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Alive and Growing: 
Twenty Years of the African Feminist Forum 
  
Sylvia Tamale 

 

AFF: The Unshakable Baobab   

We often hear the provocative remark: “the feminist movement is dead!” If 
feminism were truly dead, we would not see a global, ultra-conservative 
movement rising specifically to undo five decades of feminist achievements. 
Incubated by the crises of neoliberalism and imperialism and evolving into a 
new “hyper-imperialism,” the anti-gender movement has placed feminism 
firmly in its sights (The Tricontinental 2024).   

An organised, transnational and decentralised ecosystem, the anti-
gender movement is well-funded and able to influence power centres around 
the world including the United Nations (UN), the African Union (AU) and 
heads of state (Ramos et al. 2025; Corrêa et al. 2023).  Closely associated with 
conservative religious groups and far-right extremists, its reactionary agenda is 
to attack feminist ideologies of gender and sexual democracy. If the feminist 
movement was a relic, it would not pose such a threat to the neoconservatives 
and fundamentalists working overtime to roll back the revolutionary tide, 
manufacture moral panic, manipulate the feminist narrative and influence 
policymaking on gender and sexuality. All these are key normativities defining 
contemporary social hierarchies. There may be challenges and contradictions 
in the African feminist movements, but the toyi-toyi drums continue to pulsate 
and intensify every passing day. Like the enormous African baobab, Pan-
African feminism is both resilient and a political force to be reckoned with 
(Kabira 2019).   
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Established in 2006 and celebrating its 20th anniversary this year, the 
African Feminist Forum (AFF) remains a vibrant space for resistance. The 
AFF will continue to exist as long as patriarchy and racial capitalism persist 
and reinforce each other. The forum grew out of an urgent need to anchor Pan-
African feminist praxis and aspirations – envisioned to be broader and more 
ambitious than the regional women’s rights organisations of the time. The AFF 
declared boldly that the cause of African women was a borderless, global 
imperative.   

Embodying the legendary life-giving qualities of the baobab, this special 
commemorative issue of Feminist Africa highlights the resilient, living legacy of 
African feminist movements. In addition to honouring the 20 years of AFF, this 
landmark issue serves as an important multidimensional archival resource 
documenting the herstories and impact of Pan-African feminism – its powerful 
voices resonating through the pages to inspire, teach and energise. This 20-year 
journey has had its share of peaks, valleys and plateaus. It has confronted 
formidable challenges, claimed vital victories, seized exciting opportunities and 
gathered invaluable lessons (Mama 2025; Imam 2009).  

African feminist movements are deeply “organic,” sustained by cross-
national and cross-generational activists who refuse to be subjugated by the 
oppressive forces of patriarchy, racial capitalism and neoliberalism. As the 
stories in this issue impressively reveal, these movements have blossomed 
significantly over the past 20 years. More importantly, the contributors to the 
issue do not only reflect on the past, but look forward to reimagine feminist 
futures – an Africa-to-come free of structural and systemic violence and fully 
invested in dignity. What gains have been achieved? What setbacks have been 
faced? What lessons have been learnt from past experiences that can help AFF 
navigate the future more effectively? 

So, what exactly is the African Feminist Forum? As the name suggests, 
it is a political platform where feminists from across the African continent and 
the diaspora meet biennially to reflect, reconnect, rejuvenate and strategise. It 
is a magical, vibrant space for feminists of diverse backgrounds, generations 
and sub-regions to pull up their wrappers, roll up their sleeves, let their hair 
down and collectively hone their critical and creative skills to unapologetically 
advance the Pan-African feminist agenda. AFF spaces are occupied by a rich 
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diversity of feminists – including NGO activists, academics, trade unionists, 
transgender women, freedom fighters, community-based organisers, 
publishers, sex workers, politicians and artists (Horn 2021). As a consolidated 
voice, AFF participates in international and regional convenings and issues 
statements on pertinent socio-political issues. 

