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I.  Acknowledgements

This project would not have been possible without the invaluable contributions of
African gender equality activists. The goal of this guide was to hear directly from
them about their perspectives on Western-African collaborations. Through multiple
interviews and conversations with various NGO leaders, gender equality advocates,
and activists, Global Rights for Women (GRW) has been able to create this
document. We are deeply grateful for their commitment, time, and resources to
further improve collaboration in the fight for gender equality worldwide. We would
like to thank and acknowledge the following individuals and organizations, as well
as those who wished to remain anonymous:

Rwanda Women's Network

Since 1997, Rwanda Women's Network has been working on gender-based violence
prevention and support, establishing safe spaces across Rwanda. Initially built to
support women affected by gender-based violence during the genocide against the
Tutsi, these spaces now serve as community and family centers. Currently, there
are 17 safe spaces across seven districts, and the organization provides healthcare
to over 29,000 community members through its medical clinic in Kigali. We had the
privilege of interviewing the founder and Executive Director, Mary Balikungeri.

Haguruka

Haguruka is a nationwide organization in Rwanda providing legal services to women
and children, most of whom face domestic and gender-based violence. Since its
establishment in 1991, Haguruka has been at the forefront of advocating for the
rights of women and children, aiming to empower them by improving their access
to quality justice across the country. We interviewed Ninette Umurerwa, the
current Executive Secretary.

Umuryango Nyarwanda w'Abagore Bafite Ubumuga (UNABU)

UNABU is the sole organization for women with various disabilities in Rwanda,
envisioning a society where women with all types of disabilities enjoy equal
opportunities and actively participate in the country’s development. We
interviewed Ms. Gaudence Mushimirimana.

Mobilising Rights Associates (MRA)
Based in Morocco, MRA (which means “woman” in Arabic) is an international



non-profit organization working across the Maghreb. MRA’s mission is to
contribute to changes in legal, structural, cultural, and relational domains to
promote women’s human rights. Their strategies support grassroots change in
behaviors and practices to foster macro-level reform initiatives. We interviewed
Stephanie Willman Bordat, a founding partner of MRA.

Tanzania Network of Legal Aid Providers (TANLAP)

TANLAP is a national umbrella network comprising NGOs, Community-Based
Organizations (CBOs), Faith-Based Organizations (FBOs), and other institutions
providing legal aid in Tanzania. Founded in 2006, TANLAP works to provide quality
legal aid and advocate for access to justice among the poor and marginalized. We
interviewed Christina Kamili, the board secretary of TANLAP.

II. Introduction:
In an era of globalization and enduring gender inequality, the need for global
collaboration among feminists is essential to protecting and ensuring women'’s
rights. Women, regardless of their geographic location, face oppression, as
evidenced by staggering statistics: one-third of women globally have experienced
domestic violence (World Health Organisation); 58% of murdered women are killed
by their intimate partners (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 64); and 71%
of human trafficking victims are women and girls, mainly for sexual exploitation
(UNODC). This global epidemic of violence against women underscores the
importance of worldwide advocacy and collaboration among activists working to
end this epidemic.

The aim of this guide is to explore and maximize the collaborative efforts between
Western and African feminists to effectively address the needs of local African
women. Drawing on insights from over seven African women-led and
women-centered organizations, this guide provides key considerations and
recommendations for Western feminists collaborating with African feminists.
Through multiple interviews and discussions, this guide amplifies African feminist
voices, perspectives, and needs, with the goal of fostering more collaborative
partnerships that promote global gender equality.

Though there are multiple binational and multinational relationships between
feminist organizations and entities, the relationships between Western and African



countries require intricate attention due to historical and geopolitical contexts.
The legacy of western colonization and contemporary neo-imperialism in Africa
necessitates ensuring that non-governmental collaborations do not perpetuate the
historical patterns of white supremacist exploitation. Additionally, African culture,
often characterized as misogynistic and patriarchal despite rapid momentum in its
women’s rights movement, has attracted more international collaborations in
advancing women's rights. The interest to investigate this biregional relationship
also arose from Global Rights for Women (GRW), a Minneapolis-based NGO
combating gender-based violence (GBV) initiative to expand its outreach more
intentionally into the Global South, particularly Sub-Saharan Africa.

In this document, the terms "Western feminists" and "African feminists" are used
within a specific framework. Western feminists are defined as gender equality
activists, advocates, philanthropists, and NGOs from Euro-American countries,
countries that are generally economically developed, predominantly white, and
progressive in thinking. African feminists, on the other hand, are defined as gender
equality activists, advocates, philanthropists, and non-governmental agencies
working directly with women across the African continent, including Sub-Saharan,
Maghrebian, and island regions. While this guide primarily explores the needs and
experiences of African gender equality activists, many of the themes discussed are
also relevant to other Global South countries in Asia and Latin America.

