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Introduction

! The reason why I chose this topic for my thesis is that from 2005 to 2008 I 

attended the Italian school of Asmara and graduated from the Liceo Scientifico “G. 

Marconi”.

 My father, a professor of Italian, was  nominated in 2004 for a five-year post to 

teach at the Lower Secondary School of Asmara, and I decided to go with him. I 

experienced a significant and important “change of life”, since I found myself in a new 

Country, a new school and with new classmates. In fact, in my class, there were only two 

Italian students, while the rest were Eritreans. 

 From an educational point of view, the subjects such as  Italian, philosophy or 

history were taught in a different way, because the command of the Italian language for 

Eritrean students  wasn’t like the one of a native speaker. Contrary to that, the study of 

foreign languages such as English, French, Spanish and Arabic was studied more in 

depth. English in particular, because along with Tigrinya and Italian,  it is  one of the 

languages spoken in everyday life.

 Relating with my classmates was not so easy, especially at the beginning, because 

they grew up in another reality. Their habits, traditions, mentality are very different from 

ours. I was particularly impressed by the relationship with adults, since they are 

disciplined and fear their parents. In the Eritrean society the figure of the father is very 

authoritarian. 

 The three years I spent there helped me grow up. It’s been the most significant 

experience of my life until now. I will never forget it. 

Structure of the thesis:

! Since Eritrea is a young, not-known and very small country, I thought it was 

essential, in the first chapter, to talk about its  history. Even if the State of Eritrea as  we 

know it,  has  only existed since 1993, its territory has  a formidable history. In particular, I 

added to this  chapter a paragraph about the nine ethnic groups of Eritrea that characterize 
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its  culture and traditions. I also talk about the holidays  that are celebrated in Eritrea, 

Christian as well as Muslim.

 The second chapter, Italian schools in Eritrea, is divided into two main paragraphs 

in which I describe Italian schools during the colonial period and the post-colonial period. 

In paragraph 2.1. I talk about educational institutions for the local population, since the 

regulations and the subjects  taught were different from the ones of Italian schools for the 

white population, that followed the same regulations and programs of schools in Italy. 

After the colonial period, Italian schools  were accessible to everyone and classes  were 

mixed. Italian and Eritrean pupils attended the same schools. In paragraph 2.2. I describe 

the schools left in Asmara. As we can notice, there’s a lack of information since the ‘70s 

to the ‘90s. Those were the years  of the war for independence and the dictatorship of 

Mengistu. During that period most Italians went back to Italy. As  a consequence, many 

schools were closed.

 The third chapter is about the “Technical Agreement between the State of Eritrea 

and the Republic of Italy on the status of the Italian schools and their personnel in 

Asmara” and several problems concerning the interpretation of certain articles of the 

document. Moreover, I describe the Sycamore Project, promoted by teachers  of the Italian 

schools of Asmara and Addis Ababa. 

 Finally, I thought it would be interesting to add an appendix about public Eritrean 

schools, since their organization and the type of education that they offer are very 

different. Unfortunately it’s  a little known reality for which we could do much more, 

because education is a right for all.
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Chapter 1:

The history of Eritrea
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Since the origins until the beginning of Italian colonialism

Prehistory

! The history of Eritrea dates back to immemorial times. In 1995 some hominid 

fossils were found in Buya, dated two million years ago. Furthermore, tools dated to 8000 

b.C. were found in the Barka Province. It is thought that the first inhabitants  of Eritrea 

came from Central Africa. They later mixed with people who had immigrated from the 

Middle East (the actual states of Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Oman and the UAE) 2500 years 

ago. 

Kingdom of Aksum 

! The empire of Aksum ruled Eritrea from the 1st century to the 11th. Aksum, capital 

of the great empire, is located in the Tigray area (in today’s Ethiopia), 170 km from the 

sea. The commercial trades of the kingdom were mostly maritime and were managed by 

the ancient seaport of Adulis, in Eritrea. The street that connected Aksum to Adulis had 

great importance during that period. 

 Under the reign of Edana, from 325 to 360, Christianity was introduced in the 

empire’s territories, when Syrian merchants of Christian belief were shipwrecked on the 

coasts of the Red Sea. In the 4th century AD, Christianity became the official religion of 

the kingdom. 

Islam and the decline of Aksum

! Islam was introduced in the region in the 7th century, and marked the beginning of 

the decline of the kingdom of Aksum. With the spread of Islam, the Arab populations 

grew stronger and soon became the new lords of the Red Sea, occupying the city of 

Massawa as well. The authorities of Aksum were defeated. 
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The Ottoman empire and the Egyptians

! During the 15th and the 16th centuries northern Eritrea and the coastal areas were 

invaded by the Ottomans, that ruled the region for over 300 years.  Their successor, the 

Egyptians ruled from 1846 to 1885, under Ali Pasha. They first invaded Sudan and some 

areas of Ethiopia, then occupied western Eritrea and Massawa. The Eritrean king, 

Yohannes, declared war on the Egyptians and defeated them in 1875 in Gundat, in eastern 

Eritrea. The influence of Egypt lasted a few more years, until the arrival of the Italians. 

