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Pan-African Women Organising for
the Future: The Formation of the
Pan African Women’s Liberation
Organisation and Beyond

Zaline Makini Roy-Campbell

African women share a common history, a common conceptual framework in
understanding our reality in order to change it, and common enenies and friends
within and outside Africa. We have similar challenges to face and a better future
to look forward ro. There is now a serious need for a new Pan African Women's
organisation, embracing African women on the continent and in the diaspora, to
address these commonalities.

Fatima Babikar Mahmond

Introduction
Until recently, much of the past has been recorded and presented as his-story. The
male voice and perspective have dominated the interpretations of the past,
focasing ou the deeds of “great men” and a few “outstanding” women.
Conventional wisdom has cast men as the knowers and entrenched their consirac-
tion of social reality in the collective memory as knowledge. Inthe case of pre-
colonial Africa, women were assumed to be helpless, downtrodden and voiceless.,
Male centred historiography rarely mentions African women except in accounts
of polygamy or the few women whose contribution they congidered noteworthy.
In the past fwenty years, gendered historical interpretations of Africa’s story
have highlighted the central position of women in some pre-colonial societies,
particularly in areas of medicine and spirituality.! Under coloniatism, these
positions held by women were devained systematically, especially by Chrisiian
missionaries, and this knowledge possessed by women was supplanted by the
colonial construction of social reality and forms of knowledge which aided the
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colonial mission. The essential role for both men and women was to serve asa
labour force for colonial capital, During colonialism in some African societies,
women's roles were viewed as that of mother and wife, to preserve the home as
ahaven formen.? Elizabeth Schmidt describes how missionaries in Zimbabwe
“cducated” African women for domestication to ensure that the women's
influence on the men and children coresponded to the requirements of the
colonial system ?

Reconded history of the nationalist stmggles in Africa provide narratives of
women in the anti-colonial struggle, whether they wexe the veiled Algerian
women or combatants in the liberation straggles in Sonthern Africa. Despite the
central role that women played in the decolonisation process, their voices have
notbeen heard. The negative silences with respect to women also abound in the
recorded history of the Pan African Movement. The fact that women in Africa
dzily move beyond the colonial borders to engage in trading activities points to
their vast potential as agents of Pan Africanisin,

Because historical accounts of the Pan African movement have tended to focus
on formal meetings, this history falls within the male-centred framework.
Women, with the exception of Adelaide Casely-Hayford, Shirley Graham
DuBais, Amy Ashwood Garvey and Amy Jaques Garvey, were virtually invisible
in this history, particularly for the first five Congresses, There were, bowever
several forthright women who participated in these congresses. Some of the
Black women participants in the early Congresses included Annie J. Cooper,
Jessie Faucet, Ida Gibbs Hunt and Mary McLeod Bethune.* A group of twenty-
one women of African descent were the main orgarisers of the Fourth Pan.
African Congress, held in New York, 1927. Many of themn were members of 3
women’s organisation called ‘“The Circle of Peace and Foreign Relations’.
Dorothy Hunton, who was the President of this organisation, was involved in the
struggle for Pan Africanism for many years.®

The Sixth Pan African Congress, held in 1974, was the first of these Cop.
gresses 10 openly address the issue of women. Women were members of the
organising secretariat and among the resolutions passed at the Congress was 3
Resolution on Black Women:

The Sixth Pan African Congress:
1.  Decides to give its total support to the political struggles for equality
underiaken by black women.

2. Aboveall, calls ypon all the states and organisations pariicipating in ¢his
Congress to tackle the problems of the oppression of women thoroughly
and profoundly.®

The impetus for this resclution was surely women, in the forefrong of
organising at the 6th PAC and the fact that women were on the Frontline in che
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liberation movements. Women’s presence had to be acknowledged. Apart from
this resolation, however, women's voices were still marginalised, as very few of
the other Congress documents, which have been published”, include women or
were even writien by woinen,

In this regard, the Seventh Pan African Congress was path breaking, 1t was the
first of the Pan African Congresses which clearly placed women on the agenda.
A pre-Congress Women'’s Meeting was held the twe days preceding the Con-
gress. The rationale for this meeting was to provide a framework for ensuring
thay women’s concerns were addressed in the snain Congress. The commitment
for this meeting emerged after some struggle within the International Preparatory
Committee (IPC) for the 7th PAC. However, the persistence of women ensured
that this meeting occwred.