This guide also acknowledges the problematic nature of categorizing the world into
"West" versus "East" or "Global North" versus "Global South," as these terms can
oversimplify and obscure regional differences, presume hierarchical white
supremacist thinking, and be geographically incorrect. However, this framework
helps us refer to groups of countries that tend to have similar traits, behaviors, and
beliefs, allowing for a deeper analysis of cross-regional feminist collaborations.

This investigation was framed through the lens of systematic attempts to combat
gender-based violence (GBV), reflecting the focus of Global Rights for Women
(GRW) on legal reforms and its connections with GBV advocates worldwide.
Although this guide does not explore in depth issues such as women's
socio-economic rights, participation in leadership, or sexual and reproductive
rights, the key themes and insights from examining Western and African feminist
partnerships in ending GBV are relevant to a range of feminist causes worldwide.



Based on interviews and discussions with local African activists, this guide identifies
key areas that require further attention and provides corresponding
recommendations for Western feminists. These areas include the need for cultural
awareness and assessment; understanding the key differences in Western and
African feminism specifically in terms of priorities, philosophy, and approaches;
addressing imbalanced and exploitative power dynamics; and unrealistic reporting
requirements imposed on African women’s NGOs. The guide concludes with ten
general recommendations for Western feminists to apply when collaborating with
their African counterparts.

III. Key Considerations
A) The Need for Cultural Awareness, Assessment, and Preparation

When working in the African continent, Western feminist partners must prioritize
thorough preparation and assessment to increase their cultural and national
awareness. This preparation is crucial for tailoring their efforts to meet the needs of
African women effectively. Many well-intentioned Western feminists aiming to
promote global gender equality approach these collaborations with preconceived
plans, ultimately ignoring their cultural blindspots. Though they might have
experience in GBV reforms in their respective countries, they must avoid treating
advocacy for gender equality as a one-size-fits-all formula. Instead, advocacy
methods must be adapted to the specific context and needs of each community.

"A conceptual problem with US based groups is that they have
experience... Everyone has experience, but that experience translates to
‘expertise’ for Western feminists. What they end up doing very often is
thinking that they are going to transplant what worked in the States to
other countries... The traditional model is let's just go to every other
country in the world and train them on our local domestic violence law
and encourage them to adopt something similar and we are also going to
call it a ‘best practice’... that's just parachuting one solution to another
country and that's just one way, that's just wrong.”

- A gender equality advocate with past experience working with US
feminist organizations

While past gender equality advocacy efforts may have succeeded in Western
countries, the context of African feminism is vastly different and requires unique



advocacy approaches. “Throughout modern history, women in Africa have had to
tackle both western domination as well as male domination,” says Mina Salami, a
Nigerian-Finnish feminist author and social critic (Salami). African countries, having
gained independence only in the 1950s-60s, face distinct challenges as new states
within a still-neocolonial system, leading to weak economies, poor governance,
corruption, extreme unemployment, poverty, hunger, conflict, and more. This
context is markedly different from the one Western feminism and feminists from
past colonizer states emerged from, highlighting the need for extensive research
and preparation before any collaboration. Understanding the intricacies of the
African region, country, city, and community is essential.

Evidence from interviews with African NGO leaders highlights the importance of
cultural awareness. For instance, one organization recounted an incident where US
legal experts, intending to train local judges on gender-responsive laws, presented
content that was overly US-centric, including irrelevant topics for the African NGO
like protection orders and gun control. This lack of preparation required the
presentation to be entirely redone, illustrating how insufficient understanding of
the local status quo can hinder collaboration. Moreover, the organization
underscored how understanding the legal background of a country is essential, as
legal systems vary significantly. For example, US and British colonies use common
law based on judicial precedent, while French colonies use civil law based on legal
codes, a critical difference that compels very different approaches to legal reform.
Differences like these demonstrate that even though Western feminists may be
regarded as experts in their home countries,they still need to be open to learning
from their local partners, who are the true experts of their own countries.

There is an urgent need for Western feminists to learn and understand the
sociopolitical, cultural, and economic status quo of the regions, countries, cities,
and communities they intend to work in, as well as the status of their potential
partners. This need, requires dismantling the notion that they know how to “bring
about change” and adopting a humble, curious mindset to understand the new
context of their collaborative gender equality work.

Some organizations interviewed for this guide also reported tensions and
competition among sister NGOs, which Western partners tended to be unaware of.
Recognizing the diversity and understanding the dynamics within the women’s
rights movement in different countries is crucial, especially for international



partners hoping to work with national coalitions, umbrella organizations, or other
networks composed of multiple NGOs. Just as there are differences and disputes
among Western feminists, similar dynamics exist in Africa. One of the advocates
interviewed discussed how multiple Western partners have this unrealistic idea or
“fantasy” to convene all the various gender equality advocates within their country,
such as the extreme Islamic feminists and the radical liberal feminists, and engage
them in conversations-yet they lack the sensitivity to understand that such plans
are not only improbable but also counterproductive, just as convening both pro-life
and pro-abortion advocates in the US would require extreme sensitivity. Western
potential partners seeking collaboration in Africa need to research and develop
awareness of the dynamics of the nonprofit world they hope to work in.

