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‘Wasting Time’: Migratory Trajectories of Adolescence Among Eritrean Refugee Girls in Khartoum 

Eritrean adolescent girls’ migration to Khartoum exposes the interplay 
between aspiration and desire of becoming an adult linked to a specific 
geographical location, dreams of being else-where, impossibilities of 
returning, and realities of uncertainties and being-stuck inbetween. 
This paper is based on ethnographic fieldwork among Eritrean 
adolescent refugee girls and young women in Khartoum (2014-2016), 
who see Sudan as a transit place to an imagined ‘better place’ 
elsewhere. Aspirations and desires of moving elsewhere shape the 
experiences of and the different transitions associated with one’s life 
course. The transition from adolescence to adulthood is of critical 
importance, where aspirations of being elsewhere and the 
impossibilities of achieving this goal shape the experiences of 
‘becoming an adult’. These transitions are also gendered, both in space 
and across spaces. Using insights from feminist narrative research, I 
examine how Eritrean refugee girls and young women narrate and 
experience migration, waiting and transitions in a transitory context of 
Khartoum. Through hope for mobility and the experience of waiting 
while faced with protracted uncertainty, I analyse how waithood, 
personhood and transition to adulthood are experienced. 
 

Keywords: Eritrea, Sudan, migration, adolescence, girls, waiting, 

agency, transitions, aspirations 

 

Wasting Time 

 
Look at us? We are here (in Khartoum), we came here to change our lives, 
and nothing has happened. There is no change here.  Me, for example, I 
am already 26. If I were in Eritrea, I would be married by now, and would 
have a child. I would be a woman. But here, how can I get married and 
have a child here? Even my mother who is in Eritrea, every time when I 
call she talks to me about marriage, but how can I get married here? I am 
still a girl (g’ual), people still call me መንእሰይ (men’èsey - youth or young). I 
should be a ሰበይቲ (sebeitï) by now (a woman), weizero (a married woman). 
We are wasting our time here. 
Helen, 26 from Eritrea, in Khartoum for 6 years.  

 

Heleni was one of the young Eritrean refugee women in Khartoum whose lives I 

have been following since 2014. I interviewed her first in September 2014, and then 

several times between 2014 and 2016. Helen’s comments show how the experience 
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of waiting as ‘being stuck’ in transit towards a ‘better’ place fundamentally affects 

her transition from adolescence to adulthood. In this article, I consider how the lives 

of Eritrean adolescent girls in Khartoum are affected by having migrated during 

such critical transitional moments in their lives. I show how their independent 

movement across borders is experienced as waiting for an imagined better future, 

and wasting time in the present.  

The study is situated in the field of feminist anthropology, in which 

difference is the point of departure (Moore 1994), and gender is studied as a social, 

political, economic, and cultural construction and practice (Ortner 1974). I focus on 

Helen’s life story, which represents common concerns, experiences, and aspirations 

among those who participated in this research. Placing gender (Mahler and Pessar 

2006) and age at the core of migration research, I highlight the experiences of 

Eritrean girls and young women who came to Sudan as adolescents. 

To untangle these diverse experiences, I engage with two notions: waithood 

(Honwana 2012) and mobilities (Urry 2011). I aim to further the debate on waithoodii 

as defined by Honwana (2012, 28):  

 
I use the notion waithood, a portmanteau term of ‘wait’ and ‘-hood’, 
meaning ‘waiting for adulthood’, to refer to this period of suspension 
between childhood and adulthood. On the one hand, young people are no 
longer children in need of care, but on the other, they are still unable to 
become independent adults 
 

Waithood denotes the multifaceted nature of the transition from youth to 

adulthood, which goes beyond securing a job and extends to social life and civic 

participation. While this interpretation of waithood implies passivity, Honwana 

shows how young people in ‘waithood’ actively make sense of this experience. 

‘[D]espite the challenges, youth in waithood are dynamic and use their agency and 

creativity to invent new forms of being and interacting with society’ (2012, 30).  

This view of waithood has, with some exceptions (Hertrich and Lesclingland 

2012; Erulkar et al 2006; Erulkar and Mekbub 2007), mainly been applied to male 

African youth (Dhillon and Yousef 2009, Singerman 2007). I expand the notion 

through this study of adolescent girls in transition, by situating waithood in the 

context of mobilities. The aspiration for mobility (and the experience of immobility 
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and feeling stuck) allows us to investigate how gendered personhood and identity 

are constituted and transformed in the migratory context. 

I argue that while these adolescent girls often experience a sense of being 

stuck, they also enact multiple social transformations and life transitions. They are 

active in these processes even though, at times, they are unaware of their agency. 

Brun (2015) refers to this state of waiting in protracted refugee situations as 

‘permanent impermanence’, the type of present uncertainty that shapes the 

experience of the past and future. The article will show that adolescent and young 

women refugees transform the notion of ‘female’ transitions into adulthood by 

circumventing waithood in the context of migration. Their awareness of expected 

gendered transitions into adulthood (attaining the status of wife and mother) and 

their experience of ‘wasting time’ (of being unable to attain it) produces alternative 

and autonomous pathways of transition. Hence ‘wasting time’, for Helen and other 

young women refugees, becomes a form of gaining greater autonomy and 

circumventing gender norms.  

I first outline my methodological approach, privileging narratives of 

adolescent girls and young women, before situating the discussion within the 

literature on migration, adolescence, waiting, and transitions. Next, I sketch the 

context of Eritrean migration and presence in Sudan. I then analyse Helen’s 

migration story while examining waiting in transit and the intersection of migration 

with transitions in Helen’s life course. I examine how gender and age influence the 

manner in which waiting, place, and transition to adulthood are experienced in this 

transitory context. Finally, I conclude by reflecting on how seemingly ‘being stuck’ 

in transit shapes both present experiences and future choices for Helen and other 

refugee girls and young women.  

 

Narrative as Method and Analysis 

The research involved qualitative methods, primarily ethnography and life histories. 

I worked closely with a group of young Eritrean refugee women aged 22, 25, 26, and 

27, who became, first, participants, and later co-researchers contributing to data 

translation, collection, analysis, and some writing. The research process was 

collaborative; our approach was jointly formulated, discussed, and executed. The 
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narratives collected during interviews and spontaneous conversations were carefully 

analysed within the research team. Given my status as a European woman who has 

carried out research with refugees for over 17 years, I was aware of the politics of 

the production of narratives. This was further complexified by the politics of 

asylum, in general and in Sudan in particular. In this context, attempts to break 

hierarchical barriers and build trust were facilitated through the study design; 

longitudinal research with a small group of young women, many of whom became 

co-researchers. 