This article examines the context of women of African descent coming
togetherat the 7th Pan African Congress to discuss the fonmation of aPan African
women's organisation which clearly places on the agenda the issue of women’s
liberation from all oppressive forms, It considers the issue of why, in a time of
burgeoning women’s organisations, there should be yet another women's
organisation. The article proceeds to propose issves which conld propel the Pan
African Women’s Liberation Organisation into the 21st century.

Women in The Context of The 7th PAC: 1974-1994
There is a need for a specific forum for women within the Pan African context.
Janet Musevini®

‘Women have been organising on a global level since 1975, when the First
United Nations World Conference on Women met in Mexico City. African
women entered the foray more forthrighty in 1985, with the Third UN World
Conference on Women, held in Nairobi, Kenya, Taking advantage of the meeting
being held on its soil, Kenyan women activists ensured that grassroots women's
organisations in Kenya were provided a platform. This assisted in bringing into
the open the plight of rural African women whose voices are seldom heard except
through the mediation of NGOs,

An additional advantage to the Conference being held in Kenya is that it
provided relatively easy access for African woimen in general, particularly those
from neighbouring countries. Bus loads of women went from Tanzania and
Uganda to the Conference in Kenya. The Nairobi meeting provided an opportu-
nity for African women to come together as a bloc o ensure that their issues were
given a hearing. It provided the gronnd work for the Platform for the Develop-
ment of African Women which eventually evolved from the Africa Preparatory
Meeting in Dakar, Senegal, in 1994,
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On 2 wider scale, African women’s voices became more audible in a number
of ather spheres, Films and hooks by and about women became more widely
known. Pan African women's writings that had been buried for decades were
republished. One outstanding example of this is the anthology compiled and
edited by London based publisher, Margaret Bushy — Dawughters of Africa. This
collection includes writings of women across the Pan African world from Ancient
Egypt to contemporary times. In addition to Biack women from Africa, the
Caribbean and the Uniied States, are women bom in Belize, Brazil, Costa Rica,
Cuba, England, Germany, and Russia. It can be seen as “a contribution io the
canse of reclaiming for women of African descent a place in literary hislm’y,"’9

The Background to PAWLO

On the two days preceding the Seventh Pan African Congress a Women's Pre-
Congress Meeting was held in Karnpala, Uganda to enable women to discuss
issues they wanied to have dealt with in the main Congress. More than 300 people
(74% women) attended (he Women's pre-Congress Meeting, many of them were
grassroots Ugandan women. Spanning the Pan-African world participants in the
Meeting hailed from Botswana, Brazil, Cameroon, Canada, Cuba, Egypt, En-
gland, Eritrea, Gambia, Germany, Ghana, Guyana, Jamaica, Kenya, Mozambique,
Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, Somalia, South Africa, Spain, Sudan, Sweden,
"Fanzania, Trinidad, Uganda, the United States and Zimbabwe. Some of the guest
speakers who addressed the Meeting included: Janet Musevini, the First Lady of
Uganda: Dr. Specioza Wandera Kazibwe, Ugandan Minister for Women, Youth
and Culture; Graca Machel, former Minister of Education in Mozambique; Dr.
Betty Shabazz, Medgar Evers College in New York (USA); Miria Matembe, the
7th PAC Deputy Secretary General (Uganda); Esi Sutherland, former Minister of
Education in Ghana; Dr. Fatima Mahmoud, Sudanese poiitical exile living in
England; Dr. Abiola Ogunsola, Conncillor in England; Beth Maina Alhberg,
Coordinator of Akina Mama in Sweden; Mariam Kramer, President of the
National Welfare Rights Union {(USA); and Bonita Harris of Red Thread and the
Working People’s Alliance (Guyana). This Meeting did not bave the consiraints
of being dominated by Heads of States or Government Ministers; the momentum
was carried by the women participants who set their own agenda,

A majorcomponent of the Mecting was the 7 workshops: African Women and
Cultore, the Status of African Women and the Law, the Survival of the African
Women and Child, Women and the Environment, Women and Structaral
Adjustment Programmes, and Building a Pan African Women’s Liberation
Movement. The aim of the workshops, all of which were held concurrendy, was
{o enable smaller groups of women to discuss in depth issues of concer to them,
There was a proposal from several Rwandese sisters at the Mecting to include 3
workshop on Women and Peace. This snggestion was accqnun(xlated by the
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organisers. However, because less than five participants attended this workshop,
the women themselves decided to disband and join one of the other 7 workshops.