The issue opens with reflections from Bisi Adeleye-Fayemi, a pioneering 
figure of the AFF, who offers an intimate account of the evolution of the Pan-
African feminist movement. Weaving together memoir, political analysis and 
institutional herstories, she traces the movement’s trajectory from the 1995 UN 
Women’s Conference planning meetings to the launch of the AFF in 2006. Her 
story offers readers deeper insight into the dynamics of feminist movement 
building, including how to navigate and heal wounds inflicted along the way. 
To amplify Adeleye-Fayemi’s narrative, the pioneer AFF Working Group, 
steered with panache and wit by Hope Chigudu, takes a conversational deep 
dive into the development of the platform. They reflect on the legacy and 
impact of the Charter of Feminist Principles for African Feminists (the Feminist 
Charter).  

Formulated and adopted at its inaugural convening in Accra, Ghana, the 
Feminist Charter crystallises the values, ethical principles and accountability 
standards that govern the practice of transnational activists and feminist 

organisations.1 This document effectively rekindled the revolutionary spirit of 

the 1977 Combahee River Statement on the continent (CRC 1977; James 

2017).2 In its framework, the Feminist Charter boldly declares a broad political 
agenda: 

Patriarchy varies in time and space, meaning that it changes over time, and varies 
according to class, race, ethnic, religious and global imperial relationships and 
structures. Furthermore, in the current conjunctures, patriarchy does not simply 
change according to these factors, but is inter-related with and informs 
relationships of class, race, ethnic, religious, and global-imperialism. Thus to 
challenge patriarchy effectively also requires challenging other systems of 
oppression and exploitation, which frequently mutually support each other… 
Our ideological task as feminists is to understand this system and our political 
task is to end it. (AWDF 2007, 4). 
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To date, this landmark instrument is available in at least ten languages: 
English, French, Portuguese, Spanish, Arabic, Wolof, Swahili, Kinyarwanda, 

Zulu and Amharic.3 Far from gathering dust on library and study shelves, the 

Charter continues to guide, stimulate, mobilise and ignite debates within and 
outside Africa (Imam 2009; English 2015). AWDF sums it up best: “Over the 
years the Charter has anchored forums, revived networks and deepened 
conversation across movements and ecosystems by providing clear principles 
that many have used as a touchstone for strategy, solidarity and practice” 

(AWDF 2025).  

Meanwhile, the second conversational piece captures the powerful 
voices of younger African feminists and their perspectives on the AFF and the 
Feminist Charter. Under the skilful moderation and engaging energy of Jackline 
Kemigisa, they wade through the Charter with a “no-holds-barred” approach. 
The result is a sharp, robust analysis meant to propel African feminist praxis 
to new heights in the next 20 years. 

Importantly, the AFF has spawned several National Feminist Forums 
(NFFs) that meet more frequently at country level to address localised feminist 
issues. Sarah Mukasa illustrates this through her first-hand account of the 
evolution of the Uganda Feminist Forum (UFF), detailing both its challenges 
and the possibilities for revitalising the group to make it more sustainable and 
dynamic. Another captivating profile, co-authored by Maame Kyerewaa-
Marfor and Maame Adwoa-Marfor, chronicles the emergence of the Young 
Feminist Collective (YFC) in Ghana. The essay demonstrates how the AFF 
and the Feminist Charter have shaped and remain a catalytic inspiration for 
feminist spaces on the continent. The advocacy and solidarity work of the YFC 
has been lauded as exemplary (Mohammed 2022). In this sense, the AFF 
serves as the central hub in a vast political network of localised activists 
challenging gender injustice across Africa and beyond. 

In 2008, the AFF developed the Feminist Organisational Development Tool 
(OD Tool) as a practical tool to operationalise the Feminist Charter. But while 
the AFF will jealously guard the Charter, from the outset it has been viewed 
not as a staid legal instrument but as a “living document” that can be critiqued, 
revised and improved to remain relevant in ever-changing contexts. Today, as 
we mark a 20-year milestone, it is fitting for the Feminist Charter to evolve with 
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fresh insights – an issue that will be incorporated into the agenda of the 2026 
AFF convening in Windhoek, Namibia, scheduled for the 10th-12th August 
(AWDF 2025). 

