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218 Nunu Kidane

I grew up in Eritrea, in East Africa, and came to the United States in 
1980. I arrived as a refugee, fleeing war between Eritrea and Ethiopia. 
For the first decade or so I focused my energies on my family, on 
going to school, and on my Eritrean community. My family and I sent 

support to the struggle for Eritrean independence, and we worked to keep 
our children grounded in Eritrean culture and identity. I was unengaged 
and unconnected to what was happening around me in the U.S.

This disengagement is common for many of us in immigrant com-
munities when we first come here. We start out by focusing almost 
exclusively on issues concerning our own countries of origin. We do so 
because we’re vulnerable and fearful of losing ourselves and our identi-
ties in the multicultural politics of this country. Our ethnic and national 
identities are an important grounding force. Whether Eritrean, Nige-
rian, Somali, or Ethiopian, we begin by viewing U.S. policy on Africa 
exclusively as it relates to our respective countries. We don’t have much 
information, or any interest, in other African countries or the continent 
as a whole. And we rarely connect with the struggle for racial equality in 
the United States that preceded our arrival.

My children were the entryway through which I began to under-
stand the history of race relations in this country. Raising three young 
black boys in America opened my eyes to the reality of structural racism. 
The personal became the political. Much has been said about the par-
allels between the civil rights movement in the U.S. in the sixties and 
the movement to end apartheid in South Africa. For me, as an African 
immigrant, it came as an astounding realization that the struggle for 
racial justice in the U.S. wasn’t “completed” in the sixties. It’s ongoing.

Over time my focus expanded beyond my immediate family and 
community. I no longer saw myself only as the “other,” the outsider, but 
as an Eritrean, a black woman, an African American. And I saw that 
these identities didn’t have to be mutually exclusive. I began to feel con-
nected to struggles that included Eritrea but also went beyond it. At the 
University of California at Berkeley in the late 1980s, an active student 
movement was calling for divestment from the apartheid regime in 
South Africa. I got involved. Gradually I learned how this movement 
connected to others, both in the United States and internationally.

As we focused our efforts on nation building, Eritreans in this 
country started making connections with other organizations and indi-
viduals that had similar concerns. I read books and talked with people 
who were active in other African countries. I began to grasp the bigger 
picture. There were so many connections between what was happening 
in Eritrea and in other African countries, especially when you looked at 
the effects of U.S. foreign policy.
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In the U.S., Africa is a concept beyond geography; it’s embedded in 
a racial framework. The whole continent is misunderstood or viewed 
in very limited terms. Because of my heritage, it’s important to me that 
Africa be appreciated in all its historic, political, and cultural complex-
ity. I want to be part of a social justice movement that links the strug-
gles against economic globalization in Africa with related struggles for 
global justice.

Here in the Bay Area, 26 of us, individuals and organizations, came 
together in April 2003 and founded the Priority Africa Network (PAN). 
The U.S. had just invaded Iraq and there was a sense of crisis in activist 
circles. We saw the Bush administration focusing on the “war against 
terrorism” but ignoring the real threats—the terror of poverty and HIV/
AIDS, discrimination against people of color, and growing global eco-
nomic inequalities. 

Within PAN, diverse African immigrant individuals and groups are 
taking the lead. Our perspective is that the growing number of African 
immigrants in the U.S. opens up new opportunities for an Africa-
focused movement in the U.S. This is a strategic demographic shift that 
requires all of us to adjust our outreach strategies. 

We also have many members who are seasoned activists with decades 
of experience in fighting apartheid and other injustices. They brought 
their credibility gained in local communities and their understanding 
that work on different issues was connected and ongoing. Achieving 
political rights was not the end, but just the beginning.

Working for another Africa also means working for another America 
and another world. We can’t afford not to learn from the past; we have to 
see history as a lens through which we plan for the future. In Africa we 
have the Sankofa, a mythical bird that flies forward while looking back. 
Like this bird, we need to look back in order to know where we are going.
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Two pivotal events in my life drew me into Africa activism. One was 
a seminar on Africa I took in my sophomore year at Georgetown Uni-
versity, taught by Nii Akuetteh. We studied structural adjustment poli-
cies and their impact on Africa. The other was my junior year abroad at 
the University of Dakar in Senegal. That’s where I saw the human impact 
of structural adjustment, up close.