Since the Italian colonialism until today’s Eritrea

Colonial period

! The Italians arrived in Eritrea in 1869 with the Rubattino shipping company, who 

bought a lot nearby Assab, in the south of Eritrea. In 1882 the Italian government took 

over the proprieties of the company and established a local administration. In 1885 they 

occupied Massawa and took advantage of the disorder in Ethiopia to occupy the 

highlands of Keren and Asmara. However, during this  advance on the highlands, the 

Italian army was defeated by Ras Alula, Yohannes’ governor of Ethiopia, in Dogali. 500 

Italian men lost their lives and Italy’s government decided to support Yohannes’ rival 

Menelik, who ascended the throne of Ethiopia in 1889. Italy and Ethiopia signed a treaty 

that ratified Italian control over Eritrea. In 1890 the colony of Eritrea1  was eventually 

created. However the relations between the two countries worsened because of some 

differences in the texts of the treaty, which was supposed to be written identically in both 

languages (Italian and Amharic). In 1896 there was a battle near Adwa. The Ethiopians 
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defeated the Italians once more. This  battle is of great significance to the Ethiopian 

population. 

 During the fascist period, Eritrea went through a profound modernization. Among 

all the Italian colonies, it was considered to be the “jewel” because of its access to the 

Red Sea and of its potential mineral wealth. The Italians promoted the Catholic Church, 

developed agriculture, industry, trade and built streets, harbors, hospitals and the railway 

that still connects  Asmara to Massawa. In the ‘30s Eritrea was one of the most 

industrialized colonies of Africa and experienced a great population growth.  In 1933 the 

Eritreans were 510,000 and the Italians 3,600, while in 1939 Eritrea’s  population was  of 

a million inhabitants and the Italians  were 100,000. Italy instituted provinces, governed 

by officials and a governor. 

 Asmara became capital in 1897 and during the ‘30s looked typically Italian. In 

fact, it is  still possible to admire its  “art deco” and fascist architectures, such as the 

“Cinema Impero” or the former base of the Italian enterprise Fiat “Fiat Tagliero”. Today, 

Asmara is considered by the UN a “world heritage center”. 

! During the years before the Fascist regime,  certain occupations and facilities  were 

not open to the local population. With the rise of Fascism this segregation policy was 

intensified and with the passing of the “racial laws” soon became a real system of 

apartheid. Eritreans were segregated from residential areas, bars and restaurants reserved 

for the white population. However these laws did not support the idea of the superiority 

of the Aryan race. Italy wanted to stop relationships between Italian men and local 

women in the colonial territories. In those years there were 2,700 single white men in 

Eritrea, while only 450 single white women. This imbalance would obviously cause 

unions between white men and Eritrean women. The result was a growing number of 

meticci (mulattos), that if recognized by their Italian father would receive Italian 

citizenship with all its privileges. However in 1940 the laws were modified and all 

meticci were considered “natives”. Consequently they lost all privileges as Italian 

citizens. In spite of all this, the number of single white men always exceeded the one of 

white single ladies. The racial laws were almost impossible to implement and there was 

an increase in prostitution and illegitimate children.
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 British administration

 After the outbreak of World War II, Italy declared war on England. Many battles 

were fought near the border of Sudan and in 1941 the English army occupied Asmara. 

Eritrea had been under the British administration until 1952. During the first years  Eritrea 

had to overcome a period of decline, but the lack of financial support from the Italian 

government made the Country develop an autonomous economy and commerce. In fact, 

during  the ‘40s  Eritrea’s economy flourished again. 

 But the events of WW2 moved its attention to other parts of the world  and Eritrea 

lost its strategic importance. The English started to leave, bringing with them many 

infrastructures the Eritreans had built during the Italian colonial period, such as part of 

the railway system. By the end of 1946, Eritrea found itself in a situation of economic 

crisis.

Federalization with Ethiopia

 

! In 1950 the United Nations decided that Eritrea should become an independent 

country, but annexed with Ethiopia. Then in 1960, Eritrea became a province of the 

Abyssinian empire, but the Eritrean population did not like this annexation to Ethiopia, 

mostly because Ethiopian authorities terminated the use of the Eritrean flag and made 

Amharic the official language in place of Tigrinya. They also moved the administrative 

and judicial structures out of Eritrea. The protests by the Eritreans  against this regime 

were suppressed with violence and many people were brutally killed.

 Eventually, in 1961, in the city of Amba Adal a group of men rebelled and attacked 

a police station. The war for independence had begun. 

War for Independence

! The war for independence, also called “The Struggle” by rebels, lasted 30 years: 

from 1961 to 1991. 
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 Many movements for independence were established in those years. However, due 

to different religious beliefs, internal disputes eventually led to the fragmentation of these 

movements and to the founding of the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), which 

was egalitarian and socialist, and became the leader of the struggle. 

 In 1974, Mengistu, a communist dictator, rose to power and called for the support 

of the United States, first, and the Soviet Union later. The rebels had to face with an army 

that was provided with the most advanced weapons  and had to retreat. The capital Asmara 

was occupied by the Ethiopians. The years that followed were terrible.

 At last in 1987, Eritrea was  recognized as an independent region and in 1991, 

Isaias Afewerki, leader of the EPLF, formed a provisional government. A referendum was 

held in 1993 that declared the independence of the country. From that moment, Eritrea 

has  started a program of reconstruction of the infrastructures  so it can remedy the 

damage of the war. New laws were introduced, such as for the safeguard of the 

environment, the disabled, the rights of women and the fight against AIDS. 