In summary, Western feminists must invest in thorough cultural and national
awareness, assessment, and preparation. This involves extensive research,
open-mindedness, cultural humility, and recognizing African collaborators as
experts in their communities. By doing so, they can ensure more effective,
respectful, and impactful collaborations.

Recommendations
1. Do the homework:

To avoid potential lack of cultural awareness, Western feminists should engage in
thorough preparation and assessment before and during partnerships with African
counterparts. This guide recommends allocating time not only to understand the
potential partner NGO and its work, but also the cultural and national context.
Reserve meetings to explore each other's backgrounds, including geographical,
religious, customs, ethnic composition, languages, historical influences, and the
current political landscape. These factors significantly affect and inform
decision-making. Approach these meetings with curiosity and an open mindset,
fostering a continuous effort to understand each other. This shared learning
process prevents the African partner from bearing the sole responsibility of
educating their Western counterparts, promoting mutual respect and
understanding.

2. Asking Relevant Questions



Curiosity is crucial. Ask questions rather than make assumptions, tailoring them to
the specific field of interest. For example, in the context of gender-based violence
(GBV) prevention initiatives, consider asking:

e What is the typical experience of a GBV victim in your country or
community?

e What roles do women and girls play in society?

e How do the experiences of rural women differ from those of urban women?

e What challenges do women face in their family, society, school, and police
station?

e What are some cultural beliefs and taboos around GBV?

Prepare for these meetings by conducting online research and browsing relevant
information, but ultimately, learning from community experts is the best approach.
Lastly, reflecting on the similarities and differences and the new information
learned to deepen understanding and collaboration.

3. Co-creation Methodology

"What we need is creating something new, that's neither American nor
Moroccan but from our shared knowledge and information."
- Moroccan feminist interviewed for this guide

Another recommendation to avoid merely duplicating Western successes in African
contexts is to embrace creating something new through co-creation', which
involves collaborating with various stakeholders to guide the design process.
Participants with different roles offer diverse insights, providing a holistic view of
what the service should include (Interaction Design Foundation). This methodology
emphasizes equal partnership, shared decision-making, and leveraging the unique
strengths and perspectives of both or more stakeholders.

Co-creation should be a continuous process, emphasizing local knowledge and
expertise at every step, from design and planning to methodology to
implementation and ultimately monitoring and evaluation. While this approach
requires significant time and resources, it is highly beneficial. Involving those

" Interaction Design Foundation - IxDF. (2021, October 27). What is Co-Creation?.
Interaction Design Foundation - IxDF.



directly affected ensures that solutions address actual needs and context-specific
challenges, resulting in higher effectiveness.

B) Fundamental Differences between Western Feminism and African

Feminism (Priorities, Beliefs, and Approaches)

The diversity of perspectives within transnational feminist movements is something
Western feminists must embrace, especially given the inevitable differences in
needs and priorities among women from different regions. A major takeaway from
the various interviews conducted for this guide is that while both African and
Western feminists work tirelessly to end male sexist domination and empower
women, their beliefs, priorities, and approaches can differ significantly. Many have
highlighted the sharp contrasts they have encountered in their partnerships with
Western counterparts and the lack of understanding of these differences.

Difference in priorities

The differences between African and Western feminists are evident in their
prioritization of issues. For example, a gender equality activist shared: “Though we
are all feminists, there is a need to contextualize feminism. When you look at the
context of Western feminists and us African feminists, we are very much at the
fundamental levels of development. Our priorities go towards addressing people's
needs; we look at our women’s priorities and take it from there.” Another advocate
mentioned, “Of course, the cultural norms are different for us. We are seeking food,
we are working on the basics. They are at an advanced level; they have received the
main basic needs, basic rights. The understanding, thinking, and realities are quite
different” These quotes illustrate a clear difference in priorities between Western
feminism and African feminism.

The advocates emphasis on developmental differences calls for a deeper analysis
than just economic disparities. It requires attention to the different lived
experiences, livelihoods, and challenges of the women whom feminists aim to
support. There is a need to contextualize the lives of African women to understand
their needs and rights. Simply duplicating successful efforts from the West will not
address these needs. For example, popular issues feminists in Europe and America
focus on, such as the gender pay gap, discrimination in the workplace, and abortion
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rights,” differ from issues in African countries, such as Female Genital Mutilation,
repressive inheritance laws, high maternal mortality rates, unequal access to
justice, starvation, and wartime rape. Even when looking at the common
experience of GBV, the needs of women vary significantly. A Western woman might
struggle with protection orders or fear losing her children to child protection
services (CPS), mechanisms that are often nonexistent or ineffective in many
African countries. In contrast, an African woman might contend with prohibitively
expensive sexual assault forensic exams, corrupt police officers, or the daunting
reality of the nearest police station or hospital being in a different city or even
another country. These stark differences in lived experiences highlight the
necessity for Western feminists to truly understand the unique challenges faced by
African women. Without this critical understanding, Western feminists’ attempts to
support African gender equality activists risk being misguided or ineffective.