 

The Baobab holds “Secrets”  

In many ways, the journey of the AFF stands as a blueprint for global feminist 
organising. Its endurance is testament to many untold stories, several of which 
are revealed for the first time in this commemorative issue.  Like the baobab 
tree which holds the sacred “secrets” of its life-giving qualities, the AFF 
celebrates community consciousness, collective voice and shared legacies. AFF 
has become a key inspiration for similar regional feminist forums in Latin 
America (which already had a long herstory of Feminist Fiestas), the 
Caribbean and the Asia Pacific (Alver 2021). A feminist trainer from India 
shared: “I have been a strong promoter of the African Feminist Charter and 
can proudly say that it was required reading by the nearly 1,000 young feminist 
activists we trained in the CREA [Creating Resources for Empowerment in 
Action] Feminist Leadership Institutes, and I have shared it with hundreds of 
others” (Srilatha Batliwala, Email message to author, 20 February, 2026).   

The political horizons of Pan-African feminism have inevitably 
expanded beyond the continent, broadening to encompass the enduring global 
legacies of slavery and colonialism. In the same vein, the AFF has always valued 
the power of reconnecting with past African “feminist” ancestors. Just as the 
ancient Akan sankofa symbol embodies the concept of “taking from the past to 
enrich the present,” the AFF continually reaches back to draw nourishment 

from the activist work of the Black women who came before us.4 The “Feminist 

Ancestor Project” is one such critical initiative run by the AFF which profiles 
past, herstorical African women leaders who transgressed gender scripts and 
challenged oppressive power structures, including those tied to imperialism, 
patriarchy, race and social class. In this regard, Jaimee Swift, who directs the 
Black Women Radicals (BWR) in the U.S., contributes a reflective profile 
highlighting the very important collaboration between the AFF and BWR to 
document the stories of these sheroic ancestors. She demonstrates how the 
Ancestors Project brings to light long-forgotten stories of how everyday Black 
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feminists transformed their societies. In the same spirit (no pun intended!), this 
issue pays special tribute to two influential members of the pioneer AFF 
Working Group who joined our ancestors recently: Iheoma Obibi and 
Solumfeechi Odinkalu honour Bene Madunagu while Ennie Chipembere 
writes a heartfelt letter to Everjoice Win (EJ). 

The AFF and the various NFFs are primarily supported by the African 
Women’s Development Fund (AWDF), a Pan-African feminist fund that is 
fully aligned with the contextual needs, aspirations and agendas of grassroots 
communities. In addition, feminist organisations sponsor members to attend 
forums while independent feminists who can afford it contribute a modest fee 
to participate. As elsewhere in the global South, African feminist philanthropy 
prioritises long-term transformative processes over the quantitative, snapshot, 
project-based expectations of key performance indicators (KPIs). 
Consequently, the sector tends to invest in core funding, which ensures 
sustainability, movement-building and structural change (Akech 2018). 
Nevertheless, the ideal of convening the AFF across such a vast continent every 
two years presents significant challenges, including budgetary constraints.   

From the onset, the AFF, which was deeply attuned to the complexities 
and realities of African institutions, social relations and experiences, sought to 
distinguish itself from (neo)liberal feminism (McFadden 2005; Amadiume et 
al. 2024). Participants understood the limitations of a movement founded in 
liberalism: its focus on individual autonomy was at odds with the African ideal 
of collective values; its single-issue approach ignored the multi-dimensional 
and interlocking nature of patriarchal oppression and the diverse ways of living 
gender; its fixed view of the institution of gender clashed with the relatively 
flexible African gender systems; and its narrow reformist approach yielded 
frustration and futility by glossing over the structural foundations of gender 
injustice (Tamale 2020). All AFF participants must sign the Feminist Charter, 
thereby affirming their commitment to its decolonial framework, sexual and 
reproductive rights and queer solidarity.  