The war against Ethiopia (1998-2000)

! However,  the conflict with Ethiopia was not over yet. Eritrea introduced the new 

currency, the Nakfa, as a replacement for the Ethiopian Birr in 1997. Ethiopia obviously 

did not like this action, that meant an economic break between the  two countries. Eritrea, 

in fact, did not want to be part of  the Ethiopian public debt. A year later, in 1998, a 

border dispute over the town of Badme led to war. The conflict was  awful and both 

countries used chemical weapons, such as napalm. 200,000 people died.

 The border war ended in 2000 with the signing of an agreement between the two 

parties. Among the terms of this  agreement was the establishment of a UN peacekeeping 

operation. 

The last 10 years: from 2000 to 2010

! The history of Eritrea over the last ten years is mainly characterized by two major 

aspects:
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1. The fact that the last war with Ethiopia has  not been resolved yet. Despite the 

agreement signed at the end of the conflict, the relations with Ethiopia have been tense. 

This fraught situation obviously leads to instability around the regions. 

2. The purpose of building a society free from economic and political influences  by the 

western world’s superpowers (especially the USA) and from globalization, which 

represents  in poor countries, such as Eritrea, one of the major causes of 

impoverishment and exploitation instead of a resource. 

Ethnic groups and local holidays of today’s Eritrea

! In Eritrea nine ethnic groups coexist, these are descendants of merchants, 

emigrants and colonizers that once lived those lands. Today they are part of the culture 

and the traditions of Eritrea in a significant way. 

 A description of Abyssinia by the Italian historian Carlo Conti Rossini perfectly 

describes the ethnic variety of this part of Africa: “A museum of people”.

Tigrinya people: they represent 50% of the population. They are sedentary farmers of 

orthodox religion.

Tigre people: they represent 30% of the population and live in the north of Eritrea, near 

the border with Sudan and in the Danakil depression. They are Muslims and both 

sedentary or nomadic.

Saho people: they represent 5% of the population and live on the coasts and the inlands 

south of Massawa. They are Muslims.

Afar people: also called Danakil, they represent 5% of the population and live in the 

coastal areas of the Danakil depression. They are nomadic and Muslim.

Hedareb people: they are a nomadic tribe that represents the 2.5% of the population and 

live in the northwest of the Country.

Bilen people: they represent 2% of the population and live in the surrounding areas of 

Keren. They are Christian and Muslim.

Kunama people: they live in the province of Gash-Barka, near the border with Sudan and 

Ethiopia and represent 2% of the population.
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Nara people: also known with the name Baria (that means slave) they represent 1.5% of 

the population and live in the Barka region. They are Muslim.

Rashaida people: nomadic tribe that represent 0.5% of the population. They are cattlemen 

of Islamic religion and speak Arabic.

! As a consequence, the presence of all these ethnic groups is the cause of many 

traditions. In particular, because the holidays of Eritrea concern Italian schools  as well. 

Indeed, in Eritrea, the Christian Orthodox, Catholic and Muslim holidays are all 

celebrated peacefully. During each of these holidays the schools stay closed. For 

example, the orthodox Christmas and Easter are usually celebrated a week later the 

catholic ones. The orthodox New Year is celebrated on September 11. 

 The most important holidays for the Muslims are Id Al Feter, that celebrates the 

birth of the prophet, Id Al Adha and Ramadan. In the occasion of these holidays as well, 

the schools respect the tradition and stay closed.

 Furthermore, amongst the civil holidays there is Women’s day on March 8; the 

Eritrean Liberation Day on April 24, and the Martyr’s Day on June 20, all considered 

very important. 
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Chapter 2:

Italian schools in Eritrea
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Italian schools in the colonial period 

From 1890 to 1907

! Before the Italian colonial period, the institutions that took care of education were 

connected to church and mosque, because the Eritrean population consisted, and still 

does, of approximately 50% Christians and 50% Muslims. However, western education in 

this area was  not introduced by the Italians. The French lazzarists had established 

educational activities in the territory since 1840 and in 1891 opened a girl’s school in 

Massawa, that received financial support from the Italian colonial government. 

 The relationship between the French missionaries and the Italian government 

worsened in the early years of the 1890s, because the French did not want to teach their 

students  the Italian language. Moreover, the Italians wanted to control whatever influence 

the local population was exposed to. The French missionaries  were then expelled in 1895. 

One of the reasons of this expulsion might be that the Italians felt threatened by the 

French presence in the bordering territory of Djibouti.  In those years, other religious 

missionaries  opened schools in the territory: the Swedish. They didn’t teach much Italian 

in their schools either, but never represented a threat to Italian supremacy.

 They opened many schools all around the region. The main subjects taught were: 

Tigrinya, Amharic, German, a little Italian, history, geography and arithmetic. 

However the orthodox Church refused to accept the presence of the protestant Swedes 

and actual persecution was prevented only because of the presence of Italian authorities 

in the area. By the end of the century, it became evident that the colony needed 

educational facilities, at least for the white population living there. 

 The first government school exclusively for the white population opened in 

Asmara around the beginning of the 20th century. Two teachers were sent from Italy to 

tutor the classes. Another school was opened in Keren in 1903 and 25 children of both 

sexes were enrolled. In 1905 a school was opened in Adi Ugri with 17 children. 
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 In other cities, such as Massawa and Seganeti, the French missionaries had already 

established schools. All establishments previously run by the lazzarists  were now taken 

over by the Capuchin fathers, who had to take care of educating the white population. 