S.

“Though we are all feminists, there is a need to contextualize feminism.
When you look at the context of Western feminist and us African
Feminist, we are very much at the fundamental levels of development,
and for us our priorities goes to making sure we address people's needs,
we look at our women’s priorities and we take it from there.”

Another advocate similarly said:

“Of course the cultural norms are different for us. We are seeking food,
we are working on the basics, they are at an advanced level, they have
received the main basic needs, basic rights. The understanding, thinking
realities are quite different.”

Dr. Gwendolyn Mikel, a professor at Georgetown with an expertise on African
politics and feminisms, suggested a similar theory to what the African gender
activists previously alluded to. Through her book “African Feminism, Politics of
Survival, she argues that African feminism is distinct as the vast majority are not as
concerned with popular Western issues such as female control over reproduction

2

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/en/be-heard/eurobarometer/the-gender-inequalities
-in-the-european-union#:~:text=Europeans%20consider%20the%20most%20important,in%20third%2
Oplace%20with%2036%25.
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or human sexuality; rather, African women are more concerned with issues such as
access to land, the right to own property, control of food distribution, living wages
and safe working conditions, and health care. Dr Mikel invites Western feminists to
recognize that women’s rights look different across the globe, and that in the
African context, feminism is closely linked to socioeconomic rights. Similarly,
according to the african activists interviewed, it is a link many western feminist
need to pay more attention.

One of the seven African gender activists interviewed for this guide emphasized
that Western partners often overlook the critical intersection of socio-economic
needs within the women's rights movement in Africa. She argued that
socio-economic rights are vital to ending GBV, as economic equality is essential for
women to leave abusive situations. “Those women need alternative economic
solutions to survive, because when they say no and leave their husbands they need
to be able to survive.... Economic equality is essential when coming to GBV and
unfortunately most of the donors are not funding such kind of tangible solutions
rather they like to focus on advocacy training,” she said. This oversight from the
West affects the overall promotion of gender equality, as programs lose their appeal
when they don’t address basic needs of the community.

"What is the importance of advocacy and awareness projects when you
are inviting women who are poor, who can't even afford a menstrual pad
on a monthly basis, in the morning she wakes up thinking what are we
going to eat today, we don't have rice, I don't have a pad and then you
want to talk to her about how she is equal with her husband."

- One of the African gender equality advocates interviewed

Differences in Beliefs

Another issue closely related to the differing beliefs held by Western and African
feminists is the unfortunate lack of tolerance for diverse opinions. These belief
systems, shaped by differences in religion, societal norms, and cultural contexts,
can be as varied as their priorities. Unfortunately, there is often little opportunity
for open conversation when such clashes occur. Controversial topics like LGBTQ+
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rights and abortion rights frequently lead to misunderstandings and, in some cases,
the termination of collaborations between African and Western activists.

Two African advocates shared experiences of missing partnership opportunities
due to such disagreements. One recounted losing a chance to partner with a large
Western-based feminist fund because it was mandatory to declare their stance on
LGBTQ+ rights, which conflicted with their organization's beliefs. Another advocate
described how they had to terminate funding with a Western partner who insisted
on supporting a safe abortion petition, which their organization did not endorse.
This resulted in an explosive debate and heated discussions, ultimately leading the
foreign partner to end the agreement. The advocate noted, “They didn't even want
us to discuss; they said this is contradictory to their beliefs and that they will not
move forward”

The key issue is not the difference in beliefs but the refusal to partner with
organizations who hold those different beliefs. These conditions within funding and
partnership opportunities often lead local African NGOs to face a difficult choice:
either compromise their own and their community’s beliefs or miss out on
potentially fruitful collaborations.

The practice of refusing to collaborate with organizations that do not agree on all
issues becomes especially significant when the projects are not directly related to
the debated topics but involve different philosophical approaches. It is crucial to
recognize that expecting complete agreement on every issue is unrealistic,
especially when the aim is to collaborate with African activists who reflect the
beliefs of a community that is completely different to one’s own. Embracing a range
of opinions and perspectives is essential because the ultimate goal is to support and
uplift women in need. Western feminists must therefore break away from
restrictive mindsets and be open to engaging with different perspectives to achieve
meaningful and effective collaborations.

