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Across the globe, a coordinated, well-funded war is being waged against young 
bodies and identities. From Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), Child Marriage, 
extreme abortion bans, and the erosion of protections against sexual and gender-
based violence, to the systematic stripping away of rights - education, land, 
autonomy - every facet of existence is under attack. For LGBTQI young people, the 
assault has never been more brutal as governments and extremist movements 
conspire to legislate them out of existence.

These attacks are part of a larger coordinated effort by powerful actors, 
ideologically driven to entrench systems of patriarchy, white supremacy, and 
religious fundamentalism. The systems of oppression are resurfacing and coming 
for it all - weaponising state power, foreign influence, and cultural narratives to 
criminalise, silence, and erase. 

Political elites are using these narratives to distract from the real threats of climate 
catastrophe, capitalist exploitation, militarised violence, and economic instability. 
The rhetoric of ‘tradition’ and ‘family values’ is a smokescreen, protecting the status 
quo of power and privilege, backed by U.S.-based fundamentalist groups funding 
anti-gender, anti-feminist, and anti-LGBTQI campaigns across the world. This is a 
transnational and orchestrated rollback of rights and freedoms fuelled by far-right 
extremism and authoritarianism on a scale unseen in modern history. 

Young feminist and queer activists are already on the front lines - organising, 
resisting, and fighting back in the streets, courtrooms, and online. Their resistance 
is active, defiant, and radical. 

Purposeful stands in solidarity with these movements, providing critical resources 
to strengthen activists’ ability to monitor and counter anti-rights forces, to push 
for policy change, and to secure legal victories. We build cross-border alliances to 
exchange knowledge, reclaim erased histories, and amplify collective strategies 
for social justice. Our funding ensures these movements can continue to disrupt 
oppressive systems and fight for liberation, for us all.
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THE TRUTH IS,  
NO ONE OF US 
CAN BE FREE UNTIL 
EVERYBODY IS FREE”.1
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INTRODUCTION
Anti-rights actors are making historic  
investments in Africa
U.S. anti-rights actors are spending increasing amounts of money on the 
Continent. They include Family Watch International, led by Mormon activist 
Sharon Slater, which spent 102% more in Africa in 2023 compared to 2022.

New evidence of progressive cash for the backlash
The Inter-Religious Council of Sierra Leone is opposing the Safe Motherhood 
Bill that would, among other reproductive issues, legalise abortion. This 
group, we found, also benefited from funding from the Open Society 
Foundations, a leading progressive funder. 

Mormon actors are increasingly visible and influential 
in West Africa
The Mormon Church has been expanding in Africa – and particularly in 
West Africa, where it has been building relationships with governments and 
hosting annual Strengthening Families Conferences since 2019. 

Young African feminists are tirelessly resisting  
anti-rights actors
Feminist and queer movements in Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, The Gambia, and 
Sierra Leone have launched creative public campaigns, legal actions, and 
strategic partnerships with journalists, international allies, and local police. 

Young African feminists still win victories in an 
increasingly hostile climate
Although feminist movements are working with much less, they are 
succeeding in contesting and even drowning out anti-rights narratives - 
delaying the passage of anti-rights legislation in Ghana, maintaining the ban 
on FGM in The Gambia, and gaining cut-through with their campaigning for 
the Child Rights and Safe Motherhood Bills in Sierra Leone.

KEY FINDINGS

From FGM to Child Marriage, Comprehensive 
Sexuality Education, even the very right to 
education, childbirth, birth-spacing, land ownership, 
the right to divorce, the right to hold property, the 
right to live, breathe, dance, sing, take up space, 
be loud, be defiant, be a girl, be a leader. They are 
coming for it all and their reach is growing.”

– Josephine Kamara, Purposeful

Gains made by African feminists – as well as 
ongoing struggles for rights and gender justice 
– are under siege from anti-rights actors whose 
global coordination and deep pockets have 
made them increasingly effective across Africa. 
Over the past few decades, seemingly disparate 
groups have come together to create coalitions, 
and have deployed populist narratives that 
prey on the historical wounds of the Continent 
that have fuelled a deep, justified resistance to 
foreign influence. 

Under the guise of ‘family values,’ they peddle 
powerful lies and are pushing a flagrant far-right 
agenda across Africa.2 Their frequent claim – to 
be defending, upholding, or ‘strengthening the 
African family’ against Western imposition – falls 
apart under scrutiny.3 It ignores the historical 
reality that European colonial rules established 
laws and norms against gender equality and 
sexual diversity, and hides a toxic agenda 
of patriarchal norms aimed at dismantling 
reproductive and sexual rights.4 

This so-called ‘defence of the family’ has 
legitimised state attempts to restrict access 
to information, persecute sexual minorities, 
and increase parental control over everything 
from school curricula to bodily autonomy. The 
rhetoric of ‘protecting religious rights’ has often 
meant imposing extreme Christian and Muslim 
beliefs on all citizens, and ‘religious liberty’ 
has rarely extended to animists, atheists, or 
pagans. Free-market capitalism has often been 
used to justify dismantling public services and 
social safety nets that support marginalised 
communities or attempt to correct historical 
inequalities, and traditional conservatism, rather 
than maintaining cultural integrity, has instead 
supported harmful practices which strip girls of 
their rights, like Child Marriage and FGM. 

Various strategies and tactics are deployed 
to advance harmful anti-rights agendas and 
narratives. These include youth mobilisation, 
‘humanitarian’ work, and networking with political 
elites, and various U.S. anti-rights groups have 
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established strong footholds on the Continent by 
starting religious television and radio channels,5 
organising high-profile conferences,6 offering 
educational scholarships,7 establishing ‘pregnancy 
crisis centres’,8 and forging alliances with African 
lawmakers9 to uphold, and even advance colonial-
era laws and norms that harm women, girls, and 
sexual minorities.

Over the past five years, there has been a 
significant increase in anti-rights bills and 
policies promoted across the Continent. Even 
when those bills have not become law, they 
have stoked a climate of fear and hate, further 
marginalising communities that historically face 
discrimination and stigma. Present-day attacks 
on bodily autonomy and sexual rights in Africa 
are taking place within the context of historic 
investments on the Continent by U.S. anti-
rights groups. Opposition to the liberation of all 
Africans is the real foreign imposition. 

The threat to the most marginalised 
communities, including sexual minorities and 
sex workers, is severe – but it is being resisted 
by young African feminists fighting battles 
on multiple fronts. They have been sounding a 
clarion call on the dangers of U.S.- backed anti-
rights actors and working to hold the line on 
gains made years ago, such as the ban on FGM 
in The Gambia, while still fighting for others, 
like the decriminalisation of abortion in Sierra 
Leone. Many laws restricting women’s and sexual 
minorities’ rights were imposed by colonial 
powers.10 Meanwhile, there is a rich history of 
African queerness, women’s autonomy, and 
diverse family structures.11 

There is an increasing awareness that 
these and other struggles for rights 
are interconnected. This is crucial. The 
struggle for the recognition of the human 
rights of queer people in Ghana, for 
example, is directly connected to the fight 
for reproductive justice for young Sierra 
Leonean women.

Our analysis focuses on what feminist and queer 
activists are up against, and how, despite limited 
resources, they are adapting with courage and 
ingenuity. From communications campaigns to 
drown out narrow, imported, views of ‘the family’ 
that don’t match local realities, to persistent legal 
advocacy challenging anti-rights laws, and pushing 
for legislation that protects rights, young African 
feminist resistance has included a variety of tactics. 
Networks and organisations have used billboards 
and social media to share alternative narratives; 
young activists have put their personal safety on 
the line and filed petitions to halt or slow down 
the passage of homophobic bills; and creative 
collaborations have taken place across borders and 
movements for feminist, queer, and social justice. 