 In international media, narratives of Eritrean girls’ and young women’s 

journey to Europe via Sudan usually centre on the horrific violence that often 

accompanies female migration. In these narratives, girls’ agency – their reasons, 

experiences, and aspirations – is often silenced. To give silence a chance (Ghorashi 

2007), and to excavate the meanings of transitions in refugee girls’ and young 

women’s lives, I chose life stories as a method and narrative as the analytical tool. 

These choices had three advantages.  

First, to account for the effects of migration on girls’ transitions into 

adulthood, I needed a longer-term perspective on their lives, told on their own 

terms. Only then are the negotiations, transitions, and transformations – often 

invisible to girls themselves – made discernable. 

Second, narratives offer a subjective view of research participants’ lives that 

includes their perceptions and interpretations of their lived realities. Thus, 

narratives offer material already interpreted by the narrator even before the 

researcher adds analysis. This way, research participants become part of the 

knowledge-creation process by contributing ‘situated knowledge’ (Harraway 1998). 

This effect was further enhanced because the analysis and some writing, including 

this article, were done jointly with the Eritrean co-researchers and research 

participants, including Helen. 

Third, narratives provide a commentary not only on personal experiences, 

but also on wider societal norms, dynamics, and transitions in particular times and 

places in which they are embedded. As Sclater argues (2008, 103):  
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Narrative analysis is not only a way of finding out about how people 
frame, remember and report their experiences, but is also a way of 
generating knowledge that disrupts old certainties and allows us to 
glimpse something of the complexities of human lives, selves and 
endeavours. It illuminates not only individual lives but also broader social 
processes. 

 

This co-creation of knowledge underscores the subjective nature of the world 

around us, and the way we perceive transitions of which we are part. While often 

overlooked in social and human sciences, subjectivity in personal narratives is key. 

‘It is precisely because of their subjectivity – their rootedness in time, place, and 

personal experience, in the perspective-ridden character – that we value them’ 

(Personal Narratives Group 1989, 263-264).  

A total of 45 Eritrean adolescent girls and young women participated in the 

research. They all arrived alone in Sudan between the ages of 14 and 20. Fifteen life 

stories of Eritrean girls and young women were collected, transcribed, and 

translated into English. In addition, five focus group discussions were conducted 

with Eritrean refugee girls. They included both girls who had arrived in the last five 

years, and those who either were born in Sudan or had arrived as small children. 

Two other discussions included groups of girls and young women who had arrived 

in the last five years. Moreover, family members (mothers, husbands, brothers, 

other sisters) of refugee girls, who either migrated or visited the respondents, were 

also interviewed. Ethnographic methods, including participation and observation, 

were also adopted to contextualise the emerging narratives. To identify common 

trends I designed, together with the Eritrean co-researchers, a simple qualitative 

questionnaire probing more general issues about migration trajectories. Thirty 

Eritrean adolescent girls who had come to Khartoum in the previous seven years 

answered the questionnaires. This method was used halfway through the fieldwork 

once trust in the community was established. Most migrants and refugees in 

Khartoum face a particularly delicate situation with high security risks, often being 

subjected to random police arrests, imprisonment, and sometimes deportation. I 

was particularly careful not to further endanger them. 

 

Migration, Adolescents, Transitions, and Waiting  
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In the past decade the number of children and young people leaving their places of 

origin in search of better livelihoods or protection has increased rapidly (Whitehead 

et al 2007; Razy and Rodet 2016). The majority are adolescents, and many are girls 

(Termin et al 2013). Migration, including due to oppressive political, social, or 

economic circumstancesiii, is predominantly a youthful activity. It is these young 

migrants and refugees who are responsible for much-valued remittances. Migrants’ 

age is critical, because policy and popular discourse shifts for adolescents and 

especially those who are legally children. In Eritrea, Sudan, and worldwide, the 

independent mobility of under 18s is described very negatively as trafficking and 

exploitation. Yet, there is a need to understand better how young people’s mobility, 

especially adolescent girls, intersects with their own aspirations. 

Migrationiv and adolescence both connote a journey. Migration implies both 

a temporal and spatial shift. Adolescence is a temporal context-specific stage 

between childhood and adulthood. Achieving the identity of an adult woman marks 

the end of the transition from childhood to adolescence to adulthood. Yet, in the 

context of migration, the type of adult or adolescent identity that girls and young 

women aspire to can be transformed and negotiated.  

Adolescence is a crucial period in an individual’s lifetime, when major life 

decisions are taken, albeit in context-specific ways (Bucholtz 2002). The spatial shift 

experienced in migration is one such critical transition that intersects with other life 

choices (Gardner 2009). Youth is a flexible and socially-constructed category based 

on context-specific practices and norms (Cole and Durham 2007; Honwana and de 

Boaeck 2005). As Honwana (2012, 28) has shown, adolescence can also be 

associated with waithood, the suspension between childhood and adulthood. Thus, 

while it is an important life phase, with spatial movement holding significant 

implications for its outcomes,v transition into a particular type of adulthood often 

closely relates to the decision to migrate (Hertrich and Lasclingand 2012; Termin et 

al. 2013).  

Following local meanings of youth, refugee girls are defined on the basis of 

social age influenced by gender norms. The young women and girls in this research 

left Eritrea before attaining social adulthood (womanhood: being a woman: sebeitï), 

which is understood as being married (weizero – a married woman) ideally followed 
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by motherhood (adienet) – and establishing one’s own household). The vast majority 

of young refugees interviewed were considered, and considered themselves, girls 

(awalid – which also denotes virginity) and young/youth (men'èsey – signifying the 

state before adulthood). Only a few were referred to, and self-identified as, children 

(qol’u), despite some being younger than 18. The term gorzo refers to unmarried 

female who has achieved a status of being ready for marriage (in the past associated 

with the commencement of menstruation).  