 Initiatives to open schools for the local population too were undertaken by the 

Italians: in Massawa there was a school and an orphanage and in Asmara a chaplain had 

already started to teach the locals in 1889, when the Italian troops arrived there. By 1907 

there were 7 elementary schools  and the subjects taught were: Italian, Tigrinya, Amharic, 

arithmetic and agricultural knowledge. 

From 1908 to 1930

! In this period there was an increase in the number of educational facilities, because 

of the need of interpreters and trained personnel for both the colonial administration and 

Italian companies.

 In 1907 governor Martini resigned. Eritrea was now a consolidated colony, and 

there were little changes in policies until 1930 when Fascism took control over the 

territory. 

 The new governor Salvago-Raggi was favorable to the employment of the local 

population as clerks and assistants in the administration or public services such as the 

railway, post and telegraph. He developed a program of public education in order to train 

personnel for these jobs.

 In 1908 a bilingual school opened in Massawa, also because the chiefs of the 

Muslim population had already announced their interest in giving their children a western 

type of education. Three teachers were employed: one Italian, one Arab and one local 

assistant. The pupils were taught Italian, Arabic, geography and arithmetic. 

 The aim of this school was to train children of merchants  in order to facilitate 

commercial communication and give the opportunity to work for the Italian 

administration as  clerks or interpreters. The school remained exclusively for children of 

the Muslim population until 1930, when the administration of the school was entrusted to 

the Capuchin fathers.
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 In 1909 a school of arts and crafts  was opened in Keren and named after its 

founder “Salvago-Raggi”. Children of all religious backgrounds were admitted to this 

school. 

The purpose of the school was to:

• Bring a new culture and civilization to the local population;

• Give elementary education to the sons of chiefs in villages;

• Prepare the young Eritreans for employment in either private or government 

administration and teach children in the various arts and crafts.

 The subjects taught were: Italian, arithmetic, geometry, geography, agricultural 

knowledge and Arabic. Training in arts  and crafts  comprised courses such as typing, 

telegraphy, black-smithery and carpentry. In addition there was physical and military 

training. 

 In 1914 a school of arts and crafts called “San Giorgio” opened in Adi Ugri for 

orthodox Christians. The practical training was also accessible to the boys not belonging 

to the local nobility. Another very important school of arts and crafts  was the “San 

Michele”. Children of all religions were admitted. It was administrated by the Capuchin 

fathers, but it was under the government supervision and had to apply the official 

programs in order to get financial support. 

 The first years of this period saw the growth of the number of government schools 

for Eritreans. The schools were initially meant for the children of the local nobility, but 

these restrictions  didn’t last long. As we can notice, these were schools of arts  and crafts, 

which implied that attention would be given to practical training. 

 The issue concerning the education of the local population was also discussed by 

the Foreign Minister of those years. He thought that it was necessary to keep western 

ways of thinking out of the local population as it would not harmonize with their 

traditional mentalities. Many schools  opened and regulations were approved for each of 

them in 1916. The decrees stated that the new generations “born under our flag” had to be 

taught to appreciate its  benefits and admire its  prestige. From that moment, the 

commissioners of regions where there were government schools  were to report on the 

state of education, discipline and sanitary conditions. 
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 We can assume, on the basis of this document, that there was a growing political 

consciousness about the potentials of public education of the local population, mostly 

because there was a growing need for trained personnel and a pronounced wish to 

propagate Italianism. 

 In 1921 governor Feroni issued a decree on education for Eritreans, that established 

that schools for the locals were to be divided into three categories:

• Schools of arts  and crafts, that were to provide teaching of the Italian language and other 

subjects at an elementary level. The length of education would never exceed four years;

• Elementary schools. The main subjects were: Italian, Tigrinya, arithmetic, geography and 

moral and physical education. The length of education was set to three years.

• A secondary school, which still was at a planning stage. It should provide a two-year 

course in continuance to the elementary school and a few additional subjects.

 In 1926, in Asmara, governor Gasparini opened the “Vittorio Emanuele III”. It was 

divided into two courses: one elementary of four years and one superior of two. Children of 

all religions were admitted and the programs were based on the ones  in Italian elementary 

schools with additional courses in Arabic, Tigrinya and Amharic.

 The main target of education for the local population was  to form a labor force for 

the colony. Moreover, education for Eritreans  was  considered as a mean to diffuse Italian 

values and culture to consolidate Italian supremacy.

- Organization of school years in government Italian schools

 More specifically, each school year scheduled determined subjects  that were to be 

taught in elementary schools.

 Year one: the pupils were taught some elementary knowledge of Italian by simple 

exercises  in writing and pronunciation. They were taught to write in the local language and 

translate between the two languages. All lessons were in Italian. Arithmetic comprised the 

teaching of numbers and simple exercises of calculation. Emphasis was given to moral 

education, such as obedience, correct behavior and personal hygiene. 

 Year two: the same subjects were taught, although at a higher level. The pupils were 

taught about nature, minerals, animals, plants, in addition to the study of the human body 

and its functions. 
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 Year three: some subjects were added, such as  public law, the state and its  

institutions, history, geometry and geography. Year four was to perfect the subjects already 

enlisted. No new subjects were added.

 The only school providing two more years of schooling was the “Vittorio Emanuele 

III” where year five and six were intended as a further improvement. The pupils, now being 

adolescents, were also warned of the risks of alcohol and tobacco. At the schools of arts and 

crafts, lessons were divided into a weekly schedule: four hours of drawing, eight hours of 

Italian, arithmetic and various subjects, four hours  of Tigrinya, four hours of military and 

physical training and agriculture, thirty-two hours of training in the various arts and crafts.

