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Reflections on the African Feminist Ancestors
Project: A Collaboration between the African
Feminist Forum and Black Women Radicals

Jaimee A. Swift

The Origins of the Collaboration

In June 2020, I received an email from Jessica Horn — a prominent Pan-African
feminist activist, author, and founding member of the African Feminist Forum
(AFF), who was then the Director of Programmes at the African Women’s
Development Fund (AWDF). She wanted to connect and collaborate with
Black Women Radicals (BWR), a US-based Black feminist advocacy
organisation with a mission to uplift and centre the power, perseverance, and
possibilities of Black feminist activism in Africa and the African Diaspora. The
collaboration sought to build an internationalist African/Black feminist
coalition through honouring the radical leadership and lineages of African
feminists profiled in the “African Feminist Ancestors” Project (AFAP).
Created by AFF, the AFAP is an archival and political intervention that disrupts
the erasure of “how African women in the past have negotiated power,
challenged patriarchal notions of womanhood, and also women’s roles within
society” (AFF 2016). In grounding contemporary African feminist activism by
celebrating African feminists who paved the way for us, the project also
“make[s] visible African feminist participation in African anti-colonial
struggles, in projects of national liberation, and...address[es] the absence of
literature on African women in advancing social justice” (AFF 2016). As a part
of the collaboration, profiles from the AFAP were housed in the Black Women
Radicals Database (BWRD), a free archive with more than 100 profiles on
historical and global Black women leaders. As with AFAP, BWRD aims to build
academic, political, and community engagement with Black women’s legacies

as radical socio-political agents of change.
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As the founder and executive director of BWR and a Black feminist born
and raised in the belly of the U.S. empire, I was delighted to receive an email
from Horn, whose work I admire. Her desire to build transnational
African/Black feminist community by celebrating ancestral resistance was a
balm given the state of the world at that time. This introduction contextualises
the global political conditions at the time of Horn’s email and frames the spirit
in which this collaborative project was conceived.

The COVID-19 pandemic was at its peak, having ravaged the lives of
millions. In the Americas, victims of the virus were disproportionately from
African, Black, and Afro-descendant communities (Srygley 2024; Wheatle
2021; Baez Lazcano 2020; Vasquez Reyes 2020). While COVID-19 lockdowns
left countless people afraid and confused, Black and Brown essential workers
disproportionately bore the burden of continuing to work on the frontlines
(Brown 2023). However, although COVID-19 lockdowns and quarantines
forced people to stay indoors, police violence against Black communities still
occurred. On May 18, 2020, only a few weeks before I received Horn’s email,
Jodo Pedro Matos, a 14-year-old Black boy, had been shot and killed by police
while playing at his cousin’s house in the Complexo do Salgueiro favela in Rio
de Janeiro, Brazil (Swift 2024).

A week later, on May 25, 2020, George Floyd, a 46-year-old Black
American man, was murdered in Minneapolis, Minnesota by Derek Chauvin,
a White male police officer, who, for over nine minutes, pinned his knee to
Floyd’s neck. Floyd died from asphyxia after his repeated cries of “I can’t
breathe” were ignored by Chauvin. The video of Floyd’s death, recorded by
Darnella Frazier, then a 17-year-old Black girl, went viral and sparked global
#BlackLivesMatter protests demanding that Chauvin be arrested and that the
U.S. government systematically address anti-Black state violence that Black
communities have long endured (Swift 2024; Hernandez 2021).

While the U.S. government and institutions deployed “Diversity, Equity,
and Inclusion” (DEI) initiatives as performative gestures to pacify protests for
justice for Floyd, the resulting justifiable outrage exposed systemic racialised
and gendered biases regarding whose life and death are deemed worthy of
memory and value. For example, about two months prior to Floyd’s murder,
on March 13, 2020, Breonna Taylor, a 26-year-old Black American woman and
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medical worker, was killed in her Louisville, Kentucky apartment by police
officers who made a forced entry into her home by executing a “no-knock
warrant” (Justice for Breonna 2020). The police — allegedly looking for drugs
they never found and a suspect who lived elsewhere and was already in custody
— fired over 20 rounds of ammunition into Taylor’s apartment, striking and
killing her with eight of them (Justice for Breonna 2020). However, Taylor’s
murder did not initially receive the same outrage as Floyd’s. It was Black women
community organisers who brought mainstream media attention to her death
through the #SayHerName campaign. Created by the African American Policy
Forum, this initiative seeks “to understand the ways in which Black women,
girls, and femmes’ lives are not only taken by state-sanctioned violence, but
then further erased by public silence”; it is “an effort to support a gender-
inclusive approach to racial justice that centres all Black lives equally” (African
American Policy Forum 2014; Crenshaw et.al 2015).