The transition into adulthood in the context of migration implies a double 

challenge. As Meenakshi Gigi Durham argues, ‘the psychological transition of 

adolescence, already charged in terms of gender and sexuality, is then imbricated with 

the conundrums of the other transition – the diaspora identity that demands delicate 

negotiations of race/ethnicity, nation, class, language, culture and history’ (2004, 

141). Here I examine how physical mobility – migration from Eritrea to Khartoum – 

affects adolescent girls’ sense of waiting and gendered transition into adulthood. I 

follow Punch’s (2002) concept of youth transition, to describe and analyse the passage 

of young girls into adulthood and how (local and diasporic) gender identities are 

consequently transformed. This concept allows me to examine the agency of migrant 

adolescent girls and young women and to problematize waithood, by zooming in on 

specific experiences and practices of waiting. By following the lives of some girls over 

a longer period of time (some for over 5 years) – and sometimes in several locations 

– transitions, and waithood, are analysed in their temporal and spatial dimensions.  

As the initial narrative of Helen’s experience suggests, migration to Khartoum 

is often associated with getting stuck, waiting, and being unable to achieve aspirations 

involved in the decision to migrate. Gasparini (1995) identifies three types of waiting 

or ‘interstitial time’: as a blockage of action; as an experience filled with substititute 

meanings; as a meaningful experience. While his research relates to western 

societies, I combine this with the idea of wasting time expressed by all interviewed 

Eritrean girls and young women and consider how waiting is understood, 

experienced, and enacted by them. The gendered aspect of waiting and waithood 

nuances our understanding of these concepts and underscores the association of 

waithood with dominant gender norms.    
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The Exodus of Eritreans into Sudan 

For over 15 years, a continuous flow of people has left Eritrea, unable to bear life in 

what they describe as a prison state. There are currently over 120,000 registered 

refugees from Eritrea in Sudan (UNHCR 2018), with actual migrant numbers likely 

3-4 times higher. Almost all Eritreans receive refugee status in Sudan on the 

condition that they stay in refugee camps. A majority reside in camps in Eastern 

Sudan, but an increasing number reside in urban centres, especially Khartoum. The 

current outflow of Eritreans to Sudan must be contextualised within the migratory 

dynamics of the region and the historical presence of Eritreans in Sudan.   

Sudan has hosted Eritrean refugees and migrants for over three decades. 

Most Eritrean refugees in Sudan migrated during the independence war against 

Ethiopia (1980s). The Eritrean People’s Liberation Front won de facto independence 

from Ethiopia in 1991 (de jure in 1993), initiating a period of authoritarian rule 

under Isaias Afwerki that was ‘shaped by war and run by warriors’ (ICG 2014, 5). 

National military service became mandatory in 1995 over-18s (Kibreab 2009; HRW 

2014). Girls and young women have a chance of being discharged from military 

service once they marry and have their first child.  

A border dispute between Eritrea and Ethiopia began in May 1998, ending in 

2000 with a ceasefire whose terms many Eritreans protested. This prompted a 

government crackdown in 2001, including the extension of mandatory national 

service to an indefinite length (Riggan 2009; 2016). With enforced military service 

paying unlivably low wages, young Eritreans had limited opportunities and families 

struggled to survive without remittances from relatives abroad. Interestingly, young, 

educated women have much higher chances of establishing private businesses and 

earning independent income (Müller 2005) compared with young men, who serve 

in the military longer and are more strictly controlled. While persecution in Eritrea 

is rather arbitraty, the Eritrean government has created a common atmosphere of 

fear which deters those who leave from returning (e.g. Bozzini 2011). 

For these and other reasons, the migration of young Eritreans increased 

dramatically (Treiber 2018, 55); around a quarter of the population now lives outside 

Eritrea (ICG 2014; Schröder 2015). Since 2001, a so-called ‘exodus’ of young people 

has occurred, with experts estimating that around 40% (Andom 2018; ICG 2014) of 
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Eritrean youth have deserted national service and migrated to Ethiopia, Sudan, or 

Djibouti as transit points to third countries. Many young people also escape before 

entering national service (Belloni 2019), as was evident during my research in 

Khartoum. Their aim continues to be to obtain meaningful asylum and better 

economic and social opportunities (ICG 2014, 8; HRW 2014; Humpris 2013), and to 

fulfil family and their own aspirations for the futre (Belloni 2019).  

The Eritrean asylum-seeking population reaching Sudan and Ethiopia is 

predominantly young and male, but increasingly becoming female. There are also 

growing numbers of young children crossing borders on their own (UNHCR 2018). 

While often much less visible than men, due to strategies to remain undetectable in 

Khartoum, Eritrean adolescent girls and young women increasingly move to Sudan 

independently (ibid.), intending to gain the financial and social means to move on 

to another destination. Recently, this transit space has become even more 

dangerous and costly given the agreement between the EU and African states to 

stem migration flows into Europe. Under the ‘Khartoum Process’, the European 

Commission has granted over EUR100 million to the Sudanese government to stop 

migrants from travelling across Sudan and towards Europe (Amnesty International 

2018, 160).  

 

Helen’s Story of Permanent Impermanence: Migratory Aspirations and Waiting in 

an Inbetween Place 

September 14, 2014. Helen walks into my house in Khartoum. She looks frail and 

very thin, wearing a black abayya, an Islamic dress to cover up her colourful 

leggings and tight top underneath. She also has a red scarf covering her head, to 

blend into the predominantly Muslim society in Khartoum. Dress is an important 

signifier that Eritrean women have learned to use carefully to remain invisible and 

avoid arrest. Helen came from Karen in Eritrea at age 20. She has been in 

Khartoum for 6 years, and for 6 months has been working as a nanny for an expat 

teacher.  

 She is originally from Elaberid in Eritrea. She finished high school and the 

first year of college in Asmara. Her father was a famous builder in the area and the 

family were comfortable; hence college.  
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When I was at school, I was more interested in school, in studying. In my 
class in town, I’m the first girl in all 8th grades. I’m interested in different 
kinds of work to improve lives of women. I wanted to work for women to 
change their lives. I even represented our town in Asmara for a national 
youth conference on women’s issues. There were some Eritreans who 
came from Diaspora, but they had no clue about how hard our situation in 
Eritrea was. They were just saying propaganda about the good lives in 
Eritrea and the equality for women and men. But this was not true.  

