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Tribute to Professor Benedicta “Bene”
Madunagu

Theoma Obibi and Solumfeechi Odinkalu

Professor Benedicta “Bene” Madunagu shaped African feminist organising for
more than five decades. Her work brought together scholarship, political
education, socialist analysis and practical movement building. She lived her
feminism as a daily discipline, not an identity. She approached ideas as tools
for change and saw organising as the method through which women and girls
could claim social and political power. Her work influenced activists across
Nigeria and the African region, and it continues to guide feminist thinking
today.

Bene was born on 21 March 1947. She studied botany at the University
of LLagos and went on to pursue postgraduate studies in phytopathology at the
University of Ibadan where she earned her PhD. She began lecturing at the
University of LLagos before moving, in 1976, to the newly created University of
Calabar where she spent the rest of her academic career, rising to the position
of Professor of Botany and retiring in 2012. For her, academia was never an
isolated space. It was a platform for political education, debate and organising,

especially among students and younger academics.

She entered feminist work through socialist organising and her long-
standing engagement with the Nigerian Left. Her feminism was grounded in a
clear class analysis. She argued that patriarchy works through social and
economic structures that disadvantage working-class women. She believed that
feminist politics must confront economic inequality and labour injustice, and
that any feminism that ignores class will fail the majority of women. This clarity
guided her contributions to Women in Nigeria (WIN), one of the earliest
openly feminist membership organisations in the country (Mohammed and
Madunagu 1986).

WIN emerged in the early 1980s at a time when naming feminism
and/or identifying as a feminist in Nigeria attracted suspicion and hostility. Its

membership included students, academics, other workers and community
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organisers. Bene was one of its strongest ideological anchors. She contributed
to WIN’s campaigns against sexual harassment in universities, domestic
violence, wage gaps and the broader exclusion of women from political life.
WIN’s insistence that women’s rights are linked to democracy, economic
justice and social transformation reflected her influence. Her role as a founding
member helped frame WIN as a movement that built collective power rather

than individual advancement.

Her feminist politics extended beyond analysis into practical institution
building. In 1993, she co-founded the Girls’ Power Initiative (GPI) in Calabar
(Girls’ Power Initiative Nigeria 2025). At that time, sexuality education for
adolescents was widely resisted by conservative groups and state actors. Bene
and her co-founders saw that young girls needed knowledge, confidence and
safe spaces to understand their bodies, rights and choices. GPI introduced
comprehensive sexuality education, leadership training and gender awareness
sessions for girls aged 10 to 18. The organisation’s approach was bold for its
time. It addressed sexual harassment, consent, self-esteem, reproductive health
and power relations in clear language that girls could use. Thousands of girls
passed through GPI’s programmes and went on to become advocates,

community organisers, lawyers, educators and health professionals.

GPI quickly became one of the most recognised girl-centred
organisations in Africa. Bene’s leadership grounded the organisation in
feminist  principles:  collective  decision-making, youth leadership,
accountability, bodily autonomy and political consciousness. She mentored
young facilitators and encouraged them to design curriculum materials that
spoke to local contexts. She insisted that learning be rooted in the lived realities
of girls. This approach aligned with the Charter of Feminist Principles for
African Feminists (African Feminist Forum 2007), which calls for self-

awareness, integrity, intergenerational leadership and collective struggle.

Bene’s work also extended into regional and global feminist organising.
She served as General Coordinator of Development Alternatives with Women
for a New Era (DAWN), a network of feminists from the global South.
Through this work, she contributed to debates on global governance,
reproductive rights, structural adjustment and economic justice. She

participated in regional advocacy efforts that linked African feminist
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movements with global South solidarity platforms. For her, feminism had to
confront both local and global systems that shape women’s lives. She saw
political education as central to this work and often facilitated sessions on

ideology, strategy and collective organising (Madunagu and Sen 2001).

Her commitment to reproductive justice was another distinctive part of
her activism. She was an active member of the International Consortium for
Medical Abortion (African Feminist Forum 2009) where she advocated for
young women’s access to safe medical abortion and comprehensive sexual and
reproductive health services. She believed control over one’s body to be a
baseline condition for women’s participation in society. She also understood
that reproductive rights are shaped by race, class, poverty and access to health
services (Madunagu 2002). This perspective informed her work with

community-based organisations, health workers and policymakers.

Bene was also a prominent figure within the academic labour
movement. She became the first female chairperson of the Academic Staff
Union of Universities (ASUU) at the University of Calabar. She defended
academic freedom, job security, workers’ dignity and democratic decision-
making within the university system. During the 1978 “Ali Must Go” student
protests, she and her husband, Edwin Madunagu, were dismissed from their
positions by the military government. Their dismissal followed their support
for student resistance to a regime that imposed increased fees and repressive
policies. The couple faced surveillance and harassment. They were later
reinstated during the administration of President Shehu Shagari. This
experience strengthened her resolve that academic institutions must defend

democratic values, even under military rule.

Her feminism was rooted in a strong decolonial perspective (Madunagu
2008). She maintained that African feminists must understand how colonial
rule shaped gender relations, knowledge systems and political structures. She
argued for African women to define their own priorities and frameworks rather
than adopt theories produced for different social contexts. She examined how
race, class, religion, age and culture interact to shape women’s experiences of
oppression. Her work articulated an intersectional approach long before the

term became common in feminist writing.
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Bene’s clear analysis and political discipline made her a mentor to many
activists. Younger feminists often recount stories of her honesty, rigour and
willingness to challenge ideas without attacking people. She approached debate
with care but also with sharp political clarity. She invested significant time in
supporting emerging activists, reading their work, listening to their questions
and offering guidance. She believed in intergenerational organising and saw it

as necessary for movement continuity.

Her contributions were recognised through several awards. Cross River
State honoured her in 2025 for her work on scholarship and girl-child rights.
She also received a MacArthur Foundation grant, which she used to expand
reproductive health education among young girls (MacArthur Foundation
1994). Throughout her career, she wrote articles, reports and training materials
that reflected her interdisciplinary approach to scholarship and activism.

Bene remained active after her retirement. She continued to mentor
activists, advise organisations and participate in feminist meetings. Her home
in Calabar remained a meeting point for political discussion and strategy
sessions. She was known for her calm presence, her steady voice and her ability
to offer clarity in difficult moments. She maintained her socialist commitments
throughout her life, working with movements such as the Anti-Poverty
Movement and the Movement for a Progressive Nigeria alongside her
husband.

She passed away on 26 November 2024. Her death was felt across
feminist circles in Nigeria, West Africa and the global South. Many activists
recognised her as a defining influence on their political development. Her work
showed how to connect theory, organising and institution building. She
demonstrated that feminism requires courage, discipline, curiosity, critique
and compassion. She lived a feminism that placed collective action above
personal status and the liberation of girls and women at the centre of political
life.

Her legacy continues through the organisations she shaped, the activists
she mentored and the frameworks she helped build. GPI remains a leading
voice for adolescent girls. WIN’s early work laid the foundation for present-
day feminist advocacy. DAWN continues to influence debates on global
governance and gender justice. Many activists who passed through her
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leadership now occupy roles in civil society, regional networks, academia and

community platforms.

Professor Bene Madunagu leaves behind a record of service, clarity and
political courage. Her work reminds African feminists that liberation demands
structural change and collective effort. Her life stands as a model for how to
link theory to practice, how to build institutions rooted in feminist values and
how to nurture younger activists. Her influence on African feminist organising
remains strong, and future generations will continue to learn from her methods

and convictions.
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