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  On November 3rd, 2020, the eyes of the world were set on the U.S.
    presidential elections. That same night, in northern Ethiopia, the Tigray
    People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) launched what it claimed was a preemptive
    attack on the Ethiopian National Defense Force’s (ENDF) northern command and on
    a series of its bases in the Tigray region. This was the formal start of a
    fratricidal war that has plunged the country and the region in a dangerous path
    of destruction and fragmentation. The federal government responded with a
    three-pronged attack on TPLF’s forces, supported by militias from the
    neighboring regions, and the covert but crucial involvement of the Eritrean
    Defense Forces (EDF).

  Given the speed of the governmental military reaction and the
    coordinated character of its counterattack, there is a strong suspicion that an
    assault on TPLF was indeed being prepared for a long time. Until the nomination
    in 2018 of Abiy Ahmed as head of the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary
    Democratic Front (EPRDF) – a coalition of regional parties – and consequently
    the country’s prime minister, TPLF had been the de facto ruling elite of
    Ethiopia. The next year, Abiy Ahmed extinguished EPRDF and TPLF refused to
    integrate into the new Prosperity Party, which embodied the current prime
    minister’s centralist views and his intention to weaken the ethnic federalist
    system that was installed in the country after the fall of the communist
    military regime in 1991, and through which TPLF (representing the small
    northern region of Tigray) managed to dominate Ethiopian politics and economy
    for 27 years.


After becoming prime minister, Abiy Ahmed set in motion a series of
  actions and reforms that were hailed internally and externally: liberation of
  political prisoners and freedom of the press, restructuring of the national
  debt, negotiation of slots in various neighboring seaports (Ethiopia being a
  landlocked country), and a peace agreement with Eritrea that ended the
  stalemate of the Ethio-Eritrean border war, in 2000.
  For this initiative, he was awarded the Nobel prize for Peace in 2020 (which,
  interestingly, did not include the initiative’s other partner, Isaias Afeworki,
  the Eritrean president).


As much touted as this peace agreement
  between the two “estranged brothers” was internationally, it is now understood
  to have been the spark for the emasculation of TPLF’s hold on power in
  Ethiopia, and a preliminary step in a much-awaited revenge against it on the
  part of the Eritrean leadership. The historical relationship between Ethiopia
  and Eritrea is complex. TPLF’s push for a federal regime in 1991 was seen by
  its then senior partner, the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) as
  amounting to betrayal, since their secretly agreed prospect was for them to
  create a separate national entity – Greater Eritrea or Greater Tigray. Eritrea
  regained its independence in 1994, after a referendum, with TPLF sticking to
  power in Addis Ababa, under the leadership of Meles
  Zenawi.


Eritrea is partly a colonial construct, ceded to Italy by the Ethiopian king
  Menelik II in 1889. Until then, it had been an autonomously ruled region of the
  Abyssinian highlands, at times occupied by the Ottoman Turks, which included
  Eastern Tigray. After the defeat of the Italians in WWII, a temporary mandate
  of occupation by the British came to an end with a
  UN-controlled independence and federalization with Ethiopia. King Haile
  Selassie dissolved Eritrea’s parliament and annexed the country in 1962. The
  military occupation sparked a nationalist resistance movement that was partly
  responsible for the king’s demise in 1974, and then for the fall of the
  military junta in 1991. Being Ethiopia’s door to the Red Sea, Eritrea has
  always been crucial to that country’s international connections.


The prospect of integration of Eritrea into the Ethiopian sphere of influence,
  possibly via a confederal arrangement, and the present-day regional
  realignments involving the Gulf countries but also Turkey and Egypt, may have
  been the deciding factor in Abyi Ahmed’s intended
  crushing of the TPLF and submission of Tigray. But reaching out to the
  Eritreans to intervene in an otherwise internal conflict and bringing in Amhara
  militias (Amharas having been the historical rulers
  of Ethiopia), risks triggering a downward spiral of further fragmentation, with
  other regions - fearful of the return of Amhara rule - rising against the
  central government, sparking border conflicts with Sudan, and derailing the
  Great Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) project whose further filling is
  strongly opposed by Egypt
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