These experiences set my direction. I’ve been working on economic 
justice issues, including structural adjustment and globalization, for 
more than a decade now. I’m the national coordinator of the Jubilee 
USA Network, the U.S. arm of the global debt campaign. 

I grew up in Elk Grove, Illinois. My family wasn’t really political, 
though my dad went to Vietnam and joined the antiwar movement when 
he came back. But I had a fascination for international issues, partly 
because my dad’s job at an airline made it possible for our family to travel. 
My mom is a children’s librarian, and she encouraged me to read. My first 
activist action was as a freshman in high school, opposing the Gulf War. I 
can’t say it was a particularly principled act; it was more of a herd mental-
ity, because people in the group I hung out with were involved. 

Starting at Georgetown in 1994, I was in the School of Foreign 
Service. The first year you take a very prescribed curriculum. By the 
second year you can take one seminar, and I thought, let me get out 
of this focus on Europe and Western civilization. That was the over-
whelming focus of year one, and I wasn’t enjoying it. Once I got into the 
African seminar, it was by far my favorite class.

The seminar was co-taught by Nii Akuetteh, an activist originally 
from Ghana, and Herb Howe, an Africanist at Georgetown. Nii worked 
at TransAfrica in the 1980s, and in 2006 he succeeded Salih Booker as 
director of Africa Action, one of the partners of Jubilee USA. Back in 
1997, though, I didn’t know the activist connections. In the seminar we 
analyzed the structural adjustment policies of the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund, and we did role plays of the negotiations 
that had led to majority rule in South Africa. 

That experience inspired me to do a minor in African studies and 
eventually to go to the University of Dakar. We took classes at the univer-
sity, all in French, and also studied Wolof. Georgetown had a house that 
we lived in, and we spent weekends and holidays with African families.

Soon after classes started that fall, the students went on strike. As I made 
my way toward the campus, I walked into what felt like a war zone. A line of 
police were firing tear gas guns into a crowd of my fellow students, who were 
throwing rocks and running. It turned out that the World Bank had told the 
Senegalese government it had to spend less on education, and this forced the 
government to abandon scholarships for students from the rural areas. Of 
course, many couldn’t afford the fees. It was an awakening for me.
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During the year in Dakar, I learned more about the role of the IMF 
and the World Bank in imposing economic policies across the African 
continent. I returned to the United States determined to do something 
about it. I knew the U.S. government had the largest say in the interna-
tional financial institutions. Couldn’t U.S. citizens change our govern-
ment’s policy?

Since then, I’ve worked on campaigns to challenge the IMF, boycott 
World Bank bonds, and cancel Africa’s debt. In my senior year I was 
involved in a Georgetown group campaigning against sweatshops. A 
couple of years later I went to Seattle with a Washington-based group 
called Preamble, helping organize discussion forums about trade and 
globalization. The next year, as the Washington organizer for a cam-
paign to boycott World Bank bonds, I found myself on the streets of 
Washington along with 30,000 other demonstrators protesting the 
IMF and the World Bank. Our group brought 20 activists from Latin 
America, Africa, and Asia to the United States for that event. We wanted 
Americans to hear directly from them about the impact of World Bank 
policies in their countries.

The attacks of 9/11 brought the momentum of global justice work 
to a standstill. Suddenly the context changed. Talk of terrorism filled the 
airwaves, and many activists turned their priorities to opposing the war 
on Iraq. But the structural issues of global inequality have not gone away. 

My interest and passion and focus is definitely on Africa. Globaliza-
tion and trade are affecting Asia and Latin America too, but I think that 
IMF and World Bank policies hit Africa hardest, because the poverty 
is greater and it’s very difficult for African nations to challenge those 
policies. So there’s a particular need to challenge the role of the global 
institutions in Africa.