It is  important to notice that educational programs emphasized physical and military training 

in order to prepare the boys for a possible enrollment as “ascari”2  in the colonial army. 

Moreover the pupils  had to wear uniforms that were composed of white pants  and shirts and 

a blue belt. 

 The school was open all year. The final exams were given in July. In between the 

exams and October there would be no lessons. Indiscipline was  punished severely. These 

regulations and schedules give the impression of a conscious policy regarding the 

possibility of educating Eritrean children. The main targets  of the Italians was the spread of 

their language and the training of skilled personnel, respectful towards parents, teachers and 

authorities and trustworthy and loyal to the colony. These educational programs for 

Eritreans wanted to present colonialism as a benefit for African countries, that brought 

peace, civilization and the opportunity of a prosperous life. 

- Other educational institutions

 There were, of course, other educational institutions that were not administrated by 

the Italian colonial government. For example the school run by the chaplain Padre Bonomi 

in Asmara: he founded the school back in 1890, when he arrived in Eritrea. When the first 

Italian children arrived, he tried to mix them with the local pupils, but this project did not 

succeeded because of the introduction of a law which prohibited any co-education. 

 Although, the school of Padre Bonomi became quite popular among the inhabitants 
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of Asmara. The schooling was  divided into four courses: the first year was preparatory, 

during which the pupils  could acquire a sufficient knowledge of Italian; the following three 

provided the usual elementary subjects. 

 The Swedes were still running educational activities for the local population. 

Catholic activities  were taken care of almost exclusively by the Capuchin fathers. However, 

the secular authorities were not always pleased with the presence and influence of these 

religious organizations, but the colonial congress  agreed on keeping further relations and 

collaboration with the missionaries. In 1928, regulations about the educational institution 

run by religious or private bodies were issued, declaring that all schools  and all educational 

programs had to be approved by the colonial government. Lessons in the Italian language 

had to be given at least six times a week and all instruction was to be given in Italian. Under 

no circumstances would any other language be accepted as language of instruction.  In case 

of violation of these regulation, the school would be closed. 

 Anyway, relations between missionaries, especially the catholic ones, and secular 

authorities were not too bad. Indeed many schools were run by the missionaries, though 

supervised by the colonial government. 

 As already said, the main purpose of education for the local population was  not to 

increase their intellectual level, but to create a “cheap” working force for the growing 

colonial enterprises. Yet, it is  important to notice that the authorities made an effort to meet 

the demands of the various  ethnic and religious groups, establishing a school for each of 

them.

1930-1941

! During the thirties the imperialistic policies were strengthened. This also marked the 

entry of Fascism into Italian colonial affairs  and the beginning of a turbulent decade for the 

Italian territories in Africa, particularly because of the invasion of Ethiopia, the military 

actions and the regime of terror. 

 Fascism also had repercussions on educational policies in the colony and on the 

Eritreans, due to the racial theories of the movement, that had direct effect on the local 

population.
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Information on Fascism

 The word “fascism” derives from the Italian fascio (fasces in Latin), which means 

bundle. In ancient Rome a bundle of rods bound around an axe was a symbol of authority. 

Before World War I, the fasci were organized political groups. However the term fascism 

did not come into use until the rise of Mussolini in 1919. 

 The origins of fascism come from a reaction to the scientific, economic, political and 

philosophical ideas developed in 19th century Europe. The revolutions and the political 

visions of theorists such as Karl Marx had developed antagonist attitudes towards well 

established institutions. Traditionalists  saw in this  the road to perdition and the need to 

reaffirm the values of authority and discipline. Another important factor was the 

development of modern nationalism that, in its  most aggressive way, thought that it was a 

right to subdue those who were considered as a lesser breed of mankind. 

Fascism took power over Italy in 1922, when Mussolini organized the “Marcia su 

Roma” (March on Rome). 

 Contrary to Nazism, fascist racial policies  were initially based on the growing 

problem concerning relationships between Italian men and local women in the colonies. In 

1937 a decree prohibited all relations of conjugal nature between Italians and Eritreans. This 

decree was based solely on cultural criterions. In fact, it doesn’t mention anything about 

biological concepts of race. 

Education during the Fascist period

 In 1931 new regulations regarding education for the local population were issued. 

Firstly, there were no longer preferences over the pupil’s religious backgrounds. The 

duration of schooling was set to four years  in elementary schools, and to three years divided 

between elementary subjects and practical training in schools  of arts and crafts. The fourth 

and fifth year at the “Vittorio Emanuele III” were as some sort of secondary school for 

Eritreans and were the only education exceeding elementary school offered to the local 

population. According to the decree, a diploma from this school was required in order to get 

employed as typists, interpreters or clerks. However, the companies never asked for any 

diploma as there was still too much need for trained personnel. 
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 Moreover, the decree stated that in all private schools (except the Koran and 

Christian Orthodox schools), managed mostly by religious institutions, Italian was to be the 

only language of instruction. 

 Another problem was the age of the pupils in schools of arts  and crafts. In order to 

grant admission, the pupils had to be between 6 and 10 years  old. They were in effect far too 

young to be taught manual professions, because their bodies were still growing and 

developing. As a consequence, it was decided to wait until the third grade, when the pupil 

had completed the theoretical schooling. 

