaster,  gold, and 
frankincense. Pictures of their journeys and of the 
people of Punt can be seen in the art of the pyramids.5  
 
When the Greek-Egyptian rulers, the Ptolemys6 (330 BCE – 50 CE), replaced the 
pharaohs, they continued trade with the Red Sea ports of the Eritrean coast. This coastal 
area was well known to Greek traders who had commerce with the Red Sea ports. They 
called the country aithiopai, or land of the burnt faces, and later coined the name Eritrea 
from erythros meaning red. 
 
As Christianity spread across the eastern Mediterranean, the native tribes of the Tigre and 
Tigrinya areas founded an empire, Aksum, which lasted 800 years. Its temples were in 
the center of present-day Eritrea. Speaking the Semitic Ge’ez language, the people of 
Aksum learned Greek and established a broad trade network with countries along the Red 
Sea such as Yemen, Arabia, Sudan, and Egypt, as well as with countries beyond, like 
India. By the 4th century, their king, Exana, had converted to Christianity and permitted 
the establishment of Coptic settlements. 7 The forces of the Persian Sassanid Empire and, 
later, the émigrés of the new Islamic states, brought about the decline of the Aksum 
empire. The earliest Muslim immigrants to Eritrea date from the 1st century of Islam (c. 
625 CE).8

 
By the turn of the 10th century, Christian tribes had withdrawn from the Muslim coastal 
areas of Eritrea and formed several dynasties of Coptic Christian emperors that lasted 
into modern times. The Egyptian Arabs of the Middle Ages called the Ethiopians (also 
later called Eritreans) Abyssinians.  
 
In the late 16th century (1557), the Ottoman Turks established settlements in the port city 
of Massawa. As an Islamic power, they remained in the coastal areas until the Ottoman 
Empire collapsed at the beginning of the 20th century.9   
 

                                                 
4 BCE = Before the Common Era (corresponds to B.C. =Before Christ).   
CE refers to Common Era (corresponds to A.D.=Anno Domini) 
5 Shaw, I. Oxford History of Ancient Egypt. 2000. Oxford University Press. 
6 The Ptolemys were a series of Macedonian Greek rulers of Ancient Egypt. 
7 The term “Coptic” refers to the Christian religion in Egypt, brought there by Saint Mark in the 1st century 
CE. Coptic also refers to an Egyptian language being used in the 2nd century CE. See Encyclopedia 
Coptica. “The Christian Coptic Orthodox Church Of Egypt.” http://www.coptic.net/EncyclopediaCoptica/ 
8 Selamta.net. Mohammad, B. Najib. “Ethiopian Muslim History: The Haven of the First Hijra 
(Migration).” http://www.selamta.net/ethiopian muslims history.htm 
9 Atlapedia Online. “Eritrea.” http://www.atlapedia.com/online/countries/eritrea.htm 
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In the 19th century, European powers like Britain, France, and Italy were in search of 
trade outposts and wanted to secure a colonial presence in East Africa. Italy was first 
among the powers to establish a colony in the Ethiopian province of Eritrea. With a firm 
hold on Eritrea, the Italians went on to colonize the province and made it a showcase 
among European colonies in Africa. In 1930, Haile Selassie was crowned emperor of 
Ethiopia in Addis Ababa.10   
 
The Italians were forced out of Eritrea in 1941 and the British remained during the war 
years. At the end of World War II, Eritrea was given to Ethiopia by the United Nations. 
Armed resistance to Ethiopian rule grew in the second half of the 20th century as the 
aging Emperor Selassie grew weaker. In 1974, he was overthrown in a Marxist coup 
d’etat and the dictator, Mengistu Haile Miriam, came to power as leader of the revolution. 
His control brought a bloody reign of terror and left a trail of war crimes and atrocities in 
his wake until he fled Ethiopia in 1991.  

                                                 
10 Waugh, Evelyn. The Coronation of Haile Selassie. 1937. Penguin Books, London.   
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Post-Independence Era 
Following the collapse of socialist Ethiopia, Eritrea held 
democratic elections and declared its independence in 
April 1993. An era of internal growth and border 
conflict began. 
 
Since independence there have been several bloody 
conflicts between Eritrea and Ethiopia concerning the 
final border between the two nations. The UN and the Organization for African Union 
(OAU) have acted as peacekeepers and have intervened to stabilize relations between the 
two countries. Eritrea adopted a constitution in 1997 attuned to human and civil rights, 
but in recent years, it has begun to slip away from the very freedoms it originally 
proposed to protect.  
 
President Afwerki has ruled since independence in a one-party state. With the current 
political instability in the Horn of Africa, the future of a democratic Eritrea is uncertain. 
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Economy 
Overview 
Less than 15 years since its independence, Eritrea 
remains a struggling democratic state with an 
agricultural economy. It is among the poorest nations of 
the world and a recipient of humanitarian and food aid 
from a dozen countries including more than USD65 
million per year from the United States. Yet, it is 
determined to achieve economic independence as well. More than 80% of the population 
makes a living from the land.  
 
Eritrea’s economy continues to grow steadily, albeit slowly. Analysts predict continued 
slow growth through 2007. The income from agricultural and mineral exports is not 
adequate to combat the humanitarian crisis and to wage a border war with Ethiopia. 
Petroleum exploration in the Red Sea area, once touted as very promising, has yet to 
yield any substantial output.  
 
Industry  
In 2005, the country had 2,500 small- and medium-sized factories located in the principal 
cities. Exports from the fledgling industrial base are increasing slowly USD33.6 million 
in 2005). They include foodstuffs (e.g., canned goods, cooking oils, pasta, and cheese)  
and beverages such as beer, liquor, soft drinks, and mineral water. Other exports include 
tobacco and textiles (e.g., fabrics, yarn, knitwear, sacks, twine, blankets, and cotton 
bedding). These products are in addition to traditional export items: leather, granite, 
marble and salts.11

 
This small-but-growing industry export base is monitored and assisted by agencies of the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) such as the Doha Development Council and the 
Organization for Cooperation and Economic Development (OCED). Their goals are to 
identify markets for manufactured goods and to create strategies for attracting foreign 
investment.  
 
Investment and development analysts remain positive in their prognosis for Eritrea, but 
all prospects are cast in the future tense. The present reality is that Eritrea is making a 
slow but steady transition from an agricultural economy to an economy augmented by 
industrial and mineral exports. 
 

                                                 
11 World Trade Organization. “Eritrea: Trade Profile.” 2003. 
http://stat.wto.org/CountryProfile/WSDBCountryPFView.aspx? 
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Infrastructure 
With nearly 75% of the population in rural areas not connected to the 
national electricity grid or telephone network, the infrastructure can’t 
be considered complete. Schools, hospitals, water and waste 
treatment facilities, some leftover from the Italian colonial era, are 
found in urban areas. Rural areas, however, have limited access to 
health care and educational facilities. Growth in the communications 
sector is being assisted by the US Agency for International 
Development. Currently there are two AM radio stations operating 
throughout the country in both Tigrinya and regional languages: 
Dimtsi Hafas (Voice of the Broad Masses) and Radio Eritrea 1 (837 
Khz) and 2 (945 Khz). There is also an FM service (Dimtsi Hafash) which operates only 
in urban areas. The single channel national television link operates 16 to 18 hours per day.  
Private internet service providers offer internet access to city dwellers. In 2005, there 
were 77,000 subscribers.12   
 
Transportation is an important aspect of any country’s infrastructure. A national airline,  
(Eritrean Airlines) connects Eritrea to Europe and the Middle East. In addition, there is a 
reliable domestic bus and taxi service connecting all the major cities and points in 
between. As part of the railway system, the 306 km (181 miles) of rail lines between 
Massawa and Asmara and Asmara and Agordat carry passengers and limited freight.13

 

                                                 
12Radio Station World.  “Eritrea Radio Station Websites.” 
http://radiostationworld.com/Locations/Eritrea/radio_websites.asp 
13 Eritrea. Tzehaie, Mebrat. “Eritrea: Transportation.”  
http://home.planet.nl/~hans.mebrat/eritrea-transport.htm 
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Ethnic Groups 
Eritrea is a multicultural country. It is has nine principal 
tribes or ethnic groups. Two are the most prominent: 
Tigrinya and Tigre. The Tigrinyan people are found in 
the highlands of Maakel and Debub Provinces. Each 
Eritrean tribe has its own language, traditions, and 
hereditary tribal region. They all have some things in 
common, however. For example, approximately half the 
country is Coptic Christian. Most Coptic Christians are found among the Tigrinya (95%), 
the Bilen (30%), and the Kunama (10%), while 47% of the total population is Muslim 
and comes from the remaining tribes. The tribal language of each is considered a legal 
language, yet two languages predominate: Tigrinya and Arabic. English is required in all 
schools from the secondary level on. 
 
Tigrinya  
This group makes up about 50% of the total population, living in the southern central 
highlands just north of Ethiopia. The Tigrinya people are mostly Orthodox Christian 
farmers. However, a small subgroup of this tribe, the Jiberti, is Muslim. Tigrinya is one 
of the two administrative languages of Eritrea. 
 
Tigre  
The Tigre account for about 30% of the total population, but occupy the largest amount 
of tribal land. They live in an area that stretches from the Sudanese border in the west to 
the lands of the Rashaida in the east. They are settled farmers who grow cereal grains 
such as sorghum, maize, and some wheat. Tigre tribes are governed by a ruling class of 
hereditary princes called shemagille. 
 
