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INTERVIEW

"POLITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS IS ITS ONLY RELIABLE WEAPON"

Interview with Vanguard with Comrade Issayas Afeworki, Assistant-Secretary

 General of the EPLF  

Q. Comrade Issayas, how do you characterize the change in the balance of forces ensued following the year-and-half long bitter struggle against the enemy?  What has been the impact of these changes in the attitudes of the Eritrean masses and abroad?

Ans.  It is imperative, before analysing the victories achieved by the liberation army towards the end of '79, to discuss at length the whole process, starting from the large-scale offensives of the Dergue until the recent phase of the confrontations.

A comparative analysis of the Dergue's positions, i.e. its psychological disposition at the start of the offensives in June '78 when it had amassed huge quantities of weapons and manpower and its attitudes now may be relevant for historical evaluation (history).  The glaring contrast between its intransigence and illusive confidence then derived from its material superiority, and the disarray and insecurity, the prevailing reality has now imposed upon it is foolproof of the historical inevitability of the victory of the oppressed. 

 At the start of the offensives, the Dergue was not only arrogantly declaring, through its mass media, that the Eritrean people will not be able to withstand its massive onslaught and that it will achieve absolute victory within a matter of few months, but it also sincerely believed in this eventuality.  

The promises of short engagements and timely return to their homeland made for it’s forcibly 

conscripted troops was not entirely motivated to delude them, but reflected to a considerable extent, the Dergue's ambitious illusions.

    As extensively elaborated at the time, the EPLA had withdrawn, in the series of repeated enemy offensives, from one fixed position to another and by regrouping and concentrating its forces, consistent with the prevalent military changes, engaged the enemy at opportune positions and periods and incurred heavy losses on the occupationist army. 

 The strategic, as opposed to tactical, nature of the military withdrawals effected by the EPLF in response to the prevalent shift in the balance of forces, and that the strategic withdrawals, although entailing some (initial) advances of the Dergue, would ultimately and in a limited period of military operations, result in weakening the enemy and exhausting its offensive capability while preserving the revolutionary force were clear from the outset.  

And departing from this anticipation and correct analysis, the strategic withdrawals was declared as the policy (for that transitional period) by the EPLF.  However the enemy was overjoyed, in spite of the heavy losses sustained in the process, by its initial advances and anxious to "decimate" the EPLA, escalated and persisted in its offensives. 

 The Dergue was intoxicated by its initial advances and ephemeral victories and began to ridicule our strategic withdrawals in derogatory terms "….they will 90 on talking about strategic withdrawals till they are drowned in the sea (Red Sea)".  Nonetheless, the invincible struggle of the oppressed and the heavy losses incurred in the numerous confrontations, and the economic crisis precipitated by the war fomented and exacerbated numerous contradictions within the occupationist army. 

 The Dergue's drive to persist in its large-scale offensives began to lose momentum, its war machine ground to a halt.  On the other hand, the EPLA, having already made the necessary short and long term analysis and preparations, launched, at a time when the enemy was weakened, a series of successive counter offensives towards the end of 1979 and in the first month of 1980, and totally decimated the entire enemy detachments deployed in the 

forward positions.

At this time, the enemy has been dislodged from its entrenched positions - positions held for more than a year - in the Nakfa front and been forced to retreat to the surroundings of Afabet.  In the North-Eastern Sahel areas too, the enemy was dislocated from its strategic positions and driven to the plains facing the 40 km long entrenched positions of our people's army.  We interpret these victories as ushering in the transitional stage. 

 The strategic conditions of the Eritrean revolution evaluated in the context of the prevailing military balance of forces indicate that basic changes demand long process, successive military operations.

The victories achieved at this stage are the harbinger of the impending changes.  These remarks of course refer only to the military changes taking place in Eritrea. It is also important to ask and evaluate the impact of these changes on the Eritrean masses as well as 

abroad.  To ask what had been the attitudes of various internal and external forces to these changes and the implication of the new situation.

Initially, many external forces displayed serious doubts on the capacity of the Eritrean revolution to withstand the onslaught of the Dergue.  The sheer numerical and material superiority of the Dergue had prompted these forces to overlook and underestimate the determination and invincibility of the popular struggle.  The misgivings of some of them was pessimistic to the extent that they assumed that the Eritrean revolution would succumb under the military might of the Dergue.  

Inside Eritrea too, with the exception of the conscious detachments of the oppressed workers and peasants, the other social forces were overwhelmed by the balance of forces and their morale and militant vigour were substantially eroded.