Until 12th grade I was in Sawa (national service) and in college, I was 
debating on women’s issues. I remember, when I was 13 or 14, I was a 
winner in a debate on TV and I received an award for defending women’s 
issues and arguing that women and men have the same status. I was very 
happy. When I was small, I wanted to finish my studies and be a doctor. 
And then to get married – to be an adult woman. This was my hope. But 
then… in 2008… everything changed.  

 

Women's emancipation was a major goal of the liberation struggle in the 1990s, and 

remains present in official political discourse, and, to some extent, in urban 

women’s lives (Bernal 2001). Hence, Helen’s awareness of gender equality at school 

and her active role in debates has shaped her perception of gender norms. Yet, even 

so, for her attainment of womanhood was associated with marriage and 

motherhood. In that way, her perception of ‘wasting time in Khartoum’ was rooted 

in her perceived stuckness in adolescence. 

In 2008, life changed for Helen and her family. The military took her father 

away for one year. He had to stop working. When he escaped from the military, 

Helen’s mother was arrested and imprisoned with a new-born baby. At this 

moment, Helen decided to leave for Sudan. 

This was the time that our lives changed completely. I am the oldest of 
nine children. The whole responsibility was on me when my father was in 
hiding and my mother in prison. There was nothing I could do any longer 
in Eritrea. We were stuck. 

… I did not tell my parents that I was going to leave for Sudan. … I left 
with a group of people, I was the only girl in the group. We were 10 in the 
group but I did not know any of the other people. We walked for 12 days 
and arrived in Sudan on the 24th of April. My feet were swollen and were 
hurting me [she was crying when telling me the story]. I continued the 
journey with pain and crying. On the way, the samsari (the agent) was 
trying to rape me. But one of the men in the group helped me. I was so 
afraid the whole time, that I did not sleep for 12 days.  
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At the border I got sick at that time. In Shagarab (UN camp in 
Eastern Sudan) I had too much pain for 2 months. … We were lucky that 
we crossed the border without being stopped by the Rashaida. They 
usually kidnap Eritreans and then demand huge ransom money. Some 
are even tortured or girls are raped. Fortunately, nothing happened to me. 
But I know of many girls who are taken by force (raped).  

… Then we crossed to Shagarab. I waited there for three months. I 
was very sick. One day, I was waiting for my registration card in front of 
the UNHCR office. They told us to wait from the morning. I did not eat 
anything, I was so weak. We had to wait for a long time. I did not want to 
miss the chance of getting my card. There is nothing to do there, you just 
wait for your registration and a refugee card. Then you go to Khartoum. 
But that day, I was waiting for so long and it was so hot, that finally, I fell 
sick and fainted.  

 

Helen’s narrative reveals that the decision to leave Eritrea was taken within a wider 

family context and her responsibilities as the eldest child. While in the past, the 

eldest male child was responsible for taking care of the family, with the increased 

number of boys serving in the army and the patriotic ideology from the time of 

liberation struggle, girls have gained more senior positions in the household. Often 

older sisters assume the position of absent fathers or male siblings, as found among 

the majority of girls and young women in this research. Moreover, it is clear that 

family circumstances prompted Helen’s (and many others’) decision to migrate. 

Ethnographically, therefore, the politically loaded term ‘forced migration’ does not 

only refer to the political and security circumstances behind movement, but 

includes other pressures such as family obligations.   

After feeling stuck due to both political and personal situations in Eritrea, 

and then experiencing waiting in the refugee camp, Helen finally arrived in 

Khartoum. Her goal was to find employment and help her family. She was 

unemployed for 6 months before working as a cleaner. The work was exhausting. 

She worked long hours, was treated poorly by her employers, the sons tried to rape 

her, she was left hungry and had to eat leftovers. The labour market in Sudan is 

highly gendered; cleaning and housekeeping jobs are available to girls and women 

but entail gendered risks. The salary was 35USD per month; not enough for rent 

and food, let alone Helen’s initial aspiration of remitting money to her family. Her 

life was filled with frustration and a feeling of wasting time, as she was unable to 
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help herself or her family. A few years later, she found part-time employment as a 

nanny for an expatriate teacher. Here, being an educated female helped secure 

better paid employement. Helen’s English was good and she was smart. She had a 

good relationship with her employer and good working conditions. Her salary was 

200USD per month. She rented a nice room with a friend, and could buy new 

clothes and send money home. She felt life was taking a positive turn. Finally, she 

was moving towards her initial aspirations. Yet, the move to Sudan was also about 

progressing through her own life: to assist the family, to continue her education, to 

get married. As she mentioned several times: to be an adult woman. In her 

narratives, Helen, like the majority of research participants, referred to ‘wasting 

time’ because they couldn’t pursue all of their aspirations in Khartoum. For Helen, 

and others, moving to the US or Europe was the only way to fulfil these goals.  

 During one of our meetings, Helen received a phone call. It was an Eritrean 

smuggler who informed her that her 17-year-old younger brother had arrived in 

Kassala and that she needed to pay for his journey. Helen started crying. She said: ‘I 

should be happy, I have not seen my family in 6 years, but I do not have any money 

to pay for my brother. It is too much now!’ This meant that her own aspirations of 

migrating further would have to be put on hold. Again, the feeling of being stuck in 

Kharotum hung over her head. She eventually managed to borrow money, and paid. 

Her brother stayed in Khartoum for 5 months, before departing through Libya for 

Europe. Helen raised over 4,000USD for his journey. She was stressed about 

borrowing money, and not knowing whether her brother was alive, but also about 

feeling physically immobile herself.  She prioritized her family’s interests, especially 

her brother’s, over her own. In June 2015, he arrived and claimed asylum in 

Holland. Helen told me she could finally rest. A month later, she got a phone call 

relaying that her 16-year-old sister was in Kassala and smugglers were demanding 

money again. Helen was devastated. ‘I am happy they are coming. But I do not have 

money to take care for them. This stresses me out!,’ she told me. Again, she knew 

that she must wait to achieve what she planned when she embarked on her journey. 