Saho  
This group of mostly Muslim sheepherders inhabits the area south of Asmara and 
Massawa, thus living next to the Tigrinya and Afar peoples. They make up about 5% of 
the population and are nomadic. Following the rainfall patterns, they drive their herds 
from the lowlands to the highlands for grazing. 
Afar  
The Afar people are Muslims who inhabit the arid southeastern coast areas from the Gulf 
of Zulu down to the border with Djibouti. Many raise camels and herd sheep, and a few 
are fishermen. Once called the ‘dreaded Danakils’ by British explorers, they are fiercely 
independent. Afar men often wear the traditional curved jile (knife) and file their teeth to 
sharp points. 
 
Hedareb 
The Hedareb live mostly in the northwestern valleys near the border with the Sudan, 
surrounded in the east, west, and south by the Tigre tribe. They are a small Cushitic tribe 
(2.5% of the population), mostly Muslim, who speak the Tigre language. The Hedareb 
are widely known as nomadic camel breeders and drivers. The men scarify their cheeks 
with three short strokes, which led the Italians to call them the ‘111 Tribe.’   
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Bilen 
Another small tribe (2%), the Bilen people live in and around the city of Keren in the 
heart of Eritrea. They are either farmers (Christians) or Muslim cattle farmers. The 
women are recognizable by their bright colored garments and the gold, silver, or copper 
nose rings they wear to signal wealth and social standing. 
 
Kunama 
The Kunama people inhabit the southwestern corner of the Gash-Barka Region. These 
people, who are a dark-skinned Nilotic tribe, comprise about 2% of Eritrea’s population. 
The Kunama have strong matriarchal traditions, such as land inheritance through females. 
Some are Christian, a few are Muslim, but most are animist farmers who worship natural 
spirits such as anna, who they believe created humans and animals. 
 
Nara  
Like the Kunama, the Nara are a dark-skinned Nilotic tribe living in the Barka Valley. 
They comprise only about 1.5% of the entire Eritrean population. The Nara are Muslims. 
Some of them farm the land, while others raise cattle.  
 
Rashaida 
The smallest Semitic tribe in Eritrea at 0.5% of the population is comprised of the 
Rashaida people. They are Muslim nomads and goat herders, living along the northern 
coast of Eritrea. They are descendants of Arabic traders who came to Eritrea in the 
nineteenth century. 
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Religion 

Orthodox Christianity 
The vast majority 90% of Tigrinyans are Coptic Orthodox Christians. 
Only 10%, the Jiberti, are Muslim. Religion, together with tribal 
membership, gives the people their identity. Though visitors and 
guests to the country should have a good understanding of the 
regional religion, a discussion of religion should be approached with 
caution. Eritreans might misunderstand the reasons for asking 
questions. 
 
Coptic Christianity came to Eritrea, which was a province of 
Ethiopia, in the 2nd century CE. The emperors of the Askumite 
Empire, who ruled Ethiopia from the 1st to the 9th centuries CE, converted to 
Christianity in the 4th century. Many of the emperors saw themselves as heirs to King 
Solomon of biblical tradition. To this date, the Tigrinyan Christians trace their heritage 
back to these Coptic emperors.  
 
Islam 
To the Muslim minority, Muhammad, the last of the prophets, received the Koran as 
revelation from God. He preached a life of submission of one’s will to God, Islam, to a 
people who came to be known as Muslims. Their religion began in the 6th century CE 
and some of the earliest Muslims were welcomed to the shores of Eritrea by Ethiopian 
emperors. 
 
Religion and Government 
The Eritrean Constitution of 1997 offered freedom of religion to all citizens, yet the 
reality of President Afwerki’s central government in the past five years has been quite 
different. In practical terms, Afwerki’s government can best be defined as having a role 
in religion. In 2002, the government went on record as officially recognizing only four 
religions. After Orthodox Christianity and Islam, a small minority of Roman Catholics 
and Evangelical Christians are officially tolerated.14

 
In May of 2002, the government closed all institutions of worship not belonging to the 
four officially recognized religions. In the interim, members of dissident sects and non-
traditional religious groups have been detained and imprisoned. In July 2004, twenty 
members of the Jehovah’s Witnesses were arrested and imprisoned. The government 
position on non-official religions is twofold: they are subsidized by foreign governments 
and their followers do not support the Eritrean government and enlist for military duty. 
On 5 December 2006, nine members of Samaritan’s Purse, a US-based aid agency 

                                                 
14BBC Africa. Fisher, Jonah. “Religious persecution in Eritrea.” 17 September 2004. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/3663654.stm 
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engaged in humanitarian aid work near the Sudanese border, were arrested. Expression of 
dissent and private opinion is currently severely suppressed.15

 
Recently the government moved to regulate church policy by limiting the number of 
Roman Catholic priests who can serve in any given geographic area. In a similar move, 
President Afwerki’s government removed the Patriarch of the Orthodox Church, Abume 
Antonios, in August 2005. Abume Dioscoros, an archbishop who was sure to follow 
government policy, was installed in his place. Likewise in 2005, the government began to 
confiscate the property and assets of international evangelical agencies. These recent 
changes in government policy appear to affect the Tigrinyans more than the Muslims of 
the lowlands. There has been little governmental interference in Muslim affairs. In 
general, it is clear the government wants to make sure that sacred law does not interfere 
with secular law, the law of the Eritrean state.16  
 
Law and Religion 
The government of Eritrea has been careful to protect civil law from interference from 
the church or mosque. This can be seen in the government’s recent attempts to restrict 
religious freedoms. Although Islam is one of the four officially approved religions, the 
Eritrean Constitution makes no mention of sharia, or Islamic law, which Muslims prefer 
to secular law.  
 

                                                 
15Human Rights Watch. “Human Rights Overview: Eritrea.” January 2004.  
http://hrw.org/english/docs/2004/01/21/eritre6987.htm 
16Crosswalk.com. “Eritrea Imposes New Controls on Orthodox Church.” 2006. 
http://www.crosswalk.com/news/religiontoday/1457982.html 
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Influence of Religion in Daily Life 
For the Muslim minority, their religion regulates the events of 
everyday life. It is dedicated to the five pillars of faith (charity, 
profession of faith, fasting, pilgrimage, and prayer five times daily). 
For the Christian majority there is considerably more freedom, so 
long as the practice of religion does not intrude on affairs of the state. 
The state tolerates religious practice and major religious holidays are 
also legal holidays. Generally, the Tigrinyan people are also tolerant 
of other religions and Christians and Muslims peacefully coexist.17

 
Influence of Religion on Interaction of Males and Females 
In the patriarchal world of Tigrinyan religion, both Christian and Muslim communities 
have clear ideas of how men and women should interact. For both communities, men and 
women have clear and separate roles. Generally, women tend to three things:  
housekeeping, domestic affairs, and occasionally helping in the fields at harvest time. At 
places of Christian and Muslim worship, men and women worship separately. At 
Orthodox mass, men and women occupy different parts of the church or cathedral. In 
both religious and secular settings, dress is very conservative for all. Long shirts and long 
dresses (white is frequently worn by women) are prescribed.  
  
Religious Events 
For the Orthodox Christian majority, religious service (mass) is held on Sunday. The 
Orthodox churches or cathedrals where Christians worship are frequently round or 
octagonal stone structures. Worshipers separate themselves by gender and the service, 
which involves ritual chanting, is presided over by a priest. These Coptic priests grow 
long beards and are celibate, and some reside in monasteries near the church or cathedral.  
 
The Orthodox Church observes a fixed number of holidays throughout the year. Some of 
these follow the lunar calendar and vary from year to year. Others, such as Christmas, are 
fixed.  
 
The first Christian festival is leddet (Coptic Christmas) and it falls on 7 January. The 
Feast of the Epiphany, timket, comes two weeks after Christmas on 19 January. While in 
the West, Epiphany commemorates Christ’s birth and all of the events leading up to his 
baptism by John the Baptist, in the East, special emphasis is given primarily to the 
baptism. Easter, tensae, a colorful holiday with processions through the streets, is set 
using exactly the same formula used by Western churches, but the Eastern Orthodox 
Church sets it according to the Julian calendar, whereas the West sets it according to the 
Gregorian calendar. This accounts for the two different dates for Easter. The Coptic New 
Year, keddus johannes, is a joyful occasion and is celebrated on 11 September. The 
festival of meskel (Discovery of the True Cross) occurs on 28 September. It is a time 
when Christians build bonfires in the streets and hold processions to mark the finding of 
the remains of Christ’s cross in Jerusalem in 325 CE. During meskel, Christians rub ashes 
on their foreheads in the sign of the cross.  
                                                 
17 US Department of State. Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor.  
Religious Freedom Report 2004. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2004/35354.htm 
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Throughout the Christian year there are many opportunities for fasting. Strict believers 
can fast as much as 200 days per years, eating only vegetables during their fast. 
 