The threats are tremendous, but the 
resistance fills this publication with radical 
hope and inspiration to re-imagine the world. 

It features key case studies in four West African 
countries – Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, The Gambia, and 
Sierra Leone – which reveal just what is at stake from 
anti-rights threats, how to resist, and most crucially, 
how to win.12  

The lessons they contain demonstrate the wealth of 
knowledge that feminist movements hold, including 
the power of collaboration and shared tactics. Now 
is the time to spread these lessons further and build 
on them for change today. 

Anti-rights groups, and even 
governments, are co-opting 

feminist language and co-opting 
feminist tactics to try to water 

down and dilute our organising.”

– Vivian Ouya - Feminists in Kenya  

PART 1.
THE ESCALATING 
THREAT

What have we won so far? We’ve 
managed to mobilise millions of 

young people. We have managed 
to get our government to listen. 

We have managed to get our 
members of Parliament to see 

that we are serious.”

– Nyawira Wahito – Resource Center  
for Women and Girls

Anti-rights actors have successfully networked 
and formed coalitions that bring together 
diverse religious groups, branches of U.S anti-
rights organisations, conservative civil society 
groups and think-tanks, political elites, elected 
parliamentarians, media personalities, and other 
influencers.13  

Together, they craft messages that distort truth 
and spread disinformation – including that 
sexual and reproductive rights are a foreign 
imposition on Africa. While resistance to foreign 
influence is essential to reclaiming African 
autonomy, it has also created fertile ground for 
the weaponisation of anti-Western sentiment 
against progressive policies for gender and 
sexual equality. 

Ironically, even American anti-rights actors 
are successfully making this argument while 
they are on African soil, seeking to influence 
African societies. For example, at the 2019 World 
Congress of Families conference in Accra, 
Ghana, the notorious U.S. anti-rights activist, 
Brian Brown, claimed that many countries in the 
Global South, including those in Africa, had been 
‘bullied’ into accepting sexual and reproductive 
rights.14 Other speakers at the same conference 
portrayed the fight against homosexuality, 
which was framed as a sinister cabal destroying 
the family unit in order to suppress the Black 
nation’s population growth, as a ‘national duty’ 
for Ghanaians.15 For wily politicians on the 
Continent, widespread panic over a ‘Western 
takeover’ acts as an effective tactic to distract 
public and media attention from corruption 
scandals, ineffective government, and poverty. 

The World Congress of Families is a transnational 
anti-rights network founded by U.S. and Russian 
religious conservative activists in the 1990s, 

and since then, has hosted many international 
conferences. The Ghanaian capital also hosted 
another major anti-rights networking event 
earlier in 2019 - the first Strengthening Families 
Conference of the Mormon Church (detailed later 
in this publication). Other iterations of this same 
event have been held in Nigeria and Côte d’Ivoire. 
Meanwhile, additional high-profile ‘family values’ 
conferences have also been held in Uganda.16 

In an interview for this publication, Ugandan 
feminist activist and human rights lawyer, Joy 
Asasira shares: 

These conferences serve as political 
tools for authoritarian states and states 
that have failed to uphold the social 
contract to deliver social services. It is 
no surprise that these conferences are 
held in conjunction with government 
departments – they serve a legitimising 
role. 

As a result, the perception that these 
failed states care about the electorate 
through displays of exaggerated regard 
for family values serves to assuage the 
anger and appalling socio-economic 
conditions that many families are faced 
with in Africa. 

Additionally, when people see these 
glossy advertisements that these 
religious folks are coming to our 
countries to speak, it’s easy to think, 
‘What could the harm possibly be?’ In 
reality, the harm is significant. Wherever 
these conferences occur, chaos and the 
rollback of rights inevitably follows, 
especially for groups that already face 
major structural marginalisation.”
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U.S. Christian Right groups, known for opposing 
sexual and reproductive rights, have significantly 
increased their spending in Africa since 2019, 
according to data analysis by the Institute for 
Journalism and Social Change (IJSC). 

17 anti-rights and anti-gender groups 
increased their total annual spending in 
Africa by approximately 50% between 
2019 and 2022. 

These groups include large anti-abortion 
organisations, like Human Life International and 
Heartbeat International, as well as those that use 
specific tactics like legal advocacy against these 
rights, such as Alliance Defending Freedom.17

The numbers of groups and annual spend keeps 
rising. Family Watch International (FWI), led by 
Mormon activist Sharon Slater, deposited its 
latest U.S. financial filings in November 2024 that 
show a declared spending in 2023 of $260,642 in 
Africa (described only as ‘conference support’) 
– more than double what it declared spending 
on the Continent in 2022 ($128,636).18 This is 
an increase of 102%. The filings also show how 
Africa was the focus of more than 80% of its 
international spending in 2023 ($318,104 total 
that year).19 

ANTI-RIGHTS CASH: 
HISTORIC INVESTMENTS 
IN AFRICA

The limited narrative information includes FWI’s 
statement that it “launched multiple pro-family 
social media groups for various African countries 
to help protect African children” and “exposed 
harmful Comprehensive Sexuality Education 
programs.” 20 The records do not specify which 
conference was supported on the Continent in 
2023, but it is likely to be the 1st African Inter-
Parliamentary Conference on African Sovereignty, 
Culture and Family Values. Held that April, in 
Entebbe, Uganda, President Museveni called on 
Africa to “save the world from homosexuality.”21 

The following month, he signed a draconian 
anti-LGBTQI bill into law, to include, in some 
cases, the death penalty.22 FWI’s website says 
that it participated in the conference “primarily 
to brief African parliamentarians on the harms 
of Comprehensive Sexuality Education, which 
is negatively impacting African children.” It also 
says, “Family Watch Africa contributed to the 
development of the program, and we provided 
three speakers.”23

While U.S. far-right civil society and religious 
organisations are increasing their investments 
on the Continent, feminists, queer, and justice 
organisations are, at the very same time, facing 
unprecedented funding cuts, worsened by 
the move to the far right in the U.S., and the 
subsequent defunding of USAID. Internationally, 
funding for feminist and women’s rights 
movements is low and under threat. Even 
ahead of the second Trump administration 
taking office, women’s rights organisations, 
movements, and institutions received just 
0.34% of total global aid flows in 2022 (down 
from 0.42% in 2020), according to previous 
research from the IJSC. 24

Of even more concern, IJSC research has also 
revealed that so-called progressive donors, 
including those with official feminist foreign 
policies, have also funded anti-rights groups  
who systematically oppose and undermine 
feminist work.25
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At the same time, the IRCSL has benefited from 
funding from the Open Society Foundations 
(OSF) – despite this funder’s track record of 
supporting reproductive justice. Its website 
says it supports “cutting-edge work… that 
counters coercion; ensures access to safe 
and legal abortion; and resists surveillance, 
criminalisation, and the punishment of 
sexuality.”31

According to data submitted by the NGO 
Christian Aid to the International Aid 
Transparency Initiative (IATI), it has planned to 
spend £52,708 (about $66,000) of funding from 
Open Society Institute; the OSF’s former name 
– between April 2024 and 30 March 2026 – on a 
“women’s economic inclusion project in Sierra 
Leone” for which the Inter-Religious Council 
of Sierra Leone is listed as the “implementing 
partner.”32 

Surprisingly, the project is specifically 
categorised as “support for feminist, women-
led and women’s rights organisations and 
movements, and institutions”.34  So far, the Inter-
Religious Council of Sierra Leone has received 
$36,806 in two disbursements under this project, 
according to Christian Aid’s data (as of 8 May 
2025). 