Discussions in all the workshops were engaging, as women from various
countries and backgrounds were able, probably for the fitst time, to share their
experiences and perspeclives. Althongh each workshop focused on a different
topic, there was some overlap in the discussion of the different workshops. On
the cultural front, women emphasised the need to address cultural practioss which
are oppressive to women, e.g, widow inheritance, collective dowry, genitalia
mutilation, damaging food taboos. It was acknowledged that women are often
strong supporters of these traditions, so a gender sensitivity must be engendered
among women and men to provide an awareness of the detrimental effects of
some traditional customs and practices. In the same vein. the necessity of tapping,
from some of the custodians who are dying out, aspects of cultural values and
iraditional knowledge that are being lost and documenting this knowledge was
discussed. The apparent contradiction between these two points must be noted,
since defenders of African tradifions might argue that some of the “oppressive
practices” that are being condemned are part of the cubtural waditions which
should be preserved. Within all cultures there are positive and negative aspects,
Those which are clearly oppressive 1o any section of the society are negative
aspects which should be discarded.

Anaother point, which bridges culture with'education, was that the use of local
languages in all communities must be encouraged, starting with home and
schools, Tt was noted that there are some children who do notknow how to speak
any of the indigenous languages and this arises froin parents who devalve the
languages. Currently, within many African countries, there is aneffort topromote
the uplifting of the status of indigenous African languages in schools. Related
to this is the recommendation that the school curricula should be revisited to
integrate traditional knowledge wilh formal education. Education should be
viewed as wider than book knowledge, Much of the traditional knowledge which
helped the society 1o be self sustaining before the advent of colonialism, is locked
in the indigenous languages. Itisonly when these languages areallowed tobloom
freely that much of this knowledge will be released.

The conditions of female domestic workers was also addressed. There was
particular concern about young girls, 12-13 year old, who are taken ino
hounseholds and remain for 15 to 20 years without any training opportunities. It
was also pointed out that structures must be set in place to protect these women
from rape and other forms of physical and psychological abuse, One recormen-
dation: was for the unionisation of all domestic workers to ensure certain basic
conditions and protection. Domestic workess, primarily women, are one group
who are ignored and oppressed by both mea and women. Because domestic
workers release other women from more mundane, labour-intensive tasks for a
very low wage, some women who employ them treat them as less than human,
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Families and children of domestic workers often suffer or are neglected while
their mothers are leoking after other women's families and children.

Outof the workshop discussions emerged the recognition that African women
internationally face similar forms of oppression, so women must organise and
build networks intemationally that wilt expose and do away with unjust condi-
tions inflicted upon women. This recognition informed the discussions of the
proposal to build a Pan Africar Women's Liberation Movement. At iis
conception, the Pan African Women’s Liberation Organisation was seen as an
umbrella organisation that could oversee and coordinate all issues related to the
emancipation of women from all forms of oppression.  The necessity for
networking and bnilding mutual solidarity across diversities and barriers was
emphasised. An overarching aim of the movement was to ensure grealer and
moreeffective participation by Pan African women in the Permanent Pan Aftican
Congress secretariat, and, by extension, future Pan African Congresses, as well
as in other national and international fora.

Woman participants at the 7th PAC began to move towards building a
framework for the Pan African Women’s Liberation Organisation. Women met
daily to discuss the logistics of building such amovement, An ad hoe committee
was formed and regional contact persons were identified to facilitate the building
of regional branches of the Pan African Women's Liberation Organisation once
women tefurmed (o thejr respective homes. In Kampala, women participants
identificd certain key issues that provided a common ground through which
mobilisation at a regional and global scale could have some impact. Issue-based
working groups were formed around the following concerns: agriculture, educsa-
tion and training, environment, health and welfare, law and human rights,
political educaiion and participation, refugees and migrants, research and docu-
mentation, science and technology, and youth and children. African women
currently working within these areas were encouraged to network with womnen
in other coumiries to share their approaches fowards ercouraging women o
empower themselves in these spheres,