Around the same time as #SayHerName, protests and social media
campaigns against state violence and other social injustices also proliferated on
the African continent. In October 2020, young people in Nigeria took to the
streets under the #EndSARS campaign and hashtag, protesting against the
brutality of the country’s Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), a police unit
notorious for harassing, surveilling, extorting, and perpetrating violence
against Nigerian citizens (Omotoso and Faniyi 2024). Similar to the video
recording of Floyd’s death sparking protests, the #EndSARS protests were
ignited by a viral video showing SARS police officers assaulting and shooting
a young man in Ughelli, Delta State, Nigeria (Aljazeera 2020). Although the
protests were peaceful, the #EndSARS movement was forcibly suppressed
through state violence on October 20, when the Nigerian Army opened fire on
unarmed #EndSARS protesters at the Lekki toll gate in L.agos. Other protests
such as the #EndAnglophoneCrisis in Cameroon, #RapeNationalEmergency
in Liberia, #ChildTrafficking in la Coéte dTvoire and Ghana,
#AmINext/#StopGBV in South Africa, #ShutltAllDown in Namibia,
#ZimbabweanLivesMatter in Zimbabwe, and #AmharaGenocide in Ethiopia
showcased the power of contemporary African organising — overwhelmingly
led and championed by women, queer, transgender, and gender expansive
communities — to transform politics; create spaces of self-determination, safety,
and dignity; and demand government accountability (I.ewis and Mlaba 2023).
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Horn’s invitation to collaborate with BWR on the AFAP spoke to the
critical imperative of Black feminist solidarity, movement building, and
memory work in times of crises. Moreover, it showcased the power of feminist
space-making — what Horn calls “cartographies of liberatory worldmaking™ —
and the interconnectedness of our struggles, for freedom, equity, and justice
(Horn 2025). This was further made evident to me when, through the AFAP
collaboration, I was reconnected with a colleague, Dinnah Nabwire — who was
then Knowledge Management Specialist for AWDE Nabwire and I met years
earlier as participants in a global health fellowship. After the fellowship ended,
Nabwire invited others and me to visit her village in Busia, Uganda, where I
experienced first-hand her pivotal work in sexual and reproductive health,
violence prevention, economic empowerment, mental health, and psychosocial
programmes for women and children. This serendipitous reconnection with
Nabwire and Horn’s subsequent email response to it — “Long live

12>

Black/African feminist energies!” — directly exemplifies what Burundian radical
feminist Judicaelle Irakoze describes as a continued manifestation of “our
foremothers who nurtured friendships of struggle and invested in collaboration

[and] community beyond imposed colonial borders” (Irakoze 2020).

Ancestry as Feminist Remembrance, Resistance, and Power

African spiritual traditions have always honoured ancestors through rituals,
meditations, and celebrations (Magut 2025). Ghanaian feminist Nana Darkoa
Sekyiamah reminds us that “African feminists have long been in the business
of remembering, reclaiming, and honouring whom we recognize as our
feminist ancestors...and how their actions — resisting colonial rule, standing up
for the marginalized, resisting gender norms — speak to what we recognise today
as feminist praxis; a doing that is the essence of feminist activism” (Sekyiamah
2025). As a political, cultural, intellectual, and spiritual ethnography, the AFAP
anchors ancestral feminist resistance, acting as a vital site of remembrance and

activism.

Let me offer insights into the AFAP archive, where visitors can learn
about many overlooked radicals, including the 1929 Igbo women’s war, a revolt
by market women against unfair taxation under British colonial rule in southern

Nigeria. The archives also feature the profiles of Kom women from the
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Bamenda Grassfields of Northwest Cameroon who launched the Anlu
Rebellion (1958-1961) to resist British colonial agricultural policies. In the
traditions of Anlu, a long-standing form of women’s mobilisation “which
initially meant to sanction the exiling of people who had become an irritation
to the community... [it was] through public singing, verbal insults, dancing,
demonstrating in public and seizing control of resources [that] women
intensified their anti-colonial protest and troubled political power” (AFF
2016).