How has this happened? It isn’t the first time 
that progressive funding has been found 
supporting anti-rights actors on the Continent. 
In 2023, the IJSC found that tens of millions 
of US dollars in international aid (from donors 
that pledged to support LGBTQI rights) in fact 
benefited anti-LGBTQI groups in Uganda.36 
Previously, for CNN, the Institute’s co-directors 
Nana Darkoa Sekyiamah and Claire Provost 
documented similar flows in Ghana.37

Screenshot of IATI project record on d-portal.org, displaying partners33 

The IRCSL would have the nation 
believe that women desperate 
enough to terminate a pregnancy 
deserve a death sentence, that only 
those women who report incest or 
rape should have a right to exercise 
their reproductive rights. This 
opposition… [is]  designed to control 
the poorest women and girls.”30

We brought these findings to the OSF which responded: 

The Open Society Foundations are committed to promoting and protecting 
reproductive rights and freedoms. We have a proud history of supporting 
efforts in this regard over several years and across several contexts. We 
are also committed to countering the agenda of anti-rights forces. Open 
Society does not directly fund any groups or projects that contravene these 
positions or our values, which are grounded in human rights, including 
advancing gender and racial justice. 

 As part of our work on gender and racial justice, there was a grant made 
for general support to Christian Aid in 2023. The express purpose of this 
grant was to work with faith-based organisations to counter anti-gender 
attacks and advance racial and reparative justice. With our general support 
grants, we do not impose conditions on our grantees, trusting them to make 
decisions. 

Open Society was not aware of Christian Aid’s work with IRSCL, or of any 
work that IRSCL or other Christian Aid partners may do to promote anti-
rights work. Nor did the concept note that was shared by Christian Aid, and 
formed the basis of the grant, mention any such work. We are grateful that 
this matter has been brought to our attention. This grant has been closed 
and we are committed to investigating and implementing due diligence 
efforts to ensure, as far as possible, that our grantees are aligned with our 
values and our commitments to human rights, including reproductive rights 
and freedoms.” 

Screenshot of IATI project record on d-portal.org, displaying disbursement35

The Inter-Religious Council of Sierra Leone 
(IRCSL) is a powerful, religious (inter-faith) civil 
society organisation that has been praised 
internationally for its role in brokering and 
supporting peacebuilding after the (1991-2002) 
civil war.26 It is led by Archbishop Edward 
Tamba Charles of the Catholic Archdiocese of 
Freetown.27

Recently, the IRCSL has been using its 
influence to oppose the Safe Motherhood 
and Reproductive Health Care Bill which 
would, among other reproductive issues, 
legalise abortion in the West African country.28 
Feminists in Sierra Leone have been pushing 
for this law – and resisting the opposition of 
the IRCSL which threatens women’s rights 
and endangers their lives. Unsafe abortion is a 
leading cause of maternal mortality.29 In January 
2025, Purposeful’s Co-CEO, Dr. Ramatu Bangura 
warned, in an article for The Guardian: 

PROGRESSIVE CASH 
FOR THE BACKLASH?
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far from transparent. However, 2012 estimates 
suggested that the church owned property 
worth $35 billion USD and received $7 billion 
USD from its members each year.43 

A lesser-known fact about the Mormon church 
is its well-documented history of racism and 
exclusion. Until 1978 - nearly a century and a half 
after its founding - Black people were barred 
from full membership, and Black men could 
not be ordained as priests.44 A central doctrine 
of the religion claimed that Black people were 
descendants of the Biblical murderer Cain, 
afflicted by the curse of Ham. Both Joseph Smith 
and his successor Brigham Young, believed these 
curses were the cause of African enslavement 
in the Americas, and justified the institution of 
U.S. chattel slavery.45 In light of this history, it is 
unsurprising that Black Mormons make up just 1 - 
3% of the church’s population in the U.S.46

Aggressive evangelism in Africa,47 South 
America, and Asia, where its history of 
discrimination is less-known, has helped the 
Mormon church swell its ranks.48 In West Africa, 
where the church has been rapidly expanding, 
its representatives have met with government 
officials and “forged relationships” with 
“traditional leaders.”49 

The Mormon Church has mobilised the 
‘soft power’ of key women allied with 
leading politicians – such as Fatima 
Maada Bio, the First Lady of Sierra 
Leone; Nasseneba Touré Diané, the 
Minister of Côte D’Ivoire’s Ministry of 
Family Women and Children; and Kandia 
Kamissoko Camara, the President of the 
Senate of Côte D’Ivoire – to publicise 
their annual Strengthening Families 
Conferences. 

In 2019, senior LDS representatives travelled to 
Ghana, Benin, and Côte D’Ivoire to meet with 
government officials, including the President 
of Ghana, the Vice President of the Republic 
of Côte d’Ivoire and a representative from the 
Ministry of Interior and Public Security in Benin.50 
In 2022, one of the church’s most senior leaders 
met with the Vice President of Nigeria, where 
they discussed “additional visas for church 
missionaries”.51 In a 2024 press release, the 

LDS Church said it had “forged relationships 
with Indigenous leadership throughout West 
Africa and has actively partnered with them… 
although not lawmakers, they are the custodians 
of African culture and have great influence on 
the customs and practices of their people.” 52 In 
2023, and in 2024, church representatives met 
with the Ministry of Chieftaincy and Religious 
Affairs of Ghana, which is an official state 
entity responsible for forging ties between 
the Ghanaian government and the traditional 
authorities of the country.53 

As recently as February 2025, the First Lady of 
Sierra Leone welcomed a delegation led by D. 
Todd Christofferson at the Presidential Lodge 
in Freetown. Christofferson, a member of the 
Mormon Church’s Quorum of Twelve Apostles,54 
is the eighth most-senior official of the church 
according to Mormon doctrine.55 At the meeting, 
the Sierra Leonean President, Julius Maada 
Bio, warmly greeted the Mormon delegation. 
The First Lady expressed her gratitude for their 
hospitality during her 2024 visit to Salt Lake City, 
Utah, calling the Sierra Leone meeting a “return 
match.” Christofferson noted that the number 
of Mormon churches in Sierra Leone, under 
100, is still “relatively small” and emphasised the 
church’s eagerness to be a “positive force for 
good” in the country.56 Plans are already in place 
to build an 118,000-square-foot temple on a 2.9-
acre site in Freetown’s Kossoh Town area.57

In addition to the official LDS Church, other 
Mormon actors have been active and influential 
on the Continent, opposing and threatening 
sexual and reproductive rights. A key example 
of this is the previously cited Family Watch 
International (FWI), registered as a non-profit 
organisation in the U.S. with a significant 
footprint in Africa, and founded and led by 
Mormon anti-rights activist Sharon Slater (who 
was the keynote speaker at the LDS Church for 
Life Worldwide Conference in Utah in 2024).58 
FWI’s record on opposing rights in Africa 
includes launching the ‘Stop CSE Campaign’, 
which has petitioned against Comprehensive 
Sexuality Education in 15 African countries.59 In 
2020, an openDemocracy investigation revealed 
that FWI ran training programmes for high-
ranking African politicians on how to effectively 
oppose both Comprehensive Sexuality 
Education and LGBTQI rights.60 

INCREASING 
INFLUENCE 
OF THE 
MORMON 
CHURCH
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
(also known as the LDS Church or the Mormon 
Church) has significantly grown in Africa – 
and particularly in West Africa. According to its 
figures, overall church membership grew by less 
than 20% from 2011-2021, but by a phenomenal 
120% in Africa.38 There are now around 850,000 
church members on the Continent, with more 
than 60% in West Africa, which has become a 
key battleground for the church’s expanding 
influence and lobbying efforts.39

WEST AFRICA HAS BECOME 
A KEY BATTLEGROUND FOR 
THE MORMON CHURCH’S 
EXPANDING INFLUENCE AND 
LOBBYING EFFORTS

Mormonism is a branch of Christianity that 
emerged from the United States in the 1830s. 
Its founder, Joseph Smith, famously said he 
was visited by an angel who helped him find 
a book of golden plates buried in the ground - 
the Book of Mormon is his translation of those 
plates.40 Today, Mormonism is known in the 
U.S. for strict rules, opposition to sexual and 
reproductive rights, and the church’s economic 
and political power. Church members are 
supposed to contribute ‘tithes’ (usually 10% of 
their income), and young men are expected 
to take on ‘missions’ as rites of passage into 
adulthood. 