Differences in Approaches

African feminists interviewed also raised the issue of differences in approaches to
advocacy used by their organizations and Western feminists, particularly in relation
to controversial issues like LGBTQ+ rights and abortion. The differences are not
only in the prioritization of these issues but also in the strategies used to promote
community change. Some interviewees noted that Western feminists often adopt
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more radical methods, such as protests, public demonstrations, and debates. In
contrast, African feminists, operating within cultural and religious contexts that
stigmatize these issues, tend to favor more moderate and pragmatic approaches.

When asked about differences in feminist views with western partners, one of the
interviewees mentioned how the differences in approaches were so stark that they
couldn't identify directly with the term feminism, even though they conducted
feminist work. “Westerners want us to scream and protest and be loud. What
matters for us is change, but what Westerners want is the name, the label.”. This
highlights a fundamental difference in how each movement approaches societal
and cultural change. African feminists often have to navigate the sensitivity of
certain issues and adopt more moderate strategies. A leader of an African feminist
NGO elaborated that while Western partners may desire rapid changes, African
feminists prefer a more gradual transformative approach to avoid local backlash.
She stated:

“Our partners want our cultural changes to come overnight. It might

be appealing, however we cannot work outside of our way of life,

which is not favorable to us women. They believe in quick change but

we want to go about it transformatively to avoid back-firing locally”

- One of the African gender equality advocates interviewed-

This approach reflects the African cultural emphasis on collective well-being and
community harmony, in contrast to the Western focus on individual rights,
regardless of the broader impact.

Given that African feminism often focuses on survival, it is understandable why
African women’s NGOs adopt a more negotiative rather than radical approach.
Their priority is to ensure the survival of their institutions and the sustainability of
the changes they introduce within a patriarchal system. NGOs play a crucial role in
balancing the need for change with the risk of provoking excessive backlash. This
approach is aptly described by renowned African feminist Mneaka, who outlines
"nego-feminism" as a framework for this balance. According to Mneaka,
nego-feminism encompasses two key principles: it is both a "feminism of
negotiation" and a "no ego" feminism. In many African cultures, shared values
include negotiation, give and take, compromise, and balance. Nego-feminism
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involves negotiating around or within patriarchy rather than confronting it head on,
adapting strategies based on the context (Mneaka, 2004: 377-378). This perspective
calls Western counterparts to respect the epistemological knowledge held by
African feminists and recognize the value of their approaches.

It can be dangerous to categorize feminism as radical versus moderate, as this
dichotomy oversimplifies and undermines the diverse feminist perspectives within
both Western and African movements. This approach reinforces stereotypes and
falsely implies that feminists in the global south lack agency and need Western
intervention, despite significant contributions from non-Western countries to
global women’s rights, such as the role of global south countries in creating the
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).

Recommendations

1. Localization: Western feminists should invest more in localization efforts to
address the differences in beliefs and priorities between Western and African
feminists. Localization involves transferring decision-making power and
resources to local actors, allowing them to set their own agendas and take
action within jointly agreed parameters. An advocate emphasized the
importance of this by stating, "Learn to respect and listen to us, and work
together on our priorities. That will help you understand our context and
how we engage transformatively. Support our way with the same goal of
transformation.”

Localization requires internal reforms, actions, and behavior changes to
ensure collaboration puts local actors in the lead, making it responsive to
local communities and strengthening their approaches rather than changing
them. This philosophy ensures the diversity within African feminism is
respected, making the collaboration culturally sensitive and relevant to local
women. A guide to such efforts can be found on USAID’s localization page,
which emphasizes participatory decision-making and agenda-setting
models, as well as community-led development frameworks.

2. Invest in Relationships to Build Friendship and Trust
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Western feminists should focus on exposure and investment in building friendships
and trust with African counterparts for cross-cultural exchange. One advocate
noted, "A relationship based on friendship is what's needed to establish trust and
collaboration. Sitting in each other’s offices and seeing the issues firsthand is
crucial" Beyond professional interactions, investing in genuine friendships can
create trust and collaboration. Another advocate highlighted this by saying, "We can
only fight patriarchy when we trust each other and we can only trust each other if
we are friends." Though it might sound surprising, friendship is a recommendation
that resonates with African culture, and building rapport and connection before
collaborating can lead to more effective partnerships. Physical presence and
interaction are essential for building trust. Visiting each other's countries and
offices, and seeing the issues firsthand, can help create a mutual understanding of
needs and priorities. Though this recommendation may be financially demanding, it
is particularly valuable for long-term partnerships.

3. Engage in Difficult Conversations to Address Cultural and Opinion Differences

It is crucial to first assess whether such conversations are necessary. If the
differences in opinions are on topics unrelated to the work being collaborated on,
emphasizing philosophical differences such as sexual rights and abortion rights
may not be necessary, as these do not impact the work at hand, and complete
agreement on all issues is impossible. However, if these controversial topics
influence the work, methods, or implementation, having tough conversations
becomes essential.