 Furthermore, when evaluating the contents  of the subjects  taught in elementary 

schools, it was noticed that a lot of the things taught were of little interest to the local pupils, 

for example, the Italian Risorgimento (probably because of the fight for unity and freedom 

that characterized that period of Italian history). It was stated that Eritreans should never 

receive the same education as the one offered to European pupils. However, educational 

policies were not changed much.

 In 1932 a central office for the supervision of all schools  in the colony, both private 

and public was opened. Andrea Festa was nominated director. He was to make sure that the 

education was in accordance with the principles of the fascist regime. When starting his 

work, Festa had to face two problems that needed attention: the instruction of the local 

population and the establishment of schools for Eritrean girls. 

 Firstly, he suppressed the secondary school. Instead it was to be a complementary 

school, offering a program intended to complete and integrate the subjects  taught in 

elementary schools. He often focused on hygiene: it was important that the children learnt 

and felt the need to wash.

 Schools for girls  was an idea promoted by Festa himself, but until 1937 were not 

instituted. They were meant for girls between six and twelve years old and instruction was 

of elementary level: they were taught Italian and trained in domestic activities, such as 

sewing. 

 The subjects that Festa thought were more important for the education of the 

Eritreans were:  Italian, geography, Italian history and personal hygiene. He abolished 

subjects that were considered to be useless  or too difficult for the “modest” possibilities  of 

the Eritreans. His attitude was purely fascist, mostly because of his way of describing the 
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potential and the capabilities of  Eritreans. He referred to them as “primitive” or “of a lesser 

breed” compared to Europeans. 

 In sum, Festa viewed schools for the locals  as a “civil penetration”, a civilizing 

mission that any colonial power should embark on. He obviously focused on children, being 

the easiest to influence, unlike their parents. In fact, no school for adults was established, 

except that for the ascari.

 In 1934, the new regulations were approved, determining four years of elementary 

schooling and additional courses in arts and crafts. The two years  at the “Vittorio Emanuele 

III” were reserved for the most qualified students. The initial idea was that only the students 

of this  school could be employed as teachers, interpreters or clerks. However, the statistics 

show a low frequency, not because of the Eritreans, too ignorant to grant admission, but 

because of the Italians, reluctant to the idea that the local students wanted to continue 

studying. Furthermore, colonial administration needed trained personnel and did not take 

into consideration the level of education of clerks.

 In 1937 schools for girls were opened and in 1941 there were 25 elementary 

government schools in Eritrea. During the fascist period military training was  intensified 

and an organization for young Eritrean soldiers was established.

Conclusive remarks

! We have to take into consideration, first, that the Italian colonial campaign in Eritrea, 

much like all the other European colonial campaigns in Africa, was characterized by acts of 

violence and discrimination that saw the local population victims of injustices. 

 During this  process, the military forces were the leading soul of these acts. Still, we 

have to highlight the importance of educational institutions as a mean to subdue and control 

the local population.

 For this reason, it’s difficult to find, in the management of educational institutions  for 

Eritreans by the Italian government, positive aspects, even if after many decades since the 

end of the Italian colonial regime, we can surely affirm that Italian schools  in Eritrea had 

played, and still play, a significant and positive role. 
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 In other words, the young State of Eritrea can still benefit of what the colonizers have 

left (buildings, roads etc.), and Italian schools are an important part of the resources  of the 

Country.

Italian schools during the post-colonial period (1941-today)

! In order to better understand the social and economical situation of Eritrea, it is 

important to keep in mind that after the end of World War I, and above all of World War II 

the colony didn’t have to face the difficult period of the reconstruction, because it had not 

been damaged during the conflicts. 

 During the first half of the 20th century, its  economy always had a positive upward 

trend. 

The post-colonial period can be divided as follows:

• From 1941 to 1952 British administration;

• From 1952 to 1974 confederation with Ethiopia, that later became a real submission of 

Eritrea. Haile Selassie was emperor of Ethiopia;

• From 1974 to 1993 period characterized by the communist dictatorship of Haile Mariam 

Mengistu, also called the “Red Negus”, dictator of Ethiopia and Eritrea;

• From 1993 to today, period of existence of the State of Eritrea.

 During the first two periods, the Italians living in Eritrea, despite the changes of 

regime, continued to run  their enterprises  successfully and to hold important positions in 

the public administration. Clearly, in these years Italian schools kept operating around the 

territory, educating both Italians and Eritreans in order to prepare them for employment.

The rise to power of Mengistu, initially helped by the United States and later by the Soviet 

Union, caused problems to the Italian population. He was the head of the Derg, a name that 

derives from the Ge’ez language and means committee (Coordinating Committee of the 

Armed Forces, Police, and Territorial Army) and in 1977 Mengistu’s power increased, 

turning him into a cruel dictator. 

 The Italians were subjected to drastic nationalization of their goods. This forced them 

to return to Italy. As a consequence, schools were shut down as well.
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 On the website <<http://www.scuoleasmara.it>> it’s possible to read about the Italian 

schools left there, in Asmara:

• Scuola dell’infanzia “Montessori” (Nursery school)

! The “Scuola dell’infanzia” was opened in Asmara in 1958 under the name of La 

casa dei bambini “M. Montessori”, and kept operating until 1975, when most of the 

activities were suspended, due to the events of the war for independence and because 

most Italians decided to return to Italy.

 In 1989 a “comitato pro Scuola Materna” (committee for the nursery school) was 

instituted and the MAE (Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs) recognized it as a school [...]. 