Muslim holidays are fewer in number and are mostly celebrated in family or tribal circles. 
Their holidays, which follow the lunar calendar, begin with muharrem (Muslim New 
Year). After that follow mawlid al-nabi (Birthday of the Prophet), eid al-fitr (feast 
following fasting month of Ramadan), and eid al-adha (feast of sacrifice following the 
month of pilgrimages, or Hajj).18   
 
If foreigners want to visit a church or mosque, they should first inquire if such visits are 
permitted, in particular during hours of worship.19

 

                                                 
18 Home page of Mebrat Tzehaie. “Eritrea: Public Holidays.”  
http://home.planet.nl/~hans.mebrat/eritrea-history.htm#holidays 
19 Eritrean Community Center   http://www.nitesoft.com/eccm/religion.htm 
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Buildings of Worship 
The capital of Eritrea, and principal city of the Tigray area, Asmara, 
boasts four impressive religious buildings. They are the Catholic 
Cathedral (built in 1922), the Al-Khulafa al-Rashidun Mosque 
(1938), the Synagogue (1906), and the ancient Orthodox Cathedral, 
Enda Miriam. Yet, the principal faith of Tigrinyans is Coptic 
Orthodox Christianity. Orthodox churches or cathedrals, some 
ancient, some modern, often contain ornate medieval icons depicting 
the lives of the holy family or of the saints. They also have a wooden 
replica of the Ark of the Covenant, or tabot, that contains stone 
tablets on which are inscriptions in the ancient Ge’ez language. The 
tabot is kept in a holy of holies (sanctuary) with 12 doors to commemorate each of the 12 
disciples. The holy of holies may only be entered by the priest or patriarch on ceremonial 
occasions.20  
 
Church Etiquette 
Tigrinyans are usually very polite and eager to extend invitations. Yet, a visit to a church 
or a mosque should not be undertaken without approval or preparation. There are some 
courtesies which should be observed when visiting an Orthodox church. 
 
Exchange 1: May I enter? 
Soldier: May I enter? ke-atu eKh-el-do? 

Local: Yes, but you must remove 
your shoes. ewe ChamaKha gen ketewets-o al-leka.  

 
Dress conservatively with clean, long trousers and a clean shirt. Women should wear 
long dresses and cover their heads. Do remove shoes at the door.  
 
Exchange 2: Do I need to cover my head? 
Soldier: Do I need to cover my head? re-eseyke kegulbebo-do yegeb-ani. 
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 
Do not take pictures unless you have asked for and received permission. In particular 
avoid taking pictures of people worshipping. 
 
Exchange 3: Who conducts the mass this morning? 
Soldier: Who conducts the mass this 

morning? 
lomi negeho sere’ate Qedaseh zemereH 
men ey-yu?  

Local: Father Alem. ab-ba alem ey-yom. 
 
If you are in doubt about what to do and what to avoid, be sure to ask your guide. Avoid 
loud talk, laughter, eating, or smoking in or near churches or cathedrals.  
 
Exchange 4: Does he say the mass in English? 

                                                 
20Strategyleader.org Tigrinya http://strategyleader.org/profiles/tigrinya.html 
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Soldier: Does he say the mass in 
English? 

bQwanQwa engliz dyom  zeQed-desu. 

Local: No. aykwenun. 
 
Remember, chewing gum may be interpreted as eating by people of both faiths who 
might be fasting. Do not touch icons, relics, or sacred items displayed in churches. 
 
Exchange 5:  What day and time is confession? 
Soldier: What day and time is 

confession? 
nay nuzazeh me’aleten se’aten me’as ey-
yu?  

Local: Friday and Saturday at 5:00 
in the afternoon 

‘areben Qedamen se’at 
Hamushte deHri Qetri ey-yu. 
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Cemeteries 
There are several military cemeteries in Asmara: a 
British, an Italian, and a small US Military Cemetery. 
Military courtesies should be observed when visiting 
these places. 
In addition to military cemeteries, there are burial sites 
associated with most churches or cathedrals. Some of 
the ancient Islamic tombs date from the 8th and 9th 
centuries CE. When visiting these places one should conduct himself as he would when 
visiting a church, cathedral, or mosque. Do not shout or speak loudly. Do not smoke or 
eat. Do not walk on graves, touch tombstones, or sit on them. Moreover, do not ask 
questions about the deceased.  
 
Women in proper attire may visit Christian cemeteries, but only men may attend Muslim 
funerals or visit their cemeteries. Muslim cemeteries tend to be quite austere, with simple 
tombstones and an absence of statuary. 
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Traditions 
Formulaic Codes of Politeness 
The people of Eritrea in general, and of the Tigray-speaking 
provinces of Maakel and Debub in particular, are very hospitable to 
foreigners. They readily reciprocate acts of everyday courtesy. 
 
Exchange 6:  Good morning.

Soldier: Good morning! deHan-do Hadirka? 
Local: Good morning! Yem-mesgen deHan-do Hadirka? 

 
Friendly hellos and handshakes are very welcome among young and old alike.  
 
Exchange 7:  Good Afternoon
Soldier: Good afternoon. deHan we’al. 
Local: Good afternoon. deHan we’al. 

 
Rural males can occasionally be observed “bumping” each other’s shoulders before 
shaking hands. It is an ancient custom common to Eritrean tribes. It consists of two males 
greeting one another by simultaneously bumping right shoulders.  
 
Foreigners should not cross gender barriers with handshakes and extended interaction. 
That is, males should not shake hands with Eritrean women and foreign women should 
not shake the hand of an Eritrean male. 
 
Exchange 8: Good evening. 
Soldier: Good evening. deHan amsi. 
Local: Good evening to you. neseKhawen deHan amsi. 

 
When greeting across genders, a simple hello is adequate. Otherwise males should greet 
and shake hands with all males present and females should do the same with all females. 
 
Exchange 9: Good night. 
Soldier: Good night. deHan Heder. 
Local: Good night. deHan Heder. 

 
Greetings are frequently accompanied by smiles, extended handshakes, and inquiries 
about the health and welfare of one’s family.  
 
Exchange 10: Are you doing well? 
Soldier: Are you doing well? deHanhdo tek-kayed al-leka? 
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Local: Yes. ew-weh deHan ey-ye.  
 
Exchange 11: How are you? 
Soldier: How are you? kamey al-leKha? 
Local: Fine, thank you. tseboQ yem-mesgen-no. 

 
Eritreans generally refer to themselves by their first name, reserving the family or 
surname for legal documents and official occasions. As a rule, they use their father’s first 
name as their middle name. Thus, in the case of Mr. Kinfe Ammanuel Tewolde, 
Ammanuel would be the first name of his father. He would be addressed as Mr. Kinfe. In 
the case of Natsinet Alazar Berhane, Alazar would be the name of her father, and she 
would be addressed as Mrs./Miss Natsinet. 
 
Exchange 12: Hi, Mr. Kinfe. (informal) 
Soldier: Hi, Mr. Kinfe. selam ato kenfe.  
Local: Hello. selam. 
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Male-Female Relationships 
As is common in many African countries, the nature and 
extent of relationships across genders is strictly limited 
by the culture. In Eritrea, married men and women do 
not express affection in public. Unmarried males and 
females exchange little more than polite hellos. The 
honor of an unmarried female, whether Christian or 
Muslim, may be compromised by imprudent conduct in 
public. Males may escort an aging mother or grandmother by the hand, but otherwise 
there is no holding of hands among males and females in public.  Males, however, can 
frequently be observed greeting each other with a kiss on the cheek and can be seen 
walking hand in hand. This is a token of friendship and not an expression of homosexual 
behavior. Foreigners should never inquire after or discuss female members of an Eritrean 
family. However, wishing God’s blessing on a person’s family would be an accepted and 
valued gesture.21

 
 
Exchange 13: God bless you and your family. 
Soldier: God bless you and your 

family. 
amlaKh ne’aKhan nesedraKhan 
yebareKh. 

Local: Thanks to God. amen kebru yesfaH.  

 

Dress Codes 
Tigrinyans incorporate three things into their code of dress: comfort, self, and family 
pride, and in rural areas, tribal membership. Foreigners should dress accordingly. 
Laundered and pressed cotton garments are comfortable in the African sun and socially 
acceptable. Synthetic fabrics should be avoided, as they retain the heat. Men should wear 
long sleeves and, if not in military uniform, pressed trousers. Women should wear long 
skirts and blouses with long sleeves. Likewise, they should not show cleavage. 
 
 
Exchange 14: Is this okay to wear? 
Soldier: Is this okay to wear? ezi kedan-zi meKhdan Qeb-bul deyu?   
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 
 
Dress tends to vary with the climate zones of Eritrea. In the Tigrinya-speaking highlands 
of Maakel and Debub Provinces, nights can be cold and daytime temperatures can be 
quite warm. An evening jacket can be a very welcome piece of attire. In Asmara, between 
5 and 7 p.m., people take to the broad streets for the passagiata or daily stroll. Men can 
                                                 
21 Virtualtourist.com. Eritrea TravelGuide: Local Customs. 
http://www.virtualtourist.com/travel/Africa/Eritrea/Local_Customs-Eritrea-BR-1.html 
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be seen in jackets; women with sweaters or traditional wraps about their shoulders. This 
is a good time to observe the dress codes of Tigrinyans.22

 
 
Exchange 15: How should I dress? 
Soldier: How should I dress? kamey entehteKhedenku yeHayesh?  
Local: Dress casually. Kedan wetreKha teKheden. 

 

                                                 
22 Lonely Planet. Phillips, Matt. Ethiopia & Eritrea. 2003. Oakland, CA. 
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Hospitality and Cuisine 
It is common for Tigrinyans to invite guests to dine with 
them in their homes. It is polite to accept such 
invitations. Before taking the meal, the host may invite 
his guests to wash his hands. The guest will be invited 
to wash after the meal, as well. 
 
Exchange 16: I really appreciate your hospitality. 
Soldier: I really appreciate your 

hospitality. 
be-aQebablaKhum beta’mi Hegus ey-ye 
yeQenyeley. 

Local: You’re welcome. ghenzebka. 
 
The basis of any Tigray meal, is a flat piece of bread called injerra. This is made from 
sorghum or wheat and has a soft consistency.  
 