Prominent Mormon politicians include Mitt 
Romney, who ran unsuccessfully for U.S. 
president in 2008 and 2012. Ahead of the 2024 
U.S. election, Donald Trump publicly targeted 
the Mormon vote, including the setting up of 
a ‘Latter-day Saints for Trump’ group as part of 
his campaign.41 The LDS Church, through its 
associated entities, is a large real-estate investor 
and one of the biggest landowners in some 
U.S. states, including Florida.42  Its finances are 
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Since 2019, the LDS Church’s Africa West Area 
department has hosted annual Strengthening 
Families Conferences. These events have 
stated aims to “educate all levels of society, 
highlighting the family as the most effective 
catalyst for positive gains in social issues 
and nation building.”61 In practice, they have 
been used as platforms to promote anti-rights 
activities, and bring together anti-rights actors 
from across West Africa and the U.S. and 
government officials. In their wake, West African 
feminist activists have observed increases in 
homophobic violence.62

The first event, in June 2019, was held in Accra, 
Ghana in partnership with the Ministry of 
Gender, Children and Social Protection. Glossy 
posters marketed young, attractive African men 
next to curvaceous, modestly dressed women, 
and their smiling children. Emblazoned above 
this notion of family, was the tagline “My family, 
my strength.”63 The conference was presented as 
a platform for different religious organisations, 
NGOs, CSOs, and government ministries to 
discuss how to unify and strengthen the African 
family. However, as the Advocacy Coordinator 
for Purposeful, Suricia Yatiana Esther Conteh 
explained, in an interview for this publication: 

In as much as this conference 
paraded itself as something 
progressive for families in Africa, 
we understood it immediately as a 
method from the LDS Church, as an 
anti-rights, anti-gender platform 
to forge political ties with the 
churches in West Africa and Central 
Africa, and also crucially, with 
governments in the space.”

That first convening of over 400 participants 
from government and civil society included 
Freda Prempeh, the then Ghana Deputy Minister 
for the Ministry of Gender, Children and Social 
Protection, who delivered a keynote address. 
Also in attendance, as a special guest, was the 
First Lady of Ghana, Rebecca Akufo-Addo,64 

along with speakers from other West African 
countries (Nigeria, Sierra Leona, Togo, and 
Benin). For the next three years (2020 - 2022), 
the conference remained in Ghana, drawing 
in high-profile participants from across West 
Africa, including Deputy Director in the Ministry 
of Family, Women and Children in Côte d’Ivoire 
in 2021, and the Former Vice President of The 
Gambia in 2022.65 

Over this period, anti-rights attacks intensified 
in Ghana, as well as violence, discrimination 
and harassment targeting queer people and 
advocates.66 After the first 2019 event, and 
the subsequent World Congress of Families 
conference in Accra, later that year, new 
guidelines for Comprehensive Sexuality 
Education were targeted for being inclusive 
of LGBTQI identities, and in 2021, the LGBTQI 

rights organisation, LGBT+ Rights Ghana, was 
raided by security forces.67 That very same year, a 
new anti-LGBTQI bill was introduced in Ghana’s 
parliament.68 It was unanimously passed by the 
Ghanaian parliament in 2024, only to lapse at the 
end of the year when the President did not sign 
it into law.69

In June 2023, the conference moved to Abuja, 
Nigeria with the special theme of ‘Strengthening 
Marriages’. The LDS Church stated it attracted 
4,000 attendees, including numerous prominent 
Nigerian media personalities, religious, and 
traditional leaders.70 FWI’s Sharon Slater spoke 
against Comprehensive Sexuality Education, 
claiming that “human wrongs that undermine 
the family are being promoted as human 
rights.”71 Anti-LGBTQI attacks also intensified 
immediately after that event. 

In October 2023, Nigerian police targeted LGBTQI 
people in a string of mass arrests. The Associated 
Press said some “were paraded in front of cameras 
in a live social media broadcast despite a ruling by 
a Nigerian high court… that pre-trial media parades 
violate the nation’s constitution.”72

STRENGTHENING 
FAMILIES 
CONFERENCES Anti-rights actors are being 

very strategic. Who on the 
African Continent is going  
to oppose anything related  

to family?”

– Kemi Akinfaderin  
Fòs Feminista

The following year saw Côte D’Ivoire host the 
2024 conference, attended by the First Lady of 
Sierra Leone, the President of the Senate Côte 
D’Ivoire and the Minister of Family, Women and 
Children for Côte D’Ivoire, who gave an address 
to the conference. Exactly at the same time, 
further along the coast in Sierra Leone, the bill for 
the Safe Motherhood and Reproductive Health 
Care Act 2024 was meeting its first opposition 
while it was being prepared to be tabled in 
Parliament.73 (See the case study on p26)

Skip to June of that year, and LDS Church leaders 
met directly with President Bio and the First Lady 
of Sierra Leone. Their intention, to lay the ground 
for the sixth annual Strengthening Families 
Conference. Soon after, it was announced 
that the 2025 conference would be hosted in 
Sierra Leone, with the First Lady’s chief of staff 
reportedly involved in its detailed planning.74
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In December 2023, Madeleine*75, a young Ivorian 
feminist, heard the news that the Strengthening 
Families Conference was scheduled to take 
place in Côte d’Ivoire the coming June. Previous 
editions of this ‘family values’ conference had 
been held in Anglophone West Africa, and there 
had been hope among the Ivorian feminist and 
queer movements, that language barriers would 
limit the Mormon-led event’s expansion to 
French-speaking countries. Madeleine realised 
there were only six months to prepare for a 
conference that was expected to draw thousands 
of attendees and would undeniably provide a 
high-level platform for anti-rights networking 
and organising. Given the social, economic, 
and political importance of families in Ivorian 
society, especially after the civil wars of the early 
2000s, she knew the framing of ‘strengthening 
families’ would resonate powerfully, and that the 
serious threat was real – to exclude and erase 
sexual minorities and women empowered with 
reproductive rights. 

Madeleine gathered allies and jumped into 
action. At this stage, they knew that to rally for 
the cancellation of the conference would not 
be possible. They set out to minimise its harm, 
dilute its impact, and suppress its momentum. 
They aimed to rebuke the discriminatory rhetoric 
and vision of how families and society should 
look, without directly ruffling the feathers of the 
powerful local officials supporting the event. 

The Young Feminist Response:  
Portrait de Famille

The young activists quickly mobilised a 
coalition of organisations, including Fòs 
Feminista, Ipas, ORAF, Organisation Pour Le 
Dialogue Pour L’Avortement Sécurisé (OPAS), 
Initiative Sankofa d’Afrique de l’Ouest (ISDAO), 
Actuelles, and several local groups, to hit back 
hard with a creative response: the Portrait de 
Famille campaign. This feminist, decolonial, 
and inclusive initiative aimed to showcase the 
diversity of families in Côte d’Ivoire to counter 
the conference’s divisive narrative which held up 
only certain families - married men and women, 
producing as many biological children as the 
women can carry.