‘Why Another African Women’s Organisation?
Throughout the Pan African world, there are nnmerous women's organisations,
ranging from cooperafives, women in development groups, social groups,
political groups, economic empowerment groups, self-help clubs, etc. There is
alsoaPan African Women’sOrganisation in existence. Why then, one mighuagk,
should yet another organisation be formed? Why not make use of existing
organisations to address our concerns as women? This is a valid concer,
However, there are very clear reasons for building PAWLQ,

Let us begin by looking at the existing Pan African Women's Organisation
(PAWO). This organisation is an arm of the Osganisation of African Unisy
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(OAU) and essentially embraces wives of heads of state, ministers and other
women with high rapking associations. The average womet: on the streets of
African countries or in the rural areas have never heard of PAWO despiie its 30
or more years of existence. Additionally, membership in this organisation is
restricted 1o continental Africans, PAWLO embraces the Pan African world -
continental African women and women of African descent in the diaspora. In
particniar, PAWLO secks to reach oot to those women whose voices are not
usually heard. It is an acknowledgement that African women, at home and
abroad, have a common struggle and that there is strength in unity.

More importantty, however, the major rationale for the Pan African Women's
Liberation Organisation is its concern with the liberation of African women from
all forms of oppression.  This organisation is an effort towards providing a forum
for ali formations of Black women, globally, whoare engaged in struggles against
various forms of gender oppression to share concems, ideas, and strategies.
Recognising that there are African women who actively oppress of who are
complicit in the oppression of other African women, howevet, this organisation
cannot embrace women who do not genuinely have the interest of the most
oppressed women at heart, The focus on Pan Afiican women is not intended to
exclude other oppressed women, particularly Asian wotnen, Native American
women, Amerindians and other indigenous pecples of the Caribbean, and Latina
women in the Americas, PAWLO will have solidarity with these wornen and
work with them on comunon issues in ourbroader struggle for women’s emanci-
patiomn.

One encouraging aspect of the founding of PAWLO was the affinity that
sprung up between African women from different age cohorts, cultures. social
classes, political persnasions and geographic areas. Women at the Congress were
bound together by their lived experiences of being black and the baggage that
accompanies the black skin and of womanhood which had been epitomised in the
historical positioning of women within the global Pan-African movement,
‘Women were, for the mtost part, behind-the-scene-players, receptionists, typists,
mothers, nurturers, cooks and cleaners - passive and invisible. The concemns of
African women in the Caribbean, in North America, in Central and South
America, in Europe, who support the emancipation of women from all oppressive
forms, should also be that of women in Africa and visa versa, as racial discrimi-
nation at the global level is a reality,

Intertwined with the conventional concept of woman are terms such as duty,
self-denial and silence, constitating subjugation and oppression and manifested
in the absence of power. There are many calls now, in the North and the South,
for the empowerment of women, but African women’s voices are barely heard
among them. While it is important that African women’s voices be amplified in
the call for seif empowerment, Pan African women must be cantions of the term
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empowerinent of women. It has been co-opted from the women’s movement amx
become part of the jargon of institutions that seek only to capture the productive
capacity of women and stifle theirindependent initiatives, The institutionalisation
of women’s struggles has set in motion the process of ‘femocratisation” through
which women are absorbed into bureancracies to ‘fight the struggle from
within’ 10

PAWLO offers a space for Black women globally to come together to define
their own priorities — apart from African men, apart from white women and apart
from African women oppressors, Lived experiences have shown that in the
global movement women’s voices have been stifled by men’s voices; in the
women’s movement, Black women’s voices have tended to be overshadowed by
White women's voices, and in an all class movements, middle and upper class
woinen’s voices silence working class and grassroots women. Once Pan African
women, boumdd by the triple oppression of race, class and gender, have been able
to get in touch with their own concems, set their own priorities, establish their
own voices, they can (hen work together with Pan African men, White women,
and any other groups working towards the betierment of humankind.

Acquiring power is a necessity for overcoming the strictures of oppression.
Power gives women the contidence to decline when they do not want to do
something, to assert themselves when they have something to say, Lacking the
confidence or strength to challenge leads many women to constantly concede o
demands which they do not sapport, Such strength can arise through co-
operation and support, To empower themselves women cannot act individually;
they must act collectively.