Beyond cultural differences, varying opinions will inevitably arise. Organizations
must invest in learning how to have these conversations effectively. Avoiding
controversial topics such as LGBTQ+ and abortion rights can hinder progress, so it’s
vital to engage openly and constructively. To engage in difficult conversations
effectively, it is essential to establish an atmosphere in which all parties feel
comfortable expressing their views without fear of judgment or reprisal. Setting
ground rules for respectful communication and ensuring confidentiality can help
create this environment. Active listening is crucial, as it involves fully attending to
the speaker, acknowledging their points, and responding thoughtfully. Structured
mediation techniques, facilitated by a neutral third party, can aid in articulating
views clearly and working towards mutually acceptable solutions. Emphasizing
common goals helps shift the focus from differences to shared objectives. In

16



particularly contentious discussions, using professional facilitators or mediators
can be beneficial. Introducing difficult topics gradually allows for thoughtful
responses, and sharing educational resources provides background and context for
informed dialogue. Additionally, learning to accept disagreement respectfully is
vital, as it acknowledges that differing perspectives can coexist without hindering
collaborative efforts. Resources like “Difficult Conversations: How to Discuss What
Matters Most™ by Douglas Stone, Bruce Patton, and Sheila Heen, and training
programs by the Harvard Negotiation Project, provide valuable strategies on
engaging in these difficult but necessary conversations.

c) Exploitative and Unequal Power Dynamics and the Resulting Lack of

Agency for African Feminists

Due to the direction of funding primarily coming from the West to African activists,
there exists an imbalance in power dynamics, which can result in African feminists

lacking agency over their own work and communities.

Philanthropy and humanitarian aid from the Global North constitute a significant
portion of the funding that African NGOs depend on. Most aid comes from outside
Africa, with African funders reportedly directing only nine percent of large gifts to
African CSOs between 2010 and 2019, while non-African philanthropists provided 14
percent of their funding to these groups (African Philanthropy Forum, 10).
Unfortunately, the situation is even more dire for women’s organizations, which
receive only 0.13 percent of the total Official Development Assistance (ODA) and 0.4
percent of all gender-related aid. Additionally, only 0.42 percent of foundation
grants are allocated towards women’s rights (AWID, 4). This dire funding landscape
positions African women’s NGOs at the mercy of Western partners for financial

support.

Many African NGOs depend partially or fully on Western aid to function, and

consequently, often lack the autonomy to pursue what they believe is right because

3 Difficult Conversations: How to Discuss What Matters Most
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Western donors impose their own agendas. Carlos Mureithi, a Kenyan journalist,
writes, “The global flow of aid resources hinders the effectiveness and sustainability
of local NGOs, as well as their ability to scale and build capacity.” (Mureithi).
Furthermore, this funding typically flows through large international nonprofits,
relegating smaller local NGOs to the role of mere implementers rather than
collaborators, a dynamic that can obscure the original mission of African NGOs and

prevent them from acting on their expertise regarding their communities' needs.

One advocate highlighted this issue, stating, “As a small NGO, we respond to open
calls for proposals with tailored specific requirements and criteria that you have to
fitin. In those calls for proposals, there are sections that include ‘we don’t fund..’
even though those programs are what we believe is necessary.” One GBV advocate
provided an example of a community-identified need for a women's shelter for GBV
victims who have disabilities. Despite the alarming cases of femicides, it is difficult
to find donors willing to fund such a program. She said, “You have your own ideas
and ways of helping and impacting the people you are working with. However, the
donor comes with pre-established requirements and criteria.” This highlights how
the dependency on donors and the resulting power imbalance hampers African

NGOs' ability to fulfill their missions.

Furthermore, the hierarchical power dynamic is also rooted in the notion of
intellectual superiority from the West over African local NGOs. There is a
presumption that Westerners are the experts, holding technical expertise that
Africans inherently lack. This racist presumption prevents Africa from being
self-sustaining. The emphasis on capacity-building programs, often led by Western
experts, reinforces this dynamic. Stephanie Wilman Boardat from MRA explained,
“More training creates this cycle where local African Women are always in need of
support and capacity, reinforcing the idea that the US is always the expert, which is

not always the case.” She suggests that capacity-building projects should have an
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end date to ensure sustainability and allow African NGOs to focus on their own

projects rather than always being trained.

However, it is important to recognize that African NGOs are capable of initiating
their own projects and exercising their agency. For instance, Haguruka Rwanda has
initiated projects such as participating in the amendment of laws in Rwanda,
contributing to national gender policies, and creating coalitions among sister
women’s rights organizations for the mid-shadow report from NGOs on the
Universal Periodic Review in 2024. Haguruka's initiatives demonstrate that African
NGOs are not always in need of capacity-building but rather need assistance in

acting on their existing ideas.