The name of the campaign intentionally recalled 
a moment in collective Ivorian memory, when 
a popular television show titled Ma Famille 
sparked discussions on social and familial 
norms. The campaign also capitalised on the 
Ivorian people’s fondness for family portraits, by 
creating and showcasing images and narratives 
that depict diverse and expansive families that 
were more reflective of local lived realities. 

PART 2.
THE YOUNG 
FEMINIST 
RESISTANCE
If feminists are to protect the hard-won rights of African 
women, girls, and sexual minorities, and continue to lead 
the charge for liberation on the Continent, the urgency of 
this moment must be recognised. The time to act is now 
– and coordinated movements of young feminist activists 
are leading the way. 

We have to make sure that our region is not a 
playground for these anti-gender, anti-movement 
actors” – Kemi Akinfaderin - Fòs Feminista

CASE STUDY: 

PORTRAIT DE FAMILLE 
CAMPAIGN IN CÔTE 
D’IVOIRE
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At the heart of the endeavour was a powerful 
strategic communications plan. Rather than 
confronting conference messages head-on, 
young activists focused instead on creating a 
culturally sensitive and resonant alternative 
narrative that included:

1. Decolonising the Family Narrative 
The Portrait de Famille campaign 

challenged the conference’s harmfully 
restrictive and exclusive view of families as an 
imported, Western construct. Instead, activists 
emphasised the broader African understanding 
of family and diverse family structures in 
existence in Côte d’Ivoire, celebrating extended 
family networks, alternative caregiving 
arrangements, and polygamous families. 

2. Promoting the Family as a Site of Safety
The campaign reframed the family as 

not just a unit of people but as a place where 
members should feel safe, loved, and supported. 
This allowed the campaign to also address 
pressing issues such as sexual and gender-
based violence, often occurring within the 
family unit. In doing so, activists shifted the 
conversation from the narrow, restrictive vision 
of family promoted by the anti-rights conference, 

towards a more realistic, diverse, and protective 
alternative acknowledging the needs of women, 
girls, and LGBTQI people.

3. Communication Channels:  
saturating the public space

The Portrait de Famille campaign used 
both above the line methods – billboards, 
radio, posters – with below the line tactics 
– community dialogues, street theatre 
performances and comedy shows, to saturate 
the public space. Through multiple channels, 
the campaign ensured its messages were visible 
and unavoidable. This was crucial in making sure 
the counter-narrative was seen and heard and 
gained enough traction and visibility to contend 
with the far-right conference rhetoric.  

4. Careful Messaging to Avoid Personal Risk
The campaign worked closely with LGBTQI 

groups to ensure inclusiveness in its messaging, 
but given the political context in Côte d’Ivoire, 
the campaign was careful to craft messages that 
didn’t explicitly centre queer identities in ways 
that could expose anyone to backlash. The focus 
remained very intentionally on a broader vision 
of family respecting diversity and as a site of 
safety.

WHAT WORKED: KEY SUCCESSES
Collective Action and Strategic Collaboration
Young Ivorian feminists created a small core group of carefully vetted organisations 
with aligned politics to devise a collective strategy. Lessons were learned from activists 
resisting the previous Strengthening Families Conferences in Ghana and Nigeria, and 
activists from diverse movements were then brought together to work on a unified 
response. 

Flexibility and Agility to Pivot When Needed
Initially, activists wanted to try to cancel the anti-rights conference outright, but when 
they realised there was no way to mobilise political capital early enough to achieve 
this, they adapted their strategy. They shifted their focus to ensuring that the feminist 
counter-narrative was heard – and made concerted efforts to drown out the conference 
messaging.

Inclusive Local Feminist and Queer Leadership 
While international organisations provided vital support, the campaign was led by Ivorian 
activists. This ensured that it was culturally sensitive and grounded in local realities, and 
that its messages resonated with people and were not perceived as a foreign imposition. 
Queer activist voices were centred in the planning, execution and implementation, 
ensuring that the campaign did not inadvertently reinforce anti-LGBTQI narratives.

1.

2.

3.

As much as this bill was against us, it also made 
us appreciate each other’s efforts. Before this bill 
was introduced, we saw a lot of work, but it was 
happening in silos, but after its introduction, people 
collaborated more often. It brought us together to 
develop strategic guidelines for activism in Ghana.” 
– Leila Yahaya - One Love Sisters

CASE STUDY: 

“E GO REACH WE 
ALL” CAMPAIGN 
IN GHANA

In mid-June 2021, Sam George, Member of 
Parliament for Ningo-Prampram, a fishing 
community in Ghana’s Greater Accra region, 
along with seven other MPs, sponsored the 
Promotion of Proper Human Sexual Rights and 
Ghanaian Family Values Bill. This alarming piece 
of proposed legislation sought to criminalise 
LGBTQI identities and impose draconian 
penalties on anyone associated with the queer 
community.76 Vast in scope, it threatened this 
already marginalised community and its allies 
with a state-sanctioned assault on their rights 
and freedoms.77

The bill would enshrine a rigid, conservative 
family model, while persecuting anyone and 
anything outside of its narrow definition of 
‘family values.’ It proposed harsh penalties, 
including jail sentences, for same-sex 
intercourse, public displays of same-sex 
affection, and teaching about LGBTQI rights.  

It would ban LGBTQI media and give jail terms 
to people who failed to report LGBTQI activities. 
It sought to crush sexual minorities whilst 
also controlling all citizens under the guise of 
protecting the ‘traditional family’.  

The anti-LGBTQI National Coalition for 
National Sexual Rights and Family Values 
joined forces with a network of religious and 
traditional leaders, including the Christian 
Council of Ghana and the National House of 
Chiefs, to rally behind the bill. They framed it 
as a fight for the preservation of the Ghanaian 
family. In the process, they turned Ghana 
– which had been seen as more tolerant of 
diversity - into a battleground for anti-rights 
forces. Their campaign for the bill exacerbated 
discrimination,78 amplified violence,79 and pushed 
Ghana’s society toward a culture of paranoia80 
and repression.81
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The Young Feminist Response: 
Strategic Litigation, Mobilisation, 
and Communications

Ghanaian LGBTQI groups, human rights 
organisations, and feminist organisations 
sprang into action, including One Love Ghana, 
Courageous Sisters Ghana, LGBT+ Rights Ghana, 
and Rightify Ghana.82 They devised three key 
strategies to counteract the bill: 

1. Strategic Litigation:  
Delay, delay, delay 

Ghanaian activists drew on lessons from 
Uganda, where the ‘Kill the Gays’ bill was first 
introduced in 2009, undergoing years of legal 
challenge, before a revised version was passed in 
2023..83 They focused on delaying the Ghanaian 
anti-LGBTQI bill’s passage, in order to buy time 
for further advocacy and international attention. 
Activists filed legal challenges in Ghana’s High 
Court and Supreme Court, aiming to delay the 
bill’s passage until after the 2024 election, which 
would require the bill’s proponents to regroup 
and restart the legislation process. 

2. Strategic Mobilisation: Build  
mainstream support 

Ghanaian activists succeeded in securing bold 
support from well-known figures that helped 
to temper, or at least complicate, the anti-
rights public discourse. Examples include an 
October 2021 press conference by ‘the Big 18’ 
coalition of respected lawyers and activists 
who publicly opposed the bill. When the bill 
was later approved by Parliament in early 2024, 
they demanded the President veto it.84 The 
movement for LGBTQI rights also secured 
support from leaders who publicly questioned 
the bill85 or expressed concerns about its 
impact.86 

WHAT WORKED: KEY SUCCESSES
Legal Action to Block the Bill
When the bill first passed parliament, both a feminist academic and journalist separately 
filed legal cases with the Supreme Court disputing its legality. Then-President Nana 
Addo Dankwa Akufo-Addo refused to sign the bill, stating he was waiting on the decision 
from the Supreme Court. The court’s decision eventually came very close to Ghana’s 
2024 election, and did not receive the Presidential assent required to make it law. 