The AFAP also features herstory makers, heroines, and healers such as
Charlotte Makgomo Maxeke (1871-1839), the first Black woman in South
Africa to obtain a university degree and founder of the Bantu Women’s L.eague
of the South African Native National Congress, later renamed the African
National Congress (ANC). Readers learn about Constance Cummings-John
(1918-2000), a Sierra L.eonean educator and politician who, in 1966, became
mayor of Freetown, Sierra Leone, the first African woman to occupy such a
position in a major African city. The AFAP also highlights the activism of Bibi
Titi Mohammed (1926-2000), a major leader in the Tanganyikan nationalist
movement who led Umoja wa Wanawake wa Tanzania (UW'T), the women’s
wing of the Tanganyika African National Union (TANU).

The profiles featured in the AFAP complement the biographies of
African feminist radicals already featured in the BWRD, including Stella
Nansikombi Mukasa Makubuya (1967— 2018), a Ugandan women’s rights
activist and human rights lawyer; Khalida Zahir (1927 — 2015), a Sudanese
women’s rights activist, physician, and one of the first women doctors of
medicine in Sudan; and Victoria Fikile Chitepo (1928-2016), a Zimbabwean
political activist, educator, and government minister. But the AFAP profiles
significantly expand the BWRD and are critical in offering political, cultural,
visual, and epistemological insights into the fortitude of African feminist
resistance. The AFAP profiles are also jointly presented and shared across
AWDF’s and BWR’s social media channels to raise awareness and promote
popular education regarding African feminist leadership.

In a 2020 interview I conducted for loices in Movement, the Black
Women Radicals blog, Horn further emphasised the importance of the AFAP

in overcoming the epistemic violence against African feminist knowledge,



- 152 - Femunist Africa 7 (1)

cultural, and political productions through research and documentation
(Spivak 1988):

The reason why African women are not centred is because of patriarchy and it is
a preference for thinking or presuming that men are the shapers of history. When
things are documented, they are not documented in the way that tells that story.
I spent a lot of time in African feminist space trying to uncover those histories. I
have been quite obsessed in regard to documentation and getting those names
out there. It is because of this reality that for every Amilcar Cabral and Thomas
Sankara, you also have a Freedom Nyamubaya. There have always been women
who have shaped ideology and who were also brave in shaping their praxis. It is

about patriarchal memory (Swift 2021, para. 9).
Thus, the profiles in the AFAP serve as a critical reminder that despite White
supremacist patriarchal and colonial culture, the political resistance and
memories of African/Black feminists on the continent and in the Diaspora

remain enduring.

Moreover, the AFAP served as a catalyst for further feminist groundings
and partnerships between AWDEF and BWR. For example, on July 22, 2020,
BWR hosted “African Feminist Perspectives Matter”, an online event which
uplifted the power of the African feminist radical tradition. Moderated by Black
transnational feminist scholar, Dr. Nana Afua Yeboaa Brantuo, the event
featured panelists including Keem Love Black, a Ugandan transgender activist
and organiser; Dr. Terza A. Silva Lima-Neves, a Cape Verdean higher
education leader and author; Francoise Moudouthe, a Cameroonian pan-
African feminist and current Chief Executive Officer of AWDF; Namupa
Shivute, a non-binary Namibian storyteller and journalist; and Saaret E.
Yoseph, an Ethiopian American writer and multidisciplinary artist. A reading
list of multidisciplinary and activist-oriented African feminist texts was also
generated from the event.

On March 22, 2021, AWDF and BWR co-hosted the online event,
“Health Equity and Transnational Feminist Solidarity”, a “ground-breaking
conversation [that contributed] to and [deepened] the debate on critical
constructs that shape inequitable health policies and programmes for African
and African descendant women and gender expansive persons” (AWDF
2021). Also moderated by Brantuo, panelists for this event included Weema
Askri, a Tunisian non-binary queer activist; Dr. Kia Lilly Caldwell, a Black
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American sociocultural anthropologist and author; Pontso Mafethe, a Southern
African feminist strategist and former Director of Programmes at AWDF; Dr.

Ana Mocumbi, a Mozambican cardiologist and scholar; and me.