Since the school year 1995-96 it has been moved to the current location and three 

permanent teachers  from the MAE work there. During the last 15 years it gradually grew 

larger in order to respond to the numerous registration requests. It now has  four class 

sections for each age range of three, four and five year-old children. Currently, 80% of 

the 300 enrolled children is Eritrean and 20% is Italian or European. [...]

 The pupils are divided into classes in order to create heterogeneous  groups of 

social, cultural and linguistic backgrounds and to guarantee each child equal 

opportunities to relate with other children. The pupils are gradually introduced to the 

Italian language from the first year, through playing, singing, drawing and physical 

activities. The Tigrinya language is widely spoken, due to the fact that most children are 

Eritreans. The school provides the educational material such as books, papers, colors and 

pencils.

• Scuola Elementare “M. Buonarroti” (Elementary school)

! [...] After World War II, the number of Eritrean children in Italian schools  have 

increased notably. In 1956 only 17% of pupils was Eritrean, nowadays they are the 

majority of students. The Italian school is the only foreign school accessible to everyone 

and that guarantees a complete low cost schooling.
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 Currently, 550 pupils  are enrolled and the majority have already attended the Italian 

nursery school. The students  are 84% Eritrean [...], 14% Italians or Europeans and 2% of 

other nationalities [...].

 This multicultural situation determined profound changes of educational and 

linguistic programs. The teaching staff changed the project of the school, improving the 

study of languages such as Tigrinya and English and strengthening the study of Italian.

• Scuola Media “A. Volta” (Low secondary school) 

! The low secondary school opened in Asmara in 1962. In the past, most pupils  were 

Italian. However, today 86% of the students of the school are Eritrean. Due to this, in 1993 a 

provisional intercultural and inter-linguistic project was launched . Its aim is  to integrate the 

Italian educational programs with the Eritrean ones. 

 The Scuola Media Italiana of Asmara fully respects  the educational laws concerning 

Italian government schools  and wants to be part of the socio-cultural Eritrean reality, 

through strengthening the study of languages such as  Tigrinya and English. Besides the 

study of the Tigrinya language, which is optional for non-Eritreans  students, two more 

English classes have been introduced: Science Lab and Integrated English Conversation. 

[...]

• Liceo Sperimentale “G. Marconi” (Upper secondary school)

! In 1935 in Asmara the Liceo Italiano “Martini” was opened,  which initially was a 

four-year high school specializing in science education. In 1986 the teaching staff, 

authorized by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, introduced a five-year school system. [...]

 330 students attend this school, of which 85% is Eritrean. This  fact determined 

important changes for what concerns the educational and linguistic level. The teaching staff 

modified the school project multi-culturally and linguistically, through launching an 

initiative in 1994. 

 The high school provides different course of studies, such as linguistic, technical and 

professional and wants to broaden cultural opportunities  for young Eritreans [...]. It also 
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represents  an important opportunity of connection with the Western world, giving the 

chance to the students to attend university in Europe or elsewhere in the world.

 Some years  ago the Italian high school of Asmara, in collaboration with the Embassy 

of Italy and the Italian Cooperation, founded an advisory and supporting service for Eritrean 

students  aimed at granting scholarships in order to give the opportunity to local students to 

attend a foreign university. 
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Chapter 3:

The Technical Agreement between Italy and 

Eritrea and the “Progetto 

Sicomoro” (Sycamore project)
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The Technical Agreement

! The Technical Agreement stipulated between the two States regulates  the presence on 

the Eritrean territory of the Italian schools. For a better comprehension I have copied some 

articles of the Agreement:

“TECHNICAL AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE STATE OF ERITREA AND THE 

REPUBLIC OF ITALY ON THE STATUS OF THE ITALIAN SCHOOLS AND 

THEIR PERSONNEL IN ASMARA

! The Governments of the State of Eritrea and the Italian Republic (here-in-after 

referred to as the “Two Parties”);

Intending to further develop their long-standing and historical relations on the fields of 

culture and education;

 Considering the need to ensure a follow-up of the provisions of Article Thirteen of 

the “Treaty of Friendship and Co-operation” signed in Rome on February 9, 1996, as well as 

of the “Joint Declaration on the Italian Schools” done in Asmara on June 20, 1999;

 Taking note of the reform process  undertaken by the Italian State Schools in Asmara 

in order to integrate their curricula and programs with the Eritrean curricula and programs.

 Believing that such opportunity shall foster and favor the activity of the Italian State 

Schools to play a part promoting education in the Country as  well as of their personnel 

within the limits of the laws and the regulations of the State of Eritrea;

Have thus agreed as follows:

Article 1

The Italian Schools in Asmara include the following:

a) Scuola Materna (Nursery School) “M. Montessori”
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b) Scuola Elementare (Elementary School) “M. Buonarroti”

c) Scuola Media (Lower Secondary School) “A. Volta”

d) Liceo scientifico Sperimentale (Upper Secondary School) “G. Marconi”

[...]

Article 3

 The Government of Eritrea shall, depending on the objective social demands and 

needs of the Country, acknowledge professional titles and diplomas as 

“Geometra” (building surveyor) and “Ragioniere” (junior accountant) awarded by the 

Italian Schools as well as the specific professional titles  of “Operatore Edile” (specialized 

building worker) and “Operatire per la gestione aziendale” (accountant secretary) awarded 

after three school years. This  shall be done in tune with the concrete measures undertaken 

by the Italian Schools in order to adapt their curricula and programs to the requirements of 

the Eritrean vocational and technical educational system and also to ensure Italian Schools’ 

graduates a fair access to work opportunities and to higher educational institutions.