Moreover, the imbalance of power dynamics can also lead to exploitative
relationships between funders and the funded. International partners may use data
and information from local projects without giving proper credit or
acknowledgment to local partners. In severe cases, resources may be diverted away
from local implementation, leading to exploitation. Additionally, unhealthy
competition for funds and visibility can stifle the growth of African counterparts.
One African local organization mentioned how a large feminist organization based
in the US prevented African members from creating an African network, fearing it
would divert funding and impact their global visibility. Despite discontent with this
approach, one of the African gender equality activists that decided to remain
anonymous noted, “African WNGOs have to settle and compromise. It’s a fight you

can’t win,” clearly highlighting the exploitative nature of these relationships.
“African WNGOs have to settle and compromise. It's a fight you can’t win,’

Ultimately, international funders should practice genuine collaboration, where the
goal is to improve and impact local women globally. If the focus is on visibility,

profitability, and superiority, it contradicts the fundamental principles of feminism.
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All feminists, whether Western, African, or otherwise, should reevaluate their

purpose to avoid disempowering and stunting the growth of local activism.

Recommendation: Trust-Based Philanthropy

To address the imbalance of power dynamics between Western and African feminist
organizations, adopting a trust-based philanthropy system is recommended. This
approach involves including grassroots organizations in the grant project
development process and allowing them to provide input and advice. By reducing
barriers to grant-making, this system relies on a peer-reviewed process where all
applicants review each other's applications, promoting fairness and inclusivity.

Trust-based philanthropy is rooted in the core values of advancing equity, shifting
power, and building mutually accountable relationships. It emphasizes humility and
collaboration in all aspects of grantmaking. Funders should bring an awareness of
power and equity to their grantmaking processes, ensuring that their actions
support these values.

Practical Tips:

1. Flexible Funding: Funders to African women’s NGOs should provide
long-term, unrestricted funding to allow NGOs to set their own agendas and
prioritize their community's needs. This flexibility enables organizations to
be more responsive and innovative in their approaches.

2. Investment in the Self-Sustainability of Local African Feminists: Investing in
the self-sustaining capabilities of local African feminist organizations is
optimally beneficial for achieving significant progress and growth.
Empowering local organizations ensures that they can operate independently
and sustainably.

d) Unrealistic and unattainable reporting requirements and

mechanisms:

As one advocate insightfully shared, "If you are dominated on the project design,
you are dominated on the reporting." This statement highlights a significant issue:
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when the design of a project is dictated by external funders, the reporting
mechanisms are similarly constrained. The reporting frameworks imposed by
donors are often not tailored to the local context or the unique needs of the
organizations they fund. As another advocate pointed out, "The reporting design is
not your own. You don't even have a space to report because you understand better
what could be done. They are not accommodating for you to report what you think
is impactful."

The reporting frameworks created by international donors often fail to
accommodate the realities and nuances of local contexts, resulting in a mismatch
between the reporting requirements and the actual impact of the work being done.
For instance, reports are frequently required to be in languages that local activists
do not understand. One activist noted that many grassroots women they work with
do not speak English, leading to a loss of meaning and impact in translation. This
linguistic barrier not only affects the accuracy of the reports but also limits the
ability of local activists to effectively communicate their achievements and
challenges.

In addition to language barriers, the reliance on technological and internet-based
reporting systems presents another challenge. Many Western feminist funders
expect small organizations and grassroots groups to use these technologies, which
can be difficult for those with limited resources, skills, and infrastructure. One NGO
representative who was interviewed highlighted that these reporting mechanisms
are often not inclusive, failing to support women with disabilities or those with
visual impairments, further complicating the reporting process.

The grant reporting demands placed on local organizations by funders can be
unrealistic. One interviewee pointed out the impracticality of expecting significant
results within just one or two years. Such expectations can pressure NGOs to either
fabricate outcomes or feel that their efforts are insufficient. This situation has led
to what is known as "performative" reporting, where NGOs resort to taking pictures
and posting on social media simply to meet donor requirements, rather than
reflecting their genuine progress. This performance stems from the lack of
opportunities for local NGOs to report in ways that align with their actual
experiences and achievements.

Moreover, donors often create overly complicated logical frameworks for reporting,
with metrics that are difficult or impossible to achieve within the specified
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timeframes. For example, donors might question why legal changes are taking too
long—changes that typically take up to a decade to enact—or inquire about metrics
like the number of women who have obtained divorces following workshops, which
are challenging to measure. The extensive time and human resources required for
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) often shift NGOs' focus from program activities to
administrative tasks, resulting in more time spent on reporting and less on
implementing their projects effectively.

Recommendations

International funders that provide aid to African women’s NGOs are urged to
simplify and streamline the paperwork and grant reporting processes. Through a
more relationship-based approach funders can gain a deeper understanding of
their abilities and limitations and act accordingly.