Africa’s debt is relatively small compared to the debt of all develop-
ing countries, but the impact of that debt is much greater. There are 
so many resources flowing out in proportion to the size of the African 
economies and the resources they have. But we’ve won some victories. 
More than $100 billion of debt has been cancelled. Some of the most 
egregious IMF policies have been stopped. 

It’s only been 10 years, but in my limited experience as an activist, the 
anti-apartheid movement comes up in every context as an example of suc-
cessful organizing. Experienced activists all talk about it, and it has always 
been very inspiring to me. But I’ve also realized that in some ways it was 
different, because it was focused on one country with a blatantly terrible 
political system. Trying to change worldwide economic structures is, if 
anything, even harder. Even so, when you feel down and you think that 
things aren’t ever going to change, it’s good to have an example to turn to 
and say, “Well, actually, it might take 30 or 40 years, but it can happen!”
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My father is Kenyan, and my mother is African American. So 
I was raised in a Pan-African home. I was born in Washing-
ton, DC and I grew up in Kenya, where I finished elemen-
tary and high school. 

My parents are educators, and they were actively involved in both 
the civil rights movement in the United States and the independence 
struggle in Africa. From the time I was very young, they instilled in me 
a sense of pride in being a woman of African descent. I was surrounded 
by the music, writing, and film of black artists and intellectuals, includ-
ing Harry Belafonte, Hugh Masekela, Malcolm X, and Maya Angelou.

My heritage embraces the painful legacy of slavery and colonial-
ism as well as the oppression and marginalization of the African dias-
pora. My parents challenged me to think critically about these complex 
realities, so my political education began at home. But my parents also 
believed in formal education; they saw it as a tool for social change. 
With their encouragement, I returned to the U.S. in 1993 to study. I 
received a BA in psychology from Eastern University and a master’s in 
international affairs and development from Clark Atlanta University.

I wanted to find ways to use my education and my experience in 
Africa to focus on the pressing economic, political, and social issues 
affecting Africa and the world. Eventually I landed my dream job with 
the American Friends Service Committee. AFSC is a Quaker organiza-
tion with a long tradition of international peace and justice work on 
every continent.

Today, after six years with AFSC, I’m coordinator of the Africa Youth 
Leadership Program. It’s part of a broader effort to build a constituency 
that cares deeply about Africa and will become advocates for change. We 
work with young people 18 to 30, from the United States and Africa. The 
participants from the U.S. are mainly, though not exclusively, African 

Americans. Our vision of Africa promotes peace, 
African unity, and sustainable development. We’re 
trying to create a cadre of empowered youth—to inspire 
the next generation of Africa activists. 

I’ve worked with young people in training sessions 
in East, Central, and Southern Africa, and in the United 
States. In 2005 I helped organize a U.S. speaking tour 
of youths from six countries in Africa called “Life Over 
Debt: Africa in the Age of Global Apartheid.” I traveled 
with three of the speakers, who came from Burundi, 
Zimbabwe, and South Africa. It was an intense 28 days on 
the road—we visited 11 cities and 36 college campuses! 
The African youths connected with audiences by telling 
of their firsthand experiences with economic justice and 
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peace-building struggles in Africa. For example, I remember Nomsonto 
Mthimkulu of South Africa, talking about how her brother died because 
the family didn’t have enough money to buy the medicines that would 
have saved his life. People in Africa are dying because pharmaceutical 
companies and Western governments care more about profits than about 
saving lives. 

Hearing these stories, people were energized to challenge U.S. gov-
ernment and corporate policies that are detrimental to Africa. The tour, 
I think, made especially strong connections between African youth and 
African Americans. There are deep historical and social connections—
just as there are connections in my own family. That trip renewed my 
hope in the future of the continent I love so much and have dedicated 
my life to serving.

This work has been personally transformative for me. I’m now in a 
doctoral program in African studies at Howard University. My research 
focuses on the critical role that women have played in transforming 
post-genocide Rwanda.

Beginning in my home growing up, and now as a young activist, 
I know the importance of contributions made by seasoned activists. I 
honor their contributions to struggles for equality and justice for poor 
and marginalized people. The past informs the present and learning 
from the past will strengthen and guide the new generation of advocates 
for Africa as we carry on the work.