Article 4

 Students of the Italian Schools  shall be entitled to sit for the Eritrean Secondary 

Education Certificate Examination (ESECE) and their admission to Eritrean institutions of 

higher learning shall be based on merit as per the rules and regulations of these institutions.

 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Italy shall annually offer, within the contingent of 

scholarships offered to Eritrean citizens, at least two scholarships of higher learning in areas 

responsive to country demands whose beneficiaries  shall include Eritrean graduates of the 

Italian Schools who succeed in passing the final Italian School Leaving Certificate 

examination. 

[...]
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Article 17

 The present Agreement shall enter into force as of the date of its signing by the Two 

Parties and shall remain effective for a period of five years and shall be tacitly renewed for 

successive periods of one year.

 This Agreement may be denounced by both or one of the Two Parties and the 

denouncement shall be effective six months after due notification, to the other Party.

The present Agreement may mutually be modified by the Two Parties through diplomatic 

channels.”

! Some years ago, Eritrean authorities brought the Agreement into question: the main 

problem concerned the validity of the document as defined in Article 17, which declares that 

the Agreement “shall remain effective for a period of five years and shall be tacitly renewed 

for successive periods of one year”.

 According to the interpretation of the Eritrean Ministry of Education, the Agreement 

expired in the school year 2006/2007 and had to be reformulated. Despite this, the Italian 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs never received any official notice of cancellation. Therefore, the 

Agreement was still to be considered valid. As a consequence, since 2007, Italian teachers 

have had several problems concerning the release of work permits, ID cards and multiple 

entry visas. 

The Sycamore project

! The educational organization that comprises the subjects and the arguments of 

educational programs of Italian schools is defined by the Sycamore3  project, which was 

drawn up by a group of experts  and teachers of the Italian upper and lower secondary 

schools of Asmara and Addis Ababa from 1993 to 1995. 
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 The documents state  that lessons in Tigrinya, English conversation and science 

laboratory, are provided within the school timetable. Eritrean professors are responsible for 

these teachings. Moreover, an in-depth study of the history of Eritrea and Ethiopia and of 

the Arab language is considered very important. 

 Over the last few years, the project had to be reorganized, due to the last war that 

worsened the relations between the two Countries. The changes concerned, above all, the 

role of Eritrean professors. Their teaching hours were recently reduced. 

Conclusive remarks

! Both the Agreement and the Sycamore project have set important targets. The 

Technical Agreement, in fact, aims at defining precisely the role of Italian schools in the 

Eritrean educational background. In particular, it highlights that the Eritrean government 

shall recognize Italian educational qualifications in order to “ensure Italian school graduates 

a fair access to work opportunities and to higher educational institutions.” (Art. 3). 

 Article 4 specifies  that “The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Italy shall annually offer, 

within the contingent of scholarships offered to Eritrean citizens, at least two scholarships of 

higher learning in areas  responsive to country demands whose beneficiaries shall include 

Eritrean graduates of the Italian Schools  who succeed in passing the final Italian School 

Leaving Certificate examination”. The following articles define the conditions that regulate 

the presence of Italian teachers in Eritrea. 

 The Sycamore project is  a document that only concerns educational issues and wants 

to define more specifically each topic concerning the activities developed by the Italian 

schools of Eritrea. In particular, it refers to the environmental needs concerning the pupils’ 

linguistic characteristics and the educational programs of the Italian schools that should 

harmonize with the social-cultural context of the Country.

Finally, the administration of Italian schools in Eritrea is much different from the one during 

the colonial period. Today the schools are regulated by agreements between the two States, 

based on equal relations and collaboration. 

31



Appendix:

 Government Eritrean Schools

! The Eritrean education plan foresees  12 years of compulsory education, divided as 

follows:

• Elementary School (from year one to year five)

• Junior School (from year six to year eight)

• Secondary School (from year nine to year twelve)

 However since 2003, students attend the last year of the Secondary School in Sawa4. 

By the end of the twelfth year, the students have to pass an exam in order to gain entrance in 

universities. In the Elementary School all lessons are in Tigrinya, but from Junior School to 

the last year all subjects are taught in English. At the end of the Junior School students have 

to pass  an exam on all the subjects studied in order to gain admission in the Secondary 

School. 

Classes are very numerous, especially in the Elementary School. In fact in each class  there 

are around 50/60 students.

 Moreover, there are many dropouts. The reasons are several: health, family problems, 

and disinterest. Many times the students that leave school come from a very poor family and 

have to go to work in order to financially help their parents. Furthermore, the Eritrean 

school system provides that after more than 2/3 weeks of consecutive absence, the student is 

expelled from the school. This is a disadvantage for those who cannot go to school for long 

periods. 

 The Eritrean school has to face many problems. For example the buildings are very 

old and there is no maintenance. There is a growing need of furniture such as chairs, desks 

and blackboards, other than printers and photocopiers  that are essential to produce 
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educational material (exams texts, school reports) and tanks for water supply (because in 

Eritrea water is scarce and rationed). 

 Moreover, many Eritrean families  have from 5 to 8 children and have to face all the 

charges for school material such as uniforms, notebooks and pens.
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