To counter the neoliberalism co-optation of the women’s rights 
movement, the AFF committed to invigorating non-imperialist, decolonial, 
intersectional and locally-grounded perspectives. This approach effectively 
addresses the socio-economic and political concerns and needs of African 
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women in all their diversity. The Feminist Charter reiterates: “Our current 
struggles as African Feminists are inextricably linked to our past as a continent, 
diverse pre-colonial contexts, slavery, colonisation, liberation struggles, 
neocolonialism, globalisation, etc.” (AWDF 2007, 5). It advocates for a 
comprehensive feminism – one that is “not qualified with any ifs, buts or 
howevers” (AWDF 2007, 3). Such a self-consciously distinct regional feminist 
identity is key to realising gender liberation on the continent.   

 
The Baobab Grows “Upside Down” for a Reason 

The AFF, along with its national chapters and affiliates, actively challenges all 
roots and axes of marginalisation and exploitation, particularly those based on 
gender, race, ethnicity, social class, sexuality and disability. Given that global 
capitalist dominance and social hierarchies are fundamentally built on the 
shoulders of women of colour, it is not surprising that political networks such 
as the AFF are viewed as serious threats by those who benefit from the status 
quo and rely on divide-and-rule politics to strengthen their power. Beyond 
brute force, structures and systems of power are protected and preserved by 
mechanisms such as the law, religion, morality, (reconstructed) cultures and 
(pseudo)science (Tamale 2020). In the second feature article, Fatou Sow 
unpacks and explains the parameters of African cultures in relation to feminist 
principles within the Charter, exploring themes of bodily integrity, sexual 
freedom, religion, domesticity and agency. She calls for the decolonisation of 

African cultures, invoking the words of award-winning feminist Mariama Bâ 

in her foundational novel, So Long a Letter: “They have bleached my thinking, 
but my mind is black. Yet my untouchable blood has remained pure…” (p.46) 

The AFF aims to restore dignified humanity and promote an ideology 
that pierces through the veils of power that continue to capture minds, 
appropriate resources and coerce the marginalised. Like the iconic baobab, 
whose spindly, gnarled branches belie the intricate network of strong anchoring 
roots, the AFF seeks to understand the foundations of gender injustice through 
its historical roots while providing the restorative value that emerges from its 
invigorating influence. Additionally, the baobab’s “upside down” appearance 
metaphorically reflects the inverted worldview of anti-gender proponents, 
whose advocacy of social justice is founded on oppression and domination of 



· 8 · Feminist Africa 7 (1) 
 

the marginalised by the politically powerful. Not only does such a conception 
of justice ignore social diversity, but it also mistakenly equates equality with 
sameness, and difference with devaluation (Young 1990). In this issue, Nancy 
Kachingwe pens a provocative standpoint piece, reminding Pan-African 
feminists of “a drastically altered context where the convergence of 
colonialism, imperialism, racial capitalism, fascism and extremism defines our 
present and future in terrifying ways.” (p.63). She lays bare the realities of 
hyper-imperialism and its various manifestations in our everyday lives, urging 
the AFF to clarify the link between the anti-gender movement and the neo-
imperial geopolitical agenda. 

Much like the baobab tree’s extensive lateral root system, the AFF’s 
struggle for gender justice extends beyond the continent through collaborations 
with other feminists of colour across the global South and North. Prior to the 
Accra conference, many African feminists had already benefited from the 
exchange of ideas and ways of organising through their involvement in 
international convenings (e.g., the United Nations Commission on the Status 
of Women and the world conferences on women). Their south-south 
transnational collaborations with networks such as DAWN (Development 
Alternatives with Women for a New Era) also served as important launch pads 
for new Pan-African feminist thinking and organising. African feminists were 
unstoppable in their quest to challenge (neo)liberal feminism and defy 
capitalist-patriarchal domination, neoliberal austerity policies, corporate 
globalisation and militarisation. They understood that the capitalist-patriarchal 
establishment had to be confronted at its roots in order to dismantle these 
deeply entrenched systems. Mirroring the intertwining roots of the baobab, 
they theorised the structural links between gender injustice and other systemic 
issues, including environmental degradation and marginalisation of vulnerable 
communities (Dieng 2023). Today, Afro-feminism is a formidable socio-
political force, essential to shaping conceptions and possible futures (Duvenage 
2024). 