A traditional meal finds people seated about a low, round table with a large flat tray in the 
center. On this tray may be one or several hot, spicy stews, or tsebhi, made of vegetables, 
chicken, beef, or mutton. Surrounding the tsebhi can be several smaller dishes of yoghurt 
and hilbet, or bean paste, resembling Mexican refried beans. Diners tear small sections of 
injerra and dip it into the stews nearest them or use it to scoop up small portions of side 
dishes. 
 
Knowing and following good table manners underlies the rapport one has with his hosts. 
When seated at the table, a guest should wait for the oldest diner to begin. It is good 
manners to eat from the section of the meal tray that is in front of the guest. Reaching 
across the table would be considered bad manners. Diners eat with the first three fingers 
of the right hand. The left hand is used for the bathroom and toilet only, and is never used 
to eat or pass something to another person. Licking fingers is also a sign of bad manners. 
 
Foreigners should not be surprised to discover that pizza and pasta, especially spaghetti, 
and also cappuccino are quite popular in public restaurants. After all, the Italians 
occupied Eritrea for several generations. Sometimes, coffee or tea is offered after a meal 
and smoking may be permitted then. If smoking is permitted, it is polite to offer an 
American cigarette to the host or other guests. Do not take the initiative to “light up” 
unless offered by the host. 
 
Exchange 17: The meal was very good. 
Soldier: The meal was very good. beta’mi tseboQ meghbi neyru. 
Local: Thanks. yeQenyeley. 

 
This basic etiquette extends throughout the evening, until the dinner has ended. As guests, 
for instance, foreigners might be asked their opinion of the country. It is polite to discuss 
the things one finds enjoyable. Discussion of religion, politics, or other potentially 
controversial subjects can cause offense and should be avoided. Likewise, loud talk or 
laughter is not appreciated. Lastly, it is not good etiquette to express admiration for 
pieces of furniture or ornaments, since a host might feel obligated to offer it to his guest. 
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If a guest is offered a gift on leaving a house, it would be impolite to refuse. Gifts are 
received with both hands and a quiet “thank you very for your hospitality.”23

 

Favorite Pastimes 
Tigrinyans are very much into recreational and spectator 
sports. Football (soccer, in the US) is a favorite pastime 
of many who gather around televisions at home or in 
cafes to watch national and international matches. 
Cycling is also a popular pastime. The annual 91-km 
(55-mile) race between Asmara and Keren is a 
qualifying race for cyclists who want to enter 
international competitions. There are traditional games, as well. Children can be seen on 
the streets playing a pitch game called gebetta, also known as mandala, for which they 
use 48 dried peas and 6 empty cups. There is also a traditional hop and skip singing game 
for girls called fti fti.24  
 

Non-religious Celebrations 
There are four non-religious celebrations observed by all Eritreans. The first of these 
public holidays is Fenkil Day on 10 February. This commemorates the resistance 
operation in 1990 to liberate the port city of Massawa. The next holiday is Liberation Day,  
or Independence Day, on 24 May. Martyr’s Day, on 20 June, is usually celebrated by 
planting trees in public gardens and is basically a remembrance day for those who fell in 
the struggle for independence. The last of the public holidays, Armed Resistance Day, is 
on 1 September, and it honors the day in 1961 when Eritrea began its armed struggle 
against Ethiopia. Public celebrations are usually marked by noisy processions through the 
streets and by displays of folk art and music.25  
 
Exchange 18: Will you celebrate the festival next week? 
Soldier: Will you celebrate the festival 

next week? 
nay zemets-e semun festa keteHw-weso 
diKha? 

Local: Yes. ew-we. 
 

                                                 
23 Virtualtourist.com. Eritrea TravelGuide: Local Customs. 
http://www.virtualtourist.com/travel/Africa/Eritrea/Local_Customs-Eritrea-BR-1.html 
24 Citizenship and Immigration Canada. Cultural Profile Project. “Eritrea: Sports and Recreation.” 
http://www.cp-pc.ca/english/eritrea/index.html 
25 Home page of Mebrat Tzehaie. “Eritrea: Public Holidays.”  
http://home.planet.nl/~hans.mebrat/eritrea-history.htm#holidays 
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Social Events 
Marriage  
Eritrean marriage customs were traditionally regulated by tribe and 
religion, but the state is beginning to assert its role in defining legal 
aspects of marriage. Using the Citizens’ Rights Proclamation of 1997 
(article 46), the government permits marriage between two adults 
without consent at the age of 18. Marriage may take place with 
parent’s consent at the age of 16. Engagements may take place at an 
earlier age.   
 
Although the state now defines legal parameters of marriage, in 
practice, the role of the family in arranging a marriage is still 
undisputed for both Christians and Muslims. Courtship as it exists in Western countries 
(i.e, with dating) does not exist in Eritrea. Men and women do not spend time alone in 
each other’s company prior to marriage. Traditionally, a boy’s family approaches the 
family of the girl. There are many inquiries about the standing of each family. When all 
parties agree, a date is set and planning begins. Girls may be betrothed as early as eight 
years of age, the actual marriage taking place when she is 14 or 15. 
 
Marriage and wedding customs differ somewhat between Tigrinya-speaking Christians 
and Muslims. Both, however, limit the wedding celebration to one day. The Christian 
ceremony, whether Coptic Orthodox or Roman Catholic, is conducted by a priest; the 
Muslim ceremony consists of signing a marriage contract in the presence of the families 
and an Imam or Islamic clergyman. The arrangements for the celebrations are 
collaborative effort of both families.  
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Exchange 19: Congratulations on your marriage. 
Soldier: Congratulations on your 

marriage. enQwa’ Hegus mer’a geberelkum. 

Local: Thank you. amen  yeQenyeley. 
 
On the wedding day itself, the women of both families tattoo their hands and faces with 
henna and march through the village or city streets, singing and beating drums. A tent is 
set up to receive guests and serve a festive meal. There are colorful costumes and 
traditional dances. At Christian weddings, men, often the groom himself, serve suwa, a 
fermented alcoholic beverage made from honey and grain, to the guests. Muslims do not 
serve alcoholic beverages, but they do serve a festive meal including lamb, goat, or beef. 
After a wedding, an Eritrean bride stays in her house for two weeks, during which time 
her relatives and friends pamper her.26

 
Exchange 20: I wish you both much happiness. 
Soldier: I wish you both much 

happiness. 
nekelteKhum zeyada Hagos emn-
neyelkum. 

Local: Thank you. yeQenyeley. 
 

                                                 
26 Asmera.nl. Mebrat Tzehaie. Wedding in Asmara. 24 June 2006.  
http://www.asmera.nl/eritrea2006/eritrea6535.htm 
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Funerals 
Death in all of Eritrea is accompanied by mourning. The 
length of the mourning period varies from one religious 
community to another and with the standing of the 
deceased’s family. Muslims are required to conduct 
burial ceremonies within 24 hours of death, if possible.  
 
Exchange 21: I sympathize with you. 
Soldier: I sympathize with you. ane teKhafali Hazenkum ey-ye.  
Local: Thank you so much. beta’mi nemesgneka. 

 
A brief period of mourning follows the burial, during which one may offer the 
appropriate condolences. Orthodox Christian burial usually follows death by three days 
before which one may express condolences to members of the family.  
 
Exchange 22: I would like to offer my condolences. 
Soldier: I would like to offer my 

condolences to you and your 
family. 

ne’aKhan nebete sebkan tsen’at 
yehabkum kebel edeli. 

Local: Thank you Hesem ayterkeb. 
 
Funeral processions are common for both Muslim and Christian burials. Unless invited 
by a family member, it is best not to disturb or join a funeral procession.27

 
Exchange 23: Please be strong. 
Soldier: Please be strong. tsena’e aKha-elo dem-ma yehabka. 
Local: Thank you so much. keKh-elo ey-ye yeQenyeley. 

 
 

                                                 
27 Awate.com. Awate Forums. Sahle, Tesfab. “Weddings, Funerals, and Graduations.” 20 February 2003. 
http://www.awate.com/portal/content/view/833/7/ 
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Dos and Don’ts 
 

• Do be courteous at all times and greet local people where 
appropriate. 

 
• Do dress neatly and conservatively, avoiding short trousers 

and short sleeves. 
 

• Do inquire if you may take a person’s picture. 
 
 
 

 
• Don’t sit in such a way that you expose the bottom of your 

feet to an Eritrean. 
 

• Don’t take pictures of public installations or of women. 
 

• Don’t smoke or drink alcoholic beverages outside of cafes or 
restaurants or on public streets. 

 
• Don’t discuss politics, religion, or sex in public or with 

Eritreans. 
 

• Don’t attempt to talk to women. 
 

• Don’t shout or speak in a loud voice or use English profanity. 
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Urban Life 
 
Introduction 
Of the six major cities in Eritrea, only one, its capital 
Asmara, is located in the Tigrinya-speaking Maakel 
Province. Nestled in the highlands of Eritrea, Asmara 
displays an architecture reflective of its Italian Colonial 
period. It is an ethnically diverse city without the blight 
affecting other African cities. Asmara has wide, tree-
lined boulevards, luxury international hotels, and an 
infrastructure that brings the 21st century to more than a half million residents. Its 
transport system of urban and regional buses and taxis is efficient, and its telephone 
system and internet providers connect the city with other areas of Eritrea and the world 
beyond.28

 
Exchange 24: May I use your phone? 
Soldier: May I use your phone? telefonkum keteQemel-la-do? 
Local: Sure. Her-ray teteQemel-la. 