‘Others [Eritreans] are moving, they are going, even when they take the dangerous 

route through Libya. For me, there has been no change. I am still here “wasting my 

time”’ (my emphasis).  
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Helen’s narrative, like others’, is filled with waiting and ‘wasting time’. They 

wait to cross borders, they wait for ransom money to be paid, they wait to register 

with the UN, they wait for their cases to be heard at the UN office, they wait to get 

jobs, they wait to move forward… These narratives, hence, demonstrate how 

‘waiting’ and ‘wasting time’ is experienced as a blockage of action (Gasparini 1995), 

where different steps of the journey do not lead to the desired outcome, but rather 

prevent achievement of desired goals. ‘My plan was to come to Sudan, stay a bit, 

earn some money, and then move somewhere else’, explains Abareth, who has 

spent six years in Sudan. This plan of ‘moving somewhere else’ is a common 

narrative for most of the Eritreans. They see Sudan and Khartoum as a transit point 

to a better life only attainable beyond Africa. Khartoum does not offer the 

opportunity to fulfil the dreams and aspirations that many Eritreans and other 

refugees and migrants have about a ‘better life’. In this context, waiting in 

Khartoum to move somewhere else is filled with expectations, and substitute 

meanings (Gasparini 1995) that might result in possibly achieving these aspirations. 

At the same time, narratives of hardship about life in Europe are suppressed and 

ignored as refugees are searching for solutions in their lives. While the simultaneity 

of identity-formation and migration has not been addressed extensively by scholars, 

the idea of moving further across space is often linked to larger life projects. 

Ossman (2013) uses ‘serial migration’ to refer to multiple international migrations 

over the course of a person’s life.  Eritreans are an example of a group that plans 

and engages in serial migration. Yet, opportunities for moving further are limited, 

and, thus, most Eritreans become stranded for years in Sudan. In this protracted 

transitory uncertainty (Horst and Grabska 2015), while some waiting is similar for 

boys and girls, the phase of waithood and the transition into adulthood during 

‘waiting’ takes on a gendered character for Eritrean adolescent girls and young 

women.  

Helen’s (like other young women’s) idea of being stuck and of time passing 

related strongly to stuckness in adolescence, a particular gendered experience for 

adolescent girls. This inability to transition to full adulthood (through marriage and 

childbirth) was also a concern for their families. Helen’s mother, during one of her 

visits to Khartoum,vi mentioned that she was worried about her daughter still being 
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single. ‘She is getting too old to become a woman; she is still waiting.’ These fears 

reveal the gendered character of waithood, the idea that access to adulthood is time-

limited for girls due to their biological age. Wasting time also relates to the social 

status of girls within their wider community, and their ability to make independent 

decisions as adult women (within the limits of their household gender and 

generational relations).  

Waiting and being stuck was also bound up with the inability to attain 

aspirations of helping one’s family. Helen explained: ‘I decided to leave Eritrea 

because of what happened to our family. The political situation forced me to do so. I 

had to leave in order to help my family.’ While much of this decision is linked to 

Helen’s position within the family as eldest child, her individual aspirations were 

hidden behind the family narrative. Religious orientations of girls and young 

women played a partial role in their obligations and sacrifices for their families. 

Those who were Catholic, Orthodox, or Muslim strongly located their family 

responsibilities in their faith. Those of the Pentecostal church felt obligations 

towards other church members rather than their families; many changed their 

religious beliefs on arrival in Sudan and joined the Eritrean Pentecostal churches in 

Khartoum, often alienating themselves from family members.  

The narrative of sacrificing or postponing one’s life and interests for others is 

linked also to the liberation struggle (1961-1991). Sacrifice during the liberation 

struggle entailed not only mortal threat, but also not giving birth. As Bernal shows, 

‘the woman fighter is mythologized as an emblem of heroism and self-secrafice’ 

(2001, 144) embedded in the preamble of Eritrea’s constitution. Women fighters 

occupied a particular ideological position within revolutionary Eritrea, but in the 

post-revolutionary Eritrea they became disempowered as their skills were no longer 

relevant to the nationalist project of development (ibid). The logic of  gender 

equality discourse has been maintained only in the political discursive culture, even 

while Eritrea ranks low on the UNDP gender equality index.  

With limited work opportunities in Khartoum (most girls work as domestics, 

cleaners, tea-makers, or waitresses earning between 35-100USD per monthvii), 

Sudan does not provide a viable option for a better life beyond survival. Most girls 

and young women expressed their desire to move – ‘another country beyond Africa’ 
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– to expand their chances of a ‘better life’.  While these plans often change, and 

remain unspecified in a given moment, they also often materialize as circumstances 

change rapidly. These desires correspond to ‘becoming by moving’ (Treiber 2014, 

186): ‘Another world is outlined, in which a worthy existence and the hope – for life 

could be possible – ‘somewhere’ and ‘somehow’. The achievement of an imagined 

better life thus is intrinsically tied to a progressive movement’. Yet, possibilities of 

resettlement through official channels (UNHCR, embassy-sponsored resettlement 

programmes, family reunification, or through marriage to diasporic Eritreans) are 

limited, with long waiting times. Those research participants who were able to 

access these processes waited for resettlement for over 6-7 years. Despite the risks of 

physical and sexual violence, some research participants did pursue irregular 

migratory routes through Egypt and Libya.  

Thus, for Eritrean girls, wasting time entails a specific situation, a 

permanent impermanence (Brun 2015). Their options are clearly constrained: no 

possibility of return to Eritrea (a risky option involving potential life imprisonment 

and/or family pressures from the failed investment in the migration journey); lack 

of opportunities for a (desired) life in Sudan; or the dangerous journey elsewhere. 

The imagined desired life involves freedom from oppression, studying, 

employment, the transformation of the lives of oneself and one’s family. These 

plans were common across girls and young women of different backgrounds, 

religions, education, or origins in Eritrea. Being unable to achieve these marks the 

absence of choice and sense of accomplishment for young Eritreans.  

 

Active Waiting: Alternative Pathways to Adulthood and Migration 

However, during their ‘waiting’ to transit elsewhere or to adulthood, Helen and the 

other girls and young women consciously decided to act upon their and their 

families’ difficult circumstances. Their childhood aspirations were paused, and 

other possibilities of transition towards adulthood considered. All questionnaire 

respondents commented that there had been no change in their lives since arriving 

in Khartoum. Yet, Helen’s life story, as all the other 15 life stories, exemplifies a 

different common narrative. Although life is portrayed by refugee girls and women 

as ‘doing nothing’, during waiting, everyday life happens too as Helen’s life story 
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over 8 years in Khartoum shows; she eventually married and moved to the US in 

2018. Some find better employment; some are joined by siblings from Eritrea; some 

join new religions; a few marry; others get pregnant. Guyer (2007) eloquently 

describes such moments, that the near future ‘…becomes reinhabited by forms of 

punctuated time’, while the distant future is a place of hope, dreams, or intimations 

of utopia. Further, while for Helen, migration elsewhere remained her aspiration, 

waiting to achieve this was punctuated with various events that culminated in 

different forms of transition from adolescence.  