As the AFF reconvenes in Windhoek to celebrate its 20th anniversary, the 
continent teeters on a knife’s edge. The relentless onslaught of neoliberalism 
and the anti-gender campaigns continue to loom large across the African 
landscape. Activists of this neoconservative movement have managed to fix a 
bright global beam on feminists, whom they vilify and demonise as responsible 
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for destroying the “natural order” and the “traditional family,” portraying them 
as “enemies of the nation” (Linders et al. 2023). Crucially, in the deep shadows 
of the beam, and diverted from global scrutiny, capitalist-patriarchy continues 
to exploit, dominate, dispossess and violate for its unbridled expansion and 
insatiable ends. All this is happening against a grim backdrop of escalating 
gender violence, economic decline, continued militarisation, armed conflicts, 
high unemployment and rampant corruption across the continent, 
compounded by environmental degradation and a renewed neo-imperialist 
scramble for Africa’s strategic resources under Trumpism (Soko and Sakor 
2025). Recently, several African governments have entered into contentious 
health cooperation pacts with the US. These agreements mandate, inter alia, 
the sharing of citizens’ health data (Reuters 2025) – a move that effectively 
guarantees unchecked data mining by the pharmaceutical industry. 
Consequently, the AFF celebrates amid the urgent need to adapt and strategise 
against the formidable, multifaceted backlash unleashed by the anti-gender 
movement and the destabilising forces of ultra-capitalism. African feminists 
can neither allow themselves to be relegated to a defensive position nor reduced 
to a purely “reactive” force. 

 

Stories Exhaled from the Bark of the Baobab 

While challenging unjust structures and transforming the status quo is 
empowering, it is also isolating and extremely exhausting; feminist praxis is no 
walk in the park. Just as the fibrous bark of the baobab heals and regenerates 
after being stripped, activists must continually renew their energy and sense of 
value in the ongoing struggle for gender justice. To sustain the heavy, 
transformative labour of our movements, feminists must regularly pause to 
exhale the accumulated stress caused by oppressive power relations and 
relentless contexts of work. The AFF recognises activist wellness, individually 
and collectively, not as a depoliticised neoliberal project, but as a decolonial 
political practice that integrates the root causes of direct and structural violence 
into its healing responses (Horn 2020; Chigudu and Chigudu 2015). Healing 
justice is therefore essential to Afro-feminist organising and survival; it is both 
resistance and reclamation. However, Loretta Ross cautions activists against an 
over-reliance on performative actions or “ritualized social justice” that mimic 
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healing frameworks, which, she argues, cannot replace genuine change-making 
activism (Ross 2017).   

Beyond sustaining human communities and ecology, African women are 
engaged in numerous transgressive struggles across all scales, from the 
household to the transnational, regional and global levels. In her succinct review 
of Jessica Horn’s African Feminist Praxis (2025), Morrocan scholar Lamyaâ 
Achary highlights Horn’s analysis of African feminist care as political 
infrastructure and feminist praxis as knowledge production. Lamenting how 
colonial linguistic barriers fracture our political and theoretical understandings 
of who we are and what we stand for, Achary stresses the need for African 
feminists to navigate these constraints skilfully as an act of resistance. The 
Feminist Charter similarly challenges the complex, multi-layered structures 
that shape and define women’s lives on the continent (AWDF 2007, 3-4). 

The fibrous spongy mass of the baobab acts as a massive life-giving 
water reservoir – much like how women give, nurture and sustain life. Beyond 
biological reproduction, African women bear the responsibility for social 
reproduction – cultivating the cultural repertoires, discourses and household 
economies which sustain the labour force and maintain the conditions that 
allow the continued accumulation of capital within the patriarchal-capitalist 
states (Baglioni 2022; Ossome 2018). The three prose poems in this issue by 
Wana Udogang, vangile gantsho and Coumba Toure collectively remind us of 
our duty to embrace decolonising geographies and critical radical awakenings. 
Yet, the printed page tends to flatten poetry and mask its emotional resonance. 
Truly to experience their power, we recommend reading these words aloud, so 
you can hear, feel and live them. 

