
WWhat does a self-help movement of, by and for
women of African descent across the world
look like? Examine the work of the Pan-
African Women’s Philanthropy Network
(PAWPNet), and you’ll start to get an idea.

Created in 2003 and founded in
Minneapolis as a support group for the
African diaspora,
PAWPNet is a
coalition of nearly
400 organizations
from 20 different
countries led by
women of African
descent.

“The work that
we and others are
doing is one exam-
ple of the various
efforts underway
to address the con-
flict between
African and
African American
communities, “
says Jackie
Copeland-Carson,
USA PAWPNet
chair, and recently
appointed USA
executive director
of the African
Women’s
Development
Fund. “This is an
instance of parallel
collaboration, now
that this is a global economy. There are peo-
ple who recognize that we need to have a
global identity to survive in a global econo-
my, and as Black people, we aren’t doing a
very good job of this.”

The organization’s annual summit pro-
motes social action that would improve the
lives of Pan-African women. This year’s
summit, held in August in Minneapolis,
drew 300 people from around the world to
celebrate the contributions of women of
African descent. Participants of the four-day
event created a Pan-African Women’s
Movement Manifesto consisting of 10 points
that will serve as a guide for their work in
the new century. (The manifesto is posted on
the organization’s website,
www.pawpnet.net.)

Women of African Descent Collaborate for Change IN MEMORY OF:

THE GREEN
WARRIOR
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A global network bridges the work of African and African-American women.

Wangari Maathai, the first
woman from Africa to win the
Nobel Peace Prize, died of can-
cer Sept. 25 at the age of 71. A
native of Kenya, Maathai found-
ed the Green Belt Movement in
1977. The goal of the organiza-
tion was to employ women while
saving the environment.
According to the United Nations,
the group planted more than 30
million trees across Africa
while helping nearly a million
women in poverty. The trees
planted helped fight erosion
and created firewood for fuel.

After receiving a bachelor’s
degree from Mount St.
Scholastica College in Atchison,
Kan., and a master’s from the
University of Pittsburgh, Maathai
earned a doctorate in veterinary
anatomy at the University of
Nairobi, the first woman in East
or Central Africa to do so. But
her strong environmental
stance caused her to clash with
Kenya’s ruling party. Maathai
was beaten unconscious by the
police and sprayed with tear
gas during a protest.

Eventually, however, Maathai
joined the Parliament and also
served as assistant minister of
environmental issues. In 2004
she was awarded the Noble
Peace Prize for her, “contribu-
tion to sustainable develop-
ment, democracy and peace.”
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The organization uses its website to help
foster a global identity. “It operates kind of
like a custom Facebook page,” says
Copeland-Carson. “You can get connected,
share ideas, get peer support and activists
can network.”

The network is important, says PAWPNet
leader
Mojubaolu
Olufunke
Okome, a pro-
fessor of politi-
cal science and
African and
women’s stud-
ies at Brooklyn
College. The
social justice
work that
women of
African descent
have done
throughout his-
tory, she says,
remains invisi-
ble, unfunded
or underfund-
ed, and discon-
nected from
larger move-
ment work.
“We’re looking
for ways of
institutionaliz-
ing these kinds
of philanthropy,
so that people
do not burn
out,” says
Okome.

“We are
developing
strategies where
people can take

care of themselves and better take care of
others,” Okome continues. “For me, it’s an
exciting opportunity to be with people who
are thinking in these ways. Much of what
we’re doing is not new. People in marginal-
ized communities have always had to get cre-
ative to support themselves, as compared to
people who have always had the world at
their disposal. I see the Pan-Africanist aspect
of this as something that is very old.”

— Shannon Gibney

A Pan-African
Women’s Movement
Manifesto will
guide their work.

African Women’s Development Fund leaders, from left, Bisi
Adeleye-Fayemi, Jackie Copeland-Carson, Abena P.A. Busia.
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