For many Eritreans, marriage and fertility are quintessences of womanhood. 

As a female fighter from Eritrea’s war of independence explained to Bernal (2001, 

146), ‘Eritrean women are valued according to their degree of fertility’ and female 

tegadelti (fighters) could not compete with civilians. Many were infertile from 

wounds or the hardships of the bush; others had sacrificed many years of their 

childbearing age.  

Yet, tegadelti womanhood was not always what refugee adolescent girls and 

young women imagined for their own adulthood. The capitalist ideas of success as 

linked to the nationalist development project in Eritrea (see Bernal 2001) linked to 

education and economic status, become important elements for adolescent girls and 

young women in their visions of what womanhood (see also Müller 2005). Hence, 

they bring another dimension to the changing norms of gender identity and 

womanhood. While marriage, as the first quotation from Helen shows, retains its 

importance as a social institution and fundamental conduit to adulthood, the 

timing, prospects, decision-making, circumstances, and purpose of marriage are 

changing. Helen, like many other young women in Khartoum, decided to postpone 

marriage – for her, because she felt responsibility for her siblings. Others postpone 

marriage by crossing borders to escape early arranged marriages and/or to evade 

constraining gender norms. In some cases, this sacrifice is made so younger 

siblings can migrate to Khartoum and beyond. For some, migration translates into 

the ability to choose a husband, and even choose whether to marry or not. Migration 

contributes to postponing marriage, and may be a significant turning point in 

migrant girls’ life trajectories, especially when linked to acquiring economic or 

social autonomy, as the case of Helen showed. Her proven ability to assist her 
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family in migratory journes and her own financial autonomy and distance from 

family members in Khartoum allowed her to make a choice of husband on her own. 

How migration intersects with marriage choices and possibilities is strongly linked 

to gender orders, both in places of origin and destination. 

While socially accepted ways of becoming a sebeitï (a woman) might not be 

easily attainable in Sudan, Eritrean youth are establishing alternative ways. This is 

where waithood as defined by Honwana needs to be extended. Waithood as 

experienced by Helen and other Eritrean girls and young women in Khartoum is 

filled with transformations of the meanings of (gendered) adulthood itself. All 

agreed that the experience of escaping Eritrea brought changes into their lives. They 

had become responsible and independent. In Helen’s decision to leave Eritrea to 

fulfil responsibilities as the eldest child, we see the beginning of a transition from 

child to adult. 

Even though my mother wants me to get married because I am 26, I 
cannot and do not want to do it here. I want to study first, I want to get a 
good job. … Although I am still single, here I had to grow up very fast. 
Now, I am responsible for my family in Eritrea. I am the oldest one. I have 
a responsibility here for them and for myself. I earn money, and I pay for 
my expenses. I am somehow grown up now. No one else is responsible 
for me here. I can also decide what I want and how I want to live my life.  

 

These aspirations and experiences were common for girls and young women of 

various backgrounds. Their narratives demonstrate that migration has challenged 

established trajectories into adulthood for girls and opened other pathways to 

womanhood beyond marriage and child-bearing. They reveal that migration has 

engendered a new sense of self. Helen commented:  

I think my family respects me more now. I have been able to help them a 
lot, I paid for my brother, and then for my sister to escape to Khartoum. I 
also helped my brother to get to Italy through Libya. But this is a huge 
burden for me.  

 

Through new experiences in Khartoum, even if imbued with stuckness, Helen 

gained a sense of independence and widened her social world beyond her own 

household and childhood relationships. Migration and its related events – living 

alone far from family, financial independence, sometimes helping family 
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financially, assisting younger siblings in accessing education and migration – were 

often perceived by girls and sometimes their families as ways to become adult. 

Responsibility and decision-making gained through independent migration gave 

some young women an altered sense of themselves as adults. They stated: ‘I have 

learned’; ‘I am grown up now’. This is also illustrated by girls’ awareness that return 

is no longer an option. Hence, for young Eritrean women (and men), becoming a 

person is linked to movement forward in the world, to moving (Treiber 2014), in 

gendered ways. 

One way of dealing with waiting in Khartoum was through expanding 

decision-making. Although each situation is complex, for all participants, work and 

economic independence is linked to a wider capacity to take decisions and manage 

one’s life. Most participants, by earning an income, assumed de facto a different role 

in the household gender division of labour. Helen, through her paid work, assumed 

adult responsibilities towards herself and her family members. She, like other 

young migrant women, highly values economic independence and the capacity to 

stand on her own two feet.  

These attempts at alternative transitions into adulthood by Eritrean 

adolescent girls and young women emphasise the missing gender dimension of 

Honwana’s conception of waithood. This is particularly visible in the sacrifices that 

adolescent girls and young women make for their families. Helen justified her 

motivation to escape Eritrea by her deeply-felt obligation to help her family. The 

idea of pausing one’s own life to advance the goals of other family members inheres 

in gender norms and relations that underpin Eritrean communities (Bernal 2001; 

Belloni 2015, 2019; Andom 2018). The social position of being a girl and eldest 

sibling, combined with strong family bonds, and an individual identity rooted in 

collective identity, underpinned the decision of Helen and others’ decisions both to 

migrate and postpone their own lives. 

Being an adolescent girl or young woman in Khartoum is punctuated with 

social restrictions, felt immobility, and lack of opportunities. While references to 

wasting time and being stuck abound, young girls are, in fact, actively ‘doing things’ 

while waiting. While often unable to overcome physical immobility by migrating 

further, they act upon their perceived social immobility. They contribute to 
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changing gender relations and identities by challenging established trajectories into 

adulthood for girls. Other ways of attaining womanhood become possible: through 

gaining independence, making decisions, controlling earnings. Thus, stuckness 

refers more to girls’ and young women’ self-perceptions and aspirations rather than 

their actual experiences. Through their actions they also challenge the idea of 

waithood as a mere fermata between childhood and adulthood: waiting is filled with 

meaning and action (agency in waiting). Here, waiting is more than a ‘completed 

and meaningful experience’ (Gasparini 1995, 32); rather, it underscores the agency 

in waiting (Brun 2015). This interpretation develops Honwana’s concept of being 

stuck in waithood by revealing its gendered dimension.  