 
Exchange 25: What is your phone number? 
Soldier: What is your phone number? Qutsri telefonka kendey ey-yu? 
Local: My phone number is  

13-25-47. 
Qutsri telefoney ‘aserte- seleste ’esran-
Hamushten arb’an-shew’aten ey-yu. 

 

Daily Life 
From Monday through Saturday, the work day in Asmara begins at 8:00 a.m. and 
continues until evening. The Shuq Market, a produce and household bazaar near the 
cathedral, houses hundreds of merchants from outlying districts who bring their fresh 
farm produce  to the city. The Medeber Market, a popular bric-a-brac and used furniture 
market, attracts bargain hunters from every quarter of Asmara. By 1:00 p.m., buyers and 
sellers have retreated to their homes for lunch and a brief rest.  At 2:30, they reopen and 
remain so until closing time at 8:30 in the evening. As the sun sets over the capital, 
people emerge from their homes and offices for a one-hour passagiata, or stroll, down 
the wide, airy avenues.29

 

                                                 
28 Van der Splinter, Hans. “History of Asmara.” http://www.asmera.nl/asmara.htm 
29 Van der Splinter, Hans. “Markets in Asmara.” http://www.asmera.nl/asmara-markets.htm 
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Education 
Primary and secondary education in all of Eritrea is fully 
coeducational and mandatory for all children between the ages of 
five and sixteen. The Ministry of Education can take credit for 
organizing a sound public education system. Currently, more than 
70% of school-age children (above five years) are enrolled in school. 
 
Exchange 26: Do your children go to school? 

Soldier: Do your children go to school? deQ-Kha temherti yeKhedu-do? 
Local: Yes. ey-ye. 

 
Different options are available to students at the secondary school level. Asmara, for 
instance, has several excellent private schools (e.g., Semaetat Secondary School) for 
children from expatriate families, or Eritrean families who wish to give their children a 
European education. The public secondary schools of Asmara accommodate not only 
pupils from the immediate area but also those commuting from outlying settlements. 
Similarly, students have choices regarding how they can use secondary education to 
prepare for jobs or careers. They may wish to leave school in the 10th grade to attend two 
years of technical or vocational training at institutes such as the National Cooperative for 
Eritrean Workers Institute NCEW) in Asmara.30 Other students, after their successful 
completion of secondary school, can attend the University of Asmara’s to study in one of 
its arts, business, science, and engineering programs.  This university was founded in 
1954 by an Italian religious order and currently has more than 2,500 students enrolled in 
degree programs. 
 
While Tigrinya is the language of primary schools, English is the medium of secondary 
education.  
 
Exchange 27: Is there a school nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a school nearby? bet-temherti ab Qereba-do al-lo? 
Local: Yes. ey-ye. 

 

                                                 
30 Szeged University, Hungary. Zeratison, Eden. “Eritrea: Educational Profile.”  
http://www.bibl.u-szeged.hu/oseas_adsec/eritrea.htm 
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Health Issues 
Eritrea is a recipient of substantial amounts of 
humanitarian aid, much of it directed towards health 
care. Funds are needed for research in treating disease 
and for making effective health care widely available. 
Malaria is a primary health concern in the lowlands.  
 
Exchange 28: Is there a medical clinic nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a medical clinic 

nearby? ma-ekel Hekemna ab Qereba yerkeb-do? 

Local: Yes, over there. ey-ye, abti al-lo. 
 
In the Tigrinya-speaking highlands of Maakel and Debub Provinces, however, it is a 
secondary issue. Medical centers in Asmara (in Maakel Province) rank tuberculosis, 
malnutrition, anemia, infant mortality, and AIDS as more common than malaria. 
According to reliable statistics, in 2006, 2.4% of the adult population of Eritrea is 
infected with the HIV virus.31  
 
Exchange 29: Is there a doctor here? 
Soldier: Is there a doctor here? dokter-ke yerkeb-do? 
Local: No. yel-len. 

 
Large modern hospitals in Asmara, such as the Chinese Orota Referral Hospital, or the 
Italian Hospital, provide high quality medical and surgical care to Eritrean citizens. Many 
people journey from rural areas to the capital in search of quality diagnosis and 
treatment.32

 
Exchange 30: My knee is broken doctor, can you help me? 
Soldier: My knee is broken doctor, can 

you help me? 
dokter berkey tesebire al-leKhu, 
ketHekmeni teKh-el-do?  

Local: Yes, I can help you. ew-we, keHekmeka eKh-el ey-ye. 
 
Foreign Aid from the United Nations and the US has been directed towards programs that 
provide health care to rural regions and make sanitation and clean water available.  
 
Exchange 31:  Do you need my help? 
Soldier: Do you need my help? Hagezey-do yed-lyeka ey-yu? 
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 
Exchange 32: Do you know what is wrong? 
Soldier: Do you know what is wrong eti gudlet tefelto-do?  
Local: No. ayfelton. 

                                                 
31 USAID. “Health Profile: Eritrea. HIV/AIDS.” April 2005. 
http://www.usaid.gov/our_work/global_health/aids/Countries/africa/eritrea_05.pdf 
 32 Van der Splinter, Hans. “Health Care in Asmara.”  http://www.asmera.nl/asmara-hospitals.htm 
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Traffic 
Traffic problems increase just as the number of cars, bicycles, and 
people increase. Asmara, which is said to have had more traffic 
signals under the Italians than Rome did, is no exception.  
 
Exchange 33: Is there a gas station nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a gas station near by ab Qereba me’edel gaz yerkeb-do? 
Local: Yes, on this road. ew-we, abza gwedena ba’la. 

 
Speed limits in the city are generally 35 km/hr (21 mph) except for the two main arteries, 
Martyrs Avenue and Edgeth Avenue, where 50 km/hr (30 mph) is permitted. Streets 
within the city limits are generally well paved and the fresh highland breezes keep 
vehicle air pollution to a minimum. In outlying districts however, the roads are full of 
potholes.  
 
Exchange 34: Is there a good auto mechanic nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a good auto mechanic 

nearby abzi kebabi te’uy mekanik yerkeb-do? 

Local: Yes, two kilometers from here. ew-we, kel-lte kilo-metr kabzi. 
 
 
 
Exchange 35: Do you know how to fix this? 
Soldier: Do you know how to fix this? nezi me’ray teKh-elo-do? 
Local: No. ayk-elon. 
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Transportation 
For visitors who wish to explore the city or, indeed, 
other parts of Eritrea, there is an efficient network of 
local and national buses, mini buses, car rentals, and 
taxis. A bus service which travels fixed routes is 
operated by Asmara City Transport. It can be 
recognized by the red-and-blue bus stop signs on major 
streets. 
 
Exchange 36: Will the bus be here soon? 
Soldier: Will the bus be here soon? eta awtobus Qeltifado temets-e 

teKhewn? 
Local: Yes, in 10 minutes. ew-we, deHri ‘aserte deQayQ  

 
Taxis are yellow and can be hired for trips of any length. At the rate of USD 1.00 = 15 
Nakfa, a city bus is a bargain at 1.50 Nakfa (USD 0.10). A shared taxi in Asmara can cost 
10 Nakfa (USD 0.67).33

 
Exchange 37: Can I get a cab around here? 
Soldier: Can I get a cab around here? abzi botazi botazi taksi krekeb eKh-el-do? 
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 
Visitors wishing to rent cars and/or drivers can do so at reasonable rates from 
international agencies such as EZ Car and National Rental, located in the lobbies of 
major hotels. 
 
Exchange 38: Can I rent a car from you? 
Soldier: Can I rent a car from you? abzi kebabi nay  

kray mekina  krekeb eKh-el-do? 
Local: No. aytrekebn. 

 

                                                 
33 Van der Splinter, Hans. “Transport in / to Asmara.” http://www.asmera.nl/asmara-transport.htm 
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In addition to the public and private bus and taxi services, there is 
train service outside Tigray Province to the port city of Massawa and 
the southern city of Agordat. The train line is considered by experts 
to be an international engineering feat and the train ride down to the 
coast or down through the southern highlands is a rewarding 
experience.  
 
Exchange 39: Is there a train station nearby? 

Soldier: Is there a train station 
nearby? medeber babur ab Qereba al-lo-do? 

Local: Yes. ew-we. 
 
Lastly, Asmara International Airport, 25 km (15 miles) from the city center, is the home 
of Eritrean Airlines and Nasair, a domestic airlines serving major cities in Eritrea. 
 
 
 Exchange 40: Which direction to the airport? 
Soldier: Which direction to the 

airport? 
menged-di eyerport beyan ey-yu? 
   

Local: That way. beti ab-bilka.  
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Restaurants 
There is no shortage of quality restaurants in Asmara. 
On a hill overlooking the city is the Cherhi Lunchroom 
Bar. Other places to dine include Mask Place next to the 
Bistro Alba and the China Restaurant near the Nyala 
Hotel. The Milano and the Blue Nile Pizzeria, also near 
the Nyala Hotel, hearken back to Italian colonial days. 
All offer good food freshly prepared and served in style.  
 
Exchange 41: Are you still serving lunch? 
Soldier: Are you still serving lunch? mesaH yer-rkebekum-do? 
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 
Exchange 42: I’d like a coffee. 
Soldier: I’d like a coffee. bun delye al-leKhu.  
Local: Sure. Her-ray. 

 
If you have an Eritrean guide or driver with you, it would be polite to invite them to dine 
with you; meals are inexpensive in Asmara.  
 
Exchange 43: Can you get me my bill? 
Soldier: Can you get me my bill? Hesabey-do ketemtse-al-ley meKhe-

alka? 
Local: Sure. Her-ray. 