Objectives of PAWLO

Conventional wisdom has universally defined women as the property of men,
Society expects women to get married, bear children and be taken care of by men,
Women who remain single after a certain age, or who divorce their spouses, are
often the centre of derogatory remarks by men and even other womett. As the
assumed property of men, some women bave been subjected to psychological,
physical and sexual abuse by men, including their husbands, and often have had
ho recourse {0 the law. Due to early pregnancies and early marriages, many
women’s educational opportunities have been far Iess than formen. All of these
practices hinder African women from contributing their full potential towards the
developmentof the society. They contribute to women®s pasition as second class
citizens. Women who have attempted to resisi laws and practices which define
their position in society have often been ostracized by both women and men in
their socicties. Insome African societies women who have refused 1o adhere 10
certain cultural expectations, particularly olkder women, bave been branded ag
witches, and at times persecuted and even killed by other members of the society,
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Many women who have obtained positions of power in political and social
structures have tended to perpetuate practices initiated by the men in an effort to
preserve the status quo. This is not difficult to understand as both women andmen
have been socialised into accepting oppressive and repressive cultural practices
and laws as legitimate, e.g. widow inheritance, female genilalia mutilation,
damaging food taboos which engender nutritional problems among women.
Since they have always seemed to exist, having been passed down fromn one
generation to the next, there appears to be no alternative to them. There arceven
some women who vehemenily defend these traditions, more strongly than seme
men. In addition to cultnral practices which negatively affect women, the bodies
of African women are being violated on a persistent basis for the testing and
disposal of dangerous drugs. Contraceptives are more vigorously promoted
among African women in North America, Enrope, the Caribbean and on the
continent of Africa. Methods such as Depo-Provera and Interferon, which have
been banned in most western countries because of prolonged and dangerous side-
effects, are liberally given to African women.

To ensure that oppressive cullural practices and other abuses are addressed in
a Pan African organisation which is direcled towards (he Eberation of women,
itis important to come to terms with these practices as women. As the ones most
affected by certain forms of oppression, women must lift their voices to remove
the burden. This requires mobilisation to end the perception that women are
helpless victims.

As part of the Cilobal Pan African Movement, the Pan African Women’s
Liberation Organisation seeks to be part of the global call to advance the cause
of emancipation, freedom and unity of African peoples at home and abroad.
However, because of the gender oppression encountered by African women
globally, women need a space to consolidate their voices. Itis within this context
that Pan African women joined together to form a Pan African Women’s
Liberation Organisation (PAWLQ). As a Pan African organisation, PAWLO
seeks to embrace Black women at home (on the continent) and abroad (in the
diaspora) in the effort towards self-emancipation.

Addressing the general assembly of the Seventh Pan African Congress, Fatima
Mahmoud proposed the following agendsa for a Pan African Women's Liberation
Movement: To

1. bring together all African Women with the objective of liberation into a
Programme of Action to work iowards improving the situation of African
WOmeR.,

2. imtervene to splve Africa’s problems emanating from the heritage of a)
colonialism, b neo-colonialism, ¢) and the present social order in so far as
it adversely affects African people and women in particular.

3. re-write the history of African women.
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4.  address alamming issues, such as Islamic Fundamentalism, and their effects
upor women,

5. provide research by African women to address the question of develop-
ment with a gender sensitive nnderstanding of this problem.

6. provide in stodies and practice a gender sensitive understanding of the
environment and its management for and by African women.

7. organise courses, studies and seminars to raise the consciousness of
women and encourage them to participate in a liberating Pan African
Women's Movement,

8. publish an African Women’s jonrnal that addresses African Women's
history, past and present, in order to change the African Women’s situa-
tion,

9. encourage African Women researchers 10 write on the history of African
women.

10.  create a centre for Africa Women Studies to provide for Certificates,
Diploma and Post-graduate studies on African Women's history, present
problems and future challenges.