 

Concluding Thoughts  

I extend Honwana’s waithood – a suspended phase between childhood and 

adulthood – by adding a gender dimension, but also through showing how 

productive and transformative this period can be. Seen through the prism of Helen, 

a young Eritrean woman who came to Khartoum at 20, and expanded through the 

narratives of other Eritrean girls and young women, waithood emerges as more 

nuanced. For them, at first, time in Khartoum is perceived as wasted. Helen feels 

physically and socially stuck: able neither to move further, nor to transition to 

womanhood. Upon reflection, however, Helen and the others were able to identify 

small changes in their lives. Thus, their perceptions of being stuck, waiting for 

migration elsewhere, full adulthood, and a meaningful life, must be contextulised 

within their wider experiences. It is the daily search for greater decision-making 

capabilities that precipitate transitions into alternative forms of gendered adulthood, 

a continuation of transitions initiated in revolutionary Eritrea.  

During permanent impermanence, the aspiration for physical mobility (and the 

actual experience of both physical and social immobility) allows us to investigate 

critical questions regarding how migration affects transitions from adolescence to 

adulthood. As Helen’s case demonstrate, changing notions of gendered transition to 

adulthood are also by-products of migratory trajectories and experiences. While 

unable to attain the ‘life elsewhere’, moving ‘somewhere else’ remains important in 
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determining girls’ transition into adulthood, and is an important dimension of their 

active gendered waiting.  

As shown, physical mobility across borders can also result in social immobility: 

being unable to attain socially accepted forms of adulthood. Honwana’s concept of 

waithood is thus highly germane to the experiences of adolescent refugee girls and 

young women in Khartoum. Yet, their narratives and experiences demonstrate that 

waithood is highly gendered. Nevertheless, their actions also show how migration 

and waiting in an inbetween place can be highly productive experiences of 

transforming gender and generational relations. The notion of movement thus, 

while highly gendered, is intrinsically linked to the notion of becoming, and 

transiting into another phase of life course, and transforming gender adult 

identities.  

While migration intersects with transitions to adulthood and other choices made 

during the critical time of adolescence, it is also itself a spatial transition. Gender 

and age relations are highly regulative of these processes and should be 

incorporated into our understanding of waithood and how waiting produces 

alternative subjectivies.  

 

Acknowledgments 

I would like to thank my colleagues and especially Marina de Regt for inspiring 

discussions and comments on earlier versions of this article. My deep gratitude goes 

to Ruta, Hibret, Bisrat, Bana and all the other Eritrean girls and young women who 

opened up their homes to me and invited me to share in their lives. This article is in 

recognition of your everyday struggles. 

 

Funding 

The research is funded by the Swiss Network of International Studies (SNIS) and 

carried out in collaboration with Terre des Hommes, Girl Effect Ethiopia, the 

University of Dhaka, and the Ahfad University for Women, Omdurman in Sudan.  

 

References 
 



 
22 

Amnesty International. 2018. “Eritrea.” In Amnesty International Report 2017/18: The 
State of the World’s Human Rights, 159-161. London: Amnesty International. 

Andom, Netsereab G. 2018. Post-independence Eritrean Migrants Transiting 
Through/Living in Sudan: Driven by Politics or Economics, Cultural and 
Religious Studies, 6(47): 578-601. 

Belloni, Milena. 2015. Cosmologies of Destinations: Routes and Routes of Eritrean 
Forced Migration to Europe. PhD Thesis, University of Trento, Italy.  

Belloni, Milena. 2019. Family Project or Individual Choice? Exploring Agency in 
Young Eritreans’ Migration, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, [online 
first] 1-18. DOI: 10.1080/1369183X.2019.1584698.  

Bernal, Victoria. 2001. From Warriors to Wives: Contradictions of Liberation and 
Development in Eritrea. Northeast African Studies 8 (3): 129-154.  

Bozzini, David. 2011. Low-Tech State Surveillance: The Production of Uncertainty 
among Conscripts in Eritrea. Surveillance and Society 9 (1/2):93-113. 

Brun, Cathrine. 2015. “Active Waiting and Changing Hopes: Toward a Time 
Perspective on Protracted Displacement”. Social Analysis: Journal of Cultural and 
Social Practice. 59 (1): 19-37  

Bucholtz, Mary. 2002. “Youth as Cultural Practice.” Annual Review of Anthropology. 
31, 525-552. 

Cole, Jennifer, and Deborah Durham. 2007. “Age, Regeneration, and the Intimate 
Politics of Globalization.” In Generation and Globalization: Youth, Age, and 
Family in the New World Economy, edited by Cole and Durham, 1-28. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

de Boeck, Filip, and Alcinda Honwana. 2005. “Introduction: Children and Youth in 
Africa.” In Makers and Breakers: Children and Youth in Postcolonial Africa, edited 
by Honwana and de Boeck, 1-18. Oxford: James Currey. 

Dhillon, N. & T. Yousef, eds. 2009. Generation in waiting: The Unfulfilled Promise of 
Young People in the Middle East. Washington DC: Brookings Institution Press. 

Durham Meenakshi Gigi. 2004. “Constructing the “New Ethnicities”: Media, 
Sexuality, and Diaspora Identity in The Lives of South Asian Immigrant Girls”, 
Critical Studies in Media Communication, 21 (2): 140-161. 

Erulkar, Annabel, Tekle-Ab Mekbib, Negussie Simie and Tsehai Gulema. 2006. 
“Migration and Vulnerability among Adolescents in Slum Areas of Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia.” Journal of Youth Studies 9, (3): 361-374. 



 
23 

Erulkar, Annabel and Tekle-Ab Mekbib. 2007. “Invisible and Vulnerable: Adolescent 
Domestic Workers in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.” Vulnerable Children and Youth 
Studies, 2 (3): 246-256. 

Gardner, Kathy. 2009. “Lives in Motion: The Life-Course, Movement And Migration 
in Bangladesh.” Journal of South Asian Development, 4, 229-251.  

Gasparini, Giovanni. 1995. “On Waiting”, Time and Society, 4 (1): 29-45. 