 
Likewise, if he accompanies you to places requiring admission or fare, you should pay 
for him at the same time you pay for yourself. 
 
Exchange 44: Put this all on one bill. 
Soldier: Put this all on one bill. kul-lu eti Hesab ab Hade ateQalel-lo.  
Local: Sure. Her-ray. 

 
While dining, if you need to summon a waiter or service person simply say “yikri – 
ta“ (“Excuse me.”) 
 
Exchange 45: I’d like some soup. 
Soldier: I’d like some soup. gele mereQ delye neyre.  
Local: Sure. al-len-na Her-ray. 
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If you are eating traditional Tigrinyan food, you will 
probably sit at a low, round table on stools. Before 
eating, you may be asked by a waiter bearing a brass 
water container to wash your hands. Since there will 
probably be no silverware (unless you request it), you 
will eat with your right hand, dipping your bread into 
the small bowls or tray in front of you. 
 
Exchange 46: What type of meat is this? 
Soldier: What type of meat is this? ezi entay ‘aynet sega ey-yu? 
Local: Lamb. Sega beg-gi-‘e. 

 
Likewise, if asked how the food tastes, don’t hesitate to compliment the cook.  
 
Exchange 47: This food is delicious. 
Soldier: This food is delicious. ezi megbi beta’mi meQ-Qur ey-yu.  
Local: Thank you. te’um yehabka. 

 
Following the meal, waiters will clear the table quickly and efficiently. This is not a sign 
that you should leave, but simply good service on their part. 
 
Exchange 48: Do you have any dessert? 
Soldier: Do you have any dessert? mezazemi meQ-Qur megbi yerekeb-do?  
Local: Yes, we have fruit. ew-we feretat al-len-na. 

 
Exchange 49: Do you have any more water? 
Soldier: Do you have any more water? may-do ketewesKheni teKh-el?  
Local: Sure. Her-ray. 

 
You might be invited to wash your hands again; if not, you may wish to wash up in the 
bathroom or toilet.  
 
Exchange 50: Where is your bathroom? 
Soldier: Where is your bathroom? sheQaQ-kum abey ey-yu? 
Local: Over there. abti neyew. 

 

 37



Market Place 
Shops in the city are open and ready for business at 8:00 
a.m. Traditional markets, however, especially those 
offering fresh produce, meat, or fish that has been 
trucked up from the coast, often open as early as 7:00 
a.m. Wise Tigrinyan shoppers, eager to get the freshest 
and best, may be out that early. Only major businesses, 
such as hotels and car rental agencies, can be expected 
to accept international credit cards. Hard cash at the popular markets is best. 
 
Exchange 51: Do you accept credit cards? 
Soldier: Do you accept credit cards? kredit kard teQebelu-do?  
Local: No. ayneQebeln. 

 
Eritreans may be eager to exchange foreign currency at reduced rates outside banks and 
cambios, or currency exchange offices. Don’t yield to the temptation. It is illegal to do so. 
Foreigners have a high profile and are more visible that they know. As of late 2006, the 
official rate for currency exchange was USD 1.00 = 15 Nakfa. 
 
Exchange 52: Do you accept U.S. currency? 
Soldier: Do you accept U.S. currency? nay amerika batera teQbelu-do?  
Local: No, we only accept nakfa. ayneQebeln, naQfa teraH ina neQbel. 

 
The Shuq or Medeber Markets are fixed, traditional market places.  
 
Exchange 53: Is the market nearby? 
Soldier: Is the market nearby? shuQ ab Qereba dyu? 
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 
However, some traditional vendors will set up their market tables in different parts of the 
city on different days of the week. The times and places are known to Tigrinyans who 
look for them on those days. 
 
Exchange 54: How much longer will you be here? 
Soldier: How much longer will you be 

here? 
abzi kendey ketetsenH iKha?  

Local: Three more hours. kab Heji seleste se’atat.  
 
With the exception of downtown shops, where European goods are sold at a fixed price, 
customers can be seen bargaining or haggling over prices at all markets. It is not impolite 
to do so, but don’t bargain unless you know the fair value of an item on the Eritrean 
market and you intend to buy.  
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Exchange 55: I can give you this much money for this. 
Soldier: I can give you this much 

money for this. bezi-en kewesdelka eKh-el ey-ye. 

Local: No. aydel-ln. 
 
Exchange 56: Can you give me change for this? 
Soldier: Can you give me change for 

this? 
Sherfi nay ezi-en tereKhbeley-do? 

Local: No. ayreKhbelkan. 
 
The Western law of the market place “caveat emptor” (buyer beware) is good in Asmara 
as well. It is OK to examine an object you might want to buy. 
 
Exchange 57: May I hold this and inspect it? 
Soldier: May I hold this and inspect 

it? 
Hize ker-eyo eKh-el-do? 

Local: Sure. ew-we. 
 
Some things come in difference sizes and colors and might not be displayed.  
 
Exchange 58: Do you have any more of these? 
Soldier: Do you have any more of 

these? kemzi ‘aynet zeyada yerekebeka-do? 

Local: No. yebl-leyn. 
 
Exchange 59: Do you have this in a larger size? 
Soldier: Do you have this in a larger 

size? kabzi ‘bey-y zebele al-lekum-do? 

Local: Yes, we do. ew-we, al-len-na. 
 
Exchange 60: Do you have this in a different color? 
Soldier: Do you have this in a 

different color? 
kemezi ‘aynet gen kal-e Hebri al-lekum-
do?  

Local: Yes. ew-we. 
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Street Vendors 
Street vendors in Asmara abound in small squares and side streets 
outside the center of the city. Beware of those selling food, however. 
Western stomachs are seldom accustomed to the  strains of bacteria 
one is likely to encounter there. 
 
Exchange 61: Did you prepare this food? 

Soldier: Did you prepare this food? ezi megbi nesKha-do ad-daliKhayo?  
Local: No. ay-anen. 

 
Exchange 62: Is this food fresh? 
Soldier: Is this food fresh? ezi megbi Hadish dyu? 
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 
Some street vendors are brazenly persistent that you buy something. It is best to resist 
them firmly. 
 
Exchange 63: Buy something from me. 
Local: Buy something from me. zeKhwenet Hanti neger kabay geza-e. 
Soldier: No, go away. aygez-z-en reHaQ. 

 
Beggars 
There are beggars on the streets of Asmara. The farther one goes away from the city 
center squares, the more one sees blind, disabled, or elderly beggars. Eritrea is a very 
poor country and it is in a humanitarian crisis. Whether you give them something or not 
is up to you and your pocket book. Giving alms of one or two Nakfa (10 or 20 US cents) 
is usually honorable. You, as a well-nourished Westerner, will bring credit to yourself 
and your country if you do make a prudent contribution. On the other hand, there are 
children who might indiscriminately pester foreigners for money or sweets. Use your best 
judgment, but try to avoid them. 
 
Exchange 64: Give me money. 
Local: Give me money. seldi habeni. 
Soldier: No, I don’t have any. yebl-leyn. 
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Crime 
The incidence of violent crime in Asmara has been 
fairly low in recent years and Westerners are generally 
very safe. Petty crime, however, such as pickpocketing 
and auto break-ins, is a constant concern of police. 
There are some precautions one can take. As is common 
sense anywhere, don’t walk around alone at night. Many 
outlying streets have no lighting. Thieves and criminals 
tend to target people who appear lost. Always at least appear as if you know where you 
are going. 
 
Gathering Information  
In the course of exploring Asmara and the remaining Tigrinya-speaking areas, you might 
be offered information that could be useful to your command structure. In such cases, 
quietly accept the information, thank the informant, and pass it to your chain of command. 
 
Exchange 65: Can I help you? 
Soldier: Can I help you? entay zedeleKha iKha?  
Local: I have information for you. ne’aKha zewehab Haberehta al-len-ni. 
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Rural Life 
Rural Employment 
More than 75% of Eritreans live outside the main cities 
and the majority of these earn their living in the 
agricultural sector. This is especially true of the Eritrean 
highlands of Maakel and Debub Provinces where 
Tigrinya-speaking farmers are found. These farms 
produce sorghum, wheat, corn, hops, cotton, coffee, and 
tobacco, much of which is exported. Some of the 
farmers engage in animal husbandry, raising cattle, sheep, goats, and camels from which 
the hides are used for the leather export industry. In spite of 30 years of war and a period 
of slow and painful postwar reconstruction, Tigrinyan farms have been able to double 
their production since independence in 1993.34

 
Exchange 66: Where do you work, sir? 
Soldier: Where do you work, sir? entay ey-yu seraHka? 
Local: I am a farmer. Harestay ey-ye. 

 
Exchange 67: Are you the only person in your family who has a job? 
Soldier: Are you the only person in 

your family who has a job ? 
kab sedraKha seraH zel-lek-ka nesKha 
teraH diKha?  

Local: No. aykwenkun. 
 