Myth-Busting and Empathy-Building
Activists monitored the media and worked to debunk harmful myths about LGBTQI 
people – exposing disinformation about HIV/AIDS, child molestation, and crime. They 
also worked to showcase the lives of LGBTQI Ghanaians, demystifying the community 
and fostering empathy. In a range of spaces from digital platforms like Clubhouse, to 
town hall meetings on LGBTQI rights, activists risked their anonymity (and safety) to put 
a human face to the ‘bogeyman figure’ being blamed for the downfall of society.91 

Documenting Violations and Attracting the International Spotlight 
Keeping track of rights violations and sharing these stories with international bodies 
was crucial in bringing global attention and support to the cause for sexual rights 
and freedoms in Ghana. Emergency hotline services like Kabi Mame92 recorded rights 
violations while providing psycho-social counselling, medical assistance, rent aid, legal 
services, and more. Partnering with groups in Uganda and Namibia and participating in 
the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights, threw an international spotlight 
and pressure on the Ghanaian government. Global human rights organisations like 
Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch then also amplified Ghanaian activists’ 
efforts to fight the bill.

1.

2.

3.

We used the kind of status 
those lawyers and leaders had 
in the country - they carried a 

lot of weight.”

– Tracy Owoo - LGBT+ Ghana

3. Strategic Communications:  
“E Go Reach We All” campaign

Based on a pidgin English expression meaning 
‘We Will All Eventually Be Affected’, this creative, 
collaborative effort between several LGBTQI 
advocacy groups focused on how the anti-
LGBTQI bill would inevitably affect all Ghanaians. 
Anti-rights actors had successfully framed 
it as a means of promoting social order and 
growth rather than a catastrophic assault on 
fundamental personal freedoms. Under the bill’s 
provisions, just about anyone could be jailed for 
failing to promote ‘family values’ or turning in 
an LGBTQI person (even a family member). The 
campaign’s message was simple, yet powerful – 
it can hurt you and your loved ones too – and it 
resonated when it was deployed across multiple 
communications channels. 

•	 Billboards were strategically placed  
across major cities.

•	 Social media engagement was ramped up, 
including the use of a dedicated Twitter 
page87 and a viral hashtag #ReadTheBill.

•	 Media outreach involved hosting online 
and offline discussions to correct 
misconceptions and present key facts  
about the bill.

The campaign highlighted, with significant 
impact, the bill’s contradictions with core 
Ghanaian cultural values, such as family 
unity, fairness, and peaceful co-existence. 
The campaign drew in high-profile Ghanaian 
entertainers like Wanlov the Kuborlor, Sister 
Derby and Lydia Forson, to amplify the message 
through social media.

The bill was stalled in Parliament after the 
election of Ghana’s new government in 
December 2024. Newly elected President, 
John Dramani Mahama, suggested he would 
support a shift from criminalisation to a strict 
‘family values’ educational curriculum aimed 
at promoting heterosexuality from childhood.88 

However, in February 2025, the bill was 
reintroduced by Assin South MP Reverend 
John Ntim Fordjour, with support from Ningo-
Prampram MP Sam George, the original 
proponent, and several others.89 Currently 
serving as Minister of Communications, 
George’s elevated position strengthens his 
influence,90 heightening fears among LGBTQI 
citizens that the bill may yet pass. At the time 
of writing, the future is uncertain, but young 
queer and feminist activists stand ready to 
oppose it - they will push back against tyranny 
as often as it takes. 
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In August 2023, the Kaur/Kuntaur Magistrates’ 
Court in The Gambia convicted three women for 
performing FGM on eight adolescent girls.93 This 
landmark judgement marked the first conviction of 
its kind since the enactment of a law banning FGM 
eight years prior. Passed in 2015, the ban marked 
the culmination of decades of organising by local 
feminists and international allies. 

The following month, religious leaders and select 
members of Parliament initiated public discussions 
seeking to repeal the ban and introduce ‘consent’ 
to FGM for women who wished to undergo it as 
part of their culture or religion. In early March 
2024, just six months later, a bill to repeal the 
ban was submitted by parliamentarian Almameh 
Gibba. He argued the FGM ban violated citizens’ 
rights to “practice their culture and religion” in the 
overwhelmingly Muslim country, and claimed the 
bill would “safeguard cultural norms and values”.94 
42 politicians voted with him to advance the 
proposed legislation.

 Public outrage in response to this bill was not 
limited to the activist community - Gambian 
feminists, women’s rights groups,95 international 
human rights organisations96 and global health 
organisations97 all shared their horror. If this 
overturn were to happen, The Gambia would 
be the first country in world history to repeal a 
ban on the life-threatening practice. Across the 
country, women of all ages, marital status, and 
socio-economic class, registered their opposition 
to the bill. 

It was a big fight and a big win against the  
anti-rights movement” – Dr. Syeda Re’em Hussain, 
Nalafem

CASE STUDY: 

HOLDING THE 
LINE TO END 
FGM IN THE 
GAMBIA 

The Young Feminist Response: 
‘Over My Dead Body!’

Gambian feminists and women’s rights 
activists had struggled for decades to secure 
the ban. They had succeeded only after the 
country ratified the African Union’s Maputo 
Protocol,98 calling for the elimination of 
harmful traditional practices, including FGM 
- it was a hard-won victory. At the time, Jaha 
Dukureh, a globally recognised anti-FGM 
campaigner, received a personal call from the 
President’s office to tell her that “her work had 
been successful.”99 

Despite this legal reform, she and others knew 
the fight to eradicate FGM wasn’t over - so 
much more work was needed in awareness-
raising, law-enforcement, and combatting 
social pressure on girls and women to conform 
to traditional norms, particularly in rural areas. 
This landscape gave anti-rights actors the 
momentum they needed to try to repeal the 
ban in 2024 and turn back the clock. 

Just as before, feminist activists moved 
quickly in response. Nalafem - a pan-African 
multigenerational collective advancing 
political leadership of African women - in 
concert with local organisations including 
Safe Hands for Girls, launched an online 
petition to  demonstrate widespread support 
for the FGM ban.  

In just two weeks, they gathered over 12,000 
signatures – 2,000 more than they were 
aiming for, and #StopFGMRepealGambia 
campaign gained traction on X (formerly 
Twitter). Government officials, lawmakers, 
and other key figures were encouraged not 
to give into pressure from religious and 
cultural groups. International allies also 
began advocacy efforts, engaging with 
the government in high-level discussions, 
including at the African Union and UN.100 

On 15th July 2024, The Gambia’s Parliament 
rejected this bill seeking to remove 
amendments to the Women’s Act that 
criminalised FGM. It was not just a landmark 
victory for Gambian activists, it marked a 
significant moment in the broader struggle for 
gender equality and women’s rights. Activist 
groups across the Continent, who had held 
their collective breath since the calls for a 
repeal of the FGM ban, now exhaled in shared 
relief with the threat neutralised just a few 
months later. 

Sierra Leonean feminist activist, Kaata Komeh 
Minah, recalled her fear of a ‘snowball effect’ 
if the FGM ban was to be repealed in The 
Gambia.