 

Conclusion: The Baobab Spirit Never Rests 

The baobab’s short-lived, solitary flowers have an unpleasant scent. This 
majestic giant requires no trimmings to impress, and some African specimens 
are known to be over three millennia old. When the baobab dies, its fibrous 
mass decomposes and crumbles into a shallow crater, but many African 
cultures believe that its spiritual energy outlives its physical form (Amenga-
Etego 2016). Like the baobab, the African Feminist Forum and the African 
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Charter provide galvanising principles and moral nourishment to Pan-African 
feminisms.    

However, sustaining this vital work through multiple crises and exposing 
the systemic limits of liberal-capitalist democracy requires stronger resource 
mobilisation and deliberate re-politicisation. As we mark 20 years of the AFF, 
many challenges remain, including the decolonisation of gender and sexuality 
and the polarisation of difference by powerful external forces. Furthermore, the 
crises of the 21st century have overwhelmed the non-governmental model, 
which has failed to dismantle structural barriers or resolve geopolitical 
inequities (Amin 2014). 

The 20-year commemoration of AFF and the Feminist Charter should 
offer us an opportunity to reflect on Pan-African struggles for gender 
liberation. By the turn of the century, African feminists on the continent and in 
the diaspora had developed conceptual and analytical tools as well as 
methodological strategies to forge new ways of thinking about gender and 
sexuality for the decolonial transformation of the continent. In 2006, a 
generation honoured the baobab seeds that our feminist ancestors sowed 
against all odds; we worked tirelessly to build a firm platform from which 
younger African feminists could launch more robust, expansive and 
transformative decolonial praxes. And they have. Today, youth movements 
around the continent stand as beacons of hope for the future. Indeed, young 
feminists are part of the “Generation Z” struggles to end political repression 
and the neoliberal assault on Africa. It is extremely important that this 
revolutionary beacon does not flicker as a result of the failure to integrate all 
axes of oppression into the “youth wave” currently shaking up old oligarchies 
and their military power. Given these challenges, we can do no better than to 
conclude this editorial with the energising words of the award-winning poet 
Susan Kiguli: 

We have swallowed the might of the sky 
to speak language yet unspoken 
unheard 
to rip away the edges of time 
to say yesterday, now, tomorrow 
to look into the clouds of time 
and speak courage together, 
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women unafraid 
to build a dwelling of voices 

assembling as song, will, action.5 
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Notes 

1. Holding the inaugural forum in Ghana was significant as the nation is the 
home of the visionary President Kwame Nkrumah who tirelessly led the 
struggle for Pan-Africanism in early post-independence Africa. Like 
Nkrumah and other pioneers of Pan-Africanism, the AFF advocates for 
unity, justice and decolonial reconstruction, but pursues these ideals 
through a feminist lens. 

 
2. In 1977, a group of African-American feminists met in Boston, USA and 

wrote a manifesto that famously became known as the Combahee River 
Statement. The statement sharply critiqued both mainstream White 
feminism and the Black civil rights movement for their narrow views of 
discrimination. It stands as a pioneering publication on the 
conceptualisation of intersectional equity. 
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3. Several local initiatives are underway around the continent to translate the 
Feminist Charter into indigenous languages including Yoruba and 
Luganda. 

 
4. The Sankofa symbol constitutes a mythical bird moving forward while its 

head is bent backwards towards an egg sitting on its back. To learn more 
about the Sankofa philosophy see Osei (2023) and Appiah-Adjei (2016). 

 
5. Stanza extracted from Susan Kiguli’s poem, “No Longer a Voice in the 

Wilderness,” recited at the second AFF Conference held on 17th-21st 
September, 2008 in Kampala, Uganda. 
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