                                                 
34 Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations: FAO.org. Kayouli, Tasfai & Tewolde.  
“Country Pasture/Forage Resource Profiles: Eritrea.” February 2002. 
http://www.fao.org/ag/agp/agpc/doc/Counprof/Eritrea/Eritrea.htm 

 42



Land Distribution 
The new post-revolution body of Eritrean law has tried 
to redefine tradition and eliminate practices that can be 
seen as treating citizens unequally. It has been 
especially forceful in outlawing the ancient practice of 
diessa, or communal land holding. Under diessa, the 
land around a village was allocated to families on a 
rotational basis without the right of inheritance. The 
new Eritrean Constitution of 1997 guarantees the basic right of citizens, regardless of sex 
or ethnicity, to own the land that they live on and cultivate. It has created a generation of 
squatters. However, it also permits the inheritance of land from one generation to another. 
Among the Tigray Christians this has also meant the right of women to own and inherit 
land.  By contrast, the Tigrinya-speaking Muslim minority in the north traditionally hold 
to the practice of land inheritance by the oldest son.35

 
Exchange 68: Do you own this land? 
Soldier: Do you own this land? nayzi meryet wan-na diKha? 
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 
The constitutional guarantees of land ownership have resulted in conflict in some parts of 
the highlands where land had already been redistributed. Prior to independence, large 
estates had traditionally been controlled by absentee owners, mostly Christians living in 
Asmara. These large farms employed tenant farmers who paid their rent by surrendering 
one-third of their crops to the landowner. In recent years, tenants have begun to stake 
claim to the land they are living on and cultivating.  These conflicts have been especially 
bitter in some cases, because the landowners have been Christians who have occasionally 
employed poor Muslim tenants. Litigation in the courts of Asmara over the issue of land 
redistribution is likely to continue for a long time to come. 
 
The farmers, owners or tenants, are generally very friendly to foreigners and since they 
know the area well can be excellent sources of information. 
 
Exchange 69: Do you know this area very well? 
Soldier: Do you know this area very 

well? 
ezi kebabi atsebiQka-do tefelto? 

Local: Yes. ew-w. 
 

                                                 
35University of Sussex Institute of Development Studies. BRIDGE. Green, Cathy and Baden, Sally. 
“Gender Profile of the state of Eritrea.”  February 1994.  
http://www.bridge.ids.ac.uk/reports/R22 Gender Prof Eritrea 2c.doc 
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Transportation Issues 
Of the 3,850 km (2,310 miles) of highway linking the 
cities and rural areas of Eritrea, only 810 km (482 miles) 
are paved. The remaining roads are unpaved. In spite of 
single-digit economic growth since 2000, Eritrea has 
managed to advance its transportation infrastructure by 
asphalting new roads, improving ports, and repairing 
roads and bridges damaged by years of conflict with 
Ethiopia. The 580-km (340-mile) coastal road from Massawa to Assab is being paved and 
should be completed in 2008. Currently the only fully paved road is the 107-km (61-mile) 
stretch of road between Massawa and Asmara.36

Travel on either unpaved or paved roads is generally safe if one is alert and prepared to 
lookout for livestock, pedestrians, or unpredictable local drivers. There are other factors 
that complicate driving such as poor road lighting in rural areas and the generally poor 
condition of local vehicles. These factors make driving after dark dangerous. Scarcity of 
safety services and traffic police cause rural driving and breakdowns to heighten the risks 
of country driving. Robberies have been reported along rural roads have been on the 
increase.37

Exchange 70: My car broke down, can you help me? 
Local: My car broke down, can you 

help me? 
mek-kina tesebiratni-mo ketHegzeni-do 
meKhe-alka? 

Soldier: I need to check with my 
commander. 

feQad Halafyey kerekeb al-len-ni. 

 

                                                 
36 United Nations International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD). Rural Poverty Portal. Eritrea: 
Geography, agriculture and the economy.  
http://www.ruralpovertyportal.org/english/regions/africa/eri/geography.htm 
37 US Department of State. Consular Information Sheet. “Eritrea.”  5 May 2006. 
http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/cis/cis_1111.html 
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Health Care 
The absence of adequate rural health care is one aspect 
of the humanitarian crises in Eritrea. The health care 
situation is compounded by drought and lack of water, 
malnutrition and poverty. The focus of humanitarian aid 
provided by the UN and by international organizations 
such as USAID has been to assist the Eritrean 
government in establishing a network of small rural 
district clinics. As the government continues to close down foreign missionary 
movements and their health care facilities, the work of mainstream international agencies 
like the UN and USAID has become more important. The World Health Organization 
(WHO) estimates that there are only three physicians for every 100,000 people in 
Eritrea.38

Travelers are advised to take potable water with them when they travel. Water sources in 
rural areas, even if the water comes from a tap, should be considered contaminated. It is 
possible that some travelers will experience altitude sickness in the highlands where 
elevations approach 2,134 m (7,000 ft). Symptoms include shortage of breath, nausea, 
fatigue, and headaches. 
 

                                                 
38 US Agency for International Development (USAID). FY 2004 Budget Justification to Congress. 
“Eritrea.” http://www.usaid.gov/policy/budget/cbj2004/sub-saharan_africa/Eritrea.pdf 
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Weapons 
Since 2000, there has been an increase in the trafficking 
of illegal weapons in the Horn of Africa. This is 
particularly true of border regions between Eritrea and 
Ethiopia where there are firearms leftover from the 30-
year war of liberation. There have been reports of 
weapons moving across the Ethiopian border to 
Tigrinya-speaking Ethiopians.39

 
Exchange 71: Did these people threaten you? 
Soldier: Did these people threaten 

you? 
ezom sebat neger-do geyromelka eyom?  

Local: No. aygeberuleyn. 
 
Landmines 
No definite government survey of minefield locations in Eritrea exists. Experts, however, 
believe that up to 5% of the country may possess mines and unexploded ordinance.  The 
United Nations Mine Action Coordination Center (UNMACC) believes that most of the 
major battlefields of the 30-year war were mined. This is certainly true of border areas. 
UNMACC has led de-mining efforts and their current estimate places the number of 
active mines at more than 200,000. Some of them are in southern Debub Province, close 
to the Ethiopian border. Travelers would do well to avoid unmarked roads, paths, or dry 
riverbeds. Local authorities usually know which areas are mine-free. 40

 
Exchange 72: Is this area mined? 
Soldier: Is this area mined? ezi bota neta gwi zetezer-o dyu?  
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 

                                                 
39 Bonn International Center for Conversion (BICC). “An Exploratory Study on Conflicts and the Use of 
Small Arms and Light Weapons in Eritrea.” http://www.saligad.org/fieldwork/gashbarka.html 
40 Landmine Survivors Network. Rehabilitation Services Database. “Eritrea.” 28 July 2005.  
http://www.lsndatabase.org/country_text.php?country=eritrea 
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Education  
The wish of the government to make education 
available to all segments of the population has yet to 
become a reality in rural Eritrea. Education is 
mandatory for all children to the age of 16, but it is 
often not possible for rural children to fulfill this 
obligation. From an early age, children are expected to 
take part in household chores. Boys learn to tend 
livestock and girls are taught to perform household duties. No reliable statistics are 
available regarding the percentage of rural children attending school. Estimates place the 
number of children over the age of six who are enrolled in primary school at roughly 60%. 
Traditional wisdom holds that it is more important for male children to get an education 
than females, since they are more likely to improve the welfare of the family.41

 

Gender Roles 
Although women fought side by side with men during the war of liberation and thereby 
gained some legal rights, in rural Eritrea women are generally still inferior to men. The 
ideas of gender equality have yet to reach the rural villages. Rural Tigrinyans have a clear 
understanding of traditional gender roles. Men cultivate the fields while women take care 
of house and hearth. Boys tend to the flocks and girls help their mothers and also fetch 
water from wells and springs.42

 

Rural Life 
The life of farmers is structured around the farm and the seasons. Crops are generally 
planted in the early part of the year before the summer rains begin. All family members 
help in harvesting. The soil is poor and lacks fertilizers, because it has been overworked 
for centuries. Farmers use ancient methods of cultivation, planting seeds by hand and 
using oxen to plow the fields. Cattle are used for the harvest as well, threshing the grain 
with their hoofs.  
The family can number eight or more in a cooperative enterprise. Women perform all the 
housework necessary to making meals, cleaning, and laundering. They also grind the 
grain for cooking. Children often fetch water, sometimes walking more than one mile to 
the nearest source. Newly married couples live in a simple hut called a gujji. As they 
begin to have children, they will move into a house called sidrabet that has a thatched 
roof and is made from rock, timber, and clay. Most houses have a small garden and an 
enclosed area for livestock such as cows and goats. The animals provide dung, which is 
used to make fire for cooking.43

 

                                                 
41 Everyculture.com. “Culture of Eritrea.” http://www.everyculture.com/Cr-Ga/Eritrea.html 
42 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).Country of Origin Information 
Team. “Eritrea: Risk Groups and Protection-Related Issues.” January 2005.  
http://www.unhcr.org/home/RSDCOI/4236f8ef4.pdf 
43 Answers.com. “Tigray-Tigrinya People.” http://www.answers.com/topic/tigray-tigrinya-people 
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Markets 
Rural market days, usually Saturday, are lively and 
colorful affairs. Tigrinyans may walk long distances to 
bring their wares to market. One can find produce, 
livestock, and handcrafted  goods. Most of the buying 
and selling is done before midday and the best and 
freshest produce sells quickly. Visitors might be 
interested in handcrafted musical instruments, leather, 
fabrics, or produce like coffee beans. A moderate 
amount of bargaining is acceptable on handmade items. 
 
Exchange 73: Will you be going to the market today? 
Soldier: Will you be going to the 

market today? 
nab edaga ketekeyd diKha lomi? 

Local: Yes ew-we. 
 
Exchange 74: Can you take me there? 
Soldier: Can you take me there? nab-u-do ketewesdeni teKh-el? 
Local: Yes, I can. Follow me. eKh-el ew-we, teKheteleni. 

 

Who is in charge? 
In pre-revolutionary times, the head of a village would have been the patriarch of the 
largest clan or group of families. This practice of selected village leaders has changed for 
both Muslims and Christians.  
 