Ghorashi, Halah. 2007. “Giving Silence A Chance: The Importance of Life Stories 
for Research On Refugees”, Journal of Refugee Studies, 21 (1): 117-132. 

Guyer, Jane L. 2007. “Prophecy and The Near Future: Thoughts on Macroeconomic, 
Evangelical, and Punctuated Time.” American Ethnologist 33 (3): 409-421.  

Harraway, D. 1988. “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and 
the Privilege of Partial Perspective”. Feminist Studies, 14(3): 575-599. 

Hertrich, Véronique, and Marie Lesclingand. 2012. “Adolescent Migration and the 
1990s Nuptiality Transition in Mali.” Population Studies 66, no.2: 147-166.  

Honwana, Alcinda. 2012. The Time of Youth: Work, Social Change and Politics in 
Africa. Washington DC: Kumarian Press.  

Horst, Cindy and Grabska, Katarzyna. 2015. “Flight and Exile: Uncertainty in the 
Context Of Conflict-Induced Displacement”, Social Analysis 59 (1): 1-18. 

HRW (Human Rights Watch). 2014. “I Wanted to Lie Down and Die”: Trafficking 
and Torture of Eritreans in Sudan and Egypt”, HRW Report: New York. 

Humpris, Rachel 2013. “Refugees and Rashaida: Human Smuggling and 
Trafficking from Eritrea to Sudan and Egypt” New Issues in Refugee Research No. 
254. March. 

ICG (International Crisis Group). 2014. Eritrea: Ending the Exodus? Africa Briefing 
N°100, 8 Aug.  

Kibreab, Gaim. 2009. “Forced Labour in Eritrea.” The Journal of Modern African 
Studies 47 (1): 41-72. 

Mahler, Sarah and Patricia Pessar. 2006. Gender Matters: Ethnographers Bring 
Gender from the Periphery toward the Core of Migration Studies. International 
Migration Review 40, no.1, 27-63. 

Moore, H. 1994. A Passion for Difference. Essays in Anthropology and Gender, Polity 
Press: London. 

Müller, Tanja. 2005. The Making of Elite Women: Revolution and Nation Building in 
Eritrea. Leiden: Brill. 



 
24 

Ortner, S. 1974. “Is Female to Male as Nature Is to Culture?”, in Woman, Culture, 
and Society, edited by M. Zimbalist Rosaldo and L. Lamphare, 67–87. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press. 

Ossman, S. 2013. Moving Matters: Paths of Serial Migration. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press.  
Personal Narratives Group, eds.1989. Interpreting Women’s Lives: Feminist Theory 

and Personal Narratives. Indiana University Press, Bloomington, IN. 

Punch, Samantha. 2002. “Youth Transitions and Interdependent Adult-Child 
Relations in Rural Bolivia”. Journal of Rural Studies 18 (2): 123-133. 

Razy, E., & Rodet, Marie, eds. 2016. Children on the Move in Africa: Past and Present 
Experiences of Migration. Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer. 

Riggan, Jennifer. 2009. “Avoiding Wastage by Making Soldiers.” In Biopolitics, 
Militarism, and Development: Eritrea in the 21st Century¸ edited by O’Kane and 
Redeker Hepner, 72-91. New York: Berghahn Books. 

Riggan, Jennifer. 2016. The Struggling State: Nationalism, Militarism, and the 
Education of Eritrea. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 

Schröder, Günter. 2015. “Migratory and Refugee Movements in and from the Horn 
of Africa”, Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung Perspective, accessed 29 December 2018.  

Sclater, Shelley Day. 2007. “Narrative Research: Narrative and Subjectivity”. In 
Qualitative Research Practice edited by C. Seale, D. Silverman, J. F Gubrium, and 
G Gobo, 100-103. London: Sage. 

Singerman, Diane. 2007. The Economic Imperatives of Marriage: Emerging 
Practices and Identities Among Youth in the Middle East. Washington DC and 
Dubai: Wolfensohn Centre for Development and Dubai School of Government, 
Working Paper 6. 

Termin, Miriam, Mark Montgomery, Sarah Engebretsen, and Kathryn M. Barker, 
2013. Girls on the Move: Adolescent Girls and Migration in the Developing World. A 
Girls Count Report on Adolescent Girls. New York: Population Council.  

Treiber, M. 2014. “Becoming by Moving. Khartoum and Addis Ababa As Migratory 
Stages Between Eritrea and ‘Something’” in Spaces in Movement. New Perspectives 
on Migration in African Settings, edited by Abdalla, Mustafa; Dias Barros, Denise; 
Berthet Ribeiro, Marina, 189-205. Rüdiger Köppe Verlag Köln. 

UNHCR (United National High Commission for Refugees). 2018. Global Focus: 
UNHCR Operation: Sudan. UNHCR Geneva: Switzerland. 

Urry, J. 2011. Climate Change and Society, Cambridge: Polity.  

Whitehead, Ann, Iman Hashim, Vegard Iversen. 2007. Child Migration, Child Agency 
and Inter-generational Relations in Africa and South Asia. Working Paper T24 



 
25 

Sussex Centre for Migration Research.  

 

Notes  

 
i Names of participants anonymised. All interviews occurred between March 2014 and 
April 2016 in Khartoum, Sudan. They were conducted in English, Arabic, Tigrinya, 
Amharic, or Bilen and translated into English. Life stories were recorded and 
transcribed. 
ii The notion of waithood was first used by Dhillon and Yousef (2009) and Singerman 
(2007) in work on youth in the Middle East and North Africa. 
iii While the distinction between voluntary and forced migration has been widely 
criticized in academic discourse as confused, politically it remains important to 
underscore the circumstances that precipitate migration, as they link to international 
protection extended to some migrants and not others.    
iv I use migration and forced migration interchangeably here, because most of my 
respondents referred to their move as migration, as moving. This is not to deny the 
difference between forced and voluntary movement, but rather to acknowledge that the 
motives might be diverse and might change during the different phases of movement.  
v For example, migration prolonging stages of adulthood with marriages and child 
bearing postponed. 
vi In Eritrea, people below 5 and over 50 years old are able to travel outside the country. 
Thus, parents of several research participants regularly visited, sometimes staying more 
than several weeks.  
vii Source: fieldwork, 2014-2016. 
 