In Sierra Leone, we were looking at 
this and thinking; this is happening 
at a time when we are currently 
fighting for our own law against 
FGM. If they go back on their law 
in The Gambia, what’s going to 
happen here?” 

Rugiatu Neneh Turay Koroma, Chairperson for 
the Forum Against Harmful Practices in Sierra 
Leone, expressed a similar sentiment:

If the politicians in The Gambia 
would have succeeded in turning 
over the law it would have 
immediately affected us in other 
African countries”. 

Instead, what happened cemented the role of 
collective feminist activism as a key strategy 
in protecting and advancing women’s and 
girls’ rights across borders. By amplifying and 
supporting Gambian women and their activism 
Nalafem and partners demonstrated the power 
of collective solidarity. This has kept FGM in the 
public eye, ensuring that education about the 
dangers continues to reach communities, and 
has added pressure on other countries to outlaw 
the practice.

WHAT WORKED: KEY SUCCESSES
Working with Legal Experts and International Allies
Feminist activists worked with legal experts to identify legal and human rights 
implications of repealing the FGM law. They pointed to international human rights 
conventions that The Gambia is a part of, including the Maputo Protocol, which calls for 
the protection of women and girls from harmful practices. They also mobilised support 
from global advocates for FGM elimination. This helped amplify the Gambian voices 
calling for the law to remain in place and to put pressure on the government.

Mobilising Support from the ‘Bottom-Up’
Feminists used a ‘bottom-up approach’ – mobilising from the grassroots to develop a 
national strategy before embarking on political advocacy to the people in power. Public 
awareness campaigns were launched to increase and reinforce understanding of the 
harms and dangers of FGM. Prominent figures created videos for Nalafem to share 
on social media, voicing support for maintaining the FGM ban and sharing personal 
stories about their own lived experiences. By undermining the legitimacy of FGM as an 
‘untouchable’ cultural practice and framing it as an un-Islamic assault on women and 
girls, Gambian feminists shifted public attitudes and turned the tide of public opinion.

1.

2.
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In 2015, Dr. Isata Kabia, then Minister of 
Health, introduced the Safe Abortion Bill, 
aiming to overturn a pre-colonial law – the 
Offences Against the Person Act of 1861 – that 
criminalised all forms of abortion, even in cases 
where a woman’s life is at risk. It was passed by 
Parliament, but at that time, fierce opposition 
came from the influential Inter-Religious Council 
of Sierra Leone (IRCSL), which argued that 
decriminalising abortion would erode societal 
morals. When the bill reached then-President 
Ernest Bai Koroma’s desk, he withheld his  
assent, citing the need for further consultations. 

With the news that year, Sierra Leone’s feminist 
and women’s rights campaigners got to work 
in earnest. They formed the People’s Alliance 
for Reproductive Health Advocacy (PARHA) 
coalition to push for reform and the bill’s revival. 
By 2022, they had successfully grown the next 
President Julius Maada Bio’s support, whose 
final keynote address, at the Purposeful hosted 
10th African Conference of Sexual Health and 
Rights, confirmed the unanimous backing of 

However, once again, the anti-rights attacks 
were led by the IRCSL as the most prominent 
and influential opponent of the legislation. In a 
December 2024 report, later cited by the more 
widely read outlet Fox News, the right-wing U.S. 
outlet The Daily Signal claimed that then-U.S. 
President Biden was “pushing abortion laws 
on the Black-majority country” and “pressuring 
Sierra Leone to pass an unpopular pro-abortion 
law.” 103 

The Young Feminist Response:  
Adapt. Don’t Give Up. 

In Sierra Leone, this has been a long fight, and 
feminist activists and long-time campaigners 
have skilfully built political alliances to advance 
their agendas. For young feminists in the 
country, the pushing through of the Prohibition 
Against Child Marriage Act 2024104 was a 
significant precursor to the ongoing fight for the 
ban on FGM, the Child Rights bill, and the Safe 
Motherhood bill that at the time of writing, hang 
in the balance.  

Calling on the government to prioritise Sierra 
Leone’s women remains a priority, and agitating 
in the corridors of power along with key 
government allies like the current Deputy Health 
Minister, Dr Jalikatu Mustapha, is similarly 
instrumental in pushing forward the political 
and moral imperatives for gender justice. At this 

The legislature passed it twice! The then-President did not assent 
to it because of pressure by a coalition led by the Inter-Religious 
Council. This narrative, that the Safe Motherhood Bill is based on 
Western influence, is led by people who actually know nothing 
about the history of how this bill came to be. It’s frustrating, but 
predictable.” 

– Onike Spencer-Coker, Legal Practitioner and member of the technical 
working group and steering committee of the Safe Motherhood and 
Reproductive Health Care Bill, Sierra Leone

CASE STUDY: 

OUR FIGHT FOR 
SAFE ABORTION 
IN SIERRA LEONE

his cabinet for a new bill. In late 2024, a new Safe 
Motherhood and Sexual Reproductive Health Bill 
was tabled – and this time, with comprehensive 
legislation on reproductive healthcare. It was 
meticulously designed to address the deadly 
law that had created a national emergency in 
a country where the current rate of maternal 
fatalities remains one of the highest in the world, 
and where teenage pregnancy affects 22% of girls 
aged 15-19.101 

As Dr. Ramatu Bangura of Purposeful, stated in 
the Guardian:

These are not mere statistics: these 
are mothers, daughters, sisters who 
should never have to risk death because 
of the agenda of those who would 
limit their access to reproductive care. 
Those of us who fight for the health and 
wellbeing of women believe that even 
one death is too many.”102

point, the campaigning for the Safe Motherhood 
bill is live and the anti-rights threat still at large. 
At the first hearing in Parliament, in December 
2024, anti-rights groups turned up in large 
numbers with false narratives, banners, and 
chants.

Activists are rallying together behind one 
campaign, disseminating toolkits explaining the 
proposed legislation and its importance to allies 
and the media. They are engaging lawmakers 
to deepen their understanding of the bill, and 
public awareness initiatives are focusing on 
education about the prevention of unintended 
pregnancies through family planning and abortion 
services. Against a backdrop of disinformation, 
campaigners are emphasising the need for skilled 
professionals to provide health services, and 
the importance of antenatal, intra-partum and 
post-natal care. They are drawing in mainstream 
broadcast, press and media outlets to spotlight 
multiple voices and personal stories, and elevating 
earlier Presidential statements of endorsement on 
billboards and digital channels to flood the nation 
with the truth of what this bill means for the safety 
and rights of all women and girls. 

On the brink of making history, the activist 
movement for reproductive justice pushes on, 
fuelled by a collective fire that refuses to let 
outdated laws and entrenched opposition hold 
it back.

WHAT WORKED: KEY SUCCESSES
Strategic Coalitions and Multi-Channel Advocacy
Strategic coalitions like PARHA have combined grassroots mobilisation, community 
outreach, and policy advocacy. Purposeful, Marie Stopes, and PARHA’s political 
advocacy for the Safe Motherhood and Reproductive Care bill reflects diverse, 
collaborative efforts to re-frame practices and perceptions, and link gender justice to 
broader human rights and health campaigns.

Legislative Advocacy with Persistence and Flexibility
When legal reforms moved at a slow pace, or looked to have been deliberately delayed, 
advocates didn’t back down. Instead, they adapted. The Safe Abortion Bill was 
supplanted by the broader Safe Motherhood and Reproductive Care Bill, making it more 
palatable to a wider array of stakeholders. Just as, when efforts to pass the Child Rights 
Act – a unified legal framework to address issues of Child Marriage, child FGM, and child 
protection – faltered, feminist activists adapted. They rallied behind the Prohibition 
of Child Marriage Act – which passed swiftly through Parliament with the First Lady’s 
support. Although a law addressing the full spectrum of children’s rights remains stalled, 
banning Child Marriage was a major win. And so, they continue.