1. Local Language Accessibility and Inclusion: Ensuring that reporting
materials and grant applications are available in the languages most spoken
in the region where the work is being conducted is crucial. Currently, many
Western donor organizations require reports in English, even though this is
not the primary language for many local activists. This often leads to a loss of
meaning and impact during translation, hindering the accurate
representation of the work done. To resolve this, international donors should
provide materials in the national and most widely spoken languages of the
regions they operate in, which is especially necessary for African women’s
NGOs due to the linguistic diversity within the African continent. This
approach not only facilitates clearer communication but also respects and
acknowledges local languages and cultures. Investing in translators and
interpreters translation machines is essential when working in african
countries, additionally Implementing Al-driven translation tools could
simplify this process, make it easier to provide multilingual support and
ensure that all stakeholders can engage with the reporting system effectively.

2. Flexible and Diverse Reporting Formats: Moving away from rigid reporting
formats to more flexible and inclusive methods can greatly benefit local
organizations. Traditional reporting often relies heavily on extensive written
documents, which may not be the most effective way to capture and
communicate the full scope of an organization’s impact. Allowing for a variety
of reporting formats—such as videos, pictures, testimonies, and
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graphics—can provide a richer and more accurate portrayal of an
organization’s work. This flexibility acknowledges that different contexts and
types of work may be better represented through various media, thus
reducing barriers and allowing organizations to report their impact in ways
that are most meaningful to them and their communities.

3. Investment in Reporting Capacity Building and Technical Support: To
address the challenges of technology and infrastructure, donors should
invest in building the technological infrastructure and capacity of local
organizations to perform the kinds of monitoring and evaluation (M&E) that
funders require. By funding training programs in M&E and offering technical
support, donors can help these organizations become more self-sufficient
and improve their reporting capabilities. Additionally, setting aside part of
the grant funding for translators and other support services can empower
organizations to report effectively while also respecting their linguistic and
technological constraints. Investing in local capacity building not only
enhances the quality of reporting but also supports the overall sustainability
and effectiveness of the local partners.

V. Conclusion:

The landscape of international philanthropy and partnership is fraught with
complexities that often exacerbate power imbalances between Western donors and
African feminist organizations. This guide has highlighted critical considerations
essential for fostering more equitable and effective collaborations. By addressing
the exploitative power dynamics, unrealistic reporting requirements, and systemic
barriers faced by African NGOs, we can work towards a more inclusive and
impactful approach to feminist activism.

Key considerations include the need to recognize and rectify the imbalances in
power and funding, which often leave African feminists without the agency to drive
their own agendas. Western funding, while vital, frequently imposes constraints
that limit the ability of local organizations to act in alignment with their own
priorities. Moreover, the challenges of reporting—often exacerbated by unrealistic
expectations and inadequate support—further hinder the capacity of African NGOs
to demonstrate their true impact and progress.
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To move towards a more just and effective partnership, it is crucial to embrace
recommendations that support trust-based philanthropy, enhance accessibility in
reporting, and invest in the technological capacity of local organizations. This
involves shifting from a donor-centric model to one that values local expertise and
promotes genuine collaboration.

Ultimately, the goal is to build relationships that are grounded in mutual respect,
transparency, and shared objectives. By reimagining how we engage with and
support African feminist organizations, we can contribute to a more equitable
global feminist movement that truly empowers all voices and respects the unique
contexts and needs of local communities.
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Ten Recommendations for Western Feminists

1.

10.

Do the homework: Prioritize thorough preparation by assessing the cultural
and national context in which you are working. Understanding local
dynamics and history is crucial for effective collaboration.

Ask questions: Be open to learning about a completely different world, and
ask questions to facilitate your own learning.

Co-creation methodology: Adopt a collaborative approach in designing and
implementing projects. Involve local actors in every stage of planning,
developing, implementing, and evaluating projects to ensure that initiatives
are relevant and impactful.

Localize decision-making: This approach should emphasize delegated
power, where local actors lead in making decisions and taking actions within
jointly agreed parameters.

Investment in Friendship: Building a genuine bond beyond professional
interactions fosters trust and effective collaboration. By visiting each other's
and sharing firsthand experiences of the issues, a deeper understanding of
needs and priorities can be achieved, ultimately enhancing collaboration.
Learn how to engage in difficult conversations: Approach sensitive topics
with an open mind and a willingness to understand diverse perspectives,
fostering constructive dialogue and mutual understanding.

Trust-based philanthropy: Maintain open communication about funding
processes and decisions. Establish clear, accountable systems that ensure
funds are used appropriately and support the intended outcomes.

Local language accessibility and inclusion: Ensure that materials and
communications are available in the languages most spoken by the
communities you work with. This includes translating documents and
providing language support to facilitate effective participation.

Flexible and diverse reporting formats: Accept and encourage various forms
of reporting, including videos, testimonies, and graphics, rather than rigid
written reports. This flexibility accommodates different communication
styles and contexts, making it easier for local organizations to share their
impact.

Invest in reporting capacity building: Provide training and resources to
enhance the skills, capabilities, and technological tools needed by local
NGOs to successfully monitor and evaluate their work for the purpose of
grant reporting.
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