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When the Pan African Nonviolence and Peace-building Network (PANPEN) held a continent-wide gathering in July 2014 
in Cape Town, South Africa, several Eritrean activists located throughout the Diaspora noted that international attention 
on their struggle could help build and re-build progressive pro-democracy movements. With close connections to the War 
Resisters International (WRI), who have played a long-standing role supporting Eritrean conscientious objection and anti-
militarist movements, a plan developed to hold a networking meeting and strategy session – a broad-based nonviolence 
training – to connect Eritrean resisters and their allies, both inside and outside of the Horn of Africa country. The decision 
was made to hold the conference at the University of Massachusetts/Amherst under the auspices of the Resistance 
Studies Initiative, in close coordination with the Asmara-based “Freedom Friday” Arbi Harnet movement.  

Arbi Harnet had, by the time of the retreat, gained a reputation for its daring anti-dictatorship Friday street actions, and its 
social media campaigns for a return to the ideals of the Eritrean revolution. Training organizers Stellan Vinthagen of RSI 
(who also serves on the WRI Council), Chris Booth of WRI, and Matt Meyer (also affiliated with both institutions) worked 
closely with Eritrean elder Kassahun Checole, the founder and CEO of Africa World/Red Sea Press. Kassahun’s very 
public leadership in the movement for a free Eritrea, coupled with his staunch rejection of the current regime’s repressive 
and militaristic positions, has made him both a target of the regime as well as a beloved unitary figure in solidarity circles 
and among Eritrean exiles. Careful to not tarnish the independently focused and younger, on-the-ground activists inside 
the country, the array of Arbi Harnet leaders who were part of the training met by themselves to discuss future work. 
Together, we also took part in a community-wide discussion held in Boston, attended by an inter-generational grouping of 
concerned Eritreans—including the daughters of two Eritrean revolutionary leaders who have been imprisoned 
incommunicado for many years.  

The retreat delved deeply into the potential uses of radical nonviolent direct action, discussed sources of more 
widespread alliance-building, and created opportunities for improved communications. The future for Eritrea, as for a 
world of nonviolence, justice, and democracy, is still uncertain. But gatherings like this one re-affirm that there is a world 
filled with creative people in every corner of the globe, ready to fight to make these principles a reality for all. 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 

 