The new changes now obtaining, as a result of the year-and-half long process, have an important role in shaping new attitudes.  Those external forces who had assumed, in view of the Dergue's apparent superiority, a serious setback of the revolution cannot but to-day confirm - when they see that the EPLA has not only stalled the massive enemy onslaught but in the recent counter offensive forced him to retreat, the capacity of the Eritrean revolution, the determination of the Eritrean people to persist in their just struggle.  

On the other hand, the deep convictions of the masses on protracted people's war is further reinforced by these concrete results and the imperative and effectiveness of the strategic withdrawals and other temporary military changes with long-term positive results to the 

revolution, better illustrated.  For the wavering forces, these changes have compounded the truth that a popular force can withstand any aggression, and allayed their fears and inconsistencies.  

The overall combative readiness, determination, consciousness, perseverance of the Eritrean masses, is in a correlative context, much higher than it was before the start of the offensives.  These are the changes brought about in a year and half of intense struggle.

Q. In view of its recent defeats and overall failure, what are the options and future plans of the Dergue?

Ans.  If anything is immutable, it is the policy of the Dergue.  The Dergue is prepared to mortgage the entire wealth of the country for the purchase of arms and conscript the entire human potential, to acquire whatever external support through whatever suitable political colouring and facade, in order to ensure the continued domination of the Eritrean people, to satisfy the irrational dreams of perpetuating the exploitation and colonial oppression of the Eritrean people.  No military defeat, no physical dislocation will change this intransigence and jingoism.

    Although the Dergue may raise various slogans and assume different forms, so long as this deeply engrained arrogance and chauvinism persists, there will be no alternative but to resort to its war policy.

    Perhaps an important point which needs particular emphasis in this regard is the opposition and resistance of the Ethiopian people towards its policy of conscription.  Towards the end of 1977, the Dergue was able to enrol, through various devious means, a new force exceeding 300,000.  This capacity is non-existent at this stage.  Although the Dergue has intensified its methods and is frantically pursuing its quest of recruits, it cannot and is not able to meet its target.  After too much efforts the Dergue has been able to draft only two new divisions, which are currently under training.  Indisputably this new force will be dispatched to Eritrea.

    The repeated pleas and overtures the Dergue is making to the forces which have been arming and offering it related expertise, for additional armaments is well-known and needs no elaboration here.  

All these activities are however indicative of the nature of the Dergue and the future course it will follow.  In spite of the acute economic crisis in Ethiopia, the Dergue is set to channel whatever available resources to the war in Eritrea and to suppress the democratic movements of the Ethiopian people.

    The Dergue is also seeking economic aid from the west European countries, the U.S., and other potential supporters.  These activities coupled with its recent manoeuvres of "peaceful solution" are further indications of its intentions to intensify the war.  At this juncture, what we want to emphasize is, irrespective of the Dergue's preparations, no matter how much material it amasses or how many troops it deploys, the Eritrean people are determined to struggle and since the outcome of the war and history is dictated by the masses, its attempts are bound to fail.  

The experiences the EPLA has gleaned in the past year and a half a re indeed considerable.  The sophisticated weapons captured from the enemy are very substantial. The battle techniques and war expertise developed through hard struggle are incongruously high particularly when seen in the context of the obvious objective limitations. 

The counter-offensive already underway is guided by a meticulously planned and well-studied strategy and will frustrate the Dergue's wrong calculations and anticipation of the tide turning in its favour as a result of "(our) gradual weakening in a prolonged offensive".  We are confident that the objectives of the EPLA will be realized and the preparations and dreams of the Dergue frustrated.

      The identity of the EPLA establishes this historic truth.  Perhaps those internal and external forces who do not have an intimate knowledge of the EPLA may harbour doubts and admirations.  Many quarters ask how this force with its relatively low numerical and material content succeeds to achieve spectacular victories over a far superior protagonist. 

 The EPLA does not possess sophisticated armaments, it has no satellites to monitor enemy movements, not even ample quantities of light weapons and ammunition freely dispensable in combat engagements.  In brief, if measured by the reactionary yardstick of modern weaponry, it is not an army.  

The only (reliable) weapon of the EPLA is indeed its political consciousness.  And it is this instrument alone which accounts for all these miraculous military achievements.  The role of our fighters, the role and consciousness of the combatants of the EPLA, its efficiency and performance which exceeds normal expectations, is the primary factor which ensures that the Dergue's preparations, however big and whatever new elements they might incorporate, are doomed to failure. 
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