Exchange 75: Does your leader live here? 
Soldier: Does your leader live here? meraHiKhum abzi deyu zeQmet? 
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 
All administrative villages have a village administrator and a deputy administrator 
appointed by the government, as well as a traditional council of elders, elected by the 
people of the village. These posts are not hereditary. Elders are elected and can be 
replaced if villagers are unsatisfied with their performance. 
 
Exchange 76: Can you take me to the administrative head of this  community? 
Soldier: Can you take me to the 

administrative head of this  
community? 

nab ameHadari ‘adi ketewesdeni teKh-
el-do?  

Local: Yes. ew-we. 
 
Village administrators and elders (or chiefs) are expected to support the ideals of the 
revolution over ancient tribal practices. In many cases they may be aging revolutionary 
fighters and veterans of the 30-year war. In Muslim villages the elder holds the religious 
office of imam as well, and village meetings often follow the communal prayers on 
Friday. For the Christians of Maakel and Debub Provinces, the leader will be an 
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Orthodox Christian, and most likely he will hold village meetings after the Sunday 
church service.44

 
Exchange 77: Respected elder, we need your help. 
Soldier: Respected elder, we need 

your help. 
kebur ab-bo, Hagezkum yedlyen-na al-
lo.   

Local: I can help you. Her-ray keHegzekum eKh-el ey-ye. 

 

                                                 
44 Norwegian Institute of Human Rights. Tronvoll, K. “The process of  nation building in post-war Eritrea.” 
1999. http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract;jsessionid=17491 
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Family Life 

Family Structure 
As in most African countries, the family is the basic unit of life and 
society among the Tigrinya-speaking peoples of Maakel and Debub 
Provinces. Villages and districts are structured around the family. At 
its most basic level, a man and woman and their children live in a 
sidrabet, or family dwelling. This is surrounded by a gezanti, or 
group of houses of the sub-clan.  
 
Exchange 78: Does your family live here? 

Soldier: Does your family live here? sederaKha abzi deyom zenebru? 
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 
Several gezanti spread out over a region is known as a woreda, or clan district. 
Tigrinyans refer to the land that their kin inhabit as meret shehera, or “land of our 
brothers.” Although Eritrean law proclaims the equality of its citizens, regardless of 
gender or ethnic background, the traditions surrounding the family structure will not 
change in one or two generations.45

 
Exchange 79: Did you grow up here? 
Soldier: Did you grow up here? abzi-do ‘abiKha. 
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 

                                                 
45 Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations (FAO). Corporate Document Repository. 
Dinucci, Alessandro & Fre, Zeremariam. “Understanding the Indigenous Knowledge and Information 
Systems of Pastoralists in Eritrea.” 2003.  http://www.fao.org/docrep/006/Y4569E/y4569e04.htm 
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Marriage and Divorce 
Thirty years of armed conflict and the humanitarian crisis since 
independence have weakened economic security in Eritrea. The 
traditional African response to this plight is to strengthen the family 
and have a large number of children. Marriage and children are 
considered a way to achieve economic security.  
 
Exchange 80: Do you have any brothers? 

Soldier: Do you have any brothers? aHwat al-lewuKha-do? 
Local: Yes, I do. ew-we al-lewuni.  

 
The Citizens’ Rights Proclamation of 1997 permits marriage between adult men and 
women over the age of 18 without parental consent.  In practice, families play an 
important role in marriages by selecting brides, organizing the celebrations, and 
supporting the new family. Marriage outside the religion is very uncommon in rural areas. 
 
Exchange 81: Are you married? 
Soldier: Are you married? be’al Hadar diKha?  
Local: No. aykwenkun. 

 
Girls are sometimes betrothed or engaged as early as the age of eight in Muslim families. 
This is less common for Christians, who may consent to their daughters being married at 
the age of 14. Very often marriages are arranged years before they occur, when the bride 
and groom are still children. Families are careful, however, to avoid marriages between 
blood relatives, and family trees going back several generations are consulted to prevent a 
marriage that might weaken the offspring. Christian marriages are monogamous, but 
Muslim men are permitted to have up to four wives, a practice that seldom occurs. 
 
Exchange 82: Is this your wife? 
Soldier: Is this your wife? ezi-a-Khe be’alti betka deya? 
Local: No. aykwenetn. 

 
Marriage customs differ between Christians and Muslims, although there are some 
similarities as well. The Tigray Christian Orthodox ceremony is conducted by a priest.  In 
contrast, the Muslim ceremony consists of signing a marriage contract in the presence of 
the families and an Imam or Islamic clergyman. Both Christians and Muslims require the 
family of the bride to present the groom or his family with a dowry. This can be a sum of 
money, gold, or an amount of livestock. On the wedding day, the women of both families 
tattoo their hands and faces with henna and march through the village or city streets, 
singing and beating drums. A tent is set up to receive guests and serve a festive meal. 
There are colorful costumes and traditional dances. At Christian weddings, men, often the 
groom himself, serve suwa to the guests. This is a fermented alcoholic drink made from 
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honey and grain. Muslims do not drink alcohol, but they do serve a festive meal including 
lamb, goat, or beef. 
 
Exchange 83: Is this your entire family? 
Soldier: Is this your entire family? ezi-atom sedraKha deyom?  
Local: No. aykwenun. 

Divorce in rural areas is rare. If it occurs, it lowers the prestige of the individuals and of 
the family as well. Nonetheless, divorce may be instigated by either the husband or wife. 
In cases of divorce among Tigrinyans, it is customary for the husband to return the dowry 
to the wife’s family. In essence, both parties take with them all the assets they brought 
with them into the marriage.  
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The Typical Household 
Whether Christian or Muslim, the Tigrinyan household is very 
conservative. In visiting a household one should expect to wait a few 
minutes so that female members of the family may cover themselves. 
The first person one is likely to encounter is a male member of the 
family. In rural areas, it is common for friends and relatives of the 
husband to visit and gather in the front room in the evening and on 
weekends. Female friends and relatives will often gather at the same 
time in the women’s area in the rear of the house.  
 
Exchange 84: How many people live in this house? 
Soldier: How many people live in this 

house? 
abza geza kendey ze-aKhlu sebat 
yenebru?  

Local: Ten. ‘aserteh. 
 
In a patriarchal family, the senior male is usually the authority figure of the (frequently 
large) household. It is not uncommon for several generations to live together under one 
roof. 
 
Exchange 85: Are these people part of your family? 
Soldier: Are these people part of your 

family? 
ezom sebat abalat sedraKha deyom? 

Local: No. aykwenun. 
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Women 
Women in East Africa, including Tigrinyan females, are subjected to 
female genital mutilation (FGM), or female circumcision. This 
involves removing the majority of female genitalia, then sewing the 
mutilated organ together. While exact statistics concerning the 
practice don’t exist, it is believed that 95% of all females undergo the 
procedure in childhood. It is seen as a right of passage for females 
within the village. Among adults, it is generally believed that the 
practice makes women more acceptable for marriage and more 
desirable as sexual partners. Unfortunately, FGM is frequently 
carried out in unsanitary conditions, putting girls at immediate risk of 
infection. Even years later, women who have undergone the procedure are at increased 
risk for sexually transmitted diseases and complications during childbirth. 

The Eritrean Demographic Health Survey (EDHS) reports that the most extreme form of 
FGM is practiced in the lowlands of eastern Eritrea, which has a Muslim majority. 
However, it has been determined that the practice of FGM originated in East Africa in 
ancient times and definitely predates the arrival of Islam. Nonetheless, the Eritrean 
government is on record as supporting the World Health Organization (WHO) and those 
international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that are involved in eradicating 
FGM. In reality, it is a practice that is deeply rooted in the culture of Eritrea and is 
unlikely to disappear quickly.46

In other areas, the government of Eritrea has made progress in inculcating a culture of 
gender equity among women. One of the most powerful forces in Eritrea is the National 
Union of Eritrean Women (NUEW). Tigrinyan Christian women play an active role in 
NUEW. It is a potent force for advocacy in gender equity issues, women’s education, 
health, and family rights.47

                                                 
46United Nations High Commission Report Eritrea. “Eritrea Risk Groups and Protection-Related Issues.” 
January 2005.  http://www.unhcr.org/home/RSDCOI/4236f8ef4.pdf    
47 UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. “Eritrea: Campaign against FGM ‘is working’” 
14 February 2007.  http://www.irinnews.org/Report.aspx?ReportId=70174 
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Tigrinyan Names 
It is custom for children in Tigrinyan families to take 
their father’s first name, either as a surname or, if the 
family or clan is well known, as a second name. 
Sometimes the name of the grandfather is added as a 
third name for school or military registrations. For 
example, in the case of Mr. Feiven Ammanuel Tewolde, 
Feiven would be the man’s personal name. Ammanuel 
would be the name of his father. Tewolde could be a clan or tribe name, or possibly the 
name of his grandfather. He would customarily be addressed as Mr. Feiven. Likewise, in 
the case of Natsinet Alazar Berhane, Natsinet would be her first name. Alazar would be 
the name of her father, and Berhane would be either a clan name or possibly the name of 
her grandfather. In public she would be addressed as Mrs./Miss Natsinet. Women in 
Tigray culture do not change their names when they get married.48

 
Exchange 86: Are these your children? 
Soldier: Are these your children? ezi-atom deQ-Kha deyom? 
Local: Yes. ew-we. 

 

                                                 
48Citizenship and Immigration Canada. Cultural Profiles Project. “Eritrea: Family Life.”  
http://www.cp-pc.ca/english/eritrea/ 
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