1.
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THIS IS HOW WE WIN:
LESSONS FROM YOUNG 
AFRICAN FEMINISTS

African feminist organisations and young 
activists have long led the charge for women’s 
and young people’s rights, their freedoms, and 
equality. But, today, there is the need to face a 
grim truth - the hard-won victories gained by 
feminists over decades can be all too swiftly 
undone if resistance is not sustained. Fighting to 
hold the line is essential. 

The alarming calls by the right to roll back 
feminist gains around reproductive and sexual 
rights – often with minimal outcry from the 
general public – points to a deeper issue that 
perhaps the messaging around these rights 
was never fully internalised or deeply enough 
embedded. Institutional changes not backed by 
cultural shifts do not last. If feminists and young 
activists are to protect and further our human 
rights, this painful reality must be faced head-on. 

Lessons must be urgently learned and shared 
of what is possible - and how, with persistence 
and courage, destructive norms and practices 
can be dismantled, narratives can be shifted, 
and societies can be restructured so that all 
women and young bodies can thrive. The stories 
of creative campaigns and victories profiled in 
this publication, are just some of the many that 
exist in Africa’s vibrant and bold feminist and 
queer movements. This is how we win – together 
and united in active solidarity, in the radical hope 
that another world is possible. 

It’s about resistance. It’s about 
our young activist movement 

getting people to pay attention 
- using our voices, our

consistency. It starts with our 
collective organising.”

Theriyeh Koroma-Nenneh 
– Feminists United Sierra Leone

and Allies

It’s showing the power of 
unifying our voices. It’s showing 

the power of what the global 
community can do when they 

come together. It’s showing the 
power of what African feminists 

can really do when they come 
together to say, ‘We do not 

want this to happen.” 

– Dr. Syeda Re’em Hussain
– Nalafem

Invest in Feminist 
Communications
There is an urgent need to increase 
investment in building feminist 
communications infrastructure to challenge 
anti-rights narratives and amplify progressive 
voices.

In our campaign against the FGM 
ban being lifted, we made sure our 
communications brought the humanity 
and the voices back into this issue. We 
put a face to it. FGM wasn’t just this 
abstract practice that was happening in 
a country people don’t really hear of. We 
made sure it wasn’t just a Jaha Dukureh 
campaign, or a Nalafem campaign, or 
a Safe Hands campaign. This was a 
women’s campaign. And it didn’t matter 
if you were Gambian or Kenyan or from 
the UK, we made it everyone’s issue.”

– Syeda Re’em Hussain – Nala Feminist
Collective

Build Political and 
Social Capital Before 
Crisis Hits
Political and social capital should be 
leveraged at the earliest signs of anti-
rights activity, but it has to be built first. 
Before a crisis hits, activists should 
cultivate relationships with influential 
people whose feet they can hold to the 
fire. Don’t wait until the ‘11th hour’.

Track Anti-Rights 
Activity: predict, 
prepare and pre-empt
Understanding and monitoring the anti-
rights agenda by reading press releases, 
joining mailing lists and following actors on 
social media helps to gather information, 
identify threats, and mobilise quickly, before 
they take their harmful actions, and to be 
prepared to pivot and respond fast when 
they do. 

We are not backing down. We are 
moving. And every time they co-opt our 
movement or there’s a backlash, we re-
strategise, we go back to the drawing 
board.” 

–Nyawira Wahito - Resource Center for
Women and Girls, Kenya

Brace for Backlash
Young feminists should anticipate backlash 
to their activities for rights and resistance 
against anti-rights attacks. Set up systems to 
respond quickly if needed. This may involve 
preparing counter-campaigns and responses 
to protect vulnerable groups. 

What is going to happen after we 
mobilise? That, we cannot do anything 
about. We just need to intensify and 
broaden our campaign in order to 
prepare better because we know what is 
going to happen.”

– Salematou Balde – Actuelles,
Côte D’Ivoire
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Centre Local Communities and Realities
Anti-rights actors have had success positioning progressive policies as foreign impositions. 
Mobilising global resources while centring local efforts and boosting the voices and 
strategies of young activists on the ground is essential to countering this perception, and 
devising strategies rooted in the realities of the communities who are actually under siege. 

We made sure that we centred the leadership of national rather than international 
organisations. It was really important to make sure that feminist activists in Côte 
d’Ivoire, for whom this is their day-to-day lived reality, were the ones at the forefront. 
The international organisations were essential but took a back seat.”                                         

– Kemi Akinfaderin - Fos Feminista

Work with 
International Allies 
and Institutions
African feminist activists need to draw on the 
spotlighting of our international allies, and 
there are opportunities to use international 
institutions, including international and 
regional courts, to advance our struggles. 
We have seen this succeed with strategic 
litigation where Sierra Leonean feminist 
activists took their government to the 
ECOWAS Court of 15 West African member 
states, and saw victory in 2019, with the 
overturn of the ban on pregnant girls 
attending school.105 At the time of writing, 
these same activists, led by Purposeful have 
taken the government back to the ECOWAS 
court to enact the ban on FGM.106 

What is helpful with regional human 
rights litigation is that we can draw on 
not just case law but experiences from 
other countries. And the outcome of 
these cases can be used by activists. 
It can be used not only as precedent 
in courts within the region, but by 
activists to push their policymakers and 
lawmakers.”

– Eleanor Thompson, Sierra Leonean 
feminist and public interest lawyer 

Demand Donors Do 
Their Due Diligence 
By presenting themselves as diverse 
coalitions, anti-rights groups can appear 
progressive. Investigations by the IJSC 
reveal that Inter-Religious Councils on 
the Continent have received funding 
from progressive donors, while working 
to restrict women’s rights. WARDC in 
Nigeria and Plan International in Ghana 
were listed as partners by the organisers 
of the Strengthening Families conference, 
despite their anti-feminist agenda. Donors 
and partners must carefully research the 
stances, politics, and policies of these 
groups to avoid inadvertently legitimising 
their harmful actions.

Build Stronger Regional  
and Transnational Networks
Inter-regional and transnational partnerships should facilitate the sharing of information,  
lessons learned, and strategies. This is especially relevant to responding to anti-rights actors  
who are themselves connected across borders. We must continue to forge strong networks  
and collaborations to support each other and fuel each other in this fight. 

The truth is, no one of us can be free until everybody is free”.109

Develop Cultural 
Innovations like  
The Bloodless Rite
A Bloodless Rite107 and Purposeful’s Wati 
Kura initiative,108 model rites of passage 
that honour and lift up the sanctity of 
female-only spaces and initiations but 
without FGM. Since anti-rights actors 
argue that progressive policies are trying 
to undermine cultural traditions, every 
time that feminists innovate to maintain 
a cultural tradition without the harm, we 
strike right at the heart of that argument. 

Embrace How 
Our Struggles are 
Interconnected
If the African feminist movement is to advance 
its goals of freedom and liberation for all, then 
different ‘rights repeals’ and attacks must not 
be viewed as isolated incidents or disparate, 
disconnected occurrences. Rather, we must 
name and connect these rollbacks as the 
result of deliberate, coordinated, well-funded 
activities, rooted in colonial histories and that 
carry a harmful agenda to promote a narrow 
patriarchal idea of family, and society.

The women’s rights, feminist and LGBTQI 
movements need to understand that we 
face a common menace and until we 
come together to hold the line, anti-rights 
actors will continue to roll back rights, 
and set the pace and tone for our work” 

– Buky Williams, young Nigerian feminist 
activist
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