This agenda provided the framework for the discussion on building a Pan
African Women’s Liberation Organisation. Some of the specific objectives
adopted by the founding meeting include: increasing women’s awareness of their
ability to resist oppressive forms, providing support services to assist more
women in this resistance; providing a forum for women to consider issnes which
directly impact upon them and hinder their ability to participate in the society as
equal citizens; and rewriting African women’s history with an emphasis on
women as agents rather than victims of history. The issue based groups which
were formed provide the terrain for women to begin to address these objectives.

Building The Pan African Women’s Liberation
Organisation
The unshackling of women, the producers and reproducers of labour power, must
become the priority of Pan Africanist organisers because it niakes sense, How
can women be expected to play an effective role in the wider movements needing
their talents and energies when they are hemmed in by life itself, when they are
constrained by multiple social oppressions which are not the chief concerns of
pan movements?

Bouita Harrist!

Subsequent to the founding of PAWLO in Kampala, Uganda, in April 1994,
meetings have been heldin Uganda, England, Germany and Zimbabwe 1o discuss
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the building of local chapters. The establishment and maintenance of regional
chapters of PAWLO remains a challenge for the Giobal Pan African Movement,
particularly in this time of economic hardships in many covbntries compounded
by structoral adjustment.

There have been several major initiatives by represeniatives of PAWLObased
at the Pan African Movement secretariat in Kampala. In September 1994,
members of PAWLO together with the United Nations Fund for Women
(UNIFEM) held a conference aimed at elaborating stralegies for a women-led
coalition for conflict resolution and peace in Africa. The conference, which was
held under UNTFEM’ s umbretla programme of African Women in Crisis (AFWIC),
had as its main objective; to promote wormen ascrucial resources and participants
in the promotion of peace in Africa.

A follow-up to this conference was held in Beijing, China, at the Fourth World
Conference on Women {Angust-September 1995), A group of African women
participating in African Women and Peace Day, which was initiated by PAWLO
members present in Beijing, issued a set of resolutions to be transmitted to the
NGOs engagedin drafting the global NGO document. They included recommen-
dations that:

Every African government formalise and include peace reconciliation as part
of the school curricnlum,

Traditional mechanisms for the prevention of peace resolution be rehabilitated
and institotionalised and that women be fully involved in these processes.

In order for women to fulfil their roles as peace-makers, we need an environ-
ment which offers, promotes and supports justice and equity at all levels,

Local branches of PAWLO conld also take op this issue of promoting peace
in Africa, however they shonld be organised around issues which are pertinent to
their specific countries. This would ensure that PAWLO become a concrete
organisation rather than a theoretical one. Inmost coumtries, there are a plethora
of women’s organisations addressing a multitude of issues. Sometimes there is
overlap with different groups separately working on the same or similar issnes,
Rather than being viewed as simply another women’s organisation among many,
PAWLO conld act as a facilitator for the various women’s groups by establishing
a common foram for those organisations concerned with liberating women from
oppressive conditions.

Often, despite the numerous women’s organisations in a country, some
women do not know where 1o go to address their problems or concerns. One
central task of 1ocal branches of PAWLO would be todocument, for theirspecific
countrics, these various organisations which address women's needs and their
activities. This information couk) then he made available to women thronghout
the country. Such documentation would also reveal arcas which are not being
addressed and around which PAWLO could organise. The various local branches
of PAWLO could share their docamentation with each other across countries as
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ameans of sharing information and finding areas of common concern. Through
this form of interaction, the global objectives of PAWLO could be realised.

Women in development is a big industry ir Africa and other parts of the Third
World. During a time when financia? assistance is being cut in many sectors,
Non-Governmental Qrganisations (NGOs) from the North and local NGOs
fonded by countries and organisations in the North, which address women’s
issues continue to thrive. As the saying goes: *The one who pays the piper calfls
the tne.” It is important to understand that many of the organisations which
address women's issues are not concerned with the self emancipatior of women.
Some of these organisations circumseribe particular spheres in which women
should operate. Other organisations attempi to incorporate women into the
existing economic organisation of the society to be oppressed in new ways, As
we approach the 21stcentary, Pan African women’s voices need to be pari of the
transformation which seeks to uplifi the dignity of all African peeples. Thiscan
only be realised with the unshackling and empowerment of African women. The
slogan of the Global Pan African Movement is “Resist Recolonisation.” Through
the Pan African Women’s Liberation Organisation, womencan be an integral part
of this resistance.
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