Given the success of the health equity event, on April 20, 2022, AWDF
and BWR launched “Ongea Mama”, an online series dedicated to curating
discourses that uplift the unique perspectives, experiences, and activism of
African feminists across the continent and diaspora. With “Ongea Mama”,
which means “Speak Mama” in Swabhili, the mission was to provide a space for
African, Black, and Afro-descendant activists to engage in dialogue and
discourse regarding the past, present, and future of African and African
Diasporic feminist politics. In keeping with the aim to address historical and
contemporary differences and tensions that have impacted our efforts to create
and sustain solidarity, sisterhood, and siblinghood, the moderator of the event
was political scientist and co-founder of the Black Feminist Fund, Hakima
Abbas. Panelists included Nigerian British feminist scholar and theorist, Prof.
Amina Mama; Sudanese feminist and co-founder of the Cairo, Egypt-based
Ikhtyar Feminist Collective, Maie Panaga Babker; Ghanaian academic and
author, Dr. Wunpini Fatimata Mohammed; Ugandan poet, human rights
activist, and former political prisoner, Dr. Stella Nyanzi; and Afro-Caribbean
transgender feminist-activist, visionary, and healer, Nala Simone Toussaint.
Also featured on the event was a performance by Ghanaian Afro-pop singer-
songwriter, Wiyaala.

Conclusion: On African/Black Feminist Fortitude, Memories,
and Futures

Much has changed in our world since AFF and BWR collaborated on the
AFAP. The rise of fascist and White supremacist authoritarianism is rapidly
eroding democratic norms, bringing them to the brink of collapse. Genocides
in Palestine and Sudan, initiated by the Israeli and United States governments
and the United Arab Emirates, have unjustly taken the lives of millions, with no
end in sight. Recently, the Israeli and U.S. governments have launched an
unnecessary and unjust war on Iran, killing hundreds of people in the process.
Thousands of children in the Democratic Republic of Congo suffer human
rights abuses and atrocities to fuel the global trade in cobalt. The worsening
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climate crisis disproportionately causes death and suffering in Black,
Indigenous, and other marginalised communities. Government surveillance
has significantly expanded while civil liberties, freedom of speech, and privacy
have been curtailed. State violence, femicide, and reproductive injustices
abound. Immigrant communities and citizens are being terrorised, abducted,
and killed by agents of the United States Immigration and Customs

Enforcement.
We are certainly living in perilous and frightening times.

While I am overwhelmed by despair, hopelessness, and uncertainty, I
heed the lessons and strategies of ancestral African/Black feminists who, despite
fear, immense loss, and bodily harm, organised, led, and rebelled for a better
world, often at the expense of their lives. Their bravery, sacrifice, fortitude, and
refusal serve as a blueprint for contemporary African/Black feminists and
movements, inspiring continued resistance despite present and future violence.
In this, I take after Caribbean American poet and activist June Jordan who, in
a keynote address at Barnard College in New York City on November 9, 2001
— almost a month after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks — remarked: “I
realized that regardless of the tragedy, regardless of the grief, regardless of the
monstrous challenge, Some of Us Have Not Died. Some of us did NOT
die...And what shall we do, we who did not die?” (Jordan 2002, 13; see also
Eltahawy 2021).

As survivors, we must call, chant, name, say, and remember the names
of those who paved the way for us and for future generations of African/Black

feminists.

This feminist act of remembrance honours Assata Shakur. Shakia
Asmoah. Bolanlé Fajemibola Awe. Miss Major Griffin-Gracy. Andrée Blouin.
Marielle Franco. Breonna Taylor. Marietta J. Tanner. Gloria Wade-Gayles.
Lucille Mathurin Mair. Dulcie September. Hope Turyasingura. Agathe
Uwilingiyimana. Dominique “Rem'mie” Fells. Josina Abiathar Muthemba
Machel. Luiza Mahin. Deolinda Rodrigues Francisco de Almeida. Janell Green
Smith. Emilsen Manyoma. Maria Elena Moyano Delgado. Noxolo Nogwaza.
Khadija Mohammadou Saye. Magalie Marcelin. Carrie M. Best. Yolanda
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Guzman. Linda Davis. Siham Hassan Husballah. Sandra Bland. Fanny Ann
Eddy. Ella Jenkins. Rummie Quintero. Tka Hiigel-Marshall.

For you and for me and for us and for those to come.
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